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T. E. Lawrence was a true scholar, a
man of irresistible charm who genuine-
ly cared for the Arabs. He was also a
shocking fabricator who invented, em-
bellished, and used his own legend.
This controversial and provocative bio-
graphy overturns the mythology that
surrounds this enigmatic man.

Using previously unavailable sources
as well as published material, Lawrence
James reconstructs T. E. Lawrence’s
wartime career, examining how it was
translated into legend during the 1920s
and ’30s.

The Golden Warrior gives a brilliant
account of Lawrence’s adventures dur-
ing World War I and the British Em-
pire’s intricate manipulations in the
Middle East. James shows how the
Arab revolt was really instigated by
British intelligence, which tried to
fight Turkey and to undermine Islamic
unity. Using gold and rifles, Lawrence
and the British persuaded conservative
Arabs to abandon Turkey and fight for
an Arab state.

In one of the most startling revela-
tions, James convincingly argues that
Lawrence concocted the infamous epi-
sode at Dera where he was supposedly
tortured and raped by the Turks. The
Golden Warrior also traces Lawrence’s
efforts to sabotage the French and
reveals his account of the capture of
Damascus as pure invention. In his
infatuation with the Arabs, Lawrence
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PREFACE

The story of Lawrence of Arabia, hero of the Arab revolt, was an American
creation. It was the concoction of Lowell Thomas, an academic turned
newspaperman with a taste for hyperbole and a flair for publicity. During the
spring of 1919 he enthralled audiences at New York’s Century Theatre with
a dramatic presentation of what was popularly called ‘The Last Crusade’,
the recent campaign for the liberation of the Holy Land. Slides, newsreel
footage of Beduin horsemen, and the backing of a full orchestra gave
immediacy and vividness to an exciting tale, but it was the romantic Colonel
T.E. Lawrence, dubbed by Thomas ‘the uncrowned King of Arabia’, who
captured the imagination of New York theatregoers. Like the showman he
was, Thomas recognised what his audiences wanted and responded accord-
ingly. When his extravaganza opened in London in the late summer it had
become the story of adventures of Lawrence of Arabia. Thomas’s instinct
was right; his show was not only a box office success, he had discovered and
promoted a hero.

Every generation has its own heroes and, thanks to Lowell Thomas, Law-
rence filled this role for the 1920s and 1930s. His reputation rested upon his
prowess and his deeds which were remarkable by any standard. According to
the Thomas version of events, Lawrence was a modern paladin who, be-
tween 1916 and 1918, had won the confidence and admiration of Beduin; led
them into battle against the Turks; risked his life in daring missions behind
enemy lines; and masterminded the Arab liberation of Damascus. The man
of action was not only a gallant and resourceful warrior, but an intellectual
whose self-questioning and literary talents set him apart from the conven-
tional war hero. Lawrence was—and it is hard to know whether Lowell
Thomas fully understood this—the right man for his times. The survivors
of the killing fields of the Western front and the generation that followed
were stunned by four years of seemingly futile mass slaughter. Lawrence
emerged the hero of a nobler struggle for the emancipation of a country and
its peoples from tyrannical Turkish rule. His war could be romantised with-
out any sense of guilt; it had been waged in the desert, an environment that
Lawrence called ‘clean’. Moreover, as Lawrence himself proved, his war
had been one in which the individual could still dominate the battlefield.
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Preface

Lawrence outlived the hero worship of his own generation. Long before
he died in 1935 people spoke about the ‘Lawrence legend’, and its essen-
tial features became fixed in the national consciousness of Britain and
America by David Lean’s film Lawrence of Arabia. Crammed with dra-
matic incident, with dazzling shots of the desert and a Bruckneresque
score, the film entertains and reassures. Like the ancient ballad or epic
poem, it recreates history as it ought to have been rather than as it was.
At the same time the film offers an insight into Lawrence the man,
exploring, not always convincingly, his internal struggles and private
apprehensions.

While the cinematic Lawrence entranced audiences, his historical coun-
terpart was being found wanting. In 1955, Richard Aldington’s biography
broke a twenty-year tradition of Lawrence hagiography by arguing that its
subject was a sham and that his reputation had been artificially preserved
by a coterie of admirers. To judge by the roars of rage provoked by this
book, Aldington had damaged his target. His foray was the prelude to a
broader and more sustained assault on the values and heroes of a previous
generation that was undertaken by writers and intellectuals in the late
1950s and 1960s. It was open season for those like Lawrence who was now
identified as a scheming intelligence officer concerned with the extension
of British imperial power in the Middle East. How he did so and how he
underrated the part played by the Arabs in their own liberation were
revealed by Professor Suleiman Moussa and by Phillip Knightley and
Colin Simpson whose biographies appeared in 1966 and 1969.

Lawrence still had his champions, including Lowell Thomas, who chal-
lenged the findings of the ‘revisionists’. The most formidable was John
Mack, an American psychologist who had been allowed free access to the
closed files of Lawrence’s papers in the Bodleian Library, Oxford. Mack’s
1976 biography attempted to rehabilitate Lawrence and invest him with a
fresh significance that would be relevant for late twentieth-century man.
Following a line first suggested by Christopher Isherwood, Mack proposed
that Lawrence’s inner turmoil and contradictions somehow reflected in
microcosm those of his generation. Not only did he illuminate a pandemic
of modern neuroses which, Dr. Mack asserted, had yet to run its course, he
was a hero of non-war fit to join an American liberal pantheon alongside
such figures as Gandhi. So, within twenty years, Lawrence had come full
circle: mountebank, Hollywood super-hero, imperialist manipulator, neu-
rotic, and pacifist.

Legends survive because they are worth hearing and because they are
continually being re-examined, reinterpreted and retold; there is Malory’s
Arthur as well as Tennyson’s, Hollywood’s and the Romano-British warlord
of the archaeologist and historian. What is important is that Lawrence, like
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Preface

Arthur, lies at the heart of a legend that seems set to enjoy some sort of
permanence and universality.

It is possible to distinguish two Lawrences, one a historic figure and the
other a creature of mythology, in part created by Lowell Thomas. The
separation of the two is difficult, not least because Lawrence willingly and
sometimes guiltily helped embellish his own myth. His motive was the
hope that posterity would revere him as an artist, and to that end he made
his own life into a work of art.

In this book, I have tried to unravel the threads of the legend and
separate the authentic from the fanciful. Since what Lawrence became was
solely the consequence of what he did and what he said he had done during
the First World War, I have concentrated on a reconstruction and analysis
of the events in which he was involved. For reasons which became clear
during the narrative, I have been deliberately cautious about accepting
without question his own words and have turned to other sources, some
hitherto unknown or little used. I have also devoted much space to that
other aspect of Lawrence which demands close investigation, his legend.
Here and elsewhere, I have endeavoured to place Lawrence within the
context of his times and draw attention to the activities of others who
worked with him but whose efforts have too often been overlooked.

Some time after the completion of this book, Jeremy Wilson’s Lawrence
of Arabia, a biography authorised by Lawrence’s surviving brother, ap-
peared. Its approach was radically different from mine and having read it I
felt no need to revise my conclusions. I hope that I have offered new
perspectives on Lawrence as a figure from history and a historical phenom-
enon. Whether his stature has been enhanced or reduced 1s for my readers
to judge.

St Andrews, St George’s Day, 1992.
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ANCESTRY AND INHERITANCE

.E.LAWRENCE’S birth, upbringing and education were not an obvious

preparation for his later life. What he ultimately became was decided
by the outbreak of war in August 1914. By offering himself to the British
army, he put aside his private ambitions and, like millions of others, surren-
dered his future to forces beyond his control.

At this time, Lawrence was at a loose end. He was twenty-six, a gifted,
personable scholar who had travelled extensively in Syria and Palestine;
he was competent in Arabic and well along a road which seemed to lead
towards a distinguished academic future. He was not sure whether he
wanted to continue the journey. ‘I am not going to put all my energies
into rubbish like writing history, or becoming an archaeologist,” he had
written three years before. ‘1 would rather write a novel even, or become
a newspaper correspondent.” These dreams suddenly evaporated. He
became a soldier and was posted to Military Intelligence where he proved
useful to his commanders and found an outlet for energies and talents
which had been hitherto hidden. He had a quick mind, relished his new
tasks and exploited the chances which they offered. But the forces which
a public emergency released in him were already there, implanted by her-
edity and the influences of family, friends and tutors, who in turn embodied
the attitudes and preoccupations of the age in which Lawrence grew to
manhood.

Thomas Edward Lawrence (‘Ned’ to his family and companions) was
born on 16 August 1888 at Tremadoc in North Wales where his parents
had rented a small house. His father, who called himself Thomas Lawrence,
had the immediately recognisable bearing and manners of a gentleman,
which he was. He had been born in 1846, Thomas Robert Chapman, grand-
son of an Irish baronet, and on the death of an elder brother had inherited
a country house and estate at South Hill, two miles from the small town
of Castletown Devlin in Westmeath. His family had counted for some-
thing in Westmeath since the Elizabethan conquest and colonisation of
Gaelic Ireland. Then the Chapmans had been granted lands through, it
was believed, the backstairs influence of a courtier kinsman, Sir Walter
Raleigh. They were already a family on the move, having in a few
generations risen from the counting house to the squirearchy of Tudor
Leicestershire.



From Birth to Manhood

At some stage in his youth, Lawrence had discovered his father’s family
history and all his life he set some store by his gentle blood and Irish
ancestry. He also knew something about his maternal grandmother’s family,
the Vansittarts, and took an interest in their activities. Lawrence’s attach-
ments to his lineage and roots were strong and sentimental. In 1927 he
had a daydream about buying some acres in Westmeath ‘to keep some
of Walter Raleigh’s gift in the family of which I have the honour of being
not the least active member’. Two years later he told the Labour MP Ernest
Thurtle that his ‘experience in many camps’ had convinced him he was
‘a very normal sort of Anglo-Irishman’. Just what qualities this stereotype
might possess, Lawrence hinted elsewhere. Inshmen, he thought, were
generallv a disappointing breed. “They go so far, magnificently, and cease
to grow,” but there were exceptions like the playwright Sean O’Casey.

Lawrence could freely romanticise his Irishness, but he was unable to
enjoy the prestige of his pedigree openly, or assume his father’s patrician
port. He was illegitimate. In 1873 Thomas Chapman had married a cousin,
Elizabeth Hamilton Boyd, the daughter of a neighbouring squire. In nine
years she gave her husband four daughters and much distress. A mean-
spirited and vixenish woman, Mrs Chapman suffered from a manic religio-
sity which drove her to hand out Protestant tracts to the local Catholic
peasantry. Their priests nicknamed her the ‘Holy Viper’.

By the beginning of 1885, Chapman had taken a mistress, Sarah Junner.
Sarah, a fine-featured and strong-willed Scottish girl, had entered South
Hill in 1879 as a nanny. A capable body, she soon took over the management
of the household from Mrs Chapman, whose mind was elsewhere, and
introduced some joy into what must have been a gloomy ménage. Sarah
had been born in Sunderland in 1861, the illegitimate daughter of Elizabeth
Junner and John Junner, a shipwright who may have been a kinsman. After
her mother’s death {from drink when she was eight or nine) Sarah was
placed with her grandparents in Perthshire, and when they died, she was
passed to an aunt, the wife of a Scottish Episcopalian minister at Blairgowrie
in the same county. She followed this couple to Skye from where she was
recruited to the Chapman household, no doubt recommended by her links
with the kirk. Until her death in 1959 she spoke with a slight Scottish burr.

When Victorian gentlemen became dissatisfied with their wives, they often
found mistresses from the lower classes whom they would establish in dis-
creet homes. Thomas Chapman went further; he abandoned his wife and
South Hill and set up house with Sarah thirty miles or so away in Dublin.
Here their first son, Montague Robert, was born at the end of December
1885. Chapman family dttle-tattle alleged that the couple, pretending to
be man and wife, had been discovered by a former servant who overheard
Sarah call herself Mrs Chapman when ordering groceries. What is certain
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August 1888-August 1914

is that the pair could not hope to sustain the pretence of being man and
wife in Ireland and so fled to anonymity in North Wales.

Divorce was impossible. The 1857 Matrimonial Causes Act permitted
legal separation on the grounds of one act of misconduct by the wife, and
two by the husband. Mrs Chapman’s life was impeccable, so her husband
could not start proceedings; nor would he abandon Sarah. His own deser-
tion and infidelity gave his wife adequate grounds for a suit, but her religious
views ruled out such an action. The problem was simply but illegally resolved
by Thomas and Sarah who took the surname Lawrence and behaved to
the world as if they were married.

Soon after Ned’s birth, his parents embarked on a nomadic life which
lasted eight years. From Tremadoc they passed to Kirkcudbright, where
their third son, William, was born in 1889, and then into exile at Dinard
on the Normandy coast. There was a brief excursion to Jersey in 1894
for the birth of their fourth son, Frank, who, if he had been born on French
soil, would have been liable for conscription. By the end of the year, the
Lawrences were back in England and set up house in a red-brick villa
at Langley in the New Forest. Their travels ended in 1896 when they settled
at 2 Polstead Road, a newly built villa in North Oxford, where their fifth
and last son, Arnold, was born in 1900.

This restless way of life was forced on the Lawrences by fear of public
exposure. Had they been Bohemians or radicals embracing the novel and
outrageous doctrines of free love, they could have cocked a snook at the
mores of the rest of society and flaunted their liaison. But they were not.
Mr and Mrs Lawrence were conservative and conventional by temperament,
and upheld the prevailing morality. Once, when T.E.Lawrence mentioned
Oscar Wilde, he was rebuked by his parents, who shared the widespread
revulsion against a writer whose vices had made him a moral outcast. Yet
while they might have reviled Wilde, the Lawrences must have been uncom-
fortably aware of two other recent scandals, the Dilke and Parnell affairs,
both of which involved adultery and triggered spasms of typically British
prurience and sermonising. In order not to fall victim to their own morality,
the couple always had to be wary.

Even after they had put down roots in Oxford, Mr and Mrs Lawrence
were circumspect. Over-intimate social contacts could have led to the expo-
sure of their secret and so were avoided. Mr Lawrence was always polite
but aloof, and his wife did not make the customary social calls. She was
also noticeably uneasy in the company of those whom she had been brought
up to regard as her ‘betters’, but more at ease with workmen who came
to her house. As a result those acquainted with the Lawrences remarked
on what seemed the social disparity between the pair. When he was old
enough to understand such matters, T.E.Lawrence also sensed it.
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From Birth to Manhood

He had been born into a society which was deferential and hierarchical,
but not rigid: The able and determined could move up, while the feckless
slipped down. Lawrence came to believe that his father had been socially
diminished by his liaison with his mother while she had been elevated.
He was aware of the lowliness of her origins and made no attempt to gloss
over or glamorise them. In a confessional letter written in 1927 to Mrs
Bernard Shaw, he described his mother as ‘a child of sin’ nurtured on
Skye by a ‘bible-thinking Presbyterian’, and in another he caller her ‘a
charity child’. She had risen in the world and, impelled by motives of
possession, had ensnared and tamed a wild Irish milord. Or, in Lawrence’s
words, ‘She was wholly wrapped up in my father, whom she carried away
jealously from his former life and country, against great odds; and whom
she kept as the trophy of her power.” His father had been degraded by
these events. Lawrence had contrived for himself a picture of his father’s
previous existence which came straight from the pages of R.S.Surtees or
Somerville and Ross. For his son, at least, Thomas Chapman of South
Hill was a boisterous Irish squireen whose life was a harum-scarum rout
of hard riding, shooting and drink, but not, it seems, womanising. By
the time he had reached suburban Oxford, this fellow had been recast
by his wife into a benevolent, passive bourgeois.

Thomas Lawrence had not only been forced to jettison his pastimes
and indulgences; his standard of living had fallen. His rents and investments
were still his, but they had to be divided between two households. This
was a thin time for Irish squires, a period of agrarian wars between landlords
and tenants (Westmeath was a major centre of disorder in the 1870s and
1880s), Gladstone’s Land Acts and an agricultural depression. Thomas
Lawrence did not suffer the full effects of a dwindling rent roll for, like
others of his kind, he had shifted capital into industrial and government
stocks. When deductions had been made for the upkeep of Mrs Chapman
and his daughters at South Hill, he was left with about £400 a year to
support his Oxford household. Yet his son believed that the burden of
the two establishments had ‘reduced his means to a craftsman’s income’.
This was not only untrue but showed how little Lawrence understood of
other people’s lives. In the years when he was growing up, a skilled artisan
lucky enough to be in permanent employment earned between £75 and
£100 and was considered to be among the aristocracy of labour. Wherever
Thomas Lawrence the elder stood in the social order of Oxford, he kept
his family without having to work. He was, as he called himself when
his sons were enrolled at Oxford High School, of ‘independent means’,
and his annual income placed him securely in the ranks of the professional
middle classes who lived around him in North Oxford. But what social
position did he bestow on his:sons?



August 1888-August 1914

The question was an important one for the young Lawrence. The private
knowledge of his gentle ancestry meant much to his self-esteem, which
was understandable in an age which set store by the medieval notion that
moral virtue was inherited with nobility of blood. The cult of the English
gentleman was at its height when Lawrence was growing up. Its dogmas
would have been familiar to him from the example and advice of his father,
the counsel offered in the popular boys’ magazines available at home and
what he heard from clergymen and schoolmasters. As a Church Lads’
Brigade leader, in his teens, he would have been responsible for broadcast-
ing these ideas to young men from the working classes. In essence they
were simple and derived from a late-Victorian appreciation of the principles
of Christian knighthood, so the English gentleman was expected to show
a respect and reverence for women, and generosity and protectiveness to-
wards the poor and weak, and above all to live according to high principles
of honour and truth. These virtues were the natural inheritance of those
born gentlemen and it was not surprising that men on the make often
concocted noble ancestors. Oscar Wilde invented a kinship with a Cromwel-
lian swashbuckler, Colonel de Wilde, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wove
fantasies about the ancient Doyles, whom he believed were Norman war-
lords. This sort of fancy was taken to characteristic extremes by Lawrence’s
first biographer Lowell Thomas, who embellished the Lawrence family
tree with a Crusader and a brace of Victorian warrior proconsuls, Sir Henry
and Sir John Lawrence. This fiction was further evidence that noble blood
conveyed more than quarterings: it transmitted nobility of character and
courage.

Lawrence was unsure where exactly he fitted in. From his first days
in Oxford, if not earlier, he had been fascinated by the chivalric past and
its trappings, and so the blood links with Raleigh and his Chapman forbears,
with their seat at Killua Castle, must have had a special significance for
him. As a schoolboy and undergraduate, he was profoundly interested in
the highest expressions of the chivalric ethic, the Crusades and the chansons
de geste which extolled the bravery and honour of semi-legendary knights
who, like Sir Galahad, incidentally offered models for late-Victorian and
Edwardian boyhood. As a historian, Lawrence was never blind to the greed
and inhumanity of the Crusaders, whose activities he studied with the cold
eye of the historian of war. Yet his admission that he had been driven
by ‘impulses’ deep within him suggests a belief that warrior adventurousness
could be carried in the blood.

Gentle blood may have contained rare essences of leadership and knightly
courage, but for Lawrence it could not ensure entry into the gentlemanly
caste. His birth was one disbarment, his early education another. The public
schools, temples of the cult of the gentleman, were beyond the purse of
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From Birth to Manhood

Mr Lawrence, whose boys were sent to Oxford High School to learn along-
side the sons of tradesmen. Oxford University followed and, with it, the
everyday company of men who by birth and public school education had
acquired the status of gentlemen. Then and later at army headquarters
at Cairo, Lawrence penetrated their society. Their reactions to him were
mixed ; those, like Sir Ronald Storrs and George Lloyd, who were impressed
by his perceptiveness, charm and learning became his friends. Others had
misgivings. There was, according to Mrs Winifred Fontana, the wife of
the British Consul at Aleppo, ‘something uncouth in Lawrence’s manner
contrasting with a donnish precision of speech’. ‘He had none of a gentle-
man’s instincts,” remarked Henry (‘Chips’) Channon, a minor Tory politi-
cian and social butterfly, who resented Lawrence’s ‘strutting about the
[Versailles] Peace Conference in Arab Dress’. Flamboyance together with
unmuted cleverness were not gentlemanly traits. In fact they were just the
sort of affectations which public schools existed to excise.'

There was always something socially incongruous about Lawrence. His
father had given him the blood of the gentry, the class which traditionally
bore arms and ruled. He was proud of his connections, and could even
joke about how they were flawed. ‘Bars Sinister’, he told Lionel Curtis,
‘are rather jolly ornaments. You feel so like a flea in the legitimate prince’s
bed.” He could also stand back and make fun of some features of the
gentlemanly code. He mocked the punctilious rituals of the army, jesting
which was shared by a handful of public school brothers-in-arms. Yet
he had to fight back an urge to enforce the code when, in 1922, he was
confronted at Uxbridge with an RAF Commanding Officer who brutally
hectored new recruits. Lawrence was appalled ‘that an officer should so
play the cad’, and wanted to strike him. By then he had found himself
a satisfactory social position, a gentleman. ranker who divided his life
between the barrack hut and the salons of the nation’s literary and political
elite. It was oddly fitting for a man who, as a child, had listened to
details of his noble pedigree and witnessed his mother’s familiarity with
workmen.

Mrs Lawrence could offer her son no distinguished family tree. Her
blood, as Lawrence knew, was Scottish with a trace of Norse, presumably
from her father, who may have been Norwegian. There were some faint
grounds for speculation about a kinship of blood and spirit with General
Gordon, with whom Lawrence was sometimes compared. When Bernard
Shaw made the link, fearful that Lawrence might reveal the same fanaticism,
he replied, ‘There is only a superficial likeness I think: though my mother
was a Gordon.” This may have been so, but Sarah Lawrence gave her

son something more formidable than a tenuous connection with a famous
clan. A



August 1888-August 1914

Throughout her life, Mrs Lawrence bore the stamp of the Lvangelical
creed she had absorbed in Scotland. Her profound religious faith, which
gave her an inner strength and sense of purpose, rested upon a simple
theology. Like all who felt the saving Grace of Christ, she served Him,
and ordered her life according to the ordinances of the Bible, whose literal
truth was unquestionable. As an Evangelical, she was bound to spread
the Word and reveal its power by the example of her own life.

Yet, when tempted, Sarah Lawrence had followed her instincts and taken
a man from his wife, another devout woman. Her action had been sinful,
cutting her off from the community of believers and even, if she failed
to repent, from salvation itself. In the language of her own faith, Sarah
Lawrence was a licentious woman. By becoming and remaining Thomas
Chapman’s common law wife — preachers used a blunter word — she was
living in breach of God’s law. She found the weight of sin unbearable.
All her life, she was haunted by this anguish. In her eighties and during
a bout of flu, she was heard to murmur several times, ‘God loves the sinner,
hates the sin. God hates the sin, loves the sinner.’

Mrs Lawrence’s inner suffering was eased by the spiritual comfort of
an Anglican Evangelical, Canon Alfred Christopher, the Rector of St
Aldate’s, Oxford. Mr and Mrs Lawrence nrst encout._ered this determined
clergyman in 1895 at Ryde where he was on one of his many missions
of conversion. He not only offered comfort, but probably encouraged the
Lawrences to make their permanent home in Oxford. The city had much
to offer; the new high school gave the boys the chance of a good academic
education which would not stretch the family income, and the Lawrences
would be welcomed into the St Aldate's congregation.

Ever since he had taken the incumbency of St Aldate's in 1859, Canon
Christopher had followed the central tenet of Evangelicalism and looked
for converts, especially among undergraduates. Young men, saved for
Christ, would, at the canon’s bidding, become teachers, clergymen and
missionaries and disseminate the Evangelical gospel. This pattern was fol-
lowed by three of Mrs Lawrence’s sons. Her eldest, Robert, qualified as
a doctor and after front-line war service became a medical missionary in
China in 1925, where she joined him. William, the third son, followed
a successful Oxford career as a historian and athlete by taking up a teaching
post at the boys’ school in Delhi. Before his enlistment in the army in
September 1914, the fourth son, Frank, had been deeply involved in the
Church Lads’ Brigade as an organiser and leader of their summer camps.

Mrs Lawrence actively encouraged her sons in these vocations, which
were as spiritually satisfying for her as they were for them. Although her
guide, Canon Christopher, would have rejected the Anglo-Catholic
doctrine of confession, he may well have discovered the truth about the
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From Birth to Manhood

Lawrences’ union. Whether or not at his prompting, Mrs Lawrence came
to believe that she could redeem her own sin through service to God as
a Christian mother. Though her sons had been conceived in wickedness,
they would grow to manhood in godliness. Then, in accordance with Evan-
gelical doctrine, they would be ready to serve God’s purpose.

The regime at 2 Polstead Road was typical of that in contemporary Evan-
gelical households in Britain and the United States, and had its roots in
the traditions of English and Scottish Puritanism. Family prayers, which
were believed to be a bulwark against moral waywardness, were held daily,
and there were frequent readings from the annotated family Bible. The
byways to vice were blocked by Mrs Lawrence’s strictures against strong
drink (Mr Lawrence appears to have been allowed an occasional glass of
claret), the non-Shakespearean theatre, and dancing. Flirtation was impos-
sible. Girls were kept at a distance and Mrs Lawrence saw to it that her
sons stayed clear of such opportunities for dalliance as the annual St Giles
Fair or Christmas parties. There were no incontinent words or thoughts.
The domestic moral tone was such that, when Frank found himself a junior
subaltern in the mess of the 3rd Gloucesters, he was horrified by what
he heard. ‘I cannot describe the language, sentiments and thoughts freely
expressed here by the officers,” he told his brother William. ‘It is beyond
words abominable.’ In a letter written to be delivered to his parents if he
were killed in action, he admitted to having lived ‘through indescribable
depths of infamy’ from which he emerged unsoiled thanks to what he had
learned at home. ‘If I had been accustomed to going to theatres, music
halls etc. in the seemingly harmless way other boys go I should have found
it trebly hard to have kept myself clean.”

Mrs Lawrence’s Puritanism was not just a barricade against vice. There
was a strong vein in contemporary religious thought which insisted that
moral weaknesses could be passed from one generation to another like
the cast of the jaw or the colour of eyes. In terms of moral heredity, her
sons had a baleful pedigree. Their mother lived in sin, their maternal
grandmother had borne an illegitimate child and died from drink, and,
if T.E.Lawrence’s version of his father’s life in Ireland contains even a
shadow of truth, there was a tendency to loose living on his side of the
family. Mrs Lawrence would have her work cut out to prevent recidivism,
and there could be no sparing the rod or the sermon.

There was a positive side to the Puritan regimen of Lawrence’s childhood.
Learning was held in high regard by Evangelicals, who saw ignorance
as the yoke-devil of vice. Education had to be at the centre of the Lawrence
boys’ lives if they were to develop intellectual gifts necessary for their future
callings. Much energy therefore was concentrated on their education; read-
ing was encouraged, they were exhorted to work hard at school and, to
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judge by the family letters, the household was a place of intellectual stimula-
tion in which books and ideas were commonly discussed. In consequence
all the young Lawrences flourished at school, passed exams and proceeded
to the university at Oxford or Cambridge. Their achievements were, in

the eyes of Mrs Lawrence, stepping-stones towards future vocations in
the service of God.

On 20 July 1919, while attending the Paris Peace Conference, Lawrence
admitted his bastardy to his friend and fellow guest at the Continental
Hotel, Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen. The colonel’s reply, a character-
istic mixture of common sense and flippancy, was that ‘In these enlightened
times, it mattered little and anyway he shared something in common with
Jesus Christ.” Lawrence had already confided the circumstances of his birth
to several close friends and by the time of his death they were widely known,
although never publicised. It seems to have been common knowledge among
Lawrence’s brother officers at Aqaba, one of whom was overheard to remark,
‘He’s a bastard, did you know?’, much to the irritation of some other-ranks
who were near by. According to Robert Graves, ‘he was not informed
of the “guilty secret” until he was so emancipated that, as he told me,
“My mother was shocked that we weren’t shocked at her news and that
we took it lightly.”” Lawrence told Mrs Bernard Shaw that he had uncovered
the truth when he was about ten, but delayed letting his mother know
of his discovery until his father’s death in April 1919.”

How Lawrence had unravelled the ‘guilty secret’ when so young can
only be guessed. Like all children, he must have questioned his parents
about their own childhoods and enquired after relations. He was a quick-
witted, observant boy and so may have deduced something from the cor-
respondence to and from Ireland and meetings with land agents and lawyers.
His father’s exciting tales about Land League terrorism may have led him
to wonder why the family never visited Westmeath. An acute and thoughtful
listener might have been puzzled by Mrs Lawrence’s linguistic precision,
which made her call Mr Lawrence ‘Tom’ or ‘the boys’ father’ rather than
the usual ‘my husband’. Somehow, Lawrence evaluated the evidence and
came to a correct conclusion. Whether he shared it with his other brothers
is not known, although he did tell Arnold.

Lawrence’s initial reaction must have been coloured by moral attitudes
which had been instilled by his parents. Their relationship flew in the
teeth of all that they publicly professed. They were defaulters against their
own moral code, and maybe something worse, since they condemned others
such as Wilde. Like their spiritual predecessors, the Puritans known to
Samuel Butler, they:
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Compound for sins they are inclined to
By damning those they have no mind to.

If the young Lawrence wholeheartedly accepted his parents’ dogmas, then
he was devalued by their sins, and they became hypocrites. Yet his own
experience, before and after his discovery, made it abundantly clear that
their union was a loving one. They were affectionate and attentive parents
who loved him and cared for his welfare.

When he finally came to terms with the implications of what he had
found out, Lawrence condemned the morality and faith of his parents rather
than their behaviour. Knowing too well that ‘living in sin’ had brought
them much inner torment, he developed a revulsion against all religious
fanaticisms and their attendant urge to convert. ‘Religious theories are
the devil, when they are ridden too hard, and begin to dictate conduct,’
he wrote of the Muslim Wahabbis. The same was true of the doctrines
on which his parents had built their lives, and which, as their son knew,
had given them endless miseries of guilt. News of the funeral service for
Thomas Hardy in 1927 provoked Lawrence to sudden anger. ‘I grow indig-
nant for him, knowing that those sleek Deans and Canons were acting
a lie behind his name. Hardy was too great to be suffered as an enemy
of their faith: so he must be redeemed. . . . I wish these black suited apes
could once see the light with which they shine.” The sentiments were those
of one who, in his youth, had been on the receiving end of such proselytising.
Men, Lawrence later told Liddell Hart, should be spared the attentions
of converters and be left in peace.

Lawrence’s brothers-in-arms, the Sunni Muslim Arabs, managed these
matters better. “The Beduin could not look for God within him: he was
too sure that he was within God,” Lawrence wrote in The Seven Pillars

of Wisdom. Looking back perhaps to the faith and observances of his family,
he added:

There was a homeliness, and everyday-ness of this climatic Arab God,
who was their eating and their fighting and their lusting, the commonest
of their thoughts, their familiar resource and companion, in a way
impossible to those whose God is so wistfully veiled from them by despair
of their carnal unworthiness of Him and by decorum of formal worship.
Arabs felt no incongruity in bringing God into the weaknesses and
appetites of their least creditable causes.

How different from his mother’s austere god, who was revealed through
suffering. Lawrence’s own faith in that god, learned from her, evaporated.
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When it went he did not say, but in a letter to Liddell Hart he admitted
that, after it had gone, he scarcely noticed the loss.

Faith might slip away unnoticed, but Lawrence could not shake off his
Evangelical inheritance of thought and behaviour. All his life he adhered
to that ascetic Puritanism which considered sensual indulgence an obstacle
to mental concentration. Physical pleasures were to be shunned. He very
rarely drank alcohol. Touring southern France in August 1908 he told
his mother, ‘My water-drinking is the subject of general amazement, by
the way, far beyond what I had thought possible,” and hotel staff were
astonished when he asked for water rather than wine. This must have
pleased Mrs Lawrence, although her son overheard waiters call his choice
blague [humbug]. Lawrence’s abstinence set him apart from those of his
wartime friends for whom the bar at Cairo’s Shepheard’s Hotel was a second
home. On campaign, he disapproved of his brother officers’ whisky-
drinking and, long after, he found knowledge of Hilaire Belloc’s drinking
habits a barrier to the enjoyment of his writing.

Lawrence did not smoke, which was unusual when the habit was all
but universal, especially in the Forces. Food seems not to have interested
him and between sixteen and nineteen he was a vegetarian. These were
the years of his French excursions and his attitude to the local cuisine
was fiercely practical. Once he wrote home, ‘We had déjeuner in one of
the embrasures of the gateway: our déjeuner was an innocent one : nothing
had to be killed to feed us. Milk, bread, butter was our total. Price 4d
[two pence].” While he later relented and learned to enjoy Middle Eastern
cooking, his diet was usually spare. In the 1920s and 1930s visitors to his
cottage at Cloud’s Hill discovered that he had perfected a form of culinary
minimalism which involved their being presented with a tin-opener and
cans of pre-cooked food. Those so victualled had to prop themselves up
against the fireplace, since their host’s Spartan regime did not permit an
abundance of furniture. There were additional discomforts: cups and
saucers were scarce before 1934, when Lawrence set to making some at
a local pottery.

The Puritan virtue of simplicity in all mundane, physical things, which
had its roots in medieval asceticism, appealed deeply to Lawrence and lay
at the heart of his love affair with the desert. There was, as well, the form
if not the spirit of intense Christian meditation in his interminable self-
analysis. While the pietist looked within himself to uncover the nature of
his soul and explore its relationship with God, Lawrence’s end was the
discovery of a quintessential self which was independent of any god. In
the Seven Pillars, he presents himself as an instrument of Providence, who
gave the vital impulse to the Arab national movement, rescued it and gave
it direction. In this guise he became an apostle of what he called ‘our
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creed’, a secular religion which he claimed would bring political salvation
to the Arabs, but the threads of self-sacrifice, single-mindedness and an
urge to enlighten which run through his narrative unconsciously reflect
elements of the Evangelical creed to which he had been introduced as a child.

11

BOYHOOD AND SCHOOLING,
1888—-1907

LAWRENCE appears to have had a happy childhood, to judge from the
accounts of his early years written soon after his death by his mother,
elder brother, boyhood chums and schoolmasters. He preferred to think
otherwise. The sight of the tin bath in which he had been washed as an
infant, and which Mrs Lawrence had kindly passed to Robert Graves’
family, gave him a ‘violent revulsion to recall such physical dependency’.
In his later letters, Lawrence grumbled about the constraints of family and
schoolroom life and the deflection of his energies into boring tasks. ‘Schools
are queer places,” he warned a godson just before he went up to Eton
in 1929. ‘I was very happy when I finished with them all. Oxford was like
a heaven to finish up with.” A few years before, he had told Robert Graves
that he had been educated ‘very little, very reluctantly, very badly’ at school
and not at all at Oxford.

Before he joined the first form at Oxford High School in September
1896, Lawrence’s education had been disjointed. It had begun in France
where he attended a Jesuit academy and the St Malo junior gymnastic
class, and after his parents’ return to England in 1894 he was taught by
a governess and tutor. In those eight years, he made considerable headway.
He had learned to read before he was five and practised his new skills
on the police reports in the newspapers — reading matter which suggests
that his parents were either unvigilant or less strict than they became in
Oxford. At Oxford High School, Lawrence showed himself a well-read,
apt and biddable pupil who picked up prizes for English Language, Litera-
ture, Scripture and History. The final measure of his academic achievement
was a Meyricke Exhibition to Jesus College, Oxford, to read Modern
History, awarded in January 1907 and worth £40 a year.
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During his eleven years at school, Lawrence took great pride in his
evasion of team games. When his youngest brother Arnold was about to
begin his first term at the high school, Lawrence urged him to ‘carry on
our tradition: “no games””’, forgetting for a moment that his other brother
Frank was making his mark in cricket and soccer. Had Lawrence been
at public boarding school, his avoidance of team games would have been
a source of interminable misery, for membership of an eleven or fifteen
was a passport to general acceptability; outstanding prowess on the pitch
automatically won popularity with masters and boys. As it was, whenever
he was coerced into a match, he would find a chance to sidle off to the
edge of the playing field from where he would watch the game with a
fixed grin on his face. He was not a weakling: he relished the rough and
tumble of boyish horseplay and wrestling and proved himself a good distance
runner. His quirkiness was discounted by his school mates who found
he could take care of himself, was good-natured and had a sense of fun.
All the Lawrence boys embodied the ideals of manliness, then so prized
by schoolmasters. One later observed that they were ‘an ideal family of
boys’, each ‘clean in limb and life’. At one stage their brotherhood was
emphasised by their mother, who dressed each for school in striped,
Breton-style sweaters. Yet for Ned, in this conspicuous dress, the shift
from home to school may not have been easy for, as both his teachers
and fellow pupils noticed, he seemed on first meeting to be a shy and
self-contained boy.

All the boys were well kempt and in good shape physically, thanks to
the diligence of Mrs Lawrence. She breast-fed her first four sons, and
all her life tirelessly fulfilled her responsibilities as a mother and housewife.
She had control over all household routines and servants, although, unlike
other women in her position, she preferred to do some of the chores herself.
When her boys were young, however, she was helped by nannies. Every
particular of their welfare was given careful attention. During the summers
of 1906, 1907 and 1908 when Ned was bicycling through France, his mind
full of matters Gothic, he was chased by anxious notes from his mother,
who was concerned about the state of his health and wardrobe. He could
not have cared less, and thought her obsessions trifling: ‘Mother was always
caring (to my mind) too much about such essentials as food and clothes,’
he told Mrs Bernard Shaw in 1927. ‘Life itself doesn’t seem to matter,
in comparison with thought and desire.” Maybe not for an adult determined
to live within himself on his own terms, but the eighteen-year-old in France
took care to assure his mother that all was well with his laundry. In turn,
he cautioned her not to overstretch herself with housework, and also warned
his father not to weary himself with domestic repairs. ‘Do nothing rather
than too much,” he advised ; ‘you are worth more than the house.’
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Maternal care and Mrs Lawrence’s wholesome but very plain cooking
made sure that her son was a robust, sturdy boy, but small for his age
and class, at least when set alongside his brothers. At fifteen he was five
foot four and a half inches, and a year later he was just under five foot
six, the height he remained for the rest of his life. The average height
for a middle-class boy at the time would have been nearer five foot nine,
and many were taller; brother William topped six feet. Mrs Lawrence mis-
takenly blamed her son’s shortness on a broken leg, gained in a schoolyard
tussle when he intervened to rescue a victim of bullying, probably in his
sixteenth or seventeenth year. The spare diet which he was following could
not have stimulated either growth or girth. Between 1905 and 1908 he limited
himself to vegetables, milk (drunk by the litre in France), eggs, fruit, cakes
and abundant helpings of porridge, which he believed reinstated energy
lost in exercise. His small frame got plenty of this, running and bicycling.
Just after his eighteenth birthday, the sight of his biceps, seen when he
was sea-bathing, amazed a French mademoiselle. ‘She thinks I am
Hercules,’ he told his mother.

Inside the Lawrence household, the boys’ moral welfare and correction
were Mrs Lawrence’s province. She was untroubled by the theories of
child psychology to be laid down by the pundits of a later generation.
For boys there was simply right and wrong, so when her sons misbehaved
or flouted her authority they were whipped on their bare bottoms. Ned
was the most wilful and suffered more chastisement than his brothers.
Among his misdeeds were a refusal to persevere with piano lessons, and
indulgence with a friend in that schoolboy vice known to Edwardian clerics
and educators as ‘beastliness’. Many years later Mrs Lawrence was stll
sticking to her code for she advised Lord Astor that his horses would win
races only if they were whipped. Her views and actions were commonplace
at a time when all but a handful of parents and pedagogues were guided
by that bleak principle, Castigo te non quod odio habeam, sed quod amam
(I beat you not from hatred, but out of love). Mr Lawrence disagreed.
According to his son Arnold, he found the infliction of such punishment
distasteful and against the grain of his nature. Nevertheless, he allowed
his wife to usurp what was generally considered a duty of fatherhood —
Prince Albert had thrashed his sons at least once. Ned Lawrence did not
openly resent this form of repression, although he later admitted a deep
fear of punishment at school, which no doubt explains why he behaved
so well there.’

Nothing of this appears in Mrs Lawrence’s short memoir of her son,
written soon after his death. She recalled a small, strong infant, who from
the moment he could crawl was recklessly exploring the world around him.
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She alsc remembered a cheerful, warm-hearted lad, who was always helpful.
What he became remained a source of puzzlement to her. Anxious to probe
her mind on this subject, Thomas Jones, a senior civil servant, quizzed
her at a lunch party in February 1936. She could only answer, ‘He was
a genius.” Later, Jones noted in his diary, “The old lady, I imagine, was
much more at home with the Chinese medical missionary than with Ned,
who had travelled in worlds beyond her gaze.’?

Meeting her a few months before at another lunch, a formal affair given
in her son’s honour, Colonel Meinertzhagen was impressed by Mrs Law-
rence’s bearing. She was ‘a pathetic little figure with all the pluck and
character of her son and some of his looks’, who sat through the speeches
‘with a very charming smile on her face, looking very young and terribly
proud’. She had, as everyone recognised, bequeathed to Ned her clear,
blue eyes, strong jaw line and crop of almost Nordic blonde hair. There
were too, as she and he were aware, interior likenesses, for each possessed
iron willpower and single-mindedness.

After his final return from the Middle East in 1922, Lawrence knew
that he had irrevocably parted company from his mother. ‘I have a terror
of her knowing anything about my feelings or convictions or way of life,’
he told Mrs Bernard Shaw, since such knowledge would leave her
‘damaged: violated : no longer mine’. Mrs Lawrence had already been dis-
tressed by what she had read of the draft of the Seven Pillars. “The horrors
of the book shake her painfully,” Lawrence wrote, ‘and she hates my having
noted, or seen such things.” In time Lawrence dreaded the arrival of her
letters and felt uneasy when she asked to hear from him as ‘we haven’t
a subject we dare to be intimate upon.” What he feared most was a reassertion
of her possessiveness and a revival of attempts to dominate him. He was
forced to resist ‘letting her get ever so little inside the circle of my integrity;
and she is always hammering and sapping to come in.’ The deaths in
1915 of her sons Frank and William and of her husband four years later
had made her intensify her efforts. ‘She has so lived in her children, and
my father, that she cannot relieve herself on herself at all. And it isn’t
right to cry out to your children for love.’

To some extent these were the reactions of a disturbed man wanting
only to create his own world and live inside it, but they also contained
an element of childhood emotions recollected at the onset of middle age.
The battle which was still flickering on as Lawrence approached forty had
started in the nursery. Its features were recalled in another letter to Mrs
Bernard Shaw: ‘No trust ever existed between my mother and myself. Each
of us jealously guarded his or her own individuality, whenever we came
together. I always felt that she was laying siege to me and would conquer,
if I left a chink unguarded.’
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Twice, Lawrence chose words from the vocabulary of siegecraft to explain
their relatdonship. He was a fortress, she the investing army, ever seeking
some weak point which could be exploited. He knew much about sieges.
The close study of medieval fortification was one of his ruling passions
between his eighteenth and twenty-first years. His painstaking examination
of curtain walls, barbicans and flanking towers, and analyses of the advan-
tages and disadvantages of defenders and assailants, in a curious way
touched on his own life.

Lawrence knew that prolonged sieges were marked by alternate periods
of lassitude and violent activity. Presumably his mother’s efforts to penetrate
his defences followed the same pattern, otherwise family life at 2 Polstead
Road would have been a continuous wrangle, which it was not. From what
is known of her own and Evangelical views in general, Mrs Lawrence wanted
to get control over all her sons’ minds so that they would understand how
to fight temptation and prepare themselves for lives in which their Christian
values would bring benefit to others. With Robert, William and Frank she
accomplished her end, but with Ned things were different. So they were
with Arnold, who, encouraged by Ned, ignored efforts at conversion.

Yet Ned was not a complete disappointment. Mrs Lawrence must have
approved of his austerity and schoolboy seriousness but, as he would remem-
ber, there was never trust between them. Either she suspected Ned of dis-
sembling or else she detected a shallowness in his sincerity. There was
certainly something about his peculiar smile, which looked like a smirk,
that might have troubled her and perhaps for good reason. Unknown to
her, he knew her ‘secret’ and therefore how far she had fallen short of
the standards she tried to impose. That smile certainly vexed others. Seeing
him grin in ‘that typical Mona Lisa manner’, a fellow undergraduate
immediately assumed that Lawrence was secretly laughing at him. This
was not so, Lawrence assured him; ‘Everything amuses me.”>

When Lawrence was small, his mother had quite literally held the whip
hand, so skirmishes were one-sided, but not decisive. Her son’s will stayed
unbroken and, as he grew into manhood, physical coercion was replaced
by a more subtle kind, based on affection. The outlook was not completely
unpromising for Mrs Lawrence. Ned’s school progress must have been
cause for satisfaction, just as a few years later she was keenly interested
in his decorations for gallantry and even hoped that he might get the Victoria
Cross.* Yet achievement was not a goal in itself: it took on a greater worth
when it was harnessed to some higher ambition. This Lawrence lacked
when he left school in 1907. )

In fact, by this time, Lawrence’s character was being moulded into a
recognisable shape, but it was not one which his mother could comprehend.
As its outlines became clearer to her, a clash was inevitable. Unlike many
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others in the long siege which must have occurred inside 2 Polstead Road,
this engagement was conducted by letter.

The opening shot was fired by Mrs Lawrence and its weight and trajectory
can be judged from Ned’s reply, written at the beginning of August 1908
when he was at Aigues Mortes on the shores of the Mediterranean. He
wrote, ‘You are all wrong, Mother dear, a mountain may be a great thing,
a grand thing, “But if it is better to be peaceful, and quiet, and pure”,
pacata posse omnia mente tieri [Lucretius V 1203], if that is the best state,
then a plain is the best country.’” In such a landscape ‘one can sit down
quietly and think, of anything, or nothing which Wordsworth says is best.’
Beauty and calm were absent from mountain peaks where ‘there is always
the feeling that one is going up or down: that one will be better, will
see clearer from the top than from the valleys; stick to the Plains, Mother,
& all ye little worms [family argot for the brothers], you'll be happiest
there.” Mrs Lawrence hoped that her sons would soar, overcome spiritual
heights and fulfil a mission in the world, not enjoy self-indulgent, sedentary
dreams.

Contemplative exile had for some time been on Lawrence’s mind. Among
poems he had strongly recommended to an undergraduate friend, Vyvyan
Richards, had been Tennyson’s ‘The Palace of Art’, in which the aesthete
builds himself a ‘pleasure house’ of art and artefact on a high mountain.

My soul would live alone unto herself

In her high palace there.

... I'sit as God, holding no form of creed,
But contemplating all.

Finally isolated hedonism cloys, and the builder descends to ‘make a cottage
in the vale’ where he repents of his selfishness. Remoteness is the theme
of the few lines from Shelley’s ‘Julian and Madallo: A Conversation’, which
were the prelude to Lawrence’s letter from Aigues Mortes.

I love all waste
And solitary places; where we taste
The pleasure of believing what we see
Is boundless, as we wish our souls to be. . ..

It was an appropriate piece, in that these had been the thoughts of another
young English exile on the shores of the Mediterranean. There may, how-
ever, have been more to Lawrence’s choice of this poem than mere geogra-
phical appositeness. He read verse carefully and, while his tastes were wide,
Shelley does not appear to have enjoyed the same favour as Tennyson,
Christina Rossetti, the medieval sagas and chansons. What may have drawn
Lawrence to ‘Julian and Maddallo’ was Shelley’s preface, which lays
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out the temperaments of the two protagonists. Each was a man capable
of action who had confined himself to the world of the spirit. Count Madallo,
based upon Byron, was an Italian nobleman ‘of most consummate genius’,
a word spinner, a traveller, contemptuous of all lesser men, and aware
of the nothingness of human life. Had he chosen, he could have been
‘the redeemer of his degraded country’. Julian, like Shelley an atheist,
believes in the power of man over his own mind, and of the possibility
that society can improve itself. ‘We know’, he argues,

That we have power over ourselves to do

And suffer — what, we know not till we try;

But something nobler than to live and die -

So taught those kings of old philosophy

Who reigned, before Religion made men blind;
And those who suffer with their suffering kind
Yet feel their faith, Religion.

Lawrence, by his rigorous physical exercise and diet, had shown he had
a power over himself and that he could be a doer as well as a thinker.
Many years later he confessed to having had passing dreams of doing
something ‘nobler’. At the end of the Seven Pillars he wrote, ‘I had dreamed,
at the City School in Oxford, of hustling into form, while I lived, the
new Asia which time was inexorably bringing upon us.” Learning about
Garibaldi and the Risorgimento aroused a schoolboy ambition to lead a
national movement, or so Lawrence told Liddell Hart. If this was so, his
reaction was understandable. The colourful tale of the unification of Italy
in the 1860s was presented in British schools as a high adventure in which
courageous visionaries overcame huge obstacles and won a triumph for
the noble cause of liberal nationalism. Reading of this, whether in a school
textbook or in the vivid pages of G.A.Henty, an imaginative boy could
easily identify with Garibaldi and his guerrillas, and invent a destiny for
himself. The same impulse made Lawrence mislead his schoolfriends with
the claim that he shared a birthday, 15 August, with another man of destiny,
Napoleon.

At the age of twenty, Lawrence had set his mind on another ideal, that
of the contemplative, introspective life. As he insisted to his mother, he
had no desire to ascend the heights. Fulfilment of this ambition would
require physical detachment from the routines of the household and its
noise. Lawrence had developed an intense loathing for noise. The nocturnal
barking dogs of southern France irritated him intensely— ‘my brain would
go if [ lived here long,” he complaihed in a letter of August 190o8. When
he returned to Oxford, he asked for and obtained a divorce from his family.
After discussions and advice from Canon Christopher and his academic
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mentors, Mr Lawrence agreed to provide his son with a study and bedroom
in a bungalow built late in 1908 at the bottom of the garden.

Lawrence got his way and achieved self-imposed exile. Not only was
he cut off from the rumpus of the household and his three brothers aged
eight, fourteen and eighteen, but he had secured an additional defence
against his mother. Family life played an important part in the Evangelical
regime, and Lawrence’s wish to distance himself from it must have been
a blow to her. Nevertheless she could console herself with his continued
performance of his duties at St Aldate’s, even if she was unsure whether
his heart was in them. There was already a strange duality about her son:
he could and did quote an atheist poet to her yet, at the same time, extol
the value of Christina Rossetti’s ‘The Martyr’ in which the Christian virgin
seeks and finds perfection through God.

The decision to pander to Ned’s wish for solitude and silence had been
his father’s. He had always fostered his sons’ intellectual interests and
saw it as his duty to inspire and direct their enthusiasms. As small boys
they had learned to sail, ride and cycle under his instruction, and they
had read boys’ magazines with him. Ned learned how to ride his bicycle
and to maintain it from his father, who also passed on to him his considerable
skills as a photographer.

Encouraged by his father, Ned had become addicted to antiquarianism
which, by his sixteenth birthday, had all but taken over his life. His enthu-
siasm was total and all-consuming — of energy, thought and time. Walling
around Oxford his curiosity had been aroused by tiles and shards, un-
covered as workmen dug the foundations for new buildings. Coins and
bones were also revealed, and he was soon offering his pocket money to
labourers for their finds. Into his hands came medieval artefacts, pieces
of pottery, fragments of glass, and brass jettons (trading tokens) which
aroused his enthusiasm for the Middle Ages. Brass-rubbing expeditions
into the Oxfordshire countryside followed, on which he was often accompa-
nied by another budding antiquary, his schoolfriend, C.F.C.(‘Scroggs’)
Beeson.

By 1905, Lawrence was an accomplished brass-rubber, to judge from
examples of his work which remain among the Ashmolean collection; they
include a beautiful copy of an early fifteenth-century knight, nearly seven
feet tall, from Wisbech in Cambridgeshire. Passion soon developed into
fanaticism. There was an element of ruthlessness in his antiquarianism:
box-pew floors in Waterperry church, five miles from Oxford, were torn
up in the quest for a hidden knight. As an undergraduate, he bicycled
out to churches with a screwdriver in his pocket, and while a friend kept
‘cave’, he unscrewed Tudor brasses and looked at their reverses to discover
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if they were re-used spoil from the dissolved monasteries. In August 1905,
accompanied by his father, he cycled through East Anglia, rubbing brasses,
examining churches and castles, and touring museums. The forty-nine-
year-old Mr Lawrence was well up to the cracking pace, as his son noted
when they reached Colchester on the last leg of the trip. ‘We came here
from Ipswich over a rather hilly road 18 miles long. Still we took two hours
over it; and walked about six hills; a proceeding Father does not like.
We are feeding splendidly.’

The end products of these excursions finished up hung on the walls
of Lawrence’s room, which was soon covered with rubbings, all numbered.
He took a special joy in the bizarre figure of Ralph Hamsterley, a Tudor
parson from Oddington, Oxfordshire, who was shown as a cadaver riddled
with eel-like worms. Knights and ladies looked down on him as he pored
over and mastered the literature of armour, heraldry and architecture. The
rubbings offered a tangible link with medieval men and women, showing
them as they looked at court or on the battlefield.

What captivated Lawrence were the flowers of medieval civilisation, the
world of courts and courtliness, tournaments, sieges, coloured glass and
manuscripts, the ballads of chivalry and the architecture of castles. He
cared nothing for the roots of medieval society, and never showed any
interest in the drudgery of the peasantry or manorial routines. By his nine-
teenth year, he had settled on castles as a subject for detailed investigation.
They had a double attraction, offering scope for purely antiquarian
research, measuring, examining stonework, drawing sketches and taking
photographs, which Lawrence enjoyed most. There was also the intellectual
challenge of piecing together evidence collected on the spot and using
it to explore the minds of the castle-builders. What considerations of general
strategy dictated the siting of a castle, how did the builders exploit inacces-
sible places created by nature, and how did novel architectural ideas travel
across Europe? It was a study which fused the romantic with the intellectual.
At Chateau Gaillard, set on an outcrop above the Seine, he was impressed
by how Richard I had exploited the site. “The whole construction bears
the unmistakable stamp of genius,” he told his mother. ‘Richard I must
have been a far greater man than we usually consider him; he must have
been a great strategist and a great engineer, as well as a great man-at-arms.’
At Chepstow, Lawrence was reminded of Yniol’s castle in Tennyson’s
‘Geraint and Enid’. Other literary associations made him take a detour
in August 1908 to Hautefort, the Périgord seat of the twelfth-century
balladeer, Bertrand de Born, whose verses in praise of war he must have
known well. "

And my heart fills with gladness when I see strong castles besieged,
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and the stockades broken and overwhelmed, and the warriors on the
bank, girt about by fosses, with a line of strong stakes, interlaced. . ..

Such poetry, and the courtly culture which produced it, was, like the
art of fortification, international. To understand both, Lawrence had to
travel. He pleaded for and got his parents’ backing for an excursion to
Normandy in August 1906, which he toured with ‘Scroggs’ Beeson. A
further trip followed in August 1907 when he crossed the province with
his father, and then, alone, penetrated the former Angevin domains as
far as the Loire. He went alone for his final and most ambitious expedition
during July and August 19o8. By then an undergraduate at the end of
his first year, he had in mind writing a thesis on castles as part of his
final degree, and his route took him southwards beyond the Loire into
Provence as far as the Mediterranean coast and back through the Marches
of Gascony.

On each trip, Lawrence travelled by bicycle. He could, he told his family,
average 10 m.p.h. over long distances, making ninety miles a day but, since
he muddled miles and kilometres, some of his claims were exaggerated.
Once, in August 1906, he showed signs of flagging and he suggested that
a motorbike would best suit his purposes. His parents seem to have ignored
this oblique request and for the rest of his journeys he made do with
a bicycle. Each excursion was carefully planned beforehand, and so his
family and friends were able to write to him, addressing their letters to
post offices along his projected route. His parents financed him, and on
every trip he sent them details of his careful husbandry of their funds.
Thanks to his vegetarian diet, Lawrence seems to have managed on between
six and seven francs a day (about thirty to thirty-five pence), spending
about four on an evening meal and bed for the night and the rest on
postcards, postage and occasional tips. His cash, in sovereigns and five-
pound notes, was kept in hidden pockets and he took care not to eat in
out-of-the-way and therefore risky cafés. He was puritanical about accom-
modation, and when confronted in August 1908 by carpets and a spring
mattress at Montoire, he told his parents, ‘I prefer my polished boards
in the “midi” to extra pile carpets & extra piled bills.” Back in Oxford,
he duped a fellow undergraduate, Vyvyan Richards, into believing that
he got by on fifty centimes (about three pence) a day.

On each excursion, Lawrence wrote extended letters home (taking great
care to get exactly twenty-five centimes’ worth of news in each envelope
and save extra postage). He outlined where he had been, what he had
seen in the way of churches and castles, exchanged gossip and gave
incidental details about his meals, spending, Frenchmen encountered and
local customs. The whole collection conveys a delightful impression of
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a dogged, hardy English schoolboy overcoming headwinds, punctures and
an alien diet in his determination to see for himself and record the splen-
dours of Gothic France. The wonderment of discovery is infectious, but
always toned down a little by the practical need to record every antiquity
in scholarly detail. Lawrence sought both to share his serendipity with
his family and create a set of working notes for future study. One passage,
describing monuments in Lenon Abbey, examined in August 1906, may
stand example for many others.

Her [Tiphaine, Countess de Beaumanoir’s] face was perfect, without any
mutilation and exhibited the calm repose and angelic purity which the
mediaeval sculptor knew so well to blend, with a certain martial simplicity
and haughtiness. . .. Opposite her on the other side of the church lay

her husband assassinated in 1385. He is chiefly remarkable for two
gigantic curls, each supported by a sturdy angel. He has a beard, and
wears a jupon, gorget, pauldrons, brassarts, coutes, and a large sword.

Each August, the Lawrence family read much more in the same vein;
they were, one assumes, as well versed in the arcane vocabulary of the
antiquary as Ned. There was also room for less weighty matters, even
humour, but no frivolity. At Dinard, Lawrence noticed a Pomeranian dog
wearing goggles seated in his mistress’s motor car; in Brittany he disparaged
local over-eating, and elsewhere he noted that many Frenchmen were stout.
The Limousin village dogs ‘whose duty is to bark at all tourists, above
all motorists, & people in knickers’ (that is, shorts as worn by Lawrence)
annoyed him, as did the dozen American tourists (‘twangs’) whom he came
across at Chinon and who made him, out of national pride, tip the guide
a franc (six pence). His family also heard news of old friends at Dinard,
including the Chaignons, who were good-hearted hosts on each tour. Other
acquaintances were followed up, and the eighteen-year-old boy recorded
an earnest conversation with the Jesuit father with whom he discussed the
English Anglo-Catholic movement and Oxford. His own French improved
steadily and he congratulated himself on being mistaken for a native at
least once on his third trip.

In May 1927, Lawrence told Liddell Hart that he had, at the age of eighteen,
run away and joined the army as a private soldier. Fascinated, Liddell
Hart pressed him for further details, but was disappointed, getting some
inconsequential remarks about the Friday and Saturday night loutishness
of his barrack mates. The same observations occurred in The Mint, but
Lawrence was very wary of revealing the exact date of his service or his
nom de guerre (no Thomas Edward Lawrence left the army during 1905-6),
aware no doubt that they could be checked from official records. His friends
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and family never indicated that he was away from home for several months
and he was uncertain about how long he was away, once telling Liddell
Hart that it was six months. Liddell Hart was perplexed by this confession
and soon after Lawrence’s death made enquiries at the War Office. An
examination of enlistment and discharge papers for 19o5—6 drew a blank
and later investigations similarly failed to trace Lawrence’s service record,
even though he claimed to have been attached to the Royal Garrison Artillery
unit at St Mawes near Falmouth.

On one level, this fiction was an attempt by Lawrence to give his boyhood
an adventurousness and glamour which it lacked. On another, it indicated
his strong-mindedness and refusal to be overridden by his parents, since
he gave a family quarrel as the reason for his flight. These qualities, con-
firmed by his insistence on a private bolt-hole in the garden, were certainly
present in the young Lawrence. The resistance to his mother, the tireless
pursuit of antiquarian lore and the resolution with which he sought with-
drawal from domestic distractions were evidence of a formidable will. If
he did not actually beat a path to the recruiting sergeant after having been
thwarted, he may well have considered it.

111

OXFORD AND THE ORIENT,
1007—1QI0

ACCORDING to Dr David Hogarth, the true antiquary needs a ‘mind
which is more curious of the past than the present, loves detail for
its own sake, and cares less for ends than means’. In 1908, Hogarth, a
fellow of Magdalen College and newly appointed Keeper of the Ashmolean
Museum, felt sure that he had found such a creature in Lawrence. What
he had seen of him, first as a schoolboy who brought finds to the Museum
and later as an enthusiastic undergraduate who helped catalogue pottery,
convinced Hogarth that here was an interesting young man worth cultiva-
tion. Hogarth’s patronage changed Lawrence’s life, giving it a direction
it had hitherto lacked. Academic doors would be opened for him and,
guided by Hogarth, he was set on a course towards the Middle East and
a career as a field archaeologist.
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Lawrence’s final debt to Hogarth was more than that of a scholar to
his master. Soon after his death in November 1927, Lawrence wrote:
‘Hogarth was a very wonderful man. . . . He was first of all human, and
then charitable, and then alive. | owed him everything I had, since I was
17, which is the age when I suddenly found myself.” He counted Hogarth’s
death among his greatest losses, and confessed to Edward Garnett that
‘He was really to me the parent I could trust, without qualification, to
understand what bothered me.” Hogarth possessed ‘the most civilised
wisdom I’ve ever met’. Lawrence turned to this urbane, worldly and tolerant
man as to a father — ‘His advice was always the last I asked for whenever
I had a question to decide.” At first, Hogarth had seen Lawrence as a
potential academic like himself, who could be steered along a conventional
course of scholarship towards a seat at college high table. It was a path
which Hogarth had followed, but not without misgivings, for he had a
restless spirit that was never at home within the confines of the common
room or library. At heart he was an adventurer, a wandering antiquary
driven by the search for ‘hidden treasure’ or the chance to uncover some
‘lode of antiquarian lore’.' Lawrence sensed this and after his death
remarked, ‘His career did not fit his character.’

Hogarth had begun what he called his ‘arduous apprenticeship’ as an
antiquary in 1887 when, twenty-five years old and fascinated by the life
of Alexander the Great, he enrolled at the British School at Athens.
Its routines bored him so he went off, revolver on hip, to see Macedonia
for himself. He travelled widely across Turkey, Syria and Palestine, living
cheaply. He excavated in Cyprus (alongside M.R.James, another
embryonic don and the future writer of ghost stories) and in Egypt under
the direction of Professor Flinders Petrie, the most celebrated British
archaeologist of his day. In 1897 he took a turn as The Times’s corres-
pondent in Crete, where he reported the Graeco-Turkish war. He became
a don and wrote academic studies including Devia Cypria, which, to his
amusement, stimulated ill-founded excitement amongst collectors of
erotica.

For Hogarth, direct experience of the Middle East, ‘whose ancient monu-
ments conspicuously exalt the past at the expense of the present’, was essen-
tial for any aspiring antiquary since it would both quicken and fix his
enthusiasm. Lawrence, whom he realised was more at home in the past
than the present, was very susceptible to such persuasion. By August 1908
his mind was made up. He gave exuberant notice of his decision in a
letter home written at Aigues Mortes, an appropriate place for such a resolve
since it was from here that St Louis and his Crusaders had taken ship

for Egyptin 1249:
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I felt that at last I had reached the way to the South, and all the glorious
East; Greece, Carthage, Egypt, Tyre, Syria, Italy, Spain, Sicily, Crete
... they were all within reach. . .. I fancy | know better than Keats what
Cortes felt like, ‘silent upon a peak in Darien’. Oh I must get down
there, — farther out — again! Really this getting to the sea has almost
overturned my mental balance. . ..

Lawrence’s imagination may have run wild, but there was a practical
reason for him to undertake an expedition to the Middle East. An examin-
ation of the then little-known Crusader strongholds in the Lebanon, Syria
and Palestine was a natural outcome of his studies of fortification in Eng-
land, Wales and France. Furthermore, Oxford’s examination statutes per-
mitted historians to submit a thesis as part of their Final Examinations.
Supported by Hogarth, Lawrence planned to offer such a study in which
he would explain and demonstrate the exchange of ideas about castle-
building between the Crusader states and the West. It was an ambitious
project which required extensive field work in a remote region, but, if
successful, it could do much to advance Lawrence’s academic career.

This certainly needed promotion. The most outstanding feature of Law-
rence’s progress through Oxford had been his eccentric behaviour. His
arrival at Jesus in October 1907 was a moment of liberation which released
him from the chafing bonds of schoolmasters and parents. Like many other
uudergraduates he felt that now he could do as he liked and his new freedom
was marked by a regime of waywardness. Fortunately, Edwardian Oxford
was essentially a benign and tolerant society in which all kinds of unconven-
tionality were more or less accepted. Even so, his quirkiness stood out
and irritated some. A.G.Prys-Jones, a contemporary, recollected an
exchange which followed one of Lawrence’s visits to his rooms and which
provoked the ire of one of the college ‘hearties’.?

In his blunt Anglo-Saxon way he said ‘I’ve just passed that lunatic
Lawrence on the staircase. What’s he been doing in our territory ?’
‘Seeing me’ I replied. ‘My God, Prys, the man’s barmy. Don’t you know
that?” ‘Well’ I said ‘either that or some kind of genius. I can’t tell yet.
Give me time, old man: I’ve only just met him.” ‘You Welshmen do
seem to have a knack of picking up the queerest fish. I know he’s barmy.
He doesn’t run with the boats, he doesn’t play anything. He just messes
about on an awful drop-handled bicycle. And if he ever wore a bowler
hat he’d wear it with brown boots.’

Lawrence’s activities gave plenty of cause for such outbursts. Although
he had rooms in college, he lived at home where, after the autumn of
1908, he used his garden bungalow as study and bedroom. He ignored
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established college routines by which men read and attended lectures in
the morning, took athletic exercise after lunch, and between tea and dinner
either worked or chatted. ‘No gentleman works after dinner’ was the custom,
but Lawrence often studied well into the early hours of the morning. He
seldom dined in college, indeed he was rarely seen to eat a square meal.
Sustained by nibbling biscuits, cake, apples and raisins, Lawrence went
in for occasional bouts of endurance, once working and fasting for forty-five
hours at a stretch. Another bizarre form of self-discipline involved at least
one nocturnal dip in the frozen Cherwell, which must have been particularly
astringent for a man who had a passion for hot baths.

At night, Lawrence came alive. He would wander around Oxford after
dark for some unknown purpose: he claimed that sometimes he navigated
the city’s sewers in a canoe. These had some attraction for him, since
he descended them on another occasion with a revolver which he fired
to disturb those walking above. This revolver was used at other times,
once in the street to celebrate the end of his forty-five-hour fast, and again
outside Prys-Jones’s rooms to announce Lawrence’s return from Syria.
Strangely, Lawrence avoided the attentions of the university proctors and
bulldogs, who were more accustomed to dealing with collective under-
graduate rowdiness than with the pranks of a solitary night-walker.

Lawrence was a man apart, at least in outlook and behaviour. He kept
clear of communal ragging and social junketings such as Eights Week.
He avoided such regular college activities as rowing; he drank water rather
than beer or wine; he showed no interest at all in women and so stayed
silent when his companions discussed sex, and he never swore. Yet men
were drawn into his company. There were undergraduates, willing to over-
look Lawrence’s oddities or finding them refreshing, who became part of
his small circle. For them, his presence was intriguing. He arrived without
warning at their rooms, shunned chairs and sofas, and chose instead to
sit cross-legged on a cushion. Often he would remain frozen in the same
position for hours on end, listening carefully to the flow of conversation
with an enigmatic, sometimes unnerving smile fixed on his face.

There were some regular features in Lawrence’s university life. In the
Michaelmas Term 1908 he joined the cyclist detachment of the university
Ofhicers’ Training Corps. His elder brother Robert had taken the same
course while reading medicine at St John’s and Ned may have been keen
to exploit the opportunities for cycling and shooting. He was an apt cadet
who proved himself a good shot and capable scout, although his failure
to master the skills of tying puttees.vexed his sergeant-major. His volunteer-
ing was a reminder that he came from a patriotic family for whom service
to their country was a natural duty. For some years, like his brothers,
he had been a leader in‘the St Aldate’s Church Lads’ Brigade. The Boys’
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Brigade movement had been started in 1883 as a vehicle for the moral
regeneration of working-class youth and by 19og it had over 60,000
members. Lawrence and other middle-class young men acted as leaders
and guides, steering their charges towards Sunday School and Bible classes
and away from street-corner gangs, public houses, music halls and cheap
sensational newspapers. Each unit wore uniform, performed military-style
drill and held summer camps. By 1910, Lawrence had abandoned his duties
both to the Church Lads and their Sunday School. According to a friend,
his departure had been occasioned by his reading to his class a religious
story by the unmentionable Oscar Wilde.> Mrs Lawrence may have been
upset, but she had some consolation in the knowledge that her son was
doing his duty by his country, if not God, in the ranks of the OTC.

Undergraduates who had contact with Lawrence at Oxford were all taken
aback by the depth of his knowledge about the Middle Ages. He told them
that it was a ‘real’ period, unlike its successor, which was heralded by
the twin demons of gunpowder and printing. Others were bowled over
by his antiquarian passions. Warren Ault, an American Rhodes scholar,
and Vyvyan Richards, a Welsh-American, neither of them run-of-the-mill
Jesus men, were among those who found in Lawrence something worth
knowing. Each was converted to brass-rubbing, and Richards recalled being
relentlessly badgered into seeing the prehistoric Rollright Stone Circle
twenty miles north-west of Oxford. Meeting Lawrence was ‘love at first
sight’ for Richards, who would compose a warm memoir soon after his
friend’s death. Lawrence, as a freshman, was flattered by the admiration
of the third-year man whom he later described as an ‘unworldly, sincere,
ill-mannered Welsh philosopher’.* They quickly became intimates although
it was an association of which Mr and Mrs Lawrence did not approve.

Richards guessed that Mrs Lawrence was dimly aware of Ned’s under-
graduate escapades. Nothing of this sort marred her other sons’ passages
through university. Robert, a medic, went through St John’s without a
hitch; William, a Classicist who turned Modern Historian, followed him
with a scholarship worth £100 a year and gained a Half-Blue as a miler:
while Frank, who went up to Jesus as an exhibitioner, made his mark in
the college soccer eleven and as a rifle shot. Their wholesome manliness
was not to Richards’s taste and he found Ned’s brothers ‘a dull lot’.

Ned was very different. Richards thought him an exotic original who
‘lived in a world of old things’ and who opened his mind to the beauties
of medieval art and literature. Lawrence released his previously repressed
aestheticism and, in return, received utter devotion. Together they dreamed
about a joint future in which they would live together in contrived Gothic
surroundings as creative artist—craftsmen in the manner advocated by
the visionary William Morris. The dream combined both the traditional,
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Victorian pattern of manly friendship, which had its roots in the Platonic
ideal of love between young men in ancient Greece, and a shared passion
for Morris’s Gothic idealism. The present, industrial, capitalist world was
unbearable and its tastes an abomination. Intelligent, sensitive men could
escape from its hideousness by returning to an idealised Middle Ages in
which were produced works of beauty and integrity. Richards did find
Lawrence physically attractive, but the essential bonds between the two
were intellectual rather than carnal.

Women of his own age were all but unknown to Lawrence, whom
Richards found strangely without any interest in sex. His home life had
been deliberately masculine thanks to his mother, who kept girls at bay.
So too and with equal vigour did the Oxford collegiate authorities. Lawrence
may not have needed these artificial barriers for he cared little for girls,
either in the abstract or in the particular, and was hazy about just what
was involved in heterosexual behaviour. Such gaps in the knowledge of
middle-class youths were not uncommon. Years later, Lawrence, by turns
shocked and fascinated by the coarse ribaldry of his RAF hut-mates, sought
enlightenment from Robert Graves. Graves was surprised and in February
1930 informed Siegfried Sassoon, ‘It doesn’t take long to fuck: but perhaps
you don’t know about it. T.E.[Lawrence] is similarly ignorant.”

Yet, according to Janet Laurie, the daughter of a Hampshire land agent
who had known the Lawrences since childhood and sometimes stayed with
them in Oxford as an honorary sister, Ned — aged twenty or twenty-one
— proposed to her. The question was popped without preliminaries after
dinner when the rest of the family had withdrawn. Flummoxed by this
off-the-cuff offer, Miss Laurie said no, a refusal that did not trouble her
suitor. Soon after, she developed an attachment to his younger brother
Will, which displeased Mrs Lawrence. If this incident occurred, and there
is only Miss Laurie’s word for it, it appears more an instance of Lawrence’s
whimsicality than of his passion.

Passion of another kind permeated Edwardian Oxford and touched Law-
rence. When he was about sixteen he became friendly with Leonard Green,
a homosexual and contemporary of his brother Robert at St John’s. In
defiance of college rules, Lawrence was a guest at Green’s rooms, where
they talked about common aesthetic interests which included fine printing.
They planned to set up their own press which would print elegant editions
of such suitable works as Pater’s essays. Lawrence imagined himself
destined to keep alive the traditions of William Morris and, in the summer
of 1909, he went so far as to buy some costly Tyrian purple dye in the
Lebanon with which he and Green proposed to stain the vellum covers
of their limited editions.

Green was a poet as well as aspirant printer. Early in 1910 he invited
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Lawrence’s comments on his verses and was encouraged by the response.
Lawrence suggested that Green would not find a publisher easily, but
thought that they were suitable material for the projected press. He cautioned
Green not to bow to conventional morality and ‘develop a sense of sin
or anything prurient’, which was prudent advice since Green, a member
of the secret homosexual order of Chacronea (founded in 18go and includ-
ing Laurence Housman in its brotherhood), also belonged to a circle of
poetasters and fiction writers who would be known as Uranians. Their
most notorious member was Lord Alfred Douglas (Oscar Wilde’s ‘Bosie’)
and their most distinguished F.W.Rolfe (‘Baron Corvo’). The common
inspiration of the Uranians was the innocence and sensuality of young
boys. The titles of Green’s small volumes, Dream Comrades (1916) and The
Youthful Lovers (1919), suggest the thinly disguised pederasty of the Uranian
muse. Uranian verses were erotic and voyeuristic, for instance Corvo’s

“The Ballade of Boys Bathing’:

White boys, muddy & tanned & bare
With lights and shadows of rose and grey

And the sea like pearls in their shining hair
The boys who bathe in St Andrew’s Bay.

Corvo’s lines were strangely reflected in two paintings acquired by Law-
rence in 1922 from the artist Henry Scott Tuke. They show young soldiers
bathing and one, undressing, looks uncommonly like Lawrence. Certainly
Corvo would have been personally known to Lawrence. Between 1900 and
1909 he regularly stayed in rooms at Jesus when he came to Oxford to
act as secretary to Dr E.G.Hardy of St John’s. Lawrence was drawn towards
his writing and read Don Tarquino (1905) which he warmly praised for
its ‘fleshiness’.® It is an overripe tale of young men at the late fifteenth-
century Roman court. One passage, which describes the arming of Tarquino
and Cesare Borgia, may explain why Lawrence was attracted to a novel
which oddly mingles antiquarianism with homoeroticism.

The Paparch’s [Pope Urban VI] son watched me glittering in the pliant
steel, while I was buckling on my sword belt; and said that I was as
comely in the mail falling in escallops round mine haunches as I was

in silk or velvet. Thus he spoke; and, finding on the tray another mail
shirt so fine that his two hands plump, juicy with heat, completely

covered it, he let my pages do it to him.

As an undergraduate, Lawrence was a figure on the fringes of the Uranian
circle, and when he compiled his own anthology of minor poetry in the
1920s he included two Uranian pieces by William Johnson and J.B. White.
Uranian preoccupations were reflected in his own writing and there is a
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strong vein of homoeroticism throughout the Seven Pillars. True to the
Uranian canon, Lawrence’s young Arabs turn aside from women and seek
friendship and more from each other.

The public women of the rare settlements we encountered in our months
of wandering would have been nothing to our numbers, even had their
raddled meat been palatable to a man in healthy parts. In horror of such
sordid commerce, our youths began indifferently to slake one another’s
needs in their own clean bodies — a cold convenience that, by
comparison, seemed sexless and even pure.

Uranian pederasty was for the greater part confined to the imagination
and expressed through words. The prosecution of Wilde had served to
remind such men that, even in private and with mutual consent, homosexual
acts were felonies. The Uranians were free only to give voice to their
suppressed longings, and what they wrote was accepted at face value by
readers who were wholly innocent of the emotions behind such works. Pub-
lic morality fiercely damned any open revelation of ‘the love that dared not
speak its name’. It was reported that George V, on hearing that an acquaint-
ance was a homosexual, exclaimed, ‘I thought such men shot themselves.’

Lawrence’s interest in Uranian writing and his friendship with Green
had an element of daring, shared aesthetic interests aside. There was
nothing in his demeanour which indicated even latent homosexuality, or
so two fellow Jesus men recalled. By taking up with Green and approving
of Corvo, Lawrence was flirting with the outrageous and trespassing in
a world where the slightest hint of his presence would have aroused the
Puritan frenzy of his parents (there was a strong Anglo-Catholic element
among the Uranians) and the indignation of the stiffer elements in his
college. As it was, Mr and Mrs Lawrence were uneasy about their son’s
friendship with Vyvyan Richards, whom they suspected might be a homo-
sexual. Yet as Lawrence’s friends were swift to notice, he had a streak of
devilment in him.

After he left Oxford, Lawrence admitted to having spent most of his time
there reading the imaginative literature of early and high medieval France.
He read quickly and boasted a facility by which he could absorb the gist
of a book within half an hour. He could also steel himself to read for
up to eighteen hours at a stretch. These energies were concentrated on
the lyrics of the thirteenth-century Provengal trouveéres (a taste he passed
on to his brother Will) and contemporary French gestes, lengthy heroic
poems which chronicled the adventures of legendary and semi-legendary
paladins. This passion was a natural fusion of his childhood enthusiasm
for Tennyson’s Arthurian verse and his later interest in the feudal world.
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When immersed in these tales, Lawrence suspended all contact with
the outside world. The mundane and uncongenial were excluded from
his garden bolt-hole, where he would withdraw into a reverie of pure
imagination. In August 1910 he told his mother of his ‘joy in getting into
a strange country in a book’. The wonderment began ‘when I have shut
my door and the town is in bed’ and would last throughout the night
beyond an unnoticed dawn. ‘It is lovely too’, he added, ‘after you have
been wandering for hours in the forest with Percivale or Sagramors le
Desirous, to open the door, and from the Cherwell to look at the sun
glowering through the valley mists.” His companion on this excursion into
the dream-world was Sir Thomas Malory whose Morte d’Arthur he read
again and again when he was on active service in 1917 and 1918. Its appeal,
like that of the other chivalric literature which he consumed, was to the
imagination. ‘Imagination’, he assured his mother, ‘should be put into the
most precious caskets, and that is why one can only live in the future
or the past, in Utopia or the wood beyond the world.’

Lawrence was addicted to a literature which had been created to illustrate
the knightly virtues and to entertain a sophisticated, aristocratic audience.
As he read, he heard the voices of the men and women who had lived
in castles talking about love and war. Medieval political and satrical verses
were ‘the only things not dry in history’, he told his brother Will in 1911
and urged him to read them in preference to modern texts.

Courtly medieval literature was full of models for human conduct. Cax-
ton, who first printed the Morte d’Arthur, aimed to give his fifteenth-century
readers a code of conduct for their own lives. In the story of Arthur and
his knights, ‘Noble men may see and learn the noble acts of chivalry, the
gentle and virtuous deeds that some knights used in those days, by which
they came to honour, and how they that were vicious were punished and
oft put to shame and rebuke.” Lawrence learned from what he read. Pro-
longed exposure to medieval romances inevitably had a profound effect
on his thoughts and behaviour.

His self-esteem was satisfied by knowing that in the legendary medieval
past his own birth carried no moral stigma nor hindered advancement.
In the Morte d’Arthur, Galahad, the illegitimate son of Elaine and Lancelot,
who was, it seems, bewitched at the moment of conception, is automatically
given his father’s status. ‘He must be a noble man’, announces Queen
Guinevere, ‘for so is his father.” The ‘passing fair and well-made’ Galahad
is also recognised as ‘he by whom the Sangreal [Holy Grail] shall be
achieved’. In another of Lawrence’s favourite romances, the early
thirteenth-century French epic poem Huon de Bordeaux, one of the hero’s
adversaries was ‘a young knight named Gerard, right hardy and valiant
in arms, he was bastard son to the emperor [Charlemagne]’.
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This tale had an incidental appeal for Lawrence since Huon and his
knightly band travel to Arabia, where they suffer fatigue, hunger and thirst
in the desert before defeating the ‘Emir of Babylon’ and his paynims. Victory
comes from their stamina and willpower and from the help of a friendly
magician prince, Auberon, who is host to Huon in his enchanted kingdom
on the shores of the Red Sea and provides him with a horn with which
he can summon supernatural assistance when in peril. Like all the stereo-
types in such epics, Huon is skilled in arms, possesses almost superhuman
powers of endurance, and never shrinks from a challenge.

In William Morris’s The Story of Sigurd the Volsung, which captivated
Lawrence in 1912, the hero calls out, ‘I am ready; and what is the deed
to win?’ In different forms, it is the war-cry of all those warrior heroes
who held Lawrence’s imagination. Moreover, like Sir Galahad, many carry
with them a peculiar force of destiny. They are driven into sundry adven-
tures by impulses within themselves and their own sense of vision, although
the exact nature of these powers is often beyond their understanding.
Lawrence was intoxicated by these possibilities; perhaps he too had such
forces within him. After the war, when asked by George Kidston, a diplomat,
why he had become so closely involved in the Arab movement, Lawrence
offered four reasons. ‘Intellectual curiosity’ was the fourth. He had wanted
to know how it felt ‘to be the mainspring of a national movement’. There
was also the element of the knightly quest: ‘Being a half-poet, 1 don’t
value matenal things much. Sensation and mind seem to me greater, and
the ideal, such a thing as the impulse that took us into Damascus, the
only thing worth doing.’

The imaginative, like the historical chivalric world, was male-dominated.
Women existed as two broad stereotypes. They were either embodiments
of virtue, beautiful creatures set on pedestals, their honour guarded by
their knightly lovers, or else creators of mischief through their lustfulness
and scheming. In the Morte d'Arthur, Sir Bors is nearly distracted from
his quest by a devil in the form of a seductive gentlewoman, and Guinevere’s
illicit love for Lancelot undoes the bonds of the Round Table. The ties
of male loyalty were more enduring. Huon is sustained by his loyal com-
panions in arms, who shared his exile and fight alongside him. A certain
heroic resilience came from the bonds and common purposes of men.
Lawrence already understood something of this from his experiences as
one of a close-knit band of brothers, as a leader in the Church Lads’
Brigade and a cadet in the OTC. Such ties could not withstand the pull
of the individual will; when Arthur’s knights, moved by the vision of the
Grail, swear to seek it, the King laments the loss of ‘the fairest fellowship
and the truest of knighthood that ever were seen together’.

He was mesmerised by the idea of the quest. His regimen of diet, self-
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discipline, exercise and, from 19og onwards, training with firearms suggests
a young man making himself ready for some adventure. There was also
a need for mental preparation and, in March 1912, he told his family that
‘I have for the second time assimilated Thompson’s “Mistress of Vision”.’
Lines from Francis Thompson’s poem, in which the imprisoned ‘Lady
of fair weeping’ reveals her secrets, give an indication of what might be

expected of Lawrence when the moment came to fulfil his aspirations:

Pierce thy heart to find the key;

With thee take

Only what none else would keep;
Learn to dream when thou dost wake,
Learn to wake when thou dost sleep
Learn to water joy with tears,

Learn from fears to vanquish fears.
To hope, for thou dar’st not despair,
Exult, for that thou dar’st not grieve;
Plough thou the rock until it bear;
Know, for thou else couldst not believe;
Lose, that the lost thou may’st receive,
Die, for none other way can’st live.

Beyond his private world of knights, magicians and quests in distant
lands was that of the Oxford History Syllabus, to which Lawrence had
committed himself when he entered Jesus. Naturally he liked best the period
from 918 to 1273 and had the good luck to find that the first three Crusades
were one of the Special Paper choices. He approached his studies with
a gusto which was not always applauded by his tutors. ‘Your matter is
passable, but you write in the style of a two-penny-halfpenny newspaper’
was how R.L.Poole, a Magdalen medievalist, summed up one of Lawrence’s
essays. He was not disturbed and, on leaving, remarked cockily to his
tutorial partner, Warren Ault, ‘I thought that it would stir the old boy
up a bit.’

But Lawrence was uneasy about the thinness of his knowledge, especially
in areas of history which bored him. Finals were due in June 1910 and,
as they came nearer, he thought it prudent to join forces with Prys-Jones
and procure the services of a coach, Cecil Jane, who in 1907 had crammed
him for his scholarship exam. ‘I should not call him a scholar by tempera-
ment and the main characteristic of his work was always that it was unusual
without the effort to be unusual’ was Jane’s circumspect summary of
Lawrence’s essays. What worried Jane was his pupil’s overriding wish to
explain historical events through the character of those involved. Lawrence
lacked the academic detachment which was considered laudable among
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historians; this, with his taste for satire, convinced Jane that he was not
a scholar in the narrow Oxonian sense. Lawrence’s indirect retort to such
criticisms was delivered in a letter to Will in which he asked, ‘Do you
really expect a history don who is abstract and constitutional political to
understand the mysteries of tattooing and the origin of the impi?”’

While he may have been exasperated by the limitations of the Oxford
historical imagination, Lawrence was grateful to Jane. When he was in
Syria during 191 he asked Will to visit Jane and do what he could to
dispel his periodic moods of gloom and isolation. It was a kind gesture
and well deserved since, with Jane’s help and backed by his thesis on
Crusader castles, Lawrence survived the six-day ordeal of Finals and
achieved a first-class degree.

Lawrence’s first, which R.L.Poole celebrated with a dinner, owed much
to his research thesis on castles. It was a remarkable accomplishment for
an undergraduate, since it rested on field work done by him in the Lebanon
and Syria during the summer of 19og. The castles, which he systematically
photographed, sketched and measured, were all but unknown to British
scholars and his conclusions were novel. Hogarth had been godfather to
the venture which he believed would open Lawrence’s eyes and mind to
the monuments of Middle Eastern antiquity and stimulate him to further
travel in the region.

Preparations were well in hand by the beginning of 19og. At Hogarth’s
bidding, Lawrence had written for advice to the Victorian explorer and
author, Charles Doughty. The response was tepid; travelling on foot in
the hot season across a remote landscape whose inhabitants mistrusted
Europeans would be hazardous. Doughty added, prophetically, that ‘Insuf-
ficient food, rest and sleep would soon tell.” Undaunted, Lawrence turned
at Hogarth’s suggestion to a young archaeologist, Harry Pirie-Gordon,
an Oxford dandy who shared his interest in Corvo. It was a sensible move,
for Pirie-Gordon and the author Compton Mackenzie had as under-
graduates spent their summer vacation in 1901 in another inaccessible region,
Morocco. More to Lawrence’s immediate purpose, Pirie-Gordon had lately
been exploring in Syria, possessed a useful map and had examined castles
there. ‘Some Arabic is of course necessary,” Doughty insisted, so Lawrence
began lessons with the Reverend N. Odeh, a Syrian Protestant cleric. By
July, when he disembarked at Beirut, Lawrence knew less than a hundred
words, or so he told Robert Graves, but his letters home record that he
could manage well enough in simple conversations.

Physical necessities for the journey were provided by Mr Lawrence, who
gave his son fi10o. Forty pounds went immediately on a camera and a
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smaller sum on a Mauser automatic pistol, over three pounds weight of
the latest German technology and the most efficient sidearm of its time
~ Churchill had carried one at the battle of Omdurman. Like the questing
warrior heroes, Lawrence had to equip himself with the finest weaponry.
He also needed the equivalent of magical protection, since the final stages
of his journey would bring him into bandit country around Aleppo. Through
the good offices of his college Principal and Lord Curzon, a former Viceroy
of India and Chancellor of the university, the British Embassy in Constant-
inople procured iradehs which Lawrence picked up at the Beirut Consulate.
These documents commanded all local officials to do everything within
their power to assist and protect a British subject as he passed through
the Sultan’s provinces. They had a talismanic quality which enabled
Lawrence to enlist help from governors and policemen and even got him
a cavalry escort for one dangerous leg of the journey.

The camera, its tripod and magnesium flares, and the heavy pistol with
its wooden holster were Lawrence’s basic baggage. His wardrobe was mini-
mal; a light suit with abundant pockets, two thin shirts and one change
of socks. In Beirut, Lawrence bought a solar tocpee and a water bottle.
As things turned out, he was inadequately equipped for his task.

His walk had three aims. The first was the inspection of the fortifications
of the Crusader states, including those at Urfa, a remote town in eastern
Syria which, as Edessa, had been the capital of a Crusader county that
had flourished between 1099 and 1147. During this stage of his peregrination,
he intended to carry out a commission from Hogarth and visit Jerablus,
a township on the upper Euphrates close to the mound under which lay
the Hittite city of Karkamis (known then as Carcemish). Hogarth had given
Lawrence a further assignment, buying Hittite clay seals. Since 1905,
Hogarth had been laying plans to restart the Karkamis diggings under
the auspices of the British Museum and, in 1908, he had made formal
application for permission from the Ottoman government.’

Knowledge of the Hittites and their civilisation was still fragmentary.
Written historical references were scarce to what archaeologists believed
was a Hittite empire which had dominated Anatolia and northern Syria
between 1350 and 1250 BC. A growing number of artefacts which could
be ascribed to the Hittites had been appearing in Europe since the 1870s
and had stirred up much interest. What most intrigued scholars were the
seals with their inscriptions in either cuneiform script or hieroglyphs, which
were studied in Britain and Germany. The beginning of the century saw
a fresh and determined effort to solve the mysteries of the Hittites. As
the pace of research quickened, the lead was taken in 1905 by Dr Hugo
Winckler of the Royal Museum in Berlin, who began digging at Boghazkoy,
which was considered to be the choicest site. In the following year, Professor
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John Garstang and a team from Liverpool University started work at Sakca-
gozu, northwest of Aleppo.

Karkamis, once a thriving city on the southern marches of the Hittite
empire, had been neglected after some amateurish probing by the British
Consul in Aleppo in the late 1870s. He had uncovered remains of a royal
palace and had taken the precaution of buying a third of the site for a
bagatelle on behalf of the British Museum. Hogarth believed that Karkamis
had potential and hoped that discoveries there would enable him to trace
connections between Hittite and early Greek art. While his prime motive
was the extension of knowledge about an obscure culture, there was an
underlying element of rivalry with the Germans. Filling state museums
with objects recovered from remote lands was a prestigious form of cultural
imperialism. From the turn of the century, German scholars had taken
advantage of their government’s growing political friendship with the Otto-
man empire to get official permits to dig up the choicest archaeological sites.

Lawrence’s assignment to gather Hittite seals, his examination of the
Karkamis site in 1909 and his extended periods excavating there between
1911 and 1914 have been the subject of much recent speculation. This has
given rise to a theory that his archaeological investigations were a red herring
with which he drew the Ottoman authorities away from his real purpose,
which was to spy on the railway works just south of Jerablus. Not that
there was anything to see in 1909, since operations to build a bridge over
the Euphrates did not begin until January 1912. The finished bridge carried
the Aleppo-to-Baghdad link of the Berlin-to-Baghdad railway, an enter-
prise largely financed by the French-controlled Imperial Ottoman Bank,
undertaken by German engineers and using German-made track, engines
and rolling-stock. The commercial and strategic potential had been immedi-
ately appreciated in Britain, where there had been apprehension about a
line which directly connected Germany with the heart of a region which
was considered a buffer zone between Europe and the Indian empire. Yet
the line was being built by a public company (which was running short
of funds by 1913) whose activities were well known and could be read about
in its annual reports. If, during 1912 and 1913, Lawrence took it upon himself
to spy on the German surveyors and civil engineers he would have found
out nothing that was not already well known to the British government.®

Central to the contention that Lawrence went to Syria as a secret agent
is the assumption that his academic sponsor, Hogarth, was a spymaster
whose scholarly sightseeing and excavations were a cover for intelligence-
gathering in the Ottoman empire. In this guise, he had singled out Lawrence
as a likely recruit who would in time, like him, masquerade as an archaeol-

ogist and spy on the Turks and their German friends. This is quite simply
absurd.” e

38



August 1888-August 1914

In the first place, Hogarth had a deeply rooted distrust of all governments
and bureaucracies. More importantly, the British government had no need
of him on its payroll. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Admir-
alty and Foreign and War Offices possessed intelligence departments with
tiny staffs which were mainly concerned with cataloguing military, naval,
political and economic information which came into their hands from vari-
ous sources. Among these were loyal British subjects who travelled abroad
and reported anything which they believed ought to be known to their
government.

Lawrence was one of these sources. At least once in 1912 he passed on
local hearsay to Raff Fontana, the British Consul in Aleppo, arrogantly
claiming that what he gathered from his regular dragomen was ‘rot’. Even
so, Fontana in his reports to the Ambassador in Constantinople preferred
to set down what had been collected in remote districts by the dragomen.
Lawrence also claimed to have carried out another patriotic duty in 1913
when he addressed Lord Kitchener, then High Commissioner in Egypt,
and revealed his fears about the extent of German penetration in Syria.
He was dismissed with a prophecy that a general European war was immi-
nent and that the best thing he could do was to get back to his diggings.
What he had to say was well known anyway. '’

Lawrence clearly felt impelled to bring such scraps of information as
came his way to the attention of the government. Others went further and
indulged in active sleuthing, like the fictional yachtsmen in Erskine Chil-
ders’s spy thriller The Riddle of the Sands (1903). Laurence’s future intelli-
gence colleague Philip Graves, another Englishman on the loose in Syria,
went in for private espionage. In 1905 he had taken a train on the newly
opened Damascus-to-Maan line and kept his eyes and ears open for any
hints of future Turkish military plans. A drunken German railway engineer
told him that when completed the line would carry soldiers as well as pilgrims
bound for Mecca, which would have surprised no one. In Maan, Graves
snooped about and overheard Italian railway workers gossip about a pro-
jected branch line to the Red Sea port of Aqaba, from where a reinforced
Turkish garrison might menace the Suez Canal. So blatant were Graves’s
enquiries that a Greek café owner asked him whether he was a spy. So
he was, and so also were other watchful British tourists, many of them
army and navy officers on extended leave. What they stumbled across some-
times had its value. In February 1915, when Lawrence and the rest of the
intelligence staff at Cairo were collating information about Alexandretta
(Iskanderun) for a projected invasion of Syria, they were assisted by Captain
Boyle, a naval officer who before the war had navigated the offshore shoals
‘for sporting purposes’."’

As to Hogarth, he was always conscious of the strategic and political
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importance of the Middle East and as a traveller in the area, he was aware
of the chronic instability of the Ottoman empire and its vulnerability to
foreign penetration. These were the everyday preoccupations of British
diplomats and soldiers and were frequently vented in the serious press.
Hogarth had been at Winchester with Sir Edward Grey, who from 1906
was Foreign Secretary, and he had remained in contact with him, no doubt
proffering advice and suggestions. A patriot, he volunteered his services
as an adviser to Admiralty Intelligence and in this capacity was canvassed
by Lawrence to represent the views of Military Intelligence in Cairo. At
the time, Hogarth had no official post or rank. During the summer of
1915, he approached Compton Mackenzie, then running a Naval Intelligence
office in Athens, and asked him for an ‘Intelligence job’. Like Lawrence,
Mackenzie was attracted to Hogarth’s ‘very rich and abundant personality’,
but could only suggest that he open an office in Sofia. The idea of
Bulgaria dismayed Hogarth, whose face took on the ‘expression of a drama-
tist being invited to go out to Hollywood and work for the movies’. A
further disappointment followed in August when Hogarth failed to get an
intelligence post with the Gallipoli expeditionary force. His fortunes soon
changed; on 25 October he was commissioned as a lieutenant-commander
in the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve, in spite of being fifty-three, and
two months later was appointed Director of the new Arab Bureau in Cairo.
If Hogarth had been a key figure in pre-war intelligence, his slow and
haphazard recruitment in 1915 is scarcely believable. '

Like Lawrence, Pirie-Gordon and many otheis, Hogarth was part of
a stock of travellers, newspapermen, archaeologists and businessmen on
which the government called in an emergency. Their pre-war knowledge
of the Middle East instantly qualified them as intelligence officers and
they were hurriedly enlisted by the War Office and Admiralty. Their sudden
precipitation into wartime intelligence bureaus was not a sign of any previous
connections with espionage, but rather a token of a desperate official need
to get together as many well-informed experts and linguists as possible.

Lawrence’s quest in the Lebanon and Syria in 1909 was for evidence of
the region’s past, not its present or future. All travellers about to embark
on a journey to a new country set out with some conceptions about what
it will be like when they arrive. In June, when Lawrence joined the SS
Magnolia bound for Port Said, he was similarly encumbered.

At the time, the Middle East was occupying more and more European
attention. It was an area which seemed in the first stages of transition from
supine backwardness to active modernity. Lawrence had been closely fol-
lowing events there for some time. In July 1908 he had read vague accounts
in French journals of thé-Young Turk revolution in Constantinople and
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had pressed his parents to send him some hard news from British news-
papers. His own political opinions were heterodox and fickle. ‘I am an
anarchist,” he told Mrs Bernard Shaw in 1928, ‘convinced that there is
no moral basis for the authority which some men assume.” As a schoolboy
and undergraduate, he was a Tory, an allegiance inherited from his father,
who as an Irish landowner had every reason to detest the Liberals, because
their laws had dissolved the economic and political power of his class.
Politics were discussed in the Lawrence household and the tenor of Ned'’s
contributions may be judged from his remarks on Lloyd George’s Old
Age Pension Bill written in 1908. For Lawrence, the measure was ‘an impu-
dent pauperisation of all its old wasters, and penalisation of all its old
workers’, which ignored the principles of political economy and had been
devised to catch votes.

When confronted with the Orient, Lawrence’s political reactions were
simple and conventional. As a European, he knew that he came from a
continent whose achievements in every field of human activity entitled it
to be called ‘civilised’. He was about to walk through a land, which for
all its other attractions was ‘uncivilised’. Lawrence wrote home approvingly
of the achievements of the American University at Beirut, where such
modern subjects as Medicine, Pharmacy, Law, Agriculture and Dentistry
formed the curriculum. There was praise too for the scattered American
Protestant missions where on occasions he was a well-treated guest. He
spent three days at Qalat al Husa with a ‘new man’, a Turkish provincial
administrator whose conversation revealed him as ‘a-most-civilised-
French - speaking - disciple - of - the - Herbert - Spencer - Free - Masonic -
Mohammedan-Young Turk’.

The traditional, backward Orient was despised. In Galilee, Lawrence
contrasted what he imagined to have been the state of the country when
Jesus and his disciples wandered through it and what he had just encoun-
tered. “They [Jesus and his disciples] did not come upon dirty and dilapi-
dated Bedouin tents, with people calling to them to come in and talk, while
miserable curs came snapping at their heels.’ Instead they enjoyed the luxur-
ies of ‘the most Romanised province of Palestine’. The area cried out for
civilisation. Lawrence was glad to report that rebirth was at hand when
he described some of the recently established Zionist settlements, peopled
by European Jewish immigrants. “The sooner the Jews farm it [Galilee]
all the better: their colonies are bright spots in the desert’.

Beyond the major cities of Beirut and Aleppo, Lawrence discovered that
there were some compensations for backwardness. The rural peasantry
were open-handed and hospitable. “There are common people,’ he told his
father, ‘each one ready to receive one for a night, and allow me to share
in their meals: and without a thought of payment from a traveller on foot.
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It is pleasant, for they have an attractive kind of native dignity.” On entering
a Syrian house, Lawrence was greeted, sat on a thick quilt, asked many
times about his health and sometimes given coffee. All villages had some
arrangement for the accommodation of travellers. There were hans (inns),
to which travellers had to bring their own bedding but where they received
a meal from the owner, and village guest rooms which were often carpeted
and in which counterpanes and cooking fuel were ready for the visitors.
The counterpanes were a bane for Lawrence as they were always flea-
ridden, even that offered by the Young Turk offcial. No payment was
asked for use of the guest room, and when none was available a villager
seemed always on hand to put a room in his house at the disposal of a
visitor.

Lawrence’s route had been planned beforehand and fell into three stages.
The first took him inland from Beirut towards Galilee and back. The
second, which he began on 6 August, took him northwards to Tripoli,
Latakia and Antakya (Antioch) and inland into the uplands of the Jebel
Ansariye. This journey included the most formidable of all Crusader castles,
Krak des Chevaliers, the Knights Hospitaller fortress where he spent three
days. Then he plodded across country towards his next goal, Aleppo, where
he arrived on 6 September. For part of this trek he had a guard of Turkish
cavalrymen, who like everyone else were astonished to find a European
travelling on foot. Lawrence discourteously refused a mount. “They couldn’t
understand my prejudice against anything on four legs,” he wrote to his
mother. He had been walking for up to thirteen hours a day, so he said,
and had gone without washing for ten.

Lawrence preferred to walk: he thought it the best means of getting
to understand the lie of the land, which was essential if he was to explain
the geographical siting of castles. These exploited naturally inaccessible
places and they were placed strategically to guard frontiers or block access
to territory. So Lawrence appreciated the strategic problems of the
Crusaders; and he saved money. Furthermore, he believed that his gruelling
regime had given him an immunity from that intermittent looseness of
the bowels which normally bedevilled Europeans in the Middle East.

However, hitches were occurring. Although he had been well looked
after at various missions along his route and found the largely farinaceous
local diet to his taste, Lawrence was in a physically parlous condition by
the time he reached Aleppo. Malaria, first picked up in southern France
a year before, had sapped his strength and he was on the verge of a fourth
bout when he got to Aleppo. He was therefore forced to take a carriage
for the next leg of his journey and the return fare of £14 to Urfa knocked
his budget askew. When he returned to Aleppo on 22 September he
announced to his family, ‘I am coming home at once, for lack of money.’
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His suit was falling apart, his boots had given up an unequal struggle
and were leaking, and, in spite of regular treatment with boracic powder,
his blisters and sores refused to heal.

He had shown considerable pluck, but his stamina, so rigorously built
up and tested, had not matched the strain of his programme. He had covered
1,100 miles in eighty-three days, mostly on foot, had purchased twenty-four
Hittite seals and examined three dozen castles. The last stage of his quest,
which would have taken him south from Aleppo to the strongholds around
the Dead Sea, had to be called off. Unlike his knightly heroes, he had
failed to measure up to the demands of his undertaking and the blow to
his self-esteem must have been heavy.

How could all this be explained when he returned to Oxford? On the
road to Aleppo, Lawrence had been shot at by a mounted tribesman. He
fired back with his Mauser and the tribesman’s horse bolted. Lawrence
attached the wooden holster to the pistol as a stock and fired a second
round at 800 yards which sent the man packing. He had tangled with
a Tartar and a well-armed one at that. Such ambushes were common in
this district and Europeans were cautioned to be wary of bandits. Lawrence
was not, at least at Surruc on his way back from Urfa where his camera
was stolen from his carriage. The previously invaluable iradehs failed to
get a helpful response from the local police, whose lassitude Lawrence
blamed on Ramadan.

The theft of the camera spawned several different stories which, when
told to friends, revealed Lawrence’s forced abandonment of his expedition
in a new light. On 24 September he wrote to Sir John Rhys, the Principal
of Jesus, with an explanation as to why he would be starting term late.
Pleading with him to keep the matter from his father, Lawrence said that
he had been ‘robbed and rather smashed up’ in the past week. “The man
was caught, Lawrence continued, thanks to the precious iradehs. Pirie-
Gordon heard how Lawrence had been attacked by several Kurds who
beat him, stole his clothes and camera, and left him for dead. As proof,
Pirie-Gordon got his map back, its cover stained with blood.

Friends in Jesus were told how Lawrence had been stalked by a single
robber, a bold fellow apparently undeterred by the massive Mauser, who
struck him on the head with a rock. In another version of the tale, the
robber grabbed a Colt revolver, which Lawrence was holding as he told
the story, pressed the barrel against his head and squeezed the trigger.
As luck would have it the safety catch was jammed, so the thief threw
away the gun and ran off. Years later Robeit Graves heard a further elabo-
ration of the incident. This dtme Lawrence was bushwhacked close to the
Euphrates, where he was looking for seals. His assailant stole his copper
watch, thinking it gold, and fled when a shepherd appeared. Lawrence
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turned the tables on the rogue. Waving his iradehs, he called out the local
police, who persuaded the elders from the robber’s village to hand him
over with his loot. Later, to round off the story neatly, Lawrence had the
thief working under him as a labourer at Karkamis. "

Brigandage was common in this poor area, where the peasantry supple-
mented scant incomes by robbery and the authorities’ grip was weak. In
1911, Professor Garstang’s excavators exchanged shots with villagers near
Aintab who were furious about the removal of an antiquity which might
have fetched a high price with an Aleppo dealer. Details of this incident
were swiftly passed to the Consul in Aleppo, who forwarded them to the
Embassy in Constantinople. Strangely, nothing was reported of Lawrence’s
mishap. Yet he had told his mother that a local newspaper had an account
of the murder of ‘Mr Edvard Lovance’ near Aintab during the second
week in September. ‘The hotel people received me like a ghost,’ after having
read this news story, which seems to have been completely missed by the
British Consul and his normally vigilant staff of dragomen. This was still
the age of gunboat diplomacy, in which the murder of a British subject
was interpreted as an act of war against Britain and when British consuls
vigorously goaded local authorities into punitive action at the slightest
affront to one of their countrymen.'*

It was obviously better for Lawrence that his college Principal believed
that his failure to keep term was the consequence of a bloody ambush
rather than exhaustion, sickness, tattered clothing and an empty purse.
Parental doubts could be dispelled by their son’s praiseworthy wish not to
alarm them with letters describing his ordeal. University chums were no
doubt fascinated to hear about their friend’s courage and resourcefulness.

Lawrence’s letters home and the recollections of those who knew him
at the time show that he was an observant, intelligent and fluent teller
of stories about himself and his travels. He had also assimilated the artifices
of his medieval poets, and so his quest for antiquarian knowledge in the
Lebanon and Syria was soon overlaid with invented flourishes. After all,
he had completed a risky undertaking and, in private, egotistical yarn-
spinning was a harmless diversion. What he said in college rooms and
later to such sympathetic listeners as Lowell Thomas, Robert Graves and
Liddell Hart had a veracity in his own imagination where it shared a place
with the deeds of Huon de Bordeaux and Sir Galahad. Moreover, the
acceptance of such tales was gratifying, for it enhanced his own standing
in the eyes of his audience. Yet in some aspects of human affairs an adher-
ence to truth, although hard to achieve, is essential. On the public stage
which Lawrence would shortly occupy, his concoctions of reality and fancy
would prove dangerously misleading for those around him and, ultimately,
for himself.
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IV

WANDERING SCHOLAR: THE
MIDDLE EAST, 1910-1913

AWRENCE spent most of the four years between his going down from

Oxford and the outbreak of the First World War in the Middle East.
Except for four short visits to England, most of his time was taken up
with the excavations at Karkamis, which became his second home. In the
summer of 1911 he made a second excursion on foot in Syria which ended,
like its predecessor, with him sick and exhausted. The following winter
he was in Egypt for a short lesson in archaeological methods from Professor
Flinders Petrie and, at the beginning of 1914, he joined a small official
party surveying Sinai.

All these activities were directed by Hogarth, who in the autumn of
1910 had secured Lawrence a four-year demyship (scholarship) from
Magdalen College which gave him an annual income of £100 and the inde-
pendence to travel and study. Hogarth also procured him a daily payment
of fifteen shillings (seventy-five pence) for his sustenance during the 1912,
1913 and 1914 digging seasons at Karkamis. Lawrence was therefore free
to follow the course set by Hogarth, that of a professional archaeologist.

There were three parallel paths open to him which he followed fitfully.
The first was as a historian of the Crusades who would merge his knowledge
of contemporary texts with what he had discovered walking across the land-
scape of the former Crusader states. The ideas for ‘my monumental work
on the Crusades’ were coalescing in January 1911 when he wrote at length
to Leonard Green about the tactical problems which beset Crusading armies.
Much of what he had to say was based on his first-hand observations in
Syria, which had convinced him that ‘the extreme difficulty of the country’
hampered the deployment of armoured cavalry. Lawrence dropped this
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project and plumped for fiction instead. Since the beginning of 1911 he
had in mind a book to be called “The Seven Pillars of Wisdom’ which
he later dismissed as ‘a youthful indiscretion’. He burned what he had
written in November 1914 just before he joined the army. What was destroyed
were ‘adventures in seven type-cities of the East (Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus
etc.)’, which he had presented as ‘a descending cadence : a moral symphony’.
Beyond this outline of its form and pretensions nothing is known of the
work.!

Lawrence also toyed with a third form of creative art. At the end of
1910 he was laying plans with Vyvyan Richards, then schoolmastering, for
the setting up of a printing press which would revive the traditions which
William Morris had founded at Kelmscott. The venture depended upon
Richards learning how to print and on Lawrence capital, money earmarked
from his scholarship and a £100 loan from his father. Land close to Morris’s
birthplace in Epping Forest was purchased, but the additional funds needed
to build a house and install a press could not be found. Mr Lawrence
was sceptical of the enterprise and suspected that Richards would prove
an unsatisfactory businessman. His coolness and his son’s increasing
absorption in archaeology brought progress to a halt. In December 1913
Lawrence admitted to Richards that ‘I cannot print with you when you
want me’ as the draw of his present work at Karkamis was too strong.
‘I have got to like this place very much: and the people here ... and it
is great fun to be with them.” The work would continue for at least five
years, after which he expected that he would ‘go after another and another
nice thing’.

Virtual exile in Syria suited Lawrence and he recalled it with pleasure.
‘Carcemish [Karkamis])’, he told Mrs Bernard Shaw, ‘was a wonderful
place and time: as golden as Haroun el Raschid’s in Tennyson.” ‘“The
best life I ever had’ was how he summed up these four years to Liddell
Hart. Several things contributed to his sense of well-being. The excavations
were engrossing — ‘Digging is tremendous fun, and most exciting and
interesting.’ Furthermore, he had the adulation of the local Syrian peasantry
and enjoyed a status and authority which he could never have experienced
at home. Above all, in Syria he was completely cut off from English social
conventions, and his freedom to behave as he wished was limitless. There
were also people and places to be discovered and books to be read during
extended periods of leisure.

These years of indulgence were also those of his apprenticeship as an
archaeologist. In between distractions, Lawrence had to direct himself
towards the serious business of learning how to uncover the buried past
and interpret what he found. Training had started in Oxford after his
Finals when he began to classify pottery in the Ashmolean. That same
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summer he made a fourth visit to France, accompanied for some of the
time by his brothers Frank and Will, where he was on the look-out for
pottery shards. The study of pottery offered the key to many archaeological
mysteries. Lawrence hoped to learn from the patternwork of shards how
Oriental designs passed into Europe at the time of the Crusades. In Constan-
tnople in December 1910, he noticed that the glaze of local pottery on
sale in the bazaars was identical to the fifteenth-century ware he had dug
up in Oxford.

Examining pots in a museum was both a mental exercise and a preparation
for field work in Syria, where Lawrence was given charge of the cataloguing
and reconstruction of pottery. In June 1910 Hogarth had heard from the
Foreign Office that the Ottoman government had finally given permission
for the dig to begin at Karkamis. It was too late to begin that year, so
he planned to start once the cold, wet north Syrian winter had passed.
Lawrence went ahead of him by an unreliable French steamer whose
meandering route gave him a chance to see Athens and Constantinople
before making landfall in Beirut. At Athens he enthused over the Acropolis
and imagined that he heard echoes of Aristophanes in the street banter
of the Athenians. At Constantinople he renewed his iradeis which would
officially guarantee his privileged status and smooth passage through the
Ottoman empire.

Waiting for Hogarth’s arrival, Lawrence renewed his acquaintance with
Miss Holmes, the Principal of the American Protestant mission at Jeblé,
and stayed several weeks as her guest; his Evangelical connections had
their uses. There he practised his Arabic with the ‘wonderful’ Miss Faree-
dah el Akle, a young Syrian who found him an apt pupil: he bathed in
the sea, pottered after antiquities and read two-week-old copies of The
Times. Hogarth joined Lawrence in February 19u and, avoiding routes
closed by snow, they took a steamer to Haifa and then went by rail to
Damascus. They were already late, for the excavations had been scheduled
to begin that month.

Hogarth had been given £1,700 by the British Museum (Lawrence was
unpaid but made do on his scholarship) and he expected the diggings to
continue until November. At Aleppo, he, his deputy Reginald Campbell-
Thompson and Lawrence received their licences to carry firearms and an
escort of Turkish troops which had been requested by the Foreign Office.
On g March, they set off for Jerablus with a convoy of over twenty camels,
mules and donkeys, which carried their supplies. Hogarth demanded
comfort and his boxes included three blends of tea and nine varieties of
jam. The seventy-mile journey was a dismal tramp through rain and snow
showers and took two days. When they arrived at Jerablus, the party found
lodgings available in the vacant house of the manager of a licorice plantation.
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Labour was recruited from the village, whose forty households yielded
between 9o and 120 labourers. Hogarth offered good wages, eight piastres
a day (four pence), and there was never a shortage of willing recruits.
For the peasantry of Jerablus, the archaeologists provided a welcome supple-
ment to their sparse incomes.

During each of the four seasons of digging from 1911 to 1914, Lawrence
had direct control over the workforce, with power to hire and fire men,
which explains much about his relations with them. No one could afford
to cross his path and all had to treat him with respect. Overall direction
of operations was in the hands of Hogarth and, in his absence, Campbell-
Thompson, hitherto a sedentary scholar of linguistics whose specialism
was the deciphering of Hittite seals. Lawrence found him agreeable com-
pany. Like him, Campbell-Thompson would join Military Intelligence;
in 1917 this ‘curious old bird with an amazing inventive brain’ was decrypting
Turko-German wireless messages in Iraq.”

Initial progress with the dig was sluggish and the finds unremarkable.
After two months, Hogarth proposed ending work in August when most
of the labourers would have to harvest their crops. There was a further
snag when the local owner of two-thirds of the site began grumbling and
threatened to impede the work. On 24 June, the Trustees of the British
Museum, disappointed by the yields and uncertain whether legal hitches
might prevent further digging, decided to call a halt.

A month before, Campbell-Thompson and Lawrence had been visited
by the explorer Gertrude Bell, who turned up well escorted by troops.
She had hoped to meet Hogarth and her criticism of his principles of
digging irritated Lawrence and Campbell-Thompson. She further ruffled
their feathers by praising the techniques of the German archaeologists
whose site at Qalat Surgar she had just visited. They not only dug up
remains but tried to reconstruct the buildings which had been uncovered.
‘We had to squash her with a display of erudition,” Lawrence wrote home,
but in spite of a barrage of pedantry she left in a good humour. Lawrence,
then aged twenty-three, she thought ‘a pleasant boy’ who ‘is going to make
a traveller’.

She had heard of Lawrence’s plans for an excursion eastwards to re-
examine Urfa and Harran. The expedition began in the second week of
June with Lawrence taking a boat down the Euphrates to El Tell el Ahmar
and then going cross-country, with a police escort, to Harran and Urfa.
From Urfa he returned westwards to Birecik, from where he went down
river to Jerablus. His objectives were, as they had been in 1909, an examin-
aton of castles and the purchase of seals. Again, he ran into difficulties.
On 17 July at Harran he was troubled by a painful abscess on his tooth,
and when he reachedjera_b.lus twelve days later he had contracted dysentery.
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He was nursed by his boy servant, Dahoum, and Haroun, the site foreman,
and treated with arrowroot and milk. After five days he had a false recovery
which was followed on 8 August by a relapse. Four days later he set off
for England.

After convalescence, Lawrence returned to the Middle East in December
1911, this time to Egypt, where at Hogarth’s suggestion he offered his services
to Professor Flinders Petrie, then excavating a large cemetery at Takhan,
south of Cairo. Petrie was a querulous, brusque and opinionated scholar
who, in 1885, had broken away from the Egypt Exploration Fund and set
up his own British School of Archaeology, which was privately funded.
Petrie’s experience and knowledge were unequalled. So was his way of
life. In horror, Lawrence reported, ‘A Petrie dig is a thing with a flavour
of its own: tinned kidneys mingle with mummy-corpses and amulets in
the soup.” What was worse, especially for a man lately recovered from
dysentery, many of the opened tins had been festering for a week in the
Egyptian heat. For his part, Petrie had been astonished by Lawrence, who
turned up at the site in shorts and a white Magdalen blazer. He was indig-
nantly asked if he had come for cricket. This must have been galling for
Lawrence, who loathed team games, and he was firmly told that no English-
man in Egypt ever wore shorts. Still, master and pupil did eventually get
on and Lawrence came to appreciate Petrie’s pawky humour. He did not,
however, like his ‘too highly organised methods’. In short, Lawrence was
soon bored by the painstaking examination and cataloguing of 1,500 Egyptian
corpses.

After a few weeks with Petrie, Lawrence was recalled to Karkamis. A
gift of £5,000 to the British Museum and a further £2,000 from the Trustees
made it possible for the excavations to be reopened and, in February 1912,
Lawrence was sent by Hogarth to Aleppo to handle the problem of the
site’s ownership. He was also to investigate reports that German railway
engineers, then beginning their bridge over the Euphrates, intended to
lay foundations for a depot and workshops on the southern side of the
mound. They had been temporarily deflected by a false rumour that the
British Museum owned the whole site. It fell to Lawrence, assisted by
a consular dragoman, to sort out the business and persuade the local land-
owner, Hassan ibn Hussain el Maqale, to sell his portion of the site to
the British Museum. Matters were further complicated by the Ottoman
Ministry of Public Instruction, which wanted rights to the site, although
it lacked the cash to pay for it.?

Lawrence was temperamentally unsuited to play the part of diplomat,
but he was immeasurably more qualified than his new senior, Leonard
Woolley. The confident, mercurial Woolley was eight years older than
Lawrence, whom he had briefly met in Oxford. He had excavated in Nubia,
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experience which qualified him to take charge of operations when Hogarth
was in England. In general, Woolley believed that the best way to handle
the local peasantry and the Turkish authorities was by browbeating them
and, when this failed to produce acceptable results, a revolver was
brandished in their faces to a background of harsh words about gunboats
off Beirut. Lawrence wholeheartedly endorsed such bluster. Beset by the
lawsuits of Hassan 1ibn Hussain el Maqale, by official doubts about
whether Woolley could excavate with a permit which named Hogarth, and
by obstruction from local officials in Aleppo and Birecik, Lawrence was
buoyant. ‘But good heavens don’t you know that no Turkish officer or
policeman or government official can lay hands on an Englishman, or enter
his house? Much less imprision him,” he reminded his family in June 1912.
“There would be a warship in Beirut if anyone in Birecik insulted us.’*

Mr and Mrs Lawrence needed such an assurance. On 17 March at the
onset of the legal rumpus, their son had written from Birecik:

Have come up here with Woolley to fight the Kaimmakam [local
commissioner] : we have done it: threatened to shoot any man who
interrupted the digs, whether soldier or not. The Kaimm([akam] collapsed
and sends strict orders to allow us to do our pleasure. ... Woolley came
out exceedingly well: he explained that he was not declaring war on

the Turkish government, but on Birecik only. We are very well amused.

There were few smiles at the Consulate in Aleppo, which had to clear
up the mess. It was arranged for Woolley and Lawrence to discuss their
difficulties with Fakhri Pasha, the Governor of Syria. The upshot of this
interview with the Turkish officer, who as commander of the Medina garri-
son was to be one of Lawrence’s wartime adversaries, is not known. The
iradehs and the invidious system of capitulations by which all Europeans
were immune from civil or criminal actions in Ottoman courts ensured
that, when the dust had settled, the Karkamis diggings proceeded unhin-
dered. As to the Germans, the foundations of their bridge were built beyond
the edge of the mound, perhaps as a result of a few words of Hogarth’s,
uttered when he was a dinner guest on the Kaiser’s yacht.’

While Lawrence, pistol at hip, and Woolley, revolver in trouser waistband,
swaggered and squared up to Turkish functionaries, the Ottoman empire
was suffering graver and more wounding assaults. Italy, greedy for the
Ottoman province of Libya, had declared war. Just after Lawrence disem-
barked at Beirut, Italian men-of-war had sunk two Turkish warships in
the harbour. As he passed through Aleppo, Muslim crowds, inflamed by
preaching in the mosques, were clamouring for arms with which to fight
for Islam against the infidels. The war, which was soon to be followed
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by a wider conflict in southern Europe when Greece, Montenegro, Serbia,
Bulgaria and Roumania combined to invade Turkey’s last remaining Balkan
provinces, was one of a series of convulsions which had been shaking
the empire since 1908.

Lawrence was the chance witness to a society in its last days. In 1908
the Young Turk coup had ushered in an era which promised modernisation
and the general application of the democratic ideal. Lawrence had already
learned something of the dreams of the new movement during his 1909
visit. His charming Arab tutor, Miss Akle, told him more about the aspir-
ations of her people, how they were groping towards a historic, national
identity and their hopes for a partnership with the Turks or even indepen-
dence. Even in the backwater of Jerablus there were inklings of the ferment
and tension created by new ideas and awakened hopes. These were always
more detectable in the cities and towns of the coast, but they crept slowly
inland. In June 1911, while Lawrence was digging at Karkamis, the consular
dragoman at Birecik reported an upswell in restlessness among the local
Kurds and Armenians. There was also for the first time organised political
activity in the shape of a newly formed Kurdish Reactionary Club.®

As a highly intelligent young man whose interest in his surroundings
and their inhabitants was growing, Lawrence sensed the forces of historic
change which were spreading through Syria even though his immediate
experience of them was limited. His stamping ground around Karkamis
was largely populated by illiterate peasant farmers and nomads who were
only dimly aware of the world beyond their villages and camps. The ignor-
ance of rural Arabs startled a Jewish conscript in the Turkish army who
found that ‘Napoleon Bonaparte and Queen Victoria are still living figures
to them.’ In normal circumstances, Lawrence’s feelings towards such people
and his reactions to the forces which were about to transform their lives
would have been unimportant. After all he had come to Syria as a scholar
whose primary concern was the country’s distant past. But the outbreak
of war turned him into one of the gravediggers of the Ottoman empire
and, in time, he occupied a position in which he had considerable influence
over the future of its former provinces. What he had seen and learned
in Syria suddenly assumed a formidable importance.

Between 191 and 1914, Lawrence was willingly, even enthusiastically,
drawn into the complex and turbulent political life of Syria. As a medievalist,
he would have recognised many features of Syrian life which were the
same as those of medieval Europe. Rural and desert society was still domin-
ated by feudal sheiks, who had armed retinues, shepherds and tenantry
and levied kkawah (protection money) on the peasantry. The ancient rights
of these autocrats were underwritten by the Ottoman government, which
allowed them to collect official taxes and levy private imposts on caravans
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and traders who crossed their lands. Lawrence had had his first, noisy
introduction to this system at work in 19og when, as a guest in a Lebanese
village, he had been woken by his hosts and asked to keep watch against
marauding landlords who were after their cut of the local harvest. At Karka-
mis in May 1912 he discovered that ‘Our donkey-boy till last week was
only getting 15 of the 45 piastres we pay him: the percentage of the sheik
accounted for the rest: since he was a boy and helpless.’

Helplessness was the common condition of most Syrians. As an English-
man, Lawrence was repelled by the unfreedom of the Jerablus peasantry,
who endured ‘the hideous grind of forced labour’ or were fettered to debts
they could never repay. His reaction was true to the chivalric code of his
warrior heroes, which enjoined the knight to protect those too weak to
fend for themselves. His situation may also have reminded him of that
shared by so many young English heroes of the G.A.Henty adventures
he had read as a boy. In foreign lands and on the empire’s frontiers, these
stout fellows stood up for the downtrodden and carried with them their
country’s principles of fair play and honest dealing. Faced with the wret-
chedness of the Jerablus peasantry, victims of landlords and moneylenders
and, from 1912, the bullying of German overseers, Lawrence cast himself
in the role of a guardian justiciar. When news reached him in December
1911 that the diggings at Karkamis would be reopened, he looked forward
to making himself the local squire. ‘I feel on my native heath,’ he told
his parents, ‘and am on the pitch of settling in a new Carcemish as Sheik.’
Six months later, this ambition was within his grasp, for the British Museum
committed itself to buying more land on the site. Lawrence wanted to make
these acres an estate which would offer sanctuary to his labourers. ‘Our
workmen can move on to it, and live away from the clutches of their sheiks
and mukhtars,” and in his absence, Haj Wahed, a trusted cook, would
act as land agent.

Another contemporary traveller in this region had been pleased to find
that the ‘Ingleez’ enjoyed a high prestige among the peasantry. Lawrence’s
wild behaviour, which included organising his labourers into competing
teams and firing his revolver into the air when one had made a find, made
the Jerablus Arabs think him ‘mad’, but they also gave him unstinted admir-
ation and affection. His brother Will, who visited him during the summer
of 1913, described him as ‘a great lord in this place’. Like all sympathetic
squires, Lawrence was a good listener to his tenants’ stories. The conver-
sation of uneducated Arabs was confined to recitals of family connections,
sagas of blood feuds, and religion. Pedigrees and tales of rivalries and
skirmishes were the stock-in-tradé of Lawrence’s medieval romancers, so
he was fascinated by all that he heard. He also came to appreciate the
quality of the storytellers, who were ‘very curious and very simple, and
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yet with a fund of directness and child-humour about them that is very
fine’. They were not, he was glad to say, like the Egyptian workmen he
had met when digging with Petrie, who presumed too much and lacked
deference. There was always a gulf between Lawrence and his protégés.’

Lawrence was also drawn into the affairs of the nomadic Kurds. A race
with their own language, they occupied a region which spread from northern
Syria across eastern Turkey and northern Iraq and over the Persian border.
Their tribal organisation, unlike that of the Syrian Arabs, was still more
or less intact. Like other races within the Ottoman empire, the Kurds were
feeling their way towards a national identity and thinking of future indepen-
dence. There was a sprinkling of Kurdish labourers at Karkamis, and
by 1913 Lawrence had won the friendship and respect of the local Kurdish
chief, Busawari Agha, and was starting to learn Kurdish.

Traditional Kurdish life, like that of the nomadic Bedu of the deserts
south and east of Karkamis, was little touched either by regulations framed
by the government in Constantinople or by the twentieth century. Tribal
feuding and stock rustling were endemic in a region of chronic instability.
In May 191 a Jerablus village sheik had kidnapped a young girl and
Lawrence watched her kin leave the diggings, pick up their guns and ride
off in pursuit. He had also to be careful at the excavations to keep apart
men from feuding families, and in June 1913 was forced to lock quarrelling
workmen in his darkroom until they came to their senses. The Kurds
were more fearsome. In June 1912, Lawrence saw a body of Kurds launch
a half-hearted attack on some villagers which was repelled after a harmless
exchange of revolver fire. During the autumn there were rumours that
a larger tribal force was ready to attack and loot the railway works. There
had been a poor harvest that year and, early in 1913, Lawrence and Woolley
reported to Raff Fontana, Consul in Aleppo, that local Kurdish chiefs were
planning a plundering raid on the city. Lawrence was sent down to Beirut
to assist two naval officers from HMS Duke of Edinburgh smuggle ten rifles
to the Consulate for use in the event of an attack. Whether this precaution
was against the Kurds, who never turned up, or Pan-Islamic demonstrators
incensed by Turkish setbacks in the Balkan Wars is not clear either from
Fontana’s despatches or from his wife’s memories of the event.®

Later in the year, neutral Karkamis was the scene for a reconciliation
between emissaries from Buswari Agha and a rival which Woolley and
Lawrence supervised. The choice of place owed something to the desire
of some Kurdish sheiks for closer relations with Britain. They were impelled
by contradictory motives. If, as many suspected, the Ottoman empire was
about to fall apart, the Kurds needed friends and the best candidates were
Russia, whose empire bordered Turkey in the East and whose influence
was creeping into northern Persia, or Britain, which dominated southern
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Persia and the Persian Gulf. On the other hand, if the new rulers of Turkey
achieved their goals of rejuvenation and modernisation, which would make
the Ottoman empire the ‘Japan of the East’, then the power of Kurdish
sheiks and their tribal customs would be swept away. A party of pro-British
Kurdish chiefs from the Turco-Persian border region called on Fontana
on their way back from Mecca and asked him to tell his government that
they would ‘hail British occupation as a blessing’. A fortnight later, on
27 March 1913, he reported a deputation of Arab sheiks who told him that
they were convinced that there was ‘no hope of improvement under the
Ottoman Government’. Knowing ‘that those of the faith in Egypt and India
enjoy a Government preferable to this’, their people ‘were praying for a
British Government in the country’.”

Behind such pleading were the fears of traditionalist Muslims that new
provisions for political equality would give rights and privileges to the Greek
and Armenian Christian minorities. Shortly before Lawrence had arrived
in Beirut in 1909, there had been massacres of Armenians to the north
in Adana which the local British Vice-Consul, Major Doughty-Wylie VC
(a future intelligence colleague), had tried to stop by taking command of
the Turkish garrison. The wars in Libya and the Balkans were widely
interpreted as acts of Christian aggression against Islam. Lawrence was
conscious of the tension during his walk through eastern Syria in the
summer of 1911 and thought it imprudent to ask for food from Muslim
households. Religious disturbances flickered on during 1912 and 1913,
although insignificant in scale compared to the officially backed genocide
which would be launched against the Armenians by Mehmed Talaat Bey,
the Minister of the Interior, in January 1915.

As a neutral Englishman, Lawrence was able to have contacts with both
Kurdish and Armenian nationalists, and he had learned something about
Arab national dreams from Miss Akle. He was broadly sympathetic to these
movements, and Woolley remembered him as an ‘enthusiast’ for Syrian
nationalism. ‘Down with the Turks!” he proclaimed to Mrs Rieder of the
Jeblé mission school in April 1913, just after their defeat by the Balkan
League. “Their disappearance would mean a chance for the Arabs, who
were at any rate once not incapable of good government.’'° He offered
no hint as to whether he believed this facility was recoverable.

Hogarth would have seen that self-determination for Arabs and Kurds
had obvious drawbacks. He believed that backward peoples were automati-
cally excluded from democratic processes, which he viewed with much
distaste even in Britain. His Coriolanus-like disdain for the hustings made
him decline Sir Mark Sykes’s suggestlon that he stand as Tory candidate
for Oxford in December 1918."" Taking a historical perspective, Hogarth
argued in The Ancient East (1914) that the Middle East, ‘lost to the west’
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with the collapse of the Roman empire, would inevitably return to European
domination.'? Although Lawrence may have succumbed to the emotional
appeal of local nationalism, his background inclined him towards Hogarth’s
view. Perhaps as a consequence of the ideas passed down to him from
his father, Lawrence was an instinctive paternalist. The self-appointed
British ‘Qonsolos’ (Consul) at Karkamis who settled tribal disputes and
spoke to the Turkish Commissioner in Birecik ‘in a lordly fashion’ saw
himself as agent of a benevolent imperialism. He was, in his own words,
‘the protector-of-the-poor-and-enemy-of-all-the-rich-and-in-authority’.
Knight errant and umpire combined, Lawrence brought peace and justice
to the oppressed and fulfilled one of the highest ideals of the late-Victorian
and Edwardian empire. Whether or not his behaviour at Karkamis contri-
buted to the feeling among some Kurds and Arabs that they would be
better off under British rule is not known. Nevertheless, in April 1914, Sir
Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, had to deny publicly that there were
agents abroad in Syria canvassing local support for British annexation.'?

As patron of the natives of Jerablus and its environs and the upholder
of British principles of fair-dealing and justice, Lawrence saw it as his
first duty to keep all foreign influences at bay. In day-to-day terms this
involved taking a strong line with the team of German engineers working
a few hundred yards away on their railway bridge. Lawrence found them
‘rather unpleasant creatures’. One, a senior engineer called Contzen, he
told Robert Graves, was particularly odious. He had a fleshy bull’s neck
which overhung his collar; this was of course the hallmark of the stereotype
Prussian officer which Walt Whitman had called ‘the mark of the beast’.
Together Contzen and his colleagues drank too much rakis, contaminated
the village of Jerablus with what Lawrence called ‘the sweepings of Aleppo’,
and treated every native with brutal contempt.

There were between 1912 and 1914 a number of clashes which had started
with the row over whether part of the site would be covered with engine
sheds and workshops. Lawrence and Woolley always took the labourers’
part against their employers and their guards. In one incident, which
Lawrence recounted to Graves, he took up the cudgels on behalf of his
servant Dahoum after the boy had asked the Germans for back pay and
received a beating for his presumption. Lawrence demanded and got an
apology after threatening to thrash the man responsible. Prestige rather
than legal principle seemed to have been at stake for, when Lawrence caught
some dynamite poachers on the Euphrates, he urged the local police to
have them flogged. British prestige soared in the neighbourhood in May
1914 when Woolley and he restored order after an unpleasant affray between
the Germans, their Circassian and Turkish guards and local villagers and
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Kurds. The trouble started when a Circassian guard shot dead a Kurd
during a quarrel over unpaid wages. Site workers seized guns, pickaxes
and hatchets and attacked the German offices and there was some shooting
in which Woolley was nearly hit. Between them, Woolley and Lawrence
calmed the natives and later used their influence with the Kurds to arrange
payments of blood money for the man killed and others wounded.

Relations with the Germans were not always acerbic. Some engineers
were invited to the archaeologists’ lodgings and borrowed books. Lawrence
entertained the agreeable Heinrich Meissner, who had built the Damascus-
to-Medina line and directed the operations of the Baghdad railway.
Another, more sinister guest at Karkamis was the Freiherr Max von Oppen-
heim, a Bavarian Jewish millionaire who divided his time between archae-
ology and political intrigue. ‘I hardly was polite,” remarked Lawrence after
the meeting, ‘but was interesting instead.” Oppenheim could not be trusted
and was under partial surveillance by consular dragomen. In October 1911
he was purchasing land for ‘colonisation’ near Tel Halaf on the Baghdad
line and bribing Arab sheiks near Mosul. No doubt Oppenheim thought
Lawrence was a man who should be watched. He constantly meddled in
the affairs of the German railway builders and generally behaved in a
manner which suggested that his object was to demonstrate to the local
Kurds and Arabs that Britain, not Germany, was their true friend.

For Lawrence, the railway symbolised the penetration of Syria by foreign
influences and the wider forces of change which were altering the way
of life of its people. He resented both. The Germans whom he encountered
at Karkamis represented a country which was fast developing close political
and economic ties with the Ottoman empire. Even so they were comparative
latecomers on the Middle Eastern scene and in 1914 their share of Ottoman
trade was stll a fraction of Britain’s. In terms of finance, Turkey was
beholden to France, which in 1914 had 800 million francs (£40 million)
invested in the empire and controlled 60 per cent of the Ottoman national
debts. Since the 1840s, France had followed a programme of systematic
infiltration of the Lebanon and Syria through state-subsidised mission
schools. By 1914 French schools had a roll of 100,000 pupils, a tenth of
the entire school population of the Ottoman empire. This attempt to domin-
ate the region’s culture and capture the minds of its middle classes through
an educational monopoly had been devised to yield political returns.'*

France sought to enter Syria through the bourse and the classroom and
by 1912, when the Foreign Minister Cambon believed that the Ottoman
empire was on its last legs, prepared for annexation. A department was
set up in the Quai d’Orsay to draw up plans for occupation and, in February
1914, a conference of French and German businessmen discussed economic
partition of the region. France came out of it rather well with a promise
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of paramountcy in Syria, while Germany went away free to develop con-
cessions along the track of the Baghdad railway. British influence in the
Persian Gulf was to remain unchallenged. In the House of Commons,
Sir Mark Sykes, who knew the area intimately, was indignant. ‘Cosmopoli-
tan harpies’, he announced, ‘are now preparing in the most legitimate way
to rob the inhabitants [of the Ottoman empire] under the guise of introduc-
ing them to the benefits of civilization.’"

If he read an account of Sykes’s speech, either in The Times or in the
Parliamentary summaries in Punch, which was regularly posted to Karkamis,
Lawrence would have applauded. After six months in Syria, he had changed
his tune. He had now utterly abandoned his earlier belief that its people

needed improvement and civilisation. In June 1912 he had written from
Karkamis:

Fortunately there is no foreign influence as yet in this district: if only
you had seen the ruination caused by the French influence, and to a
lesser degree by the American, you would never wish it extended. The
perfectly hopeless vulgarity of the half-Europeanised Arab is appalling.
Better a thousand times, the Arab untouched. The foreigners come out
here always to teach, whereas they had very much better learn, for in
everything but wits and knowledge, the Arab is generally the better man
of the two.

Although the previous January he had accepted the hospitality of the Ameri-
can mission school at Jeblé and would do so again in the summer of 1912,
he confided his contempt for such institutions to Woolley.

Lawrence’s conversion to the quintessentially conservative dogma that
Arab society and customs should remain inviolate from external influences
was emotional rather than intellectual. During the first digging season at
Karkamis, he developed close ties with Selim Ahmed, an Arab boy of about
fourteen or fifteen, whom he called by his nickname ‘Dahoum’ or the dark
one. The name was a local joke since Dahoum was rather light-skinned
and Lawrence thought he might have had a dash of Armenian blood. He
first met Dahoum when he was employed carrying water to the labourers,
but once his aptitude was apparent he graduated to houseboy. By June
1911, when Lawrence set off for Urfa, Dahoum had become his servant.
He attended Lawrence when he took a holiday on the coast in the summer
of 1912 (he was ‘cheaper than local labour’), was with him when he was
in Beirut arranging the shipment to England of Karkamis finds in January
1913. Then, Lawrence got a lift to Alexandretta on board the cruiser Duke
of Edinburgh, whose officers were so impressed by Dahoum’s qualities that
they ‘made him offers to come with them permanently’. Perhaps as a reward
for his loyalty and to satisfy his curiosity, Lawrence took Dahoum together
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with Haroun, the site foreman, to England in the summer of 1913. Dahoum
was also Lawrence’s servant during part of the Sinai expedition in 1914.

A good-looking, intellectually curious but, by reason of his upbringing,
naive young Arab, Dahoum was to Lawrence as a squire was to a knight.
The boy had first come to Lawrence’s attention because, unlike the other
villagers, he could read and write a little and was keen to go to school
in Aleppo. The boy had a natural wit and ingenuousness which appealed
to Lawrence. He also presented his patron with a dilemma. The fulfilment
of Dahoum’s ambitions for self-improvement would mean the corruption
of his endearing innocence which Lawrence found so refreshing. Dahoum’s
education would have to be carefully controlled, even censored. In July
1911, Lawrence asked Mrs Rieder for some books for Dahoum, but he
insisted that ‘Nothing with a taste of Frangi [that is, French influence]
was to enter Jerablus by my means.” Not long after, Lawrence played with
setting up his own school in the village and for a time was running classes
for Arab youths in multiplication tables, local history and geography.
Dahoum was also given instruction in photography.

Dahoum’s attentions were very flattering. Although Woolley considered
that the boy’s gifts were limited, Lawrence could record some intellectual
progress. Dahoum ‘is beginning to use his reason as well as his instinct’,
Lawrence told his parents in July 1g911. Of course, Lawrence did not dissent
from the common view expressed by another traveller in the region that
‘All Orientals are children, and the average native of Anatolia and Kurdistan
is not only a child, but one with very limited intellectual capacity.” Once,
as part of a trick to deter a Turkish gendarme from scrounging brandy
under guise of sickness, Lawrence had forced Dahoum and another boy
to drink water aerated by aperient Seidlitz powder. The fizziness terrified
Dahoum, who went about saying, ‘I drank some of that sorcery, it is very
dangerous, since by it men are turned suddenly into the forms of animals.’
Lawrence was amused, as he was by Dahoum’s wonderment at the gadgetry
on the British man-of-war and the London Underground, on which he
travelled during his holiday in England. His and his master’s reactions
were a reminder of the vast gulf of experience and understanding which
separated them.'®

Yet Lawrence could find much in common with him. He was deeply
grateful to him for opening his mind to the peerless solitude of the desert.
The memory of the moment was recalled in the Seven Pillars :

But at last Dahoum drew me: ‘Come and smell the very sweetest scent
of all,” and we went to the main lodging, to the gaping window sockets
of its eastern face, and there drank with open mouths of the effortless,
empty, eddyless wind of the desert, throbbing past.
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This revelation came to a man already converted to a belief that the ideal
environment was silent and empty and that absolute simplicity was the
highest virtue.

Not only could Dahoum teach Lawrence, they could share in boyish
amusements. They exchanged clothes and, for the first time, Lawrence
began to dress in Arab costume. Once, during 1912 when the archaeologists’
house was being built, Lawrence persuaded Dahoum to pose naked for
him for a sculpture which was eventually set on the roof. The villagers
were scandalised; any representation of the human form was forbidden
to Muslim artists and the Quran condemned homosexuality. There was
a whiff of the Uranian about the companions and Woolley, in his memoir
of Lawrence, felt obliged to say that he was in ‘no sense a pervert’. Woolley
added that ‘He liked to shock,” which is in all likelihood the most accurate
explanation of Lawrence’s careless disregard of local prejudices.

Lawrence and Dahoum also shared a frightening adventure. The story
was told by Lawrence to Graves and Liddell Hart, who were given no
dates. Alerted by reports that a large, possibly Hittite carving had been
unearthed in a region north of Birecik, Lawrence set off to investigate,
accompanied by Dahoum. The pair were arrested at Halfati as suspected
draft dodgers and thrown into a noisome dungeon from which they escaped
the next morning by means of a bribe. In one version, Lawrence was man-
handled, possibly whipped, but not robbed since he had cash on him for
a douceur."’

During October 1912, Turkish police and soldiers were sweeping the
country around Aleppo for reluctant reservists and Woolley and Lawrence
had to use their letters of protection to get immunity for their labourers.
The countryside was scoured again in September 1913. If Lawrence had
been unlucky enough to get ensnared in one of these nets, he never men-
tioned his mishap to his family, Woolley or the British Consulate. This
reticence seems strange considering his zeal in making full use of all the
official privileges to which he was entitled. Stranger still was his utter folly,
since he went off unarmed and in native dress into a region where brigan-
dage was commonplace. Even if Lawrence followed a reckless impulse,
it is hard to believe that Turkish officials mistook him for a native, even
a light-skinned Circassian. According to an American who met him in
1914 he was ‘a clean-cut blonde with peaches and cream complexion which
the dry heat of the Euphrates Valley seemed powerless to spoil’. Much
later and in the context of the desert war, Lawrence felt sure that ‘No
easterner could have taken me for an Arab, for a moment,’ and in September
1912 he had admitted that he was still a long way from fluency in Arabic.
As in earlier tales of hairbreadth escapes, it is impossible to distinguish
invention from reality. Nor were there any bounds to his capacity for
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expanding a tale. In September 1918, he pointed out to Private Rolls a
cellar in the-ruined castle at el Azraq (far to the south of Karkamis) and
said, ‘Once I was kept prisoner in that dungeon for months,’ and showed
him scratchings on the wall which represented his efforts to break free.'®
Whether or not Lawrence shared the perils of imprisonment and rough
usage with Dahoum, his passion for the Arab boy had far-reaching conse-
quences. The intensity of Lawrence’s feelings and their eventual expression

in action were reflected in the dedicatory poem to the Seven Pillars, ‘To
S(elim]. Alhmed].’:

I loved you, so I drew these tides of men into my hands
and wrote my will across the sky in stars
To earn you Freedom, the seven-pillared worthy house,
that your eyes might be shining for me
When we came.

This emotion was deeply felt and sincere. When, in 1919, George Kidston,
a professional diplomat, asked Lawrence to explain why he had become
so closely involved in the Arab national movement, he was given four rea-
sons. The first was personal, ‘I liked a particular Arab very much, and
I thought that freedom for the race would be an acceptable present.’"”

Lawrence’s answer begs many questions. Leaving aside his assessment
of his motives during the war, what were the ingredients of his ‘freedom’
and why did he think an unsophisticated Arab youth would want it? Between
1911 and 1914 Lawrence had developed a powerful attachment to Dahoum
and may have been conscious of a wish to do something for the Arabs,
an ambition which at the time would have seemed beyond fulfilment.
Dahoum embodied what Lawrence liked best about the Arabs and illustrated
their present predicament. He was the heir to values and traditions which
Lawrence believed should be preserved from outside interference. He cher-
ished ambitions of self-improvement which, by their very nature, involved
opening his mind to ideas from the West, and these, Lawrence thought,
were ultimately destructive. Scepticism, which lay at the heart of so much
Western thinking, had no place in Dahoum’s world. The Arabs ‘were a
dogmatic people, despising doubt, our modern crown of thorns’, he later
wrote in the Seven Pillars.

Emancipation of the Arab mind was, for Lawrence, dangerous. Its conse-
quence would be the extension of European ideologies and the uprooting
of tradition. Yet, to judge from what he had to say on the matter, Lawrence
found the Arabs’ helplessness in the face of sheiks, landlords, officials,
policemen and moneylenders repugnant. He hoped to achieve a well-nigh
impossible balancing act, liberating the Arabs from their everyday tyrannies
but preserving the integrity of their culture. That one was perhaps a part
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of the other did not strike him. Furthermore, Lawrence never cared to
ask Dahoum or any other Arab whether they wanted his or any other form
of deliverance. There seemed no point, for, as he remarked in the Seven
Pillars, “They were a limited, narrow-minded people, whose inert intellects
lay fallow in incurious resignation.’

Beyond Lawrence’s Arcadia at Karkamis were small groups of Arabs who
were stumbling towards national self-realisation. They largely belonged
to that Western-educated class which Lawrence despised, and drew on
European liberal philosophers for some of their ideals. Like him, many
were apprehensive about European political and economic imperialism,
which they believed could only be kept at arm’s length as long as the Arabs
stayed under Ottoman rule.

Arab nationalists had been exultant at the news of the Young Turk coup
in 1908 and threw themselves wholeheartedly into the subsequent consti-
tutional experiment. When the first Ottoman parliament assembled at Con-
stantinople in December 1908, 72 of its 260 members were Arabs. In the
years which followed, Arab cultural and political societies sprang up in
Constantinople, Beirut, Damascus, Aleppo, Baghdad and Basra, drawing
members from the professional classes. The largest, al Fatat, looked on
Europe as a source of ideas, but stayed firm to the principle that the best
interests of Arabs would be served by a partnership with the Turks. The
Jammiyyat al Nahda al Arabiyya (Arab Renaissance Society) founded in
1907 concurred, but saw the creation of an educated, enlightened middle
class as the Arabs’ most pressing need. This elite would be the dynamic
force which would regenerate their people from above.

Other Arabs, who knew little of and cared less for Western political
thought, were taking tentative steps towards independence. Since 1902, Ibn
Saud of Riyadh had been making approaches to the Indian government
which he hoped would back him as he established himself as a semi-
independent ruler in central Arabia. Early in 1914, Abdullah, one of the
sons of Hussain, the Sharif of Mecca, had called on Lord Kitchener in
Cairo. He was seeking more than British patronage for he directly requested
machine-guns which, the British rightly guessed, were intended for use
in tribal wars and against Turkish garrisons in western Arabia.’’ He was
following the example set by el Idrissi, the Yemeni rebel, who had courted
the Italians in 1912 and received arms and naval assistance in his campaign
against the Turks.?’ These were straws in the wind, but together they
indicated the willingness of traditionalist Arab rulers to make secret deals
with the imperial powers and to beg for material help with which to defy
their overlord, the Sultan.

Like the Kurdish chieftains whom Lawrence knew in Syria, these Arab
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rulers were nervous about the policies of the government in Constantinople.
A resurgent and confident Ottoman government would, in time, strip them
of their feudal powers and local authority. Moreover, as deeply conservative
Muslims, they were offended by the secular principles which the Young
Turks were embracing.

Between 1911 and 1914, the government inaugurated by the Young Turk
revolution drifted into dictatorship. The democratic ideal first proclaimed
in 1908 failed to survive the buffets of external war and the pressures of
minority nationalism. Control of the empire passed into the hands of the
Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). It comprised the more radical
Young Turks and was dominated by such ‘new men’ as Mehmed Talaat
Bey, a former postal clerk, and the pro-German Enver Pasha, a junior
officer who had become Minister of War. They were faced with an immedi-
ate need to preserve Ottoman unity and to instil a sense of imperial pride
in the Sultan’s subjects. Their fumbling approach and contradictory policies
succeeded in making matters worse. Radicals, Muslim conservatives and
religious and ethnic minorities were even more apprehensive and confused
than before.

Minority nationalism was countered by the encouragement of purely
Turkish nationalism. Genghis Khan was actively promoted as a Turanian
[i.e. Turkish] hero and the teaching of the Turkish language was enforced
in schools throughout the empire. In 1916 Turkish became the official
language for all business transactions. This upsurge in aggressive Turanian
nationalism dismayed educated Arabs who, with good reason, feared that
their own, embryonic national identity would be stifled. Conservatives were
indignant at plans to translate the Quran into Turkish even though, as
Muslims believed, Allah had spoken to Muhammad in Arabic. The orthodox
interpreted Turkish defeats in Libya and the Balkans as indications of
Allah’s displeasure with their impiety. Untroubled, the CUP pressed on
with the imposition of secular legal codes throughout the empire (civil
marriage was instituted in 1917) in place of the traditional Muslim sharia.?*

While with one hand the CUP broadcast Turanian propaganda and
insisted on secularisation, with the other it promoted Islamic unity. Whatever
their political differences, Turks and Araibs were brothers in the faith and
their secular ruler, the Sultan Medmed V, was also Caliph, the spiritual
head of Islam and successor to the Prophet. The CUP appreciated that
religion was still a powerful cement which could bind together the two
largest racial groups in the empire. At its Salonika Conference in 1911,
the CUP resolved to harness and exploit Pan-Islamic forces not only within
the empire but beyond. Muslims under Russian rule in the Caucasus and
Central Asia and under British rule in India were publicly reminded that
the last-remaining Islamic power, the Ottoman empire, was their natural
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protector. The message was understood by Arabs. Severed from Turkey,
they would fall prey to France, Britain and Russia, the acquisitive Christian
imperial powers which over the past hundred years had overrun North
Africa, Egypt, the Sudan, Central Asia, and northern India. ‘The Arab
Umma [nation] does not want to separate itself from the Ottoman empire,’
insisted Iskaner Amman, al Fatat’s Vice-President. Other nationalists con-
curred. If the Turks would make concessions and allow them a fair share
in the government, the loyalty of the Arab people was assured.?’

Lawrence would review these developments from a post-war perspective.
In the Seven Pillars he wrote dismissively of the educated Arab elites of
Syria and the Lebanon who were ‘full of Herbert Spencer and Alexander
Hamilton’ and wanted ‘freedom to come by entreaty, not by sacrifice’. Since
some were already, by 1914, making clandestine approaches to the
French, his contempt is understandable. Likewise his irritation with those
Arabs who throughout the war were unwilling to sever ties with the Ottoman
empire. Their caution and backsliding was contrasted with the
determination and courage of Lawrence’s Arabs, the armies of the ultra-
conservative Sharif Hussain, who was prepared to shed his allegiance to
the Sultan and ally himself with Britain and France.

For the Turks, Lawrence had nothing but vilification. Three years in
Syria had left him convinced that what he called the ‘blight’ of the Turkish
government had to be removed from the province. He had, however, in
1913 been prepared to be employed by the Turkish government as an excava-
tor at Rakka. Four years of war transformed him into an implacable hater
of Turks. An intemperate and bitter hatred of the Turks runs through
the Seven Pillars which is unequalled in any other account of the war on
this front. While he could have found abundant support for his views from
the well-known evidence of the Armenian massacres, Lawrence chose
instead to base his vituperation on a bogus assertion that half the Turkish
army was infected with venereal diseases transmitted by sodomy.

There is little to support such a distasteful contention. Venereal infection
increased in Turkey as it did in other countries whose moral codes were
upset by the war. The Ottoman army’s medical system had all but collapsed
by 1917 and records are therefore incomplete. Those available suggest that
out of a total of 446,000 recorded Turkish casualties, 27,000 died as a
result of venereal infection. British medical records, drawn from examin-
ations of Turkish prisoners taken during the 1917 and 1918 campaigns in
Palestine, recorded an epidemic of pellagra and large amounts of malaria,
dysentery and influenza. Prisoners taken on the Iraq front suffered from
cholera and relapsing fever. All these maladies were the obvious conse-
quence of dietary deficiencies and lack of basic medicines. Turkish logistics,
not Turkish morals, had fallen apart.?*

63



From Birth 10 Manhood

The passion with which Lawrence blackguarded the Turks after the
war probably owed little to his experience of them before. He would have
got to know very few and most whom he encountered would have been
from the official classes. Such men, another traveller in Syria observed,
tended to treat the English as equals, which would not have recommended
them to Lawrence. Furthermore Lawrence’s attachment to what he regarded
as the Arab cause made him look on the Turks as an alien, occupying
power in Syria.

Three years in that country, admittedly as a foreigner hedged by official
privileges which placed him above the law, taught Lawrence much. His
experiences in Karkamis led him to believe that he possessed a facility
to command the affections of the ordinary Arabs. In England, he had estab-
lished no close personal ties with anyone outside his family, but in Syria
he had become attached to an Arab boy who reciprocated his devotion.
Hogarth had guided Lawrence towards the Middle East in order that he
could learn to become an archaeologist. He may also have been aware
that Lawrence, whose birth and unconventional behaviour made it hard
for him to fit into English society, might find himself more at home in
a world whose values were different. Certainly Syria gave him an opportunity
to behave flamboyantly; and paradoxically his extravagance, which had been
frowned on in England, delighted the Arabs.

Lawrence was living in a region which was entering a period of revolution.
The prospect both excited and frightened him. His reactions to change
were accordingly hesitant and confused; he wished both to see the Arabs
emancipated from Turkish rule and to quarantine them from modern
thought and commerce. The villagers of Jerablus enchanted him and he
wanted to keep them just as they were, as much for his own satisfaction
as for their benefit. Lawrence had been converted to Arab nationalism,
but on his own and not Arab terms. On a small scale he had made himself
a benefactor to the Arabs and his dreams may have encompassed gestures
on a grander scale. The chances of their translation into action seemed
extremely remote. As 1914 opened, the Ottoman empire lumbered on, and
Europe was outwardly tranquil. All that Lawrence could be certain of was
a further five or even six years dedicated to unearthing Hittite remains
and sticking together broken pots.
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For KING AND COUNTRY, 1914

THE digging season at Karkamis stopped in December 1913 as cold
and wet weather closed in. Thanks to Hogarth, Woolley and Lawrence
had been assigned as archaeologists to the Egyptian military survey of west-
ern Sinai. Their brief was to trace ancient caravan routes, identify Biblical
sites, and generally find out what they could about the historical development
of a hitherto seldom explored region. Their work was to be concentrated
in the central Negev around the Zin watercourse, and their joint account
of their discoveries, which Hogarth edited, was called The Wilderness of
Zin.

This was Lawrence’s first serious published work and appeared in the
summer of 1915 under the imprint of the expedition’s sponsor, the Palestine
Exploration Fund. It was, according to Hogarth, ‘a very faithful, discerning,
and picturesque description of natural features and social character’.
Hogarth also praised the ‘zeal and aptitude’ of his two protégés and acknowl-
edged Lawrence’s unrivalled knowledge of Crusading and Hittite history.
Hogarth concluded his recommendation of the book to Fund subscribers
by drawing attention to its fluency and wit. ‘“The style of the descriptive
chapters is eminently readable, and the serious matter is relieved by lighter
touches here and there, mostly in the vein of irony which close contact
with Orientals seldom fails to encourage in the Western mind - and, per-
haps, equally in the Eastern.’!

The book was well received at the Fund’s annual general meeting in
June 1915 when the President, Colonel Watson, an engineer, noted, ‘It is
satisfactory to think that our explorers, civil as well as military, are under
the flag.” A former balloonist, he added that ‘Mr Lawrence was at one
time, as a lightweight, used as an observer in an aeroplane — very useful
for a man who surveys the country.’?

The background to the Sinai expedition of January 1914 was military.
In 1905, the Turkish government decided to make a gesture designed to
remind the Egyptians that they were Muslims and, in theory, still subjects
of the Sultan, although their government had been controlled by Britain
since 1882. Turkish patrols turned back a British surveying party, shifted
frontier posts westwards towards the Suez Canal, and temporarily increased
the Aqaba garrison to 4,500. Britain found this sabre-rattling intolerable
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and responded by sending a cruiser to Aqaba while warning the Turks
that their provocation could lead to war. This stern reaction was dictated
not so much by fears of the Turkish army marching into Sinai as by the
knowledge, passed on by Lord Cromer, formerly Consul-General Egypt,
and Kitchener, who had commanded the Egyptian army, that a Turkish
attack would certainly trigger popular uprisings and mutinies inside Egypt.
The crisis passed but the threat lingered. The purpose of Captain New-
combe, the expedition leader, was not merely the extensior of geographical
knowledge : his maps would be invaluable in the event of a war with Turkey,
which Britain’s strategic planners knew would involve an invasion of Egypt
across the Sinai desert.

Lawrence liked Newcombe; the two men would serve together during
the war and remain close friends until Lawrence’s death. They soon found
they had much in common, for Lawrence admired the stark simplicity of
the soldier’s camp and the Spartan rigour of the expedition’s routines.
Newcombe was an audacious, restless and unorthodox soldier. Years later,
Colonel Edouard Brémond, who served alongside him in Hejaz, recalled
him as ‘un soldat plein d’allant, mais dont la nervosité inquiétait ses chefs;
'un d’eux le qualifiait de “wild man”.” Newcombe’s manner did not blind
his superiors to his professional talents. General Sir Reginald Wingate,
anxious to secure his services in Arabia, described him as ‘a first-rate soldier
and a man of boundless energy and resource’.”

Newcombe directed five survey parties, which charted the region south
of Gaza. At first, the local Arabs were uncooperative and hostile but, thanks
to Newcombe’s tact, relations improved. Lawrence found the Negev land-
scape and its inhabitants uniformly depressing. ‘The wearing monotony
of senseless rounded hills and unmeaning valleys’ made ‘this southern
desert of Syria one of the most inhospitable of all deserts’. The tribesmen
were wretched creatures, ‘few in number, poor in body, and miserable
in their manner of life’.*

One of the tasks assigned to Woolley and Lawrence was the investigation
of Ain Qadeis, which had been identified as the Biblical Karnesh Barnea,
one of the Israelite resting-places during their forty-year migration through
Sinai. What the two found was completely at odds with the eyewitness
description published in 1884 by an American preacher H.Clay Trumbull.
The discrepancies between what they saw and what the cleric said he had
seen was an excuse for some dry pedantic humour: ‘Lastly, the pool into
which Trumbull’s Arabs, after stripping, plunged so rashly to have a bath,
is only about a foot or eighteen inches deep, and full of very large and
sharp stones. Our guide also washed his feet in it.” This led into a wider
criticism of those who rather too easily linked modern places with those
named in the Bible. ‘That glib catchword “The unchanging East” has
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blinded writers to the continual ebb and flow of the inhabitants of the
desert’ and encouraged a mistaken faith in the continuity of place-names.
Modern archaeologists knew better, and they pointed out that there were
very good strategic and agrarian reasons why the region around Ain Qadeis
could have served as an Israelite headquarters ‘during forty years of disci-
pline’ in Sinai. As intended, these gibes provoked an academic row. An
irritated partisan of the worthy Trumbull wrote from an American university
to rebuke Lawrence and Woolley and insisted that the Palestine Exploration
Fund excised their ‘objectionable statements’ from future editions of The
Wilderness of Zin.”

Lawrence not only had fun at the expense of an earnest American clergy-
man; he teased the Turks in Aqaba. He had left Woolley and moved south-
west across the Negev towards the Wadi el Araba and Agaba. His search
was for archaeological remains which might indicate for how long and
by whom the township had been occupied. The commander of the small
Turkish garrison suspected him of being a spy, forbade him to take photo-
graphs and refused him permission to cress to the small island of Gez
Faraun. Lawrence constructed three makeshift rafts from zinc tanks and
paddled himself, Dahoum and the camera across waters which he believed
were shark-infested. Thwarted, the Turkish officer took no further action.
Agaba was, in 1914, an insignificant outpost whose garrison of sixty showed
no stomach for a fight when, on 2 November, a naval landing party came
ashore.® Stll, Lawrence was taking a risk, more dangerous for Dahoum,
who was an Ottoman subject, than for himself. Free to leave Aqaba, he
travelled northwards, examined Petra and caught a train to Damascus at
Maan.

After paying off his servants at Maan, where Dahoum generously agreed
to forgo his wages, Lawrence found himself short of cash. This happened
often to him and this time he was rescued by the lucky appearance of
another English traveller, Lady Evelyn Cobbold, who advanced him some
money. His charm served him well as it had in the spring of 1912 when
he had thrown himself on the mercy of Raff Fontana, the Consul in Aleppo.
Fontana cashed his cheques but was annoyed at the depletions of consular
funds and the bad impression created locally by two Englishmen out of
pocket — Woolley was in the same predicament. At other times Lawrence
borrowed from Woolley in anticipation of remittances from home. Like
many spendthrifts he was generous, and letters home indicate that he con-
stantly bought presents for his family.

Lawrence was back in Karkamis by the beginning of March for a fourth
season of digging. The lodgings he shared with Woolley, Hogarth and
any visitor who had come to inspect the workings were sumptuous. They
had been built in the spring of 1912, when Lawrence had arranged the
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removal and relaying of a Roman mosaic pavement of 250,000 pieces for
the floor of the main room. Fittings included an abundance of fine carpets,
and furnishings were carefully purchased in Aleppo. Unglazed Hittite cups
were used for tea and coffee and Lawrence, who still abjured spirits, began
to take wine with his meals. The decorations may have been Oriental,
but the ambience was donnish. An American student visitor recalled
Hogarth smoking his pipe and Woolley an after-dinner cigar, in an atmos-
phere which was elegant and academic. What his hosts thought of their
guest, who turned up in a football sweater marked with a large ‘K’, is
not known.’

Another, perhaps less agreeable feature of Oxonian life had been trans-
planted to Karkamis, Lawrence’s taste for undergraduate pranks. Once,
Woolley, ailing from a fever, was given a disturbed night after Lawrence
rigged up a device with a nail and a tin plate which rattled continuously.
Hogarth was peeved to discover that Lawrence had scattered a pink cushion,
hairpins, scent bottles and other female knick-knacks in his bedroom to
remind him that he was forgoing married domesticity. It was Lawrence’s
turn to fume when he was the victim of some playful Kurdish girls who
tried to strip off his clothes and discover whether he was white all over.
Woolley waspishly commented that Lawrence’s sense of humour was all
one-sided, and that he was quick to anger when he found himself the
butt of another’s joke.

When he came to Karkamis for a ‘peep’ at the railway, Captain Hubert
Young, a real spy, found Lawrence a shy, quiet scholar who looked about
sixteen or eighteen. Joined by Lawrence’s brother Will, the thrce spent
much time target-shooting with rifles and revolvers.® The sound of gunfire
regularly broke the stillness of Karkamis as Lawrence kept his eye in. Just
as the heroes of his medieval romances exercised with sword and lance,
he practised with their modern equivalents. Skill with each was of course
invaluable to a European resident in an ungovernable part of the Middle
East and surrounded by armed tribesmen.

Pistols and their use were on Lawrence’s mind again at the outbreak
of war in August 1914 when he ordered a brace of .45 Colt automatics
from Mrs Rieder, who had returned to America from the Jeblé mission.
They were destined for the battlefield, not the range, and soon after they
arrived Lawrence gave one to his brother Frank, who was then in training
camp prior to embarkation for service on the Western Front.

Lawrence had been brought up in an intensely patriotic, conservative
family. As a child his father had taken him, no doubt dressed in his sailor
suit, to watch Queen Victoria review the fleet at Spithead in 1897. As much
as Rupert Brooke, he and his.brothers Frank and Will represented that
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generation which volunteered with light, adventurous hearts and lofty sense
of duty. Their response to the call to arms was an awesome and profoundly
moving phenomenon. An insight into Lawrence’s mind at this time comes
from two letters written to his parents after Frank’s death in action on
the Western Front in May 1915.”

I hope that when I die there will be nothing more to regret. The only
thing I feel a little is that there was no need surely to go into mourning
for him. I cannot see the cause at all - in any case to die for one’s
country is a sort of privilege : Mother and you will find it more painful
and harder to live for it, than he did to die: but I think that at this

time it is one’s duty to show no signs that would distress others. ...

This appeal troubled Mrs Lawrence, so her son wrote again.

You will never understand any of us after we have grown up a little.
Don’t you ever feel that we love you without our telling you so?—1

feel such a contemptible worm for having to write this way about things.
If only you knew that if one thinks deeply about anything one would
rather die than say anything about it. You know men do nearly all die
laughing, because they know death is very terrible, and a thing to be
forgotten till after it is come.

Lawrence urged his mother to show the stoic impassiveness of a caste whose
duty it was to show others a lead. ‘In a time of such fearful stress,” he
wrote, ‘it is one’s duty to watch very carefully lest one of the weaker ones
be offended; and you know we were always the stronger, and if they see
you broken down they will all grow fearful about their ones at the front.’
When it was Lawrence’s turn to see action, he took care that his mother
never knew the perils he was exposed to behind enemy lines.'”

Frank Lawrence, already destined for the army, had been commissioned
in the 3rd Gloucesters in September 1914. Like Ned, he had held to a
high sense of purpose, but he had not been blind to his possible fate.
I didn’t go to say good-bye to Frank’, Lawrence explained to his mother,
‘because he would rather I didn’t, and I knew that there was little chance
of my seeing him again; in which case we were better without parting.’
Will Lawrence, who was following the course of the war from Delhi, was
also keen to volunteer. By November, he was serving as an officer in the
gth Gurkha Rifles, and four months later he returned home to join the
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry. He briefly met Ned at
Port Said in March 1915, and in October was killed serving as a Royal
Flying Corps observer.

Lawrence later claimed that he had gone to the army recruiting officer,
but had been turned down as too short. In fact his abilities were needed
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elsewhere. During the autumn of 1914, the War Office was desperately
casting about for young men whose talents could be used by Military Intelli-
gence. Priority was naturally given to those who spoke German or had
travelled in France, but there was a need for other specialists. Hogarth,
who realised Lawrence’s potential value to intelligence in the event of
Turkey throwing in her lot with Germany, pulled strings, and by October
Lawrence was attached to the Geographical Section of the War Ofhce.

Still a civilian, he was ordered to classify roads and tracks on the army’s
new map of Sinai. He was a diligent worker who impressed his section’s
commander, Colonel Coote Hedley. On 1 November, the Ottoman empire
declared war on the Allies, and soon after Lawrence was commissioned.
He was ordered to proceed to Cairo with Newcombe (whose help he had
sought to secure a swift commission) and Woolley and join the expanding
intelligence section attached to General Headquarters. For a time, his
mother contemplated going out with him, but abandoned the idea, no doubt
because of her husband’s bronchial disorders.'' Lawrence and Newcombe
crossed to France in the first week of December and at Marseilles took
ship for Alexandria.

Lawrence was glad that the chance had come for him to do something
to bring about the downfall of the Ottoman empire. Throughout September
and October he had been hoping that the Turks would make common
cause with Germany and Austria—Hungary. Once Turkey took the plunge,
he felt her eventual defeat was assured and her empire would be dismantled
to the benefit of all. He found the announcement that capitulations had
been abolished ‘amusing’ and was indignant that the Ottoman government
now had legal control over and the right to tax foreign property. This
gesture of independence was welcomed throughout the Ottoman empire,
whose subjects duly celebrated the outbreak of war with the same wild
enthusiasm as those of the European powers.

The crisis of 1914 had put Turkey in an impossible position. In June,
her diplomats had proposed an alliance with Britain, which they hoped
might guarantee the immunity of Ottoman provinces from seizure by Russia
or France. Britain, unwilling to be tied to an alliance which would harm
her ententes with Russia and France, rebuffed the Turkish approach. She
then went further and showed her indifference to Turkey by seizing two
Turkish battleships which were nearing completion in British yards. They
had been paid for by public subscription and their confiscation provoked
a wave of anti-Allied agitation. The way was now open for Enver Pasha
and his pro-German war party. Ottoman neutrality, they argued, would
be disastrous since, if Britain, France and Russia won the war, they would
be free to dismember the empire. An alliance on equal terms with Germany
and Austria~Hungary would boost the standing of Turkey. In the event
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of a victory, Ottoman survival would be assured and there would be substan-
tial rewards, including Egypt and the Caucasus. In effect, the Turkish
empire had no choice but to join Germany.

When he had left Karkamis in June, LLawrence had expected to return
to the Middle East, continue his career as an archaeologist and work on
his projected book. Giving way to the pressure of external events and
impelled by his own concepts of duty, Lawrence found himself six months
later a junior officer attached to the staff of the British army in Egypt.
It was a turning point in his life marked, significantly, by the burning
of the draft of his projected ‘Seven Pillars of Wisdom’. His ambitions
as a creative writer remained and, the war over, he resurrected the title
for a new book based upon what he had seen and done with the Arab
armies. Of course when he volunteered, Lawrence had resigned control
over his life to the army, and he could have had no inkling of what it
would do with him.

The Karkamis idyll had ended and with it a period of enjoyable, indulgent
drifting. It had been a satisfactory existence which Lawrence would never
experience again. The nearest he came to a summary of what he wanted
from himself and from the world was an admission, made in December
1913, to Vyvyan Richards: ‘I fought very hard, at Oxford and after going
down, to avoid being labelled.” As a result, at twenty-six he was an elusive
butterfly who flitted between extremes of mood and behaviour. He could
be alternately animated and withdrawn, ostentatious and unobtrusive. He
had a perceptive intellect and was considered a promising scholar, but
his academic energies were easily diffused. He dreamed of silent, con-
templative retirement, but relished spasms of intensive activity in which
he stretched his body beyond the point of exhaustion. Above all, he sought
and generally got what he wanted on his own terms.

It must have been very bewildering for his friends and family. Yet he
possessed an infinite charm and often revealed a warm nature which made
it easy for his friends to overlook his eccentricities. Many, then and later,
wondered whether he had ever really outgrown his schooldays.
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WAR AND DuTty

¢ IT promises to be good fun’ was Lawrence’s reaction to his first few

days on the staff of the intelligence section at General Headquarters
in Cairo. Rooms at the Savoy Hotel had been commandeered for offices
and were being filled by a company of regular soldiers, ex-consuls, travel-
lers, a former journalist and archaeologists like Lawrence. All knew some-
thing about the Middle East, its peoples, politics, economy, topography
and languages. Rich in ideas and experience, the band of professionals
and amateurs was commanded by two capable officers, Colonel Gilbert
(‘Bertie’) Clayton, the Director of Intelligence, and his assistant, Major
Newcombe.

Lawrence was doubly fortunate since both were highly intelligent, flex-
ible-minded officers who came to respect his talents and overlook his quirk-
iness. Newcombe was already known to him from the Sinai survey earlier
in the year and, as the war progressed, their friendship deepened through
a shared loathing for the Turks and a common sympathy for the Arab
cause. Lawrence was further blessed with a sympathetic commanding offi-
cer. Thirteen years Lawrence’s senior, Clayton was an imaginative soldier
whose charm, sound sense and cleverness impressed all who worked with
him. Lawrence recalled him as ‘a man with whom independent men could
bear’ for his mind was open to unorthodox ideas and he was never a stickler
for those niceties of military decorum which Lawrence overlooked. In time,
the men became friends and Lawrence visited Clayton’s house, where his
willingness to play won him the affection of Clayton’s young family. Their
parents sometimes found his anti-authoritarian postures too much, but Mrs
Clayton was always firm. Lawrence took her reprimands like a chastened
schoolboy.'

Clayton was a professional intelligence officer who, before the war, had
managed the internal security section of the British-controlled Egyptian
army. He also represented the interests of the Governor-General of the
Sudan, Sir Reginald Wingate, and confidentally reported Egyptian affairs
to him. Ability and experience made Clayton the natural choice to take
charge of all the army’s intelligence services under the local commander,
General Sir John (‘Conkie’) Maxwell. Clayton was indispensable to Maxwell
and his successors, Generals Sir Archibald Murray and Sir Edmund
Allenby. By 1916, Clayton had been promoted to brigadier-general and
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Lawrence sensed the quiet power of his hidden hand. Clayton, he wrote
later, ‘was like water, or permeating oil, creeping silently and insistently
through everything. .. . He never visibly led; but his ideas were abreast
of those who did.” Clayton prevailed because he was a permanent official
whose breadth of local knowledge was wider than that of the transitory
generals and proconsuls he served. For Lawrence, Clayton was an influen-
tal patron and useful ally, the more so since the junior officer accepted
many of the assumptions and doctrines of his superior.

The web of personal connections and competing influences which
enmeshed the rulers of the British empire, the inner mysteries of intelligence
and the high priests who presided over them were scarcely known to
Lawrence in 1914. His ignorance was such that with greenhorn brashness
he assured Hogarth that before his and his brother officers’ irruption into
the Savoy Hotel, ‘There wasn’t an Intelligence department ... and they
thought that all was well without it.” This was nonsense. The department
was over six weeks old when Lawrence arrived and already had agents
in the field in Palestine and Syria.> Nevertheless, Lawrence could have
been forgiven his innocence in such matters. Intelligence-gathering
bureaucracies were still a novelty in Britain, where MI5 and MI6 were
in their infancy, the offspring of pre-war spy scares and the need to have
skeletal organisations in readiness for a war against Germany.

They ordered things differently in Egypt. There, as in India, the smooth
operation of imperial government demanded far-reaching and omniscient
intelligence agencies. Lawrence was soon aware of this need. In the streets
he was conscious of ‘the most burning dislike’ of the Cairenes for their
British masters. He wore the uniform of an alien power which had deposed
the Khedive Abbas Hilmi, replaced him with a puppet, and dragged Egypt
into the war against her people’s will. On his desk he saw intelligence
reports which revealed that Turkish and German officers in Syria confi-
dently predicted that the Egyptians would turn on their overlords the
moment the first Ottoman soldier appeared on the banks of the Suez Canal.
Turco-German agents encouraged Egyptian nationalist revolutionaries, ran
a network of saboteurs and paid tale-bearers who spread inflammatory
rumours in the streets and bazaars. Clayton’s secret war against subversion
was unending, but he was always a move ahead of his adversaries. Yet
in the spring of 1916 he still feared that the enemy’s underground was
strong and capable of stirring up revolutionary disorders of the kind
which had just been seen in Ireland.’> Lawrence played no part in counter-
subversionary activities, although he was intrigued and amused by the back-
stairs entries and exits of Clayton’s informers, who came to the Savoy Hotel
to trade revelations of anti-British plots for cash.

‘Our Intelligence’, Lawrence boasted to Hogarth, ‘has a capital “I”’, and
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is a very superior sort of thing.’ He was attached for general dutes to
Cairo’s Section Ia, which was run by Newcombe and was solely concerned
with information about the enemy; spy-catching and sniffing out subversion
was Ib’s responsibility. Lawrence’s unit existed to tell those who shaped
strategy and commanded armies what they needed to know about the
strengths and weaknesses of the enemy. Lawrence’s duties were cynically
summed up by another intelligence officer, Compton Mackenzie, in his
novel Extremes Meet (1928) :

A good agent tells you that a lack of coffee and contraceptives among
the Turks will make them sue for peace in less than a month. The
fighting arms . . . are always thirsting for an intellectual tonic. That is
what the secret service is intended to provide. That, and a little mild
mental recreation from the stern realities of war.

There was much truth in this. Arab, Greek, Armenian and Jewish field
agents, all animated by a passionate hatred for the Turks, never missed
a chance to relay information which suggested that their enemies were
in deep trouble. This was what they wanted to believe. It was also, they
thought, what their controllers liked to hear and so intelligence assessments
were often unrealistically optimistic.

Intelligence officers like Lawrence were assigned to collect information
from every available source, including spies, assess it and compile reports
which were circulated to those for whom it would be useful. Recipients
of Cairo’s analyses included Lieutenant-General Sir George Macdonogh,
who was Director of Military Intelligence at the War Office, General Max-
well and his staff, the British High Commission in Egypt, the Admiralty
and the Foreign Office. As the scope of the war widened, Cairo circulated
its reports to commanders in the Western Desert, Iraq, the Dardanelles
and Salonika, and to Major Marsh, the British intelligence officer attached
to Russian forces on the Caucasus front.

Lawrence’s department quickly expanded. A special unit, commanded
by Kitchener’s nephew, Colonel A.C.Parker, was based at Ismailia to
handle the canal sector and Sinai. By January 1915, the Athens bureau
had been set up in neutral Greece under ‘R’ (Major Louis Samson, a
former consul in Adrianople), to which Compton Mackenzie of Naval Intel-
ligence was attached. The breaking of German wireless codes required
new specialist sections to man listening stations in Egypt and Cyprus, which
were set up in March 1916. These in turn grew when, in October 1916,
Turkish codes had been cracked. By the end of the war, Cairo’s Military
Intelligence had a staff of over 700.*

Other intelligence agencies flourished alongside the army’s. The British
High Commission had its own intelligence department which ran a network
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of native spies, some of whom were giving the army information on gun-
runners during the 1915-16 campaign in the Western Desert. The Royal
Navy had its own Middle East intelligence section under the Commander-
in-Chief East Indies which ran its own agents and was responsible for
landing them and the army’s agents on the Palestinian and Lebanese coast-
lines. In January 1915, when Churchill; the First Lord of the Admiralty,
passed control of naval operations in Syrian waters to the local French
commander, Admiral D’Artigi de Fourneir, a special French intelligence
unit came into being. In October 1915, the French occupied Arwad Island,
a mile off Tripoli, which became the forward base for the Agence des
Affaires de Syrie. Like the British, the French were busy creating a network
of spies, recruited largely from Lebanese and Armenian exiles, who were
regularly put ashore and picked up by warships.’

Second-Lieutenant Lawrence was, therefore, part of amachine whose several
working parts were expected to function in harmony, each backing and
helping the other. In terms of his immediate duties, Lawrence was through-
out 1915 a jack-of-all-trades in intelligence. His time and his talents were
disposed wherever Newcombe needed them. Most of his assignments were
humdrum and boredom came easily, as he told his family in June:

I got a letter yesterday asking for more details of what I am doing. Well,
drawing, and overseeing the drawing of maps: overseeing printing and
packing of the same : sitting in an office coding and decoding telegrams,
interviewing prisoners, writing reports, and giving information from

g a.m. till 7p.m. After that feed and read, and then go to bed. I'm sick
of pens, ink and paper: and have no wish to send off another telegram.

Lawrence’s brief experience with Newcombe’s survey party had marked
him out for duties with the cartographic section under Commander L.B.
Weldon, a professional surveyor who had worked in Sinai. Less than a
month after Lawrence’s arrival in Cairo, Newcombe detached Weldon for
propaganda work with the Arabs of northern Sinai. He was also attached
as a liaison officer to the Anne Rickmers, a captured German merchantman
turned seaplane-carrier from which reconnaissance and surveying flights
were made over Palestine and Syria. It may have been at Weldon’s suggestion
that Lawrence made a survey flight over Sinai in one of these machines,
probably a Henri Farman on loan from the French.® (Lawrence seems
to have made no impression on Weldon, who did not mention him in
his account of his adventures, ‘Hard Lying’: The Eastern Mediterranean,
1914-1919 (1925).) While Weldon had an exciting time at sea, Lawrence was
left in uneasy harness with the professional map-makers of the Egyptian
Government Survey under Ernest Dowson. Together they had to draw
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accurate charts of Sinai, of the Dardanelles hinterland and of Syria.

Production was marked by a series of squabbles. Lawrence’s tactless
suggestion that he alone knew the correct way of rendering Arabic place-
names into English and his advice on how they could best do their jobs
tried the patience of his colleagues. Dowson remembered the interloper’s
flippancy. Some maps of Cilicia were found to lack indications of high
ground, and Lawrence, when asked what ought to be done, answered,
‘Oh, do let us have some hills. It would be such fun to have some hills.’
The amendments were catastrophic. Such whimsies and the demands of
the Gallipoli campaign hindered production of the Sinai maps. When, in
the summer of 1916, General Murray was planning his advance into that
region, he complained, ‘I am surprisingly short of topographical infor-
mation.” A systematic aerial survey had to be made hurriedly by the Royal
Flying Corps and Murray had to get a map of Aqaba from the Royal Navy,
which confounds theories that Lawrence’s visit there in January 1914 had
been to draw a map for Military Intelligence.’

When Lawrence was not overseeing the making and distribution of maps,
he was busy gathering, sorting and collating information about the enemy.
This was published in a daily mimeographed bulletin which was edited
by Newcombe. From April 1915, he alternated with his brother officers,
M.S.MacDonnell, Philip Graves and Kinahan Cornwallis, as a stand-in
editor when Newcombe was away. What he put together was a ragbag of
intelligence material made up-of statistics, memoranda, background surveys
and analyses and snippets of information from every conceivable source,
reliable or not.

Lawrence’s own contributions included pieces on the condition and
deployment of Turkish army units. Overall responsibility for the regular
reports on the Turkish army had rested since November 1914 with Philip
Graves, a butterfly collector who had travelled extensively in the Middle
East and had been The Times correspondent in Turkey. His first report
opened with a diffidence rare among his colleagues, for he cautioned readers
that it was the work of an author ‘whose only military knowledge is derived
from reading and service in public school and later University Volunteer
Corps’.8 Graves had, in fact, seen the Turkish army in action during the
Balkan Wars of 1912-13 and soon became a master in his field.

Graves’s authoritative articles on the Turkish army appeared in the
bulletin under his own name. Other contributions were usually anonymous,
although Newcombe’s survey of the hostile Beduin sheiks of Sinai, which
was based on his own experience and the reports of a spy, was signed.”
Lawrence’s specialism was the people and topography of Syria and he
claimed that his knowledge was unequalled, or so he later told Robert
Graves (who was Philip’s younger half-brother). Syrian notes updating
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the 1911 official army handbook of the region appeared regularly and may
well have been processed by Lawrence. Certainly much raw intelligence
out of Syria was coming his way and he mentioned it in his letters home.
His parents, who were familiar with pre-war Syria from their son’s exhaus-
tive letters, learned during 1915 about shortages of sugar and paraffin and
the effects of conscription, which had sent many men from the Jerablus
district to the Gallipoli front.

In one of his few post-war revelations about this period of his life, Law-
rence claimed that he often ornamented his routine reports with vivid asides
and sharply drawn vignettes of personalities. This habit irritated some of
his superiors, although Sir Mark Sykes at the Foreign Office enjoyed his
flourishes and urged his colleagues to read his Hejaz report of January
1917 ‘for the sake of its local colour’.'® Lawrence must therefore have been
the author of a piece on men and women of importance in Syria which
appeared, unsigned, in GHQ Cairo’s Intelligence Bulletin in August 1915."!
Herr Foellner, the local director of the Berlin-Baghdad railway, was
rendered as a ‘pale, fish-like man, very timid and crooked in his ways’.
The portrait of Madame Koch, an amateur archaeologist and collector
of antiquities who had crossed Lawrence’s path in 1912, ended with a com-
ment that she fancied herself as the mistress of a salon. To this end, ‘Her
daughters helped her greatly for a time, but one got married suddenly,
and the other one is plain.” Lawrence was also fond of historical analogies
and so tribal sheiks would be likened to medieval German robber barons,
which was probably an exact comparison.

Lawrence handled raw material which had come from spies. During
November 1914, Clayton had hired agents who crossed Sinai into Turkish
territory and found out what they could about garrison strengths, troop
movements and the location of German officers, who were regarded by
the British as the mainstays of the Turkish army. One spy, sent into southern
Palestine on 1 November, returned with vivid details which suggested that
he had studied his quarry at close quarters. ‘Many [Turkish infantrymen]
had not changed their underclothes for the last two months or more,’ he
reported. ‘They are in a filthy state and stink badly when they march in
a strut.’!?

However unwholesome, these men were expected to attack the canal,
and so the network of agents in Palestine and Syria had to be extended
in order to discover as much as possible about the projected invasion. On
his arrival, Newcombe had taken charge of the recruitment of agents and
ran what Lawrence called ‘a gang of most offensive spies’. They included
‘Egyptian Boy’, who kept an eye on anti-British Egyptian exiles in Damas-
cus, and a resourceful Lebanese commercial traveller, Serkis Awad. He
watched and listened during his business trips and mixed in the same
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circles as Jamal Pasha, the Governor of Syria.'> Agent ‘Maurice’, a wealthy
Damascene, also had influential contacts among senior Turkish officials
which enabled him to travel to Athens and neutral Switzerland where,
in December 1916, he was keeping the deposed Khedive Abbas Hilmi and
his French mistress under surveillance.'*

Venal neutrals were tempted into British service by the sovereigns doled
out in the Savoy Hotel. Among them were hashish smugglers, professionally
adept at dodging the authorities and disregarding frontiers. They were
hired to discover the whereabouts of Austrian and German U-boats, which
they did at the same time as running fuel and victuals to them in return
for German cash. Early in 1915 GHQ intelligence in Cairo boasted that
it had recruited the entire eastern Mediterranean dope-peddling com-
munity, although a year later a few were taking German fees in return
for laying mines on roads near the Canal.'” Private Rolls met one of these
characters, Ali the Smuggler, in the Western Desert. ‘All our agents’, he
found, ‘were low characters from the mingled fringes of East and West,’
since ‘Arabs look upon spying as a dirty trade, especially on their own
race in the interests of aliens.’'°

Lawrence not only handled information collected by such men; he was,
at least once, responsible for the recruitment of a spy. The agent in question,
Charles Boutargy, an Armenian refugee from Haifa, recalled being passed
to Lawrence after applying to Clayton for an interpreter’s job early in 1915.""
Lawrence offered him sovereigns in return for undertaking a mission in
Haifa, where he was to draw his father into British service. This enter-
prise flopped, but Boutargy was retained by Military Intelligence, which
despatched him to travel around the eastern Mediterranean in steamers
keeping his ears open for gossip.

Along with other Arabic- and Turkish-speaking officers, Lawrence was
called upon to interview prisoners of war. These Arabs were taken after
the February 1915 offensive against the canal or after subsequent small-scale
raids across Sinai, or were brought back from Gallipoli. Many were Syrians,
like the soldiers from the 12gth Regiment, captured near the canal during
a skirmish in March 1915, and later interviewed by Lawrence’s colleague,
George Lloyd.'® Lawrence’s local knowledge and mastery of Syrian dialects
qualified him for this task, and in mid-July 1915 he interrogated some Galli-
poli prisoners, probably Syrians from the Aleppo V Corps, which had been
deployed there the previous month.'? It was a duty which needed alertness
and there were plenty of pitfalls for the unwary, which were outlined in
a manual written at the end of 1916 based on previous experiences.’’ Arab
NCOs proved ‘the most intelligent and communicative prisoners’, but were
easily fuddled by figures and were over-keen to tell their questioner what
they imagined he wanted to hear. A ‘friendly manner and offer of a cigarette’
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would break the ice and establish an early rapport. Lawrence, who never
smoked, relied on his recondite knowledge of Syrian dialects to pinpoint
where his prisoner once lived, and then chatted familiarly about local per-
sonalities and gossip. The technique always worked, he later told Robert
Graves, for ‘they told me everything.’

In twelve months, Lawrence had been a report-writer, editor, spymaster,
interrogator and cartographer. Occasional gripes about drudgery apart, he
relished his work and attacked it with energy and dedication. His letters
to his family, who were very curious about what he did, show that he
took a pride in his labours. They offered him an intellectual challenge
which he was well prepared to overcome thanks to his training as a historian
and archaeologist. Compton Mackenzie had noticed how the antiquarian
mind was easily attuned to the painstaking tasks of sifting, weighing and
putting together small pieces of evidence from widely differing sources.
In his novel Extremes Meet, Henderson, an Oxford don and sometime
archaeologist (loosely modelled on Hogarth), is called on to fit together
torn scraps of paper stolen from a waste-paper basket in the German legation
at Athens: ‘These fragments were always pieced together with marvellous
patience by Henderson. They took for him the place of the Minoan
potsherds he used to piece together just as patiently in the days before
the war.”?!

Lawrence’s equivalent industry and attention to detail impressed his
superiors. Early in August 1915, Newcombe recommended him as a reliable
officer who could help Major Samsom sort out some administrative difficul-
ties in Athens. These probably involved his rather unsatisfactory counter-
espionage officer, Major Monréal, although at the time there were three
visitors to Athens in whom Cairo was interested.?? Two Arabs, Riza Jeghem
and Hamid Hamdi, were making suspicious visits to the Turkish Embassy,
and Ali Samy Bey, a Cairene businessman who had once been chief photo-
grapher to the Sultan Abdul Hamid, was frequenting the French Embassy.??
Lawrence spent a few days with the Athens section and returned to Cairo
with secret despatches on 14 August.

There is nothing in Lawrence’s letters to his family which explains his
visit, although he mentioned that he could see the Acropolis from his office
window. Throughout this period, his letters home and to Hogarth are lit-
tered with indiscretions which suggest that Lawrence was utterly indifferent
to the demands of security. He seems to have had no difficulty in evading
military censorship, which was carried out in an adjoining office by a fellow
intelligence officer. It was probably very easy for him since GHQ Cairo
intelligence section was extraordinarily casual about secrecy. In February
1915, Maxwell issued a general reprimand about laxness in the censorship
of correspondence but its effect seems to have been minimal. Over two
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years later officers in the Iraq intelligence section complained that their
colleagues in Cairo were not keeping to themselves highly secret information
about the decipherment of German wireless codes.

‘We cannot all go fighting,” Lawrence wrote to his mother after hearing
the news of his brother Frank’s death in May 1915. Maybe he felt a spasm
of guilt about remaining behind a desk while others risked and lost their
lives. He had hoped in April 1915 that he and Newcombe would be appointed
as advisers to the Yemeni insurgent el Idrissi, but the plan came to nothing.
At the same time several of his brother officers were being detached for
active service with the intelligence section of the Gallipoli expedition. Law-
rence seems not to have been disappointed by his omission. ‘I haven’t any
training as a field officer,” he told Hogarth, ‘and I don’t know that I want
to go fighting up to Constantinople. It would be bad form, I think.’

After the war, Lawrence did try to invest this period of mundane but
useful office work with some glamour. He told Robert Graves that he had
undertaken a mission into the Western Desert to seek information about
the crews of the Tora and Morine, who had been taken prisoner by the
Sanussi after their ships had been sunk by U-boats off the Libyan coast
in November 1915. GHQ intelligence native spies were closely involved
in the search for the seamen, but the War Diary of the Western Desert
Force makes no mention of Lawrence.”* Exact information about the
prisoners’ whereabouts was obtained from an ex-Turkish soldier Osman
Abdul, who had been taken prisoner at Rhodes by the Italians in 1912
and subsequently found himself fighting alongside the Sanussi.”> His
revelations enabled Captain Royle, formerly of the Egyptian coastguard,
to organise a spectacular rescue dash which was carried out in March
1916 by the Duke of Westminster’s squadron of Rolls-Royce armoured
cars. If Lawrence was involved at all, it must have been indirectly through
the supervision of native agents from Cairo.

Lawrence also told Robert Graves that in February 1916 he had forwarded
vital information about Arab officers in the Erzurum garrison who were
ready to defect and hand over their positions to the Russian besiegers.
This was at a time when GHQ Cairo was cultivating dissident Arab officers
in the hope that they could be employed to enkindle mutinies among Arab
units in the Turkish army. Telegrams which confirm this amazing coup
are lacking and there is nothing in the flow of messages from Major Marsh
at Tiflis to suggest that the Russians had any help from Arab renegades.
The whole affair is, however, extremely close to the climax of John Buchan’s
Greenmantle, in which British agents deliver information about gaps in
the Turkish defences to the Russian staff. In fact, General Yudenich’s
decisive assault passed through an undefended section of the Turkish line
and there was a precipitate abandonment of one outpost, Coban-dede, at
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the end of the siege. Nevertheless the final Turkish collapse on 16 February
was clearly the result of intense cold, hunger, demoralisation and the pres-
sure of the Russian attack rather than Arab treachery.

As with the stories of his escapades in Syria, Lawrence may either have
exaggerated his peripheral role or ¢lse have embellished the truth to a
point where it became unrecognisable. Given the abundance of official
records, it is strange that there are no indications of Lawrence’s part in
these two incidents beyond his own word.

Lawrence’s mention of communication with Petrograd is a reminder
that throughout 1915 and half of 1916 he was well placed to see how war
was waged from the top. Through the decipherment of telegrams and the
reading of confidential files, memoranda and minutes he gained an overview
of the war. He understood the general considerations which were the basis
of Allied strategy and the preoccupations and prejudices of the statesmen,
diplomats and generals who decided policy. His natural alacrity of mind
and historical training made it easy for him to grasp the drift of affairs
on all fronts, although his overriding interest was always the Middle East.
As a result of eavesdropping at Headquarters, he was able to convey what
he had picked up to the discreet Hogarth and to his parents. One hopes
that early in October 1915 they did not pass on to their friends and neigh-
bours in Oxford their son’s news, hot from Headquarters, that “The Dar-

danelles expedition wasted a great chance’ and was now running into grave
difficultes.

In simple terms, all Lawrence’s labours were to one end, the defeat of
Turkey. When he first reached his desk in Cairo, everyone was concerned
with an expected Turkish attack on the Suez Canal. Since the Ottoman
government’s partial mobilisation in September 1914, Cairo had been receiv-
ing a steady flow of information which suggested that a large-scale invasion
of Egypt was impending. ‘Reliable’ agents in Syria warned that German
and Turkish commanders were confident that their attack would trigger
a local rebellion with possible help from the Sanussi in Libya.?® Kitchener,
the Secretary for War, ordered Maxwell to concentrate his 6,000-man
garrison along the canal’s banks. It was absolutely vital to the Allied war
effort that the canal stayed open since it was the conduit through which
passed troopships filled with British, Indian, Australian and New Zealand
reinforcements then desperately needed in France.

An attack on the canal was imminent, but it was not the major offensive
which Cairo dreaded. Enver Pasha had decided to direct the bulk of the
Ottoman armies eastwards against -Russia, where they suffered severe
reverses in January 1915. Maxwell and his staff were not only ignorant of
the broad thrust of Turkish strategy, they were unclear as to how many
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soldiers were earmarked for the invasion of Egypt and had no idea about
the timetable of the attack. Only a chance aircraft sighting of Colonel
Freiherr Kress von Kressenstein’s columns crossing Sinai alerted Maxwell
that the attack was under way. Forewarned, the Anglo-Indian detachments
defending the canal easily threw back the undermanned invasion force,
which withdrew into southern Palestine in February 1915. As they trudged
back, Arab conscripts blamed ‘infidel’ (that is, German) leadership for their
setback. “The Turks are off for the time being,” Lawrence told his family,
but like everyone else in Cairo he knew they would be back. It was up
to him and his colleagues to find out from their minute examination of
reports of troop movements, transport facilities and the availability of grain
supplies when and with how many men.

The defensive strategy imposed on Maxwell passed the initiative to the
Turks. This was repugnant to him and to all professional officers of his
generation. They had served their apprenticeships in arms fighting ‘Orien-
tals’ (a category which embraced the Turks) in India, Egypt and the Sudan.
Their experience and the wisdom handed down from an older generation
of imperial soldiers convinced them that aggressive audacity always got
the best results. Boldness in the offensive established moral authority, which
was the basic ingredient of prestige, that mystical abstraction which every
general and proconsul knew made it possible for Britain to rule unchal-
lenged over wide areas of Africa and Asia.

This philosophy had two determined advocates in the Cabinet, Kitchener
and Churchill. Swayed by these adherents of the prestige school of strategy,
their colleagues rubber-stamped a display of awesome imperial temerity,
the forcing of the Straits. Constantinople was the goal and, when it fell,
the whole Muslim world would realise that Allied power was invincible
and that of Turkey a sham. Furthermore an overpowering blow against
Turkey offered a way out of the seemingly fruitless embroilment of masses
of men in France where, in spite of both sides suffering heavy casualties,
the German army doggedly held its ground. Throughout the war, politicians
and generals remained mesmerised by Turkey, an apparently weak prop
to Germany which, if knocked away, would bring down her ally. By April
1915, Lawrence had been converted to the view that the Ottoman empire
would fall apart easily. ‘Poor old Turkey is only hanging together,” he
wrote to Hogarth. ‘Everything about her is very very sick, and almost I
think it will be good to make an end of her, although it will be very incon-
venient to ourselves.’

As he wrote, his new friend Ronald Storrs, Oriental Secretary to
the High Commissioner, was under orders to get a khaki uniform from
his tailor to be worn when he took up a new post in the military adminis-
tration of Constantinople. Yet Lawrence, while expecting Turkey’s swift
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disintegration, had misgivings about the Gallipoli expeditionary force which
was mustering in Egypt. On 20 April, he told Hogarth that the army which
was soon to land on the Gallipoli peninsula was ‘beastly ill-prepared, with
no knowledge of where it was going, or what it would meet, or what it
was going to do’.

His later letters, composed with the knowledge of what passed in and
out of Headquarters, were a barometer of the fortunes of the Gallipoli
campaign. On 27 July he thought that the ‘Dardanelles show’ would shortly
end, but a month later he realised that it had been bungled after early
advantages had been thrown away. Just over a month later, on 23 November
1915, his apprehension was justified when the War Cabinet agreed to call
off the operation and withdraw all forces from Gallipoli. Having failed
to gain a decisive victory in the East, the government turned its attentions
and new reserves of men from ‘Kitchener’s army’ of volunteers towards
the West and a major offensive against the German lines in northern France.
The Middle Eastern theatre reverted to a sideshow, with British forces
sitting and waiting on the Suez Canal while Lawrence and his brother
officers in Cairo endeavoured to find out the Turks’ intentions.

11

MEN AND IDEAS

LAWRENCE found life in Cairo congenial. He made himself a circle of
stimulating friends and deliberately steered clear of the stilted social
life of the city’s British community. He urged Robert Graves to do the
same. ‘Englishmen in these small colonies abroad are snobbish to a degree:
the smallness of their colony makes them smaller.”’ What he had in mind
was the rigid pecking order of the civil and military communities and their
clubs. He happily admitted that he had entered these only twice during
his ‘magnificent’ years in Cairo. Luckily, he was able to find refreshmen
from a small body of companions who were his intellectual equals and
shared his literary tastes.

The greatest source of serendipity'in Cairo were Lawrence’s colleagues
in intelligence. They were an effervescent crowd whom he described in
a sequence of pen portraits written for his parents in February 1915. George
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Lloyd was ‘Welsh, but sorry for it; small, dark, very amusing ... quite
pleasant, but exceedingly noisy’, and Aubrey Herbert ‘is a joke, but a very
nice one’. This happy picture was completed by General Maxwell, who
delighted Lawrence:

He is a very queer person: almost weirdly good-natured, very cheerful,
with a mysterious gift of prophesying what will happen, and a marvellous
carelessness about what might happen. There couldn’t be a better person
to command in Egypt. He takes the whole job as a splendid joke.*

A year later, in January 1916, Lawrence was pleased with the arrival of
Captain Wyndham Deedes (‘Deedez Bey’), a man of sturdy independence
who had once told Churchill to his face that the Gallipoli expedition would
fail. ‘A very excellent man,” Lawrence told his parents, ‘I like him best
of the bunch.” There were also old friends in Cairo: Newcombe, Woolley,
who from January 1915 was based in Port Said as liaison officer with the
French navy, and Hogarth, an occasional bird of passage who dropped
in to discuss intelligence matters with Lawrence as part of his unofficial
roving commission on behalf of the Admiralty.

Lawrence did not stray beyond his knot of old and new friends for
there was nothing in Cairo’s wartime society to beckon him. The city’s
pre-war social life went on as before. When General Murray arrived there
in January 1916 to take up his command on the canal front, he was shocked
to discover that the city was ‘at peace not war’.> So it must have seemed
to an officer straight from London: the winter season was in full swing,
adorned by fashionable ladies, including Lady Evelyn Cobbold, who had
rescued the penniless Lawrence on Maan station, and some officers had
brought out their wives. Colonel Leachman, a priggish officer fresh from
the Iraq front, was offended by the abundance of ‘MPs and sprigs of the
nobility’ whom he encountered ‘waging war from Shepheard’s Hotel’. No
doubt he had come across Lawrence’s colleagues, Aubrey Herbert and
George Lloyd, both MPs who regularly haunted Shepheard’s bar, and
the Marquess of Carisbrooke and Lord Hartington, two officers on Max-
well’s staff. ‘More like a carnival’ was Deedes’s description of Shepheard’s
in January 1916. It was even too much for Maxwell, who officially rebuked
those responsible for ‘the very undesirable state of affairs now existing
in Cairo when crowds of idlers in military uniforms throng the streets
from morning to night’. Many were back from Gallipoli and they were
soon sent packing to the Western Front by Murray. The relaxed atmosphere
persisted; a year later Hogarth was taken aback when he discovered officers
accompanied by ladies without wedding rings staying for weekends at his
hotel near the Pyramids.*

Further diversion was provided by the harum-scarum Australian
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contingent. One staff ofhcer described them as ‘a most lawless, turbulent
and undisciplined crowd who really break out and commit fearful atrocities’
in Cairo. These included a riot in February 1915 when the brothels of
the Wassa district of the cities were wrecked, much to the amusement of
some staff officers, who called the atfray ‘the battle of Warsaw’, a joking
reference to a recent engagement on the Eastern IFront. The refractoriness
of the Australians made Murray apoplectic and he was glad to send many
off to France where General Sir William Robertson, the Chief of the Imper-
ial General Staff, felt certain ‘the Germans will soon put them in order.”
Lawrence was unmoved by the wild scenes in Cairo, which he never men-
tioned in his letters; maybe he had a secret sympathy with the Australians’
collective rejection of military discipline or else he thought his mother
would be distressed by reports of debauchery. Much later, in September
1918, he noticed that alone of Allied troops, they were always friendly towards
the Arabs, cheerily calling each Arab soldier ‘Mecca’.

The round of dances, race-going, card-playing, drinking, flirtation and
seduction was shunned by Lawrence. His relaxation remained what it had
always been, intellectual. He wrote home for new books (‘The Seven Golden
Odes of Pagan Arabia or The Moallakat: translated by Lady Anne Blunt,
and put into English verse by Wilfred Scawen Blunt: published at the
Chiswick Press 5/- in 1904 probably’) and was reassured by the old. ‘All
the relief I get [is] in The Greek Anthology, Heredia, [William] Morris and
a few others!” he told his brother Will in July 1915.

Lawrence’s duties introduced him to men with similar passions. A glimpse
of him off-duty is revealed by the vain, fastidious and talkative Ronald
Storrs, the Oriental Secretary to Sir Henry McMahon, the High Commis-
sioner, with whom he soon struck up a close friendship, based at first
on shared literary tastes. ‘I would come upon him in my flat, reading Latin
or Greek,’ remembered Storrs, who added that whenever Lawrence bor-
rowed books they were always returned, a very rare virtue. Conversation
would follow in which Lawrence would propose the merits of Homer against
Dante or Aristophanes against Theocritus. Relaxation was simple. ‘He loved
music, harmony rather than counterpoint, and sat back against the cushions
with his eyes half-closed, enduring even that meandering stream of musical
consciousness which I have dignified by the name of improvisation.” These
were intimate indulgences, for when Storrs formally entertained guests
whom Lawrence believed were ‘smart’, he kept well away. Storrs was a
valuable friend in other ways. An ambitious official, he was a behind-
the-scenes intriguer, determined to set the stamp of his own ideas on
British policy, and, like his colleague” Clayton, he enjoyed the confidence
of Kitchener, whom he had once briefly served.

Lawrence did not drink, so he was not a habitué of Shepheard’s, but
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he did treat himself to coffee and chocolates in Groppi’s tea garden, which
he later recommended to Robert Graves. He now had more money than
he had ever had before; his salary was £400 a year, from which ten shillings
(fifty pence) was deducted daily to cover his room and meals at the Savoy.
By September 1915, he had saved over £60, which he offered to his father
to help meet the costs of his younger brother Arnold’s schooling.

As in Oxford, Lawrence strived to keep himself a man apart. Not only
did he openly avoid the expatriate clubbishness and pastimes of his brother
officers, he was indifferent to military formalities. Ten years after the war,
he told Robert Graves that his dishevelment was a public declaration of
his independence. To wear a khaki uniform was to accept a label, a thing
hateful to Lawrence, who wished always to be his own man. His hair was
always too long and resisted grooming, his uniform was crumpled and,
on the few times he remembered to wear it, his Sam Browne belt was
loosely buckled. He never wore the correct shoes. Once Deedes asked
General Murray, ‘What did you think of Lawrence?’ ‘I was disappointed,’
was the reply, ‘he did not come in dancing shoes.” His reputation as the
most unkempt officer in Egypt had run before him. Just before Christmas
1917, when he was the guest of Sir Reginald and Lady Wingate at the
Residency in Alexandria, he went about happily in a subaltern’s tunic with
‘badges somewhere between a Lieutenant and a Captain, and no decorations
and no belt’.® He did, however, remember a year later to tell the editors
of Who'’s Who that he had been awarded the Companionship of the Bath
and the Croix de Guerre with oak leaves.

This contrived nonchalance mattered less than has been imagined and
its impact was muted. In the first place General Maxwell was not bothered
about smartness, which was one of the reasons why Murray confidentially
told General Robertson that ‘Maxwell is not a soldier.”” Neither, in a con-
ventional sense, were Lawrence and the other wayward amateurs on Max-
well’s staff, at least two of whom cared nothing for their appearance. Aubrey
Herbert’s canary-yellow uniform had been made by his wife from curtain
material and was worn with a dented topee and Turkish slippers. His Cairo
lodgings, borrowed from Lord Howard de Walden, had what Deedes called
‘a very untidy picnicky look’ about them which seemed somehow right
for their occupant, who, in January 1916, ‘looked madder and more untidy
than ever’.® Storrs was amused by Philip Graves’s inability to control his
wardrobe.

In spite of his claim that his carelessness about dress was a gesture against
military conformity, Lawrence’s scruffiness probably owed as much to his
natural carelessness in such matters, the insouciance of Maxwell and the
aristocratic déshabille of Herbert, whom he admired. Lawrence’s Bohemia-
nism may have raised a few eyebrows and distended some spleens, especially
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of the older professional officers. It was, however, endured as the sort
of behaviour expected from the kind of civilian who would find his way
into such a rum department as intelligence.

Yet sloppy dress was an outward sign of the tension which existed between
officers like Lawrence and some, but not all, of his superiors. When he
wrote to Lloyd in June 1915 with the blunt comment, ‘We think the staff
above the rank of captain are shits,” Lawrence spoke for other tyros in
Cairo who were impatient with hidebound superiors with closed minds.
(Incidentally, unlike his brother Frank, Lawrence scems not at this time
to have had an aversion to everyday mess language.)” Deedes concurred
and confided to Compton Mackenzie his ‘despair of the brains of pro-
fessional soldiers’. Mackenzie also spoke to a civilian official in Cairo who
could not understand the ‘primitive society’ of professional officers with
its irrational ‘taboos and totems’.'°

By and large, pre-1914 army officers were not noted or promoted for
their intellects and they lived in an exclusive world governed by arcane
codes of conduct which were beyond the comprehension of civilians.
Cleverness too openly displayed was ungentlemanly and therefore to be
avoided. The outbreak of war had forced these officers into close working
contact with unashamedly bright and sometimes outspoken young men like
Lawrence for whom their conventions seemed pointless and their habits
of mind obtuse. What was unforgivable to the likes of Lawrence was the
dullness of so many of the old guard. ‘I am nearly dead with boredom
at his eternal Anglo-Indian talk about himself, his pay allowance, his
grievances, and his colleagues,” complained the normally even-tempered
Hogarth after some enforced hours in the company of one professional
officer.'’ The real problem, which emerged as the war progressed, was
not tedious military small-talk, but the unwillingness of professional men
at arms to see things in the same way as Lawrence and his fellow amateurs.

There were clever men in Lawrence’s circle in Cairo whose conversation
was urbane and scholarly. They included men from that caste which con-
sidered itself destined through birth, upbringing and education to serve
and govern Britain and its empire. Lawrence had encountered them before
at Oxford and had shied away. Writing to his friend Mrs Riedet in Sep-
tember 1912 he said how glad he was she would not be sending her son
to a public school — ‘I don’t like the type they produce.” Nearly all his
brother officers in Cairo were public schoolmen and, after mixing intimately
with them, Lawrence revised his judgement. He soon found that several
were men of literary discernment and intellectual liveliness. He came to
appreciate the company of cultured, gifted men of patrician birth and bear-
ing, and they were fascinated by him. His affability, his unorthodox but
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lively mind combined with his out-of-hand rejection of convention aroused
their interest and, in time, affection. Two, Aubrey Herbert and George
Lloyd, whom he first met in Cairo in December 1914, he counted as among
his best-loved friends.

Herbert was amazingly eccentric. Seven years older than Lawrence, the
son of an earl, and Unionist MP for South Somerset, Herbert had travelled
widely in the Far and Near East before the war. Wounded in France,
he transferred to Cairo’s intelligence section in December 1914. Soon after,
he was serving as a liaison officer on board warships patrolling the Syrian
coast and later he was transferred to the staff at Gallipoli. In March 1916
he was assigned to Admiral Sir Rosslyn (‘Rosie’) Wemyss, the new com-
mander of the East Indies station, as army liaison officer. The Admiral
found him ‘extremely intelligent, very agreeable’ and useful since he pos-
sessed ‘just that touch with the F.O., etc. which may be invaluable to me
a little later on’.'> Herbert’s exotic past and reputation made him the model
for Sandy Clanroyden in Buchan’s Greenmantle.

When they first met, Herbert was already what Lawrence would become,
a figure about whom amazing tales were told. It was not easy to reconcile
the short-sighted, untidy and shambling reality with the man who, during
a Gallipoli truce, had taken command of a Turkish company and in their
own tongue ordered them back to their trenches. Something about Herbert
drew Lawrence to him. After the war he placed him alongside Hogarth
as a profound influence on his life, although he never revealed the exact
nature of this influence. Each man disdained social ‘form’ and cultivated
individuality, an easier task for the aristocrat than for Lawrence, a man
from the middle classes, who preferred to live within the boundaries of
social convention.

Some clue to Herbert’s appeal may lie in Lawrence’s obsession with
chivalric legends. His life had been crowded with picaresque adventures
which bordered on the fantastic, just like those experienced by the heroes
of medieval epics. Furthermore, Herbert came from a family which had
won glory for itself on the battlefields of the Wars of the Roses and the
Civil War. He had upheld the warrior tradition and, for all his physical
incongruity, displayed coolness and cavalier bravado in the face of the
enemy. For Lawrence, this likeable aristocrat may have appeared a living
embodiment of the ancient warrior virtues he had read about. Stll untested
under fire, he may well have hoped that he could live up to his example
and prove himself as honourably as his friend.

Lawrence’s other patrician friend, George Lloyd, was a2 man of ideas
rather than action. Lloyd, an Etonian and Cambridge rowing Blue, had
been a businessman with strong Middle Eastern links and, from 1910,
Conservative MP for West Staffordshire. Together Lloyd and Lawrence
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shared such routine intelligence duties as POW interviews and report-
writing on Syria. Lloyd’s pre-war connections marked him out for higher
duties. He served at Gallipoli (having already put himself to the test under
fire by hurrying to the canal when the Turks attacked) and on missions
to Russia and, in August 1915, to the Greek Prime Minister, Venizelos.'?
Lawrence found the mercurial Lloyd a diverting and generous-hearted
brother officer, and common intellectual interests cemented a friendship
which lasted until Lawrence’s death. When Lawrence was on active service,
Lloyd felt a brotherly concern for his welfare which revealed itself in his
fears for his mental stability during the trying days of October 1917. Then,
for a short time, Lloyd was Lawrence’s companion in the field.

Lloyd was an imperialist, and a persuasive one. After hearing him, Comp-
ton Mackenzie realised that ‘Imperialism could touch a man’s soul as deeply
as Religion’ and was almost converted. Another staff officer at Gallipoli,
Colonel Guy Dawnay, found Lloyd a ‘most keen Imperialist (of the Jingo
type rather, I think)’. Political conversations with Lloyd, Deedes and another
Cairo intelligence officer, Major Doughty-Wylie (who was killed soon
after), left Dawnay convinced that they were ‘mad keen’ on exploiting the
war to extend Britain’s imperial power across the Middle East. The Foreign
Ofhfice and Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, were contemptuously
dismissed, and Dawnay, who was unmoved by this vision of imperial expan-
sion, was branded a ‘dreadful little Englander’."*

Lawrence may have been more open to Lloyd’s arguments than Dawnay.
In December 1914, his own views on the future of the Middle East and
the part Britain was destined to play there were unformed. He had much
to learn from Lloyd, Clayton and Storrs, and they would find him an
enthusiastic and receptive pupil.

The first lesson which Lawrence learned was that, while the war was being
waged to defeat Turkey, intelligence officers like himself had to look far
ahead and lay the ground for a post-war settlement in the Middle East.
A colleague, James Cockerell, who arrived in Cairo at the same time as
Lawrence and died shortly after, sensed that his colleagues would not stay
satisfied for long as mere servants who submitted dispassionate advice to
their military masters.'> Their natural talents and the power of their private
convictions would make them find ways in which they could impose their
individual wills on the creation of policy. Moreover, as civilians with political
and consular backgrounds, they would think in political rather than military
terms and press for the concoction of strategies which would achieve political
as well as military goals.

Cockerell’s prognosis was correct. In February 1915, Lloyd wrote to his
wife that his and his colleagues’ thoughts were concentrated on ‘what kind
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of result for the future we are going to fashion out of all this hurly-burly
in Asia’. Buoyed up by a feeling that they were in a position to lay the
foundations for a new order in the Middle East, Lawrence and his collea-
gues buried themselves enthusiastically in their work and soon lost touch
with the outside world. Soldiers and public officials in Cairo viewed the
war from a Middle Eastern perspective, an astigmatism which blighted
Lawrence’s vision. ‘It seems to me that attention is so fixed on the Belgian
front that our interests in the East are being sacrificed,” he wrote to his
parents in February 1915. ‘It will go against us very heavily some day.’
At the same time, Lloyd told his wife, ‘We soon become very self-centred
in our Oriental backwater here,” where only the ‘dimmest echoes’ of the
Western front were heard.'®

Outsiders noticed and regretted the tunnel vision of the luminaries of
Cairo. After dining with some, including Gertrude Bell, in December 1915,
Guy Dawnay concluded that in what he called ‘Egyptian Hall (the home
of mystery)’ they ‘set far too much importance on this part of the world
as a factor in the main war’. Admiral Wemyss agreed. Conferences with
Cairo’s civil and military experts convinced him that ‘like all specialists
they are inclined to think only of their own specialization and ignore other
factors.’'’

Empire-building was uppermost in the minds of the well-established
‘specialists’ in Cairo and they quickly passed on their preoccupations to
their new staff. Officials like Sir Henry McMahon, the High -Commissioner
in Egypt, Wingate in the Sudan, Storrs, Clayton and generals like Maxwell
had dedicated their lives to the protection and extension of British territory
and influence in the Middle East. Over all loomed the figure of Kitchener,
now Secretary of State for War, who, as Commander-in-Chief of the Egyp-
tian army in the 18gos and High Commissioner in Egypt between 1911 and
1914, was their patron and mentor. Master and pupils were of one mind.
They accepted unquestioningly Britain’s imperial mission as an agent of
civilisation and stability. The ultimate success of this mission and the safety
of Britain’s land empire depended upon her survival as a maritime and
global power. This, in turn, required a firm grip on Egypt and the Suez
Canal and a tranquil Middle East. Until 1914 a benevolent Ottoman empire
had imposed sufficient order across the Middle East to give the region
stability and Egypt had been safeguarded by 4,000 British soldiers backed
by the formidable Mediterranean fleet.

In November 1914 the old system collapsed. Turkey was now a hostile
power and the canal lay in a war zone under threat of Turkish attack.
In spite of fears that Egypt might be invaded, there was a strong body
of official opinion in Cairo which was convinced that Turkey’s war effort
would soon fall into disarray and her empire disintegrate. Exaggerated
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hopes for the Gallipoli expedition added to the euphoria which infected
Lawrence. Consequently those who employed him had been devising ways
in which to fill the vacuum which would be created when the Ottoman
empire fell apart. There was no coherent overall government policy for
this eventuality, just a series of competing suggestions all drawn up by
officials and soldiers anxious to extend Britain’s control over vital strategic
areas.

All concerned, including Lawrence, constantly referred to Britain’s
‘interests’, but there was no agreement about what these were or how they
might best be served. Iraq, invaded early in November 1914 by an Anglo-
Indian army, was seen by the India Office in London and the Viceregal
government in Delhi as a future colony of India. A fortnight into the cam-
paign, Colonel Arnold Wilson, soon to be a senior administrator in occupied
Iraq, was building colonies in the air. ‘I should like to see it announced’,
he wrote, ‘that Mesopotamia [Iraq] was to be annexed to India as a colony
for India and Indians, that the Government of India would administer
it, and gradually bring under cultivation its vast unpopulated desert plains,
peopling them with martial races from the Punjab.’'® This was welcomed
in London, where one official saw the project as a way of diverting Indian
immigrants away from such ‘white man’s colonies’ as Kenya and South
Africa and it was supported in Cairo by George Lloyd.!” In time, Lawrence
condemned the scheme, which, if enforced, would irrevocably turn Arab
opinion away from Britain by confirming latent fears that her Middle Eastern
ambitions were purely annexationalist.

Cairo’s policies for the post-war Middle East rested primarily on the
need to provide a secure, defensible frontier and buffer zone for the Suez
Canal. A secondary requirement was provision for safe land communica-
tions from the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf which was traditionally
seen as India’s advance frontier. From the start, the achievement of these
aims was complicated by the rival claims of Britain’s wartime allies, France
and Russia, who cherished ambitions in this area which had to be taken
into account, however unwillingly, by officials in Cairo.

Obligations to France could not be ignored, although Lawrence and
those of similar mind soon began looking for ways in which they could
be by-passed. Before the war, Lawrence had been dismayed by the extent
of French penetration in Syria and he was no doubt well aware that French
loans and French mission schools were preparing the way for eventual
occupation, as indeed they were. Once the war was underway, France and
Russia lost no time in putting forward their claims to what the British
Prime Minister, Asquith, called Turkey’s ‘carcass’. Negotiations continued
during 1915 which resulted in the Sykes—Picot agreement in March and
its amendments in October, which pledged France territory along the Syrian
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and Lebanese coastlines and political and economic hegemony over a wide
hinterland which stretched across northern Iraq to beyond Mosul. Russia
was promised control over the Straits. This collection of promises, which
would soon loom large in Lawrence’s dealings with the Arabs, were sup-
posedly secret. Whether or not as a consequence of Cairo’s relaxed attitudes
towards security, rumours were current in the city in January 1915 that
the French would be given Syria.*

The prospect of the French installed in Syria disturbed Kitchener and
his acolytes in Cairo. On 16 March 1915, he warned the Cabinet that once
the war had ended ‘old enmities and jealousies which had been stilled
by the existing crisis in Europe may revive,” and he predicted that Britain
might again find herself at ‘enmity with Russia or with France’ as she
had been before the entente cordiale of 1904. France had been deeply
aggrieved by Britain’s occupation of Egypt and in 1898 an expedition led
by Colonel Marchand had challenged Britain’s control of the Nile at
Fashoda. Kitchener with superior forces had politely expelled the intruder
and for a few months a war had seemed likely. Wingate and Clayton, both
officers in Kitchener’s army, had been eyewitnesses to the clash. For six
years after there had been fears that the French would seek revenge for
the humiliation. Tucked away in Cairo’s military files were contingency
plans for the defence of Egypt against a Franco-Russian invasion, drawn
up in the early 19oos with Kitchener’s advice. The Egyptians would welcome
the invaders and the British garrison would be overwhelmed, but final
rescue would come in the form of the men-of-war from Malta, which
would destroy the enemy’s fleet in a second battle of the Nile.

Lawrence appears to have seen these plans; certainly, he knew of them.
A revised version was offered to Hogarth in a letter of 18 March 1915 in
which Lawrence foresaw the terrifying consequences of France being let
into Syria:

In the hands of France it [Alexandretta on the Syrian coast, now
Iskanderun] will provide a sure base for naval attacks on Egypt — and
remember with her in Syria, and compulsory service there [since the
1840s France had used her colonies in Senegal and Algeria as reservoirs
of soldiers], she will be able any time to fling 100,000 men against the
canal in 12 days from declaration of war.

This was the nightnare which was haunting Kitchener and officials in
Cairo. Lawrence had been completely swept away by their strategic dogma
and, like all converts, he preached his new faith with a wild zeal. His
parents were told on 20 February 1915, ‘So far as Syria is concerned it
is France and not Turkey that is the enemy.” On 22 March, Hogarth was
told that if successful, which it was not, an alliance with Idrissi of the
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Yemen would mean that ‘we can rush right up to Damascus and biff the
French out of all hope -of Syria.” Lawrence had both swallowed the ideas
of Cairo’s imperialists and picked up the Hentyesque slang of the subaltern
empire-builder.

Private apprehension mingled with public fears for the future safety of
the empire. Lawrence’s objections to French paramountcy in Syria rested
ultimately on his older fear that the Syrians would be irredeemably dimin-
ished by imported French culture and commercial exploitation. His views
on this were reinforced by what he had seen in Egypt. ‘I only hope’, he
told Hogarth in April, ‘that Aleppo and Damascus will escape a little the
fate that has come upon Cairo. Anything fouler than the town building,
or its beastly people, can’t be.” How unlike Karkamis, undefiled by the
West, ‘a village inhabited by the cleanest and most intelligent angels’.

At about this time, Lawrence may have written his ‘Fragmentary Notes’
on Syria, destined presumably for the intelligence bulletin but never circu-
lated, presumably on the advice of either Clayton or Newcombe, who may
have been taken aback by their vehemence.?! According to Lawrence, fran-
cophile Beirut ‘produces nothing’ and was just a sewer through which
‘shop-soiled foreign influences flow into Syria’. The city was crammed
with ‘Mohammedans talking and writing like the doctrinaire cyclopaedists
who paved the way for the Revolution in France’. Many of these, political
exiles, were already in Egypt but they spoke for no one since their home,
Beirut, ‘is as representative of Syria as Soho is of the Home Counties’.
So much for the French-educated elite who talked about the Rights of
Man and wanted to modernise their country along Western lines. Worse
still were the German Jews of the Zionist settlements who were ‘the most
foreign, most uncharitable parts of the whole population’. Another immi-
grant community, the Algerians (expelled by Napoleon III in 1860), were
lawless ruffians. Only the rural, patriarchal villages (like Jerablus) were
praised. As to the future, Lawrence believed that Damascus, ‘a lodestone
to which Arabs are naturally drawn’ and ‘a city which will not easily be
convinced that it is subject to any alien race’, should become the centre
of the region. Foreign protection was ruled out and Lawrence hoped that
the area would be given just enough central government to preserve public
order.

These views broke surface again and again whenever Lawrence was asked
to give his opinions on the future of Syria. They were reactionary in so
far as Lawrence wished to keep the region quarantined from external forces
even though, as he had admitted, they already dominated Beirut. There
was also a dash of true Toryism, since Lawrence wished to preserve existing
religious and social institutions and his admiration for rural village life
may have owed a little to his-reading of William Morris’s idealised versions
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of medieval times. Implicit throughout was Lawrence’s assumption that,
even in the form he desired, the new Syria would be created from above
and by outsiders, not by Syrians.

While Lawrence’s formula for the new Syria may not have found many
sympathisers among his colleagues, they all shared a common apprehension
about the establishment of French colonies and bases in the region. The
lead here came from Kitchener, whose views were transmitted through
Maxwell and Clayton. Yet unlike Lawrence, who could indulge in reckless
francophobia, his seniors had to be more circumspect since they had to
deal personally with French officials and commanders. Furthermore, as
Lawrence never appreciated, Britain depended heavily on French naval
co-operation in the Mediterranean as her own fleet, by common consent,
had been concentrated in home waters to face the German navy.

All these strands of intrigue came together during the spring and autumn
of 1915 when military and naval intelligence officers were ordered to produce
extensive plans for an Allied landing at Alexandretta. Lawrence was a fierce
partisan of the project and was involved in various stages of its prepara-
tion. It became something of an incubus, making him lose touch with
reality. In 1929 he went so far as to tell Liddell Hart that ‘the Alexandretta
scheme ... was, from beginning to end, my invention’, which was untrue.
Liddell Hart knew this and prudently omitted Lawrence’s claim from his
biography.??

Kitchener, not Lawrence, was the begetter of the Alexandretta scheme.
Shortly before he left Egypt in 1914, he had discussed with Maxwell
possible strategies in the event of a war with Turkey, which both men
knew would imperil the Suez Canal. Kitchener favoured a swift, aggressive
blow delivered against the newly modernised port of Alexandretta which,
if successful, would enhance British prestige, humble Turkey and divert
Turkish troops away from the canal. The plan had a further attraction
since, once Alexandretta was taken, British forces would be well placed
to move inland and sever the Berlin-Baghdad railway. Ottoman armies
in Syria, Palestine, Arabia and Iraq would be cut off from Constantinople
and a wedge would be driven into the Ottoman empire which could bring
down the whole gimcrack structure.*

Maxwell, keen to take the offensive, reminded Kitchener of the plan
in December 1914 but was told to be patient. Every reserve of men and
energy was needed on the Western Front. In the meantime, Kitchener
canvassed the Cabinet with the Alexandretta project, presenting it as a
valuable secondary operation which would draw Turkish troops away from
Gallipoli.

While Kitchener was persuading the Cabinet to approve the landing,
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Maxwell ordered his intelligence staff to gather information about the port
and its hinterland. There was close co-operation with Naval Intelligence,
which undertook offshore reconnaissance of possible landing sites, a task
carried out by Lawrence’s Oxford acquaintance and sometime traveller
in Syria, Harry Pirie-Gordon, now a commander. Lawrence was also busy
with topographical work and on 15 January 1915 asked Hogarth for photos
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