



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































570

reminded Law that the Committee was still awaiting a

response from Britain to her request for inclusion in the
military operations destined to open a second front.’® Time
was pressing and in the absence of a decision in principle,
there was a real risk that the second front would be opened

without the participation of the three divisions the
Committee was offering:

L'intérét britannique s'accordait avec notre
légitime demande. La présence de troupes francgaises
aux cOtés des alliés donnerait son maximum de
retentissement psychologique au débarquement. Le
grand mouvement d'enthousiasme populaire qui
permettrait d'établir les relations franco-
britanniques sur une base durable avec le concours
ardent de 1l'opinion publique, s'en trouverait
renforcé.”’

It is quite evident what Viénot was about. He hoped to trade
on Britain's embarrassment over her rough treatment of
France to secure a positive response to issues on which the

Committee was at issue with the Allies.

6 A definite commitment to launch Operations Overlord
and Anvil (the cross-Channel invasion of France and a
subsidiary diversionary invasion of Southern France) had
been taken at the Teheran Conference and the Free Frengh
were most anxious to secure Allied agreement to their
participation in the operation to liberate France.

77 yiénot & Alger, 27 Novembre 1943, No 1492, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
REFORMATION AND REASSESSMENT

i) Clearing Out The Augean Stable

The British were obviously keen to see Catroux commence
negotiations as soon as possible with the Levant States,
though they had few illusions about the enormous
difficulties he would face. For Catroux himself, who was
primarily concerned with salvaging as much as he could of
France's prestige and position in the Levant, negotiations
with the Syrians and Lebanese may well have presented a less
daunting prospect than the more immediate task of dealing
with the bitterly hostile and firmly entrenched French
administration and civilian community in the Levant. Catroux
knew that he could not afford to shirk his responsibilities
and embarked immediately on a "purge" of those officials
most directly involved in the recent crisis. Almost on
arrival in Beirut, he had advised Algiers that Helleu,
Baelen and Boegner would have to go and Massigli had
endorsed this advice. Helleu had proved less than co-
operative, though his two staff were more accommodating;
amongst others whose services were dispensed with were
Gautier!, the head of Sireté, and Capitaine Moret?, both of

whom had been closely involved with the arrests of 11

! Spears +to Foreign Office, 25 November 1943,
E7402/27/89, FO 371/35192. Spears 1later reported that
Gautier had been appointed to the "very important post of
Préfet of Oran". His informant had remarked, "with some
justification”, he noted, that it was impossible to believe
that de Gaulle and the Committee disapproved of what had
happened in the Lebanon when Gautier was rewarded thus. See
Spears to Foreign Office, 17 December 1943, E8100/27/89, FO

371/35196.

? Beyrouth a Alger, 24 Novembre 1943, No 504, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1573.
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November; similarly, M. David, the délégué in Beirut, was to

be replaced, as was M. Rozek, an adviser on Eastern affairs.?

Spears commended Catroux's "most laudable beginnings at
clearing out the Augean stable of the Délégation", but
nonetheless feared, especially from the tone of recent
articles in the French press®, that "the Bourbons were still
in control".® Though Catroux did in fact promise to put a
stop to the violently anti-British polemics which featured
regularly in French newspapers®, other signs indicated that
he faced considerable opposition from within the French
community. Urged by Spears to abrogate all Helleu's decrees
of 10th November, Catroux had privately agreed with the
wisdom of this advice. All +the decrees were in fact
annulled, with the exception of Article One, which nullified
the Lebanese Constitutional Reform Bill, and the preamble
which asserted that fresh elections would be necessary.’ When
Spears tried to persuade Catroux to abrogate the remaining
sections, on the grounds that their continued existence was
likely to provoke the Lebanese Chamber®, the Frenchman
confessed that, having recently convened a meeting of all
French officials and officers in Beirut, "the temper and

attitude was so ugly and opposition to the policy he had

3 Note d'un bon informateur concernant la situation au

Liban, 6 Decembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Vichy Levant, Vol
30.

* For example, "La Syrie" had recently contained what
Spears considered to be "a most impertinent attack on
British intervention in the crisis". Spears to Foreign
Office, 25 November 1943, E7405/27/89, FO 371/35192.

> ibid.

¢ gSpears to Foreign Office, 26 November 1943,
E7445/27/89, FO 371/35192.

7 Spears to Foreign Office, 23 November 1943,
E7305/27/89, FO 371/35191.

8 gpears to Foreign Office, 24 November 1943,
E7347/27/89, FO 371/35192.
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followed so strong, that he did not dare
this step". Spears continued:

... to carry out

The a?titude of a great many Frenchmen here is quite
unbelievable. It can only be described as that of a
slave merchant to an escaped slave.’®

There were even persistent rumours, he reported, that
certain elements among the French were planning a putsch
against the Lebanese; in an attempt to foil any such
attempt, the Lebanese government had all been sleeping under

one roof under a heavy gendarmerie guard.!®

The resistance which Helleu had offered to his summons
to Algiers for consultation, and especially his personal
appeals to de Gaulle, had been another indicator of the
nature and extent of opposition which Catroux faced. Helleu
had refused to accept his recall to Algiers unless confirmed
by General de Gaulle to whom he had appealed personally.
Massigli had been obliged to write to him, expressing
surprise that he had not yet responded to the Committee's
request and reminding him that he was administratively
responsible to the Commissariat aux Affaires Etrangéres.'!
Massigli had also written to both Catroux and Chataigneau,
revealing that he had been "extrémement peiné de 1l'état
anarchique que révele le systeme des télégrammes

personnels".!® There had been several other occasions during

° Spears to Foreign Office, 26 November 1943,
E7445/27/89, FO 371/35193.

10 ipid. P. Reilly, on Macmillan's staff in Algiers,
thought that the allegation about a possible putscb seemed
"hardly credible", but admitted "it does look as %f there
may well be further trouble". See Minute by P. Reilly, 28
November 1943, FO 660/40.

11 Massigli a Helleu, 27 Novembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45,
Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.

12 Massigli & Catroux et Chataigneau, 25 Novembre 1943,
Papiers Massigli, Vol 1468.
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the recent crisis when both incoming and outgoing telegrams
had come to light, the existence of which had been unknown
to both Massigli and the majority of the Committee;
justifiably annoyed, Massigli decided to try and put a stop

to the whole system of personal telegrams which had so
undermined his authority.?!3

Nonetheless, Helleu was still managing to communicate
directly with de Gaulle by telegram as late as 26 November.
Possibly hoping to cause trouble for Catroux and to save
some of his own skin, Helleu notified de Gaulle of the

unsettling effect Catroux's measures were having:

L'émotion provoqué dans tout le pays par les mesures
prises par le Général Catroux est immense. Un
discours prononcé par lui & Damas, devant les
sommités politiques, militaires et relations de 1la
colonie frangaise a regu un accueil glacial.
Indépendamment des considérations de politique
général dont je ne suis pas juge, je souhaiterais
que le Comité ... ne se prononce définitivement sur
les mesures contredictées par le Général Catroux
avant que j'ai pu étre moi-méme entendu. Je crois
savoir que le Général Catroux quitte le Levant
dimanche. Moi-méme, je ne pourrai pas étre avant
mercredi & Alger ou j'arriverai avec un fort
important dossier.!

In fact, Helleu 1left Beirut the very next day, still

1> gpeaking to an American

protesting his "innocence".
journalist whilst passing through Cairo, he insisted that he
had acted only in conformity with instructions from the

Algiers Committee. To reinforce his argument he had pointed

13 Massigli & Catroux et Chataigneau, 25 Novembre 1943,
Papiers Massigli, Vol 1468.

4 Helleu & de Gaulle, 26 Novembre 1943, No 1686, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.

15 Beyrouth & Alger, 29 Novembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45,
Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.
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to his long experience in the diplomatic world,
over thirty eight years of service.!®

acquired

ii) A Psychoanalysis Of The Cabinet Politique

If Massigli had not already realised the extent of the
task Catroux faced in the Levant, it was admirably brought
home to him by one G. Bonoure, who offered him his own eye-
witness observations. Bonoure imagined that Massigli and his
colleagues in Algiers must be wondering and failing to
understand how the events in the Lebanon had come about.
From his insight, Bonoure offered to "faire la psychoanalyse
du Cabinet Politique de Beyrouth" and to explain

comment un acte si pareil, si contraire & nos
traditions, 3 nos moeurs, a tout ce qu'on attend de
nous dans le monde, a pu étre congu et exécuté ...
comment il se peut se faire que des diplomates aient
résolu un jour de passer la pardle aux flics et aux
mitraillettes.?’

Bonoure alleged that after the resounding election
defeat, the governing clique within the Cabinet Politique,
filled with spite, resentment and self-reproach, had been
forced to stake everything on one last throw of the dice.
They had felt compelled to precipitate a violent crisis to
divert attention from their own failures. Inspired by the
Neroistic principle of "Du moins nous finirons en beauté",

the protagonists had conceived of the coup as

un expédient aventureux pour tenter de sauver une

partie perdue, ou du moins achever la faillite en
- [ ] - - '

gloire ... un de ces défis a la fortune ou 1l'on

16 Note, 11 Decembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Vichy Levant,
Vol 30.

7 G. Bonoure & Massigli, 27 Novembre 1943, Papiers
Massigli, Vol 1468.
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hasarde tout en pensant que 1l'éclat du geste
compensera la ruine.

One of the group had even likened the French action to a
card game, in which the imposition of Eddé was seen as the

trump card. Bonoure continued his diagnosis:

Les dirigeants de notre politique au Levant savaient
qu'ainsi, 1ils escamoteraient 1la responsibilité
qu'ils avaient assumées sur le plan local. L'affaire
cesserait d'étre une affaire 1libanaise qui avait
fait éclater leur incapacité a& tous les yeux. Elle
passait sur le plan international. Elle devenait une
affaire anglo-frangaise ou ils apparaissaient comme
les champions valeureux de nos intéréts impériaux,
ou ils bénéficiaient de la révolte du sentiment
national frangais soulevé contre 1l'alliée déloyale
et perfide. Par cette substitution, ils se sauvaient
eux-mémes. Au lieu d'étre des brouillons et des
débiles, ils devenaient les héros.!®

Bonoure claimed that since his return to the Levant in
August, he had noticed that it was plain to everyone that
France was courting disaster. His Syrian and Lebanese
friends, Moslem and Christian alike, had come to him daily,
out of genuine concern, to ask if the French had really lost
their heads. In fact, Bonoure stated, there was no longer
any head to lose: throughout the intensely busy pre-election
period and even during the elections themselves, Helleu had
remained ensconced in his mountain residence, while his
subordinates, right down to provincial advisers, schemed and
politicked.!® Bonoure claimed that in twenty years of the

mandate, even at its worst moments, he had never witnessed

1% ibid.

19 Tady Spears observed in her personal account of the
Lebanese crisis, that Helleu "would Qisappear for days, ?he
gossips said with a supply of whisky bott%esc leav1gg
Boegner and Baelen in charge of the _Grand Seral_l '1t
wasn't long before Boegner held everything Frgnch, 1nc}ud1;g
his miserable chief, in his scrawny, prehensile fanatlca% Y
anti-British hands". Mary Borden, Journey Down A Blind

Alley, p 213.
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"le spectacle d'une pareille décomposition", The French had
been simultaneously hateful and ridiculous, but what he
found was most difficult to come to terms with was to now

watch those responsible for the Crisis "enveloppés dans les

Plis du drapeau ... se rengorger en prétendant que dans
cette affaire, ils ont été les seuls vrais patriotes".?®

Bonoure argued that however much one tried to blame the
wicked British, it was "puéril d'accuser un rival dont les
desseins, jamais changés, sont connus depuis vingt ans, qui
dépose de 1la force matérielle et & qui notre carence
imbécile remet tous les atouts de la partie". From the very

outset, France had played into England's hands by deciding
upon force:

Nous avons achevé nous-mémes magnifiquement 1le
succeés que son travail, sa continuité des vues, son
effort persévérant, lui avaient assuré aux
€élections. L'Angleterre avait ici le prestige de 1la
force matérielle; nous lui avons ajouté le Prestige
de la force morale. Spears doit bien rire.?

Catroux's job had been extraordinarily difficult,
Bonoure stressed. The public response to the arrests had
been unprecedented -- unanimous, passionate and even
violent. Beirut had never seen the 1like of such
demonstrations before. The country had been on the verge of

insurrection:

Tu penses bien que le dernier cireur de bottes
connait notre faiblesse et sait que nous avons trois
bataillons seulement pour soutenir notre politique
nazie. Catroux, dans le rétablissement qu'il a fait,
nous donne le Levant une seconde fois.

20 G, Bonoure A& Massigli, 27 Novembre 1943, Papiers
Massigli, Vol 1468.

21 ibid.



578

Bonoure emphasised that France must now undertake '"une
politique de reconstruction véritable, hardie et
déterminée", and put an end once and for all to the period
of disorder and confusion which presently held sway. He
recalled a quote from Sainte Beuve: "Les hommes manquaient
encore aux choses et il est souvent infligé aux sociétés en
détresse de les désirer longtemps". Utilising the dictum, he
concluded: "Les choses du Levant manquent des hommes: ne

nous les laisse pas désirer trop longtemps" . 22

iii) New Blood Required

The call for a thorough reshuffle and renewal of Levant
personnel in the Levant was one which was being made to
Algiers with increasing frequency and insistency. Echoing
Bonoure's appeal, Count Stanislas Ostrorog, newly arrived
from Algiers, considered that the current French authorities
were "frappées de léthargie" and required a complete shake-
up, if they were going to engage in the struggle "contre la
marée anglaise qui risque de tout submerger". He advised the
elimination of certain officials and their replacement,
above all, by "des fonctionnaires efficients ... [qui]

connaissent 1l'art de plaire".?

Catroux agreed completely with both Bonoure and Ostrorog
about the need to settle the Levant personnel problem
urgently and was himself making strong recommendations to
the Committee on that very matter. He saw the need to settle
the post of Délégué Général as a first priority. To
stabilise the Levant situation, he considered a man of
prestige and authority was required, who must be, above all

else, politically astute. In the present climate, there

%2 ibid.

23 pxtraits d'une lettre personnelle de S. Ostrorog, 8
Decembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1006.
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could be no recrudescence of the petty struggles and

conflicts which had besmirched relations between Helleu and

Général de Lavalade. Catroux thought the post should be

entrusted to a military general,
relevant attributes,

one who possessed the
and who could combine the military
command with the political authority. He proposed Général
Beynet for the job, as a man "qui posséde de 1'autorité et
qui, dans ses séjours dans ce pays-ci, a connu les gens et
les choses”. He additionally suggested that the Délégué
Général be assisted by a Délégué Adjoint, a réle which he
considered Chataigneau would fill admirably.?

Alternatively, if this suggestion did not commend
itself, Catroux thought that a civilian notable might do,
provided he was a skilled negotiator and politician. Though
Massigli was his first choice, Catroux recognised his
present indispensability, and instead, proposed Viénot, who
had an excellent reputation in the Levant®®; as a civilian,
he should be assisted by a loyal military commander of
quality, perhaps Général St. Didier. Catroux thought that
both Général de Lavalade and Général Monclar should go, the
former because he had offended the civilian authorities and
the latter not only because of his quarrels with the British
in Lattakia, which still rankled, but also and primarily
"[parce] qu'il est resté 1l'homme dés début du mandat". After

offering suggestions for various other posts®®, Catroux

2¢ catroux a Alger, 27 Novembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45,
Alger CFLN, Vol 1005. Catroux had originally thought that
Chataigneau might replace Helleu, but changed his mind,
realising that he did not possess the cor;gcﬁ psychology.and
outlook required by the new situation. Général de Tassigny
was considered but rejected as he was not familiar with the
Levant and had never handled political problems.

5 yiénot, as Deputy Foreign Minister to the Blum
government, had played a major réle in negotiating the 1936
treaties with the Levant States.

26 catroux suggested that Binoche should head the Sareté
Générale and that Boujard ought to be Secrétaire Générale,
while Ostrorog ought to remain in Damascus.
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additionally requested the despatch of five or six hand-
picked young officers or diplomats, whose specific brief
would be to reestablish and renew contacts with the
Levantines, an aspect of policy which had hitherto, he
observed, been "entiérement abandonné aux britanniques".

Most importantly, the new Délégué Générale should realise

que l'indépendance est devenue une réalité, que les
susceptibilités sont vives et qu'il n'est plus

possible d'agir sur les gouvernements par
intervention directe, et qu'il faut s'imposer & eux
par le talent et la persuasion.?

Though Catroux had obviously done his best to rid the
Levant of all those most directly responsible for the coup
d'état, the task of filling their posts with untarnished,
forward-thinking personnel of the type he desired, could not
be completed overnight. Meanwhile, the prospect of Catroux's
imminent departure forced Spears to admit that he was
nervous about what would happen in his absence, as
Chataigneau had "little authority" and de Lavalade was "an

old woman".?®

Catroux too informed Algiers that the Lebanese
government and numerous French and Lebanese individuals had
all begged him to remain in the Levant several weeks longer,
alleging that the firm re-establishment of public order and
good relations between the two countries depended purely on
his presence and personal standing; he had received similar
pleas from Damascus and confessed that he shared the fears.
Although torn by conflicting responsibilities, Catroux
decided that it was his duty to return and to inform the

Committee in Algiers without delay of "la situation

27 Ccatroux & Alger, 27 Novembre 1943, No 533-9, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.

2  gpears to Foreign Office, 26 November 1943,
E7445/27/89, FO 371/35193.
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affligeante ou le coup du 10 novembre nous a fait descendre

et de laquelle il faut sortir avec le minimum de dommages".?®

Before leaving the Middle East on 30 November3°, Catroux
had conversations with the two Levant governments. Both had
stressed their continued refusal to recognise the French
Committee as entitled to conclude a treaty and demanded the
transfer to themselves within the shortest possible time of
all the attributes of sovereignty. Faced with such
intransigence, Catroux had informed them that he was
prepared to drop the idea of a treaty until the end of the
war and would negotiate a number of separate agreements with
the States which might then be bound together by some

preamble conceding the French a position in the Levant.®

Catroux additidnally informed Algiers that he had
convened meetings of all French officials and officers in
Damascus and Beirut "afin d'apaiser le ressentiment ou de
dissiper 1'état de marasme". He had explained recent events
to them as well as "les raisons qui ont motivé le réglement

de 1l'affaire". He continued:

Je les ai invités a garder leur sang-froid et leur
courage et & conserver la conviction que nous
surmonterions cette épreuve. J'ai lieu de croire que
j'ai été compris.*

29 catroux & Alger, 28 Novembre 1943, No 541-2, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.

30 casey to Foreign Office, 30 November 1943,
E7523/27/89, FO 371/35193.

31 gpears to Foreign Office, 30 November 1943,
E7555/27/89, FO 371/35194.

32 catroux a Alger, 28 Novembre 1943, No 543, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1005.
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Spears, who had attempted to monitor these gatherings, was

on the whole impressed with Catroux's performance:; he felt
the Frenchman had done his best to impress on his
compatriots the realities of the situation. That Catroux had
been reported as accusing Britain of inflicting "a second
Fashoda" on the French Spears was prepared to forgive, as he
realised that Catroux was probably afraid of losing his
authority over his men unless he took an anti-British line.
More importantly Catroux had stressed the need for the
French to cultivate a new attitude towards the Syrians and
Lebanese; he warned his conseillers in particular to
remember always that they were servants to and not masters
of the governments to which they were accredited.?®® The
Eastern Department welcomed these reports. Catroux seemed to
be taking a sensible line and his attitude towards his
officials was deemed "salutary, whatever he may have said

about Great Britain". "We must help Catroux", minuted

Hankey, "He is our only hope in this mess".*

iv) Transferring The Blame

The weeks after the crisis were difficult for those
French who had survived Catroux's "épuration". Just as
Catroux, on arrival in the Levant, had distanced himself
from Helleu and his cronies, there were others who felt the
need to dissociate themselves from the acts of the disgraced
Délégué Général. Most notable amongst these were Général
Chadebec de Lavalade and Général Bapst, who circulated a
note on 2 December to all French officers, exonerating
themselves and by implication, the Army, from any part in

the arrest of the Lebanese government. They claimed that

33 gpears to Foreign Office, 30 November 1943,
E7556/27/89, FO 371/35194.

34 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 3 December 1943,
E7556/27/89, FO 371/35194.
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ill-intentioned individuals were seeking to compromise the
Army, by imputing to it a share of responsibility for the
crisis. The note denied that they personally had had prior
knowledge of Helleu's plans; it explained that on the
evening of 10 November, they had merely been informed that
the military review scheduled to take place the following
day, would not take place, that demonstrations were expected
and that certain military precautions ought to be taken in

case of trouble, and finally that arrests would occur. De
Lavalade's note continued:

Les noms des personnes a arréter ne me furent pas
précisés. Dans mon esprit et tels que les faits
m'avaient été présentés, ces arrestations
éventuelles devaient étre la conséquence et non la
cause des manifestations. C'est entre 5h et 6h, le
lle [Novembre], que le Général Humblot et moi-méme
fimes informés que le Président et les Ministres
avaient été arrétés. C'est entre 8h30 et 9h que
j'appris la dissolution de la Chambre et le choix de
M. Eddé. Les dés étant jetés, notre devoir était
clair: faire bloc, sans récriminer, derriére le
Représentant de la France. ¥

Thus the Army absolved itself of any responsibility in the
planning of the arrests and carefully avoided exposing
itself to accusations of disloyalty: once the arrests had
been made, it was claimed, there had been no option but to

fall in behind Helleu and maintain solidarity.

Civilian members of the French establishment
demonstrated an equally marked tendency in lengthy post-
mortems to abstain from any criticism of the French
administration of which they were part; they strove instead
to play down the extent of the crisis and to play up the
réle of the British, at whose feet the blame for everything

was laid. Chataigneau sent Massigli several such reports:

3% Note par Général Chadebec de Lavalade et Général
Bapst, 2 Decembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol
1000. Also contained in SHAT, 4H/308/3.
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one, an eighteen page document on the unfolding of events
during the crisis, sought particularly to minimise the scale
of the troubles. It claimed that the strike had been partial
and that the demonstrations in Beirut had initially been
strictly 1localised, wuntil the closure of +the American
University on 13 November swelled the ranks of the
demonstrators. Apart from Tripoli and one or two other
areas, the entire country had been undisturbed, contrary to
the impression which Reuters had sought to convey.
Chataigneau was positive that, had the British ultimatum not

been met, Britain would have taken control in the Levant:

l'autorité militaire britannique aurait proclamé
l'état de siége et pris en main le contréle de
1'adminstration du pays. Tout un personnel
d'officiers venus de toutes le Proche Orient, de
Libye, de 1'Afrique Orientale, était a pied d'oeuvre
pour se substituer aux conseillers francais dans les
administrations libanaises.?3¢

There was no denying, Chataigneau stated, that the

French position in the Lebanon "a subi une atteinte au cours

37

des récents événements". In contrast, he pointed out in a

separate report that the British were enjoying a swell in

prestige:

L'appui publique donné par eux au Gouvernement Riad
Solh, les encouragements qu'a tous les échelons ils
ont prodigués au mouvement de résistance contre les
mesures de forces prises par M. Helleu, et enfin, le
succés de ce mouvement, consacrent leur puissance
aux yeux d'une opinion que les manifestations de la
force impressionnent.?®

3¢ Chataigneau & Massigli, 9 Decembre 1943, No 357,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.

3 ibid.

3% chataigneau a Massigli, 9 Decembre 1943, No 355,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.
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Chataigneau assiduously provided Algiers with a catalogue
of incidents which he maintained incriminated the British.
To illustrate how the British were continuing to attempt to
usurp the French authorities in their relations with the
Levant States, he cited their continued efforts to become
involved in the distribution of paper.* He insisted that
British offers of financial assistance for irrigation work
near Tyre and in the Southern Bekaa region provided "une
preuve nouvelle des dispositions de la mission Spears a se
substituer & cette délégation..."*® Criticism was also
levelled at General Holmes who, under orders from General
Spears, had threatened to take over the distribution of
general supplies in Beirut, when it was discovered, after a
visit to General de Lavalade on 14 November, that no
satisfactory arrangements had been made to feed the
population of Beirut during the strike.*' These attempts
"tendaient donc & substituer, sans raison valable, des
agents britanniques & des agents frangais et & laisser
croire a la population que la 9e Armée pourvoyait a ses

besoins" . *?

3 Beyrouth & Alger, 14 Decembre 1943, No 582-83, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1023. Paper supplies had proved an
endless source of antagonism between the French and the
British. Britain actually supplied the paper and then
decided on the quantities to be allocated to the French and
to the Levant states. The actual distribution to the Levant
States was undertaken by the French. The French usQally
complained about the quantity allocated, and the CommltFee
in Algiers had approached the Soviet Union as an alternative
source. See Garreau(Moscou) & Beyrouth, 6 Decembre 1943, No
481, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1575.

“° Chataigneau & Massigli, 10 Decembre 1943, No 604-5,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1575.

2 Notes by Army Commander on Military Security
Situation, November 1943, WO 201/982.

42 chataigneau a Massigli, 9 December 1943, No 357,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.
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Another report brimming with accusations against the
British was one filed by Colonel Oliva Roget, the Délégué at
Damascus, on the origins of the Lebanese Crisis and its
repercussions in Syria. According to Oliva Roget, Britain's
behaviour in Syria and Lebanon had to be viewed against the
much wider back-drop of her imperial designs. He alleged
that Britain was seeking to create a barrier against
American competition in the Middle Eastern oil fields and
against Russian expansion into the Eastern Mediterranean.
The barrier she hoped to erect was Arab Union, "et la mise
a 1'écart de la France faciliterait ... l'opération". If the
British scheme did not necessarily involve the complete
eviction of the French from the Levant, it certainly
required that France did not retain a position in the Levant
superior to Britain's own. Britain had cunningly recognised
the need, therefore, to attack France in the Lebanon, the
stronghold of her position in the Middle East: whereas she
had hardly intervened in the Syrian elections, it had been
a different story in the Lebanon, where she had openly
entered the fray and with considerable success. Indeed, it
was the election of an Anglophile, pan-Arab and militant
chamber, the report maintained, which had paved the way for

the crisis:

L'erreur cruciale de la Délégation Générale n'est
pas l'incident du lle novembre. C'est d'avoir perdu
des élections que nous pouvions gagner.

Despite concentrating their main efforts on the Lebanon,
the British had not ignored Syria completely: they had
attempted unsuccessfully to incite the Syrian population to
provoke trouble over events in the Lebanon. More success had
been achieved however, with members of the Syrian
Parliament, whose fiery speeches Oliva Roget was certain had

been inspired by British bribes.?’ He insisted however, that

** Chataigneau had similarly reported that it seemed
incontrovertible that the speech of one Syr}an deputy,'Fakrl
Bey, was the result of a British bribe in the region of
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it was only when Lebanese Success seemed sure that the
Syrians, "littéralement assailli par les Anglo-Saxons", had

jumped on the band-wagon and begun their own assault on the
French.

Oliva Roget went on to cite numerous specific examples
of grave British discourtesies towards the French and their
attempts to incite the Syrians during the Lebanese crisis.
He complained about Major R. A. Beaumont*®, who had
encouraged the Syrian deputies to vote a motion of
solidarity with the Lebanese, and had advised students to
listen to radio broadcasts which had been emitting "des
injures a la France" and "de véritables appels a 1'émeute".
Colonel Brenan®’ had been in Damascus over three weeks before
even attempting to pay a courtesy visit to Oliva Roget
himself; Colonel Summerhayes at Aleppo*® had hinted that he
was to restrict relations with the French "au seules
nécessités du service"; similarly, Lt. Col. Ditchburn?’ had
refused to dine with Colonel des Essars, and seemed unable
to set a future date on which he would be free to do so.
Various other reports had reached Oliva Roget causing him to
believe that even officers of the Ninth Army had been
instructed to intervene openly in local affairs, with the
result that on 26 November, uniformed British soldiers had

been sighted amongst demonstrators.*® Two other British

£5,000.
4 Major R. A. Beaumont:Vice Consul, Damascus.
> Colonel Brenan:Political Officer, Damascus.
‘¢ Colonel C. H. Summerhayes:Consul, Aleppo.
‘7 Lt.Col.Ditchburn:Political Liaison Officer, Lattakia.
¢ The Spears Mission vehemently denied this accusation,

explaining that the man sighted had been a local indivi@ual,
discharged from the British Army. See correspondence in FO

226/241.



588

agents, Stirling*’ and Altounian®, had stayed in Damascus

during the troubles, but, Oliva Roget commented, "il est
difficile de juger 1'action de ces deux officiers ... Ils se
sont montrés trés prudents". Furthermore, the Ninth Army had
offered protection to the dissident government at Bchemoun
and had even posted a permanent liaison vehicle there, to
alert the Army in case of French attack.S! Commenting on

Oliva Roget's report, Chataigneau observed that:

Sur l'activité des anglo-saxons, le rapport abonde
en informations précieuses. I1 faudrait tout citer
en ce qui concerne notamment le travail sournois de
dissociation entrepris par la Mission Spears, ses
intrigues, ses appels publics et confidentiels a
l'émeute, ses insolences calculées a 1'égard des
autorités francaises. Le Colonel Oliva Roget ne
semble pas avoir une impression meilleure de la 9e
Armée anglaise. Du moins ont-ils été plus discrets.®?

v) Delenda Est Mission Spears

Given the deeply entrenched suspicion and residual
resentment which the French community in the Levant felt
towards Britain, which had only been heightened by the
Lebanese crisis and Britain's ré6le in it, it is hardly
surprising that men such as Chataigneau and Oliva Roget

should seek to denounce the British and to transfer blame to

“ See Lt. Col. W. F. Stirling, op cit, pp 223-224.
Stirling had been summoned from Deir ez Zgr to act as
General Holmes's personal liasion officer with the Syria
government.

° See again Stirling, op cit, pp 217-218 on Altounian,
a former doctor, now a British intelligence officer.

1 wla crise libanaise et ses répercussions politiques
en Syrie", Colonel Oliva Roget, 18 Decembre 1943, No 548/sSP,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1006.

2 Chataigneau & Massigli, 21 December 1943, Guerre
1939-35, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.
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Spears and his Mission, from themselves and the French
establishment to which they unquestionably belonged. Yet the
same bitterness and hostility towards Spears was
demonstrated by Frenchmen who had had no part in the crisis,
who had arrived in the Levant only in its aftermath, who
were therefore blameless and had no apparent reason to seek
a scapegoat and to discredit the British, except perhaps as
an expression of solidarity with their compatriots. One such
a man was Ostrorog, who within a week of his arrival, was
despatching reports on British interference in Levant
affairs. Though he conceded that for the most part the

French could not produce "des preuves catégoriques", he
asserted vehemently

qu'étant donné ce qui se passe ici depuis deux ans,
1'atmosphére générale et la conviction des individus
... 11 n'est pas possible aux Anglais de prétendre
qu'ils restent neutres en Syrie et au Liban et
qu'ils ne s'efforcent pas, par tous les moyens, d'y
prendre une place privilégiée. Le fait méme que le
Général Spears ... est maintenu ici, et que malgré
toutes nos préventions, justifiées ou injustifiées
a son égard, on nous impose sa présence, montre de
quelle maniére les autorités britanniques prétendent
mener leurs affaires. Je vous signale ces faits non
dans un esprit d'indignation vaine, mais parce
qu'ils expriment la réalité.>

Writing to Massigli, Ostrorog persisted in inveighing

against the pernicious influence of General Spears:

L'impression générale et dominante qui se dégage est
que le Général Spears et Madame Spears menent une
campagne acharnée pour arriver a chasser la France
des Etats du Levant. Auprés des libanais, ils ne
font point mystére de leur désir et s'efforcent par
tous les moyens d'élargir le fossé entre la France
et le Liban. A cet effet, tous les moyens leur sont
bons et la thése générale qu'ils soutiennent est que

53 Extraits d'une letter personnelle de Stas. 1i.e.
Stanislas Ostrorog, 8 Decembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger

CFLN, Vol 1006.
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la Frénce a regu des blessures trop mortelles pour
pouvolr soutenir son réle dans le Levant. 3!

Ostrorog was well aware that his continual harping on
the subject of Spears might seem obsessive to those in
Algiers. In a separate letter, he wrote:

Au r%sque de passer pour un maniaque et la victime
d'idées fixes, je dois revenir encore sur le cas
Spears. Venu depuis quinze jours a peine et dans les
sentiments que vous connaissez, je ne puis ...

passer pour suspect ni subissant de maniére
excessive les influences locales.

But, he continued, information he had received from Gwynn at
the American Legation® and from the Lebanese themselves was

conclusive and unanimous:

Le Général et Lady Spears continuent de faire tout
ce qu'ils peuvent pour ruiner notre situation. 1I1
n'y a pas un fonctionnaire frangais dont ils
n'attaquent 1l'attitude et 1la personnalité. Tout
moyen leur est bon pour nous discréditer. Ne croyez
pas que je m'échauffe. J'ai vu Spears tout au long.
Nous n'avons parlé que monde et société parisienne
-- car il est snob -- mes relations sont excellentes
avec les Anglais et les Americains et vous pouvez
étre assuré que tout sera faite pour détendre ici la
situation. Mais je répéte que rien de solide ne
pourra étre fait aussi longtemps que 1l'Angleterre
n'aura pas changé son représentative: delenda est
mission Spears.’

However impassioned his plea, Ostrorog was largely
preaching to the converted. The Committee had long since

recognised the need for the removal of Spears before

¢ Ostrorog & Massigli, 14 Décembre 1943, Papiers
Massigli, Vol 1468.

55 william Gwynn: United States Consul, Damascus.

56 Extrait d'une lettre regue de Beyrouth du Comte
Ostrorog & M. de Gouringaud, sans date, Guerre 1939-45,

Alger CFLN, Vol 1006.
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relations between Britain and France in the Levant

deteriorated any further. The Committee felt, with a certain
degree of justification, that it had done its bit by
removing Helleu, Boegner, Baelen and others primarily
responsible for the Lebanese crisis. Indeed, that there had
been "a great French house-cleaning", had been recognised by
the British.®” The French, however, evidently believed that
the British would set their own house in order and had
placed far too much hope in Macmillan's confident assertions
that Spears would shortly be given his marching orders.*®

This hope was kept alive by rumours from Cairo that "un
remaniement important aurait lieu sous peu dans

l'organisation politique et militaire britannique du Moyen

59

Orient". It was believed that this would be one of the

results of Churchill's prolonged visit to the area, and this
seemed confirmed as Viénot had already informed Algiers on
21 December, that the nomination of Casey for the
Governorship of Bengal was certain.®® But the reshuffle which
Churchill had overseen whilst in Cairo, removed Casey but

left Spears untouched.

The considerable concern of the French over Spears was
matched only by that displayed within the Foreign Office.

Members of the Eastern Department realised only too well

7 Borden, op cit, p 227; Holmes to Wilson, 3 December
1943, 9A/9/ADC, WO 201/984.

8 Note, 2 Decembre 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN,
Vol 1006. The note referred to a conversation between
Massigli and Macmillan on 23 November, at which Macmillan
had insisted on the desire of the British Government
"d'effacer au plus tot, les traces regrettables que
l'incident 1libanais pourrait laisser dans les rapports
franco-britanniques". Massigli had replied that if this was
the case, then the recall of Spears was imperative, and

Macmillan had not demurred.

5 De Benoist a Alger, 22 Decembre 1943, No 386, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1241.

€ yiénot & Alger, 21 December 1943, Guerre 1939-45,
Alger CFLN, Vol 1593.
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that they possessed little or no influence in the matter of
Spears's removal. Early in December, Hankey minuted that
whilst the Foreign Office saw "no objection ... to the
abolition of the Spears Mission", it required the French to
make "the necessary advances".® Less than a week later
however, Hankey had decided to throw caution to the wind and

to take the matter in hand himself. He minuted to Sir A.
Cadogan on 9 December:

At the risk of speaking out of turn, I wish to make
@ serious and most urgent plea for the removal of
Sir E. Spears from the Levant States. There is no
doubt at all that his continuance there is a real
danger to British interests. While [he] has
correctly estimated the need for a progressive
policy towards Arab Nationalism, I submit that we
can no longer afford to keep in Beirut a person who
is persona non grata with the French. As has
recently been seen, the French are capable of almost
any folly there, and we should not accept a state of
affairs in which we have no influence at all over
the French authorities. If they create another
incident like the last when the Palestine question
becomes more acute, (as it certainly will), we may
well find ourselves faced with a situation of real
danger in all Arabic speaking parts of the Middle
East at once. At the lowest reckoning, it would
require many divisions of troops to cope with it.®?

Hankey went on to describe Spears as oozing and
disseminating hatred of the French; he failed conspicuously
to carry out Eden's instructions and notoriously pursued his
own policy. Hankey was convinced that Britain's strategic
interests, along with her obligations to the Arab states and
to the new France, could never be met unless she could
somehow effect an agreement between the French and the
Levant States, a task which Spears could never fulfil. He

realised that Spears enjoyed "the special support of the

66 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 3 December 1943,
E7582/27/89, FO 371/35194.

62

954/15.

Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 9 December 1943, FO
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Prime Minister", and that his removal was therefore "a

matter of some delicacy".®® If he was to be extracted from

Beirut, it would have to be to a post of at least equal
importance and standing: Hankey suggested the Governorship
of Bengal or Hong Kong, the High Commissionership of
Australia or South Africa, or even a junior Ministerial
appointment. He felt that should Eden urge a change in
Beirut, he would have support from "several other Ministers

... [and] in particular from the Chancellor of the
Exchequer".

Hankey's appeal was heartily endorsed by his colleagues.
R. L. Speaight put his name to the plea and expressed the
opinion that his colleague, W. H. B. Mack, who was ill,
would also agree; C. W. Baxter and Sir M. Peterson both
expressed their entire approval.®® Even Sir A. Cadogan
admitted that he did not think that anyone would contest the
soundness of Hankey's views. He added however, that "the
difficulty remains that we have to convince the Prime
Minister of the necessity of making a change...". He saw the

only hope as an attempt to persuade Churchill that

wherever the fault may lie, the feeling between Sir
E. Spears and the French is, and is 1likely to
remain, such that we cannot hope for good Anglo-
French collaboration in this critical theatre. That
is the fact which has to be faced. The French
removed Helleu on our demand: if we could make a
change of Minister, we might make a fresh start.®®

® ibid.

¢4 jipid. The Chancellor of the Exchequer had been
greatly annoyed by Spears' obstructions over the Anglo-
French Financial agreement.

5 Minutes by C. W. Baxter, R. L. Speaight and Sir M.
Peterson, 9, 10 and 13 December 1943, respectively, FO

954/15.

6 Minute by Sir A. Cadogan, 13 December 1943, FO
954/15.



594

Eden saw these minutes on 17 December. Whilst
appreciating the strength of feeling about Spears amongst
his staff, he could do little in the absence of Churchill,
who had fallen seriously ill on 11 December en route from
Cairo, and had taken refuge in Roosevelt's villa near
Carthage.®” Hankey meanwhile busied himself in despatching
letters to numerous individuals, asking for assistance in
finding a suitable alternative post for Spears. "I do feel”,
he minuted, "that unless we do something about it, we'll
never get rid of "our old man of the sea" ".°® He complained
to Sir M. Peterson that "This business of getting rid of
Spears is hanging fire. It will only go if we create an
opportunity".® Unfortunately for Hankey, the opportunities
he created, (he had further suggested the possibilities of
Governor of Gibraltar or Ceylon, or the post of Resident
Minister, West Africa), came to naught. When prodded by
Cadogan, Eden insisted that he had taken the matter up with
the Prime Minister on his return, "but got no change out of
him".’® In fact, Churchill had sent Spears a telegram on New
Year's Day, informing him that he had "done very well".”}
Under such circumstances, the Foreign Office would be
obliged to wait many more months before they were rid of the

constant thorn in their side.

7 phe Prime Minister remained at Carthage until 27
December 1943, whereupon he flew to Marrakesh for a period
of convalescence. He did not return to London until 18
January 1944. See M. Gilbert, op cit, pp 604-607, pp 620-
626.

68 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, undated, FO 954/15.

6 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 14 December 1943, FO
954/15.

70 poreign Office minute, undated, FO 954/15.

71 churchill to Spears, 1 January 1944, FO 954/15.
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vi) The Bright Horizon

The dénouement of the Lebanese crisis left senior French
officials in the Levant pondering France's predicament. What
stands out in the reports, reviews and assessments
subsequently filed to Algiers, is the continual optimism and
the constant pains always to highlight the silver lining of
the dark clouds which now threatened the French position in
the Levant. In the short period during which he was left in
charge, Chataigneau never succumbed to defeatism in his
reports to Algiers. It was perfectly normal, he noted, that
for a while the Lebanese President and his Ministers should
be féted as heroes and martyrs, and that because of the
British wultimatum, British prestige should soar. Whilst
admitting that these factors were not especially propitious
for the maintenance of French influence, he emphasised other
factors which "jouent dans le sens d'une reprise de nos

positions perdues".’?

Chataigneau believed that as a direct result of the
crisis, British ambitions were now exposed for all to see.
He drew great comfort from this and believed that the French
could capitalise on this. He was convinced that "en dépit
d'une poussée intense de nationalisme aggressif, le
sentiment pro-frangais est loin d'étre mort". To support his
claim, Chataigneau recounted a recent experience in a
cinema, when the dual appearance of the Kings of England and
Egypt in a newsreel aroused no response from the audience,
whereas a few moments later, General de Gaulle's image was
enthusiastically acclaimed. Other reports had reached him
that in certain areas, people were tearing down the new

Lebanese flag and replacing it with the tricolour. "Ces

’2 Chataigneau a Massigli, 29 Novembre 1943, No 337,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.
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- N (1} -
reactions"”, he declared, "émanent des chrétiens qui

commencent a comprendre que, gridce a la faiblesse du
Président Bechara el Khoury et la poussée panarabe, les

musulmans sont en voie d'instaurer leur dictature...".”

The awakening of the Christian community to the dangers
of pan-Arabism and to the inevitable threat of the
resurgence of confessional strife was a direct result of the
recent crisis, and Chataigneau realised France might easily
exploit this new concern to shore up her own position in the
Levant. His reports tended to lay a heavy emphasis on the
increasing anxiety becoming manifest among Christians: the
enthusiasm and excitement which had accompanied the release
of the ministers had begun to die down and was giving way
to "un certain recueillement mélé d'inquiétude a l'endroit
de l'avenir". Principally the Christians of Mount Lebanon,
who had traditionally looked to France for protection, had
begun to reflect upon the consequences for themselves of any

further weakening in France's position:

Il est manifeste que, pour les meilleurs d'entre
eux, comme par la masse elle-méme, le souci de
1'indépendance s'accompagne du souhait plus au moins
avoué, du maintien de l'amitié efficiente de la
France.’*

Ostrorog too demonstrated much the same determination to
turn France's present misfortunes to her eventual advantage.
He had observed in his conversations with Syrian politicians
and personalities that France was no longer feared in the
Levant; while this he deemed, implied a certain loss of

prestige, it also opened up "de nouvelles possibilités

73 ibid.

7% Chataigneau & Massigli, 9 December 1943, No 355,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.
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n 75
d'entente".’” Ostrorog saw a definite opening for France to

re-establish her position by playing upon the fears
beginning to assail the Syrians about the degree of
influence which Britain was attempting to exert over them.

From a talk he had had with Saadullah Jabri, Ostrorog
reckoned that he could

sans inconvénient, éveiller certains inquiétudes qui
d'ailleurs existent a 1l'état latent, et provoquer
chez les Syriens, de salutaires réflexions sur les

dangers éventuels d'un téte-a-téte avec
1'Angleterre.’®

According to Ostrorog, Jabri had apparently admitted that he
hoped to reach an entente with France to withstand British
ambitions. In a separate conversation, Fares Khoury
allegedly stated that the difficulties which the French had
faced during recent months had been "1l'oeuvre des Anglais",
and had commented that any settlement between France and
Syria was therefore entirely dependent on a Franco-British
entente. Ostrorog himself concluded that Syrian leaders were
seriously worried by British intentions and felt unable to
withstand the pressure being put upon them; they were thus
"désireux de trouver chez nous une compréhension suffisante
pour arriver sans violence a un ajustement des relations
franco-syriennes qui réserve l'avenir en n'excluant pas la

France du Levant".”’

Whatever encouraging signs were perceived for a
continued French réle in the Levant, there were still many
pitfalls to be avoided. Chataigneau warned in particular
against complacency, and sent Algiers an article from the

local press which had not, he insisted, been inspired by the

7S Ostrorog a Massigli, 8 Decembre 1943, Papiers
Massigli, Vol 1468.

7 ibid.

77 ibid.
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French authorities. It indicated clearly that Franco-
Lebanese friendship would survive all vicissitudes, "a
condition toutefois que la France sache définitivement
renoncer a ses tentations d'impérialisme". The soundness of
this advice Chataigneau heartily endorsed:

J'estime que c'est dans cette voie que doit
s'exercer notre action. Nous devons montrer aux
Libanais le vrai visage de 1la France, exalter ses
vertus traditionelles de libéralisme, ne pas laisser
croire un seul instant que ceux de la Résistance
pourraient lutter et mourir pour asservir d'autres
peuples. Rien ne saurait étre mieux accueilli par
tant de Libanais, qui hier encore acclamaient la
France et peuvent trés bien se tourner & nouveau
vers elle, pour peu que se précisent les menaces des
Britanniques et surtout les dangers d'un
impérialisme arabe d'inspiration irakienne ou
égyptienne".’®

Chataigneau believed that France still possessed the
means to encourage and even to speed up the evolution in
Christian thinking he had detected: he boasted that he
himself had just undertaken a reorganisation of French
propaganda services, "qui rend prés du tiers des périodiques
arabes du Liban largement accessibles d'ores et déja, a
notre influence et doit permettre, & bréve échéance,
d'atteindre une fraction encore plus importante de la presse

’ Chataigneau evidently saw no inconsistency in

libanaise".
advocating in one paragraph of a report that France should
extol her traditional liberalism to the Lebanese, and in the
next, boasting of how he had secured the wherewithal to

better influence large sections of the Lebanese press.

In another telegram, Chataigneau argued that in the
past, many French, civilian and military, had opposed the

slightest hint of a liberal policy, seeking thereby to

’® Chataigneau & Massigli, 29 Novembre 1943, No 337,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1000.

7 ibid.
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ensure that France continued to enjoy her mandatory

privileges. In reality, this had only weakened her position:

Pareille politique, si elle était reprise, aurait
aujourd'hui des conséquences plus graves encore. Du
fait de la présence des Anglais et de la volonté qui
apparait chez eux de saisir toute occasion favorable
pour substituer leur autorité a la notre, le jeu qui
consisterait & opposer secrétement des obstacles aux
aqministrations locales, favoriserait directement la
réalisation des ambitions britanniques. Quels que
soient les services dont il s'agit, nous devons donc
nous efforcer, en préparant leur abandon aux Etats,
de surmonter tout dépit et toute mauvaise humeur et
chercher, au contraire, a donner aux Syriens comme
aux Libanais, les moyens d'assurer la marche normale

de ces services lorsqu'ils en auront pris 1la
responsabilité. ®°

Chataigneau was not the only voice advocating that
France should mend her ways in the Levant if she hoped to
maintain her position there. In London, Viénot had been
giving the matter considerable thought and telegraphed
Massigli that one of the arguments most often invoked
against France "avait été [1l'] insuffisance de notre
administration au Levant". The view widely held in
interested circles was that the system of French
administration which had succeeded in Africa, had failed
miserably in Indochina and the Levant. He believed that
recent events 1in the Lebanon had exposed the French
administration to international criticism and provided the
Allies with a golden opportunity to interfere. He warned
that the Allies might now suggest that French conduct should

be underwritten by international guarantees:

Le moment pourrait donc étre venu pour nous de
reconsidérer les ©principes de notre politique
coloniale qui devraient s'orienter vers une
association plus étroite des populations indigénes
4 1'administration et des concessions plus larges au
"self-government”. Une déclaration publique aurait

8 chataigneau & Massigli, 14 Decembre 1943, No 368,
Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1009.
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un effet considérable et esquisserait une certaine

Only by seizing the initiative herself did Viénot believe
that France could avoid outside pressure to reform and only

thus could she herself derive "le bénéfice morale" from that
reform. 8!

vii) A Blueprint for the Future

The French Committee in Algiers, meanwhile, did seem to
be taking on board the advice being thrust upon it.
Determination to tackle Levant problems was signalled by the
appointment of a three man Commission of Enquiry to
investigate and report its findings.® Furthermore, on 3
December, a press statement was issued, approving the
measures Catroux had already taken in the Levant and
announcing that he would return shortly to effect a
settlement.?® Massigli subsequently confirmed to Macmillan
that the Committee had been much impressed by Catroux's
exposé on the Levant, that de Gaulle had made no trouble,
and that Catroux had been invested with full powers to deal

with the situation there.?®*

81 viénot & Alger, 7 Decembre 1943, No 1692-96, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1592.

82 Alger & Beyrouth, 7 Decembre 1943, No 494, Guerre
1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1592. The three men were:André
Hauriou, formerly of the University of Toulouse, now
attached to the Commissariat aux Affaires Etrangéres, M.
Astier, attached to the Commissariat aux Affaires
Economiques, and Pierre Lapie, attached to the Commissariat

d'Education Nationale.

8  Algiers to Foreign Office, 3 December 1943,
E7599/27/89, FO 371/35194.

8 Macmillan to Foreign Office, 4 December 1943,
E7647/27/89, FO 371/35194.
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Catroux had originally planned to leave for the Levant
on 7 December, but postponed his departure.® He was
undoubtedly the instrumental force, whilst at Algiers, in
the production of a document, dated 8 December, entitled
"Instructions Concernant la Politique & Suivre au Levant",
as much of its content is based on his observations. This
document was intended to become the blueprint for French
policy in the Levant in the months to come, and as such,
merits a detailed examination. It claimed that the central

aim of French policy in the Levant since 1941 had been

d'obtenir, qu'avant la fin des hostilités,
1'hypothéque qu'y posséde 1la France, fat sanctionné
par des traités d'amitié et d'alliance qul seraient
conclus avec la Syrie et le Liban.?2¢

Even when, on behalf of the Committee, Catroux had declared
the two countries independent, he had stipulated that
independence would only become effective after the
conclusion of such treaties; numerous approaches to the
States, however, for discussions to implement either the
1936 treaties, or for the negotiation of completely new
treaties, seemed always to have been rejected. The States
had refused to recognise French rights and lately had even
begun to harbour some hostility towards the French; they did
now agree to the need to regulate their relations with
France, at least provisionally, for the duration of the war,
but would only negotiate on a basis of complete equality and
insisted that any modus vivendi be reached by a series of
separate accords rather than by a more general over-all

agreement; additionally, they were demanding the immediate

8 Algiers to Foreign Office, 4 December 1943,
E7631/27/89, FO 371/35194; Algiers to Foreign Office, 7
December 1943, E7719/27/89, FO 371/35195.

8 "Instructions Concernant la Politique & Suivre au
Levant", 8 December 1943, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol
1000 et 1006.
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tranfer to themselves of certain powers
presently controlled.

which France

The document stated that while the Committee had a
strict obligation not to surrender any French rights in the
Levant except by virtue of an international agreement, it
could not forcefully ensure that these rights were
respected, nor impose the conclusion of treaties upon the
States. Though intending to fulfil their promise of leading

Syria and the Lebanon to real independence, the Committee
was equally resolved

a4 sauvegarder, en dépit des difficultés du moment,
et par les moyens adaptés & la situation présente,
l'essentiel de la position de la France au Levant.?’

It went on to outline the Committee's intended policy
given the present circumstances. It had been decided that,
with certain exceptions, responsibilty for the Intéréts
Communs should be tranferred to the States. Services of an
essentially mandatory character would remain attached to the
Délégation Générale, as would the Office des Changes "en
raison des nécessités de la guerre économique". The Service
d'Information et Radiodiffusion, "essentiel & notre
propagande", would also be retained, as would all the
findings of the Service Géologique, "notamment pour les
recherches des gites pétroliféres". Though the Committee was
ready, in principle, to transfer responsibility for certain
aspects of security to the States -- rights of passage,
frontier and Bedouin control -- an agreement was required
which would take into account the reponsibility of the
French military command in these matters, whilst hostilities
lasted. As far as the Committee was concerned, the States
would become responsible for the maintenance of internal

order, and a certain number of Troupes Spéciales would be

8 ibid.
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placed at their disposal, though the total transfer of these
forces could not be envisaged during the war.

It was advocated that these concessions be strongly
recommended to the States, as bearing witness to "[le] bon
vouloir du Comité ainsi que de son désir de manifester a la
Syrie et au Liban, sa ferme volonté de favoriser,
conformément a ses promesses, leur accession & une
indépendance réelle". However, it should also be carefully
stressed that the Committee's friendly attitude did not
signify that France had in any way modified her juridical
view of her relations with Syria and the Lebanon or their
independence. In that respect, France's position remained
unaltered from Catroux's proclamations of 27 September and
26 November, 1941. She still hoped to define her relations
with the Levant States by means of a treaty, and was
prepared to negotiate a provisional settlement to last the
duration of the war, whether in the form of a general

overall agreement or a series of specific agreements.
The document continued:

Telle est, pour 1l'immédiat, 1la politique que le
Comité a jugé nécessaire d'adopter au lendemain de
la Crise franco-libanaise. Imposée  par les
circonstances, elle aboutit non pas en droit mais en
fait, & rendre inopérants ce qui nous restait des
prérogatives du mandat, ainsi que 1les réserves
incluses dans les déclarations d'indépendance. Elle
nous permet par contre, de nous maintenir au Levant.
Et c'est 1la le facteur que nous devons exploiter
pour essayer d'y rétablir la situation de la France.

Here indeed, was the crux of the matter. The defeat which
the Lebanese crisis had represented for French policy was
quickly forgotten; the concessions to the States which
France was being forced to make, were viewed as a necessary
evil, as something in the nature of a tactical retreat, from
which France could regroup her forces to try and recapture

Syria and the Lebanon.
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The difficulties and obstacles France would face in this
renewed assault on the Levant were evidently not considered
insurmountable. The document concedes that once the States
achieved real independence, it would be difficult to exert
any political influence over them. But it went on to assert
that even if direct intervention in the internal affairs of
the States became impossible, the Délégation Générale and
individual délégués appointed to each State, could still
fall back on what personal influence they might be able to
wield. Moreover, France still retained "répartis sur le
territoire, de nombreux moyens d'action, directe ou
indirecte, et dont le maintien en place concrétisera 1la
persistance de la présence de la France". In future, the
Committee expected the entire fabric of the French community
in the Levant to reinforce and protect France's position:
technical advisers and bureaucrats who still retained posts
in the central administration of the States, magistrates,
provincial advisers and even officers in the Services
Spéciaux "que nous transformerons, s'il le faut, suivant le
précédent britannique, en officiers politiques ou de 1la
Securité militaire"”. The list continued, mentioning as other
sources of influence "l1l'Armée frangaise ... les entreprises
frangaises d'intérét public ... l'important appoint des
oeuvres laiques ou confessionelles d'assistance et surtout
d'enseignement qui par leur caractére désintéressé,
demeurent un instrument primordial d'influence et d'action".
It was up to the Délégué Général to encourage these
elements, to guide their conduct and to direct them towards
the same goal "qui est d'affirmer que la France demeure [au

Levant] et de lui attirer considération et amitié".

The entire French community in the Levant and not just
the personnel of the Délégation Générale should be
instructed that it was their bounden duty to cultivate
friendly relations with the Syrians and Lebanese, "de leur

témoigner des égards auxquels ils sont si sensibles, et
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d'abandonner une attitude de hauteur distante si
justifiée ou de critique dédaigneuse qui si souvent les a
blessés". The French community must thoroughly appreciate
that the Levant people were now imbued with a growing
national spirit and a real attachment to their independence;
moreover, they realised and intended to capitalise on the
fact, that France of 1943 was not that of 1918, not only
because of France's defeat, "mais surtout parce que trop de
Frangais se sont montrés, par leur égoisme, leur fauts
d'éducation et leur médiocrité, trop inférieurs a 1'image
qu'on faisait d'eux".

Top posts in the Levant should be filled with "des
hommes de choix et de bon aloi qui sachent s'imposer et qui
aient le golGt de voir et de savoir". French enterprises
would have to get rid of their exploitative image and
demonstrate that their activities were for the good of Syria
and Lebanon. The favour which the French system of education
enjoyed had not been affected by her political and military
decline, as the numbers of students returning to French
educational establishments testified. Full scope was
therefore to be given to French cultural establishments and
a French University should be created in the Levant.® 1In
this field, where France's true strength lay, the outlook

was wide open and bright.

The strategy, then, was to hold on and endure by as many
of the means outlined as possible. The possibility always
existed that, whilst this slow work of reclamation ensued,
external or internal developments might provide France with
opportunities "de rentrer en scéne". France's most immediate
difficulties had been created by the weakness of her own

position, by the cohesion of Syrian and Lebanese

8 For further details about the possible creation of a
French University in the Levant and other educational
projects which the Committee proposed, see Guerre 1939-45,
Alger CFLN, Vol 1029.
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nationalism, and by "le jeu destructeur de 1la politique

britannique. L'héritage d'un mandat imprudent et les erreurs
des hommes ont fait le reste". The Committee believed in the
resurrection of France and moreover that "cette résurrection
aura son prolongement au Levant". The Lebanese, whom France
had so inopportunely united against herself, would once
again dissolve into a morass of confessional and clan-
related antagonisms, and the Christians would face the
prospect of absorption by Islam. The Syrians too would watch
the rebirth of particularism and face external assaults on
their frontiers. The solidarity which both countries
presently displayed would soon melt away when they began
playing the constitutional game for real. Once the need for
an arbiter and protector began to make itself apparent,

"L'heure de la France pourra a nouveau sonner".

There remained the problem of Britain. Despite Foreign

Office assurances, British policy

a visé a nous déloger de nos positions au Levant et
a exploité & cette fin, 1l'argument puissant de
1'indépendance. Elle y est en ce moment parvenue
avec notre imprudent concours. Notre divorce avec le
Liban marque le succés de l'effort des britanniques
qui, pour la réussite de leur projet arabe, ne
pouvaient tolérer que le Liban demeurait isolé de
1'ensemble sur la fagade Méditerranéenne.

Nonetheless, the French were not despondent; even if the
British succeeded in usurping France, they could hardly
afford to welcome total independence for Syria and Lebanon,
for they knew only too well that any concession made to
these two States would provoke demands for similar
concessions from Iraq and Egypt, not to mention Palestine
and Transjordan. There was still a possibility therefore,
that France's policy might be harmonised with that of
Britain, and eventually France might secure "les traités

dont nous avons fait notre but et qui nous échappent en ce

moment".
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The final paragraph of the document neatly summarised

what should now become the golden rules of French policy in
the Levant:

Attendre, demeurer sur Place, nous adapter aux
conditions du moment, éviter les erreurs
psychologiques du passé, réconstruire notre crédit
moral sur son fondement libéral et intellectuel.
Réserver nos droits strictement, rechercher une
entente avec la Grande Bretagne, tels sont les
linéaments de 1la politique de conservation et de
reprise que nous devons tenter au Levant.?’

8 r"Instructions Concernant la Politique & Suivre au

Levant", 8 December 194, Guerre 1939-45, Alger CFLN, Vol
1000 et 1006.
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EPILOGUE

En route from Cairo on 9 December, Eden and Cadogan paid
an unscheduled visit to Algiers; at a meeting that day with
Massigli, Eden took the opportunity to tell the French that
the British government was now "prepared to put some
pressure upon the Lebanese and Syrian governments to make
reasonable agreements with the French".? When he received a
report of the meeting, Spears was quick to interpose,
expressing the hope that this declaration would not make the
French more intransigent and that what was meant by
"reasonable agreements" was "a short-term arrangement only,
not one which commits the States now to a definition of
their postwar relations with France".? He pointed out that
whilst for the moment, Chataigneau was proving most co-
operative, the whole atmosphere would change if Catroux
returned "in an unyielding mood". A suggestion by Massigli
for talks in London about the Levant had worried Spears, who
suspected that the French aimed at disposing of the Levant
question without reference either to the Syrians or
Lebanese; this would be quite unacceptable and, he warned,

"Sykes-Picot has not been forgotten here".?

Nonetheless, to the great surprise and pleasure of the
Foreign Office, Spears saw the leaders of both the Syrian
and Lebanese governments and informed them that Britain
expected them to negotiate a modus vivendi with the French
in a conciliatory spirit; this they professed they were

willing to do, now that Catroux had effectively shelved the

! Macmillan to Foreign Office, 10 December 1943,
E7772/27/89, FO 371/35195.

2 gpears to Foreign Office, 13 December 1943,
E7831/27/89, FO 371/35195.

3 ibid.
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treaty question.® Furthermore, Catroux had returned to the
Levant on 16 December and in a "most
satisfactory talk" on 18 December,

friendly and

Spears was surprised to
find the Frenchman's views and intentions "entirely

reasonable".’ On 22 December, in what was acknowledged to be
a major step forward, Catroux signed a tripartite agreement
with the Syrians and Lebanese which provided for the
transfer of full responsibility for the Intéréts Communs to
the Levant governments from 1 January 1944, and other powers
by specific agreements to be concluded in the near future.®
The agreement was enthusiastically welcomed by the States
and by Spears, who commented: "Thus is closed, in an

eminently satisfactory manner, the dangerous crisis of last
month" .’

That these agreements, as has been claimed, marked the
"effective beginning of Syrian and Lebanese independence"® is
substantially correct. Yet despite the appearance of an all-
round satisfactory arrangement, this was very far from the
case. Many problems remained unresolved and the Levant
States were to battle for real independence for three more
bitter years. The war was to end, Churchill and de Gaulle
were to disappear from the political scene and protests were
to be made to the United Nations before the last Allied
troops were to evacuate Syria and Lebanon in August 1946.

Moreover, the Levant was to continue to dog and upset Anglo-

* sSpears to Foreign Office, 17 December 1943,
E7945/27/89, FO 371/35195.

® Spears to Foreign Office, 18 December 1943,
E7959/27/89, FO 371/35196.

¢ Spears to Foreign Office, 23 December 1943,
E8054/27/89, and E8067/27/89, both in FO 371/35196; Catroux
4 Alger, 22 Décembre 1943, No 669, Guerre 1939-45, Alger

CFLN, Vol 1000.

7 Spears to Foreign Office, 23 December 1943,
E8054/27/89, FO 371/35196.

8 Kirk, op cit, p 285.
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French relations throughout that period and, some would

argue, even until 1967, when de Gaulle, as President of
France, belatedly sought to extract revenge for what he
deemed the British betrayal of France in the Levant and

vetoed Britain's second application for membership of the
European Economic Community.®

Initial developments late in 1943 and early 1944 seemed
to indicate that the French had perhaps turned over a new
leaf. The Foreign Office had been pleased to witness the
removal of many of the less desirable French elements in the
Levant and had hoped to reciprocate, perhaps by the removal
of Spears’. The grave misgivings of the Foreign Office about
Spears's conduct were given added reinforcement when on 21
February 1944, Duff Cooper, now installed in Algiers as
British representative to the CFLN, wrote to Churchill and
expressed his grave concern that Spears had become
"definitely, if not violently, francophobe" and represented
"a fatal impediment to improved Anglo-French relations".!!
Though unwilling to contemplate his removal, Churchill was
sufficiently perturbed to warn Spears in a letter about his
"pro-native and anti-French" tendencies and the fact that he
had become "bitterly anti-French". He observed that de
Gaulle had become increasingly "encadré" and had recently
sustained several defeats at the hands of the Committee.
Relations with de Gaulle and the National Committee were on
the whole improving and he reasserted that Britain had no
wish to destroy French influence in Syria and Lebanon.

Trying to temper Spears's attitudes he trotted out the maxim

° See Gaunson, op cit, p 181; also Mansur, Great Britain
and the Birth of Syrian and Lebanese Independence,
International Studies, Vol 16, No 2, April-June 1977, p 273.

1 puring late 1943 and early 1944, the Foreign Office
had been deluged with complaints from the French about the
activities of General and Lady Spears. See E157/20/88,
E183/20/88 and E341/20/88, all in FO 371/40110.

1 puff Cooper, op cit, pp 322-323.



611

"Surtout, pas trop de zéle".? Churchill despatched a curt
response to Duff Cooper and to Eden who had tried to

capitalise on the Situation, informing both that he had no
wish to remove Spears.!®

As 1944 progressed, the new Délégué, Général Beynet
proceeded to quietly transfer most of the legislative and
administrative functions of government to the Levant States,
including responsibility for censorship, internal security
and Bedouin control, thereby further cementing their
independence. It was clear however, that the French were
merely doing what they had to and biding their time until
such time as France was restored, when trtggrssrenﬁit’g %T.e've'i?hey
were determined not to make any concessions with regard to
the use of the French language; moreover, problems quickly
surfaced over the local troops in the Levant, both the local

gendarmerie and the Troupes Spéciales.

The French had refused to surrender control of the
25,000 Troupes Spéciales at their disposal and were
convinced that a campaign by the local governments to secure
their transfer early in 1944 had been initiated by Spears.!*
The Levant States had intended these troops to form the
nucleus of their future armies; though willing to leave them
at the disposal of the Allied command for the duration of
the war, they wished, as a matter of prestige, to secure
their formal transfer as soon as possible. The French
however, viewed the Troupes Spéciales as their principal
remaining bargaining counter and remained adamant that they
could not be transferred except as part of a treaty

settlement. The Levant States would not admit any connection

12 churchill to Spears, 10 March 1944, Box II, File VII,
Spears Papers, MEC.

13 puff Cooper, op cit, p 323; Woodward, op cit, p 294.

4 puff Cooper to Foreign Office, 26 January 1944,
E612/217/89, FO 371/40310.



612

between the two issues and negotiations on these subjects
quickly foundered early in 1944.

Whilst to a certain extent the Foreign Office
sympathised with the French desire to retain a bargaining
counter, French good faith was called more openly into
question over their refusal to supply the gendarmerie,
(responsibility for which had been transferred to the local
governments), with the necessary arms and equipment to
successfully carry out its duties. Various disturbances in
the early months of 1944 had amply revealed the complete
inability of the gendarmerie to cope against the lawless and
well-armed bands which operated in certain regions, yet the
French continued to palm the Syrians and Lebanese off with
offers of insufficient and Obsolete equipment at
extortionate prices. Spears suspected that French reluctance
to arm the gendarmerie was inspired primarily by their

desire to maintain a hold over the country.?!®

In desperation, the Levant governments turned to the
British and soon a major row developed with the French. The
Foreign Office and the Quai d'Orsay were in the process of
establishing an Anglo-French Committee to examine the
gendarmerie matter in a spirit of friendly consultation and
co-operation. Meanwhile, the British military authorities,
who fully recognised the need for the gendarmerie to be
adequately equipped, authorised Spears to inform the Syrians
and the Lebanese that Britain would supply them with the
arms and equipment they required; despite his awareness of

the negotiations afoot in London, Spears duly informed the

15 A frustrated Spears angrily pointed out to the
Foreign Office that it must now be clear that the French had
no more intention of honouring the agreements of 22 December
than of implementing their original promise of independence,
nor any desire to ensure that the local governemnts could
effectively discharge their responsibility for maintaining
internal security. Spears to Foreign Office, 23 June 1944,
E3718/217/89, FO 371/40312.
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local governments and during July, the British authorities
in the Middle East handed over considerable quantities of
supplies and equipment to the gendarmeries.

The French complained to the Foreign Office on 17 July
and Massigli made a strong protest to Duff Cooper, who found
himself in the unfortunate position of being unable to
defend the British action. Spears had quite patently ignored
the instructions with which he had been issued. Massigli
made a further personal appeal to Eden through Duff Cooper,
questioning whether British government policy or a more
personal policy was being carried out in the Levant. Duff
Cooper added his own comment that "things can only go from

bad to worse in the Levant so long as Spears remains there".

Spears's insubordination and his general handling of
matters in the Levant had now reached such a stage that Eden
was able to successfully press for his recall to London for

'* Initial resistance from Spears!’, on the basis

consultation.
that his presence was vital in the Levant in view of the
tense situation which prevailed there, was overruled and on
24 July, he obeyed and flew to London. Once in the capital,
he sought to impress upon Eden his fears that the French
Committee was thinking of "put the clock back by violent

means" in the Levant.!®

Eden however, was sceptical; he doubted that any future
French government would seek to recover by force what it had
already given away, or that the French would have either the

time or the inclination for "escapades in the Eastern

* Eden to Churchill, 5 July 1944, E4006/217/G89, FO
371/40313.

17 Eden to Spears, 19 July 1944; Spears to Eden, 21 July
1944, EA4368/217/89, FO 371/40314.

18 gSpears to Eden, 15 August 1944, E5237/23/89, FO
371/40302.



614

Mediterranean". Eden claimed that he read the situation

which had developed since last November differently from

Spears and replied: "To my mind, the resounding defeat which

the French sustained vis-a-vis the local governments at that
time, tilted the balance somewhat unduly against them. And,
whilst we must continue to urge the French to make gradual
progress, it is perhaps even more necessary to exercise some
restraint on the two States lest they should be tempted to
think that all is now over bar the shouting and that there
is no need for them to make some constructive and permanent

effort to regularise their future relations with the
French".'?

At a series of high-level discussions on the Levant on
23 and 24 August in London®, Spears was given further
evidence of the way the wind was now blowing. The Spears
Mission was the object of a bitter French attack as a result
of which the British agreed to do what they could to reduce
the multiplicity and strength of British organisations in
the Levant. Furthermore, the British undertook to consider
making some new declaration at a suitable moment stating
that they would welcome an agreement between the French and
the Levant States to conclude treaties to determine their

! Spears informed Eden by letter that the

future relations.?
meetings with the French had done nothing to allay his
apprehensions concerning French inability to 1learn the
lessons of the past in their dealings with the Levant
States; he went on to explain his conviction concerning the

"extraordinary depth of feeling" against a treaty amongst

1 Eden to Spears, 25 August 1944, E5237/23/89, FO
371/40302.

20 These discussions had been urged by Massigli as he
believed that "the Levant was the danger spot in Anglo-
French relations". Duff Cooper to Foreign Office, 5 July
1944, E4122/217/89, FO 371/40313.

1 see E5185/23/89 and E5144/23/89, FO 371/40302, for
records of the proceedings of these meetings.
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the Syrians and Lebanese and that nothing in present

circumstances would induce the Levant States to sign a
treaty with the French. 22

At a subsequent meeting between the two men on 1
September, the Levant situation was discussed more fully.
Eden stressed his belief that the position between the
Levant States and France should be "properly regularised ...
by a treaty or some other analogous arrangement". Eden hoped
that Spears would work to this end and in no way encourage
the Syrians or Lebanese to flout French authority. Though
with little enthusiasm, Spears eventually replied that he
would try to bring this about. He spoke of the dangers to
Britain of the French position in Syria and suggested that
Eden might consider a British treaty with the Levant States
to counterbalance the French one, an idea which Eden firmly
rejected. Spears was additionally issued with a formal
directive which stated that he was to work for the
establishment of a practical modus vivendi that would pave
the way for the eventual conclusion of treaties between the

States and the French.?

In addition to this attempt to force Spears to work for
a treaty, over recent months the Foreign Office had been
conspiring against him; several of his most loyal staff had
been transferred and in his absence, G. Mackereth, described
by Spears as "the planted consul", had been instructed to
report any evidence that Spears had been pursuing an anti-
French policy.?* Work was additionally being carried out on

how the Spears Mission might be reduced in size with a view

?2 gpears to Eden, 28 August 1944, E5278/23/89, FO 371
40302.

> Minute by Eden, 1 September 1944; Directive to
Spears, 1 September 1944, E5415/5178/89, FO 371/40347.

¢ gpears, op cit, pp 294-295. See Beirut ko Foreign
Office, 27 July 1943, E4806/23/89, FO 371/40302.
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to its eventual liquidation.? Moreover, Eden had Kept up the

pressure on Churchill to consider the removal of Spears.

Throughout July and August, as the liberation of France
progressed and the prospect of the establishment of a
provisional French government loomed, Eden had stressed to
Churchill the wisdom of making new arrangements in the
Levant. The Prime Minister had finally succumbed and a
compromise had been reached between the two men whereby
Spears was permitted to return to the Levant though for a
limited period only. When informed of this arrangement,
Spears immediately appealed to Churchill for an assurance
that he might remain in the Levant until at least the end of
the war with Germany. He was informed by Churchill on 5
September that he had not kept his francophobia "within
reasonable bounds" and that as the Prime Minister had had
great difficulty in securing his return at all, he should
not expect his tenure to last much beyond the end of the
year.?®

With a time-limit imposed on his mission, Spears
returned to the Levant and promptly saw various
representatives of the Syrian government. He informed them
that Britain attached great importance to the fact that they
should finalise their relations with France by the
conclusion of a treaty. He met, as he had predicted, with
complete opposition from the Syrians and accusations of
British betrayal.? The  Syrians maintained their
intransigence in subsequent discussions with the French;
they sought to enlist the support of the United States and

petitioned Churchill and Eden. The Foreign Office were

> See E5239/5178/89, FO 371/40347.

?¢ Woodward, op cit, pp 302-303; Gaunson, op cit, pp
155-156.

7 Spears to Foreign Office, 16 September 1943,
E5681/23/89, FO 371/40302.
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considerably annoyed with Spears's heavy-handed approach and
suspected that he had deliberately set out to create a local
crisis to prove that he was right and the Foreign Office
wrong. Rather than bringing trouble to a head when Arab

unity discussions were imminent, he was instructed not to
press the matter further.?®

In a letter to the Syrians on 1 October, Eden tried to
explain that Britain considered that a treaty with France
was necessary to terminate the mandate finally.?”® Churchill
however, was eager to moderate the rather pro-French line
which British policy now seemed to be following. He had
previously minuted to Eden that Britain had never committed
herself to striving to secure France a privileged place in
the Levant, and that to continue try to achieve a special
position for the French would lead Britain into the greatest
difficulties with the Arab world.?® He subsequently observed
that Eden's letter to the Syrians did not make clear the
essential point that whilst Britain freely admitted a
predominant position for France, it was up to France to
actually procure that position for herself, by negotiations
with the Syrians. He summed up his attitude thus: "We are no
obstacle but we are not obligated to pull their barrow up
the hill for them".?!' Eden defended himself by pointing out
that given Spears's well- known bias, it was undesirable to

emphasise that point too strongly, and he was sure that the

*®  Foreign Office to Spears, 20 September 1944,
E5681/23/89, FO 371/40302; E6103/23/G89, FO 371/40304.

?  Foreign Office +to Beirut, 1 October 1944,
E5855/23/89, FO 371/40303.

3 Minute by Churchill, 27 September 1944, E5855/23/89,
FO 371/40303.

31 Minute by Churchill, 2 October 1944, E5855/23/89, FO
371/40303; see also Moyne to Foreign Office, 26 September
1944, E5898/23/89, FO 371/40304.
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French had no illusions as to the extent of British support
for their position.3?

Eden was certain that Spears had been instrumental in
provoking and encouraging Syrian intransigence and seized
upon the opportunity once again to demand his removal;
Churchill continued to staunchly defend him by pointing out
that he could play a vital réle in averting another crisis
and refused to recall him. Spears was warned that he should
do all he could to ensure that none of the parties "upset
the apple-cart" and that he should cease to press for the
transfer of the Troupes Spéciales for the moment; Churchill
also sent him an appeal to ensure that the Levant States did
not precipitate another crisis.?

Reports about the worrying situation in the Levant
continued to reach the Foreign Office and conversations
which Eden had with Lord Moyne in Cairo in mid October
confirmed that the situation in the Levant was "a stubborn

one and full of menace".3

The Syrians and Lebanese had
increased their pressure for the transfer of the Troupes
Spéciales and were threatening to resort to violence. The
French were still obstinately refusing to consider the
matter except as part of treaty negotiations and had made
repeated requests to the British Commander-in-Chief for
permission to reinforce their troops in the Levant;
furthermore, Beynet had stated that as certain resolutions
of the Preparatory Committee for the Arab Congress had

precluded the possibility of a treaty between France and the

32 gden to Churchill, 6 October 1944, E5855/27/89, FO
371/40303.

3 Foreign Office to Spears, 2 October 1944; Churchill
to Spears, 3 October 1944, E5900/23/89, FO 371/40304.

3¢ Eden to Cadogan, 11 October 1944, E6370/217/89, FO
371/40318.
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Lebanon, Catroux's declaration of
invalidated. "

independence was

By the end of October however, Spears reported despite
repeated French pleas for a treaty, the Syrians had never
wavered in their refusal, nor in constantly reiterating the
demand for the immediate transfer of the Troupes Spéciales;
Beynet had informed him that "about as much progress had
been made as if they had been riding a merry-go-round".® The
Foreign Office could only conclude: "We really are sitting
on a volcano [in the Levant] unless we bring about an

agreement. The present situation cannot last".?

Whilst tension reigned in the Levant, Churchill and Eden
visited Paris in November for Armistice Day; de Gaulle's
administration had recently been recognised as the
provisional government of France by both the United States
and Britain, and they met with a rapturous reception. After
the more public official duties, private talks ensued in
which the spirit of good-will continued to reign supreme and
"not an unpleasant word [was] said, although nearly every
subject, including Syria, was covered".?®* Churchill restated
that Britain had no ambitions to usurp France in Syria and
Lebanon and de Gaulle confirmed that he adhered to his
promise of independence to the two States, though he
qualified the word independence and explained that he meant
by this the sort of independence Britain had established in
Iraq and Egypt and did not mean that France would resign her
dominating influence. Bidault, de Gaulle's new Foreign

Minister, stated that what France wanted was to remain in

3° gee E6552/217/89, FO 371/40318.

3¢  gpears to Foreign Office, 31 October 1944,
E6708/23/89, FO 371/40305.

37 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 2 November 1944,
E6652/217/89, FO 371/40318.

38 puff Cooper, op cit, p 341.



620

the Levant "with such advantages as the treaties may grant
us" and observed that the persistent Anglo-French quarrel on

the matter was "like a thorn which must be extracted in the
interests of our relations".?

A further conversation between Eden and Bidault the
following day was only slightly 1less cordial. Bidault
reiterated that France intended to keep her promises to the
Levant States though she would not surrender any rights to
which she was entitled. Eden said he thought there were "no
essential differences between the British and French points
of view", and that at the present stage, "it was merely a
question of procedure". Eden suggested a compromise over the
transfer of the Troupes Spéciales whereby the French would
agree to transfer a percentage now and the rest at some
later stage. Bidault initially balked at this idea; he
argued that any concession now would merely provoke further
claims and mentioned that any transfer of Troupes would
necessitate the despatch of an equivalent number of
reinforcements to the Levant. Eden pointed out that the
dispute had ranged now for some six months and the demands
of the States would not diminish with the passage of time;
he strongly deprecated the idea of despatching
reinforcements. The conversation proceeded no further,
though the French did agree to take up and discuss Eden's

compromise suggestion.*°

In the interests of preserving the atmosphere of good-
will and co-operation which prevailed, the Paris talks had

failed to address any of the real problems at stake in the

39 Record of informal discussion at the Ministére de la
Guerre, 3.00pm, 11 November 1944, E7627/217/G89, FO
371/40318; see also Kersaudy, op cit, pp 377-382.

0 Record of conversation between Bidault, Massigli,
Chauvel and Eden, Duff Cooper and Cadogan, 12 November 1944,
FO 371/40318. Duff Cooper recorded that all went well in
these conversations until the question of the Levant which
"defied solution". Duff Cooper, op cit, p 341.
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Levant. From the Foreign Office's point of view, however,
the talks had one major satisfactory outcome: shortly after
their return from Paris, Eden succeeded at last in
persuading Churchill to invite Spears to resign. The
resignation and the appointment of Terence Shone in Spears's
place was announced on 5 December, along with a statement to
the effect that no change in the policy of His Majesty's
Government was contemplated.*’ The feeling at the Foreign
Office was that as under Spears, British influence had never
been brought into pPlay to promote a treaty settlement
between the Levant States and the French, "we still don't
know what we can do if we try patiently".*?

The departure of Spears, however, brought no miracle
cure for the Levant and the problems which had been swept
under the carpet during the Paris talks quickly resurfaced.
The Foreign Office came under fire both from the British
Middle East authorities and from Spears on his return to
London. Both denounced the lack of coherence in British
policy towards the Middle East and condemned the attempt, by
simultaneously supporting the Arabs, the Zionists and the
French, to run with the hare and to hunt with the hounds.*
In the Levant meanwhile, the Syrians in December had
abolished the teaching of French in primary schools and
relegated French to the same place as English in secondary

schools.* The French had docked a light cruiser at Beirut

2 7Text of communiqué issued 5 December 1944,
E7473/5178/89; Spears to Churchill, 30 November 1944,
E7600/5178/89; both in FO 371/40347.

2 Minute by R. M. A. Hankey, 10 December 1944,
E7501/23/89, FO 371/40307.

3 Killearn to Foreign Office, 24 December 1944,
E7876/27/89, FO 371/40307; reports of speech by Spears to
Royal Empire Society, 17 January 1945, in Times gnd Daily
Express, 18 January 1945; article by Spears in Sunday
Express, 28 January 1945, cited by Gaunson, op cit, p 164.

* See Kirk, op cit, p 289; Longrigg, op cit, p 346.
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and proceeded to despatch twenty tanks to Damascus,
ostensibly due to accomodation difficulties.*S

Once again, the Levant situation seemed full of
threatening possibilities and Shone's telegrams provided
scant room for comfort. On taking up his post, Shone had
been optimistically informed by Eden that provided France
pursued a policy in accordance with their obligations and
promises, French and British interests were "not
fundamentally opposed". Yet in the face of Syrian and
Lebanese intransigence, which thwarted French aims and
ambitions, British and French interests quickly came into
conflict and posed Britain with the eternal dilemma of
whether to honour her promises to the Arabs or those to the
French. Shone reported that he had found the Syrian and
Lebanese attitudes towards treaties with France to be "even
harder" than he had imagined and foresaw "a pretty sticky
time before long". He saw no hope of persuading the Syrians
to enter into a treaty with the French without entirely

forfeiting British influence®®

Indeed, the prospects for the New Year did not look
good: in late January a series of anti-French demonstrations
erupted in Damascus and other Syrian towns, in the midst of
which, Bidault announced that France was absolutely
determined to preserve her pre-eminent position in the
Levant and to maintain order there. The Levant governments
retorted that bringing out French troops only served to
increase the tension and that it was they who were

L] [} 47
responsible for the maintenance of order.

> Beirut to Foreign Office, 24 December 1944,
E7874/23/89, FO 371/40307.

** sShone to Foreign Office, 30 December 1944, E8/8/89;
Shone to Foreign Office, 8 January 1945, E207/8/89; both in
FO 371/45556.

7 Kirk, op cit, pp 290-291.
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A warning from the British that they could countenance
no action likely to create a threat to security was backed
up by a concerted diplomatic effort to bring the two sides
together. A request was made for American assistance in
which the State Department acquiesced. The Syrians were
warned that Britain could not support their continued
intransigence towards the idea of a treaty; the situation
could not remain static and they would have to face up to
realities. Early in February, they were persuaded to
approach Beynet for French desiderata. Simultaneously, Duff

Cooper was instructed to advise the French to behave with
the utmost moderation and tact.*®

Even Churchill and Eden tried their hand with the
Syrians when, en route from Yalta, they met Shukri Quwatli

at Cairo.?

Assurances were offered that Britain had no
intention of replacing the French in the Levant; Churchill
warned however, that whilst the French must recognise Syrian
independence, the Syrians must not "throw the French out
altogether". He went on to emphasise that the Syrians must
give "something reasonable" and "a position of some sort" to
the French. The Syrians were urged to begin negotiations and
settle the question "without serious quarrels" and moreover,
whilst British troops were in the Levant to strengthen their

hand.®® In a speech to the Commons on his return, Churchill

*® Shone to Foreign Office, 4 February 1944; Foreign
Office to Paris, 6 February 1944; both in E821/8/89, FO
371/45558.

* De Gaulle did not participate in the Yalta
conference; his exclusion however, which seemed to imply
that France was no longer regarded as a Great Power, made
him particularly paranoid about the policy decided upon
there and he was convinced that Churchill had contrived to
persuade Stalin and Roosevelt to allow him a free hand in
Syria and Lebanon.

*° Record of Cairo conversations, 17 February 1945,
E1415/8/89, FO 371/45560.
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again stressed Britain's determination to respect the
independence of the Levant States, and to use her best
endeavours to preserve a special position there for France.
Though expressing his belief that these aims were not
incompatible, he sought to shift responsibility for their
attainment from British shoulders however, by commenting
that it was not for Britain alone to defend either Levant
independence or French privilege; significantly, he pointed
out that both Russia and the United States had recognised
the independence of the Levant States whereas neither had

recognised the special position of any other country there.

Though it was reported on 18 February that Beynet had
been instructed to begin negotiations with the Levant
States, on 24 February, Duff Cooper was obliged to ask
Bidault why the French had still not communicated their
terms to the Levant States though the reply he obtained was
considered very unsatisfactory.’® Conversations in London
with Bidault between 25 and 27 February proved no more
successful. Bidault assured Eden that France desired a
position in the Levant similar to Britain's own in Iraq and
that Beynet had been instructed to sound the Syrians out
about a treaty which would provide France with military and
air bases, a pre-eminent position for her ambassador and
educational and cultural safeguards amongst other things.
Eden merely warned Bidault of the strength of opposition he

was likely to face.

Despite the manifestly urgent need for some progress in
the Levant, Beynet saw fit to return to Paris for further
instructions early in March, announcing in Algiers en route

that the Levant situation was "satisfaisante" and what

>l Duff Cooper to Foreign Office, 24 February 1945,
E1340/8/89 and E1386/8/89; both in FO 371/45560.
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difficulties existed were "solubles".5? 1In fact, the
situation in the Levant was giving cause for considerable
concern: a serious incident had occurred in the Alaouite
region of Syria. The Syrian gendarmerie had been routed by
the followers of a religious sheikh, Suleiman Murshid, and

once again the vexed question of arms for the gendarmerie
had been raised in an acute form.3?

On 28 March, Duff Cooper saw Bidault and warned him that
he would shortly be obliged to speak to him about the
Levant. In reply, Bidault said that he hoped very much that
that would not be the case, that "a new chapter had opened
... that the difficulties were disappearing and ... [that]
he himself was doing everything possible to improve
relations". When pressed on the matter of the Troupes
Spéciales and the gendarmerie, Bidault had advised Duff
Cooper to speak with Beynet but "expressed confidence that
all would be well". At a meeting the following day, when the
subject was once again discussed, Bidault assured Duff
Cooper that he and Beynet were doing everything in their
power to bring about a satisfactory solution. He hinted
however, that his difficulty "was of course with the Head of
Government, whose resistance would inevitably be stiffened
by any British intervention".®* Cooper himself agreed that it
would probably be harmful to see de Gaulle at the moment,
who was much more likely to be reasonable if no pressure was

brought to bear on him.>’

2 Algiers to Foreign Office, 16 March 1945, E1980/8/89,
FO 371/45562.

53 see Kirk, op cit, pp 292-293. There was some evidence
that the French had supplied the rebels with arms. See
Foreign Office to Paris, 30 March 1945, E2102/8/89, FO

371/45562.

% Duff Cooper to Foreign Office, 29 and 30 March 1945,
E2102/8/89, FO 371/45562.

> puff Cooper to Foreign Office, 31 March 1945,
E2163/8/89, FO 371/45562.
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Nonetheless, Duff Cooper did see de Gaulle on 5 April;
both men agreed that Britain and France had "no conflicting
interests in the Levant" and that it was a great pity that
the area should form such "a bone of contention" between the
two countries. When Duff Cooper pointed out that small
questions like the arming of the gendarmerie and the Troupes
Spéciales should be easily settled, de Gaulle replied that
they would be easier to deal with if there was not such a
large British military presence in the Levant. If the French
were to give up their position now, it would look like "they
were simply handing over to the British".%® This was now to
become the main French excuse for not handing over the
Troupes Spéciales.

As everything waited in the Levant on Beynet's return,
a slight détente was achieved. By late April however, Shone
was obliged to report that fundamental positions had not
radically altered: the French were determined to preserve as
much of their present position as they could, whereas the
States were as determined to concede no preference or
privilege to France. Both States were confident that Britain
would not permit the French to reinforce their troops in the
Levant or to permit a repetition of the 1943 coup. Shone
felt bound to observe that the local French were quite
capable of the latter and stressed that if Britain did allow

°® The British were reducing their military presence in
the Levant, but were reluctant to let de Gaulle know exact
figures as this would put ideas into his head about claiming
the overall command of Allied troops. French suspicions had
been fuelled by the building of permanent stone barracks in
which to house their troops, and even the Foreign Office
admitted that there were certain worrying signs that the
British military authorities had become accustomed to their
presence infthe Levant States and were extremely ;eluctant to
depart. See Duff Cooper to Foreign Office, 5 April 1945, and
various Foreign Office minutes, E2261/8/G89, FO 371/45562
and E3829/8/89G, FO 371/45570
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French reinforcement, disillusionment in the States would

be so great that there would almost certainly be trouble.?’

Towards the end of April however, it was learnt that the
French did intend to reinforce their troops in the Levant,
by despatching two French cruisers with three battalions of
troops to coincide with Beynet's return. Duff Cooper saw
representatives of the Quai d'Orsay and on 30 April de
Gaulle himself, to protest that this action risked creating
disturbances in the Levant and ruining the present
favourable atmosphere for negotiations. De Gaulle however,
referred to Britain's long-standing desire to replace the
French in the Levant and stated that as long as Britain
retained her forces there, he could not be asked to reduce
his; as regards the relative prestige of Britain and France

the matter was a serious one.®®

A letter from Duff Cooper to
Eden on 4 May restated his conviction that de Gaulle "firmly
and honestly believes that it is our aim to oust the French

from the Levant and to take their place there".>®

In view of the critical situation, the Foreign Office
implored the Prime Minister to intervene with de Gaulle.®°
Despite his reluctance to do so®, Churchill, after
consultation with both the War Cabinet and the Chiefs of
Staff, sent a personal telegram to de Gaulle informing him

that he was disturbed that the Levant question was still

7 Shone to Foreign Office, 27 April 1945, E2706/8/89,
FO 371/45563.

8  puff Cooper to Foreign Office, 30 April 1945,
E2733/12/89, FO 371/45588.

 puff Cooper to Eden, 4 May 1945, E3036/8/G89, FO
371/45563.

% Orme Sargent to Churchill, 1 May 1945, E2733/12/89,
FO 371/45588.

° Churchill thought a direct intervention by him would
only lead to his receiving "some insulting answer"”. Minute
by Churchill, 3 May 1945, E2733/12/89, FO 371/45588.
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being regarded from the angle of Anglo-French rivalry.
Churchill offered further reassurances about British
intentions in the Levant and warned against poisoning the
atmosphere just as negotiations were about to commence;
furthermore, he offered to withdraw all British troops as

soon as France and the Levant States had concluded a
treaty.®?

De Gaulle replied on 6 May by cataloguing French
interests in the Levant. He noted Churchill's offer to
withdraw British troops, but pointed out that the situation
in the Levant might already have been regulated were it not
the belief of the Levant States governments that they could
avoid any form of engagement with France by relying on the
support of Britain, a belief which was only encouraged by
the presence of British troops and agents. He announced that
Beynet was due to return and commence negotiations and
expressed the hope that Britain would refrain from
intervention. He drew particular attention to the
unfavourable impression which had already been created by
the arrival in the Levant of a new British battalion from

Palestine.®?

British efforts to prevent the arrival of French troops
failed and on 7 May, a Senegalese battalion arrived at
Beirut, though the local governments were assured that these
troops were a relief battalion rather than reinforcements.
As had been predicted, in the days following the arrival of
French troops, a number of incidents and clashes occurred

between the French and the Levantine populations. Further

62 Cchurchill to de Gaulle, 4 May 1945, E2733/12/89, FO
371,/45588.

®3 De Gaulle to Churchill, 6 May 1945, E2925/12/G89, FO
371/45589. The movement of the British battalion haq peen
necessary according to the British military.author}tles,
though its timing was considered by the Foreign Office to
have been most unfortunate.
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French troops were expected and Shone commented: "The stage
is therefore set. Once again the French have demonstrated
their extraordinary inability to guage the temper of the
local populations and consequences of their own actions. All
information ... suggests that when the arrival of
reinforcements is made known, the French awakening will be

as rude as it was in November 1943".°%*

Meanwhile, Beynet had returned to the Levant and was
followed several days later by the arrival of a further
contingent of French troops. On 18 May, Beynet made known
the French requirements which included educational and
cultural conventions, economic concessions and a strategic
understanding to provide the French with bases throughout
the Levant as well as French retention of the Troupes
Spéciales until at least the end of the war.®® A day later
however, on the grounds that the French proposals and the
pressure to which they were Dbeing subjected were
incompatible with their independence and sovereignty, the

Syrians and Lebanese broke off negotiations.“

Shone's complete disillusionment with British policy is
evident from a despatch he sent to London on 18 May. He
wrote that even if extensive troubles did not break out, he
was convinced that "recent events have proved conclusively
that our policy here which virtually amounts to assisting
the French to secure a privileged position, simply will not
work". Shone explained that neither the States nor the
French had any real intention of seeking an agreement and
both sides knew that their respective desiderata were "poles

apart". The French hoped to achieve what they wanted "by

64 Shone to Foreign Office, 13 May 1945, E3040/8/89, FO
371/45563.

¢ Kirk, op cit, p 295.

66 Shone to Foreign Office, 22 May 1945, E3292/8/89, FO
371/45564.
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delaying tactics and brandishing the big stick", whereas the

States believed that even without Britain, they could

command sufficient backing from world opinion to enable them
to resist French demands. Both sides believed they had time
on their side and were digging themselves in ever more
firmly, whilst Britain's own position was steadily being
weakened. Shone questioned whether it was so certain that
Britain's present policy was the one best suited "to make us
friends with the French. For the past three and a half years
we have been told that the French "will never forget" this
or that action on our part or that we must adopt some line
of policy "so as not to estrange the French". Yet Shone
believed that the French would happily forget things if it
suited them to do so, and maintained, echoing Spears' own
sentiments, that they would accept a British line of policy
"if it is once made clear to them that we intend to adopt it
and are prepared to use means open to us to support it".
Shone condemned British policy as neither helping the French
to get what they wanted nor gaining their goodwill;
moreover, it was rapidly destroying British power to either
help the Levant States or herself. The tightrope he had
walked for almost five months was now "sagging dangerously".
As both Britain and the United States were in agreement that
de Gaulle's actions were "mischievous", Shone asked whether
it was "really impossible for us to stop him, dependent on

[ 7
us as he is for so much?"®

Despite Britain's best efforts to entreat both sides to
refrain from provocation®®, the Levant situation deteriorated

rapidly; on 19 May, anti-French demonstrations throughout

67 gShone to Sir Ronald Campbell, 18 May 1945,
E3179/8/G89, FO 371/45564.

8 gee Foreign Office to Paris, 25 May 1945, E3397/8/89;
Foreign Office to Beirut, 25 May 1945, E3376/8/89; Duff
Cooper to Foreign Office, 26 May 1945, E3411/8/89; Shgne to
Foreign Office, 26 May 1945, E3419/8/89; all in FO
371/45565.
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Syria quickly developed into riots and soon reached the
stage of open conflict between French troops and 1local
civilians in which many lives were lost. On 28 May, the
Syrian Foreign Minister informed Shone that events had
overtaken him and that he could no longer be held
responsible for internal security.®® In view of the Prime
Minister's determination that Britain should not become
involved, and his desire to concert his actions with those
of the United States, it was decided in London to merely
watch the situation very carefully and to take future
decisions in the light of further developments.”

On 29 May, the French under the command of Général
Oliva-Roget subjected Damascus to two heavy bombardments;
bitter fighting and further bombardments continued
throughout the next two days.’ Shone and Grigg, the Minister
Resident, now begged for British intervention to put a stop
to the French actions and fears were expressed about
possible Iraqui and Egyptian assistance to the Syrians. At
a Cabinet meeting on 30 May, to discuss the situation,
Churchill remained adamant that Britain should avoid
shouldering alone the burden of restoring the situation and
thought that American support should first be secured for
whatever action she took. It was decided that, dependent on
American approval, a telegram should be sent to de Gaulle
informing him that the British, to prevent further bloodshed
and in the interests of the security of the entire Middle

East, had authorised their Commander-in-Chief to intervene.

 Shone to Foreign Office, 28 May 1945, E3436/8/89,
FO371/45565.

’° Foreign Office Minute by Sir R. Campbell, 28 May
1945, E3557/8/G89, FO 371/45566.

I Beirut to Foreign Office, 29 May 1945, E3498/8/89;
Beirut to Foreign Office, 30 May 1945, E3511/§/89 and
E3533/8/89; all in FO 371/45566. On the actions and
behaviour of Général Oliva-Roget in Damascus, see F.
Kersaudy, Le Levant, in De Gaulle et la nation face aux
problémes de défense, 1945-1946, (Paris, 1983), pp 255-256.
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In order to avoid a collision between French and British
forces, de Gaulle was requested to order French troops to
withdraw to their barracks. The telegram also reaffirmed
Britain's intention to withdraw all her forces from the
Levant upon the satisfactory conclusion of a treaty between
the Levant States and France, and suggested tripartite
discussions in London as soon as order was restored.’?

Whilst awaiting President Truman's assent, Massigli,
(now French Ambassador to Britain) was seen by both
Churchill and Eden late in the evening after the Cabinet
meeting on 30 May and advised of British intentions; the
Ambassador deplored the decision and urged that the greatest
care be taken in stating these intentions in order to
minimise the danger to Franco-British relations. Late that
same evening, in view of reports received from Beynet the
Levant to the effect that calm had been restored, Bidault
telegraphed to Beynet instructing French troops to cease
fire, though Général Oliva-Roget denied receiving this order

® On the morning of 31 May, Sir R.

until late on 31 May.’
Campbell saw Massigli and the latter once again emphasised
the importance of the manner in which the communication was
made to the French government. Massigli asked whether the
instructions had been sent to the British Commander-in-Chief
or whether the situation was still in suspense, pending
Truman's reply. He was informed that the instructions might

be put into effect at any moment.’*

Meanwhile, the British Cabinet, still unaware of the

French order to cease fire, and in view of reports of

2 gee E3552/8/89, FO 371/45566; Conclusions of War
Cabinet meeting, Wednesday, 30 May 1945, 6.30pm, CAB 65/53.

3 See F. Kersaudy, Le Levant, in De Gaulle et la nation
face aux problémes de défense, p 259.

74 Foreign Office Minute, 31 May 1945, E3677/8/89, FO
371/45568.
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continued fighting in Damascus, had decided that, despite

the lack of response from Truman,
75

Britain should now

Telegrams were accordingly despatched to Beirut
and to Paris and at 3.45pm,

intervene.

Eden made a statement to that
effect in the House of Commons.’® The critical situation

which prevailed was not helped by the fact that the telegram
to Paris arrived at 2.50 and, as de Gaulle was unavailable
at that time, was transmitted to Palewski for communication
to him without delay.” De Gaulle did not receive the
telegram until three quarters of an hour after Eden's
statement in the House and regarded the ultimatum as an
intolerable humiliation particularly as he believed that
Britain was already aware that he had given the order to
cease fire. In fact, Massigli did not reach Eden with news
of the cease fire until after the statement in the House and

the order had been given to intervene.

It is alleged that de Gaulle, when he received news of
the British decision to intervene, ordered Beynet to resist
British forces, though Beynet refused to obey those orders

® On 1 June, British

foreseeing their dire consequences.’
forces assumed control in the Levant; order was quickly
restored when French forces in Syria were withdrawn to their
barracks and over the following weeks, along with French
civilians, they were gradually evacuated to the relatively
safe haven of the Lebanon. By mid-June this process was

virtually complete.

Given the severity of the crisis, and its exacerbation

by poor communications and misundersatndings, it was

75 conclusions of War Cabinet meeting, Thursday, 31 May
1945, 11.30am, CAB 65/53.

6 ipid.

7 paris to Foreign Office, 31 May 1945, E3679/8/89, FO
371/45568.

8 Kirk, op cit, p 298.
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inevitable that the recriminations which followed in its

wake would be bitter. In a press interview on 2 June’®, de

Gaulle launched a bitter attack on the British, which was "
mixture of falsehoods, half truths,

a

suppressions of
inconvenient facts and insinuations against Britain". He

generally suggested that the trouble in the Levant was due
entirely to the British; he spoke of the maintenance of
6OOQQO British troops throughout the Middle East and of the
activities of numerous British agents in the Levant who had
stirred up agitation against French interests. Moreover, in
what was regarded as a face-saving device, de Gaulle now
attempted to internationalise the dispute and emphasised his
readiness for discussions on the entire situation in the
Middle East.®® In another press interview on 7 June in Paris,
Général Oliva-Roget levelled some equally bitter charges
against the British.®

On 4 June, Duff Cooper endured a "stormy interview" with
de Gaulle. The latter "could not have been more stiff if he
had been declaring war", though in Duff Cooper's estimation,
he was "genuinely convinced that the whole incident [had]
been arranged by the British so as to carry out their long-
planned policy of driving the French out of the Levant in
order to take their place". He warned Duff Cooper that
although France was not in any position to open hostilities

against Britain, France had been insulted and betrayed, a

7 gee Duff Cooper to Foreign Office, 3 June 1945,
E3710/8/89, FO 371/45568; Duff Cooper to Foreign Office, 3
June 1945, E3711/8/89, FO 371/45569.

8 puff Cooper to Foreign Office, 3 June 1945,
E3712/8/89, FO 371/45569. Britain had no wish tq see her own
shortcomings in the Middle East the subject of an
international conference and still less Russian
participation in any such conference.

81 gee Kirk, op cit, p 300.
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fact which she could not forget.® De Gaulle's bitterness

even extended to cancelling a ceremony at which he had been
due to confer war decorations on some British officers; at
a8 subsequent review of French troops, he angrily ordered out
of the procession the small contingent of ambulances run and

financed by Lady Spears since the outbreak of war and
dedicated to the care of the Free French.®

De Gaulle was to be profoundly disappointed however,
with the more general reaction in France to events in the
Levant, which did nothing to reduce the popularity of the
British: none of his own Ministers were remotely interested
in a conflict with Britain over the Levant and this feeling
was echoed in the press. De Gaulle's threat to denounce the
modus vivendi which had been arranged between the French and
British military authorities drew forth a counter-threat of
resignation from Beynet.® In the Consultative Assembly on 20
June, a resolution in favour of a Franco-British alliance

was unanimously passed.®

It 1is nonetheless remarkable that less than a month
after the death of Hitler and the German surrender at
Rheims, the situation in the Levant had reduced Britain and
France to a paper war. As well as marking a critical period
in Anglo-French relations, the May crisis in Syria also

"effectively marked the end of the French era in the Middle

% Duff Cooper, op cit, p 354-355; Kersaudy, Le Levant
in De Gaulle et la nation face aux problémes de défense, p

260.
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Duff Cooper, op cit, p 355.

8 Kersaudy, Le Levant, in De Gaulle et la nation face
aux problémes de défense, p 260.

8 J. W. Young, Britain, France and the Unity of Europe,
1945-1951, (Leicester, 1984), pp 9-12.
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n 86
East". Henceforward, the British realised that to continue

to talk of a special Position for the French in the Levant
was pointless and would do untold damage to her own standing
in the Middle East and the sooner the better the French came
to the same realisation. Prospects for a settlement of the
situation improved with the imminence of the conference at
Potsdam as wider issues came to dominate the thinking of all
parties to the dispute. On 8 July, the French government
announced that to accede to Syrian and Lebanese wishes to
form national armies, it was taking steps to transfer the
Troupes Spéciales® to their control. With this decision, the
Levant situation passed from the critical list.®®

By now the Foreign Office was even more convinced that
"a close Anglo-French alliance [was] very much in the
interests of [Britain]" and they soon discovered that Ernest
Bevin, the new Labour Foreign Secretary, was only too
willing to lend his support to the policy. Bevin quickly
realised however, that no progress in this direction could
be achieved before the Levant issue was settled, but saw
himself as ideally placed to bring about such a settlement,
having no feelings of personal antagonism towards de Gaulle

such as Churchill had developed.?®

® Wm Roger Louis, The British Empire in the Middle
East, 1945-1951. Arab Nationalism, the United States and
Postwar Imperialism, (Oxford, 1984), p 170.

8 Large numbers of the Troupes Spéciales had anyway
deserted French command during the troubles in May and had
placed themselves at the disposal of the local governments.
Kirk, op cit, p 303.

8 Kirk, op cit, p 303. A. W. de Porte, De Gaulle's
Foreign Policy, 1944-1946, (Camb., Mass., 1968), pp 149-151.

®* Sean Greenwood, Ernest Bevin, France and "Western
Union": August 1945-February 1946, European History
Quarterly, Vol 14, (1984), p 320-322.
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Even despite these promising signs, the Levant issue was
to occupy Anglo-French attention for many more months. The
situation was not helped by de Gaulle's continued
intransigence and his determination that France should
retain something of her position in the Levant, in contrast
with the more reasoned and flexible approach of Bidault,
Massigli and Chauvel.®?® The last six months of 1945 witnessed
a series of laborious negotiations dedicated to finding a
resolution which would please everybody; on 13 December
1945, agreement was tentatively reached on a joint

evacuation plan, though less than a month later, this was
wrecked by de Gaulle.

Events were now to overtake the British and French. On
20 January, de Gaulle resigned and shortly afterwards Bevin
and Bidault agreed to try and salvage the December

agreement.’!

By this time however, the Syrians and Lebanese,
tired of constant rounds of negotiations which altered
nothing, had announced their intention of bringing the issue
of the presence of French and British troops on their
territory before the United Nations. In February 1946,
Britain and France suffered the joint humiliation of being
reprimanded by the United Nations Security Council and were
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forced to expedite their evacuation.’ The final ignominious

departure of British troops from the Levant took place in
June 1946; the remnants of the French forces were close on

% Thus the gaping wound which for so

their heels in August.
long had disabled the Anglo-French alliance was effectively

cauterised.

®© J. W. Young, Britain, France and the Unity of Europe,
1945-1951, pp 18-23.

°1 ipbid, pp 22-25.
%2 Louis, op cit, p 171; de Porte, op cit, p 171.

3 Sachar, op cit, p 330-331.
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CONCLUSIONS

Of the innumerable problems which tried and tested the
endurance of the Anglo-Free French alliance during the
Second World War, the Levant was perhaps the most serious
and the most constantly recurring. As Kersaudy has so
picturesquely described, "the intricate combinations and
repercussions of developments in the Levant were for ever
merging in a sort of hideous witches' brew that simmered
constantly and Ooccasionally bubbled over. From this hideous
cauldron sprang forth ninety per cent of the quarrels
between de Gaulle and Churchill until the end of the war".!
Yet in view of the legacy of mistrust and suspicion which
both powers had inherited concerning their relationship in
the Levant, it was small wonder that their partnership there
was so troubled. The atmosphere of mutual rivalry and
hostility which had built up over the centuries had long
since gained a momentum all of its own and, to a certain
extent, had stacked the cards against the success of any

joint Anglo-French venture in the Levant.

The annals of history were filled to overflowing with
precedents to which the two powers, and especially the
French, could look to justify their continued distrust and
suspicion. More importantly, the First World War was within
the memory and even the experience of most of the
protagonists during the Second World War. It was all too
easy to compare the more formally titled McMahon-Hussein
correspondence and the Sykes-Picot agreement with the
British endorsement of Catroux's proclamation of Levant
independence and her assurances to respect the pre-eminent
and privileged position of France. A comparison between
Allenby's victorious advance and the uneasy joint Anglo-
French occupation of the Levant during 1918 and 1919 and

Operation Exporter and the subsequent establishment of an

! Kersaudy, op cit, p 198.
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Anglo-Free French condominium in Syria and Lebanon, was
equally obvious. Similarly, the pejorative term "Lawrencian"
all too readily Sprang to French minds when describing the

antics of Spears and his dedicated team of Arabophiles.

From 1940 onwards, Britain and the Free French as allies
faced mortal danger from the Axis threat. There was every
reason to hope and expect that historical precedents and
traditional rivalries even in the Levant, might somehow have
been transcended in the common fight against the common foe.
Yet this did not happen. To adopt the 1line that as the
course of Anglo-French relations in the Levant had never run
smooth, a troubled relationship between Britain and the Free
French there during the Second World War was a foregone
conclusion, is to adopt too fatalistic and simplistic an
approach. As the annals of history provide only part of the
answer, one is left to seek other explanations elsewhere,

starting perhaps, with the circumstances of the time.

The motive which inspired the joint Anglo-Free French
invasion of the Levant, namely that of defending the area
against Axis infiltration, was at least mutual to both
Allies. Rudely awakened to the vulnerability of her position
in the Middle East by the Rashid Ali coup and the subsequent
Axis exploitation of the Vichy link in Syria and Lebanon,
Britain had been forced to reappraise her policy of reliance
on Vichy neutrality and to contemplate an invasion to
protect her wide interests in the Middle East. Nonetheless,
the decision was only reluctantly taken and activated purely
by military expediency. Though the Free French were equally
determined that the Levant should not fall victim to the
Axis, their motives for invasion were more complex and more
numerous. The Levant was regarded, next to North Africa, as
one of the most prestigious parts of the French Empire and
the Free French eagerly grasped the prospect of invasion as
a golden opportunity to extend their influence and control.

They also recognised the urgent need to protect the Levant
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States from falling under the sway of Anglo-Saxon domination
as circumstances seemed to threaten.

In their desperate circumstances, the Allies had
espoused the idea of a proclamation of Levant independence
to ease the path of their invading armies. Though realising
the potential for trouble the idea contained, as a means of
countervailing Axis appeal and securing the goodwill of the
Arab population, the British had viewed the proclamation as
militarily expedient. The French too had regarded the
proclamation of independence as expedient, not only
militarily by ensuring Arab quiescence and thereby assisting
the progress of the armies, but also politically, by
facilitating the establishment of their control. With only
limited personnel and resources at their disposal, it was
easier for the Free French to establish their authority over
the Levant States in the guise of liberators rather than

that of conquerors.

The extent of the commitment to the proclamation of
independence between the two Allies was however, quite
different and this quickly spelled trouble for their
alliance. Once the British had endorsed the Free French
proclamation of Levant independence, they were obliged to
stand by it or else face renewed charges of perfidy and
betrayal from the Arabs, not only in the Levant but
throughout the Middle East. The British realised that their
own position in the Middle East could stand or fall
depending upon how their actions in the Levant were
assessed. From the Arab point of view, the Free French had
stolen a ride into the Levant with the British invasion
forces:; the British were seen as the paymasters of the
French and therefore expected to exercise a considerable
degree of control over them and their behaviour.

Given these Arab expectations, it was inevitable that as
the war situation ebbed and flowed, so did British pressure

on the Free French to uphold their promise of independence
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to the Levant States. Notwithstanding the implications of

the proclamation of independence for her own Middle Eastern
empire, it should be remembered that it was always a good
deal easier for Britain to don the cloak of liberalism and
tO0 occupy the higher moral ground when dealing with the
independence of territories in which her own predominance
was not at stake. Throughout the period of the Second World
War, Britain, whilst steadfastly upholding the Free French
pledge to the Levant States, was always quick to quash any
suggestions that her own activities in the Middle East be
subject to scrutiny and for example, moved swiftly to censor
all references in the Egyptian press to Transjordanian
claims for independence sparked off by the Lebanese crisis
in November 1943.

Though the French too, had their fair share of broken
promises to the Arabs, most notably the non-ratification of
the 1936 treaties, they were less able to afford, and
possibly less inclined, to be sensitive about such matters.
After the humiliation of 1940, de Gaulle was fighting to re-
establish France as a Great Power and to resurrect the
French Empire; he had certainly not engaged in a fratricidal
conflict to install the Free French in the Levant States
only subsequently to relinquish control of those
territories. De Gaulle never had any real intention of
fulfilling Arab aspirations for unfettered independence as
he realised that to do so would encourage a chain reaction,
with far-reaching consequences for France's North African
Empire. The Free French claimed to represent the real voice
of France; to simply surrender the historic position of
France in the Levant and to gain nothing in return was out
of the question. De Gaulle had been subjected to vicious
assaults from Vichy for his actions in the Levant, in which
he had been depicted as nothing more than a British puppet,
carelessly discarding parts of the French empire to be
rapidly swallowed up by perfidious Albion; he knew too, that

were he to cede an inch of French control in the Levant, he
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would face similar attacks from elements within his own camp

and do much to alienate sympathies with his cause.

Of all the factors which made de Gaulle determined to
defend the position of France in the Levant, perhaps the
most important was his fear that if the French relaxed their
control, the British would immediately step into their
shoes. Anthony Hartley has pointed out that one of the main

themes of de Gaulle's Mémoires de Guerre is the idea that

France's allies would always seek to take advantage of her
weakness to further their own interests. De Gaulle was
imbued with the idea that all nations, even those allied
together in a common cause, were potential rivals.? Judging
from her actions in the past, de Gaulle was convinced that
Britain aimed to erode and finally eliminate French
influence in the Levant and to replace it with her own, as
part of a grand design to establish her hegemony throughout
the Middle East. He seems to have remained impervious to the
British government's countless promises and assurances that
this was not the case; British behaviour during the
armistice negotiations at St. Jeanne d'Acre and the
activities of Spears in championing the independence of the

States, only served to fuel his suspicions.

There were thus a number of problems inherent in the
Anglo-Free French venture in the Levant which were likely to
bedevil the future course of relations between the two
powers. A further source of trouble quickly became apparent
in the difficulties experienced in instituting a joint
system of occupation, which the Lyttelton-de Gaulle
agreements came to embody. In the anomalous situation which
was created, overall military command was vested in the

British, with their clear preponderance of troops®’, and

’ Anthony Hartley, op cit, p 7.

3 Given the relative British and Free French positions,
and their disparate contributions both in ﬁhe general war
effort and in Operation Exporter, it is easily apparent why
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territorial command in the Free French. Britain had no other
aim in the Levant than to win the war and military
considerations consequently dominated her thinking and her

actions there, often at the expense of regard for French

susceptibilities. The Free French, conscious of being so
conspicuously outnumbered by their British allies, were
forced into a very poor second place; they struggled
constantly however, to reassert their own authority and that
of France and sought to emphasise their own réle whilst
doing their utmost to minimise that of the British, often

with disastrous consequences for Anglo-Free French
relations.

These few basic problems alone, inherent at the very
outset of the joint enterprise, were more than sufficient to
upset the Anglo-Free French alliance in the Levant, without
taking into account the numerous other problems which only
gradually surfaced along the way. Hardly a year of the war
was to go by without a serious crisis between the two powers
in the Levant. Why 1943 has merited such special and
detailed attention is that the particular circumstances of

that year threw all these problems into relief.

1943 was the year which witnessed a collection of Allied
military victories. In the early months of that year in the
Russian arena, the Germans were driven from the Caucasus and
defeated at Stalingrad. During the summer of 1942, the
Allies had staunchly withstood Rommel's push towards Egypt;
late 1942 had seen the successful launch of Operatiqn Torch;
these two events combined made possible the eventual
elimination of all Axis forces from North Africa by the

spring of 1943 and with this the clearance of the Axis

overall military command should have gone to the British.
Nonetheless, the British became increasingly reluctant to
even consider relinquishing control of that command and
certainly in the latter stages of the war, sought tp keep
from de Gaulle the real numbers of their troops in the
Levant in order to avoid the issue being raised.
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threat from a vast section of the Mediterranean. Following
on from these Mediterranean Successes, Sicily was attacked
by the Allies in July; only weeks later Mussolini fell,
southern Italy was invaded and by 3 September, the Italian
government had surrendered. For the first time in the war,

the Allies felt there was hope that the Axis might be
defeated.

As a direct result of these Allied victories, and
especially Operation Torch, which was to light the way for
the establishment of de Gaulle's movement on French
territory, the position of the Free French had improved
substantially. Most notably, 1943 was to prove a major
milestone on de Gaulle's own route to power. At the
beginning of the year, he was still counted as no more than
the leader of a resistance movement, albeit a fairly
significant one. Though the Free French controlled certain
portions of the French Empire, the movement lacked the legal
status of the Polish or the Belgian governments in exile and
was almost entirely dependent on Britain for financial
assistance. By the end of 1943 however, de Gaulle and his
movement had a valuable base in Algiers, on French
territory, from which to carry on the fight against the Axis
and to work for the 1liberation of France. Moreover, by
gradually overshadowing and finally outmanoeuvring Giraud,
the main contender for his position, de Gaulle had

established himself as the undisputed leader of the

movement.

This most fortunate conglomeration of circumstances
throughout the course of 1943 all augured so well for the
future of de Gaulle's Free French movement. It therefore
seems a strange irony that 1943 should also have witnessed
the effective loss of the French position in the Levant. At
the end of 1942, de Gaulle's rdéle as guardian and protector
of the French mission in the Levant was relatively unsullied

and the French mandate remained intact. Yet by the end of
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1943, Syria and the Lebanon had emerged as two independent,
self-governing nations, the French position in the Levant

was nothing more than perilous and the mandate was in
tatters.

The responsibility for this can be ascribed in a certain
degree to those very circumstances which had made 1943 augur
so well for the Allies. By a policy of delay, obstruction
and procrastination, the Free French during 1941 and 1942
had managed to hold off British pleas that the pledge of
independence to the Levant States be honoured. They had even
managed to weather the direct assaults launched on their
position by General Spears and Casey. The Allied military
successes in North and West Africa, however, removed from
the French armoury the final weapon in their defence against
this onslaught. They were no longer able to plead that the
critical military situation which threatened the Middle East
precluded the holding of elections in the Levant States.
Rommel was on the retreat, but Spears, supported by the
Foreign Office, was to launch a new offensive in the early
months of 1943, which the French proved incapable of
withstanding. Elections were announced in both Syria and
Lebanon by late March; shortly afterwards, the campaigns

were in full swing.

Another direct result of the Allied military successes
was the establishment of the Free French in North Africa.
The Levant States and Spears who had championed their cause,
now watched the burgeoning position of de Gaulle's Free
French movement and listened with considerable and
increasing apprehension to the claim which it asserted more
and more frequently of speaking for France. The increasing
assertiveness of the Free French soon made itself manifest
in all manner of ways in the Levant itself. In resisting the
campaign launched by the Free French to extract a far-
reaching treaty from them in return for their independence,

the Levant States had relied on the dubious status of the
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Free French movement 4s a primary defence. With the
formation of the CFLN in early June 1943 and its subsequent
recognition by Britain and the United States in August that
year, that defence was rapidly becoming obsolete. It is
evident therefore, that the States, assisted by Spears,
decided that they must quicken the pace of their quest for
independence whilst the going was good; otherwise, they
feared that they would soon face an organisation which could

legitimately claim to represent France and their grand
opportunity would be lost.

One of the most serious and frequent complaints which
the Free French had levelled against the British during the
course of their partnership in the Levant, was their
inability to reconcile the statements which the British
government had repeatedly made that they had no interests in
the Levant except to win the war, with the activities of
British officials on the spot and especially those of
Spears. 1943 was a year when this charge on the part of the

Free French was levelled with considerable justification.

Spears was determined to follow up his success in
forcing the Free French to announce elections by ensuring
that the French were afforded no opportunity of rigging
those elections. He feared that unless British influence
could somehow be brought into play to neutralise French
efforts to sway the elections, both countries would be
saddled with Chambers which were packed with stooges who
would all too willingly sign any treaty proposals the French
might care to place before them; he was quite happy
therefore, to lend every possible assistance to nationalist
candidates who would oppose the French. By bringing to bear
all the influence he could possibly muster, and at the cost
of considerable acrimony with the Free French and the
Foreign Office, Spears did in fact manage to ensure the
relative freedom of the elections by transforming them into

a straightforward contest between "British" and "French"
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candidates. The local politicians happily availed themselves

of whatever stick they could to beat the French and welcomed
the British intervention.

Nor did Spears' efforts cease there. He went on to play
a significant réle firstly in the Lebanese Presidential
election contest between the nationalist Bechara el Khoury
and the pro-French Emile Eddé and secondly in the formation
of the strongly nationalist Lebanese Cabinet under Riad
Solh. In the 1letter Spears wrote to Casey after he had
secured the election of Khoury, he positively gloats over
the defeat which he had managed to inflict on the Free
French. No matter how many allowances one tries to make for
Spears, for the difficulties of his position, for his
frustration with the Free French for hampering the progress
of the Levant States towards independence and for hindering
the Allied war effort, it is impossible to read this letter
without realising that one of his primary aims in the Levant
was to destroy French influence. Yet the flip side of the
coin is that as Spears had claimed all along, the Free
French had sought to do everything possible to maintain
their hold over the Levant and especially the Lebanon by
influencing the elections and by supporting the candidature

of Eddé for President.

That Spears was permitted to remain in the Levant as
long as he did was due largely to the fact that he enjoyed
the full confidence and support of the Prime Minister. Any
number of representations by the French and by the Foreign
Office failed to wake Churchill up to the havoc and damage
his protégé was wreaking on the already strained Anglo-
French alliance. On the contrary, Spears's continued
personal interventions with the Prime Minister about the
Levant rather alerted the latter to French misdemeanours
there and added to his misgivings about de Gaulle and all

things French.
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The length of Spears's tenure and the "politique
personnelle" in which he engaged represented a tragedy for
the course of Anglo-Free French relations. As repeated
complaints about his activities achieved no amelioration in
his behaviour, the Free French were forced to conclude that
Spears was in fact executing the official though undeclared
policy of His Majesty's Government. Yet as Gaunson correctly
points out: "In concentrating on Spears, it is easy to lose
all sense of proportion and perspective".* Though Spears
contributed in a major way to the lamentable state of Anglo-
French relations in the Levant, he alone cannot be saddled

with entire responsibility and deeper and wider determinants

must be taken into account.

A study of the French documents for 1943 reveals that
the Foreign Office problems with Spears were to a large
extent mirrored on the French side. There was considerable
dissatisfaction within Carlton Gardens and later at Algiers
with the performance of Helleu, especially over the rdle he
played in precipitating the seating crisis and subsequently
in the Mokkadem affair. The dearth of qualified and
experienced personnel which afflicted the Free French
movement was probably an important factor in his remaining
in office as long as he did (along with other less desirable
elements on the staff of the Délégation), but so too was the
support of de Gaulle, which was made clear over the Mokkadem

incident and again during the Lebanese crisis.

Both the British and the Free French encountered major
difficulties with their principal representatives in the
Levant, the British on a more long-running basis with Spears
and the Free French with Helleu during 1943. Whilst this was
a problem in itself, it was also a symptom of a more deep-
rooted problemn, namely the fundamental divergencies

experienced by both powers between their Middle East

* Gaunson, op cit, p 190.
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officials and those based in London and Algiers, and more
especially the inability of the latter to impose their will
on the former. Though this was not a problem endemic to the
Levant or particular to 1943, the conflict between the two
parties was particularly extreme in the Levant in 1943, and

therefore serves to highlight and emphasise the problem.

The Foreign Office had struggled for some time to
inculcate in Spears and their Middle East officials in
general, more respect for the Free French position in the
Levant. Furthermore, Spears had been exhorted on numerous
occasions to view official British policy towards the French
in the Levant and the consequences of his own action against
the wider background of more general Anglo-Free French
relations. Foreign Office policy aimed to assist in the
achievement of Levant independence, hoping that thereby
Britain might reap the benefit of this policy of liberalism
elsewhere in the Middle East. Yet equally, the Foreign
Office asserted that it had no desire to evict the French
from the Levant and hoped that the French might secure a
pre-eminent and privileged position there. Regardless of the
intrinsic contradiction, this policy was religiously adhered
to with a twofold aim: firstly, Britain was anxious that if
the French were slung unceremoniously out of the Levant, the
focus of Arab attention would automatically switch to
Britain's activities and a dangerous precedent would have
been set which would inevitably have serious consequences
for her own position in the Levant; secondly, Britain had no
desire to alienate the sympathies and support of the French
people during the war by presiding over the French downfall
in the Levant and moreover, looked to a postwar future in
which an Anglo-French alliance would provide a solid bedrock

on which to found British policy towards Europe.

Yet in the face of total opposition from the vast
majority of British officials in the Middle East to the idea

that the French should retain any future rdéle in the Levant,
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the Foreign Office was completely powerless to ensure that
its policy was carried out. Spears found himself able to
misinterpret, completely ignore, or to exceed his
instructions when it suited his purposes to do so;
furthermore, he carefully monitored the reports of his
activities to the Foreign Office to ensure that London only
learned what he wanted it to know. Whilst Spears was one of
the worst offenders, it is unfair to suggest that he was the
only perpetrator of this crime. Probably with less dubious
intent, Casey, when instructed to present Britain's demands
to Catroux in Cairo during the November crisis of 1943,
failed to seek clarification of the ambiguity in those
instructions; he assumed that the British demand for the
release of +the Lebanese ministers also meant their
reinstatement. The demands he consequently put to Catroux,
forced the Foreign Office into adopting a more severe line
with the French than originally had been intended. Macmillan
too, over the same  issue, deliberately sought to
misunderstand his instructions in order to avoid increasing

the pressure on the French.

The Free French were similarly plagued by the
recalcitrance of their officials on the spot. Witnessing the
day to day erosion of French influence in the Levant by her
British ally, the majority of French personnel grew
increasingly bitter and resentful. In the absence of a
sufficiently firm policy directed from Algiers and lacking
a strong hand at the helm of the Délégation Générale, a
clique of officials with extremely reactionary views was
able to take the running of French policy in the Levant
largely into its own hands. By producing late or inadequate
reports on the situation, the staff at the Délégation was
able to gloss over the scale of its intervention in the
internal affairs of the States in their attempt to reassert
French authority; in the case of the elections, Algiers was
kept badly informed whilst the officials tried to minimise

the extent of the French defeat. Moreover, dissatisfaction
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with the policy being pursued by Algiers was manifest in
repeated requests, after the election defeat, for a firmer
line to be adopted and in the calls for reinforcements to be
despatched to the Levant. This innate capacity of officials
on the spot to wreck any policy with which they disagreed is
an important factor to be taken into account in any study of
any subject. In a study of Anglo-Free French relations in
the Levant, where feelings ran so high, where the
disagreements were so evident and where there existed a body
of officials on both sides sufficiently strong-willed to try
and circumvent their instructions and willing to take the

consequences of their actions, it is a factor of primary
importance.

The Foreign Office found itself open to considerable
criticism not only for its inability to impose its will on
its representatives in the Middle East, but additionally,
under attack from those very officials for the lack of a
coherent and unified policy in the region. Criticism on that
score is to a limited extent justified, but should be
mitigated by remembering that the Foreign Office officials
did not start off with a blank sheet and of necessity had to
take into account obligations and commitments which they had
had no part in making; in addition, they were obliged to
engage in a constant struggle to assert the primacy of
Foreign Office views over those of other government
departments where the situation had often been assessed
differently. In the desperately complicated Middle East, the
Foreign Office was frantically trying to juggle too many

conflicting priorities in circumstances which were far from

favourable.

The conflicts in British policy in the Middle East were
all too readily apparent. Britain was attempting to please
the Arabs by granting them independence, yet at the same
time, in her own interests, she was seeking to maintain a

considerable degree of influence over them. She was trying
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to do this without antagonising either the Jews to whom she
had promised a national home in Palestine and whose welfare
commanded considerable American concern, or the French, to
whom she had promised a privileged and pre-eminent position,
and whose future support in the European arena was deemed
vital. All this was somehow to be achieved without upsetting
either American or Russian susceptibilities. A tall order

indeed and one in which success would have been little short
of miraculous.

In addition to balancing all these external
considerations, Foreign Office policy was not formulated in
a vacuum, and had to take into account a variety of internal
conflicts and considerations. Most notable with regard to
British policy towards the French was the constant battle
which the Foreign Office was obliged to wage against the
prejudice of Churchill towards de Gaulle, a prejudice which,
despite the best efforts of the Foreign Office, was
refuelled continually by Roosevelt and often by Spears. The
Foreign Office and the Cabinet frequently had to pull out
all the stops to prevent Churchill impetuously breaking off
relations with de Gaulle and all the dire consequences which

that would have entailed.

This fundamental conflict at the heart of British
foreign policy towards France and de Gaulle meant that
contradictory messages were often picked up by the Free
French. Churchill never tired of stating that when the chips
were down, he would always choose the open sea and Roosevelt
before Europe and de Gaulle. Yet Foreign Office officials
often created a quite contrary impression. After an
interview with Strang on 2 July 1943, Viénot was to report
that "pour la durée des hostilités et pour les lendemains
immédiates de 1la guerre, [le gouvernement britannique]
considére une harmonieuse collaboration entre la Grande
Bretagne et les Etats Unis comme la nécessité primordiale au

point de vue politique et au point de vue militaire. Le
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Foreign Office ne perd cependant pas de vue qu'a longue
échéance, les rapports franco-britanniques présentent pour

la Grande Bretagne une importance plus grande encore que les
relations anglo-américaines".®

For the Free French at least, matters were more
straightforward. The only conflict in their priorities was
their promise of independence to the Levant States when they
had no intention of granting it. Their main problem was how
to extricate themselves from that position without causing
too much antagonism with Britain. The Free French already
suffered considerable confusion from the contradictions in
British official policy towards the Levant and the obiter
dicta and actions of officials on the spot. But in their
position and in their assessment of the situation, they were
obliged to rely on the old maxim that actions spoke louder

than words.

The problematic Anglo-French alliance in the Levant
undoubtedly served to exacerbate the difficulties of the
Churchill-de Gaulle relationship. Whilst both men were
generally far too preoccupied with a multitude of other
issues to take an interest in the day to day affairs of the
Levant, on numerous occasions their attention was drawn to
matters there by special appeals from their respective
representatives. In the aftermath of Casablanca, stories of
petty French behaviour in the Levant only added to
Churchill's wrath against de Gaulle and the latter was
continually incensed by reports of British interference in
Levant affairs. Yet conversely, the very characters of
Churchill and de Gaulle and the difficult relationship
between them contributed a good deal to the discord which
prevailed in the Levant, which became something of an arena

for the battle of their wills. In the face of numerous

s Entretien avec W. Strang, 2 Juillet 1943, Guerre 1939-
45, Alger CFLN, Vol 1238.
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attempts by the Foreign Office to displace him, Churchill
loyally defended his protégé, Spears, for being the only man
he knew who would stand up to the French; de Gaulle was
equally loyal in his support for Helleu and his attempts to

protect the French position in the Levant against British
encroachments.

In view of the encouragement and support which Anglo-
French officials in the Levant knew they enjoyed at the
highest level from de Gaulle and Churchill, and of the love-
hate relationship between the two leaders, what is to be
marvelled at is the fact that the Levant did not have even
more of an impact on Anglo-French relations. That this did
not happen was largely due to the dedicated team of
diplomats, both British and French, who struggled constantly
to keep the alliance on an even keel, and sometimes even to

prevent it from sinking without trace.

At the level of Foreign Secretary, Eden and Massigli
were both sincerely committed to the belief that an Anglo-
French alliance was essential for the future of their
respective nations. Eden had stuck by the Free French
through thick and thin; though often critical of French
behaviour in the Levant, it was he who spearheaded the
campaign to remove Spears in an attempt to limit the damage
that he continually inflicted on Anglo-French relations. The
extent of Eden's loyalty to the Free French was even to

cause Churchill to threaten to break with him.

Similarly, Massigli worked unceasingly to promote better
relations with the British. He even sympathised to an extent
with British misgivings about certain aspects of French
policy in the Levant and for example, over the Mokkadem
case, he did his best to remove the cause for those
misgivings. During the Lebanese crisis, Massigli undoubtedly
believed that Helleu had behaved with great ineptitude.

Moreover, he was considerably perturbed by his suspicions
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that perhaps de Gaulle's part in the whole affair was
greater than he cared to contemplate. Massigli was

nonetheless a Frenchman and his attitude towards the Levant

reflected that. If he disapproved strongly of the methods

which Helleu had employed against the Lebanese, he was, like
most Frenchmen, not really dissatisfied with the result
achieved; once the arrests had taken place, the Committee,
Massigli included, were unanimous in their desire to take
advantage of the opportunity presented, to try and secure
the removal of Riad Solh from power and thereby to prevent

any further erosion of French influence in the Levant.

Yet the Lebanese crisis and his réle in its resolution
also served to demonstrate Massigli's unstinting efforts to
reduce the impact of the affair on Anglo-French relations at
considerable risk to his own standing with de Gaulle.
Through Viénot, he requested representations from the
British which he might use to help the more moderate members
of the Committee to see reason. His letters to Viénot, which
describe his blazing rows with de Gaulle and his repeated
threats of resignation, are testament to the strength of his
convictions that the crisis ought finally to be resolved
honourably in the manner stipulated by Britain. What was
most alarming was the extent to which the crisis stretched
Massigli's faith in the British almost to breaking point. He
revealed considerable doubts to Viénot that perhaps events
in the Lebanon and the increasingly harsh stance that
Britain was driven to take against the French, signified the

beginning of a sea change in Foreign Office thinking.

Massigli's worth to the Anglo-French alliance was
certainly recognised and appreciated by the Foreign Office.
In the immediate aftermath of the Lebanese crisis, the
Foreign Office was disturbed to learn from French sources
that de Gaulle intended to replace Massigli as Commissioner
for Foreign Affairs. Sir Orme Sargent observed that

Massigli's departure "would be a disaster from every point
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of view -- including de Gaulle's. It would be quite natural
for de Gaulle to make Massigli the scapegoat for any
humiliation he suffers over the Lebanese business. We shall
certainly come off worst in the bargain if we keep General
Spears and in return 1lose Massigli!" Even though it was
appreciated that any representations by Britain on
Massigli's behalf might make de Gaulle "more stiff-necked",
it was considered worth the risk to let him know that the
removal of the Massigli would adversely affect the

Committee's reputation and would be viewed by His Majesty's
Government with disquiet.®

The efforts of Massigli and Eden to preserve the Anglo-
French alliance, especially during its more critical hours,
were certainly matched by those of Viénot in London, Catroux
in Beirut and Macmillan in Algiers. Though not an Anglophile
of quite the same stamp as either Massigli or Viénot,
Catroux had always been concerned by the state of Anglo-
French relations in the Levant and appreciated the need for
a united Allied front in the face of increasingly strident
nationalist claims. Unlike de Gaulle, Catroux was a
pragmatist in the matter of French prestige, and was
sufficiently astute to know when to retire gracefully,
albeit to prepare for a later come-back. He had conceded
over elections when he realised that he could no longer hold
out against both the force of British arguments and local
popular pressure; he was to do the same during the Lebanese
crisis. He had initially entertained hopes of resolving the
crisis in a manner favourable to France but when he
recognised that this was impossible, he had recommended
acceding to British demands and cutting French losses. His
reports on the Levant situation were invaluable to Massigli

in his battles with de Gaulle in Committee meetings.

® Minutes by W. H. B. Mack and Sir Orme Sargent, 23
November 1943; Foreign Office to Macmillan, 24 November
1943, Z11958/5/G69, FO 371/35135.
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Likewise, Viénot, an ardent Anglophile, was untiring in
his efforts to alleviate the damage being done to the French
position by Helleu's actions in the Levant. He was himself
surprised and disappointed by the severity of the British
reaction to the crisis and suspicious that certain elements
of the British establishment were seeking to use the
incident to take advantage of France and to create trouble
for de Gaulle. He nonetheless remained firmly convinced that
this was not official British policy and did everything
possible to convince the Foreign Office that the Levant
incident was a minor aberration and not symptomatic of the
policy which might be expected from the Free French in the
future. He provided wvital support and reassurance to

Massigli when the latter began to doubt British policy.

In addition to the support with which Catroux and Viénot
were able to provide Massigli in his struggle to force de
Gaulle to settle the Lebanese crisis peaceably and without
resort to a show-down as he had threatened, it should be
remembered that not long before the crisis had erupted, two
events had occurred on the political scene in Algiers, which
were to prove to be of major significance during the
Lebanese crisis. The first of these was the enlargement of
the Committee and the second, the creation of the
Consultative Assembly. The import of both these events for
the successful resolution of the crisis is not to be
overlooked. Massigli was himself to repeatedly acknowledge
and applaud the assistance he received in the Committee from
its newer members who were less under the sway of de Gaulle
and therefore more able to advocate a moderate line.
Similarly, the sentiment of the more independent members of
the Consultative Assembly was overwhelmingly in favour of a
firm alliance with Britain and not even the emotive issue of
the Levant deflected them from this course. Both these
positive factors were crucial in deterring Churchill from

adopting a much more severe policy towards the Free French
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by persuading him that at very long last, de Gaulle was "in
commission".

Since taking up his post in Algiers, Macmillan had
proved an able campaigner on behalf of de Gaulle and the
Free French; on Mmany occasions he had acted as an effective
counterweight to the influence of Spears, especially so
during the Lebanese crisis, when he was prepared to involve
himself in all sorts of manoeuvres designed to assist the
French as much as possible. He interceded with Churchill and
did what he could to attenuate the Prime Minister's anger
over the affair whilst making repeated entreaties to London
for tolerance towards the Committee.

Moreover, Macmillan had outspokenly criticised the
belligerent policy of ultimata and threats advocated by
Spears and Casey and firmly believed that his approach of
dealing with the French by gentle persuasion was more
effective whilst causing less damage to Anglo-French
relations. Makins spoke for Macmillan when he reported in
late November that in general, he did not believe that the
recent crisis had left the French any permanent feelings of
bitterness towards the British. Perspicaciously, Makins
added that he could not, however, be sure "that the affair
had not imprinted another permanent grievance upon that

sensitive film, the mind of de Gaulle".’

The boundless efforts of all these individuals were
instrumental in rescuing the Anglo-French alliance from the
trough into which it had been steered by the Lebanese
crisis. Yet the alliance did not emerge unscathed. On the
surface there was little visible damage: there was no
rupture of relations, Duff Cooper's appointment was not
delayed and early in 1944 Churchill and de Gaulle met at

Marrakesh for what was to be a cordial encounter. Below the

7 Makins to Strang, 26 November 1943, FO 800/432.
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surface however, the harm was considerable: despite the
encouraging signs that the Committee was now more
representative, more democratic and capable in the final
resort of standing up to de Gaulle, the Lebanese affair had
reinforced Churchill's worst suspicions about the Free
French leader and had had an equally detrimental effect on
Roosevelt. The two Allied leaders were confirmed in their
doubts that de Gaulle could not be trusted and that there

could be no question of recognising the CFLN as the
legitimate government of France.

As a direct result of the crisis therefore, and the
subsequent attitude of Churchill and Roosevelt, de Gaulle
was deprived of the chance to participate in the momentous
decisions connected with the 1liberation of France.
Additionally, the effect of the crisis on the French
position in the Levant was close to fatal; de Gaulle was
forced to preside over the effective dismantling of the
French mandate, whilst for the time being, the British were
to enjoy an increased surge of prestige. Ironically, the
crisis was to effect something of a change in official
British policy. From the time of the invasion up until 1943,
British policy, in view of the war and the French refusal to
make any concessions, had of necessity, been weighted
slightly towards the Levant States as the underdogs. Yet
after 1943, there was a belief that it was the French who
were now the underdogs and that it was they who were now in
some danger for the Lebanese crisis had, to use Eden's words

to Spears, "tilted the balance somewhat unduly against

them".

Yet at this stage of the game, no amount of support
could revive the French position in the Levant and nothing
could alter the fact that the policies which both Britain
and France were trying to implement there were
anachronistic and therefore doomed to failure. Neither power

seemed to have grasped that treaties along the lines of the



660

Anglo-Iraqui treaty of 1930 or the unratified treaties of
1936 between France and the Levant States which they so
assiduously tried to force on the States, were in the new
conditions of the time, no longer acceptable. The British,
in trying to preserve a French position of privilege and
pre-eminence in the Levant, found that where a degree of
flexibility and compromise in the French attitude was called
for, none was forthcoming. The French too, continued to
delude themselves about the strength of +the Levantine
attachment to their independence and about the place of
France in the hearts of the Syrians and the Lebanese. Given
such lack of realism from both Britain and France, it was
hardly surprising that their relations in the Levant should

impede the quest for an Anglo-French alliance for several

more years to come.
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