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Preface

T.E. Lawrence, one of the most dashing and charismatic figures of the twentieth century, was also one of those rare human beings who became a legend in his own lifetime. However, he began life in relative obscurity – through no fault of his own – and ended it in even greater obscurity by his own choice. His younger life was spent moving from house to house as his parents paid the price for his father Thomas’s cardinal sin of abandoning his wife Lady Edith, for Sarah, a servant in his household by whom he was to have five sons.

By chance, Lawrence’s interest in Middle Eastern archaeology in general and in the crusader knights in particular, meant that when war broke out in 1914 he naturally found a niche in Egypt at the Arab Bureau – effectively an intelligence gathering agency – established to spy on the Turks (then allies of the Germans) who occupied what is now Syria, Israel, and much of Saudi Arabia.

By establishing a personal rapport with Arab leaders – in particular with Emir Feisal, son of Hussein, Sherif of Mecca – Lawrence was able to lead the Arab forces as the right flank of General Allenby’s army in the northward push towards the Syrian capital Damascus. Lawrence however, was under the mistaken impression that after the war was over, the Arabs would be granted self-determination. This was not to be the case, and to his great and lasting disappointment the Allied Powers, once victorious, proceeded to carve up the Arab lands for themselves.

My interest in Lawrence arose when a friend of mine, James Bentley, a Queen Alexandra’s nurse who had served in Burma in the British (later to be called ‘Forgotten’) Army during World War II, gave me a copy of Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom, together with numerous press cuttings which he (Bentley) had collected as a boy when Lawrence was his ‘boyhood hero’. Having read the book and visited his cottage at Clouds Hill, and his grave at Moreton, I wondered why, having been a famous figure with the world at his feet, he chose to bury himself in a life of total obscurity in the lower ranks of the armed services. This volume offers an explanation for this curious volte-face on his part.

For my sources, I have been careful to draw virtually solely on the writings of Lawrence himself, i.e. Seven Pillars, The Mint, and his collected letters. In this way, and by using my medical knowledge, I believe that I have developed a unique insight into the mind of this enigmatic figure.
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Prologue

The county of Dorset in southern England is the one which more than any other, resonates with the folklore of T.E. Lawrence. In Wareham’s Anglebury House licenced restaurant are two plaques situated above the window seat, one of which reads ‘Lawrence of Arabia sat here 1923’, and the other ‘Lawrence of Arabia spent many a pleasant hour drinking coffee in this seat’.

Mr Cecil Hopkins of Corfe Mullen and Lawrence used to wave cheerfully to each other as they passed one another on the Wareham to Swanage road on their respective motorcycles: the former’s was an ‘OK Supreme’ and the latter’s was a ‘Brough Superior’ (of which Lawrence was the owner of a number during his lifetime). Miss Helen Taylor, former seamstress at Tyneham House, told me that Lawrence – who loved to ride his motorcycle around the area of South Dorset known as Purbeck – grew impatient at the number of gates which he encountered across the roads. Instead of pausing to open them he would drive straight through, banging them open with a crash!

Visitors to the tiny cottage at Clouds Hill find it extraordinary that a man such as Lawrence could have inhabited such a humble abode. And, of course, it is common knowledge that it was between this cottage and nearby Bovington that he met with his fatal accident, riding a Brough Superior Type SS 100 motorcycle.

To the east of Dorchester, Dorset’s county town, lies ‘Max Gate’, the home of Thomas Hardy and his wife Florence, which Lawrence loved to visit. In the Dorchester County Museum is a lock of Lawrence’s hair, together with a letter from Thomas Hardy’s wife confirming its provenance. In the Bovington Tank Museum collection is a ‘housewife’ (pocket sewing outfit) said to have belonged to Lawrence, his camera, his binoculars and leather case, his prismatic compass in a leather case, two star and crescent emblems from a Turkish train destroyed by Lawrence’s forces in Arabia, and other items associated with Arabia’s Hejaz railway, including track, bell, and train plates. Also a collection of glass slides, books, and other artefacts. Lawrence’s grave is to be found in the cemetery of the Church of St Nicholas, in the tiny village of Moreton, 5 miles east of Dorchester.

As I stood, one day, looking down at the effigy of Thomas Edward Lawrence in the church of St Martin’s, Wareham, I was struck by the sensitivity of feeling captured by the sculptor in the stone face. Something within me longed to connect with this man who had left so many myths behind him when he died dramatically in a motorcycle accident in 1935. I therefore decided, as the sun streamed in through the stained-glass window, and rested on the pale serene face, to make a journey into the past to try to discover the reality that lay behind the legend.

There are, of course, many books already in existence about ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ – about the battles, the history, his friends, and even a volume examining him from a psychiatric point of view – but as I researched, I became more and more convinced that his psyche was, even today, very much misunderstood.

It is easy to see why some people would like to belittle and diminish him. He did not readily fit into the pattern of the average man, and it is easier to criticise that which we do not understand. For example, Lawrence’s alleged dislike of women is very easy to interpret by assuming he was homosexual. In fact, by studying his childhood it becomes apparent that he had very little opportunity of interacting with members of the opposite sex. His love for, and devotion to the Arab donkey-minding boy Dahoum, is easily misread as a tarnished love, when it was really the love of a father-figure for an adoptive son.

For me, the overriding question was why, after so many heroic exploits in World War I, he suddenly chose to shun all prospect of further advancement, deciding instead to live in anonymity and obscurity in the lower ranks of the armed forces. So how should I go about the task which I had set myself?

As I became more absorbed in Lawrence’s personality, I decided that instead of reading what others had said about him, I would initially limit myself to studying what he had written about himself. I would approach his own letters and his writings – Seven Pillars of Wisdom and The Mint – with an open mind, and thereby try to discover what lay behind the bravado and gung ho of his early years, and the hurts and traumas of his adult life which he tried so desperately to hide, and which affected his personal life so deeply. In this way, and only in this way, would I discover the ‘inner man’: the true Lawrence.

There was also one other way in which I might be able to reach Lawrence, and that was to investigate how he interacted with the many fascinating friends and acquaintances which he gathered around himself during his short, but intense life. I would like to invite all who share an interest in Lawrence to accompany me on this journey to find ‘the inner man’.


1

His Mother Sarah

Sarah Lawrence peered through the tall sash window of her Victorian house in Polstead Road, Oxford. The mellow, red-brick building rested quietly, shielded by the leaves and branches of the trees which lined both sides of the road.

The afternoons were drawing in with the approach of early autumn, and Sarah awaited the return of her four elder sons from school, now that another academic year had begun. Her fifth and youngest son, Arnold, still remained at home with her. Her boys were all bright, intelligent and promising, and life in Oxford offered everything she could hope for in the way of education for them, far more so than at any of their other previous homes – of which there had been several. Education was immensely prized, both by herself and by her husband Thomas. But it was of particular importance to her, for she had been brought up in a strict Presbyterian household where learning, religion, and discipline ruled the lives of all within the family.

Sarah sighed, contentedly, as she awaited the return of her boys for tea. Her sons were all doing well at school, but the second eldest Thomas Edward, otherwise known as ‘Ned’, was her greatest challenge. He was the one most likely to question her authority, and there were arguments which often resulted in her having to chastise him physically. What was it about him, she wondered? Why could he not be like the others?

Sarah’s life had been a hard one. She had been born illegitimate in Sunderland in 1861, her mother dying of drink when she was only 8 or 9 years old. Thereafter, she was brought up in Scotland: first by her grandparents, and later by an aunt whose husband was a minister of the church.

In 1879 she crossed the Irish Sea to join the household of the aristocratic Chapman family at South Hill, near Castletown Devlin in County Westmeath, Ireland, where Thomas Chapman lived with his wife Edith and their four daughters.

Sarah became Thomas’s mistress in 1885, even though she was fifteen years his junior. Thomas subsequently abandoned his wife and family, and set up home with Sarah in Dublin 30 miles away. In the same year their son Montague Robert (known as Robert or Bob) was born.

According to the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857, legal separation was permitted only if there had been one act of misconduct by the wife, or two by the husband. Therefore, Mrs Edith Chapman did have grounds for divorce, but she would not countenance it on account of her strong religious views. In these circumstances, Sarah and Thomas adopted the surname of ‘Lawrence’ and acted as if they were a married couple, even though they were unable to be so.

However, in Ireland their secret was impossible to keep, and the opprobrium which resulted may have been the reason why the family moved to Tremadoc in North Wales. Here, on 16 August 1888, their second son Thomas Edward, or ‘Ned’ as he was known, was born.

Further upheavals were to follow. From Tremadoc they moved to Kircudbright, Scotland, where William George was born in 1889, and from there to Dinard on the Normandy coast. In 1893 their fourth son Frank Helier was born in Jersey and given his second name after its capital town. Finally, in 1896, the Lawrences moved to No. 2 Polstead Road, Oxford. Their fifth and last son Arnold Walter was born there in 1900.

Here at last, the family were able to settle down, even though in the back of Sarah’s mind was always the possibility that the secret of their ‘living in sin’ would be discovered – for in those days, such a perceived scandal would lead to a family being ostracised by all sections of the community.

In the Polstead Road household prayers were said every day. There were frequent readings from the Bible, and three times every Sunday the family attended the church of St Aldates in the city. Sarah Lawrence objected to drink; she also made sure that young females were kept well away from her five sons.

Driven by a desire to mould the children to her own ways, Sarah disciplined the children by whipping them on their bare bottoms. (Years later she would tell Lord Astor that his horses would win races only if they were whipped). She beat Ned frequently, Arnold only once, and the others never.1 She saw no harm in this, after all, was not the physical chastisement of children accepted as the norm throughout society in those days?

Sarah singled out Ned in particular simply because he was more wilful than her other sons. His grins, smirks, and laughter revealed a defiant rebelliousness which she feared might one day lead him away from that strict religious faith and conformity which she was determined to impose upon him. And what then? What if this seemingly irresponsible youth was one day destined to bring further shame on the family? A similar shame to that which she herself had experienced: not only of being illegitimate, but also of knowingly bearing five illegitimate sons? Her own guilt and a fear of recidivism in her son Ned, could that have been what led her to whip him so often and so vigorously? As for Ned, it is conceivable that he actually enjoyed the thought of danger. Certainly, his future exploits would strongly suggest that this was the case.

It is a curious fact that Ned once described his mother Sarah as ‘exciting’.2 But why? Was it the prospect of his mother chastising that he found to be exciting? This aspect of Ned’s character will be discussed further in due course.

Sarah wondered whether young Ned ‘played up’ because he was more sensitive than his brothers, and felt disorientated by the family’s constant moving of house. Or was it that he felt inferior to them on account of his shortness of stature? At 5ft 6in he was now fully grown. Perhaps he envied them, felt left out, and therefore resorted to misbehaviour as an attention seeking device.

By contrast, Robert, the eldest sibling, had, to Sarah’s satisfaction, undergone a religious conversion at the local Church of St Aldates. He would serve in World War I on the Western Front, then qualify as a doctor, and one day accompany her to China as a medical missionary. Then came Ned, and after Ned, William, who was tall and handsome and excelled at athletics. He would go up to Oxford University to study history; only to be killed in the World War I. Frank, the fourth son, organised the Church Lad’s Brigade (of which Ned was also a member) and like Ned went up to Jesus College. Frank would also be killed in the war. As for Arnold, the youngest, Ned was forever championing his cause and getting into trouble for it. Nevertheless, the desire to support the underdog was a characteristic that would remain with Ned for the rest of his life, and which one day would have huge implications on the world stage. In Sarah’s defence, it may have been difficult for her as she struggled to bring up her five sons, to give them all the emotional love and support that they needed.

Sometimes a certain look in Ned’s eye made Sarah wonder if he actually despised her – after all, had she not taken his father Thomas away from Thomas’s wife Edith and their children? And if Ned were to guess that not only his mother, but he himself, was illegitimate – a fact which she had kept from him – might he not then despise her even more – even detest her – this hypocritical woman who, on the one hand professed the Christian faith, yet on the other acted in exactly the opposite way, by breaking the Biblical Commandment which said, ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery’? It did not bear thinking about!

Sarah, for her part, did not deny possessing certain feelings of jealousy in regard to Ned’s warm relationship with his father. For example, as far as the mutual interest in archaeology and history shared by father and son were concerned, she would always be an outsider. Not for her the delights of those long bicycle rides to distant and interesting places which they took together. And yet, her disapproval of Ned was by no means total; for despite his rebelliousness, he had not been left entirely untouched by his puritanical upbringing. He abhorred smoking and drinking, and had become a vegetarian. He viewed physical pleasures as an impediment to intellectual thought. Generous to his friends, he himself preferred a simple austere life, and had no interest in the world of materialism.

***

It was now 1905, and Sarah Lawrence chuckled as she read the latest letter from her son Ned, now aged 17, who was travelling farther and farther afield. This one described, ‘a stuffed group including a boa constrictor strangling a tiger’ which he had seen in the Norwich Museum. ‘Kindly take heaps of love from me to yourself,’ he wrote, ‘and when you’ve had enough, divide the remainder into three portions, and give them to the three worms [i.e. his brothers] you have with you.’3 Whether his brothers would chuckle if they heard themselves described as ‘worms’, Sarah rather doubted.

Two years later, Ned was at Caerphilly in Wales, looking at the, ‘magnificent castle’:

The Horn-work (outer fortification) is most interesting, and the outworks could not be excelled, either for preservation or attractiveness. There are no good photos to be obtained, and there have been none at any time or at any castle I have visited. The conviction has been continually growing stronger upon me, that I must tour around this part again with a camera.4

Sarah wondered if Ned’s enthusiasm for such ancient artefacts would lead him to venture even further afield, and sure enough it did. In the same year, 1907, he wrote to her from Mont St Michel in Northern France:

The stars are out most beautifully, and the moon is, they say, just about to rise. The phosphorescence in the water interests me especially: I have only seen it once or twice before, and never so well as tonight!5

And from Chartres Cathedral the following year:

What I found I cannot describe – it is absolutely untouched and unspoilt, in superb preservation, and the noblest building (for Beauvais is only half a one) that I have ever seen, or expect to see.6

All this talk of the past – of castles and cathedrals, thought Sarah. It was his father who had put these silly notions into Ned’s head when he told him of how his ancestors the Fetherstonhaughs and the Chapmans once inhabited great castles in Ireland. Perhaps her son dreamed that one day he too would perform heroic deeds like the knights of yore – perhaps even own a castle of his own! His admiration for the knights was obvious, for were not their images – obtained by him from brass rubbings taken from churches all over Oxfordshire – to be seen plastered across the walls of his bedroom? Why could he not live in the present, thought Sarah, become a missionary and save souls, which is what she had always wanted him to be?

***

It was now 1915, the year that Ned’s brother Frank was killed whilst fighting in France. Sarah had written to Ned, who was now working at the Military Intelligence Office in Cairo, and here was Ned’s reply. It did not please her:

I got your letter this morning, and it grieved me very much. You WILL never understand any of us after we are grown up a little. DON’T you ever feel that we love you without us telling you so? I feel such a contemptible worm for having to write this way about things. If you only knew that if one thinks deeply about anything one would rather die than say anything about it.7

The inference of it was clear. Sarah was a person who longed for demonstrable affection, to a degree which Ned – who was by nature reserved – felt unwilling and unable to give. Sarah folded up the letter and replaced it in the envelope. There seemed to be a huge unbridgeable gulf between herself and her sons, between her emotional needs and their ability to fulfil them.

Notes

1 John E Mack, interview with Arnold Lawrence, 21 July 1968. (In Mack, John E, A Prince of Our Disorder: The Life of T.E. Lawrence, p.33).

2 Brown, Malcolm (ed.), The Letters of T.E. Lawrence, to Charlotte Shaw, 14 March 1927.

3 Brown, Malcolm (ed.), The Letters of T.E. Lawrence, to his mother, 13 August 1905.

4 Ibid, April 1907.

5 Ibid, 26 August 1907.

6 Ibid, 28 August 1908.

7 Ibid, circa 1915.


Chapter 2

His Father Thomas

Thomas Robert Tighe Chapman sank back into his armchair and reflected wistfully on his former life. From where he sat, he could see his son Ned out in the back garden polishing the new 3-speed drop-handlebar bicycle which he had recently purchased for him. They had just returned from East Anglia, and on the final leg of the journey had ridden over 100 miles in a single day.

Born in 1846, Thomas had inherited his late father’s estate of South Hill in County Westmeath upon the death of his elder brother in 1870. When his cousin died in 1914, Thomas became the seventh and last baronet.

The Chapmans believed that their estates in Ireland had been granted to them in Elizabethan times, through the influence of their distant relative Sir Walter Raleigh. Accordingly, the family had retained their English Protestant origins, married into their own circle, and mixed little with their Catholic Irish neighbours. Thomas had told Ned of the ‘Raleigh’ connection, and the boy vowed that he would one day visit Ireland and buy a few acres of land in Westmeath, which he would keep in the family in honour of the great man. Ned was also thrilled to hear tales of his ancestors the Fetherstonhaughs, whose seat was Bracklyn Castle, and of the Chapmans of Killua Castle, both in County Westmeath, since when his fascination with medieval life had known no bounds.

Thomas remembered how his wife Lady Edith, whom he had married in 1873 and by whom he had had four daughters, was nicknamed by the Catholic priests variously as ‘The Holy Viper’, or ‘The Vinegar Queen’. Her crime in their eyes was that she had attempted to convert the local Catholics to her own Protestant persuasion.

After Thomas and Edith had separated and Thomas had set up home with Sarah, his life had not been an easy one. His income had now to be divided between the two households, which meant having only about £400 a year to live on – a sum just sufficient for him not to have to work. However, because Edith would not permit a divorce, he and Sarah could never marry.

So there was to be no more shooting, gambling, riding or hard drinking. That was all in the past, and not only for financial reasons; Sarah had imposed upon him the strict ways of the Scottish Presbyterian Church, and there was no going back. She had remodelled him: forcing him to become a teetotaller and a domestic man who was careful with his shillings and pence. His old life and all his friends had gone forever. Now, the couple never went calling or socialising, lest anyone discover that they were living in sin.

So here was Thomas, living in comparatively reduced circumstances in middle-class North Oxford under the strict, puritanical influence of his common-law wife, having been made to give up his horse for a bicycle. And yet he enjoyed his rides with Ned, and would continue to go with him for as long as he was able. Then Ned’s school friend ‘Scroggs’ Benson would have to take over. Ned had also expressed an interest in photography and carpentry – subjects which Thomas had been able to instruct him in.

Thomas admitted to himself that one thing which he had in common with Sarah was a respect for books. They filled the house to overflowing, for she, like all good Puritans, knew the value of learning. As for their sons, they had enrolled all five of them boys at Oxford High School, where, to the couple’s delight, they were doing well.

At school, what Ned lacked in height he made up for in fitness and determination: winning prizes for English Language and Literature, History, Divinity, and Greek. He also performed well at cricket, gymnastics, and cross-country running, and in 1907 he won the mile race. However, there was a downside. He told his father how he had been thrashed for tipping the head boy’s straw hat down over his nose, as he considered the boy a swank. When asked to apologise, Ned had refused. However, whilst he was being thrashed, he said that he had kicked the head boy up the behind so hard that his spectacles fell off!

***

A curious event occurred in the spring of 1906, which caused his father some anxiety at the time, but was soon put right. For reasons unknown to his father, Ned decided to enlist in the Artillery as a private soldier. Was this to avoid being bullied at school? And if so, perish the thought, could it be that the reason for his being bullied was that the secret of his illegitimacy had somehow leaked out? No, being bullied was an unlikely reason. After all, few boys were as strong as Ned, and none were fitter.

However, the notion of military service was quickly dispelled, and soon Ned was back in France again, sending his parents accounts of his adventures and telling them of the new challenges that he was setting himself.

At Erquy when returning from bathing, I rode a measured half-kilo on the sand in 40 seconds exactly. There was a gale behind me and the sands were perfectly level and very fast, but still 30 miles per hour was distinctly good.1

However, his greatest cycling feat was to come in 1908, when he travelled 2,000 miles through France and made delightful and detailed drawings of fortresses, such as Coucy near Compeigne, and Cahors further to the south, near Toulouse. And yet, he was still not satisfied.

…all the glorious East; Greece, Carthage, Egypt, Tyre, Syria, Italy, Spain, Sicily, Crete … Oh, I must get down here … I would accept a passage for Greece tomorrow.2

And sure enough, in July 1909, Thomas received a letter from Syria. ‘This is a glorious country for Wandering in, for hospitality is something more than a name.’ Ned was equally enthusiastic about the people who he met there, with, ‘each one ready to receive one for a night, and allow me to share in their meals: and without a thought of payment from a traveller on foot.’ This was Ned’s first visit to the Middle East.3

In 1914, Thomas’s financial position eased when his cousin in Ireland died, whereupon the former inherited the baronetcy and a considerable amount of capital. In March 1916 he gave some of this money to his three surviving sons, stipulating that if his son Will (who was officially missing in action) should prove to be alive, then the other three should give back part of their capital so that Will might have an equal share. When it became clear that Will had indeed died, Ned –with typical generosity – gave £3,000 of the £5,000 his father had given him to Janet Laurie. It was to this lady, a friend of the family, that Ned had once proposed, quite out of the blue, and without going through the preliminaries of courting her. The surprised Janet naturally turned down the offer, and the matter was never referred to again. She, subsequently became attached to Ned’s younger brother Will, and the couple planned to marry. Ned gave another £1,000 to a friend, and the last £1,000 he spent on picture illustrations for a book that he was writing.

***

From his armchair Thomas could see through the window that Ned had now finished cleaning the bicycle, but instead of coming inside to rest he was now doing press-ups on the lawn. The lad was forever on the go. He was shortly to go to Jesus College, Oxford, where he had been elected to a Meyricke Exhibition to read History. But after that, what occupation or profession could possibly satisfy one with such prodigious energy and diverse interests and talent? Thomas felt certain that whatever it was, it would be nothing conventional. The answer would not be long in coming.

Notes

1 Brown, Malcolm (ed.), The Letters of T.E. Lawrence, to his mother, 14 August 1906.

2 Ibid, 2 August 1908.

3 Lawrence, M.R. (ed.), The Home Letters of T.E. Lawrence and his Brothers, p.103.


Chapter 3

Doctor Hogarth and Syria

From his study on the first floor of Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, Dr David G. Hogarth, the museum’s keeper since 1908, could see a short youth of stocky build running swiftly towards the main entrance. Within seconds that youth would arrive breathless at his door, having taken the stairs two, three, or even four at a time. Whereupon the youth would produce from his pocket the inevitable piece of medieval glass or pottery – purchased for a few pence from workmen excavating foundations for new buildings in the city centre – which he would expect Dr Hogarth to identify.

Ned – who from now on will be called Lawrence – was still at school when he first met Dr Hogarth (then the assistant keeper), who set the youngster to work, helping to identify and catalogue medieval pottery fragments in his spare time. And now that youth was maturing into a man.

Having already studied the castles of England, Wales, and France, Lawrence decided that in order to complete his degree thesis on the influence of the Crusades on the military architecture of Western Europe, it was necessary for him to visit Syria and Palestine – and he told Hogarth as much. Hogarth, scholar, archaeologist and author, was twenty-six years Lawrence’s senior, and he himself had travelled widely throughout the Middle East. He had performed archaeological excavations in Cyprus, and also in Egypt under the direction of Sir Flinders Petrie – generally regarded as the originator of scientific archaeological methods – who in 1881 had surveyed the Pyramids.

To this end, Hogarth put Lawrence in touch with Charles Doughty, the Arabian explorer, who tried to dissuade him, as the voyage was, ‘likely to be most wearisome, hazardous to health, and even disappointing.’1 Ignoring this advice, Lawrence set out in the summer vacation of 1909 on the SS Mongolia, travelling through the Straits of Gibraltar to Port Said and his destination, the Syrian capital Beirut.

Since the early sixteenth century, Syria, together with Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, and the Arabian province of Hejaz on the Red Sea (which included the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, together with Jeddah), had all been part of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. The same applied to Egypt. However, following a nationalist rebellion in 1881–82 it became a British Protectorate.

Armed with camera and Mauser pistol, and having only a smattering of Arabic, Lawrence commenced an eleven-week trek, during which time he walked 1,100 miles, suffered from flea bites, survived an assassination attempt, and contracted malaria. However, he was able to visit no less than thirty-six out of a possible fifty castles, including the famous Crac des Chevaliers at Hosn, and bring back the photographs, plans, and drawings which were to enable him to complete the thesis for the Honours Degree which he was awarded, first class, in June 1910.

Lawrence subsequently made three visits to France to look at churches and cathedrals, and also made a study of the origins of medieval pottery for the Ashmolean Museum. On the recommendation of Hogarth, the British Museum obtained permission from the Ottoman authorities to reopen excavations at Carchemish, an ancient Hittite city built around 1500 BC on the banks of the upper Euphrates, just inside the Turkish border. Hogarth – who had taken Lawrence under his wing – had recently obtained for him a four-year £100-a-year demyship (scholarship), from his (Hogarth’s) former college Magdalen, Oxford, thus enabling his enthusiastic young student to participate with him in the above project.

***

At Christmas 1910 Lawrence is to be found learning Arabic at the American Mission School at Jebail in the Lebanon. He had quickly learned that the Arabs were more likely to welcome a person into their group if they knew even a few words of their language. This command of the language was later to stand him in good stead.

In February 1910, Hogarth joined Lawrence, bringing with him supplies of jam, tea, and a collection of classical literature! They now travelled together by way of Haifa, Deraa, and Damascus to Carchemish, where Hogarth was to supervise the archaeological dig. Part of the journey was by train: on the Hejaz Railway, which ran from Medina northwards, all the way to Damascus, Aleppo, and finally Constantinople. Plans to extend this railway to the holy city of Mecca were abandoned, after opposition from patrons of the camel caravans, who feared loss of business during the time of the annual pilgrimage to celebrate the birth of the prophet Mohammed. Lawrence could not have known at the time, but soon he was to find himself attacking this railway rather than travelling along it. In the meantime, he was in his element. In April 1911 he wrote a letter to his mother.

Digging is tremendous fun, and most exciting and interesting. The results so far are not nearly enough to justify a second season, but the thing is like Pandora’s box, with Hope in the last spit of earth. I have had some good pottery lately.2

Hogarth, whom Lawrence described as, ‘a most splendid man’, was to stay in Carchemish for only two months – March and April – after which he returned to England to supervise the excavation from there.

Hogarth realised that there were those who suspected that his visits to a sensitive area like the Middle East might not be all they seemed; that his interest might not be solely academic. Some had even suspected him of being a British spy! Could this be true? The Middle East was undeniably a region of great strategic significance, and it would be all the more so were a global conflict ever to break out.

What was true, was that as a schoolboy, Hogarth had been at Winchester College with Lord Grey, the current British Foreign Secretary, with whom he had kept in close touch. And now, as director of the dig, he and his staff naturally kept their eyes and ears open. As far as suggestions that he regularly briefed the Foreign Office about the activities of the Turks and Germans in Syria were concerned, well … Hogarth allowed himself the luxury of a smile.

Notes

1 Mack, John E, A Prince of Our Disorder: The Life of T.E. Lawrence, p.69.

2 Brown, Malcolm (ed.), The Letters of T.E. Lawrence, to his mother, 11 April 1911.
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