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Abstract 

In the fall of 1918, it appeared Britain had finally solved the 'Eastern Question'. 

The Ottoman Empire lay prostrate at the mercy of British military forces. Under the terms 

of the Mudros Armistice, British forces were deployed throughout Ottoman lands to 

oversee the withdrawal of enemy forces and subsequent disposition of the region. Not 

everyone within British officialdom, however, was satisfied with such a limited agenda. 

Germany's Drang nach Osten had reinforced Lord Curzon's longstanding belief that 

drastic steps needed to be taken to ensure the future security of Britain's Eastern Empire. 

In light of the overwhelming nature of Britain's victory in the Near East, in the winter of 

191 8 he easily won approval for the creation of a decidedly British Middle East. 

Ultimately Curzon's efforts proved unsuccessful. In addition to the problems 

created by Greek irredentism, the ongoing Civil War in Russia and widespread unrest over 

British imperial rule, Curzon's vision of a chain of friendly buffer states bordering the 

glacis of India aroused strong resistance amongst his fellow policymakers. They believed 

his plans were unnecessary, too expensive, would adversely affect British prestige, 

imperial stability, relations with the other Great Powers, etc. The seemingly never-ending 

arguments that beset London during late 1919 and early 1920 slowly chipped away at 

Curzon's Transcaucasian ambitions. 

This thesis examines not only Curzon's efforts to defend India at the Caspian but 

the developments by which Britain went from being 'like so many Alexanders' to almost 

cowering in the face of a resurgent Turkey. In doing so, it challenges long held beliefs over 

Curzon's supposed inability to formulate policy. Despite his best efforts, the British 

government refused to be swayed from the notion that the Eastern settlement could wait. In 

ignoring Curzon's trenchant advice, London wound up paying a heavy price. The Treaty of 

Lausanne was little more than a personal triumph for Lord Curzon. The period of British 

pre-eminence in the Middle East that followed the Lausanne settlement, and lasted until the 

mid-to-late 1930s, only occurred because no Power was prepared to challenge Great 

Britain. Sufferance is not the same as security. 



Memoria in aeterna 

Arthur Douglas Scott 
(24 May 1907 - 2 September 200 1 ) 



Yet, 0 Athenians, you have it in your power; and the manner of it is this. Cease to hire 
your armies. Go yourselves, every man of you, and stand in the ranks; and either a victory 
beyond all victories in its glory awaits you, or, falling, you shall fall greatly and worthy of 

your past! 

-- Demosthenes 

Few careers in modem British politics are more worthy of examination than that of George 
Nathaniel Curzon, and few records more suggestive than those he has left behind him. 

-- Sir Winston Churchill 
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Introduction 

'He is a great man and one day England will know it' - Harold 
Nicolson on Lord Curzon, February 1923.' 

Upon his return to England in the winter of 1905, not a single member of thc 

Cabinet was present at Charing Cross Station to greet Lord Curzon. In further defiance o 

tradition, the returning Viceroy was also denied the Order of the Garter. Curzon', 
I 

Viceroyalty had ended in a flurry of anger and  recrimination(^).^ It appeared unlikely that 

he would ever return to high office, let alone earn such plaudits as that subsequently 

quoted above. It was rather pitiful, Curzon lamented, not long after the outbreak of war in 

1914, that 'at 39 one was thought fit to rule 300 millions of people, and at 55 is not wanted 

to do anything in an emergency in which the national existence is at stake.'"hat the Great 

War would ultimately resurrect the political career of George Nathaniel Curzon only 

underlines the strains the conflict caused in ~ r i t a i n . ~  The editor of the Manchester 

Guardian, C.P. Scott, believed David Lloyd George's decision to include Lords Milner 

and Curzon in his government would have been unthinkable before the war.' Indeed. The 

two men were arguably the last great 'satraps of the [British] ~ m ~ i r e ' . ~  

Harold to Vita Nicolson, 1 February 1923, Nigel Nicolson, ed., Vita and Harold: The Letters of Vitc 
Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson (London, 1992), p. 120. The quotations on page v are from Georgc 
Curzon, Subjects of the Day; being a selection of speeches and writings by Earl Curzon of Kedleston. Witk 
an introduction by the Earl of Cromer and edited by Desmond M. Chapman-Huston. (London, 191 5 ) ,  p. 405 
and Winston Churchill, Great Contemporaries (London, 1938), p. 273, respectively. 
2 David Dilks, Curzon in India (New York, 1969), vol. 11, passim. 

Curzon to Lord Lamington, quoted in Earl of Ronaldshay, The Life of Lord Curzon: Being the Authorized 
Biography of George Nathaniel, Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, K.G. (London, 1928), vol. 111, p. 122. 
( ~ o l l o w i n ~  the outbreak of hostilities, Curzon had offered his services to then Prime Minster, Herbert Asquith 

to be rebuffed. 
For more on the effect the Great War had on British politics see John Turner, British Politics and the Great 

Coalition and Conflict, 1915-1918 (New Haven, 1992). In putting together his Coalition government in 
of 1915, Asquith asked Curzon to become the Lord Privy Seal. Apart from the brief 1924 minority 

J ~ a b o u r  government, Curzon would never be out of office again. 
5 John Gallagher, "The Decline, Revival and Fall of the British Empire," in Anil Seal, ed. The Decline, 
~ e v i v a l  andFall of the British Empire: The Ford Lectures and other essays (Cambridge, 1982). p. 86. 



Curzon's belief in the overarching importance of the British Empire formed the 

mainspring of his political and intellectual outlook. In the dedication to his Persia and the 

Persian Question, Curzon referred to the Empire as the 'noblest fabric yet reared by the 

genius of a conquering nation'.' Such views were not unusual amongst those who came of 

age during the late Victorian era. What distinguishes Curzon from his contemporaries, 

however, is the length to which he was prepared to go to ensure the continued safety of the 

Empire. India, he long maintained, had to be defended 'not merely from attack, but from 
7 8  peril of attack .... And if that meant expanding Britain's informal Empire to include 

Transcaucasia, so be it! London could not halt the voyages commenced by previous 

statesmen, she had a helm to answer and it was an 'Imperial helm, down all the tides of 

~ i m e '  .9 

Britain's historical ties to Transcaucasia had never been particularly strong. The 

continued expansion of Tsarist Russia during the later half of the nineteenth century 

largely eliminated whatever influencelinterest Britain once possessed in the region.10 By 

the early twentieth century, Russian influence was ascendant as far south as Tehran. It is 

against this backdrop that the wartime events of late 1917 and early 1918 need to be 

viewed. In the mist of Germany's offensive on the Western Front, British policymakers 

became convinced that Germany intended to fill the power vacuum created in the Near 

East by the disintegration of Tsarist ~uss ia ."  Although the Great War ended before 

6 Lord Salisbury to Curzon, 9 August 1902, quoted in Dilks, Curzon in India, vol. I ,  p. 220. Salisbury also 
counted Lords Cromer and Kitchener amongst the Empire's remaining satraps. 

George Curzon, Persia and the Persian Question (New York, 1966; originally published London, 1892), 
vol. 1, p. v. In the dedication to another of his major works, Curzon struck a similar note: 'To those who 
believe that the British Empire is, under Providence, the greatest instrument for good that the world has seen 
and who hold, with the writer, that its work in the Far East is not yet accomplished this is inscribed'. George 
Curzon, Problems of the Far East: Japan, Korea, China. Revised ed. (Westminster, 1896), p. v. 

George Curzon, "India Between Two Fires," Nineteenth Century 34 (1 893), p. 177. 
" Curzon's toast to 'The British Dominions Beyond the Seas' made on 24 May 1906 (Empire Day) at the 
Hotel Cecil in Curzon, Subjects of the Day, p. 5 .  
10 This is not to say that London was completely disinterested in the region; on occasion Transcaucasian 
issues could emerge as a first-rate concern within British governmental circles. See, for example, Barbara 
Jelavich, "Great Britain and the Russian Acquisition of Batum, 1878-1886," Slavonic and East European 
l~eview 48 ( 1  970), pp. 44-66. 

Benjamin Schwarz, "Divided Attention: Britain's Perception of a German Threat to Her Eastern Position in 
191 8," Journal Of Contemporary Histoty 28 ( 1  993), pp. 103- 122. For the purposes of this thesis, the terms 1' the "Near East' or 'Middle East' will be used to describe those countries that took part in the war or were 

I .  ,subject to discussion at the various peace conferences. The British Delegation to the Paris Peace Conference 
befined the Middle East as 'all European and Asiatic territories which, at the outbrcak of war, were under the 
birect or indirect sovereignty of Turkey, and.. . territories formerly Russian situated between the Russo- 



Germany's Drang nach Osten came to fruition, the prospect of Germany supplanting 

Russia as the foremost threat to British rule in India proved deeply troubling. Curzon was 

determined to ensure that London would never again be faced with having to decide 

between defending her Empire and the European balance of power. As Chairman of the 

Cabinet's Eastern Committee, he argued wartime events and the scale of Britain's victory 

in the East warranted the creation of a decidedly British Middle East. Buffer states would 

be made to line the entire 'Eastern arc of empire'; thereby rendering the expensive defence 

of India proper superfluous. In his mind, the cardinal task of the British delegation in Paris 

therefore would not be the German settlement but the disposition of the defeated Ottoman 

Empire. Contrary to both contemporary sentiments and subsequent generations of scholars, 

this thesis asserts that Curzon was right to focus on the Eastern settlement for nothing less 

than the future of the British Empire was at stake.I2 

Ultimately, Curzon's efforts were all for naught. The Paris Peace Conference took 

little notice of Eastern affairs. Depending upon one's perspective, the delay in the Eastern 

Settlement was a consequence of the British delegation's inability to control the agenda at 

the Versailles Conference, their disinterest in said settlement or a combination of the two. 

Despite the truly global nature of the Great War, the prevailing sentiment throughout the 

capitals of the Allied and Associated Powers at the end of 191 8 was that the war had been 

against not the Central Powers but Germany alone. The decision by the American 

President, Woodrow Wilson, to attend the Conference in person only enhanced public 

expectations that the settlement(s) would be consistent with his Fourteen Points. 

Negotiations at Paris would prove onerous. On almost every issue, the European 

delegations had to contend with the almost unbridled arrogance of Wilsonism. Whereas the 

Europeans were primarily concerned with the territorial adjustments, one American official 

explained, America's 'first and only object is to secure certain principles.' The American 

delegation was determined to oppose any territorial claim that did not conform to its 'sense 

Turkish and Russo-Persian frontiers and the Caucasus Mountains-a physical frontier which may be taken 
roughly as the geographical boundary between the Middle East and North-eastem Europe.' From 
'Memorandum by the British Delegation, Paris, on British Policy in the Middle East, 18 Feb. 1919', British 
Documents on Foreign Afairs: Reports and Papers from the Foreign Office Confidential Print, (Frederick, 
1983-), Part 11, Series B, vol. 15, no. 24 (Henceforth referred to as BDFA). 
12 See Curzon's comments on p. 26, note 45. 



of justice'.I3 It was little wonder that President Wilson and his energetic counsels were 

compared to the early Christians who 'destroyed the Roman Empire and plunged Europe 

into the darkness of the Middle ~ ~ e s ' . ' ~  

Although Britain was deeply in debt to the United States, such facts were of little 

Zoncern to the head of the British Empire delegation. Preferring his own intuition to any 

3fficial agenda, Lloyd George made his way through the negotiations keeping one eye on 

events in Paris and the other on Westminster. Partitioning the Ottoman Empire simply did 

not have the same political cachet as establishing the League of Nations or making 

Germany pay.'5 The concerns of Curzon and officials within Foreign Office rarely 

impinged upon Lloyd George, whose disdain for the Foreign Office was widely known. 

'We were seldom told what to do. We were never told what our rulers were doing', 

lamented one British diplomat. One might have expected the Foreign Secretary to take a 

more pro-active approach in voicing the concerns of his department but Arthur Balfour 

was content to allow the Prime Minister a free hand.16 One can not help but wonder if it 

would have been better for the British Empire had Curzon gone to Paris and Lloyd George 

and Balfour remained in   on don." Whether a better series of treaties would have emerged 

is, of course, impossible to say but one thing is certain, the post-war settlement would have 

been vastly different. 

The minimisation of Eastern affairs was not simply due to the composition of the 

British delegation to the Paris Peace Conference. In addition to the problems created by 

Greek irredentism, the ongoing Civil War in Russia and widespread unrest over British 

imperial rule, the British government in the years after the Great War was rife with 

internecine struggles. The post-war power struggle in Arabia, with ibn Sa'ud forces being 

funded by the India Office and the Foreign Office funding the Hashemite forces, even 

l 3  General Tasker H. Bliss quoted in H. J. Elcock, Portrait of a Decision: The Council of Four and the Treaty 
of Versailles (London, l972), p. 53. 
13 Viscount Esher to Sir Douglas Haig, 12 August 19 17, in Viscount Esher Oliver, ed., Journals and Letters 
ofReginald Viscount Esher (London, 1934), vol. IV, pp. 136-7. 
'' Antony Lentin, "Several Types of Ambiguity: Lloyd George at the Paris Peace Conference," Diplorrlacy 
and Statecrafi 6 (1 999, 223-25 1.  

Dockrill and Zara Steiner, "The Foreign Office at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919," International 
Review 2 (1 980), pp. 55-86; Harold Nicolson, Peacemaking, 191 9 (London, 1964), p. 1 1 1. 



raised the Gilbertian possibility that Whitehall was theoretically at war with itself.18 At the 

root of these inter-departmental conflicts lay differing assessments over the importance of 

domestic politics, the extent of British 'power' and, perhaps most importantly, personality 

clashes. 

With the presence of Lloyd George, Winston Churchill and Lord Curzon, the post- 

war coalition government included several giants of twentieth century British politics in 

addition to such 'minor' luminaries as Edwin Montagu, Andrew Bonar Law, Austen 

Chamberlain, H.A.L. Fisher, Arthur Balfour, Lord Birkenhead and was advised by one of 

the more political minded Chiefs of Imperial Defence Staff (CIGS), Sir Henry Wilson. 

Curzon, in particular, frequently aroused the ire of his colleagues. Stories about his 

'superior manner' were legion. After having unexplainably keep the Cabinet waiting Lord 

Derby, upon seeing Curzon's footstool being carried in, exclaimed: 'Curzon himself has 

still not arrived, but we see premonitory symptoms.' And then he rose from his chair, to 

bow to the footstool. Others, however, were willing to overlook Curzon's difficult manner: 

'His heart was sound enough, but his temper was hasty,' Viscount Esher later wrote. 'What 

of that? A minor f a ~ l t . " ~  After having spent a lifetime studying the East, Curzon believed 

he spoke with a special authority of the problems facing Britain's Eastern Empire. During 

one discussion on Persia, he prefaced his comments saying 'You may not be aware.. .' only 

to be interrupted by Balfour who pointed out, 'It's all right George, we all know you have 

a written a monumental work on ~ e r s i a . ' ~ '  Much to the annoyance of his colleagues, 

Curzon frequently made reference to his extensive travels through, and knowledge of, the 

East and, throughout the period discussed in this thesis, stubbornly refused to accept that 

there were constraints on his plans to capitalise on the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. 

Unlike the Congress of Vienna over a century earlier, the delegates at the Paris 

Peace Conference were never able to insulate themselves from a variety of domestic and 

17 Malcolm Yapp. In a review of John Fisher's "Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 1916- 
19," Middle Eastern Studies 36 (2000), p. 1 87. 
18 Keith Jeffery, "The Eastern Arc of Empire: a Strategic View, 1850-1950," Journal of Strategic Studies 5 
(1982), p. 532. 
19 Quoted in Kenneth Rose, Superior Person: A Portrait of Curzon and his Circle in late Victorian England 
(New York, 1970), p. 377. 
20 Quoted in David Gilmour, Curzon (London, 1994), p. 5 10. 



other extraneous  concern^.^' Lloyd George painted the scene at Versailles as one of 'stones 

clattering on the roof, and crashing through the windows, and sometimes wild men 

screaming through the keyholes.'22 Having been fuelled by the rhetoric of the 'Coupon 

election', expectations both within and without Westminster of what the British delegation 

in Paris would achieve were enormous. Any indication that Britain, as Lloyd George 

would later discover, was softening her stance towards Germany aroused an immediate, 

and often hostile, reaction in ~ a r l i a m e n t . ~ ~  The increasingly bellicose tone adopted by the 

British press ensured that most politicians conformed, at least in public, to the notion that 

Germany must pay.24 In private, however, most recognised the impossibility of imposing a 

Carthaginian peace. Germany was, and would likely remain, warned one official, 'the 

strongest single power on the ~ontinent ' .~'  The ability of peacemakers in Paris to devise a 

new balance of power within Europe was further complicated by the fact that, unlike 18 15, 

not only were there no hegemonic power(s) to enforce the settlement but also the situation 

throughout most of Central and Eastern Europe remained chaotic.26 It remained all but 

unthinkable that the statesmen gathered in Paris could repartition the Near East while 

Europe burned. Nevertheless, the sudden and virtually total collapse of the Central Powers, 

along with the unconditional surrender of the Ottoman Empire, left London with the 

problem of prioritising, and even defining aspects of, its 

2'  Some of the domestic problems/pressures facing the British government are discussed in Kenneth Morgan, 
Consensus and Disunity: The Lloyd George Coalition Government, 1918-1922 (Oxford, 1979), pp. 46-1 08. 
22 Parliamentary Debates, 16 April 1919, H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 114, col. 2938. For more on the scene at Paris 
see Margaret Macmillan, Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World (New York, 2002), Nicolson, 
Peacemaking and John Maynard Keynes, The economic consequences of the peace (London, 1920). 
23 The controversy over the Fontainebleau memorandum, and the relative ease with which Lloyd George 
quelled the Die-hard revolt, is discussed in Inbal Rose, Consetvatism and Foreign Policy during the Lloyd 
George Coalition, 1918-1922 (London, 1999), pp. 33-6. 
24 Rose, Conservatism and Foreign Policy, p. 9-13. For more on the press' attempts to influence the peace 
settlement, see J. Lee Thompson, Politicians, the Press, & Propaganda: Lord Northcliffe and the Great War, 
1914-1919 (Kent, 1999), pp. 219-37. The 'impact' of the 1918 Parliament on the Versailles Treaty is 
discussed in Ronald Buchanan McCallum, Public Opinion and the Last Peace (London, 1944), pp. 23-24 and 
27-60. 
25 Leo Amery, 'British Interests at the Peace Conference', 26 November 1918, quoted in Rose, Conservatism 
and Foreign Policy, p. 22. 
26 Zara Steiner, "The Treaty Of Versailles Revisited," in M. L. Dockrill and John Fisher, eds. The Paris 
Peace Conference, 1919: Peace without victory? (Houndmills, 2001), pp. 22-3. 
27 The debate over the terms of the Turkish Armistice that occurred over the last two weeks of October 
provide a perfect example of this trend. The records of these discussions are in CAB 2318 and, more 
importantly, CAB 23/14 (Draft Minutes). Of the twenty-four clauses in the Armistice, the War Cabinet 
believed only the first four, dealing with the military and naval control over the Straits and the Black Sea and, 
of lesser importance, the release of Allied prisoners, were essential. V. H. Rothwell, British War Aims and 
Peace Diplomacy 1914-191 8 (Oxford, 197 I), p. 241. 



Despite the desire of many within Britain to return to a more traditional policy of 

solation from European affairs, there could be no question of withdrawing from Europe 
28 mtirely. To leave Europe in 'a welter of anarchy', warned Britain's Minister of 

Munitions, Winston Churchill, 'would be to sacrifice at a stroke all the fruits which have 

Jeen gained by an infinitude of sufferings and achievement. We should have won the 

~ictory only to cast it away. Not for the first time in British history should we have won the 

war and lost the peace.. . . And all for the sake of rest and repose! '29 In the immediate post- 

war period, the British government faced the difficult tasks of preserving, and ultimately 

:onsolidating, wartime gains, while simultaneously overseeing the dismantlement of 

Britain's wartime economy and the reintroduction of civilian control. It was as much the 

xomise of international reconstruction as it was domestic reconstruction and a return to 

normalcy that lay at the heart of the Coalition's renewed mandate in December 1918.~' 

Unclear, however, was what shape the new international system would take.3' Throughout 

the Paris Peace Conference, the assembled statesmen vacillated between a desire to return 

to the 'normality' of pre- 19 14 Europe and the necessity of confronting revolutionary post- 

war realities, most notably in Central and Eastern Europe. 

In focusing on European political and, to a lesser extent, economic issues, 

(however, the peacemakers of Versailles largely overlooked the importance of 

reconstructing the international system beyond ~ u r o ~ e . ~ '  'In the 19th-century system,' 

28 Rose, Conservatism and Foreign Policy, p. 2. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson, 
for instance, believed Britain should 'look after Turkey and let Europe stew in its own juice.' Britain's 
preserve only extended from 'the left bank of the Don to India'. Diary entries, 1 and 5 November 1918, 
respectively, quoted in Charles Edward Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henr,v Wilson, Bart., G.C.B., D.S.O. His 
L~J% and Diaries (London, l927), vol. 11, pp. 147 and 148. 
29 Winston Churchill, 'The Unfinished Task' (Cabinet Memorandum), 19 November 19 18, in Martin Gilbert, 
ed., Winston S. Churchill Companion (Boston, 1978), vol. IV part I, pp. 4 17-2 1. 
'O Morgan, Consensus and Disunity, p. 109. Lloyd George's wartime coalition survived the transition to 
peacetime as an instrument for 'reconstruction', which was partly designed as a means of thwarting the 
appeal of the Labour party. On the impact of the Labour party on post-war politics see Maurice Cowling, The 
Impact ofLabour 1920-1924: The Beginning ofModern British Politics (Cambridge, 197 1 ). 
3 1 On the British approach to thc peace conference and the struggle for organizational control (both within the 
British delegation and inter-Allied) see Dockrill and Steiner, "The Foreign Office at the Paris Peace 
Conference in 1919," pp. 55-86 and Erik Goldstein, Winning the Peace: British Diplomatic Strategy, Peace 
~ l a n n i n g  and /he Paris Peace Conference, 1916-1920 (Oxford, 1991), pp. 90-1 19. The divided nature of the 
British delegation was, in part, a consequence of the (somewhat natural) wartime shift of policymaking from 
!the Foreign Office to Downing Street, and its associated cantons. 
132 Carole Fink, "The Great Powers and the New International System, 1919-1923," in Paul Kennedy and 1 .  William Hitchcock, eds. From War to Peace Altered Stralegic Landscapes in the Twentieth Centurv (New 
Haven, 2000), p. 18 and 31. Both John Maynard Keynes and the French economist and historian, Etienne 



wrote Paul Schroeder, 'international politics within Europe was essentially separated from 

:olonial, maritime, and commercial competition between European powers in the non- 

European ~ o r l d . " ~  Nevertheless, it was the failure to answer the 'Eastern Question', by 

lefining a role for the Ottoman Empire, that ultimately led to the collapse of the Vienna 

Settlement, and arguably caused the Great For Britain as an imperial power, the 

:entral issue in 1919 was once again the future of the (former) Ottoman Empire, not the 

3erman settlement. Despite all of the wartime planning and inter-Allied agreements, the 

:xact particulars of the post-war settlements remained dependent upon the nature of the 

4llied victory.35 However, with the unconditional surrender of the Ottoman Empire, on 30 

3ctober 1918, it seemed as if the entire Middle East imperium had fallen into Britain's lap. 

[t was an imperial victory as extensive, and fortuitous, as that of 1763. By placing Britain 

in a position to dominate the Eastern Mediterranean world and beyond, British arms had 

i 

I 

I 

achieved a victory which had eluded all of Europe, even all of Christendom during the 

Crusades. Little wonder that the Australian Prime Minister, Billy Hughes, later 

proclaimed: 'What other worlds have we to conquer? We are like so many ~ lexander s . "~  

Mantoux, argue the Conference erroneously emphasised political over economic issues. For more on the 
duality in inter-war diplomacy see, E.H. Cam, The Twenty Years' Crisis, 1919-1939: An Introduction to the 
Study of International Relations (New York, 1964; originally published 1939). On the dilemmas and 
challenges of peacemaking in Central Europe, in addition to Fink's article, see Miklos Lojko, "Missions 
Impossible: General Smuts, Sir George Clerk and British Doplomacy in Central Europe in 1919," in M. L. 
Dockrill and John Fisher, eds. The Paris Peace Conference, 1919: Peace without victory? (Houndmills, 
2001), pp. 115-39 and Gabor Batonyi, Britain and Central Europe, 1918-1933 (Oxford, 1999). Events were 
ultimately to prove Lloyd George correct as the Allies would make war over Danzig. The development of 
Britain's wartime policy towards the Austro-Hungarian Empire- with its emphasis on Imperial security and 
the need to contain Germany- is discussed in William Anthony Hay, "A Problem Postponed: Britain and the 
Future of Austria-Hungary, 19 14- 18," Diplomacy and StatecraJ 13 (2002), pp. 57-80. 
33 Paul Schroeder, "The 19th-Century International System: Changes in thc Structure," World Politics 39 
(1986), p. 13. 
34 Edward Ingram, The British Empire as a World Power (London, 2001), pp. 99-103. Owing to the overlap 
of the British and Tsarist Empires in the Near East and Asia, Ingram argues, the Vienna system's stability 
was depended upon the fate of Ottoman Empire. The notion the Great War was caused by the failure to 
answer the 'Eastern Question' is, of course, challenged by the work of Fritz Fischer (among others). 
" A brief summary of Britain's obligations to her Allies and other Powers, excluding the Dominions, 
including a chart on how the various Great Powers viewed President Wilson's Fourteen Points, may be found 
in BDFA, Part 11, Series H, Vol. 3, no. 197. The development of British war aims and inter-Allied diplomacy 
is discussed in Rothwell, British War Aims and Peace Diplomacy. 
'"ohn Darwin. "An Undeclared Empire: The British in the Middle East, 1918-39,'' in Robert D. King and 
IRobin W. Kilson, eds. The Statecraft of British Imperialism: Essays in Honour of Wm. Roger Louis (London, 
1999), p. 163; Biilent Gtikay, "Turkish Settlement and the Caucasus, 1918-20,71 Middle Eastern Studies 32 
(1996), p. 45 and Erik Goldstein, "The Eastern Question: the last Phase," in M. L. Dockrill and John Fisher, 
leds. The Paris Peace Conference, 1919: Peace without victory? (Houndmills, 2001), p. 141. Hughes made 
I 
his remarks, which are quoted in Goldstein's article (p. 141), at the second meeting of the 1921 Imperial 
konference. 



1 The question therefore was whether Britain as an imperial power would capitalise on her 

unprecedented opportunity, or let it slip away.37 

This thesis seeks to examine not only Curzon's efforts to create a chain of friendly 

buffer states along the glacis of India but the developments by which Britain went from 

being 'like so many Alexanders' to almost cowering in the face of a resurgent Turkey. 

After examining the impact of Germany's Drang nach Osten on British officials, the first 

chapter considers the extent to which considerations of Imperial defence shaped British 

preparations for the Paris Peace Conference. The possibility that Germany could have 

supplanted Tsarist Russia as the foremost threat to British India proved deeply troubling. 

Dismissing the existing agreements over the future of the Near East, as wholly unsuited to 

post-war conditions, the War Cabinet's Eastern Committee articulated a vision for a 

decidedly British Middle East. Curzon was determined to ensure that no hostile power 

could ever attempt to outflank Britain's position in Asia again. To this end, he believed 

Persia had to be reconstructed into a viable buffer state. the Turks could not be allowed to 

retain Constantinople and Britain would have to ensure that the newly independent 

Transcaucasian states did not again fall under Russian domination. 

Following the British government's decision to ask Curzon to take the Eastern 

settlement in hand, the second chapter chronicles how events spiralled out of first Curzon's 

and then London's control. Curzon's vision of a decidedly British Middle East was slowly 

submerged beneath his colleagues' craven fears of arousing further challenges to British 

colonial rule. Having already committed themselves to striping the Sultan of his control 

over the Holy Places, a faction within the Cabinet was convinced that to expel the Turks 

from Constantinople would only worsen Britain's imperial woes. Although it was widely 

accepted that having lost the war Turkey would also loose the peace, British policymakers 

/agreed on little else vis-a-vis Turkey, Transcaucasia and or Soviet Russia. Much as Curzon 

I 1' Although the British Empire defeated its Ottoman rival, the fact that only London could capitalise on the 
defeat reflects the wider paradox over Imperial policy. Dominion leaders frequently maintained that London 
'was not entitled to speak for the individual components of the Empire. Yet, the British government bore the 
!responsibility for defending the Empire alone. D.C. Watt, "Imperial Defence Policy and Imperial Foreign 
policy, 19 1 1- 1939: A Neglected Paradox," Journal of Commonwealth Political Studies 1 ( 1  963), pp. 266-8 1 .  
Fap~talising on the defeat of the Ottoman Empire therefore offered London a unique opportunity to ease her 
purdens, without having to convince the Dominions to accept a greater role in Imperial defence. 



had feared, Britain's best-laid plans were ultimately rendered meaningless by a Turkish 

and Soviet revival. The last chapter discusses the search for an Eastern settlement in the 

wake of the Chanak Crisis and offers a brief assessment of the contribution the Lausanne 

Settlement made to Britain's imperial security. The potential contribution of this study to 

the larger field of Britain as a Great Power in the inter-war years is briefly discussed in the 

conclusion. 

The contribution of my thesis to the literature is twofold. On the one hand, it is part 

of the larger reassessment of Curzon that has been going for the last number of years. 

Whereas recent work has challenged long held assumptions over Curzon's degree of 

influence, or more specifically the lack thereof, in the conduct of British foreign policy 

following the Great War, my study seeks to refute the longstanding belief that Curzon was 

unable to formulate When asked what course of action should be taken, Harold 

Nicholson recounts, Curzon would 'lean back in his chair, petulantly disconcerted, and 

gaze with injured indignation at the realist who had dared to advance so material an 

enquiry'. Churchill voiced a similar sentiment in his sketch of Curzon: 

One of Curzon's characteristic weaknesses was that he thought too much about 
stating his case, and too little about getting things done. When he had written his 
cogent dispatch, or brought a question before Cabinet in full and careful form with 
all his force and knowledge, he was inclined to feel that his function was fulfilled. 
He had done his best. Events must take their course. He was too much concerned 
with what might be said about things, and too little with the things t h e m s e l v e ~ . ~ ~  

Such views are completely at odds with the picture of Curzon that emerges from this study 

of his Transcaucasian ambitions. If anything, Curzon never knew when the battle had been 

lost. More recently it has been suggested that Curzon was normally successful in gaining 

Cabinet approval for the 'main lines of his preferred policy' but retained a 'willingness to 

fight on.. . secondary matters where he felt that his own expert knowledge and views 

38 In particular see G.H. Bennett, "Lloyd George, Curzon and the Control of British Foreign Policy 1919-22," 
Australian Jourtzal of Politics and History 45 (1999) and Gaynor Johnson, "Curzon, Lloyd George and the 
Control of British Foreign Policy, 1919-22: A Reassessment," Diplomacy and Statecraft 1 1  (2000), 467-82 
and 49-7 1, respectively. 
39 Harold Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 1919-1925: A Study in Post- War Diplomacy (London, 1934), p. 
193 and Churchill, Great Contemporaries, p. 281. Also see Earl of Ronaldshay, The Life of Lord Curzon, 
vol. 111, pp. 365-6. 



should hold unquestioned sway.'40 Unless expelling the Turks from Constantinople, 

reconstructing Persia or providing for the defence of Britain's Eastern Empire are all 

secondary matters, Curzon was not all that successful in Cabinet. His inability to accept 

that Britain could not maintain her presence in the Caucasus stemmed from his confidence 

in the continued vitality of British imperial rule. It was also a reflection of his belief that 

Britain's days of effortless superiority were long over. 

The British Empire emerged from the Great War not only victorious, but with her 

pockets well filled with proverbial gold sovereigns. Much like the situation that followed 

Britain's other great Imperial victory, the Seven Years War, 1754-63, the greatly expanded 

Empire that emerged triumphantly from the Paris Peace Conference was both vulnerable 

and unstable. Unlike 1763, however, London had little reason to fear that her defeated 

rivals would renew their challenge anytime soon, if ever.4' The problems confronting the 

British Empire after 1918 were far more elusive. Bolshevik propaganda, nationalistic 

agitation, domestic yearnings for a more peaceful existence and above all Wilsonian ideals 

were Whitehall's new foes. This was a point Sir Maurice Hankey understood all too well: 

The primary and original cause of our troubles in the East from Egypt, through 
Palestine, Mesopotamia, and Persia to India is President Wilson and his fourteen 
points, and his impossible doctrine of self determination. The adoption of this 
principle at the peace conference has struck at the very roots of the British Empire 
all over the world from Ireland to Hong Kong, and has got us into a hideous mess.42 

The crux of the debate amongst British policymakers after 19 18 was over the speed with 

which London should cede her formal and informal hegemony.43 Rather than give into 

nationalist demands, or surrender hard won gains, Curzon believed the Empire would be 

better off in the long run if the government stood its ground. In his last public speech on 

40 G. H. Bennett and Marion Gibson, The Later Life of Lord Curzon of Kedleston- Aristocrat, Writer, 
Politician, Statesman: An Experiment in Political Biography (Lewiston, 2000), p. 134. 
4 1 Bruce Lenman, "Colonial Wars and Imperial Instability, 1688- 1793," in P.J. Marshall, ed. The Oxford 
History of the British Empire: The Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 2001), pp. 15 1-68. 
42 Hankey diary, 3 January 192 1, quoted in Keith Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, 1918-22 
(Manchester, 1984), p. 16 1. 
43 Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, p. 159 



India, Curzon smugly noted that the 1919 Montagu-Chelmsford reforms instead of 

satisfying 'legitimate aspirations' had only aroused further hostility to the ~ a j . ~ ~  

The historiography on the British Empire in the years after 19 18 has broadly come 

to reflect the prevailing views of the time. The military theorist, J.F.C. Fuller warned that 

as Britain could not afford a larger army, London had no choice but to 'reduce the size of 

the Empire to fit our army'.45 Perhaps it is for this reason that the scramble for the Middle 

East after the Great War has never gained the scholarly notoriety of the nineteenth century 

scramble for ~ f r i c a . ~ ~  Then again, the notion that retrenchment was not only necessary but 

inevitable reflects historians' larger obsession with the decline of Great Britain, and the 

events of the late 1930s. Britain's imperial troubles of 19 19-2 1, Bernard Porter asserted in 

The Lion's Share, were not simply the result of wartime circumstance but were in fact 

'symptomatic of a more fundamental and long term trend'. Curzon's most recent 

biographers expressed a similar sentiment, decrying the fact that the government did not go 

further in their retrenchment efforts. 'In 1939 and 1940', they write, 'the level of over- 

commitment would become apparent as Britain found it difficult to meet simultaneous 

threats in Europe, the Mediterranean and the Pacific. Retrenchment was not glorious, but it 

was necessary.'47 One can only imagine what riposte Curzon would have composed to 

such a conclusion. The recent publication of the Oxford History of the British Empire, 

44 Parliamentary Debates, 31 July 1924, H.L. Deb. 5s., vol. 59, col. 169. During the 1917 Cabinet 
discussions over the wording of a statement on Britain's ultimate goal in India, Curzon maintained that any 
statement had to emphasise that India's path to self-government would be gradual, extending for perhaps 
hundreds of years. Gilmour, Curzon, p. 485. 
45 Quoted in Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, p. 160. Also see Nicholas Owen, "Critics of 
Empire in Britain," in William Roger Louis, ed. The Oxford History of the British Empire: The Twentieth 
Century (Oxford, 200 I), pp. 192-203. 
46 Darwin, "An Undeclared Empire: The British in the Middle East, 191 8-39," p. 161. Also see Peter Sluglett, 
"Formal and Informal Empire in the Middle East," in William Roger Louis, ed. The Oxford History of the 
British Empire: Historiography (Oxford, 2001), pp. 416-36. In the recent Oxford History of the British 
Empire, the volume on the twentieth century only has one essay directly concerned with Britain's Middle 
Eastern Empire. Glen Balfour-Paul, "Britain's Informal Empire in the Middle East," in William Roger Louis, 
ed. The Oxford History of the British Empire (Oxford, 2001), pp. 490-5 14. By way of comparison, Britain's 
African endeavours warranted three essays. 
47 Bernard Porter, The Lion's Share: A Short History of British Imperialism, 1850-1995 3rd ed. (London, 
1996), p. 265; Bennett and Gibson, The Later Life of Lord Curzon of Kedleston, pp. 236-7. The prevailing 
view on British decline reached its apogee in Paul Kennedy's The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: 
Economic Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (London, 1989). 



however, has further reinforced the view that there was nothing inevitable about the 

decline of Britain or her ~ m ~ i r e . ~ ~  

Outside of largely forgotten memoirs and a handful of outdated, inadequate works, 

Britain's involvement in Transcaucasia has largely gone unnoticed (within the English 

speaking world).49 Had the Great War continued into 1919, as had been widely expected, 

the British military campaign in Transcaucasia would undoubtedly have achieved a greater 

prominence within the historiography as a minor but successful operation that slowed 

German efforts to exploit the resources of southern ~ussia ."  Although the impact of 

Tsarist Russia's collapse on British policy in the Near East has been examined by 

numerous historians, more often than not these works fail to examine the connection 

between the policies pursued in the Eastern Committee and those pursued in the years after 

1918.'' 

48 William Roger Louis, ed. The Oxford History of the British Empire: The Twentieth Century (Oxford, 
2001), p. viii. Also see Keith Neilson, "'Greatly Exaggerated': The Myth of the Decline of Great Britain 
before 1914," John Ferris, "'The Greatest Power on Earth': Great Britain in the 1920s" and Gordon Martel, 
"The Meaning of Power: Rethinking the Decline and Fall of Great Britain," International Histor)! Review 13 
(1991). 
49 Examples of the former included Lt-Col. F.J.F. French, From Whitehall to the Caspian (London, 1920), 
General W.M. Thomson's covering note, written at the request of Sir George Milne for a book he never 
published. Brian Pearce, ed. "Transcaucasia 19 18-1 9," Revolutionaq~ Russia 10 (1 997), pp. 72-96 and Sir 
Percy Sykes, "The British Flag on the Caspian: A Side-Show of the Great War," Foreign Affairs 2 (1923), 
pp. 282-94. Accounts similar to those of Sykes continued to appear in British periodicals, particularly the 
Journal o f the  Royal Central Asian Society, well into the inter-war period. On the later see C.H. Ellis, The 
British "Intervention" in Transcaspia, 191 8-1 91 9 (Berkeley, 1963) and T.R. Sareen, British Intervention in 
Central Asia and Trans-Caucasia (New Delhi, 1989). Ellis' book, which was largely written of the basis of 
the author's recollections, focuses on providing a narrative description of events in 1918 and 1919, and 
refuting Soviet propaganda. The book closes with the withdrawal of the Malleson Mission, which Ellis 
erroneously asserts 'ended the 'Transcaspian episode" (p. 159). Though based on a slightly more substantial 
research base, British Intervention in Central Asia and Trans-Caucasia is far from a satisfactory account of 
Britain's involvement in Transcaspia. Dismissing the Turco-German threat as illusionary, Sareen asserts that 
the intervention was the 'last desperate attempt of the die-hard imperialists to extend the frontiers of British 
influence in Central Asia.' Once the retreat from Transcaspia began, 'it could never stop till the entire empire 
was liquidated.' British efforts to construct a buffer state in Central Asia, it is argued, were hindered by 
'weakness inherent in the policy of Imperialism' (pp. 156 and 5). 
50 Roy Maclaren, Canadians in Russia 19/8-1919, cited in Brian Pearce, "Dunsterforce and the Defence of 
Baku, August-September 191 8," Revolutionary Russia I0 (1 997), p. 55. 
5 '  See, for example, Frederick Stanwood, War, Revolution & British Imperialism in Central Asia (London, 
1983). 



Considerations of Imperial defence did not loose their prominence within British 

officialdom with the end of the Great Yet, historians have all but ignored the 

Foreign Office's belief that the incorporation of Transcaucasia into Britain's informal 

empire was of vital importance. One recent biographer even went so far as to dismiss 

Curzon's post-war Transcaucasian policy as something befitting 'Greenmantle and those 
,53 obscure heroes of the Great Game.. .. British policy in Transcaspia is invariably 

discussed in works on the Allied Intervention and or Soviet foreign policy but, for 

understandable reasons, is rarely considered at length. The presence of British troops in the 

Caucasus after all was but only one aspect of Britain's tumultuous relationship with Soviet 

~ u s s i a . ' ~  One of the few historians to have written specifically on the issue, argued that the 

region was a bargaining chip in the negotiations over the Eastern settlement, nothing more. 

John Rose categorically rejects the notion that the retention of Transcaucasia would have 

'duly strengthenred] the Empire.' He dismisses Curzon as being 'no match for the Prime 

Minister, often humbly acquiescing in Lloyd George's overriding policies.' If London had 

not been so pre-occupied with European peacemaking, British involvement in the region 

might have been brought to a close even sooner." The imperial dimension(s) to British 

policy in the Caucasus has received renewed attention in recent years.'6   is sin^ from these 

works, however, is any appreciation for the interconnectedness of Curzon's Transcaspian 

policy with his ideas on the Turkish settlement. Without ready access to the Black Sea, 

Curzon's plans were untenable. 

52 Keith Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons: British imperial defence, the 
Middle East and India, 1914-18," in Greg Kennedy and Keith Neilson, eds. Far Flung Lines: Studies in 
Imperial Defence in Honour of Donald Mackenzie Schurman (London, 1997), pp. 103-23. 
'' Gilmour, Curzon, p. 5 19. 
54 See, for example, Richard Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, 191 7-1 921 3 vols. (Princeton, N.J., 1961 -) and 
Richard Debo, Survival and Consolidation: The Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia, 1918-1921 (Montreal, 
1992). 
55 John Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8-192 1 ," Unpublished PhD Thesis, 
Dept. of History, (Toronto, l98S), pp. 1-8. 
'" John Fisher, "'On The Glacis of India': Lord Curzon and British Policy in the Caucasus, 1919," Diplomacy 
and Statecraft 8 (1997), pp. 50-82 and John Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 1916- 
19 (London, 1999). 



Chapter One 

'We must take stock, must look ahead, must determine our minimum and our maximum 

and above all must have a line': Peacemaking and Lord Curzon, 19 18- 19 

No effort of mine will be wanting to make my countrymen, as 
they have had to pay the price of neglect, pay the price also to 
obtain the security which it will be necessary for us ever 
afterwards to maintain. - Lord Curzon to the boys of Harrow 
School, October 1914.' 

With the decision to accept the German request for an armistice in the autumn o 

1918, the 'consensus' amongst British statesmen over issues of policy began to breal 

down. 'From the beginning of the war', David French notes, 'British policy-makers had ; 

clear appreciation that they were fighting to ensure a greater measure of security for Britain 

and its empire in the post-war world.'2 The repeated calls for a 'more vigorous prosecution 

of the war' had an almost liturgical affect on British politicians but instead of rallying the 

nation behind the war effort and simplifying domestic politics within Britain, they had the 

opposite effect. The Great War made the pursuit and exercise of power within Westminster 

all the more uncertain; the problems that had divided Edwardian society remained 

unresolved and ultimately were further complicated by the war. The British government 

also had to be mindful of not only public opinion but their own backbench MPs, many of 

whom had direct wartime experience in the Middle East and other theatres. In addition to 

the larger questions over Britain's relationship with Europe, her Empire and the United 

States, the delegates to the Paris Peace Conference were often distracted by the volatile, 

and often contradictory, emotions unleashed by the war and later fostered by the 'Coupon 

I Curzon to St. John Brodrick, 1 February 1900, quoted in David Dilks, Curzon in lrzdia (New York, 1969), 
vol. 1, p. 128; George Curzon, Subjects of the Day; being a selection of speeches and writings by Earl 
Curzon of Kedlestorz. With an irztroductior~ by the Eurl of Cromer and edited by Desmond M. Chapman- 
Huston. (London, 19 15), p. 403. 

David French, The Strategy of the Lloyd George Coalition, 191 6-1918 (Oxford, 1995), pp 291 and 3-4. 



election' held only weeks before the opening Paris Peace ~ o n f e r e n c e . ~  A British diplomat, 

reflecting on his experiences in Paris, concluded that in "the atmosphere of the time, given 

the passions aroused in all democracies by four years of war, it would have been 

impossible.. . to devise a peace o f  moderation and righteousness.'4 

By no means, however, were such sentiments unanimous. Although the British 

delegation went to the Paris Peace Conference with a clearly defined set of goals, it lacked 

an over-arching strategic view for the post-war world. The British Empire's vast size, 

wide-ranging interests and complex regional concerns made it nearly impossible for a 

single view to prevail.5 Nevertheless, for a small cadre of British policymakers, the 

challenges facing the British delegation lay not in fulfilling the dreams of the New Europe 

group or in President Wilson's rhetorical excesses of making the world safe for democracy, 

but in obtaining a settlement that would ensure the future security of the British ~ m ~ i r e . ~  

The early years of the twentieth century had not been a particularly easy time for advocates 

of Empire. Pessimism was an all-pervasive and quintessential characteristic of Edwardian 

thinking on the Empire. Whether it was officials in the Colonial Office, the ruler of 

Sarawak, Rajah Charles Brook, the former Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, or prominent 

journalists, like J.L. Garvin, there was an almost unanimous consensus that only dark days 

lay ahead.' Curzon's apprehension stemmed from the continued unwillingness of the 

3 John Turner, British Politics and the Great War: Coalition and Conflict, 1915-1918 (New Haven, 1992), p. 
437 and Erik Goldstein, "Great Britain: The Home Front," in Manfred F. Boemeke, Gerald D. Feldman, and 
Elisabeth Glaser, eds. The Treaty of Versailles: A Reassessment After 75 Years (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 147- 
166. On the rise of backbench politics see John Stubbs, "The Impact of the Great War on the Conservative 
Party," in Gillian Peele and Chris Cook, eds. The Politics ofReappraisa1, 1918-1939 (London, 1979, pp. 14- 
38. The amount of reparations Germany should be made to pay was by far the most contentious issue of the 
19 18 election. See Inbal Rose, Conservatism and Foreign Policy during the Lloyd George Coalition, 1918- 
192.2 (London, 1999), pp. 1 - 19 and J. Lee Thompson, Politicians. the Press, & Propaganda: Lord Northcli'e 
and the Great War, 1914-1919 (Kent, 1999), pp. 2 19-237. Also of interest is Ronald Buchanan McCallum, 
Public Opmion and the Last Peace (London, 1944). 

Harold Nicolson, Peacemaking, 1919 (London, 1964; originally published 1933), p. 7 (my italics). 
' Erik Goldstein, Winning the Peace: British Diplomatic Strategy, Peace Planning, and the Paris Peace 
Conference, 1916- 1920 (Oxford, 1 99l), pp. 4-5 and 229. 
" Erik Goldstein, "Great Britain: The Home Front," pp. 147-66. 
' Ronald Hyam, "The British Empire in the Edwardian Era," in Judith Brown and William Roger Louis, cds. 
The Oxford History of the British Empire: The Twentieth Century (Oxford, 2001), pp. 49-50. For more on 
this issue, see Bernard Porter, "The Edwardians and their Empire," in Donald Read, ed. Edwardian England 
(London, 1982) and Charles S. Goldman, ed., The Empire and the Centuy: A Series of Essays on Imperial 
Problems and Possibilities by Various Writers (London, 1906; originally published November, 1905). Of 
course, such sentiments were greatly exaggerated as there was nothing inevitable about the decline of Great 
Britain. Keith Neilson, "'Greatly Exaggerated': The Myth of the Decline of Great Britain before 1914," 
International History Review 13 (1991), pp. 695-725. 



British government to make the necessary sacrifices to defend India 'not merely from 
,8 attack, but from peril of attack.. . . India was the pre-eminent symbol of British power: 

'Without India the British Empire could not exist. The possession of India is the 

inalienable badge of sovereignty in the eastern hemisphere. Since India was known its 

masters have been lords of half the world.. ..' If Britain ever lost control of India, it was 

widely accepted, she would 'drop straightaway to a third-rate ~ o w e r . ~  Nevertheless, to 

those who wondered, 'whether the handwriting might not already be tracing its sentence on 

the wall of our Empire, as it has done upon those of Babylon, and Nineveh and Rome,' 

Curzon thundered, 'Have no such craven fears.'1•‹ Within a decade, however, Edwardian 

pessimism would give way to outright panic. In order to appreciate the context that gave 

rise to Curzon's Great Game, it is necessary to examine the last months of the Great War 

and the aims of British policymakers as they prepared for the Paris Peace conference." 

In the spring of 1918, London had convinced itself that the collapse of the Russian 

front, and the ensuing Treaties of Brest-Litovsk and Bucharest, held out enormous strategic 

implications that potentially threatened the very existence of Britain's Eastern ~ m ~ i r e . ' ~  If 

the seemingly invincible Germans had been allowed to develop Asia Minor and 

Transcaucasia, an area beyond the reach of British sea power, as source of raw materials, 

Britain would have been faced with a Greater German Empire on India's (albeit distant) 

Northwest frontier.I3 This was a prospect that deeply troubled the Chief of the Imperial 

General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson: 'We run a grave risk of permitting the Germans to 

establish themselves in a position which will eventually lead to the downfall of our Eastern 

George Curzon, "India Between Two Fires," Nineteenth Century 34 (1 893), p. 177. 
%eorge Curzon, Persia and the Persian Question (New York, 1966; originally published London, 1892), 
vol. I, p. 4; Curzon to Balfour, 3 1 March 1901, quoted in Sarvepalli Gopal, Britishpolicy in India, 1858-1905 
(Cambridge, 1965) pp. 224-5. 
10 George Curzon, "The True Imperialism," Forthnightly Review 63 (1908), p.165. The Fortnightly Review 
article was a reproduction of an address Curzon delivered as President of the Birmingham and Midland 
Institute on 11 December 1907. 
I I For a definition of Curzon's Great Game see p. 28, note 54. 
I2 Benjamin Schwarz, "Divided Attention: Britain's Perception of a German Threat to Her Eastern Position in 
19 18," Journal Of Contemporary History 28 ( 1993), pp. 103- 12 1. The collapse of Russia created what David 
French has termed a 'new strategic geography' for Britain. Previously, London had defended her Asiatic 
Empire by supporting, however imperfectly, an Anglo-Russian cordon sanitaire that stretched all the way 
from Egypt, through southern Palestine, Mesopotamia and Persia, to Afghanistan and India. French, The 
Strategy of the Lloyd George Coalition, p. 175. 
13 Leo Amery, 'The Turkish and South Russian Problem', 4 January 1918, quoted in Brock Millman, 
Pessimism and British War Policy, 1916-1918 (London, 2001), p. 180. 



~ m ~ i r e . " ~  Although most, if not all, policymakers recognised the seriousness of the 

situation, trying to devise an alternative approach to guarding the gateways to India left 

London 'grasping at straws.'15 

With no genuine threat to their country's far-flung Empire prior to the collapse of 

Tsarist Russia, British policymakers never had to confront the seemingly intractable 

dilemma of whether it was more important to defend the Empire or the European balance 

of power. Britain's existence as a Great Power was dependent (in part) upon her ability to 

avoid having to make just such a dec i~ion . '~  Curzon, among others, became increasingly 

preoccupied during the summer of 1918 with the 'threat from the east', even to the point of 

recasting the war's purpose: 'Germany is out in this war to destroy the British Empire. 

That is the first and foremost of her objects, and one of the methods of destroying the 

British Empire is not merely the destruction of her forces at Calais or Boulogne, but it is by 
, 17 rendering her position in the East insecure.. .. Implicit in Curzon's statement, however, 

was the recognition that Germany's Drang nach Osten was not an immediate threat to the 

British ~ m ~ i r e . "  The collapse of Russia only transformed the Near and Middle East into 'a 

theatre of actual or probable warfare.' German ambitions, Curzon argued, would 

subsequently 'lay along two main lines of advance: a northern line through the Black Sea, 

14 'General Staff Reply to FO Note', 1 1 March 191 8, quoted in Schwarz, "Divided Attention", p. 107. 
Wilson's memorandum was in response to a query as to whether Germany could use her recently acquired 
rail access at Odessa as a base from which to send troops across the Black Sea and onto Central Asia and 
Afghanistan. British policymakers judged Germany's motives, if not her capabilities, correctly. Fritz Fischer, 
Germany's Aims in the First World War (New York, 1967), p. 550. 
15 Schwarz, "Divided Attention", p. 104. Britain's inability to counter the perceived geostrategic 
consequences of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty and contain the anticipated renewal of Germany's Drang nach 
Osten was primarily a consequence of the scarcity of military resources. London was extremely conscious of 
the difficulty they would have in containing any enemy thrust, no matter how poorly co-ordinated, into 
Central Asia. Sir Charles Hardinge to Sir Reginald Wingate, 28 August 1918, quoted in V. H. Rothwell, 
British War Aims and Peace Diplomacy 19/4-19 I8 (Oxford, 197 l), p. 188. 
16 Edward Ingram, "The Defence of India, 1874- 19 14: A strategic dilemma," Militargeschichtliche 
Mitteilungen 14 ( 1974), p. 224. 
" Imperial War Cabinet, Shorthand notes, 25 June 1918. CAB 23/43/20. (my italics). 
I s  John Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 1916-19 (London, 1999), p. 167. For 
more on the 'War for Mastery of Asia' see Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism, pp. 156-94. Fisher takes 
issue with several of Schwarz's claims, most notably the characterisation of the first eight months of 191 8 as 
a time of almost unqualified panic amongst senior British officials. Against the backdrop of the ever 
increasing sense of pessimism amongst policymakers, as portrayed in Millman, Pessimism and British War 
Policy, Schwarz's argument might not be as outlandish as Fisher claims. By the end of 1916 a growing 
proportion of Britain's official mind doubted whether Germany could ever be defeated; consequently it is not 
surprising British policymakers reacted with alarm to German efforts to fill the power vacuum created by the 
rapid collapse of Tsarist Russia in 191 7. 



the Caucasus, the Caspian and Turkestan, to the borders of Chinese Turkestan; and th 

southern through Palestine, Mesopotamia, and through Persia and Afghanistan 

India.' '' 

Ever since the late nineteenth century, through a variety of approaches, Imperial 

3ermany had sought to expand her influence and prestige throughout the Ottoman Empire. 

The advent of a northern route, however, was a strikingly new, and worrisome, 

l e v e l ~ ~ m e n t . ~ ~  'The Berlin-Baghdad Railway may die,' explained Arnold Toynbee, the 

'olitical Intelligence Department's Near Eastern expert, 'but the Berlin-Bokura line 

:hrough Asia Minor and Northern Persia will live. This is the new German ambition.. .this 

ill-land route would be a direct menace to the British position in the Persian Gulf, and 

would seriously threaten India from the West and north-west.'21 By mid June 1918, 

London was hearing rumours that two German battalions were advancing from Batoum to 

riflis. By September 1918, the number of German troops in the Caucasus had risen to / 
some 19,000 men and, as late as October 191 8, the German Navy was still considering 

$ans to establish German naval supremacy in the Caspian Sea. The Oberste Heeresleitung 

[OHL) saw Georgia as the key to Germany's eastern policy and believed an independent 

Georgia, under German tutelage, of course, could serve as a post-war bridgehead into 

Central ~ s i a . ~ ~  Curzon's analysis was not far off the mark. By the end of August, however, 

:vents on the Western Front were quickly rendering the 'German menace' to Britain's 

Eastern Empire superfluous. 

I 0 Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 25 June 191 8. CAB 23/41/20. 
20 Prior to the collapse of Tsarist Russia, German activities in the Near East had largely been confined to 
poorly conceived, and often futile, attempts at inciting the Muslim World into rebelling against the British 
Empire. For more on German's global strategy see Hew Strachan, The First World War (Oxford, 2001), pp. 
694-814 and Donald McKale, War by Revolution: Germany and Great Britain in the Middle East in the Era 
of World War I (Kent, 1998). 
21 A.J. Toynbee, 'Supplement to Report on Pan-Turanian Movement', Political Intelligence Department, 
October 19 17, quoted in Schwarz, "Divided Attention", p. 105. 
22 Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 14 June 1918, CAB 23/41/17; Hans-Ulrich Seidt, "From Palestine to the 
Caucasus: Oskar Niedermayer and Germany's Middle Eastern Strategy in 1918," German Studies Review 24 
(2001), pp. 9-1 1 and Martin Kitchen, The Silent Dictatorship: The politics of the German High Command 
under Hindenburg and Ludendor- 1916-1918 (New York, 1976), pp. 237-40. In the spring of 1918, 
Nicdermayer had advised the OHL that unless Germany acted decisively in Central Asia, northern Persia and 
Afghanistan, its successful 'war by revolution' against Tsarist Russia would have been all for naught. The 
(temporary) elimination of the 'Russian threat to India' would simply improve Britain's geopolitical position. 



As the German Army continued its advance into the Caucasus, and London 

contemplated continuing the war into 1919, and even 1920 if necessary, on the Western 

Front, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), Field Marshal 

Sir Douglas Haig was once again claiming that victory was at hand.23 In devising policy 

during the war's last months, British policymakers were extremely conscious of the need 

to strike a balance between their country's European and Imperial interests. If Britain was 

to have a meaningful role in formulating the final peace settlement, the BEF had to take a 

major, if not the leading, role in defeating the German army on the Western Front. At the 

same time, however, the government was acutely aware of the need to ensure, especially in 

Asia, the post-war security of the British Empire. Reports of large numbers of German 

prisoners of war in Turkestan and the rapid advance of German troops towards Tiflis had 

prompted renewed concern for the continued stability of ~ f ~ h a n i s t a n . ~ ~  As the politicians 

continued to debate minor changes to British grand strategy and were in the process of 

planning for the 19 19 offensive, the BEF continued to hammer relentlessly at the retreating 

German army. In less than a month, it had recaptured all the territory lost earlier in the year 

during the German offensive. British grand strategy was becoming, if it was not already, 

divorced from operational reality.25 In the course of the last "Hundred Days", the British 

23 Biilent Gokay, "The Battle for Baku (May-September 1918): A Peculiar Episode in the History of the 
Caucasus," Middle Eastern Studies 34 (1998), pp. 30-50; Millman, Pessimism and British War Policy, pp. 
246-74 and French, The Strategy of the Lloyd George Coalition, pp. 222-35 and 253-9. The rest of this 
paragraph, except where noted, is based on the latter two sources. 
24 'British Policy in Afghanistan and Turkestan. Note by the C.I.G.S.', 21 June 1918, cited in Keith Neilson, 
"For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons: British imperial defence, the Middle East and 
India, 19 14- 18," in Greg Kennedy and Keith Neilson, eds. Far Flung Lines: Studies in Imperial Defence in 
Honour of Donald Mackenzie Schurnzan (London, 1997), pp. 1 1 1-2. 
2 5  Millman argues that for the last ten months of the war the changes in British grand strategy associated with 
the drift to the east, which was a consequence of the increasing dominance of the 'New Easterners' within 
Britain's official mind, not only made British strategy 'irrelevant to operational reality' but ultimately had 
'no effect on the way in which the war ended.' Millman, Pessimism and British War Policy, p. 274. Such a 
conclusion misses the point. The drift to the East was not meant to win the war; rather it was an attempt to 
safeguard Britain's Eastern Empire in the event Britain either lost the war or was forced into a compromise 
peace. Throughout the war, considerations of imperial defence played a prominent, even decisive, role in the 
formation of British war aims and, by implication, British grand strategy. The goal of British imperial 
defence policy between 1914 and 1918 was to not only counter any immediate threat to the Empire, but to 
ensure the long-term security of thc Empire against all comers. Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic 
and telegraphic reasons", p. 103. British war aims in the Middle East were a great deal more 'permanent' and 
old fashioned than Millman allows for. Millman, Pessimism and British War Policy, p. 7 and Brock Millman, 
"A Counsel of Despair: British Strategy and War Aims, 1917-18," Journal of Contemporary History 36 
(2001), pp. 241 -2. 



and Allied armies won a series of limited battles, in rapid succession, which ultimately 

forced the Germans to sue for peace.26 

The sudden collapse of the Central Powers left London reeling. The CIGS worried 

Britain was 'tumbling into peace in just the same way as we tumbled into war. No 
27 concerted action, no far-seeing plans .... The speed with which the Central Powers 

collapsed caught the British government completely off guard, and even led to speculation 

over whether the German request for an armistice was genuine.28 Quite simply, Wilson 

told the War Cabinet, 'there was nothing to warrant the assumption that the present 

military situation justified the Germans in giving in.'29 It was only after some two weeks of 

deliberations that the British government agreed to the German request. 'If peace comes 

now,' argued the South African Defence Minister and member of Britain's War Cabinet, 

General Jan Smuts, 'it will be a peace given to the world by the same Empire that settled 

the Napoleonic wars a century ago. We have moved forward slowly, but now at the 

supreme crisis of the war we are at the height of our power ....' British statesmen 

ultimately came to see an armistice in the autumn of 1918 as their best chance- provided 

the terms of armistice crippled Germany's ability to renew the war- to obtain a peace treaty 

amenable to British  interest^.^' With the collapse of the German, Habsburg, Russian and 

Ottoman empires, and British troops stationed from Mew to Baku, from India to Egypt, 

26  arti in Kitchen, The German Offensives of 1918 (Stroud, 2001), pp. 233 and 235. For a concise summary 
of the BEF's dramatic effectiveness over the last months of the War see Gary Sheffield, Forgotten Victory: 
The First World War, Myths and Realities (London, 2001), pp. 198-220. Lloyd George's summation of the 
role American troops played in the last year of the war seems apt. Committee of Imperial Defence, Minutes, 
29 June 1920, CAB 2131133. Also see Edward Parsons, "Why the British reduced the flow of American 
troops to Europe in August-October 191 8," Canadian Journal of History 12 (1977), pp. 173- 19 1 .  
27 Diary entry, 30 September 1918, quoted in Charles Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, Bart., 
G.C.B., D.S.O. His Li$e and Diaries (London, 1927), vol. 11, p. 128. Wilson's concern, which he 
communicated to the Leader of the Conservative Party, Andrew Bonar Law, was prompted primarily by 
French attempts to dominate the Bulgarian armistice negotiations on which see French, The Strategy of the 
Lloyd George Coalition, pp. 260-66. 

David French, ""Had We Known How Bad Things Were in Germany, We Might Have Got Stiffer Terms": 
Great Britain and the German Armistice," in The Treaty of Versailles, pp. 72-3. British suspicion rested on a 
number of factors, not least of which was that they expected victory to come in 1919, not 1918 and a 
conviction that the Germans would show a similar resolve to that of Britain and her Allies when they were 
confronted with the impending collapse of their war effort only months earlier. 
29 War Cabinet, Minutes, 16 October 1918. CAB 23181487. 
30 Jan C. Smuts, 'A note on the early conclusion of peace, Oct 24, 1918,' quoted in French, "Had We Known 
How Bad Things Were in Germany," p. 79 (my italics); ibid., pp. 73-80. 



from Cairo to Pretoria, Britain's military and political victory seemed assured. It was just a 

matter of winning the peace.3' 

Despite agonising over the strategic importance of the region for well over a 

century, successive British governments, since the time of Pitt the Younger and Henry 

Dundas, had rejected the idea of a British Empire in the Middle East as an oriental fantasy. 

As complicated as British policy towards the Middle East had been during the nineteenth 

century, by the end of the Great War British policy was in complete disarray.32 In theory, 

the Middle Eastern settlement was to have been governed by the various inter-Allied 

agreements and promises made, or perceived to have been made, to numerous minor 

powers, groups and or individuals. Eventually, in no small part to the bureaucratic 

infighting amongst British governmental departments, these agreements became simply 

too confusing and contradictory to be of any practical value. Considering the future 

administration of Arabia, let alone the entire Middle East, led Mark Sykes to lament as 

early as 1 9 16: 

It may be safely said, that with the exception of the ancient constitution of Poland it 
would be difficult to find a precedent for so complex or unworkable a political 
arrangement as the British system which has evolved itself in Arabia since the war 
broke out in August 1914. Attention is drawn to this mess because instead of 
getting better it gets worse.. . suggestions are fired from all quarters of the earth- 
Simla, London, Paris, ~ o m e . ~ ~  

31 Paul Guinn, British Strategy and Politics, 1914 to 1918 (Oxford, 1965), p. 321. Owing to the variety of 
issues that came under discussion at the Paris Peace Conference, the remainder of this chapter will focus on 
the imperial dimension(s) of the peace settlement(s). 
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Times, 10 November 1914. The increasing confusion over Britain's Middle Eastern policy initially grew out 
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Straits Question in the First World War, 1914- 18," Middle Eastern Studies 19 (1 983), pp. 43-74 and Aaron 
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33 Quoted in Bruce Westrate, The Arab Bureau: British Policy in the Middle East, 1916-1920 (University 
Park, 1992), p. 26. Also see John Galbraith and Robert Huttenback, "Bureaucracies at War: The British in the 
Middle East in the First World War," in Edward Ingram, ed. National and International Politics in the 
Middle East: Essays in Honour of Elie Kedourie (London, 1986), pp. 102-25 and Helmut Mejcher, "British 



3y early-to-mid October 1918, there was a growing sense in Britain that the circumstances 

)f the forthcoming Allied victory had (thankfully) rendered all plans, and especially the 

rripartite (Sykes-Picot) Agreement, for the Middle Eastern settlement obsolete.34 Had the 

\greement(s) been put into effect, the strategic situation Britain would have faced- with 

iussia in the possession of the Straits and Armenia and the French established in a broad 

;wath of territory from the Levant Coast to the middle Euphrates- would have been enough 

o make even Lord Palmerston spin in his grave.35 

In addition to the belief that France had not 'earned' her share of the Middle/ 

:astern spoils, the reluctance to fulfil the terms of Sykes-Picot stemmed from British post- 

war perceptions of France. British officials, and Lord Curzon, in particular, saw France not 

1s a weak and vulnerable Power but as 'the only great military Power on the 

Zontinent . . . .'36 The wartime successes of the Anglo-French alliance could not disguise the 

-ealpolitik origins of the Entente Cordiale. Despite his reputation as a virulent 

Russophobe, Curzon told the Eastern Committee: 

A good deal of my public life has been spent in connection with the political 
ambitions of France, which I have come across in Tunis, in Siam, and in almost 
every distant region where the French have sway. We have been brought, for 
reasons of national safety, into an alliance with the French, which I hope will last, 
but their national character is different from ours, and their political interests 
collide with our own in many cases.. . . 3 7 

Middle East policy 19 17-2 1 : The inter-departmental level," Journal of Contemporary History 8 ( 1  973), pp 
61-101. 
14 War Cabinet, Minutes, 14 October 19 18, CAB 23181485. In March 19 15 the British Government agreed 
that Tsarist Russia would be given control over Constantinople and the Straits with the reservation that their 
consent was 'subject to the war being prosecuted to a successful conclusion, and to Great Britain and France 
realising their desiderata in the Ottoman Empire and elsewhere.' Quoted in the 'Committee of Imperial 
Defence Historical Summary of Events in Territories of the Ottoman Empire, Persia and Arabia affecting the 
British Position in the Persian Gulf, 1907-1928' dated Oct 1928, ~ r i t i s h  Documents on Foreign Affairs: 
Reports and Papers from the Foreign Office Confidential Print, (Frederick, 1983-), Part 11, Series B, vol. 15, 
no. 1. Henceforth referred to as BDFA. It was from this reservation that the Sykes-Picot agreement owed its 
existence. In May 1916 Britain and France, with Russia as a consenting party, reached an agreement on the 
future partition of the Ottoman Empire. The text of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, along with other important 
wartime agreements, may be found in J. C. Hurewitz, ed., The Middle East and North Africa in World 
Politics: A Documentary Record Vol. 2 (New Haven, 1975). 
'' Darwin, "An Undeclared Empire", p. 162. 
I" Sir G. Grahame to Earl Curzon, 24 September 1919, BDFA, Part 11, Series F, Vol. 16, no 45. 

Eastern Committee, Minutes, 2 December 1918, quoted in William Roger Louis, Great Britain and 
Germany's Lost Colonies, 191 4-1919 (Oxford, 1967), pp. 1 19-20. In fact, Curzon was an 'ardent imperialist 
whose ultimate objective was to protect India from any and all threats.' Brenda Lynn Smith, ""The Mammon 



At the end of 19 18, with her strategic position in Europe secured for the foreseeable future, 

it was not unreasonable to assume that France would once again become Britain's main 

colonial rival. 

In speaking on the possibility of having France serve as the mandatory Power for 

Armenia and the Caucasus, Curzon confessed: 'I must say that I am very much alarmed at 

the idea of the French being there. If you have France there, with a control which will 

extend from the eastern comer of the Mediterranean right across to the Caspian, our 

position will be very assailable in the East.. ..' Curzon went even further arguing that 'the 
,38 great Power from whom we may have most to fear in the future is France.. . . Curzon was 

not simply preoccupied with Napoleon's ghost or the 'Fashodaism' of the late nineteenth 

century, he was just as concerned about protecting Britain's lines of communication from a 

resurgence of German and or Soviet (Russian) power.39 Unlike most Powers, Britain was 

far more interested with 'the effective maintenance of the intercommunication between the 

different parts of the Empire' than with any 'particular settlement of European  frontier^'.^' 
By the end of the war, however, Britain had bound herself to at least three separate, and 

largely contradictory, visions for the Middle East; the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the 

Hussein-McMahon Correspondence and Balfour Declaration. Both the Sykes-Picot 

Agreement and Balfour Declaration, if fulfilled, threatened to introduce foreign (and 

potentially hostile) influence(s) into the region, whereas the Hussein-McMahon 

Correspondence could ultimately create an Arab successor to the defunct Ottoman 

of unrighteousness": Lord Curzon's perception of Russia," Unpublished MA Thesis, Dept. of History, 
(Burnaby, 1998). 
38 Annexe to the minutes of the 40Ih Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 2 December 191 8, cited in Neilson, 
"For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", pp. 115-6. Also see Smuts' comments at the 
end of this chapter. 
39 Curzon's insistence that Britain retain control of Cyprus was largely driven by strategic concerns; among 
other benefits control of the island would render France's acquisition of Alexandretta strategically 
meaningless. John Fisher, "The Cyprus Proposition: Lord Curzon and Cyprus in British Imperial Strategy, 
1914-1919," Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 23 (1999), pp. 140-63. In addition to guarding the flank of 
the Suez Canal and providing an essential geopolitical link in the Iraq to India route, London felt compelled 
to secure the Palestine Mandate. In language strongly reminiscent of Wellesley, observed Hyam, Curzon 
argued that a teutonized Turkey, in possession of Syria and Palestine, 'would be an extreme and perpetual 
menace to the Empire'. Quoted in Hyam, "The Primacy of Geopolitics", p. 43. 
40 Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 27 March 1917, CAB 2314012. It was also at this meeting that the Cabinet 
accepted that Britain was 'fighting first and foremost for the security of the British Empire.' 



~ m ~ i r e . ~ '  Before addressing the fact that any one of these 'agreements' could jeopardise 

British imperial security, London first had to escape Sykes-Picot. 

Unlike British preparations for the European settlement, which often suffered from 

a multitude of influences, deliberations on the future of former Ottoman territories were far 

more methodical as they came under the sole purview of the Eastern ~ o m m i t t e e . ~ ~  

Throughout November and December 1918, as it met to finalise Britain's desiderata for 

the Middle Eastern settlement, the Eastern Committee was preoccupied with a single 

question. How to escape the terms of the Sykes-Picot Agreement? The Foreign Secretary, 

Arthur Balfour, was openly perplexed by the issue, confessing at one meeting: 'I never 

quite understood the inception of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, I never thoroughly 

understood it, and do not understand it to this day'. The Agreement was roundly 

condemned within the Eastern Committee as being not only strategically unsound but 

completely unsuitable to present conditions. The French Government, however, refused to 

be swayed from anything but a strict application of the ~ ~ r e e m e n t . ~ ~  Britain's allies, Lloyd 

George reminded Clemenceau, after the latter complained of France's exclusion from the 

armistice negotiations, only contributed 'a few nigger policemen to see that we did not 

steal the Holy Sepulchre!' With the Bolsheviks' decision to abrogate Russia's treaty rights, 

France's presence in the region as a buffer between the British and Tsarist spheres of 

influence was now, if not irrelevant, certainly far less crucial.44 Instead of worrying about 

the presence of Tsarist Russia along the ever famous 'gateways to India', by the end of 

4 1 By the end of the war, Curzon had joined Sir Arthur Hirtzel, the Assistant Under-Secretary of State at the 
India Office, in expressing doubts over the wisdom of creating a (unified) Moslem bloc in the Arab Middle 
East. Curzon thought Britain should be trying to discourage, not encourage, Hussein's more expansive 
ambitions. John Fisher, "'The Safety of our Indian Empire': Lord Curzon and British Predominance in the 
Arabian Peninsula, 1919," Middle Eastern Studies 33 (1997), p. 495. 
42 Erik Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question: The Political Intelligence Department and 
the Eastern Committee, 1918," Middle Eastern Studies 23 (1987), pp. 419-36. Originally, the War Cabinet 
had asked General Smuts to prepare the British brief for the upcoming Peace Conference. After Smuts 
reported to the War Cabinet that he and his staff were busy with questions concerning the Middle East and 
Turkey, Lord Curzon, a member of the War Cabinet and Chairman of the Eastern Committee, insisted that 
Smuts be instructed to consult the Eastern Committee on any hture question(s) concerning the region. As a 
result, the Eastern Committee, and in particular, Lord Curzon, assumed control over British deliberations on 
the Eastern settlement. Goldstein, Winning the Peace, pp. 57-1 19 and M.L. Dockrill and Zara Steiner, "The 
Foreign Office at the Paris Peace Conference in 19 19," International History Review 2 (1 98O), pp. 55-86. 
43 Minutes of the 4ISt Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 5 December 1918, quoted in Goldstein, "British 
Peace Aims and the Eastern Question", p. 424. 



19 18, British statesmen became more concerned over the strategic implications of allowin 

any Power to intrude upon their ~ettlernent.~' 

By early 1919, while debating the future of the Baghdad railway, the British 

delegation at the Paris Peace Conference concluded that 'British interests cannot ... be1 I 

facing the British Empire ever since the late eighteenth century had been ensuring the 

adequately safeguarded on the left flank of India unless the entire frontier of the territory 

under British control is pushed northward considerably beyond anything contemplated in 
346 the Sykes-Picot Agreement.. .. Despite the emphasis policymakers placed on strategic 

considerations in devising the Eastern settlement, contrary to Lord Salisbury's famous 

dictum, the constant preoccupation with maps and frontiers never disrupted their powers of 

reasoning" There was a method to the madness. However, it was Britain's acting Foreign 

Secretary, Lord Curzon, not the British delegation in Paris, who attempted to solve the age 

old strategic problem confronting the British Empire in the East. The long-term challenge 

safety and manageability of Britain's imperial system without overburdening the British 

Exchequer. At the same time, however, the cost of ensuring the security of Britain's Indian 

Empire continued to c s c a ~ a t e . ~ ~  Little had changed by the early twentieth century. As 

44 War Cabinet, Draft Minutes, 3 October 1918, CAB 231141482A; Quoted in David Lloyd George, War 
Memoirs of David Lloyd George (London, 1933), vol. 6, p. 3314; Eli Kedourie, England and the Middle 
East: The Destruction of the Ottoman Empire, 1914-1 921 (Hassocks, 1978), p. 134. 
45 Lest anyone miss the relevance of the Eastern settlement to the future of the British Empire, at the start of 
the Eastern Committee's deliberations on Britain's desiderata, Curzon warned: 'Upon the fate of these 
territories, and the way in which our case is presented to the Peace Conference, and the form of 
administration to be set up, will depend not only the future of the territories themselves, but also the future of 
the British Empire in the East.' Minutes of the 39'h Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 27 November 1918, 
quoted in Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question", p. 423. By these territories. Curzon was 
most likely referring to the region from Mosul to the Persian Gulf. 
46 Meeting of the Middle East Section of the British Empire Delegation, Paris, 15 February 1919 quoted in 
Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question", p. 144-5. A summary of Britain's position on the 
Middle Eastern settlement in general can be found in a 'Memorandum by the British Delegation, Paris, on 
British Policy in the Middle East, 18 Feb. 1919' in BDFA, Part 11, Series B, Vol. 15, no. 24. 
47 The third Marquis of Salisbury, ever wary of arguments based on strategic necessity, observed, of the 
rabblerousing in England over the possible retention of Lake Ngami, 'the constant study of maps is apt to 
disturb men's reasoning powers.. . We have had a fierce conflict over the possession of a lake whose name I 

- - 

am afraid I cannot pronounce correctly.. . our only difficulty being that we do not know where it is.. ..' More 
than once, Salisbury worried his officials would have liked to 'annex the moon in order to prevent its being 
appropriated by the planet Mars.' Quoted in Lady Gwendolen Cecil, L$e of Robert, Marquis of Salisbury 
(London, 1932), vol. IV, p. 323; Ronald Hyam, "The Partition of Africa," History Journal 7 (1964), p. 161. 
48 Ronald Hyam, "The Primacy of Geopolitics: The Dynamics of British Imperial Policy, 1763-1963," in 
Robert D. King and Robin W. Kilson, eds. The ~tatecr i f t  of British ~m~eriali . im: Essays in Honour of Wm. 
Roger Louis (London, 1999), p. 33 and 39. On the illusionary nature of the British imperial system, see Keith 



British officials debated their country's overall Middle Eastern policy, Balfour, reacting to 

the idea that India would now have to be defended at the Caspian, caustically observed: 

when we come to the point of the defence of India, I hope the General Staff will be 
a little careful about the demands they make upon us about India. Every time I 
come to a discussion- at intervals of, say, five years- I find there is a new sphere 
which we have got to guard, which is suppose to protect the gateways of India. 
Those gateways are getting further and further from India, and I do not know how 
far west they are going to be brought by the General 

Throughout the 'long nineteenth century', the defence of India's north-west frontier 

was easily the most problematic aspect of British Imperial defence. In planning for the 

defence of their Eastern Empire, notwithstanding the Anglo-Japanese Alliance(s), Britain 

had to be prepared to defend India alone and possibly at the expense of other interests. 

Consequently, and owing to the open-ended nature of the commitment, the defence of 

India almost automatically necessitated the involvement of Britain's entire system of 

imperial defence. But where exactly was India to be defended? Did the defence of Britain's 

Indian Empire begin on the frontiers of India or extend into Afghanistan, Persia, and 

beyond?'' 

Throughout its existence, the expansion of Britain's Indian Empire had invariably 

been justified on the grounds of strategic necessity; particularly prominent was the need 

pre-empt the appearance of any hostile influence on the infamous 'gateways to ~ndia'." 

The discussions within the Eastern Committee during the winter of 1918 again showed 

little had changed. As the Secretary of State for India, Edwin Montagu, reminded his 

colleagues, somewhat sarcastically, 'it would be very satisfactory if we could find some 

Jeffery, "The Eastern Arc of Empire: a Strategic View, 1850-1950," Journal of Strategic Studies 5 (1982), 
pp. 53 1-545. 
49 'Future Settlement of Trans-Caucasia. (The military aspect of the case.)', General Staff, WO, 5 December 
1918, quoted in Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", p. 117. 
j0 Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", pp. 103-4. For a brief introduction 
to the history of and historiography on British Imperial defence policy in the nineteenth century see N.H. 
Gibbs, The Origins of Imperial Defence (Oxford, 1955), Peter Burroughs, "Defence and Imperial Disunity," 
in Andrew Porter, ed. The Oxford History of the British Empire: The Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 2001) and 
David Killingray, "Imperial Defence," in Robin Winks, ed. The Oxford History of the British Empire: 
Historiography (Oxford, 200 1 ), passim. 
j' Hyam, "The Primacy of Geopolitics", p. 39. 



convincing argument for not annexing all the territories in the However, with 

Lord Curzon's arrival at the Foreign Office imminent, it was clear that Britain was not 

about to adopt a policy of 'masterly inactivity' in the Near East. Nor would Britain seek to 

annex the entire Middle East to her formal ~ m ~ i r e . ~ ~  Rather Curzon tried to capitalise on a 

unique moment in history to fundamentally reshape the Near East in order to avoid having 

to defend India 

The scale of Curzon's ambition was monumental to say the least, but as he told the 
'55 Eastern Committee, 'the world is looking for great solutions.. .. By the end of the war, 

stripping Germany of her overseas colonies and eliminating her navy were no longer 

considered sufficient guarantees of Britain's future Imperial security. Originally London 

had expected to use Germany's captured colonies as bargaining chips in pursuit of their 

larger interests; it was assumed that Britain's post-war security would be largely dependant 

upon the European ~ e t t l e m e n t . ~ ~  Developments during the last years of the war, however, 

5 2  Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 20 December 19 18. CAB 23142144. 
53 In early January 1919, Lloyd George asked Curzon to take over the day to day administration of the 
Foreign Office while he and Balfour were away at the Paris Peace Conference. It was understood that once 
the peace conference ended, Curzon would be appointed Foreign Secretary. Although an exact definition of 
Curzon's, as opposed to Balfour's, responsibilities was never clear, Curzon became the sole originator of 
British policy 'on the glacis of India'. Considering the non-European aspects of British foreign policy casts 
serious doubt on the notion that Lloyd George and his advisors in the 'Garden Suburb' eclipsed the Foreign 
Office. A.J. Sharpe, "The Foreign Office in Eclipse, 1919-1922," Histoly 61 (1976); a more balanced 
account of the relationship between Downing Street and the Foreign Office can found in Gaynor Johnson, 
"Curzon, Lloyd George and the Control of British Foreign Policy, 1919-22: A Reassessment," Diplomacy 
and Statecrufi 11 (2000) or G.H. Bennett, "Lloyd George, Curzon and the Control of British Foreign Policy 
1919-22," Australian Journal of Politics and History 45 (1999). Also it is worth considering that during 
Curzon's tenure at the Foreign Office, in addition to a host of minor problems, Britain faced six major 
problems: 1) The conclusion of peace with Germany and the resulting Reparations issue, 2) the conclusion 
and enforcement of the Turkish settlement, 3) the maintenance of cordial relations with France and, to a 
lesser degree, Italy, 4) Soviet Russia, 5) Egypt and 6) Persia. Curzon was more than happy, according to 
Nicolson, to leave several of these issues- most notably Reparations, which filled him with 'bewildered 
distress'- to others. It was only on the Turkish settlement that Curzon was deliberately ignored (or overruled). 
Harold Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 1919-1923: A Study in Post- War Diplomacj~ (London, 1934), pp. 
58-9. 
54 Curzon's overall objective- to avoid having to defend British India directly- were similar to those of the 
Duke of Wellington and his Cabinet colleague, the President of the Board of Control, Lord Ellenborough 
almost a century earlier. In winning the Great War, Curzon and Hardinge had the opportunity to replay the 
'Great Game in Asia'. Edward Ingram, "The Rules of the Game: A Commentary on the Defence of British 
India, 1798-1 829," Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth Histoly 3 (1975), p. 257-8 and Edward Ingram, 
"Great Britain's Great Game: An Introduction," International History Review 2 (1 980), pp. 160-71. 
5 5  Curzon memorandum, 'Future of Constantinople', 2 January 191 9, cited in Goldstein, "British Peace Aims 
and the Eastern Question", p. 430. Although Curzon's comments were made in reference to the removal of 
the Turks from Constantinople, they are also applicable to his plans for the Near East as a whole. 
56 Gaddis Smith, "The British Government and the Disposition of the German Colonies in Africa, 1914- 
1918," in Prosser Gifford and William Roger Louis, eds. Britain and Germany in Africa: imperial rivalry 



seemed to have confirmed Austen Chamberlain's premonition that the loss of her overseas 

colonies would accelerate Germany's Drang nach  ste en.^^ Even if they accepted that the 

Drang nach Osten had constituted a serious threat to British Imperial security, as the war 

drew to a close British policymakers grew increasingly eager to ignore the connection 

between Europe and Britain's imperial security.'* At a meeting of Imperial War Cabinet in 

August 1918, for example, Balfour recommended the destruction of the Brest-Litovsk 

treaty should be an essential component of British policy arguing (somewhat naively) that 

this 'would be the most effective way of disposing of the dangers in the Middle East.' To 

his credit, Balfour was correct to assume that the destruction of the Brest-Litovsk system, 

whose only underpinning had been German military power, would lessen the danger to 

Britain's Eastern Empire, but would it eliminate it?59 Balfour's solution only sought to 

address the resulting effect(s) of the collapse of Tsarist Russia and would have done 

nothing to fill the power vacuum in the Near ~ a s t . ~ '  

By the end of 1918, however, Balfour had become something of a dissenting voice 

on Britain's Near Eastern policy. The strategic significance of the Caucasus for Britain's 

Indian Empire was enormous. As Curzon put it, a 'hostile force in possession of the 

region.. . would turn the flank of the British position in Asia, as it very nearly did in Persia 

and Trans-Caspia in the course of the past six months'. In order to provide adequate 

protection for British India, Curzon, and later the War Office, advised that to prevent the 

other Great Powers from encroaching on the gateways to India, Britain would have to 

and colonial rule (New Haven, 1967), p. 276. For more on this subject see Louis, Great Britain and 
Germany's Lost Colonies. 
57  Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 22 March 1917. CAB 2314012. 
5 8  Schwarz, "Divided Attention", pp. 103-21. 
59 Quoted in ibid., p. 118 (my italics); Richard Debo, Revolution and Survival: the foreign policy of Soviet 
Russia, 191 7-18 (Toronto, 1979), p. 16 1. 
60 On the future of Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan and whether Britain should try to prevent a resurgence 
of Russian (Soviet) power, Balfour believed: 'If Russia is in a position to crush them, why not? We should 
not go there to protect them from the Russians. It would be folly, from a purely military point of view, for us 
to try to keep a military force there.' From the 42"d Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 9 December 1918 
quoted in Goldstein, Winning the Peace, p. 176. Alternatively if all the Great Powers would withdraw from 
the region, Balfour believed, the local inhabitants could simply be left to 'cut each other's throats'. General 
Staffs memorandum on the 'Future Settlement of Trans-Caucasia. (The military aspect of the case).', 5 
December 1918, cited in Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", p. 117. 
While it is not immediately clear from his statements on the subject, Balfour did want these states to remain 
independent but not if it meant Britain's continued (military) intervention in the Caucasus and Transcaucasia. 
Jason Tomes, Balfour and Foreign Policy: The international thought of Conservative statesman (Cambridge, 
1997), pp. 230-1. 



(re)construct 'a barrier from the Black Sea to the ~edi te r ranean ' .~ '  In the heady 

atmosphere of late 1918, the British appeared determined to achieve 'permanent security' 

for their Empire regardless of the cost6' 'We cannot have a world-wide Empire,' Curzon 

once warned 'with all that that means, without paying a price for it, a price in effort, in 

labour, sometimes in danger, but always in duty.. . .' The roots of this desire for 'permanent 

security' clearly pre-dated the Great War and lay largely in the psychology of prominent 

British policymakers, most notably Lords Curzon and Milner. Rather than a concerted 

policy, Britain's extensive desiderata in the Near East on the eve of the Paris Peace 

Conference resembled confluent streams of policies which, for a time, merged to produce a 

broad theoretical c o n s e n ~ u s . ~ ~  The focus of the remainder of this chapter, however, is not 

this broad 'consensus' nor the Eastern settlement per se, but one vision for that settlement 

and the reasons behind its abortive development. 

During the last phase of the Great War, as has been suggested, British policymakers 

became deeply concerned, perhaps even obsessed, with the danger posed by Germany's 

Drang nach Osten and the rise of pan-~uranianism.64 Concerns over the safety of Britain's 

Indian Empire, however, were nothing new to George Nathaniel Curzon. Curzon had spent 

his entire political (and much of his intellectual) career trying first to influence public 

opinion and later convince his colleagues of the necessity of strengthening Britain's 

political position in the states along the 'glacis of India'. Curzon's worldview had formed 

during the late nineteenth century, at time when Tsarist Russia (supposedly) posed the 

greatest danger to British India. Despite the fact that he had a strong cultural interest in the 

East, which was not simply an antiquarian passion for bygone empires and cultures, 

Curzon always considered the real importance of the region to be geo-political. The future 

of the British Empire, he believed, would not depend upon events in Europe or on the seas 

6 1 Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", pp. 1 15-6. The quotes are from the 
Annexe to the minutes of the 4oth Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 2 December 19 18. For a more through 
expounding of Curzon's views on the strategic importance of the Caucasus, see his 25 June 19 18 statement to 
the Imperial War Cabinet on the 'War in the East' CAB 23/43/20. 
62 John Galbraith, "British War Aims in World War I: A Commentary on 'Statesmanship'," Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History 13 (1984), p. 26. 
63 Curzon's Empire Day Speech at the Hotel Cecil, May 1906 reproduced in Curzon, Subjects of the Day, p. 

7 ;  Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism, pp. 170- 1. 
64 On the varied origins of pan-Turanianism, and it's relation or lack therefore of to pan-Islamism, see Arnold 
Toynbee's report, dated October 1917, later published as part of the Political Intelligence Department's series 



and oceans of the world but in Central Asia and the Near East. Curzon saw the names 

Turkestan, Afghanistan, Transcaspia and Persia as 'pieces on a chessboard upon which is 

1 being played out a game for the dominion of the world.'65 Central to much of his writings 

1 and early political career was the belief that Britain's position in 'the East' would (continue 

to) decline unless London was prepared to assert British interests more vigorously.66 1n the/ I .  years leading up to the Great War, Curzon worried that unless the British public awoke to 

the dangers confronting their Empire, the Second British Empire might one day go the way 

of Britain's eighteenth century Atlantic ~ r n ~ i r e . "  If the British Empire was, to borrow a 

phrase from Rudyard Kipling, become 'one with Nineveh and Tyre', Curzon believed it 

should not be for lack of effort on the part of British statesmen: 'We cannot deny our 

progeny. We cannot disown our own handiwork. The voyages which our predecessors 

commenced we have to continue. We have to answer our helm, and it is an Imperial helm, 

down all the tides of ~ i m e . ' ~ '  Quite simply, Britain could not continue, in the tradition of 

the third Marquess of Salisbury, 'to float lazily downstream, occasionally putting out a 

diplomatic boat-hook to avoid  collision^.'^^ With the Great War having been fought for 

'hegemony of the Empire', or so Curzon believed, no longer could the British Empire exist 

'in a fluid and transitional formation'. If it was to survive in the twentieth century and 

beyond, now more than ever, the outskirts of Empire had to be drawn more fully into the 

of Peace Handbooks, in BDFA, Part 11, Series H, Vol. 11, no. 25. In the later stages of the Ottoman Empire, 
pan-Turanianism served as a cloak for Ottoman (Turkish) irredentism. 
65 David Gilmour, "Empire and the East: The Orientalism of Lord Curzon," Asian Affairs 26 (1 9 9 9 ,  p. 270; 
Curzon, Persia and the Persian Question, vol. I, pp. 3-4. 
66 Curzon's voluminous writings are described in James Parker, Lord Curzon, 1859-1925: A bibliography 
(New York, 1991), pp. 37-52. It was this attitude that in no small part contributed to Curzon' dispute with 
London, which ultimately forced his resignation as Viceroy of India. 
67 G. H. Bennett and Marion Gibson, The Later Life of Lord Curzon of Kedleston- Aristocrat, Writer, 
Politician, Statesman: An Experiment in Political Biography (Lewiston, 2000), p. 97. 
68 From Curzon's toast to 'The British Dominions Beyond the Seas' made on 24 May 1906 (Empire Day) at 
the Hotel Cecil in Curzon, Subjects of the Day, p. 5. 
69 Quoted in T.G. Otte, "'Floating Downstream'?:Lord Salisbury and British Foreign Policy, 1878-1902," in 
T.G. Otte, ed. The Makers of British Foreign Policy: From Pitt to Thatcher (Houndmills, 2002), p. 98. 
Writing to the Secretary of State for India, Sir John Brodrick, at the beginning of February 1900, Curzon 
railed at the continued absence of long-term planning in British policy,not only in sou th -~f r i ca ,  but the 
world over: 'Lord Salisbury is an adept at a handling the present. ... But the future to him is anathema. Now 
an Empire cannot be run on these lines. We must take stock, must look ahead, must determine our minimum 
and our maximum and above all must have a line. It is easy to blame the W.O. here, the Exchequer there, or 
the Cabinet everywhere. It is the ingrained vice of modem British Statesmanship that is at fault.. . .' Quoted in 
Dilks, Curzon in India , vol. 1, p. 128. 



existing Imperial structure. Before addressing such issues, however, the Empire needed 

more secure and permanent f r~nt ie r .~ '  

I Curzon was destined to face an uphill battle in trying to secure Britain's Imperial 

frontiers in Asia and the Near East. In addition to the problems created by the duality in the 

Foreign Office and Lloyd George's studied refusal to keep the Foreign Office informed of 

discussions at the Paris Peace Conference, Curzon's contemporaries, for the most part, 

never shared his overarching belief in the necessity of further strengthening Britain's 

Imperial security. Nevertheless, throughout 1919 and the first half of 1920 Curzon tried to 

take advantage of Britain's transient hegemony of force in the Near East to (re)construct a 

system which would insulate Britain's Eastern Empire from future fluctuations in the 

European balance of power. Curzon's plan consisted of four main (and interlocking) 

components: 1) the reconstruction of Persia as a viable buffer state, 2) the expulsion of the 

Turks from Constantinople, 3) the preservation of the newly independent Caucasian states 

and 4) the retention of British troops at ~ a t o u m . ~ '  

In spite of Curzon's success in getting the Eastern Committee to largely accept (or 

at the very least, not reject) his vision for the Middle East, owing to the inactivity of the 

British delegation in Paris, profound uncertainties remained about the fate of the Middle 

~ a s t . ~ '  The British delegation to the Paris Peace Conference not only had to find a solution 

70 Curzon made his comments on the war's purpose in a meeting with General Haig and King Albert, 7 
February 1916, quoted in General van Overstraeten, ed., The War Diaries of Albert I King of the Belgian5 
(London, 1954), p. 85; Curzon, "The True Imperialism," pp. 151-65. Without the Empire, Curzon warned. 
Britain would become nothing more than a tourist attraction, an appendage to the United States or worse still. 
'a sort of glorified Belgium'. The importance Curzon attached ti the concept of the fronticr is evident in his 

' I 1907 ~ o m m e s  Lecture. 
7 1  In a review of John Fisher's Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 19/6-19, Malcolm Yapp 
suggests Curzon's desire to maintain British troops in the Caucasus was designed to preserve his Persian 
settlement. Middle Eastern Studies 36 (2000), p. 187. Curzon's Persian Treaty, which was negotiated with 
the assistance of another old Persia hand, Sir Percy Cox, and the 'consent' of the Eastern Committee, was in 
fact part of his larger strategic vision. He believed his agreement would finally give Persia the chance to 
transform itself, under the guidance of British advisors, into a proper buffer state. 'Memorandum by Earl 
Curzon on the Persian Agreement', 9 August 1919, Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919-1939, First 
Series (London, 1948-), vol. 4, no. 710. The Eastern Committee's 'consent', and Montagu's opposition, is 
discussed in Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 132-34. On the Agreement itself, see William Olson, 
Anglo-Iranian Relations during World War I (London, 1984), pp. 2 14-49. 
72 Fisher, "The Cyprus Proposition", p. 148-9. Fisher's claim (p. 155) that the disbanding of the Eastern 
Committee left Curzon without the machinery to conduct an independent and executive policy in the Middle 
East is somewhat misleading. Certainly Curzon's role as Acting Foreign Secretary was ill-defincd and the 
transfer of Foreign Office personnel to Paris did, as Fisher notes, add to Curzon's difficulty in influencing 



to the 'Eastern Question' in general but one that would have been acceptable to the other 

Powers. This was a tall order considering Britain was determined to see that neither France 

nor Italy became Middle Eastern powers of any significance. Nor did Britain wish to see 

establishment of a series of weak and potentially unstable states as the successor to the 

former Ottoman ~ i l a ~ e t s . ~ ~  On the other hand, the British government's attitude towards 

the Ottoman Empire was quite simple. It could even be summed up in a single sentence: 

Carthago delenda est. Britain's Imperial system had longed relied on 'prestige' to counter 

its often chronic material weakness. If Britain was to recover from the humiliation of the 

Dardanelles campaign and the surrender of British forces at Kut-a1 Imira, it had to secure a 

peace settlement that was commensurate with the overwhelming nature of Britain's final 

vict01-y.~~ Throughout the nineteenth century, as long as doing so did not jeopardise her 

interests, Britain had worked to uphold the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire but 

no more. Speaking shortly after Britain's formal declaration of war the Prime Minister, 

Herbert Asquith, announced that the death-knell of the Ottoman dominions, not only in 

Europe, but in Asia as well, had rung. Wartime developments only strengthened this 

view.75 Nevertheless, British policymakers remained uncertain about what kind of Turkish 

state should be created out of the remnants of the old Empire. It was Britain's intention, 

Lloyd George announced at the beginning of 1918, not 'to deprive Turkey of it's capital, or 

of the rich and renowned lands of Asia Minor and Thrace, which are predominantly 

Turkish in race.' Even if Lloyd George had meant what he said and was not simply 

policy but it did not render the Foreign Office completely impotent, as evident by the conclusion of the 1919 
Anglo-Persian Treaty. 
73 Goldstein, Winning the Peace, p. 153. Marian Kent, ed., The Great Powers and the End of the Ottoman 
Empire (London, 1984), provides a concise account of the interests of the various Great Powers in the closing 
decades of the Ottoman Empire. The problem of retaining control over the various conquered territories 
without resorting to outright annexation, which could have aroused the ire of the United States, was 
eventually resolved though the 'Mandate System'. Andrew J. Crozier, "The Establishment of the Mandates 
System 1919-25: Some Problems Created By the Paris Peace Conference," Journal of Contemporary History 
14 (1979), pp. 483-513. 
74 Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 52-3. The importance of prestige in British policy is also discussed 
in David French, "The Dardanelles, Mecca and Kut: Prestige As a Factor in British Eastern Strategy, 1914- 
1916," War & Society 5 (1987), pp. 45-61. Following 1857, when British rule in India could no longer be 
justified on the need to civilise the East, 'prestige' became the new catchphrase of British imperial ideology. 
75 'Mr. Asquithls Recital of British Terms: "The Suicide of Turkey"' The Times, 10 November 1914; Marian 
Kent, "Great Britain and the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1900-23.," in Marian Kent, ed. Phe Great Powers 
and the End of the Ottoman Empire (London, 1984), pp. 185-7. 



placating (or pre-empting) President Wilson, and his Fourteen Points, almost as soon as the 

war ended, the question of Turkey's future became entangled with Indian 

The future of Constantinople emerged as one of the central issues that prevented 

the Paris Peace Conference from quickly disposing of the defeated Ottoman ~ m ~ i r e . ~ ~  The 

issue proved particularly contentious in Britain where it became entangled not only in 

Curzon's scheme to defend British India at the Caspian but in the wider debate over Indian 

political reforms. Curzon, who was probably the most forceful exponent of ejecting the 

Turks from Constantinople, wrote on the eve of the Conference: 

For nearly five centuries the presence of the Turk in Europe has been a source of 
distraction, intrigue, and corruption in European politics, of oppression, and 
misrule to the subject nationalities, and an incentive to undue and overweening 
ambitions in the Moslem world. It has encouraged the Turk to regard himself as a 
Great Power, and has enabled him to impose upon others the same illusion. It has 
placed him in a position to play off one Power against another, and in their 
jealousies and his own machinations to find pretexts for his continued immunity. It 
has been an inexpugnable barrier to the solution of the Balkan problem or the full 
emancipation of the Balkan peoples. It has been an equal obstacle to the proper or 
good government of his own people, whose resources have been squandered in the 
polluted coulisses of Constantinople, or in the expenditure required for the upkeep 
of military and naval forces disproportionate to the real strength or requirements of 
the Turkish nation.78 

Stripping the Turks of their former capital was to be a permanent reminder of Britain's 

victory in the East, and if it served to further strengthen British Imperial security so much 

the better.79 

76 ~ o h n  Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East: Imperial Policy in zhe aftermath of war, 1918-1922 
(London, 198 l), pp. 152-3; Quoted in Goldstein, Winning the Peace, pp. 150- 1. How Lloyd George's claim 
would have been reconciled with the projected partition of the remaining Ottoman lands and the future 
security of these new 'countries' to the south and east of Anatolia remained an open question. Adding to the 
problem(s) was that Britain, and Lloyd George, in particular, were prepared to support the establishment of a 
'Greater Greece' as the successor to the Ottoman Empire in the Eastern Mediterranean. Erik Goldstein, 
"Great Britain and Greater Greece 19 17- 1920," Historical Journal 32 ( 1  989) and A.E. Montgomery, "Lloyd 
George and the Greek Question, 1918-22," in A. J. P. Taylor, ed. Lloyd George: twelve essays (New York, 
1 97 1 ), passim. 
77 The other reasons behind the delay are discussed in the introduction to Chapter two. 
78 Curzon's memorandum on 'The Future of Constantinople', 2 January 191 9, quoted in A.L. Macfie, "The 
British Decision Regarding the Future of Constantinople, November 1918 - January 1920," Historical 
Journal 18 (1 975), p. 39 1. 
79 'Above all unless we turned the Turks out of Constantinople', Curzon prophesised, 'the East would never 
believe that the Turks had been defeated in the war.' From the Meeting of ministers held at Rue Nitot, 19 



In opposition to Curzon and other senior members of the Foreign Office were, in 

addition to Montagu, many of the younger members of the Political Intelligence 

Department (PID). In reality, however, the differences between the two groups were not as 

great as they appeared." The PID, which was an offshoot of the Foreign Office, 

responsible for British preparations for the forthcoming peace conferences, recommended 

that Turkey retain Constantinople as long as the city and Straits were intemationalised. To 

guarantee the integrity of Turkish territory and ensure that the Straits remained 

demilitarised and open to all ships, a high commissioner responsible to the League of 

Nations would be appointed. The difficulty lay in the fate of the sultan.'' Initially Curzon 

proposed that he be compelled to retire to the Anatolian interior, where he could remain the 

head and focus of apurely Asiatic ~ m ~ i r e . ~ ~  It was one thing, Montagu argued, to strip the 

Turks of their non-Turkish territories, that was the price of defeat, but to remove the Caliph 

from his centuries old residence was quite another. After all, neither Germany nor Austria 

were to be turned out of their capitals. Had the Cabinet forgotten Lloyd George's wartime 

d e ~ l a r a t i o n ? ~ ~  By the end of 1919, 'if it were necessary to make concessions to Moslem 

and Indian sentiment,' Curzon was prepared to accept the transfer of the Turkish capital to 

Asia Minor and leave the Sultan in a "'Vatican on the Straits"'. Lloyd George, however, 

May 1919, quoted in Erik Goldstein, "The Eastern Question: the last Phase," in M. L. Dockrill and John 
Fisher, eds. The Paris Peace Conference, 1919: Peace without victory? (Houndmills, 2001), p. 147. 
" Both Curzon and Montagu, who emerged as Curzon's most prominent critic, were concerned over the rise 
of pan-Islamism/pan-Turanianism and its potential dangers to the British Empire. While recognising that 
expulsion of the Sultan would be unpopular within the Muslim communities of the British Empire, Curzon 
thought Montagu's concerns were greatly exaggerated. Macfie, "The British Decision Regarding the Future 
of Constantinople," p. 395. At this point neither man, nor anyone else in London, really considered that the 
real threat to British Imperial interests would come from a distinctly Turkish nationalist irredentism. Darwin, 
Britain, Egypt and the Middle East, p. 153. 
" Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question", p. 429-30 and Goldstein, "The Eastern 
Question: the last Phase," pp. 145-6. Other senior officials who favoured the expulsion of the Turks from 
Europe included Lord Hardinge, Eyre Crowe and Britain's last ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Sir Louis 
Mallet. 
'' Curzon's memorandum, 'The Future of Constantinople', 2 January 1919, quoted in Macfie, "The British 
Decision Regarding the Future of Constantinople," p. 392. Curzon worried that allowing the Sultan to remain 
in Constantinople would, because of the Turk's 'hereditary talents' for intrigue, transform the city into 'a 
whirlwind of international intrigue, in which the representatives of all the nations, who still aspired to his 
inheritance, would eagerly mix.' 
83 Montagu memorandum, 'The Future of Constantinople', 8 January 19 19, cited in Goldstein, "British Peace 
Aims and the Eastern Question", p. 430. In Paris, Lloyd George and Balfour, while adopting the Foreign 
Office's position on expulsion, remained convinced that an American mandate would allow Britain and 
France to secure their interests without all the problems joint control would have entailed. As a result, the 
Conference discussed a variety of schemes and resolutions on this basis over the first six to seven months of 
the Conference. It was not until November 1919, when the U.S. Senate failed to ratify the Treaty of 



would not even entertain this compromise. 'If the Sultan was at Constantinople,' he 

argued, echoing Curzon's earlier concerns, 'his ministers must be there. He would then 

govern Turkey from Constantinople.. . [and] would be the creature of what was really a 

foreign junta. There was the danger that the French would always try to influence him.. .. 

Constantinople would become a source of infection and war.'84 Despite the ongoing 

arguments, the government only differed on the means through which they could 

accomplish their essential desiderata- the free passage of all ships, at all times between the 

Mediterranean and Black Seas- in regards to the future of Constantinople and the 

The discussions over which Power should accept the mandate for the supervision of the 

Straits settlement, not surprisingly, provoked further disagreements. Satirising all these 

debates, Montagu observed: 

And then there is the rounded Lord Curzon, who for historical reasons of which he 
alone is master, geographical considerations which he has peculiarly studied, finds, 
reluctantly, much against his will, with very grave doubts, that it would be 
dangerous if any country in the world was left to itself, if any country in the world 
was left to the control of any country but ourselves, and we must go there, as I have 
heard him say, 'for diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons.' So we 
go on. It is fatal to let the French here. It is appalling to think even of ourselves 
mandatories there. The idea of an American fleet in the Mediterranean is 
unspeakably horrid.86 

Britain was reluctant to introduce any major (naval) Power to the Eastern Mediterranean, 

as it would undermine Britain's increasingly important strategic interests in the region.87 

Versailles, that the issue was reopened, as will be discussed in Chapter 2, under radically different 
conditions. Macfie, "The British Decision Regarding the Future of Constantinople," p. 393. 
84 Cabinet Minutes, 10 December 1919, CAB 23144Bl12 (19)A. 

'The Future of Constantinople and the Straits: Recommendations of a Conference held at the "Astoria" on 
January 30, 1919, between Representatives of the Departmental Missions of the British Delegation' in 
BDFA, Part 11, Series I, Vol. 11, no. 29. 
86 Montagu to Balfour, 20 Dec. 1918, quoted in Alan Sharp, The Versailles Settlement: Peacemaking in 
Paris, 1919 (London, 199 I), p. 10. 
87 None of the three main possibilities- the United States, Greece or Britain- were really acceptable. Curzon 
recognised Britain could not accept the responsibility herself; her rivals would not allow it. Minor powers, 
like Greece, were unacceptable, as they were likely to fall under the influence of one of the Great Powers. 
Macfie, "The British Decision Regarding the Future of Constantinople," p. 392. The United States seemed to 
be the least objectionable Power but her growing naval ambitions and stance over freedom of the seas cast 
doubt on her suitability. Britain's military preferred that the Turks be left in (nominal) charge of an 
internationalised Straits. Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question", p. 430. 



In addition to being a land bridge between Europe and Asia Minor, Constantinople, 

the General Staff noted, 'gives access to the main door of Russia and to an important line 

of advance on India.' Britain's long-held dream of using sea power to defend India now 

seemed possible. Access to the Black Sea would have allowed Britain to use Batoum as a 

forward base against any future resurgence of Russian power down the western shore of 

the Caspian, and it was at Constantinople, itself, that 'any future naval expansion based on 

a reconstituted Russia must be thr~ttled. '~'  Even more important, however, was that naval 

access to the Black Sea would have greatly strengthened Curzon's plan to construct a 

series of buffer states on the 'glacis of India.' With the end of the Great War, the British 

government faced the somewhat unusual task of having to decide what to do with their 

military forces which had been operating in Transcaucasia. Under the terms of the Mudros 

Armistice, the Ottoman Empire was to evacuate its military forces from northwestern 

Persia and Transcaucasia. Provisions were also made for an Allied (British) occupation of 

both Baku and Batoum and all Caucasian railways located in Turkish-held territory.89 

Curzon considered it important, if not essential, that British forces remain in the area to 

defend 'an important line of advance on India'. To this end, the General Staff called for the 

creation of three independent states: Georgia, Azerbaijan and Russian ~ r m e n i a . ~ '  In the 

turmoil that followed the Russian Revolutions, the Caucasus, which had only been 

incorporated into the Tsarist Empire during the course of the nineteenth century, declared 

their independence. In the chaotic circumstances of late 1918, Russian power in the 

Caucasus was dealt a devastating but, as it turned out, not a fatal blow. Despite the 

grandiose talk in London, as far as the men on the spot were concerned, British policy 

remained limited in scope: 'Our policy in the Caucasus at present is to ensure that the 

terms of the armistice are complied with in full by the Turks, to re-open the railway and 

pipe line between the Black Sea and the Caspian, and to that end to occupy Baku and 

88 'The Strategic Importance of Constantinople to the British Empire', 22 Dec 1918, cited in Neilson, "For 
diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", pp. 1 17-8, Ingram, "Great Britain's Great Game", p 
164 and 'The Future Settlement of Trans-Caucasia. (The military aspect of the case)', 5 December 1918, 
cited in Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", p. 116. The quotations are 
from 'The Strategic Importance of Constantinople to the British Empire'. 
89 John Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8- 192 1 ," Unpublished PhD Thesis, 
Dept. of History, (Toronto, 1985), pp. 22-3. 
90 'Future Settlement of Trans-Caucasia. (The military aspect of the case.)', General Staff, WO, 5 December 
1918, cited in Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", p. 122. 



Batoum, and probably Tiflis, and so much as may be necessary of the railway.'9' Owing to 

the rail link with (the oil reserves at) Baku, and the access afforded to the Caspian and 

Persia, Curzon considered the port city of Batoum to be the key to Britain's future 

involvement in the Caucasus. 

Britain's victory over the Ottoman Empire had more or less made British control of 

the region a forgone conclusion but for how long and to what end remained an open 

question.92 Originally, it was thought the disposition of captured Ottoman, and German, 

territory would be determined at the Peace ~onference .~ '  Even if the captured territories 

did represent 'pieces on the chessboard, to be shifted about or bartered about at the end of 

the war', Curzon warned, it was the map of Europe, rather than of the world, that would 

need to be reconstructed. Nevertheless, 'rectifications' of the British Empire's frontiers 

'would undoubtedly, in the event of an Allied victory, be required here and there, mainly 

for the sake of security in the future.. ..' As long as Germany maintained her ambitions of 

dominating ~ i t t e l e u r o ~ a y ~  Curzon warned to allow the Reich 

to thrust out its military and economic tentacles towards the Persian Gulf on the 
one hand, and the Suez Canal on the other, and to permit Germany to create another 
central block in Africa, which would for ever be pushing northwards to establish 
connection with the European block, would be to hand over the future of the 
Eastern hemisphere to the Germans.. . . 95 

Leaving aside the varied, individual arguments Curzon put fourth, outside of an 

unconditional Allied surrender, the captured territories could never be returned. To allow 

0 1 War Office to CIC Salonika, 1 1 December 19 18, quoted in Richard Debo, Survival and Consolidation: The 
Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia, 1918-1921 (Montreal, 1992), p. 168. The battle for Baku is a good example 
of the chaotic situation in the Caucasus, Gokay, "The Battle for Baku", pp. 30-50. The discussions within the 
Eastern Committee had largely focused on the degree to which Britain could become involved in the region. 
Goldstein, Winning the Peace, pp. 174-5. 
" Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons", p. 11 5 and Biilent Gokay, "Turkish 
Settlement and the Caucasus, 19 18-20," Middle Eastern S~udies 32 (1 996), p. 54. 
"' Unless otherwise noted, this paragraph is based on Lord Curzon's memorandum, 'German and Turkish 
Territories Captured in the War', 5 December 1917, CAB 24/4/G. 182. 
94 By the end of 191 7, in a military sense, Germany had already created a solid block of German influence 
and Germanised territory that stretched all the way from Hamburg to the shores of the Bosphorus. And, as 
has already been discussed, London worried that the collapse of Tsarist Russia would further strengthen 
Germany's geo-strategic position. 
95 The objective of German ambitions in Africa were, according to Curzon, fourfold: 1) the recovery of her 
pre-war colonial possessions, 2) the liquidation of the other European colonial empires in Africa, 3) the 
creation of 'an India in Africa' and 4) the creation of an army equivalent to Britain's Indian army. 



Germany, and by implication the Ottomans, to recover their colonial possessions would, as 

the Frankfurter Nachrichten noted, be the 'manifestation to the natives' that Britain had 

lost the war. Whether it was through annexation, the establishment of new protectorates, 

:ondominiums, mandates, or something else, Curzon vehemently believed London had to 

decree a 'New Monroe Doctrine' for Africa and, more importantly, the Middle ~ a s t . ~ ~  The 

need for the latter only became evident as the pendulum of war swung increasingly 

towards the East during the first half of 1918. Although German efforts to strike at the 

centre of British Power in the Eastern World, India, ultimately proved unsuccessful, 

Curzon feared Germany would not abandon her objective of destroying the British 

~ m ~ i r e . ~ ~  

Under such circumstances, Curzon thought British policy had to be directed 

towards the restoration of some sort of Russian state, even if it took ten or twenty years.98 

During the summer of 1918, the Allied intervention, which had begun as an effort to 

recreate an Eastern front, and prevent the military and economic exploitation of Russia, 

slowly expanded into an anti-Bolshevik crusade.99 As 191 8 drew to a close, however, not 

only did the fall of the Bolshevik regime look increasingly unlikely but the situation 

continued to deteriorate. 'Russia', Balfour observed, 'is in a state of septic d i s s~ lu t ion ' . ' ~~  

Despite Lenin's fears to the contrary, the Allies never launched an all-out attack thereby 

allowing Soviet Russia to survive the collapse of German hegemony in Eastern Europe. 

British policy vis-a-vis Russia, nevertheless, became increasingly nonsensical. Whereas 

Lloyd George sought a negotiated end to the conflict(s) with his Prinkipo proposal, other 

senior figures within the British government, led by Churchill, wanted to expand the Allied 

96 Illustrating the depth of his feelings on the matter, Curzon argued that any British government that allowed 
Germany to resurrect the Baghdad railway (as a means of extending her influence towards the gateways of 
India) 'would be a traitor to the Empire'. 
97 Imperial War Cabinet, Shorthand notes, 25 June 1918. CAB 23/43/20. 'Just as India for the last three- 
quarters of a century has been in a state of feverish anxiety,' Curzon told the IWC, 'and has consequently had 
t o  maintain large armies, and to tax her people, all for the fear of what might happen from a Russian invasion 
from the north-west, so that danger may be reproduced in what appears to me likely to be a much more 
1 . .  slnlster and ominous form if the place of Russia in Central Asia is taken by Germany.' 
j" Ibid. 
'99 Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 28 June 191 8. CAB 23/41/22; Debo, Revolution and Survival, pp. 356-7 
'and Tomes, Baljbur and Foreign Policy, pp. 221-7. 
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intervention to destroy or, at the very least, contain Bolshevism. In the absence of a clear 

consensus, not only within Britain but Inter-Allied as well, the Allied intervention 

continued to be half hearted. Such an approach, however, found favour in some quarters. 

With cessation of hostilities against the Central Powers, the main justification for the 

Allied Intervention had disappeared. 'Russia must choose its own rkgime. If Russia chose 

to be Bolshevik,' Balfour thought, 'we should not gainsay it.' Nevertheless, as Curzon 

pointed out, 'the situation in the Caucasus differed completely from that in Russia 

proper. ' l o '  

Curzon believed, due to his country's position as an Eastern Power, Britain's 

military presence in the region had to be maintained. There was a fair degree of unanimity 

amongst members of the British government for maintaining the division at Batoum, but 

only until the Germans and Turks withdrew as per the terms of the armistices. Only a few 

members of the Cabinet, namely Curzon and the Secretary of State for War, Lord Milner, 

thought British troops should remain until the Peace Conference decided the region's 

future. Both men were concerned, albeit for different reasons, with the possibility of 

further chaos. Owing to the likelihood that the occupation would be protracted, Churchill's 

prediction that the matter would be settled by the League of Nations in a couple of weeks 

not withstanding, the only issue of contention at this point was whether Britain could 

supply the necessary troops. The Canadian and Australian governments had already 

indicated their intention to withdraw their troops from the various theatres as soon as 

possible. If it came to a choice between supplying troops to occupy the Rhine or the 

Caucasus, Milner stated 'he would rather not occupy Germany at all with British troops 

than abandon the counties in which they secured order.' As no issue of policy was really at 

stake, the status quo was upheld but the signs of future Cabinet strife were clear.'02 From 

Debo, Revolution and Survival, pp. 405-7; G. H. Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon 
Period, 1919-24 (New York, 1995), p. 60, War Cabinet, Minutes, 18 October 1918. CAB 23/8/489 and 
Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 23 December 1918. CAB23/42/45. Both quotes from IWC Minutes. Anglo- 
French policy towards the Russian Civil War and Curzon's attitude towards Bolshevism are discussed in 
David Watson, "Britain, France and the Russian Civil War, 1918-1920," in Alan Sharp and Glyn Stone, eds. 
Anglo-French Relations in the Twentieth Century: Rivalry and cooperation (London, 2000), pp. 89-1 03 and 
Smith, ""The Mammon of unrighteousness": Lord Curzon's perception of Russia," pp. 66-7, respectively. 
Churchill's attitude is addressed in David Carlton, Churchill and the Soviet Union (Manchester, 2000), pp. 4- 
26. 
lo2 Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 23 December 1918. CAB23/42/45. The Cabinet conclusion ended with 
the statement: 'and that British forces should not be maintained there longer than could be avoided.' 



the outset, it was readily apparent that Curzon's vision for 'a chain of friendly States 1 
stretching from the confines of Europe to the frontier of the Indian Empire' would not wi 

unanimous backing.lo3 

If Curzon was the only member of the British Cabinet to have a clear vision for 

Eastern settlement in its entirety, the majority of British policymakers considered 

Middle East to be (at best) an important backwater of their overseas policy. With the1 

collapse of Germany and the Ottoman Empire, the possibility of another Great Power 

attempting an assault on either Egypt or India in the near future seemed highly unlikely.lo4 

Consequently, the consensus established within the Eastern Committee at the end of 1918 

rapidly broke down. In March 1919, the government decreed all British troops, save the 

garrison at Batoum, were to be withdrawn from the Caucasus by the end of the year. 

Britain's ultimate objective remained unchanged. British influence in the region was to be 

maintained through indirect means; control of the Straits and the Black sea.''' 

Lloyd George and Balfour were eager to clear out of Constantinople, the Caucasus, 

Transcaspia and Syria; the former hoped to force United States into either sharing 

garrisoning duties or naming the Mandatory Power forthwith. President Wilson, however, 

wanted to leave the nomination of Mandatories to the League of Nations. As the League 

did not exist yet, Lloyd George objected to the fact that Britain was suppose to expend vast 

sums occupying distant and remote territories within an indeterminate timeframe.'06 Lloyd 

George's informal approach to the Middle Eastern settlement very quickly met with 

Curzon's disapproval. It was only at the end of February 1919 that the Acting Foreign 

Secretary learned indirectly of the Draft Agreement the Prime Minister had struck with the 

French Premier, Georges Clemenceau, in early December 19 18, to replace Sykes-Picot. In 

Milner's reason for wanting to maintain the British division at Batoum stemmed from his belief that the 
'great danger' facing the Peace Conference was chaos. 'Should large tracts of the world be in a blaze,' he 
warned, 'the Conference would be powerless, and its decrees worthless.' 
'03 Earl of Ronaldshay, The Ltfe of Lord Curzon: Being the Authorized Biography o f  George Nathaniel, 
Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, K.G. (London, 1928), vol. 111, p. 209. 
lo4 Gokay, "Turkish Settlement and the Caucasus," pp. 49-50 and Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the 
Curzon Period, p. 100. 
105 Gokay, "Turkish Settlement and the Caucasus," p. 58. Even before demobilisation had begun in earnest, 
the CIGS recognised Britain lacked sufficient military forces to maintain a direct presence in the Caucasus. 
Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henty Wilson, vol. 11, pp. 164. 
'('' Ibid., pp. 167-8. 



exchange for concessions in Europe, and the understanding that France would receive 

'help' with respect to Syria, Clemenceau accepted that Mosul would become part of Iraq 

and Palestine would be placed under British control. Although Clemenceau would honour 

the Agreement, Lloyd George refused to. Clemenceau's concessions only encouraged 

Lloyd George to further increase his demands.lo7 Ultimately, as the head of the Political 

and Commercial Affairs division at the Quai d'Orsay, Philippe Berthelot later recognised, 

the French Premier abandoned France's (somewhat dubious) claim to Mosul and Palestine 

without obtaining anything in return.'08 

Throughout the first part of the Paris Peace Conference Lloyd George purposefully 

stalled the Middle Eastern settlement to maximise the advantages, specifically with regard 

to the Syrian question, that General Allenby had brought Great Britain. He also hoped the 

United States would become a Mandatory Power in the Middle ~ a s t . " ~  The delay, 

however, only further complicated an already complex situation. That is not to say Lloyd 

George did not have good reason to try and further minimise French Syria: 

If Syria is brought into political connection with Anatolia or Armenia under the 
control of a great foreign power or combination of powers the whole aspect 
changes. Syria would then become the potential conduit for converging currents 
from Constantinople and Caucasia, while any foreign power which is able to 
concentrate troops in the neighbourhood of Aleppo is in a position to contain and 
threaten British forces on the Suez Canal and Mesopotamia with a single central 
force. The degree of danger would vary with the situation at Constantinople and in 
the Caucasus.. .. The conclusion from the above is that from the strategic point of 
view we should aim at a politically detached Syria under our influence.. .. Finally it 
is difficult to see how any arrangement could be more objectionable from the 
military point of view than the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, by which an 
enterprising and ambitions foreign ower is placed on interior lines with reference 
to our position in the Middle East. I ,! 

107 Matthew Hughes, Allenby and British Strategy in the Middle East, 191 7-1919 (London, 1999), pp. 122-9. 
Neither Foreign Office appears to have been told of the Agreement; it was not until June 191 9 that the British 
Foreign Office was informed of the Agreement's formal existence. Curzon only learned of the Draft 
Agreement in February because Montagu happened to have a copy of it in his pocket on returning to 
England. 
log Edward Peter Fitzgerald, "France's Middle Eastern Ambitions, the Sykes-Picot Negotiations, and the Oil 
Fields of Mosul, 1915-1918," Journal ofModern History 66 (1994), p. 699. 
lo9 Hughes, Allenby and British Strategy in the Middle East, pp. 126 and 151. Hughes provides an apt 
summary of the difficulties the Syrian question caused in Anglo-French relations, pp. 130-48. 
l lo 'The Strategic Importance of Syria to the British Empire', GS War Office, 9 December 1919, quoted in 
Hughes, Allenby and British Strategy in the Middle East, p. 1 19. 



British officials also stressed the importance of an economically and strategically viable 

Palestine, the need for a territorial corridor between Palestine and Mesopotamia- which 

would have allowed for any railway and or pipeline to transverse the British sphere- and 

other considerations of Imperial defence such as air travel across the southern British 

world."' Although such considerations undoubtedly found favour with Curzon, the 

consequences of delaying the settlement far outweighed any benefit Lloyd George's efforts 

would have brought towards the creation of an Eastern Pax Britannica. 

At the beginning of 1919 the sense of optimism amongst some senior British 

policymakers had been palpable. 'It is glorious to feel in such a strong position 

everywhere,' Sir Percy Cox told Curzon, 'with a strong Government and the nation solid 

behind it. How one must rejoice to have lived in this generation.' With her 'splendid finish 

in Mesopotamia', Britain had carved out a 'grand sphere' in the Middle East and only 

needed to defendllegitimise her imperium at the Peace ~onference(s)."~ If the British 

Empire, not America, was to wield the predominating influence in the final settlement, 

Curzon thought, a rapid settlement was essential. After all what impediments were there? 

'The Ottoman Empire lay at our feet dismembered and impotent,' Nicholson later wrote, 

'its capital and Caliph at the mercy of our guns.'"3 Rather than focusing on the 

'conclusion and celebration of a speedy and glorious peace', by the end of March Curzon 

felt his colleagues had become unduly preoccupied with the German settlement. In a 

memorandum, circulated to the King and War Cabinet, Curzon voiced his concern that 'no 

one appears to turn a thought to what may happen in Turkey.' 'Ever since the conclusion 

of the Armistice,' he warned, 'it appears to have been taken for granted that Turkey, with 

our Fleet at Constantinople, could be compelled to accept whatever terms we may dictate 

to her.' Rather than conducting British diplomacy from a position of military ascendancy 

at the heart of Ottoman power, the Mudros Armistice ensured British prestige 'rested more 

upon the calculating self-interest of the Turks on the one hand, and bluff on our part on the 

other'. Curzon painted a deeply foreboding (and prophetic) prospect: 

I  I 1  Hughes, Allenby and British Strategy in the Middle East, pp. 133-6. 
' I 2  COX to Curzon, 13 January 19 19, quoted in Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism, p. 195. 
"' Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism, p. 202; Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 3. 
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Everywhere are manifest symptoms of Allied weakness or disunion. The 
Bolsheviks have just turned the French and Greeks out of the Ukraine.. .. General 
Denikin, to whom we have widely advertised our assistance, is not doing 
particularly well on the Don and in the Caucasus. It is known that we are going to 
clear out of the Caucasus as soon as we can, leaving, I can assure my colleagues, a 
legacy of certain chaos and bloodshed behind us. We are already retiring from 
Transcaspia. Our flag will presently cease to fly on the Caspian. 

If they look to another part of the horizon, the Turks cannot fail to see with 
a chuckle of deep satisfaction that there is a serious and widespread revolt against 
the British in Egypt, and that the Turkish flag has actually been raised again in the 
Valley of the Nile. The fate of Palestine is not yet decided. The French and British 
are squabbling over the future of Syria. Indeed the entire fate of those regions, 
which an attempt ought to have been made to settle in the early days of the 
Conference, is once more to be postponed until a Commission has been sent out to 
examine and report. I need hardly point out what magnificent opportunities for 
intrigues this will present. Mean-while the Turks know well that an active 
controversy is going on as to whether the Greeks and Italians are to be allowed into 
Asia Minor, and if so to what extent, and in what capacity. 

The above is the picture upon which the Old Turk, who still hopes to re- 
establish the former regime, and the Young Turk, who means to cheat us if he can 
of the spoils of victory, look out from the crumbling watch-towers of Stambul. 
Both are probably aware that they cannot escape the loss of Mesopotamia, of 
Arabia, and the Holy Places (although I am far from thinking that the new Arab 
State has any guarantees for stable existence), of Palestine, and in Europe of 
Eastern Thrace. But when they realise that they are to be deprived altogether of 
Armenia, that they are to be turned out of Constantinople and of Europe, and that 
even their reduced patrimony in Asia Minor and Anatolia is either to be parcelled 
out between enemies (Greece and Italy) whom they abhor, or is to be patronised by 
some foreign mandatory Power who will equally be anathema to them, I sometimes 
ask myself- what will they do? Will they once more bow to Kismet? Or will they 
think it worth while to strike another blow (even if it be a local and abortive blow) 
for Islam and the few remaining vestiges of their freedom? 

I suggest to the military and naval authorities that they should not ignore 
these possibilities; and I point out to my colleagues, not as a prophecy but as a 
warning, that fresh trouble may even now be brewing in the East, which may 
disarrange some of our best-laid plans.' l 4  

Had the British delegation shared Curzon's priorities and vigorously pursued the 

agenda established in Eastern Committee, at the end of 1918, it was entirely possible 

Britain would have obtained mandatory control in Mesopotamia, the Caucasus, Palestine 

and possibly even Syria. The colonial question was to have been among the first issues 



:onsidered by the Paris Peace Conference. Instead, the debate over the appointment of 

nandatory powers dragged on, fuelled by both inter-Allied rivalries and the inability of the 

illies to elicit any decision from the United states.'I5 A number of British and Imperial 

itatesman had wanted to involve the Americans in the future administration of the captured 

Serman and Ottoman colonies. By trying to involve the Americans in the colonial 

;ettlement, Britain could counter claims that the war had been fought for the territorial 

iggrandisement of the British Empire. 'It was not a question of annexation,' Lloyd George 
I 

leclared, 'but of assuming a r e ~ ~ o n s i b i l i t ~ . ' " ~  Involving the Americans had other 

idvantages as well. Smuts argued that should the United States undertake world-wide 

-esponsibilities, it would provide a (necessary) counterbalance to French power. Smuts 

worried: 

With Germany practically wiped off for a generation we must deal with France. 
France is a great military Power. We know the character of French policy in the 
past, and what it may be in the coming generation again. France may be our great 
problem, and therefore it seems to me that we must try and make friends with 
America. That is the line of policy for us to pursue .... America has no selfish 
objects at this juncture; America is not out for anything except for the larger issue 
of world settlement, depending upon the League of Nations.. . . 

We have the problem of two Empires that have disappeared, Russia and 
Turkey.. .. You do not want to divide the loot; that would be a wrong policy for the 
future. You must make some arrangement which will conserve the peace of the 
world in the future, and give some form of decent government for these countries. 
It seems to me the League of Nations.. . should become the titular reversionary for 
these Empires. If there is to be any title in the future, any supreme authority, any 

'IJ Lord Curzon, 'A Note of Warning about the Middle East', 25 March 1919, CAB 24177lG.T. 7037. 
1 1 5  Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism, pp. 239-40. Anxious to avoid the impression that the Peace 
Conference had only met to divide the spoils, and then formed the League of Nations, Wilson tried to 
postpone the colonial settlement as long as possible. Louis, Great Britain and Germany's Lost Colonies, pp. 
133-4. It was only towards the end of January that Lloyd George, 'being anxious to know where President 
Wilson stood on the question of the German colonies and Turkey', was able to get the matter on the 
conference's agenda. Ultimately he was able to persuade Wilson that settling the straightforward colonial 
issues, before the Conference addressed the more complex and important European issues, would save time. 
Minutes of the British Empire Delegation, 23 January 1919 quoted in Louis, Great Britain and Germany's 
Lost Colonies, p. 130. Although the Mandate system had been accepted- albeit grudgingly- by the end of 
January, the mandatory powers were not appointed until early May. In the meantime, the British Empire 
delegation charged Lord Milner, now Britain's colonial secretary, with the task of clarifying the exact nature 
and legality of mandatory rule. Louis, Great Britain and Germany's Lost Colonies, pp. 144-6. 

Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 20 December 1918. CAB 23/42/44. The Canadian Prime Minister, Sir 
Robert Borden, worried about the 'very bad impression' that would be created if the British Empire were to 
acquire vast new territories and the U S .  'undertook no new responsibilities.' Going even further, he told the 
assembled Imperial statesmen 'that, so far as Canada was concerned, she did not go into the war in order to 
add territory to the British Empire.' 



supreme control in the future in respect of these countries that have fallen off from 
Russia and Turkey, it should be the League of Nations, and they should combine 
the principles of autonomy and self-determination.'17 

Curzon even suggested that rather than allowing the Caucasian states to fall under French 

influence, Britain should seriously consider returning them to Russia. It was widely 

recognised that the chances the United States would accept such a mandate(s) were slim."' 

Delaying the Imperial settlement obviously was not done in a fit of absent-mindedness, but 

after months of wrangling,"9 with a final settlement still now where in sight, the Cabinet 

unanimously asked Lord Curzon to deal with the 'Eastern question'.'20 

"' Eastern Committee Minutes, 2 Dec. 1918, as quoted in Louis, Great Britain and Germany's Losf 
Colonies, pp. 1 19- 120. The Committee was discussing the future of the Caucasus and Armenia. 
' I 8  Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question", pp. 158-9. British policymakers were by no 
means unanimous on the needlwisdom to (further) involve in the United States in the wider world. Churchill 
warned 'if America were introduced in the heart of European politics, in Armenia, or anywhere else in the 
Mediterranean region, this would be an incentive to her to make herself the greatest Naval Power. An African 
colony used for purposes of investment would raise no strategic question.' If Britain had to give up some 
territory, Churchill favoured allowing the United States to have German East Africa. British interests along 
the Eastern half of the African continent, however, were, according to Smuts, simply too important to 
consider allowing any other Power to assume the responsibility for German East Africa. Smuts would have 
preferred to 'see the United States in Palestine rather East Africa.' And on it went. CAB 23/42/44. 
11') Part of the difficulty lay in the Allies inability to accept the general trend of British pre-conference 
discussions. As Montagu observed: 'we seem to be drifting into the position that right from the east to the 
west there is only possible solution of all our difficulties, namely that Great Britain should accept 
responsibility for all these countries. For some reason, France is objectionable here; for other reasons, 
America is objectionable there, and the only solution is that we should be the tutelary Power.' Eastern 
Committee Minutes, 9 December 1918 quoted in Louis, Great Britain and Germany's Lost Colonies, p. 126. 
Lloyd George's determincd negotiating tactics, particularly over the Syrian Question and France's future role 
in Turkey, also did help matters. It was over the latter issue that reportedly led Clemenceau to offer Lloyd 
George a choice of pistols or swords. Christopher Andrew and A. S. Kanya-Forstner, France Overseas: The 
Great War and the Climax of French Imperial Expansion (London, 198 l) ,  p. 197. 

Prior to the departure of ministers on their summer holidays, over the course of two days, in mid-August, 
the Cabinet discussed 'Turkey and the East' for some eight and a half hours. After the first meeting, Curzon 
told his wife: 'No one knows what ought to be done, and meanwhile, of course, nothing is done, and we go 
on getting deeper and deeper into the mire.' At the conclusion of the third meeting, much as he 'predicted 
must come' to pass, the Cabinet asked Curzon to travel to Paris to 'take in hand the Eastern question, and 
gave me authori& for any settlement that I might like to effect.' (italics in original) However, as much as 
Curzon deplored the delays at the Conference, he refused (fearing a breakdown in his health) to depart for 
Paris until the following month. Letters to Lady Curzon, 19, 20 August 1919, quoted in Ronaldshay, The Life 
of Lord Curzon, vol. 111, pp. 203 and 204, respectively. 



Chapter Two 

'I know no one who is so almost invariably wrong as George Curzon, unless it be 

Winston!': Upholding the 'ideals' of 1918 through the Turkish and Russian Imbroglios, 

'I know that a certain section of the Government consider that 
the Caucasus is one of the gates to India, treating, 1 suppose, the 
Caspian, Transcaucasia and Afghanistan merely as a kind of 
private avenue leading up to the actual Indian frontier. Even if 
this somewhat fantastic theory be acccpted, may we not enquire 
what conceivable hostile Power is likely to attempt to invade 
India at this stage of the world's history?' - Lord Robert Cecil, 
March 1919.' 

The Middle East was never discussed systematically at the Paris Peace Conference. 

Indeed, Curzon noted, caustically, 'the entire Middle Eastern question seems to have been 

avoided at Paris as if it was the plague'. The Conference took the position that, until a 

treaty formally terminating Turkish sovereignty over the Arab provinces of the old 

Ottoman Empire was drawn up, no final decision could be taken with regard to the 

establishment of mandates, borders and other outstanding issues. Although such an 

approach was undoubtedly correct under international law, the Allies were also 

preoccupied with the unexpected complexity of problems left in the wake of three fallen 

European empires and never expected a Turkish (or Soviet) revival. Although the 'Eastern 

Question' no longer carried the same historical connotations it once did, Curzon remained 

concerned by the fact that Greece, France and Italy were being allowed to 'gallop about' 

uncontrolled throughout Asia Minor. 'From such knowledge of the East as I possess,' he 

warned, 'I cannot help thinking that this great pack of cards which is being reared will, 

almost at the first blow, tumble in fragments to the ground.. ..' On a number of occasions, 

- -- - -- 

I Cecil to Lloyd George, 15 May 19 19, quoted in Keith Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, 
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p. 60. 



the Conference came to regard the Turkish lands of the old Ottoman Empire as a means of 

compensating smaller powers, particularly Greece and Italy, for losses e l~ewhere .~  The 

decision to allow Greek troops to land at Smyrna in May, ostensibly to prevent the 

massacre of the local Greek population, was in reality designed to punish the Italians and 

limit their influence in Asia Minor. The results were to prove disastrous for Great ~ r i t a i n . ~  

By October 1922, what had once been a 'mere cloud.. . had swollen into a typhoon- 

submerging Asia Minor in blood and ashes, wrecking the coalition of the victorious 

Powers, and raising in England a tidal wave beneath which Mr. Lloyd George and his 

Government were overwhelmed.' With the resurgence of Soviet power throughout the 

Caucasus in the spring of 1920, the liquidation of the Ottoman Empire arguably became 

the pivot on which Curzon's tenure at the Foreign Office r e ~ o l v e d . ~  

In the aftermath of the Great War, the lands of the former Ottoman Empire joined 

Transcaucasia and Persia as 'pieces on a che~sboard ' .~ The anticipated acquisition of 

Mandates for Palestine and Mesopotamia necessitated a deeper British involvement in the 

Near East as a whole. Although it would later be described as 'an act of dementia', in late 

1918 and early 1919 Curzon's Persian policy appeared to be the lynch pin in the creation 

of a decidedly British Middle ~ a s t . ~  The acceptance of any Mesopotamian mandate meant 

G. H. Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, 1919-24 (New York, 1995), p. 101; 
Curzon to Balfour, 25 March 1919, quoted in John Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle 
East, 1916-19 (London, 1999), pp. 242 and 243, Harold Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 1919-1925: A 
Study in Post- War Diplomacy (London, 1934), pp. 62-4, John Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East: 
Imperial Policy in the aftermath of war, 1918-1922 (London, 1981), pp. 162-3, and Alan Sharp, The 
Versailles Settlement: Peacemaking in Paris, 191 9 (London, 199 1 ), p. 169. 

Sharp, The Versailles Settlement, p. 170. The unsupervised landings seemed to prove the leader of the 
Turkish delegation, Raouf Bey's, warning, made at the signing of the Mudros armistice, that the appearance 
of Greek troops in Smyma would mean 'revolution in the country'. Quoted in A.L. Macfie, "The Straits 
Question in the First World War, 1914-18," Middle Eastern Studies 19 (1983), p. 68. Four days after the 
initial landings, the Sultan dispatched General Mustapha Kemal to the region but instead of bring Ottoman 
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as a threat to Soviet Russia. Moscow viewed the Greeks as proxies of the British Empire and worried a 
Greater Greece could ultimately block Soviet access to the Mediterranean. Co-operation between Soviet 
Russia and Turkish nationalists, therefore, became a logical development. Biilent Gokay, "Turkish 
Settlement and the Caucasus, 1918-20," Middle Eastern Studies 32 (1996), p. 59. 

Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 62 and 66. An alternative pivot would be Persia. Malcom Yapp has 
suggested that Curzon's fixation with maintaining British troops in the Caucasus was motivated by his desire 
to preserve his 1919 Anglo-Persian Treaty. Review of John Fisher's "Curzon and British Imperialism in the 
Middle East, 191 6- 19," Middle Eastern Studies 36 (2000), pp. 184-7. 
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vol. I, pp. 3-4. 
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the British Empire would henceforth border Persia on two fronts. Reminiscent of 

nineteenth century concerns over the problem(s) of the 'turbulent frontier', Curzon warne 

Britain 'cannot permit the existence, between the frontiers of our Indian Empire 

Baluchistan and those of our new Protectorate, of a hotbed of misrule, enemy 

financial chaos, and political d i~order . '~  As he had earlier told the Eastern 

Trouble in Persia means trouble in Afghanistan, and then you are brought right up to the 

)orders of 1ndia." Curzon's 1919 Anglo-Persian Treaty alone, however, was not enough to 

>revent the country from relapsing into a 'solitary figure moving about in a chronic state o 

lisorder on the glacis of the Indian fortress .... '9 Britain would have to secure Persia's I lorthem border against both (Soviet) Russia and the Azerbaijani ~urks. ' '  It is not 

surprising therefore that when greeted with demands for the withdrawal of British troops 

from the Transcaucasia, Curzon responded in the negative. 'Batoum- Bolt! Most certainly 

lot!', he once retorted." In order to maintain her presence at Batoum, Britain had to codify 

~ e r  post-Moudros access to the Dardanelles and, by implication, the Black Sea. 

Throughout the late summer and autumn of 1919 the Conference had delayed the 

rurkish settlement as Europe waited to see whether the United States would ratify the 

Versailles settlement. By November, only a month or so after Curzon officially took over 

the Foreign Office, it had become clear that formal American involvement in Europe was 

st an end. Eager to finalise the Turkish settlement, Curzon readily accepted the French 

Foreign Minister's assertion that, with the American withdrawal, Britain and France 

remained the 'only two parties whose interests had seriously to be considered and 

reconciled'. Curzon, however, went further than his French counterpart, who said his 

'Memorandum by Earl Curzon on the Persian Agreement', 9 August 19 19, Documents on British Foreign 
Policy, 1919-1939, First Series (London, 1948-), vol. 4, no. 710. Henceforth cited as DBFP. Further, if Persia 
were left alone, Curzon warned, there was every reason to fear the Bolsheviks would overrun the country. 
What would become of the British oil fields in southern Persia then? 

Annexe to the minutes of the 401h Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 2 December 1918, quoted in Keith 
Neilson, "For diplomatic, economic, strategic and telegraphic reasons: British imperial defence, the Middle 
East and India, 1914-18," in Greg Kennedy and Keith Neilson, eds. Far Flung Lines: Studies in Imperial 
Defence in Honour of Donald Mackenzie Schurman (London, 1997), p. 1 16. 
9 Minutes of the 4sth Meeting of the Eastern Committee, 26 December 1918, quoted in Erik Goldstein, 
Winning the Peace: British ~ i ~ l o m a t i c  Strategy, Peace Planning, and the Paris Peace Conference, 1916- 
1920 (Oxford, 1991), p. 178. 
'O Imperial War Cabinet, Minutes, 23 December 19 18. CAB23142145. 
I I Curzon to Wilson, 18 May 1920, quoted in Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, p. 138 
(italics in original). 



government was prepared to enter into confidential discussions whenever London was 

ready, proposing that rather than postpone a settlement of the 'Turkish question' until mid- 

to-late 1920, it should be settled within the month. The number of outstanding issues, 

however, remained formidable. By the time the Allies finally agreed on a treaty, Curzon 

worried 'it was more than possible that there would be no one [in Constantinople] to accept 

the sort of treaty which the Allies would desire to in~pose ."~  The task of reconciling these 

issues provided to be an agonising process. At stake was nothing less than the possibility 

of a predominately British Middle ~ a s t . ' ~  Not long after meeting with the French Foreign 

Minister, Pichon, Curzon received a private letter from the British High Commissioner in 

Constantinople, Admiral Sir John de Robeck, that echoed his own concerns. Not only were 

Britain's allies working to undermine her position in the Near East, but the chances that 

Mustafa Kemal and the Turkish Nationalist movement might resist the peace terms were 

increasing. The longer peace with Turkey was delayed, de Robeck thought, the more 

complicated reaching a settlement became and the greater the danger(s) to the British 

Empire. 14 

It was only in December 1919, more than a year after the Armistice of Mudros had 

been signed, that Britain and France, in tacit disregard of Italy, began devising the Turkish 

settlement. In the interim, however, the situation in the Near East had drastically changed. 

'At the time of the Armistice', de Robeck recalled, 'Turkey was so cowed that she would 

have accepted almost any terms; but between then and now the Turks have had time to pull 

themselves together.. ..' By the autumn of 1919, the Sultan's government at Constantinople 

had effectively lost control over central Anatolia to Kemal's forces.I5 Developments within 

I2 Curzon's record of his conversion with Pichon, 12 November 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. IV, no. 589. 
Curzon outlined the 'main headings' of the subjects which had yet to be decided as: the future of Turkey in 
Europe and the establishment of some sort of administration or control in Constantinople; whether or not the 
Sultan would remain in Stamboul; would Greece be allowed to remain in Smyma; were the Italians to have 
any foothold in Asia Minor; the question whether a mandate was to be given to any Power or Powers, either 
for the whole of the Turkish Empire or for any portion of it; the degree of sovereignty, if any, to be left to the 
Turks; if there was not a mandate, would some form of international supervision be required; the supervision 
of the Caucasus; the restitution of Armenia; and the future of Kurdistan. All of these issues, Curzon thought, 
had 'to be handled, quite apart from those questions the solution of which had to some extent been prejudged, 
such as the fate of Syria, Palestine, and Mesopotamia.' 
" John Fisher, "Syria and Mesopotamia in British Middle Eastern Policy in 1919," Middle Eastern Studies 
34 ( 1  W8), p. 129. 
14 Admiral Sir J. de Robeck to Earl Curzon, 18 Nov 1919, DBFP, I"  series, vol. IV, no. 597. 
15 A. E. Montgomery, "The Making of the Treaty of Sevres of 10 August 1920," Historical Journal 15 
(1 972), pp. 775-6; Admiral Sir J. de Kobeck to Earl Curzon, 18 Nov 191 9, DBFP, 1" series, vol. IV, no. 597. 



Turkey, and the growing influence and stability of the Bolshevik regime, prompted 

renewed calls for a reconsideration of Britain's approach towards the 'Turkish question' 

At the end of October, Churchill, now Secretary of State for War, asked the Cabinet 

to consider whether or not Britain was courting disaster by insisting on the partition of the 

Turkish Empire. The immense expense of maintaining British forces in the region far 

exceeded any possible return. 'Instead of dividing up the Empire into separate territorial 

spheres of exploitation,' Churchill argued, Britain 'should combine [with her European 

allies] to preserve the integrity of the Turkish Empire as it existed before the war but 

should subject the Empire to a strict form of international control ... [directed] from 

~ o n s t a n t i n o ~ l e . " ~  Although the post-war retrenchment drive was a factor in the pro- 

Turkish line advocated by the War Office, Churchill's desire to uphold Turkey's territorial 

integrity was in no small part a by-product of his obsession with danger posed by 

Bolshevism. Churchill was by no means a lone voice in the wilderness.I7 

France also stood to lose a great deal, in terms of influence and securities, vis-a-vis 

the Ottoman Public Debt and associated Debt Council, were the Turkish State 

partitioned.'8 Visiting London in December 1919, Clemenceau suggested that 'the system 

of mandates should be renounced so far as Asia Minor is concerned ....' Excluding the 

Arab provinces of the old Ottoman Empire, where spheres of influence, as defined by the 

De Robeck's view was similar to those later expressed in Angora. Arnold Toynbee, "Angora and the British 
Empire in the East," Contemporary Review 123 ( 1  923), p. 690. 
16 Cabinet Memorandum, 25 October 19 19, Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill Companion (London, 
1966), vol. IV, pt. 2, pp. 937-9. Churchill envisioned that the entire Turkish Empire would be placed under 
the guardianship of the League of Nations, which would be based at Constantinople. In conclusion, Churchill 
wrote: 'I know it will be found very hard to relinquish the satisfaction of those dreams of conquest and 
aggrandisement which are gratified by the retention of Palestine and Mesopotamia. As a matter of fact we 
have far more territory in the British Empire than we shall be able to develop for many generations. In Africa 
alone we have enormous estates of immense potential value which we have pitifully neglected. The need of 
national economy is such that we ought to endeavour to concentrate our resources on developing our existing 
Empire instead of dissipating them in new enlargements.. . .' 
17 See Churchill's 'Notes for a Cabinet meeting', 6 January 1920, Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, pt. 2, pp. 991- 
2; For a sampling of opinion within the War Office on Turkey see Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill: 
World in Torment, 191 7-1922 (London, 1 WO), pp. 473 and 476-7. 
18 On French interest(s) in the former Ottoman Empire see the 'Note communicated by M. Berthelot to Lord 
Curzon of Kedleston', 12 December 1919, British Documenrs on Foreign Affairs: Reports and Papers from 
the Foreign Office Confidential Print, (Frederick, 1983-), Part 11, Series I, vol. 11, no. 41. Henceforth 
referred to as BDFA. Also see E.G. Forbes Adam and Robert Vansittart's minute(s) on M. Berthelot's 12 
December note, 18 December 19 19, BDFA, Part 11, Series I, vol. 11, no. 42. For more on Anglo-French 



Sykes-Picot Agreement, were still to be established, the French government now sought to 

uphold Turkish territorial integrity. In order to achieve this end, it was thought the Greeks 

could be persuaded to withdraw from Smyrna in exchange for territorial gains in Thrace. 

Clemenceau had been given the impression that were the Greeks to clear out of Asia 

Minor, the Italians would follow. The Italian Prime Minister, Signor Orlando had already 

stated that Italy 'would withdraw morally, but that physically they would remain', 

whatever that meant! Clemenceau considered Italians claims for a post-war role in Asia 

Minor to be wholly without merit. The Allies' commitment to an independent Armenia 

would simply fall by the wayside. Although the British government was prepared to accept 

the impracticality of applying the mandate system to Asia Minor, Lloyd George, perhaps 

suspecting Clemenceau's desire to uphold Turkish territorial integrity was a ploy to further 

French interests, worried that compelling the Greeks to abandon Smyrna was tantamount 

to the betrayal of Greece. Furthermore, objections to leaving Constantinople under Turkish 

control still existed.Ig It was largely on this latter issue, against the backdrop of the 'crisis 

of empire', that the debate in London would again revolve around.20 

Over the course of several days in late December 1919, in advance of the 

summoning of the Supreme Council, Curzon and the Chief Secretary for Political and 

Commercial Affairs at the Quai dlOrsay, Philippe Berthelot, worked out a common policy, 

which saw the French largely give way.'' France's position had undergone a dramatic 

volte-face since Clemenceau's visit to London earlier in the month. Opinion within the 

French government had never been unanimous. On the question of expulsion, for example, 

economic diplomacy in the pre-war Ottoman Empire see Keith Hamilton, Bertie of Thame: Edwardian 
Ambassador (Woodridge, 1990), pp. 166-93. 
19 'Notes of a Conversation at 10, Downing Street,' 1 1 December 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, no. 55. 
Clemenceau argued that if the Allies were to abandon the partition of Asia Minor, it was in their interest 'to 
leave a certain amount of prestige to the head of the State of Asia Minor.' The British Government, however, 
suggested that complete control of the Straits could not be guaranteed as long as Constantinople remained 
outside international control. Furthermore, were the City placed under international control, it was possible 
that sufficient funds might be raised, through taxes and customs duties, to cover the expense of maintaining 
Allied troops in the region to uphold the Straits' settlement. 
20 The phrase 'crisis of empire' refers to the seemingly never-ending series of crisis that beset the British 
Empire between 19 19 and 1922. It can also refer to the specific problem(s) of adjusting British imperial and 
strategic policy to the post-war world. Jeffery, The British army and the crisis ofempire, p. vi. 

A complete record of the Curzon-Berthelot talks can be found in BDFA, Part 11, Series I, vol. 11, nos. 46- 
5 1. DBFP, 1" series, vol. IV, nos. 63 1-3, published only the first three meetings. Curzon later circulated the 
records, found in BDFA, to his Cabinet colleagues in order to provide a framework for the forthcoming 
Cabinet discussion(s). 



the Etat-Major General had always advocated that the Sultan's presence in Constantinople 

would endanger Allied control of the Straits. Neither Lloyd George nor Curzon were 

prepared to give way to the French and worked vigorously to persuade Berthelot and 

Clemenceau to accept the British position on a number of outstanding issues. With the 

American failure to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, and the associated Anglo-American 

Treaties of Guarantee, Clemenceau was not prepared to further jeopardise France's 

European security by quarrelling with the British over the Eastern ~ e t t l e m e n t . ~ ~  With 

Berthelot's note of December 12 serving as the basis for their discussions, few differences 

emerged between Curzon and his French counterpart. The French and British governments 

committed themselves to a settlement which was broadly along the lines Curzon had 

consistently advocated. It appeared that a Turkish settlement was finally within reach.23 

'Yet at the end eleventh hour', a British diplomat later wrote, 'that evil destiny which 

appears throughout to have brooded over the Eastern Question intervened in an unexpected 

form.'24 Curzon's success was to prove short-lived. Opposition within the Cabinet had 

grown apace. 

Having lost the Great War, there was no question that Turkey would also loose the 

peace. The exact extent of her misfortune remained a contentious issue. The arguments put 

forth in this round tended to mirror those of late 191 8, and early 1919, which were 

discussed in the previous chapter. The 'crisis of empire' only entrenched opinion over 

what a member of the British High Commission Staff termed, 'the bag and baggage 

22 A.L. Macfie, "The British Decision Regarding the Future of Constantinople, November 1918 - January 
1920," Historical Journal 18 (1975), pp. 396-7. 
23 Earl of Ronaldshay, The Life of Lord Curzon: Being  he Authorized Biography of George Nathaniel, 
Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, K.G. (London, 1928), vol. 111, pp. 269-70. Both Curzon and his French 
counterpart were anxious to restrict, and if possible eliminate, the Greek and Italian presence in Asia Minor. 
Whereas the Italians were expected to withdraw in exchange for 'special economic privileges' in Southern 
Anatolia, the Greeks proved more problematic. In addition to Lloyd George's generalised support for the 
creation of a Greater Greece, Veniselos was quite clear on the necessity of allowing Greece to retain Smyrna. 
Furthermore, the question of withdrawal was closely tied to the Greek acquisition of the former Ottoman 
lands beyond the Enos-Midia line and the future regime at Adrianople. DBPP, 1" series, vol. IV, nos. 63 1-2. 
Nevertheless, Curzon was hopefd the Greek occupation of Smyma could be converted into a sphere of 
indirect influence. In light of the divisions within the French government and the American rejection of the 
Versailles Settlement, which negated the Anglo-American Treaties of Guarantee, Curzon's success might 
have been less notable than Montgomery has claimed. Curzon, he concluded, achieved 'notable success' 
upon two points: 1)  winning French consent for an independent state of Armenia in the eastern provinces of 
Anatolia and 2) Berthelot's acceptance of the 'cardinal principle' of Curzon's vision of the Turkish 
settlement, depriving the Turks of Constantinople. Montgomery, "The Making of the Treaty of Sevres of 10 
August 1920," pp. 777-8. 



alternative'. In essence, the debate hinged on the central question of which were 

paramount, Britain's European or Asiatic interests. In terms of the European balance of 

power, there were clear arguments to support the hard line approach. Proponents of 

expulsion, however, feared that the transfer of the Caliphate would further outrage the 

Raj's Muslim s~bjec ts .~ '  Britain had already committed herself to stripping the Sultan of 

his control over the Holy Places. By also turning the Turks out of Constantinople, Montagu 

feared, Britain was stimulating the creation of 'Turkey irredenta '. With nothing to lose, he 

told his colleagues, the Turk 'will join the forces of disorder in the world, link up with the 

Bolsheviks, and through his many agents make trouble for us in Mesopotamia, Syria, 

Palestine, Egypt, Northern Asia, right to the confines of China, in Afghanistan and in 

India.. ..' Despite Montagu's grousing that there was almost unanimous Cabinet support 

for maintaining Turkish sovereignty over Constantinople and the Turkish parts of Thrace, 

neither Lloyd George nor the Foreign Office were prepared to accept that recent 

developments in the East necessitated any drastic m ~ d i f i c a t i o n . ~ ~  Although Curzon 

recognised the expulsion of the Sultan would lead to a 'violent outcry' amongst Britain's 

Muslim subjects, he thought the consequences forecast by Montagu were greatly 

exaggerated.27 Hardinge also rejected the notion of a 'Mahomedan revolt in India'. 'At 

most', he thought, 'the Mussalmans would be The Turks had cost Britain far too 

24 Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 1 12. 
l5 Andrew Ryan to Forbes Adam, 26 Nov 1919, quoted in Macfie, "The British Decision Regarding the 
Future of Constantinople," p. 394; John Gallagher, "Nationalisms and the Crisis of Empire, 191 9- 1922," 
Modern Asian Studies 15 (1981), p. 363-4. Sir Arthur Hirtzel, aware of the larger issue at stake, had earlier 
warned it would create a 'very awkward precedent' were London to admit 'that Indian Moslems can 
influence the policy of His Majesty's Government in Europe'. Note by Hirtzel, 20 December 1918, quoted in 
Erik Goldstein, "British Peace Aims and the Eastern Question: The Political Intelligence Department and the 
Eastern Committee, 19 18," Middle Eastern Studies 23 (1 987), p. 430. 
26 'The Turkish Peace', memo by Montagu, 18 December 1919. CAB 24195lC.P. 326; Montgomery, "The 
Making of the Treaty of Sevres of 10 August 1920," pp. 776-7. 
*' In response to another of Montagu's memoranda, Curzon wrote: 'Mr Montagu quotes with emphasis the 
alleged unanimity of Indian opinion. 1 state deliberately that this is a fictitious unanimity, the result of a 
prolonged and desperate agitation. I was Viceroy of lndia for nearly seven years, Lord Hardinge was Viceroy 
for five. In our time- which after all covered twelve years- there was not, and there never has been till in the 
last two or three years, any pronounced feeling among Indian Moslems in favour of Constantinople as the 
seat of the Khalifate or the capital of Islam. The Khalif is Khalif wherever he resides.. .. Constantinople has 
never had, and has not now, any association of peculiar sanctity or prestige to the Indian Mohammedan.. . . 
There will be a violent outcry if the Turk is now ejected. But it will be, in my opinion, and I believe in the 
opinion of all those who know lndia best, an artificial and an ephemeral explosion, which will before long 
die down.' 'The Future of Constantinople', memo by Lord Curzon, 4 January 1920. CAB 24195lC.P. 392 
(my italics). 
28 Minute on an October 19 19 memorandum from the Aga Khan, quoted in Bennett, British Foreign Policy 
during the Curzon Period, p. 79. Eyre Crowe was equally dismissive. Erik Goldstein, "Great Britain and 
Greater Greece 19 17- 1920," Historical Journal 32 (1989), p. 353. 



nuch in money and lives to let the opportunity 'to settle once and for all a question which 

nore than any single cause has corrupted the political life of Europe for nearly 500 years' 

;lip away. Curzon worried that should the British government not avail itself of the present 

~pportunity, Britain 'shall be laying up for ourselves a heritage of future trouble, intrigue, 

md wars in Eastern Europe which we shall regret for generations': 

I assert unequivocally that if the Turk, whom the Allies have, as I have pointed out, 
three times declared their intention to expel from Europe as the price of defeat is 
nevertheless left in possession of his European capital, it will be regarded 
throughout the Eastern world as convincing proof not that the Allies would not, but 
that they could not, evict him. The loss of the border populations, none of them of 
Turkish nationality, and the majority of them held by the thinnest of ties, will not 
be regarded in any sense of national humiliation. It will only be a continuation of 
the process that has gone on for centuries, successively depriving the Turks of 
Greece, Macedonia, Thessaly, Bulgaria, Crete, Egypt, and many other possessions, 
but has nevertheless always left him in possession of the capital of the Eastern 
world. Constantinople is the symbol to the East not of spiritual predominance, but 
of political power.. .. Will not the retention of the old capital give a prestige and an 
impetus to the movement which will add immensely to its potentiality for harm? A 
Nationalist Party in Anatolia under Mustapha Kamal may be a hard nut to crack. 
But a Nationalist Party with its Sovereign at Constantinople, even if his forts and 
warships have disappeared, will be a much more anxious problem.29 

The debate over Constantinople was central to the larger effort(s) to ensure the 

security of Britain's Indian Empire. Were Britain to maintain her outer line of defence at 

the Batoum-Baku line, Wilson advised the Cabinet this would only be possible if the Turks 

remained 'friendly'. Despite recent history, segments of British officialdom were prepared 

to ignore the repeated warnings of Curzon and others and place their trust in the 

preposterous notion that a 'permanent and reliable friendship could be made with the 

Turks.' The truth was that the vast majority of the British government was running 

scared.30 It was asserted, on the basis of secret information, that should the Turk be 

expelled, Britain would be confronted with a 'movement, comparable to the Sinn Fein 

movement, breaking out in India, in favour of complete separation from England.' The 

/French were sure to take advantage of the fact that the onus of enforcing the peace would 

/29 ' The Future of Constantinople', memo by Lord Curzon, 4 January 1920. CAB 24195lC.P. 392. 
Sir Henry Wilson recorded, in his diary entry for 5 January, that 'Montagu pleaded strongly for leaving 

urk in C-ople. Curzon equally strong for kicking him out. Winston, Bonar & I all agreed with Montagu. 



fall on Britain (and her Empire), to further their interests in the region." Moreover, as part 

of the resurgence of their power in the Caucasus, the Bolsheviks were making 'great 

strides towards the East, in the direction of Bokhara and Afghanistan' and were 'carrying 

out a regular, scientific, and comprehensive scheme of propaganda in Central Asia against 

the British.' It was only a matter of time until they established contacts with the Turkish 

~at ional is ts . '~  Quite simply, the Indian lobby gloomily forecast, Britain was about to find 

herself without a 'single friend from Constantinople to China.' Such concerns were 

nothing new to ~ u r z o n . ~ '  The opponents of expulsion did recognise that retaining the 

Sultan at Constantinople would not stem the problems confronting Britain, but argued that 

'to turn him out would be to add one more spark to the spreading conflagration.' Those 

who opposed the Foreign Office plan worried that the current proposal left 'no free Turkey 

at all'. Such fears were unfounded. Curzon had no desire to 'abolish a free Turkey in Asia 

Minor and place the Turks in manacles.'34 Despite the divisions exposed by the Ministerial 

Austen inclined to agree: LG agreed with Curzon but made a poor case and I will get him round.' Gilbert, 
Companion, vol. IV, part 11, p. 988. 
31 Curzon also suspected the French posed an 'insidious danger' to British interests in the East. Berthelot's 
suggestion- see citation in footnote 18- that the Sultan be subjected to 'very strict financial control' was 
tantamount to an attempt to place the Ottoman govemment under permanent French tutelage. The real reason 
the French had wanted to retain the Turk in Constantinople was that Paris was well aware of the reluctance 
the British govemment had for a repetition of the old Egyptian condominium at Cairo. Curzon was 
convinced that the French were plotting to place themselves in a position whereby, should Britain in time 
divest herself of the burden of upholding the Turkish settlement, 'they would be left at Constantinople in 
practical control of the Turk and of the Turkish Nationalist movement, soon to be in the ascendant, which 
they would manipulate to their advantage in every part of the Eastern world.' 'The Future of Constantinople', 
memo by Lord Curzon, 4 January 1920. CAB 24/95/C.P. 392. 
32 The resurgence of Bolshevik power in the Caucasus is discussed in Richard Debo, Survival and 
Consolidation: The Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia, 1918-1921 (Montreal, 1992), pp. 168-90 and Jon 
Jacobson, When the Soviet Union Entered World Politics (Berkeley, 1994), pp. 5 1-80. For more on the co- 
operation between the Bolsheviks and Turkish Nationalists see Biilent Gokay, A Clash of Empires: Turkey 
between Russian Bolshevism and British Imperialism, 1918-1 923 (London, 1997). 
33 As Curzon told Lord Selborne in April 1900: '1 never spent five minutes in enquiring why we are 
unpopular. The answer is written in red ink on the map of the globe. Neither would I ever adopt Lord 
Salisbury's plan of throwing bones to keep the various dogs quiet (Madagascar, Tunis, Heligoland, Samoa, 
Siam). They devour your bone and then turn round and snarl for more. No, I would count everywhere on the 
individual hostility of all the great Powers but would endeavour so to arrange things that they were not united 
against me.. . I would be as strong in small things as in big. This may be a counsel of perfection. But I should 
like to see the experiment tried.' Quoted in David Dilks, Curzon in India (New York, 1969), vol. I, p. 153 
(italics in original). 
'' Conference of Ministers, Minutes, 5 January 1920, CAB 23/20/ 1 (20): Appendix I, formed the basis for 
this paragraph. The Curzon-Berthelot line proposed to establish the Turks in Anatolia up to the boundaries of 
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Greek presence in Smyrna as the real danger confronting Britain was Turkish nationalism, not Moslem 
unrest. Warning of the dangers of using territory in Asia Minor as a means of compensating several 
(according to Nicolson) 'esurient Powers' for relinquishing their European claims, Curzon wrote in April 
1919: 'That the Turks should be deprived of Constantinople is, in my opinion, inevitable and desirable as the 
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Conference, the Anglo-French framework for the Turkish settlement was still brought 

before the full Cabinet the following day. 

In what can only be describe as an extraordinary Cabinet meeting the Secretary of 

State for India, with the assistance of the War Office, managed to overturn Britain's 

Turkish policy. Despite warnings that retaining the Sultan at Constantinople would be 

deleterious to British interests in the long run, and in the face of opposition from the Prime 

Minister and two successive Foreign Secretaries, the Cabinet 'by a considerable majority' 

decided to retain the Sultan and his Government in Constantinople. The British Empire 

would contribute to the international force that was to garrison Constantinople and the 

~ t r a i t s .~ '  Montagu's fear mongering clearly contributed to the Cabinet's decision, but the 

War Office had also launched a bitter attack on Curzon's settlement. 

In light of Britain's 'military weakness', Churchill, bowing to the 'overwhelming 

evidence supplied by the Secretary of State for India of the resentment that would be 

excited in India and through-out the Mohammedan world', thought it better to retain the 

Sultan in Constantinople. As Britain was heavily dependent upon Indian troops to garrison 

her newly acquired Middle Eastern territories, the Secretary of State for War argued 

Britain 'must not do anything that will raise Indian sentiment ... or affect their own 

loyalty.' The CIGS was equally forceful. Removing the Sultan from Constantinople to 

Asia Minor would alter the whole military position to Britain's disadvantage. 'For in 

peace,' Wilson wrote, 'we should lose both knowledge of his plans and power to check his 

preparations and the powerful deterrent from evil doing of our having the Sultan and the 

whole of his Government under our guns'. Were the Sultan and his Government to be 

relocated to the Anatolian heartland, it would necessitate the stationing of a much larger 

garrison and 'a more elaborate system of defence, especially on the Asia Minor side, where 

a veritable frontier with all its disadvantages and bickerings and constant aggravations 

reluctance by the Eastern world. But when it is realised that the fugitives are to be kicked from pillar to post 
and that there is to be practically no Turkish Empire and probably no Caliphate at all, I believe that we shall 
be giving a most dangerous and most unnecessary stimulus to Moslem passions throughout the Eastern world 
and that sullen resentment may easily burst into savage frenzy.' Quoted in Nicolson, Curzon: The Last 
Phase, p. 80. 



would have to be set up.'36 curzon, shocked at the audacity displayed by his Cabinet 

colleagues, took the somewhat unusual step of asking that his 'earnest and emphatic 

dissent' be placed in the official record.37 It was to no avail. Turkey's retention of 

Constantinople would not be called into question again38, though a threat to expel the 

Turks from the city was incorporated into the Treaty of ~ k v r e s . ~ ~  

Curzon's riposte keyed in on what was perhaps the main delusion his Cabinet 

colleagues were suffering from. The British government had rejected a joint Anglo-French 

scheme, mainly due to the issue of Constantinople, which in actuality was nothing more 

than a peripheral point, without any consideration of what would replace it. Reflecting on 

the Cabinet's decision, the CIGS noted smugly: 'There is great trouble ahead no matter 

what we do, but I think we have chosen the wisest course.' The majority of the Cabinet 

failed to recognise that the former Ottoman Empire was no longer a European problem, but 

had become an Asiatic one. By their physical occupation of Constantinople, which 

functioned as both the seat of Government and of the Caliph, Nicholson argues, British 

policymakers believed they held the vital organs of the entire Turkish state. Curzon, 

however, was under no such delusions. For all the effect three dreadnoughts would 

produce in the Golden Horn, their presence would pass unnoticed in Sivas or ~arahissar .~ '  

Stripping the Turks of Constantinople would have been a sign of Britain's military victory, 

but would have done little to rid the Turk of his pretensions of being a Great Power. 

35 Cabinet Conclusions, 6 January 1920. CAB 23/2011 (20). The breakdown of the vote can be found in 
Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, p. 992. Balfour's statements in favour of expulsion can be found in 'The 
Future of Constantinople (Note by Sir Maurice Hankey)', 6 January 1920, CAB 24195lC.P. 390. 
36 Churchill's 'Notes for a Cabinet meeting', 6 January 1920, Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part. 2, pp. 991-2; 
CAB 2312011 (20) Appendix III,6 January 1920 (my italics). 
37 'The Peace with Turkey', note by Curzon, 7 January 1920, CAB 24/96/C.P. 404. 

Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, p. 80. Not long after the Supreme Council's 
decision on Constantinople was made public, in addition to a protest memorial, a large advertisement 
appeared in the 23 Feb 1920 edition of The Times asking Britons to write their MP demanding that they use 
'the whole of your influence to prevent the handing back of Constantinople to the blood-stained rule of the 
Turks.' The roots of anti-Turk sentiment in Britain extended well beyond the Cabinet Room. 
3') Macfie, "The British Decision Regarding the Future of Constantinople," p. 400. Article 36 of the Treaty of 
Sevres states, in part: 'In the event of Turkey failing to observe faithfully the provisions of the present 
Treaty, or of any treaties or conventions supplementary thereto, particularly as regards the protection of the 
rights of racial, religious or linguistic minorities, the Allied Powers expressly reserve the right to modify the 
above provisions, and Turkey hereby agrees to accept any dispositions which may be taken in this 
connection.' Treaty Series No. 1 I .  Treaty of Peace with Turkey, Signed at Sevres, August 10, 1920. Cmd., 
964. 

Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 114-5; Diary entry, 6 January 1920 in Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, 
part 11, p. 992 (my italics). 



Although both Curzon and Lloyd George shared this aim, there were considerable 

differences between their respective strategies. Lloyd George was dependent upon on the 

determination, and effectiveness, of ~ r e e c e , ~ '  whereas Curzon envisioned an expansion of 

British influence into the Eastern vilayets of the old Ottoman Empire. 

When negotiations began anew, in accordance with the Cabinet decision of 6 

January, Lloyd George, and Curzon, grudgingly accepted that the Sultan would remain in 

Constantinople but also stressed 'the smaller question' of how the Straits would be kept 

open. Allied military control of the Straits, Curzon argued, would ensure that the Turks 

could not renew their links with Germany, or make terms with a revived ~ u s s i a . ~ ~  It also 

would have codified British naval access to the Black Sea. During the later half of the 

nineteenth century, Britain had worked to uphold the 1841 Straits Convention. The 

European Great Powers had agreed to observe the Ancient rule of the Porte, which 

prevented foreign warships from passing through the Straits when the Ottoman Empire 

was at peace. The Great War rendered such benevolence obsolete. In addition to the 

confusion caused by the Goeben and Breslau incident, it was widely believed that the 

subsequent closure of the Straits to Allied shipping had prolonged the war by at least two 

years and contributed to Russia's collapse. In order to prevent Turkey from 'misbehaving 

in the future', the British government, Curzon explained, proposed allowing navigation, by 

all ships of the Allied and Associated Powers, League of Nations' member states and non- 

41 Montgomery, "The Making of the Treaty of Skvres of 10 August 1920," p. 780. In a letter to Lord Milner, 
on 3 January 1920, Curzon warned that 'the P.M. who used a little while ago to talk about settling the 
Turkish Peace Treaty at Paris in a few days now speaks of weeks. I tell you it will be months.' Quoted in 
Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Cunon Period, p. 79 (my italics). With the subsequent rejection 
of the Curzon-Berthelot scheme, in addition to renewed Anglo-French disputes, over previously settled 
issues, the Turkish settlement was arguably delayed further as London waited to see whether Greece could 
defend her position in Asia Minor. As such, much of the intervening period between the Cabinet decision of 
6 January and the San Remo Conference, of 18-26 April, where the details of the Turkish settlement were 
finalised, is beyond the scope of this thesis. Although the situation was still far from clear, the emergence of 
a 'Greater Greece' was by no means an impossibility. Goldstein, "Great Britain and Greater Greece," p. 355. 
In a December 1920 memorandum, Harold Nicholson gave perhaps the clearest summation of what Britain 
hoped to achieve by backing Greece: 'The idea which prompted our support of Greece was no emotional 
impulse but the natural expression of our historical policy:-the protection of India and the Suez Canal .... 
Geographically the position of Greece was unique for our purpose: politically she was strong enough to save 
us expense in peace, and weak enough to be completely subservient in war.' 'Memorandum by Mr. 
Nicholson on Future Policy towards King Constantine', 20 December 1920, DBFP, IS'  series, vol. XII, no. 
488. Lloyd George's involvement in the creation of a 'Greater Greece' is discussed in A.E. Montgomery, 
"Lloyd George and the Greek Question, 1918-22," in A. J. P. Taylor, ed. Lloyd George: twelve essays (New 
York, 1971). 



League states on a case by case basis, through the Straits in times of peace and war so long 

as such states accepted that the Straits, including the Sea of Marmora, would not be 

subjected to blockade. Nor could any state seek to exercise 'any right of war' or commit 

'any act of hostility' within the Straits (unless in pursuance of a League of Nations' 

decision). The French and Italians were largely amenable to London's vision for the 

administration of the Straits as it curbed Turkish sovereignty without unduly infringing 

upon their rights and interests as Mediterranean Curzon was not motivated solely 

by the desire to place Turkey in servitude, nor did the rise of Bolshevism, as one historian 

has suggested, invalidate the necessity of maintaining communications with the Black Sea 

littoral.44 

In the aftermath of the Great War the Foreign Office attempted to renew the notion 

that Britain could use the partition of the Ottoman Empire to separate her Indian Empire 

from the European balance of power. The collapse of Tsarist Russia and the withdrawal of 

enemy forces from the region created a unique opportunity for Britain to realise her long 

cherished dream of defending British India through sea power. The Great Eastern Crisis of 

the 1870s had prompted London to consider sites in the Near East which could serve as 

forward bases from which Britain could frustrate the (further) expansion of Russian 

influence into Asiatic ~ u r k e ~ . ~ ~  This is not to say the Foreign Office simply resurrected an 

outdated policy. In actuality the locations considered in the nineteenth century would have 

been of limited strategic importance as they would have done little more than guard the 

approaches to the eastern Mediterranean. Curzon and Hardinge saw a permanent British 

presence in Batoum as the means through which Britain could ensure the stability of the 

new states on the 'glacis of India'. Batoum, Baghdad and the vilayets of Erzerum, Syria 

and Egypt were regions crucial to the separation of Britain's Asiatic Empire from the 

42 'British Secretary's Notes of An Allied Conference held at 10 Downing Street,' 14 February 1920, DBFP, 
I" series, vol. VII, no. 6. 

43 LBriti~h Secretary's Notes of a Conference of Ambassadors and Foreign Ministers held in Lord Curzon's 
Room at the British Foreign Office,' 1, 2 March 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. VII, nos. 40 and 44, 
respectively. The Goeben and Breslau incident refers to the Ottoman decision shortly after the outbreak of 
Anglo-German hostilities to admit the forenamed German warships passage through the Straits thereby 
violating Ottoman neutrality. 
44 Montgomery, "The Making of the Treaty of Sevres of I0 August 1920," p. 78 I. 
45 Adrian Preston, "Frustrated Great Gamesmanship: Sir Garnet Wolseley's Plans for War against Russia, 
1873-1 880," International History Review 2 (1 98O), pp. 239-65. 



European balance of power.46 ~ r i t i s h  troops had originally been deployed to the Caucasus 

to oversee the withdrawal of enemy forces and subsequent disposition of the region. The 

latter objective proved to be far more elusive. Owing to the lack of direction from London, 

Britain's Transcaucasian policy of late 1918, and early 191 9 was largely formulated by the 

ever famous men-on-the-spot. By the time politicians in London finally considered extra- 

European peacemaking what had begun as an effort to pacify the region in the immediate 

aftermath of the Great War had expanded into an unofficial protectorate.47 

In light of the series of crises that struck the British Empire during 1919, however, 

maintaining troops in the far-flung regions of the Near East no longer seemed practical. 

'My whole energies are now bent to getting our troops out of Europe and Russia,' the 

CIGS told a colleague, 'and concentrating all our strength in our coming storm centres, 

viz. England, Ireland, Egypt and ~nd ia . ' ~ '  Retrenchment became the watchword of the day. 

Wilson's overriding objective, throughout his tenure as CIGS, was to bring Britain's 

military commitments into line with the Empire's available resources.49 With Lord 

Milner's departure from the War Office in December 1918, Wilson found a more 

sympathetic Minister in Churchill. At the beginning of March 1919, the War Office sought 

the approval of the War Cabinet for the evacuation of the Caucasus. Churchill believed that 

if the Allies could not bring about the direct military defeat of the Bolsheviks, a permanent 

British presence in the region could not be justified on (purely British) strategic grounds. 

Although Curzon was able to have the matter referred to the Inter-departmental Committee 

on Middle East Affairs (I.D.C.E.), the successor to the Eastern Committee, ultimately he 

was forced to accept the gradual withdrawal of British troops along the line westward 

46 Edward Ingram, "Great Britain's Great Game: An Introduction," International History Review 2 (1980), 
pp. 170-1 and 166. 
47 John Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1," Unpublished PhD Thesis, 
Dept. of I-Iistory, (Toronto, 1985), pp. 1-2 and John Rose, "Batum as Domino, 1919-1920: The Defence of 
India in Transcaucasia," International History Review 2 (1980), pp. 266-7. 
48 Wilson to Admiral Cowan, 1 1  April 1919, quoted in Charles Edward Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henry 
Wilson, Bart., G.C.B., D.S.O. His Life and Diaries 2 vols. (London, 1927), vol. 11, p. 182 (italics in original). 
With British statesmen unwilling or unable to lay down a policy, Wilson felt it was his duty to 'look after and 
safeguard our immediate interests, so that when all the hot air now blowing about League of Nations, Small 
States, Mandatories, turns to the icy cold wind of hard fact, the British Empire will be well clothed and well 
defended against all the bangs and curses of the future.' 
40 Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, pp. 48-9. 



from Baku to ~ a t o u m . ~ '  Nevertheless, it was not until the end of May that the War Office 

succeeded in establishing a date, 15 June, within the IDCE, for the evacuation to begin. 

Because of the Italian vacillation over accepting a mandate for the Caucasus, and further 

bickering amongst members of the British government, the withdrawal of British troops 

was postponed a month." 

Only days before the evacuation was scheduled to begin, Curzon sought to remedy 

Britain's lack of a 'definite policy' with respect to the borderlands of the former Russian 

Empire. His attempt to retain British troops in Caucasia, as part of a larger effort to 

delineate and co-ordinate Allied policy in Russia, however, were quickly overshadowed by 

news of General Denikin's continued success. In any case, Churchill remained steadfast. 

Despite concerns over Denikin's Caucasian ambitions, the Secretary of State for War 

declared 'there was no middle course between clearing out and an effective occupation.' 

Without the deployment of a 'considerable force', he argued, it would be irresponsible, 

even 'dangerous', to retain British troops in southern Russia. Britain simply lacked the 

'power to enforce' whatever policy vis-A-vis Russia was adopted.52 Curzon's intervention, 

along with Balfour's belated concern that the withdrawal of British troops would trigger 

'general bloodshed throughout the Caucasus', were all for naught. The CIGS told Curzon 

that a further suspension or postponement of the evacuation was impossible.53 Within 

weeks of the initiation of the evacuation, Baku and the Caspian had been abandoned and, 

by mid-October, the only British forces left in Transcaucasia were three infantry battalions 

at ~ a t o u m . ~ ~  In late July, Sir George Milne, the Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the 

Black Sea, had telegraphed the War Office for instructions on whom Batoum was to be 

handed over to. Unlike the small Transcaucasian republics, Batoum and the surrounding 

hinterland was administered as British military governorship, separate from both the newly 

50 John Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East: Imperial Policy in the aftermath of war, 1918-1922 
(London, 1981), pp. 166-7 and Fisher, "On The Glacis of India", p. 60; War Cabinet, Conclusions, 6 March 
1919. CAB 23191542. 
5'  Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, p. 137. For a more comprehensive discussion of the 
'long road to withdrawal' see Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 
1 16-59, 
52 Memorandum by Lord Curzon, 'Policy towards Russia' (draft despatch), 9 August 1919. CAB 24186lG.T. 
7947; War Cabinet, Minutes, 12 August 191 9. CAB 2311 116 12. 
53 'Situation in the Caucasus', Balfour to Lloyd George [and Curzon], 9 August 1919. CAB 24186lG.T. 7949; 
Curzon to Balfour, 12 August 19 19, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 367. 
54 Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, p. 137. 



independent Transcaucasian republics and any Russian government. With no settled plans 

for the future of the region, Batoum became the last major battleground upon which the 

Foreign Office made its stand on the need to maintain a British presence in the ~ a u c a s u s . ~ ~  

With the unceremonious dismissal of his policy preferences in December 19 18, 

Curzon, despite being the Acting Foreign Secretary, had largely been silent on the future of 

Transcaucasia through much of 1919. '~   his is not to say he was off sulking." Even 

though Curzon lost the argument to retain British forces throughout the Caucasus, all was 

not lost. Batoum, under the timetable established at the Cabinet meeting of August 12, was 

not scheduled to be evacuated until early ~ c t o b e r . ~ '  The combination of time and Curzon's 

increasing prominence within the government meant that the battle for Batoum was far 

from over.59 Outside of continued assistance to General Denikin, the Cabinet had decided 

that 'all obligations in other parts of the former Russian Empire should be brought to an 

end as  soon a s  possible.'60 Such pronouncements, however, did not constitute a definitive 

policy. Nor would they lessen the inevitable damage to British prestige. Following the 

retirement of German and Ottoman forces from the region, the border states on the 

Caucasian front, 'with a greater or less degree of encouragement from the Allied Powers, 

have there maintained an independent or quasi-independent existence.' Curzon argued 

Allied policy had subsequently 'hovered between recognition and polite indifference'. 

Since November 1917, Britain's involvement in Russia had cost in excess of 94 million 

pounds; of that 8 million pounds had gone to maintaining British military and naval forces 

in Transcaspia. Denikin, by way of comparison, had cost the British Treasury more than 26 

million pounds. And for what? 'The general impression left,' Curzon surmised, 'after more 

than a year of these endeavours, is one of disappointment, in some cases of admitted 

5 5  Rose, "Batum as Domino," pp. 267-8. 
56 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918-1921," pp. 140-1. The fact that Curzon 
wrote several memoranda lamenting the delay in the Eastern settlement rendered his colleagues' sudden 
concern for the seriousness of the situation in the Caucasus all the more hollow. Curzon to Balfour, 12 
August 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 367. 
57 Curzon's 1919 Persian Treaty, which was negotiated during this period, was briefly discussed in Chapter 
one, see p. 32, note 7 1. 
58 Curzon to Balfour, 12 August 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 367. 
59 At the end of October 1919, Curzon succeeded Balfour as Foreign Secretary after the latter was finally 
allowed to assume the role of elder statesman. Gilmour, Curzon, pp. 505-6. 
60 War Cabinet, 15 August 19 19. CAB 2311 216 16 (my italics). 



f a i l ~ r e . ' ~ '  Britain (and the Allies) could either grasp the nettle now, or abdicate their 

responsibilities and hope for the best. 

It appeared that British interests would be adversely affected no matter which side 

prevailed in the Russian Civil War. If Britain abandoned the Whites, and they somehow 

managed to defeat the Bolsheviks, how hostile would a White Russia be to the British 

Empire? Even more frightening, however, was that out of desperation the Whites would 

turn to Germany for support. Not only might Germany recover her lost triumphs in the 

East, such co-operation might have led the two countries to revive the ninetieth century 

Bismarckian system. If either possibility ever happened, the consequences for Imperial 

defence, in particular, would have been d i s a s t r ~ u s . ~ ~  Waiting for a threat to (fully) 

materialise had never particularly appealed to ~ u r z o n . ~ ~  The events of 1918 did little to 

quell this notion, quite the opposite in fact.64 The Caucasus held 'the key to the whole of 

the vast territory which stretches from the Black Sea to the borders of the Indian ~ m ~ i r e ' . ~ '  

A member of the PID even went so far as to warn that the proposed Peace Treaties would 

gradually push future 'storm centres' eastward to such an extent that the Caucasus were 

likely 'to play the part for the next generation that the Balkans played to the past.' The 

British Empire could pay dearly for ignoring the Middle ~ a s t . ~ ~  The question for Curzon 

6 1 Memorandum by Lord Curzon, Policy towards Russia (revised draft despatch), 16 August 1919. CAB 
24186lG.T. 7947A. The Cabinet adopted Curzon's revised statement. CAB 231121616. The official 
communiquk to Paris (Balfour) is in DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 399. Balfour objecting to elements of the 
dispatch, minuted: 'to attribute the apparent and real fluctuations in Allied policy in Russia merely to Allied 
stupidity and indecision is to misunderstand the situation.' Balfour, however, did not elaborate on his minute, 
and even agreed with the general outline of Curzon's policy. He did question the 'expediency of explaining 
at length to representatives of Allied and Associated Powers how incompetent they have been.. . .' Balfour to 
Curzon, 27 August 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 405 (my italics). 
62 Keith Neilson, "'That elusive entity British policy in Russia': the Impact of Russia on British Policy at the 
Paris Peace Conference," in M. L. Dockrill and John Fisher, eds. The Paris Peace Conference, 1919: Peace 
without victory? (Houndmills, 2001), pp. 93-4. 
63 See, for example, the 1899 'Curzon Despatch,' British Documents on the Origins of the War, 1898-1914 
(London 1926-1, vol. IV, no. 3 19. 
64 See Benjamin Schwarz, "Divided Attention: Britain's Perception of a German Threat to Her Eastern 
Position in 191 8," Journal Of Contemporary History 28 (1993), pp. 103- 122 along with Fisher, Curzon and 
British Imperialism, pp. 156-94 and his "On The Glacis of India", pp. 50-82. 
65 From an undated despatch, intended to convince the British delegation in Paris of the folly of evacuation 
before it was known who would replace British troops, as cited in Fisher, "On The Glacis of India", p. 63. 
66 Professor J.Y. Simpson, 'Some Further Considerations against our Evacuation of the Caucasus', 9 May 
191 9 BDFA, Part 11, Series A, vol. I, no. 28. Unrest in the Caucasus, Simpson thought, was bound to increase 
the difficulties Britain would face maintaining her positions in Mesopotamia, Persia and even, India. 
Professor J.Y. Simpson, 'Minutes of Conversation with [Britain's military Attache to Teheran,] Colonel 
Stokes', 7 July 1919, BDFA, Part 11, Series A, vol. I, no. 44. The editor believes the date is erroneous and 



was not whether Britain should maintain a presence in the Caucasus but how to prevent the 

withdrawal of Britain's remaining troops. 

The Foreign Office long feared 'disorder and bloodshed' could follow the 

withdrawal of British troops. Reports from local officials did little to alleviate such 

concerns. The British Consul in Batoum, Patrick Stevens, warned: 'the likelihood of 

another prolonged period of strife, disorder and anarchy is foreshadowed, during which the 

possibility of much additional bloodshed is not exc~uded.'~' Originally, Britain was to have 

been reliant upon General Denikin to defend the region from any Bolshevik advance. 

Unfortunately, as Curzon saw it, the General was nothing more than an 'old-fashioned 

monarchical Russian who regarded it as his natural r6le to bring back the Caucasus States 

under Russian rule.' There was a strong possibility that Denikin would use British military 

aid to attack, not the Bolsheviks but easier targets in Southern ~ u s s i a . ~ ~  By August 19 19, 

while the future of Transcaspia generally aroused little interest in Britain, the possibility of 

further Armenian massacres prompted widespread calls for the withdrawal to be 

postponed. The Times believed British troops 'should not be withdrawn until they have 

been replaced by new British volunteer troops, or, better still, by troops from the 

mandatory Power.' By this point, the latter option was nothing more than wishful thinking. 

London had gone to great lengths to entice another Power into accepting a Caucasian 

Mandate, but to no avail. Italian plans to send troops to the region, perhaps thankfully, fell 

through after Orlando's government collapsed in June. Curzon dismissed, and with good 

should read June 1919. Also see Richard Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, 191 7-1921 (Princeton, N.J., 1961), 
vol. 11, p. 223. 
67 War Cabinet, 6 March 1919. CAB 23191542; Stevens to Curzon, 14 May 1919, BDFA, Part 11, Series A, 
vol. I, no. 30. 

War Cabinet, 6 March 1919. CAB 23191542 (italics in original). After visiting Denikin's headquarters, 
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possible, but if not, force would be used. The 'time' appeared to be merely when General Denikin had 
sufficient troops available to deal with them should they prove obstinate.' Report by Major L.H. Torin to 
General Staff 'Intelligence', Constantinople, 15 September 19 19, DBFP, 1 series, vol. 111, no. 460. Concern 
over Denikin's Caucasian ambitions was not limited to British officials. On 16 June 1919, with Denikin's 
forces occupying Daghestan- to quell a tribal revolt- Georgia and Azerbaijan signed a military alliance to 
defend against 'any attack which threatens the independence or territorial integrity' of either country. Quoted 
in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918-1921," p. 129. For more on British 
relations with Denikin (and Admiral Kolchak) see Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, pp. 204-53 and Debo, 
Survival and Consolidatioti, p. 170. 



reason, the notion of an Italian mandate for the Caucasus as 'absolute madness'.69 In order 

to avoid the appearance that the British Empire was unduly benefiting from the war, and to 

aid in the acceptance of acquisitions elsewhere in the Middle East, London had decided the 

British presence in Caucasia would have to be ended as quickly as possible. By August 

1919, however, such considerations seemed of little consequence. Not only was Britain 

assured of receiving mandates for Palestine and Mesopotamia but a number of Powers, 

including the United States, had recently lobbied for a continued British presence in the 

~ a u c a s u s . ~ ~  The British High Commissioner for Transcaucasia, Oliver Wardrop believed 

the only solution was for Britain to continue to maintain a presence in Batoum. 'There is 

nothing' he declared, 'to prevent us from continuing to occupy Batoum and use it for our 

naval purposes.' Herein lay the line the Foreign Office advocated in the months ahead.7' 

By the time Curzon officially took over the Foreign Office, Britain's 

Transcaucasian policy was in complete disarray. At the beginning of October 1919 he 

minuted gloomily that not only were his advisors unable to agree, but the other 

Departments of State, to say nothing of the Allied governments, were equally at odds.72 

Local conditions only aggravated the problem: 

a. We are pro-Denikin North of the Caucasus b. we are anti-Denikin South of the 
Caucasus c. We are pro-Georgia in so far as she is respectable and orderly d. We 

69 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918-192 1," pp. 144-5; The Times 13 August 
1919; Curzon to Balfour, 25 March 19 19, quoted in Fisher, "On The Glacis of India", p. 6 1. 
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Telegrams from British G.H.Q., Constantinople, to War Office, 4, 6 August 1919 enclosed in Curzon to 
Balfour, 14 August 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, nos. 407 and 374, respectively. The Persian government 
also made official representations in the hope London's 'decision to evacuate cannot be reconsidered or at all 
events postponed until situation is regulated by action of the Peace Conference.' Tehran worried the ensuing 
chaos would sever communications with Europe and aid the spread of Bolshevism into Persia's northern 
provinces. Cox to Curzon, 19 August 19 19; Admiral Calthorpe to Curzon, 2 1 August 19 19, DBFP, 1 " series, 
vol. 111, nos. 398 and 397, respectively 
" From an undated minute as cited in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918- 
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72 Fisher, "On The Glacis of India", p. 75. Although Curzon was reflecting on the question of whether or not 
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policy. 



are anti-Georgian in so far as she is Bolshevik and violent e. We are pro-Armenia, 
in so far as we do not want to see them exterminated f. We are anti-Armenia in so 
far as we do not mean to assume the responsibility either of supplying them with 
arms or of guaranteeing an Armenian State or of repatriating them to a larger 
Armenia g. Whether we are pro-Azerbaijan or anti-Azerbaijan I have not the least 
idea h. As to the hill State I suppose it is little more than various groups of bandits 
who are smashed by Denikin when his troops are in the neighbourhood, and who 
smash him when they are elsewhere employed.73 

3 n  the bright side, the fear that anarchy would follow the withdrawal of British troops 

proved illusionary. Although the withdrawal of British troops eliminated any chance of 

London accepting a mandate for the Caucasus, the apparent viability of the Transcaucasian 

republics led to an attempt to incorporate the region into Britain's informal Empire. With 

Denikin's Volunteer Army and the three Transcaucasian republics all claiming the 

strategic province of Batoum, Britain found it impossible to relinquish control in such a 

way that the preservation of order would not be jeopardised. 'If we evacuate Batoum 

entirely', the Foreign Office warned, 'its possession will certainly become an object of 

strife between Denikin, with his Volunteer Army, and the Georgian Government at Tiflis. 

Denikin will be tempted to overstep the limits set on his sphere of influence, and the 
7 74 equilibrium of all Transcaucasia will be upset .... Reports from the British mission with 

Denikin only reinforced the Foreign Office's apprehension.75 A continued British presence 

at Batoum held out the possibility that Britain could defend- through the force of her 

prestige, if nothing else- the independence of the Transcaucasian republics. Simultaneously 

" Minute by Curzon, 1 October 1919 quoted in Fisher, "On The Glacis of India", pp. 75-6. 
74 Eastern Department (Foreign Office) memorandum, undated, BDFA, Part 11, Series A, vol. 1, no. 70. The 
memorandum was most like1 y written mid-September 19 19. Minuting his department's memorandum, 
Curzon again expressed his desire for the 'continued but temporary occupation of Batoum' as it offered 'the 
only way to avert disaster.' In July, Curzon had expressed his preference for 'a limited occupation of the 
Caucasus for a definite time.' Retaining British troops, 'perhaps for another year', Curzon argued, would 
allow events to stabilise. Whereas Curzon believed 'a force of much less than two divisions would be 
sufficient,' Milne advised leaving one regular British battalion to garrison Batoum and a 'flight of 
aeroplanes' to prevent a post-evacuation scramble for the province. War Cabinet, 29 July 1919. CAB 
2311 11601; Eastern Department (Foreign Office) memorandum, undated, BDFA, Part 11, Series A, vol. 1, no. 
70. 
75 Report by Major L.H. Torin to General Staff 'Intelligence', Constantinople, 15 September 19 19, BDFP, 
vol. 111, no. 460. Reporting on the meeting between the head of the British military mission in Southern 
Russia, Major-General Holman and Denikin, Torin wrote: 'As regards Batum, they (the Mission as well as 
General Denikin) considered there were only two courses open-the British to remain there for the present: 
or for it to be handed over to General Denikin, whilst the latter appeared to be ready to take it over at once.' 



the garrison would serve as a focal point from which Britain could extend her influence 

throughout the Near ~ a s t . ~ ~  

With the evacuation proceeding apace, the War Cabinet met on 18 September to 

consider Milne7s request for a decision on the future of Batoum. Once again, a final 

decision was postponed.77 Churchill was directed to query the British Commander in the 

Caucasus for his appreciation of the situation that might arise were British forces to be 

immediately withdrawn from Batoum. In particular the Cabinet wanted to know whether 

the Georgians were capable of occupying and garrisoning the town. In the meantime, 

British troops were to maintain their positions.78 Somewhat surprisingly the War Office put 

up little resistance, and may have even turned the tide in favour of retaining troops at 

Batoum: 

From the military point of view I can see no advantage and many disadvantages 
and dangers in spreading a weak British force over an immense area in countries 
which are sure to be the scene of unrest and probably of war in months and years to 
come.. .. At Baku or Tiflis ... our troops would be absolutely in the air and might be 
difficult to extricate. On the other hand Batoum, being a good sea port, is not open 
to the same objection provided we are at the same time in naval and military 
control of the Dardanelles and Bosphorus. There is therefore no military objection 
other than the cost in men and money- to keeping a couple of battalions in Batoum 
for the present. Troops at Batoum can be easily supplied, reinforced or relieved 
and the occupation of the port will prevent the scramble for its possession which 
will assuredly take place directly we leave it.79 

In any case, as the evacuation was ahead of schedule, Churchill saw no problem 

holding onto Batoum 'for another The War Office believed the decision to 

7 6  Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 162-3. 
77  In part, this was inevitable. The 'Transcaucasian problem' as Curzon later put it was 'bound up with the 
greater question of Russia.' Memorandum of Transcaucasia, by Lord Curzon, 24 December 1919, CAB 
24195lC.P. 336. Other members of the Foreign Office shared Curzon's assessment. E.G. Forbes Adam and 
Robert Vansittart, 'Memorandum on Turkish Settlement by Political Section of British Peace Delegation,' 18 
December 1919, BDFA, Part 11, Series I, vol. 11, no. 45. 
78 GHQ Constantinople to War Office, 15 September 19 19, cited in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation 
to Transcaucasia 1918-1921 ," p. 164; War Cabinet, 18 September 1919. CAB 231121622. Given that the 
Cabinet's conclusions, rather than the minutes of the meeting, were recorded, it would appear the decision 
aroused little controversy. 
79 Wilson's memorandum, 'The Position of the Proposed British Detachment in the Caucasus, 17 September 
1919, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8-192 1," pp. 164-5 (my 
italics). 
80 Churchill to Curzon, 17 September 1919 in Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, p. 854. 



abandon Batoum would be taken in the near future. Wilson wondered whether the 

'retention of a couple of battalions in Batoum will be of any use to anybody. ...' The 

choice, the CIGS felt, was between remaining in Transcaucasia until the Republics could 

defend themselves, which would necessitated the commitment of at least two divisions for 

a decade or more, or effect the complete withdrawal of British forces. This is not to say the 

War Office was entirely sanguine about events. Churchill was all in favour of annexing the 

Caspian if there was 'any prospect of our keeping it permanently'. Such a policy, however, 

would only have brought Britain 'into collision with ~ u s s i a ' . ~ '  Despite the fact Russia 

currently lay prostrate, and it could be a generation before a reconstituted Russia was a 

significant factor in world affairs, the War Office effectively adopted the position that it 

was better not to try and preserve the independence of the Transcaucasian republics than to 

try and run the risk of a humiliating defeat down the road. 

Such a policy had long been anathema to ~ u r z o n . ~ ~  Britain's 'new relations to 

Persia' only bolstered the importance of retaining even a small force at ~ a t o u r n . ~ '  As much 

as Curzon may have agreed with Wardrop's assertion that the independence of 

Transcaucasia was a 'British interest of prime importance for the sake of India and Persia', 

there was not a lot London could do.84 Official diplomatic recognition was premature. In 

addition to the constant internecine struggles, the respective frontiers of the Republics had 

" Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18-1 92 1 ," p. 165; Wilson to Churchill, 18 
September 1919 in Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, p.857; Diary entry for 20 March 1919, cited in 
Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, vol. 11, p. 227; Interdepartmental Conference, 6 March 1919, quoted in 
Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill: World in Torment, p. 264. John Fisher suggests Wilson never abandoned his 
conviction that Britain did have important desiderata in the Caucasus but realised the country could not 
afford the full-scale occupation that would be necessary to protect those interests. Fisher, "On The Glacis of 
India", p. 77. 
82 'YOU there lay down the proposition as likely to govern the whole of our future policy in Central Asia that 
H.M.G. is never likely to incur the risk of international complication unless some gross or irreverent insult is 
offered to our honour or to our Flag. Those are not the conditions under which our Empire was built up; and I 
also say, without the least hesitation, that they are not those under which our Empire can possibly be 
maintained. If we are not to defend our own frontiers, to ward off gratuitous menace, to maintain our 
influence in regions where no hostile influence has ever yet appeared, until the national honour has been 
grossly affronted, the practical result will be that you will not be able to take a step upon your frontiers until 
they have actually been crossed by the forces of the enemy.' Curzon to Lord George Hamilton, 12 March 
1903 quoted in Kenneth Rose, Superior Person: A Portrait of Curzort and his Circle in late Victorian 
England (New York, 1970), p. 20 1. 
83 Wardrop to Curzon, 4 September 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 412. Although the government was 
'well able' to preserve internal order, Tiflis would be unable to cope with an external aggressor and wished to 
know 'what compensation she could give for this indispensable aid.' 
84 Wardrop to Curzon, 20 September 19 19, DBFP, 1 " series, vol. 111, no. 435; Unless indicated the rest of this 
paragraph is based on Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 1 8-1 92 1 ," pp. 167-74. 



yet to be finalised; or for that matter, even approximated.85 Nevertheless, Denikin's 

continued success proved to be the central obstacle to the realisation of the Foreign 

Office's policy. The Transcaucasian states formulated policy on the assumption that 

Denikin intended to extinguish their independence the moment forces were available. The 

Georgians, in particular, were active in harassing Denikin's rear. In the wake of Britain's 

military withdrawal, the Volunteer Army had blockaded the Georgian coast, interned 

several vessels and attacked Georgian broader guards on the Bzyb river. Curzon felt 

Transcaucasian resistance was more than justified: 'If Denikin and his myrmidons would 

leave the Caucasus alone all would be well. But if he persists in trying for Batoum, Baku, 

etc. he inevitably comes up against people whom it is our policy to support. A revived 

Russia spreading over the entire Caucasus into N. Persia is not a portent that I should 
986 welcome. ... Nor would Lloyd ~ e o r ~ e . ~ '  The Prime Minister worried that the future of 

the British Empire could very well depend on how the 'Russian situation developed, and 

he personally did not view with equanimity the thought of a powerful united Russia.. . .' 
The same could not be said for officials in the War The publication of a 

proclamation, in October 19 19, by British military representative in Azerbaijan, 

Lieutenant-Colonel Rowlandson, stating that it was the policy of the British government to 

restore a 'great indivisible Russia' aroused little reaction in the War Churchill 

s5 For more on the difficulties of granting recognition see Curzon to Wardrop, 4 October 1919, DBFP, Is '  
series, vol. 111, no. 455. 
86 Curzon to Churchill, 2 October 1919 quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 
l918-I92l," p. 169. 
87 Nevertheless, Lloyd George would rather have seen Russia go Bolshevik than sanction (at the risk of 
bankrupting Britain) an all out military intervention in the Russian Civil War. To do so, the Prime Minister 
believed, 'would be the greatest act of stupidity that any government could possibly commit.' Parliamentary 
Debates, 16 April 191 9, H.C. 5s., vol. CXIV, col. 2940-2. 

War Cabinet, Secretary's Notes, 25 September 1919. CAB 231151624A. Churchill cautioned that 'within a 
few years we should see a united Russia and that from then on the Russians would never cease to claim any 
territories that might now be lopped off what was the old Russian Empire.' 
89 ~ a j o r  General Holman (Chief of the Military Mission to South Russia) to Churchill, 9 November 1919, 
quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," p. 172. Rowlandson's 
proclamation, though specifically directed towards Daghestani tribesman, also sought to dissuade Georgia 
and Azerbaijan from further attacks on Denikin's rear. If the Republics continued to harass the Volunteer 
Army, Rowlandson implied they risked virtual destruction by British-supplied arms and ammunition. The 
Foreign Office's reaction was swift. Hardinge believed Rowlandson should be immediately recalled but 
anxious to avoid further worsening inter-departmental relations, Curzon simply instructed Wardrop to give 
'emphatic assurance' to the Transcaucasians that Rowlandson's proclamation 'in no way represent views of 
His Majesty's Government.' Curzon to Wardrop, 5 November 191 9, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy 
in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," p. 173. The Cabinet also reiterated that, if Denikin had designs on 
the independence of the newly-formed States in the Caucasus, the despatch of military supplies would be 
halted. Cabinet Conclusions, 4 November 19 19. CAB 2311 811 (1 9). 



simply advised his officers to employ more discretion in the future, and even defended 

Rowlandson in Cabinet. 

The 'absence of a settled and co-ordinated policy' for the former Tsarist Empire 

remained the central problem. Unless this was rectified, the General Staff warned, 

'incidents of a similar nature must inevitably occur in the future, whether the offenders be 

military officers or diplomatic representatives.'90 Churchill went a step further, warning 

Curzon: 'If we are not careful we shall have battles taking place with British officers on 

both sides, each stirring up their particular gamecock to fight.'9' As long as Denikin 

appeared able to contain Bolshevism, and Transcaucasia could be maintained as an 

(effective) buffer for Britain's Indian Empire, neither Curzon nor Churchill were prepared 

to abandon their respective policies. Moreover, neither man's position was as clear cut as it 

appeared.92 Curzon worried that Britain could not 'afford to have Denikin's whole plan of 

campaign upset by intrigues in his rear, nor can we, in order to defeat German schemes in 

the Caucasus, risk a wholesale defection to Germany of the greater anti-Bolshevik Russia 

which Denikin represents.'93 With the withdrawal of British naval forces from the Caspian, 

Churchill wondered what was going to be done to prevent the Caspian, 'with all it entails 

(to Trans-Caspia, to Mesopotamia and to the Caucasus),' passing into Bolshevik hands. In 

fact, Bolshevik forces appeared set to overrun the entire region stretching from the Caspian 

to the Indian frontier in the not too distant future.94 The retaking of Orel, by the Red Army, 

O'Colonel Rowlandson's Speech to the Caucasus Mountaineers' 13 December 19 19, circulated by the 
Secretary of State for War, CAB 24194lC.P. 291. 
0 I Churchill to Curzon, 10 September 1919 in Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, pp. 848-9. In addition to 
discussing the situation in the Caucasus, Churchill wanted to know to what extent Curzon considered himself 
'responsible for the policy we are pursuing in the Baltic Sates? Secondly, can you give me any idea what that 
policy is?' My italics. 
92 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8-1 92 1," p. 174. Rose argues Churchill 
'defined Transcaucasia solely in Russian terms,' while Curzon regarded the region 'principally in terms of 
British imperialism.' Neither one, he concluded, saw the Caucasus for what it was- a bargaining chip to be 
disposed of as quickly and favourably as possible. 
93 Curzon to Wardrop, 4 October 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 455. The reference to 'German 
schemes' referred to post-war attempts by the German government to once again extend their influence into 
Georgia, through political and economic means. Wardrop warned that if Britain was not careful, Georgia 
could fall 'into orbit of Germany.' If Britain failed to prevent this, it risked damaging her 'prestige and power 
in Persia and East generally.' Wardrop to Curzon, 19 September 1919, DBFP, vol. 111, no. 435. Similar 
warnings were being voiced by J.D. Gregory, the head of The Foreign Office's Russia Department, over 
German efforts in the Baltic. Richard Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, 191 7-1921 (Princeton, N.J., 1961), vol. 
11, p. 248. 
94 It was quite possible, Churchill prophesised, '(a) that Siberia under Japanese protection may hold out 
against Bolshevism, (b) that Denikin with South Russia and the Ukraine may hold his own, but (c) that the 



on 20 October, marked the beginning of the end for Denikin." The disintegration of the 

Volunteer A m y ,  along with Lloyd George's Guildhall speech, proved ruinous for 

Churchill but not for the Foreign 

Only Churchill disputed the Prime Minister's Guildhall assertion that Britain's debt 

of honour to the anti-Bolshevik forces in Russia had been fulfilled. Curzon, it appears, did 

not attend the meeting.97 During the course of the ongoing Anglo-French Conference, 

however, Britain's Foreign Secretary successfully argued that the Allies 'must not leave 

the impression that we took no interest in Russia. Our interest depended on what was 

happening immediately outside the barbed wire fence.' One of Clemenceau's proposals, 

Curzon surmised, was that the Allies should place 'a barbed wire fence, as it were, round 

Russia, within which the Allies should not interfere.'98 To this end Curzon proposed 

adding a fourth paragraph to the revised draft statement, which Lloyd George had prepared 

after private discussions with Clemenceau, promising that the Allies would render 'moral 

and material assistance' to the border states of the former Russian Empire 'as may be 

found desirable in the circumstances of each case as it arises.' Other than Balfour's 

wonderment at the wisdom of including such a paragraph, Curzon's suggestion met little 

resistance and was included in the official resolution albeit in a modified 

British Empire will have the pleasure of seeing their interests in Persia and Afghanistan directly attacked and 
jeopardised, thus causing us indefinite worry and expense. And here again I would be very glad, ifyou could 
let me know whether you are going to do anything to try to stop this, and, ifso, what. ' Curzon's reply, if any, 
was not included in the Companion volume. Churchill to Curzon, 10 September 19 19 in Gilbert, Companion, 
vol. lV, part 11, p. 849 (my italics). 
" With the simultaneous defeat of General Nikolai Yudenich's forces on the outskirts of Petrograd, 20 
October 1919 arguably marks the most decisive date in the entire Russian Civil War. 
96 Lloyd George's Guildhall Address was printed in The Times, 10 November 1919. The abrupt change in 
British policy caught almost everyone off guard; neither Curzon nor Churchill, for example, received any 
advanced warning. 'The Russian Betrayal', by a student of politics, The Times, 1 1  November 1919; Ullman, 
Anglo-Soviet relations, vol. 11, p. 306. 
97 Cabinet Conclusions, 12 December 19 19. CAB 2311 811 3 (1 9). Churchill's emphatic objection(s) at the 
Allies' failure to pursue 'any consistent policy against the Bolsheviks' were outlined in an uncirculated 
Cabinet memorandum. Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, pp. 975-78. 
'' Secretary's Notes of a Conference held at 10, Downing Street, 12 December 1919, DBFP, lS' series, vol. 
11, no. 56. Clemenceau's primary interest in constructing a cordon sanitaire was not to contain Bolshevism 
per se, but to restore Russia as a countemeight to Germany. The cordon sanitaire or 'barbed wire fence' was 
to be more metaphorical than anything else as France was unwilling to devote resources to anything other 
than the strengthening of Poland. Ullrnan, Anglo-Soviet relations, vol. 11, pp. 3 13-4. 

Secretary's Notes of an Anglo-French Conference held at 10, Downing Street, 13 December 19 19, DBFP, 
IS' series, vol. 11, no. 58; no. 59 (afternoon session); Text of Resolutions adopted at the Conferences of the jj Allied and Associated Powers, 11-13 December 1919, DBFP, vol. 11, no. 62. The final text promised the 

( ~ l l i e s  would assist the 'border communities with non-Russian populations' in 'defending their liberties as 



The resolution, while not signifying overwhelming support for the Caucasian 

Republics, did appear to open the door to official recognition and a strengthening of British 

influence in the Caucasus. Wardrop argued even more fervently that Denikin's collapse 

necessitated the need for urgent British actions to protect the Republics from a whole 

medley of dangers.Io0 Nevertheless, the 'Transcaucasian problem', as the Foreign Office 

termed it, remained two-fold: 1) was Britain prepared to affront Denikin and the AIl- 

Russia Party, and 2) how important was the creation of buffer States between Persia and a 

reconstituted Russia? It was simply inconceivable that Britain, as an Eastern Power, could 

disengage herself from the region. Transcaucasia formed one of the 'most important 

gateways to the East.' The Batoum-Baku and Batoum-Tiflis-Julfa rail lines led to the 

Caspian (and onto Krasnovodsk and Turkestan) and into Persia, respectively. The 

projected Aliat-Julfa line, originally surveyed by Tsarist authorities, and for the 

construction of which Azerbaijan was seeking foreign assistance, was to have linked the 

two rail lines. 'It would seem essential', the Foreign Office concluded, 'that the countries 

through which pass these vital arteries of communication between East and West should be 

both prosperous and well-disposed to Great Britain and to British policy."0' Opposition to 

British attempts to sanction the fragmentation of the old Tsarist Empire remained but the 

advancing spread of Bolshevism throughout Central Asia dramatically altered the nature of 

the debate within the upper echelons of the British government.'02 

Concern over the growing danger Bolshevism posed to the British Empire was 

becoming more apparent throughout the latter half of 1919. Whether it was the general, if 

somewhat vague, 'Afghan and Bolshevik menace' to northern Persia, rumours of 

Bolsheviks advancing from Orenburg through Bokhara towards Sarakhs, or the increasing 

may be found desirable in the circumstances of each case as it arises.' The Resolutions can also be found in 
Cabinet Conclusion, 15 December 1919. CAB 2311 8/14 (1 9). 
loo Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8- 192 1 ," pp. 175-77. Also see Wardrop to 
Curzon, 3 ,6 ,  January 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, nos. 630 and 631, respectively. 
lo' Memorandum on Transcaucasia, circulated by Lord Curzon, 24 December 1919, CAB 24195lC.P. 336. 
The natural resources of Transcaucasia were vast, but, with the exception of the oilfields around Baku, the 
manganese and copper deposits in Georgia and the province of Batoum, respectively, remained 'practically 
undeveloped'. The Foreign Office believed that the poor state of affairs were most likely due to poor 
communications and Tsarist efforts to limit foreign investment. 
Io2 It is important to note that although the military recover did not occur until mid-1920, the Bolsheviks lost 
little time in resuming their political activities. In November 1918, a provisional district committee was 
established in Baku and, within a few months, party cells in Tiflis, Batoum and Poti had been reactivated. 
Debo, Survival and Consolidation, pp. 168-90. 



sophistication of Bolshevik propaganda, the Foreign Office was never short of troubling 

news.Io3 By the end of the year, one official went so far as to suggest that one of the 

Bolsheviks' most important aims was 'to turn the Moslem world against the British 

Empire.' Would Britain now have to find a way to thwart the 'Bolshevik's Drang nach 

0sten'?'O4 

With the utter and total collapse of Denikin's forces, and fears a Bolshevik invasion 

of the region would not be long in coming, the Allies hurriedly assembled in Paris. On the 

first day of their meetings, with reports that the Bolsheviks were advancing on the Caspian, 

and the possibility the Turks might join them, Lloyd George felt the Council had to 

consider what, if anything, should be done to avoid what was sure to become a 'desperate 

situation.' Nothing was decided. The 'delicate' question of the military aid the Caucasian 

States might need was referred to the Versailles Military Council. Almost immediately, 

however, Curzon raised the 'political aspect' of the problem. While the fate of Armenia 

would be decided by the Peace Conference, as part of the Turkish settlement, Georgia and 

Azerbaijan had for the last year and a half been in a 'most precarious' position. Their 

independence had at one time or another been threatened by Denikin's Volunteer Army, 

the Bolsheviks and Turkish irredentism. Even though it was a somewhat hollow gesture, 

Curzon now hoped the Allies would grant 'de facto' recognition to the Georgian and 

Azerbaijani governments as had previously been done in the case of the Baltic states.lo5 

103 Cox to Curzon, 26 May 1919, BDFA, part 11, series A, vol. I, no. 35, Cox to Curzon, 21 November 1919, 
DBFP, 1" series, vol. IV, no. 852; Curzon to Cox, 14 November 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. IV, no. 847; 
Memorandum on the Bolshevik Question in South Russia, by Captain George Hill, 4th Manchester Regiment, 
Constantinople, 30 June 1919, BDFA, part 11, series A, vol. I, no. 56. For an example of Bolshevik 
propaganda in Transcaucasia see, Wardrop to Curzon, 12 October 1919, BDFA, part 11, series A, vol. I, no. 
79. While assuring the 'whole world' that Soviet Russia had no 'intention of marching against your 
republics', Moscow warned the 'workmen and peasants' of Transcaucasia that England was trying to 'crush 
Russian Revolution,' and intended to hand control over to the 'Tsarist General, the English hangman, 
Denikin.' 
lo4 Enclosure in Admiral Webb (Acting British High Commissioner, Constantinople) to Curzon, 4 January 
1920, DBFP, IS' series, vol. IV, no. 647. The Bolsheviks from the outset of the Revolution were eager to 
inflame the East. Debo, Suwival and Consolidation, pp. 17 1-2. 
'OS Notes of a Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs [sic], held at the Quai d'Orsay, 10 January 1920, 
DBFP, I" series, vol. 11, no. 54; Notes of a Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, held at the Quai 
d'orsay, 10 January 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, no. 65.  Wardrop's previously recommendation Britain 
should (among others things) immediately recognise the 'de facto' existence of Daghestan, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia raised a number of questions within the Foreign Office. Curzon was perplexed as to 
both the meaning and significance of 'de facto' recognition: 'Will the Dept. kindly tell me what a de facto 
recognition means. We already have representatives in Tiflis and Baku. We see their representatives in 
London. Supposing we recognise them de facto what happens? What particular responsibilities do we 



Although the Italian and French Foreign Ministers agreed to Curzon's request, it was 

unclear what, if anything, would come of this diplomatic gesture. Britain's de facto 

recognition of Estonia after all had not prevented Reval from coming to terms with the 

~olsheviks ."~  The decision, which proved extremely popular within the ~ e ~ u b l i c s , " ~  

carried few risks and, as Curzon pointed out earlier, would not effect British policy in the 

least. The future status and boundaries of Georgia and Azerbaijan remained an open 

question, as did the issue of British military aid to the Republics and the future of British 

troops still at Batoum. Curzon, with the support of Montagu, asked Hardinge to organise a 

meeting of the I.D.C.E. to discuss these issues and others relating to the 'anxious situation 

in Black Sea, Caucasus and North ~ e r s i a ' . ' ~ ~  

The conference only served to expose the increasingly bitter disagreements 

amongst members of the Cabinet and their senior advisors over the extent of their 

country's interests in Transcaucasia. Curzon's telegram arrived just as Wilson was about to 

recommend the withdrawal of the brigade at Batoum; consequently, the CIGS dismissed 

the Foreign Secretary's agenda as 'ridiculous'. The cumulative effect of Curzon's 

suggested agenda, if agreed to, would have amounted to a restoration of Britain's military 

presence throughout the region.'09 At the meeting, Wilson lectured his colleagues on the 

'impossibility of standing on the forward lines in defence of India.' The CIGS believed 

Britain had to adjust her policy to holding the 'Palestine-Mosul-Khanikin-Burujird' line.'" 

In other words, the defence of the British Empire began and ended at the frontier. Any 

other policy would involve either reversing demobilization and or pulling troops from 

other (more important) theatres, neither of which the CIGS was prepared to sanction. 

assume? What do they gain?' Curzon minute, 4 January 1920, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in 
Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8-1 921 ," p. 176. 
lo6 Curzon minute, 416 January 1920, cited in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 
191 8- 1921 ," p. 176. Rose's footnotes are unclear as to which minute(s) he is referring to. 
107 Wardrop to Curzon, 13 January 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 64 1. 
Io8 Earl of Derby to Lord Hardinge, 10 January 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, nos. 636 and 635. Both 
telegrams either were from or signed by Lord Curzon. 
109 Wilson Diary, 12 January 1920, Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, vol. 11, pp. 221-2; Earl of 
Derby to Lord Hardinge, 10 January 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 111, no. 635. 
1 lo  Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henly Wilson, vol. 11, pp. 221 -2 (italics in original). Wilson admitted that as a 
consequence of his policy, Georgia and Azerbaijan would undoubtedly 'go Bolshevik, in spite of the fact that 
those fools in Paris only yesterday agreed to acknowledge the "de facto governments" of those countries.' 
Britain would also have to 'clear out of Persia, in spite of the treaty Curzon has just made with Persia without 
consulting the War Office.' 



Wilson only considered the Caucasus important as a buffer against Britain's historic 

imperial rival, France. With France's Middle Eastern spoils likely to be confined to Syria 

and Lebanon, there was no pressing need for an ambitious forward policy in 

Transcaucasia. The Committee's acceptance of this view, the CIGS noted smugly, was 

sure to 'give Curzon and the Frocks in Paris something to think about.'"' It certainly did. 

On the 15th, both Churchill and, the First Lord of the Admiralty, Walter Long together 

with their chiefs of staff, were suddenly summoned to Paris. Over the course of several 

days the assembled Ministers argued and re-argued issues which had supposedly been 

settled at the I.D.C.E. meeting only a few days earlier.'12 

The impending collapse of Denikin's Volunteer Army renewed concerns over the 

consequent threat to the Caucasus and the Caspian. If the Bolsheviks gained command of 

the Caspian Sea, Britain's 'whole strategical position in the East' would be compromised. 

In addition to enriching Soviet Russia immensely, the reassertion of Bolshevik control 

would drive the final nail in Denikin's coffin and expose both northern Persia and the 

Caucasus to attack. After the First Sea Lord explained that transforming the Caspian into a 

British lake would entail an immense effort, Churchill tried to convince his colleagues it 

was 'madness to abandon Denikin'. Rather than building a new line of defence south of the 

Caucasus, the Secretary of State for War wanted to ensure the regions under Denikin's 

control (sic) were outside the 'ring fence'. Churchill's refusal to accept that Denikin and 

the other anti-Bolshevik Russians were a spent force ultimately rendered his position 

I l l  Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," p. 184; Wilson Diary, 12 January 
1920 in Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, vol. 11, p. 222. For more on Wilson's thinking on the 
defence of the Empire, see Keith Jeffrey, "Sir Henry Wilson and the Defence of the British Empire, 1918- 
22," Journal ofimperial and Commonwealth History 5 (1977), pp. 270-93. To hold a line across the northern 
section of the Eastern Arc of Empire, which stretched all the way from Constantinople to Mew, Wilson 
believed, would require seven divisions and British naval control over the entire Black Sea and all or part of 
the Caspian. Churchill, for his part, was adamant that if Britain were to commit even the two divisions 
necessary to hold the Batoum to Baku line, it would be better to use them, in combination with either 
Denikin's forces or the Poles, to spearhead an advance on Moscow. Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, vol. 11, 
p. 324. The War Office's attempt to rally public opinion in favour of intervention, through a public statement 
on the gathering storm in the Caucasus, is discussed on pp. 327-9. 
' I Z  In total there were three sessions of this 'Cabinet Conference', as it was called, all of which were held in 
Lloyd George's room at the Claridge Hotel, on 16, 18, 19 January 1920. The record of these meetings are in 
CAB 231351s-10 to -12, respectively. As the meetings largely rehashed old arguments, my discussion will 
focus on how, broadly speaking, the three principal lines of arguments were whittled down until a 
'compromise' position emerged. 



untenable."' Lloyd George, while agreeing with Churchill that Russia's internal affairs 

were of no concern, wondered whether Britain could even give the necessary support to 

either of the lines proposed."4 The Prime Minister, unlike Churchill, considered the future 

of British intervention not as a 'matter of honour but a matter of judgement.'"5 Having 

overcome, though not eliminated, Churchill's stubborn attachment to Denikin relatively 

easily, could Lloyd George outmanoeuvre his Foreign Secretary as well? 

In response to comments on the defence of India by the CIGS, Curzon pointed out 

that the defence of India was not under consideration. The proposition at hand was whether 

Britain should galvanise the Caucasus into 'permanent independence and opposition to the 

B~lsheviks ." '~  The distinction, of course, was not as clear cut as Curzon made it out to be. 

The Caucasus marked a natural frontier between Europe and Asia; its importance was only 

enhanced by the absence of significant avenues of transportation that could facilitate the 

advance of a modem army. Mountain ranges, in fact, formed one of the 'most durable and 

the most imposing' types of natural frontiers."' If command of the Caspian were lost, 

Curzon warned, it might not be long before Britain's 'whole Eastern Empire was rocking, 

but if we could dominate the Caspian it might alter the whole situation in the East. ...' 

'I3 CAB 231351s-10. Churchill proposed drawing a line round Russia- along the frontier of Finland, the Baltic 
Sates, Poland, Rumania and the Denikin country- and informing the Bolsheviks that Britain was unconcerned 
about what went on inside these boundaries. As long as Moscow did not move beyond these frontiers, 
Churchill was prepared to see the blockade lifted and even resume trade. Britain would only fight if the 
Bolsheviks stepped outside this 'ring fence'. In a memorandum written the next day, which was never 
circulated to the full Cabinet, Churchill returned to his original instinct: 'My alternative is what it has been 
throughout the last year. Have a definite policy of making war on the Bolsheviks with every available 
resource and by every possible means. Quoted in Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, vol. 11, p. 333. After the 
first meeting, Lloyd George was convinced 'Winston has gone mad'. On the afternoon of the 17'h Wilson 
found his Minister was in a 'very uncertain mood & is balancing about resigning.' 16, 17 January 1920 
entries, respectively, Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, pp. 1004-5. 
114 CAB 231351s-10. Establishing a southern line 'would clearly be difficult'; however, the idea that Britain 
would prevent the Bolsheviks from advancing along a 1000 mile front seemed 'out of the question'. 

CAB 231351s-12. 
116 CAB 231351s-10. The General Staff, Wilson reported, felt there were three possible lines of defence 
running through: 1) Constantinople, Batoum, Baku and Mew, 2) Constantinople, Batoum, Baku, Enzeli, 
Teheran and Meshed, 3) northern Palestine, Nisibin, Mosul, Khanikin, and thence to the Persian Gulf. With 
Denikin's collapse, the CIGS favoured defending India on 'our own railheads in Mesopotamia and India.' 
Curzon, however, was prepared to take 'some risks' in trying to hold the Caspian, especially as British forces 
could escape via Enzeli were the Bolsheviks to take Baku before a withdrawal could be affected. 
1 I? George Curzon, Frontiers: The Romanes Lecture, 1907: Delivered in the Sheldonian Theatre, Oxford, 
November 2, I907 (Oxford, 1907), p. 18. There were only three roads through the Caucasus, two coastal 
roads and the central pass. CAB 231351s-10. Presumably the rail link between Batoum and Baku was left off 
this list as it transverses the Caucasus West to East, and would have been of little or no assistance to a 
Bolshevik advance (assuming Britain retained naval control of the Caspian). 



Curzon was not alone in this view. Montagu, in light of the growing Bolshevik menace in 

Asia, felt it was necessary to defend the whole line from the Caspian to Afghanistan. 

Churchill argued that while control of the Caspian was an 'essential element in our 

position in Central Asia' it was only one aspect of the larger problem of whether Britain 

would adopt a policy of peace or war with the Bolsheviks. 'It was perfectly useless', he 

thought, 'to hold the Caspian in order to stave off the Bolshevist menace for a time.' It was 

the Royal Navy, however, that offered Curzon the surest support as Walter Long shared 

Curzon's imperial concerns. The First Lord concluded, after reviewing the evidence, the 

'danger to our Eastern Empire was greater than it had ever been before. If we did not take 

immediate steps we might in the near future be fighting desperately for the retention of our 

Eastern Empire.' Long could not understand whether the CIGS's objection(s) to holding 

the Caucasus were due to a lack of troops or the belief Britain had no vital interests in the 

region."8 It appears to have been both; not that it really mattered."9 Lloyd George seized 

on Wilson's assertions that the Caucasus were not essential to the defence of India, nor 

1 I8 CAB 231351s-11 (my italics). If it was the former, Long thought the current industrial situation 
necessitated a larger Army and the situation in Asia gave the government an opportunity to obtain this. 
Admiral Beatty, the First Sea Lord, shared his Minister's concern(s) but for more practical reasons. If Britain 
failed to regain control of the Caspian, it could endanger the security of the oil fields in Southern Persia. With 
the Royal Navy's increasing reliance on oil, Beatty wanted to ensure that a greater proportion of the world's 
oil supply was under British control. The Royal Navy was already dependent on foreign sources for seventy- 
five percent of its oil. With Britain only controlling an estimated four percent of world oil reserves, she was 
heavily dependent upon American oil which could be cut off at any time. America's geographical position 
also allowed her to halt oil shipments from Mexico and even Trinidad. Beatty's concerns undoubtedly 
reflected the larger apprehension over post-war American maritime ambitions on which see Christopher Bell, 
The Royal Navy, Seapuwer and Strategy between the Wars (Stanford, 2000), pp. 50-1 
1 I9 Wilson dismissed Beatty's 'long lecture' on the value of oil as 'quite beside the point' but also opposed 
the retention of the region on military (and historical) grounds. kfter meeting, as instructed, with the 
Georgian and Azerbaijani representatives, Wilson informed the Conference that unless Britain deployed 
troops to both the Black and Caspian Seas, the Republics 'would not undertake to hold the line at all.' After 
having been surprised at Lloyd George's reference to the successful resistance of the Caucasian States to the 
Russians, Wilson traced the history of Georgia all the way back to 1212 A.D. But was unable to find 'any 
case where they had not given in to every enemy .... Their record was one of constant cowardice.' The 
ensuing debate on Georgian military history, between Curzon and the CIGS, only ended after it was pointed 
out that at this point the only question was whether Georgia would fight the Bolsheviks (if stiffened by 
British forces). Wilson was equally, if not, blunter in his diary: 'The PM proposed that we should trust these 
people to hold the Batoum-Baku line & on this trust send some 2000 sailors to take over Denikin fleet & take 
command of the Caspian. This is ludicrous. These miserable Republics have no intention of fighting the 
Bolsheviks & loot us while we were doing it. That's all. And they have no intention of helping us to gain & 
keep the Caspian. The truth is that we should have to take over both countries, arm, & feed them, run their 
rail communications & then do all the fighting- and then they would court us.' However, as the CIGS 
announced at the Cabinet Conference, 'the fact was we simply had not got the troops to send there. 18 
January 1920 Entry, Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, p. 1006; CAB 23/35/S-11; 17 January 1920 Entry, 
I~ilbert ,  Companion, vol. IV, part 11, pp. 1004-5; CAB 23/35/S-12. 



could the Republics be expected to offer any serious resistance to the Bolsheviks, to further 

his own 'position'.'20 

There could be no question of sending British troops to hold a defensive line in the 

Caucasus. Nor was it even necessary to do so. Lloyd George was convinced the Bolsheviks 

were not 'contemplating a great military expedition against India'. Any Bolshevik advance 

would most likely be confined to capturing Baku. 'Barbarians', he declared, 'did not march 

after nothing.' The Bolsheviks had little to gain from an advance into the Caucasus or 

Eastern Europe. In any case, the Allies could not expect 'military methods' to stem the tide 

of Soviet propaganda.'21 'The fundamental mistake that was being made', Lloyd George 

explained, 'was to suppose that the Bolshevists were really a military force.' They may 

have proven themselves superior in the Civil War, but owing to the lack of 'good 

communications' and munitions factories, 'it was absurd to talk of their undertaking an 

expedition against 1ndia.'lz2 Although Bolshevik 'gold and propaganda' may have 

constituted the more immediate threat to Britain's Eastern Empire, Lloyd George adopted a 

decidedly short-term view in dismissing Soviet Russia as a military n ~ n - e n t i t ~ . ' ~ ~  If the 

Allies were to counter the political threat posed by the Soviet Government, Britain's Prime 

Minister was convinced a new political strategy would have to be devised. 

Lloyd George's 'compromise' solution not surprisingly proved acceptable to the 

French and Italian governments. Having been assured that, if provided with sufficient 

quantities of war math-iel, the Republics could hold off a Bolshevik advance, the Allies 

effectively disowned Transcaucasia as a 'military problem'.'24 Britain refused to accept 

I2O Lloyd George's position, as Ullman has noted, was by no means easy to define. Ullman, Anglo-Soviet 
relations, vol. 11, pp. 334-5. Whereas Churchill, for example, thought 'the whole of the Prime Minister's 
argument led to our making peace.' Wilson decried the fact 'LG is totally unable to offer a solution & simply 
drifts from one crisis to another.' Curzon, on the other hand, felt the Prime Minster seemed to bear a 
'peculiar grudge' against the Caucasus as a whole. CAB 231351s-11; 18 January Entry, Gilbert, Companion, 
vol. IV, part, 11, p. 1006; Curzon to Hardinge, 26 February 1919, quoted in Gilmour, Curzon, p. 514. 
Although Lloyd George was prepared to alter his policy if circumstances changed, Churchill's assessment is 
probably the most accurate. Nevertheless, there is an element of truth in all these views. 
12' CAB 231351s-11. 
12' CAB 23I35lS- 12. 
123 CAB 231351s-11. 
124 'Notes of a Meeting held in M. Pichon's Room, Quai d'orsay,' 19 January 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, 
no. 77. The Georgian Representative argued the mere fact the Allies were supplying war mate'riel might be 
enough to deter a Bolshevik attack outright. Such a policy would also have strengthened the Republics' 
political position, and could have allowed the Republics to negotiate an accord with Moscow that 



any 'responsibility' for advising the border states surrounding Russia to maintain their 

belligerent attitude towards the Bolsheviks. At the same time, however, if the border states 

came under attack, the Cabinet reaffirmed its earlier decision to provide material support to 

enable them to defend them~e1ves. l~~ The future of Britain's tenuous connection to 

Transcaucasia, however, remained uncertain. No one was quite certain whether the 

Bolsheviks were intent on recovering the outlying regions of the former Tsarist Empire. 

Marshal Foch, unable to give a definitive answer on the question, could only tell Lloyd 

George that 'one cannot know till after the event.' British officials were far less sanguine; 

believing Soviet Russia's withdrawal was only a temporary setback.'26 Lloyd George, on 

the other hand, pinned his hopes on the outcome of the Anglo-Soviet trade negotiations 

gambling on the assumption that trade could allow 'civilisation.. . [to] undertake its 

peaceful penetration."27 Despite statements to the contrary, the resumption of limited 

trading relations with Russia was intended to effect (further) changes in Allied policy 

towards the Soviet Government. The ultimate objective being an accommodation with the 

~ 0 1 s h e v i k s . l ~ ~  Having received the backing of the Supreme Council in Paris before 

unveiling the policy to his own government, Lloyd George appeared to have completely 

outmanoeuvred those Ministers who opposed Bolshevism. Would London now sacrifice 

the independence of the Transcaucasian Republics to further an Anglo-Soviet 

rapprochement? 

safeguarded their independence. To this end, the Allies extended de facto recognition to Armenia on the 
understanding that doing so in no way prejudiced the ultimate delimitation of the country. 

Cabinet Conclusions, 29 January 1920. CAB 2312017 (20). A month after the Conference had adjourned 
the Supreme Council made this policy explicit. The 24 February Resolution can be found in Rose, "British 
Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," p. 196. 
I26 CAB 231351s-11 and 'Notes of a Meeting held in M. Pichon's Room, Quai d'orsay,' 19 January 1920, 
DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, no. 77. 
127 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8- 192 1 ," p. 198; Secretary's Notes of a 
Conference held at 10, Downing Street, 12 December 191 9, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, no. 56. 

See, for example, 'Note respecting the Decision to Permit the Exchange of Goods on a Basis of 
Reciprocity between the Russian People and Allied and Neutral Countries', 16 January 1920, Appendix A in 
'Notes of a Meeting held in M. Pichon's Room, Quai d'orsay,' DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, no. 76; Richard 
Debo, "Lloyd George and the Copenhagen Conference of 1919-1920: The Initiation of Anglo-Soviet 
Negotiations," Historical Journal 24 (1981), pp. 429-41. Contrary to the widely held belief, Lloyd George's 
decision not to inform Curzon, or, for that matter, other Ministers, was not a sign of the weakness of 
Curzon's position. Quite the opposite, in fact, informing his colleagues would only court political disaster. 
Lloyd George adopted similar tactics on several other occasions. Gaynor Johnson, "Curzon, Lloyd George 
and the Control of British Foreign Policy, 191 9-22: A Reassessment," Diplomacy and Statecraft 1 1 (2000), 
pp. 58. 



The Allies had finally accepted that further efforts to crush Bolshevism in Russia 

were pointless. The significance of Lloyd George's initiative was clear: 'Dress it up nicely 

as you will.. . . Obviously, they cannot at the same time open up trade relations with Russia 

and go on hitting her.''29 It seemed clear that Britain would withdraw her remaining troops 

from Batoum, come what may. In fact, it was not until early July 1920 that London finally 

withdrew the garrison at Batoum and handed the province over to Georgia. Two main 

reasons have been advanced for the delay: 1) Lloyd George lost interest in the region and 

2) the absolute refusal of the Foreign Office to accept the decisions made at Paris. Rose, 

who remains one of the few historians to have examined the Batoum question in any detail 

however, ignores the larger link between the battle for Batoum and the need to 

permanently secure the 'glacis of India'. Instead, he attributes Curzon's obstinance to the 

desire to reassert the authority of the Foreign Office, hitherto undermined by the creation 

of Lloyd George's 'Garden Suburb'. Despite having secured much of her Middle Eastern 

desiderata, Curzon, he argues, believed Britain 'deserved' to retain her new found 

influence in Transcaucasia as a reward for almost two years of effort in the region.l3' It is 

true that throughout much of 1920 Lloyd George was occupied with other more pressing 

matters and the 'Garden Suburb' was a source of irritation. Neither of these, however, are 

sufficient explanations of why it took almost six months for the Foreign Office to accept 

the withdrawal of the British garrison at B a t ~ u m . ' ~ '  

I29 Entry for 22 January 1920 George Riddell, Lord Riddell's Intimate Diary of the Peace Conference and 
After, 1918-1923 (London, 1933), p. 16 1 ; Manchester Guardian, 17 January 1920, quoted in Ullman, Anglo- 
Soviet relations, vol. 11, p. 338. 'There can be no question of making active war on the Bolsheviks,' the 
Cabinet concluded, 'for the reason that we have neither the men, the money, nor the credit and public opinion 
is altogether opposed to such a course.' Cabinet Conclusions, 29 January 1920. CAB 2312017 (20). The press 
reaction to the War Office's war scare- see footnote 11 1- was unusually harsh. The British Weekly, which 
represented the Nonconformist churches and was normally apolitical, for example, called for Churchill's 
ejection from Cabinet, or at the very least his removal from the War Office. Ullman, Anglo-Soviet relations, 
vol. 11, p. 339. 
130 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 203-4. 
131 With the ratification of the Versailles' Treaty, on 10 January 1920, Lloyd George's focus shifted to the 
implementation (and revision) of the Treaty and the Turkish settlement. Between the start of the year and the 
transfer of Batoum to Georgia, six international Conferences were convened to discuss these issues among 
others. For the agendas see Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 188-9. The very existence of the 'Garden 
Suburb', regardless of its real or imagined transgressions, proved unsettling upon 'a nature as sensitive and 
egocentric as that of Curzon'. Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 60-1. Although Kenneth Morgan 
suggested over twenty years ago that Curzon largely agreed with the substance, if not the style, of Lloyd 
George's policies, it has only been in the last few years that the 'eclipse of the Foreign Office' has been 
seriously questioned. Morgan, Consensus and Disunity, p. 114. Recent research has argued, quite 
convincingly, that the 'eclipse of the Foreign Office' was greatly exaggerated. Johnson, "Curzon, Lloyd 
George and the Control of British Foreign Policy," pp. 49-71 and G.H. Bennett, "Lloyd George, Curzon and 
the Control of British Foreign Policy 1919-22," Atistralian Journal of Politics and History 45 (1999), pp. 



The battle over Batoum was, in essence, a conflict between the War Office and the 

Foreign Office over the question of where Britain's new Middle Eastern Empire was to be 

defended. The War Office feared Denikin's collapse inevitably meant that British influence 

on events throughout Transcaucasia would quickly dissipate.'32 Churchill likened the 

policy of propping-up Georgia and Azerbaijan, as a means of stemming a Bolshevik 

onslaught, to 'using a piece of putty to stop an e a r t h q ~ a k e . " ~ ~  Increasingly worried as to 

the future consequences of scattering British forces all over the world, Wilson wanted the 

Batoum garrison redeployed to better reflect Imperial priorities. 'The real question', he 

noted, 'was the defence of India and M e s ~ p o t a m i a . " ~ ~  Whereas the War Office argued that 

to maintain troops in the Caucasus was to court disaster, the Foreign Office came to 

believe that any British withdrawal could jeopardise Britain's entire imperium. It was 

essential, ran the Foreign Office line, that Britain remain 'as strong in small things as in 

big.'I3' 

Opinion within the Cabinet, however, was growing ever stronger against such a 

line. With Curzon on holidays, Wilson had little trouble persuading the Cabinet to sanction 

the evacuation of Batoum (in order to foil French efforts to undermine British control of 

~ons tan t ino~ le ) . "~  The War Office instructed General Milne to withdraw the garrison 

467-82. Alan Sharpe's, "The Foreign Office in Eclipse, 19 19- 1922," History 6 1 ( 1  976), provides the classic 
account of Lloyd George's domination of foreign policy. 
13' Churchill to Lloyd George, 14 January 1920, Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 11, p. 1000. 
"' Cabinet Conference Notes, 18 January 1920, CAB 231351s-11. Churchill, with the support of the CIGS, 
again raised the issue of withdrawing the garrison at Batoum but to no avail. Curzon 'begged' that it not be 
withdrawn. 
"4 Wilson to Major-General Sir W. Thwaites (D.M.I.), 17 January 1920, Keith Jeffery, ed., The Military 
Correspondence of Field Marshall Sir Henry Wilson, 1918-1922 (London, 1985), p. 148; Cabinet 
Conference Notes, 18 January 1920, CAB 231351s-11. Continuing Wilson stated: 'The command of the 
Caspian did not affect the defence of India unless we were prepared to hold the line Batum-Baku- 
Krasnovodsk-Merv.. ..' This was precisely what Curzon envisioned! 
135 Curzon to Lord Selborne, 9 April 1900, quoted in Nicolson, Curzon: The Lasl Phase, p. 37. Nicolson's 
criticism that Curzon lacked a sense of proportionality seems, in this case, to be misplaced (p. 38). With the 
destruction of the Ottoman Empire, not to mention revolutionary upheaval throughout Eastern Europe, 
Curzon's emphasis on need to preserve order until the situation stabilised was not entirely misplaced. See 
footnote 70. 
136 Ministerial Conference, Conclusions, 3 February 1920. CAB 23/20. There is no record of Hardinge 
objecting, which he almost certainly did, to the decision. The French commander, it was reported, had 
withdrawn two or three battalions from General Milne's command. His objective was to diminish the force 
under British command, so that, in the event of a wide-spread unrest, Milne would have to appeal to the 
French Army to restore order. Wilson regarded the situation at Constantinople as quite serious. In addition to 
trying to have the Batoum garrison withdrawn to the City, the CIGS also ordered two battalions in Egypt to 
be placed on standby in case reinforcements were needed and, even in the midst of the ongoing labour strife, 



'with all convenient speed'. Instructions on the future regime in Batoum were to be sent 

to happen to Batoum. The significance of the withdrawal was not lost on the Foreign 

Office: 'This decision will do much to nullify our whole recent policy in the Caucasus 
I 

only afrer the troops had been withdrawn.I3' The Cabinet never even discussed what was 

;ince such prestige as we have is mainly based on the presence of our troops at Batoum.' 

\Jar was the reaction from Tiflis any less dire. Wardrop feared the withdrawal would be 

aken as a clear indication that Great Britain had abandoned Transcaucasia to its fate.I3' 

A shocked Curzon hurriedly returned to London, itching for a fight: 'The decision 

:o evacuate Batoum was announced against my advice. I decline to accept it without 

mother reference to Echoing Wardrop's concerns, he warned the political 

:onsequences of the evacuation would prove 'disastrous': 

We have just committed ourselves to the recognition of the 3 Caucasian 
States of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan; and are about to supply them with 
arms, munitions and supplies 4 to assist them in the struggle for thei~ 
independence with which they are threatened. 

That we should choose this moment of all others to withdraw our small 
force from Batoum will be regarded as an act of betrayal by these Communities 
and will bring to the ground with a crash the edzjke which we and they have been 
at so much pains to rear. 

Withdrawing from Batoum, Curzon continued, would be taken as further evidence of 

Britain's 'failing strength'. The 'dream of recovering Batoum' would not only fuel pan- 

Islamism and pan-Turanian fervour but could also lead to fratricidal struggles between the 

Caucasian States or worse, a revived rivalry between Germany, Turkey and Russia. The 

only way Britain could prevent Batoum from becoming the object of an intense 

was prepared to send four battalions from Britain. Wilson to Curzon, 16 February 1920, in Jeffery, The 
Military Correspondence of Field Marshall Sir Henry Wilson, pp. 149-50. 
137 War Office to Milne, 3 February 1920, BDFA, part 11, Series A, vol. 11, no. 130. 

Hardinge minute, 5 February 1920, cited in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 
1918-1921," p. 208; Minute by D.G. Osborne, 4 February 1920, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in 
Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," p. 208; Wardrop to Curzon, 6 February 1920, BDFA, part 11, Series 
A, vol. 11, no. 132. 
139 Curzon minute, 5 February 1920, cited in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in  Relation to Transcaucasia 
1918-1921," p. 208. 



'internecine strife' was to retain the British garrison until such time as the city could be 

converted into a free port and placed under the protection of the League of ~ a t i 0 n s . I ~ '  

Such a solution was nothing new. The 1877 Treaty of Berlin had designated 

Batoum a free city, but Tsarist Russia subsequently seized the city in defiance of her 

Treaty guarantees.'4' A Free Batoum, properly exploited, would further British interests as 

Britain would in all likelihood (at least indirectly) dominate any League administration. 

Curzon's counterattack proved remarkably effective. The War Office, replying to an 

enquiry from General Milne, was unable to say to whom Batoum was to be handed over to. 

Nevertheless, preparations for the evacuation had continued and, by 16 February, one of 

the three remaining battalions had already been withdrawn.I4' At a hurriedly arranged 

Cabinet meeting, Curzon succeeded in having the evacuation suspended but only long 

enough to determine whether the Supreme Council would sanction the creation of a 'mixed 

international force under British control' to garrison the region pending its transference to 

the League of ~ a t i 0 n s . l ~ ~  Arguing that if the Allies wished to see the strategically 

important port become a free city under the League of Nations' supervision, an Allied 

force was needed to garrison the region in pursuance of Allied policy, Curzon was able to 

secure an agreement for the deployment of a French and an Italian batta1i0n.l~~ 

Despite having ensured that the Allied troops were under General Milne's 

command, the agreement was of little value. Both countries had already reneged on 

previous schemes to despatch troops to the region. The resurgence of an interventionist 

Allied policy in Transcaucasia also seemed out of kilter with the decision(s) made the 

month before which effectively terminated the Allied intervention in Russia proper. For 

what it was worth, however, Curzon had managed to preserve Britain's link with the 

Caucasus. The prospect of a prolonged Allied occupation was not looked upon favourably 

140 'The Evacuation of Batoum', memorandum by the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, 9 February 
1920. CAB 24197lC.P. 594 (my italics). 
141 'British Secretary's Notes of an Allied Conference,' 25 February 1920, DBFP, I"  series, vol. VII, no. 27. 
142 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 191 8-192 1," pp. 208-9. Batoum was the one 
city in the region capable of being developed into a commercial and naval centre. 
143 Cabinet Conclusions, 18 February 1920. CAB 2312011 1 (20). As Balfour caustically noted, in reality, this 
meant 'for ever' as the League currently lacked any sort of armed forces, and would most likely never 
acquire them. Quoted in diary entry, 18 February 1920, Callwell, Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, vol. 11, p. 
228. 



by the Georgian government. Tiflis, Wardrop advised, 'is anxious to gain prestige by 

acquiring Batoum province, and fears [the] occupation may be prolonged indefinitely.' 

Hardinge dismissed such protests and minuted that the Georgians needed to show a little 

more 'patience' and 'behave themselves'. Neither of which happened. The Georgians 

continued to press their claims aggressively and, after being repeatedly rebuffed by the 

Foreign Office, Georgian troops invaded Batoum. Anxious to avoid a further quarrel with 

the War Office, to say nothing of dissuading the French and Italians from assisting in the 

creation of a free state in Batoum, Curzon instructed Wardrop to issue a strong protest 

denouncing the Georgian government's a ~ t i 0 n s . I ~ ~  'Caucasian States', he told Wardrop, 

'must be made to understand that these attempts to force hands of [First London] 

Conference and to prejudge ultimate decisions are most reprehensible and can only 

alienate British sympathy to which they owe so As Milne and the Foreign Office 

struggled to defuse the situation before it caused further complications, developments 

further north were soon to bring Curzon's 'Great Game' to a premature close.'47 

The collapse of Denikin and Kolchak's forces had profoundly altered political 

circumstances throughout Caucasia in Moscow's favour. The withdrawal of British forces 

from the Caspian basin only further destabilised the region. As one British officer put it, 

the Transcaucasian Republics 'were at daggers drawn with each other on almost all points.' 

The situation only got worse from there.I4' Simultaneously Bolshevik policy had 

undergone a dramatic shift from the heady days of 19 17. In late November 19 19, Lenin 

outlined his ideas on the future development of Soviet policy in the East to a meeting of 

144 'British Secretary's Notes of an Allied Conference,' 25 February 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. VII, no. 27. 
145 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918-1921," pp. 210-3. The quotes are from 
Wardrop to Curzon, 29 February 1920, Hardinge minute, undated, respectively, cited in ibid. 
146 Curzon to Wardrop, 21 March 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XII, no. 521 (my italics). 
14' Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18-1 92 1 ," pp. 2 14-6. Although Milne was 
prepared to forcibly eject Georgian troops from Batoum, Curzon vetoed the use of military force. Neither the 
War Office nor the Prime Minister took a position on the 'crisis'. The Foreign Office worried an Anglo- 
Georgian conflict could allow the Red Army to reconquer the Caucasus. From their perspective, only the 
presence of the British garrison at Batoum was keeping the Bolsheviks at bay. Ultimately, the Foreign Office 
concluded control of Batoum was not worth an Anglo-Georgian war. Although Britain had 'accepted' Tiflis' 
fait accompli, the Georgians (and Transcaucasia, as a whole) were in for a rude surprise as they equated the 
position of the Foreign Office with British policy as a whole. The events that led to an ever increasing 
reluctance on the part of the Allies to remain actively involved in Transcaucasia are not discussed here. 
I48 Debo, Survival and Consolidation, pp. 174-5; 'Notes of a Meeting of the Heads of Delegations of the Five 
Great Powers', 14 November 1919, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 11, no. 22. The officer in question was serving as 



Moslem communists. Moscow's objective was not lost on the assembled crowd. 'Without 

fail the northern Caucasus,' the leader of the Azeri communists concluded, 'Dagestan and 

Azerbaidzhan must unite with Soviet ~ u s s i a . " ~ ~  Moscow now deemed secessionist 

movements within the lands of the former Tsarist Empire 'counterrevolutionary'. Lest 

anyone missed the point, the Commissar for Nationalities, Joseph Stalin, announced in 

Pravda that the Republics would be crushed between the advancing Red Army and internal 

revolutionary agitation.I5O 

At the beginning of April 1920, the Allied representatives in Tiflis, fed up with the 

constant intra-Transcaucasian conflicts, issued on their own accord a joint declaration: 'Si 

donc cet appel solennel a la conciliation n'est point entendu, au moment pricis ou le sort 

de la Transcaucasie tout entiere est peut-&re sur la point dle"tre rigli  les consiquences les 

plus graves en [sic] risulter pour votre gouvernement.' Although the three Republics 

agreed to put aside their differences, temporarily, it was too little, too late."' Two days 

after the note was despatched, and over a week before the Republics sheathed their 

daggers, the Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet reported the Red Army was 

advancing along the coast towards Batoum. Milne later confirmed the report, adding that if 

the Allies were to hold Batoum 'considerable reinforcements' would be needed. Was 

Britain prepared to 'allow the Caucasus to be over-run by the Bolsheviks who will then be 

in direct touch with the Turkish Nationalists, with consequent threats to Persia and 

el~ewhere?' '~ '  Unlike the Admiralty, which felt Batoum could easily be defended by 

the Inter-Allied High Commissioner for Armenia. On the worsening of intra-Transcaucasian relations see, 
Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 2 18-222. 
149 Quoted in Debo, Survival and Consolidation, p. 175. 
I  SO Jacobson, When the Soviet Union Entered World Politics, p. 52. By November 1918, the Party had 
repudiated the Sixth Party Congress recognition that all the nationalities of the former Tsarist Empire had the 
right to determine their own future. Nevertheless, support for national independence movements amongst the 
Moslem constituents of the British and French Empires continued to feature prominently in Bolshevik 
propaganda. 
IS1 From the Joint Allied Note to ArmenidAzerbaijan, 1 April 1920, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy 
in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," p. 222. 
lS2  CIC Mediterranean to Admiralty, 3 April 1920, cited in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to 
Transcaucasia 191 8- 192 1 ," p. 225; Milne to War Office, 4 April 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XII, no. 529. 
On the role of the Caucasus in Turco-Bolshevik relations see Gokay, A Clash of Empires, pp. 68-76. 
Although Britain had a long history of rivalry with Tsarist Russia throughout the Near East and Central Asia, 
the Bolshevik Revolution only exacerbated nineteenth century concerns for the internal stability of Britain's 
Indian Empire. On Soviet efforts to set the East ablaze, and the effect(s) this had on British policy towards 
the Soviet Union, in the lead up to the 1921 Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement, see Ullman, Anglo-Soviet 
relations, vol. 111, pp. 3 17-48. 



British sea power, the War Office was once again sent into a tizzy. The Army Council 

demanded the immediate withdrawal of the British garrison. Curzon, of course, protested 

arguing the withdrawal of British forces would be a 'most serious blow to British prestige 

in the Caucasus and throughout the East generally.'I5' Such cliched appeals to the need to 

uphold British prestige were largely pointless. Not only was the Foreign Office virtually 

alone in believing Britain had interests worth defending in the region, but events had 

overtaken their vision of turning Transcaucasia into an outpost of Britain's Indian Empire. 

With his failure at the San Remo Conference to persuade his Allied counterparts to 

cede Batoum to Georgia on the condition that it be converted into a free port, Curzon 

accepted the enviable and instructed Hardinge to begin drawing up plans, in consultation 

with the War Office, to withdraw the remaining British troops once they faced 'imminent 

danger'.'54 Only days later, the Red Army invaded Azerbaijan. Soviet Russia, within the 

space of a few months, had reasserted its authority over the entire western shore of the 

Caspian and now lay in a position to attack Georgia, Armenia and even Persia. Although 

the Polish offensive into the Ukraine diverted Moscow's attention from the Caucasus, it 

was only a matter of time before the subornation of the Caucasus was completed. 

Ultimately, Britain had little choice but to 'accept the complete loss of all control in the 
, 155 Caucasus.. .. Two days after handing over the province to Georgia, the remaining 

British (and French) troops left Batoum on 9 July 1 9 2 0 . ' ~ ~  Throughout the nineteenth and 

early twentieth, century, the need to secure the 'gateways to India' had formed the 

Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 224-5; Foreign Office to War 
Office, 20 April 1920, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918-1921," pp. 
225-6. 
Is4 Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 226-7; Curzon to Hardinge, 
23 April 1920, quoted in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in Relation to Transcaucasia 1918-192 1 ," p. 227. 
While the French were agreeable, the Italian Prime Minister was hesitant to risk a conflict with the 
Bolsheviks over 'Russian territory'. 'British Secretary's Notes of a Meeting of the Supreme Council,' San 
Remo, 22 April 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XIII, no. 10. The proposal to turn Batoum over to the League of 
Nations also proved to be a non-starter. 'Report on Formation of a Future Armenian State', 24 March 1920, 
Appendix to 'British Secretary's Notes of a Conference of Ambassadors and Foreign Ministers,' 25 March 
1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. VII, no. 71. 
"' Debo, Survival and Consolidation, pp. 175-83; 'Batoum', Memorandum by the Secretary of State for 
War, 28 April 1920. CAB 241104lC.P. 1 194. 

The Foreign Office's efforts to delay the evacuation are discussed in Rose, "British Foreign Policy in 
Relation to Transcaucasia 19 18- 192 1 ," pp. 23 1-9. 



mainspring of British foreign (and colonial) But no more. The rejection of 

Curzon's assertion that Transcaucasia had to be constructed into an outer bulwark of 

British India was symbolic of larger trends at work within Britain's official mind. 

Although the elimination of Transcaucasia should have simplified the search for Near 

Eastern settlement, it could not outweigh the complications created by the perception 

Britain would not or could not defend her interests. 

157 Ronald Robinson, John Gallagher, and with Alice Denny, Africa and the Victorians: The Climax of 
Imperialism in the Dark Continent (New York, 1961). 
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Chapter 3 

'Abject, cowardly and infamous': The Road to Lausanne, 1920-23 

'It is absolutely essential for us, if we wish for fiture peace and 
order in India, Egypt and the Moslem world, to show with 
unmistakable clearness that the Turk is beaten and is forced to 
accept such terms as we choose to offer. This is vital.' - Ronald 
Graham, October 19 18.' 

By the end of 1920, there was a marked lack of enthusiasm within both 

Westminster and Whitehall for any further expansion of Britain's overseas commitments. 

Increased spending on social services and interest payments on Britain's war debts led to 

ever greater calls for 'economy'. Along with defence expenditures, Britain's new Middle 

Eastern Empire offered an apt target for Lord Rothermere's Anti-Waste League and the 

other 'reckless advocates of economy at all costs'.* Britain's official mind grew even more 

reluctant to adopt policies that ran the risk of confrontation or would be reliant upon 

military coercion. The result was a growing chasm between domestic expectations and 

international realities. This was a point Curzon was painfully aware of: 'The war did not 

end automatically with the conclusion of the Armistice.. .. On the contrary, large parts of 

the world have been almost as actively engaged in war since as they were before.. .. And 

do let us remember when we discuss the matter that the world has not yet reverted to pre- 

war condition~. '~ In the process of dismantling her 'military' empire, London effected a 

' David Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties (London, 1938), vol., 11, p. 1351; Quoted in V. H. 
Rothwell, British War Aims and Peace Diplomacy 1914-1918 (Oxford, 1971)> p. 240. Graham was one of the 
Assistant Under-Secretaries at the Foreign Office. 
* John Darwin, "Imperialism in Decline? Tendencies in British Imperial Policy between the Wars," 
Historical Journal 23 (1980), pp. 659-60 , John Gallagher, "The Decline, Revival and Fall of the British 
Empire," in Anil Seal, ed. The Decline, Revival and Fall of the British Empire: The Ford Lectures and other 
essays (Cambridge, 1982), p. 96 and Leopold Amery, My Political Life: War and Peace: 1914-1929 
(London, 1953), vol. 11, p. 248. 
' Darwin, "Imperialism in Decline", p. 660; Parliamentav Debates, 16 November 1920, H.L. 5s., vol. XLIl, 
cols. 278-9. The CIGS estimated there were some twenty to thirty wars raging around the world. Wilson's 
comments were repeated by Sir D. Maclean, Parliamentary Debates, 20 May 1920, H.C. 5s., vol. CXXIX, 
col. 1659. 



series of skilfully executed retreats, whereby British predominance was exchanged for 

continued (indirect) influence in Ireland, Egypt, Afghanistan, Persia and ultimately 

throughout her newly acquired Middle Eastern possessions; only Palestine would be 

directly governed by London. Throughout his tenure as Foreign Secretary, Curzon 

formulated British foreign policy (in the East) on a foundation that at best resembled 

'shifting sand'.4 His performance at the First Lausanne Conference, though masterful, 

could do little to disguise the fact that the system so 'carefully constructed' in 1919 to 

further strengthen Indian security had effectively collapsed.5 In addition to discussing the 

attempt to salvage the Eastern settlement, following the Greek military debacles in the 

summer of 1922, this chapter will also examine the Treaty of Lausanne and its legacy vis- 

a-vis British imperial security. 

The main elements of the Treaty of Sevres were drafted during the London 

Conference(s), held from 12 February to 10 April 1920, with the remaining issues resolved 

at San Remo later that month.6 Both Lloyd George and Curzon found reason to favour the 

Treaty as it paved the way for the aggrandisement of Greece, upheld British interests at the 

Straits and contained French and Italian ambitions in the Near ~ a s t . '  It was not until 

August, however, that the Treaty was finally signed.8 By the time the Allies managed to 

force the Sultan into signing the Treaty, his government had long ceased to be a significant 

factor in Turkish affairs. The decision (so eagerly sought by Lloyd George) to reoccupy 

Constantinople in March 1920 had backfired. Rather than reasserting Allied prestige, 

4 Keith Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, 1918-22 (Manchester, 1984), p. vi; G. H. Bennett, 
British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period. 191 9-24 (New York, 1995), p. 198. 
5 In light of the preceding two chapters, the notion that efforts to defend India in 1918 were 'carefully 
constructed' seems more than a little far fetched. Nor is Gallagher's assertion that much of the system lay at 
risk by 1922 any more convincing. John Gallagher, "Nationalisms and the Crisis of Empire, 1919-1922," 
Modern Asian Studies 15 (1981), pp. 358 and 366. The majority of policymakers in London (and 
SimlaIDelhi) rejected an ambitious forward policy when they sought to end the British presence in the 
Caucasus. The various revolts which beset Britain's Eastern Empire between 1919 and 1922, only served to 
make this decision explicit. 
ti The Proceedings of the London Conference(s) are in Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919-1939, 
First Series (London, 1948-), vol. VII, passim, while those for the San Remo Conference are in vol. VIII, 
nos. 1-20. Henceforth cited as DBFP. 
7 A. E. Montgomery, "The Making of the Treaty of Sivres of 10 August 1920," Historical Journal 15 ( 1  972), 
p. 785, Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, p. 81 and M. L. Dockrill and J. Douglas 
Goold, Peace without Promise: Britain and the Peace Conferences, 1919-23 (London, 198 I), p. 2 13. 
8 'Treaty of peace with Turkey. Signed at Skvres, August 10, 1920', Cmd. 964 (1920). The accompanying 
'Tripartite Agreement' on the delimitation of spheres of influence in Anatolia was published as a separate 
document. Cmd. 963 (1 920). 



following attacks on French forces in Cilicia, the occupation destroyed the last vestiges of 

the Sultan's authority. Furthermore, the Turks remained convinced that they could flout the 

Allies with impunity. By the end of May Kemal had established a nationalist government 

in ~ n ~ o r a . ~  London faced a difficult dilemma, continue negotiating with the de jure 

government of the old Ottoman Empire or the rebels in ~ n ~ 0 r a . I '  Seen from the 

vantagepoint of Constantinople, the question was moot: 'The terms are such that no Turk, 

Committee of Union and Progress or pro-Entente can very well accept. The Supreme 

Council, thus, are prepared for a resumption of general warfare.. . and for what? To 
7 1 1  maintain M. Veniselos in power. ... It was more than that. Unlike France and Italy, 

Greece seemed capable of upholding (her portions of) the Treaty. Greek military successes 

in the summer of 1920 only reinforced Lloyd George's determination not to abandon 

another civilised power in order to placate the Turks. Until the fall of Venizelos' 

government later that year, anything more extensive than minor revisions to the Treaty of 

Sevres proved imp~ss ib l e . ' ~  

For better or worse, the fall of Venizelos, and ensuing Greek military debacles in 

Asia Minor, left British policy in the Eastern Mediterranean adrift.I3 'The return of 

Constantine', Churchill wrote, 'dissolved all Allied loyalties to Greece and cancelled all 

9 A few months later, a Turkish delegation was despatched to Moscow to facilitate the shipment of Soviet 
arms and gold. The Caucasus, and in particular the rail link between Baku and Erzurum, provided the 
essential 'bridge' between the two countries. Biilent Gokay, "Turkish Settlement and the Caucasus, 1918- 
20," Middle Eastern Studies 32 (1 996), pp. 66-7. 
10 Montgomery, "The Making of the Treaty of Sevres", pp. 785-6, Dockrill and Goold, Peace without 
Promise, p. 2 1 1 and Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, p. 81. 
" Admiral de Robeck to Curzon, 9 March 1920, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XIII, no. 17. Curzon later circulated 
de Robeck's letter to the Cabinet. 
'' A.E. Montgomery, "Lloyd George and the Greek Question, 1918-22," in A. 1. P. Taylor, ed. Lloyd George: 
twelve essays (New York, 1971), pp. 263-4 and Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, p. 
81. In October 1920, after being bit by a monkey, King Alexander died. Venizelos' crushing defeat in the 
parliamentary elections the following month paved the way for the return of King Constantine, who the 
British had disposed in 1917 for his (supposed) pro-German sympathies. 
l 3  In an effort to signal their displeasure at the change in government, on 5 December 1920, Britain and 
France cancelled financial credits to Greece. The resultant economic difficulties proved detrimental to Greek 
military operations. Goldstein, "Great Britain and Greater Greece", p. 356. Simultaneously the Allies also 
imposed an arms embargo against Greece, despite the fact that Kemal was obtaining supplies from the 
Bolsheviks and, possibly, the Italians. Britain adopted a policy of strict neutrality. Acting on the advice of his 
legal advisers, Curzon extended the British arms embargo to include private sales. Despite complaints from 
Lloyd George that such a policy contravened the normal rules of neutrality, Curzon was adamant that were 
Britain to take sides it would jeopardise the chances of coming to terms with the Turks. A.L. Macfie, "The 
Revision of the Treaty of Sevres: The First Phase (August 1920 - September 1922)," Balkan Studies 24 
(1983), pp. 68-9 and Montgomery, "Lloyd George and the Greek Question," pp. 274-5. 



but legal obligations. In England, the feeling was not resentment, but a total extinction of 

sympathy or even interest.'I4 Churchill's assessment, as usual, was not entirely accurate. 

Unlike the French and their Cabinet colleagues, neither Lloyd George nor Curzon were 

prepared to use the return of Constantine as a pretext for seeking an accommodation with 

the Turkish Nationalists. Considering that the Allies had already signed the Treaty, and, in 

the case of Italy, ratified it, the Cabinet adopted the position that it was 'preferable to await 

events rather than to initiate a revision of the Treaty at the present moment.' British 

prestige was at stake. Revising the Treaty would also have necessitated reopening a 

number of 'difficult questions'.15 To those critics who demanded the Allies immediately 

open negotiations with the 'Angora Government', Lloyd George asked: 'Why should we 

make terms, in order to buy peace, with a mutinous general when there is no guarantee that 

we could buy peace with the Turkish people?' Kemal's desiderata remained something of 

a mystery. Until Greece proved incapable of defending herself or surrendered the 'great 

fortresses the moment Mustapha Kemal appears before the gates,' Lloyd George argued, 

Britain need not abandon her entire Eastern policy because of 'a little trouble somewhere 

near Erzeroum' or a general election in ~ r e e c e . ' ~  

Whatever concerns the British had over the return of Constantine, and the fact he 

was 'quite capable' of conspiring against Britain, Greece remained a useful ally for 

~r i ta in ."  The Cabinet's 'policy' of waiting on events, not surprisingly, proved untenable.I8 

14 Winston Churchill, The Great War (London, 1933), vol. 111, p. 1559. 
I S  Le Temps, 23 Nov. 1920, cited in A.E. Montgomery, "Lloyd George and the Greek Question, 1918-22," p. 
267; Conference of Ministers, Conclusions, 2 December 1920. CAB 23/23/70 (20), Appx. 111. Also, see 
Churchill's attached note of protest. 
'" Parliamentary Debates, 22 December 1920, H.C. Deb. 5s., vol. 136, cols. 1887-1900. The 1919 National 
Pact simply proclaimed the Ottoman (Turkish) areas to be indivisible and that nothing would be allowed to 
impede Turkey's political, judicial or financial development. It also refused to recognise the succession of the 
old Arab provinces without a plebiscite. The text of the National Pact can be found in Dorothy Boyd Rush, 
"Lord Curzon and Kemalism: the Old World and the New East," Social Science 55 (1980), p. 87. Though 
generally well informed about events in Anatolia, the British were never entirely certain as to the exact 
nature and identity of the national movement in the region. A. L. Macfie, "British Intelligence and the 
Turkish National Movement, 1919-22," Middle Eastern Studies 37 (2001) and A. L. Macfie, "British Views 
of the Turkish National Movement in Anatolia, 191 9-22," Middle Eastern Studies 38 (2002), pp. 1- 16 and 
27-46, respectively. 
" 'Memorandum on the Greek Situation by Mr Nicolson', with minute by Sir Eyre Crowe, 20 November 
1920, DBFP, I"  series, vol. XII, no. 439 and 'Memorandum by Mr. Nicolson on Future Policy towards King 
Constantine', with minutes by Sir Eyre Crowe and Lord Curzon, 20 December 1920, DBFP, IS' series, vol. 
XII, no. 488. 
18 The diplomatic and political wrangling between January 192 1- when the British Cabinet pressured Lloyd 
George into accepting that Britain could no longer uphold the Skvres settlement- and the expulsion of the 



By the end of August 1922, the Greek Army was in headlong retreat towards Smyrna. As 

Churchill later wrote: 'The catastrophe which Greek recklessness and Allied 

procrastination, division and intrigue had long prepared now broke upon Europe. The 

signatories of the Treaty of Skvres had only been preserved in their world of illusion by the 

shield of Greece. That shield was now shattered.'I9 Within days of the Greek collapse, the 

Allied garrisons on the Straits were again threatened by Turkish forces.20 Circumstances, 

and the 'consistent treachery' of France, appeared to have set the stage for an Anglo- 

Turkish showdown on the shores of the ~ e ~ e a n . "  The Chanak Crisis, of which only a 

cursory account will be given, was to have a profound impact on Britain and the Near East 

as a whole. It paved the way for the Lausanne Conference and the 'final' settlement 

between the Allies and Turkey. More importantly, as will be discussed later, Chanak and 

the fall of the Coalition served to institutionalise the attitudes towards the defence of 

Empire that had been circulating in Whitehall since the end of the Great War. 

Greek Armies from Asia Minor in August 1922 is beyond the scope of the current discussion. See 
Montgomery, "Lloyd George and the Greek Question," in pp. 269-83, Dockrill and Goold, Peace without 
Promise, p. 216-228 and, more importantly, Macfie, "The Revision of the Treaty of Skvres", passim. 
l 9  winston Churchill, The World Crisis: The Aftermath (London, 1 W ) ,  p. 4 19. 
20 As early as May 1921, the General Staff had wanted to withdraw British forces lest they be attacked. In a 
preface to their report, the CIGS warned he could not envision 'any possibility of holding the Dardanelles.. ..' 
'The Military Situation in Turkey', memorandum by the Secretary of State for War, 26 May 1921, quoted in 
Macfie, "The Revision of the Treaty of Sevres", p. 69. 
2 1 Curzon recounted French treachery since the signing of the Paris Agreement the previous March to the 
Cabinet in early September. Despite France's 'consistent treachery', or perhaps because of it, he suggested 
the only way to resolve the developing crisis was to convene a conference of the European signatories of the 
Treaty of Sevres. Cabinet Conclusions, 7 September 1922, CAB 23/31/48 (22). Until the signing of the 
Franklin-BouillonIAnkara Agreement, which Curzon believed constituted 'a breach of honour and good 
faith', it remained unthinkable that Britain could ever 'disassociate herself from the Allies.' Rather than a 
simple agreement that paved the way for the release of French prisoners and the orderly withdrawal of 
French forces from Cilicia, the Treaty contained provisions 'most detrimental to British interests.' In the 
prolonged Cabinet discussion that followed Curzon's analysis, 'emphasis was laid on certain disquieting 
features of the situation. France appeared to be adopting an attitude definitely hostile to British interests in 
the Near East.' Cabinet Conclusions, 1 November 1922, Cab 23/27/84 (21). The Agreement, with an 
accompanying analysis by E.G. Forbes Adam, can be found in DBFP, 1" Series, vol. XVII, no. 502. Whether 
it constituted a separate peace as Curzon initially believed or merely 'an arrangement of local significance' as 
Paris later maintained, its strategic significance was clear. Curzon to Hardinge, 3 November 1921, DBFP, 1'' 
Series, vol. XVII, no. 502; Translation of French reply to British representations concerning Agreement 
between M. Framklin-Bouillon and Angora Government, 17 November 1921, quoted in Macfie, "The 
Revision of the Treaty of Sevres", p. 77. In allowing the Turks use of the Baghdad Railway, in defiance of 
stipulations in the Treaty of Sevres, France 'appeared to lay Mosul open to the Turks ....' Cabinet 
Conclusions, 1 November 1922, Cab 23/27/84 (21). Of more immediate concern, in addition to obtaining 
French war materiel, Kemal was able to transfer some 80,000 troops to the western front to aid in the struggle 
against Greece. Although the Ankara Agreement was concluded to ease French difficulties, maintaining the 
Army of the Levant was costing 500 million francs a year, it was also clearly designed to weaken Britain's 
position in the eastern Mediterranean. Yiicel Giiclii, "The Struggle For Mastery in Cilicia: Turkey, France, 
and the Ankara Agreement of 1921," International Histoly Review 23 (2001), pp. 598-9 and 590. 



Despite the disasters that had beset the Greek Army in Asia Minor, London was 

determined to see that previously agreed upon decisions would 'only be altered by a 

conference of Powers concerned.' It seemed unlikely, however, that Angora, inflamed by 

'victory, arson and blood', could be brought to the conference table. In any event, Britain 

was not prepared to extend an invitation. 'Any invitation to the Kemalist Government to a 

conference at this stage', Curzon believed, 'would be undesirable owing to the extravagant 

hopes raised at Angora by the recent Turkish victories and the danger that the Allied 

invitation might be regarded by Kemal at this moment as a sign of Allied weakness.' 

Britain first needed to demonstrate 'that a triumph over the Greeks is not necessarily a 

triumph over the ~ l l i e s ' . ~ ~  After a series of tumultuous meetings between Curzon and 

Poincare, however, it became abundantly clear that the two governments had decidedly 

different ideas on how to ensure Turkish participation in the revision of the Sevres 

settlement. PoincarC was convinced Kemal would not halt the advancing Turkish army 

until it had recaptured Thrace, Constantinople and the Straits. By late September, the 

Cabinet faced the stark option of either risking a war that would probably destroy (what 

remained of) the Entente Cordial or compromising their stance ever so slightly to allow the 

Allies to jointly invite Angora to attend a peace ~ o n f e r e n c e . ~ ~  Not surprisingly, the British 

government opted for the latter option. The attempt to confine Turkish sovereignty to those 

areas of 'purely Turkish peoples.. . had failed (except so far as related to the Arab races) 

owing to various causes.' In light of Italy's, America's and France's abandonment of this 

principle, the British government was not prepared to prevent the return of Eastern Thrace 

(including the city of Adrianople) to Turkish sovereignty single-handedly.24 

22 Curzon to Sir H. Rumbold (British High Commissioner in Constantinople), 1 1  September 1922, DBFP, 1'' 
series, vol. XVIII, no. 21; Harold Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 1919-1925: A Study in Post-War 
Diplomacy (London, 1934), p. 271; Curzon to de Martino (Italian Ambassador to Britain), 1 1  September 
1922 and Rumbold to Curzon, 12 September 1922, quoted in quoted in A. L. Macfie, "The Chanak Affair 
(September-October 1922)," Balkan Studies 20 ( 1  979), p. 3 12. 
23 Macfie, "The Chanak Affair", pp. 3 15-28. During the course of the Curzon-Poincare conferences, a 
Nationalist representative had informed the Quai dlOrsay that Kemal did not recognise a neutral zone on the 
Asiatic side of the Straits or any territory that had been previously occupied by Greek troops. Harding to 
Curzon, 19 September 1922, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVIII, no. 35. 
24 Cabinet Conclusions, 23 September 1922, CAB 23/31/50 (22). Despite the Cabinet's willingness to 
compromise on this point, upholding the Freedom of the Straits remained 'indispensable'. If Curzon found it 
impossible to secure the agreement of France and Italy on the revised text, which was included in the 
Minutes, as an appendix, the Cabinet 'considered it would not be injurious' to communicate 'separately and 
directly' with Angora. 



Despite the favourable terms of the Allied note, and contrary to expectations, 

4ngora showed little immediate sign it planned on replying to the Allied initiative. When 

:he General Officer Commanding the British Forces of Occupation, Sir Charles Hartington, 

iemanded the withdrawal of Turkish forces from the neutral zone on the Asiatic shore o 

:he Straits, Kemal denied having any knowledge of said neutral zone. His troops were 1; 
;imply pursuing the remnants of the Greek army. Rumbold believed such a telegram 

zonstituted a 'thoroughly unsatisfactory' reply; if anything, Angora appeared to be 

yowing ever more belligerent.25 The Times warned that recent accounts of Kemalist 

?olicy, which had appeared in numerous Constantinople papers, if accurate, appeared to 

-ender 'negotiation hopeless.' Angora insisted that Russia and her Bolshevik satellites 

would have to be included in any conference on the Straits, demanded immediate control 

wer all of Eastern Thrace and, most troubling of all, refused to halt the military offensive 

begun on 26 August until 'all nationalist aspirations are fulfilled.'26 Angora's diplomatic 

signals further muddied the waters. On the same day that he learned the Allied note had 

'produced a detente', a Nationalist agent acting on official instructions told Rumbold: 'The 

concentration of British military forces at Chanak and Constantinople is not of a nature to 

facilitate conclusion of peace which we ardently de~ire. '~ '  Less than twenty-four hours 

later Hartington informed the War Office that a Turkish column two miles long was 

marching on Asmali ~ e ~ e . ~ ~  Peace appeared to be the last thing Angora wanted. Britain's 

Government Code and Cypher School (GCCS) had been warning for months that a number 

of influential figures around Kernal were pushing for an attack on British forces.29 

'Situation evidently contemplated by Mustapha Kemal', Rumbold surmised, 'is that British 

and Turks should watch each other whilst Turkish forces are piling up until Mustapha 

Kemal thinks that he is strong enough to attack.' With Angora's reply to the Allied note 

25 The Allies' note and an account of the Turkish incursion appeared in the 25 September edition of The 
Times; The Times, 26 September 1922; Rumbold to Curzon, 27 September 1922, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 
XVIII, no. 62. 
26 The Times, 25 September 1922. 
27 Rumbold to Curzon, 27 September 1922, DBFP, 1"' series, vol. XVIII, nos. 64 and 65. 
28 Rumbold to Curzon, 28 September 1922, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVIII, no. 68. 
29 John Ferris, "Whitehall's Black Chamber: British Cryptology and the Government Code and Cypher 
School, 191 9-29," Intelligence and National Security 2 (1987), p. 76. Ferris cites, as examples, two telegrams 
from Hartington to War Office sent on 26 August and 27 September 1922. 



1 still not forthcoming, and the 'impossible' situation at Chanak, the Cabinet decided enoughl 

was enough.30 

Despite British willingness to make substantial revisions to the financial clauses of 

the Sevres settlement, which undoubtedly would have been far more detrimental to France 

khan Britain, ensuring the Turks did not regain control of the Straits remained of paramount 

importance.3' 'If the Gfeeks Turks take the Gallipoli Peninsula and Constantinople,' 

Churchill declared, 'we shall have lost the whole fruits of our victory, and another Balkan 

war would be i n e ~ i t a b l e . ' ~ ~  Contrary to the standard historiographical line, British 

bellicosity during the Chanak Crisis was not the work of Lloyd George and Churchill 

done. Resisting a Turkish reoccupation of the Straits commanded far wider support within 

the Cabinet than most historians have allowed for. Montagu, who was the only Minister 

that would have wholeheartedly opposed taking such a strong line against the Turks, lest it 

(further) arouse Muslim opinion in India, had been forced to resign the previous spring 

after quarrelling with ~ u r z o n . ~ ~  Worried that were Britain to acquiesce in the face of 

Kemalist aggression it would damage her prestige, which, in turn, would undermine 

Britain's position at the forthcoming Conference, the Cabinet ultimately decided to issue 

an ultimatum to Angora in a last desperate effort to save (what remained of) the Paris 

agreement. With Turkish forces reportedly inspecting British defences, and intelligence 

reports warning that Kemal was contemplating an attack on the morrow, on the morning of 

30 Rumbold to Curzon, 28 September 1922, DBFP, I "  series, vol. XVIII, no. 68. On 27 September, Rumbold 
learned from the French High Commissioner that another week might pass before the Allied Governments 
received Kemal's rely. Rumbold to Curzon, 27 September 1922, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVIII, no. 65. 
3 1 See, for example, Curzon's draft communique; which he circulated near the end of the Allied discussions 
in March 1922. 'Minutes of the Ninth Meeting of Foreign Ministers at the Quai d'orsay' ,  26 March 1922, 
BDFP, 1" series, vol. XVII, no. 568, annex 1 .  The records of the Paris Conference between the British, 
French and Italian governments, which represented the last Allied attempt to mediate the Greco-Turkish war, 
can be found in DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVII, nos. 560-70. Agreement on the final text of the Paris Conference 
Resolutions & c. was not reached until August. 
'' Cabinet Conclusions, 7 September 1922, CAB 2313 1 I 48 (22). The correction was contained in the original 
quote. During the course of the discussion, Lloyd George raised (for the first time, I believe) the possibility 
that Britain would resort to force of arms to prevent the Turks from recovering the Gallipoli Peninsula. 
33 John Darwin, "The Chanak Crisis and the British Cabinet," History 65 (1980), pp. 32-48. Darwin's article 
was (one of) the first to challenge the long standing view(s) on the Chanak Crisis. Recent works still 
empharise the role of Lloyd George and Churchill in convincing their Cabinet colleagues to adopt a 
belligerent stance, while other works simply glossy over the crisis. See, for example, David Gilmour, Curzon 
 o on don, 1994), p. 543 and Margaret Macmillan, Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World (New 
I 
(York, 2001), pp. 451-2. Montagu's folly is discussed in Dockrill and Goold, Peace without Promise, pp. 225- 
6 ,  Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 267-8 and Gilmour, Curzon, pp. 538-40. 



29 September, the Cabinet directed the War Office to issue Hartington instructions to the 

following effect: 

The Turkish Nationalists are obviously moving up troops and seeking to net your 
forces in. Cabinet are advised by the General Staff that if we allow continuance of 
this, the defensive position will be imperilled and that the moment to avert disaster 
has arrived. It has therefore been decided by the Cabinet that the Officer 
Commanding the Turkish forces around Chanak is immediately to be notified that, 
if his forces are not withdrawn by an hour to be settled by you, at which our 
combined forces will be in place, all the forces at our disposal- naval, military and 
aerial- will open fire. In this latter event the air force should be used so long as the 
Turkish forces are inside the neutral zone. The time limit should be short and it 
should not be overlooked that we have received warning regarding the date- 
September 30th, from our intelligence.34 

After meeting with the Kemalist representative in London later that afternoon, 

Curzon summoned his colleagues to yet another conference where he tried to persuade 

them to either temporarily suspend Hartington's orders or extend the deadline for the 

withdrawal of Turkish forces. If a twenty-four hour delay would not endanger British 

forces, Curzon argued, a final attempt to avoid war would 'immensely strengthen the 

Government's public position.' Despite the 'irrefutable' nature of the Government's case, 

Parliament and public opinion were bound to see the renewal of hostilities as a 'most 

deplorable occurrence'. Nevertheless, after a lengthy discussion of the matter, the Cabinet 

was unmoved. The proposed delay was deemed unacceptable on both political and, in 

particular, military grounds. London would simply have to 'hope for the best.'35 

By the following afternoon the British Government had yet to receive a reply to 

their telegram. The silence, as the Cabinet Minutes recorded, was 'rather perplexing.'36 

What happened to the impossible situation British forces were confronted with at Chanak? 

Had the Cabinet overreacted? Whatever the merits of the Cabinet's decision, it was the 

men-on-the-spot who ultimately resolved the 'crisis'. Noting the Cabinet's decision, 

34 Conference of Ministers, Minutes, 27 September 1922, CAB 231391149, Conference of Ministers, Minutes, 
28 September 1922, CAB 231391150-2 and Conference of Ministers, Minutes, 29 September 1922, CAB 
231391153. The final text can be found in Curzon to Hardinge, 30 September 1922, DBFP, 1" series, vol. 
XVIII, no. 78. 
35 Conference of Ministers, Minutes, 29 September 1922, CAB 23I39ll54. 
36 Cabinet Conclusions, 30 September 1922, CAB 2313 1152 (22). 



Hartington earnestly begged that matters be left to his judgement for the moment. Until the 

Nationalists brought up a substantial force of artillery and infantry, there was 'no question 

of disaster or danger to British forces.. .. To have some 4000 so called cavalry at close 

quarters is only a minor affair and General Marden has said that his position is strong 

enough to hold out against anything except a very serious attack.. . .' With a meeting of 

Allied Generals and Kemal perhaps only days away, and Angora preparing a response to 

the Allied Note of 23 September, Hartington considered it 'inadvisable.. . [to] launch 

avalanche of fire which will put a match to mine here and everywhere else and from which 

there will be no drawing back.. ..' Rumbold, for his part, believed Britain had little to lose 

by 'delaying action for two or three days to see whether meeting at Mudania materialises.' 

Neither man believed Kemal would be foolish enough to attack British forces.37 The 

Cabinet, relieved at hearing the situation was not as grim as they had thought, thanked 

Rumbold and Hartington for their prudence in ignoring their original instructions. In 

objecting to the timing of the ultimatum, the two men undoubtedly delayed the outbreak of 

hostilities but it was their actions in the days that followed that ultimately averted what 

would have been a 'wholly unnecessary' war.38 

Instead of delivering the Cabinet's ultimatum, on 30 September, Rumbold 

informed Angora's representative at Constantinople, Hamid Bey, that his government's 

'procrastination' must end and that there must be no further 'vague talk of meeting at 

~ u d a n i a . ' ~ '  Bey was visibly shaken upon being informed that the incursion of Turkish 

forces into the neutral zone at Chanak was 'provocative and that there was a limit to the 

" Rumbold to Curzon, 30 September 1922, DBFP, I"  series, vol. XV111, no. 79. A more complete version of 
Hartington's telegram to the War Office can be found in Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill Companion 
(London, 1966), vol. IV, part 111, pp. 2058-60. 
'' Cabinet Conclusions, 1 October 1922, CAB 23/31/55 (22) and Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 275. 
Nicholson was not alone in viewing the looming conflict as disastrous. Curzon felt Lloyd George, Churchill, 
Chamberlain and others 'have been wild for ultimatums, advances, gunfire and war. As much as he wanted to 
avoid war in general, Curzon wanted to avoid a war in which Greece fought along side Britain even more. A 
tall order considering some of his colleagues, he believed, 'literally smell[ed] of gunpowder.' Hardinge's 
opinion of the Cabinet's stance was even blunter. Curzon to Hardinge, 1 October 1922, quoted in J Douglas 
Goold, "Lord Hardinge as Ambassador to France, and the Anglo-French Dilemma over Germany and the 
Near East, 1920- 1922," Historical Journal 2 1 ( 1  978), p. 933 and 933-4. There was a widespread belief that 
Lloyd George and some of his confidants were planning/considering holding a snap Khaki election. 
39 It was at Mudania that the line the Greek army would be expected to withdraw to in advance of the official 
Peace Conference would be fixed by the Allied generals; in accord with the Greek and Turkish military 
authorities. Angora, for its part, had to undertake not to send troops into the Neutral Zones or attempt to cross 
into Europe. Such conditions were reflected in both the Paris Agreement and Allied Note of 23 September. 



>atience of His Majesty's Government', Rumbold reported. The following day British 

~fficials learned Kemal was making dispositions which would allow him to attack the 

leutral zone in the Ismid peninsula with a force of 50,000 infantry. After consulting with/ 

3artington and, the C-in-C of the Mediterranean Fleet, Admiral Brock, Rumbold decided 

:o bring matters to a head. A British official was despatched to meet with Bey, and 

nformed him that General Hartington would be at Mudania two days hence and if a 

Vationalist representative was not present, Rumbold and Hartington would 'draw their 

)wn  conclusion^.'^^ 

The Mudania Conference proceeded as planned. Although it proved to be a trying 

zxperience for Hartington, as the Turks continually tired to lure him into political 

questions, an agreement was eventually reached. In the end, after days of tension and the 

threat of war, the Allies acceded to virtually all of Angora's demands. Turkey recovered 

Eastern Thrace without having fired a shot.41 Britain had begun developing the 'habit ot 

surrender' that would eventually evolve 'into a general retreat, and the retreat into and uttel 

rout.' Before turning to the Lausanne Settlement, which Lloyd George would late1 

denounced as an 'abject, cowardly and infamous surrender', the broader trend(s) whick 

were at play within Britain's official mind need to be ~ o n s i d e r e d . ~ ~  

Britain's victory in the Great War, and it was a victory, sat uncomfortably with 

many in post-war Britain. Despite the fact that the Imperial Germany was no more and the 

'Southern British World' had become a reality, there was a certain melancholy to the 

ceremonies of remembrance in Britain. The supposedly ambiguous nature of Britain's 

victory and the horrendous cost the British Empire was perceived to have paid gave rise to 

the notion of 'Never Again'. Even as an epitaph, it left a lot to be desired but as a statement 

40 Rumbold to Curzon, 30 September 1922, BDFP, 1 st  series, vol. XVIII, no. 83. 
41  Macfie, "The Chanak ~ffa i r" ,  pp. 334-6; Dockrill and Goold, Peace without Promise, p. 235. 
42 Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties, vol. 11, pp. 1350-1. Continuing, Lloyd George wrote: 
'It was thc first of the humiliating and calamitous capitulations which in the end have destroyed most of what 
was best in the Treaties of Peace that followed the sacrifices of the Great War. The negotiators of the 
Lausanne Treaty and their successors share with King Alexander's monkey the calamity thus wrought by the 
policy which gradually disintegrated and rotted the structure that had been built up by the heroism of 
(millions.' 



of policy 'Never Again' proved d i s a s t r ~ u s . ~ ~  It was not until the fall of 1922, however, that 

these sentiments would crystallise within Westminster. Concerned at the depths to which 

Anglo-French relations had sunk, over European issues and the search for a Near Eastern 

settlement, the former Conservative leader, Bonar Law emerged from quasi-retirement 

with an astonishing letter to The Times in which he warned Paris that if France abandoned 

Britain in the Near East, she could find herself alone in Europe. Britain, he famously 

declared, 'cannot alone act as the policeman of the While the meaning of Bonar 

Law's warning appeared clear, in the context of the letter, it was to have complex and 

profound implications. By viewing the letter as a plea for Allied unity, and even for the 

primacy of Imperial interests, Conservatives came to see the letter as a rebuke of the 

Coalition. The fact that on a number of points- including the decision to give the Turks a 

'decisive warning'- Bonar Law supported the Government was evidently beside the point. 

'Our burdens are too heavy,' Churchill told a colleague the same day, 'our losses have 

been too great, and our responsibilities too numerous and too complex for us to undertake 

single-handed the task of maintaining the Treaties by which the Great War was closed.'45 

Despite the apparent unanimity between Bonar Law and the Government, the Chanak 

Crisis exacerbated all the complaints Conservatives had with the Coalition and, in 

particular, Lloyd George. It was only with the re-emergence of Bonar Law, however, that 

dissatisfied Conservatives could put forth an alternative to Lloyd George's  ini is try.^^ 

43 Michael Howard, The Continental Contmitment: The dilemma of British defence policy in the era of the 
two world wars (London, 1972), pp. 74-5. Curzon's dominant role in inventing the Remembrance 
ceremonies is discussed in David Cannadine, Aspects of Aristocracy: Grandeur and Decline in Modern 
Britain (New Haven, 1994), pp. 100-7. Not surprisingly, Curzon viewed the ceremonies 'not [as] a day of 
national grief, but rather a commemoration of a great occasion in the national history'. 
44 'The Choice before France', The Times, 7 October 1922. Bonar law no longer held a Ministerial post, 
having resigned for health reasons in March 192 1, but retained his seat in the House of Commons. The editor 
of The Times, Henry Wickham Steed, only agreed to publish Bonar Law's letter after the latter agreed with 
changes designed to tone down the anti-French vitriol of the last paragraph. Stephen Roskill, Hankey: Man of 
Secrets (London, 1972), p. vol. 11, p. 292. 
45 Inbal Rose, Conservatism and Foreign Policy during the Lloyd George Coalition, 1918-1922 (London, 
1999), pp. 241-3; 'The Choice before France', The Times, 7 October 1922; Churchill to J.C. Robertson, 7 
October 1922, Gilbert, Companion, vol. IV, part 111, p. 2080. 
46 Rose, Conservatism and Foreign, pp. 244-7. Despite the 'surrender' at Mudania, which 'wiped out the 
Treaty of Sevres and re-installed in Europe as well as in Asia Minor a resurgent Turkey relieved of almost all 
the penalties which she had brought upon herself by her entry into the Great War...', there was little to 
suggest the government's fall was at hand. The collapse of Lloyd George's Ministry, Morgan believes, 
'occurred quite suddenly and spectacularly' in mid-October 1922. Valentine Chirol, "Four Years of Lloyd- 
Georgian Foreign Policy," Edinburgh Review 237 (1923), p. 19 (my italics) and Kenneth Morgan, Consensus 
and DisuniQ: The Lloyd George Coalition Government, 19/8-1922 (Oxford, 1979), p. 343 and 346. 



The explanations for the collapse of the Coalition are as multifaceted as 

Zonservative complaints about Lloyd George were numer~us .~ '  Particularly prominent in 

he Ministry's last months, however, were calls for a cessation of the blatantly anti-Turk 

~ i a s  within Britain's Near Eastern policy. The staunchly conservative Morning Post 

naintained Britain had to revise the Treaty of Sivres as part of the larger effort to renew 

with Turkey the friendship which should never have been broken in 1914'. By the fall of 

1922 such sentiments were even making inroads into the Cabinet: 'I don't believe the 

:ountry cares anything about Thrace and Conservatives generally would prefer to see the 

h r k s  there rather than the Greeks. A good understanding with Turkey was our old policy 

md it is essential having regard to the enormous Mahommedan population of the British 

~ m ~ i r e . ' ~ ~  Such nostalgia for the days when the Ottoman Empire had been a British ally 

Nas symptomatic of the larger political and cultural changes that were occurring within 

Britain's official mind and were ultimately to lead to the collapse of the British Empire. In 

repudiating the Coalition at a meeting at the Carlton Club on the morning of 19 October 

1922 and by opting to fight the next general election as an independent party, Conservative 

M.P.s were also endorsing a sentiment expressed almost two decades earlier. In the 

aftermath of the Boer War, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman had concluded: 'The truth is 

we cannot provide for a fighting Empire, and nothing will give us the power. A peaceful 

Empire of the old type we are quitefit for.' Few in post-Great War Britain would have 

disagreed with such sentiments. The pomp and circumstance of Empire exhibitions were to 

provide an adequate substitute for a genuinely international role. Little Englandism had 

become the prevailing sentiment in Tory circles now dominated by suburban, middle-class 

businessmen with whom the calls for business efficiency of the 'anti-waste' campaign 

continued to re~onate.~ '  The old Party of Empire, however, was not entirely dead. The 1 
47 The main themes- of class consciousness, foreign policy and party politics- are discussed in Morgan, 
Consensus and Disunity, pp. 280-356. 
48 Morning Post, 13 July 1922, quoted in Rose, Conservatism and Foreign Policy, p. 230; Griffith-Boscawen 
to A. Chamberlain, 2 October 1922, quoted in Morgan, Consensus and Disunity, p. 325 (italics in original). 
In a letter to Curzon, written the same day, Griffith-Boscawen declared a good understanding with Turkey 
had been the 'policy of Palmerston and Beaconsfield'. 
49 Ingram, The British Empire as a World Power, p. xi; Campbell-Bannerman to Mr. Bryce, 26 January 1903, 
quoted in John Spender, The Life of the Right Hon. Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman (London, 1923), vol. 11, 
p. 88 (my italics); Morgan, Consensus and Disunity, pp. 356, 373-4 and 365. Nevertheless, as the former 
director of the Arab Bureau in Cario, D.G. Hogarth gloomy forecast in the spring of 1920: 'It is not a 
question only of the impossibility.. . of finding money or men to take on more Empire, but of clear signs that 
we never are going to find either again. The fixed determination of our own people not to take military 
service except for their self preservation is as obvious as their failing Will to Power. The Empire has reached 



'Government of the second eleven', as Churchill called it, contained a significant number 

aristocratic and landed peers. The Carlton Club Revolt appeared to drive Bonar Law's 

Ministry to the right of the Tory During the course of the Lausanne Conference, 

much to Curzon's chagrin, the Cabinet proved itself to be anything but a 'real old Tory 

Cabinet'. Unfortunately for Britain and her Empire, the 'drab pigmies of the Carlton Club' 

were to remain in ascendancy all the way down to the outbreak of the Second Anglo- 

German 

Shortly after the General Election of 1922, in which the Conservatives won an 

outright majority, Curzon departed for the Swiss town of Lausanne where the Allies were 

to negotiate a final settlement with ~ u r k e ~ . ' ~  Although a wide variety of legal, territorial 

and economic issues remained unresolved, Curzon's task was singular. Britain's 

diplomatic prestige had to be restored. 'The defeat of the Greeks is,' General Allenby 

reminded Curzon, 'widely advertised as a victory of the Turks over the English; and many 

people look on the Turks as the final victors in the War.' The British delegation focused 

their efforts upon three points- freedom of the Straits, Mosul and the Angora-Moscow 

axis- which world-opinion supposedly regarded as the central issues between Great Britain 

and Turkey. Curzon was under no illusions as to the difficulty of task. 'Hitherto we have 

dictated our peace treaties,' he told a colleague. 'Now we are negotiating one with the 

enemy who has an army in being while we have none, an unheard of position.' Even more 

galling, Britain had to constantly humour, conciliate and consult Allies who neither 'fought 

nor won the war against ~ u r k e ~ . ' ~ ~  Although he expected the Conference to be a 'long and 

its maximum and begun the descent. There is no more expansion in us... we started in 1914 young and 
vigorous and we have come out in 1919 to find we are old and must readjust all our ideas.' Hogarth to 
Gertrude Bell, 11 April 1920, quoted in Jeffery, The British army and the crisis of empire, p. 159 (my italics). 
50 Robert Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister: The Life and Times of Andrew Bonar Law, 1858-1923 
(London, 1955), p. 462-4. 
5' John Ramsden, ed., Real old Tory politics: The Political Diaries of Sir Robert Sanders, Lord Bayford, 
1910-35 (London, 1984), p. 192; Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 278. 
52 'Lausanne Conference on Near Eastern Affairs, 1922-1923: Records of Proceedings and Draft Terms of 
Peace.' Cmd. 1814 (1923). Also see DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVIII, chapters 11-IV. 
53 Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 282; Allenby to Curzon, 3 November 1920, quoted in Dockrill and 
Goold, Peace without Promise, p. 236; Curzon to D'Abernon, 20 December 1922, quoted in Gilmour, 
Curzon, p. 556; Curzon to his wife, 19 November 1922, quoted in Gilmour, Curzon, p. 556. Turco-Soviet 
relations following the signing of the 1921 'Treaty of Friendship and Brotherhood' are discussed in Biilent 
Gokay, A Clash of Empires: Turkey between Russian Bolshevism and British Imperialism, 1918-1923 
(London, 1997), pp. 101 -23 and 145-57. 



desperate struggle', Curzon's early success ensured that it was the Turkish, and not the 

British, delegation who would have to fight a rearguard action. 

At the opening plenary session, in true viceregal fashion, Curzon dictated the 

agenda and appointed himself chairman of the committee on territorial matters which was 

by far the most important of the three committees at the ~ o n f e r e n c e . ~ ~  Convinced that 

maintaining (at least the veneer of) Allied unity and isolating the Turks was vital to 

Britain's success at the Conference, Curzon arranged the agenda in such way that the 

weakest Turkish claims were dealt with first. Hence, the prominence Thracian frontiers 

were accorded in the Conference's opening days. In claming that the frontier had been 

defined by the 1913 Treaty of Constantinople, and demanding a plebiscite in Western 

Thrace, Ismet Pasha managed, with his first formal statement, no less, to arouse the 

opposition of the entire Conference. 'Thus by the time that the Conference came to 

approach its more delicate problems,' Nicholson notes, 'Curzon had been able to establish 

his own authority, to demonstrate the solidarity of the European Powers, and to discover 

from what angle, and in what manner, the Turkish Delegation could be best be tackled.'55 

By the time the British delegation finally departed Lausanne, on the evening of 4 February 

1923, little remained of the Treaty of ~ e v r e s . ~ ~  ~ n d  although a new treaty had not been 

54 Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 283-4; Gilmour, Curzon, p. 556. With the Swiss decision to 
renounce their right to presided over the forthcoming Conference, and his ingenuity in claiming to be the 
'senior' representative of the organising Powers, Curzon nullified the previous Allied agreement for a 
rotating presidency. The subsequent division of the Conference, at Curzon's instance, into three main 
Committees rendered the issue of who would chair future plenary sessions moot. There were no more 
'plenary' sessions. In fact, the other two Committees would not even meet until after the territorial committee 
had achieved 'some progress'. Curzon wound up presiding over the Conference's first sixteen meetings! 
Nicholson claims that it was only the next morning, upon reading the minutes, that the other delegates 
realised the full implications of Curzon's suggestions. Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 291-2. 
5S Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 292-9. The ability to read Turkish cipher traffic during the 
Conference provided Curzon and the British delegation with a 'distinct advantage'. Keith Jeffery and Alan 
Sharp, "Lord Curzon and Secret Intelligence," in Christopher M. Andrew and Jeremy Noakes, eds. 
Intelligence and International Relations, 1900-1 945 (Exeter, 1987), pp. 108 and 1 15-22. 
56 For a general overview of the remainder of the Conference Nicolson's account remains the best source. 
Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, pp. 299-350. The historical connotations of the Straits question and its 
prominence at the Lausanne Conference is discussed in James Headlam-Morley, Studies in Diplomatic 
History (London, 1930), pp. 212-53 and A.L. Macfie, "The Straits Question: The Conference of Lausanne 
(November 1922-July 1923)," Middle Eastern Studies 15 (1 979), pp. 2 1 1-38' respectively. Morely's 
memorandum was originally written in advance of the Conference in his capacity as Historical Advisor to the 
Foreign Office and was reprinted with only minor changes. Outside of a handful of specialists, most notably 
A.L. Macfie, the Lausanne Settlement has largely been become an almost forgotten aspect of British 
diplomacy in the inter-war years. One recent account only devoted three and a half pages to the subject, and 
much of which is spent on the Kurdish issue. Macmillan, Paris 1919, pp. 452-5. Nicolson's otherwise dated 



signed, Curzon had achieved a remarkable success: 'Britannia has ruled here. Entirely 

agains t  t h e  Turks ,  aga ins t  t r eache rous  al l ies,  aga ins t  a w e a k - k n e e d  cabinet ,  agains t  a ro t ten  

public opinion- and Curzon has won. Thank ~ o d . ' ~ ~  The failure to conclude a treaty only 

blinded Britain's popular press to the success of the Lausanne Conference. While the 

French press spoke of 'Le triomphe de Lord Curzon', the Daily Mail decried Curzon's 

failure. 'The British negotiators', it declared, 'are returning under the cloud of a 

humiliating blunder.' Amery, normally one of Curzon's fiercest critics, believed the 

Foreign Secretary 'secured a far better peace than could have been expected.'58 The 

signing of the official Treaty later that year did little to dim such assessments. Reflecting 

on the final settlement and other instruments, an official in the Foreign Office minuted: 

'There is no reason to suppose we could have got better terms.. .. On the whole we have 

more than regained at Constantinople, Mudania and Lausanne the prestige in Turkey that 

the defeat of the Greeks lost us, whereas, as M. Tardieu laments, French prestige has never 

been as Whether or not the Lausanne settlement was an adequate remedy to Lloyd 

study of Curzon remains the foremost account of the Lausanne Conference. The reason for this is difficult to 
say; certainly, the fact that Britain and Turkey never fought another war is a contributing factor. It would 
appear that Lausanne's marginalisation is yet another symptom of the Middle East's absence from the 
histories of the British Empire. John Darwin, "An Undeclared Empire: The British in the Middle East, 19 18- 
39," in Robert D. King and Robin W. Kilson, eds. The Statecraft of British Imperialism: Essays in Honour of 
Wm. Roger Louis (London, 1999), p. 159. 
57 Harold Nicolson to his wife, 1 February 1923, Nigel Nicolson, ed., Vita and Harold: The Letters of Vita 
Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson (London, 1992), p. 120 (italics in original). Bonar Law's defeatism was 
particularly problematic. After meeting the Prime Minister in Paris, on New Years' Eve 1922, Curzon told 
his wife that Bonar Law longed 'to clear out of Mosul, the Straits, Constantinople; willing to give up 
everything and anything rather than have a row. ... He has not the clear grasp of Foreign Affairs. No instinct 
for Oriental diplomacy ... I was really very much staggered at his flabbiness and want of grip.' With the 
impending rupture of the Entente Cordiale over Germany's failure to pay reparations, Bonar Law wanted 
Britain's obligations in the Near East liquidated, whatever the cost. Two days after the Franco-Belgian 
occupation of the Ruhr, Neville Chamberlain told his sister that Bonar Law had grown increasingly 
concerned about Lausanne and again stated his conviction that 'if the Allies wouldn't play he was not 
prepared to fight the Turks in order to act policeman for Europe. He pointed out that there was no interest in 
the Straits or in Constantinople that was exclusively or even especially British .... But he realised the danger 
of loss of prestige reacting on our Eastern possessions and he was anxious lest Curzon should find himself in 
a position from which he could not with dignity withdraw.' George to Grace Curzon, quoted in Jeffery and 
Sharp, "Lord Curzon and Secret Intelligence," p. 115; Neville to Hilda Chamberlain, 13 January 1923, 
Robert Self, ed., The Neville Chamberlain Diary Letters (Aldershot, 2000), vol. 11, p. 143. 
58 Gilmour, Curzon, p. 566; quoted in Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 349; Amery, MJ~ Political Life, 
vol. 11, p. 248. 
59 Minute by Osborne on Rumbold to Curzon, 24 July 1923, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVIII, no. 683. In a 
telegram, sent the day after his departure from Lausanne, Curzon informed London that the Conference 
should not be considered a failure and that it was his considered opinion that a Treaty would still be signed. 
The first Lausanne Conference had broken down over 'matters of greater importance' to the French and 
Italians than the British delegation. Curzon to Lindsay, 5 February 1923, DBFP, 1" series, vol. XVIII, no. 
370. Curzon's prediction proved correct. At the second Conference of Lausanne, April-July 1923, following 
further concessions by the French and Italian governments, on economic and judicial matters, a settlement 



George's Hellenic (mis)adventures, is quite beside the point. The real criteria by which 

Curzon's settlement should be judged is whether or not it was in keeping with the scale of 

Britain's victory in the Great War and furthered British imperial security in the Near East. 

Despite the formidable odds against their success, Curzon and the British 

delegation never ceded their ascendancy, which had been established at the first plenary 

session and, with the exception of Mosul, fulfilled their country's (limited) desiderata in its 

entirety.60 Although the First Lausanne Conference undoubtedly boosted Britain's prestige, 

to claim, as Nicholson does, that it 'restored British prestige in the East' exaggerates the 

impact of Curzon's accomplishments.61 During the course of the Conference, he did split 

the Turco-Soviet 'mariage de convenance' but such a development was bound to happen 

eventually. With the defeat of the Greek army, the critics of the Turco-Soviet 

rapprochement began to gain sway in Angora. Nationalist Turkey was no longer in as 

much need of Soviet munitions, gold and diplomatic support as she had been.62 Persuading 

the Turks to accept a Straits Convention that largely upheld the freedom of the Straits, 

thereby ensuring the Black Sea could never be transformed into a Soviet mare clausum, is 

often presented as Curzon's greatest accomplishment at the ~onference. '~ Yet, what did he 

really accomplish? Whereas the Treaty of Sevres upheld the absolute freedom of the 

Straits, for all commercial and military vessels, regardless of flag, and contained effective 

guarantees to ensure said transit could not be interfered with, the Straits Convention in the 

Lausanne Settlement was far more ambiguous. 

In times of peace or provided Turkey was neutral, there was to be 'complete 

freedom of navigation' but if Turkey was a belligerent, the Straits would only be open to 

was reached. The territorial clauses remained unchanged. Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 350 and 
Gilmour, Curzon, p. 566. A brief account of the ratification of the Peace Treaty and other instruments signed 
at Lausanne and the Allied military evacuation can be found in Rumbold to Curzon, 24 July 1923, DBFP, 1" 
series, vol. XVIII, no. 683. 
60 Despite the absurdity of their arguments, the Turkish delegation refused to abandon their claim to the 
Mosul vilayet. It was left to the League of Nations (and the Permanent Court at the Hague) to ultimately 
settle the matter in 1926. Their final ruling confirmed Curzon's arguments in their entirety and the eventual 
frontier proved to be 'practically identical' to the one Curzon had proposed years earlier. Nicolson, Curzon: 
The Last Phase, pp. 328-40. 
" Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 35 1. 
62 'Memorandum by the Marquess Curzon of Kedleston respecting Intervention between Greece and Turkey', 
7 October 1921, DBFP, 1'' series, vol. XVII, no. 405; Gokay, A Clash ofEmpires, p. 122 and 145. 
63 See, for example, Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, p. 92. 



neutral vessels provided the transit did not assist the enemy. The Turkish government 

remained free to take whatever measures it deemed necessary to prevent enemy vessels 

from using the Straits so long as they did not impinge upon the ability of neutral vessels to 

pass through the Straits. The provisions to ensure that the Straits remained demilitarised, 

however, were almost non-existent. There were further provisions governing the transit of 

warships into the Black Sea. Of particular significance was: 'The maximum force which 

any one Power may send through the Straits into the Black Sea is not to be greater than 

that of the most powerful fleet of the littoral Powers of the Black Sea existing in that sea at 

the time of passage. ...'64 No British fleet would ever be able to enter the Black Sea (in 

advance of hostilities). However, the Royal Navy remained free to repeat its Gallipolian 

campaign and 'hammer at the gates of Constantinople and force the Turks to open the door 

into the Black The Straits Convention, however, did satisfy the Turkish delegation. 

Having the size of any fleet entering the Black Sea tied to the strength of the littoral 

Powers ensured the balance of power in the region would be maintained.66 

A number of historians have argued that the Lausanne settlement was at the very 

least 'palatable' to London, and may have even fulfilled the Allies' essential desiderata of 

ensuring that the Straits would remain free and demilitarised. British naval domination of 

the Eastern Mediterranean would continue ~nhindered.~'  The Lausanne Settlement, 

however, failed to conclusively answer the central question of whether the Straits 

constituted the 'territorial bridge between Europe and Asia, or whether they were to 

constitute a blue water line separating those two continents.' Consequently, Britain's future 

64 'Treaty of Peace with Turkey, Signed at Sevres, August 10, 1920', Parliamentary Papers, 1920, Cmd. 
964; 'Treaty of Peace with Turkey, and other Instruments, Signed at Lausanne on July 24, 1923', 
Parliamentary Papers, 1923, Cmd. 1929. Although both shores of the Straits were to be demilitarised, the 
Commission charged with overseeing the Straits Convention was to be headed by a representative of the 
Angora regime. Furthermore, in addition to being able to transport her armed forces through and anchor her 
fleet in the demilitarised zones, Turkey was allowed to construct a naval base and maintain a garrison of no 
more than 12,000 men at Constantinople. The demilitarisation of the Straits was not to 'constitute an 
unjustifiable danger to the military security of Turkey'. In hrtherance of this goal, the Allies also agreed to 
meet any threat to the free navigation of the Straits or security of the demilitarised zones 'by all the means 
that the Council of the League of Nations may decide.. ..' 
65 Admiralty to the Foreign Office, 20 October 1922, quoted in Macfie, "The Straits Question," p. 235. 
60 Gokay, A Clash of Empires, p. 155. Moscow denounced the Treaty as it represented 'the transformation of 
the Black Sea into an English lake'. Quoted in Gokay, A Clash of Empires, p. 157. 
67 Dockrill and Goold, Peace without Promise, p. 238 and Macfie, "The Straits Question," pp. 234-5. 
Dockrill and Goold concluded that despite numerous setbacks and a string of failures, 'His Majesty's 
Government ultimately achieved its major goals at Lausanne without having fired a shot after 1918.' (p. 247) 



influence in the Danubian basin remained uncertain.68 In delaying the Turkish peace, as 

Curzon had feared, Britain wound up having to negotiate with the Turk and paid a heavy 

price for her da~liance.~' As Bennett observed: 'It was simply not possible to impose on a 

triumphant Mustapha Kemal the kind of terms which a defeated Sultan might have 

grovelled to accept in 1919.'~' Indeed. As an episode in (pragmatic) peacemaking, the 

British efforts at Lausanne were an undeniable success but as a contribution to Britain's 

imperial security, the Lausanne settlement was an abject failure. Nicolson was correct. 

Lausanne did not (from the British perspective) permanently settle the Near Eastern 

question.71 Nevertheless, to denounce the Treaty as a 'disaster to civilisation', as Lloyd 

George did, is more than a little overly dramatic. The Treaty of Lausanne, he decried, 

'extended and perpetuated' the Turks 'sway from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean.' 

Toynbee believed Turkish power, vis-a-vis her Western neighbours, had been boosted to 

levels not seen since the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji. Perhaps if Lloyd George's Ministry 

had not constantly delayed the Eastern Settlement, the final settlement would not have 

been such a far cry from the Allies' declared war aims and the Turks would not have 

benefited from their 19 14 duplicity.72 

As it turned out, the illusion of Britain's success at the Lausanne conference was 

maintained well into the 1930s. The Treaty, according to one prominent historian, 

'Memorandum by Mr. H.G. Nicolson respecting the Freedom of the Straits', 15 November 1922, DBFP, 
1" series, vol. VXIII, appendix I. If Britain was precluded from sending her Fleet into the Black Sea, 
Nicolson believed, 'the whole connexus of Danubian alliances and inter-dependencies which centre round 
the Little Entente will tend all the more to fall within the orbit either of France or Russia. The effect will be 
felt not only in Turkey, Bulgaria and Roumania, but even in Poland, Czechoslovakia and the Serb-Croat- 
Slovene State. If, however, we can obtain the right of sending our fleet to Varna, Constanza and Odessa, 
whatever France may do for these countries in the way of finance, propaganda and military support, British 
influence in the last resort will remain equal, if not predominant.' As it turned out, it was the spread of 
German influence into the region that would most worry London. 
69 See Curzon to Lloyd George, 25 October 1918, quoted in John Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in 
the Middle East, 1916-19 (London, 1999), p. 149. Although Curzon was warning of the price Britain would 
have to pay for ending Turkish suzerainty over the Arab provinces of the former Ottoman Empire, his 
comments are applicable to the peace settlement as a whole. 
70 Bennett, British Foreign Policy during the Curzon Period, pp. 92-3. Toynbee described the draft Treaty, 
and in particular the clauses designed to ensure the Freedom of the Straits, as nothing more than face-saving 
'on the part of the nominally victorious vanished'. Arnold Toynbee, "The New Status of Turkey," 
Contemporary Review 123 (1923), p. 288. 
71 'Memorandum by Mr. H.G. Nicolson respecting the Freedom of the Straits', 15 November 1922, DBFP, 
1" series, vol. VXIII, appendix I. 
'* Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties, vol. 11, p. 1352-62 and Toynbee, "The New Status of 
Turkey," p. 281. Missing from Lloyd George's account, of course, is any mention of the constant delays in 
the finalising the Turkish settlement during his Ministry. 



inaugurated the longest period of secure pre-eminence Britain was to have in the Middle 

East between the end of the Great War and the 1956 Suez Put another way, when 

no Power was prepared to challenge Britain, she was pre-eminent. Sufferance, alas, is not 

the same as security. Nor is Darwin's claim that the events of 1918 conferred great 

advantages upon Britain any more convincing.74 By the time the Curzon left office in 

1924, Britain had unquestionably acquired a vast new imperium in the Middle East but it 

was not the imperium envisioned in the heady days of late 1918. The failure to extend 

British influence beyond the borders of the newly acquired Mandates deprived British 

India of a political border.75 In failing to open-up the Straits and, more importantly, extend 

British influence into Transcaucasia, the entire region from Constantinople to Kabul- the 

so-called Northern Tier- laid open. Britain failed to capitalise on a unique moment in 

history to codify her Eastern Empire's north-west frontier on a 'scientific' basis.76 For 

someone who spoke of the 'duty' (Conservative) Britons had in maintaining the 'Empire of 

73 Darwin, "An Undeclared Empire", p. 166. Curzon's success in 'settling' the Straits question and splitting 
the Turco-Soviet 'mariage de convenance', Darwin argues, prevented the adoption of a policy of wholesale 
'scuttle' in the Middle East that was favoured by Bonar Law and other senior ministers. Bonar Law's 
defeatism was echoed by sections of the British press. The Daily Express, for example, declared Mosul was 
not 'worth the bones of one single British soldier. Our interests in Mosul are non-existent [sic].' The 
headlines a few days later were even more emphatic: 'No war to defend Mosul! Out of Mesopotamia! Bag 
and baggage the only policy!' Quoted in Nicolson, Curzon: The Last Phase, p. 331. Although the Daily 
Express was owned by one of Bonar Law's close friends, the fact that Lord Beaverbrook's paper, which had 
one of the largest circulations in Britain at the time, was publishing such slogans would have undoubtedly 
influenced public opinion. 
74 Darwin, "An Undeclared Empire", p. 174. The dramatic expansion of Britain's imperium, Darwin writes, 
not only 'solved' the Eastern Question but allowed for the defence of Egypt in depth and 'created a 
surprisingly effective barrier to the revival of either Russian or German influence.' Such claims, however, 
ignore or, at the very least, minimise, the role the British Foreign Office had in propping up Curzon's Eastern 
settlement in the late 1930s. Depending upon one's definition, the events of 1918-23 may have solved the 
Eastern Question but British strategic concerns were far from allayed. Toynbee worried it would only be a 
matter of time before Turkey was drawn into 'the orbit of some Power or group of Powers to whom control 
of the Waterway is a vital matter .... In this event Turkish independence, without being violently 
extinguished, may be attenuated imperceptibly, the substance dwindling while the form remains, just as it 
happened after the Treaty of 1774.' Toynbee, "The New Status of Turkey," p. 289. On subsequent 
TurkishIBritish efforts to ensure this did not happen, see Brock Millman, The Ill-Made Alliance: Anglo- 
Turkish relations, 1934-1940 (Montreal, 1998). 
75 The shifting (territorial, military and political) frontiers of nineteenth century India are discussed in 
Edward Ingram, Empire-Building and Empire-Builders: Twelve studies (London, 1995), pp. 160-2. 
76 1n his 1907 Romanes lecture, Curzon defined a 'scientific frontier' as a 'frontier which unites natural and 
strategical strength, and by placing both the entrance and exit of the passes in the hands of the defending 
Power, compels the enemy to conquer the approach before he can use the passage.' Curzon, Frontiers: The 
Romanes Lecture, p. 19. British control of the Straits and Batoum- and by implication the Caucasian passes- 
would have satisfied such a definition. 



England', Curzon bequeathed a dubious legacy to his  successor^.^^ British policymakers 

could never be sure Germany would not one day renew her Drang nach ~ t s e n . ' ~  

77 Curzon's comments appeared in the January 191 9 edition of the Primrose League Gazette, quoted in Rose, 
Conservatism and Foreign Policy, p. 155. 
78 Although the Versailles Treaty stripped Germany of all her Middle Eastern interests, neither Weimar nor 
Nazi Germany ever fully abandoned their (albeit limited) interests in the Middle East. Thomas Scheffler, 
"The Burden of Geography: Germany and the Middle East, 1 87 1 - 1945," Journal of Arab Affairs 12 ( 1993), 
pp. 125-134, Lukasz Hirszowicz, "The Course of German Foreign Policy in the Middle East Between the 
World Wars," Jahrbuch des Instituts fur Deutsche Geschichte Beiheft 1 (1975), 175-190 and Haim Shamir, 
"The Middle East in the Nazi Conception," Jahrbuch des Instituts fur Deutsche Geschichte Beiheft 1 (1975), 
pp. 167-174. For more on German efforts to menace India see Milan Hauner, India in Axis Strategy: 
Germany, Japan, and Indian Nationalists in the Second World War (Stuttgart, 198 1). 



Conclusion 

The success of Angora is, in fact, a portent which ought to make 
the British nation take stock of its relation to its Oriental 
dependencies. We originally went to the East for trade; in 
pursuit of trade we acquired an empire; are we now prepared to 

- - 

preserve our trade by liquidating o& empire, supposing that we 
have to choose between them, or has our political ascendancy 
become our varamount concern? And if it has. do we intend to 
maintain it by force over peoples whose soul revolts against it? 
The chief danger of our position is that we do not yet know our 
own minds on these momentous questions.. .. - Arnold Toynbee, 
June 1923.' 

The aftermath of Britain's withdrawal from Transcaucasia proved to be largely 

uneventful. Bolshevik hordes did not descend upon the Middle East. Mustafa Kemal never 

marched on Mosul. This is not to say Britain emerged with her prestige i n t a ~ t . ~  The last 

contingent of British troops was withdrawn not long after the Bolshevik reconquest of the 

Caucasus was completed. The appearance of the Red Army on Persia's northern border in 

turn undermined, perhaps fatally, Curzon's Persian treaty. The skirmish at Enzeli shattered 

whatever illusion(s) Tehran may have still held over Britain's ability to defend her 

protectorates.3 Moscow had called Britain's 'policy of bluff.  In the recriminations that 

followed, Churchill declared: 'If we are not able to resist the Bolsheviks in these areas, it is 

much better by timely withdrawals to keep out of harm's way and avoid disaster and the 

shameful incidents such as that [the surrender of British forces at Enzeli] which has just 

I Arnold Toynbee, "Angora and the British Empire in the East," Contemporary Review 123 (1923), p. 691. 
* Minute by Hardinge (20 May), on Curzon to Sir P. Cox, 18 May 1920, Documents on British Foreign 
Policy, 1919-1939, First Series (London, 1948-), vol. XIII, no. 433. Hardinge also warned that a temporary 
Afghan-Bolshevik alliance, for the purposes of invading India, was 'still in contemplation'. 
3 Richard Debo, Survival and Corzsolidation: The Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia, 1918-1921 (Montreal, 
1992), pp. 176-87. Azerbaidzhan, unlike Georgia, which reached a political settlement with Moscow, was 
invaded. Soviet Russia, as Lenin reminded a subordinate, was 'in desperate need of oil'. Britain's failure to 
provide adequate assurances to Tehran led to the collapse of pro-British government in late June 1920. 
British influence in Persia never recovered; Curzon's Treaty was placed 'in abeyance', only to be formally 
annulled shortly after Reza Khan's coup d 'eta?. 



o c c ~ r r e d . ' ~  The discussion over the Enzeli fiasco was symbolic of the larger issue of 

whether London possessed the requisite power to defend her imperium in an increasingly 

hostile and unstable world. British policy in Transcaucasia arguably became the first major 

battle in this debate, which would continue all the way down to the outbreak of the Second 

Anglo-German War. 

In their rebuke of the declinist argument, proponents of the 'London school' have 

relied on both non- and less-quantifiable material factors to argue that Great Britain 

remained the world's foremost power in the years after 1918.' While there is much to be 

said for their arguments, they fail to pay sufficient attention to the factious psychological 

attitudes of British policymakers. The changing attitudes of British elites are noted, but it is 

asserted these had a more pronounced impact on British imperial, rather than strategic, 

policy. The rising anti-colonialist movements in and of themselves were supposedly 

enough to ensure that the 'days of British power were numbered. Here, rather than in 

economic developments, lay the gravest danger to Great Britain after the First World 

war." As was evident in the current study, however, there were deep divisions within the 

British government over what steps could (and should) be taken to ensure the continued 

viability of British pre-eminence. 

It was the fear of arousing the hostility of the Raj's Muslim subjects that ensured 

the Turks remained in Constantinople. Similarly, in the debate over Batoum, it was forces 

within the British government which initiated the withdrawal. Curzon's strategic policy to 

defend India at the Caspian was thwarted not by external forces, but by his Cabinet 

colleagues. Whereas Montagu, Churchill, Bonar Law, Sir Henry Wilson and others 

believed Britain had no choice but to rein in her overseas commitments, the Foreign Office 

led by the seemingly indomitable Lord Curzon was convinced that such a policy would 

only embolden foes of the British Empire. Curzon had long understood that Britain's hold 

Inter-Departmental Conference on Middle Eastern Affairs, 17 May 1920, quoted in Richard Ullman, Anglo- 
Soviet relations, 1917-1921 (Princeton, N.J., 1961), vol. 111, p. 361; Churchill to Curzon, 20 May 1920, 
quoted in ibid, p. 363 (my italics). 

See, for example, John Ferris, "'The Greatest Power on Earth': Great Britain in the 1920s" and B.J.C. 
McKercher, "'Our Most Dangerous Enemy': Great Britain Pre-eminent in the 1930s," International History 
Review 13 (1991), pp. 726-50 and 75 1-83, respectively. 

Ferris, "'The Greatest Power on Earth': Great Britain in the 1920s," p. 737. 



over its imperial possessions was precarious, and that it would not take much to 'bring the 

whole machine toppling down.' It was going to be extremely difficult, he had warned a 

colleague in the early years of the twentieth century, 'to keep the natives loyal and 

contented at the same time that one absolutely refuses to hand over the keys to the 

citadel." The Great War only made preserving the British Empire all the more difficult. 

With talk of liberty, democracy, nationality and self-government having become the 

'common shibboleths of the Allies', Curzon recognised that substantial concessions were 

ine~itable.~ How far London would go to appease or repress those opponents of British 

imperial rule, however, remained an open question. 

The War had also revealed the fragility of British India's security. In the midst of 

her 191 8 offensive on the Western Front, it appeared as if Germany was also on the verge 

of breaching the outer bulwarks of Britain's Eastern Empire. The collapse of Tsarist Russia 

ultimately left all British statesmen 'grasping at  straw^.'^ Throughout the first eight months 

of 191 8, London was terrified at the prospect that Germany would exploit the resources of 

southern Russia to entrench her mastery of Europe. Curzon's assertion that the war had 

been transformed into a struggle for the very existence of the British Empire did not seem 

that outlandish by the summer of 1918. British concerns over the security of their Eastern 

Empire quickly dissipated in the jubilation over Germany's collapse. Curzon, however, 

was not so quick to forget. For, as he had told the boys of Harrow school, in October 1914, 

when the war ends one should not 'throw away its  lesson^."^ 

Even though the Foreign Office's belief that Transcaucasia was crucial to the 

defence of India never gained wide spread support, Curzon refused to be browbeaten into 

accepting a policy of scuttle during the prolonged search for an Eastern settlement. His 

approach to peacemaking was markedly different from that of his colleagues. The 

7 Curzon to Balfour, 3 1 March 1902, quoted in Marc Gilbert, "Insurmountable Distinctions: Racism and the 
British Response to the Emergence of Indian Nationalism," in Roger Long, ed. The Man on the Spot: Essays 
on British Empire History (Westport, 1995), p. 174. 

Quoted in David Gilmour, Curzon (London, 1994), p. 484. Curzon's comments were made in the summer 
of 1917. 
9 Benjamin Schwarz, "Divided Attention: Britain's Perception of a German Threat to Her Eastern Position in 
191 8," Journal Of Contemporary History 28 (1 993), p. 104. 



prevailing view that Britain's power was waning, and London would have to trim her sails 

accordingly, never impinged upon Curzon's vision of a post-war British Near East. Nor 

was he oblivious to the new international realities." In fact, he was extremely conscious of 

them. Britain had been fortunate that the Great War ended before Germany's Drang nach 

Osten fully materialised. Curzon (and Hardinge) feared that unless Britain took the 

necessary steps to insulate her Indian Empire and its buffer states from the wider-world, it 

would be only a matter of time before the British Empire collapsed.'2 Whether the Foreign 

Office's plan to defend India along the eastern arc of empire would have furthered British 

imperial security is difficult to say. What is clear, however, is that the delays in finalising 

the Turkish settlement slowly whittled away the advantages Britain's dramatic military 

victory over the Ottoman Empire had brought. 

By the fall of 1922, because of Allied procrastination and disunity, strategic 

miscalculation(s) and the unexpected strength of Turkish nationalism, British prestige in 

the East had reached its nadir. Less than four years after it had emerged from one of its 

greatest struggles, flush with victory, the British Empire had taken on the appearance of 

her formal Imperial rivals. It appeared increasingly likely that Angora would be dictating 

terms to the Allies. Britain's downward spiral was (at least temporary) halted at Chanak. In 

threatening war, Lloyd George's Ministry undoubtedly undertook an enormous, perhaps 

even reckless, gamble that, despite its success vis-a-vis the Turks, helped end Lloyd 

George's ministerial career. In having to negotiate a peace settlement with the Nationalist 

regime, however, London had to abandon a number of provisions that would have 

furthered British imperial security in the Eastern Mediterranean. Although the Cabinet had 

forced Curzon and Lloyd George to abandon their plans to eject the Turks from 

Constantinople, the Treaty of Sevres still could have allowed London to turn the Black Sea 

into an English lake. The Treaty of Lausanne, on the other hand, realistically only allowed 

the Royal Navy to repeat its Gallipolian campaign and 'hammer at the gates of 

'O George Curzon, Subjects of the Dav; being a selection of speeches and writings by Earl Curzon of 
Kedleston. With an introduction b . ~  the Earl of Crorner and edited by Desrnond M. Chapman-Huston. 
(London, 19 15), p. 409. 
I I A brief discussion of these two concepts which are often put forth to explain how British policymakers 
responded to their country's imperial decline, can be found in John Darwin, "The Fear of Falling: British 
Politics and Imperial Decline Since 1900," Transactions of the Royal Historial Society 36 (1986), pp. 28-9. 



Constantinople.. . [to] force the Turks to open the door into the Black sea'.I3 The Lausanne 

Settlement also left profound uncertainties over Britain's future influence in the Danubian 

basin. Rather than concrete measures to ensure the events of 1918 could not occur again, 

Britain's imperial security was henceforth dependent upon the strength of her prestige. 

Despite having been written almost thirty years earlier, Curzon's admonition that 'moral 

failure alone can shatter the prospect that awaits this country in the impending task of 

regeneration' still rung true. As did his remembrance of Tennyson's verse: 

We sailed wherever ship could sail, 
We found many a mighty State; 

Pray God our greatness may not fail 
Through craven fears of being great!15 

l 2  Edward Ingram, "Great Britain's Great Game: An Introduction," International History Review 2 (1980), p. 
171. 
l 3  Admiralty to the Foreign Office, 20 October 1922, quoted in A.L. Macfie, "The Straits Question: The 
Conference of Lausanne (November 1922-July 1923)," Middle Eastern Studies 15 (1979), p. 235. 
l 4  However, unlike her continental counterparts, who saw prestige as a reflection of power, the British 
continued to believe their power derived from their prestige. Harold Nicolson, The Meaning of Prestige: The 
Rede Lecture Delivered Before the Univers i~  of Cambridge on 23 April 1937 (Cambridge, 1937),passim. 
15 George Curzon, Problems of the Far East; Japan. Korea, China Revised ed. (Westminster, 1896), p. 428. 
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