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The Kaiser, the Baron and the Dragoman

Pour chasser les démons, il faudrait un prophète.1

King Louis Philippe to François Guizot

 

As the Hohenzollern passed through the Dardanelles en route for Constantinople in the first week of November in 1889, an astonishing spectacle greeted its distinguished passengers, all crammed onto the outer decks. ‘From Settl-Bahar and Kum-Kaleh to Abydos,’ wrote an English journalist observing from the shore, ‘all the forts hoisted the German flag, the military bands played the German anthem, and as the Imperial yacht passed between the castles where the straits are narrowest the forts on either side thundered forth their welcome in a salute of 101 guns.’ After docking at the Golden Horn, the German royal party was received with elaborate ceremony by Sultan Abdul Hamid II at the imperial palace of Yıldız: official visits to the even grander Dolmabahçe and Beylerbey palaces would follow. A particular highlight was a tour of the Bosphorus aboard elegant Ottoman court caiques, each one ‘rowed by ten pairs of oars’. So warm was the Sultan’s reception, so beguiling the oriental sights on display, that the German delegation extended its official visit to four full days filled with pomp and panoply.2

It was a heady experience for young Kaiser Wilhelm II. Having ascended to the German throne the previous year, his thirtieth, the Kaiser was anxious to make a name for himself and emerge from the shadow of Germany’s long-serving Chancellor, Prince Otto von Bismarck. The state visit to Constantinople accomplished both tricks at once, not least because Bismarck had made clear his stout opposition to the trip, for fear of offending Russia to no good purpose. Ever since the unification of Germany under Prussian leadership in 1871, Bismarck had been content to consolidate the boundaries of the new German empire, trying to avoid unnecessary foreign adventures at all costs. Bismarck’s famous remark about the Balkans not being ‘worth the bones of a single Pomeranian grenadier’ is in fact a misquote: what he actually said was that ‘the whole Orient’ – meaning the entire Ottoman Empire – should not be a concern of Germany’s foreign policy.3 Although Bismarck did support the spread of German influence in Turkey, personally approving the dispatch of a German military mission led by Generalmajor Otto Kaehler on Abdul Hamid’s request in 1883, he did so as quietly as possible, for fear of ruining Germany’s fragile relations with Russia, which viewed the Straits at Constantinople with greedy eyes.*4 In 1887, Bismarck had tried to counter Russian suspicions with his ‘Reinsurance Treaty’, in which Russia and Germany pledged to remain neutral in wars with third countries (including Ottoman Turkey).† And now here was the Kaiser making an unprecedented state visit to the Sultan, confirming the Russians’ worst fears about German intentions in the Near East.

What was a diplomatic nightmare for Bismarck, however, was for the young Kaiser very good fun. Wilhelm was fêted everywhere he went in Constantinople, even by the English colony, which took him in as one of their own (he was, after all, the grandson of Queen Victoria). Aside from the salutes and cannonades, there was enough political intrigue in four days to fill a book. Addressing his German counterpart, in accordance with Islamic tradition, through a pair of interpreters (despite knowing French perfectly well), Sultan Abdul Hamid took the impressionable young Kaiser into his confidence, complaining of palace plots, unflattering embassy gossip and, more pointedly, the designs of other European sovereigns on his domains. Because Germany had not, as of yet, displayed similar territorial ambitions, Wilhelm remembered the Sultan telling him, with an air of conspiracy, that ‘my visit would make these powers very nervous’. This was music to the ears of an ambitious young Emperor keen to make his mark on the world.5

In the young Kaiser’s ostentatious state visit to Constantinople in 1889, we can see those qualities which would soon both fascinate and repel the world. On the one hand, it is easy to see why the visit was so well received. Wilhelm’s childlike curiosity and capacity for wonder, his ability to be fascinated by new sights and sensations, from the Ottoman caiques and palaces to the ‘gracious, delightful, rhythmic dances of the Circassians’ in the Sultan’s harem: all this went over very well with Constantinople’s residents. An ancient caravan people known for their hospitality to travellers, Turks have always responded well to visitors’ attentions and compliments. Kaiser Wilhelm did not disappoint them, thanking the Sultan effusively for his ‘splendid hospitality’ and declaring himself ‘much moved by the feelings of cordiality and sympathy shown towards their Majesties both by the Sovereign of Turkey and his subjects’. The Kaiser then gave the Sultan’s Grand Vizier a diamond-set Prussian Order of the Eagle.6

The flip side to the flattery on display during the Kaiser’s state visit was Wilhelm’s vanity and insecurity, his need to be the centre of attention, which has been remarked on by nearly all of his biographers. Born in the breech position after an agonizing ten-hour delivery which his mother barely survived, the future Kaiser suffered nerve damage that crippled his left arm, which by adulthood was six inches shorter than the right and essentially useless. As a result of his deformity, Wilhelm could not even cut his own meat without help, let alone handle weapons like the soldier he always wanted to be. The young Kaiser had thus grown up with a very large chip on his shoulder, a sense that he had always to prove himself and win acclaim. Kaiser Wilhelm, it was said, had to be ‘the stag at every hunt, the bride at every wedding, and the corpse at every funeral’. This was not a man likely to resist the lure of oriental gifts and blandishments.7

The trip to Constantinople also highlighted Wilhelm’s reckless sense of statecraft, born of his restless, unbalanced character. Able to muster up sudden enthusiasms on a moment’s notice, Wilhelm yet lacked the ability to focus on essentials, or note contradictions. It is of more than passing historical interest, for example, that the Kaiser befriended not only the soon-to-be-notorious ‘Bloody Sultan’ on this inaugural visit to the Ottoman capital, but also Theodor Herzl, the Viennese journalist usually considered the father of Zionism. Converted by Herzl, with astonishing swiftness, to the Zionist cause, the Kaiser promptly lobbied Sultan Abdul Hamid on Herzl’s behalf. It does not seem to have occurred to young Wilhelm that the Sultan’s Muslim subjects may not have viewed the prospect of further Jewish settlement in Palestine favourably, or that the Sultan-Caliph of Sunni Islam might have resented this officious intervention in Ottoman religious affairs. Nor does the Kaiser seem to have given much thought to how, exactly, this meddling served the German national interest. For Bismarck’s cool and careful indifference to the Orient, the Kaiser had now substituted the emotional improvisations of amateur hour. The Eastern Question would never be the same again.8

The Kaiser, to be sure, did not follow up directly on his overtures to either the Sultan or the Zionists: his attention, characteristically, wandered elsewhere soon after returning home from Constantinople. Still, Wilhelm’s 1889 trip was a harbinger of things to come. The ageing Bismarck was pushed out of office in March 1890, ostensibly because his reactionary predilections were out of step with the more progressive Reichstag elected that year: but the Kaiser was equally keen on breaking the Iron Chancellor’s hold on foreign policy. Within weeks of Bismarck’s fall, the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia was allowed to lapse, despite open Russian overtures in Berlin in favour of renewal. A natural alliance between the two reactionary powers had been replaced, perhaps quite needlessly, by an antagonism which would dominate two world wars. Not only did the lapse open the door for France’s courting of a defensive alliance with Russia (concluded in 1894), it also put the Tsar’s diplomats on notice that the Germans would no longer acquiesce in Russian designs on the Straits. Had the Kaiser made an effort to renew Bismarck’s Reinsurance Treaty, it is possible the Russian government would have ignored the Kaiser’s flirtations with the Ottoman Sultan, and refrained from rushing headlong into French arms for fear of an out-of-control Germany. Instead, Wilhelm’s state visit to Constantinople, followed by the expiration of the Reinsurance Treaty, confirmed the Russians’ worst fears about German intentions at the Porte, with momentous consequences for the European strategic balance.

Considering the serious diplomatic price Germany may have paid for the Kaiser’s dalliance with the Sultan in 1889, it is peculiar that nine years passed before Wilhelm bothered to visit his friend Abdul Hamid again. The Kaiser’s oriental fixation, it would seem, was only one of his passing fancies, which had evaporated as quickly as it came over him. It is true that, following the Sultan’s repression of an Armenian uprising in August 1896, Wilhelm famously sent a signed photograph of himself to Abdul Hamid to mark the latter’s birthday, just as everyone else in Europe was condemning the Kaiser’s friend as the ‘Bloody Sultan’ and ‘Abdul the Damned’. It is less well known, however, that the Kaiser also conspired at this very time with the British Prime Minister Lord Salisbury to reach an agreement on the partition of the Ottoman Empire in the case of its collapse, with the aim of tempting Russia to abandon her alliance with France. Luckily for Wilhelm’s relations with Abdul Hamid, Lord Salisbury quickly dropped the idea, and the news of the Kaiser’s approach to Salisbury was not leaked to the press.9

Still, Wilhelm never forgot the charms of Constantinople. When at last he returned to the Bosphorus in October 1898, there was little left to restrain the Kaiser from a full-blown diplomatic offensive. Old Bismarck had died earlier that summer, banishing any lingering qualms the Kaiser might have felt over pursuing his more assertive foreign policy. None of the great man’s successors in the Chancellery or Foreign Office – Caprivi, Holstein, Marschall, Hohenlohe or Bülow – had yet figured out how to rein in the Kaiser’s exuberance. Alarm had recently been growing in Britain about the Kaiser’s burgeoning Weltpolitik – from his notorious encouragement of the rebellious anti-British Boers in South Africa with the ‘Krüger telegram’ in 1896, to the German naval expansion programme begun in 1897 – but if anything, the disdain Wilhelm’s English cousins increasingly felt for him only goaded him on further in his efforts to upstage them. And so Wilhelm resolved not only on a state visit to the Ottoman capital, but to make a grand tour of the Orient, taking in Rhodes, Malta, Jerusalem, Lebanon and Damascus.

As if to underscore the historic nature of the Kaiser’s geopolitical voyage, it was launched on the 100-year anniversary of Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, which had inaugurated the first great age of European Orientalism. Napoleon’s invasion had been a disaster for the Ottoman Empire, showing up the military inferiority of the Muslim world against European armies: although the French forces were ultimately repulsed, it was due only to British intervention. The Kaiser’s visit, by contrast, was friendly and by invitation; but in its way it was just as portentous as Napoleon’s invasion. A throng of Western reporters followed the Kaiser almost everywhere he went, recording the impressions he made and speculating wildly on his motives. It seemed impossible Wilhelm was really just making the rounds and seeing the sights. Was the Kaiser seeking to shore up the Sultan’s rule and frustrate Russian, British and French designs on his domains? Or was Wilhelm himself staking a claim to the Ottoman inheritance?

The Kaiser’s exuberant behaviour did little to quell these speculations. In Constantinople, Wilhelm presented to the Ottoman people ‘a huge and ornate fountain’, which still stands in the Hippodrome (known today as the Alman Çeşmesi, or German Fountain). To the Sultan, he wished to have sent a Prussian rifle of the latest design, on which the Ottoman coat of arms was specially mounted. To the Kaiser’s chagrin, however, Abdul Hamid declined, at first, to receive his gift, apparently because a rumour had reached his ears that Armenian terrorists were conspiring to kill him with a bomb smuggled into his palace. At last Wilhelm himself brought the Sultan his gift weapon in person, in a trunk carefully protected by a ‘wrought iron fire screen’, which Abdul Hamid inspected ‘with an unmistakable air of elevated mistrust’. To appease his suspicions, the Kaiser bowed before the Sultan with great ceremony and slowly opened the ‘ominous casket’ with his own hands. Finally reassured that no bombs were inside, Abdul Hamid fondly examined the Kaiser’s gun. For the rest of the evening, amity and good cheer prevailed.10

The curious incident in Constantinople was hardly an encouraging omen for the Kaiser’s trip. If the paranoid Abdul Hamid did not trust Wilhelm in his own home, he could hardly have been reassured when the Kaiser rode triumphantly into Jerusalem on 29 October 1898 through a specially cut breach in the city walls, in a Prussian field marshal’s uniform and ‘mounted on a black charger’, as if he were conquering the Sultan’s city, rather than visiting it as his guest.11 The ostensible purpose of the visit to Jerusalem was to help dedicate the new Church of the Redeemer, constructed by German Protestants. But Wilhelm also made a point of pleasing German Catholics, by taking into his protection the Dormitio beatae virginis, or presumed site of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. So overwhelmed was Wilhelm when he visited the site that he immediately ‘placed himself, his army, and his Empire in the service of the Mother of Christ’.12 The Kaiser then telegraphed Pope Leo XIII, to make official his protection of Catholics in the Holy Land. Not that Wilhelm was playing favourites: to please northern German Protestants he next offered his sovereign protection to a German evangelical Weihnachtskirche in Bethlehem. Piling intrigue upon intrigue, Wilhelm received Theodor Herzl again on 2 November in Jerusalem. Herzl wanted the Kaiser to charter a company to promote German Jewish colonization of Ottoman Palestine, and of course to win the Sultan’s backing for the project. The first international Zionist Congress, slated to convene later that month in Basel, would benefit enormously from an endorsement from Kaiser Wilhelm, because of his presumed influence on the Sultan. As always, the Kaiser was swayed quite easily by Herzl’s arguments, assuring him solemnly that ‘Your movement … is based on a sound, healthy idea. There is room here for everyone. My personal observations convince me that the land is arable. Only provide water and trees.’ In the end, Wilhelm was warned by the Ottoman Foreign Minister Ahmed Tevfik (who was accompanying the tour) that Abdul Hamid was not friendly to Zionism, and quietly dropped the idea.13 But the Kaiser’s public embrace of Zionism, in the holiest city of Christianity, then under Muslim rule, was dizzying enough whether sincere or not. How could he ever top this?

As it turned out, quite easily. Following a brief stopover in Beirut, the Kaiser made another ceremonial entrance, this time into Damascus. Wilhelm was intoxicated by the first truly Arab town he had ever visited, ‘with its characteristic concealed courtyards and their splashing fountains, its fascinating bazaars, and the whole charm of the Saracenic architecture and the Arabs’ mode of life’. Wherever Wilhelm went, recalled his State Secretary Bernhard von Bülow, ‘the populace welcomed him with a peculiar cry of greeting, a long drawn-out, repeated guttural bellow of “Lululu, Lululu, Lululu”, and the monotonous noise intoxicated him as though it had been hashish’.14 Entranced, Wilhelm laid a wreath on the tomb of the great Muslim warrior Saladin and ‘hung a lamp of solid silver before ordering that a mausoleum of the finest marble be built around it at his expense’. Moved by the Kaiser’s honouring of a great hero of Islam, the city’s leading cleric, Sheikh Abdullah Effendi, organized a banquet in Wilhelm’s honour on 8 November 1898. Here, in one of the most notorious in a career marked by many notorious speeches, the Kaiser paid gushing tribute to the medieval hero of Islam as ‘one of the most chivalrous rulers of all times, the great Sultan Saladin … a knight without fear or fault’. Making the obvious leap from Saladin to the current Sultan, Wilhelm next saluted the great Abdul Hamid. ‘May the Sultan,’ Wilhelm declaimed with dramatic flourish, ‘and his 300 million Muslim subjects scattered across the earth, who venerate him as their Caliph, be assured that the German Kaiser will be their friend for all time.’15

Had Kaiser Wilhelm gone around the bend? It was one thing to offer protection to Christians in the Holy Land – although even this sort of manoeuvre could have serious consequences, as Napoleon III had discovered when his courting of Levantine Christians in 1852 had lit the spark which led to the Crimean War.* But here was a power ful Christian sovereign declaring a proprietary interest in nearly all the subjects of the Ottoman Middle East – no less than three Christian denominations, the Jews of Palestine and all of the Muslims to boot. This was not all. By offering his protection, via the Sultan, to ‘300 million Muslims’ around the world, Wilhelm was meddling in the affairs of other powers with Muslim subjects – not least French North Africa, Russian Central Asia and the British Empire, which alone contained some 100 million Muslims spread out over British India, Egypt and the Gulf States. Then, too, there was Persia and southern Mesopotamia, where Shia Muslims had never accepted the Ottoman Sultan as their Caliph. No wonder the Kaiser’s State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Bernhard von Bülow, tried desperately to edit the text of Wilhelm’s speech before it was released to the press, for fear of ‘arousing suspicion in … Paris, London and St Petersburg’. But it was too late: the German Ambassador in Constantinople, Baron Marschall, had already given the text to the Wolff news agency, ‘on a direct order from His Majesty’.16

What was the Kaiser thinking? Interestingly, there does exist a record of the Kaiser’s thoughts during this historic tour of the Orient – in the letters he dispatched, improbably, to his ‘dear friend Nicky’ in St Petersburg. Judging from this correspondence, Wilhelm’s strategic goal was to convince both Sultan and Tsar that their true enemy was Great Britain, thus threatening Germany’s great rival for global supremacy with a pincer movement. The trump card, Wilhelm believed, was the Muslim world, whose fury had most recently been unleashed against British intervention on behalf of the Christians in Crete in 1897. ‘What an effect this act of pillage has had on the Mahometan world,’ Wilhelm wrote the Russian Tsar from Constantinople on 20 October 1898: ‘What a terrible blow to the prestige of the Christian en général in the eyes of the Mussulman and renewal of hatred you can hardly imagine!’ Taking ‘Nicky’ into his confidence, as if the two were already allies in battle with perfidious Albion, the Kaiser told the Tsar to ‘Remember what you and I agreed upon at Peterhof never to forget that the Mahometans were a tremendous card in our game in case you or I were suddenly confronted by a war with the certain meddle-some Power!’ British India, that is, could be brought low by an Islamic jihad, launched by either Sultan or Tsar, who was himself the ‘master of millions of Mahometans’.17 The idea that Russia was just as vulnerable to Muslim unrest as Britain does not seem to have occurred to Wilhelm – not yet, anyway.

Tossing discretion aside, Kaiser Wilhelm now revealed to the Tsar the underlying motivation for his Muslim charm offensive: he had fallen in love with Islam. Wilhelm decried the ostentation of the Christian churches of the Holy Land, which contrasted unfavourably with the simple adornments of the mosques. ‘Fetish adoration,’ the Kaiser wrote to Nicholas II from Jerusalem, ‘has created a supreme contempt for the Christians with the Moslems’, and Wilhelm was inclined to agree with them. All but proclaiming his conversion, the Kaiser now confessed to the Tsar that ‘My personal feeling in leaving the holy city was that I felt profoundly ashamed before the Moslems and that if I had come there without any Religion at all I certainly would have turned Mahommetan!’18

Thus was born Hajji Wilhelm, the mythical Muslim Emperor of Germany, who would cut such a grandiose, yet confusing figure on the world stage in the decades to come. Following the visit to Damascus, rumours of the Kaiser’s conversion to Islam spread widely throughout the bazaars of the Middle East, helped along by the discovery of ‘passages in the Koran’ which ‘showed that the Kaiser had been ordained by God to free Muslims from infidel rule’.19 It helped that Germany, unlike Britain and France, was still relatively little known in Ottoman lands: her image was a tabula rasa onto which German propagandists could write whatever they wished. The Kaiser had now given them the script. Germany, led by Hajji Wilhelm, would be the Western protector of Islam, saving this noble faith from the depredations of European imperialism. Like the Kaiser’s conversion, it was a half-truth at best: Germany had her own Muslim colonies, principally in West Africa, which put the lie to the claim that her hands were clean.*20 But contradictions have never bothered visionaries.

Where before the budding pan-German activists of the Kaiserreich had little geographical focus for their imperial striving, aside from unedifying disputes with the British over poor scraps of African territory which few Germans really wanted to settle anyway, the Kaiser’s grand tour of 1898 gave the movement the inspiration it needed. Wilhelm himself may not have been clear on the goals of the Ottoman offensive – he changed his mind too often. But pan-German theorists easily remedied this deficiency. Inspired by their Kaiser’s powerful vision, a new generation of intellectuals and adventurers would sketch in the contours of Germany’s Drang nach Osten.

Foremost among these visionaries was Max von Oppenheim, the wayward son of the Oppenheim banking dynasty whose family fortune allowed him to moonlight alternately as explorer, writer, diplomat, archaeologist and prospector. Oppenheim, born in 1860, was nearly an exact contemporary of his hero, Kaiser Wilhelm: the two first met while serving in similar aristocratic Guards regiments in 1879. The men were introduced by Oppenheim’s friend in his 15th Ulan regiment, Albano von Jacobi, following a regimental parade in Strasbourg Wilhelm had come to observe. It is doubtful that young Max made much of an impression on the Hohenzollern prince, but Oppenheim never forgot the encounter, from which he dated ‘my respect for our future Kaiser’.21

Oppenheim does not say what it was, exactly, that he respected about the then twenty-year-old Wilhelm, but it was not likely to be his soldierly bearing. The future Kaiser’s interest in the Prussian army was famously confined to a fascination with its stupendous variety of medals and uniforms; Oppenheim seems to have enjoyed mainly the entrée his smart Ulan Guards get-up gave him to the Strasbourg salons and the Derby races at Baden-Baden. Neither man was cut out for the discipline of military life. The quality Oppenheim responded to in his future Emperor was, rather, Wilhelm’s restless curiosity and wanderlust. In this the two men were kindred spirits. But whereas it took Wilhelm a decade’s worth of sovereign state visits finally to focus his passion on the Ottoman world (and even then, fleetingly), Oppenheim knew from an early age that his fate lay in the Orient.

As a small boy Max had been given an illustrated edition of The Thousand and One Nights for Christmas.* The picaresque tales and exotic images awakened a powerful longing for the East, which Oppenheim would never outgrow. Simply to placate his father, who wanted him to take over the family banking business, Oppenheim did study law in Berlin after leaving the Guards, attaining the rank of Referendar (junior barrister) and entering the civil service; but he was not cut out for professional life. In the winter of 1883–4, at the impressionable age of twenty-three, Oppenheim embarked on his first oriental voyage, taking in Athens, Smyrna and Constantinople, where he claims to have danced with half the Greek girls in the city. He never forgot this introduction to the charms of Eastern women: in fact he began collecting oriental women’s costumes, assembling over the years nearly 150 complete ensembles.22

In 1886, Oppenheim set off on another Bildungsreise, this time taking in the Maghreb. It was a more ambitious trip than the first: he could no longer rely on German-speaking Greek girls to ease him gently into the local culture. In the Moroccan capital of Fez, Oppenheim picked up enough Arabic to jabber a bit with the locals. He also picked up his first concubine, an Arab-Berber beauty he purchased in one of the local slave markets. It is curious to note that Oppenheim – counting on local slavers’ inability to distinguish between foreign tongues – passed himself off as a Turk, having been told by his interpreter of the ‘frightful penalties for Muslim girls who fornicated with infidels’. Islamic sexual morality in Morocco seemed both forbidding and strangely titillating: with impersonal Western-style prostitution unknown, men instead purchased temporary female sex-slaves (Sklavinnen), savoured their sensual delights as if monogamously, and then ‘freed’ them, as Oppenheim did after enjoying his concubine for about a month.*

As his foray into the slave market implies, Oppenheim was not lacking in daring. Despite still knowing only the barest smattering of spoken Arabic, the young adventurer made a point of entering every single mosque in Fez, knowing full well that ‘as the first European to do so’, he was ‘evidently risking his life’.† Oppenheim also risked his own skin – and those of his companions – when he confronted bandits attempting to rob his caravan in the Rif mountains between Wezzan and Fez. A fine shot – young Max had honed his markmanship by shooting daily whenever he visited his uncle Heinrich at the latter’s rural estate in Wiesbaden – Oppenheim fired off five bullets, piercing with each one the water-bottles carried by the robbers, then fired in the air, before quickly reloading his six-shooter. ‘After a brief discussion,’ he recalls, ‘the robbers quickly fled and had soon disappeared from sight’. He may not have spoken Arabic fluently yet, but Oppenheim had already mastered the real lingua franca of the Orient: superior force.23

It was not until he finally resigned from the civil service in 1892, however, that Oppenheim could truly devote himself to the Orient. This time the young explorer spared no expense in preparing his voyage, assembling a small team of archaeologists and hiring a full-time Arab instructor soon after his caravan arrived in Egypt. Determined not only to taste the delights of the Orient, but to become a true connoisseur of its culture, religion and customs, Oppenheim leased a small house in an old Arab neighbourhood in Cairo on Crocodile Alley, in which none of the servants spoke anything but Arabic. Financially independent, and to all purposes unemployed, Oppenheim was ready to ‘go native’. Using Cairo as his home base – which it would remain, with brief interruptions, until 1909 – he now began the scholarly exploration of the Middle East which would be his life’s work.

After docking at Beirut, the Oppenheim caravan carried on to Damascus, where they purchased camels and supplies for the long journey across the desert to Mesopotamia. The ostensible purpose of the exploring party was to scour for archaeological ruins, such as those of the ancient city of Palmyra, which they found near the modern settlement of Deir ez Zor. An abiding distraction, however, was the threat of Bedouin raids. The Turkish authorities provided an armed escort of twenty soldiers to accompany Oppenheim’s party as they ventured south into Bedouin territory. But Oppenheim was more curious than afraid of the nomads. Here was a sort of living anthropology: groups of hardy survivors who still lived as they had for centuries, roaming freely across thinly populated desert areas and living off the booty from raids, tribute and protection money. What were their customs and beliefs? Were they proper Muslims, or did they retain pre-Muslim tribal superstitions? And what was their relation to the Ottoman authorities, and the holy cities of Arabia?

Oppenheim was particularly taken with the Bedouins of the Shammar tribe, based in central Arabia but whose wanderings brought them frequently into desert areas of present-day Iraq, the Sinai and Syria. The Shammar were led by the Rashid clan, one of the three main contenders – along with Ibn Saud’s Wahhabis in the Nejd and the Hashemites of Mecca – for primacy in the Arabian peninsula. Faris Pasha, the Sheikh of the Shammar, invited Oppenheim to stay in the Bedouin camp for several nights as an honoured guest. He was obviously enthralled with the ways of the Shammar, snapping a series of romantic black-and-white photographs and describing their customs with great empathy and care. He was quite taken with the tribe’s old-fashioned virtues, such as fierce courage in battle and hospitality to strangers. The Shammar’s characteristic vices he found equally striking: ‘his caprice, his covetousness and taste for robbery, and his violent temper’. Perhaps it was as well that Oppenheim stayed only for a few days.24

His reports on the Shammar, sent in to the German government and later expanded into a political travelogue, From the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf, began to establish his reputation as a regional expert: T. E. Lawrence later cited Oppenheim’s work as ‘the best book on the area I know’.25 It was not yet clear, however, just what, exactly, the young explorer was an expert on. Although Oppenheim would usually find an archaeological pretext for his trips into Bedouin country, it was not until 1899 that he made his first real find, the Neolithic settlement at Tell Halaf, in north-eastern Syria close to the Turkish border (and he would not begin excavating this site until 1911).

Nourished by his servants and teachers in the Arab quarter of Cairo, Oppenheim’s spoken Arabic was coming along well, although his accent was noticeable. This allowed him to speak with Bedouins like the Shammar in their own language, and to pass when needed as a Muslim (he usually dressed in Arab garb on his travels). But there is little evidence that he did any serious reading of Arab literature or Islamic history. In this, the golden era of European, and particularly German, Orientalism – the age of titans like Ignaz Goldziher, Snouck Hurgronje, Theodor Nöldeke and Carl Heinrich Becker – the contributions of Max von Oppenheim seem to have made scarcely a ripple.*

If his scholarship did not win him acceptance into the ranks of academic Orientalism, however, Oppenheim’s Arabist travelogues were more successful on a political level, as a kind of audition for the German Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt). Having rejected the discipline of army life and the boredom of the civil service, he still wished to serve his country and his entrée into native Arab circles in the Near East was his main selling point with the Foreign Service, which did not generally admit non-nobles, and was particularly unwelcoming to Jews.*26

To get around the obstacle of his Jewish background, Oppenheim willingly renounced his ancestral Jewish faith and claimed to have fully embraced his mother Paula’s Catholicism. (Considering that he frequently told Arabs he was a Muslim, this may not have seemed like a great stretch to him.) His claim was backed up by Paul Graf von Hatzfeldt, one of Bismarck’s protégés and a former State Secretary, who was then German Ambassador to London. Sponsorship by the illustrious Hatzfeldt, who spoke highly of Oppenheim’s potential as a regional analyst, at last secured the ambitious young traveller a paid post in the Cairo Consulate in 1896. Curiously, however, he seems never to have been given a proper diplomatic title or rank. Whether this was because of his Jewish origins, or to offer the Foreign Office plausible deniability in case the young adventurer got into trouble, is unclear. But it rankled with Oppenheim. Try though he might to pass as a Christian or a Muslim, he repeatedly ran up against the iron law of the Orient (and, evidently, the German Foreign Office): once a Jew, always a Jew.

Oppenheim was far too ambitious, however, to be discouraged by the reluctance of the Foreign Office grandees to admit him into the highest social circles. Besides, he had always preferred the native quarter of Cairo to the European, the dust and din of the Arab souk to the artificial polished order of the diplomats’ quarter, the call of the muezzin to the dinner bell at Embassy banquets. His ambition was far too grand for him to concern himself with petty consular politics and his dream was to reach the ear of the Emperor himself. By the time of Wilhelm’s grand Near Eastern tour of 1898, Oppenheim was well placed, as the Germans’ main Arab political analyst in Cairo, to capitalize on the Kaiser’s oriental diplomacy. Knowing Wilhelm’s taste for flattery, Oppenheim felt no need to be subtle as he began salting his consular reports with obsequious references to the great figure Wilhelm had cut in the Arab world. He wrote in one dispatch, describing his own 1899 journey in Asiatic Turkey:

In Damascus as on my further travels I was struck by the powerful impression the visit of His Majesty the Kaiser had made on the Mohammedans of Syria, and it was not difficult to observe what a particularly fine reputation the German name is endowed with, now more than ever … German businessmen in Beirut, Damascus and Aleppo have assured me, that the blessing of His Majesty’s visit has expanded their business opportunities in tangible measure. The wreath, which His Majesty laid at the tomb of Saladin in Damascus, has been enshrined as a relic in a glass case … A memorial tablet commemorating the Kaiser’s visit was placed in a special protective display case in the glorious temple to Jupiter in Ba’albek.27

With buttery praise like this, it is not surprising that Oppenheim came to the Kaiser’s attention as a man he could count on to spread the good word about Germany in the Near East. Although the extent of his influence on the Kaiser’s foreign policy ideas remains unclear, there was undoubtedly an important meeting of these similar minds in Potsdam in summer 1900, just two years after Wilhelm’s visit to Damascus, arranged by the Cairo Consul-General, Paul Graf von Metternich. Having read (or at least skimmed) several of Oppenheim’s reports on Arab politics, the Kaiser invited his contemporary to dine. Following dinner, Oppenheim showed Wilhelm several hundred photographs he had taken on his 1899 journey through eastern Turkey, Syria and Mesopotamia. The Kaiser was predictably enthralled, and bombarded Oppenheim with questions about Islam, the desert bedouins and their customs. As a reward for his copious counsel on a region close to Wilhelm’s own heart, the Kaiser promoted Oppenheim to the rank of Chief Legal Counsel (Legationsrat).28

Thus began an annual tradition, as Oppenheim returned to Berlin each summer to escape the brutal heat of Cairo and entertained the Kaiser with tales of oriental life. Wilhelm was not always an inveterate talker, as many suspected from his sometimes incontinent speechifying: in fact he quite enjoyed listening while he ate.29 This was particularly true with Oppenheim, who was so loquacious that he often neglected his food, to the Kaiser’s amusement. On one occasion Oppenheim’s favourite dish in the world, lobster with melted butter, was served up, but removed by the waiters before the poor man had the chance to taste it. The Kaiser laughed boisterously at his talkative friend’s misfortune, but made no move to recall the waiter to bring the lobster back. This was just the kind of teasing Wilhelm had always revelled in.30

Convinced that he was now the Kaiser’s own personal envoy to the Islamic world, Oppenheim’s work in Cairo took on an almost hypomanic quality. Between 1896 and 1909, he filed no less than 467 reports on Arab politics for the German Foreign Office, many of them running to a hundred pages or more. The subjects ranged from pan-Islam (a theme of particular interest to Kaiser Wilhelm) to Christian minorities; from plans for restoring irrigation networks in the Valley of Babylon to possible routes for the Baghdad railway; from Egyptian dynastic politics to the depredations of the British occupation authorities; from the British navy and its influence on the Muslim hajj to the Sherifiate of Mecca and the tribal politics of the Hejaz; from the nature of the Caliphate and the Sunni–Shia divide to messianic Islamic cults and the followers of the Mahdi in Sudan. If Oppenheim’s approach to these subjects was not especially fresh, he still brought to all of them a wide-ranging curiosity and single-minded passion – that passion being the need for Germany to defend the Ottoman Empire against the British bogeyman, or what he liked to call the ‘English-Mohammedan-African-Asian Colonial Empire’.*

Oppenheim’s reports have a relentless and repetitive quality, and yet we should not dismiss their importance on grounds of lack of originality. Like all hack-work, his dispatches from Cairo reveal the animating obsessions of his time and place, in this case the increasingly chauvinistic and anti-British thinking of pan-Germans encouraged by the Kaiser’s Weltpolitik, and how their pan-Germanism opportunistically merged together with anti-imperialist pan-Islam.* Reporting on a wave of Lebanese Christian migration to America in spring 1903, for example, he deplored the economic impact of this brain drain on Beirut, before launching into a tirade against the local French, English, Russian and American missionary schools. It was these institutions of Western Christian imperialism, Oppenheim thundered, which ‘implanted in the native Christians of Syria and Lebanon instinctive anti-Turkish sentiments and a desire for secession from the Ottoman Empire’. Because this population of would-be rebels knew that Germans were ‘friends of the Sultan and opponents of the separation of any part of the Ottoman Empire’, Syria’s Christians would always remain ‘hostile to us’ (i.e. to Germans). And so he galloped home to his conclusion: Syrian Christians should be ignored in Germany’s regional plans. They were ‘the most unscrupulous and unreliable elements … among the many races of the Orient’.31

In this way the great ethnic mosaic of the Near East was ground down in the pan-German mind to the crude categories of pro-German and anti-German, of groups who would be useful to the expansion of German influence or should be summarily brushed aside. The dividing factor was not necessarily confessional, but whether a given population supported the Kaiser’s friend Sultan Abdul Hamid or not: thus Zionist Jews were OK (for now), but Maronites, Coptic and Armenian Christians were anathema, as like as not British stooges.† Muslims could fall into either category. For the most part, Sunni Muslims were reliable, but possible rivals to Sultan Abdul Hamid’s spiritual authority as Caliph, like the self-proclaimed Mahdi and his followers in Sudan, needed to be carefully monitored.32 Oppenheim was also suspicious of both the Sherif of Mecca and his rival Ibn Saud’s tribe of Wahhabi Muslims, believing both (correctly, as it turned out) to be in the pay of British agents. Ibn Rashid, by contrast, and his Shammar Bedouins, were loyal to the Sultan, and thus implicitly pro-German.33

Egyptian nationalists, too, were useful, because their opposition to the British occupation implied an endorsement of the Sultan’s sovereign claim over Cairo. And so Oppenheim befriended them all, from the sulking Khedive Abbas Hilmi, to Mustafa Kamil, founder of the Egyptian National Party and editor of al Liwa, to Sheikh Ali Yusuf, editor of Al-Mu’ayyad, to the faculty firebreathers at al-Azhar University. Not surprisingly, these men told him what he wanted to hear: they were all great admirers of the Kaiser. Oppenheim even organized a banquet in Mustafa Kamil’s honour in Berlin in 1905, after which occasion Kamil was given a regular column in the Berliner Tageblatt (‘Letter From an Egyptian Patriot’) in which he berated the British on behalf of Germany.34 The Wilhelmstrasse may have denied that it viewed Britain with hostility, but the German press knew otherwise. Any enemy of Germany’s enemy was a friend.

Like the Kaiser on his grand tours, Oppenheim was in his element in the back streets of Cairo, living the life he had dreamed of having since boyhood. He resided in the old Arab quarter of Bab el Louk, in an early nineteenth-century pasha’s palace fitted out with all the delights of the Orient. There was a proper dining room (Selamlık) in which Oppenheim greeted European visitors, but the beating heart of the place was the inner harem, where he kept his concubines. Every autumn, after his return from Berlin, Oppenheim’s head servant Soliman would procure him a new slave girl (he called them his Zeitfrauen, or temporary concubines), who would become mistress of the harem until the following year, and who was herself served by two female attendants. He lived a double life, entertaining consular colleagues or visiting German politicians (like future Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg) in his outer Selamlık, while carefully concealing the women’s harem within. Only on one occasion did the veil come loose. Intrigued by a married woman named Zenab, whose bewitching figure had attracted him on the street through her burqa, Oppenheim arranged a secret rendezvous which quickly blossomed into a steamy affair: he even kicked his current Zeitfrau out of the house so that Zenab would not be jealous. But Zenab’s husband found them out, and drowned her in the Nile.35

Considering the swaggering figure Oppenheim was cutting around Cairo, and the vitriolic anti-English tone of his consular reports, it is not surprising that he came to the attention of the British authorities there. His house, located near al-Azhar University and the headquarters of the radical paper al Liwa, was notorious as a meeting place for would-be revolutionaries. Lord Cromer, the controversial Consul-General who had more or less ruled Egypt since the 1880s, had long suspected Oppenheim as a renegade German agent sent by the Kaiser to stir up Egyptian nationalists and Islamic agitators. When the so-called Kaba or Aqaba border crisis broke in 1906,* these suspicions boiled over into full-scale paranoia. ‘Baron Max von Oppenheim’,† British and French papers began reporting from Cairo, was in constant communication with Moukhtar Pasha, the Ottoman High Commissioner in Egypt representing the Sultan; he was hosting rabble-rousers in his home; he was distributing blood-curdling pamphlets urging on pan-Islamic jihadi massacres of European colonists; and he was intriguing with anti-French Algerian and anti-Italian Tripolitan rebels too.36 All this was more or less true, as was implicitly confirmed by the non-denial denial issued by the German Consulate. The mysterious Baron, German Consul-General Graf Metternich told Sir Charles Hardinge, ‘had no official position in Cairo’, although Metternich admitted, in a seeming contradiction, that Oppenheim did receive a salary and enjoyed diplomatic privileges.37

Oppenheim himself, meanwhile, responded to the British accusation that he was inciting Arab subjects to a dangerous level of anti-British hatred by sending the German Foreign Office even more vitriolic anti-British screeds. Their press campaign against him over Aqaba, Oppenheim tried to explain to the Wilhelmstrasse, showed that the British had ‘thrown off the mask and have now begun openly to turn on the Sultan’. The Aqaba border question was turning into ‘a struggle for prestige in the eyes of the entire Mohammedan world, being played out in the Sinai between England and Turkey’. Far from being something for Germans to worry about, this presented Berlin with a golden opportunity. In any war between Great Britain and the Ottoman Empire, Oppenheim predicted, ‘the embers of rebellion would burst into flames in all of [Britain’s] Muslim colonies, and in so frightful a way that England would have to use all her troops and a great portion of her navy to put them out’.38 The green turban had been quiescent for centuries, but ‘in the future’, he prophesied, ‘Islam will play a much larger role … the striking power and demographic strength of Islamic lands will one day have a great significance for European states’. ‘We must not forget,’ he wrote to the Wilhelmstrasse, ‘that everything taking place in a Mohammedan country sends waves across the entire world of Islam.’ Germany, Oppenheim believed, could ride the crest of this wave of anti-British pan-Islamism to world power.39

Like all would-be prophets, Oppenheim was ahead of his time. Although they appreciated his informative reporting on Egyptian and broader Arab politics, Oppenheim’s superiors in the Foreign Office were not yet ready
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