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Prologue

[image: image] In the summer of 1914, when Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany realised that he had gravely miscalculated, and that a bloody showdown with Britain was unavoidable, he vowed to unleash against her a Holy War which would destroy her power in the East for ever. ‘Our consuls and agents’, he ordered, ‘must inflame the entire Muslim world against this hateful, lying and unscrupulous nation.’ If he had to fight, then here was his chance of bringing down the entire British Empire. He would rally the people of the Ottoman Empire, the Caucasus, Persia and Afghanistan against Britain’s far-flung imperial interests. Together they would light the fuse leading towards the greatest, and most vulnerable, of these – India. If India could be wrested from Britain’s grasp, then the rest of her ramshackle empire, held together largely by bluster and bluff, would quickly collapse. India itself, Wilhelm’s advisers assured him, was a powder keg of disaffection, and needed only the torch of revolution to ignite it. If that were to happen, then India’s crown, together with the country’s vast wealth, might well pass from his detested British cousin, King George V, to himself.

For years, ever since coming to the throne, Wilhelm had dreamed of making Germany the greatest power on earth, with its armed forces replacing those of Britain as the guardians of the world. This grandiose ambition he had hoped to achieve by means of economic superiority and diplomatic penetration, backed by military and naval muscle, rather than by going to war with his British cousins and rivals. With the aggressive support of Germany’s great banking houses, Wilhelm’s diplomats and industrialists had plotted and schemed to extend their country’s political and commercial interests and influence throughout the world. But it was in the East that they had concentrated their efforts. For in the dying Ottoman Empire they saw their chance, and nothing was spared in securing a place there in the sun for Germany by befriending the then friendless Sultan who had enraged European opinion by his barbaric treatment of his Christian minorities. A weak Turkey dominated by Berlin, Wilhelm decided, would serve as the economic and political base from which an expansionist Germany would spread its power and influence eastwards into Asia. In the event, however, his grandiose schemes had gone disastrously wrong, and had instead plunged Europe into the black abyss of war, dragging with it much of the rest of the world.

This book tells, for the first time, the extraordinary story of how in that war Germany sought to harness the forces of militant Islam to its cause with the help of its ally Turkey. By unleashing a Holy War against them, Wilhelm and his hawkish advisers aimed to drive the British out of India, and the Russians from the Caucasus and Central Asia. It was a bold and adventurous strategy, for there were no precedents for a jihad in modern warfare. Yet, as the German historian Fritz Fischer points out, it was no more than ‘the continuation by other means’ of the aggressive Eastern policy pursued by Wilhelm since the 1890s. Prussia had once been a tiny, landlocked state whose numerous parts were widely separated from one another by the lands of others. Since then, however, it had come a long way, thanks largely to the genius of Bismarck. Now, Wilhelm was convinced, was Germany’s chance to carve out a great new empire in the East.

Masterminded by Berlin, but unleashed from Constantinople, the Holy War was a new and more sinister version of the old Great Game. Fought out between the intelligence services of King, Kaiser, Sultan and Tsar, its battlefield was to stretch from Constantinople in the west to Kabul and Kashgar in the east. It was to spill over into Persia, the Caucasus and Russian Central Asia. It took in the whole of British India and Burma, where Berlin hoped, with the aid of smuggled arms and funds, to foment violent revolutionary uprisings among the restive natives, whether Muslims, Sikhs or Hindus. But the conspiracy’s sinuous tentacles stretched far beyond the frontiers of Asia. Berlin’s grand design embraced arms dealers in the United States, a remote island rendezvous off Mexico’s Pacific coast, and a revolver range in London’s busy Tottenham Court Road where assassinations were planned and rehearsed. It would involve schooners loaded with enough arms to launch a second Indian Mutiny, and crates of revolutionary literature smuggled into India behind the innocuous dust-wrappers of the English classics.

However, the main thrust of the Holy War was to be delivered eastwards from Constantinople, across neutral Persia and Afghanistan, and finally down through the passes into India. Berlin’s first aim, therefore, was to win the support of the Shah of Persia and the Emir of Afghanistan. If this could be achieved, then their armies, led by German and Turkish officers and spurred on with promises of dazzling loot, could be turned against India. Thus, besides a handful of carefully chosen officers and NCOs, the Holy War need cost virtually nothing. All that it would require would be promises, to be redeemed after the war, and gold, much of which could be plundered from the vaults of British-owned banks in Persia. If, at the same time, India’s dissident millions could be persuaded to rise, then the British would find themselves attacked from within and without simultaneously. Meanwhile, the Turks would seek to rally their fellow Muslims in the Caucasus and Central Asia to the banner of the Turco-German Holy War. Greatly encouraged by the reports of their agents on the spot, the strategists in Berlin and Constantinople could visualise the whole of Asia going up in flames, and their British and Russian foes being consumed in the conflagration.

As an infidel, of course, the Kaiser had no authority to summon Muslims to a Holy War. It needed much more than gold, arms and post-war promises to do that. Indeed, only the Ottoman Sultan himself, in his capacity of Caliph of all Islam, had the authority which was required to issue such an awesome order. It was essential, therefore, that Turkey should ally itself with Germany, regardless of the best interests of its people. Here Wilhelm’s far-sighted, if cynical, pre-war cultivation of Turkey and its unpopular sovereign paid off handsomely. Within three months of the outbreak of war, Turkey threw in its lot with Germany and Austria-Hungary, and one week later the Sultan called upon Muslims everywhere to rise and slay their Christian oppressors ‘wherever you may find them’.

First and foremost this meant, as it was intended to, the British in India. For there they ruled by far the largest Muslim empire, in terms of sheer numbers, anywhere on earth. Indeed, King George V’s Muslim subjects greatly outnumbered even those of the Sultan-Caliph himself, and were many times more than those of Russia and France. The Kaiser, conveniently enough, had no Muslim colonies or subjects, and had for years been proclaiming himself, to the intense irritation of the British, Russians and French, the protector of Muslims everywhere. The Sultan’s declaration was to cause considerable alarm among the British in India and in other regions where Allied subjects lived surrounded by Muslim populations. Never before in modern times had a Holy War been declared against a European power, and no one knew what to expect.

But even for the Germans the Holy War raised one awkward question which had to be addressed lest it undermine the entire enterprise. What, it would be asked by many Muslims, was a Christian sovereign doing fomenting and funding a Holy War aimed at killing those of his own faith? Wilhelm’s advisers, who included a number of eminent German orientalists and scholars, were ready for that one. In mosques and bazaars throughout the East rumours were circulated that the German Emperor had been secretly converted to Islam. ‘Haji’ Wilhelm Mohammed – as he was now said to call himself – had even made a pilgrimage, incognito, to Mecca. Muslim scholars friendly to the cause were able to find mysterious passages in the Koran which purported to show that Wilhelm had been ordained by God to free the faithful from infidel rule. Later, word was to be spread that the entire German nation had followed their emperor’s example and converted to Islam en masse. Finally, false reports of great Turkish and German victories would be circulated, and these piously attributed to the righteousness of the Turco-German cause. All this was designed to legitimise Germany’s role in the minds of ordinary Muslims.

Meanwhile, in Berlin, small groups of hand-picked German officers were being recruited for the task of setting the East, and ultimately British India, ablaze with the heady message of the Holy War. Liberally supplied with gold, arms and bales of inflammatory literature, they would make their way eastwards from Constantinople, headquarters of this new Great Game, and discreetly enter neutral Persia. There, as they rode across the deserts and mountains towards Afghanistan, they would spread word of the jihad among the tribesmen and villagers along their route and try to win their active support. But it was in the Afghan capital that their most crucial task would lie – that of winning over the powerful Emir to their cause, and persuading him to unleash his tribal armies against India’s ill-guarded frontiers. At the same time, in Teheran, similar pressure would be directed against the young Shah to try to draw him and his Muslim subjects into the Holy War. In India itself attempts would be made to coerce leading princes, some of whom were allowed by the British to have their own private armies, into joining the Turco-German cause. Personal letters from Kaiser Wilhelm, promising them almost anything they wanted if they changed sides, were being prepared, sumptuously bound in leather, to be smuggled to them when all was ready.

Such is the story I have to tell. Pieced together from the long-forgotten memoirs of the participants, from diaries, and from the secret intelligence reports of the day, it is moreover a highly topical one in view of what is now going on in this volatile area where the Great Game has never really ceased. To some, fears of a resurgent Russia and Germany may give it an additional significance. But first and foremost it is a tale of courageous and resourceful individuals, of either side, who found themselves caught up in these shadowy events, and I have told it, wherever possible, through their adventures and misadventures.

It was around this colossal conspiracy that John Buchan wove his immortal secret service thriller Greenmantle, which in its day outsold even The Thirty-Nine Steps. Just as my last book, The Great Game, revealed the real-life world of Kipling’s classic spy story Kim, this one unravels the equally strange events which inspired Buchan’s wartime bestseller. Indeed, as the reader will discover, it contains characters who might easily have escaped from the pages of Greenmantle. This is not surprising perhaps, for Buchan was himself closely involved in intelligence work at this time, and had ready access to secret reports on what the Germans were up to in the East. As T. E. Lawrence, a friend of Buchan’s, observed after the war: ‘Greenmantle has more than a flavour of truth.’

It is the daring exploits of these individuals which provide most of the action and excitement in this new and little-known chapter of the Great Game. However, before we join them on the shadowy battlefields of Persia, Afghanistan and the Caucasus, where much of the play takes place, we must first go briefly back in time to where the story really begins. For although Kaiser Wilhelm espoused the Drang nach Osten – Germany’s drive to the East – with almost messianic fervour, he was not the first to think of it. The concept dates back to the middle of the last century, before Wilhelm was even born, and before Prussia and the other Germanic states had been welded together by Bismarck to form the monolithic Germany we know today. It was then that certain far-sighted individuals – mostly soldiers, political economists and industrialists – first began to see in the sparsely populated regions of the Sultan’s crumbling empire the answer to their prayers and the solution to their many problems. So it was that the Drang nach Osten cast its fatal and intoxicating spell over the Teutonic imagination – with cataclysmic consequences, as we shall see.


DRANG NACH OSTEN

‘The East is waiting for a man . . .’

Kaiser Wilhelm II

‘Where does Germany’s future lie? It lies in the East – in Turkey . . . in Mesopotamia . . . in Syria . . .’

Dr Paul Rohrbach,
leading propagandist
for German expansionism


1

A Place in the Sun

[image: image] Had one been travelling through eastern Turkey in the spring of 1838, one might have been startled to come upon a young Prussian officer perched on a remote hillside carefully sketching an Ottoman fortress. However for Captain Helmuth von Moltke, who was destined to become one of Germany’s greatest soldiers, this was no sketching holiday. He was there, on the upper reaches of the Tigris, on strictly professional business. Three years earlier he had been seconded to the Sultan’s court as a military adviser, entrusted with the task of helping the Turks to modernise their army along the latest Prussian lines. He had soon found, though, that his advice was being ignored, and had therefore turned his mind to broader considerations. During his many months of travelling through the Sultan’s far-flung domains, sketching, surveying and note-taking, the young Moltke had become convinced that the Ottoman Empire was in terminal decline. So corrupt and resistant to reform was it that its eventual collapse was inevitable, leading to a free-for-all among the other powers for the choicest pieces.

Moltke was not the first to have reached this conclusion, for the fate of the Ottoman Empire, the so-called Eastern Question, was already preoccupying European statesmen. But the future Field Marshal, whose military prowess Bismarck would be quick to recognise and harness, was convinced that he had the answer. On his return to Berlin in 1839 from the Sultan’s service, he urged his superiors to look closely at Turkey. It was, he argued, ripe for German penetration. It could be linked, both economically and militarily, to Berlin by a railway running through the Balkans, making it the shortest and fastest route to the East, and bypassing the British-controlled sea lanes. In addition, he singled out two areas – the fertile strip between the Tigris and the Euphrates in Mesopotamia, and Palestine – as ideal for his energetic fellow Germans to colonise and transform for future generations. Here, he argued, was Germany’s place in the sun. But time was short. Already, he warned, the other European powers were beginning to hover like vultures over the Sultan’s disintegrating empire, while his own country was nowhere to be seen.

Moltke was not alone, however, in seeing a future for German emigrants in the moribund Ottoman domains. In 1846, the political economist Friedrich List wrote that the lower reaches of the Danube, the western shores of the Black Sea and the northern half of Turkey ‘offer German colonists an abundance of unoccupied and naturally fertile land’. He, like Moltke, called for the building of a railway which would run from Berlin to Baghdad. All this, he argued, could be achieved through ‘peaceful penetration’, and would be part of a larger, world-wide Teutonic expansion, spearheaded by explorers, doctors, diplomats and businessmen. List’s views on Teutonic expansionism were later to earn him the title of ‘the first German imperialist’. Another, with somewhat similar views, was Professor Wilhelm Roscher of Leipzig University, who argued that when the Sultan’s empire was eventually dismembered the German people should see to it that, as their rightful share of the spoils, they acquired Asiatic Turkey.

The expansionist movement was now gathering pace among intellectuals and academics, with Paul Lagarde, Professor of Oriental Languages at Göttingen, adding his voice to those of Moltke, List and Roscher. Lagarde, the father of the chauvinistic Pan-German movement, contended that it was the historic destiny of the German-speaking peoples to extend their frontiers eastwards. Certain races, he claimed, had become ‘degenerate’ and ‘a burden on history’. They included the Turks, the Jews and the Magyars. They could, though, ‘serve as the mortar for a nobler race’ – meaning, of course, the Germans. ‘Because they know that our life is their death,’ he went on, ‘they hate and fear us.’ Lagarde too saw the Balkans and Asiatic Turkey as ideal for colonisation and economic exploitation.

At that time, of course, such ideas were little more than dreams. For Europe’s German-speaking peoples were then still divided, spread through a host of small kingdoms, principalities and independent cities. First this Teutonic jigsaw had to be fitted together to form a unified Germany. It was not until 1871, following successful wars against Denmark, Austria and France, that this was finally achieved – thanks to the vision of Bismarck, and the military genius of Moltke, who by this time commanded the Prussian army. A new nation, largely under Prussian leadership and overflowing with youthful dynamism and ambition, now existed in Europe. It was to prove an uncomfortable bedfellow.

No longer would the call for Germanic expansion be confined to a handful of visionaries and academics. Everyone could now see that if the new nation was to compete with Britain, France, Russia and the other powers it would have to have access to raw materials and overseas markets. Jingoistic societies of all kinds began to spring up, some extolling the superiority of Teutonic culture, others demanding what they saw as Germany’s historic rights. Among the foremost was the highly vocal and influential Pan-German League, launched to crusade for the creation of a great new Teutonic empire which would stretch from Berlin to Baghdad and beyond. Its aims were spelt out in a booklet entitled Germany’s Claim to the Turkish Inheritance, which confidently asserted: ‘As soon as events have brought about the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, no other power will raise any serious objections if Germany claims her share of it.’ The new nation’s need for Lebensraum, or extra living space, it argued, was greater and more urgent than that of the other European powers, most of whom already had overseas territories.

There could be no denying that the Pan-Germanists had a strong case. Britain possessed the largest empire in the world, Russia had Siberia and Central Asia, while France owned large tracts of Africa. Germany, on the other hand, had little by way of colonies, having been such a late starter in the race for imperial prizes. It had, however, been just in time to join in the scramble for Africa in the 1880s and 1890s, securing the Cameroons, South-West Africa and part of East Africa in only twelve months. But few Germans were willing to emigrate to these hot and unhealthy spots, to which were added New Guinea and Samoa. Though their total land mass was several times that of their homeland, there were never more than 20,000 German settlers living in these African and Pacific colonies. Indeed, soon fewer than fifty Germans a year were emigrating there. The vast majority of emigrants headed for the United States – to the chagrin of the Pan-Germanists, who saw the nation’s lifeblood being drained away for ever as the emigrants took on American citizenship.

This transatlantic exodus would continue, they pointed out, until Germany could offer its overflowing population somewhere more salubrious than the steamy jungles of Africa, or distant corners of the Pacific, in which to build new lives, and without having to forego their German nationality. For unlike Britain and France, whose populations remained stagnant or rose only modestly, that of the dynamic new Germany was soaring, increasing by half a million per year. From the 1870s Germany had found itself unable to feed its burgeoning population, and food was having to be imported in ever-increasing quantities. Nor were its overseas territories of much help here, all being run at a loss since their acquisition.

It was not surprising, therefore, that more and more Germans found themselves persuaded by the arguments of the Pan-German League, and other patriotic bodies, that their economic future lay in the rich and sparsely populated Ottoman territories. In industrious German hands, the once abundant Mesopotamian plain, which had nurtured brilliant civilisations in the past, could become the bread-basket of a Greater Germany. To would-be emigrants this area offered far more attractive prospects than the malarial swamps of West Africa and the Pacific. There was disagreement, though, among expansionists over the precise status of such territories, and how these would be incorporated into a Greater Germany. The more extreme commentators wanted a genuinely territorial empire, like that of Great Britain, with the Sultan and his people eventually becoming the Kaiser’s subjects, just as the Indians were Queen Victoria’s. More moderate voices argued for a purely economic empire, since this was less likely to result in confrontation with the other European powers, as it could be achieved by stealth, or what was termed ‘peaceful penetration’. But on one thing all were agreed. Eventually, even if sovereignty remained nominally in the Sultan’s hands, ‘Germany’s India’ could be created amid the ruins of his empire.

Bismarck himself would have no part in these grandiose schemes, however, and gave the expansionists little encouragement or help. He believed that the new Germany that he had created had reached its optimum size, and saw his role as that of consolidating its frontiers and avoiding conflicts with the other major European powers. He regretted the acquisition of Germany’s costly colonies in Africa and the Pacific, and at one time even considered offering them to Britain. But this did not mean that he was averse to extending Germany’s influence beyond Europe’s frontiers, or safeguarding its interests where these appeared to be threatened. So it was, despite his caution and his professed indifference towards the Ottoman Empire, that Germany found itself gradually sucked into the quick-sands of Turkey’s affairs.

To be just to Bismarck, the approach had come in the first place from the Sultan himself. Abdul Hamid had recently lost his traditional ally and bulwark against Tsarist Russia, Great Britain, and he was now anxiously seeking a replacement. His rift with Britain had followed the anti-European riots of 1882 in Egypt, then officially part of the Ottoman Empire. This had resulted in British troops occupying Egypt, and relations between Constantinople and London, already strained, plunging to a new low. Turkey’s relations with its giant neighbour Russia, against whom it had just fought a disastrous war, were even worse. Bismarck’s dynamic new Germany, with its formidable military machine and no apparent designs on Abdul Hamid’s domains, seemed the most obvious of the European powers to turn to for protection and advice. Even so, as always, Bismarck was wary of risking his good relations with London and St Petersburg. He agreed to send advisers to Constantinople, but only on certain strict conditions. First and foremost, they had to sever all connections with the home government, and be taken into the Sultan’s own service. This would enable him, if necessary, to wash his hands of them.

Among those dispatched to Constantinople was a team of Prussian civil servants entrusted with the task of trying to modernise the Ottoman administration along European lines. They were followed by a Prussian military mission commanded by an outstanding officer, General Kolmar von der Goltz. His task, of similarly modernising the Turkish army, was to be made no easier by the Sultan’s disconcerting habit of now and again deliberately sabotaging his efforts. For the paranoid Sultan, in perpetual fear of being assassinated or overthrown, was in two minds over the wisdom of having a modern army commanded by European-educated officers. Nonetheless, the general remained in Constantinople for more than a decade, during which time he succeeded, to a considerable degree, in modernising the Sultan’s huge but poorly trained and ill-equipped army.

Although the mission was officially in the service of the Ottoman authorities, Berlin too was to benefit from General von der Goltz’s presence in Constantinople. Not only was he able to gather detailed intelligence from all parts of the empire, and pass this on to Berlin, but he and his officers also succeeded in securing valuable armaments contracts for German manufacturers. Krupp of Essen thus supplied the Sultan with heavy artillery, Loewe of Berlin with rifles and machine-guns, while Germania of Kiel equipped his navy with the latest torpedoes. Also at this time, a number of German finance houses, led by the formidable Deutsche Bank, began to gain footholds in the Turkish capital, wooing ministers and others in high places with loans at considerably lower rates of interest than those offered by their British and other European rivals. German exporters were quick to follow, their highly trained and motivated salesmen running circles around their more gentlemanly competitors. ‘The German export trade’, noted The Times correspondent in Constantinople, ‘owes its success to the stolid, steady perseverance of German industrialists who imitate the methods of the German general staff in neglecting no detail, however trivial, in their plan of campaign.’

Already some far-sighted Germans were beginning to look beyond Turkey’s eastern frontiers for new markets, raw materials and other openings. There lay the Shah of Persia’s decaying domains, so long the target of Anglo-Russian rivalry, aimed largely at keeping the other side out. Like the Sultan, the Shah now saw in this new and powerful Germany a counterweight to St Petersburg and London. He was therefore only too eager to encourage German interest in his country. He not only asked Bismarck to send him military and civil advisers, but also offered to open up his lands to German settlers. Although wary of getting caught up in the Great Game between Britain and Russia, Bismarck agreed to supply the Shah with a number of retired Prussian officers as advisers, albeit, like those seconded to Turkey, in a strictly private capacity. The Shah also paid a state visit to Germany, and formal diplomatic relations were established between Berlin and Teheran. Some modest arms sales followed, but not much else, for fear of treading on Britain’s or Russia’s toes in this highly sensitive region.

So long as Bismarck was in charge of Germany’s foreign policy, it would remain that way, to the frustration of the expansionists. But then, in the summer of 1888, fate suddenly played into their hands. For in June of that year, Kaiser Wilhelm II succeeded his father as Emperor of Germany. To the exultation of the Pan-Germanists, and others who urged a more adventurous foreign policy, their new sovereign quickly showed himself to be an ardent expansionist. Unlike his cautious Chancellor, the 29-year-old Wilhelm was convinced that his country could find a place in the sun without any risk of alienating the other European powers. The days of Bismarck’s pussyfooting were now all but over.

[image: image]

It was the young Emperor’s misfortune to have been born with a crushed nerve in his neck. Despite the efforts of Europe’s best doctors, the result was that his left arm never developed properly, remaining withered and useless, and several inches shorter than his other arm. For a man who wished more than anything else in the world to excel on the battlefield, it was a particularly cruel blow. Wilhelm’s disappointment and frustration were to scar him emotionally for life, making him vain, impulsive, bombastic and hypersensitive to slights, whether imagined or otherwise. An awareness that his parents disliked him had made him fiercely ambitious, desperate for admiration and given to theatrical utterances. He was determined to show his family how wrong they were. Had he not been chosen by destiny to rule over a great martial power, this might not have mattered. But these flaws in his character, added to his conviction that he was a leader of genius, were to have tragic consequences for the entire world.

To make matters worse, there were other family complications which put further pressures on him to prove himself. Not only was he Queen Victoria’s grandson, but he was also distantly related to Tsar Alexander III of Russia. Wilhelm had a nasty feeling that neither of his fellow sovereigns regarded him at all seriously. Now that he was on the throne, he was determined to win their respect. He would turn Germany from a continental power into a great world power, greater even perhaps than Britain, and himself into someone to be reckoned with. Bismarck, to his cost, was slow to realise what was going on in the young Emperor’s mind. As a result he behaved somewhat patronisingly towards him, rarely consulting him on matters of foreign policy, and putting him down firmly whenever he came up with any ideas of his own, dismissing them as silly or even dangerous. Before very long Wilhelm was seething with resentment and humiliation, and determined to rid himself of his obstructive Chancellor so that he alone could shape his country’s destiny.

A battle of wills now developed between the two men. The struggle dragged on behind the scenes for eighteen months, before coming to a head in an undignified quarrel in March 1890. During the course of this, the exasperated Bismarck angrily flung his dispatch case on the floor, causing some of the confidential papers to spill out. Snatching up a handful of these, Wilhelm was humiliated to read – as the veteran statesman perhaps intended – that his fellow sovereign and kinsman Tsar Alexander had spoken of him as ‘a low type, not to be trusted’. There could be no retrieving the situation now. After dominating European diplomacy for some twenty years, Bismarck was finally brought down by one he had regarded, unwisely, as a pipsqueak. His resignation, which was immediately accepted, left the headstrong young Emperor in sole command of Germany’s future. Triumphantly, he told the nation: ‘The duties of officer of the watch on the ship of state have fallen to me . . . The waves of opportunity are now beating against our shores. The course remains the same. Full steam ahead!’

The course was to remain anything but the same, as quickly became apparent. Among the first of Bismarck’s policies to be jettisoned was that of not getting involved in the Near East, which the Chancellor had so persistently warned against, believing that the hazards of angering Britain and Russia outweighed any possible benefits. But Wilhelm had fallen under the persuasive influence of Count Paul Hatzfeldt, for fourteen years German ambassador to Constantinople, who convinced him that glittering rewards awaited German enterprise in the Sultan’s vast virgin territories. With the fortuitous collapse of British influence at the Ottoman court, there was clearly a vacancy for someone else. Now that Bismarck was conveniently out of the way, Hatzfeldt urged his monarch to waste no time in stepping into Britain’s still-warm shoes.

Wilhelm required no further encouragement, although he was sensible to the need for caution. Discreet instructions went out to the Wilhelmstrasse, the Foreign Ministry, declaring that from now on Germany would pursue a far more active policy in the East than hitherto. Instead of waiting, like the other European powers, until the Ottoman Empire finally broke up, and then joining in the scramble for the most desirable pieces, Germany would aim to take over Britain’s traditional role of propping it up. In the summer of 1894, the Foreign Ministry prepared a highly secret memorandum spelling out the part that Turkey would play in the Emperor’s plan for German expansion in the East. From now on it was to be targeted as a market for German goods, a source of valuable raw materials, and an area for long-term investment.

Although, as we have seen, commercial penetration of Turkey by German companies had begun in the 1880s, its scale was modest, since it had never had the enthusiastic support of the Wilhelmstrasse, which was under the thumb of Bismarck. From now on, however, it would enjoy the patronage and full backing of the Emperor himself. The timing, moreover, could hardly have been better. Since the 1880s, German industry had changed almost beyond recognition. In ten short years, the country had been transformed from an agrarian state into a modern industrial nation. In the early 1880s, German steel output was only 500,000 tons a year. By 1895 it had risen to three million, doubling thereafter every five years until, in 1907, Germany overtook Britain as Europe’s foremost steel manufacturer. It was much the same story throughout German industry, especially in the chemical and electrical sectors.

His country’s economic miracle could not have come at a more auspicious moment for Wilhelm, for it provided the necessary dynamism, funding and political justification for his expansionist dreams. It could hardly be denied that in order to maintain this spectacular rate of growth, German industry needed access to new overseas markets and sources of raw materials. Its interest in Turkey was therefore quite understandable. In 1895, the British government put forward proposals for the partition of the Ottoman Empire in the event of its collapse, offering Germany a generous share. Berlin, however, showed a surprising lack of interest. The truth was that Wilhelm wanted the lot, and was convinced that by an adroit mixture of commercial penetration and diplomatic seduction he could get it.

Because of the indifference which Bismarck had shown towards the Ottoman Empire, the Germans had an incomplete picture of its economic potential. This had to be remedied forthwith. Accordingly, with the Sultan’s agreement, a team of German specialists was dispatched to explore the interior and prepare an inventory of its resources. It was to take them four years, and result in a massive official survey entitled The Natural Resources of Asia Minor. At the same time other investigations were being carried out in some of the Sultan’s more distant provinces without either his authority or knowledge.

Using archaeology and anthropology as a cover, German travellers and explorers had begun to show an active interest in areas where, until now, few had been sighted. One of the most energetic of these was Max von Oppenheim, an orientalist and ardent believer in his country’s destiny in the East. He travelled extensively throughout Mesopotamia and Syria, then Ottoman territories, mapping and taking meticulous notes on everything, from the lie of the land to the number of tents and houses owned by every tribe and village. It was not long before the British guessed that he, and other German scholars, were working for the Kaiser’s intelligence services. Indeed, very soon Oppenheim became known to the British as ‘the Spy’.

Then, in September 1896, Kaiser Wilhelm played his trump card in a shameless and opportunistic move calculated to outmanoeuvre his European rivals. It came at the very moment when the Sultan had aroused the wrath and indignation of Europe by bloodily crushing Armenian attempts to claim their rights as Ottoman citizens. Misguidedly believing that the Russians and other Christian powers would come to their assistance, the Armenians had staged armed uprisings against the Ottoman authorities in their eastern Turkish homeland. These had resulted, in the summer of 1894 and throughout the following year, in barbaric retribution, during which 50,000 Armenians were slaughtered. In August 1896, in a last desperate attempt to draw attention to their plight and their constitutional demands, armed Armenian nationalists seized the Ottoman Bank in Constantinople. But this simply resulted in further bloodletting in which 5,000 more of their fellow Armenians were killed in the streets of the capital. Only forceful protests by the foreign ambassadors finally halted the slaughter, which was to earn the Sultan the title of ‘Abdul the Damned’ throughout Europe, and far beyond.

Kaiser Wilhelm, however, saw the Sultan’s unpopularity as a godsent opportunity to strengthen his ties with his beleaguered fellow monarch. To show his friendship, on Abdul Hamid’s birthday he sent him a signed photograph of himself and his family. On learning of this, liberal opinion in Europe was outraged. Abdul Hamid, needless to say, was overwhelmed by Wilhelm’s gesture, and pathetically grateful to find that he had one powerful and sympathetic friend in Europe. He immediately invited the German Emperor to visit Constantinople as his personal guest, to be followed by a grand tour of any parts of the Ottoman Empire which he might wish to see. This was precisely what Wilhelm had been hoping for. The Drang nach Osten, Germany’s drive to the East, was about to start with a vengeance.
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