Drawing the Line: Calouste Gulbenkian and the Red Line Agreement of 1928
Synopsis: The most important map of the Ottoman Empire was drawn five years after the Empire came to an end. The 1928 Red Line Agreement saw BP, Shell, the Compagnie Française des Petroles and an American consortium agree to collaborate as joint shareholders of the Turkish Petroleum Company (TPC). This joint venture had originally been formed under the Foreign Office Agreement of 1914, under which TPC shareholders agreed not to compete with each other within the confines of the then Ottoman Empire. Rather than being a coup de main by the Anglo-Armenian Calouste Gulbenkian, the red line reflected rival interpretations of borders, sovereignty and the relationship between commercial and diplomatic treaties.
Captions: 

Fig. 1: APOC proposal (courtesy Total Archives, 812X916-66)

Fig. 2: Final version (courtesy Total Archives, 812X916-66)

Every map has its legend. The map attached to the Red Line Agreement of 31 July 1928 is no exception. The Agreement was signed by an international consortium of oil companies who together owned 95% of the Turkish Petroleum Company (TPC). Bloodied as they were by previous price wars, the TPC shareholders now undertook to work together. Within the line they would prospect and produce solely through their joint-venture, TPC. In March 1914 TPC partners had met at the Foreign Office and agreed that their collaboration would extend, not only over the oil-rich Ottoman provinces of Mosul and Baghdad, but the entire "Ottoman Empire in Asia".
  According to the legend, the parties who met at Ostend that day in 1928 were unable to agree on the borders of this vanished Empire. In 1914 several parts of the empire had recently declared independence or fallen under the control of neighbouring powers - in some cases, both at the same time. All was confusion until the owner of the remaining 5% of TPC, Calouste Gulbenkian, intervened:


When the conference looked like foundering, he again produced one of his 
brainwaves. He called for a large map of the Middle East, took a thick red 
pencil and slowly drew a red line round the central area. 



'That was the Ottoman Empire which I knew in 1914,' he said. 'And


I ought to know. I was born in it, lived in it and served it. If anybody 
knows better, carry on....' 

Gulbenkian's TPC partners inspected the map, and it was good. This account, taken from Ralph Hewins 1957 biography, continues: "Gulbenkian had built a framework for Middle East oil development which lasted until 1948: another fantastic one-man feat, unsurpassed in international big business."


A 1927 article in Political Science Quarterly referred to Gulbenkian as "the Talleyrand of oil", and the Red Line legend does indeed smack of nineteenth-century high diplomacy.
 The 1916 Sykes-Picot agreement had seen woefully ill-informed British and French proconsuls carve out "spheres of influence" using a series of straight lines, lines which paid scant regard to physical or human geography. Perhaps the most notorious example is "Churchill's Sneeze", the triangular indent in Jordan's southern border that supposedly resulted from the statesman's momentary distraction while drawing the Jordanian-Saudi Arabian border. In Hewins' account Gulbenkian's gesture is more sprezzatura than sneeze, and is accompanied by claims to an expertise the others around the map table lack, expertise born of personal and professional experience. The tone and the narrator's portentiousness, however, lend Gulbenkian a statesman's authority to determine the fate of millions with the stroke of a pen.


If Calouste Gulbenkian is recognized today, it is as the man who drew the Red Line, a milestone in the history of the oil industry and the Middle East. With one exception, Hewins' account has been widely accepted.
 Although he was not yet known as "Mr Five Percent", the 1928 agreement embodied Gulbenkian's personal claim to five percent of Middle East oil, a claim which he later vested in a firm, Partex, which continues to this day. The episode encouraged observers to hail Gulbenkian in regal terms, as "the uncrowned king of the oil trade in much of Europe and the Middle East."
 Yet on closer inspection the legend falls apart. Although the map was certainly left until the final phase of the four-year slog which culminated at Ostend, Calouste had little input in the map and did not even bother to attend meetings himself. The episode does not feature in the memoirs Gulbenkian dictated for private circulation in 1945.
 


Nor does it feature in his son Nubar's autobiography.
 This is odd, as the legend and the quotation were probably made up by Nubar in the course of Hewins' interviews for the book. The grand gesture smacks more of the prodigal son than of the reticent father. Although he was much less significant, in the folk memory of the oil industry Nubar outshines his less demonstrative father. Nubar's habit of being chauffered around in a black cab with a monocle in his eye and an orchid in his buttonhole made him a conspicuous sight on the streets of London's West End in the 1950s and 1960s. His massive beard, gourmandizing, serial marriages, and car- and plane-crashes always made for good copy, encouraging the press to present him as a sort of bearded Mr Toad, a role he happily grew into. In the absence of such cooperation the press had little to work with in the case of Calouste Gulbenkian, painting him as an enigmatic, isolated and lonely figure. Hewins was a reporter for the Daily Mail, and he and Nubar may have held that "Mr Five Percent"'s life story could benefit from some myth-making.

 In so far as the Red Line Agreement was an interpretation of the earlier 1914 Foreign Office agreement, a more detailed account serves to outline the shifts in power which shaped the inter-war era, the period in which Gulbenkian was at the peak of his powers. The other actors with whom he competed and collaborated were powerful empires, nation-states, multi-national companies, staffed by hundreds of employees, backed by armies of soldiers and sailors as well as taxpayers and shareholders. Gulbenkian was one man. That one man could not only survive but flourish on a stage populated with such heavyweights is remarkable. It was an achievement built as a backroom fixer, someone very different from the Gulbenkian who would draw on maps and strike dramatic poses. 


In drawing the line the TPC partners were not only shaping the future of the Middle East, they were also conferring on its past. The Ottoman Empire had originally emerged from the early sixteenth-century conquests of Arabia and Egypt, and reached its fullest extent in the late seventeenth century. To the west it embraced all of the Balkans, latter-day Hungary and Romania and even threatened the Austrian capital, Vienna. To the east the "Ottoman Empire in Asia" was vast, extending over most of North Africa, including Egypt, the Arabian peninsula, the Levant and Caucasus as well as Asia Minor itself. Over the following centuries the Sultan's realms failed to hold the line against expanding European empires, however, beginning in the eighteenth century with the Russians to the north and the Austrians to the west. 


A shifting palimpsest of protectorates and dependencies expressing different degrees of fealty to the Sultan, even at the best of times the Ottoman Empire struggled to marshal the financial and military resources nominally at its command. Taxes were farmed rather than centrally collected. Military service was restricted to an introspective, self-serving warrior caste. Training in tactics and the associated sciences of war largely ignored advances being made elsewhere in Europe. By the time of the Congress of Berlin in 1878 it was clear to Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Austro-Hungary and Russia that the collapse of the Ottoman Empire was both inevitable and potentially disastrous for European harmony. The following fifty years saw these powers prescribe a series of fiscal and other reforms, in an attempt to manage decline and discourage any one power from grabbing cherished bits of the Empire. These efforts were challenged by both nationalist movements springing up within the Ottoman domains as well as periodic attempts by the Ottoman regime itself to reassert sovereignty, with or without the agenda of reforms demanded by the nations to whom it was heavily indebted. 


Drawing the boundary of the "Ottoman Empire in Asia" as of March 1914 was far from straightforward, therefore. Empires by their very nature tend to be blurry around the edges. The Ottoman view of empire accepted this fact. Its view of hitta was very different from the cartographic lens traditional among the western powers, denoting a territory with vague boundaries.
 This was a contrast to the western powers, who saw the world as a jigsaw puzzle made up of closely-fitting blocks of subject territory. The Sultan did not need accurate maps of his realms to feel that he controlled them, whereas to the western powers, maps were themselves a form of control. This explains the care taken to draw them up and the precautions taken to control access to them. Even in 1928, when one might have thought pre-1914 maps were of purely historical interest, gaining sight of the detailed maps the TPC partners needed to draw the line was not easy. Nor was it easy to reach consensus on the precise significance of the line being drawn. Depending on the language used to describe the course of the line in the legend attached to the map the Agreement could be construed as a diplomatic or commercial agreement, or both at the same time. 


TPC partners needed consensus, therefore, both on where to draw the line and on what status should be accorded to the line itself. Broadly speaking they were divided between the French view, which saw the line as having something approaching the authority of an international treaty, and the view of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC, later known as Anglo-Iranian, and finally BP), which held that the line was purely a matter of business. The French map had its line embracing a greater area than the APOC map [Figs 1- 2]. The disagreement soon drew in both the British and French foreign ministries, as well as the other TPC partners and the US State Department. It did not, however, draw in the Turks, even though they certainly had a view on the position of their eastern border with the new state of Iraq, as well as residual claims to some of the proceeds from the oil to be extracted from Mosul. The Turks, like the Iraqis, were entirely excluded. 


Although the Compagnie Française des Pétroles was viewed by its TPC partners as a branch of the Quai d'Orsay (the French Foreign Ministry), the Compagnie appears to have drawn up its map independently in late September 1927. They then showed it to Lefroy, one of APOC's negotiators, who passed it on to Gulbenkian in early October. Lefroy doubted that the Foreign Office would agree that Aden, Socotra and other areas included within the line had in fact been Ottoman in 1914.
 Even before the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 Aden had been identified as a key way station on the way to India. The East India Company landed troops there in 1839, and Aden was administered from India until it became a Crown Colony in 1937. Lefroy ensured that map page in the first print of the draft agreement prepared later that month was left blank. 


On 4 January 1928 Nubar Gulbenkian met with Montagu Piesse, the lawyer representing the American oil firms who had agreed to come together in a consortium (Near East Development Corporation) to take their quarter share in TPC. Piesse felt the map question had been shirked for far too long. During a recent trip to consult with his superiors at the New York headquarters of the mighty Standard Oil of New Jersey, Piesse had been informed that Royal Dutch Shell were already busy chipping away at the western edges of the would-be Red Line area. In addition to a concession on the Farasan Islands, Royal Dutch had  "a whole bunch of geologists on the Arabian coast at Assir," looking for oil on the western edge of the Arabian peninsula.
 


In defining the area to be controlled by the TPC the 1914 Foreign Office Agreement had specifically excluded two de-facto British protectorates which might otherwise have been considered Ottoman: Kuwait, which had signed a treaty with Britain in 1899, and Egypt, which had achieved semi-autonomous status under the Khedive only to fall under British control after 1882, eventually becoming a British protectorate in 1914. The British seem to have seen the Farasan islands as Egyptian, or at least as lying within their sphere of interest. When the Idrissi princes of Yemen occupied the archipelago in 1914, they were first driven off by British arms, then offered a Kuwait-style treaty, guaranteeing the Idrissi protection in return for keeping out non-English concessionaires. Among the latter were the Italians, who had grabbed the remaining pieces of Ottoman North Africa in the Tripolitan War of 1911-2, and were moving aggressively into the horn of Africa. 


Royal Dutch was the first oil major to exploit Egyptian oil, and in 1913 managed to secure the Farasan concession from the authorities in Istanbul.
 By 1927 Ottoman claims seem to have been lapsed, and Royal Dutch secured a new concession from the Idrissi princes on the mainland. According to French foreign ministry sources the concession was paid for partly in two boatloads of weapons.
 The Idrissi had urgent need of them to fight the Italian-backed Imam Yahya. Like the Americans, the French saw Royal Dutch's actions as contrary to the spirit of the Foreign Office Agreement, and cited the Farasan concession as grounds for legal proceedings they had started against Royal Dutch. Negotiations over the map along with all the other terms of the Red Line Agreement proceeded under a constant barrage of such suits and counter-suits. 


In addition to consulting with Nubar, Piesse had also approached Royal Dutch's lawyer, Pirrie, to ask if they approved of the French map. Pirrie replied that they did not, which set Piesse "furiously thinking". Piesse saw the Chairman of APOC, John Cadman, who argued that the map could be left until everything else had been agreed. In view of rumours that APOC were angling to divert the Red Line from that traced by the Iraqi-Persian border, Piesse was not reassured.
 Cadman had prepared his own map, which differed from the French in excluding much of the eastern Gulf and Arabian Peninsula. Given the climate of suspicion fuelled by Farasan and French court proceedings, APOC's partners in the TPC can be excused for assuming that Cadman left these areas out because he wished to exploit them on his own, without having to share them with Royal Dutch, the French or the Americans. 


For their part Near East Development preferred the French map. Jersey Standard counsel Guy Wellman sent a draft of the Red Line Agreement together with the French map to the State Department in early December 1927, asking for their view of the Sultan's claims in 1914. In his reply the Department's Near East Division chief, G. Howland Shaw included copies of plates from a British and French atlas of 1915 and 1912 respectively. "Although not in any sense official," Shaw wrote, "they represent, respectively, recognizedly trustworthy British and French sources of information." Ottoman Turkish suzerainty in the Arabian peninsula had been limited to enclaves at Hejaz, Asir and Yemen, El Hasa, "and, though not included on either map, the peninsula of El Qatar (where, in accordance with offical British publications, a Turkish garrison had been maintained since 1882)." Even in these areas, however, Shaw noted that Ottoman sovereignty was "but nominally recognized by the native tribal chieftains" outside the towns.
 

Rather than make waves, however, the Department was happy to approve the Agreement. For them the main issue had not been the map, but the need for the Agreement to pay lip-service to that "formula" (never clearly defined) known as "the Open Door," under which no exclusive or monopolistic commercial arrangements were to be tolerated. American diplomats had been embarrassed by the failure of the 1923 attempt to revive the Chester Concession in Turkey. Although Rear-Admiral Colby Chester's pre-war claim on a vast Anatolian railway and petroleum concession was weak, during the Lausanne conference it had seemed as if American interests might ally with Kemal, supporting the Turkish claim to Mosul in return for Turkish support of this American claim on Mosul's oil. Rather than representing serious financial interests, however, management of this Concession had fallen into the hands of a group of quarrelsome and incompetent shysters whose antics threatened to harm American prestige in the whole region.
 By 1924 the State Department was ready to draw its own line under years of tough rhetoric, agreeing with Jersey Standard that TPC was the best chance for leading American oil companies to get into Middle East oil. There was no other chance “at this late hour to obtain [an] independent concession if such chance ever existed in view of political situation of Iraq."
  

On 17 January 1928 the parties met in London to discuss the two maps. Cadman argued that the area excluded from his map had been surveyed by his geologists and was unlikely to contain oil. There was no commercial value, therefore, in including Bahrain, Qatar, Abu Dhabi and Oman. Nor had these territories ever been claimed by the Ottomans (unlike the Persians), so there was no historical or diplomatic rationale, either. Though with hindsight the former argument was to prove inaccurate, on the latter point Cadman was on solid ground. It does indeed seem as if the so-called Trucial States, identified by their 1853 Kuwaiti-style treaties of (exclusive) friendship with Britain were far too remote to have been considered dependencies by the Sultan. Indeed, a 1917 search of the Ottoman archives undertaken to bolster claims to the Arabian peninsula had to be abandoned. In lieu of documentation recourse was had to Encyclopaedia Britannica.
 


Cadman's line was not drawn freely, but followed the "violet line" established under an Anglo-Ottoman convention negotiated in early 1914 and ratified by the Sultan in June.
 This addressed a potential source of Anglo-Ottoman friction over the Gulf and the hinterland of Aden, but may have sown a seed of Anglo-Saudi dissension, by seeming to see Britain leave Ibn Saud to strike his own bargain with the Sublime Porte, which he did in May 1914, becoming hereditary governor of the Nejd, what we know as Saudi Arabia. Though Cadman thus had his justifications for a smaller Red Line area, he told the January 1928 meeting that he was happy to go along with the French map, provided it was shown, as a "courtesy," to the Foreign Office.
 He duly reported on the TPC consensus, adding the unfounded accusation that the Compagnie Française des Pétroles "attach to the decision an ultra-commercial and international importance, in which attitude we have every reason to suppose they are acting under specific instructions from their Government."
 In fact the head of the French Office Nationale des Carburants Liquides (ONCL), Pineau, only saw the map after the meeting, and was told that French state intervention would only be necessary if the Foreign Office objected to the French map.


At the Foreign Office a librarian named John W. Field set to work, carefully noting the treaties and conventions governing the various sections of the French line.
 The Black and Red Sea sections simply followed standard definitions of territorial waters. The northeastern, Russo-Ottoman section dated back to the 1870s, to the era of the Congress of Berlin. Otherwise, however, the French line reflected a bevy of agreements reached much more recently, either as a result of Ottoman defeats at the hands of former dependencies such as Greece and Bulgaria, or as the result of conventions with the British, such as that which produced the "violet line". The Gulbenkian Red Line myth harked back to some golden age in which the Ottoman Empire's borders had remained static long enough to become indelibly fixed in the memory of every loyal subject. The Red Line negotiations reflect a very different reality: an empire which was shrinking faster than the cartographers could update their maps.  


The situation was so fluid that Under-Secretary of State William Tyrrell feared getting bogged down in discussions of, say, the precise borders of Kuwait, discussions which might end up having unintended diplomatic consequences. Even if the Foreign Office could not accept the French map, Tyrrell wrote to his opposite number at the Quai d'Orsay, Philippe Berthelot, was it so important to the TPC that their Red Line be accepted by the Foreign Office as a representation of the extent of the Ottoman Empire in March 1914? Berthelot's response was to suggest that the red line map legend be removed. Stripped of the legend "Empire Turc en 1914" the map would not longer be yoked to this messy raft of international conventions, many of which had not in fact been ratified by the Ottomans.
 


Marice Cayrol of the Compagnie was insisting that the map should document the limit, not of the actual run of the Sultan's writ, but the "limits of his pretensions" to sovereignty. They should include the Tripolitaine, therefore, as the Sultan still claimed it in 1914, even though this part of Libya had been lost to the Italians in the aforementioned war of 1911-2. Nay, Cayrol continued, it was ultimately down to the TPC partners to determine how widely the red line net could be cast. "Only conflicts between the partners' interests can determine its limits," he argued, concluding that it was in the interest of all TPC partners to make the area as wide as possible.
 This was easy for CFP to say, as the French had no interests outside the area, having been latecomers to the diplomacy of oil and having failed to find oil in exploitable quantities among its colonies.


By March 1928 APOC had produced a third map which followed the French line with the exception of Kuwait, where it adopted the "green line" defined under the unratified Anglo-Turkish Convention of 29 July 1913. This agreement provided that the Sheikh of Kuwait should enjoy complete administrative autonomy within a certain area, demarcated by a red line. Meanwhile within a larger area encompassed by a green line, "an area occupied by tribes dependent upon him" the Sheikh was to levy the tribute due to the Ottoman sultan. Needless to say, the Ottomans were not to interfere in either area.
 The convention demonstrated the difficulty of imposing western map-centred ways of representing territory on the Ottoman realms, where sovereignty was attached as much to groups of people (many of them nomadic, or practising transhumance) as it was to plots of ground, and which could be anything but exclusive, with different kinds of sovereignty being exercised upon the same people or territory by different masters at the same time. In Persia, for example, APOC paid royalties both to the state (represented by the Shah in Tehran) as well to the local Bakhtiari khans, a system which relied on all parties signing up to conflicting fictions as to who in fact controlled southern Persia. 


Far from learning from this experience Anglo-Persian's Chairman, Cadman, attempted to take the western map-centred model to a logical, if ludicrous conclusion. If the French wanted to take away the title  "Empire Turc en 1914," he reasoned, why not go all the way and strip the map of any legend that might invite diplomatic cavilling? The red line should not follow the course of this or that prior treaty, but stand on its own. Tyrrell relayed this suggestion to Berthelot in mid-March, urging the removal of "all the definitions and political explanations relating to the position of the red line."
 The Compagnie greeted this as an "infantile maneuver," intended to help Anglo-Persian grab more oil-producing land in the Transferred Territories, an ill-defined patch of territory on the Iraqi-Persian border, which would remain one of the most fought over frontiers in the Middle East. Berthelot pointed out to Tyrrell the obvious problem: "The line cannot possibly be considered in isolation: on a map of so small a scale a deviation of a millimeter might represent an error of several kilometers."


For the time being, however, the Compagnie was outnumbered, as the other TPC partners declared themselves in favour of a map with a red line and no legend at all, while conceding that such a map would have to be drawn on a much larger scale. Cadman seemed to have succeeded in isolating the Compagnie even from the Quai d'Orsay, while making it seem as if it had been the Foreign Office's idea to suppress the legend.
 Yet it proved surprisingly difficult to come up with a large-scale red line map. When Cadman asked to use their map collection the Foreign Office informed him that tracing the line would involve consulting no less than nineteen maps, some of which were secret and could not be borrowed. An Anglo-Persian representative duly visited the map room in early May, and Cadman insisted to Cayrol that a line-only map was the best option.
 Meanwhile Berthelot cabled the French Ambassador in London, de Fleuriau, twice asking him to get a clear statement on the map from the Foreign Office in time to stop Cadman (or rather,  les groupes anglo-saxons) presenting the Compagnie Française  with a fait d'accompli at the TPC meeting scheduled for 5 June.


That the second Anglo-Persian map was carried with the French text citing various diplomatic accords, albeit without the title referring to the "Empire Turc en 1914," was partly a result of the challenge of producing a map that did not depend on the foundations laid by previous treaties. News came on 29 May that two Iraqi wells at Baba Gurgur and Al Qayyarah had struck oil. Though the TPC still lacked a pipeline and terminal needed to realize these assets, this must nonetheless have served to remind the partners of the cost of further delay. On the eve of the June TPC meeting the chairman of the CFP Mercier told a meeting of French state and company officials that speed was now of the essence: the map should be agreed and the Transferred Territories border defined as the  Wilson-Minorsky Line, the border defined by a 1913-14 border commission led by a Briton, Arnold Wilson, and the Russian Vladimir Minorsky.
 


Over a further three days of meetings language was found to skate over the problems with the Wilson-Minorsky line (whose own map did not tally with the written definition) and agree on an arbitrator for disputes. Cadman eventually agreed to include Bahrain, Qatar, Oman and the other territories included within the French line. As Cadman wrote to Gulbenkian, he did so "with the reservation that in our opinion that position of the red line is without historical or political basis."
 In late June a version (the tenth print) of the Red Line Agreement finally appeared complete with a map. On the 11 July a copy sailed for New York on the Île de France. 


In March 1928, in the midst of the map negotiations the Iraqi ambassador to Britain, Muzahim Beg Ali Pachachi (who had helped negotiate TPC's 1925 concession agreement) had reassured Cadman that although he would adopt "ultra nationalist" rhetoric on his return to Baghdad, this was merely window dressing: he would stick by TPC. TPC responded by indulging in some window-dressing of his own, sending Pachachi back with a letter offering to give TPC "a more Irak sounding name, such as Irak Petroleum, or Mossoul Petroleum, or something like that."
 The name was indeed changed the following year, to Iraq Petroleum.
 Meanwhile news of the Red Line Agreement reached Baghdad, even before the final signatures were appended (and court proceedings stopped) on 31 July. The Iraqi government asked the TPC for a copy of the Red Line Agreement. The TPC partners consulted with each other, agreeing that they would refuse to share this information.
 

Where was Gulbenkian amidst all this? There is little evidence that he had much input. This was not because he was uninterested in maps. Indeed, the maps guarded by the Foreign Office may well have included items Gulbenkian had donated to the War Office in 1915. As Lord Kitchener's Private Secretary had noted at the time "we have no such maps on quite so complete a scale."
 Ten years later, when a League of Nations delegation led by a Hungarian, Count Teleki, was deputized to settle the Turkish-Iraqi border, Gulbenkian offered to help get the maps drawn in such a way that any oil-producing areas the TPC might want ended up on the Iraqi side. Teleki's cartographer, Gulbenkian explained, a certain Khanzadian, was the old Ottoman cartographer, knew of Gulbenkian's interest in TPC and had approached Gulbenkian through a mutual school friend, Aram Djevhirdjian:


Khanzadian knows all the crooks [sic] and corners of the place, 

and as the other members are not cartographers, it remains for 

him to make up the map according to certain instructions regarding 
topographical positions; I am given to understand that he can turn 

this as he likes, and so Khanzadian desires to get into personal and 
confidential touch with me, relying on my position and name to 

keep the whole thing a dead letter. He is desirous of knowing which are 
the points that our company would like to remain on the side of Iraq.

Why bother with international conventions, delegations, protocols and treaties, Gulbenkian argued, when borders could be fixed your way, for just £2,000? Others might go to the starting line. Gulbenkian went straight to the finish. It was all about contacts, and contacts were rarely made at board meetings or around a table in the Geneva headquarters of the League of Nations. 

It was entirely characteristic, therefore, that while the Red Line negotiations were held in London, Calouste Gulbenkian spent most of the four years of negotiations (1924-8) in France, either at the Ritz in Paris or in one of the resorts he frequented throughout his life: Cannes, Deauville, Aix-Les-Bains. Nubar attended the London meetings for him, assisted by his brother-in-law, Kevork Essayan. In late May 1928 Nubar mentioned the map in one of his regular memos to his father. Nubar assumed Calouste would be happy to go along with his fellow TPC partners. A long phone conversation with Cadman had left Nubar persuaded that the French were simply seeking to make trouble with their map, and trying unsuccessfully to claim that they had Gulbenkian's support.
 

Gulbenkian's aloof stance contrasted with the sense of occasion his son brought to the final signature of the Agreement in Ostend. Nubar chartered a plane from a friend who was a pilot and arranged for the various lawyers as well as the crew to regale themselves before returning. According to the lively account given in Nubar's autobiography, the party was lucky to make it back in one piece.
 The squabble over the map was something of a sideshow compared to the negotiations over the various agreements which accompanied it, negotiations which had taken up four years and in which Gulbenkian had taken a conspicuous, if sometimes obstreperous part - again, largely working through intermediaries. 


The difficulties surrounding the drawing of the Red Line in turn reflected the challenges faced by the oil majors and the various foreign ministries as they staked their claims to Middle Eastern oil in post-imperial world. Although transport infrastructure was extremely poor in most of the Red Line area, making oil exploration and production expensive and time consuming, the difficulties the TPC and its sponsors faced in conceiving the former Ottoman empire mentally were arguably just as great. Sovereignties and territories had often overlapped in the Ottoman realms, and the treaties struck between the Ottoman Empire and western powers (Britain above all) only added another layer to the confusing palimpsest. 


As the exchange with Pachachi shows, in 1928 the TPC partners had hardly begun to conceive of "Iraq," which reached formal independence in 1932. Many observers held that Iraqi policy was set by Britain, who had received the League's mandate in 1920, in the same way that France had for Syria. Alongside the Red Line negotiations the TPC was also negotiating for an oil concession in Iraq, which was signed on 14 March 1925. But who exactly were they negotiating with? The Hashemite monarch the Britain had imported and put on a new Iraqi throne (Feisal) in August 1921, his ministers (drawn from local elites) or the British Civil Commissioner (Sir Percy Cox)? Though these negotiations form a distinct story, here again the question "whose oil?" was far from clear. 


 In November 1946 one of the negotiators of the Red Line Agreement, Lefroy, was asked by colleagues at BP to provide information on how it was drawn up. Another epic round of TPC negotiations was now under way, which would culminate in the so-called Group Agreement of 1948, which saw (among other things) Gulbenkian alloted extra 'liftings' of oil in compensation for his American colleagues' having taken advantage of World War II and the discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia to leave the 1928 agreement. The map came up again. Lefroy's reply gives a sense of the corporate memory of an oil company, which in this case dates back to the era of D'Arcy Exploration, the predecessor of APOC/BP. It also gives a sense of the gruelling nature of TPC negotiations: a game of skill and tactics fought, with four "partners", in boardrooms, courtrooms, chancelleries and back-room meetings.
As for the 1928 Red Line I have told you the story many times (CFP/alias Quai d’Orsay) were anxous for the most extended application of the FO. Ag[reemen]t. reference to the “Turkish Empire,” and produced the first draft of a map to be attached to the hoped for Group Agreement. It appeared to me fantastic to claim such places as Bahrain, Muscat and Aden as parts of the Turkish Empire and of no service to A[P]OC to tie in these lands unnecessarily in the Gulf, tho’ in those days all scientists attached v[er]y little importance to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain or the Trucial Coast incl. Qatar. It took a good deal of pains to discover any maps of service in regard to the Turkish areas of Arabia and eventually found in W.O. the (then) secret map of 1912 or thereabouts and based thereupon the D’Arcy proposal for a red line – by March 1928 the attempt to secure agreement among the group had succeeded up to the map stage but broken me and I had 3 months sick leave, in which I went with my wife to Persia at our own costs, and on return found J[ohn] C[adman] had conceded the Red line in Arabia, on which others were indifferent, in exchange for some concession of the French, I forget what. JC told me specifically that it was in the belief that retention of liberty of action in the area enclosed by the “Darcy” line was valueless to us, viz. Bahrain, Qatar and Trucial Coast:
 

Rather than being a coup de main by Calouste Gulbenkian, the process of delineating the red line was drawn out. The negotiations over the map came as a surprise to TPC partners, who had previously assumed that drawing the line would be a matter of dotting the "i"s and crossing the "t"s of the Agreement, over which directors and teams of highly-paid lawyers had toiled for several years. That it was not so was partly down to history. Ottoman conceptions of sovereignty over peoples was difficult to accommodate within a European "jigsaw" model based on geography. The way in which the Ottoman Empire's decline had been managed by and for the benefit of Britain, France and other powers ensured that it would be difficult for them to agree on even a historical "snapshot" of how the "Turkish Empire in Asia" had looked in March 1914. 


The French were also partly to blame, for seeking the widest possible interpretation of "the Turkish Empire in Asia," as a means of compensating for their woefully unsuccessful attempts to secure their own oil supplies in the years after 1916, when the French war effort had almost come to a standstill for want of liquid fuels. A sense of the French debt to Gulbenkian for helping France out of that perilous situation may explain CFP's tendency to ally with Gulbenkian. It more likely reflected a desire for solidarity against the aforementioned groupes anglo-saxons. Despite his British citizenship, Gulbenkian's close relationship with Royal Dutch-Shell had ruptured in 1926, facilitating this. As it happens, the map negotiations saw CFP pulling away from Gulbenkian. They would subsequently receive their own reward for accepting the Americans' grab for Saudi Arabia. 


For all APOC's claims that for CFP one should read "Quai d'Orsay", the map episode shows that the relationship between "national champions" and their governments was far from a question of puppet and puppet-master. The "French" map originated as a CFP map, not a Quai d'Orsay map. CFP was more eager to involve French diplomats than vice versa. As for the British Foreign Office, Tyrrell seems to have been eager to let APOC get on with it; like CFP, APOC seems to have invited the meddling of "their" government, who was also a major shareholder. Such moves may have helped both firms play games of "Good Cop"/"Bad Cop" with each other, claiming that their own demands had in fact been imposed on them by pesky chancelleries. When it came to Iraq, having a hegemon to call on was reassuring as well as tactically useful. Iraq without her mandatory power was terra incognita, one few within TPC were curious to explore. 

A year later, in October 1929 Nubar Gulbenkian was busy organizing characteristically lavish entertainments with a geo-political purpose: to prepare for the British exit from Iraq by establishing friendly relations with "the various Iraq notabilities." Although in 1928 they had supported the decision not to share the Red Line Agreement with the Iraqis, over the following years Nubar and his father were lone voices within TPC in favour of greater transparency. By taking the effort to inform and educate such "notabilities" about the risks, technology and massive capital necessary to tap "their" oil reserves one could forestall calls for nationalisation, calls later driven by the very rhetoric of western exploitation Muzahim Beg cheerfully admitted stoking. At a dinner hosted by Nubar and his sister Rita Essayan John Cadman and other oil directors as well as General Nouri Pasha al-Said (Iraqi Minister of War, later Prime Minister) and the Persian Ambassador to Britain listened as Ja'far Pasha al-Askari (former Iraqi Prime Minister) explained how he saw the TPC/Iraq relationship. "He said it was like a woman married to four husbands and that was very difficult for the woman and for Iraq. I asked him where Gulbenkian comes in that simile and he told me that Iraq considers Gulbenkian the 'Amant'."


Iraq's apparent willingness to sit by while the Red Line carve-up went on in London seems of a piece with its negotiations in Baghdad between 1923 and 1925, which saw it advance a demand for a shareholding in TPC, only to drop it. As R. W. Ferrier has suggested, this may simply reflect a desire to trade "later expectations" for the "immediate benefits" of allowing TPC to push on to production, which would in turn provide royalty funds urgently needed as Iraq (like Britain) sought a swift exist from mandate status (achieved in 1932).
 Granting the Iraqi state a shareholding would have roused slumbering Turkish hopes of receiving shares (or some other form of compensation) for tolerating the drawing of the Turkey-Iraq border in 1926 in such a way that the oil-rich lands ended up on the non-Turkish side.
 

At the end of the day, one had to draw the line somewhere.
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