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An Oily Entente: France, Britain, and the Mosul Question, 1916–1925
 Abstract:
World War I brought the significance of oil as a strategic commodity to the attention of Britain and France as never before, leading to the emergence of a ‘politics of oil’/politique de pétrole centred on energy security. On both sides of the Channel ministers toyed with different ways of achieving national ‘control’ of oil, some of them étatiste in spirit, others laissez-faire. With the defeat of the Ottoman and German Empires the untapped oil resources of Mesopotamia as well as oil assets sequestered from German companies awaited allocation. Considering how little interest she had paid to oil production before the war, as well as the absence of ‘boots on the ground’ in the Middle East at its end, France did well out of this reallocation. British concessions to French interests constituted an oily entente, all the more striking as Anglo-French relations deteriorated in the early 1920s. In seeking to explain this entente, which laid the foundation of France as an oil power, we need to consider inter-oil company as well as inter-national relations. This essay shows how oil companies used lobbying, the media and mercantilist rhetoric to shape apparently ‘national’ oil policies in their own interests. The oily entente served the interest of an emerging world oil cartel more than it did British or French energy security. To understand the action of peacemakers, from Paris in 1919 to Lausanne in 1923, we need to be more attentive to non-state interests, without which our picture of diplomacy and the post-war settlement is incomplete.

On 3 November 1918 the French military attaché at Baghdad, Commandant Sciard, was worried. The British conquest of Ottoman Mesopotamia was almost complete. The previous day Colonel G. E. Leachman had signed an armistice with two officers of the Ottoman 6th Army, at a location approximately twenty-five kilometers south of Mosul.
 According to the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, roughly half of the vilayet (province) and its oil reserves was to be placed under French control. Yet, as Commandant Sciard put it in his report to the Ministry of War in Paris, ‘It seems to me that the English officers overlook that fact, or pretend to be unaware of it.’ The French military presence in the Middle East was tiny compared to the British one, leaving Sciard with only symbolic means ‘to make some allusion to France’s privileged position in the Mosul region.’ He asked if Paris could award some Croix de Guerre to British officers, recognizing their conquest on behalf of France.
 Two months later, the British military authorities got Sciard recalled, to François Georges-Picot’s disgust: Georges-Picot had already had to put up with Sykes pointing out in conversation (the pair met in Cairo) that the French faced un fait d’accompli in Mosul.


Yet Paris seemed unwilling to put up much of a fight to defend Sykes-Picot, an agreement Picot had negotiated with minimal oversight.
 On Sunday December 1, at an unminuted meeting at the French embassy in London, French premier Georges Clemenceau agreed to cede Mosul to British prime minister David Lloyd George.
 On the 13 December the British Imperial Petroleum Policy Committee chaired by Louis Harcourt decided against a proposal to give the French 25% of the Turkish Petroleum Company (TPC), the Anglo-German consortium which had the strongest claim to the oil concession for the vilayets of both Mosul and Baghdad.
 Months before peace negotiations began at Paris the French had abandoned their claim to a share of the oily spoils of the defunct Ottoman Empire.   

If we jump ahead six years, however, we find a very different picture. In July 1924 the 25% stake in TPC sequestered from Deutsche Bank during the war was sold by the British government to a new French oil company recently established by French President Raymond Poincaré: the Compagnie Française des Pétroles (CFP). Under the Foreign Office Agreement of 19 March 1914 TPC shareholders were bound by the so-called "self-denying ordinance": they undertook ‘not to be interested directly or indirectly in the production or manufacture of crude oil in the Ottoman Empire in Asia...otherwise than through the Turkish Petroleum Company.’
 The precise limits of the 'Ottoman Empire in Asia' were delineated by the eponymous red line of the 1928 Red Line Agreement, which also saw an American consortium (which included Standard Oil of New Jersey) join the TPC consortium. CFP's share in TPC therefore gave the French a share of the oil of the vilayets of Mosul and Baghdad as well as a privileged position in the Middle East as a whole. 

In 1914 the French oil industry consisted of little more than the ‘Cartel des Dix’ (‘cartel of ten’), a group of small refiners subservient to Standard Oil, the US behemoth, and largely uninterested in moving upstream, that is, in developing their own production.
 The bank Rothschild Frères had been an important exception in the 1890s, with large Baku-centred interests, but in 1902 it agreed to a joint marketing venture with Royal Dutch, which soon took overall control.
 CFP’s participation in TPC, however, placed her at the table with the industry’s leading British and American firms: Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC, now BP), Royal Dutch-Shell and, from 1928, Standard Oil of New Jersey (Jersey Standard, now ExxonMobil). TPC struck oil at Baba Gurgur near Kirkuk in 1927 and brought its first pipeline to the Mediterranean on stream in 1934. TPC ended the French market’s dependence on American oil; by 1936 TPC was providing 42% of French oil imports.
 Although CFP struggled to find oil elsewhere until the 1950s, since then it has expanded into Total, one of the world’s supermajors.


It must be conceded at the outset that oil's role in developed economies was still dwarfed by coal, whose dominance of Europe's energy mix was not challenged until after World War II. Postwar wrangles over reparations in kind from Germany inevitably led officials such as Jacques Seydoux, head of the French Foreign Ministry's Commercial Relations section, to fixate on coal and coke, rather than oil.
 In 1920 there were a mere 240,000 motor vehicles in Britain in France. That number exploded to over 3m in the following ten years, however, further swelled by the rise of commercial aviation.
 Thanks to the campaign led by Admiral ‘Jacky’ Fisher the Royal Navy had begun converting their fleet from coal to oil in 1912. This step yoked oil and energy security together: in 1914 First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill persuaded Cabinet and parliament to take a 51% stake in APOC in return for a £2.2m investment.


Despite this emerging understanding of oil's present and future significance, as Gregory Nowell has noted ‘oil concessions were made to the French government that were unwarranted by France’s weak strategic presence in the Caucasus and Mesopotamia.’
 Studies of Anglo-French relations suggest anything but entente in these years.
 In February 1922 British Prime Minister David Lloyd George warned Poincaré that ‘we are on the eve of one of the worst breaches between the two democracies since Fashoda.’
 How, then, do we explain the oily entente which saw Lloyd George and French Prime Minister Alexandre Millerand sign the San Remo Oil Agreement in April 1920, under which the French gained a quarter share of TPC? Why did British interests give so much in a region where France had little to offer beyond Sciard’s croix de guerre?

Default explanations presume that this entente was a diplomatic arrangement achieved between two powers. National energy security is the brainchild of statesmen such as Winston Churchill or Henri Bérenger. For Marian Kent, the aims of the historian investigating such matters are simple: ‘to examine the efforts of British governments to obtain and safeguard oil supplies for the armed forces and the economy, and to assess how such efforts contributed towards evolving a national oil policy and affected foreign policy.’
 Even scholars who adopt an international approach to the history of oil diplomacy, such as Fiona Venn, cleave to a historiographical model in which governments determine oil policy. Oil executives such as Henri Deterding of Royal Dutch-Shell may occasionally turn to states for ‘diplomatic assistance and intervention,’ but only then ‘necessarily’, or with reluctance.
 While in Britain state intervention in private enterprise is an exception to be explained in terms of oil’s importance as a strategic commodity, for scholars of French oil policy energy security-focussed accounts provide further evidence of a grand tradition of French étatisme.
 

A third leading scholar in the field, Gareth Jones, challenged this consensus in an article published in 1977. ‘The overwhelming majority of studies of the relationship between the British government and private industry in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century are, in reality, merely studies of the government’s policy towards industry,’ he observed. Focussing on the British government’s ‘search for an oil policy’ in the years 1912-24, Jones showed how APOC and other companies pleaded for state intervention, which they manipulated to serve their own goals.
 Unfortunately his subsequent book, The State and the Emergence of the British Oil Industry (1981) did little to follow through on this insight, even as it documented the role played by lobbying. 

Jones as well as Kent enjoyed some access to APOC and RDS’ archives. Such access was restricted, however, compared to the wealth of material made available since, not only by oil companies such as BP and Total, but also by the banking groups who controlled vast swathes of the industry in its early decades: Rothschild Frères, Deutsche Bank, Paribas and others. The consensus is partly an artefact of the available sources, therefore, and perhaps also of the period in which these accounts were written, one in which ever-increasing intervention in the industry by oil-producing nations may have seemed unstoppable. 

It was therefore understandable that scholars could write, for example, that the history of TPC before 1914 was ‘almost entirely a history of diplomatic, rather than commercial, negotiations’.
 If one only consults diplomatic archives, such a conclusion is tempting. But when one consults the records of Deutsche Bank, National Bank of Turkey, the Anglo-Armenian oil magnate Calouste Gulbenkian and other shareholders in TPC such statements become untenable.
 We need a history of oil diplomacy which presents both sides of the coin: foreign policy and the familiar state-centred discourse of national energy security as well as the emergence of an oil industry dominated by a cartel of multi-nationals. 

The approach taken in this essay draws on that adopted by Nowell in his ground-breaking study of French oil policy between 1900 and 1939, Mercantile States and the World Oil Cartel. On its publication in 1994 the book received a cautious welcome from Kent and Jones.
 It had little impact on Anglophone scholarship, however, and has been entirely ignored by French historians of the oil industry. It remains common to arrange the broad gamut of means adopted by French and other states to secure ‘control’ of oil (from ‘state-working’ to the Open Door) along a spectrum leading from étatisme to laissez-faire, from strong state intervention to weak.  Nowell demonstrated that multinational oil companies such as RDS were ‘indifferent to ‘strong state’ or ‘weak state’ traditions,’ and ‘operated with only minimal reference to ‘reasons of state’ or ‘national security’’.
 In that ‘process of international struggle for market control’ which Nowell called ‘transnational structuring’ (which is not, he insisted, the same as rent-seeking behaviour) oil companies used both regulation and deregulation in the pursuit of market share.
 A closer study of Anglo-French discussions of the Mosul Question suggests that Nowell’s approach deserves greater attention from historians. It goes a long way towards helping us explain how the oily entente came about.
I

Starting in the late nineteenth century British enterprise had invested large sums in Russian and Romanian oilfields. By World War One its ramifications had extended further, into Mexico, the United States, Venezuela, Burma, the Dutch East Indies and southern Persia, where APOC struck oil in 1908. No single British company, however, could rival the American firm Standard Oil. With the breakup of the Standard Oil trust in 1910 that behemoth became somewhat less menacing. The largest of the ‘sisters’ to emerge from this regulatory intervention, however, Jersey Standard and Socony, remained giants. Under Henri Deterding, Royal Dutch-Shell was determined to challenge their dominance of world markets.


‘When I want oil, I go to my grocer.’
 The apocryphal remark attributed to Clemenceau suggests a certain French disdain for oil prior to 1917. French lamp oil refiners were in thrall to Standard Oil, under a quota system introduced in 1904. No effort had been made to explore the French Empire’s oil potential, while in the Russian Caucasus, Galicia and in Romania French investment in oil production lagged behind Belgian.
 In October 1916 the first oil concession agreement for French Algeria was signed with the Governor General, not by a French company, but by the (British) Pearson group.
 As Edward Fitzgerald has shown, for Sykes the region’s potential as a source of oil for Britain was balanced against the War Office’s insistence on a French buffer between British Mesopotamia and Tsarist Russia. François Georges-Picot was offered around half of the vilayet (including Sharkat, where there was known to be oil), but was firmly told that his original demand for the Kirkuk region was ‘out of the question’.
 Mesopotamian oil only became an explicit British war aim in August 1918, however, after unidentified ‘oil men’ visited Secretary of the War Cabinet Sir Maurice Hankey, presenting arguments which led the Cabinet to decide to aim for control of the whole vilayet.
 The contrast between British and French attentiveness to oil implied by Clemenceau’s oft-cited remark should not be overdrawn.

The German submarine campaign against tankers carrying American oil across the Atlantic in the spring of 1917 is held to have led both governments to take a closer interest in oil affairs, and establish dedicated agencies for the coordination of supplies: the Comité Général des Pétroles and His Majesty’s Petroleum Executive were established in July and December respectively. In London the War Cabinet ordered Secretary of State for the Colonies Walter Long to look into the petroleum question, while in France a senator, Henri Bérenger, took the lead. Bérenger was duly appointed President of the Comité Générale. 

Initially under the tutelle (oversight) of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, the Comité reported at different times to the Ministry of Supply, the Ministry of Public Works and others. Bérenger’s right-hand man and deputy was Georges Bénard of the Paris banking house Bénard Frères (formerly Bénard et Jarislowsky), with whom Gulbenkian and Deterding had been working closely since 1909. The Ministry of Supply and the four largest French refiners also sat on the Comité, as did a representative of the President du Conseil.
 In August 1918 this committee became a permanent agency under the Ministry of Public Works: the Commission Générale aux Essences et Combustibles. It developed plans for a state-administered oil import monopoly, the Consortium Française d’Importation de Pétrole, established in March 1918.


Across the Channel His Majesty’s Petroleum Executive represented the Board of Trade’s attempt to control an emerging policy area.
 As well as providing technical advice intended to foster oil production within Britain and her Dominions, the Executive established regulations for the safe transport and storage of oil products. It coordinated military and civil departments’ oil purchasing, and liaised with the Petroleum Imperial Policy Oil Committee established in 1918.
 The Executive was very much the creation of Walter Long, who wanted it to ‘exercise a general control over oil questions.’
 Even after moving to the Colonial Office Long continued to work with the Executive’s director, John Cadman, cutting Lewis (‘Loulou’) Harcourt and the latter’s Imperial Committee out of the loop. Like British Foreign Secretary Curzon, Harcourt opposed the oily entente Long fashioned with Bérenger.
 

State shareholdings, regulatory bodies, inter-departmental squabbles: thus far this story seems to follow the familiar line, of greater state intervention in a strategic industry, masterminded by politicians and statesmen. But developments in this pre-Versailles phase need to be seen in the context of a bitter rivalry between Anglo-Persian (APOC) and Royal Dutch-Shell (RDS). This was a contest in which the British state was the prize, rather than the referee: a tool to be used to secure concessions and stymie rivals. The advantages of being perceived as national champion were evident from 1914. Hailed as a master-stroke of state oil policy, testament to Churchill’s ‘forceful personality,’ the APOC purchase is better seen as a bail-out, a case of a private company persuading a state to shoulder the costs of its own incompetence.
 


Barely five years old, in 1914 APOC had been heavily in debt. It had two producing wells, no tankers and no distribution. Its brand-new Abadan refinery was so poorly designed that APOC’s largest shareholder called it ‘a scrap heap’.
 Although the state’s acquisition of a 51% stake was combined with a long-term sales contract, intended to lock in supplies for the Admiralty at a favourable price, APOC’s Persian oil turned to jelly when exposed to North Sea temperatures.
 APOC was only able to provide 7% of Britain’s wartime oil imports.
 As BP’s official historians concede, the 1914 purchase was an act of folly, not ‘an act of national oil policy.’
 Alongside the American companies, Britain’s war effort was fuelled by RDS, the very company APOC had insisted it needed rescuing from, the very company APOC insisted was controlled by the German state. Even as the Foreign Office began to recognize that APOC’s Managing-Director Charles Greenway was ‘a very unreliable person’ APOC continued to reap rewards.
 In June 1917 APOC acquired large downstream assets (including 11 tankers and 850 depots) sequestered by the British government from Deutsche Bank’s UK subsidiary, British Petroleum, for token sums. Instead of having to build up its own marketing infrastructure in Britain, in other words, APOC was handed a readymade one by the British government.
 


RDS’ Managing Director Henri Deterding recognized that the firm needed to find its own government. A mercurial, hot-tempered genius with little patience for negotiation, Deterding acknowledged that his softly-spoken, long-suffering confidant Gulbenkian was more up to this task.
 For his part Gulbenkian saw the 1917 oil tanker shortage as an opportunity. Thanks to Nowell’s research, we can now see how Gulbenkian and RDS used the shortages of spring 1917 to lobby for the withdrawal of US rivals’ oil tankers from Asian routes to the Atlantic on grounds of national energy security. This would benefit RDS by protecting its Asian markets from Socony. By the time Clemenceau had sent a wire to US President Woodrow Wilson pleading for more US tankers on the Atlantic route the oil crisis was over. Nineteen Socony tankers were nonetheless transferred.
 


As Gulbenkian noted, the idea of lobbying Bérenger to summon an inter-allied oil summit at which these and other demands could be aired represented ‘a master-stroke, putting Standard Oil right up against the wall and at the same time making us look good to the French government.’
  In November 1917 Gulbenkian offered to place RDS’ production and resources at France’s disposal, in return for France providing RDS with ‘the political power base it lacked.’
 Bérenger knew little of the oil industry, and was happy to be coached by Gulbenkian.
 

Gulbenkian got his Inter-Allied Petroleum Conference in November 1918. Here Bérenger and John Cadman (of the Petroleum Executive) drafted an agreement: the French government would receive the 25% of TPC sequestered from Deutsche Bank in return for agreeing to ‘facilitate by every means’ the construction of two pipelines to the Mediterranean (one for TPC, one for APOC).
 As we have seen, in November 1918 France’s claim to the region traversed (Syria) was looking weak. Yet, acting on instructions from Gulbenkian, Bérenger succeeded in trading a vague promise of a wayleave for a quarter share of Middle East oil production.
 The quarter share of TPC was to be passed by the French government to a nominally French, RDS-controlled vehicle, the Société pour l’Exploitation des Pétroles (SEP), formally established in August 1919. SEP had backing from a former Minister of Finance, Frederic François-Marsal, and the powerful Banque de l’Union Parisienne (BUP) banking group.

While Gulbenkian offered Bérenger the collaboration of RDS in return for French diplomatic support, in London Deterding was doing the same thing with regard to Harcourt’s Petroleum Imperial Policy Committee; that is, offering to place RDS under permanent British control in return for favours from the British government. The British government had begun to recognize that APOC’s capture of the Admiralty in 1914 had led them to back the wrong horse. As ‘bait’ (their word) they offered Deterding an increased share in TPC as well as its management. Deterding played for more, asking to buy the British government’s 51% stake in APOC.
 In January 1919 Deterding and Harcourt initialled an agreement whereby RDS would reorganize its holdings so that twenty-eight RDS subsidiaries were brought under permanent British control, by requiring that 75% of their subsidiaries’ directors be ‘British born British subjects.’
 


In return RDS got management and an increased share in TPC: the extra shares being the 25% stake which had belonged to Deutsche Bank, but which the British state would now pass to the French state, for passing to RDS’ French subsidiary, SEP. A bitter Greenway recognized that ‘giving up so large a share of a Concession which should be 100% [British] to French interests and to the Shell Group for the sake of what can after all only be a ‘paper’ control looks very much as if the Nation is selling its birthright for a mess of pottage.’
 Coming from the man who had sold ‘the Nation’ a mess of APOC pottage for £2.2m in 1914, this was rich. As it happened, the Harcourt-Deterding Agreement remained unsigned, partly because of technical questions relating to taxation.
 

 
Behind the facade of Anglo-French entente and state intervention in a strategic industry, therefore, lay a victory for RDS over APOC. International coordination of strategic commodities was an idea that had come of age, which seemed to explain the outbreak of the Great War as well as promise an end to war itself. In his Towards International Government (1915) John Hobson had observed how ‘groups of financiers and concessionaires, organized upon a ‘national’ basis’ used their ‘national’ credentials to lobby national governments, seeking protectionism at home and exclusive economic spheres of influence abroad. Hobson blamed the resulting ‘economic antagonisms’ for causing the Great War.
 He proposed to create a ‘society of nations’ with an International Council at its head, charged with maintaining ‘an open door and equality of opportunity’ for all nations.
 If their contributions to the weekly New Europe are anything to go by, such ideas chimed with some Foreign Office officials, including several members of the influential Political Intelligence Department.
 


As French Minister of Commerce from 1915 to 1919 Étienne Clémentel was particularly keen to create an international architecture for the pooling of commodities. For Clémentel the inter-allied wartime ‘Executives’ (agencies for the pooling and distribution of wheat and other commodities) developed in 1917 were steps towards that vision of international postwar economic ‘organisation’ (contrasted to the ‘anarchy’ of the free market) advanced at the 1916 Allied Economic Conference, where Andrew Bonar Law had (as head of the British delegation) been an enthusiastic supporter.
 Under this vague ‘common economic policy’ the eight allied nations agreed to ‘establish special arrangements to facilitate the inter-change of these resources’ with their bloc, ending reliance on enemy supplies.
 


Two years on, British ministers such as Harcourt were less enthusiastic. United States Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover was adamant that the American people would never agree to any programme ‘that even looks like inter-Allied control of our economic resources after [the] peace.’
 Some of Clémentel’s plans were subsequently developed by Louis Loucheur, an industrialist seconded to the Ministry of Armaments, where he had risen rapidly to become Minister (1917). These included a metallurgical cartel to include France, Belgium, Luxemburg as well as Germany and the United Kingdom.
 Though Loucheur followed Clemenceau out of office in 1920, he continued to advance such schemes in a semi-official capacity.
 The Economic and Financial Organization of the League of Nations was established in November 1920. Though recent research has proposed that the Organization's record was more substantial than is often claimed, notably as regard "League Loans" to Eastern Europe, there is little to suggest that this body sought to coordinate the oil industry.

II

By the time peace negotiations began in Paris in January 1919, therefore, the foundations of an Anglo-French oil entente had been laid, even if the agreement drafted by Bérenger and Cadman had yet to be signed. The British government’s main interest, however, remained securing control of RDS. So long as negotiations over the Harcourt Agreement were bogged down, therefore, they were happy to leave the Anglo-French oil agreement in suspense.  Clemenceau’s government had done nothing to help over Algeria, where Pearson’s 1916 concession had been declared void.
 French ambassador Aimé de Fleuriau’s formal request to A. J. Balfour for the TPC shares as well as an Anglo-French petroleum agreement and an Anglo-French pipeline from Iraq to the Mediterranean was left unanswered.
 On 2 February Clemenceau suddenly brought Syria up at the Paris negotiations, offering Mosul (a second time) in exchange —and threatening to put Mosul to ‘adjudication’ if the deal was not accepted. Not only that, but ‘all questions of oil concession whether in Mesopotamia, Persia, Baku will have to be submitted to the Conference.’ As the head of the Near East Section of the British peace delegation (and former Ambassador to the Ottoman court), Louis Mallet laconically observed, ‘This may be in the nature of a threat.’


Although the Foreign Office and Admiralty proposed to keep the question in suspense, the Board of Trade and Petroleum Executive insisted that the oil agreement negotiated between Bérenger and Cadman drafted back in November 1918 should be signed. This was justified as a preemptive maneuver, to lock the French in an entente which would prevent them dallying with the Americans. Mallet conceded there were also additional, unspecified ‘sentimental reasons’ for accommodating the French, presumably a reference to the legions of French war dead.
 The Long-Bérenger Agreement was duly signed in March 1919. This gave the French equal access with the British to sequestered German oil assets in Romania, 25% of TPC and an open door to invest in oil concessions within the British empire.
 As one Foreign Office mandarin noted, the agreement was a French coup. ‘Meanwhile any territorial or other rights secured to the French by the Sykes Picot agreement remain completely unaffected and the position would seem to be that their assets for bargaining remain undiminished while we have given up a quarter share of our best asset for this purpose in exchange for no concrete advantage.’
 

At a meeting on 21 March 1919, Clemenceau, Lloyd George and Wilson confirmed the transfer of Mosul to the British. This afforded something by way of a quid pro quo for the Long-Bérenger Agreement. Although Lloyd George had been carefully briefed by Mallet in February, he immediately threw a spanner in the works by stating that the cost in ‘British blood’ of conquering Mesopotamia had been so high that the British government would not hand it over to private companies to exploit. Instead it would exploit the oil itself, ‘for the benefit of the British nation.’
 ‘State working’ of oilfields would extend beyond Mosul, forming a consolidated ‘British petroleum interest extending from Egypt to Burmah, and from Circassia to the Persian Gulf which is intended to be an offset to the great American interests.’
 In May Lloyd George wrote Clemenceau disavowing the Long-Bérenger Agreement, on the basis that there were ‘too many companies’ involved.
 The disavowal left officials on both sides of the Channel nonplussed at what they saw as ill-advised meddling by the two premiers. Lloyd George’s idea partly reflected a strong dislike of Marcus Samuel, who retained a large stake in RDS and therefore stood to profit from TPC.
 


What else lay behind Clemenceau and Lloyd George’s apparent tergiversations? Why did Clemenceau give Mosul away twice, and how could Lloyd George suddenly announce such a radical change of course? It is evident that the pair valued opportunities to negotiate face-to-face, in an unminuted, free-wheeling manner. This was a case of signalling one’s priorities, floating trial balloons, toying with gambits and probing each other’s priorities: preliminary fencing without seconds, rather than negotiating in the strict sense of the term. The debate over what exactly was said at that meeting in the French embassy in London on 1 December 1918, what if anything Clemenceau extracted in exchange for ‘giving away’ Mosul the first time, and what exactly ‘Mosul’ constituted – the vilayet, the oil, or a share of the concessionnaire (TPC) – is therefore of less import than might appear.
 Rather than being outfoxed by the ‘Welsh Wizard’, Clemenceau was merely signalling to Lloyd George the importance he attached to the Rhine frontier, and the price he was ready to pay to wean Lloyd George away from the Wilsonian postures he had recently struck.
 Clemenceau went through this motion again the following year, when the gesture served a similar role, emphasising the French claim on Syria. 


Neither Clemenceau nor Lloyd George can be said to have had an oil policy, or even much interest in the Middle East, other than the latter’s vision of recreating a supposedly Biblical Palestine whose writ ran from Beer to Dan. Middle East oil was, after all, only one of a raft of matters they had to discuss. Yet neither was willing to let their respective foreign ministries shape policy, either. Briefing them therefore posed something of a challenge, particularly Lloyd George, protected by his secretary Philip Kerr, who wielded a degree of influence far above his position.
 When Clemenceau suddenly raised Syria and Mosul with Foreign Secretary Balfour and Lloyd George in Paris on 4 February 1919 it fell to Mallet to brief the latter. ‘The PM must have maps and an explanation by 9am the following morning,’ he recorded in his diary, ‘It was then 10-30[pm] and I did not know how to get hold of my Staff or of maps.’ Put off until the afternoon, the Lloyd George Mallet found at 23 Rue Nitot was ‘on the whole not inaccurate though without any grasp of the real problem and showing at times abysmal ignorance.’
 


At the Board of Trade Walter Long begged the British cabinet to reverse Lloyd George’s decision, and eventually, in December, the Long-Bérenger Agreement was revived as the Greenwood-Berthelot Agreement, initialled in December 1919.
 But Lloyd George continued to insist that Mesopotamian oil would be expoited by a state oil firm. When he met new French President Alexandre Millerand at San Remo in April 1920 Lloyd George claimed that public opinion was now roused against the big trusts, who could not be allowed to profit from state conquests.
 Once again, there is no evidence that anyone else had given any thought as to how such a state company would operate.

The French Foreign Ministry used the opportunity created by this confusion on the part of their British opposite numbers to perform an exercise in backjobbing. In March 1920 Director-General of Foreign and Commercial Affairs Philippe Berthelot explained how he had been successfully ‘introducing’ new conditions into the official French version of Clemenceau’s ‘gift’ of Mosul back in March 1919. A member of the ‘Syrian Party’ at the French Foreign Ministry, Berthelot had persuaded an initially indifferent Clemenceau to adopt a more assertive position in the Middle East.
 Berthelot observed that offers such as Clemenceau’s gift of Mosul 


were nothing but verbal concessions, but with the English such things carry great 
weight....In all the notes I have introduced and asserted that Mosul was given [to the 
British] in consideration of complete parity in oil. [The 25% share of TPC secured by 
Bérenger was merely] an economic and political accord relating to petroleum, and 
bore no relation at all with that right to strict parity with regard to Mesopotamian 
oil, in all its aspects, which we secured in exchange for Mosul.
  

It seems worth noting that the following year Berthelot was forced to resign and banned from public service for ten years, thanks to his role in the scandal surrounding the Banque Industrielle de Chine (BIC).
 This was a diplomat willing to sail close to the wind.


As the BIC scandal amply demonstrated, Berthelot did not see any difficulty in using his position to serve financial interests. Whereas the French Ministry of Finance was closely connected to the BUP group, the Foreign Ministry was yoked to the Banque de Paris et des Pays Bas (Paribas). BUP in turn was associated with SEP and its British parent, RDS; Paribas was associated with Standard Franco-Americaine and its American parent, Jersey Standard. Unsurprisingly, therefore, in 1919 Berthelot also worked to sideline Bérenger and the Commission, as well as to oppose the French oil import monopoly which Bérenger advocated (again, on instructions from Gulbenkian), and which Jersey Standard firmly opposed. 


When Bérenger and Minister of Finance Louis Lucien Klotz proposed to make the import monopoly permanent in June 1919, the French Foreign Ministry weighed in, successfully delaying formal French ratification of Long-Bérenger and promising France’s main oil suppliers (including Jersey Standard) that the monopoly would not happen. When they were presented by Bérenger was a revised version of the Long-Bérenger Agreement (the Greenwood-Berthelot Agreement) in December 1919, both Berthelot and Clemenceau raised objections. Encouraged by Berthelot, Clemenceau argued that Bérenger should have secured more British concessions over access to Mesopotamian oil: in the spirit of Sykes-Picot, France should have 50% of Mesopotamian oil, not the 25% share of TPC.
 Bérenger tendered his resignation. In February 1920 the Commission Générale was abolished.
 It was a victory for the Foreign Ministry and Paribas over the Finance Ministry and BUP. With Bérenger gone RDS’ hopes of dominating the French market were dashed: rather than simply replacing Jersey Standard in France, the two would have to agree to share the market.
 

In April 1920 the Greenwood-Berthelot Agreement was finally signed, as the (secret) San Remo Oil Agreement.
 Though negotiations had begun back in November 1918, Curzon did not see a copy of the Bérenger-Long Agreement (as it is usually called) until May 1920. ‘Do we approve?’ Curzon queried on the relevant Foreign Office docket,  ‘And how comes it that the thing has been done in this hole and corner way[?]’
 Whereas the French Foreign Ministry under Berthelot wrested control of French oil policy from the Commission in 1919, therefore, this was far from being the case of the Foreign Office, which continued to be kept in the dark by the Petroleum Executive. Private interests, in the shape of banking as well as oil groups, continued to pull the strings, on both sides of the Channel.
III

On 23 June 1920 Le Temps published the text of the secret Anglo-French San Remo Oil Agreement.
 Cross-Channel oil politics became a trans-Atlantic triangle: each corner of the Britain-France-United States triangle feared being left out by a condominium between the other two. As we have seen, for the British government Standard’s historical dominance of the French market made an American-French oil entente appear a significant threat.
 The Americans saw the 1920 San Remo Agreement as further evidence of a British plot to corner world oil supplies; although the US remained by far the world’s largest oil producer, highly pessimistic US Geological Survey estimates of remaining US reserves had led to a supply panic.
  

The French feared that the British might back out of the San Remo Agreement in order to enter a similar agreement with the United States. Rumours of such a negotiation circulated around the 1921 Washington Naval Conference. In May 1921 Arthur Millspaugh, Economic Advisor at the State Department did in fact draft a US/UK Petroleum Agreement. It would have seen the British disavow San Remo and declare TPC’s concession void.
 But it is unclear if Millspaugh was acting on his own initiative, or in response to instructions from Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes or Secretary of Commerce Hoover. Millspaugh’s draft was never tabled, and ‘died of neglect’.
 Instead Cadman (who had just resigned from the Petroleum Executive to become Technical Advisor to APOC) toured the United States on a charm offensive, courting public opinion while privately proposing to Jersey Standard and its associates that they participate in TPC as well as APOC’s north Persian concession. This condominium was formalized as the 1922 Stanbridge Earls Agreement.
 

The so-called US-UK ‘Oil War’ proved something of a damp squib, therefore: once it became clear that American firms would be let into the Middle East, the ‘war’ stopped.
 As one Foreign Office official later observed, the Americans ‘jobbed on the high ground of equity for all, and were subsequently mollified in the lowlands of participation by the Standard Oil Company.’
  Indeed, upon closer analysis it appears to be little more than one of the many phoney wars trumped up by William Randolph Hearst’s media empire. Whether this was at the behest of Jersey Standard remains unknown. With scholars denied access to ExxonMobil’s archives, it is impossible to verify accusations that ‘the Propaganda Department’ at 26 Broadway (Jersey Standard’s head office) was paying Henry Woodhouse and other hacks to air their lurid conspiracy theories in the pages of Hearst-controlled newspapers such as The New York American and The Washington Times.
 



‘British Government Oil Monopoly, By Secret Grip on Royal Dutch Combine, Controls Entire World’s Supply’ screamed one headline in the latter paper.
 In New York Cadman met with public relations agent Ivy Lea, who admitted placing anti-British stories for Jersey Standard. The next day Cadman called on RDS’ chief American lobbyist, General Avery Andrews, who confided that he, too, had made use of Lea’s services in the past.
 Another strong anti-British propagandist, Van H. Manning of the American Petroleum Institute was busy spreading similar rumours, allegedly in hopes of getting a job on a new government agency to be created ‘for the purpose of exercising some form of State control over the petroleum industry.’
 

Was the ‘Oil War’ a case of the Hearst tail wagging the diplomatic dog? The only reason the Foreign Office sought to have a Petroleum Executive or Board of Trade official travel to Washington in 1921 was because the newspapers (British and American) were full of stories insisting that the conference would see an epic oil showdown. Even the London Times rehearsed claims that the whole conference would break up if the British delegates did not give in to unspecified US demands on oil.
 As Cadman’s successor at a slimmed-down Petroleum Executive noted, the ‘Oil War’ had a certain artificiality about it.


A similar artificiality seems to mark the whole of this reported oil programme of the 
Washington Conference; no industry in the world has been more individualistic than 
the American petroleum trade and this sudden call for regulation and Government 
interference is remarkable...Some sort of Petroleum League of Nations seems 
indicated. All these proposals to put oil questions on a separate and quite novel 
platform would need close examination, even if we could feel that the United States 
had any genuine enthusiasm on the 
subject and were not simply anxious to ensure 
the parcelling out of booty temporarily available.

Although the American consortium led by Jersey Standard did not formally enter TPC until 1928, a corner had been turned.  Within a few years the State Department learned to take the lurid claims peddled by Jersey Standard and Hearst’s hacks with a shovel of salt.
 By 1924 its Near East Department Chief Allen Dulles was making it clear to Jersey Standard’s A. C. Bedford that the limits of its willingness to assist Jersey Standard into Iraq had been reached.
 Dulles was discovering that ‘It is not easy to apply a theoretical principle like the Open Door to a practical situation like that in Mesopotamia.’
 In a capital-intensive industry such as oil enforcing a set of ‘open door principles’ was harder than it seemed.
 
IV
The outlines of the Red Line Agreement of 1928, by which TPC became the vehicle through which the leading American, British and French companies exploited Middle East oil, were clear by 1922. Negotiating the agreement, however, took six years. This was partly down to uncertainty surrounding Russia, who had supplied just under half the world’s oil output in 1900. After the Red Army pushed the Whites out of the Caucasus in 1919 all oil facilities in the region had been nationalized. The dispossessed responded by forming an unofficial embargo, the Front Uni, led by Deterding. In the early 1920s many shared Deterding’s view that such pressure would bring Russia to its knees. While waiting for the inevitable collapse of the Bolshevik experiment several of them seized the opportunity to buy smaller firms with fields around Baku on the cheap. 


The Genoa Conference of April-May 1922 saw delegates from thirty-four countries meet to discuss European economic reconstruction and establish a modus vivendi with Soviet Russia. Oil men descended on Genoa in droves. Unfortunately there were two means of unlocking Russian oil investments which were diametrically opposed to each other. On the one hand firms could seek to meet Russian Commissar of Foreign Affairs Leonid Krassin in one-on-one talks, seeking deals which benefited them while breaking the Front Uni and running foul of their government’s diplomacy. 

On the other, they could resist Russian attempts to sow division by means of such sweetheart deals, and hold out for an inter-governmental settlement.
 Head of the Direction Générale des Essences et Pétroles Louis Pineau had developed a scheme whereby Tsarist bonds would be repaid using profits from Russian oil exports, with the sanction of Franco-Belgian oil companies whose fields had been expropriated by the Bolsheviks. Such a scheme could have been expanded so as to eliminate not only the rivalry between bondholders and investors in dispossessed oil companies (British as well as French), but also French suspicions that Lloyd George might betray the French by recognizing Bolshevik Russia unilaterally.
 


As Carole Fink has noted, Lloyd George was Genoa’s ‘spiritual father’, but the idea of trading a reduction in French reparation demands for a write-off of her debts to the United States was one he had developed with Loucheur. In February 1922 Loucheur had floated a trial balloon in a speech at Lyon, in which he stated his belief that France ‘will never be able to pay a cent to America,’ as US tarriffs made it too difficult for her to boost exports. It was a deliberate ploy to make American leaders such as Hoover rethink their policy on allied war debts.
 The gambit backfired, and far from bringing the United States to the table at Genoa it alienated the Americans further, and helped Jersey Standard lobby both the State Department and Foreign Office not to give the Bolshevik regime diplomatic recognition. 


Meanwhile Krassin succeeded in using oil to drive Britain and France further apart. Deterding appeared an unreliable leader of the Front Uni, straining RDS’ relations with France.
 In February 1922 Lloyd George and Poincaré had agreed to put plans for the aforementioned oil-based bond repayment scheme on hold. In May the latter accused the former of betraying this agreement, by negotiating with Krassin for his own deal - somewhat hypocritically, as Poincaré had his own secret envoy to Krassin, the deputé Henri Franklin-Bouillon. Despite having made similar undertakings to each other, RDS and Jersey Standard also held secret talks with Krassin.
 Mutual suspicions and recriminations not only divided Allied governments and oil companies, they divided governments from ‘their’ oil companies: coordinated oil policy was impossible. As Sally Marks notes, ‘Britain and France had reached an impasse, with each able to block the other’s policy, but neither able to prevail.’


A resurgent Turkey under Mustapha Kemal now drove a second wedge between the Allies, bringing the Anglo-French entente close to breaking point. The issues raised at the Lausanne Conference (1922-23) were analogous to those raised at Genoa: how far and under what terms were new regimes to honour commitments made by their respective ancien regimes, above all those regarding oil concessions? The British government refused to recognize Kemal’s Ankara regime and sought to uphold the 1920 Treaty of Sèvres, which ordained the partition of Anatolia as well as the former Ottoman empire. But in June 1921 French premier Aristide Briand sent Franklin-Bouillon to negotiate separately with Kemal. 

The resulting Ankara Accord of October 1921 was diplomatic triumph for the Nationalist regime, and ‘a breach of honour and faith’ for Curzon.
 French troops withdrew from Cilicia (which they had occupied in 1919), while in Syria the French agreed to move the Turkish-Syrian border south. 
 Briand’s government fell in January 1922, but his successor Poincaré continued his Turkophile policy, refusing to honour the allies’ joint commitment to defend the Straits Zone. Poincaré’s screamed invective at one meeting in September 1922 reduced Curzon to a tearful wreck. Though Kemalist forces did not cross into the International Zone established under Sèvres, the Chanak crisis removed Lloyd George from power in October 1922. 


Lloyd George’s successor, the sickly Andrew Bonar-Law as well as the new Foreign Secretary, Austen Chamberlain, seemed minded to give Mesopotamia up entirely, as a worthless drain on state finances.
 Rumours circulated that Franklin-Boullon had traded Cilicia for Turkish promises of a Mosul oil concession. Gulbenkian told William Tyrrell at the Foreign Office that the Ankara Accord ‘very largely owed its existence to the backing which had been given by ‘Standard Oil’’, an analysis the Foreign Office accepted.


By the time the Mosul Question (which embraced both the question of the Turkish-Iraq border as well as the status of Ottoman-era concession agreements for the vilayet of Mosul) came before the Lausanne Conference in January 1923, therefore, not one of the victorious allies (not even the Italians) trusted any of the others not to cut a secret deal with Ismet (Inönü), head of the Turkish delegation.
 Worse, in April 1923 the Turks revived the Chester Concession, a vast railway-and-oil concession negotiated (but not signed) back in 1910 by Colby Chester, a captain in the United States Navy. Curzon was disgusted to find British representatives ‘jettisoning’ TPC, whose concession was not named in the treaty.
 The question of the Turkey-Iraq border was referred to the League of Nations. What with TPC, the French, Chester and various other American speculators peddling the oil claims of soi-disant ‘Sultan’s Heirs’, Lausanne turned from being Curzon’s masterclass in Great Power diplomacy (with the Americans and Turks as the new boys) into an unedifying, oily circus of corporate intrigue which left no power unbesmirched. ‘The end of the Lausanne Conference is indeed a sordid anti-climax’, wrote one British diplomat, ‘squabbling over money and rights of capitalists, with an America fouled by oil in the background and the spirit of an insolently triumphant Angora government over all.’


By rights the US-UK ‘Oil War’, Genoa and Lausanne ought to have doomed that Anglo-French oily entente drafted in 1918 and signed as the San Remo Agreement of 1920. The entente had been pushed through thanks to heavy lobbying by RDS, who successfully challenged APOC and Jersey Standard for political influence. Although the offer RDS had extended to serve as both British and French national champion had been allowed to lapse by the 1919, skilful diplomacy on the part of Berthelot helped to defend and even extend the French diplomatic position. The final settlement which saw 25% of TPC vested in CFP in 1924 would not have been possible, however, had it not been for a strong pro-entente faction within the Foreign Office, one willing to go to extraordinary lengths to promote the entente. The key figure here was William Tyrrell.

‘That always influential figure William Tyrrell’ (Zara Steiner) remains mysterious; as Lewis Namier (a colleague in the Foreign Office’s Political Intelligence Department) predicted back in 1952, Tyrrell’s ‘exceedingly secretive’ nature, preference for ‘‘long-range artillery’’ and dislike of reading or writing memoranda have left little upon which one might build an assessment.
 As Private Secretary to Foreign Secretary Edward Grey from 1907 until 1915, as early as the Agadir Crisis (1911) Clemenceau was eager to know ‘what the little Japanese [Tyrrell was actually of Anglo-Indian ancestry] on the banks of the Thames is thinking.’
 After a breakdown and a stint at the Home Office Tyrrell was brought back in October 1918 as Assistant Undersecretary of State, put in charge of a new Political Intelligence Department charged with research and peace planning.
 The Department was abolished in 1921, yet Tyrrell remained highly influential, particularly on Foreign Office policy concerning Mosul oil.


For Tyrrell the Russo-German treaty of Rapallo (April 1922) was, as he put it to Curzon, "the most important event which has taken place since the Armistice."
 It only confirmed Tyrrell's belief that French proposals of an Anglo-French defensive pact should be embraced.  In April 1922 Curzon refused to allow a pro-Franco-British alliance memo by Tyrrell to go before cabinet. Instead Lloyd George told cabinet that Poincaré’s proposals of an alliance seemed half-hearted. When the former fell from power Tyrrell spotted an opportunity to go round his superior. In November 1922 Tyrrell wrote a ‘very private’ letter to the editor of the Morning Post, Harold Gwynne, noting that ‘the disappearance of L[loyd] G[eorge] has made all the difference and we can get back to our pre-war relations based on mutual confidence, if we now play the game.’ Tyrrell asked Gwynne to see Curzon and Bonar Law and threaten to ‘attack and denounce them in public’ if they did not appoint a strongly pro-entente ambassador to France.
 


Gwynne shared the hard-line French view that Versailles had been une paix boche and urged a new Anglo-French entente as the only viable defense against Germany. For Gwynne, Lloyd George’s Genoa programme had been tantamount to ‘the aggrandisement of Russia and Germany and the weakening of France.’
 In the 1923 Gwynne and Tyrrell colluded with Poincaré in a truly remarkable, unprecedented exercise intended to discredit Curzon by suggesting that Bonar Law was minded to dismiss him. When Curzon read intercepted telegrams relating to this conspiracy he observed that ‘This is the worst thing I have come across in my public life.’




At Lausanne Tyrrell held one-on-one talks with Ismet (Inönü) to discuss the Mosul oil concession. In the following years he discreetly prodded Cadman, Deterding and other oil men whenever negotiations for the TPC condominium threatened to come to a stand-still. He was Gulbenkian’s chief Whitehall contact, receiving oil industry intelligence in exchange for Tyrrell’s services as mediator between himself and his TPC partners, who repeatedly sought to defenestrate him and his renowned five per cent holding in TPC. 

In 1925 Gulbenkian informed Tyrrell that a Franco-British syndicate formed by Lord Inverforth, Lord Beaverbrook, Franklin-Bouillon and Paribas was offering the Turkish government an arrangement whereby they would lobby their governments to award Mosul vilayet to Turkey in exchange for an oil concession. Tyrrell ensured that this information reached Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain and Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin. The three agreed that it would be ‘a good thing’ if Gwynne reported these ‘intrigues’ in The Morning Post; meanwhile Inverforth was summoned to the Foreign Office and told by Chamberlain to stay out of Mosul.
 A few months later the League of Nations determined that Mosul vilayet should form part of Iraq, rather than Turkey, and TPC signed a concession agreement with the new state. The Mosul Question was closed.

V
In November 1923 the French finally nominated a French group to receive the 25% (40,000 shares, costing a mere £8,924) of TPC: the Société Française des Pétroles, rechristened CFP in 1924. Poincaré rushed the bill setting it up through the Chambre without a debate in April 1924, and appointed the Polytechnicien Ernest Mercier to lead it. The French state did not take a stake in CFP, but ensured that shares were spread evenly across a wide spectrum of refiners and banks, including those tied to foreign trusts. In its early years CFP was prohibited from refining oil and operated as little more than an investment vehicle. 

Its failure to find oil within the French empire until the 1950s suggests a lack of enterprise which only confirms the puzzle at the heart of this essay. Though Bérenger (as Chair of the Conférence Coloniale) and the commissions d’études established in 1918 sought new ways by which France’s colonies might contribute more to her economic growth post-war, they came up against an uninformed and largely indifferent business lobby. The ‘Syrian Party’’s case for French Syria was built on ‘civilisation’ and history, not commercial opportunity.
 

The hurried establishment of CFP in 1924 drew a line under two years of fitful negotiations between Pineau and a galaxy of nominally French banks, oil companies and refiners. When Minister of Commerce and Industry Lucien Dior set Pineau to forming a consortium to which oil assets gained by the French state could be allotted in 1922, Dior’s aim had not been to create an ‘independent body’ (Dior recognized that that was impossible), but to carve up the spoils among rival companies, banks and ministries so that no single trust was left feeling disadvantaged relative to another.
 


The initial plan was for RDS-controlled BUP (close to the Ministry of Finance) to be given control of French interests in Mesopotamia and Standard-controlled Paribas (close to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) to get Romania. Any concessions gained in Russia would be alloted to third, Franco-Belgian group, Pétrofina.
 Discussions became bogged down, however, over the membership of the Romanian syndicate (O.P.Q.) and little had been settled by the time Poincaré came into power.
 In August 1923 he instructed Ernest Mercier to form a ‘National Petroleum Group,’ ‘an organization capable of carrying on a national Petroleum policy.’
 

In the absence of any state capital to invest (until 1929), however, the policy remained one of paying lip service to French ‘control’ of her oil supply.
 Whether by manipulating different classes of shares or other means, creating a pleasingly French facade was child’s play for foreign oil companies. General Gassouin, Director General of Standard Franco-Americaine reassured Pineau in November 1921 that, thanks to its all-French board of directors and Jersey Standard’s minority (49%) stake, their company was French.
 Nine months later the company’s real head, Paribas’ Horace Finaly, was writing Jersey Standard President Walter Teagle noting that his aim was ‘the reliance of the French government in matters of oil policy on you.’
 Pineau and French ministers were not duped, recognizing that such firms were only nominally French. At a time when the media were obsessed with les trusts, however, they recognized the political importance of alleviating public suspicions.
 

The British Admiralty and Colonial and Foreign Offices took ‘control’ more seriously. They believed in nationality requirements for directors and majority-British shareholdings. Before 1914 the Colonial Office and Admiralty had lobbied for the introduction of ‘control’ clauses into regulations governing oil leasing in Trinidad and other Crown Colonies, sometimes in the face of opposition, for example from the Government of India (in the case of Burma).
 These clauses prevented (in theory) non-British firms from leasing public (‘crown’) lands. As we have seen, APOC and RDS were happy to play along with what Greenway referred to as ‘paper control.’ Robert Waley Cohen of RDS was particularly candid, writing in 1923 that


The whole question of control is very largely nonsense. It is a matter of sentiment, 
but if by transferring control to the Hottentots we could increase our security and 
our 
dividends I don’t believe any of us would hesitate for long.

Waley Cohen’s words capture the oil major’s free-wheeling spirit under the leadership of Henry Deterding. 

Thanks to its aggressive growth, by 1920 RDS was the world’s largest (in terms of net assets) and most profitable oil company, as well as its most international.
 It had two head offices (one in London and one in The Hague), stock market listings in Amsterdam, Paris, London and New York and major upstream assets in the United States, Mexico, Venezuela, Romania, Egypt, the Caucasus and the Dutch East Indies. Deterding’s svengali, Calouste Gulbenkian, held four passports and spent almost his entire life living in hotels. Ministers and diplomats, generals and admirals came and went, but these international oilmen remained.


They also co-opted those same officials. Many retired admirals and generals found second careers lobbying for oil companies, using their uniforms and contacts to gain access to areas off-limits to those of other nationalities, as British General Sir John Cowans did for RDS in Mesopotamia.
 Gulbenkian recruited a general staff of retired military men, carefully selected to lobby for RDS in different parts of the globe: US Brigadier General Avery D. Andrews in Mexico, French General Charles Payot (former chief of army supplies and communications) in Romania and Cowans in the Middle East.
 After Cowans’ death in 1921 Gulbenkian replaced him with Lieutenant General Sir George Macdonogh, former Director of Military Intelligence. Foreign Office mandarins such as Alwyn Parker followed a similar path.
 Despite his association with APOC Churchill briefly worked as a lobbyist for its arch-rival, RDS, in 1923.
 Even Curzon had served as director of the Persian Bank Mining Rights Corporation back in 1890.
 Those who resisted the lure felt left out. ‘I used to feel sometimes a kind of appetite for intrigue,’ lamented the American diplomat Richard Washburn Child, ‘and almost a wish that I might be involved in oil. It gives a man a sense of importance, but alas, I never struck it.’
 


The degree to which an appetite for money and ‘importance’ yoked together diplomats, officers and oil executives deserves to be recognized. It is unsurprising, yet passes without discussion in the existing literature. We should also acknowledge those who took more principled stands. Lloyd George and Briand both inveighed against high finance and ‘capitalists’ in 1918-9, and sought to curtail the influence and access of oilmen.
 The India Office had opposed the 1914 acquisition of APOC shares and was ‘almost contemputous’ of what it considered the Admiralty’s fixation with oil.
 Lieut-Col. Arnold Wilson epitomized the Indian Office approach to Mesopotamian oil: as Acting Civil Commissioner of Mesopotamia he considered himself ‘trustee of the interests of the future Iraq state,’ and opposed giving ‘a comparatively small number of shareholders, the whole interests of the Iraq State and of the British Treasury in what might well prove to be the richest oilfields in the world.’
 


Wilson had little time for the French (it was he who got Sciard recalled) or for the romantic Araby of ‘the active Mr. [T. E.] Lawrence’, who had never been east of Damascus. Even as he refused entry to Jersey Standard’s survey party (triggering the US/UK ‘Oil War’) Wilson was candid enough to critique Anglo-French attempts to carve up Middle East oil ‘without consulting the natives of the country.’ Mesopotamian oil should, he argued, be developed by an international body setting royalties and allocating profits.
 The Colonial Office, which took responsibility for Mandated Territories from the Foreign Office in 1920, did not quite go that far, but coached inexperienced Iraqi officials on how to get better terms from TPC.
 A genuine sense of trusteeship, therefore, rubbed shoulders with that venality we are all too familiar with from oil’s more recent history. Sometimes they were combined in the same individual: dismissed from his post in Baghdad, Wilson went to work for APOC.

This blurring of the divide between private enterprise and public service gave the likes of Bérenger and Churchill that ‘sense of importance’ Child lacked. Oilmen such as Gulbenkian, Waley Cohen and Greenway were happy to maintain a low profile, while flattering the likes of Bérenger and Churchill for their statesmanship and vision. Bérenger would come to be hailed as ‘the father of French petroleum policy.’
 Churchill came (as Cowans put it) to ‘look on the APOC as his invention.’
  The oily entente which gave birth to CFP and enabled it to survive and eventually (as Total) thrive may have been helped along by statesmen, but the latter were midwives of an emerging world oil cartel as much as they were architects of an oil diplomacy built on national energy security. 

It was in this spirit that a British and a French diplomat (Walter Tyrrell and Philippe Berthelot) worked with ‘our joint friend in the Mosul question’ - Calouste Gulbenkian - to admit first the French, and then the Americans into Middle East oil via TPC.
 As Timothy Mitchell and others have noted, the 1928 Red Line Agreement served the international oil cartel’s interests by neutralising the potential of the region’s oil to unsettle this cartel’s dominance.
 The self-denying ordinance prevented any one major from rushing to produce in the region, while blanket concessions such as that which TPC eventually secured in Iraq prevented any newcomer to the club from gaining access. 

Attempting to convey to his reader some sense of what negotiating in Paris had been like, Harold Nicolson wrote in Peacemaking 1919 that ‘only through the medium of a sound film could any accurate impression..be conveyed.’ Even film fell short: it offered sights and sounds, but left out the textures, as well as the odours. ‘For smells you would have petrol, typewriting ribbons, French polish, central heating, and a touch of violet hair-wash.’
 Three years later The Nation noted how ‘an unpleasant smell of oil continues to pervade Genoa.’
 Even with Tyrrell acting as eminence grise, traditional diplomatic history can only ever afford a partial explanation of that oily entente this essay began by addressing. Such episodes need to be understood as part of a bigger story, of an oily entente among the oil industry’s emerging titans, one which histories of oil diplomacy couched in familiar terms of energy security cannot fully capture. However ‘unpleasant’ to older diplomats such as Curzon, we need to recognize that the smell of oil was not something wafted in from outside, but pervaded the postwar settlements.
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