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A Memorable Iraqi Soldier and Diplomat
e memoirs of Jafar Al-Askeri come to us by way of
his family and their eﬀorts to give voice to the history
of this larger-than-life man. Jafar Pasha (or Cafar as he
is known in Turkish publications), an Arab from Mosul,
began his career as an oﬃcer in the Ooman Army. After an active career in the Balkan Wars, he was captured
by the British in 1916 in Libya during the First World
War. Jafar then joined the Arab Revolt and participated
in the campaigns in Palestine against the Turks. An active member of a group of politically minded Arab oﬃcers, Jafar went on aer the war to a career in the government of the newly formed state of Iraq and served as
the minister of defense and ambassador to Great Britain.
He was assassinated in 1936 at the age of 51. e title
is somewhat deceptive because Jafar’s memoirs run from
1897 to 1919, however, the story resumes thereaer as a
biography.

the Arab Bureau. Jafar dismissed his treason as the result
of learning of the death of some of his Arab friends at the
hands of the Young Turks or CUP. His exposition of this
plows new ground in bringing to light an understanding
of how a serving Ooman army oﬃcer could simultaneously ﬁght for a decaying empire while belonging to a
subversive society dedicated to its destruction. He went
on to become a leader in the Arab Revolt and participated
in the aacks on the Turkish railways in Palestine and
Syria. Aer the war, Jafar brieﬂy served as military governor in Aleppo in 1919 and, like many of his fellow nationalists, was greatly disappointed with the peace settlements and the associated mandate system.
Four of the appendices were also wrien by Jafar.
e ﬁrst deals with the Arab awakening and contains
interesting commentary on the Ahd (Covenant) movement and details Jafar’s direct involvement in its nationalist workings. Jafar’s other appendices outline political, economic, and social progress in Iraq in the 1920s
and 30s. ese are quite valuable to readers interested
in the formation of the Iraqi state and highlight Jafar’s
skills as an organizer. e remaining appendices concern Jafar himself and were wrien by Churchill and several other British observers. Churchill observed that Jafar
was probably the only participant of the Great War who
was awarded both the German Iron Cross (while ﬁghting for the Oomans) and a British Companionship of St.
Michael and St. George (while ﬁghting with the allies).
ere is also an impressive array of very clear previously
unpublished photographs that illustrate Jafar’s remarkable life and associations.

Of interest to military historians are the experiences
of Jafar Al-Askeri as a regular army oﬃcer ﬁghting in
an irregular (or guerrilla) warfare environment against
the British in Libya. In this campaign the Oomans sent
leaders, money, and weapons to the Sanusi tribesmen
in 1915-1916, and outside of the British oﬃcial history
there is nothing in English concerning the Ooman perspective of this campaign. Jafar describes the diﬃculty
of trying to wage war on a shoestring while simultaneously trying to maintain politically correct bonds with
the tribesmen. Informed readers will note that Jafar’s
professionalism and energy conﬂict with the commonly
held notion that most Ooman army oﬃcers tended toward lethargy and indolence, and in this regard, present
a refreshing and overdue corrective. Jafar was wounded
is is a physically handsome and impressive book.
and captured at the Bale of Aqaqir in late February 1916. e editing of these memoirs is uniformly excellent with
particular aention paid to very detailed footnotes. ConLater as a POW in Cairo, his allegiances shied to the sequently, at no point in the narrative does the reader
growing Arab nationalist cause and, aer a failed escape wonder who a person was, or in what context Jafar was
aempt, he joined his enemies and began to work with writing. e English translation of the memoirs appears
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to be uniformly excellent as well, with the exception of
the Arabic transliteration of conventional western historical spellings of Ooman names. For example Djavid
(Cavit) Pasha is referred to as Ahmad Jawid, Mahmut
Sevket Pasha as Mahmoud Shawkat, and Nazim Pasha
as Nadhim Pasha. While the editor clariﬁes each name
in the footnotes, it caused this reader to break his train
of thought oen and think “I wonder if he meant Nazim
Pasha?”

history of the making of the modern Middle East. ese
memoirs complement and balance those memoirs from
this period that are traditionally available to the Englishspeaking world (such as Gertrude Bell, W. S. Churchill,
T. E. Lawrence, Rafael DeNogales, and Cemal Pasha).
is book will appeal to both the specialist and to the
casual reader interested in the people and events of the
late Ooman and early mandate periods. It is especially
timely given our contemporary interest in the political
and military aspects of Iraqi history, and we might pause
e memoirs of Jafar Al-Askeri are a pleasure to read to reﬂect that Jafar’s life was cut short in a violent coup
and contain many interesting observations and anec- d’Ã©tat. Serious scholars, as well as non-specialists, will
dotes about his times and the personalities that drove the want to add Jafar’s memoirs to their libraries.
If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the list discussion logs at:
hp://h-net.msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl.
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