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THE MIDDLE EAST TODAY




INTRODUCTION

“THE ARAB QUESTION is a regular quicksand,” British foreign secretary Sir Edward Grey grumbled as the nineteenth century turned to the twentieth.1 Now, at the start of the twenty-first century, American officials feel Grey’s pain. They regarded the terror attacks of 9/11 with shock and consternation, and probably looked for a book that would explain how the United States had earned such blistering unpopularity in the Middle East, how it had gone from being—in the words of a British intelligence officer in Cairo in 1919—“the only great power acceptable to the Arabs” to one that is quite unacceptable.2 When asked in 1933 how and why he had chosen Americans—and not the more proximate British, French or Germans—to develop the oil fields of Saudi Arabia, King Ibn Saud replied that he had made his decision after “a careful study of the statements of Woodrow Wilson and of American history.” He could have only an American company develop his oil. Why? Because “Americans work hard! They get the oil and they don’t get into politics.”3

How did the United States migrate from that disinterested point to the situation we are in today, where virtually every regime in the Middle East deplores (or affects to deplore) our meddling in its politics and culture? I was surprised to discover that no such book exists. There are hundreds of books on the nations and politics of the Middle East and hundreds more on American involvement with specific regimes and episodes, or on themes like terrorism, oil, Islam and imperialism, but where is  the book that traces the twisting path from the Balfour Declaration to the Bush Doctrine of 2002: from Washington’s first tentative steps into the Middle East during the Woodrow Wilson administration to the brusque, sweeping changes proposed by George W. Bush in the lead-up to wars in Afghanistan and Iraq?

This book aims to fill that gap in the literature with a close analysis of three things. First, America’s entry into the Middle East; second, America’s cultural, political and military impact on the region; third, the global tremors that are cracking outward from that impact. Quicksand inevitably begins with the European period of control in the Middle East, for those decades between 1915 and 1956 created stubborn Muslim attitudes toward Western power and culture that have dogged every American effort to penetrate the region. This book will examine the degree to which the old European imperial powers, who shunned American plans for a “New Middle East” at the dawn of the twenty-first century, are themselves responsible for the worst, seemingly inexpugnable features of the Old Middle East. Indeed how have American policies been constrained (or ruined) by the legacy of British, French, German and Italian machinations in the Middle East in the modern period? How have our relationships in the Middle East been fouled by Russian mischief during the Cold War?

How exactly did America’s “special relationship” with Israel take shape? On what grounds did Washington buck Arab opinion and recognize the state of Israel in 1948? Has the gamble—for that is undeniably what it was—paid off, or has it weakened us as a global power? How have the Middle Eastern nations and their militant fringe groups behaved? Do they have legitimate, soluble grievances with America, Israel and the West or, as British novelist Martin Amis has written, are they agonistic, which is to say marked by “darkness . . . , sequestration, the shockingly bitter and unappeasable self-exclusion from the planet, with its fear of comparison, its fear of ridicule, its fear of truth.”4 Amis made that chilling observation about militant Islam in 2002. In 1942, an American agent in Morocco reported the same difficulty: “Muslims,” he wrote, “have an incurable tendency to dissect instead of implement their dissatisfaction.” This American agent traced it to the “drastic manner” with which the French quelled civil disorder and political dissent, but that may be placing too much blame on the French and not enough on the Muslims themselves.5 There is an old Arab saying that “a ruler is naturally opposed by half of his subjects.”6 What explanation is there for such ruinous political behavior, and what are its consequences? We shall see.

Quicksand asks how America’s pursuit of basing rights and tactical advantage  in the Middle East since 1945 has affected our larger grand strategic interests. In other words, what is the real price of the Israeli alliance or a Saudi or Iraqi air base? Iraq 2003 provides a swift rebuke; Cheney, Rumsfeld and the neocons premised that war on an easy, cheap (less than $50 billion) victory and a long lease on Iraqi bases. Instead, we have paid with more than four thousand dead, thirty thousand wounded and an estimated $3 trillion in direct and indirect war costs, and we have scant hope of secure bases in Iraq after the war. Have the military benefits been overwhelmed by the political and financial costs? As a historian I have tried to place America’s current options over the trails cut by past performance. In this crucial enterprise, I am guided by the reasoning of that great conservative thinker Edmund Burke: “When things go wrong we are always tempted to ask not how we got into this difficulty, but how we are to get out of it . . . to consult our invention and to reject our experience.” Yet, Burke concluded, such thinking is “diametrically opposed to every rule of reason, and every good principle of good sense.” The study of history  is the key to “correct our errors if they should be corrigible; or at least to avoid a dull uniformity in mischief, and the unpitied calamity of being repeatedly caught in the same snare.”7

To illuminate those persistent snares of history, I have researched in military, intelligence and diplomatic archives in Washington and London. I have read through the vast published literature on Middle Eastern history, but I want to know—and I know that the reader will want to know—how American decision makers felt and reacted at every critical juncture of America’s advance into the Middle East since 1917. Did we recognize the vague dangers that later formed into real threats? Did we attempt to repair the damage done by European imperialism, or merely settle into the wreckage in our own American way? The book is deliberately based on Western, English-language sources, because it sets out to understand how the United States as a great power ventured into the Middle East, and how it fortified itself for a long stay. Did we take advice from regional experts like the British and French, or ignore them? Our recent efforts to “transform” the Middle East have gone shockingly badly. While reading Anwar Sadat’s memoirs, I was struck by a sentence that seemed to apply exactly to the “groupthinking” George W. Bush administration: “It is quite extraordinary how people can live with delusions big enough to transform illusions into reality, reality into illusion.”8 The sort of history contained in this book, not delusions, should always be the guide of American policy and strategy.

For all their expertise, regional experts have never agreed on a single way to  transliterate Arabic, Farsi or Hebrew names and titles. The titles themselves are a regular mystery. A British expert ordered to shed light on Middle Eastern honorifics in 1944 explained them this way:

“Sherif: much confusion about this; Seyyid: much abused in many countries;  Emir: a prince of a blood, but can also be used for a provincial governor; Sheik:  widely applied to tribal personages, but also townsmen of consequence and senior bureaucrats; Bey: often used in preference to sheik by persons who would have merited a title in the old Turkish system and dislike the association of ‘sheik’ with age or desert life; Abu: generally a nickname, ‘father’ or ‘daddy,’ thus, Colonel Glubb is Abu Hunaik, ‘Daddy Little Jaw’; Haji: convenient title for anyone who would merit no other title; Effendi: still applied to persons not entitled to sheik or any other title;  Ibn means like its variant Bin ‘son of,’ replaced sometimes by article al, which means ‘of the house of,’ as in the current king of Saudi Arabia ‘Abdul-Aziz ibn (son of) Abdurrahman al (descendant of) Faysul al (of the house of) Saud.’”9

As that last reference to King Ibn Saud suggests, great powers and individual analysts rendered names randomly and unscientifically. Most were tolerant of shifting spellings; some were not. Percy Cox, the British administrator who ran Iraq in the early 1920s, would cross out every reference in his reports to Ibn Saud and replace it with Bin Saud.10 That man, the first king of Saudi Arabia, was alternately called Abdul Aziz or Abd al-Aziz; his family Saud or Sa’ud; his Red Sea capital Jidda, Jedda or Jeddah; his fourth son Faisal, Feisal or Faysul; his chief rival Hussein or Husain or Hussayn. In this book I have tried to be as legible and consistent as possible, fully sharing—in my own ignorance of Middle Eastern languages—Lawrence of Arabia’s frustration with Arab orthography: “There are some ‘scientific systems’ of transliteration, helpful to people who know enough Arabic not to need helping, but a washout for the world. I spell my names anyhow, to show what rot the systems are.”11

 

 

 

Contemplating the spreading rot of Nazism in 1942, before the first American landings in North Africa, a general staff planner in Washington proposed basing the entire Allied war effort on the broader Middle East: a “line of strategic centers from French Morocco to India,” a “six thousand mile-long chain of force around Hitler in Europe” from Casablanca to Karachi. Unable to penetrate the bunkers, mine-fields, beach obstacles and shore batteries of Hitler’s Fortress Europe, the United States and Britain would strangle the Nazis and the Fascists from a distance. The  Allies would sever Axis connections to the Japanese Empire, seize the ports, air bases and oil fields of the Middle East, and then begin to shorten the six-thousand-mile chain, crushing Hitler and Mussolini from the outside in.12 Russia, on the ropes at Stalingrad, would be relieved by the diversion and sustained by American and British supplies shipped up the Trans-Iranian railway from the Persian Gulf to the Caspian Sea.

Like the great English historian Arnold J. Toynbee, who wrote strategic assessments for Churchill after 1940, American strategists perceived the indispensability of the Middle East for both sides in World War II. It was the hub of three continents: Europe, Africa and Asia.13 The completion of the Suez Canal in 1869 and the introduction of long-distance air routes in the early twentieth century had given the Middle East even more importance as “the shortest route between the two chief concentrations of population and power in the world of the twentieth century”: between the world of India, East Asia and the Pacific and the world of Europe, America and the Atlantic. “Command of the Middle East,” Toynbee noted, “carried with it the power of keeping open the direct routes between those two geographical poles, or closing them, or forcing them open again.”14 An American in Tehran during the war observed the importance of Iran to Russia’s survival: “The bulk of the aid that the Russians use to fight, to survive, reaches them through the Persian Gulf to Abadan and then on by rail to Azerbaijan. And where the hell would they be without the essential supplies we move to them through Iran?”15

Also in 1942, in Buenos Aires, Argentina, the German air and naval attaché briefed a group of rich Nazi industrialists on Hitler’s strategy for the year ahead. The führer would abandon the push toward Moscow and instead thrust south to the Middle East, driving through Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan. The Wehrmacht would shear off Soviet Central Asia, seize the oil fields on the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf, and annex Russia’s most vital assets: the wheat fields of Ukraine and the ores and heavy industry of the Donetz basin. In those last months of German success, before the twin blows of El Alamein and Stalingrad, the Allies confronted the real possibility that the Germans, Italians and Vichy French would converge victoriously on Syria, Iraq, Iran and India from two directions: east from Libya and Egypt and south from Turkey and the Caucasus.16

Those Allied and Axis planners and dreamers of 1942 were applying the new tools of the Middle East—oil wells, pipelines, telegraphs, ports, airfields, hardened roads and the Suez Canal—but also the lessons and dreams of history. The Middle East had been a pivot of world rivalry since antiquity, when the armies of Cyrus,  Darius, Xerxes, Alexander and Caesar fought to control the region. The Dark Ages were not “dark” at all in the Islamic Middle East, where the splendid capitals at Baghdad, Medina, Damascus, Kufa and Basra dazzled European travelers with their palaces, libraries, gardens and fountains. “Live long, O Caliph, to thy heart’s content / In scented shade of palace minarets,” an Arab poet wrote of the enriching trade and civilization that flowed across the Fertile Crescent from the Euphrates to the Nile and tempted first the Crusaders, then Genghis Khan and Tamerlane, to descend with their plundering hordes.17 Crusaders sailed from Europe to snatch a piece of that civilization in the eleventh century, and trade caravans rumbled across the vital headland between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean—from Beirut to Basra—carrying silks, jade, tea and spices to the West; gold, silver, ivory and slaves to the East.

Driving home with ferocity a point that Nazi panzers would rediscover centuries later—that the Middle East is just one stage in the great steppe and desert belt that runs from North Africa all the way to the Pacific—Tamerlane swept down with his mounted Mongol armies toward the end of the fourteenth century and seized Damascus, Baghdad, Isfahan and Shiraz. To close the steppe belt against pursuers or imitators, Tamerlane despoiled it: slaughtering peasants and piling their skulls into pyramids, pulverizing roads and bridges, and wrecking the marvelously advanced irrigation systems of Mesopotamia and Persia to create a desert. His assaults on local culture were even fiercer. When the Persian poet Hafiz crooned to his Shirazi lover that he would “give Bukhara and Samarkand for the mole upon her cheek,” Tamerlane summoned Hafiz and bellowed: “Miserable wretch, I subjugate continents to adorn Bukhara and Samarkand and you would sell them for the mole of a Shirazi wench?”18 Western empires like the Venetian Republic rose and fell with these turbulent rhythms of the Middle East, Gibbon sadly reporting that “grass grew up in the fair and pleasant streets of Venice” after the Mongols and then the Turks had smashed their way down to the Mediterranean coast from Central Asia, thinning and then redirecting the enriching Silk Road caravan trade.

For centuries thereafter, the Middle East stagnated. European navigators opened up the Cape sea route around the southern tip of Africa, putting the old caravans out of business and flinging the Middle East into unaccustomed poverty and insignificance. Napoleon Bonaparte tried to rip Egypt, Palestine and Syria away from the Turks in 1798, but exhausted his armies marching up and down dry, pestilential tracks before abandoning the mission and fleeing home to France in defeat. Finishing  his tour of the Middle East in the early 1840s, British historian Alexander King-lake arrived on Mount Lebanon and stared thirstily toward the Mediterranean and the West:I clung with my eyes to the dim, steadfast line of the sea . . . I had grown well used of late to the people and the scenes of forlorn Asia—well used to the tombs and ruins, to silent cities and deserted plains, to tranquil men, and women sadly veiled; and now that I saw the even plain of the sea, I leapt with an easy leap to its yonder shores, and saw all the kingdoms of the West in that fair path that could lead me from out of this silent land . . . Behind me I left an old and decrepit world; religions dead and dying;—calm tyrannies expiring in silence.19





The completion of the Suez Canal in 1869 revived the strategic importance of the Middle East. The hinge region had always been crucial to powers wanting to check the spread of their rivals, but it was now more crucial than ever. Writing from Calcutta in 1917, a British officer found that the Middle East—that “neck of land between the settled states of the West and the unsettled states of the East”—had recovered its importance “for any power with interests in the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf.”20 Just as the Turks had closed the Venetian roads across the Middle East in the fifteenth century, Britain worried that the Germans would do the same to the British routes in the twentieth. Thus, Kaiser Wilhelm II’s visit to the Tomb of Saladin in Damascus in 1898 was viewed in London as a deliberate provocation, the young kaiser posing as the champion of the oppressed Muslims against British and French colonialism. It was barefaced but effective humbug: “every Bedouin of the desert is thus persuaded that Germany is a friend of the Arabs,” a German diplomat cynically jotted at the time.21 With the Berlin-Baghdad Railway advancing in 1903 and a big German port under construction at the head of the Persian Gulf—both concessions wrung from the Turks when Britain was distracted by the Boer War—the Germans were poised to cut off Britain’s land and sea connections with India and China. The Germans buttressed their position by rebuilding the beaten Turkish army after its defeats in the Balkan Wars and lending critical diplomatic support to the sultan after the Armenian massacres. With the Germans pressing down from Asia Minor, Britain fought World War I as desperately in the Middle East as it did in Europe, detaching precious troops for a great “push” from  Cairo to Damascus and inciting the Arabs to rise up and expel the German-backed Turks from their chain of garrisons in Syria and Arabia.

Part of the British war strategy was Israel. To weaken the Ottoman Turks and drive a wedge between the German and Austro-Hungarian governments and their Jewish subjects (and bankers), British foreign secretary Arthur Balfour conceived the idea in 1917 of a “Jewish national home” in Turkish Palestine. Though Arabs outnumbered Jews ten to one in Palestine—and American president Woodrow Wilson was enjoining the Allies to consult populations and assure “national self-determination” after the war—the British calculated that a dependent state of grateful European Jews would secure their flank on the Suez Canal and give them a solid foothold on the Levant. “Who will begrudge the Jewish people that little notch which is Palestine?” Britain’s foreign secretary mused as he put finishing touches on what would shortly be called the “Balfour Declaration” near the end of World War I.22 Were more shortsighted words than those ever spoken?

The British position after World War I was fatally undermined by this mushy imprecision on the fate of Palestine, but also by wider equivocation toward the Arabs. The British had sought an Arab uprising against the Turks in 1916 in exchange for the promise of independence and “Arab union.” Though the latter ambition was more an Arab than a British affair, independence and self-determination for the largely Arab vilayets, or provinces of the Ottoman Empire, were British promises that were never redeemed. Instead, the British endorsed the “Jewish national home” in Palestine and carved Iran, Iraq, Arabia and Syria into British and French postwar spheres of influence. Britain spent the interwar period alternately battling and coddling Arab nationalists. London’s strategic need for Iraqi oil and a Jewish-administered rampart next to Suez undercut all their appeals to the Arabs. Yet their every concession to the Arabs enraged the Jewish settlers who began flooding unstoppably into Palestine after the Nazi rise to power in Germany in 1932. With Hitler passing anti-Jewish laws and threatening genocide, the Jews of Europe seized on Arthur Balfour’s 1917 declaration as the legal basis for a legitimate, internationally recognized Jewish state.

World War II further frayed the fabric of the Middle East. The British, thrown back at Dunkirk and down to their last armored division in 1940, deployed it not on the beaches of Sussex, but in Egypt, where it was sent to repulse Rommel’s expected push from Libya toward the Suez Canal and then on to the Persian Gulf. British victory in that campaign ensured that London would cling doggedly to its Middle Eastern colonies after the war. They had become symbols of British greatness and  resolve. The French, who had dug in to their Syrian, Lebanese and North African colonies during the interwar period, dug in even deeper under the blows of the Germans. Battered in Europe, the Vichy French saw their eventual resurrection in both the Arab West (“al-Maghrib”) and the Arab East (“al-Mashriq”). They would rebuild French glory in the Mediterranean and Middle East and enlist themselves (and their Arab protégés) in the Nazi New Order, which optimists were already calling the “New Europe.” In the New Europe, Hitler would need Middle Eastern oil, ports and air bases, and the French would provide them, in exchange for a larger role in German plans. Those German plans for the Middle East were unremittingly bleak. When not secretly promising Arab territory to the French, Italian and Spanish fascist regimes, Hitler publicly incited the Arabs to kill Jews and Englishmen. He and his clients—like Haj Amin al-Husseini, the leading Muslim cleric in Jerusalem—adduced murky “imperialist-Jewish plots” to frighten the Arabs and win them to the side of the Third Reich.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, perhaps manageable before World War II, became utterly unmanageable after it. Hitler and his fascist allies had slaughtered six million Jews and driven two million into wandering exile. As wretched European “DPs,” or displaced persons, the Jews needed a home. With most of the world—including the United States—closed by pointedly anti-Jewish immigration quotas, Palestine beckoned. But the British—beset by Palestine’s furious Arab majority—balked, refusing to let the Jewish refugees land in large numbers. In the most notorious instance, the British sent the fully loaded ship Exodus from Haifa back to European waters before forcing the Jewish passengers, who had survived the Nazi death camps, to debark in Germany, of all places.23 The predicament—insouciantly created by Arthur Balfour in 1917—had become heavy and careworn. Yet the Jewish survivors would not hear “reason”—like the Arab demand that Jewish refugees be distributed proportionately among the member states of the United Nations—and the Arabs of Palestine would not accept the Jews, whom they regarded as European interlopers. The British spent the next three years separating the two sides (Palestinian Arabs and Jewish settlers) and trying hard to enact a compromise before abruptly dumping the mess into the lap of the United Nations in 1948 and leaving. It was the inglorious end of the British Empire.

The United States of America strode confidently in to fill the gap. The State Department’s Division of Near Eastern and African Affairs predicted that the Middle East would provide “an easy, almost automatic American harvest of influence.”24  Though some skeptics—like Colonel “Wild Bill” Donovan of the Office of Strategic  Services (OSS), the forerunner of the CIA—warned that the Middle East would shortly become “a political and economic jousting ground,” a “new Balkans,” a “birthplace of many international conflicts,” presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman were less cautious.25 Roosevelt tried, as Cordell Hull put it, “to talk both ways” on the question, reassuring the Arabs one day, the Jews the next. Leaving a meeting with FDR in 1944, a State Department analyst muttered, “I’ve read of men who thought they might be King of the Jews and other men who thought they might be King of the Arabs, but this is the first time I’ve listened to a man who dreamt of being King of both the Jews and the Arabs.”26 Truman, true to his nature, had more pragmatic aspirations. There were more Jewish voters in America than Arab ones and the Jewish lobby was better organized. Thus, Truman gave almost unconditional political support to Israel and tended to make light of the severe damage which that position wrought on his cabinet and his relations with the Arab states. His secretary of state, George C. Marshall, regularly complained that Truman was too quick to compromise the United States on vital “international questions” in order “to pick up a few [Jewish] votes” at home.

In their haste to contain Moscow’s drive to the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean—which flared into the Azerbaijan, Greek and Turkish crises between 1945 and 1949—FDR and Truman did not pause to learn much from Europe’s tortured history in the Middle East. Warnings like this one—from the French resident-general in Tunis in 1950—went largely unheeded: “Here you are dealing with a people of a completely different order of ideas, of ways of thinking, of customs and traditions from those of Western peoples. These differences are the heritage of centuries.”27 It was as if the Americans actually believed the improbable Arab saying that “what is past is dead.” To Roosevelt and Truman, the British and French were on the way down, the Americans on the way up. The Middle East would be sorted out with tried-and-true American methods: cash money, big grins and a slap on the back. U.S. ambassadors, investors and military advisory groups dispatched into the region were hopeful. Unlike the British or French, the Americans had no rancid imperial history. Washington was an honest broker, its emissaries on solid ground. “Egypt trusts the United States,” the Egyptian ambassador told the American secretary of state in January 1945. “You are a disinterested country.”28 Others—Arabs and Americans—were not so sure. A bright State Department analyst (and future Cold War historian), Herbert Feis, detected “murmurous anxieties traveling their way along the air-conditioned corridors of the Navy and Interior Departments, and filtering through the latticed doors of the State Department.” Feis and  his anxious colleagues worried in 1947 that the Middle East was not solid ground at all. It was quicksand. “There we enter strange territory, troublesome lands, and encounter suspicious rivals. What of our rather stumbling course thus far?”29 Faced, more than sixty years later, with the same unresolved problems and perplexities, we must now ask that question again and determine whether we have shored ourselves up or driven ourselves deeper and more inextricably into the mud.

 

 

 

Even a stumbling course benefits from signposts, and the reader will want some for this long book. Quicksand sets out to discover and elucidate the countries, interests, raw materials and ideas that have lured us to the Middle East and snared us there. The book’s structure is chronological, which is the only way to convey the accumulating pressures that have lodged America in the Middle East. The creation of Israel with crucial U.S. backing is one of the most important events in this book, and every subsequent discussion of Israel builds upon the findings in chapters one and three. Some readers may be perturbed or merely surprised by the portrait of Israel and U.S.-Israeli relations that emerges in this book, but the facts lead there; indeed my approach to Israel is no different from my approach to every other country in this book. It is solidly rooted in American and British archives, journalism—“the first draft of history”—and scholarly literature.

“Oil” is the title of chapter two, which indicates the other chief driver in this book. The West’s need for Persian Gulf oil and gas after World War II, when U.S. supplies peaked and began to decline, suggested a corresponding need to control  that oil, especially in the face of continual Soviet threats to control it. That early Cold War mind-set hardened into dogma that persists to this day—we cannot imagine a world without the Saudi oil pump, and the princes in charge. Throughout the book, Washington ponders intriguing alternatives to the retrograde Saudis, but always goes back to the Saudi princes: “Better the enemy that you know.” Quicksand  spools out the alternatives in real time, giving a sense of turning points that were not taken but also of the intractability of politics in the region. Alternatives—like Nasser’s Arab nationalism—have beckoned, but each time U.S. presidents tiptoed up to them, fearful of Saudi and Israeli tantrums, they were insulted, rebuffed, or presented with long lists of demands that no responsible government could satisfy. U.S. decision makers have always been acutely aware of the stakes in the Middle East. From the 1940s on, every administration has acknowledged the depressing tendency of Middle Eastern governments to fall into corruption, economic stagnation,  repression and sectarian squabbles. Where strongman rule faltered, mass movements—Arab nationalism, Sunni fundamentalism, Shiite revolution—suggested themselves, in the Arab and Persian street, as the only virtuous way forward. The book looks at the seductive appeal those mass movements have had for the peoples of the Middle East and the deadly threat they have seemed to portend for American interests, which have always preferred bilateral relations with reliable strongmen in states like Saudi Arabia, imperial Iran or the Egypt of the free officers. Our preference for states over transnational movements is understandable, but we have so often attached ourselves to the wrong states or the wrong leaders. In our analysis of the transnational movements, we have consistently overestimated the threat posed by Nasser, the Baathists and the Arab nationalists. In the case of the shah, we evinced an odd confidence in his staying power even as the revolutionary pressures accumulated around him. We notoriously underestimated the threat of al-Qaeda—Bush 43 harrumphing as he took office that he was “not gonna swat flies”—until the flies, each loaded with thirty tons of jet fuel, had leveled the Twin Towers and a wing of the Pentagon.

Quicksand marvels at the ability of bright American strategists to get things wrong, usually under the influence of the Cold War, the “long war” against terrorism or the domestic political pressures generated by the Israel and oil lobbies. The utility of Western armed force in the region is another overarching theme. Every president from Truman to Clinton felt certain that inserting Western forces into the Muslim Middle East was asking for trouble. The Suez Crisis, the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War and Operation Desert Storm were contested against a backdrop of doubts. Eisenhower rolled back the (successful) Anglo-French assault on Suez precisely because he didn’t want Western forces destroying Western influence among the peoples of the Middle East. He kept his intervention in Lebanon small in size and scope so as not to ignite a regional backlash. Johnson and Nixon agonized over the extent and nature of support they would provide Israel in 1967 and 1973, fearing the odium of Arab governments. And George H. W. Bush narrowly secured congressional approval to liberate Kuwait in 1991, when many agreed with the estimation of Senator Pat Moynihan that “nothing large happened,” only that “a nasty little country invaded a littler but just as nasty country.” What good could U.S. forces achieve in such an environment? Was such a war even worth the bones of a single American GI?

With this background in hand, readers will appreciate the great conceptual leap taken by George W. Bush and his neocons, who startlingly decided that the Middle  East was ready for U.S. military activism—and fertile ground for a “freedom agenda” that would be transmitted from Washington and lowered over the grateful peoples of the Middle East. What was perhaps most striking about the George W. Bush administration was its willed ignorance of history. Presidents like Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and Bush 41, who aligned themselves against popular Arab leaders or movements, did so with the knowledge that they were courting trouble. Bush 43—the self-styled “gut player”—had none of that prudence, and the Obama administration will be harvesting his failures for a long time to come.

My last hope for this book is that it will be as entertaining as it is illuminating. “History,” Winston Churchill once wrote, “with its flickering lamp, stumbles along the trail of the past, trying to reconstruct its scenes, to revive its echoes and kindle with pale gleams the passion of former days.” I know that Quicksand will occasionally stumble, but I hope that it will reconstruct, revive and kindle as well.



 CHAPTER 1

ZION

COULD THERE HAVE BEEN a less discerning man than Arthur Balfour to draw the battle lines of the modern Middle East? As British foreign secretary in 1917, the sixty-nine-year-old Balfour carelessly issued what came to be called the “Balfour Declaration” in an open letter to Baron Walter de Rothschild. “His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object.”

Languid and aristocratic to his fingertips, Balfour was not a clear thinker. Reflecting on his thought processes one day, he said, “I can remember every argument, repeat all the pros and cons, and even make quite a good speech on the subject. But the conclusion, the decision, is a perfect blank in my mind.” His powers of observation were little better. Lord Vansittart said that Balfour “viewed events with the detachment of a choirboy at a funeral service.”1 He combined dreamy romanticism about the “Jewish tribes of Israel” or the “Bedouin of the desert” with ruthless arrogance in every other department. “The only thing which interests me in the Caucasus is the railway line which delivers oil from Baku to Batumi,” he irritably scribbled in 1918. For the rest, “the natives can cut each other to pieces, for all I care.”2  George Curzon, who would succeed Balfour as foreign secretary, deplored Balfour’s carelessness: “His charm of manner . . . blinded all but those who knew him from  the inside to the lamentable ignorance, indifference and levity of his regime. He never studied his papers, he never knew the facts . . . and he never looked ahead.” Asked what he thought Balfour’s place in history would be, Prime Minister David Lloyd George replied, “He will be just like the scent on a pocket handkerchief.”3

The one place where Balfour’s influence did not evaporate was the Middle East. Even as Balfour’s 1917 declaration of a “Jewish national home” in Palestine wended its way across Europe—provoking jubilation in the Jewish ghettos of Russia and the Balkans—it was clear that the foreign secretary was saddling the British Empire with a heavy liability. After all, Zionist efforts to settle in the Egyptian Sinai had earlier been rejected by British governments on the grounds that “the establishment there of a large society of Austrian, Russian and Rumanian Jews would entail a material increase in the existing complications of the machinery of government.”4 Logically, Zionism would impose no less serious complications in Palestine, whose Arabs, in the heat of World War I, were sniffing the fumes of their own “Palestinian” nationalism for the first time. To Balfour’s pledge to support the settlement of European Jews in Palestine, Curzon raised the obvious objection: “What is to become of the people of the country?”5 There were more Arabs than Jews in Palestine—ten times as many in 1917—and they had been clashing with “Zionist” settlers for twenty years before the declaration. Their battles would only intensify as a result of Balfour’s intervention. Balfour, however, apparently believed that there were hardly any Arabs in Palestine, just a few scattered Bedouin tribes and a lot of “Turks,” who, in 1917, were Germany’s ally and Britain’s enemy and therefore—in Balfour’s eyes—fair game to be “driven out” and replaced with European Jews.6




 HERZL AND THE ZIONIST IDEA 

Zionism—the quest for a Jewish national home in Palestine—was the brainchild of Theodor Herzl. A thirty-four-year-old reporter for Vienna’s Neue Freie Presse in 1894, Herzl went to Paris to cover the unfolding Dreyfus Affair, the sensational trial and public degradation of Captain Alfred Dreyfus. Dreyfus, a French Jew, had been the target of a vicious anti-Semitic campaign wielded by the French army to discredit republican government and distract attention from its own slipshod security arrangements. Though framed by his colleagues—Dreyfus would be pardoned five  years later—this possibility did not at first even register in even the most enlightened circles. With Dreyfus destined for life imprisonment on the leper colony of Devil’s Island, seven miles off the coast of French Guiana, France’s otherwise moderate and gentle Socialist leader, Jean Jaurès, thought the vile place too good for Dreyfus. The captain deserved a bullet in the head, in his view.7 The French public considered the poor, misused army officer a “Judas,” a “traitor,” a “fetid Jew.” Each accusation was founded on the alleged homelessness and perfidy of wandering, huckstering “Israelites.” From his post in Paris, Herzl watched the proceedings in horror: “The enormous majority in France wanted to damn a Jew and, in this one Jew, all Jews,” he wrote. That this happened in “republican, modern, civilized France, one hundred years after the Declaration of the Rights of Man,” struck Herzl as particularly appalling. Pogroms happened regularly in backward Russia and Austria-Hungary, but standards were thought to be quite a bit higher in France. Herzl recalled Lord Byron’s Hebrew Melodies, which had pricked the conscience of an earlier generation:The white dove hath her nest, the fox his cave.  
Mankind their country—Israel but the grave.8




Two years later, Herzl published the pamphlet that would become the foundation stone of the state of Israel: Der Judenstaat, or “The Jewish State.” That was its polite translation; the correct translation, defiantly formulated by Herzl to mock the anti-Semites, was “The Jew State.” Herzl was not the first to float the idea of a Jewish state. In the course of his invasion of Egypt and march toward Syria, Napoleon Bonaparte had invited the Jews “home” to Palestine in 1798. Great Britain’s long-serving prime minister and foreign secretary Lord Palmerston had urged the creation of a Jewish state to enrich and buttress the Ottoman Empire in the 1830s, and Benjamin Disraeli—British prime minister in the late 1870s—had anonymously submitted a pamphlet called “The Jewish Question within the Eastern Question” to the Congress of Berlin, convened to settle the fate of the Ottoman Empire in 1878. Disraeli’s central argument had been that since the Ottoman Empire, the “Sick Man of Europe,” was bound to collapse in the years ahead, Britain ought to anticipate the collapse by amputating Palestine and settling European Jews there, who would develop “within half a century” into a compact, rich, pro-British nation.9

Herzl moved beyond such traditional power diplomacy to give Zionism a modern  twist.10 Eager to counter anti-Semitism with an idea no less “voluptuous,” Herzl hit upon “Labor Zionism,” which melded the old traditions of Judaism with the new appeals of socialism and the nation-state. Even secular Jews, with no religious interest in returning to Zion, might be lured there by the promise of secure borders, reliable police protection, a seven-hour workday and fair wages. “Ghetto Jews” would probably flock to the new state to worship and work in peace. Herzl planned to invite or extort funding for the enterprise from rich, assimilated Jewish families like the Rothschilds, Goldschmidts, Anspachs and Montefiores, who would either open their wallets or—he threatened—see their fortunes destroyed by furious Jewish mobs.11

Though many mocked Herzl’s chutzpah—wags dubbed him “King of the Jews,” the “new Moses” or the “Jewish Bismarck”—the Zionist founder plunged into an international campaign to create a Jewish state, writing to emperors, kings, presidents, the pope and the sultan. In 1895, he visited Baron Maurice de Hirsch, a rich Bavarian Jew, and scolded him for subsidizing the flight of persecuted Russian Jews to agricultural colonies in Argentina. The Jewish state had to be Palestine, Herzl insisted. A poor, neglected strip of two disconnected Turkish provinces—the vilayet  of Beirut and the sanjak of Jerusalem—Palestine was a malaria-infested backwater, but could be so much more. Under intensive Jewish settlement and development, Herzl argued, it would become the biblical “land of milk and honey” again and be an avowedly modern place with a progressive slogan: “Faith holds us together, science makes us free.” It would also be a wholesome place, where “Jew boys would become young Jews” and regain a dignity trampled by European bigots. “You breed beggars,” Herzl scolded Hirsch. “As long as Jews are passive recipients of charitable funds, they will remain weaklings and cowards.”12

Still, Zionism did not catch on. Wealthy European Jews feared its socialist planks and rejected as lunacy Herzl’s apocalyptic prediction of a day when anti-Semitic regimes would revoke the citizenship of European Jews. Even active philanthropists like Edmond de Rothschild, who was funding nineteen Jewish settlements in Palestine by 1903, worried that Jewish settlers in the Holy Land would choose an easy life of handouts over real work. Many of Europe’s great Jewish intellectuals—thinkers like Sigmund Freud, Stefan Zweig and Karl Kraus—were even less supportive. “Why should we go to Palestine?” Zweig puzzled. “Our language is German and not Hebrew, and beautiful Austria is our homeland . . . Why does [Herzl] . . . place arguments in the hands of our worst enemies and attempt to separate us, when every  day brings us more closely and intimately into the German world?” (Austrian Nazis would drive Zweig to exile in 1934. He committed suicide in Brazil in 1942.) Frustrated, Herzl suffered a heart attack and died at the age of forty-four in 1904, repenting the apparent failure of his idea. The London Rothschilds, he grumbled, were “vulgar, contemptuous, egotistical people.” Future Zionists would need to come forward, as Herzl himself had predicted years earlier: “Better mechanics than myself will be found to carry the work out . . . The world needs the Jewish State; therefore it will arise.”13

Life in “Israel,” meanwhile, continued much as it had for centuries. It was a largely Arab place in which a steady trickle of European Jews mixed with the several thousand Sephardim who had lived in Palestine since their removal from Spain and North Africa in the fifteenth century. Arriving Jewish settlers tended to overlook the Arabs, who concentrated in rural villages dotted around the hill country of the interior and shunned the coastal plain and the Jordan and Jezreel valleys marked out for settlement by the Zionists because of the dangers of malaria and Bedouin raiders.14 Looking around in the 1860s, Mark Twain had found Palestine “a hopeless, dreary, heartbroken land . . . desolate and unlovely.” Jericho had been “accursed,” Jerusalem a “pauper village.” Looking around in the 1890s, the Zionists noticed that there were Arabs there. “But there are Arabs in Palestine!” Herzl’s early collaborator and ally Max Nordau had famously expostulated. “I did not know that! We are committing an injustice!” Other Zionists had no such qualms: “Outside Palestine,” Ahad Ha’am wrote in 1891, “we are accustomed to believe that the Arabs are all wild beasts of the desert, a people akin to jackasses who do not understand what is going on around them.” Zionist hard-liners criticized what they called “diaspora thinking”: an overly solicitous concern for “what non-Jews say.” To true Zionists, rapid unflinching settlement (and the displacement of Arabs) “to redeem the land of our forefathers” was the only way forward.15 Although Herzl had cautioned Zionists to “expropriate gently . . . , discreetly and circumspectly,” his followers took a harder line. “We cannot allow the Arabs to block so valuable a piece of historic reconstruction,” the London-born Zionist Israel Zangwill wrote in 1921. ‘”We must gently persuade them to ‘trek.’ After all, they have all Arabia with its million square miles . . . There is no particular reason for the Arabs to cling to these few kilometers. ‘To fold their tents’ and ‘silently steal away’ is their proverbial habit: let them exemplify it now.”16




 JEWISH SETTLEMENT 

To give the Arabs a push, hundreds of Jews debarked in Palestine every year, betting that they were safer in a foreign land under the protection of their European consuls than they would be in their European motherlands under the dubious protection of anti-Semitic troops and gendarmes and, in the case of Russia, under outright attack from the “Black Hundreds,” vicious anti-Semitic gangs that struck Jewish villages and quarters with impunity. Zionists called the period from 1904 to 1914 the second aliyah, or “ascent,” to Palestine. The first had been 1882 to 1903, after Russia’s tsar Alexander III had passed laws barring Jews from the professions and banning them from all Russian towns and villages with fewer than ten thousand inhabitants expressly to “cause one-third of the Jews to emigrate, one-third to accept baptism, and one-third to starve.” Under pressures like those, thirteen thousand Jews emigrated to Palestine from Odessa alone between 1905 and 1910.17 Yet at least as many European Jews departed every year to return to Europe, frustrated by Palestine’s filth and diseases and the Turkish bureaucracy, which, belatedly worried by the spread of Judaism, had begun to obstruct Jewish land purchase. Herzl himself had tried to buy Palestine from the Ottomans in 1896, but had been rebuffed by Sultan Abdul Hamid II: “When my empire is partitioned, perhaps [the Jews] can get Palestine for nothing, but only our corpse can be divided. I will never consent to vivisection.”18

For the Zionists, vivisection seemed an increasingly attractive option. Turkish citizenship was out of the question, for civil rights, government jobs and favorable tax rates were largely reserved for Muslims in the Ottoman Empire. Legal residence in Palestine was increasingly difficult, and clandestine immigration defeated the whole purpose of Herzl’s project for a “public, legal homeland.” There were eighty-five thousand Jews living in Palestine on the eve of World War I—a higher per capita ratio of Jews than in any country in the world—yet they struggled to sink their roots in a land that contained six hundred thousand Arabs.19 The prejudices of the Turkish sultan had acquired an even harder ideological edge after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908. Arab members of the new Ottoman parliament protested that European Jews were eroding the Muslim majority in Palestine, and colonizing it.20

There was truth to that accusation. A common Zionist tactic in the early 1900s  was to purchase Turkish land in Palestine, drive off the Arab peasants, or fellaheen, settle Jewish immigrants and then place the property under the control of a Russian, German, French or British foreman to remove it from Ottoman jurisdiction (because citizens of European great powers could not be summoned to Turkish courts) and to fend off title claims by the angry, dispossessed fellaheen. When law-suits did arise in Turkish courts, the Jews proved no less adept than Turks or Arabs at bribing Ottoman judges to secure ownership of disputed property.21 The impact of Jewish purchases on the Arab natives of Palestine was often heartrending. Negotiating for the purchase of some Arab land in eastern Galilee in 1919, a Zionist agent was conflicted by what he saw around him: “I sat in the tent and wrapped up the negotiation . . . For long afterwards I did not cease hearing the sad melody of the Bedouin men and women who gathered by the sheik’s tent that evening, before they left the village of Shamasin near Yama, which is [today] Yavneel.” The songs were “lamenting their bad luck, which was forcing them to leave the cradle of their homeland.”22

Some Arabs proved less fatalistic. In Constantinople and Jerusalem, militant anti-Jewish associations sprang up to oppose further Zionist settlement in Palestine. Barred from the port city of Jaffa, hundreds of Jews built a new town on the periphery, which they named Tel Aviv, or “Hill of Spring.”23 With a foothold on the coastal plain, the Zionists then took aim at Palestine’s interior: Judea, Samaria and Galilee, as well as the fertile valleys of the Jordan and the Jezreel. Touring Palestine in 1919, an American fact-finding mission dispatched by President Woodrow Wilson reported that, in meetings with Zionists, “the fact came out repeatedly . . . that the Zionists looked forward to a practically complete dispossession of the present non-Jewish inhabitants of Palestine, by various forms of purchase.”24

Turkey’s decision to ally with Germany against Russia, France and Britain in World War I nearly extinguished Zionism. To preempt internal sedition in favor of the Triple Entente, the Turks in 1914 began expelling Russian Jews from Palestine. By January 1915, seven thousand European Jews had fled the Holy Land, and twelve thousand more had taken Turkish citizenship as a hedge against persecution. As non-Muslims, most were assigned to backbreaking labor crews for the duration of the war. They built roads, quarried stone and constructed mud and sandbagged fortifications. Determined to break the Jews as a potential “fifth column” of the Entente powers, Jamal Pasha, Palestine’s Turkish military governor, closed Zionist newspapers, banned Jewish rallies, voided Jewish land titles and incited Arabs to raid Jewish farms and shops.25 Famine killed thousands across Syria, Lebanon and  Palestine as the Turkish army requisitioned livestock and food and imports dried up. In four years of war, the Jewish population of Palestine plunged from eighty-five thousand to sixty-five thousand, most of the victims starved, killed or expropriated by the Turks. Herzl would have rolled in his grave; what little progress Zionism had made over the years was undone by a few months of terror and famine.




 BRITISH IMPERIAL STRATEGY 

Although the British had never shown more than tepid interest in Zionism—Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain had offered Herzl a wedge of British Uganda, not Palestine, for colonization in 1903—the Jews suddenly appeared to serve a strategic purpose in World War I and its confused aftermath. In control of Egypt, Jordan and Iraq after leading the Arab Revolt and successfully repelling Turkish attacks toward Suez, British prime minister David Lloyd George now wanted Palestine—“the strategic buffer of Egypt,” according to George Curzon—as well. Yet he could not simply annex the territory without offending his European allies and American president Woodrow Wilson, whose Fourteen Points insisted on national self-determination and the peaceful, consensual formation of nation-states.

The United States of America was more than a minor obstacle as World War I wound down. Angered by the land-grabbing of the British in Palestine and Iraq and the French in Syria and Lebanon, Woodrow Wilson dispatched a commission to the region in 1919 to discover—in true American style—the feelings of the actual inhabitants of those places. The roving commission had been suggested to Wilson by his old friend Howard Bliss, who had journeyed to Paris to meet with Wilson and warn him against British and French designs on Arab territory. Bliss, son of the founder of the American University of Beirut, implored Wilson “to ask the Arabs of Palestine what they wanted.” (Predictably, British foreign secretary Curzon judged this interest in the views of Palestine’s inhabitants “the most absurd and inappropriate idea in the world.”)26 But Bliss’s love for the region dovetailed neatly with President Wilson’s love for democracy and plebiscites; thus, the president authorized the King-Crane Commission, named for Henry King, president of Oberlin College, and Charles Crane, a leading Chicago industrialist and Democrat. Traveling through Palestine in 1919, King and Crane made a surprising discovery. The Arabs—even the Bedouin in the desert—wanted nothing to do with the British  or the Jews. Of 260 communities surveyed, 220 spoke emphatically against Zionism and the Balfour Declaration.27 What the Arabs really wanted were the Americans. With the prospect of Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon falling under British and French control—as “mandates,” or temporary colonies, of the League of Nations—a majority of Arabs polled by King and Crane asked for American protection, for an American mandate that would not carve the region into Anglo-French spheres of influence and a Jewish national home. “Nearly the entire public wishes the Mandate to be given to the [United States], because they have seen that England promised to give the Jews Palestine as a national home,” an Arab writer in Jerusalem asserted in 1919.28

Beset by American idealism and French acquisitiveness, British prime minister Lloyd George badly needed an ally in Palestine. Enter the Zionists. Chaim Weizmann, a Russian émigré and forty-year-old chemistry professor at the University of Manchester, proved to be one of the adepts of a new generation of Zionists. Using his connections to Herbert Samuel—Britain’s Jewish postmaster general—Weizmann exerted extraordinary influence on Lloyd George’s war cabinet, pushing the prime minister, Balfour, Jan Smuts and Alfred Milner in the direction of a Jewish state, with the assurance that they would be “granting the Magna Carta of Jewish liberation.” Weizmann’s rhetoric was celestial, but his trump card was earthly, something the British needed to justify taking Palestine, evicting the Turks, turning out their wartime allies and disappointing the Americans: “a British protectorate over a Jewish homeland.”29

Thus, the state of Israel—still just a gleam in the Zionist eye—cropped up as the savior of British imperial strategy in the 1920s, a course that Herzl had unsuccessfully proposed to British colonial secretary Joseph Chamberlain in the 1890s.30 Just as Whitehall had been careful to insert a British “advisory role” into Emir Faisal’s Arab Revolt in 1916 to shape any postwar Arab government in Arabia and Iraq—virtually assuring Britain the whip hand in the postwar oil-rich Gulf—it now viewed the Jews of Palestine as the perfect pretext for British imperial control of the strategic coastal strip from Gaza north to Acre. Stumbling in Iraq—“The people of England have been led in Mesopotamia into a trap from which it will be hard to escape with dignity and honour . . . things have been far worse than we have been told,” T. E. Lawrence reported from Baghdad in 1920—the British needed Palestine more than ever.31 With Lawrence predicting “disaster” in Iraq—“our unfortunate troops . . . are policing an immense area, paying dearly every day in lives for the willfully wrong policy of the civil administration”—the British cabinet began  to envision Palestine as the indispensable “land bridge” joining India and Egypt: “a non-stop ribbon of British Empire ‘pink’ between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans in the atlases of the world.”32

Not content to become a mere ribbon of pink on British maps, Chaim Weizmann  was happy to promise the British that a Jewish-dominated Palestine would become “an Asiatic Belgium.”33 Indeed, Weizmann’s phrase was carefully chosen to lure the British. Just as neutral Belgium blocked the shortest invasion routes to England from Europe, Israel would fend off looming threats to the Suez Canal, the Iraqi oil fields and Egypt. The Turks had flown regular air raids over Port Said during World War I from bases in Palestine. They had tried repeatedly to cripple British shipping in the hundred-mile-long canal. After the war, London vowed to prevent “any great power from establishing air bases along the frontier of Egypt.”34  A British-directed Israel would hold the eastern frontier.

Lloyd George’s pragmatic view of the situation seeped down to his trio of undersecretaries for Near Eastern Affairs: Mark Sykes, Leopold Amery and William Ormsby-Gore. Like the American neocons in 2001, these men saw the Middle East as a strategic crossroads that was theirs for the taking. Palestine not only offered flank protection for Egypt and Suez, it was also the Mediterranean outlet for Britain’s oil pipeline from the Iraqi fields of Kirkuk and Mosul, a stop on the international air route to India and the start of the desert motor road to Asia.35 “From the purely British point of view,” Sykes told Amery in 1917, “a prosperous Jewish population in Palestine, owing its inception and its opportunity of development to British policy, might be an invaluable asset as a defense of the Suez Canal against attack from the north and as a station on the future air routes to the East.”36 In a secret letter to Britain’s Cairo headquarters in May 1917, Foreign Secretary Balfour divulged that he was sending Weizmann out to Egypt “with full permission to work for a British Palestine.” Balfour assumed that the Zionists would work hand in glove with British interests.37 Though the British foreign secretary had discreetly heeded Russian opposition to the Zionists until 1917, Tsar Nicholas II’s abdication in March untied his hands. Balfour increasingly viewed the Zionists as a useful “back channel” into Russia’s heavily Jewish Bolshevik Party as well as a lever to divide German Jews from the kaiser and pull the large Jewish populations of Austria-Hungary away from the Central Powers.38

In Palestine itself, Balfour and Sykes were eagerly anticipating Field Marshal Edmund Allenby’s thrust north toward Jerusalem in the fall of 1917, which rolled over Gaza, Beersheba, Jaffa and Jerusalem under a cloud of high explosive and  poison gas. To mollify Woodrow Wilson and the French (the Russians would conveniently remove themselves from the bidding by their Bolshevik Revolution in October 1917), the British now needed a credible client in Palestine, a colonial people to “protect” and nurture toward independence. Weizmann and other leading Zionists rushed into this embrace. Having persuaded Britain’s Near Eastern desk to begin using the term “Jewish nationalism” in connection with Palestine—at a time when sixty-five thousand Jews comprised just 10 percent of the Palestinian population—the Zionists would now piggyback on the British to go all the way and secure a Jewish state.

“The Jews “have been exiled, scattered and oppressed,” Balfour told Harold Nicolson in 1917. “If we can find them an asylum, a safe home in their native land, then the full flowering of their genius will burst forth and propagate.” Balfour had clearly come a long way since authoring the Aliens Act in 1905, which had barred the UK to Russian and Polish Jews fleeing pogroms on the Continent, to appease anti-Semitic British conservatives (like Balfour himself). Balfour, of course, was the classic “Christian Zionist,” a Protestant devoted to Zionism as a way to exile, not integrate, Jews, whom he regarded as an indigestible “people apart.” But Balfour’s sudden solicitousness for Jews struck many contemporaries as sentimental nonsense, for Palestine had not been “native land” to Jews for thousands of years. The Old Testament was saturated with references to a Jewish “return” to Palestine—an article of faith not only for Jews, but for many Protestant sects—but 90 percent of Palestine’s “natives” in 1917 were Arabs.39

But the British in 1917 needed to head off a late promise by Balfour’s rival in Berlin, German secretary of state for foreign affairs Richard von Kühlmann, to create a Jewish state in the Holy Land. Worried about direct appeals to German and Eastern European Jews by the London Zionists, Kühlmann invited Jamal Pasha, the Turkish governor in Palestine, to a meeting in Berlin with the leading German Zionists. Kühlmann dangled the promise of a Jewish homeland in Palestine in exchange for continued Jewish investment in German war bonds. For Balfour, coping with the Russian collapse on the eastern front, Italy’s defeat at Caporetto, a French army mutiny and heartrending British casualties at Passchendaele, the Palestine issue exposed a rare German vulnerability. If Balfour, not Kühlmann, got credit for the Jewish national home, then Britain might strike a political and financial blow against the Central Powers.40

A prompt British declaration in favor of a Jewish state might also stiffen the new Russian government, or so Weizmann hinted in a letter to Balfour in October 1917:  “Jews are now playing an important role in Russia, but they are against the Allies and for the Germans, yet almost every Jew in Russia is a Zionist. If they can be made to realize that the success of their Zionist aspirations depends on the Allied expulsion of the Turks from Palestine, then we can enlist them in our favor.”41 Weizmann’s suggestion was picked up in revolutionary Petrograd, where a high-ranking British envoy, General Charles Barter, implored London to proclaim a Jewish national home during the seizure of power by Lenin’s predominantly Jewish politburo: “Would it be possible for the Allies to make some sort of conditional promise that in the event of a successful termination of war Palestine would be given to the Jews? Such an announcement would immediately have a powerful effect in this country where Jewish influence is great and where craving for the promised land and distinct nationality is greater even than in England.”42




 AMERICAN JEWS AND ZIONISM 

The British also needed to justify their occupation of Palestine in the new Wilsonian age of national self-determination. Employing U.S. Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis—the president of the American Provisional Executive Committee for Zionist Affairs and the American-born son of Czech Jews—as an intermediary, Balfour and Weizmann persuaded President Wilson to back the Jewish state in October 1917. It was not easy. As in Britain, there was a deep gulf in American Jewish opinion: on one side stood Judge Brandeis and the two million largely poor Jewish immigrants who had arrived in America between 1882 and 1914; on the other side stood older, wealthier Jewish “assimilationists” like Jacob Schiff, Solomon Loeb, Louis Marshall and Otto Kahn. There was a clear class and ethnic division: uptown German-born “patricians” versus downtown Russian-born “tramps.” Philosophically, wealthy American Jews like Schiff feared that Zionism would revive old prejudices against rootless “international Jews.” Schiff considered Zionism a menacing development: “The establishment of a Jewish nationality in Palestine founded on the theory of Jewish homelessness must have the effect throughout the world of stamping the Jews as strangers in their own native land, and of undermining their hard-won position as citizens of those lands.”43

Yet crucial political arithmetic in the United States favored the Zionists. Between 1900 and 1914 a yearly average of one hundred thousand Jewish immigrants— largely from Russia, Rumania and Austria-Hungary—had entered the United States. Most settled on the East Coast—New York City alone absorbed 70 percent of the inflow—and the rest drifted westward to form cohesive pockets in politically vital cities like Chicago, Cleveland, Cincinnati and St. Louis.44 By the time of the Balfour Declaration, Zionism had become a domestic political cause in America, and faced with this tough issue in 1917, President Wilson punted. He had his principal aide, Colonel Edward House, and his secretary of state, Robert Lansing, inform the British embassy that “everything like active participation in the [Zionist] movement would be avoided” by the U.S. government. Not because the president feared Arab opinion, but because he didn’t want to alienate rich donors like Schiff and Loeb: “Too intimate relations with the Zionists would alienate the opposing Jewish faction.” Late in the war, Wilson finally succumbed to heavy pressure from Brandeis, Balfour and a sequence of noisy Zionist rallies across America in 1917. He gave the Balfour Declaration his seal of approval. Like Balfour and Lloyd George, Wilson also calculated that he might use the Zionists—who had millions of adherents in Russia—to help steer the Bolshevik Revolution into more moderate channels.45

With Wilson’s wary assent, the Balfour Declaration appeared in November 1917, pledging to “facilitate . . . the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.” This was a dilution of first drafts of the declaration, which had Britain “securing,” not merely “facilitating,” the national home, but joy broke out in the Jewish quarters of Europe anyway, confirming for a moment the tactical wisdom of the declaration. “More than half the population here is Jewish,” Britain’s consul wrote from Odessa. “They are engaged in vast demonstrations and processions before the British and American consulates.” The consul counted 150,000 marchers, mainly Odessan Jews, and thousands of skinny refugees from Rumania.46  Though the declaration guaranteed that “nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine”—later the British rationale for blocking Jewish immigration into the Holy Land—the declaration drew no fixed boundaries for the “national home.”47 Indeed Robert Graves would later cite the Balfour Declaration as a classic example of expository confusion in his handbook for writers, noting that “it allowed ardent Zionists to understand the word ‘in’ as meaning ‘consisting of’ rather than merely ‘situated within the borders of.’”48

The Zionists evinced no confusion on the matter; they wanted historic Palestine “from Dan to Beersheba”—which was to say from Mount Lebanon to the Negev,  including the headwaters of the Jordan and the springs of Mount Lebanon—but the British, who had seemed eager to grant those borders in 1917, buckled three years later under pressure from the French, who had their own Lebanese and Syrian projects to defend. Having shared Egypt uneasily with the French until 1882, the British had no desire to repeat the experiment, and since a truncated Palestine would serve Britain’s strategic purposes as well as a large one, Britain bowed to the French demands. France took Syria and carved off its coastal strip of Lebanon. These two new French mandates physically encroached on Palestine, but not so much as to endanger British interests. The Royal Navy could dock at Haifa, an oil pipeline could be run from Iraq to the coast, British Egypt would have its eastern buffer and Britain could begin building direct road, rail and air routes from the Mediterranean to the head of the Persian Gulf.49




 “A LAND WITHOUT PEOPLE FOR A PEOPLE WITHOUT L AND? ” 

After pleading unsuccessfully for a U.S. intervention against British pragmatism, Weizmann got to work building the Jewish state.50 The Jewish settlers did not consider themselves a minority in Arab Palestine; rather they viewed themselves as the vanguard of the world’s fifteen million Jews against a mere rump of six hundred thousand Arabs, who would be brushed away or swallowed up in a surge of immigration. Zionist propagandists tested the improbable idea that Palestine was a “land without people for a people without land.” Weizmann later confessed that he accepted Balfour’s offer of a “national home” as opposed to a “state” only because he knew that the British would not concede a Jewish state. The Jews themselves would have to effect the conversion later, by tactical moves on the ground.51

Still, new “facts on the ground” had to be physically staked out. The Zionists eagerly sought land in Palestine to dilute the Arab majority, but found it hard to get. Though the British had pledged in 1919 “to encourage close settlement by Jews on the land . . . to promote intense cultivation,” they now devoted most of their funds to encouraging the Arabs, who received nearly five times more acreage than the Jews from British-controlled domains. General Reginald Wingate urged Balfour to funnel the Jewish immigrants to Palestine into “reservations or colonies” within a larger, Arab-run Palestine. Further concessions to the Zionists, Wingate warned,  “must be made with utmost caution.”52 The British were not exactly pro-Arab. “I dislike them all equally,” General Walter Congreve thundered. “Arabs and Jews and Christians, in Syria and Palestine, they are all alike, a beastly people.”53 Yet there were strategic and cultural currents in British Middle Eastern policy that belatedly ran against fulfillment of the Balfour Declaration. During the Great War, Britain had favored a Jewish state to undermine the Germans, woo the Bolsheviks and buttress the Suez Canal, but now that the war was over, Britain had to worry about the morale of its millions of Muslim subjects in the Middle East and South Asia. Why would Britain favor a small number of Jews in Palestine when it had a large Muslim empire to manage? Weizmann sensed the equivocation in London and wrote a scathing letter to Balfour in 1919: “The present system tends to level down the Jew politically to the status of the native.” If not corrected in favor of the Zionists, the system would “tend toward the creation of an Arab and not a Jewish Palestine.” This presumption of Jewish superiority irritated the British, who began to have doubts about their protégés even as they were installing them in Palestine. Zionism is “an embarrassment,” William Ormsby-Gore confessed in February 1919. Ronald Graham agreed; Weizmann, he said, “has sold Britain a pup.”54

But the pup was growing fast; thirty-seven thousand more Jews poured into Palestine between 1919 and 1923. Most of them were emigrants from Poland, Ukraine and Russia, driven out by civil wars, famine and pogroms. The British governor of Jerusalem, Sir Ronald Storrs, judged the new arrivals “maddeningly tiresome.” Allenby’s headquarters acknowledged in June 1919 that Arab “fear and distrust of Zionist aims grow daily” and that British support for a Jewish state would require a big, costly British army in Palestine for many years. As if to confirm that prediction, Palestinian Arabs promptly killed five Jews and wounded two hundred in a rash of anti-Zionist attacks. A British inquiry in 1920 ascribed this murderous Arab radicalism to three causes: Arab dismay at the pace of Jewish immigration, the Arab belief that the Balfour Declaration voided their own right of national self-determination, and Arab susceptibility to increasingly virulent pan-Arab and pan-Muslim ideas. In the “Jaffa riots” of May 1921, 47 more Jews were killed and 146 wounded.55

“The League [of Nations] requisitioned Palestine from its [Arab] owners to provide the Jews with a permanent abode and appointed Britain to act as billeting officer,” Arthur Koestler quipped, and Herbert Samuel arrived as this “billeting officer”—the new high commissioner of Palestine—with the task of easing Arab-Jewish tensions. Though Samuel was a devoted Zionist—he had implored British foreign secretary Edward Grey in 1914 to use World War I to “rebuild the Jewish  Temple” in Palestine—he now hesitated to crack down on growing Arab violence. Indeed he may have spurred it by appointing Haj Amin al-Husseini to the post of grand mufti of Jerusalem in 1921. As the highest authority on religious law and a fiery orator, Haj Amin became the top political and religious leader of the Palestinian Arabs and swiftly centralized power in the Supreme Muslim Council, which was the Arab community’s equivalent of the Jewish Agency.56 Like Yasser Arafat years later, Haj Amin appropriated Palestinian funds—the waqf, or religious trust, generated £67,000 per year; the orphan funds another £50,000—and used them to entrench himself and foment violence. Little was spent on education and social work; much
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