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A Note on Spelling and Transliteration

The transliteration of Arabic words and the spelling of place names in the region covered by this story is problematic because there is no one system and no international norm. A city such as Aleppo, for instance, is also known as Halep, Halab and Alep, while Damascus is also known as Damas and as-Sham. Another layer of complication has been added by time: some spellings – and names – have changed over the century since Lawrence and his colleagues wrote them down. Constantinople is now called Istanbul. Beyrout, or occasionally Beyrouth, is now Beirut. The word for castle, qala, appears as kala in Lawrence’s writing, so I have used it – Kalaat, not Qalaat al Kahf. Yet another layer of complication is added by the different usages of Arabs, Turks and others. I have adopted whatever has seemed most reader-friendly. I have not changed any of the archaic spellings if they are still obvious to us today, or if they refer to places most of us have never heard of. Similarly, with the prefixes al- and el-, I have favoured common usage over consistency. My intention, throughout, has been to let the words flow.


All men dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible. This I did.

T. E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom

I love all waste

And solitary places; where we taste

The pleasure of believing what we see

Is boundless, as we wish our souls to be.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, Julian and Maddalo

If I could talk it like Dahoum, you would never be tired of listening to me.

T. E. Lawrence in a letter to George Bernard Shaw, 1927


Prologue

The First Spark

The stories of his adventures and the hardships he endured on that trip would make the most thrilling reading; they would sound like the Arabian Nights.

Fareedeh el Akle1

 

Oxford, August 1914

A  YOUNG MAN CROUCHES beside a fireplace and strikes a match. He is in the sitting room of a bungalow at the end of a garden, separated from the main house by a lawn, roses, perhaps also hollyhocks. The solid redbrick house, his family home, sits on a road just north of the centre of Oxford and could stand as a monument to Englishness. Identical to other Victorian houses in the area, it is almost anonymous. The bungalow, which has been purpose-built for the second of the family’s five sons, has a small bedroom, electricity, running water and, something of a novelty, a direct telephone line to the main house. The walls are hung with fine green cotton to encourage calm and there is a fireplace for warmth. But it is August, the summer has been good and the weather bright, so there is no need for heating and yet the young man holds the match to papers piled in the grate.

The man is T. E. Lawrence – Thomas on his birth certificate, Edward to outsiders, Ned to his family, T.E. to some of his friends, El Aurens to his Arab companions. He has just celebrated his twenty-sixth birthday and war has been declared. The bungalow is his retreat, commissioned while he was studying history at the nearby university and when he needed some personal space. For the past four years, however, he has been an infrequent visitor, passing through in the summer, on one occasion causing a stir when he arrived with two Arab friends. For most of those years, he has been travelling and living in an area marked on his map – and he has become an expert on this region – as ‘Northern Arabia’, an area that includes the countries we know as Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan and Egypt. Northern Arabia, divided into the Ottoman vilayets or provinces of Syria, Palestine, Mesopotamia and Egypt, is the setting for the story that is to unfold.

The fire takes, and pages curl in the grate, become blackened, flame-licked, and give up acrid smoke. He is burning the only copy of a book he has written about his experiences in the East.

Exactly five years later, in August 1919, the Royal Opera House in London was packed, twice a day, with people wanting to hear about the great war hero ‘Lawrence of Arabia’. Not long after, when the man himself had changed his name and profession and was trying to disappear (but also, it must be said, popping into the theatre to see himself on the screen), he mentioned this ‘youthful indiscretion book’ to a friend who had also served in Arabia. ‘It recounted adventures in seven type-cities of the East,’ he explained, ‘Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus, etc.’2 Another time he dropped Baghdad from the list, which made sense because he had never been there, and referred instead to Cairo, Constantinople, Smyrna, Aleppo, Jerusalem, Urfa and Damascus, with all of which he was very familiar. ‘It was a queer book,’ he said, ‘upon whose difficulties I look back with a not ungrateful wryness.’3 A queer book about his years of adventure about finding happiness, about love.

The only reason he gave for destroying the manuscript was that it was immature. But that doesn’t quite ring true. He had written other works – a description of Crusader castles in Syria, for instance, and the diary of a journey he made across the Euphrates River in the summer of 1911. Both of these unpublished manuscripts were immature, both had caused him difficulties, and both were in the bungalow at the end of the garden. So why burn the book of his adventures? A clue lies in the admission of ‘indiscretion’ and in the outbreak of war.

His brother Frank had already been commissioned into the army and had gone to fight. Another brother, Will, was on his way back from India, intending to enlist. Lawrence knew that soon – weeks perhaps – he would leave the bungalow, say goodbye to his parents and travel south to London and from there to war. In August 1914, at the very beginning of the conflict, no one had any idea of the slaughter that lay ahead in the Somme, at Ypres, in the Dardanelles and in many other places whose names we might otherwise not know, and which would claim the lives of both Frank and Will the following year. In August 1914, many people expected World War I to be over by Christmas: it was inconceivable that it would last four years, claim eight and a half million lives and bring an end to four empires.

Lawrence had already offered his services to the war effort. He had lived in and travelled around the Middle East for the previous five years and he knew that this would be a conflict unlike any other. He knew, because he had watched it take shape, growing from a small fight in Libya to major battles in the Balkans to a war that would destroy his life. He was certain that he had a role to play in this conflict. In fact, he had already dreamed of the glorious challenge: he would start a new crusade by raising a wave of fighters out of Arabia and rolling them before the breath of an idea, to crash against the walls of Damascus. In so doing, he believed, they would free the Arab lands from Ottoman control. He had already laid his plans. He knew the terrain, the combatants and the tactics that would win the prize of freedom for the people he loved. Now he was watching nations lining up to fight, waiting for the Turks to join the war.

It seems natural, under these circumstances, at some point, if only during the black hours of night, hours he knew well, that he would consider his own mortality, because he might not return from this war. He was certainly aware of that possibility when his brother Frank went to join the 3rd Gloucestershire Regiment. ‘I didn’t go to say goodbye to Frank, because he would rather that I didn’t, & I knew there was little chance of my seeing him again; in which case we were better without a parting.’4

If Lawrence was aware that there was little chance of his returning from the war, then burning his ‘immature’ manuscript with its ‘indiscretions’ must have been part of the tidying of his affairs. Which raises the question of what the book might have contained that he would not have wanted to leave behind, that he did not want his parents, or the world, to know about.

Like the words of great poets, Lawrence’s name is carried on the wind. It reached me at an early age and, one way or another, it has hung about me ever since. As a child, I saw David Lean’s film Lawrence of Arabia, with Peter O’Toole’s intelligent if not wholly accurate portrait of the man – he did, at least, capture the wayward nature, the staring into space, the smiles, the love of pranks and obscure comments, that mix of shyness and irrepressible liveliness in the man. The film is based on the extraordinary book Lawrence wrote in the 1920s, which describes in vivid detail and with passion his war experiences and which he called Seven Pillars of Wisdom. On the brown cover of the first public edition of 1935 are a pair of crossed swords and the words ‘the sword also means clean-ness + death’, so troubling to my impressionable young mind.

Half a century after its first publication, engaged in the Middle East myself, I remember reading the book. Since then, on many occasions in and near the desert in Jordan and Egypt, I have been encouraged (by Bedouin, camel hawkers and others) to ‘be’ Lawrence, by which was meant that I should mount a camel, tie a keffiyeh on my head and ride into the sands, although I, like the young Lawrence, prefer to walk. But in spite of all this exposure, at no point was I swept away by the man or his myth. I took the view that the importance both of the Arab revolt of 1916–18 and of Lawrence’s role in it had been overplayed, that the revolt was little more than a sideshow in the war and that Lawrence, while he may have done considerably more than was expected of a junior liaison officer, had neither created nor led the uprising. But time changes many things.

In the 1990s, I travelled through the Syrian mountains where, I was told, I would find the remains of extraordinary Crusader-era castles. Looking for books to read before I started out, I came across Lawrence’s Crusader Castles, the final incarnation of his undergraduate thesis. As I followed the trail, from Aleppo to Sahyun, from Markab to Masyaf, from Crac des Chevaliers to Safita, I realised I was also following the man. Lawrence was twenty years old when he started on that journey in the summer of 1909. I was older when I made mine. I had had more difficulty getting into Syria, which was then ruled by Hafez al-Assad, because something I had written about the country had upset someone in the Syrian government so that for several years my visa applications were turned down. When I was finally allowed to visit, the Syrian travel agent who organised my trip took me to meet the man from the ministry and smoothed my way. He also warned me to look out for myself while travelling in the remote hills. Similar words were said to Lawrence before he set out.

All of those warnings melted away when I reached the old Assassin stronghold at Kalaat el-Kahf, a remote rocky outcrop where the remains of the castle had mostly disappeared beneath greenery. The day was sunny and warm, my thoughts as clear as the air – as my memory is now of that moment when I began to wonder about this young Englishman who had been there before me. I knew why I was there: I had been living in Cairo for a couple of years and wanted to see and understand more of the region and its people. But what would drive an exceptionally bright Oxford undergraduate to leave the comfort and safety of home to see the remains of Crusader castles in the Middle East in 1909? Why would he choose to walk at a time of great political and social unrest in the Turk-controlled provinces, and in midsummer, when the experts at home had advised against it? This moment is more important for me to fix, and to hold in my memory, than the first time I came across the Lawrence legend. Much has been written and argued about the part he played in the Arab contribution towards the defeat of the Turks in World War I. But nothing I read then, or have read since, told the story I wanted to read: how the second son of a quiet, comfortably off, apparently unexceptional Oxford family came to play a role – any role – in the Arab uprising, how an archaeologist became a spy, how an introvert became an outspoken leader, how and why ‘Ned Lawrence of Oxford’ became ‘Lawrence of Arabia’.

At the first village beyond Kalaat el-Kahf, a middle-aged man stopped me and, as people like him have been doing for longer than we can know, he invited a traveller into his house. Over a glass of tea, with his children staring from the safety of the doorway, he gently led me through a series of questions that established who I was, where I had come from, where I was going and why. I in turn asked about his land and what he grew on it, the size of the harvest and of his family, the state of the countryside and, eventually, the pinch of the government. Curiosity satisfied on both sides, I continued on my way with his blessing, his younger sons herding me out as though I were some stray goat, until their father called them off and the breeze carried his blessings to me.

Lawrence went through this ritual every day that he travelled in the region and each time it happened, he was more charmed, more fascinated. So much so that when his parents tried to lure him home – this was after he had been away for a couple of years – he explained, in almost exactly the words I used to relay the same message to my parents, that ‘I don’t think anyone who has tasted the East as I have would give it up.’5

I don’t think anyone who glimpsed this side of young Lawrence would give up on him either, at least not before getting to the heart of the puzzle of why he stayed in the Middle East for most of the five years leading up to the war that was to change his world. But then Lawrence’s life is punctuated by mysteries, as his friend Sir Ronald Storrs, one of the pall-bearers at his funeral, mused long after his death, when he described Lawrence’s motive for getting involved in the Arab revolt as ‘a tragic mystery that can never be revealed’.6 The Lawrence who fought in the war and, even more so, the Lawrence who looked for peace in the 1920s and 1930s, is a deepening mystery, a character who becomes ever more complex and opaque and, as the years pass, who poses greater challenges as the truth is hidden behind ever more convoluted ambiguities. That older Lawrence might never be fully understood, although some have come close to revealing him. But the young Lawrence of the years before World War I is both more approachable and easier to understand, seen through actions and comments that are not coloured by his coming greatness or reinterpreted in the light of his enduring legend. A closer look at the five years Lawrence spent travelling around and living in the Middle East before the war reveals a great deal about the motives for what followed. There is also, I believe, a fascination, a joy even, to be had in following a young man as he falls for another culture, for another people, and for one person in particular.

I did not know, as I followed his trail through the Crusader castles then, or on subsequent journeys, that I would become obsessed by the story of Young Lawrence. This book is the result of a long, slow process of gestation. But several years ago, when conflict spread from Tunisia to Egypt and then Syria, I remembered some of the people I had met, whose generous hospitality I had enjoyed. And I recalled what Lawrence had written about the artificial boundaries being created in the aftermath of World War I as a result of a deal between Britain and France, the Sykes–Picot agreement, which he strongly opposed. I remembered how he had said that youth could win but it could not hold its victories, that the old men came out and made their same old mistakes. I realised then how much the pre-war years resonate today. The geographical divisions of the Middle East that Lawrence knew in the years leading up to the great conflict made more sense – politically, socially, ethnically – than the configurations do today. This goes some way towards explaining why the states that were created after World War I are still under so much stress.

Geography and politics form a background, part of the bigger picture of this book. But I have been drawn into his story by a need to understand why he went, why he stayed and how he became Lawrence ‘of Arabia’.

Most people’s image of Lawrence starts with David Lean’s film. The earliest moment of his life as shown in the film presents a blue-eyed, fair-haired, silver-tongued, twenty-eight-year-old man in uniform, surrounded by maps, at British army headquarters, Cairo. The year was 1916 and Lawrence was about to leave Egypt, for Arabia, seeking to understand why the Arab revolt was failing, ‘to see and consider its great men … and [to look for] the leader with the necessary fire’.7 From November 1916, when Lawrence was officially posted as a liaison officer to the Arab revolt, until October 1918, when he asked General Allenby, Commander of the Allied forces in the Middle East, to let him leave Damascus, he fought, schemed and dreamed to create the circumstances out of which independent Arab states might emerge. It was to be the crucible from which the legend of Lawrence, the uncrowned king of Arabia would also emerge.

A hundred years after the outbreak of World War I, very few individuals who fought in it exist in our popular imagination. In 1918 Allenby was one of the most famous fighters to have survived the war, but now he is mostly forgotten. The show that opened in the Royal Opera House in 1919 and packed theatres around the world in the 1920s was originally titled With Allenby in Palestine, before being changed to With Allenby in Palestine and Lawrence in Arabia when it became clear that the crowds wanted to see Lawrence: more than four million people worldwide went to see the lecture and screening. Lord Kitchener, the British field marshal who reminded Britons that their country needed them, is remembered, as are Rupert Brooke, Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and the other war poets. But none has retained the standing, in the popular imagination, that Lawrence enjoys. In part this is to do with the nature of his exploits during the war, in part due to the way his story was exploited afterwards. Reporting his death on 20 May 1935, an editorial in The Times noted that his place in history was assured. ‘Other British officers helped the Arabs of the Hejaz in the campaign that has changed the political face of the Near East, but none so effectively or so intelligently as this young archaeologist who had studied war in his school days and had had original ideas of its conduct.’8 When the publication of Seven Pillars of Wisdom, his account of his wartime exploits, was announced weeks after his death, fifty thousand advance copies were sold, a record at the time. My grandfather was among the many people eagerly awaiting that publication. His copy sits on the shelf beside my desk.

Reviewing Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Winston Churchill thought it ‘will be read as long as the English language is spoken’. So far, that has proved to be the case. But in the stream of books, articles, lectures and discussions about the nature and value of Lawrence’s wartime exploits and what we now call his legacy, his post-war reputation, popularity and significance have waxed and waned. He has been hailed as a hero and denounced as another imperialist out to exploit the less fortunate, both championed and derided as a homosexual, and dismissed as a self-publicist, a fantasist, a fake.

In the controversy, we have lost sight of the man. But in his pre-war story, in the tale told in the manuscript he burned in Oxford in 1914, we can see the man without the distortions of legend. Young Lawrence sets out to reconstitute from his own letters and from the papers and stories of those who knew him at the time some of what was lost in the grate of the bungalow at Polstead Road. It is intended as a prequel to the better-known exploits of Lawrence of Arabia as told in the post-war Seven Pillars. Only by knowing the story of how this extraordinary young archaeologist, so awkward at home, found himself – his role and his passion – among the Arabs, Kurds and Turks of Ottoman Syria, can one understand how he achieved what he did during the war. Only when one understands the depth of feeling he had for the villagers who had brought him happiness, and for one of them in particular, can one understand why he wanted to help to raise the Arab armies against the Turks and why, when it was done, he had no choice but to change his name and to hide from the legend that had been wrapped around him.


PART I

The Young Scholar

Imagination should be put into the most precious caskets, & that is why one can only live in the future or the past, in Utopia, or the wood beyond the World.

T. E. Lawrence to his mother, August 1910, 
The Home Letters of T. E. Lawrence and his Brothers, p. 110


1

Landing


Learn to dream when thou dost wake,

Learn to wake when thou dost sleep.

Learn to water joy with tears,

Learn from fears to vanquish fears.



Francis Thompson, ‘The Mistress of Vision’1

 

Beirut, Tuesday 6 July 1909

THE PORT SAID steamer dropped anchor off Beirut at around six o’clock in the morning. The roadstead was as busy as ever. Ten ships were expected during the day, and a cluster of skiffs and rowing boats rocked on the crystal water, ready to bring off passengers and cargo. From the deck, a young Englishman was staring out at the merchant-favoured city spread before him and up the slopes behind the quay to the clutter of white and grey stone houses with pointed, red-tiled roofs. The hum of human activity – prayer and industry – rose like a mist above the roofline as the sun climbed over the shoulders of Jebel Sannine and the Lebanon Mountains and the city began its day. At this early hour, the light was soft, the air still cool and damp. Later, writing his first letter home from the Middle East, he described it as being ‘most delightfully warm, and the bay of Beyrout [sic] lovely’.2

The man from Thomas Cook came to clear his bags through customs, although there was not much to be inspected: a change of clothes, something to read, a notebook to record observations, a German-made revolver and a camera with lenses, in a large leather bag. If any eyebrows were raised among the port officials, it was not because of what he was carrying but at his lack of luggage. He was travelling with considerably less than most British visitors, but then he was not like them.

The extent of his difference would become apparent later. If he stood out among the passengers, agents and porters being rowed the short distance from steamer to quayside that morning, it was perhaps for his youth, his bespoke suit with its many pockets, for his low, soft voice with its ‘donnish precision of speech’3 and, above all, for the coiled potential that many people remembered hanging about him. He was a month off his twenty-first birthday, travelling alone, a reserved, confident, Oxford history undergraduate. At five feet five inches, he was shorter than many of his family and friends in England. But in Beirut, where people were shorter, he stood out more for his thick head of fair hair, combed from a parting far to the right and, above all, for the icy blue of his eyes. One of his Oxford tutors commented on the ‘depth and seriousness of purpose in that steady and unyielding gaze with which with head slightly bowed, he looked up into the eyes of those who spoke to him’.4 No one spoke to him now, but the gaze was the same, fixing this place he would come to know so well.

He had consulted his Baedeker guide to Palestine and Syria and although Cook’s office was in the Grand Hôtel d’Orient, the city’s finest, right there on the waterfront, he preferred the sound and the lower rates of the nearby Hôtel Victoria. He was expecting to stay in the region for a couple of months, to do some touring and sightseeing, and like many visitors he spent that first day in preparation. He had been thinking about his route for several months and he knew very well what he wished to see. He had come to walk around the surviving Crusader castles, up to Urfa beside the Euphrates River in the north and then down to the southern outposts in the desert beyond Jerusalem. He had also made some advance introductions and now walked out of the old town and past the Turkish barracks to the British Consulate, where he was expected. Because he was intending to visit some of the more remote districts of Palestine and Syria, he had already applied for a permit to travel from the imperial government in Constantinople. At the Consulate, he now heard that his papers, known as iradés, had been posted from the capital and ‘should arrive shortly, but the Turkish P.O. is irregular’.5 From the Consulate, he walked a mile or so through ‘streets full of camels, donkeys, and mules, and of millions and billions of dogs’6 to the American College.

Lawrence had an introduction to the American Collegefn1 and held court in the teachers’ Common Room that afternoon. He was by habit shy, even introverted, but if he felt on safe ground, and especially if there was a trick or a joke to be played, as there was now, he was happy to rise to the occasion. His brother had recently taught him some lines from the ancient Greek poet Theocritus, and Lawrence now dropped these into conversation at the College, the city’s premier institution for higher education, with the desired effect. He mused afterwards that ‘a reputation as a classical scholar is easily gained’.7 Equally easy was the arrangement he had made with some of the young Americans who taught at the College and who were about to break for the summer. ‘The tutors’, he wrote home that first evening, ‘have been taking walking tours in their summer holidays for years, exactly as I propose to do. On Thurs I start with a party of them (s) [south] down the coast: we may keep together for a week or more. The country is quiet.’8

The country is quiet …

Elsewhere in this first letter he wrote that ‘I am setting out to enjoy myself, as everybody, from the Consul downwards, tells me that travelling is as ordinary as in Europe.’ The Consul had also asked him to keep in touch, to be sure this young man with his bespoke suit, hobnail boots and fair hair was safe. Because in spite of Lawrence’s comment that travelling in the area was as ordinary as in Europe, the truth was more troubling. A year earlier, there had been a revolution in Constantinople. The Committee of Union and Progress, better known as the Young Turks (although the key players were far from young), had not removed Sultan Abdul Hamid II from his divan, but they had forced him to hand over power. The empire was to be ruled by constitution, by parliamentary law, not by the Sultan’s decree. This might seem nothing more than a comma in the long and twisted story of Ottoman decline, but the effects were significant and they rolled, wave after wave, out of the capital and across the empire, reaching even its most remote provinces. Perhaps especially to the remoter corners of the provinces. One of the many consequences was that the imperial government’s grip was weakened; the centre struggled to hold the outer edges. This situation was made worse in April 1909, less than ten weeks before Lawrence landed in Beirut, when the old Sultan attempted a counter-coup. Abdul Hamid had reigned for more than thirty-two years, but when his counter-coup failed, he was sent into exile in Salonica and replaced on the throne by his more compliant half-brother, Mehmet V. The new Sultan had spent at least half of his sixty-four years in the Topkapi Palace harem, many of those in solitary confinement. He emerged now into the bright light of the Bosphorus with a greater interest in Persian poetry than in divan politics. This suited the Young Turk leaders. Absolute power over an empire that still stretched across three continents, from Bosnia to the tip of the Arabian peninsula, from Basra on the Persian Gulf to the Tunisian border, now lay in the hands of a group who had little experience of ruling. Their policies exacerbated divisions among the many religious and ethnic groups ruled by the quiescent Sultan.

So while the country may have been quiet, as Lawrence wrote home, it was not entirely safe for travellers, as a letter to The Times, reprinted in the Constantinople-based Levant Herald & Eastern Express, made clear: ‘The peaceful cultivator or merchant and the Arab sheikh cannot exist side by side; the settled population must drive the Beduin from out their borders … With the lack of roads and the insecure state of the few that exist, the best intentioned Vali [Governor] of Aleppo, Damascus, or Baghdad will find his hand too short to reach the limits of his vilayet [province].’9 The correspondent’s concern was validated six days later when the same paper reported that Miss Gertrude Bell, ‘a traveller and authoress, had been robbed of her horses and baggage by Kurds’.10 Bell, the intrepid forty-year-old British writer and archaeologist, had been travelling in the empire’s furthest provinces looking at Syriac orthodox churches around Tur Abdin, close to the Tigris River. She was on her way back towards the Mediterranean coast when her entourage pitched tents at a village by the name of Kotch. They assumed, as they were back in Syria, that they need post no sentries. ‘We had grown careless with months of safe journeying in dangerous places,’ the redoubtable woman later remembered, ‘and the thieves had found us an easy prey.’11 Her notebooks were among the stolen baggage, ‘the result of four months’ work’. What was not reported in the local press was that several days after the theft all her belongings were returned apart from some cash, and this was later refunded by the Ottoman government. ‘It may well be questioned’, she concluded, ‘whether any other govt would have recognized a like liability.’12

And yet in spite of Miss Bell’s parting comment, and of Lawrence’s reassurances to his family, it was clear that travel in some parts of the region was not as safe as it had once been. So why would a young man risk his possessions and perhaps his life? What, in this remote place, could possibly be so important to him? What was this passion driving him eastwards?
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