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resul ted from a rigged election. 89 Though London did not 

doubt that the French were intervening openly and agreed 

that the subject needed broaching, it was nonetheless 

thought that Spears's letter ought to have been more tactful 

and diplomatic. 90 Peterson was concerned that Spears had 

given "a very strong hint that we may disavow the elections 

and refuse to recognise the new Lebanese Government", yet he 

did not think that there was "the slightest intention of 
d · . th ,,91 S d f . ol.ng el. er. pears e ended hl.mself by pointing out that 

he had obtained Casey's authorisation before making the 

threat. He claimed that reports of French interference were 

so numerous, and although well-authenticated, incapable of 

absolute proof, that something had to be done to make Helleu 

realise the gravity of the situation. 92 

In the meantime, he had received an "unsatisfactory" 

reply from Helleu, in which the Delegue had rambled vaguely 

on the inevitability of such accusations and counter­

accusations at election time. He had alleged that he 

possessed a mass of similar evidence concerning British 

interference, but had been too polite to refer to it. Helleu 

argued that after twenty years of the mandate, it was only 

natural that the population should consult and expect advice 

from French officials, who had anyway been instructed to 

maintain a strict neutrality. Helleu ended his letter by 

89 Spears to Helleu, 24 August 1943, E5230/27 /89, FO 
371/35181; Spears to Foreign Office, 26 August 1943, 
E5092/27/89 FO 371/35180. Wadsworth reported that this 
protest, with its "six-page bill of particulars" 
what led Helleu to issue a public statement about the deslre 
for free elections. Wadsworth to Hull, 3 September 1943, 
FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, p 988. 

90 Minutes by H. M. Eyres, 3 September 1943, and c. W. 
Baxter, 4 September 1943, E5320/27/89, FO 371/35181. 

91 Minute by Sir M. Peterson, 4 September 1943, 

E5230/27/89, FO 371/35181. 

92 Spears to Foreign Office, 26 August 1943, 

E5092/27/89, FO 371/35180. 
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asking whether it was part of British policy "to exert here 

a special surveillance of my activities and those of agents 

placed under my orders", for, he noted, this would seem 

"scarcely compatible with [the] friendly and trusting 

character of Franco-British relations".93 

Hankey shuddered at the sharpness of tone of Helleu's 

come-back94 , but would have been even more concerned had he 

seen a fuller report with which Helleu supplied Algiers. In 

this, Helleu claimed that Spears regularly met Lebanese 

personalities 

pour se livrer aupres d'elles a de vives et injustes 
attaques contre les autorites fran9aises et, dans Ie 
dessein de troubler les esprits, agiter la menace 
d'une non-reconnaissance du futur Gouvernement 
libanais par Ie Gouvernement britannique. 

Furthermore, he described how active the British had been 

amongst Damascan personalities "pour les mettre en garde 

contre la conclusion d' un trai te entre la Syrie et la 

France". Numerous British agents, he continued, "pretent une 

oreille complaisante a tous les renseignements tendancieux 

que propage Ie rumeur publique" , and "interviennent 

ouvertement dans la campagne electorale et par tous les 

moyens s' efforcent d' exci ter la masse musulmane". Helleu 

claimed that as he knew Spears's tendency to outbursts of 

bad temper, he attached little importance to his whinings. 

Whilst he struggled to restrict and resolve these incidents 

locally, in the interests of the alliance, he nonetheless 

recorded that they forced him to believe 

93 Spears to Foreign Office, 26 August 1943, 

E5120/27/89, FO 371/35180. 

94 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 28 August 1943, 

E5120/27/89, FO 371/35180. 
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que Spears poursuit ici une politique personnelle 
difficilement conciliable avec les assurances 
donnees par M. Churchill et M. Eden. 95 

This was a charge which Foreign Office officials had 

strenuously denied on numerous previous occasions, but with 

which they must privately have agreed. There was even 

considerable sympathy in the Foreign Office with Helleu's 

complaint about the surveillance of his acti vi ties. The 

Legation, it was felt, had never successfully understood 

that it was not supposed to function as "Helleu' s governess", 

and it was admitted that British interference in the 

elections had "gone far beyond the limits we should have 

liked to set". 96 

The mutual accusations only multiplied in number and 

increased in asperity as the election approached. Boegner 

complained to Lascelles on 26 August about the activities of 

several British officers, namely Captain Lawson, the 

Political Liaison Officer at Tripoli, Lieutenant Thomas of 

the British Security Mission in South Lebanon, and a 

"British" soldier, Captain Morgan (who in reality, Spears 

claimed, was one Abdul Hadi Mohammed Takhr ed Din).97 Not to 

be outdone, Spears complained again on 27 August about French 

behaviour and believed he had scored a point when Helleu 

instructed all French conseillers to absent themselves from 

their posts until 30 August. Unfortunately for Spears, 

however Helleu retracted his initial order and ordered them , 

95 Helleu a Alger, 27 Aout 1943, No 36-43, Guerre 1939-
45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 

96 Minute by H. M. Eyres, 29 August 1943, E5126/27/89, 
FO 371/35180. 

97 Spears to Foreign Office, 28 August 1943, E5388/27 /89, 
FO 371/35181. 
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back to their posts for polling day, 29 August. 98 "Any 

telegram from Beirut saying that Helleu has agreed to do 

something", complained Eyres, "is immediately followed by 

another one saying that he has gone back on his word". 99 

The continuing correspondence between Helleu and Spears 

had by now become "remarkably offensive". 100 Spears had 

categorically denied Helleu's allegations of British 

interference in the elections and to back up his case, he 

had pointed out that he had received thanks from various 

Lebanese leaders "for the way in which no favouritism of any 

kind has been shown by the British". Spears argued that the 

Lebanese si tuation had been exacerbated by certain 

individuals, for French officials in Syria had refrained "in 

a most praiseworthy way" from excessive interference and 

must therefore have had "a greater sense of responsibility 

and a truer sense of the importance of [the] pledges given", 

than their Lebanese counterparts. Helleu's explanation that 

during the mandatory period, the Levant peoples had become 

accustomed to relying on France for counsel was an 

understatement, Spears alleged, since he had "never heard 

anyone contest that in pre-war years, the elections were, to 

all practical purposes, directed and controlled by the 

French ... " Neither would Spears admit that the complaints 

submi tted to Helleu constituted a "surveillance" of his 

activities by the British. The surveillance of which Helleu 

complained was executed by locals, "who indignantly report 

frequent infringements of their most elementary liberties". 

No-one, Spears claimed, would be more pleased than the 

98 Spears to Foreign Office, 27 August 1943, E5126/27 /89; 
Spears to Foreign Office, 28 August 1943, E5130/27/89; both 
in FO 371/35180. 

99 Minute by H. M. Eyres, 29 August 1943, E5126/27/89, 
FO 371/35180. 

100 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 13 September 1943, 
E5408/27/89, FO 371/35181. 
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British if the officials they were forced to complain about 

"realised the import of the new obligations which the French 

have undertaken in the Levant and ceased compromising both 

French and British good faith" .101 

Despite the aggravation and acrimony they were causing 

between the British and the French, the Lebanese primary 

elections passed off peacefully enough. According to 

Wadsworth, French intervention and pressure had been largely 

blocked by Spears's "energetic protests and counter­

measures".102 In all the more outlying districts, the 

candidates backed by the French were defeated. In Beirut 

however, "Boegner's pirates" came out on top; similarly, at 

Mount Lebanon, French proteges were successful. It was no 

coincidence, Spears pointed out, that these two areas were 

those where most complaints about irregularities had been 

received. Spears felt, nonetheless, that the results 

represented "a definite advance" on past elections. He did 

fear, however, that as only a dozen or so strong and 

independent deputies were elected, it would be too much to 

hope for the formation of a strong Government from their 

number. 103 

Indeed, given the tenor of Spears' pre-election reports 

and dire warnings, the results seemed far better than anyone 

had dared to anticipate. As Eyres remarked, the Lebanese 

seemed "to have diddled or out-tricked the French fairly 

successfully ... the repeated cries of Wolf! Wolf! will only 

101 A copy of Spears's letter to Helleu, on 27 August 
1943, is to be found in Spears to Foreign Office, 1 September 
1943, E5408/27/89, FO 371/35181. 

102 Wadsworth to Hull, 3 September 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 
IV, p 988. 

103 Spears to Foreign Office, 30 August 1943, 
E5169/27/89; Spears to Foreign Office, 1 September 1943, 
E5238/27/89; Weekly Political Summary, No 74, 1 September 
1943; all in FO 371/35181. 
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increase our tendency to take these reports with a cellarful 

of salt". 104 Later assessments after the secondary elections 

on 5 September, did reveal considerable malpractices, ranging 

from administrative inefficiency to intimidation and even 

murder: there had been delays in posting the lists of voters, 

the lists were anyway inaccurate, and excluded many eligible 

to vote whilst including the names of people long deceased; 

votes had been bought, ballot papers faked, voters bribed, 

intimidated and three killed. 105 While the resulting Chamber 

was hardly representative, it was felt that it was at least 

capable of evolving towards democratic government. The 

Foreign Office found the instances of French interference 

made "unsavoury reading", but thought that things were best 

left well alone, and certainly any attempt to declare the 

resul ts null and void were to be "deprecated" : an 

international enquiry would only stir up mud, (much of it 

perhaps attached to Sir E. Spears), and would probably not 

th ' l' 1 106 prove any lng cone USlve y anyway. 

vi) Manoeuvring in a Microcosm 

Despite Spears' efforts to neutralise French influence 

in the Lebanese elections, he was still worried about the 

unrepresentative nature of the Chamber, and quickly realised 

that much would depend on the holder of the Presidential 

office, given that his role was much more than ceremonial 
107 I . d and that his tenure was for six years. It was soon rea lse 

104 Minute by H. M. Eyres, 2 September 1943, E5238/27 /89, 
FO 371/35181. 

105 Spears to Foreign Office, 17 September 1943, 

E5817/27/89 and E5596/27/89, both in FO 371/35182. 

106 Minute by C. A. F. Dundas, 30 September 1943, 

E5817/27/89, FO 371 35182. 

107 Spears to Foreign Office, 17 September 1943, 

E5596/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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in the days immediately following the elections, that of the 

five main contenders for the post, Ayoub Tabet, Alfred 

Naccache and Petro Trad stood little chance against two old 

rivals, Emil Edde and Bechara el Khoury. Even Edde however, 

who had long enjoyed French support, was seriously 

handicapped by the cloud of legal doubt which hung over his 

eligibili ty to stand for the Presidency. 108 The British 

considered him to be of doubtful moral character109 , and 

Spears feared that if elected, he would favour "a reactionary 

and isolationist national policy". Even if not elected, he 

was potentially troublesome as it was thought that his 

opposition in the Chamber could do considerable harm. 110 In 

contrast, Spears felt that Khoury would follow a moderately 

nationalist policy of "gradual emancipation from French 

control" and "of reasonable co-operation with neighbouring 

Arab states", though he was "far from being an out and out 

pan-Arab" .111 It gradually became accepted in the Levant that 

while Edde was the "French" candidate, Khoury was "generally 

favoured by Spears" and the campaign became clearly hall­

marked by an "intense Franco-British rivalry for ascendancy 

of influence".112 

Spears informed the Foreign Office that subsequent events 

surrounding the election of the Lebanese President followed 

108 The Lebanese Constitution disqualified former 
Presidents from standing until six years had elapsed since 
their previous term ended. Edde had served as President from 
1936 until 1941, though the constitution had been suspended 
in 1939, a factor which Edde claimed mitigated the 
circumstances. 

109 Amongst other things, Edde was suspected of being 
involved in the traffic of hashish. 

110 Spears to Foreign Office, 17 September 1943, 
E5596/27/89; Weekly Political Summary, No 77, 22 September 
1943; both in FO 371/35182. 

111 ibid. 

112 Wadsworth to Hull, 22 September 1943, FRUS, 1943, 
Vol IV, P 992. 
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"a most curious course" .113 He fa~led 
4 to mention that this was 

largely due to his own machinations and that, in fact, as he 

subsequently admitted to Casey, "the reality is beyond 

anything that could be explained in telegrams". 114 In his 

letter to Casey, Spears described Edde as "a consummate 

scoundrel ..• [and] the most complete French stooge", whose 

election would have "opened all sorts of vistas, none of them 

pleasant", as the French would then have been able to create 

numerous headaches for the British. He confessed that to 

begin with, he had very little faith in Bechara el Khoury, 

but as the fight developed, he had begun to realise that he 

"was much more of a man than his opponent". Spears 

furthermore admitted that he began to give Bechara el Khoury 

"some support, of the discreetest kind ... far more for the 

sake of his followers than himself". His letter continued: 

As a matter of fact, although I was really anxious 
only to exercise such influence as was necessary to 
keep Edde out, and wanted in any case to remain in 
the background, and not give the French the least 
opportunity for criticism, I found myself more and 
more involved ... 115 

There had been a general feeling that if the two old 

rivals would fade out of the picture, there might be a chance 

for a neutral candidate. On 16 September, Spears secured 

Helleu's agreement that both Edde and Khoury should end the 

long-standing parliamentary rivalry between themselves, 

"which had done the country much harm in the past", by 

standing down as Presidential candidates. Edde had already 

intimated to Spears that he would be ready to stand down in 

favour of a Maronite candidate; Spears therefore set to work 

on Khoury who also agreed eventually to stand down, though 

113 Spears to Foreign Office, 20 September 1943, 
E5674/27/89, Fa 371/35182. 

114 Spears to Casey, 21 September 1943, Fa 226/240. 

115 ibid. 
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he would do so only in favour of Camille Chamoun, whom Spears 

knew to be "anathema to the French".116 

As Spears had anticipated, the prospect of Chamoun as a 

possible candidate for the Presidency filled the French with 

absolute horror and they "went up in smoke" .117 Helleu 

informed Algiers that he could not contemplate Chamoun as 

President for one moment. For the past two years, he had 

been 

un agent des plus actifs des services secrets 
britanniques et ... nous est ouvertement hostile. 
Son accession au pouvoir constituerait non seulement 
pour Ie prestige de la France mais encore pour Ie 
maintien effectif de nos positions au Levant, une 
defaite totale. Je suis donc resolu a tenter 
d ' empecher par tous les moyens Ie succes de M. 
Camille Chamoun. 118 

Helleu was consequently forced to accept the fact that Khoury 

was not such a bad prospect after all. He was helped to reach 

this decision when Spears happened to draw his attention to 

some 1934 newspaper articles about Edde's activities, which 

would hardly have been ideal publicity material for a 

prospective President's image. 119 

116 Camille Chamoun was an ardent and patriotic opponent 
of the French mandate, and therefore completely unacceptable 
to the French. His election, Helleu was reported to have 
said would drive de Gaulle " insane". Bechara el Khoury, , 
Haqa-iq Lubnaniyah, (Lebanese Realities), Beirut, 1960,. p 
261, quoted in A. Susser, Western Power Rivalry and 1 ts 
Interaction with Local Politics in the Levant, 1941-46, 
(University of Tel Aviv, 1986). 

117 Spears to Casey, 21 September 1943, FO 226/240. 

118 Helleu a Alger, 17 Septembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, 
Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 

119 Memorandum concerning events on 16 and 17 September 
1943; Memorandun concerning events on 17 and 18 September 
1943, signed by Spears and dated 20 September, FO 226/240. 
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The story Spears told the Foreign Office glossed over 

such apparently minor details and merely revealed that the 

French had "placed a veto on a candidate accceptable to both 

parties involved", (i.e.Chamoun), and then completely 

reversed their policy of support for Edde by abandoning him 

and throwing "their whole weight in favour of Bechara el 

Khoury" because of their unwillingness to be left on the 

losing side. "Now that Bechara el Khoury had become the 

"French candidate"," Spears concluded, "I gladly agreed to 

give him what support was in my power" .120 

Casey was treated to the full version of events, as 

Spears knew from their close working relationship and the 

similarity of their views on the wider issues of British 

policy in the Middle East, that he could rely on the Minister 

of State's complicity. He ended his letter to Casey thus: 

The French themselves are not only not in a position 
to complain about us, but are greatly indebted to us 
for having so readily consented to the elimination 
of Shamoun, the man they so much fear, so that after 
one of the most difficult and nerve-racking 
experiences I have had, we are sitting very pretty 
as far as they are concerned and above all, we have 
had our way. The only regret I have is that all this 
expendi ture of time, energy and of having had to 
indulge in manoeuvres that have nearly broken my 
neck should have been in this microcosm. We have , 
expended as much energy over this silly little 
country as if it had been a case of swaying opinion 
in the USA or USSR. 121 

Spears was sufficiently proud of his work to send a copy of 

his letter to Casey to MacMichael in Palestine, another man 

on whom he could rely to approve his acts, along with a 

request to destroy the copy once it was read. He must have 

been pleased with MacMichael's response: after reassuring 

120 Spears to Foreign Office, 17 September 
E5596/27/89; Spears to Foreign Office, 20 September 
E5674/27/89; both in FO 371/35182. 

1943, 
1943, 

121 Spears to Casey, 21 September 1943, FO 226/240. 
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Spears that his copy had been consigned to the flames, he 

continued: "What a suitably ingenious mind you have got. It 

is like a corkscrew working with a bottle of arak! " .122 Praise 
indeed for Spears' efforts. 

Having ensured that Chamoun would not be elected, Helleu 

tried to make the best of a bad job with Khoury. He saw him 

on 18 September and informed him that it was hoped that in 

exchange for French support and approval, he would underline 

in his inaugural address, that amongst the United Nations, 

France, the traditional friend of the Lebanon, would occupy 

a privileged place. "II m' a semble indispensable", stated 

Helleu, "de lui faire nettement comprendre qu'il se 

presentai t aux elections avec l' appui de la France" . 123 Helleu 

attempted to bring about an entente between Khoury and Edde, 

but failed. Edde was enraged by the shabby treatment meted 

out to him by the French and would have nothing of it, and 

so the election of Khoury became "a foregone conclusion". 

Spears laughed up his sleeve at the French, who had spent 

vast amounts of money and had "encouraged every possible 

malpractice" to secure Edde's success, yet had "so misplayed 

their hand" that he was now their "deadly enemy" and they 

were obliged "to expend every ounce of their influence to 

secure the election of his rival". 124 Bechara el Khoury was 

duly elected President by the Lebanese Chamber on 21 

122 MacMichael to Spears, 2? September 1943, (exact date 
illegible) Fa 226/240. 

123 Helleu a Alger, 18 Septembre 1943, Nos 1326 and 1330, 
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. Helleu subsequently 
reported to Algiers that Khoury's inaugural address had made 
special mention of France, to whom the Lebanon was a~tached 
by a traditional friendship. What Helleu failed to p01nt out 
was that Khoury had tempered his tribute by adding that no 
friendship, however, was incompatible with the rights of 
independence. Helleu a Alger, 21 Septembre 1943, No 1338, 
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999; Wadsworth to Hull, 22 
September 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, pp 992-3. 

124 Spears to Foreign Office, 20 September 1943, 
E5674/27/89, Fa 371/35182. 
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September and provided Spears with "an extremely satisfactory 

victory", all the more so perhaps because "French prestige 

inevi tably suffered a heavy blow" .125 There was better to 

come, for, prior to his election, Khoury had asked Riad 

Solh
126 

to form a Cabinet, and his appointment was a further 

setback for the French. 127 By 27 September, with considerable 

British advice, he had formed a Cabinet which was on the 

whole, "strong and homogeneous" . 128 For Spears, everything had 

ended in an infinitely more satisfactory manner than he had 

ever dared to hope. As he wrote to Casey: 

I have felt all along as if I were building a house 
of cards, and that each additional card was likely 
to bring down the whole structure. Yet until the 
last tier was in position, nothing had been 
achieved .129 

Certainly the construction work which Spears had put into 

building his "house of cards" had been considerable and he 

was evidently well pleased with the result. His long and 

arduous struggles with the French over elections had resulted 

in strongly nationalist governments in Syria and Lebanon, 

both largely amenable to British influence, and both, given 

the right support and encouragement, willing to challenge the 

French for their independence. It remained to be seen how 

long the "house of cards" would survive. 

125 Spears to Foreign Office, 21 September 1943, 
E5675/27/89; Weekly Political Summary, No 77, 22 September 
1943, E5700/27/89; both in FO 371/35182. 

126 Riad Solh: a Sunni Moslem with a long history of pan­
Arab and anti-Mandate nationalism. 

127 Spears to Foreign Office, 24 September 1943, 
E5734/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

128 Spears to Foreign Office, 27 September 1943, 
E5799/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

129 Spears to Casey, 28 September 1943, F0226/241. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

PERSONALITIES AND POLICIES 

i) Casting out Motes 

Whilst Spears had been away in London in the summer of 

1943, during the full heat of the election campaigns, 

Lascelles had himself felt obliged to tackle Helleu about 

the recent rapid deterioration in Anglo-French relations. At 

a meeting on 10 July, he pointed out to Helleu that he knew 

many well-authenticated cases of both Frenchmen and locals 

being "warned off" friendliness with the British. Such 

growing hostility, he alleged, could only be the result of 

a general directi ve 

Beirut. When Helleu 

from some high-ranking official in 

denied all knowledge of any such 

directive, Lascelles was forced to conclude that orders were 

being issued in Helleu' s name of which he was unaware. 

Helleu insisted that the deterioration in relations was 

"solely due to a few isolated incidents", such as the 

Mokkadem affair. He assured Lascelles that he desired good 

relations, but said that his position was difficult as he 

was constantly accused of surrendering to the British. He 

hoped that the current London meetings would result in "a 

better atmosphere". 1 

Lascelles however, was not prepared to let matters rest 

there. He ventured to suggest that "the basic problem was 

the mentality of certain important sections of the French 

communi ty", who, forgetting that their presence in the 

Levant was "due mainly to a sacrifice of British blood, were 

eaten up with unworthy suspicions". This disease, Lascelles 

complained, could not be cured by paper agreements alone. 

The British, he continued, found it difficult to reconcile 

1 Lascelles to Foreign Office, 
E4028/27/89, FO 371/35178. 

10 July 1943, 
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the present French attitude in the Levant with Catroux' s 

unequivocal declaration of independence, and he advised that 

a clarification of "this patent contradiction between past 

assurances and present practice" was long overdue. When 

Helleu argued that the mandate still legally existed and 

therefore had to be enforced, Lascelles retorted that there 

was neither necessity nor justification for enforcing "what 

had publicly been recognised as a dead letter", whereupon 

the Frenchman was reduced to muttering that "everything was 

in a dreadful muddle". Lascelles observed to the Foreign 

Office that the real trouble was that Helleu was entirely 

incapable of controlling the less desirable elements of his 

staff. 2 

Sir Maurice Peterson replied to Lascelles, remarking 

that his interview with Helleu had been "most timely". 

Massigli had only recently undertaken to ensure better co­

operation in the Levant and moreover, had given categoric 

assurances to fulfil the promise of Syrian and Lebanese 

independence, though Peterson admitted that it yet remained 

to be seen "whether French deeds will be as good as French 

words". Mindful of Britain's own half of the bargain to 

improve relations in the Levant, Peterson went on to 

criticise severely the Beirut Legation for its recent 

attitude towards the French. He commented that 

from all we hear and gather from the Middle East, we 
strongly suspect that there is a mote to be cast out 
of our own eye also. We frequently detect ... a 
somewhat carping spirit, a sort of determination to 
find fault with the French. 

Seeking to illustrate his point, Peterson referred amongst 

a variety of other issues, to the satisfactory completion 

of the Syrian primary elections; the British allegations of 

constant French interference had evidently been proved 

2 "b"d 22. 
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wrong, since the French had refrained from electoral 

malpractice. 

Similarly, a complaint from Lascelles concerning 

Catroux's recent visit to the Levant, when he had likened 

Catroux's tour to a royal progress, had caused considerable 

irritation and annoyance within the Foreign Office. Peterson 

rebuked Lascelles for his complaint, pointing out that there 

was no objection to Catroux's undertaking a "state progress" 

through the Levant States, if he desired to do so. On the 

contrary, the Foreign Office expected the French "to take 

the lead in maintaining Allied prestige" and were only sorry 

that they were so bad at it. Furthermore, the Foreign Office 

very much hoped "that Governments will emerge ... which will 

co-operate with them and with us. A most difficult situation 

will result if they don't, with possible effects both in 

Iraq and Palestine". 3 

The crux of the matter seemed to be, as Peterson tried 

to stress to Lascelles, that 

while many Englishmen, both civil and military, in 
the Middle East want to get the French out of Syria, 
and while the French must obviously be aware of this 
fact, this is not the policy of His Majesty's 
Government ... we fully realise what a difficult 
task the Legation must have in keeping British 
subj ects generally in line with this policy. The 
difference of point of view is no doubt due to the 
necessi ty for His Maj esty' s Government to take a 
wider view of the problem of the Levant States, 
including not only the Arab problem as a wh?le but 
also our future relations with North Afrlca and 
subsequently with France, than British subjects in 

d 
,,4 

the Middle East can be expected to 0 so . 

3 Peterson to Lascelles, 21 July 1943, E4028/27/89, FO 

371/35178. 

4 ibid. 
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The failure of Middle Eastern officials to take a more 

circumspect view of their relations with the French was a 

constant cause of frustration to the Foreign Office, and one 

which they had sought to rectify on numerous occasions, to 

seemingly little effect. In the aftermath of the discussions 

with Massigli, during which both sides had promised to make 

a fresh start, Peterson struggled once more to bring this 

point home to the recalcitrant Lascelles. 

Lascelles was not prepared to stand for such a dressing 

down and fought back with a lengthy rebuttal of each of 

Peterson's criticisms. He claimed that British concern about 

French intervention in Syrian elections had been justified. 

That there had been less ~nterference than initially feared 

was due firstly to unremitting Bri tish pressure on the 

higher French authorities to call their local 

representatives to order, secondly, to close and well­

publicised British surveillance of events and thirdly, to 

the French realisation that a nationalist victory was almost 

a foregone conclusion. The Lebanon, "where the French are 

undoubtedly determined to maintain their position much more 

forcibly", was a different kettle of fish. Lascelles 

reported that he had already been obliged to complain about 

the electioneering activities of the French conseillers for 

North and South Lebanon, but despite his promises, Helleu 

had failed to keep them in check. 5 

Additionally, Lascelles maintained his belief that 

Catroux's recent "state progress", far from upholding Allied 

prestige, had been definitely prejudicial to it, as well as 

to the purity of the forthcoming elections; its "triumphal" 

nature had, he claimed, been achieved "by a series of 

particularly blatant measures", including "outright 

5 Lascelles to Foreign Office, 17 July. 1943, 
E4195/27/89, FO 371/35179. Spears had already compla1ned to 
Vienot in London on 12 July about Pruneaud and Dementque, 
the two concerned. (See above) 
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pressure" to swell the crowds; this sort of thing, Lascelles 

alleged, was definitely harmful to Allied interests, and 

only caused irritation and resentment amongst the local 

people while serving to increase their natural tendency "to 

conclude that as the French are all-powerful, the only safe 

course is to vote for the French candidates". The best way 

of enhancing Allied prestige, as far as he could see, was to 

give substance to Allied promises of independence. 6 

As for Peterson's point that it was the attitude of many 

of the British officials in the Levant which fostered a good 

deal of the suspicion that the French harboured towards 

Britain, Lascelles could not agree. A large part of their 

suspicion was definitely caused, as Peterson had correctly 

said, by a natural instinct for self-preservation among 

French officialdom. But from his own experience, he had 

become convinced that a great many Frenchmen were determined 

to ensure that the Levant States were "saved for France"; 

many, if challenged about the declaration of independence, 

would contend "more or less frankly that declarations of 

this sort are always made ... to smooth the path of an army 

and that they should not be taken too seriously now". 

Lascelles argued that as even in the pre-war period the 

Levant States "were always a fruitful breeding ground of 

Anglo-French misunderstandings and irritation", these two 

reasons alone provided "ample cause for Anglo-French 

antagonisms even if all the British always behaved with the 

most perfect tact and discretion". 7 

Lascelles had the grace to admit that the British were 

not "entirely blameless" but thought that Peterson had 

gained "an exaggerated impression of the extent to which we 

6 Lascelles to Foreign Office, 
E4879/27/89, FO 371/35179. 

7 'b'd 22. 

9 August 1943, 
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contribute to the malaise". The frequent criticism of the 

attitudes and behaviour of the French in letters and 

telegrams from the Levant was hardly evidence of "a carping 

spirit", and he believed there was a very real distinction 

between "a publicly critical attitude as opposed to a desire 

to get the French out of the Levant". Yet Lascelles had also 

admitted honestly: 

The fact is that there is hardly a British official 
or officer in these States who would not, in his 
heart of hearts, be delighted to see the last of the 
French, whether this meant the emergence of real 
independence or of a state of more or less overt 
dependence on ourselves. But I can honestly say that 
in my experience, all those who hold these private 
views have been extremely careful to keep them to 
themsel ves or at any rate "in the family". 8 

Turning the tables on Peterson, Lascelles submitted that 

there was a feeling among British officials in the Levant 

that the Foreign Office "carped" at them and was determined 

to find them determined to find fault with the French. In 

what he termed "our local tight-rope act", Lascelles 

assuured Peterson that no extraordinary measure of sympathy 

or indulgence was expected from the Foreign Office; what was 

hoped for was a certain understanding of the considerable 

difficulties the job entailed and in particular, of the fact 

that "the French are at their worst in the Levant States -­

as indeed they always have been". 9 

Unswayed by Lascelles's efforts to persuade them 

otherwise, Foreign Office officials continued to believe 

that the Legation was determined to find fault with the 

French. It certainly did not provide the type of objective 

reporting required and, it was observed, Spears' telegrams 

could only be interpreted "if we know who he is quarrelling 

8 ibid. 

9 ibid. 



284 

wi th at the moment". 10 It was seriously doubted h 
t at anything 

could be said to change the attitude of the Legation staff 

but a week later, Peterson had one last try. He wrote again 

to Lascelles and sympathised with the semi-administrative 
, 

semi-diplomatic nature of his post, the special difficulties 

of which were compounded by triangular aspect of Levant 

affairs. Where the Legation fell down, Peterson claimed, was 

in allowing the administrative side to gain the upper hand, 

thereby forcing Britain to invOlve herself in both wartime 

and post-war responsibilities she had no intention or desire 
to assume. "French motives are no doubt and almost 

invariably open to suspicion", Peterson concluded. "But what 

requires a measure of definition is the extent to which we 
are entitled to question them".l1 

ii) Personality Problems Once More To The Fore 

The London discussions which had taken place on the 

Levant in the summer of 1943, between the British and the 

Free French, had acknowledged the need for better 

understanding and co-operation on the spot and had resulted 

in earnest promises on both sides to endeavour to work 

together in harmony in the future. Eden had assured Massigli 

10 Minute by H. M. Eyres, 21 August 1943, E4879/27/89, 
FO 371/35179. 

11 Peterson to Lascelles, 28 August 1943, E4879/27/89, 
FO 371/35179. If Peterson thought he had had the last word 
on the matter, he was wrong. Over a month later, ~e received 
a reply, not from Lascelles but from Spears hlmself. T~e 
letter was short and evidently written purely to annoy: ln 
it, he pointed out that the Legatio? "do not. a~minis~er 
anything· the Mission in so far as lt has admlnlstratlve 
function~, merely acts as the agent of the ~idd ... le East 
Supply Centre and fulfils an essentially economlC role here 
. .. It has, of course, been a source of constant and 
comprehensible irritation to the French that we have 
achieved so much more for this country in a couple of years 
than they did in twenty ... " Spears to Peterson, 30 October 
1943, FO 226/240. 
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that Britain would do nothing to weaken the French position 

in the Levant, that her primary preoccupation was military 

security; these reassurances had been passed on to Helleu 

who replied that he found them satisfying. 12 In Algiers, 

Catroux informed Macmillan that he had been "much concerned 

at [the] evidence he had found of strained Anglo-French 

relations in the Levant and expressed his determination to 

bring them back to [the] proper basis of friendship" .13 

Hopes, however, of a marked improvement in relations after 

the consultations quickly evaporated: the attitude of 

friendliness and co-operation so ardently vouched for in 

London and Algiers failed to percolate to the officials in 

the Levant itself. The earnest promises about endeavouring 

to work together, sincere as they may have been, were being 

broken in the Levant as they were being uttered in London 

and Algiers. 

One of the most obvious problems in the Levant, and one 

which was frequently blamed for a multitude of sins, was 

that of personalities. Both the British and the French had 

a list of individuals whom they believed to be the chief 

trouble-makers in various areas. A conversation which took 

place between Filliol14 and Hamil ton15
, in Cairo on 25 July 

is particularly revealing. According to Filliol's report, 

Hamilton had complained of French hostility towards British 

military and political officials, though he recognised that 

their presence in such great numbers, as well as old 

rivalries which were still very much alive, made for great 

difficul ties. Hamil ton had vowed that those difficulties 

12 Massigli a Helleu, 2 Aout 1943; Helleu a Alger, 5 
Aout 1943; Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1009. 

13 Macmillan to Foreign Office, 
E4198/27/89, FO 371/35179. 

19 July 1943, 

14 Filliol: Secretary to de Benoist, Cairo. 

15 H 'It · Charge d' Affaires at Beirut until J. A. aml. on. 
early 1943; transferred to act as Arab adviser to Casey. 
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were largely "des difficultes de personnes". 

apparently continued: 
He had 

S~ ~ous pouvons de notre cote, nous debarrasser du 
General Spears, et si vous de votre co~te~ p . 

d ~b ' , OUV1ez 
vous e arrasser de deux ou trois personnes [1 

1 t · ] f" . , es re a 10ns 1n1ra1ent par s'aplanir. 

Filliol was quick to agree about getting rid of Spears, but 

when Hamil ton accused both Blanchet and Boegner of being 

intrinsically anti-British, he had leapt to their defence. 

Filliol believed that whatever policy the Foreign Office 

pursued was irrelevant 

tant que Ie General Spears continuerait a suivre sa 
politique propre, laquelle etait appuyee par tous 
les Britanniques du Levant a tel qu'on ne pouvait, 
a Beyrouth, entrer en conversation avec quelquonque 
d'entre eux, sans avoir a subir une violente attaque 
verbale anti-fran9aise. 

Unlike Hamil ton, the Frenchman thought "qu I y avai t pI us 

qu 'une question de personnes au fond de cette affaire". 

Conversations with various British officials had led him to 

conclude that the British desired to control the Near East 

both politically and economically. This desire, however, had 

been confounded by Zionism and the French influence in Syria 

and Lebanon, and consequently Britain had decided to 

eliminate the French as a force in the Levant. Hamil ton 

assured Filliol that British policy in the Levant was 

governed by Churchill's declarations and by the Lyttelton­

de Gaulle accords, and that there was no desire to eliminate 

the French; he continued to insist that at least ninety per 

cent of the problems in the Levant between the French and 

d 16 
the British stemmed from the characters he had name. 

16 Conversation Filliol-Hamilton, 25 Juillet 1943, 
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. 
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When in London Spe h d , ars a embarked upon his own 

campaign to impress upon the French the imperative need for 

certain personnel changes and had singled out Pruneaud , 
Dementque, Blanchet, Boegner and Helleu. From the Levant, he 

had been strongly backed by Lascelles, who had bi tterly 

criticised Helleu. He regarded him as an "incompetent 

Delegue General" and one who was 

almost universally condemned by his own people. The 
bad men, though they largely control him, blame him 
for not being actively and personally anti-British; 
the good men -- and there are a few of them left in 
Beirut -- blame him for being under the influence of 
the bad men. Everybody blames him for being 
incapable of asserting his authority over the local 
politicians .17 

On his return to the Levant, Spears had returned to the 

charge, quickly forgetting the assurances he had given in 

London to work for better relations with the French. He 

believed that the course of the Lebanese election campaign 

"had demonstrated conclusively M. Helleu's unfitness for the 

posi tion he holds. His plaintive public declarations of 

French impartiality were completely belied by the actions of 

his subordinates and he is openly held in contempt by the 

French as well as the native populations". 18 

Spears had observed that due to Helleu's ineptitude, the 

Delegation staff did scarcely any work, unless connected 

with electoral intrigues. Chataigneau had frankly admitted 

in conversation, that all power was concentrated in the 

hands of Boegner, who worked hard, Spears claimed, but in 

the wrong cause. He was convinced that Catroux must have 

reported unfavourably on Helleu to the French Comrni ttee 

after his visit to the Levant and was unable to understand 

17 Lascelles to Foreign Office, 20 July 1943, No 41, FO 
226/243. 

18 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E5539/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

6 September 1943, 
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why nothing had yet been done about him. He now suggested 

laying the matter frankly before M. Massigli for the 

situation was intolerable: 

It can truthfully be said that under M. Helleu's 
-- or rather M. Boegner' s administration French 
prestige in [the Levant] has sunk lower than ever 
before, and that on the civilian side at least 
French co-operation in the war effort ha~ 
practically ceased to exist. 19 

Besides, Spears added, Helleu's replacement would certainly 

be "welcomed warmly by the great majority of French in the 

Levant, though for widely varying motives". 20 

Within the Foreign Office, Hankey was quick to point out 

that a stronger and more skilful Delegue General than Helleu 

would probably have more frequent and more serious rows with 

Spears and expressed reluctance to start intriguing against 

Helleu. Slightly more concern was manifested over Blanchet 

and Boegner, but it was thought that in view of the ill­

feeling engendered by the election campaigns, the atmosphere 

with the French was presently too bad for the matter to be 

successfully broached. 21 When Casey however, telegraphed his 

full support for Spears' recommendations for the replacement 

of Helleu and particularly Boegner, observing that there was 

"no prospect of Anglo-French collaboration" while the latter 

remained in the Levant, the Foreign Office was forced to 

give way.22 Considerable opposition remained to the idea of 

pressing for Helleu's removal, but it was decided to 

concentrate on Boegner, who was "undoubtedly a bad lot". 

19 ibid. 

20 ibid. 

21 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 17 September 1943, 
E5560/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

22 Casey to Foreign Office, 
E5744/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

24 September 1943, 
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"The irony of all th~s" commented ..... Sir Maurice Peterson, "is 

that the French are now practically asking for the removal 
of Sir L. Spears!" 23 

The French did indeed tend to view Spears as the root 

cause of all their difficulties in the Levant and were most 

anxious to see him removed. Though by early September the 

Levant elections were over, in London the recriminations 

against Spears were still pouring in. Vienot was instructed 

to impress upon the Foreign Office the unfriendly nature of 

Spears's behaviour, which had completely contradicted the 

assurances given to Massigli during his London visit. 24 

Vienot actually saw Sir Maurice Peterson on 13 September to 

complain about Spears' acti vi ties; he singled out from 

amongst his many transgressions, Spears's convocation of the 

interim Lebanese government prior to the elections and his 

warning to them that Britain would never recognise a 

government resulting from rigged elections, his repeated 

accusations that Helleu and his staff were intervening 

unduly in the elections, and some recent correspondence with 

Helleu, which was "not only unjustifiable but departed from 

all standards of propriety in tone". 25 

Peterson promised to inform Eden of the complaints and 

did his best to say as much as he could on behalf of Spears. 

He felt obliged to observe that the Foreign Office had 

itself felt "uneasy about the degree and extent of French 

intervention" during the Lebanese elections, and had 

expressed this concern to Massigli. It had been thought that 

the extent of French interference had rather left the 

23 Minute by Sir M. Peterson, 30 September 1943, 
E5744/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

24 Alger a Londres, 3 Septembre 1943, No 876-77, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. 

25 Minute by Sir M Peterson, 13 September 1943, 
E5525/27/89, FO 371/35181. 
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question 'of the representativeness of the Lebanese Chamber 

open to doubt. Peterson tried to draw Vienot into a more 

general discussion of French policy in the Levant, 

especially with regard to Arab federation, but the Frenchman 

was not easily side-tracked and before departing, once again 

referred to Spears' misdemeanours. 26 The Foreign Office had 

to admi t that Vienot' s complaint about the recent 

correspondence between Spears and Helleu was not without 

justification; it had already caused some raised eyebrows 

and was "a model of how not to conduct diplomacy with your 

allies". Such correspondence was more usual, it was 

observed, when Britain was "either about to break off 

diplomatic relations or had recently occupied the country by 

force of arms!!!" (The correspondence concerned allegations 

and counter-allegations of interference in the recent 

elections27
) Yet for all this, it was considered useless to 

reprimand Spears, though a report of the meeting was sent to 

him in the hope that it would serve as a warning. 28 

As more detailed reports of the elections in Syria and 

Lebanon began to reach Algiers, and with them allegations of 

British interference, Massigli was forced to instruct 

Carl ton Gardens to intervene urgently with the Foreign 

Office, and to impress upon the officials there that French 

complaints about the attitude of Bri tish representatives 

during the Levant elections were well-founded. The 

declarations of Churchill and Eden aside, it had been 

recognised by both parties in London, he claimed, that 

Anglo-French difficulties in the Levant stemmed largely from 

26 Minute by Sir M. Peterson, 13 September 1943, 
E5525/27 /89, FO 371/35181; Vienot it Alger, 13 Septembre 
1943, No 1220-26, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1009. 

27 See Spears to Foreign Office, 1 September 1943, 
E5408/27/89, FO 371/35181. 

28 Minute by R. M. 
E5525/27 /89, FO 371/35181. 
Spears on 30 September. 

A. Hankey, 29 September 1943, 
The report was despatched to 
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friction between the local authorities. Whereas Helleu had 

been informed of this and acted accordingly, Spears 

manifestly had not, as his actions throughout the elections 

and afterwards had testified. Eden should be informed that 

Massigli personally sought to draw his attention 

sur les consequences funestes que pouvaient avoir 
s~r les relations franco-britanniques, les intrigues 
d un personnage [Spears] dont nous sommes convaincus 
qu'il outrepasse systematiquement les instructions 
du Foreign Office et dont les initiatives s' il 
demeure en situation de les continuer, risquent 
d'avoir les consequences desastreuses. 29 

Vienot duly saw Eden on 5 October and passed on 

Massigli's message. Eden assured Vienot of Britain's 

disinterestedness in the Levant but pleaded ignorance about 

Spears's alleged intervention in the elections; he asked 

Vienot to pass on the relevant details to Sir Maurice 

Peterson, which the Frenchman duly did the following day.30 

Peterson recorded that Vienot had spoken "in stronger terms 

than he has yet used ... of the persistent trouble ... 

caused by Sir E. Spears". He observed however, that the 

complaints against the British Minister remained very 

general, except that Vienot now claimed that Spears had 

consistently supported the notably anti-French Riad Solh and 

had actively campaigned against Edde, the candidate favoured 

by the French; it was also alleged that he had threatened to 

cut off the paper supply to the Levant unless Britain was 

permitted to share in its distribution. Peterson had tried 

to defend Spears against Vienot ' s attack by pointing a 

finger at the French, who Spears believed were "trying to 

influence the Lebanese elections to an undue extent", and by 

29 Alger a Londres et Beyrouth, 28 Septembre 1943, 
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. 

30 Record of conversation between Eden and Vienot, 5 
October 1943, E5961/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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questioning Vienot about the election results generally. 31 

Vienot had anyway thus far received scant news about the 

Levant situation
32

, and steadfastly refused to be deflected. 

He insisted that it was quite intolerable that the British 

representative at Beirut should make a point of opposing 

French influence and that Spears's conduct was quite 

inconsistent with the pledges repeatedly given by Britain. 

Interestingly, in his own report of this meeting to 

Massigli, Vienot mentioned that in conclusion, he had hinted 

"que nous estimions desirable Ie rappel du General Spears". 33 

Foreign Office opinion on this occasion, however, was 

not particularly sympathetic to French complaints "which are 

probably due mainly to French disappointment at the fact 

that the Lebanese elections have gone against them and of 

course to their normal dislike and suspicion of General 

Spears and his policy,,34 As the matter had been raised with 

Eden however, it was impossible not to follow the matter up, 

and information with which to rebut the French claims was 

requested from Spears. 35 Three telegrams were soon winging 

their way to the Foreign Office containing Spears's defence 

31 Minute by Sir M. Peterson, 
E5984/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

6 October 1943, 

32 Vienot a Massigli, 6 Octobre 1943, No 373, Gu7rr7 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. Vienot complain~d to Masslgll 
about the paucity of information he had recelved about the 
Lebanese elections, and claimed that he had on~y been 
informed of the composition of Riad Solh' s cablnet by 
chance. 

33 Vienot a Massigli, 7 Octobre 1943, No 387-88, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

34 Minute by C. W. Baxter, 11 October 1943, E5984/27/89, 
FO 371/35182. 

35 Foreign Office to Spears, 
E5984/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

12 October 1943, 
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against each of the allegations made against him. 36 He denied 

that he had consistently backed Riad Solh37 and claimed to 

have seen him for the first time in a year only after the 

elections were over. He admitted that doubt did surround the 

legitimacy of Edde's candidature but denied that he had ever 

campaigned against him. He also admitted that he had warned 

members of the Lebanese interim government about the dangers 

of rigged elections, but indi vidually , as he felt that 

Britain could not be committed in advance to the recognition 

of a Government brought into existence by cooked elections. 

It was also "quite true" that he had repeatedly accused the 

French of interference in the elections, though he had never 

accused Helleu personally. Exhaustive reports however, had 

demonstrated the need for such representations. 

Spears used the opportunity of defending himself to 

launch another attack on Helleu: 

More generally, I can only regard it as the measure 
of Helleu's subservience to Boegner that the former 
should have levelled such accusations against me, 
despite the fact that he has repeatedly expressed to 
me his warm thanks for several "interventions" 
carried out by me at his request. 38 

He claimed always to have enj oyed cordial relations with 

Helleu, but denounced him as "helpless in Boegner's hands". 

As an example, Spears mentioned that Helleu had remarked 

36 Spears to Foreign Office, 14 October 1943, Nos 573, 
574 and 575, E6214/27/89, E6218/27/89, and E6219/27/89, FO 
371/35182. 

37 Later in November, Spears remembered this, accusation 
and drew Foreign Office attention to an inter~lew b~tween 
M. David, French Delegue, and Riad Solh" dU~lng w~lch M. 
David had reproached the Lebanese for thelr lntranslgence, 
saying that they were most ungrateful in view of the fact 
that he had helped them to get into Parliament. Spears to 
Foreign Office, 10 November 1943, E7207/27/89, FO 371/35190. 

38 Spears to Foreign Office, 14 October 1943, No 573, 
E6214/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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privately to him that Gautier39 had "gravely abused his 

official position" and that Dementque40 was a "crook" who 

was "entirely unfitted to hold ... any office", yet the very 

fact that both still retained their posts was, Spears 

alleged, "surely a sufficient commentary both on Helleu' s 

posi tion and on the bona fides of his complaints about me". 41 

For Spears however, the real truth of the matter was 

that the French were "aghast at their failure and the 

reaction it has aroused ..• They have made such a public 

mess of their cuisine that countless Lebanese of 

predominantly French culture who had never thought in 

nationalist terms before, are now doing so with enthusiasm". 

The united patriotic front which they had created by their 

intervention was "a Frankenstein [which] ... they must now 

explain away as best they can" 42, and which Spears believed 

they were attempting to do by blaming him. 

Yet however largely Spears had featured in French 

criticisms as the reason for French problems in the Levant, 

considerable concern had been expressed by Frenchmen about 

certain elements wi thin the French camp. In particular, 

several damning reports had focused on the role of the 

leading Free French official there, Jean Helleu. During the 

summer, troubled reports had begun to reach Algiers about 

Helleu and the Levant situation. Admiral Auboyneau's stay 

had so worried him that he wrote to de Gaulle advising that 

Catroux, in view of his immense prestige and authority in 

the area, should return to the Levant as soon as possible; 

better still, he suggested that de Gaulle himself (who, he 

39 Gautier: Head of the Surete General. 

40 Dementque: Conseiller, Tripoli. 

41 Spears to Foreign Office, 14 October 1943, No 574, 
E6218/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

42 Spears to Foreign Office, 14 October 1943, No 575, 
E6219/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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claimed, was regarded in the Levant as something of 

superhuman legend), should plan a pre-election visit. 

voiced his concern about Helleu thus: 

Helleu est estime de tous et ne manque ni de tact ni 
de fermete, mais je crains qui'il ne surestime la 
forc~ de,notre posi~ion et ne sousestime Ie danger 
des 1nt~1gues ,a~gla1ses ... il n'aurait pas, a mon 
sens, 1 autor1 te et Ie prestige necessaires pour 
defendre efficacement les interets de la France dans 
ces circonstances difficiIes. 43 

a 

He 

Another visitor expressed grave doubts to Massigli about 

Helleu's abilities to dominate affairs, warning that the 

situation in the Levant should be considered as 

"excessivement grave". 44 

By the time Catroux did visit the Levant in July 1943, 

a serious crisis had been precipitated in the Lebanon, and 

his annoyance with Helleu had been only too evident. He had 

denigrated Helleu personally and criticised both his 

handling of the Mokkadem affair and of the seating 

distribution crisis, accusing him of a "manque de doigte". 45 

Madame Catroux had hurled insults at Madame HeIleu46
, and 

when the Catrouxs had absented themselves from a reception 

on 14 July, "no attempt was made to hide this private feud 

from the public eye". 47 It was indeed, Lascelles commented, 

hard to avoid the general impression that Helleu was "not 

43 Auboyneau a de Gaulle, 29 Mai 1943, Papiers MassigIi, 
Vol 1468. 

44 Lettre a M. l'Ambassadeur, signe Paul Ie Gissie(?), 
10 Juin 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1522. 

45 Lascelles to Foreign Office, 20 July 1943, No 41, FO 
226/243; see also: Holmes:Wilson, 13 July 1943, FO 660/35. 

46 Madame Catroux had alleged that Madame Hell~u had 
been the mistress of a Roumanian and a German successlvely, 
and ought to be under police surveillance. 

47 LasceIIes to Foreign Office, 20 July 1943, No 41, FO 
226/243. 
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long for this world" and it was thought "almost certain that 

Catroux would do his best, once in Algiers, to secure his 

removal".48 Certainly when Spears met Catroux in Algiers in 

July, Catroux was "obviously as displeased as he could be 

with Helleu". He had openly criticised the Delegue's 

mismanagement of the situation and had expressed the view 

that the challenge to Moslem opinion which Tabet's action in 

raising the number of Christian seats had represented, "had 

done more to endanger the independence of the Lebanon than 

anything that had occurred for many years" and was the 

"equivalent of a death sentence to an independent Lebanon in 
the future". 49 

Equally however, Helleu resented the ambiguity of his 

own role during Catroux's visit: he complained to Massigli 

of the confusion that Catroux's involvement in Levant 

affairs caused, though he requested that Massigli keep this 

piece of correspondence secret from de Gaulle. He also 

sought reassurance, since he had received two or three 

reports that Catroux had claimed that responsibility for the 

Levant had devolved upon him in his capacity as Commissioner 

for Moslem Affairs and no longer rested within the orbit of 

the Commissariat des Affaires Etrangeres. Helleu stressed 

that it was "indispensable de disposer de l'autorite 

necessaire pour mener a bien la tache qui m' a ete confiee". 50 

Massigli had been worried about Helleu for some 

considerable time. From reports he had received, it had been 

evident that Helleu had regarded both the Mokkadem affair 

and the postponement of the Lebanese elections as a 

48 ibid. 

49 Spears to Foreign Office, 28 July 1943, E4656/27/89, 
FO 371/35180; Spears to Eden, 29 July 1943, FO 226/243. 

50 Helleu a Alger, 16 Juillet 1943, No ~95~ Guerre ~939-
45, Alger CFLN. Vol 1004; Helleu a Masslg11 , 26 JU111et 
1943, Papiers Massigli, Vol 1468. 
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prestigious success and had been reluctant to compromise by 

giving way or undoing what had been done. Equally worrying 

was a request from him, dated 4 June, but received over a 

month later, for "un credit de 20 millions de francs pour 

orienter les elections dans un sens favorable a nos interets 

et dejouer les manoeuvres anglaises" . 51 Furthermore, Massigli 

had been forced to field British complaints during his 

London visit as best he could, with little or no up to date 

information from the Levant. 

Matters seemed to show no sign of improvement: the first 

detailed report on the Syrian elections emanating from the 

Levant did not reach Algiers until 20 September and in a 

letter to Helleu, Massigli observed that "Ie silence de la 

Delegation Generale ... nous faisai t craindre que notre 

posi tion au Levant fut gravement amoindrie". No report on 

the Lebanese elections had yet been received and Massigli 

was obliged to rebuke Helleu for this, informing him that 

"ce defaut d' information a produi t au Comi te une assez 

facheuse impression". Massigli commented that he realised 

that Baelen' s indisposition was probably increasing the 

strain on Helleu, but regretted that he was unable to supply 

him with the trained personnel which he had requested52
; he 

suggested that a reorganisation of the staff at the 

Delegation and in particular, the granting of greater 

responsibili ty to Chataigneau, might improve matters. 53 Given 

the worrying state of affairs and the new situation created 

by the elections, Massigli had determined upon a thorough 

review of all aspects of the Levant situation. It was 

decided that Chataigneau (accompanied by Baron de Benoist) 

51 Note pour M. Pleven, 15 Juillet 1943, Guerre 1939-
45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 

52 Helleu had written to Massigl i on 13 September 
requesting more personnel. See Helleu a Massigli, 13 
Septembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1026. 

53 Massigli a Helleu, 21 Septembre 1943, Guerre 1939-
45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 
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should return to Algiers to prov~de 
~ an assessment of the 

evolution in Syrian and Lebanese politics and of the 

position of France, particularly with regard to her 
relations with Britain. 54 

iii) "Explaining Away Frankenstein" 

As the established power in the Levant with over twenty 

years of mandatory experience, the French had indeed 

initially viewed the proposed elections with a certain 

degree of complacency. So it had been that in April, 

Lieutenant-Colonel F. Reyniers55 recorded his general 

observations on the situation in Syria thus: 

Notre influence est si evidente en Syrie que les 
nationalistes ... ont, pour la campagne electorale, 
ad' autres alliances, prefere la notre. lIs ont 
parfaitement senti qu'allies a nous, ils 
representaient une force inegalable Bien 
compris, la Syrie ne nous est defavorable. Si son 
atavisme du peuple domine l'amene a jouer la 
division entre ses divers protecteurs, gela n'est 
pas incompatible avec une preference pour la France, 
qui doit pour elle, comme pour un cheval fugueux et 
quelquefois indocile, savoir rendre la main sans 
j amais lacher completement les renes. 56 

Given that the French were so overconfident, the victory 

of nationalist sentiment which the elections represented had 

come as an even greater blow and caused the French in the 

54 Alger a Beyrouth, 9 Septembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, 
Alger CFLN, Vol 1004; Spears to Foreign Office, 15 September 
1943, E5560/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

55 Lieutenant-Colonel F. Reyniers: Head of the Services 
Speciaux for Syria. 

56 Inspection Generale 
General, No 15, Lt-Col. F. 
P1277, Bibliotheque de 
Contemporaine. 

de l'Etat de Syrie, Aper9 u 
Reyniers, 25 Avril 1943, 4° 

Documentation Internationale 
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Levant to react in a variety of different ways. The first 

and most immediate reaction, especially of the French 

officials in situ, who possibly believed that they might be 

held responsible for the election disaster, was, 
understandably enough, to play down the extent of the 

nationalist victory. Thereafter, they searched for an 

excuse, a scape-goat, somebody or something else to blame. 

In a detailed report which he compiled on the Syrian 

elections, Helleu stressed that the nationalist victory was 

of "une tendance moderee tres nette", and that for the 

moment, everything augured well. He believed that the Syrian 

Chamber would be "particulierement sensible aux influences 

qui pourraient s ' exercer sur lui du dehors" and better 
still, 

Shukri Quwatli et ses amis, notarnment Jamil Mardam, 
nous sont reconnaissants de notre attitude 
impartiale pendant les elections et semblent vouloir 
se maintenir dans les bonnes dispositions qu'ils ont 
manifestees dans leurs conversations avec Ie General 
Catroux. 57 

A similar report on the Lebanese elections attempted not so 

much to play down the nationalist victory as to question the 

validity of the elections themselves: 

En resume, les conditions dans lesquelles s I est 
deroulee la consultation electorale, imposent de 
constater que Ie Liban n I etai t pas mur pour des 
elections libres. La partialite et la venalite des 
fonctionnaires 1 ' incomprehension generale des 
interets supe;ieurs du pays, Ie peu de maturi te 
poli tique d I une opinion qu I interessent avan: tout 
les questions des personnes, tout <;ela cree une 
atmosphere peu favorable au fonctionnement normal 
d'institutions democratiques dans ce pays.58 

57 Helleu a Massigli, 11 
sur les elections syriennes, 
CFLN, Vol 1004. 

Septembre 1943, No 212, Note 
(15pp) Guerre 1939-45, Alger 

58 Les elections libanaises, (10pp), 29 Aout-5 Septembre 
1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 
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The keynote however, of French reaction to the election 

resul ts was bitter criticism of Bri tish " ingerences". In 

numerous belated reports, Helleu complained at length to 

Algiers about British policy. He alleged that there was a 

blatant contradiction between British assurances to the 

Commi ttee about the French pre-eminent position in the 
Levant 

et la politique pratiquee, sur place, par les 
anglais, poli tique qui tend a eliminer 
progressivement notre influence et a rendre ainsi 
pratiquement inoperantes les assurances prodiguees 
a Londres. 59 

Helleu alleged that the British had launched a massive 

propaganda campaign against the French, in the form of 

posters, pamphlets and tracts, which the French could do 

nothing to counteract simply for lack of paper. Similarly, 

Bri tain had sent numerous agents to the Levant " soi t de 

faire directement de l'action politique, soit de noyauter Ie 

personnel franc;:ais". 60 Using all manner of threats and 

intimidation, these agents had intervened consistently 

during the election period on behalf of local anti-French 

personalities, and systematically campaigned against French 

sympathisers. 

In Syria, the British were now encouraging the 

government to refuse to conclude a treaty with France and 

moreover to demand that the French authorities immediately 

cede to them various essential interests and 

responsibilities such as the Interets Communs. As soon as 

the Lebanese government was formed, it too, would inevitably 

recei ve the same treatment from the British. On a more 

59 Poli tique Bri tannique dans les Etats du Levant, 
Septembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1009. 

60 ibid. 

1 
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general level, the British did all they could to promote the 

idea of independence by invoking democratic principles and 

the Atlantic Charter "pour amener les Etats A se soustraire 

AI' influence fran9aise". Conversely, they exploited the 

Lyttel ton-de Gaulle accords "pour exercer de continuelles 

ingerences dans notre poli tique" . 61 

Helleu claimed that the major preoccupation of each of 

the electoral candidates prior to the elections had been to 

secure the patronage of one of the Allied powers. 62 In March 

however, Catroux had instructed all French officials to 

formally abstain from involvement in the elections and these 

instructions had been reissued frequently.63 For example, on 

5 April, General Collet had instructed all officials in 

Syria that the elections 

freedom and that they 

should take place in complete 

should henceforward "donner 

pUbliquement l'impression d'une neutralite absolue". He had 

emphasised that France must maintain "une attitude 

inattaquable" throughout the election period in the hope of 

subsequently attaining a treaty of alliance with the Levant 

States. It was pointed out that it had anyway been against 

French interests to align herself too closely with certain 

candidates and to oppose others, as this would only have 

aroused bad feeling and forced the latter into the British 

camp, whilst creating the worst impression in the Arab world 

in general. It had also been thought that a policy of strict 

neutrality might be advantageous for France, possibly 

providing her with the chance of winning over "certains 

d ' d 1 ' 11 " 64 a versa1res e a ve1 e ... 

61 ibid. 

62 Compte-Rendu sur Ie deroulement des elections au 
Liban, (25pp), Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 

63 Les elections libanaises, (10pp), 29 Aout-5 Septembre 
1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 

64 'b'd 22. 
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The British too had proclaimed that they had no desire 

to intervene in the elections and Spears had frequently 

stated that his government attached great importance to the 

freedom of the elections. It was alleged in reports to 

Algiers, however, that the subsequent actions of British 

officials had made a complete mockery of all these official 

statements. Spears had behaved as though he possessed a 

veritable droit de regard over the acts of the Delegation 

Generale and its staff. Complaints from him, which were 

generally devoid of all foundation, had rained down upon the 

French and "apparurent d'autant plus abusifs que de 

serieuses doleances sur les ingerences britanniques auraient 

ete absolument justifiees". 65 

Helleu complained particularly about British behaviour 

in the Tripoli region, and the activities of Captain Lawson 

on behalf of Abdul Hamid Kerame. The fact that Spears had 

written Helleu a letter on 28 August, disposing of all the 

charges against Lawson, was evidently deemed 

inconsequential. 66 Lawson had allegedly declared himself 

"dispose A mettre tout en oeuvre pour assurer Ie succ~s de 

la liste Kerame", and Kerame too had been overheard saying 

"N'ayez aucun crainte pour rna candidature. Je suis soutenu 

par les Anglais. Au moment voulu, ils imposent leur volonte. 

Ce sont eux qui feront les elections". 67 In South Lebanon, 

British favour had been exercised in Adel Osseiran's cause. 

He had received a visit from Spears in April and thereafter 

regular visits from Lieutenant Thomas of the British 

Security Mission. The interference of Major Patrick Smith in 

the same region had been so pronounced that the British had 

65 Les elections Libanaises, (10pp), 29 Aout-5 Septembre 
1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 

66 See Spears to Helleu, 28 August 1943, No 488, 
660/36. 

FO 

67 Ingerences britanniques dans les elections, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1004. 
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been obliged to remove him, though officers of the OCP had 

continued to intervene openly. 

Other British agents whose intervention had been most 

marked were Colonel Furlonge and Captains Maroun Arab , 
Morgan and Pavitt. Helleu also singled out Captain Mudy and 

Major Al tounian: the former had openly supported Sheikh 

Hamoudi, had visited him regularly and had taken him to 

Aleppo where he had presented him to other British officers 

at the Hotel Baron; this had given Hamoudi the opportunity 

"de se prevaloir des hauts relations qu'il possede parmi les 

Britanniques"; the latter "sous la couvert d'~tudes sur Ie 

paludisme, parcourt la Syrie et prend des contacts de nature 

politique avec les principales notabilit~s du pays". Helleu 

cited numerous specific dates on which various local 

politicians had met with British officers -- for example,on 

5 August, Hamid Franji met with Colonel Furlonge and on 8 

August, Colonel Coghill hosted a dinner for Abdul Hamid 

Kerame. Any such event aroused Helleu's suspicion: a 

reception held on 21 April, attended by Captain Corfe, Major 

Hope and Captain Holman, was reported as being of "une 

tendance nettement politique"; he judged a f~te held on 10 

May to celebrate the Tunisian victory, at which 

distributions were made to the poor, to be inspired above 

all, by "des buts electoraux". 68 

British intervention had not ceased after the elections. 

Rather, Helleu contended, the re-establishment of 

constitutional regimes in the Levant had afforded Spears the 

opportunity to intervene more actively and openly in local 

affairs, "et de se hausser Ie ton de ses pr~tentions". 

During the election of the Lebanese President and the 

formation of his Cabinet, "l'action britannique a et~ plus 

flagrante que j amais". Edde' s position in the competi tion 

68 "b"d 1. 1. • 
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for the Presidency had at first seemed strong; however, 

seeds of doubt about his eligibility had been sown and he 

had been seriously handicapped by " 1 ' opposi tion ouverte, 

pour ne pas dire officielle, du General Spears et des 

services bri tanniques". Spears had seized immediately on the 

question of Edde' s eligibility and soon, "Ie bruit se 

repandit rapidement que la Grande Bretagne avait declare la 

guerre a M. Edde et que, dans ces conditions, la succes de 

celui-ci devenai t problematique". Thus the British had 

managed to secure Edde' s defeat. Writing well after the 

event, Helleu now sought to represent this as no bad thing 

for France, as he believed that Edde was not a man of 

conciliation: "On pourrai t craindre, en particulier, que 

l'intransigeance de M. Edde ne resuscitat dans un proche­

avenir, Ie confli t islamo-chretien ... " 69 

Similarly, Helleu now looked with considerably more 

favour on Bechara el Khoury now that he was in office and 

commented that he seemed "par ses dispositions et son 

temperament, plus capable de faire [1'] oeuvre 

d'apaisement". Helleu struggled to emphasise to Algiers that 

Khoury's success had not been assured until he himself had 

pronounced in his favour: "Que Ie nouveau President ait dfi 

son succes a la France, c ' est la, sans aucun doute, un 

element qui ne peut manquer de nous donner des garanties a 
sa politique". Besides, Helleu added, "il est en tout cas 

essentiel d'avoir evite Ie succes d'une candidature 

britannique, objet patiemment poursuivi par Ie General 

Spears" . 70 Having attempted to demonstrate that Khoury was 

obligated to France and therefore a certain degree of 

1 ' t d h' Helleu attempted also to play everage eX1S e over 1m, 
down the effect of his success on French prestige: 

69 Helleu a Massigli, 4 Octobre 1943, a/s L'e1ect~on du 
President de la Republique Libanaise et de 1a Format1on du 
Cabinet Riad Solh, (14pp), Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 
999. 

70 'b'd 1.. 1.. • 
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Du point de vue fran9ais, l'accession de M. Bechara 
el ~~~ury ~~.. ~auteuil presidentiel est loin de 
~ons 1 ue:

t 
eCd~c que certains ont voulu y voir. 

~r SU1 e un enchainement fortui t de 
c1rconstances, 1 'opinion libanaise avait pri 
cout~me de consider~r M. Bechara el Khoury comme 1: 
cand1dat des Angla1s, M. Edde comme Ie candidat 
Fran9ais. Rien n'est plus faux. Certes, M. Edde se 
pose volontiers ici comme Ie champion de l'amitie 
franco-libanaise, au service de laquelle il met un 
tres brillante intelligence, une profonde culture 
fran9aise, et un remarquable talent de polemiste ... 
Cependant, malgre tous les titres auxquels M. Edde 
a droit a la reconnaissance de la France, nous n'en 
sommes moins fondes a accorder notre confiance a M. 
Bechara el Khoury ... qui est, au demeurant, un bon 
patriot libanais.71 

Helleu claimed that it went without saying that British 

influence had played a predominant role in Riad Solh' s 

success in obtaining the post of President of the Council. 

Riad Solh could be relied upon "pour pratiquer une politique 

a la fois anti-libanaise et anti-fran<;aise". Furthermore, 

Spears and his cronies had done their level best to ensure 

that the majority of Solh' s Cabinet was lid' inclination 

anglophile", as revealed particularly by the portfolios 

bestowed upon Camille Chamoun and Adel Osseiran. Its 

composition clearly testified to "l'ingerence des services 

britanniques dans la politique interieure libanaise".72 

Nevertheless, Helleu refused to worry inordinately about 

the Lebanese Cabinet. He assured Algiers that from his 

contacts with Riad Solh he had formed the clear impression 

that the Prime Minister would seek "au cours de son mandat, 

a concilier les revendications nationalistes pouvant emaner 

de certains membres du Parlement avec Ie maintien des 

. " Helleu reported that he had warned positions fran9a1ses . 

Riad Solh that for the present, in view of the war and the 

71 ibid. 

72 ibid. 
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fact that the mandate still legally existed, France could 

only make concessions to Lebanon within the framework of a 

treaty. He advised Algiers that in this respect, firmness 

would be required to offset "[les] intrigues britanniques 

destinees a amener Ie Parlement libanais comme d'ailleurs Ie 

Parlement syrien, a poser Ie plus rapidement possible, la 

question des Interets Communs, de la Surete Generale, des 

Douanes, en un mot, a mettre en cause Ie maintien des 

positions franc;:aises au Levant". He claimed to be counting 

on Khoury to act deliberately "pour apaiser les passions et 

maintenir sur son veritable terrain Ie probleme des rapports 
franco-libanaises" . 73 

All in all, Helleu claimed, the examples of British 

complicity in the making of the elections were "tellement 

multiples qu'il faudrait un roman feuilleton pour les narrer 

dans leur totali te" . 74 He pleaded once more with Massigli to 

focus the Committee's attention most urgently on Spears's 

hostile intentions: 

II n'est pas ici un de nos adversaires qui ne soit 
appuye par les services britanniques. II n'est pas 
un de nos amis que ne soi t combattu par eux. II 
n'est pas une matiere ou Spears n'intervienne dans 
un sens deplorable a nos interets. Je ne doute pas 
que dans un proche avenir, nous ne voyons 
1 ' [action?] bri tannique prendre la forme 
d'encouragement a des revendications de la part des 
Etats et meme a des reformes constitutionelles 
tendant toutes a un affaiblissement de nos 
posi tions . 75 

While Helleu claimed to recognise the wisdom, in the 

interests of general policy, of maintaining good relations 

73 'b' d 21... 

74 Les elections du Liban, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, 
Vol 1004. 

75 Helleu a Massigli, 25 Septembre 1943, 
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

No 141-7, 
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with the British in the Levant, and claimed to have 

faithfully carried out his instructions to the letter in 

this regard, he was now convinced 

que ce n'est qu'au detriment de notre influence au 
Levant que ce resultat peut etre obtenu. En depit 
des assurances que Messieurs Churchill et Eden vous 
ont donnees, les agents bri tanniques ne semblent 
poursuivre ici d' autre but que notre eviction et 
vous jugerez sans doute indispensable de mettre Ie 
CFLN au courant de la question. 76 

To increase the impact of these reports, Helleu eventually 

provided Massigli with even more minutely detailed reports 

of British interference in the Syrian and Lebanese 

elections, broken down region by region, citing specific 

offenders and listing specific occasions on which they had 

intervened and quoting various "ecoutes" as proof. In a 

separate report, Helleu warned: 

Du point de vue de l'influence fran9aise, les 
elections ne consti tuterent qu' un etape dans un 
evolution que les britanniques s'efforceront 
d'inflechir dans un sens contraire a nos interets. 

Speaking before the events of November 1943, Helleu was 

unable to appreciate the irony of his following words: 

Tenu compte du fait que notre action sera evidemment 
condi tionnee par l' etendue du redressement de la 
France en general, il depend de nous que la ~hambre 
libanaise adopte une attitude favorable a notre 
politique. 77 

76 Helleu a Alger, 25 Septembre 1943, No 141-47, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

77 Les elections libanaises, Guerre 1939 -45, Alger CFLN, 

Vol 1004. 
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iv) A Policy of Firmness ... 

As the French struggled to corne to terms with the new 

situation in the Levant, realisation gradually dawned that 

once the new Syrian and Lebanese governments were firmly in 

the saddle, they would launch a renewed and concerted78 

campaign for the cession of various interests and 

responsibilities which the French presently controlled. 

Helleu anxiously reported to Algiers that France would be in 

the gravest danger should she divest herself of such 

interests before her position was guaranteed by the 

conclusion of a treaty. He strongly recommended that the 

Committee take a very firm line on the issue; he requested 

that his own instructions should reflect that firmness and 

asked that his telegram should be shown to General Catroux. 79 

Catroux informed Massigli that he wholeheartedly 

endorsed Helleu's opinion and appreciated only too well the 

danger of immediate cession of the Interets Communs and 

other responsibilities. He pointed out that it was extremely 

important 

que nous conservions dans l'avenir des gages 
importants pour entamer les negociations du traite 
d 't' t 80 ans un pOSl lon avan ageuse. 

78 Weekly Political Summary, No 80, 13 octob~r ,1943, 
E6203/27/89, FO 371/35182. The British correct~y antl~lpated 
that the States would probably concert thelr actlon for 
greater effect and a few days later, Riad Solh informed 
Spears that ba'th governments were in complete agreement. 
Spears to Foreign Office, 16 october 1943, E6249/27/89, FO 
371/35182. 

79 Helleu a Alger, 22 Septembre 1943, No 1340, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

80 Catroux a Massigli, 30 septembre 1943, No 120, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 
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Massigli had already instructed Helleu along these lines: 

he might inform the Levant States that cession of the 

Interets Communs was possible, but only within the framework 

of treaty negotiations, as the two questions were 

inextricably linked. He copied the telegram to Catroux, 

pointing out that their views coincided completely.81 

The new governments in the Levant States were indeed 

impatient for progress: Saadullah Jabri had already 

attempted to sound out Fauquenot82 about the possibility of 

concessions, in a manner "aussi seduisante que possible pour 

nos interets". 83 Fauquenot had stressed that France could 

make no concessions unless as part of treaty negotiations, 

but Jabri had tried to persuade him that this approach would 

do France no good at all, claiming that it would be far 

better to treat on equal terms as otherwise it would be 

obvious to the outside world that the States were being 

coerced. The French immediately suspected that the Syrians 

hoped to hoodwink them: they probably intended to profess 

their desire for a treaty, but would then raise every 

possible obstacle to it. They would undoubtedly claim that 

British and American opinion thought that both sides should 

81 Massigli a 
Massigli a Helleu, 
Vol 999. 

Catroux, 6 octobre 1943, No 8418 AE; 
sans date, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, 

82 M. Fauquenot: French representative at Aleppo. 

83 ~ 1 9 Octobre 1943, No 172-80, Guerre Beyrouth a A ger, 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 
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negotiate on a basis of equali t y 84, hoping thereby to extract 

the maximum concessions immediately from the French. Helleu 

had already been forced to stop the publication of an 

article which demanded the immediate cession to the Syrian 

state of all French-controlled forests, and fully expected 

the launching of a press campaign to increase pressure on 

the French. He vowed to do his best to nip in the bud any 

other such manoeuvres by the Syrian government, for, he 

rei terated, there should be no question of ceding the 

advantages France presently held, before a treaty had been 
concl uded . 85 

The French expected a similar assault from the Lebanese 

and were not disappointed: on 7 October, the Lebanese 

Parliament voted overwhelmingly for a programme of reform 

and a revision of the constitution as outlined in speeches 

by the President and Prime Minister. 86 Each of the Lebanese 

politiCians, Helleu observed, was trying to outdo his 

colleagues in the nationalist stakes, and to publicly prove 

his patriotism on the independence issue. He was convinced 

84 Wadsworth had already received several requests from 
the Syrians for recognition from the United States. The 
State Department felt however, that "there must be an 
effective transfer of substantial authority and power to the 
new government before serious consideration can be given to 
the extension of full recognition". Welles to Wadsworth, 22 
August 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, p 987. Wadsworth had 
subsequently told the Syrians that recognition could not 
take place "until Syria had at least first acquired fuller 
possession of the machinery of government". Wadsworth to 
Hull, 2 October 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, pp 994-5. 

85 Helleu a Alger, 9 Octobre 1943, No 172-180, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

86 The main points of the programme in~l~ded complete 
independence, the use of Arabic as the of:lclal language, 
the achievement of dipomatic representatlon abroad, co­
operation with other Arab States, revisio~ of the elec~oral 
law, the ending of the system of denominatlonal and reglo~al 
representation and the negotiation of an agreement Wl th 
Syria for joint control of the Interets Communs. Spears to 
Foreign Office, 8 October 1943, E6034/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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that their audacity owed much to encouragement from British 

agents as generally they would have dreaded flouting French 

authority so openly. Again, Helleu reminded Algiers of the 

importance "de ne pas se dApartir de la plus grande 

fermetA" . 87 He had already warned Khoury and Solh "qu' en fait 

et en droit, Ie mandat subsiste j usqu 'au moment ou nous 

serions dAchargAs par la SociAtA des Nations". The very fact 

that the French had chosen (of their own volition) not to 

flaunt their mandatory authority should not be interpreted 

as a renunciation of French rights. He had further stressed 

that in view of the presence of the Spears Mission and the 

Bri tish Army, "qui peut toujours invoquer des motifs de 

sAcuritA militaire pour imposer Ie pOint de vue anglais dans 

les affaires du pays", the IntArets Communs could only be 

surrendered "dans Ie cadre du futur traitA". Helleu refused 

to be disheartened: he believed that by relying on the saner 

elements amongst the Lebanese, who realised that the 

maintenance of the French position was essential for 

Lebanon's very existence, and who, for the moment, 

consti tuted the interested maj ori ty , "nous pourrions 

rAsister par notre fermetA a ceux qui voudraient contester 

notre position priviligiee". 88 

Meanwhile, the British kept a watchful eye on the 

situation. It was emphasised to London that the Syrian and 

Lebanese governments were really in earnest about their 

independence and had even stated that if France proved 

unyielding, they would resort to force, though they hoped 
. tt' t d " 89 that she would "cave in before a threatenlng a 1 u e · 

Observers in the Middle East, however, believed that the 

emergence of nationalist governments had dealt the French 

87 Helleu a Alger, 9 octobre 1943, No 181-88, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

88 ibid. 

89 Weekly Political Summary, 
E6203/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

No 80, 13 October 1943, 
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such a severe blow that, "far from . accept1ng the situation 
and resolving to assist [the Levant States] ... they are 

determined to oppose the aspirations of the nationalist 

leaders by every means in their power". 90 

This assessment was not far wrong. After the elections, 

Helleu had tried to rally the spirits of French officials. 

A letter he wrote to all delegues and conseillers, 

attempting to define the French position in the face of the 

nationalist current which threatened to submerge everything, 

illustrates well the attitude the French were determined to 

adopt. 91 He stressed that in the last resort, France still 

legally possessed the mandate for Syria and the Lebanon. 

Furthermore, the question of returning to the Levant States 

the responsibilities which they were now demanding could 

only logically be regulated within the wider framework of 

more general relations between France and the Levant States. 

Moreover, negotiations to regularise those relations 

required an atmosphere of complete mutual confidence, which 

in view of British intrigues to evict France from the 

position she rightfully occupied, was manifestly lacking. He 

observed: 

En un mot, nous ne pourrons accorder aux Etats les 
attributions de l'independance que lorsque nous 
aurons la certi tude que 1 'octroi de cette 
independance ne facili tera pas l' installation au 

92 
Levant d'une puissance autre que la France. 

France, above all else, was determined to maintain her 

privileged position in the Levant, the letter continued, and 

to safeguard her moral and material interests in the area. 

90 Weekly Political Summary, No 81, 
E6293/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

20 October 1943, 

11 Octobre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, 
91 Helleu a Massigli, 

Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

92 ibid. 
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In an obvious attempt to raise morale, Helleu embarked on a 

disquisition of recent successes in France's external 

policy, designed to illustrate that she was now in a better 

position than ever since 1940 to make her voice heard and to 

begin defending her national interests: the liberation of 

national terri tory was under way in Corsica93 ; in France 

itself, an army of patriots was ready and waiting to take up 

the struggle; half the pre-war fleet was now at sea 

alongside the Allies; French military forces grew daily. 

Furthermore, her admission to the Mediterannean Commission 

demonstrated conclusively that France had regained great 
power status: 

Militairement et diplomatiquement, la defaite est 
effacee et la France a maintenant la certitude 
qu' elle sera demain, a nouveau, grande et forte. 
Elle n'a donc aucune raison de consentir ici 
d'abandonner et de renoncer a sa mission seculaire 
dans Ie Proche Orient, tout en etant resolue a 
executer, Ie moment venu, ses promesses aux Etats. 94 

Helleu exhorted his staff to draw inspiration from this, 

though he felt obliged to warn them that they should allude 

to the mandate only "avec la plus extreme prudence". 

Equally, whilst keeping their intervention in local affairs 

to a minimum, officials should take great care to strictly 

uphold their prerogatives "et de reagir fermement contre 

tous gestes ou mesures vexatoires a votre endroit ou 

incompatibles 

legi times. ,,95 

avec l'exercice de vos attributions 

93 In early September 1943, upon news of :he Italian 
armistice, uprisings had taken place in Cors,lca. On ~3 
September, General Giraud, who had for some tlme been ~~ 
contact with the resistance, had despatched two destroye 
to assist the struggle. 

94 Helleu a Massigli, 11 Octobre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, 
Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

95 "b' d 1. 1. • 
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v) Or A Policy of Force? 

If Helleu thought stirring words were sufficient to 

rally French spirits, there were those on his staff who did 

not agree, most notably Boegner, who had other ideas as to 

how best to uplift French morale. Boegner considered that 

protests from Algiers to London about British interference 

in the Levant had been ineffectual. He therefore fully 

expected that any firmness which the French now displayed 

towards the Levant States over the issue of surrendering 

various responsibilities to them, would be countered by 

increased British pressure on the Committee to make 

concessions. He forecast that the British would use two 

arguments: they would firstly remind the French that they 

had endorsed Catroux's proclamation of independence; they 

would additionally point out that a negative stance by 

France would exacerbate local feeling and risk provoking 

trouble which would compromise the security of the armed 

forces in the Levant. The first argument, Boegner contended, 

could be dealt with easily, since France was ready to enter 

into immediate negotiations to bring about Syrian and 

Lebanese independence, albeit within the framework of treaty 

negotiations. The second argument would be more difficult to 

overcome: the French, Boegner alleged, had to admit that 

given the current state of opinion in the Levant, disorders 

were a real possibility and the British would exploit this 

fact for all it was worth, claiming that France lacked 

sufficient military strength to enable her to assure the 

maintenance of order. Without doubt, if disorders did occur, 

Britain would be only too eager to step in, but, he warned, 
" 96 

"nous aurions ensuite ~ payer Ie prix de leur concours · 

96 Note pour l'Ambassadeur, signe Boegner, 
1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

13 Octobre 
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Boegner's solution to the problem t was 0 request from 
Algiers, 

sans retard et avec la plus grande insistance, 
l'envoi ,au Levant d'effectifs militaires 
substantlels. Outre les securites qu'une telle 
mesure nous donnerait, nous serions plus a l'aise 
par Ie seul spectacle de notre force pour conduire 
le~ difficiles negociations des traites. Enfin, la 
presence au Levant des effectifs franQais 
renforceraient considerablement notre prestige en 
effaQant l' impression generalement ressentie par les 
populations que nous sommes ici en etat 
d ' inferiori te en face de nos allies. 97 

Helleu did not succumb immediately to Boegner's advice. 

He briefly informed Algiers on 16 October that he had been 

subjected to a first offensive from Khoury and Solh at a 

reception given in his honour on 12 October, and two days 

later to a similar assault from the Syrians, which seemed to 

confirm that the two governments were concerting their 

actions. 98 He had remained insistent in the face of both 

approaches that the mandate remained in French hands until 

she was officially divested of it by the League of Nations 

or some such organisation which would replace it in the 

future. He had promised, however, that he would make further 

announcements on his return from Algiers where he was due to 

visit the following week. 99 He confidently reported that he 

had received assurances that the Syrian and Lebanese 

Parliaments would commit "aucun geste compromettant" during 

97 ibid. 

98 Helleu a Alger, 16 Octobre 1943, No 222-26, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

99 M '1' a~ Helleu 4 octobre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, 
asslg 1, Off' 16 October 

Alger CFLN, Vol 1026; Spears to Foreign lce, 
1943, E6222/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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his absence, but would content themselves with demanding 
certain minor concessions. 1OO 

Spears received a full account of both Helleu's meetings 

but from the Syrians and Lebanese themselves. Spears was 

convinced that Helleu had been "primed" by de Gaulle through 

Chataigneau, who had just returned from Algiers, where he 

had been acquainting Massigli at first hand with the 

si tuation which the French faced. When the Lebanese had 

asked what concessions could be made towards their 

independence, Helleu had apparently "intimated quite plainly 

that nothing whatever would be conceded till the mandate had 

been terminated by the conclusion of a treaty". When Solh 

challenged the Committee's competency to conclude a treaty, 

Helleu had replied that he and de Gaulle were " "prepared to 

give their word of honour" that any instrument signed now 

would be later ratified by France". The Lebanese had 

reminded Helleu of the French failure to ratify the 1936 

treaties. They had explained him that they had been elected 

on a far-reaching nationalist programme which they must 

fulfil or else resign. Helleu had merely warned them that 

they must govern with "sagesse", whereupon Solh and Khoury 

both "declared roundly that they would rather cut off their 

right hands than sign a treaty with the National 

Commi ttee" . 101 

The French had inevitably steered the conversation 

towards the British, who, Boegner claimed, were "the real 

stumbling block". He argued that British championship of 

Levant independence was merely a prelude to a British take­

over of the Levant. Reflecting afterwards on the report of 

100 Helleu ~ Alger 16 octobre 1943, No 222-26, Guerre 
a, . Off' ce 16 

1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999; Spears to FOr~lgn :' 
October 1943, E6249/27/89; Spears to Forelgn Offlce, 20 
October 1943, E6384/27/89; both in FO 371/35182. 

101 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6249/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

16 october 1943, 
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the conversation, Spears mentioned that Solh seemed to be 

"verging on despondency at the impasse ... reached with the 

French". The one good thing was that at least he had agreed 

that "the only wise course would be to press for concessions 

not likely to lead to a head-on clash with the French". 
Spears continued: 

It is clear that if the French maintain this 
completely intransigent and unjustified attitude, 
they will before long come up against very stiff 
opposi tion on the part of both the Syrian and 
Lebanese Governments. Neither ... has any intention 
of allowing itself to be fobbed off by the French 
with offers of a treaty bargain; and Lebanese public 
opinion is now so fully aroused that for the first 
time in the history of the Levant States, the 
Lebanon has ceased to be the brake on Syria for 
which she has always been used by the French in the 
past. 102 

The Syrians had fared no better in their conversations 

with the French and had reached practically the same 

deadlock with Helleu. The French had said "No treaty, no 

concessions" . 103 Spears stressed to the Foreign Office that 

the Levant States were showing great patience and 

considerable statesmanship but could not be "bottled up 

indefinitely . . . For the first time in their history, 

Christians and Moslems are working in perfect harmony ... 

Their demands are at present wholly legitimate, but further 

frustration will render them more difficult to control and 
. I h" 104 will eventually lead to a really serlOUS c as . 

Spears was adamant that French intransigence had been 

"dictated by Algiers". He wrote: 

102 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6249/27/89, Fa 371/35182. 

103 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6384/27/89, Fa 371/35182. 

104 ibid. 

16 October 1943, 

20 October 1943, 
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I cannot too strongly urge that [the] opportunity 
present7d by t~e [forthcoming] presence of Helleu 
ther7 (1.e. A~g1~rs), should be taken to attempt to 
conV1nce Mass1g11 at any rate, of [the] fact that 
[the] French are heading for complete disaster in 
these States if they attempt to maintain their 
present line. 105 

He later advocated that it would be better still if a stern 

warning could be given to the French in Algiers before 

Helleu arrived there and was "put through the mill by de 

Gaulle".106 From a subsequent conversation with Chataigneau, 

Spears confirmed that the latter had returned from Algiers 

wi th instructions (on which Helleu had acted clumsily), 

"that nothing should be given away without a treaty". 

Chataigneau claimed to have been so struck, since his 

return, by the extraordinary change in Lebanese opinion, 

that he was no longer sure this was feasible. Spears was 

relieved when Chataigneau assured him that Massigli had "in 

no way departed from the assurances he gave in London that 

the French had no intention of withholding complete freedom 

from the republics"; he nonetheless feared that French 

policy would probably be "to fight a slow rearguard 

action" . 107 

Spears had received various other disturbing reports 

about the French and their intentions in the Levant. Riad 

Solh alleged that Boegner had told one of his colleagues 

"that the French were tired of this comedy and would now 

resort to force". When Chataigneau had been informed of 

this, he had appeared "genuinely horrified" and had 

commented that the French surely had better employment for 

105 Spears to Foreign Office, 16 October 1943, 

E6249/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

106 Spears to Foreign Office, 20 October 1943, 

E6384/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

107 Spears to Foreign Office, 16 October 1943, 

E6250/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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such limited forces as they possessed. 108 Furthermore, from 

Cairo, Casey reported a conversation between Hamilton and 

Filliol, during which the latter had confessed that the 

results of the Lebanese elections had been "a severe blow to 

the French position in the Levant", caused by the bungling 

of the French Delegation and the interference of the Spears 

Mission. The French now "had to make up their minds whether 

to sit down under it (which would mean ... [the] gradual 

elimination of French influence from the Levant) or else 

react violently". Filliol was apparently certain that they 

would choose the latter course, which would commence with a 

visit toBeirut from de Gaullel09 , who he would make it plain 

in truculent terms that the French had no intention of being 

ousted. "It looks" , Casey warned, "as if we should be 
prepared for trouble ahead".l1O 

The Foreign Office thought that de Gaulle could easily 

be choked off (after all, they had managed this before) and 

that Filliol was probably trying to hint that Britain was 

"playing with fire".l1l It was natural, Hankey thought, that 

both sides should stake their claims on the high side at 

first, and Peterson agreed: the French position was similar 

to Britain's own in Egypt from 1922 to 1936, when a treaty 

eluded her and she was loath to make concessions and thereby 

weaken her bargaining power. "Nevertheless", Hankey 

lamented, "this is the opening move of a long question which 

108 ibid. 

109 On Spears's copy of the telegram, one .o~ his staff 
had minuted· "If the Syrian and Lebanese authorltles had the 
guts to do ~o -- and I'm not sure they haven't nowadars -­
they could make a visit by de Gaulle such a flop as t~. o~er 
French prestige still further". Minute by Spears lSSlon 
offiCial, 18 October 1943, FO 226/243. 

110 Casey to Foreign Office, 16 October 1943, 

E6220/27/89, FO 371/35182. 

111 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 20 October 1943, 

E6220/27/89, FO 371/35182. 
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is going to give us a series of 
make difficulties for headaches and will possibly us ... ,,112 

112 Minutes by R. M. A. Hankey, 20 October 1943 and Sir 
M. Peterson, 21 October 1943; both in E6250/27 /89, FO 
371/35182. 



321 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

COLLISION COURSE 

i) "Heading For Trouble" 

When the Syrian and Lebanese Parliaments convened on 19 

October, no motion detrimental to the French mandatory 

authority was tabled and Helleu concluded that his warnings 

to the Governments had been heeded. 1 However, a series of 

meetings on 20 October between the Syrians and the Lebanese 

had culminated in the signature of an agreement between the 

two countries to establish a joint commission to press for 

the return of the Interets Communs. On the same day, Jami1 

Mardam handed Helleu a letter in which the Syrian government 

claimed amongst other things, the cession of the Interets 

Communs and the transformation of the Delegation Generale 

into a simple diplomatic mission. 2 Helleu informed Algiers 

that on its receipt, he had merely smiled and observed that 

these demands had been formulated without regard either for 

his recent declarations or for the conditions of the 

mandate, which still existed until France was discharged of 

it. He had offered "que, s 'il etai t impossible pour Ie 

moment d'accueillir les demandes qu'il formulait, nous ne 

refuserions sans doute pas a examiner d'un commun accord, 

certains amenagements destines a acheminer la Syrie vers son 

independance" . 3 

On 22 October, the Syrians and the Lebanese again 

pressed Helleu for the transfer of the Interets Communs. In 

1 Helleu a Alger, 22 Octobre 1943, No 241-43, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

2 Jamil Mardam a Helleu, 20 Octobre 1943, Guerre 1939-
45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

3 Helleu a Alger, 22 Octobre 1943, No 241-43, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 



322 

the face of such relentless assaults, Helleu finally 

succumbed to Boegner's advice and decided that more decisive 

action was required: in a telegram to Algiers, he re­

emphasised that, without the prior guarantee of a treaty, 

any premature surrender of French interests in the Levant 

would have the gravest consequences for France. He reminded 

Algiers however, that the French could only uphold that 

atti tude "si nous avons les moyens de faire face aux 

reactions qu'elle risque de provoquer et qui seraient 

encouragees ou meme suscitees par les britanniques et les 

autres Etats arabes". 4 Coming to the crux of the matter, he 

continued: 

II me semble probable, en effet, que dans un delai 
difficile a evaluer exactement mais qui pourrai t 
etre assez court, nous serons soumis a un veritable 
chant age aux troubles. Notre solution de ne pas 
satisfaire aux revendications des gouvernements de 
Syrie et du Liban sera presentee comme ayant pour 
resultat de creer une effervescence dont de graves 
desordres resulteront. Pour nous inciter a des 
concessions on tirera l'argument de l'insuffisance 
des moyens m'ili taires dont nous disposons au Levant. 5 

It was inevitable that Britain would be the arbitrator of 

the situation, Helleu claimed, and to avoid this, he thought 

it 

indispensable et urgent ... que Ie Comi te de la 
Liberation decide d'envoyer des effectifs fran9~is 
en nombre substantiel au Levant. J'ai e~time utl~e 
de vous saisir des maintenant cette questlon dont Je 
vous entretiendrai de vive voix car j 'y attach~ I?our 

1 't'en des posltlons notre prestige et e m?l? 1 , 6 

fran9aises au Levant un interet capltal. 

4 Helleu a Alger, 23 Octobre 1943, No 245-47, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

5 'b'd 1.. 1.. • 

6 'b'd 1.. 1.. • 
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In addition to requesting more troops with which to 

uphold French prestige, Helleu wrote to the Lebanese 

reaffirming the continued existence of the mandate, and 

stating that the proposed constitutional amendments as 

outlined on 7 October would prejudice France's mandatory 

authority. He furthermore warned that the Committee would 

regard any unilateral action as invalid. 7 Spears observed 

that this letter of Helleu's had now "brought to a head the 

whole vexed question of the mandate". 8 He remarked that 

Helleu had singled out for special protest the Lebanese 

desire to adopt Arabic as their official language. 9 To Spears 

this represented "an assertion of [French] theoretical 

mandatory rights in regard to a practical matter". As the 

matter was of no direct bearing on the prosecution of the 

war, the French action was deemed by Spears to have been 

"gratui tously provocative". He admitted that the French were 

on firm ground in claiming that the mandate continued to 

exist legally, but warned that if this was perpetually 

thrust down Lebanese throats, the force of public opinion 

would oblige the government "to react in a manner highly 

embarrassing to ourselves as well as the French". If she 

could do nothing else, Spears felt that Britain must honour 

7 Weekly Political Summary, No 82, 27 October 1943, 
E6293/27 /89, FO 371/35182; Spears to Foreign Office, 25 
October 1943, No 597, E6459/27/89, FO 371/35183; Wadsworth 
to Hull, 24 October 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, pp 998-99. 

8 Spears to Foreign Office, 25 October 1943, No 598, 
E6459/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

9 In this connection Leo Amery's letter to Eden on,15 
November written in the ~idst of-the crisis is interesht:n~ 

, Ed that one of the reasons w lC 
to read. He suggested to en '1' cable folly of 
might have underlain "the almost lnexp b 1 'ness" was the 
Helleu and the French in this Lebane~e, USl n ua e. "That 
Lebanese abolition of French as t:e f::~~t~~ ~~ ~arg but the 
to a Frenchman was" not only a dec 15 November 1943, FO 
deepest of insults . Amery to E en, 
954/15. 
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Lebanese independence "to the limit of [her] powers, i.e. by 

treating [the] mandate as a dead letter . 10 1n practice". 

In another telegram to London, Spears warned that the 

Lebanese Government was under strong and rising pressure 

from the Chamber to press ahead with constitutional reform. 11 

The present strategy of the Lebanese was to induce 

Chataigneau, in Helleu's absence, to withdraw Helleu's 

letter; otherwise, they were threatening to ventilate the 

matter "with maximum publicity". Such publicity, Spears 

alleged, was Lebanon's only weapon and would force the 

French either to retreat and face yet another public defeat, 

or else to react in some violent way "with quite 

unpredictable consequences". Spears pleaded that "counsels 

of common sense" be made to prevail at Algiers to prevent 

the development of a very dangerous situation. 12 

For once there was considerable sympathy for Spears 

wi thin the Foreign Off ice. C. A. F. Dundas thought it 

probable that the French were "heading for trouble" in the 

Levant, and that, should a head-on collision occur, British 

troops might possibly have to become involved to suppress 

disorder, which would be "disastrous" for British prestige. 

As it was, the state of increasing tension which already 

prevailed could only harm British interests. Spears' fears 

were not considered exaggerated, and Dundas recommended that 

Britain should do all in her power "to prevent a shooting 

match developing". He suggested that the opportunity 

presented by Helleu's presence in Algiers should be seized 

10 ibid. 

11 Wadsworth reported to the State Department that ~e 
had twice been assured that Lebanese deputies wo~ld begln 
demanding explanations if the Government cont1nued to 
postpone forthright action. Wadsworth to Hull, 24 October 
1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, P 999-1000. 

ff ' 25 October 1943, No 599, 
12 Spears to Foreign 0 1ce, 

E6451/27/89, FO 371/35183. 
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to restate Britain's desire for friendly relations between 

France and the Levant States. 13 

Hankey blamed both the Lebanese and the French for the 

troubled state of affairs as both had overstated their 

position. Riad Solh had run the gauntlet by publicly 

committing his government to a series of reforms affecting 

the position and rights of France, without any prior 

consultation with the French. Hankey thought that it would 

be "most unwise" of the Lebanese to precipitate matters by 

publicising the matter in the Chamber. Furthermore, as 

Helleu had offered to examine certain arrangements by which 

the States could be helped gradually towards independence, 

it was wrong of them to refuse to even consider this option. 

Nonetheless, Helleu' s letter had been "unresponsive to 

Lebanese aspirations" and was obviously calculated to annoy 

and to irritate the Lebanese as much as possible. The French 

had gone too far in suggesting that until the mandate was 

legally terminated, no amendments could be made affecting 

their position. Though correct in essence, this was not, 

Hankey believed, an argument which it was politically wise 

to use, "for it is plain as day that there are concessions 

which the French must make now". 14 

A two-pronged strategy was therefore decided upon by the 

Foreign Office. A telegram was despatched to Algiers, 

advising Macmillan that it was essential "that [the] French 

should not handle the matter in a way to exacerbate 

nationalist feeling in the Levant States". It was in the 

interests both of France and the war effort that progress 

towards independence was made and to halt that progress 

would create a situation of "undesirable tension". Besides, 

13 Minute by C. A. F. Dundas, 26 October 1943, 

E6451/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

14 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 27 october 1943, 

E6451/27/89, FO 371/35183. 
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the Foreign Office believed that 't 
1 was simply not possible 

to contend, as the French were doing "that all h , c anges must 
awai t the negotiation of a Treaty". 15 Another telegram was 

sent to the Levant observing that both sides seemed to be 

adopting "a provocative and unreasonable attitude". It was 

"plainly impossible" for the French to now halt the process 

of implementing the long-promised independence, but if 

present Lebanese behaviour persisted, it would force a 

deadlock. It was hoped that the government could be induced 

to behave "with greater political wisdom in spite of the 

comprehensible strength of public feeling". 16 

Spears would have none of this, as he could not accept 

that the Lebanese were in any way to blame. In reply, he 

argued that the Lebanese were not anxious to precipitate a 

crisis and would listen to reason "provided the French show 

a genuine desire to meet their views and not merely to gain 

time and fob them off as it is believed they are doing now". 

He promised to do his best to dissuade the Lebanese "from 

violence whether of word or deed", but observed that if he 

were "to attempt to convince them that their interests would 

best be served by accepting a claim to exercise the mandate 

in practice ... the only result would be the loss of such 
. h th ,,17 H t limi ted influence as we now have Wl t em. e sen 

another telegram containing a detailed exposition of 

15 Foreign Office to Algiers, 29 October 1943, 
E6459/27/89, Fa 371/35183. 

16 Foreign Office to Spears, 29 October 1943, 
E6451/27/89 Fa 371/35183. The original telegram was 
deciphered ~ncorrectly and read "in spite of the alleged 
strength of public feeling". Spears angrily pointed out that 
the phrase implied that the Foreign Office had some doubts 
about the reality of public feeling. He personally had not 

, , th Levant who had not been come across any V1Sl tor to e . 
"struck by the strength and genuineness of natlonal 

, Off'ce 1 November 1943, feeling". Spears to Forelgn 1, 
E6631/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

17 Spears to Foreign Office, 1 November 1943, No 609, 
E6631/27/89, FO 371/35183. 



327 

Lebanese views on the mandate18 wh' h h . , 1.C e eV1.dently hoped 
would assist the Foreign Office to comprehend the Lebanese 
case. 

In fact, however, Spears's attitude had only given 

further cause for concern. In a series of telegrams, the 

Foreign Office replied that it was not impressed by the 

legal arguments of either side regarding the mandate; it was 

thought that such legalistic disputes should not be 

permitted to obscure the practical question at issue. 

Bri tain had endorsed the promise of independence to the 

Lebanese and sympathised with their desire to obtain it in 

practice. However, Britain also sympathised with the French 

position to a considerable degree. The position of France 

was likened to Britain's own between 1922 and 1936, when she 

consistently refused to make concessions to the Egyptian 

government except as part of a treaty.19 The Foreign Office 

did, however, think that the French ought to be prepared to 

make some concessions now, especially as it seemed that the 

powers that she was anyway obliged to reserve for the 

duration of the war were sufficiently good bargaining 

counters for subsequent treaty-making purposes. Some form of 

18 Spears to Foreign Office, 1 November 1943, 
E6631/27/89, FO 317/35183. In brief, Spears explained that 
the Lebanese accepted the fact that the mandate could not at 
present be legally terminated. However, they did not 
recognise the Free French claim to have inherited the 
mandate. They considered that Catroux' s proclamation of 
independence in advance of any treaty had depr~v~d t~e 
French of any right to maintain the mandatory reg1me 1n 
force. Furthermore they refused to negotiate with the 
French except on a 'basis of complete equa~ity. The Foreign 
Office pointed out that Britain had recogn1sed that the Free 
French had inherited the mandate, as had the uni~ed ~t~tes 
government and other Allies too had expressly or 1mpl1c1tly 
admitted the same. It was absurd for the Lebanese tO,contest 
this as otherwise, Catroux would not have been ent1tled to 
proclaim their independence, and the Lebane~e goverr:ment 
itself would be of dubious status as it had ar1sen by v1rtue 
of Free French decrees. 

19 Foreign Office to Beirut, 
E6653/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

6 November 1943, 
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treaty settlement between the parties was inevitable sooner 

or later -- it might well be that the Levant States would 

find it the only way of getting rid of French troops. 

In Foreign Office eyes, it would not harm the States at 

least to enter negotiations to test the water and to see how 

far the French were prepared to go. Spears was reminded that 

however much the States might be banking on the collapse of 

France as an effective European power, Churchill had stated 

in the House of Commons on 21 September "that he regarded 

the restoration of France as one of the Great Powers of 

Europe, as a sacred duty from which Great Britain would 

never turn". Whatever Helleu might say, the Committee was 

not in a position to guarantee that any treaty which might 

be negotiated now would be ratified by post-war France. The 

long and short of it was that the French should be prepared 

to make some concessions and the States to make some 

temporary arrangements. 20 

In attempting to urge compromise on both sides, the 

Foreign Office received some unexpected but nonetheless 

welcome assistance from Casey. He wrote to Spears reminding 

him that the British guarantee of Syrian and Lebanese 

independence must inevitably be limited because of Britain's 

promise to support the French in securing a pOSition 

analogous to Britain's own in Iraq. Moreover, he pointed 

out, 

His Majesty's Government's policy for the future of 
France certainly contemplates her recove~ing as much 
of her pre-war position and prestlge as is 

d · t' 21 consistent with post-war con 1 10ns. 

20 Foreign Office to Beirut, 6 November 1943, Nos 496, 
497, and 21 SAVING, E6653/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

28 October 1943, E6707/27/89, FO 
21 Casey to Spears, 

371/35183. 
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The nationalist government t d 
s, vo e in "on the independence 

ticket", had no intention of negotiating treaties on which 

their independence was to be conditional, but rather claimed 

effecti ve independence "as a condition precedent to 

negotiating a treaty". In contrast, the French, smarting 

from their loss of face, were stalwartly defending their 

position, preferring to conserve any potential concessions 

as bargaining counters, and tending to believe that the 

Bri tish, and Spears especially, were egging on the local 
governments. 

Casey foresaw a 

became increasingly 

period of difficulty as 

insistent and the 
the States 

French, in 
consequence, increasingly intransigent; it would worsen if 

the States, having failed to make any impression on the 

French, turned to Britain for assistance she would be honour 

bound not to provide: 

It would seem that our only course for the moment is 
to proceed with circumspection towards both parties, 
being careful not to do anything in the Levant field 
which may compromise or conflict with the wider 
policy decided by His Majesty's Government in 
relation to the future of France, whilst trying to 
moderate the elation which has naturally resulted 
in the States from the recent elections, so that 
they may conduct their relations with the French in 

h . d 22 such a way that no open breac 1S cause . 

Casey suggested a whole series of concessions, such as the 

transfer of the Bedouin control, which the French could 

easily make without harming their negotiating position. He 

concluded: 

Our status as the honest broker in this di~ficult 
situation is a most delicate and exasp~ratlng °lne 

. thy in hav1ng to P ay and you have my Slncere sym~a 
this extremely tricky hand.

2 

22 ibid. 

23 ibid. 
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"For once the Middle East and Foreign Office seem to be in 

agreement", minuted Hankey. "This is a most useful letter". 24 

Useful though the letter may have seemed in London , 
especially coming from Casey, it had little real influence 

on Spears. His reply to Casey pointed out that had the 

French been willing to make the concessions everyone was 

suggesting that they ought to make, there would be no 

problem. Thus far however, their attitude of "No treaty, no 

concessions" had given scant room for any hope that they 

would agree to anything of the sort. In complete contrast, 

the Syrians and Lebanese had throughout been extremely 

moderate and "thoroughly amenable to reason". Whilst Spears 

agreed that he saw very difficult times ahead, "largely due 

to the fact that we have given contradictory promises", he 

thought that the British position was simpler than Casey had 

outlined: whatever His Majesty's Government had said about 

the French enjoying a position in the Levant similar to 

Britain's own in Iraq, it had always stipulated that any 

treaty between France and the States must be freely 

negotiated. "Even the Foreign Office", he continued, "has 

never envisaged coercing the States or questioning their 

freedom of choice". There was certainly no possibility that 

Spears would attempt to persuade the States to sign a treaty 

with France, for as he asserted, this would merely result in 

forfei ting his own influence with them, which he had no 

intention of doing. The real danger, as he perceived it, was 

that the French "were now so cross and bad-tempered at what 

24 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 8 November 1943, 
E6707/27/89, FO 371/35183. Like Casey, the Foreign Office 
believed that the French could afford ~? m:~e al~u~~r~~= 
concessions to the States, without encr~ac ln~ b R M 

. 'roclamatlon. Mlnute y . . powers reserved ln Catroux s P 
A. Hankey, 8 November, E6652/27/89, FO 371/35183. 
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has happened that there is nothing they'll 
W1 not do to upset 

things here". 25 

ii) "Les Dociles Serviteurs De La Politique Anglaise" 

Regardless of Foreign Office efforts to defuse the 

situation, the French and the Lebanese remained locked in 

conflict. On 25 October, Chataigneau refused to withdraw 

Helleu's letter despite Riad Solh's threat to publicise it. 

The Lebanese presented Chataigneau with yet another note 

demanding the transformation of the Delegation Generale into 

a diplomatic mission, plus the transfer of all attributes of 

sovereignty to the Lebanese government. 26 The note, Spears 

claimed, though "quite firm", was couched in "very polite 

language" and even paid tribute to the historical friendship 

and liberal traditions of France. Members of the Lebanese 

government were convinced that yet again the French were 

playing for time "in the hope that the end of the war or 

some other at present unforeseen event may strengthen their 

hand". They remained determined however, "to forge ahead", 

and it was commented that indeed "[the] pressure of public 

opinion is such that they cannot afford to delay". 27 

In fact, on 28 October, the Lebanese government had been 

subjected to severe scrutiny by the Chamber as to the state 

of progress on the independence front. Riad Solh had avoided 

mentioning the dispute with the French, and had merely 

replied that constitutional amendments were being studied.
28 

As a result, on 30 October, the Lebanese again took up the 

25 Spears to Casey, 5 November 1943, FO 226/243. 

26 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6512/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

27 October 1943, 

27 ibid. 

28 Weekly Political Summary, 
371/35183. 

No 83, E6713/27/89, FO 
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cudgels by replying " in comparatively mild terms", to 

Helleu's letter of 25 October, and stating that the French 

attitude was contrary to the promises of independence of 

1941, and that the government proposed to proceed with its 

programme of reform. With a certain degree of relish, Spears 

commented that he understood Riad Solh's present intention 

was "to reserve his heavy batteries for use if [the] French 
prove obdurate". 29 

The French were already feeling the weight of the 

Lebanese assault. Chataigneau, who had ostensibly been left 

in charge in Helleu's absence3o , despatched a fifteen page 

report on the Lebanese situation to Massigli to inform him 

of the exact state of affairs. 31 He described the Lebanon as 

faced with a choice: 

D'un cote, s'ouvre la voie -- celIe de l'opportunite 
-- des fortunes politiques rapidement et brillamment 
edifiees dans Ie sillage de l'imperialisme 
britannique, soigneusement camoufle derriere les 
grands mots d'independance et de souverainete 
nationale. L'autre route -- celIe de la tradition -­
mene a la recherche d' une emancipation patiemment 
elaboree sous 1 ' egide de la France et a 
l'etablissement d'un statut definitif qui assurera 
au Liban la protection franQaise contre les visees 

•• 32 des Etats VOlSlns. 

Yet judging by the present Lebanese attitude, they had 

already clearly indicated where their preferences lay. 

29 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6653/27/89, FO 371/35183. For text of 
E6847/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

2 November 1943, 
Lebanese note, see 

30 h Levant on 26 October. He reached 
Helleu left t e back in Beirut by 9 November, 

Algiers on 29 October and was . d d 
several days earlier than he had originally lnten e . 

.. . l' 1 Novembre 1943, No 287, 
31 Chataigneau a Masslg 1, 

Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. 

32 ibid. 
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Chataigneau recalled a conversation he had had with Habib 

Abi Chahla and quoted his words: 

Le Liban ... est un voilier; jadis Ie vent soufflait 
de France. Aujourd 'hui, il vient de l'Angleterre. 33 

Chataigneau believed that the very violence of 

ministerial declarations was striking and clearly 

demonstrated the orientation of Lebanese politics: they made 

it perfectly plain that all that was required of the French 

was their departure -- Axis broadcasts could not have made 

a better job of getting the point across. The three 

essential points of Riad Solh's campaign were to revise the 

constitutional safeguards of French rights, to eliminate the 

use of the French language and to secure the return to the 

States of all the responsibilities presently managed by the 

French. Chataigneau had no illusions: 

Dans Ie fond, comme dans la forme, Ie programme 
ministeriel manifeste d'ailleurs une resolution 
prise une fois pour toutes, de nous evincer. 

Nor had the Lebanese 

attaining those aims. 

wasted any time in 

They had begun by 

setting about 

raising public 

consciousness and spreading "independence fever", "pour 

donner l'impression que Ie gouvernement est deborde par son 

opinion". The next task had been to persuade the French of 

the urgent need to quench this thirst for independence "par 
.. d 1 France" " des gestes "dignes du glorieux passe e a 

Otherwise the French would be accused of contributing, by , 
their negative attitude, to the serious disorders which 

would undoubtedly erupt. 

All this, d denoted "1' existence Chataigneau believe , 

d'un plan d'action murement prepare et dont 

l'accomplissement doit trouver des solutions hors du Liban". 

33 "b"d 22. 
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He was convinced that the Lebanese would never have been 

sufficiently courageous to challenge the French unless they 

were certain of backing from powerful allies. They knew they 

could rely on help from Damascus, Bagdad, Cairo and other 

Arab states. Moreover, they also hoped for support from 

America. But as champions of Lebanese independence, the 

aforementioned were of only secondary importance compared 

wi th Britain. Spears and his agents visited the Lebanese 

Parliament almost daily to give advice and directions to the 

Ministers, most of whom owed their portfolios to British 

intervention. Chatigneau commented scathingly: 

II ne s'agit pas, a proprement parler, d'une 
collusion entre les Bri tanniques et Ie gouvernement. 
Plus exactement, les gens en place se sont faits les 
dociles serviteurs de la politique anglaise. 34 

Yet for all this, Chataigneau was not without hope: 

trop de France la-bas, comme disait M. 
pour que l' on puisse nous eliminer de ce 

II Y a 
Briand, 
pays en . t ." 35 vlngt-qua re mOls . 

The most important thing for France to realise was that in 

the long run, if she did not reaffirm her determination to 

remain in the Levant, even her most faithful allies would 

abandon her: 

Ne doutons pas que toute manifestation d~ f~r~ete 
sera saluee avec enthousiasme par la ma]Orlte de 

. · · . t de notre 1 'opinion libanaise, qui ne doute pOln 
liberalisme mais qui n'est point sure que nou~ ayons 
les moyens de nous oppo~e~ ave~ succes aux 
manoeuvres destinees a nous eVlncer. 

34 ibid. 

35 ibid. 

36 ibid. 
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iii) Helleu In Algiers 

Whilst Chataigneau advocated by letters and telegrams 

from the Levant a policy of firmness, Helleu was doing much 

the same in Algiers. Whilst his precise activities for much 

of his stay are unknown, he attended "une rAunion du Comit~ 

restreint" on 5 November. Before de Gaulle, Catroux and 

Massigli, he reported on the Levant and in return received 

guidelines as to the policy he should adopt. 37 France should 

refuse to consider the surrender of any power unless as part 

of negotiations for a treaty to regulate relations with the 

States, based on the 1936 treaties. If the States contested 

the right of the Committee to ratify the 1936 treaties, 

Helleu should refuse to be drawn on the matter, and might 

well point out that "si ce droit pouvait etre mis en cause, 

la lAgitimitA des proclamations qui ont donn~ l'ind~pendance 

aux Etats, deviendrait elle-meme incertaine". The Committee 

however, would permit the States to send representatives to 

Algiers to negotiate amendments to those treaties, once they 

had been ratified. As far as Catroux was concerned, these 

were the only directives issued to Helleu. He admits 

however, that subsequent to the restricted Committee 

meeting, Helleu had requested reinforcements for the Levant, 

a request which was denied for reasons of manpower shortage 

and shipping difficulties. 38 

Catroux seems to have been quite disturbed by Helleu's 

appeal for reinforcements for the Levant, and revealed his 

concern in a note to Massigli. Faced with the intransigence 

of the Lebanese government, he pointed out that Helleu, 

tout en faisant 
qui concerne 
difficultes qui 
dans I ' envoi 

preuve d'un certain optimi~me en ce 
I ' avenir , voi t un reme?e ~ux 

e nt rAsulter de cette sltuatlon 
peuv 'l't ' au Levant de forces ml 1 alres 

37 Catroux, op cit, pp 403-404. 

38 ibid, p 404. 
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francaises •.. Nous trouverions ~ son a' d .. , a V1.S, ans la 
presence de troupes de souverainete Ie d .. . t l ' , moyen e 
resl.S er p us effl.cacement a des pressions h t'l 

t . t· .. os 1. es que cer al.nes au orl.tes alliees sera1.'ent d' .. 
~ , . 1.sposees 
a encourager. J a1. quelque peine a me II' 

1 .. t ". ra 1.er comp e ement a ce pOl.nt de vue ... 39 

Catroux went on to cast considerable doubt on the wisdom of 

Helleu's suggestion for reinforcements. He argued that if 

the French military establishment in the Levant was 

reinforced by black troops, Arab nationalists would jump at 

the chance of denouncing France for her colonialism and her 

repressive tendencies. Equally, the use of contingents of 

North African Moslems would do little to prevent serious 

local reactions and moreover, would gravely upset North 

African opinion. It could only be by the use of European 

troops, with which the French army was not abundantly 

supplied, "qu ' on pourrai t sans trop d ' inconvenients, 

manifester notre force pour n'avoir pas a nous en servir. 

Encore faudrait-il, dans ce dernier cas, faire parvenir ces 

renforts d 'une maniere progressive et avec beaucoup de 

di scretion" . 40 

Catroux preferred to align himself with the more 

moderate suggestions which Chataigneau and de Benoist had 

proposed during their recent visit to Algiers: "une 

declaration fai te sans retard par Ie Comi te ... sur la 

question de l'attribution effective des avantages de 

1 'independance a la Syrie et au Liban et aussi sur Ie 

probleme de l' Uni te Arabe". Catroux believed that France 

should anyway have a clear-cut position on these issues and 

that this approach represented the most skilful way of 

dealing with the problem. Whilst France had no desire to 

renege on her promise of independence, she had every right 

to remind the Levant States that juridically and 

39 Catroux a Massigl i , 8 Novembre 1943, No 266, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. 

40 'b'd 22. 
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technically, the mandate still existed d' . an 1t st11l belonged 
to France. Furthermore the Syrians a d L b ' n e anese ought to be 
referred to Catrou' l' x s proc amat10ns of 1941 , which 
subordinated the concession of complete and total 
independence to the conclusion of a treaty.41 

Catroux ended his note by offering his own solution to 

the situation in the Levant: 

I~ importe plus que jamais que nous temoignons en 
meme temps que nous voulons satisfaire les 
aspirations des syriens et libanais et que ces 
satisfactions ne dependent que de nous seuls. La 
Grande Bretagne a recemment pris la main du Liban. 
II importe de montrer, d'une fa90n manifeste qu'elle 
a usurpe notre role et que ce role nous entendons 
l'exercer. Ainsi ramenerons-nous a la confiance de 
ce nombreux libanais et syriens qui nous sont 
sentimentalement attaches mais qui cessent de 
preferer la France a tout autre puissance, lorsque 
la France cesse d'affirmer ses droits eminents et 
preeminents. 42 

If Helleu had been unsuccessful in persuading his 

superiors in Algiers of the need for more French troops in 

the Levant, he was more successful with another request. In 

view of the unilateral action which the Lebanese government 

appeared to be contemplating, Helleu urged the Committee to 

spell out the French position and to leave the Lebanese 

under no illusions about where they would stand if they 

proceeded. This resulted in a communique being drafted and 

communicated to Chataigneau, to the effect that the French 

would not recognise any unilateral revision of the 

consti tution. Bechara el Khoury was subsequently shown a 

copy of the communique and strongly advised against its 

publication. He warned that it would leave the government 

with no option but to proceed with its legislative 

programme. Without further consultation with Algiers, the 

41 ibid. 

42 ibid. 
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Delegation Generale went ahead and published the communique 

on 5 November. 43 The Foreign Office considered this "an 

unwise move on the part of the French"; Wadsworth observed 

that it was a move bound to provoke bitter opposi tion. 44 

Spears however, calmly announced that the Lebanese were 

about to publish their own communique which would reassert 

Lebanese rights to amend their own constitution and to 

announce that a Bill for the modification of certain 

provisions of the constitution was being submitted to the 

Chamber and would be put to the vote in a speCial 

Parliamentary session on 8 November. Riad Solh was reported 

to be "quite firm", and, having previously complied wi th 

French requests that the controversy should remain private, 

at least during Helleu' s absence, to be glad that the 

French, by this public challenge, had given him a valid 

pretext to publicise the whole issue. 45 

The Foreign Office was somewhat disturbed by this turn 

of events and thought that the French were behaving with 

"extraordinary ineptitude" by provoking what would certainly 

become a head-on clash "with a newly-elected and strongly 

nationalist government". 46 Moreover, there were niggling 

doubts about the exact role Spears had been playing 

throughout. Though designated the "honest-broker" by Casey, 

it is questionable just how honest he was being. There is 

precious little evidence to prove that he attempted to urge 

calm or compromise on either side, but more to prove that 
. . . 1 couraged the Lebanese to Spears and hlS adVlsers actlve y en 

43 ibid. 

44 t F . n Office 5 November 1943, No 619; 
Spears '? tore16g November' 1943; both in E6710/27 /89, 

Foreign Office mlnu e, b r 1943 FRUS 
FO 371/35183. Wadsworth to Hull, 5 Novem e , , 
1943, Vol IV, pp 1001-1002. 

45 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6733/27/789, FO 371/35183. 

46 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 
E6736/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

5 November 1943, 

8 November 1943, 
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stand firm when their re I so ve was failing. While Spears 
scrupulously avoided mentioning such deeds to London, there 

were those at the Foreign Office who had their suspicions. 
As Sir Maurice Peterson lamented , 

.:. I wish I co~ld be more confident than I am that 
S1r E. Spears 1S holding the Syrians and Lebanese 
back. ~e h~s assured them -- prematurely and without 
author1sat10n -- that we will not allow the French 
to impose a treaty settlement on them before the end 
of the war and I don't suggest they need much 
encouragement to try to get everything now and to 
avoid the need for having a treaty at all. 47 

Equally worrying to the Foreign Office was a report from 

Macmillan, who, as instructed, had spoken to Massigli about 

the Levant. 48 Massigli had taken the dressing down in good 

part and moreover, had even mentioned that he was 

contemplating the removal of Helleu and Boegner. 49 (Although 

Massigli may have been contemplating the removal of the two 

offending French officials, there was a quid pro quo in that 

he hoped to secure the removal of Spears whose "poli tique 

personnelle was as troublesome as were the admitted faults 

of Helleu". 50) The disappearance from the Levant scene of 

Helleu and Boegner could only have been good news as far as 

47 Minute by Sir M. Peterson, 9 November 1943, 
E6736/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

48 Macmillan refers to the meeting in his diaries, but 
makes no mention of a discussion on the Levant. He records 
merely having to chaff Massigli "out of his doldrums", 
occasioned by the exclusion of France from the E~ropean 
Advisory Commission. (See below), Macmillan, War Dlaries, 
Entry for 2 November 1943, P 274. 

49 See also Casey to Foreign Office, 3 November 1943, 
E6810/27 /89, FO 371/35183, in which C~s7Y. repo:t::ll~~~~ 
Baron de Benoist had mentioned the poss1bl1lty ~ 1943 
removal; also Rooker to Baxter, 23 Octo er t . ' 

. h . ch Rooker men lons E6567 /27 /89, FO 371/35183 1n w 1 
information from Billotte to the same effect. 

50 Record of conversation between M. Massigl i 

Macmillan, 2 November 1943, FO 660/37. 

d " an ,.r 
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the Foreign Office was concerned, 

Macmillan's report added that it 

"does not accept in spirit the 

but depressingly, 

was clear that Massigli 

policy of giving back 
independence to Syria and Lebanon. He thinks our Arab and 

Colonial policy is misguided ... ". 51 

When Spears learned this, he was quick to point out that 

Massigli could not have been more emphatic when he had been 

in London in his assurances to the British of the French 

intention to honour the promise of independence to the 

Levant States. He commented that the Frenchman's views on 

the merits and demerits of Britain's Arab and colonial 

policy were of little relevance when what was at stake was 

the implementation of "solemn Allied promises already 

gi ven" . 52 Hankey minuted: 

It is most unfortunate that M. Massigli' s ideas 
should be evolving in a sense unfavourable to the 
grant of independence to the Levant States and we 
can agree cordially with everything Sir E. Spears 
says about this. The trouble is that French views on 
Arab affairs necessarily tend to be coloured by 
their policy towards Arabs in North Africa, where 
the situation is totally different from what it is 
in Syria and the Lebanon. Further, General de 
Gaulle, who regards Syria and Lebanon as his 
peculiar preserve, has extremely stiff views on the 
whole subj ect" . 53 

A telegram was despatched to Macmillan, expressing concern 

at the reference to Massigli's weakening, as Britain could 

not allow the Free French to renege on their promise: 

While we 
give up 
modified 

51 ibid. 

realise that they cannot fairly be 
their whole position until a 
posii tion has been secured for 

asked to 
new and 
them by 

52 Spears to Foreign Office, 5 November 1943, No 621, 

E6736/27/89, Fa 371/35183. 

53 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 
E6736/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

8 November 1943, 
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treaty, they can a?d should make gradual concessions 
and not stand del1berately on the status quO.54 

While the Foreign Office continued the "softly, softly" 

approach in Algiers, Spears had drafted what Casey 

considered was "a remarkably good letter" to Helleu, which 

seemed "to blow the French right out of the water". (When 

submi tting the letter to London, Casey had the sense to 

acknowledge that perhaps the Foreign Office might not wish 

to do this.) Casey had persuaded Spears to await Eden's 

opinion before sending the letter. 55 The missive informed 

Helleu that the French claim to the continued exercise of 

the mandatory functions was viewed "as of the utmost gravi ty 

since it inevitably raises the whole question of the extent 

to which, were your position challenged in any quarter, the 

Bri tish authorities would feel justified in supporting you" . 

The letter was never sent; presumably Eden refused to 

sanction its despatch. Casey informed Spears that during his 

stay in Cairo, Eden had been largely engaged on other 

matters. Casey however, had managed to broach the subject 

of the Levant at a Defence Committee meeting which Eden 

attended. He informed Spears that 

the only guidance that emerged is that,You S?ould 
endeavour to induce the French to use dlscretlon and 
tolerance in their handling of the Lebanese 
Government. 

He added "Defence Committee were against the use of force by 
, b " 56 

British troops in connection with potential dlstur ances . 

54 Foreign Office to Algiers, 
E6736/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

10 November 1943, 

h If of October in Moscow 
55 Eden had spent the latter a. he reached Cairo on 4 

at the Foreign Ministers' confere~c~ s before eventually 
November where he stayed severa ay, , 
reaching England on 10 November. 

b 1943, FO 226/246. 
56 Casey to Spears, 7 Novem er 
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Casey, at least had no b ' , w ecome convl.nced that the 
Lebanese situation contained dangerous p 'b'l" OSSl. l. l.tl.es and had 
already surpassed the realm of local pol't' l. l.CS. On several 
occasions he stressed his belief to the For' Off' el.gn l.ce that 
the matter ought to be "thrashed out in L d on on on a high 
level" as soon as possible. 57 Yet again, on 10 November, he 

urged very early Anglo-French discussions in London, "if 

only for the purpose of counselling restraint and realism on 

the French". Most importantly, Casey seems to have been 

alive to the real need "to prevent a Franco-Lebanese-Syrian 

quarrel from developing into a quarrel between France and 

ourselves", though at this late stage, there was little he 

could do to achieve that. 58 

iv) The Lebanese Challenge And The French Response 

Despi te the real dangers inherent in the situation, 

events were taking shape far too rapidly for discussions in 

London or anywhere else to have a salutary effect. On 6 

November, the Bill designed to rid the Lebanese constitution 

of all vestiges of the mandate was circulated to the 

Lebanese deputies; a day later, members of the Lebanese 

government met with Saadullah Jabri and Jamil Mardam at 

Chtaura in the Lebanon and received the full backing of the 

Syrian government for their proposed actions. 59 The French 

meanwhile, were attempting to unsettle the Lebanese with a 

57 Casey to Foreign Office, 
E6894/27/89, Fa 371/35184; Casey to 
November 1943, Fa 226/246. 

58 Casey to Foreign Office, 
E6841/27/89, Fa 371/35183. 

6 November 1943, 
Foreign Office, 8 

10 November 1943, 

59 Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, ~RUS, 19~,w~~; 
IV pp 1003-1004 Saadullah Jabri and Jamll Marda, 

, . th had attended discusSlons on 
returning from Cairo where ey 3 N ber they had 
Arab unity. At a meeting with Casey on oV~~ces~ions from 
promised to go slow in their own battle for c 
the French. 
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"whispering campaign" of "f ausses nouvelles"; it was 
rumoured for example, that H 11 e eu was to be replaced by a 
General bearing the title "Haut Commissaire", that North 

African troops were being despatched to the Levant, and even 

that de Gaulle was en route. 60 A telegram to Algiers observed 

with great satisfaction that Riad Solh was suffering 

considerable anxiety as a result of the violent press 

campaign that had been launched against him. 61 On 7 November 

the French made a desperate but unsuccessful last minute 

attempt to sabotage Lebanese plans by trying to persuade 

various deputies to absent themselves from the Chamber the 

following day, which would render the session inquorate. 62 

On 8 November, the day scheduled for the debate, Helleu 

telephoned Chataigneau from Cairo and instructed him to 

convey a message to the Lebanese government. He asked that 

the parliamentary session arranged for 3.00pm that afternoon 

be postponed until his proposed return on 10 November, as he 

possessed attractive new proposals, which he was sure would 

al ter the situation completely. He warned that if the 

Lebanese confronted him with a fait accompli, he would be 

obliged to reserve complete liberty of judgment and action; 

he further stipulated that this should not be regarded as a 

threat, but rather as an expression of his desire "de 

definir franchement son atti tude" . 63 The Government 

regretfully refused to postpone the debate, but assured 

Chataigneau that they had no wish to impede any negotiations 

60 ibid. 

61 '1 2 Novembre 1943, No 287-88, Guerre Beyrouth a A ger, 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 999. 

62 Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 

IV, P 1004. 

63 Catroux, op ci t, P 405. 
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Helleu might wish to initiate upon his return. M Despite an 
atmosphere "tense with excitement", the Parliamentary 
session was "serious and orderly". An attempt by Edde to 

stall matters, by proposing that the Bill be referred to a 

special Committee, failed. The Bill was eventually passed by 

forty eight votes to nil, with seven abstentions. 

In the light of these events, on the evening of 8 

November, General Holmes interviewed General de Lavalade65 

about the internal security situation. De Lavalade remained 

"quite calm throughout" and insisted that the French would 

do "all in their power to avoid dissolving the Chamber". He 

warned however, that the French attitude must obviously 

depend on the instructions Helleu brought back from Algiers. 

He hinted curiously that it was possible that Helleu might 

anyway be removed, though his successor was unknown. 

Meanwhile, both he and Chataigneau were prepared to commence 

negotiations with the Levant States under three separate 

headings: those responsibilities which could be transferred 

immediately to the States, those which would require 

considerable discussion, and those reserved powers which 

could not be transferred until the war ended. De Lavalade 

went on to complain that it had been reported that Spears 

had apparently stated to a Lebanese deputy that the Lebanese 

would only be free once blood had begun to flow. Holmes 

reported that de Lavalade had threatened that "if Spears 

continued to urge the government to seize power as opposed 

to negotiating, he on his own initiative, [would] make a 

public scandal against [him]". Even though the French 
. ld robably cost him his General realised that to do thlS WOU P 

job, he had maintained that it would be a worthwhile 

64 Spears to Foreign Office, 8 November, 194io 
E6776/27 /89, FO 371/35183; Spears to Foreign Offlce, , 
November 1943, E7207/27/89, FO 371/35190; Catroux, op C1t 

p 405. 

65 General de Lavalade: commander 
forces in the Levant. 

in Chief of French 
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sacrifice. Holmes offered his personal opinion that "this 

time, the situation is considerably more serious than it has 
ever been before". 66 

Spears, however, was busily heaping praise 

Lebanese. The Government had behaved, he asserted, 
on the 

"with 
exemplary restraint throughout", and, since the dispute had 

become public, had even managed to prevent the outbreak of 

any strikes or anti-French demonstrations. 67 For all their 

bravado, the Lebanese were extremely apprehensive about 

French reactions to their gesture of defiance in modifying 

the constitution. They sought assurances from both Wadsworth 

and Spears that they would offer some protection if French 

wrath were too great. Camille Chamoun pressed Wadsworth as 

to how the United States government would react in the event 

of any trouble provoked by precipitate or violent French 

action. 68 On the same day, two Ministers visited Spears, 

expressing concern that Helleu might proclaim himself High 

Commissioner on his return. They seemed disturbed at French 

action in suppressing all news reports of the Government's 

activities and were anxious to know "what the attitude of , 
the British Army would be in case the French suspended the 

Chamber or if there were disturbances?"69 Both Wadsworth and 

Spears had replied evasively: the former had counselled 

against the use of force, whilst the latter had claimed that 

66 Holmes to Wilson, 8 November 1943, ADC 429, WO 
201/984. 

67 Wadsworth to Hull 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 
, 'Off' 8 November 1943, IV, pp 1003-1006; Spears to Forelgn lce, 

E6811/27/89, Fa 371/35183. 

68 Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 

IV, P 1005. 

69 Spears to Foreign 
E6856/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

Office, 9 November 1943, 
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it was impossible to discuss hypothet1.' cal cases and tha t 
anyway, responsibility for security lay with the Army.7o 

Various incidents occurred which only made the Lebanese 

more ill at ease. Gautier, the head of Surete, was reported 

to have said that all was prepared for "effecti ve 
reprisals" . 71 Helleu, t t h' con rary 0 1.S earlier statement, 

returned to Beirut on 9 November72
, and announced rather 

ominously that he was studying how best to respond to the 

Lebanese act of defiance. 73 Then, on 10 November, the French 

suspended certain newspapers for specific periods and others 

sine die. 74 Even less auspiciously, the French Delegation 

suddenly took the "extraordinary step" of cancelling its 

invitations to the Lebanese government to an Armistice Day 

parade and ball on 11 November. Taken together, Spears 

alleged, these actions certainly lent colour to Lebanese 

apprehensions that the French were going to dissolve the 

Lebanese Parliament. To demonstrate solidarity with the 

Lebanese, Spears, in league with Wadsworth, arranged that 

members of the diplomatic corps would also absent themselves 

from the Armistice parade, though military representatives 

were to attend. 75 After hurried consultation with Casey, 

Spears informed the French that Britain was aware of, but 

70 Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 
IV, p 1005; Spears to Foreign Office, 9 November 1943, 
E6856/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

71 Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 
IV, P 1006. 

72 Spears and Gaunson both state incorrectly th~t Hel~~~ 
returned to Beirut on 10 November. See Spears, op Clt, P 
and Gaunson op cit, P 127. 

73 Catroux, op cit, P 405. 

74 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6844/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

10 November 1943, 

10 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 
75 Wadsworth to Hull, 

IV, p 1009. 



347 

could not believe, the rumour that the dissolution of the 

Lebanese Parliament was being contemplated; if there was any 

truth in it, he earnestly begged them not to behave so 

rashly, certainly not until London had been informed and 

afforded the opportunity of representing its views to 
Algiers. 76 

Casey himself continued to be seriously concerned at the 

way the situation was developing: in a telegram to London, 

he referred to a Defence Committee ruling of 7 October 

against the idea of British intervention in the Levant in 

the event of disturbances. 77 He anxiously sought confirmation 

that this was still the case, pointing out that if Britain 

intervened on behalf of the French, it would provoke an 

extremely angry Arab reaction. (Representatives of the Ninth 

Army had also made it plain that they would "view with 

strong distaste, necessity of British military intervention 

to support French repressive action". 78 ) Casey warned that 

the French should be left "under no illusions" about "the 

extent, if any, to which they can rely upon [Britain] for 

military support in the event of necessity". They should be 

warned "that if they provoke trouble, they shall do so at 

their own peril". 79 

At an impromptu dinner at the British Legation in Beirut 

on the evening of 10 November, in honour of King Peter of 

76 Spears to Foreign Office, 10 November 1943, 
E6830/27/89, FO 371/35183; Wadsworth to Hull, 10 November 
1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, P 1009. 

77 The Foreign Office had not received a rep~rt of the 
proceedings of the Defence Committee to Wh1c~h.cas~i 
referred and the reference therefore came as som~ 1~§43 
a surpri~e. See Foreign Office to Casey, 11 Novem er , 
E6848/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

78 Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 

IV, P 1005. 

79 Casey to Foreign Office, 
E6841/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

10 November 1943, 
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Yugoslavia, Spears himself d repeate ly sought and received 
assurances from Helleu, who was a guest, that the French 

would do nothing likely to disturb the public order. 80 

However, at approximately 4.00am on 11 November, the 

Lebanese President and practically his entire Cabinet81 , were 

arrested by Surete agents accompanied by French marines , 
amongst whom, according to some reports, were Senegalese.82 

At 8.00am that morning, Helleu broadcast two decrees, 
annulling the Lebanese government's constitutional 
amendments , dissolving the Chamber, suspending the 

Constitution pending fresh elections, and apPOinting Edde as 

Head of State and Government. 83 

v) Spears Demands British Martial Law 

Helleu's actions dealt a fistful of aces to Spears, who 

from the outset, determined to play the game for all it was 

worth. When he telephoned Casey early on 11 November to 

inform him of the arrests, one of his first requests was 

that Casey should despatch a plane filled with journalists 

to arrive in Beirut before noon that day. He explained his 

suspicion that the French would almost certainly 

misrepresent events and try to make out that they were 

merely restoring order and putting right some irregularities 

commi tted by the Lebanese government. I f however, some 

80 Spears, op cit, pp 224-226; Borden, op cit, pp 217-
222. 

81 Three ministers escaped arrest initially, though Adel 
b 1 . only Osseiran was captured later on 11 NO:,"em er, eavlng 

Mejid Arslan and Habib Abi Chahla at llberty. 

82 On several occasions the French denied 
Senegalese troops, though both General and Lady 
insisted that they had done so. 

using 
Spears 

83 Spears to Foreign Office, 1~ November 1943, N~~ 6ii 
and 638, E6848/27/89, FO 371/35183, Wadsworth to Hu , 
November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, P 1011-1012. 
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journalists were flown in to witness events for themselves, 

Spears thought that it would be impossible for the French to 

claim that they were merely stepping in to restore order or 

to invent some other excuse to whitewash their action.84 

Spears also mentioned that all local papers had been 

heavily censored by the French, and had consequently 

appeared with massive blank spaces. His Press Attache, W. 

Allen, "took a very intelligent initiative" and paid for 

those spaces to be filled with the wavelength of El Ahram, 

a wireless station operating from Palestine, which duly 

broadcast uncensored accounts of events supplied by the 

Spears Mission, and carried across the frontier by military 

motor-cyclists. 85 These conscious and active decisions to 

publicise 

friendly 

down the 

events were certainly not the actions of a 

ally, who should have been more concerned to play 

happenings and to work untiringly for a quick and 

peaceful solution to the crisis. 

The arrests only confirmed for Spears his opinion that 

the French were "utterly irresponsible" . Beirut was 

naturally "in an uproar": the Parliament and the Petit 

Serail had been occupied by French troops; two French 

lorries and a large effigy of de Gaulle had been set alight; 

1 d b k1'11ed and three others wounded one person had a rea y een 

in various incidents86 . The town had been plastered during 

the night with posters of de Gaulle and Stalin to create the 

84 °t p 228-29. Wadsworth mentions that he 
Spears, op Cl , on 12 November 

was due to see six foreign correspondentsc ° 0 at spears~ 
"flown here today in British plane from ba1r 1943 FRUS 

H 11 11 Novem er , ' suggestion". Wadsworth to u , 
1943, Vol IV, p 1017. 

85 Spears, lac cit. 

11 November 1943, Nos 637 86 Spears to Foreign Office, 
and 638, E6848/27/89, FO 371/35183. 
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impression that th F e rench had Russian support87 • large 
crowds were surging around th t ' e s reets shouting "Down with 
France" and tearing down the p t os ers. Though General Wilson 
reported that nothing had yet interfered with British 
communications or vital military interests, it was feared 
that if trouble did spread to S ' yr1a, the French would be 
incapable of dealing with it. 88 

Spears had already received several visits from worried 

Lebanese, pleading for British military assistance. 89 Since 

7.00am on 11 November, he himself had been urging Casey and 

the Commander-in-Chief to impose British martial law, as the 

"only way of preventing most serious riots at a most 

cri tical military J'uncture". 90 He d argue that the very 

assumption of control by the British would have an 

immediately calming effect91
; he stressed however, that there 

87 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November 1943, 
E6857/27/89, F0371/35183. 

88 Commander-in-Chief, Middle East to War Office, 11 
November 1943, E6870/27/89, FO 371/35184; Wilson to eIGS, 11 
November 1943, CC/1166, WO 201/984. 

89 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November 
E6848/27/89, E6857/27/89, and E6859/27/89; all 
371/35184. 

1943, 
in FO 

90 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November 1943, No 637, 
E6848/27/89 and Casey to Foreign Office, 11 November 1943, 
E6881/27/89; both in FO 371/35184. The Allied military 
si tuation in the Aegean had deteriorated during the late 
summer with the German capture of Kos, Leros and Rhodes. 
Allied troops were heavily committed in the Italian 
campaign, but Churchill, who was convinced that to ignore 
the position in the Eastern Mediterranean was a cardinal 
error in strategy, was demanding action to restore the 
situation; plans for action were being hampered by Turkey's 
refusal to allow the Allies use of Turkish airfields. 

91 Wadsworth in discussing the possibility of 
disturbances, had ~redicted that if British military police 
were to appear on the streets, "they would probably be met 
wi th cheers rather than any bricks not thrown at the 
French". Wadsworth to Hull, 9 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol 
IV, P 1005. This was borne out to a certain extent: see 
Report by CSM, 268 FS Section, 12 November 1943, Wo 201/983, 
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must be no dilly-dallying, for to merely threaten the 

imposition of martial law without actually carrying out the 
threat, would be "fatal".92 

Casey was in fact unclear about the exact implications 

of a declaration of martial law. He believed that it would 

involve taking over the Lebanese government, thereby 

bringing British troops into conflict with both the French 

and the Lebanese; Spears was obliged to explain to him that 

it would only mean that Britain assumed the military 

command. Orders would be issued to the French and to the 

local gendarmerie, but the government would not be taken 

over. 93 A Defence Committee meeting in Cairo on 11 November 

at 10.00am however, reaffirmed that British troops should 

not be employed unless and until martial law was declared; 

this would only be possible should the French advise that 

they were unable to control the situation, or if the 

disorder threatened preparations for impending operations. 94 

For the moment, then, Casey managed to restrain Spears from 

clamouring too loudly for the imposition of martial law; 

instead, he advised that Spears should lodge a formal 

protest with the French. Casey certainly realised very 

quickly the need for Spears to tread with extreme care, 

given that, as far as the French were concerned, his 

posi tion was already compromised. One of the Minister of 

State's first actions as the crisis broke was to contact 

Churchill and to warn him that the French would somehow seek 

which described "the complete immunity of British personnel 
who were indeed invariably cheered by the mob". 

92 Spears to Foreign Office, 
E6871/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

11 November 1943, 

93 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 Nove~ber 194;;2~a:~y 
Foreign Office, 11 November 1943; both ln E687 / / , 

to 
FO 

371/35184. 

94 Casey to Foreign Office, 11 
E6881/27/89, FO 371/35184. See also 
144. 

November 1943, KK138, 
Lord Casey, op cit, p 
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to saddle Spears with the blame for events in the Lebanon. 

He expressed confidence that the Prime Minister would not be 
so easily misled. 95 

The Foreign Office was somewhat taken aback by the 

sudden turn of events. It had never received minutes of the 

meeting of the Defence Committee on 7 October, at which it 

had been decided that British troops should not become 

involved in the event of disturbances in the Levant. Casey's 

request for confirmation of this ruling was therefore a 

little puzzling, especially when followed only a day later 

by Spears's telegram demanding the imposition of martial 

law. A reply had been despatched to Casey, pointing out that 

given the current situation, it was "not practicable" for 

Bri tain to announce that she had no intention, under any 

circumstances, of taking steps to maintain order. Her own 

military security required calm and if necessary, Britain 

would have to intervene, though preferably under a 

declaration of etat de siege rather than martial law. 96 For 

the moment though, the Foreign Office wanted assurances from 

the French and the Lebanese that they would do everything 

possible to reach a modus vivendi; otherwise, Britain would 

call a conference to which the French, the Levant States and 

the Americans would be invited, to try, once and for all, to 
97 effect a settlement. 

was 

This telegram was copied to Macmillan in Algiers who 

furthermore instructed to urge the French to withdraw 

95 Casey to Churchill, MOS/I02, 11 N~vember 1943, PREM 
3/421. This telegram is printed in full 1n Spears, op cit, 
p 232. 

96 It had been agreed with the French ~hat ,they could 
, authorlty ln the case 

declare an etat de siege on thelr ow~ do so at Britain's 
of internal disturbance, but must a so 
request. 

97 Foreign Office to Casey, 
E6848/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

11 November 1943, 
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Helleu as Delegue General ' 1mmediately, and to release the 
arrested Ministers in order to facilitate the early 

reassembly of the Chamber. He was to warn the French that 

Bri tish troops would intervene to restore order should 

circumstances demand. Additionally Macm'll , 1 an was to draw 
Massigli's attention to the very dim view the Foreign Office 

took of "the fact that the French should have chosen to use 

M. Helleu to carry out this coup d'etat, although M, 

Massigli himself had just indicated that M. Helleu was to be 
replaced" . 98 

In a further telegram, it was pointed out that the 

si tuation had been caused by "grave blunders and lack of 

judgment on both sides". Whilst the Lebanese were certainly 

not blameless, the French had behaved "even more foolishly". 

In Egypt between 1922 and 1936, Britain herself had faced a 

similar situation to that which now confronted the 

Committee. She however, had proceeded to make "gradual and 

extensive concessions to Egyptian independence, whilst 

retaining enough in hand to conclude the Treaty of 

Alliance in 1936".99 In Foreign Office opinion, there was no 

reason whatsoever why the French should not make certain 

concessions to the Lebanese and several were suggested, 

98 Foreign Office to Macmillan, 11 November 1943, 
E6848/27/89, FO 371/35183. 

99 The Egyptian analogy used so repeatedly by the 
Foreign Office aroused considerable criticism in the Leva~t. 
Bennett a Middle Eastern official pointed out lts 
invalid.! ty: Britain's position in Egypt w~s based ,on her 
Protectorate and she was under no internat10nal obllgation 
to concede i~dependence to Egypt. France's position in the 
Levant however was derived from the mandate. He argued that 
France could n~t have it both ways: "They cannot be allowed 
at the same time to invoke the rights conferred on them by 
the mandate ... and escape the obligations". What ~as, :a~~: 
for the goose was also sauce for the gander, an, ~ 
French claimed their rights under the mandate, ,Brltaln w~s 
equally entitled to insist that they fulflll~d 1~:~r 
obligations under it. Note by Bennett, 13 Novem er , 
forwarded by Brigadier Clayton to D. W. Lascelles, FO 
226/246. 
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including the return of the Intere~ts C omrnuns, the abrogation 
of various French decrees, a reduction in the numbers of 
French officials, and e ven certain constitutional 
amendments. Above all, the French should clearly understand 
that 

~heir recent violent attitude [had] put them so far 
1~ ~he wrong, that it is becoming increasingly 
d1ff1cult to make allowance for such provocation as 
they may have received. 100 

vi) Reprimanding The French 

Responsibili ty for actually issuing a protest to the 

French in Algiers fell to Roger Makins, Macmillan's 

assistant, due to the Minister Resident's temporary absence 

in Italy.101 Makins duly saw Massigli early on 12 November 

and expressed British concern about events in Beirut. 

Massigli however, claimed to be without information: he 

could tell Makins only that Helleu had been instructed to 

inform the Lebanese government that the Committee was 

prepared to ratify provisionally the 1936 Treaties of 

Alliance, and would thereafter negotiate on any amendments 

the States might wish to press. He insisted that the 

Lebanese had themselves thrown down the gauntlet, by passing 

their Reform Bill and defying French wishes. They had done 

this, he maintained, with British support and encouragement. 

Makins denied the accusation against Britain, and expressed 

his deep regret that the French had allowed themselves to be 

100 Foreign Office to Macmillan, 11 November 1943, 
E6848/27/89 FO 371/35184. Spears mistakenly asserts,that 
this telegr~m was sent on 13 November. Spears, op Clt, P 
241. 

101 Since the Italian surrender in September, Macmillan 
had been obliged to devote more and more time to Italian 

affairs. 
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provoked into an action , 
difficul t to repair". 102 

"the consequences of which might be 

Spears 

Office had 

was infuriated by the reprimand the Foreign 

French. He the 
considered 

Lascelles 

seen fit to administer to 

it insufficiently deprecatory and instructed 

retort to the Foreign Office of the to draft a 

sort "to finish off Peterson once and for all". 103 The 

telegram he composed, which evidently satisfied Spears, 

announced that it was "depressing" that attempts were still 

being made, in spite all that had occurred , 

to whitewash the French and to insinuate that the 
Lebanese are nearly as much to blame for the present 
crisis. 

The "grave blunder" committed by the Lebanese, had been 

their assumption that, having been described as "sovereign 

and independent", they could behave as such and amend their 

own constitution, without seeking the prior consent of the 

power that had so described them. By way of comparison, 

French foolishness 

has consisted inter alia, in arresting the President 
and members of the Government, at dead of night, and 
removing them to an unknown destination, forcibly 
closing the Chamber and in letting loose hordes of 
French native and black troops, on an unarmed , 

I t · 104 popu a lon ... 

Whilst the telegram did not exactly finish off Peterson, 

it certainly provoked considerable irritation: Hankey found 

it" aggravating, to say the least". Britain's aim was to 

102 Makins to Foreign Office, 
E6902/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

12 November 1943, 

103 Spears, op ci t, P 242. 

104 Beirut to Foreign Office, 1~ 
E6948/27/89, FO 371/35185. This telegram 1S 

in Spears, op cit, P 242-43. 

November 1943, 
printed in full 
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unite France and the Levant States by a treaty, but with 

Spears at Beirut, that policy was "completely ineffective". 

Hankey was sufficiently annoyed to record his opinion that 

we shall continue to have trouble in the Levant 
States, until we have a representative there who is 
able to use effective influence with the French 
authorities there, in pushing them along the right 
way, and who, (from whatever cause) is not persona 
non grata with them. 105 

In the Levant meanwhile, Spears had, with bad grace, 

consented to lodge a protest with the French. As he was 

quick to point out, it was "purely for the record and will 

have no practical effect, as the French are obviously acting 

on instructions from Algiers". 106 Even though Casey had 

insisted on the protest, he too, was inclined to share this 

view: he thought Helleu would never have acted as he had 

done unless so instructed by the Committee and he stressed 

to London that probably only representations from both 

Britain and the United States would now remedy the situation 

in Beirut. 107 When making his own protest to Baron de Benoist 

in Cairo, Casey was remarkably conciliatory. According to 

the Baron's report, he had made it quite plain 

que les anglais n'etaient pour rien dans les 
actuelles difficul tes franco-libanaises, et qu' il 
avai t donne instructions aM. Spears de precher 
instamment Ie calme des deux cotes. 

When de Benoist had replied that the matter was strictly 

Franco-Lebanese, and that if Britain wanted to help France, 

the best thing for her to do would be to refrain from all 

105 Minutes by R. M. A. Hankey, 14 and 15 November 1943, 
E6948/27/89, FO 371/35185. 

106 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November 1943, No 638, 
E6848/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

107 Casey to Foreign Office, 11 November 1943, KK 138, 
E6881/27/89, FO 371/35184. 
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intervention, Casey had expressed entire agreement. His 

whole manner had been such that de Benoist formed the 

impression "que l' atti tude de M. Casey en ce qui concerne 

les affaires du Levant en general, est parfaitement loyale 
et mesuree". 108 

Spears eventually managed to transmit his letter of 

protest to Helleu through an intermediary, as the Delegue 

refused on a series of contradictory pretexts to see him 

before 5. OOpm that day. 109 The letter expressed Britain's 

grave concern and indignation at the French action. It noted 

that the arrests had been carried out in such a way as would 

surely revolt public opinion worldwide. Furthermore, it 

reproached Helleu for having given his word as late as 

midnight on 10 November, that he would avoid any action 

liable to disturb the peace. Only hours later, he had 

proceeded with steps which were almost certain to cause 

disorder and impede the war effort. Spears left it to Helleu 

to imagine the effect which these inadmissibly 
dictatorial measures, taken against a small and 
defenceless people, [would] inevitably have upon 
enlightened public opinion in the great democracies. 

108 Baron de Benoist a Alger, 11 Novembre 1943, No 236, 
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. 

109 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November, E6871/27/89, 
FO 371/35184. Unlike Spears, Wadsworth m~naged to see Helleu 
at 6.00pm on 11 November. He expressed h1s co~cern a?out the 
French action and its probable effect on ne1ghbour1ng Ahrab 

b ' for concern "unless ot ers 
countries. Helleu saw no as~s th' and further 
fished in troubled waters. ~rom t~:t Helleu was 
conversation Wadsworth estab11shed, t . 

, , 'h h he was conv1nced were ry1ng 
referring to the Br1 t1S , w 0 t This fear and an 
to oust the French from the, Levan h · Id on the Levant, 
, '1' t' d s;re to reta1n a 0 1mper1a 1S 1C e.", [the] two basic motives 
Wadsworth reported, const1 tut7s ~, .. Wadsworth to Hull, 11 
prompting present French act1on. 1018-1019. 
November 1943, FRUS, 1943, Vol IV, pp 
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"Your language ti 1 en re Y approved", the Foreign Office 
commented. 110 

Not so by Helleu, who decided that the letter had been 

phrased "en termes violents et discourtois", such that he 

regarded it as "nulle et non avenue". 111 In an "acid reply" 

he informed Spears accordingly, commenting that his honour 

"se passe des lec;ons", and alleging that Spears's version of 

events was inexact. 112 Indeed, Helleu took great pains to 

emphasise to Algiers that rumours that he had formally 

assured Spears that he would do nothing to cause disorder 

were being spread, merely to cast him in "Ie mauvais role", 

as the villain of the piece. He categorically denied ever 

having given such an assurance to Spears but claimed that 

what he had actually stressed to him was 

que je n'admettais pas d'avoir ete place devant Ie 
fait accompli et que ce ne serait certainement pas 
par moi si l'ordre etait trouble J'insiste 
encore une fois sur ce fait. 113 

Helleu evidently felt very strongly about the matter as 

he asked Baron de Benoist to lodge a complaint with Casey 

about the note. De Benoist protested that Spears's letter 

had been "couched in obj ectionable terms", but Casey replied 

that on the contrary, it had been "formal" and "restrained". 

Once again, Casey did his utmost to impress upon de Benoist 

110 Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November 1943; Foreign 
Office to Spears, 12 November 1943; both in E6867/27/89, FO 
371/35184; see also Spears, op cit, pp 235-36. 

111 Helleu a Alger, 11 Novembre 1943, No 331-32, Guerre 
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1575. 

112 Wadsworth to Hull, 11 November 1943, FRUS, 1943, .vol 
IV p 1018· Helleu a Spears, 11 Novembre 1943, Pap1ers 
Ma~sigli, V~l 1468; Spears to Foreign Office, 11 November 
1943, E6904/27/89, FO 371/35184. 

113 Helleu a Alger, 12 Novembre 1943, No 343, Guerre 

1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1575. 
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Britain's assur f ances 0 goowill. This time however, de 

Benoist formed a less favourable impression: Casey seemed to 
be "un homme fascl.' ne'" pa S " r pears and his ability to exert 

any real influence over matters, was therfore drastically 

reduced. He reported that even one of the Minister of 

State's own staff had commented: "Casey, en face de Spears, 

c 'est I' histoire du lapin devant Ie serpent" 114 , a verdict 

with which the Foreign Office would have been inclined to 
agree. 

Helleu himself subsequently wrote at length to Casey in 

much the same vein as his letter to Algiers. He claimed that 

he had merely informed Spears that he could not tolerate 

being faced with a fait accompli. The letter continued: 

Je voulais seulement indiquer au General Spears que 
j'ignorais point la campagne d'excitation contre la 
France a laquelle se livraient ses agents; je 
comprends qu'il puisse etre commode pour Ie General 
Spears de me placer dans Ie role de parjure, mais je 
dois vous exprimer rna profonde surprise de voir un 
Ministre de Gouvernement de Sa Majeste employer 
semblable procede envers Ie representant d'une 
puissance amie et alliee. 115 

Helleu claimed not to have consulted Spears before deciding 

upon the arrests because of his perpetually unfriendly 

attitude towards the French, which countless representations 

in London had failed to improve. He drew Casey's attention 

to what he deemed a great irony: Spears had criticised 

French measures as liable to disturb public order, yet radio 

stations in Cairo and Jerusalem "fassent chorus avec les 

emissions allemands" and were transmitting false information 

which could only agitate public opinion and provoke trouble. 

114 Casey to Foreign Office, 13 November 1943, 
E6928/27 /89, FO 371/35185; Baron de Benoist a Alger, 13 
Novembre 1943, No 238, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1312. 

115 Helleu a Casey, 13 Novembre 1943, Papiers Massigli, 
Vol 1468. 
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This seemed to Helleu "difficilement conciliable avec la 

preoccupation si souvent manifeste du cote britannique de 

tout subordonner a l' effort de guerre". France had every 

right, he asserted, to resort to measures which Bri tain 

herself had readily employed and would doubtless use again 

in similar circumstances. 116 Helleu evidently sought to make 

as much as he possibly could of the note of protest from 

Spears to deflect attention from his own actions. Meanwhile, 

diplomatic relations with Spears were conveniently reduced 

to a state of limbo during the next few days. 

116 ibid. 
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