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Winston’s Folly Second Edition: Brief Introduction

It is good news that Winston’s Folly, a book written ten years ago, now has a second edition. But the fact that it needs one because the Churchillian settlement of 1921 is possibly coming unstuck is sombre news. Thousands of innocent Iraqi civilians have died in just a few weeks in 2014, at the time of writing, and who knows how many more will have died by the time that you read this.

At least you will know the truth about the creation of Iraq! It was not, as readers will be very aware, a creation of Sykes-Picot but of Winston Churchill and a group of British advisers meeting in a hotel in Cairo in 1921. Sykes-Picot, as the book narrates, gave Mosul province to the French and Syria, and Jerusalem to an international zone. Allenby’s conquests in 1917-1918, with brave British and Australian forces, liberated first Jerusalem and then Syria, before the Ottoman collapse in 1918. It was, as you will see here, Lloyd George, the British Prime Minister, who persuaded Clemenceau, the French leader, to allocate Mosul to Britain instead of to France. That in turn led to Churchill creating a wholly new entity – Iraq – from three rather than two former Ottoman provinces, Mosul, Basra and Baghdad, and a state thus larger than Mesopotamia, the name by which the region had hitherto been known.

It will thus be obvious from this that much of what you read in the press in 2014 and beyond is wrong. We do not live in a Sykes-Picot created Middle East. Rather we have one created by British and ANZAC troops, and then by two British politicians, Lloyd George and his colleague Winston Churchill. And they created it in 1921 and not in 1916. That is why this book is Winston’s Folly not that of M. Georges-Picot or Sir Mark Sykes. But the fact that even the extremist terrorist group ISIS blame Sykes and Picot shows the power of the legend that has been spun the past nine decades and more.

The one change I would make to the original edition is that I have now been persuaded that while Churchill did not make oil a major priority in his creation of Iraq – it hardly appears in his papers from his time at the Colonial Office – many would argue cogently that Lloyd George was not unaware of the potential of oil in what is now the Kurdish region of Iraq. (Remember that very little actual oil was found until the late 1920s, though the possibility of oil had existed some time before.) So I would recognise that now, and attribute the Lloyd George- Clemenceau deal on Mosul to what the former hoped, correctly as it turned out, would be the case.

Otherwise I would stand by what I wrote ten years ago.

One of the people who helped Winston’s Folly to be the success it was at the time was Andrew Hayward, then a senior director at Constable & Robinson. He is now a legendary literary agent, and I am profoundly grateful to him for now more than a decade of friendship and encouragement. The original British publisher is now part of Little Brown and I am most grateful to their excellent history editor Duncan Proudfoot for giving this book a new lease of life online. This book became a Ph.D by publication at the University of East Anglia, and deepest thanks to Professor John Charmley for making that possible.

As always my gratitude to my wife Paulette is total and eternal.

Christopher Catherwood

Cambridge June 2014


INTRODUCTION

We live in a world that many great people have made, not to mention scores of unsung individuals across the generations. Winston Churchill, surely indisputably, is one of the “great men” of history. The countless ordinary soldiers of World War Two—justly described today as the “greatest generation”—also played their vital roles, men like my wife’s Uncle Lacey, who spent his sister’s wedding day in 1944 crossing the English Channel, thousands of miles away from the happy ceremony in Virginia, to land and fight on the beaches of Normandy. Winston Churchill, Lacey Foster Paulette, Jr.—they have been, in their own ways, the history-makers of our times.

In calling this book Churchill’s Folly, I am not necessarily taking sides, either supporting those who ascribe everything that happens to the decisions and whims of a few outstanding individuals (what our nineteenth-century ancestors called the “Great Man Theory of History”), or supporting the Marxists and others who equally vigorously ascribe the course of history to impersonal forces and inevitable economic factors. What I have tried to do in this book is demonstrate that our fate is often a mix of the two: the interaction of someone like Winston Churchill, one of the most dynamic and influential men of recent centuries, with the forces of Arab nationalism that reflect the wish of all oppressed peoples to be free from tyranny. My hope is that this exploration of the interplay of unique individuals and impersonal tidal forces that reordered the landscape of the Middle East in 1922 will shed some light on the world we live in today.

Take just two wars in the immediate past in which British, American, and other troops have fought: Kosovo and Iraq. These wars were the result of decisions made by leaders such as Winston Churchill, Woodrow Wilson, and other statesmen of the period from 1917 to 1922.

Look at a map of Africa. How many straight lines do you see? The answer is that, of the boundaries separating one country from another, many are straight lines. But how many straight lines do you see in a map of Europe? Not nearly as many. A great number of Africa’s borders were created by European conquerors in the nineteenth-century era of colonial expansion; the sole concern of the officials who drew them was often to apportion how much land would go to each of the competing empires.

But groups of people do not live according to straight lines drawn with a ruler. Ethnic boundaries are very complex things, as the peacemakers at Versailles quickly discovered. Worse still, some ethnic groups live in separated enclaves, surrounded by other groups that hate them. As we know, this was to be a major cause of the Second World War, as Hider used the fact that German minority groups lived all over parts of Central and Eastern Europe as an excuse to begin his campaigns of conquest.

The ethnic problems that the peacemakers could not solve after the First World War did not end with the Allied victory in the Second. In the twenty-first century, we still live in a world created early in the twentieth by Wilson, Lloyd George, Clemenceau, Orlando, and others.

If you look at a map of Europe in, say, 1909, the year after the massive Austro-Hungarian empire formally seized Bosnia, and then at a map of the same region in, say, 1923, you will discover a country that literally did not exist before—Yugoslavia, the land of the Southern Slavs. What we are talking of here some sociologists call imagined communities, or artificially created states that have no history in their present format—a very important qualifier. What it means is that many ancient regions rich with history did not exist prior to 1919 as the countries they are called on today’s map. They were mere provinces of the Ottoman Empire, ruled from Constantinople.

Of course empires themselves are artificial, whether centered around a nation’s conquests or the prowess in battle of a particular warrior. The Ottoman Empire, of which present-day Serbia and present-day Iraq were both part, was exactly that—an accumulation of lands, from the Hungarian border in Europe to the Atlantic coast of Morocco, conquered over the course of centuries by a powerful dynasty and its generals.

Up until 1912, both Kosovo and Iraq, now very distinct and geographically distant countries, were an integral part of the empire of the Ottoman Turks, who, as a fairly insignificant Turkish Muslim group in the fourteenth century, began to create an empire in Europe, Asia, and northern Africa that would last right up until 1918, and, as a legal entity, until 1922.

In 1918, following the fatal decision of the Ottomans to ally themselves with Germany against France and Britain in World War One, their once-great empire was defeated and utterly shattered. The same year saw imperial collapse on a previously unimaginable scale, with the downfall of the Austro-Hungarian, Russian, and German empires as well. The end of empires is often the result of great tides of economic fluctuation and of ideological passions—in the case of the empires that fell in 1918, a wave of nationalism and the corresponding desire of subject peoples to rule themselves.

“Impersonal forces”—war, nationalism, declining economies—have the upper hand, it seems, and the wishes of any individual are no match against the tide of inevitability. But the story does not end here. The key thing is that rulers have choices, and, as I argue in this book, their reactions, often made on very human grounds, make the crucial difference in the course of history. This is exactly what happened when it came to the key decisions that were made on what to do with the collapse of the centuries-old Ottoman Empire and, in particular, that part of it we now call Iraq.

In another book I wrote, Why the Nations Rage: Killing in the Name of God, I show how the choices Woodrow Wilson made about how to divide the European part of the old Ottoman possessions, such as Kosovo, set in motion a chain of events that led right down to that region’s war in 1999.

This book looks at some of the other choices that had to be made: in particular, what to do with the Arab-speaking Asian region of the old empire. The decisions made by Winston Churchill, the British Secretary of State first for War and then for the Colonies, included the creation of an entirely new country, Iraq; and his actions had repercussions that led to the war in which British and American troops fought in 2003.

At the start of the twenty-first century, we live in a world that has not yet fully coped with the consequences of the fall of those once-mighty empires back in 1917 and 1918. The wars in the 1990s over Bosnia, Serbia, and Kosovo, the Gulf War in 1991, the conflict over Iraq in 2003, the endless Israeli-Palestinian dispute, and even the crazed dreams of Osama bin Laden and the horrors of September 11, 2001—all can be traced directly back to the slow decline of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. This decline stretched from the year of Napoleon’s successful attack on Egypt, 1798, to the defeat of the Turks in 1918 and the Ottoman Empire’s formal abolition in the 1920s.

When it came to the crucial decisions on what to do with the Asian possessions of the Ottomans, few people played as pivotal a role as Winston Churchill. He was to favor first one solution and then another; but by the time he lost office in 1922, he had created a map of the Middle East that, with a few changes here and there, has lasted until this very day.

Iraq—or Mesopotamia, as it was originally known during Churchill’s tenure of office—was a wholly new state created by the great man himself. Unlike other artificial nations brought into being at that time, such as the former Yugoslavia, now broken up into several states after bloody civil wars, Iraq, for all its artificial borders, still exists. But just as the death of the local strongman of Yugoslavia, Marshal Tito, led to the violent disintegration of his country and the bloodbath of the 1990s, so too might Iraq now slide into chaos as its three very different component cultures seek to coexist without the glue of tyranny to hold them together. Some ethnically diverse countries, such as Switzerland, for example, have managed to remain cohesive for centuries. One can only hope that such will be the fate of the Iraqis now that they are free. If it turns out otherwise, one can only lament that so unlikely and disparate a nation existed because of Churchill’s folly.

A final word should be said about the archives upon which I have based this book. These are the Chartwell Papers at Churchill College, Cambridge, at their archives center. Since Churchill’s official biography was completed some years ago, this archive has been a treasure trove for historians, as Churchill kept just about everything, even down to restaurant receipts and railway tickets.

Other historians had, of course, delved into the Chartwell Papers before I did, not least of whom is Sir Martin Gilbert himself, Churchill’s official biographer. But I think that Churchill’s Folly is the first book to hone in on the documents that relate specifically to the creation of Iraq and to reproduce many of them in its pages.

The official life of a figure of Churchill’s stature has two disadvantages. First, it is almost too detailed, in that it encompasses absolutely everything Churchill; in our period, for example, his paintings as well as his politics. Second, Sir Martin is deliberately narrative and nonanalytical. This is fine for learning precisely what Churchill did on any particular day of his life, but there are no assessments, no critical analysis of, for example, whether a decision was a good one. For those just wanting an old-fashioned story, this is fine; but these days, surely, historians are expected to examine their subjects in a more inquisitive way.

Naturally, many historians have looked at Churchill’s role in Palestine and written excellent books, such as those by David Fromkin and by Efraim and Inari Karsh. But they, I think, give us a slightly incomplete picture; the aim of the present book is to include what others have either left out or only skirted over in passing. Not only that; I look at the events of the time specifically through the prism of Churchill himself. While Churchill is pivotal to the authors I have just mentioned, they devote equal attention to the many other key players, whereas Churchill is truly central to this account of the creation of Iraq.

My aim, therefore, was to combine a look at one of the historically most interesting areas of the world, Iraq, with a study of Winston Churchill, perhaps the greatest Briton of all time, at a time before the events occurred that made him so deservedly famous and revered.
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