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“The Jinnee and the Magic Bottle”

Fritz Grobba and the German
Middle Eastern Policy 1900-1945

WOLFGANG G. SCHWANITZ

The subject of this essay is an evaluation of German Middle Eastern
policy from 1900 to 1945 in light of a recently discovered retrospective
account by one of its key players. For a quarter century, Dr. Fritz Grob-
ba was the foremost German envoy to the Middle East. As a dragoman
and a lawyer, he was raised in two traditions. First, the German Middle
Eastern policy was only secondary to policies concerning Europe and
America. Thus, it was a tool of politics to prevent undesirable coalitions
in Central Europe by keeping the Eastern Question open and placing
Berlin in the position of mediator. Grobba applied this principle as a
minister to Kabul, and to a lesser degree in Baghdad and ar-Riyad.
There he leaned more toward finding a genuine German Middle Eastern
peace policy. The personal conflict in which he thus found himself was
partially alleviated when Berlin changed course to a primary Middle
Eastern war policy after 1939. Then, Nazi policy makers were ready to
sacrifice (after the projected fall of Moscow) two of the main pillars of
German Middle Eastern policy: the maintenance of the status quo and
the renunciation of territorial claims in the region.
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In his capacity as Foreign Office Plenipotentiary for Arab Affairs and
head of the Arab Committee, Grobba also applied the second tradition,
the use of Islam for political aims. He released weekly talks for Ara-
bic broadcasts from Germany to the Middle East and coached Grand
Mufti Amin al-Husaini in declaring a Holy War against the Allies. Thus
Grobba uncorked a magic bottle of warfare under cover of religion.
Although he did not distance himself from Nazi ideology after the war,
he criticized the German Middle Eastern policy. Upon his release as a
Soviet prisoner of war in 1955, he found a world divided by the Cold
War. As the West contained the spread of totalitarian regimes, he decid-
ed to share his experiences with the West Germans and the Americans.
Through this knowledge transfer to Washington, the foremost German
diplomat in the Middle East became involved in German Middle East-
ern policy once again. Here is a chronology of salient points in Dr.
Grobba’s life:

07/18/1886 Born in Gartz/Oder, Pomerania
09/02/1973 Died in Bonn, Bad Godesberg

1908-1913 University of Berlin, Law and Oriental Lan-
guages (Arabic, Turkish)

1913 Jerusalem, dragoman — Dragomanatseleve —at
German Consular General

1914-1918 Palestine, commander of an Arab POW unit,
Kressenstein’s orderly

July 1921 Second State Examination, becomes a civil
servant, rank of vice consul

09/06/1922 Berlin, enters Foreign Office, Wilhelmstraf3e,
Department of Law

01/29/1923 Foreign Office, changes to Department of Ori-
ental Affairs

12/16/1923 Kabul, envoy ad interim, establishes the first
German Diplomatic Mission

10/01/1926 Joins the Department III (Persia, Afghanistan,
India) of the Foreign Office
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03/24/1932

02/13/1939

09/06/1939

May 1941

Feb. 1942

12/24/1942

02/13/1943

06/10/1944

1944-1945

1945

1955

1956

07/29/1957

03/03/1958

89

Baghdad, becomes the first German envoy to
Iraq

Jidda, becomes the first German Envoy to
Saudi Arabia

Returns to Berlin after break of relations;
serves with Wilhelm Keppler

Special envoy to Iraq, travels Berlin-Baghdad-
Berlin, from May 6 to June 6

Berlin, Plenipotentiary of the Foreign Office
for the Arab Countries; coach of exiled Grand
Mufti of Jerusalem who calls for a jihad

Berlin, loses position and gets order: “No en-
gagement in Arab politics”

Paris, German Archive Commission, tries
Arab politics again

Berlin, Foreign Office, receives his early re-
tirement

Dresden, joins Saxon government, responsible
for war industry

Meiningen, public prosecutor, Russians im-
prison him as spy

Returns from the Soviet Union to West Ger-
many

Stuttgart, writes supplement to “German
Exploitation of Arab Nationalist Movements
in World War II” as requested by the former
general Franz Halder

His eighty-two page supplement is ready: “P-
207" is now 300 pages long

Guest of King Sa‘ud, intends to establish a
German-Arab Society in Bonn
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MS # P-207

GERMAN ORIGINAL

GERMAN EXPLOITATION OF ARAB
NATIONALIST MOVEMENTS

IN WORLD WAR I

HISTORICAL DIVISION - L,?

2 2.
HEADQUARTERS, UNITED STATES ARMY, EUROPE W
FOREIGN MILITARY STUDJES BRANCH O gt

Figure 7. The cover sheet of “MS#P-207" by former Generals
Walter Warlimont and Hellmuth Felmy to which Fritz Grobba
added his supplement in 1957 for the U.S. Army.

90

%0 @ 9/27/04, 10:10 PM




GME

Fritz GrROBBA AND GERMAN MIDDLE EAST PoLicy

1959 Moves to Bonn, Bad Godesberg, as informal
advisor

Sept. 1963 Last trip to Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon

1967 Memoirs, Men and Power in the Orient, pub-
lished in Géttingen

What was the state of literature? Besides a few works and Grobba’s
memoirs published in the 1960s,' only a handful of studies have ap-
peared since. The most important of these is a book of essays by Uriel
Dann that deals with Grobba’s mission to Afghanistan, Iraq, and Saudi
Arabia.? Francis R. Nicosia has written the best foreign overview so far
on Fritz Grobba.’

Edgar Flacker published his source work in Fritz Grobba and Nazi
Germany’s Middle Eastern Policy.* A French point of view is expressed
in Chantal Metzger’s L’Empire colonial francais dans la stratégie du
Troisiéme Reich.> There are also revelations about looted gold trans-
actions by Nazi Germany with Turkey® and new studies by Gerhard
Hopp’ that touch on the German Middle Eastern policy (Middle East
include the Near East).

Nevertheless, a research gap remains. A comprehensive modern
study of the Middle East and Nazi Germany based on Near Eastern and
European sources is still missing. Such a work should not only cover
German policies with regard to Arabs, Jews, Turks, and Persians, but
it should also take due account of German Middle Eastern paradigms
and guidelines,® and the Middle East policy of the great power of the
twentieth century, the United States. This book remains to be written.’
There are no new Arabic source studies that cover the policies of Mid-
dle Eastern countries with regard to Nazi Germany based on Middle
Eastern records, although various of case studies were published by
Israel Gershony,'® Wajih ‘Abd as-Sadiq ‘Atiq,"" and Fahd Bin ‘Abdallah
as-Simmari in the 1990s."

Today, the gleaning of European archives for Fritz Grobba is nearing
its end. Fresh insights are to be expected from Middle Eastern archives,
especially those of Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, and Israel,
as well as collections in the United States, including the captured en-
emy property in the National Archives with unique German records.
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This essay focuses on German Middle Eastern policies, Fritz Grob-
ba’s life, the origin, contents, and circumstances of his knowledge trans-
fer to the United States in 1957 which can be considered as his most im-
portant reflection in retrospect. I also discuss here the allied reactions to
Grobba’s activities. Important records have been discovered recently.

German Middle Eastern Paradigms and Guidelines at 1900

The German Middle Eastern policy had its origin in the period after
the founding of the German Empire in 1871. Chancellor Otto von Bis-
marck outlined Germany’s essential foreign policy position before the
Parliament in 1888:!

a) Situated in the heart of Europe, Germany was vulnerable
to multiple warfronts at one time.

b) A particular threat existed for Germany from possible
coalitions between neighboring states like France and
Russia [we may add Great Britain here].

¢) Germany always needed to take care not to provoke oth-
ers to invade it.

The main geopolitical problem was this: by maintaining a level of
power sufficient to oppose her three potential adversaries, Germany
might have provoked them into viewing German power as too great
for each of one of them alone. The arms race among the four major
powers in Europe created lasting instability. The one in the middle felt
threatened by possible coalitions that needed to be disrupted to prevent
a multiple-front war. To this end, Bismarck regarded the Eastern Ques-
tion on the periphery of Europe as a welcome means of disrupting un-
desirable coalitions surrounding Germany. The Eastern Question at that
time boiled down to which European power would get what out of the
declining Ottoman Empire. If we take Bismarck’s words and the policy
of Emperor Wilhelm II, we find guidelines of German Middle Eastern
policy in 1900 as standard explanations for problems and approaches
to solve them:

1) The web of peace for a German world policy was to be
put up at the edges of Europe.
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2) By keeping the Eastern Question open, Berlin placed
itself in a position from which to manipulate the coali-
tions of its adversaries and to mediate its neighbors’ dis-
putes at the periphery.

3) The two main pillars of German Middle Eastern policy
center on maintaining the status quo in the Middle East
and renouncing any acquisition of colonies or territories
in the region."

But the most striking paradigm of German Middle Eastern policy at
the beginning of the twentieth century was that, although it was a very
direct, active policy, it was secondary and non-imperial. In the hierar-
chy of policy-making factors, German European and American policy
always ranked first, and the German Middle Eastern policy was primar-
ily a means for disrupting antagonistic European coalitions through
manipulating the Eastern Question. This was to change during World
War 1.1

Middle Eastern Guidelines in the
Republic of Weimar and Nazi Germany

Allied with the Ottoman Empire during World War I, Berlin’s pri-
mary Middle East war policy was directed against France, Russia, and
Britain. The German Foreign Office or Wilhelmstra3e (named for the
street on which the German Foreign Office was located) developed
a special strategy of inciting people against their rulers by “Islamic
revolts.” The mastermind of this dual concept, “war by riots” in the
hinterland and “war by troops” on the front, was Max von Oppenheim,
whose bureau was hosted by the Foreign Office.'” At the same time,
Fritz Grobba, a young lieutenant and intellectual in his late twenties,
was gathering valuable experiences in Palestine as commander of an
Arab unit of prisoners of war.'

With Germany’s defeat and the dismemberment of the Ottoman
Empire, the situation changed drastically.” The League of Nations
regulated the Eastern Question without regard for Berlin’s world policy
or German participation in the French and British Mandatory regimes.

The German Foreign Office returned to a secondary German Middle
East peace policy upholding the status quo and renouncing territo-
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rial claims in the region. Germany’s interests in the Middle East were
purely economic and cultural. However, Germany did become a critical
factor in promoting national independence in the areas of the European
empires. New countries like the Republic of Turkey appeared.?® Others,
like the Kingdom of Egypt, were greatly disappointed by the Manda-
tory regime of old European powers in the former Arab parts of the
Ottoman Empire like Palestine. As anti-Semitism was on the rise in
Europe, the Balfour Declaration promised a national homeland for Jews
in Palestine. The conflict intensified in that area.

In 1923 Grobba advanced to the position of German envoy to Af-
ghanistan. He became the classic case of a diplomat who used Kabul as
a basis for a secondary Middle East peace policy. His primary concern
was not then developing the bilateral aims of Germany and Afghanistan
but changing his host’s relations with third parties, like Soviet Russia,
Great Britain, and India, in the German interest.?!

In the 1930s other newly independent countries appeared, like
the monarchies of Saudi Arabia and Iraq. But after the ending of the
Caliphate they all lacked an “Islamic umbrella,” a greater union that
the Ottoman Empire used to provide. Again it was Fritz Grobba who
became the first German envoy to Baghdad in 1932. Ten years later, he
advanced to first Plenipotentiary of the Foreign Office for Arab Coun-
tries, having also been appointed envoy to Saudi Arabia in 1939. By
1943, however, his promising career met with a sudden end because of
intrigues.

How did the guidelines of the Nazi German Middle Eastern policy
change in this period?

1) Berlin pursued once again a secondary Middle East
policy in its search for world domination, ready to sac-
rifice the previous pillars, those of upholding the status
quo and of renouncing all territorial acquisitions in the
region. From 1941 to 1943, Germany, in alliance with
Italy, changed to a primary Middle East war policy di-
rected against the main Allies, Great Britain, the United
States, and the Soviet Union.

2) The Middle East was regarded as a war zone, but not as
a zone for German settlements or colonies. At first Hitler
left this region to Mussolini. In the case of a German-
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Italian victory, they would establish a dictatorship over
the region. There is no doubt that had the plan succeeded,
Jews in the Middle East would have met with the same
fate as those in Europe. In a second step in 1941, Hitler
approved preliminary designs on the Middle East, to be
developed after the fall of Moscow. Germans planned
a Greater Arab Union that would be dependent on Ger-
many and Italy.

3) Germany again advanced the concept of Islamic Holy
War, a jihad, by instigating revolts among Arabs and
other Muslims against the British, French, and Russians.
With the help of leaders like the Grand Mufti Hajj Amin
al-Husaini, the Germans recruited some Muslim troops.

This secondary and primary Middle Eastern policy was the frame
for Grobba’s mission to the Middle East. A learned and devoted civil
servant, he had a great affinity for the local population, especially Turks
and Arabs, among whom he made many friends. Besides being an ad-
mirer of their history, culture, and civilization, he was able to adapt the
Foreign Office rules and games to good advantage at his posts in the
Middle East. He was consulted not only by German military leaders,
but also by leaders in Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Palestine. In the
thirties he had already gained an almost legendary stature in the region,
as Dr. Giinther Pawelke, his deputy in Baghdad, has testified.?

The Origin of Fritz Grobba’s Supplement
to “P-207” after World War II

To examine the circumstances under which Grobba wrote the sup-
plement (hereafter also briefly called study) to the manuscript “German
Exploitation of Arab Nationalist Movements in World War II” (see its
cover sheet, figure 2) it is necessary to return to the literature discussed
above. There are two main groups of sources, records from adminis-
trations in Germany and other countries until 1945, and published or
unpublished sources produced by the former actors in memoirs and
diaries. Many of these papers, which appeared after World War II, were
compiled either as evidence for the Nuremberg tribunals or with the aim
of diffusing the facts. In general, the published memoirs are similar to
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the human memory that dislikes unpleasant things out of the past. Fritz
Grobba’s memoirs of 1967, Men and Power in the Orient, are no excep-
tion. But his study, written ten years earlier, shows far more accuracy
and offers insights that are not in his memoirs.?

This unpublished, unique record is free of any direct political pur-
pose, for it was written in 1957 long after the close of the trials. Thus,
unlike Grobba’s memoirs, the study was not meant to influence public
opinion. On the contrary, his manuscript was for internal use. An expla-
nation of its origins makes it clear. His diplomatic career came to a sud-
den halt in 1943 and he was transferred to the German Archive Com-
mission in Paris. Since he tried there again to engage himself in Arab
politics, especially to influence the Algerians to establish a committee
for the liberation of their country from the French, a hai’at at-tahrir, he
was swiftly removed to Berlin in 1944, and later to Dresden. There he
worked in Saxony’s war industry.

After the war, newspapers called for persons with legal training and
without a Nazi record to be engaged as lawyers. Since Fritz Grobba
had not been a member of the Nazi party, he responded to the call
and served as public prosecutor in the town of Meiningen, but the
Russians imprisoned him and deported him to their country. When he
returned in 1955 at the age of sixty-nine, he was asked by the former
general Franz Halder to write a political commentary on an essay en-
titled “German Exploitation of Arab Nationalist Movements during
World War I1.” Halder, a former chief of the General Staff who had
been dismissed by Hitler in late 1942 and had published a book Hitler
as a General in 1949, was then employed by the Historical Division of
the U.S. Army in Europe. One of his projects was to solicit contribu-
tions from German officers for the Army’s Foreign Military Studies
Branch.

With regard to the Middle East, Halder had already engaged the
former generals Hellmuth Felmy and Walter Warlimont to write about
Germany’s exploitation of Arab nationalist movements during World
War II. Felmy was the chief of staff for German Middle Eastern af-
fairs,> and Warlimont was one of the chief planners at military head-
quarters. The two finished a 208-page report in 1955 while Grobba
was still a prisoner in Soviet Russia. After his return, as soon as his
condition permitted, Fritz Grobba wrote an 82-page commentary as a
supplement to the generals’ report. It includes valuable additions and
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clarifications, wrote Franz Halder in his foreword to the supplement
(see the foreword to document 2).

The now 300-page manuscript on how the Germans exploited Arab
nationalists during World War II—or vice versa—by the former out-
standing German diplomat and the two former generals passed on to the
U.S. Army,? called there “MS # P-207,” and has remained unpublished
until today.? Moreover, its existence is still widely unknown.”” Besides
the three main papers, this document “MS # P-207” contains:

* Additional supportive material;*®

e Letters by witnesses, for instance soldiers of Middle
Eastern origin in the German army or service like Fauzi

Qawugqjt;
e Several key documents,” maps,* timetables;*!

e Overviews of sources and names of the interviewed
participants, among them Arabs like Mahmud Rifa’t
of Baghdad; several members of German intelligence
services like Hans Antonius, Leopold Biirkner, Hans
Freund, Paul Leverkuehn,* Edgar Scholtz, Bernd
Schulze-Holthus;

e Other evaluations of former generals like Hasso von We-
del, and of the former diplomats Joachim von Geldern,
Giinther Pawelke, Rudolf Rahn, Ernst Woermann.*

The circumstances under which they told Felmy and Warlimont their
stories were those of the postwar geopolitical configuration of the Cold
War with new power players in the Middle East, such as the United
States, the Soviet Union, and China.’* There was no intention of pub-
lishing these accounts. Fritz Grobba wrote his part after the Suez crises.
The Suez war showed for the first time that conflicts in the Middle East
could lead to World War III through the use of weapons of mass de-
struction, including ballistic nuclear missiles.*

Thus, it is not surprising that these former German generals and
veteran Orient experts became unique sources for the West in the fight
against totalitarian regimes in the divided Europe and their spread to
the Middle East. There are indications that Grobba served as advisor
to the West German intelligence service, the Bundesnachrichtendienst.
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We will know this for sure in the future, for there are still some top-se-
cret folders on Dr. Fritz Grobba in the Political Archive of the German
Foreign Office to be declassified. Other sources, especially those held
by the West German intelligence service, are still out of the reach of
researchers.

Fritz Grobba’s Retrospective of 1957
and His Activities during World War 11

When Fritz Grobba wrote his political commentary on Felmy’s and
Warlimont’s texts about the “German exploitation of Arab nationalist
movements in World War II,” his memory was better than it was ten
years later when he wrote his memoirs, Men and Power in the Orient.

It is worthwhile to take a closer look at three of the main points he
makes in the study of 1957. First, Grobba maintains that the Arab na-
tionalist movement was essentially pro-German. When the Arabs were
not granted their independence as promised after World War I, they
placed their hopes on Germany. Arabs and Germans saw in the British
and French their common enemies (according to the slogan ‘adii ‘aduwi
sahbi—the enemy of my enemy is my friend).

However, in Grobba’s eyes, this relation was clouded by German
anti-Semitism and racial approaches, which complicated his diplomatic
mission.” Fritz Grobba’s complaint against racial doctrines was merely
practical, inasmuch as they impeded his mission to the region. But he
was not a member of the Nazi party (since he had been rejected as a Free-
mason). Nevertheless, he pursued the Nazi foreign policy guidelines ef-
fectively and did not distance himself from Nazi ideology even twelve
years after the end of the war, despite more knowledge of the Holocaust.
At least, he had the chance to do so in his study. Thus, the question re-
mains whether he did grasp the anti-human nature of approaches to the
foreign policy that divided humankind into “higher” and “lower” races.

Fritz Grobba frequently emphasized his basic disagreement with
Berlin’s Middle Eastern policy. He explained: “The rejection of every
unilateral German initiative in the Arab region was due to the fact that
Hitler’s enemies in the Foreign Office worked against any expanding
the war to the Middle East. In part, they didn’t recognize the opportuni-
ty there, and in part they obstructed it.”*® Moreover, he noted, he always
looked for a German Middle East peace policy that would be guided by
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genuine German and Middle Eastern interests, whereas Berlin saw the
region merely as a secondary means for its primary Central European
world policy.*

Francis R. Nicosia rightly remarked: “For Grobba the Middle East
was an end in itself, an area in which he wished Germany to promote
her exports and investments, show respect for British interests, place
less emphasis on promoting Zionist emigration from Germany to Pal-
estine, and more on publicly supporting Arab nationalism, and show
much less deference to Italian ambitions. The German government, on
the other hand, viewed the region as a convenient means to reach more
important goals in Europe.” This is an expression of the main conflict
between the primary policy —Europe and the world—and the second-
ary policy toward the Middle East.

This is also a continuation of Bismarck’s traditional Middle Eastern
policy. It was basically a secondary policy, though an active and direct
one. But it was a policy subordinated to more important priorities like
Europe, the United States, and Asian powers like Japan. Fritz Grobba
was anchored in that tradition, but he opposed it later. He saw many
possibilities of a primary bilateral policy toward the newly independent
countries. And he criticized European empires in the Middle East in the
era of imperialism and the following Mandatory regime. He went also
through two major shifts to a primary Middle Eastern war policy during
both world wars.

As a man who was at home in Arabic as well as in Turkish, Grobba
bemoaned the foreign minister’s misperception of Arab nationalist
movements. How could Joachim von Ribbentrop have handed the Arab
region over to the Italians as he did in the Tripartite Pact of Septem-
ber 27, 1940, he asked. This Middle Eastern envoy wrote: “Hitler and
Ribbentrop displayed total disinterest for Arab aspirations, Hitler by
rejecting the Grand Mufti’s request for recognition of the independence
of the Arab countries, and Ribbentrop by concluding a pact with Count
Ciano designating the Arab countries as a priority sphere for Italian
interests ... It can be said that in the Second World War the Arab move-
ment made more concerted attempts to exploit Germany than did Ger-
many to exploit the Arab movement.”*' This was his central conclusion
(see his final remarks in document 3).

Then, Fritz Grobba underlined, since Hitler was at the peak of power
after the fall of Paris 1940, he would have done better to engage British
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troops at their softest spot, in the Afro-Asiatic region. All this “war by
troops” and “war by riots” aimed at using Islam for military and politi-
cal aims. Grobba claimed, it went on with the help of Arab nationalist
leaders as the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem Hajj Amin al-Husaini and the
exiled Iraqi Prime Minister Rashid ¢Al1 al-Kailani, the Iraqi whose short
reign in Baghdad was the “missed chance” for Germany to organize the
next war on British influenced territory and at the same time cutting off
the route to India.*

In short, Russia as the next theater of war was a mistake; the Middle
East would have been a better choice. Fritz Grobba explained his the-
sis: “The Iraq conflict offered Germany a unique opportunity to gain a
foothold behind the British frontline in the Middle East from which to
launch a very effective pincer operation against Egypt and the Caucasus.
Successful German operations in Iraq and Egypt would have opened
the way to India and, by posing a serious threat to India, would have
created favorable conditions for an agreement with England.... This
opportunity was not recognized in time by influential policy makers
at the Foreign Office and the Army High Command, and was, due in
part to their opposition to Hitler, consciously not seized upon. The lack
of understanding of the Middle East on the part of high-level German
military leaders and the opportunities arising from exploiting the indig-
enous movements for the German war strategy had already come to the
fore in the First World War.”*

Moreover, Fritz Grobba revealed details of the Foreign Office’s
payments to Muslim nationalists like Amin al-Husaini and Rashid <Ali
al-Kailani. For them the Foreign Office released a declaration of Ger-
man sympathy for the Arab independence on October 21, 1940.* The
Foreign Office paid or established several Islamic institutions like the
Pan-Islamic weekly Islam in Switzerland, the Central Islamic Institute
in Berlin, and the Dresden-based “Mullah School” for the training of
Islamic leaders for troops and for the planned Greater Turkestan.*

Basically, the talk of the “missed opportunity”¢ in the Middle East
was an old theme from World War I as Germans wondered why they
had lost the war. Some used to argue that having attacked the heavily
fortified French at Verdun in 1916 was the big mistake. Instead they
should have turned against weaker spots in Southeastern Europe to
advance to the borders of India. Nevertheless, Germany continued its
policy of using Islam for jihad.*” In this regard Hitler acknowledged in
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his final days: “A bold policy of friendship with Islam,” he lamented,
“had still been possible until 1941, stopping the war against England:
London could manage its Empire, and Berlin would eradicate Bolshe-
vism.”*8

However, Grobba was also responsible for this Middle Eastern poli-
cy.* But after 1939 Germany had no longer diplomatic representations
in the Arab region. The only areas that remained open to Germany were
Turkey, and after the fall of France, the Vichy-controlled territories like
Syria,* and, for a short time during the spring of 1941, Iraq.

When Fritz Grobba returned to Berlin from Baghdad, he drafted
several foreign policy plans for the Arab region in his capacity, from
February 1942 on, as plenipotentiary for Arab countries and head of
the Arab Committee. Within the Foreign Office, the Arab Committee
issued weekly guidelines for German radio broadcasts in Arabic. Here
is an example of his style: “British propaganda is failing,” Fritz Grobba
argued at the end of 1942. “His Majesty’s Ambassador to Madrid, Sir
Samuel Hoare, praised the Anglo-Saxon crusaders against the infidels
and he spoke ill of Sultan Salah ad-Din.” These words of the supreme
Christianity, Grobba claimed, hurt not only the feelings of Muslims as
allied soldiers, but also of all Muslims. One should only remember, he
declared, how the British behaved in the Middle East and that they are
today friends of the anti-religious Bolshevists: “Who still trusts Hoares
words?”!

With such inflammatory Arabic broadcasts, Fritz Grobba used Islam
for German propaganda. Whether it made an impact on the Allies can
be gauged from two American documents. The U.S. coordinator of
information originated the first document (see document 1, “Axis pro-
paganda in the Moslem World”). This secret service was a forerunner
of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). The agency was concerned
with the German-Arabic broadcasts of “Radio Zeesen,” named after
a village near Berlin.”? As shown, the Arab Committee of the Foreign
Office determined the content of the Arabic broadcasts. Therefore as
head of the committee, Grobba was responsible for the contents. I shall
return later to the second document produced by the OSS from Ameri-
can-British files.

The U.S. coordinator of information drew this conclusion about
the German propaganda in the Muslim world at the end of 1941: “The
Arabs are united on one general purpose, to free their world from the
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domination of French and British masters. Some Arabs are blinded to
Italian imperialism and to German domination of Europe by their anxi-
ety to get rid of the foreign control. This arises not only from a desire
to play all European powers off against each other but from a naiveté
which assumes that anyone who is against their masters is a friend of
the Muslims. They fail to realize that, in case of a British defeat, there
would be a substitution of Axis for the British or the French domina-
tion.”

Regarding the targets of the propaganda, the Americans distin-
guished sentiments and feelings on which the Germans relied. There-
fore, the anti-British sentiment has two causes: The British support of
Jews in Palestine and of other minorities for the apparent purpose of
dividing and ruling the Arab states and is the reluctance of Britain to
grant independence to mandated territories. This made it easy for Axis
propaganda to stir up Arab nationalist sentiments. On the other hand,
the anti-American sentiment resulted from expressed sympathies of
American officials with political Zionism in Palestine and America’s
increasingly close alliance with Britain. All these factors, the Ameri-
cans concluded, were fully exploited by Radio Zeesen in broadcasts to
the Near East and India.

In the anti-Jewish feeling, maintained the American coordinator,
anti-Semitism had an important effect on the Arabs. There could be
no doubt that the situation created by the Zionist program in Palestine
caused the position of Jews to deteriorate throughout the Arab world.
There were too many Jews in Palestine and abroad who adhered to
this attitude, according to William B. Ziff: “The Jews are entering
Palestine by divine right and intend to make the Arabs go back to the
desert where they came from.” Radio Zeesen had recently been reading
anti-Jewish passages from the Koran, emphasizing that the Jews are the
enemies of Islam.

The American analysis of the German-Arabic propaganda also
elaborates on anti-French and anti-Bolshevik feelings. All this, the co-
ordinator of information concluded, appealed to conservative Muslims
from Morocco to India. The acquisition of independence by Iraq and
Egypt only after years of rebellion convinced Arabs that force was the
only means by which they could extract from the British what they re-
garded as their rights. An illustration of the strength of this attitude was
the Arab population’s support of the Mufti Amin al-Husaini, who was
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the apostle of force against the British. What success the Axis powers
had in playing to that state of mind could be judged from the fact that
the Mufti was now in Berlin. Recently Radio Zeesen had been playing
up the alleged suppression of Muslim minorities in Russia (a British
ally at the time); another curious anti-British blast from Zeesen accused
the British of being pagans like pre-Islamic Arabs and thus the natural
enemies of Islam. The announcement that Britain was stripping Arab
countries and India of food is often repeated by Zeesen, which added
that Britain meant to sacrifice millions of Indian and Arab lives in a
vain attempt to resist the Axis. All in all, we can see here that Grobba’s
Arab Committee had an impact, especially through the German-Arabic
broadcasts into the Muslim world.>*

I turn now to the second document that illustrates here the impact of
Fritz Grobba’s activities to the Allies. A secret communication, it was
circulated within the OSS. It reflects the indirect impact of Grobba’s
propaganda and the Allies’ reaction. The most critical time for the
Middle East was between mid-1940 and mid-1942. British troops ca-
pitulated in at-Tubruq and General Erwin Rommel advanced with his
German-Italian troops into Egypt. Then, the (Anglo-American) Joint
Psychological Warfare Committee discussed the problem of how to use
Islam and its leading figures for warfare in North Africa.

One member of the Warfare Committee suggested enlisting the leg-
endary leaders ‘Abd al-Karim of Morocco and Idris as-Santsi of Libya
and Tripolitania. He reminded the members of the Warfare Committee
that in World War I German propaganda was not totally unsuccessful, at
least as far as stirring up trouble among the Muslim Berber tribes who
resisted Spanish and French penetration is concerned. According to the
document, the Warfare Committee concluded: “Under the tutelage of
the United Nations, and more especially that of the United States, these
two [Arab leaders, ‘Abd al-Karim and Idris as-Santisi] can make the
Mediterranean safe for the Allies. Equally important is the influence
that such a move will have throughout the Muslim world. From India to
the Atlantic, Allah will be praised, and the Allies will receive the plau-
dits and the support of the faithful.”

The head of the OSS, William J. Donovan, approved further investi-
gation into this project, whereas General Kroner pointed out the possi-
ble far-reaching effects, especially the possibility of a Christian-Muslim
war. Thus, General Wedemeyer, chief of the Strategy and Policy Group
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of the War Department at the Pentagon, was very reluctant to submit
the proposal of using the two Arab leaders to General Dwight D. Eisen-
hower. It was only when intelligence of the Mufti Amin al-Husaint’s
service to the Axis became known that the OSS looked for a counterpart
to the Mufti on the allied side. But this was not an easy task since not
every Arab leader could have claimed direct descent from the Prophet
Muhammad, as the Mufti did. Moreover, the former American Military
Attaché to Cairo referred to the Mufti in mid-May 1941 as a religious
authority and the “greatest leader of the Arab peoples alive.” General
Bonner F. Fellers, who was also an advisor to the OSS, did evaluate the
possible results of the Mufti declaring a Holy War for the Axis: it would
be an anti-Jewish, not a religious war. Amin al-Husaini was a religious
figure turned political, concluded the General.>®

But the discussion within the OSS and the suggested choice of ‘Abd
al-Karim as a potential asset for the Allies brought up a really big ques-
tion: “Will he be of use to the war effort, or will his release be like that
of a Jinnee out of the magic bottle?” The German Islam policy as a part
of the Middle East policy and Fritz Grobba’s propaganda apparently
pushed the Allies toward a matching policy, not only defining a non-
religious war in religious terms, but adopting a concept similar to that
of “war by proxy.” Fortunately, it did not come to that, nor did such a
policy determine the Allies’ actions. Max von Oppenheim’s jihad con-
cept, born in World War I and forwarded by him again in 1940, was
further developed by Fritz Grobba for using Islam for political aims. It
remained, at least until 1945, a concept made in Germany.

Conlusions

German politicians used the Eastern Question for their secondary
peace and primary war policies in the Middle East. It was also a tool for
Berlin to gain a central position from which to manipulate the alliances
of other European neighbors, thus to mediate or facilitate their disputes
in that region. The policy was based on three main pillars: Maintenance
of the status quo, renunciation of any territorial acquisitions, and the
diplomacy of mediation.

The politicians in Berlin came to realize that a peace web in the
“German world policy” would have to be established at the edges of
Europe, especially in the Balkans and in the Middle East. Nevertheless,
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Kaiser Wilhelm’s policy, including his scheme to use Islam to instigate
a war by troops and war by riots, failed. It was a ruthless policy that
would incite others through religious propaganda without much Ger-
man effort or expense.

This was the kind of thinking in which Fritz Grobba was educated.
A devoted envoy to the Middle East for twenty-five years, he pursued a
more subtle approach toward using Islam for political purposes. But his
efforts did not pay off. As before, Muslims remained in World War II
thinking subjects. While some followed his tactic, the best” kept aloof
from the proposed proxy war by minds, troops, and riots. Grobba drew
about this a frank, and to a certain degree self-critical picture in his re-
port for the U.S. Army in 1957. But he widened the magic bottleneck,
tempting the Allies to do the same. That Jinnee would eventually turn
against them: Natives directed the same tool against the infidels. But the
resistance of the Allies, including natives, spared the Middle East from
a brutal experience.

Some questions and tasks remain. What did the Americans do with
the studies gathered by Franz Halder? Did Fritz Grobba’s knowledge
have an impact? Did it in some way touch or influence the new shaping
of the American Middle Eastern®® policy after the Suez war? Further-
more, how did West Germany use Grobba’s experiences in building her
Middle Eastern institutions and intelligence services in the fifties and
sixties?

On the other side of the divide, how did the East Germans react to
this policy and to Fritz Grobba’s new activities, such as his attempt to
establish a German-Arab Friendship Society in 1958 or his visits to
several Arab capitals, among them Baghdad in September 19637 Did
the Israelis watch him closely, and was there even any kind of coopera-
tion, as some suggested?® How influential was Grobba’s legacy for the
German Cold War in the Middle East, for the main conflict there, and
for the role of Islam in the foreign policy?

For Fritz Grobba, a primary German Middle Eastern peace policy
was never realized. The Republic of Weimar had to obey the Treaty
of Versailles, and Nazi Germany ultimately switched to a primary war
policy aimed at world hegemony. After 1945 the chances for a primary
peace policy vanished with a global Cold War and with shooting wars
in the Middle East. Both Germanies were occupied, not sovereign states
free to pursue a unilateral Middle Eastern policy. Whereas Bonn fol-
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lowed a Washingtonian Middle Eastern policy, East Berlin toed the line
of the Kremlin. Both power blocs made the Middle East a battlefield for
unsolved European problems.!

Since the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 and with Germany and Eu-
rope unified, there is, for the first time since 1871, a chance for a genu-
ine primary German Middle Eastern peace policy. But it is uncertain
whether or not the capabilities will developed for military intervention.
Challenges to Berlin’s new approach to the Middle East and conflicts
with Washington are very likely. In a positive sense, Berlin has to repo-
sition itself in Europe and towards the transatlantic alliance.

The field is still open to researchers. For example, a comprehensive
study remains to be written on the United States, the Middle East, and
Nazi Germany that will also shed light on a period of acute German
awareness of the Orient and the Middle East, the German Orient found-
ing years between 1884 and 1914.°* This was a time when Germany
intensified its relations to the Middle East at all levels.

The study “P-207,” in which Fritz Grobba and two former generals,
Hellmuth Felmy and Walter Warlimont, outlined their Middle Eastern
experiences should be edited and made available in print. As Franz
Halder underlined, the two former German generals had this mes-
sage for the U.S. Army in the mid-1950s: An effective Middle Eastern
policy requires experienced experts with insider knowledge based on
their knowledge of regional languages, developed and ready means of
intervention, and a well-placed secret service.

It is not unlikely that Fritz Grobba was asked to write a similar report
during his ten-year imprisonment in the Soviet Union. If this report
could be located somewhere in Moscow, a comparison could be made
between his report to the Russians and that to the Americans.

Finally, it is high time for a biography of Dr. Fritz Grobba that will
take full account of Middle Eastern sources and of the life of his re-
markable deputy in Baghdad, Dr. Giinther Pawelke. He was also not a
member of the Nazi party and became in the early fifties the first West
German Ambassador to Cairo.®® Their lives would provide a unique
glimpse into German Middle Eastern policies between 1886 and 1976,
from Imperial Germany to the Weimar Republic to Nazi Germany and
to the Federal Republic. Both were raised in the German tradition of not
seeking colonies or making territorial claims in that region, but working
to maintain the status quo. Thus, Germany stands out among the Euro-
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pean powers. Moreover, it mediated disputes between her neighbors
over areas on the periphery of Europe.

Grobba faithfully executed this Middle Eastern policy within the
changing frameworks of a secondary peace and a primary war policy.
As a devoted civil servant with great affinity for the people and culture
of the Middle East, his struggle for a genuine primary peace policy was
never realized. Instead he played a key role in promoting a concept
of proxy war by Islamic riots and units, or war by revolution in the
enemy’s hinterland, that was truly made in Germany.

When Generals Felmy and Warlimont concluded their study MS # P-
207 in late 1955, the veteran Orient expert of the German Foreign Office
and former envoy to Iraq, Dr. Fritz Grobba, had just returned to West
Germany from imprisonment in the Soviet Union. His absence had been
painfully noted during work on the study since it was clear that, due to
his personal experience, he must have the most profound knowledge of
the political circumstances of the subject matter. Because he was in poor
health after ten years of imprisonment, it was only in the spring of 1956
that it was possible to interview him.

As soon as his condition permitted, Dr. Grobba took on the task of
reviewing the report by Generals Felmy and Warlimont from a politi-
cal perspective and to supplement it where necessary. The result of his
work has been added in its original version to the study MS # P-207
as a supplement. Besides the material in the list of sources, the author
had available to him personal notes that had been safeguarded in Berlin
during his imprisonment. However, it is hardly surprising that his com-
mentary, in part, bears the mark of very personal character.

Document 2. Foreword by former General Franz Halder to Fritz Grobba’s
supplement of the study “MS # P-207” by former Generals Felmy and
Warlimont for the U.S. Army, translated by Brigitte M. Goldstein.
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According to its original conception, the study MS # P-207 was
to touch on political matters inasmuch as they helped to make clear
the concept “Arab nationalist movements” in order to highlight the
atmosphere in which the inadequate and unsuccessful military ef-
forts on the part of the Germans were undertaken. Dr. Grobba’s
original report essentially remains within this framework and
includes valuable additions and clarifications from his personal
experiences to the facts uncovered by Generals Felmy and Warli-
mont. It explains especially the lack of interest and understanding
on the part of the highest-level German leadership for the Arab
question and shows the personal and organizational inadequacies
of the German leadership. Here it is necessary to bear with an oc-
casional discussion of details that reaches far beyond the subject
and is colored by a very personal perspective. The details the
author contributes to the Arab point of view are very informative
with regard to furthering an understanding of the internal tensions
within the Arab world and the Arabic national character as mani-
fested in the actions of the main players involved.

The critical reader will, under the impression of these descrip-
tions, be able to meet the depiction of the reticence on the part of
the policy-making German agencies and personalities with some
understanding of the Arab question and will regard the author’s
overall assessment as laid down in the first paragraph of his con-
cluding observations (next page [document 3, “Grobba’s final
remarks”]) with some reservations. The statement by General
Warlimont (page 60) cited in the supplement, that none of the
studies on the operations of the German army or those of the Tank
Commander Rommel mention anything about a possible exploita-
tion of the Arab nationalist movements, is quite true. But it must
be added that the Higher Command of the Wehrmacht (OKW) un-
der Hitler’s influence had reserved for itself all decisions on broad
policy questions and jealously guarded against any intrusion into
its sphere of any proposals and suggestions by Rommel’s Tank
Command (AOK).

Signed: Franz Halder [1957]

Document 2, continued
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The Iraq conflict offered Germany a unique opportunity to gain
a foothold behind the British frontline in the Middle East from
which to launch a very effective pincer operation against Egypt
and the Caucasus. Successful German operations in Iraq and
Egypt would have opened the way to India and, by posing a seri-
ous threat to India, would have created favorable conditions for an
agreement with England. Churchill writes about the Iraq conflict:
“Hitler certainly rejected a brilliant opportunity to gain a great
prize in the Middle East with a minimum of investment.”

This opportunity was not recognized in time by influential pol-
icy makers at the Foreign Office and the Army High Command,
and was, due in part to their opposition to Hitler, consciously not
seized upon. The lack of understanding of the Middle East on the
part of high-level German military leaders and the opportunities
arising from exploiting the indigenous movements for the German
war strategy had already come to the fore in the First World War.
The then German commander of the Sinai front, General Kref3
von Kressenstein, writes in his book?: “How much we still lack at
the beginning of the war any recognition that the modern war is
fought not alone by soldiers, but also through a close cooperation
of all departments, can be seen from the fact that nobody at the
German embassy in Constantinople informed me, before I took
over my command in the Arabic provinces, that an Arab question
existed which influenced to a high degree the internal politics of
Turkey, and that I too did not think about requesting the informa-
tion from the embassy.”?

And Churchill writes in his book about the First World War
that Falkenhayn had made a fateful error at the end of the sum-
mer of 1916 by attacking the strongest enemy in its strongest spot
(Verdun). If he had instead turned against his weak opponents in
Southeastern Europe, he could have advanced to the borders of
India with 15 to 20 divisions, whereby he would have breached
the blockade of Germany, tied down entire British and Indian
armies in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and India, and could have spread

Document 3. Fritz Grobba’s final remarks in his supplement to
“MS # P-207" [1957], translated by Brigitte M. Goldstein.
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the glory of the German eagle and the feeling of coming changes
among the peoples of Asia.’

With regard to the Second World War, General Warlimont
states in his report: “As all the more peculiar, it remains to note the
fact that in the numerous surviving studies of the operations of the
High Command of the Army as well as of Tank Commander Rom-
mel no single mention is made anywhere of the Arabs’ sympathies
for the German cause, let alone of the exploitation of the Arab
indigenous movement.”*

The chief of the foreign counterintelligence department, Admi-
ral Canaris, due to his opposition to Hitler, failed to provide the
German High Command with information that could have served
as a basis for strategic planning.

The policy-making authorities of the Foreign Office were
only interested in a policy with regard to Europe and North
America, not in the Middle East, let alone in the the Arab world.
Furthermore, State Secretary Weizsicker, Under State Secretary
Woermann, and Ambassador Hentig, as opponents to Hitler, also
opposed the expansion of the war to the Arabic sphere.

It is true that “no German Lawrence appeared who would have
been up to the great task on the basis of personal knowledge and
strength.” But the following must be taken into consideration:

1. Lawrence as a personality is very controversial;®

2. Lawrence’s importance was more in the area of
literature than in the military and political;

3. Lawrence had a wealth of gold and arms at this
disposal without which he would not have been
able to make any headway among the Bedouins
of Hedjaz;

4. Behind him stood the intelligent and powerful
Churchill, while the German civil servants who
spoke in favor of the Arabs were called “amateur

Document 3, continued
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diplomats” by State Secretary Weizsdcker and
“Arabomans” by the Under State Secretary.’

Hitler and Ribbentrop displayed total disinterest for Arab aspi-
rations, Hitler by rejecting the Grand Mufti’s request for recogni-
tion of the independence of the Arab countries, and Ribbentrop by
concluding a pact with Count Ciano designating the Arab coun-
tries as a priority sphere for Italian interests.®

The Arab movement emerged from the Second World War
greatly strengthened. Several Arab countries, which were still un-
der the Mandate or colonies, gained their independence at the end
of the war (Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Tunis, and Morocco). Egypt
freed itself from British military occupation. A strong bond for the
Arab movement constitutes a common hostility toward Israel, the
common interest for Algeria in its fight for independence, and the
feeling of solidarity with Nasser.

The Arabs’ sympathies for Germany meanwhile were further
strengthened, since the Germans were the Arabs’ brothers in arms
during the Second World War, and since German blood was shed
on Arab soil.

It can be said that, during the Second World War, the Arab
movement made more concerted attempts to exploit Germany
than did Germany to exploit the Arab movement.

Notes:
1. Cited in Franz von Papen, Der Wahrheit eine Gasse, p. 540.
2. “With the Turks to the Suez Canal,” p. 31.
3. Winston S. Churchill, The World Crisis, 1916—1918, part I, p. 79.
4. Warlimont, p. 154.
5. Ibid., 181,
6. Compare Richard Aldington, The Case of T. E. Lawrence.
7. Von Weizsicker, Erinnerungen, p. 335, 35.
8. Ibid., 65; Warlimont, p. 133.
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