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To Eighteen Gentlemen of Chicago
this narrative of the adventures
of a modern Arabian knight
is gratefully dedicated
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INTRODUCTION:

LOWELL THOMAS AND THE BUILDING THAT BEARS HIS NAME

On East 70th Street in New York City, between Central Park and Park Avenue, you can see a stately Jacobean townhouse with a plaque on its facade, engraved with the words “The Explorers Club.” This five-story mansion house was built in 1910 by art collector Stephen Clark, who donated much of his collection to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Yale University Art Gallery. Today if you venture inside the building, you’ll find yourself surrounded by a kaleidoscope of artifacts: photos of Buzz Aldrin on the moon and the bathyscaphe Trieste, which ventured for the first time to the deepest part of the ocean in 1960; Matthew Henson’s North Pole gloves, along with some leftover provisions from that remarkable journey; the globe around which Thor Heyerdahl planned his epic Kon-Tiki voyage; the beams from the 1828 British warship HMS Daedalus; and Tudor-rose windows from Windsor Castle.

If you then ascend the main staircase of the town-house—perhaps to see a film, attend a lecture, or take part in a seminar on the second floor—you will be greeted at the first landing by a bust of Lowell Thomas, for whom our headquarters building is now named in recognition, honoring his critical role in its acquisition from the Clark family. This central positioning is altogether fitting and proper, as Thomas embodied the spirit, mission, and soul of the Explorers Club—to not only explore the worlds around, below, and above us, but to interpret and communicate that newfound knowledge with those back home. This extraordinary man and exquisite storyteller not only had a thirst to learn about our planet’s people, cultures, and creatures, he made these adventures accessible and alluring to vast audiences who are thrilled to follow in Thomas’s footsteps and hear his remarkable tales.

One of Thomas’s most notable “discoveries,” of course, was T. E. Lawrence. And if you believe that all the great discoveries have been made, that the days of fresh adventure are behind us, please pay close attention to how unexpected the paths and accomplishments of these two men were to their contemporaries. Inspiration for us all!

Each year, the Explorers Club hosts the Lowell Thomas Awards Dinner in honor of men and women who have achieved excellence in exploration. Many of today’s explorations are under the ocean, in space, in the laboratory, and involving our changing environment.

Ted Janulis President of the Explorers Club 2017


INTRODUCTION TO THE 2017 EDITION

BY MITCHELL STEPHENS

The legendary story of “Lawrence of Arabia” has now been told in more than a hundred books. Lowell Thomas’s With Lawrence in Arabia, published initially in 1924, was the first.

With Lawrence in Arabia shares a weakness with just about all those other books about T. E. Lawrence and his adventures in Arabia during the First World War: it underplays Thomas’s own role in bringing Lawrence to public attention and creating the legend that came to surround his activities during the war. Some biographies of Lawrence scrub Lowell Thomas entirely or almost entirely from the story. And this is an oversight that transcends the written word: David Lean’s Academy Award-winning 1962 movie, Lawrence of Arabia, restricts itself to glimpses of a gruff reporter, though Lean’s producer had purchased the rights to Thomas’s book.

Lowell Thomas, who in fact was not gruff but charming, was the only journalist who actually spent time with T. E. Lawrence in Arabia. Along with the cameraman who accompanied him, Harry A. Chase, Thomas rode camels through the Arabian Desert with Lawrence and Shereef Feisal, leader of the Arab Revolt. He secured firsthand, contemporary accounts of the fighting from many of the principals. He squatted in their tents, ate their food, observed them on their camels and horses, jotted down their accounts of dynamiting trains, and transcribed their own analyses—Lawrence’s in particular—of the past and future of the Middle East.

The book Lowell Thomas wrote about Lawrence and the Arab Revolt appeared in dozens of editions in a number of languages. Nonetheless, despite possessing the right of primogeniture, despite its thoroughness and success, this book cannot fairly claim to have made Lawrence famous. He was already famous—thanks to Thomas’s show, With Allenby in Palestine and Lawrence in Arabia.

That multi-media show—which Thomas brought to London when he was twenty-seven—was the largest triumph so far in what had already been a remarkable, if unfocused, life. Thomas, raised in a gold-rush town in Colorado, had secured two bachelor’s and one master’s degree by the time he was twenty-one. Then he made his way to Chicago to work as a reporter and attend law school and was quickly invited to teach a class in public speaking at that law school. He traveled to Alaska and soon was giving illustrated lectures on Alaska. He enrolled in graduate school at Princeton and after a year was invited to join the faculty.

At the age of twenty-five, Thomas—still moving forward at a rapid pace, still refusing to stick to any clear career path—set out for Europe and then the Middle East to see what he could make of the First World War. He was in part a propagandist: the United States government had encouraged his efforts to gather news and images of the war, and Thomas had raised the money for his trip from some Chicago investors motivated in part by the desire to increase support for this gruesome and faraway war. (Thomas’s book is dedicated to those investors.) Thomas had also been presenting himself as a journalist, though he published few articles while covering the war, none while in the Middle East. He had with him, in Harry Chase, an expert photographer and film cameraman. They were capturing footage of war and its consequences at a time when such film remained rare.

And Thomas was well on his way to becoming a master storyteller. His ability to set a scene, sketch a character and build some suspense is well demonstrated in this book by his richly detailed account of an encounter in Jerusalem. Enter T. E. Lawrence—in the guise of a “young Bedouin,” walking toward the Damascus Gate and attired in “magnificent Arab robes.” Or maybe not a “young Bedouin.” “This mysterious prince of Mecca,” Thomas writes, “was as blond as a Scandinavian,” “clean shaven,” with “blue eyes.”

Thomas had the storyteller’s, the journalist’s, and the propagandist’s eye for good material. He began hearing amazing tales—some told by the man himself—of Lawrence’s adventures riding fast camels across the desert and battling the Turks. Thomas became fascinated with this twenty-nine-year-old British major who sported Arab garb. He managed to secure permission from Lawrence and British officials to visit him in Arabia.

Thomas and Chase arrived in Aqaba—the Arab Revolt’s most strategic conquest —on March 27, 1918. They spent two weeks in the area—living in tents, riding those camels, photographing, filming, interviewing, observing, reporting. This was at a time—well before the oil frenzy—when for Europeans and Americans Arabia was about as exotic and unknown as anywhere in the world.

When he finally returned to the United States after the First World War ended, Thomas put together some illustrated lectures on what he had seen during and after the war—travelogues, as they were somewhat loosely called. One of these shows focused on British General Edmund Allenby’s capture of Jerusalem—the historically resonant event that had inspired Thomas to travel to the Middle East in the first place. Another was devoted to the Arab Revolt. A British impresario, Percy Burton, walked into one of those shows in New York and persuaded Thomas to present a combination of the two Middle East shows in London, where interest in a British general and that young British fellow who had played a large role in the Arab Revolt would be strong. Burton secured the Royal Opera House at Covent Garden for Thomas’s travelogue. The show opened there on August 14, 1919, under the name With Allenby in Palestine, Including the Capture of Jerusalem and Liberation of Holy Arabia.

It has a claim on being the world’s first multimedia show, for Thomas combined his narration with film, slides, music, and dance. The reviews were uniformly enthusiastic, sometimes ecstatic: “What is modestly and prosaically described as ‘an illustrated travelogue’ of the British campaigns in Palestine and Arabia,” the Daily Telegraph exclaimed, “is in reality an heroic epic capable of inspiring a dozen modern emulators of Homer or Plutarch.”

Long lines formed to get tickets, and soon Thomas was performing his show twice a day in the much-larger Royal Albert Hall. The prime ministers of Britain and France came. The Queen came. Winston Churchill appeared in the audience, as did Rudyard Kipling and George Bernard Shaw. On more than one occasion Lawrence himself snuck in.

By then it was clear that the real star of the show was “the mysterious young Englishman who freed Holy Arabia from the Turks.” The production’s name was changed to, With Allenby in Palestine and Lawrence in Arabia. And a hero was proclaimed. A star, an early media star, was if not born—Lawrence’s accomplishments were impressive even minus Thomas’s hyperbole—then at least elevated. A legend was retailed. The First World War, which had been notably poor at putting forward dashing, gallant, larger-than-life characters, suddenly had one.

Before Thomas’s show arrived in London, T. E. Lawrence’s name had been known to few outside certain limited military and government circles. Now this complex man with a tangled psyche was suddenly being pursued on the street, hounded in his flat, and assaulted by marriage proposals. He also was being befriended by literati like Shaw, Robert Graves, and E. M. Foster. And his views on the future of the Middle East were being listened to, with consequences we are still living with today. (Lawrence’s buddy Feisal was made ruler of a new country called Iraq.)

Thomas, and other lecturers he hired, would perform the Lawrence/Allenby show all over the world. But his show also began to be criticized—notably by Lawrence himself, in letters to his old comrades or new friends. Lawrence had been, not uncharacteristically, both thrilled and disgusted by his newfound renown. Initially Lawrence had helped Thomas—first in Jerusalem and Arabia, later in London, where he posed for some new photographs in Arab costume and read over and contributed to some of Thomas’s accounts. But Lawrence was also becoming embarrassed. “You know a Mr. Lowell Thomas made me a kind of matinee idol,” he writes in one letter. In another he complains that “the Arab war was not nearly as silly as he”— Thomas—“makes out.” Then Lawrence adds, somewhat disingenuously, “and I was not in charge of it, or even very prominent.”

When Thomas’s book was published in 1924, there was lots more to criticize. And the criticism did not stop. The faction of revisionist Lawrence authors—anxious to show that this Oxford-educated Englishman was something less than the indispensible man, the lonely leader, and something much less than the “Uncrowned King of Arabia” – had found With Lawrence in Arabia to be a ready target. This is not entirely fair.

Lawrence was not the only recipient of Thomas’s encomiums. Here’s Thomas on Feisal: “His people follow him not through fear, but because they admire him and love him.” And Thomas on the British commander in the Middle East: “Allenby was taking enormous chances, but great men usually do.” Plenty of other Arab fighters and British soldiers are also gushed over in these pages. Still, Thomas does pull out all the stops when it comes to his central character:

“This youth had virtually become the ruler of the Holy Land of the Mohammedans, and commander-in-chief of many thousands of Bedouin. . . . He united the wandering tribes of the desert, restored the sacred places of Islam to the descendants of the Prophet and drove the Turks from Arabia forever . . . . Lawrence freed Arabia.”

I think we might conclude, without taking sides in the disputes among Lawrence’s chroniclers, that such characterizations of his role are at the very least overstated.

There are additional missteps in this book. The pale, beardless T. E. Lawrence would indeed have been a fascinating sight walking toward the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem in his Arab-prince costume. But there is no evidence in Thomas’s journals that he had initially stumbled upon this twenty-eight-year-old British major with an affection for Arab dress on the street. Thomas noted at the time that he was first introduced to Lawrence, instead, in the office of General Ronald Storrs. Like many a good storyteller, especially in those less fact-obsessed days, Thomas had a weakness for embellishment. This did nothing for his reputation among the hundred or so authors who have undertaken the T. E. Lawrence story after Thomas’s version.

Later Lawrence authors, revisionists and champions alike, were annoyed in particular by the young American’s itch to portray himself as having been present for events at which he was not present—most egregiously at engagements with the enemy. This authorial aggrandizement had been more pronounced in the articles Thomas had written about Lawrence for magazines in the United States and England, articles which had preceded his book. In those pieces, Thomas is not above placing himself on a camel near Lawrence’s as he heads off on “a little dynamiting party.” After the Turkish track and train have been exploded, “we all ran back,” Thomas writes in one of those articles, “climbed on our camels and swung off across the desert as fast as we could.” In fact, Thomas was not invited to witness dynamiting or combat of any sort during his visit to Arabia.

In his book, Thomas, having been called out for such fibs, merely tells the story of how Lawrence’s efforts result in a Turkish train “engine,” with “a clanking and clattering of iron,” rising “from the tracks” and breaking “in two.” Thomas never says whether or not he witnessed this spectacular scene, though the wealth of detail and a previous scene of him riding camels with Lawrence could lead a reader to think he had.

Thomas’s book also gets some biographical information wrong, beginning with his hero’s pedigree: Lawrence’s parents were not married (a big deal in those days). They had made up the surname Lawrence. T. E. Lawrence was not, therefore, a descendent of “Sir Robert Lawrence, who accompanied Richard the Lion-Hearted to the Holy Land.” This error can’t really be pinned on Thomas, however, since his protagonist’s illegitimacy was still hidden. More perplexing is the fact that Thomas has Lawrence as the second youngest of five boys. He was the second oldest. Was this a Lawrence fib?

Some battle details in the book are also erroneous. Thomas portrays Lawrence and Feisal’s forces as sweeping in from the desert to join in the attack on the Red Sea port Wejh. In fact, they arrived days late for this battle. Thomas’s journal makes clear that this account, a misleading account, was passed on to him by Lawrence. It is not clear why Thomas, also incorrectly, places Lawrence at a battle in Petra.

Thomas has an eye for Arab culture: “Where we take off our hats in entering a friend’s house, they take off their shoes.” And Thomas often seems to be playing a positive role in championing Arab virtues—bravery, independence. He makes sure to credit Arab advances in science and medicine. But sometimes Thomas’s characterizations of these people wander a bit too close to stereotypes: “From all parts of the desert came swarthy, lean, picturesque sons of Ishmael to avenge and free themselves at last.”

It gets worse. The events described here took place a century ago. Culturally—based on discussions of “the evil eye” and the occasional appearance of slaves—these events seem even more distant. Plenty of venerable prejudices also survived at that time—in Arabia, in both the United States and Europe. And Thomas did not always rise above them. Arabs are compared to children on more than one occasion in this book. A man from Sudan is “a wild-eyed fuzzy-wuzzy.” And a number of Thomas’s discussions of women here are offensive to twenty-first-century eyes.

The author of this seminal but imperfect book managed, much more effectively than its subject, to move on to other formidable accomplishments. His discovery of T. E. Lawrence would hardly be the only great adventure of Lowell Thomas’s life: he would make early and intrepid visits to Afghanistan, New Guinea, Antarctica and, by mule caravan, Tibet. When Thomas compares a wadi in his book to “the Bad Lands of Dakota and the high plateau of Central Baluchistan,” one can rest assured that he had seen both. He would circle the globe numerous times.

And Thomas’s discovery of “Lawrence of Arabia” would hardly be his only claim to fame. The various crisscrossing career paths Thomas followed led him to become, in the 1930s and 1940s, arguably as well-known as any journalist has ever been in the United States—host of both the most successful radio newscast and the preeminent newsreels, when radio and newsreels were perhaps the dominant news media in the United States.

Thomas would also make his mark in television and film. And his book on Lawrence was the first of, by his count, fifty-four books upon which the name Lowell Thomas would appear. Most were written or assembled in large part by others. This one, his first, he wrote by himself. It demonstrates that Thomas did not have to hire ghostwriters because of any deficiency in his ability to craft sentences or to undertake research. He hired ghostwriters because of a shortage of patience and time. His long life was chocka-block with people (many of them accomplished), activities (many of them outdoors), and successes (in a wide variety of realms).

But it was Lawrence’s story that gave Thomas’s career its initial boost, and Lawrence’s story continued to loom large in his life. For much of the twentieth century it continued to loom large in popular imagination, too. Lowell Thomas deserves much of the credit for that. If he hadn’t sensed a good story in that blue-eyed man in Arab robes, if he hadn’t finagled his way to Aqaba, if he hadn’t brought out as much drama as there was in the story (and, occasionally, more), few would have learned of Lawrence or even, it is possible, the Arab Revolt. And most of those hundred or so other books on “Lawrence of Arabia” likely would not have been written.

Mitchell Stephens author of The Voice of America: Lowell Thomas and the Invention of 20th-Century Journalism Professor of Journalism Carter Institute New York University 2017
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WITH LAWRENCE IN ARABIA

CHAPTER I

A MODERN ARABIAN KNIGHT

ONE day not long after Allenby had captured Jerusalem, I happened to be in front of a bazaar stall on Christian Street, remonstrating with a fat old Turkish shopkeeper who was attempting to relieve me of twenty piasters for a handful of dates. My attention was suddenly drawn to a group of Arabs walking in the direction of the Damascus Gate. The fact that they were Arabs was not what caused me to drop my tirade against the high cost of dates, for Palestine, as all men know, is inhabited by a far greater number of Arabs than Jews. My curiosity was excited by a single Bedouin, who stood out in sharp relief from all his companions. He was wearing an agal, kuffieh, and aba such as are worn only by Near Eastern potentates. In his belt was fastened the short curved sword of a prince of Mecca, insignia worn by descendants of the Prophet.

Christian Street is one of the most picturesque and kaleidoscopic thoroughfares in the Near East. Russian Jews, with their corkscrew curls, Greek priests in tall black hats and flowing robes, fierce desert nomads in goatskin coats reminiscent of the days of Abraham, Turks in balloon-like trousers, Arab merchants lending a brilliant note with their gay turbans and gowns—all rub elbows in that narrow lane of bazaars, shops, and coffee-houses that leads to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. Jerusalem is not a melting-pot. It is an uncompromising meeting-place of East and West. Here are accentuated, as if sharply outlined in black and white by the desert sun, the racial peculiarities of Christian, Jewish, and Mohammedan peoples. A stranger must, indeed, have something extraordinary about him to attract attention in the streets of the Holy City. But as this young Bedouin passed by in his magnificent royal robes, the crowds in front of the bazaars turned to look at him.

It was not merely his costume, nor yet the dignity with which he carried his five feet three, marking him every inch a king or perhaps a caliph in disguise who had stepped out of the pages of “The Arabian Nights.” The striking fact was that this mysterious prince of Mecca looked no more like a son of Ishmael than an Abyssinian looks like one of Stefansson’s red-haired Eskimos. Bedouins, although of the Caucasian race, have had their skins scorched by the relentless desert sun until their complexions are the color of lava. But this young man was as blond as a Scandinavian, in whose veins flow viking blood and the cool traditions of fiords and sagas. The nomadic sons of Ishmael all wear flowing beards, as their ancestors did in the time of Esau. This youth, with the curved gold sword, was clean-shaven. He walked rapidly with his hands folded, his blue eyes oblivious to his surroundings, and he seemed wrapped in some inner contemplation. My first thought as I glanced at his face was that he might be one of the younger apostles returned to life. His expression was serene, almost saintly, in its selflessness and repose.

“Who is he?” I turned eagerly to the Turk profiteer, who could only manipulate a little tourist English. He merely shrugged his shoulders.

“Who could he be?” I was certain I could obtain come information about him from General Storrs, governor of the Holy City, and so I strolled over in the direction of his palace beyond the old wall, neat Solomon’s Quarries. General Ronald Storrs, British successor to Pontius Pilate, had been Oriental secretary to the high commissioner of Egypt before the fall of Jerusalem and for years had kept in intimate touch with the peoples of Palestine. He spoke Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and Arabic with the same fluency with which he spoke English. I knew he could tell me something about the mysterious blond Bedouin.

“Who is this blue-eyed, fair-haired fellow wandering about the bazaars wearing the curved sword of a prince of——?”

The general did not even let me finish the question but quietly opened the door of an adjoining room* There, seated at the same table where von Falkenhayn had worked out his unsuccessful plan for defeating Allenby, was the Bedouin prince, deeply absorbed in a ponderous tome on archaeology.

In introducing us the governor said, “I want you to meet Colonel Lawrence, the Uncrowned King of Arabia.”

He shook hands shyly and with a certain air of aloofness, as if his mind were on buried treasure and not on the affairs of this immediate world of campaigns and warfare. And that was how I first made the acquaintance of one of the most picturesque personalities of modern times, a man who will be blazoned on the romantic pages of history with Raleigh, Drake, Clive, and Gordon.

During the period of the World War, years crammed with epic events, among others two remarkable figures appeared. The dashing adventures and anecdotes of their careers will furnish golden themes to the writers of the future, as the lives of Ulysses, King Arthur, and Richard the Lion-Hearted did to the poets, troubadours, and chroniclers of other days. One is a massive, towering, square-jawed six-footer, that smashing British cavalry leader, Field-Marshal Viscount Allenby, commander of the twentieth-century crusaders, who gained world fame because of his exploits in driving the Turks from the Holy Land and bringing to realization the dream of centuries. The other is the undersized, beardless youth whom I first saw absorbed in a technical treatise on the cuneiform inscriptions discovered on the bricks of ancient Babylon, and whose chief interests in life were poetry and archæology.

The spectacular achievements of Thomas Edward Lawrence, the young Oxford graduate, were unknown to the public at the end of the World War. Yet, quietly, without any theatrical head-lines or fanfare of trumpets, he brought the disunited nomadic tribes of Holy and Forbidden Arabia into a unified campaign against their Turkish oppressors, a difficult and splendid stroke of policy, which caliphs, statesmen, and sultans had been unable to accomplish in centuries of effort! Lawrence placed himself at the head of the Bedouin army of the shereef of Mecca, who was afterward proclaimed king of the Hedjaz. He united the wandering tribes of the desert, restored the sacred places of Islam to the descendants of the Prophet, and drove the Turks from Arabia forever. Allenby liberated Palestine, the Holy Land of the Jews and Christians. Lawrence freed Arabia, the Holy Land of millions of Mohammedans.

I had heard of this mystery man many times during the months I was in Palestine with Allenby. The first rumor about Lawrence reached me when I was on the way from Italy to Egypt. An Australian naval officer confided to me that an Englishman was supposed to be in command of an army of wild Bedouins somewhere in the trackless desert of the far-off land of Omar and Abu-Bekr. When I landed in Egypt I heard fantastic tales of his exploits. His name was always mentioned in hushed tones, because at that time the full facts regarding the war in the Land of the Arabian Nights were being kept secret.

Until the day I met him in the palace of the governor of Jerusalem I was unable to picture him as a real person. He was to me merely a new Oriental legend. Cairo, Jerusalem, Damascus, Bagdad—in fact, all the cities of the Near East—are so full of color and romance that the mere mention of them is sufficient to stimulate the imagination of matter-of-fact Westerners, who are suddenly spirited away on the magic carpet of memory to childhood scenes familiar through the tales of “The Thousand and One Nights.” So I had come to the conclusion that Lawrence was the product of Western imagination overheated by exuberant contact with the East. But the myth turned out to be very much of a reality.

The five-foot-three Englishman standing before me wore a kuffieh of white silk and gold embroidery held in place over his hair by an agal, two black woolen cords wrapped with silver and gold thread. His heavy black camel’s-hair robe or aba covered a snow-white undergarment fastened at the waist by a wide gold-brocaded belt in which he carried the curved sword of a prince of Mecca. This youth had virtually become the ruler of the Holy Land of the Mohammedans and commander-in-chief of many thousands of Bedouins mounted on racing camels and fleet Arabian horses. He was the terror of the Turks.

Through his discovery that archaeology held a fascination for me, we became better acquainted during the following days in Jerusalem before he returned to his Arabian army. We spent many hours together, although I did not suspect that it might possibly be my good fortune to join him later in the desert. When we were in the company of officers whom he had just met he usually sat in one corner, listening intently to everything that was being said but contributing little to the conversation. When we were alone he would get up from his chair and squat on the floor in Bedouin fashion. The first time he did this he blushed in his peculiar way and excused himself, saying that he had been in the desert so long that he found it uncomfortable sitting in a chair.

I made many unsuccessful attempts to induce him to tell me something of his life and adventures in the desert, where few Europeans except Sir Richard Burton and Charles Doughty ever dared venture before him. But he always adroitly changed the subject to archæology, comparative religion, Greek literature, or Near Eastern politics. Even concerning his connection with the Arabian army he would say nothing, except to give the credit for everything that happened in the desert campaign to the Arab leaders, or to Newcombe, Joyce, Cornwallis, Dawney, Marshall, Stirling, Hornby, and his other British associates.

Surely Destiny never played a stranger prank than when it selected, as the man to play the major rôle in the liberation of Arabia, this Oxford graduate whose life-ambition was to dig in the ruins of antiquity, and to uncover and study long-forgotten cities.


CHAPTER II

IN SEARCH OF A LOST CIVILIZATION

WHEN we first met in Jerusalem, and later on in the solitude of the desert, I was unable to draw Lawrence out about his early life. So, after the termination of the war, on my way back to America, I visited England in the hope of being able to learn something concerning his career prior to 1914, which might throw a light on the formative period when Destiny was preparing him for his important rôle. The war had so scattered his family and early associates that I found it difficult to obtain aught but the most meager information about his boyhood.

County Galway, on the west coast of Ireland, was the original home of the Lawrences. This may partly account for his unusual powers of physical endurance, for the inhabitants of Galway are among the hardiest of a hardy race. But in his veins there also flows Scotch, Welsh, English, and Spanish blood. Among his celebrated ancestors was Sir Robert Lawrence, who accompanied Richard the Lion-Hearted to the Holy Land, seven hundred and thirty years ago, and distinguished himself at the siege of Acre, just as the youthful T. E. Lawrence accompanied Allenby to the Holy Land and distinguished himself in its final deliverance. The brothers, Sir Henry and Sir John Lawrence of Mutiny fame, pioneers of Britain’s empire in India, were among his more recent predecessors.

His father, Thomas Lawrence, was at one time the owner of estates in Ireland and a great sportsman. Losing most of his worldly possessions during the Gladstone period, when the bottom fell out of land values in Ireland, he brought his family across the Irish Sea to Wales, and Thomas Edward Lawrence was born in Carnarvon County, not far from the early home of Mr. Lloyd George, who is to-day one of his warmest friends and admirers, and who once told me that he, too, regards Lawrence as one of the most picturesque figures of modern times.

Five years of his boyhood were spent on the Channel Isle of Jersey. When he was ten years of age his family migrated to the north of Scotland, remaining there for three years. They next moved to France, where young Lawrence attended a Jesuit College, although all the members of the family belong to the orthodox Church of England. From the Continent they went to Oxford; and that center of English culture, which has been their home ever since, has left its indelible mark on Lawrence. There Ned, as his boyhood companions called him, attended Oxford High School and studied under a tutor preparatory to entering the university. One of his school chums relates that although not a star athlete he had a daring spirit and was filled with the love of adventure.

“Underneath Oxford,” this companion tells us, “runs a subterranean stream bricked over, the Trill Mill Stream. Ned Lawrence and another boy, carrying lights and often lying flat to scrape through the narrow culverts, navigated the whole of that underground water passage.

“Oxford is a great boating center. Every stream that joins the Thames is explored as far up as any slender craft will float. But the River Cherwell above Islip is said by the guide-books to be ‘nowhere navigable.’ To say that is to challenge boys like Ned Lawrence to prove the statement untrue, and that is what he and a companion did. They trained their canoe to Banbury and came right down the part of the stream that was ‘nowhere navigable.’ ”

He was fond of climbing trees and scrambling over the roofs of buildings where none dared to follow. “It was on such an occasion,” one of his brothers informed me, “that he fell and broke a leg.” His relatives attribute his smallness of stature to that accident. He seems never to have grown since.

All his life he has been as irregular in his ways as the wild tribesmen of the Arabian Desert. Although he completed the required four years’ work for his bachelor’s degree in three years, he never attended a single lecture at Oxford, so far as I have been able to discover. He occasionally worked with tutors, but he spent most of his time wandering about England on foot, or reading medieval literature. In order to be alone he frequently slept by day and then read all night. He was entirely opposed to any set system of education. The aged professor who angrily admonished Samuel Johnson when a student at Oxford, “Young man, ply your book diligently now, and acquire a stock of knowledge,” would have been equally displeased with young Lawrence. The idea of obtaining a university education in order to take up a conventional occupation did not please him at all. His unconscious credo from earliest youth, like Robert Louis Stevenson’s, seems to have been that “pleasures are more beneficial than duties, because, like the quality of mercy, they are not strained, and they are twice blest.”

As a part of his early reading he made an exhaustive study of military writers, from the wars of Sennacherib, Thotmes, and Rameses down to Napoleon, Wellington, Stonewall Jackson, and von Moltke. But this he did voluntarily and not as a part of any required work. Among his favorite books was Marshal Foch’s “Principes de Guerre” ; but he remarked to me on one occasion in Arabia that his study of Cæsar and Xenophon had been of more value to him in his desert campaign, because in the irregular war which he conducted against the Turks he found it necessary to adopt tactics directly opposed to those advocated by the great French strategist.

As the subject for his Oxford thesis Lawrence chose the military architecture of the Crusades, and so absorbed did he become in this work that he urged his parents to allow him to visit the Near East, so that he might gain first-hand knowledge of the architectural efforts of the early knights of Christendom. In this he was encouraged by the distinguished Oxford scholar and authority on Arabia, Dr. David George Hogarth, curator of the Ashmolean Museum, a man who has had an important influence over his entire life down to the present day, and who even came out to Egypt during the war and acted as his intimate counselor during the Arabian campaign. Lawrence’s mother was reluctant to have him leave home but, after many weeks of pleading, gave her consent to his visiting Syria as a Cook’s tourist and allowed him two hundred pounds for the trip. His family was certain that he would return home after a few weeks, satisfied to settle down for the rest of his days and ready to forget the heat, the smells, and the inconveniences of life in the Orient. But on reaching the Near East he scorned tourists’ comforts and the beaten track. He entered Syria at Beyrouth and, shortly after landing, adopted native costume and set out barefoot for the interior. Instead of traveling as a tourist, he wandered off alone, along the fringe of the Great Arabian Desert, and amused himself studying the manners and customs of the mosaic of peoples who dwell in the ancient corridor between Mesopotamia and the Nile Valley. Two years later, when he finally returned to Oxford to hand in his thesis and receive his degree, he still had one hundred pounds left!

There were five boys in the Lawrence family, of which Thomas Edward was the second youngest. The eldest, Major Montague Lawrence, was a major in the R. A. M. C.; the second, William, a schoolmaster at Delhi, in India; the third, Frank, who finished Oxford and wandered off to the Near East with Thomas; and the youngest, Arnold, a star track athlete at Oxford, who is also interested in archœology, and for a time took his brother’s place in Mesopotamia. Both William and Frank gave their lives to their country on the battle-fields of France.

Since the war Major Montague Lawrence has taken up work as a medical missionary in China far up on the Tibetan frontier; their mother has also gone to this remote corner of Central Asia, while her youngest son is roaming around the museums of the world on a traveling fellowship from Oxford, studying the sculpture of the period of the decadence of Grecian art.

Several years before the war an expedition from Oxford, headed by Lawrence’s friend Hogarth, the great antiquarian and archæologist, began excavating in the Euphrates Valley, hoping to uncover traces of that little-known ancient race, the Hittites. Because of his intimate knowledge of their language and his sympathetic understanding of their customs, Lawrence was placed in charge of the digging gangs of unruly Kurds, Turkomans, Armenians, and Arabs. This expedition eventually succeeded in uncovering Carchemish, the ancient capital of the Hittite Empire, and there, amid the ruins of that long-forgotten city, Lawrence amused himself studying inscriptions on pottery and joining up the various stages of Hittite civilization. He and his associate, C. Leonard Woolley, director of the expedition, actually uncovered ruins which proved to be the missing link between the civilizations of Nineveh and Babylon and the beginnings of Greek culture in the islands of the Mediterranean, which extend back for five thousand years. The Ashmolean Museum at Oxford contains many exhibits “presented by T. E. Lawrence” before he was twenty years of age.

An American traveler and director of missions in the Near East happened to visit the camp of these lonely excavators. He gives us a vivid picture of his visit and an indication of how Lawrence received the training which enabled him to gain such an amazing hold over the desert tribes when the Great War overtook him.

“It was in 1913,” says Mr. Luther R. Fowle. “Easter vacation at the American College in Aintab had given us the opportunity to make the three days’ trip by wagon to Curfa, the ancient Edessa. After Curfa, we had visited Haraun, a few miles to the south, whither Abraham migrated from Ur of the Chaldees.

“Our return trip to Aintab was by the road farther to the south, which brought us to the Euphrates River at Jerablus, over which the Germans were building their great railway bridge, an essential link in the Berlin-to-Bagdad dream. On the western bank, a few hundred yards from the bridge, was the site of Carchemish, and there we found the quiet British scholar, who, under the stress of the war, was soon to turn from his digging among the ancient ruins beside the Euphrates to become a shereef of Mecca and leader of a vast Bedouin host in a successful war to throw off the Ottoman yoke.

“Mr. Woolley, the archaeologist in charge of the work of excavation of Carchemish, had just come, from the diggings, clad in his business dress of gray flannel shirt and golf-trousers. Lawrence, his youthful associate, also fresh from the works, was stepping lightly across the mounds of earth clad in what we Americans would call a running-suit and wearing at his belt the ornate Arab girdle with its bunch of tassels at the front, the mark of an unmarried man. But he was out of sight in a moment; and when we gathered for supper the freshly tubbed young man in his Oxford tennis-suit of white flannel bordered with red ribbon, but still wearing his Arab girdle, launched into the fascinating story of the excavations; of relations with the Kurds and Arabs about them; of his trips alone among their villages in search of rare rugs and antiquities, that gave opportunity for cultivating that close touch and sympathy with them that subsequently was the basis of his great service in the time of his country’s need. The meal was delicious and was served by a powerful, swarthy Arab in elegant native dress, with enough daggers and revolvers in his girdle to supply a museum. Soon he entered with the coffee, delicious as only Turkish coffee rightly made can be. And our British friends, who were hardly able to find interest in the Roman nut-dishes merely a couple of thousand years old and part of the rubbish to be cleared away before reaching the Hittite ruins, pointed out with pride that our little brown earthenware coffee-cups were unquestionably Hittite and probably not far from four thousand years old.

“I should not say ‘buildings,’ or even ‘building,’ but rather ‘room’ ; for we learned that the British Government, because of an understanding with the Turkish authorities, had given permission to build only one room. Accordingly Woolley and Lawrence had built a room of two parallel walls about ten feet apart, extending fifty feet south, then thirty-five feet westward, and again fifty feet north. Closed at both ends, this giant letter U was indeed a room; and, although somewhat astonished, the Turkish Government had to concede the fact. Of course, the honorable inspector could not object if little partitions were run across to separate the sleeping portions from the dining-room and office, and in due time convenience demanded that doors be opened from various parts of the structure into the court. Thus it was that, when we first saw it, on the right was a series of rooms for the storage of antiquities and for photographic work; on the left were the sleeping-rooms of the excavators and their guests; and in the center was the delightful living-room with open fireplaces, built-in bookcases filled with well-worn leather-bound volumes of the classics with which a British scholar would naturally surround himself, and a long table covered with the current British papers as well as the archaeological journals of all the world.

“Around the fireplace we learned much of the good faith and friendship that existed between these two lone Englishmen and the native people around them. They insisted that they were safer on the banks of the Euphrates than if they had been in Piccadilly. The leaders of the two most feared bands of brigands in the region, Kurdish and Arab, were faithful employees of the excavators, one as night-watchman, the other in a similar position of trust. Of course there was no stealing and no danger. Had not these men eaten of the Englishman’s salt? Moreover, the evenhanded justice of the two Englishmen was so well known and respected that they had come to be the judges of various issues of all sorts between rival villages, or in personal disagreement. Never abusing their prerogatives, their decisions were never questioned. Lawrence had recently been out to a village to settle the difficulties arising out of the kidnapping of a young woman by the man who wished to marry her and who had been unable to overcome her father’s objections. Could any training have been better for the part he was to play in the great Arab awakening than these experiences among the native people?

“In the living-room was an ancient wooden chest which may once have held the dowry of a desert bride, but which now served as money-box and safety-deposit vault. Larger than a wardrobe-trunk, there it stood, unlocked and unguarded. It was full of the silver money with which to pay the two hundred men working on the excavations. But such was the unwritten law of the community, such the love of the workers for their leaders, and so sure and summary the punishment which they themselves would mete out to any of their number taking advantage of this trust, that the cash could not have been safer in the vaults of the Bank of England itself.

“All this contrasted sharply with the methods and experiences of the German engineers half a mile away, building the Bagdad railway-bridge across the Euphrates. They and their workers seemed fated to mutual distrust and hatred. The Teuton could not see why the Arab should not and would not accept his regime of discipline and punishment. The Germans were always needing more laborers, while the Englishmen, a few hundred yards away, were overwhelmed with them. Once when the latter were forced to cut down their staff they tried in vain to dismiss fifty men. The Arabs and Kurds just smiled and went on with their work. They were told they would get no pay, but they smiled and worked on. If not for pay, they would work for the love of it and of their masters. And so they did. Nor was the excavation without interest to those simple men. They had caught the enthusiasms of their leaders, who had taught them to share in the joy of the work; their digging was not meaningless toil for foreign money, but was rather a sharing of the joy of archaeology.

“We retired for the night, our minds filled with the stories of the East, in which Christian and pagan, Hittite, Greek, and Roman, the great past and the sordid present of these regions were mingled with the background of energetic German effort and the calm achievement by two modest and capable representatives of the British breed of men. We slept long and well on the familiar folding cots in our clean, mud-walled room; nor were our slumbers troubled by our bed-covers, Damascus yorgans of cloth of gold, upon which a rare arabesque on its background of dull red invited the eye to journeys without end. These ancient covers were some of Lawrence’s treasures, brought hack from his frequent trips to the Arab villages, when for weeks his whereabouts were unknown. It was during these journeys that he in native garb joined in the conversation of the village elders on the shady side of a tent, or came to understand and admire the Arab in quiet intercourse before an open fire, where, sitting cross-legged on the floor, when the coffee had been made and silently drunk, one and another spoke. While forty German engineers were building their bridge, which was to enable them to coerce these people in case they would not obey, one broad-minded kindly Englishman was unconsciously preparing to become the man who in the great crisis was to lead this people, not only to destroy the Teuton dream of conquest, but to break the centuries-old political servitude of the Turk.

“After breakfast we were examining the mosaic floor of the dining-room, a Roman fragment that these men had taken out whole rather than destroy it in their search for the Hittite antiquities hidden below. But just then word came of excitement at the ‘works.’ We hurried over to find the Arabs and Kurds closely packed around a large excavation. The Greek foreman was removing the age-old earth about a dark stone several feet square; and by the time Mr. Woolley had reached his side, he had determined which was the real face of the block. With practised hand, Mr. Woolley began to remove the last crust of soil which covered the treasure underneath. There was no one to command those peasants to go back to their work, for the spiritual fruits of discovery belong to all, to the Englishman no more than to the waterboy who left his donkey to find the Euphrates alone, while he joined the breathless group whose eyes were glued on Woolley’s jack-knife deftly doing its work. A burst of applause greeted the first appearance of something in relief on the hard rock. It was a hand I no—a corner of a building!\—a lion!\—a camel!\ Guess and conjecture flew about, to be greeted by approval or derision, always followed by quick, tense silence, while the jack-knife did its work. Soon Woolley’s trained eye revealed to him that it was a large animal standing in a perfect state of preservation and that he was uncovering its head. His feint to begin at the other end of the figure was greeted by a babble of protest from his workmen, not yet sure what the figure was. Woolley’s quick smile acknowledged the reception of his little joke, and back he went to the spot already uncovered. Soon head, chest, legs, body, came to light, and exponents of various theories—cow, horse, sheep—were still backing their claims in musical gutturals when Woolley’s hand returned to the head of the animal and with a few quick motions lifted off the earth which covered the perfect tracery of a magnificent pair of antlers; alive with the undying art of forty centuries, there stood revealed before us a superb stag. Such a discovery was worth a celebration, and unwritten law had ordained the nature of it. For the excavator nodded in response to the Greek’s whispered query; and, as he gave the awaited signal, two hundred boys from fifteen to sixty-five emptied all the chambers of their revolvers in the air. I wonder what the Germans thought as they heard the volley from their bridge; for, as I found out a few weeks later when I had galloped over for another visit with the Englishman, shots at the German place meant something far different. To-day, perspiring as much because of their intense excitement over the discovery of the Hittite stag as from their labors, the Arabs laughingly sat down to smoke the cigarettes which ended these celebrations, while the water-boy started wildly in search of his donkey, followed by the vigorous epithets of his thirsty friends, who knew that the full flavor of a cigarette comes only with a drink of cold water.

“Noon came all too soon; and it was Thursday, the pay-day. Friday was the Moslem Sabbath, and these Englishmen were too Christian in their relations with their Moslem workers to make them labor on their chosen day. Our drive to Aintab was short, and so we delayed to see the men paid off, on Lawrence’s assurance that it would be interesting.

“A table was set in the open court of the ‘room,’ and Woolley handed out the piasters to the line of workers. That was simple, but the men had learned to bring their discoveries in on pay-days, and they received cash rewards for everything turned in. Of course, the result was exceeding care on their part to lose or break no fragment in their work; and in fact rare discoveries were sent in from all the country-side on these pay-days. The excavators would glance at the article offered. One man would receive a ten-piaster bonus for what he brought in, perhaps more to encourage him than because it had any real worth; another would have a fragment of pottery smilingly returned to him by the judge, while his companions laughed at him for trying to pass off on the alert Woolley part of a modern water-jar. Never did the Englishman say, ‘I can pay you nothing for this, but I will keep it just the same!’ It was either paid for or returned to the owner. Occasionally a gold coin, bright as the Arab’s eyes, would reward some happy man; but whether he got the gold or a laugh, never was the decision of his master and friend questioned.

“As we tinkled across the plain to the rhythm of the bells on the horses’ necks, we had food for thought in what we had seen. If Britain governs much of the world, we wondered if it did not because of the merit, capacity, and good sense of her sons in all lands. Impressions of this chance visit to Carchemish were deepened by residence in Constantinople throughout the World War, where we watched the German play for the big stake, of which the Euphrates Bridge was but an incident. And the German lost because of the way he went after it.

“Thomas Lawrence worked another way. His extraordinary achievement was wonderful beyond measure. But it was not a miracle. It was but the outworking of intelligence, imagination, sympathy, character.”

Robert Louis Stevenson in “An Apology for Idlers” deplores that “many who have ‘plied their book diligently’ and know all about some branch or other of accepted lore, come out of the study with an ancient and owl-like demeanor, and prove dry, stockish and dyspeptic in the better and brighter parts of life.” But in Lawrence Stevenson would have found a kindred spirit. Though scholar and scientist, he is neither bookish nor owlish. During the early days of the Arabian Revolution, a Captain Lloyd, now Sir George Lloyd, recent governor of Bombay, was in the desert with him for a short while. He once said to me: “It is difficult to describe the delight of intimate association with such a man. I found him both poet and philosopher, but possessor of an unfailing sense of humor.”

Mr. Luther Fowle’s description of that “U-shaped room” at Carchemish is an illustration of this same sense of humor which makes Lawrence so thoroughly human, and which saved his life on more than one occasion. Major Young, of the Near Eastern Secret Corps, who in pre-war days had known Lawrence in Mesopotamia, relates another incident. Representatives of England, Germany, France, Russia, and Turkey met in 1912 and agreed to an arrangement which gave the Germans control of the important strategic harbor of Alexandretta, and also permission to continue the railway which they long had wanted to extend through from Berlin to Bagdad in order to open up a direct route to the treasure-vaults of Hindustan and Far Cathay. Lawrence, with his intimate knowledge of history, saw in this a bold Prussian threat against British power in Asia. Upon learning of the agreement he immediately hurried down to Cairo, demanded an audience with Lord Kitchener, and asked K. of K. why Germany had been permitted to get control of Alexandretta, the vital port to which Disraeli referred when he said that the peace of the world would one day depend on the control of that point on the coast of Asia Minor toward which the finger of Cyprus pointed. Kitchener replied:

“I have warned London repeatedly, but the Foreign Office pays no attention. Within two years there will be a World War. Unfortunately, young man, you and I can’t stop it, so run along and sell your papers.”

Although deeply chagrined because Britain, wrapped in slumber, had allowed Germany to extend her sphere of influence all the way from the Baltic to the Persian Gulf, Lawrence decided to amuse himself by “pulling the leg” of the German engineers who were working with feverish haste on the Berlin-to-Bagdad Railway.
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