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**To S.**




Right, so here's the thing about love and war and basically fucking everything up in the most spectacular way possible. I loved you. I mean, really loved you, not in that half-hearted way you love a decent compilation album or your local pub when they've got the match on. This was proper, life-destroying, rearrange-the-entire-Middle-East kind of love.




So obviously I thought, like an absolute pillock, that if I could just organize a revolution, unite the Arab tribes, and basically rewrite the map of the world, you'd be impressed. You know how it is when you fancy someone and you think that if you can just demonstrate your worth through some grand gesture – like learning to play "The River" on guitar or reading all of Dickens – they'll suddenly see you in a completely different light and everything will work out.




Death was my wingman for a while there, which should have been my first clue that this wasn't going to end with us having a nice dinner and talking about our feelings. But when we finally made it back and I saw you – God, when you smiled – Death basically jumped the queue like some bastard at the bar and took you away before I could even explain what I'd been trying to do.




The thing about love is that it makes you think you've got time. Like when you're in HMV and you keep picking up CDs thinking you'll buy them next week, and then the shop closes down and you never get another chance. Except instead of missing out on a remastered edition of *Pet Sounds*, I missed out on you.




Everyone wanted me to keep the whole Arab independence thing going as some sort of memorial, but honestly? I couldn't be arsed. It felt like keeping a mixtape someone made you after they've dumped you – what's the point? So I let it all fall apart, and now there's just a bunch of politicians picking through the pieces like vultures at a car boot sale.




Look, I should probably mention that Geoffrey Dawson sorted me out with a fellowship at All Souls so I could write this all down, and Herbert Baker let me crash at his place in Westminster. The book got a proper going-over from Bernard and Charlotte Shaw – they basically rewrote half of it and stuck in all the semicolons because apparently I punctuate like a teenager sending text messages.




This isn't exactly an objective account. I was hardly going to file proper reports when I was busy trying to impress a girl and not get shot by Turks. It's like trying to take notes during a really intense gig – you're too busy living it to document it properly. All the other blokes who were there – Wilson, Joyce, Newcombe, and about fifty others whose names I'm dropping like I'm compiling the liner notes for *Now That's What I Call Desert Warfare* – they could probably tell you different stories. Probably better ones, to be honest.




The thing is, war stories are like football matches – the stars get all the credit, but it's really the people you never hear about who do the actual work. And they never get to write the match reports.




**T.E.S.**  
*Cranwell, August 1926*  
*P.S. Still think about you every time I hear an aeroplane engine.*
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Right. So here's the thing about revolutionary movements – they're like really good albums. You know the ones I mean. They start with that killer opening track that makes you sit up and think, Christ, this is going to be something special. Then they build momentum, have a few dodgy middle bits where you're not sure if the whole thing's going to fall apart, and if you're lucky – really lucky – they end with something that makes you want to immediately flip the record over and start again.
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Look, I'm not saying Lawrence of Arabia was like The Clash or anything, but there's definitely something about the way he put together his little desert rebellion that reminds me of a really tight punk album. Raw, occasionally brilliant, probably a bit too long, and with just enough self-loathing to make it interesting.




      INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER 



Okay, so here's the thing about writing a memoir of your own disastrous involvement in a Middle Eastern war: you do it once, lose half of it, and then have to do it all over again because apparently you're the only idiot who thought to write down what it felt like at the time. Which is basically what happened to me.




I'd knocked out the first draft in Paris in 1919, working from notes I'd scribbled during the actual fighting (and honestly, who takes notes during a war? Only me, apparently). But then I lost most of it, which was typical of my organizational skills, and had to reconstruct the whole bloody thing from memory back in London during what was possibly the most depressing winter of my life. It's like losing your record collection and having to remember which songs were on which albums, except instead of arguing about whether "Pet Sounds" is better than "Revolver," I was trying to remember who died when and why.




The thing about memory is that it's rubbish for the important stuff. I could remember the big picture—we went from Mecca to Damascus, we didn't completely cock it up—but the details had gone fuzzy. Dates, numbers, the order things happened in: all corrupted by the intervening months of trying to forget the whole mess. It's like trying to remember a football match from three seasons ago. You know your team won, you remember the feeling, but did they win 2-1 or 3-2? And was it raining?




I've changed most of the names, obviously. Some of the blokes I worked with have disappeared into respectable jobs—what I call "the shallow grave of public duty"—and won't thank me for reminding everyone they once did something interesting. Others are still kicking about and probably don't want their mates knowing they spent two years getting shot at in the desert with a neurotic Englishman who couldn't decide if he was Lawrence of Arabia or just another public school tosser playing at being important.




The annoying thing is that by focusing on my own story, I've made it sound like I was the only Brit out there doing anything useful. Which is completely unfair to the others—Wilson, Joyce, Newcombe, and the rest—who were all technically senior to me and probably better at the actual job. But they didn't write the book, did they? It's like being in a band where the bass player writes the autobiography: suddenly every song becomes about the bass line, even though everyone knows the bass player just stands there looking moody while the real musicians do the work.




I keep saying it was "an Arab war waged and led by Arabs for an Arab aim," which sounds noble and self-effacing, but let's be honest: I wrote a 300-page book about it, so I obviously thought I was fairly central to proceedings. It's like saying "it wasn't about me" while simultaneously making it entirely about you. Classic English self-deprecation that somehow manages to be even more self-aggrandizing than just admitting you think you're brilliant.




The truth is, we all thought we were changing the world. We had that intoxicating sense that we were building something completely new, that the old rules didn't apply. It's the same feeling you get when your team makes an unexpected cup run, or when you discover a band before anyone else has heard of them. Except instead of bragging rights, we were dealing with the collapse of empires and the invention of new countries.




But then, predictably, the adults took over. The politicians and diplomats moved in and carved everything up according to the same old pattern, and suddenly our beautiful, revolutionary war looked like just another bit of imperial housekeeping. It was like watching your favorite underground venue get bought by a chain and turned into a themed restaurant.




The worst part is that I knew this would happen. I knew the promises we made to the Arabs were basically worthless, but I told them to fight anyway because I thought—and this is the really arrogant bit—that I could somehow outwit the entire British government and their allies when it came to the peace settlement. I actually believed I could win the war and then win the peace by being cleverer than everyone else. Which is like thinking you can beat both Manchester United and then negotiate a better TV rights deal than Sky Sports.




So this book is my attempt to explain why I did what I did, knowing what I knew. It's not history—it's just one person's account of how it felt to be young and idealistic and completely out of your depth in a situation where people's lives depended on your decisions. It's full of trivial details and petty observations because that's what I remember: not the grand strategic picture, but the taste of the wind and the way we all got along despite everything being completely mad.




Everyone dreams, but most people have the sense to keep their dreams private. I acted mine out in public, with real consequences for real people, and I'm still not sure whether that makes me brave or just criminally irresponsible.




      INTRODUCTION. Foundations of Revolt 



      CHAPTERS I TO VII 



Right, so there were these English blokes—Kitchener being the main one, obviously—who had this absolutely mental idea that if they could get the Arabs to have a proper go at the Turks, then Britain could basically kill two birds with one stone while scrapping with the Germans. Genius, right?




The thing is, they reckoned they knew all about the Arabs—you know, what made them tick, how hard they could hit, what their patch of desert was really like. And based on all this expert knowledge (and I'm using air quotes here), they figured this whole Arab rebellion thing would work out brilliantly. They even had it all mapped out, like they were planning a particularly complicated away day.




So they gave it the green light. Got all the proper paperwork sorted with the British government—formal assurances and everything. Very official. Very British.




But here's the kicker: when the Sherif of Mecca actually kicked things off, everyone was like, "Bloody hell, is this actually happening?" Even though it was their idea in the first place. The Allies were caught completely on the hop, standing around like football fans who'd turned up to the wrong ground on the wrong day.




And predictably, it all got a bit messy. Some people loved it, others absolutely hated it, and soon enough everyone was arguing about whose fault it was when it all started going tits up. Because that's what happens, isn't it? You get everyone's hopes up with your brilliant plan, and then when real life gets involved, it turns into a complete shambles.




      CHAPTER I 



Look, I'm not going to pretend this whole thing wasn't completely mental from start to finish. I mean, what did we expect? We were basically a bunch of blokes stuck in the middle of nowhere, sweating our arses off during the day and freezing at night, all in the name of some grand idea about freedom that probably sounded a lot better when we weren't actually living it.




The thing about ideals - and this is something I should have worked out earlier, really - is that they're like supporting Arsenal. At first it's just something you do, maybe because your dad did it, or because you fancy yourself as a bit of a romantic. But then, gradually, it takes over your entire life. Before you know it, you're traveling to places like Burnley on a Tuesday night in February, spending money you don't have, shouting at players who can't hear you, all because of this thing that started as a choice but has somehow become who you are.




That's what happened to us out there. We'd signed up for this cause, and after a while the cause owned us completely. We weren't fighting for freedom anymore; we were fighting because that's what we did. It was like being in the worst possible relationship - you know, the kind where you can't remember why you got together in the first place, but you're too invested to walk away.




The whole sex thing - Christ, I don't know where to start with that. Put a bunch of young men together in the desert for months on end, with no privacy and no women, and things are going to get complicated. It's not rocket science, is it? Some of the lads started pairing off, which seemed reasonable enough under the circumstances. Others got weird about it, turned it into some kind of punishment thing. Honestly, the whole situation was like being stuck in a really grim boarding school, except with more guns and significantly higher stakes.




The worst part was that I was supposed to be leading these people, but I never really felt like one of them. It was like being the manager of a football team where you don't speak the language and you're not entirely sure you understand the rules. I was trying to be Lawrence of Arabia, but most of the time I felt more like David Brent of Arabia - completely out of my depth and probably doing more harm than good.




The violence became routine, which is probably the most disturbing thing of all. When you're living day to day, when everyone around you might be dead tomorrow, moral boundaries start to seem like luxuries you can't afford. We did things... well, let's just say that if you'd told me five years earlier what I'd be capable of, I'd have laughed. Or been sick. Probably both.




And now? Now I'm back in England, trying to write about it all, and I honestly don't know what the point was. The romantic version of events - the one that'll end up in the history books - bears about as much resemblance to what actually happened as a match report does to ninety minutes of watching your team play like they've never seen a football before.




The truth is, I'm not really English anymore, but I was never really Arab either. I'm like someone who's moved cities for a job and spent years trying to fit in, only to realize they don't belong in either place. Except instead of just feeling awkward at dinner parties, I've completely lost track of who I'm supposed to be.




Sometimes I think the whole thing was just an elaborate way of ruining my life while convincing myself I was doing something important. A bit like being a music journalist, really, but with more explosions and fewer free CDs.




      CHAPTER II 



Look, I'll be honest with you – I'm not exactly the sort of bloke who sits around pondering the ethnic complexities of the Arab world. I mean, I can barely figure out who supports which football team in North London without getting into a fight, let alone work out who counts as Arab and who doesn't. But here's the thing Lawrence was getting at, and it's actually quite interesting once you get past all the "parallelogram" business (honestly, who talks like that?).




So the Arabs. First problem: who exactly are they? It's like trying to define what makes someone a proper music fan – is it the records you own, the gigs you've been to, or just the fact that you genuinely believe *Pet Sounds* is better than *Revolver*? (It isn't, by the way.) The Arabs had the same identity crisis, except instead of arguing about the Beatles versus the Beach Boys, they were trying to work out whether being Arab meant coming from Arabia (the place) or speaking Arabic (the language). 




Turns out it was the language thing. Arabic was spoken everywhere from Syria down to the big empty bit on the map that most people just call "Arabia" – you know, the one that's mostly sand and camels. Before Islam came along and sorted everyone out, all these different peoples were knocking about speaking related languages: Arabic, Hebrew, Aramaic, the lot. They were like linguistic cousins, the kind who recognize each other at family reunions but still argue about who's got the better claim to grandad's inheritance.




The whole Arabic-speaking area was shaped like a wonky rectangle – imagine a football pitch drawn by someone who's had a few too many pints. It stretched from the Mediterranean down to the Indian Ocean, big as India but with considerably fewer people per square mile. Throughout history, everyone and their brother had a go at conquering it: Egyptians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Turks, the Crusaders. They all turned up with their armies and their big ideas, but the desert just swallowed them up. It was like watching a series of Premier League managers trying to fix Arsenal – they'd arrive full of confidence, make a few changes, then disappear without trace while the essential character of the place remained exactly the same.




The geography dictated everything, really. It's like how living in Manchester makes you either love football or hate it – there's no middle ground. The western edge was all mountains and hills, well-watered and packed with people. The eastern side was plains and desert. And right in the middle, like the expensive seats at a concert, were these oases – Kasim and Aridh – which were the real heart of Arabia. Pure, untouched by outside influence, surrounded by enough sand to keep the tour buses away.




The population moved around like punters at a festival – always heading toward wherever looked more promising. In the north, people were dying off in the cities (bad drains, basically), so the country folk moved in to fill the gaps. In Lebanon, they'd improved the plumbing, so half the young people buggered off to America instead. Classic brain drain – like watching all the decent bands leave your local scene for London.




But Yemen – now that was different. No industry, no trade, just market towns that were actually quite pleasant. The population kept growing, but there was nowhere for them to go. They couldn't head overseas, couldn't go north because of Mecca (which was full of pilgrims from everywhere else, like Glastonbury but with more praying and less mud), so they got squeezed eastward into increasingly crap territory. 




It was like musical chairs, but with oases. The stronger tribes pushed the weaker ones further out, from good water and decent palm trees to progressively worse water and scrappier palm trees, until finally they ended up in places where you couldn't grow anything at all. So they got into herding sheep and camels instead – the equivalent of forming a tribute band when you can't make it as an original act.




Eventually, some of them got pushed right out into the desert as nomads. Not because they wanted to – who chooses to live in a place where the nearest Tesco is a three-day camel ride away? – but because they had no choice. They'd start as farmers in the hills, get squeezed out, become herders, then finally end up as full-time nomads wandering around the desert with their animals, probably wondering how the hell their lives had come to this.




The whole system was like a massive, slow-motion mosh pit. People born in the mountains of Yemen would get pushed into the desert, spend generations as nomads, then eventually get shoved out the other end into Syria or Mesopotamia, where they'd gradually settle down and become farmers again. It was the world's most inefficient recycling system, but it worked. Every settled Arab had nomad ancestors somewhere in their family tree, and every nomad dreamed of settling down somewhere with reliable water and decent soil.




The thing is, this constant movement – this endless circulation of people from farm to desert to farm again – it's what kept the whole Arabic world alive and kicking. It was like a massive cultural mixing desk, blending different tribes and traditions and keeping everything from getting too comfortable or stagnant. Not exactly what you'd call a comfortable way to live, but it certainly kept things interesting.




      CHAPTER III 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I understand the Arabs. I mean, who does, really? It's like trying to explain why Arsenal always bottle it in the crucial matches, or why I keep buying records I already own on vinyl when I've got the CD. Some things just are.




But here's what I noticed about them, and bear with me because this is going to sound a bit mental: they don't do grey areas. At all. It's like they've never heard of the concept. You know how us lot spend half our lives going "Well, on the one hand this, but on the other hand that, and of course you've got to consider..." Not them. They're either completely, utterly, magnificently right about something, or they're completely, utterly, spectacularly wrong. There's no middle ground, no "quite good" or "not bad" or "could be worse." It's either the best thing that's ever happened in the history of the universe, or it's total and utter bollocks.




And the weird thing is, they can hold two completely contradictory opinions at the same time without breaking a sweat. It's like supporting both Tottenham and Arsenal simultaneously - which should be impossible, right? But somehow they manage it. They'll follow one mad idea to its absolutely logical conclusion, then turn around and follow the exact opposite idea with equal conviction. It's mental, but also sort of admirable in a way that makes you feel a bit pathetic about your own wishy-washy fence-sitting.




They're not big on doubt, either. Doubt is like our national sport - we've made an art form out of second-guessing ourselves. But Arabs? They think doubt is for mugs. They've got this certainty that's almost mathematical, like they've worked out the exact formula for How Things Are and they're not interested in showing their working.




The thing is, they're not really into making stuff. I don't mean they can't - they've got money, they'll pay other people to build amazing buildings and make beautiful pots and all that. But they don't seem bothered about creating things themselves. It's like they're too busy having enormous, world-changing ideas to worry about the details. They don't do philosophy or complicated mythologies or elaborate organizational charts. They just cut straight to the big stuff.




And Christ, do they do big stuff. They've basically cornered the market in religions that actually matter. Christianity, Islam - these are Arab exports that have taken over half the world. Meanwhile, the stuff that didn't make it, the religious equivalent of failed bands, that's all scattered about their backyard like old demo tapes nobody wants to hear.




The pattern's always the same, too. Some bloke gets born in a city, gets completely fed up with urban life (and who can blame him?), buggers off to the desert for a bit of peace and quiet, has what may or may not be a massive spiritual breakthrough, then comes back to tell everyone about it. It's like going to Glastonbury and coming back convinced you've figured out the meaning of life, except sometimes it actually works.




The desert thing is key, though. I went out there once, to this ruined palace where apparently some ancient prince had mixed the clay with flower oils instead of water, which is either incredibly romantic or completely barking, depending on your point of view. My Arab guides were going mental, sniffing around each room going "This is jasmine, this is rose," like they were wine tasters at Harrods. But then they took me to a window and we just stood there breathing in the empty desert air, and they said, "This is the best - it has no taste."




That's when I got it. They were choosing nothing over something. They were actively preferring the absence of stuff to the presence of stuff. It's like preferring silence to music, which should be impossible for someone like me, but there we were.




The Bedouins, the proper desert Arabs, they've taken this to its logical extreme. They've stripped away everything - possessions, comfort, complexity - until there's nothing left but them and God and a lot of sand. And they reckon this makes them free, which it probably does, though it's the kind of freedom that comes with the very real possibility of dying of thirst.




But here's the mad bit - they don't think they're being particularly holy or self-denying. To them, God isn't some distant, disapproving figure they have to grovel to. He's just there, like the weather or the price of petrol. They'll bring Him into everything - their arguments, their meals, their love affairs - without thinking it's weird. We've made God into this awkward, formal relationship, like having dinner with your boss. They treat Him like their best mate.




The problem is, you can't bottle this and sell it in the high street. What works in the desert goes completely tits-up in town. It's too pure, too concentrated. The prophets come back from their desert gaps years thinking they can convert everyone, but it's like trying to get your mates into free jazz - the theory's sound, but most people just can't handle it.




So what happens is, the townspeople either go completely mental trying to live like desert hermits (which never ends well), or they go completely the other way and become these massive hedonists, like they're trying to consume everything the desert blokes have given up. It's all or nothing again - they're either flagellating themselves in caves or they're in some Damascus knocking shop spending their inheritance on expensive hookers.




The thing about Arabs is, you can get them to follow any idea, no matter how mental, as long as you present it with enough conviction. They're like music fans that way - show them something they think is authentic and they'll follow it to the ends of the earth. But the moment success arrives, the moment the idea becomes institutionalized and respectable, they lose interest. It's like watching your favorite underground band sign to a major label - suddenly it's not special anymore.




They've been doing this for centuries - throwing themselves at the material world like waves against rocks, getting smashed to pieces, then regrouping and doing it again. Each time they chip away a bit more of the rock. Maybe one day they'll actually break through, wash over everything, and it'll be just them and God and no more complications. Though knowing Arabs, they'd probably find that a bit boring and start the whole thing over again.




I was part of one of those waves, the one that crashed at Damascus. And like all the others, it didn't quite work out as planned. But that's the thing about waves - there's always another one coming.




      CHAPTER IV 



Right, so here's the thing about the Arabs – and I know this sounds like the kind of sweeping generalization that would get me into trouble at dinner parties, but bear with me – they were basically like that mate we all have who's brilliant in short bursts but completely useless at following through.




Think about it: first they go tearing around the Mediterranean like they're on some sort of historical gap year, conquering everything in sight, absolutely mental with enthusiasm. But then – and this is where it gets depressing, like watching your favourite football team bottle a two-goal lead – they just couldn't be arsed with the boring stuff. Administration? Systems? The day-to-day grind of actually running an empire? Forget it. They'd rather have a cup of tea and discuss philosophy. Which is admirable, in a way, but hardly practical when you've got half the known world to manage.




So obviously the Turks moved in. Classic opportunists, the Turks – started off as the helpful friends, you know, "Don't worry, we'll sort out your paperwork," then gradually became the flatmates from hell who eat all your food and never pay rent, except instead of nicking your Pot Noodles they were systematically destroying an entire civilization. By the end they were basically running a protection racket, except they were the ones you needed protection from.




The thing is, the Arabs had been pretty decent at the intellectual stuff – proper cultured, knew their Greek and Latin when most of Europe was still figuring out which end of a sword to hold. They were like the clever kids at school who could quote Aristotle but couldn't organize a piss-up in a brewery. And for a while, when Europe was going through its embarrassing Dark Ages phase, this actually worked quite well. The Arabs looked positively sophisticated by comparison, like being the only person at a party who knows how to use the coffee machine.




But then the Turks arrived and it all went to shit. Properly to shit. The Arabs found themselves living under what was basically a military dictatorship run by people with all the cultural sensitivity of football hooligans. Everything that made them Arab – their language, their traditions, their sense of who they were – got systematically trampled on. It was like watching someone take your record collection and replace it entirely with Steps albums.




The Arabs weren't having it, obviously. You can't just tell people to stop being who they are – it's like trying to convince someone from Manchester that they're actually from Liverpool. Doesn't work. So they rebelled, repeatedly, with the sort of bloody-minded persistence that you have to admire, even when it was clearly hopeless.




The weird thing is, they ended up clinging to their language like it was the last lifeboat on the Titanic. Which makes sense when you think about it – if someone's nicking everything else that defines you, you're going to hang onto your words like grim death. Plus they had the Koran, which was basically their greatest hit, their "Bohemian Rhapsody" if you will – untouchable, perfect, and proof that they were better than their oppressors.




Then came 1908 and the Young Turks, who were basically like New Labour – full of big ideas about modernization and reform, but ultimately just as controlling as the old lot, only with better PR. At first everyone got excited – "Oh brilliant, constitutional government, equal rights, we're all mates now!" – like thinking your terrible boss has changed just because they've started wearing different ties.




The subject races – Arabs, Armenians, Greeks, the lot – all bought into it initially. They were like punters getting carried away in the transfer window, convinced this was finally going to be their season. They started forming committees and writing manifestos, probably stayed up all night discussing Herbert Spencer, the political theory equivalent of arguing about whether Radiohead's best album is OK Computer or Kid A.




But the Turks got the wind up pretty quickly when they realized what they'd unleashed. Suddenly it was "Turkey for the Turks" – which has a nasty ring to it, like something you'd hear at a particularly unpleasant political rally. The Arabs, being the biggest minority, got it in the neck first. Societies banned, leaders arrested, Arabic language suppressed even more harshly than before. It was like being promised your own room and then being locked in the cellar.




But here's the thing – once you've given people a taste of freedom, you can't just take it back and expect them to forget about it. It's like showing someone a really good restaurant and then telling them they have to go back to eating at McDonald's forever. The Arabs had seen what was possible, and the more they got pushed around, the angrier they became.




So they went underground. The societies turned from book clubs into proper conspiracies, with all the passwords and secret handshakes and dramatic oaths that secret societies love. The Ahad in Mesopotamia was particularly hardcore – basically Arab army officers planning to learn everything they could from the Turkish military and then turn it against them. Which is quite clever when you think about it, like spending years working at your rival's company just so you can eventually poach all their best clients.




Meanwhile in Syria you had the Fetah, which was more your middle-class revolutionary outfit – doctors and writers and landowners, the sort of people who probably had very strong opinions about the correct way to serve coffee. They were good at organizing but maybe a bit too fond of asking other people to do their fighting for them, like football fans who spend all their time writing angry letters to the club chairman but never actually go to matches.




When the war started in 1914, the Young Turks really showed their true colors. Enver, Talaat, and Jemal – the three of them like some sort of sinister boy band – decided it was time to sort out the minorities once and for all. They found some convenient French diplomatic papers that showed Arabs talking to the French about independence, which was perfect for their purposes. Nothing like a bit of foreign conspiracy to justify a good old-fashioned crackdown.




What followed was absolutely brutal. The Armenians got the worst of it – systematic massacre, deportation, the full horror show. And the message to the Arabs was crystal clear: this is what happens to people who get ideas above their station. It was terrorism, pure and simple, designed to scare everyone else into submission.




The thing that's almost admirable, in a horrible way, is how Jemal Pasha managed to unite all the different Arab groups – Muslims, Christians, rich, poor, the lot – by treating them all equally badly. Nothing brings people together quite like having a common enemy who wants to destroy everything you care about.




And then, just to add insult to injury, they tried to get the Sherif of Mecca to declare a Holy War on their behalf. Which is a bit like asking someone to bless your marriage just after you've burned down their house.




      CHAPTER V 



Look, I'll be honest with you - I never really got the whole Lawrence of Arabia thing until I read this stuff about the Sherifs of Mecca. I mean, I knew it was supposed to be important, all that desert warfare and Arab nationalism business, but it always seemed a bit, well, foreign. Like trying to understand the offside rule when you've never actually watched a proper football match.




But here's the thing about the Sherifs - and this is where it gets interesting, in a completely mental way. These blokes had been running Mecca for nine hundred years. Nine hundred years! That's like if the same family had been managing Arsenal since before football was even invented. And they had this massive family tree - literally a giant scroll - that proved they were all descended from Mohammed's daughter. It's like the ultimate season ticket holder's pedigree, except instead of watching football, they were in charge of the holiest site in Islam.




The Turks, who were basically the Premier League of the Ottoman Empire at this point, couldn't decide whether to respect these guys or bin them off entirely. Classic management dilemma, really. Too powerful to sack, too independent to trust. So they did what any nervous chairman would do - they brought some of them to Constantinople and kept them as, let's call them, 'technical consultants.' Honourable captivity, they called it, which is a bit like being made Director of Football when everyone knows you're never getting near the team selection.




Hussein ibn Ali was stuck in this Turkish equivalent of executive box hell for eighteen years. Eighteen years! That's longer than Wenger was at Arsenal, and probably just as frustrating. But fair play to the man, he used the time to get his sons - Ali, Abdulla, Feisal, and Zeid - properly educated. Modern education, the kind that would later help them run rings around the Turkish army. It's like sending your kids to the best football academies while you're banned from the touchline.




When the Young Turks took over (and honestly, what is it with political movements and rubbish names?), they sent Hussein back to Mecca as the main man. Probably thought he'd be grateful, but Hussein was nobody's mug. He started rebuilding his power base while keeping his sons in key positions - Abdulla was vice-chairman of the Turkish House of Commons, Feisal was the MP for Jidda. Smart politics, like having your people on the FA board while you're managing the national team.




Then the war kicked off, and everything went completely tits up. The pilgrimage stopped - imagine the revenue loss, like cancelling the World Cup indefinitely. The Turks needed Hussein to endorse their Holy War against Christianity, which was mental on several levels, not least because they were allied with Germany, who were, last time anyone checked, pretty much Christian. Hussein, being a decent sort with actual principles, told them where to stick it.




What happened next was pure cloak-and-dagger stuff. The Arab officers in Syria and Mesopotamia basically said, 'Look, Hussein, you're the daddy of all Arabs, help us stick it to the Turks.' So Hussein sent Feisal to Damascus to scope things out, Ali to Medina to quietly raise an army, and Abdulla to sound out the British. It's like sending your scouts to check out the opposition while secretly preparing for the match of your life.




Feisal's intelligence reports were a masterclass in 'good news, bad news.' Good news: loads of Arab troops ready to switch sides. Bad news: everyone thought Germany was going to win, so nobody wanted to back a losing horse. Classic fair-weather supporter mentality.




The really mental bit was when Feisal had to play this incredible double game. He's living in Damascus as Jemal Pasha's guest, watching his mates get hanged for treason, while pretending to be a loyal Ottoman officer. Jemal would actually take him to watch the executions of his own supporters. Imagine having to sit in the directors' box watching your best players get sold to your worst rivals, and having to smile about it.




The correspondence between father and son was like something out of a spy novel - letters hidden in sword hilts, sewn into sandals, written in invisible ink. Meanwhile, Hussein was getting increasingly wound up, ready to declare war on the entire Ottoman Empire with what was basically a collection of desert tribes and whatever troops his son Ali could rustle up in the Hejaz.




The absolute pinnacle of this madness was when Enver Pasha and Jemal turned up to inspect Hussein's 'Holy War' army. Picture this: Feisal's standing there with two of the most powerful men in the Ottoman Empire, watching troops drill in the desert, and these are the very same troops who are about to rebel against them. Enver asks, 'Are these all volunteers for the Holy War?' and Feisal says, 'Yes' - which was technically true, except the Holy War they had in mind wasn't quite what Enver was expecting.




The Arab chiefs were practically begging Feisal to let them kill Enver and Jemal there and then - 'My Lord, shall we kill them now?' - and Feisal's going, 'No, they're our guests.' It's like having the referee at a cup final asking if you want to take out the opposition manager, and you having to say no because you've offered him a pre-match cup of tea.




After that near-miss, the Turks got suspicious (took them long enough) and flooded the Hejaz with troops. Feisal's dreams of a quick victory were basically stuffed, but it was too late to back out. Four days later, he raised the Arab flag, and that was it - game on.




What strikes me about the whole thing is how it was all such a massive gamble. Hussein was basically betting everything on a revolt that could have gone either way. But sometimes - just sometimes - fortune really does favour the brave. The Arab revolt succeeded, at least initially, though like most success stories, it all went a bit pear-shaped afterwards.




Still, you have to admire the sheer bloody-minded determination of it all. Nine hundred years of family tradition, eighteen years of captivity, months of impossible double-dealing, and then the decision to risk everything on one throw of the dice. It's the kind of story that makes you think that maybe, just maybe, principles and courage still count for something, even when the odds are completely stacked against you.




      CHAPTER VI 



Look, I'd been knocking about the Middle East for years before the war kicked off, and not in the way most English blokes did it – you know, the whole pith helmet and gin-and-tonic routine. I was properly skint, which meant I had to muck in with the locals rather than swan about with the colonial types. It was a bit like supporting a non-league football team – you get to see things the Premier League punters never do, and you understand the game from the terraces rather than the directors' box.




What I'd worked out, spending all that time with village people and tribesmen who'd never met a European who wasn't trying to flog them something or convert them to something, was that the Ottoman Empire was basically Arsenal under Arsène Wenger's final seasons – still trading on past glories but falling apart at the seams, unable to adapt to the modern game.




The Turks were brilliant when warfare was basically about having the biggest sword and the most willingness to use it. But now everything was telegrams and bureaucracy and complicated financial instruments – it was like asking Tony Adams to play like Thierry Henry. The people running the show weren't even proper Turks anymore; they were the Young Turks, who were about as Turkish as I am. They were like a tribute band – they looked the part from a distance but when you got up close, something was fundamentally off.




The ordinary Turkish soldiers were the most heartbreaking thing you've ever seen. Imagine the most loyal fan base in the world – the sort who'd follow their team to Grimsby on a Tuesday night in February – except their managers kept selling their best players and spending the money on cocaine. These lads would do absolutely anything they were told, which made them simultaneously the best and worst soldiers imaginable. Their officers treated them like absolute dirt, and by the time most of them finished their service, they were so broken they couldn't even go home.




It was obvious someone needed to step in, and it couldn't be another European power because, frankly, we'd all tried that and made a complete pig's ear of it every time. The answer was staring us in the face: the Arabs. They'd been under Turkish rule for five hundred years, which is longer than most people support the same football club, and they were ready for a change.




We weren't exactly the Magnificent Seven – more like a particularly obsessive fantasy football league. Clayton was our manager, the sort of bloke who never raised his voice but somehow everyone ended up doing exactly what he wanted. You'd leave a meeting with him not entirely sure what had been decided, but knowing you'd committed to something important.




Storrs was the star player, the kind of Renaissance man who could probably have run the Foreign Office, the National Gallery, and the BBC simultaneously, except he was too interested in beautiful things to focus properly on ugly politics. George Lloyd was our financial genius, though he had the attention span of a golden retriever – brilliant at everything, but always chasing the next interesting thing.




Mark Sykes was our wildcard, the sort of person who'd redesign the entire world order on a napkin after three drinks, and it would be simultaneously completely mad and oddly compelling. He could make you believe anything for about twenty minutes, which in politics is often long enough. When he finally realized how wrong he'd been about everything, he tried to make amends, but died before he could properly sort it out – which was typical, really.




Hogarth was our wise old uncle, the one who'd actually read history books and could tell us why our brilliant new ideas had been tried before and ended in disaster. Without him, we'd have probably started three more wars by accident.




The thing about Mesopotamia was that we had the perfect opportunity and completely bottled it. It was like being 2-0 up against ten men and somehow managing to lose 3-2. The local Arabs wanted to help us – their own commanders admitted they were openly disloyal to Turkey – but the India Office got greedy and wanted to run the place like a colony rather than treat the Arabs as allies.




So instead of having the locals fighting with us, like Allenby managed in Syria, our lot in Mesopotamia spent the whole war acting like occupiers, which made everything ten times harder than it needed to be. It was the difference between playing at home with the crowd behind you and playing away with everyone hoping you'll lose.




      CHAPTER VII 



Look, the whole Mesopotamia thing was a massive letdown – like when you think you're going to see your favorite band but they cancel at the last minute and you end up with the support act playing to three people and a dog. But McMahon, bless him, kept plugging away with his Mecca negotiations like a man trying to chat up someone completely out of his league. Somehow, against all odds – and despite us getting our arses kicked at Gallipoli and Kut – he actually pulled it off. 




Most of us thought the Sherif would never actually fight. I mean, it's like thinking your mate Dave will finally ask out that girl he's been obsessing over for three years – you know it's never going to happen. So when he actually did rebel and started helping us out, we were all standing around going "Bloody hell, Dave actually did it."




But here's the thing about success – it's like supporting a lower league football team that suddenly gets promoted. Suddenly everyone wants a piece of the action, and the politics get nasty fast. McMahon and Clayton deserved the credit, but you know how it is – professional jealousy is like a really aggressive form of cancer that spreads through military hierarchies.




Sir Archibald Murray, the top brass in Egypt, was having none of it. Fair enough, really – nobody wants some other department muscling in on their territory. It's like having your flatmate invite his mates round to watch the match on your telly without asking. Murray couldn't stand the civilian lot (they'd been keeping the peace between him and General Maxwell, which must have been like refereeing a particularly vicious custody battle), but he couldn't be trusted with the Arab business either. Neither he nor his people had the first clue about the ethnological side of things – they were about as culturally sensitive as a Top Gear presenter at a climate change conference.




Still, Murray could make McMahon and the High Commission look like complete pillocks, which he did with the dedication of a man collecting football stickers. He was a worrier, the sort who'd lie awake at night wondering if he'd locked the front door, except instead of burglars he was fretting about his reputation.




His wingman was General Lynden Bell – a proper soldier's soldier who treated politicians like they were carrying something contagious. He had this forced joviality that fooled absolutely nobody, like a bouncer trying to be your best mate. A couple of the General Staff officers jumped on the bandwagon, and before you knew it, poor old McMahon was completely stuffed, trying to run a war with nothing but a few Foreign Office types for company.




The thing is, some of these military types seemed genuinely pissed off that outsiders were getting involved in their game. It's like being a season ticket holder and watching some corporate hospitality crowd getting the best seats. Plus, they'd been trained to make mountains out of molehills for so long that when something genuinely important came along, they treated it like it was nothing. Watching them operate was like watching someone try to fix a Ferrari engine with a set of Allen keys – technically they had tools, but Christ, what a mess they made of it.




Their petty squabbling and backstabbing made the military lot sick to their stomachs, and it was embarrassing for the rest of us too. They were letting down the High Commissioner something chronic – he was so far above them in class and competence it wasn't even funny.




Wingate, meanwhile, was convinced he had the whole Middle East situation sussed. He could see the potential in the Arab development – the credit, the glory, the whole nine yards. But when the criticism started mounting against McMahon, Wingate distanced himself faster than you'd move away from someone with norovirus on a crowded train. London started making noises about bringing in someone with more experience to sort out the mess.




And what a mess it was becoming. The Hejaz operation was falling apart like a cheap suit. Nobody was talking to the Arab forces properly, nobody was giving them decent intelligence or tactical advice, and nobody seemed to give a toss about understanding the local situation. It was like trying to manage a football team when you don't speak the language and you've never seen the players kick a ball.




The French Military Mission – which Clayton had suggested to keep our allies sweet – was busy stabbing Sherif Hussein in the back at every opportunity. They were proposing strategies that would have made him look like a complete sellout to every Muslim in the region. It was political suicide dressed up as diplomacy.




Wingate, now supposedly running our side of the cooperation, got talked into landing foreign troops at Rabegh to protect Mecca from the Turks. McMahon, drowning in conflicting advice, started contradicting himself left and right, which gave Murray all the ammunition he needed. The whole Arab Revolt started looking like a joke, and the Staff Officers in Egypt were practically taking bets on when Sherif Hussein would end up decorating a Turkish gallows.




My own position was about as comfortable as a vegetarian at a hog roast. I was Staff Captain under Clayton, supposedly dealing with Turkish Army intelligence and map-making, but I'd sort of drifted into editing this secret weekly newsletter called the Arab Bulletin – think Private Eye but with more camel-related content and higher stakes. Clayton kept pulling me deeper into the Arab Bureau, this tiny outfit he was setting up for McMahon.




Then Clayton got the boot from the General Staff, and Colonel Holdich took over. He wanted to keep me on, but since he clearly didn't need me for anything useful, I figured he was just trying to keep me away from the Arab business – like being transferred to a different department to stop you shagging the boss's daughter.




When I asked to be transferred properly, they told me to sod off. So I decided to get creative. I started being an absolute nightmare on the phone to the Canal staff – correcting their grammar, pointing out their mistakes, generally being the sort of pedantic git that makes people fantasize about violence. It was like being that person who corrects everyone's pronunciation at parties, except with military intelligence reports.




Within days they were ready to murder me. Perfect timing to ask for ten days' leave to go to Jidda with Storrs. They couldn't wait to get rid of me, and started planning what boring desk job they'd stick me with when I got back. Little did they know I had no intention of coming back to give them the chance.




I confessed everything to Clayton, who arranged for the Residency to get the Foreign Office to transfer me to the Arab Bureau. By the time the Egypt command found out, it would be too late to stop it.




So off Storrs and I went, happy as Larry. In the East, they say you should never go straight across a square – always take three sides. My little escape plan was oriental in that sense, but I felt justified because I genuinely believed the Arab Revolt could work if it was handled properly. I'd been involved from the start, and I'd invested too much hope in it to sit back and watch it get destroyed by people who couldn't see the point. Being a good professional soldier – playing by the rules, not making waves – would have meant watching my whole plan get wrecked by bureaucrats who didn't give a damn about it.




Sometimes you've just got to take matters into your own hands.




      BOOK ONE. The Discovery of Feisal 



      CHAPTERS VIII TO XVI 



I'd always reckoned the whole Arab revolt thing was going tits-up because nobody decent was running it. You know how it is – like being a football fan when your team keeps losing because the manager's useless and the chairman's a tightwad who won't buy anyone decent. The Arabs had their leaders, we had ours, and frankly, the lot of them were about as inspiring as a Coldplay B-side.




So I thought, sod it, I'll go down to Arabia and have a look at these so-called great men myself. Make my own mind up, like when you finally get round to reading that book everyone's been banging on about and it turns out to be complete rubbish.




First up was the Sherif of Mecca – ancient, obviously. Past it. Then there was Abdullah, who was one of those irritatingly clever types who think they're the smartest person in the room (and usually are, which makes it worse). Ali was too clean – you know the sort, probably ironed his socks and had opinions about thread counts. And Zeid? Well, Zeid was just too bloody cool for school, wasn't he? The kind of bloke who'd turn up to his own execution looking bored.




But then I rode up to see Feisal, and Christ, it was like hearing the Velvet Underground for the first time. Here was someone with actual fire in his belly, but not the mad, random sort – the focused kind. Like a proper manager who knows his tactics but can still give the team a bollocking when they need it. His tribesmen looked like they could actually do the business, and the hills around there were perfect – like having home advantage at a ground where the away fans always get lost trying to find the stadium.




So I headed back to Egypt feeling pretty pleased with myself, told the top brass that forget all that Rabegh nonsense – Mecca was safe because Feisal was sitting up there in Jebel Subh like a spider in a web, ready to hit anyone who tried it on from the side. Job done.




      CHAPTER VIII 



Right, so there we were, stuck on this boat called the LAMA - and honestly, the name should have been a clue that this wasn't going to be your typical Mediterranean cruise. It was one of those converted liners that looked like it had been put together by someone who'd read a manual on shipbuilding but had lost the last few pages.




The thing is, I quite liked these short naval trips. They reminded me of those perfect Sunday afternoons when Arsenal are playing away and you can just sit in the pub without the crushing anxiety of actually having to watch them lose. But this time was different. We were like that group of mates who turn up at someone's local and immediately make everyone uncomfortable just by existing.




The crew had given up their beds for us, which was decent of them, but you could tell they resented it in that particularly British way - all tight smiles and muttered complaints about how we were taking up their space with our 'irregular talk' (their words, not mine). 




Storrs was being even more of a pain than usual. He did this thing where he'd walk around the deck like he was surveying his kingdom, except his kingdom was a converted liner full of people he didn't want to talk to. 'No one worth talking to,' he announced, which is exactly the sort of thing you say when you're the kind of person who thinks having strong opinions about Debussy makes you intellectually superior to everyone else.




So he plonked himself down in one of the good chairs - naturally - and started banging on about French composers with Aziz el Masri, who was sitting in the other good chair. Aziz was this Arab-Circassian ex-colonel, now a general, basically someone whose CV was so impressive it made you feel bad about your own life choices. He was heading off to discuss military equipment with the Emir of Mecca, which sounds important until you realize that most important-sounding conversations are just elaborate ways of asking for money.




Within minutes, they'd moved from Debussy to slagging off Wagner - Aziz in German, Storrs showing off in German, French, and Arabic like he was auditioning for the Foreign Office (which, let's face it, he probably was). The ship's officers stood around looking like they were at a dinner party where everyone's speaking a different language and discussing wine vintages while you're trying to work out if you can afford the house white.




The journey to Jidda was actually lovely - one of those perfect Red Sea trips where it's never too hot during the day and you can spend the nights walking around the deck feeling like you're in some romantic film about colonial adventures. Right up until we actually arrived, when the heat hit us like walking into a sauna fully clothed.




It was midday, and the sun was doing that thing where it bleaches all the color out of everything, turning the whole place into a black and white photograph of somewhere you definitely don't want to be. The white houses, the black streets, the lagoon shimmering in the distance - it all looked like a mirage, which was probably appropriate since most of what we were doing felt slightly unreal anyway.




There was this other group of buildings north of Jidda that kept appearing and disappearing in the heat haze, bobbing up and down like they were on springs. It looked absolutely dreadful. Standing there, sweating through our clothes, we started to think that maybe this whole 'safe theatre of revolt' thing was safe precisely because no one in their right mind would want to fight over it.




But Colonel Wilson had sent a launch to collect us, so off we went to meet the locals. Half an hour later, we're being greeted by Ruhi, who Storrs knew from way back - the sort of reunion that makes you realize how small the world of British colonial administration actually is. There was a guard of honor for Aziz, which was nice, and we heard that Sherif Abdulla was in town, which was convenient since he was exactly who we'd come to see.




The walk to the Consulate was like a greatest hits of everything unpleasant about hot climates. The market was full of flies that seemed to be engaged in some sort of aerial ballet between the men, the dates, and the meat. The whole place felt like being inside a humidifier. Storrs' white uniform had turned bright red from the leather chairs on the ship, and now he was sweating so much he looked like he'd been varnished. I was too busy watching him turn into a human piece of abstract art to notice that my own clothes were doing interesting things with sweat stains.




Wilson was waiting for us at the Consulate, positioned to catch any sea breeze that might turn up (spoiler alert: it didn't). He was one of those properly English Englishmen who found Storrs suspicious on principle - probably because Storrs had opinions about art and wasn't embarrassed about it. Wilson and I had already had a run-in about whether wearing local clothes was undignified. I'd said they were just uncomfortable; he thought they were wrong. It was the kind of argument that tells you everything you need to know about someone's character.




But Wilson was professional about it. He'd prepared for our meeting with Abdulla and was ready to help, plus we were his guests, and Eastern hospitality was something he took seriously.




When Abdulla arrived - on a white horse, naturally, with an entourage of armed slaves - he was clearly having a good time. He was flush with some recent victory at Taif and seemed like the sort of person who found life generally amusing. Meeting him for the first time, I got the impression of someone who was maybe a bit too cheerful, like those people who are always telling you everything's going to be fine when you know perfectly well it isn't.




He was short, stocky, fair-skinned, with a carefully maintained beard and the kind of easy manner that politicians perfect when they want you to think they're just regular people. But when the conversation got serious, you could see the politician underneath - choosing his words carefully, arguing his points like someone who'd spent a lot of time in meetings where the wrong word could get you killed.




The Arabs apparently thought Abdulla was a mastermind, a brilliant strategist behind the whole revolt. But watching him, I wasn't convinced. He seemed too comfortable, too pleased with himself. He was definitely ambitious - that was obvious - and he clearly wanted to keep the whole Arab independence movement as a family business. So he was playing to us, and through us to London, like a man who knew exactly which buttons to press.




Meanwhile, I was trying to figure out if he was the person we were looking for. The revolt had been going nowhere for months, which in irregular warfare is usually a sign that you're about to lose badly. I suspected what they needed wasn't another clever politician but someone who could actually inspire people to do something difficult and dangerous. Someone with what you might call charisma, though that always sounds a bit naff when you say it out loud.




The more we talked, the more I became convinced that Abdulla was too balanced, too reasonable, too fond of seeing both sides of every argument to be a proper revolutionary leader. He was the sort of person who'd be great at running things after you'd won, but probably not much use during the actual winning part.




We started off talking about local administration - safe ground, the kind of thing you discuss when you're all still figuring each other out. Abdulla explained that they were basically running a cut-price version of the old Turkish system, which wasn't popular with everyone. The problem was that most of the people in the towns weren't actually Arabs - they were Egyptians, Indians, Javanese, Africans, and others who didn't particularly care about Arab independence and weren't thrilled about being ruled by Bedouins.




The Bedouins, meanwhile, were the only people actually willing to fight for the Sherif, so he was keeping them happy by arming them, paying them, feeding their families, and hiring their camels. Which meant the countryside was doing well while the towns were struggling - never a recipe for domestic harmony.




Then there was the legal situation. They'd scrapped the Turkish civil code and gone back to traditional Islamic law, which Abdulla found amusing in that way politicians find constitutional crises amusing when they're not their problem. He giggled - actually giggled - while explaining how they'd eventually find ways to make Islamic law work for modern banking and commerce. In the meantime, tough luck for the townspeople.




The Bedouins were happy because they were back to settling disputes through traditional tribal law - cases heard by hereditary judges, decided by custom and precedent, with juries chosen from the families involved. It sounded quite civilized, actually, certainly more civilized than most of what passed for justice in the modern world.




Listening to all this, I found myself thinking about Adam and Eve and how we'd managed to mess up paradise - probably not the most helpful philosophical reflection for a military briefing, but there you go.




Then Storrs got me properly involved by asking Abdulla to explain the military situation. This is where Abdulla got serious, laying out the problems like items on a shopping list:




We hadn't cut the railway line, so the Turks could still supply Medina. Feisal had been pushed back from the town. The Turks were preparing a mobile column to attack Rabegh. The Arabs in the hills were too weak to hold them off for long. A key tribal leader had switched sides. If the Turkish column advanced, more tribes would join them, and the Sherif would end up making a last stand in Mecca.




At this point, the phone rang. It was the Grand Sherif himself, who confirmed that yes, he'd rather die fighting in Mecca than surrender. Abdulla, smiling slightly like someone who'd just been told his father was going to do something heroically stupid, asked if we could keep a British brigade at Suez, ready to rush to Rabegh when the Turks attacked.




I had to point out the problems with this plan. First, the Sherif had specifically asked us not to cut the railway because he wanted to use it for his advance into Syria. Second, when we'd sent explosives for sabotage, he'd sent them back saying they were too dangerous. Third, Feisal hadn't actually asked us for equipment.




As for the brigade, well, shipping was expensive, we didn't have Muslim units, British brigades were complicated to move, and Rabegh was a big area to defend. A brigade could hold the beach, but so could a ship's guns, and the ship wouldn't need food and water.




Abdulla countered that ships weren't impressive enough after Gallipoli had damaged the Royal Navy's reputation. The Turks would have to come to Rabegh for water, so they couldn't slip past. The brigade would only be needed temporarily because he was taking his victorious troops up to attack Medina, where they'd link up with Ali and Feisal for a grand assault that would capture the city.




I said I'd pass on his views but explained that the British were reluctant to spare troops from Egypt's defense, and even more reluctant to send Christians to defend the Holy City, since some Muslims in India might misinterpret our motives. But I suggested that I might be able to argue his case more effectively if I could see the situation for myself - specifically, if I could visit Feisal's camp.




Storrs jumped in to support me, laying on the flattery about how important it was to get a proper military assessment from a trained observer, and how sending me proved how seriously we were taking Arabian affairs. Abdulla called his father, who was deeply suspicious of the whole idea.




What followed was a masterclass in diplomatic manipulation. Abdulla argued, made some progress, then handed the phone to Storrs, who proceeded to deploy what I can only describe as weapons-grade charm. Listening to Storrs in full flow was like watching a master craftsman at work - the way he used Arabic, the way he anticipated objections, the way he made it impossible to say no without seeming unreasonable.




Within minutes, he'd worn down the Sherif's resistance. The old man agreed to let Ali decide whether I could visit Feisal, which Abdulla, under Storrs' influence, immediately transformed into direct orders to mount me up and get me to Feisal's camp as quickly as possible.




Which was exactly what I wanted, and about half of what Storrs wanted, so we called it a win and went to lunch.




      CHAPTER IX 



Look, I'll be honest with you – Jeddah had been all right. Not brilliant, not life-changing, just all right in that way places sometimes are when you're not expecting much and they don't actively disappoint you. We'd done the Consulate thing in the morning, which was about as thrilling as it sounds, and after lunch – when it was still bloody hot but marginally less like being inside a pizza oven – we decided to have a proper look around. Young was our guide, Wilson's assistant, one of those blokes who thinks everything old is automatically brilliant and everything new is automatically shit. You know the type.




And Christ, was it a weird place. The streets weren't really streets at all, more like corridors between buildings that looked like they'd been designed by someone who'd heard about Tudor architecture third-hand and decided to take it to absolutely mental extremes. Everything was white and tall and wonky, with these mad wooden balconies that ran from top to bottom like something out of a fairy tale. No glass anywhere – just these intricate wooden screens that must have taken someone forever to carve. The doors were massive great slabs of wood that looked like they could withstand a siege, with ironwork that belonged in a museum.




It was like walking through a film set, honestly. Everything leaning at impossible angles, jutting out where it shouldn't, looking like it might collapse if you sneezed too hard. But here's the thing – and this is what really got to me – it was completely, utterly silent. Not peaceful quiet, mind you. Proper eerie quiet, like everyone had just vanished mid-conversation. The sand underfoot muffled everything, and what few people we did see – thin, nervous-looking blokes in identical white robes – scuttled past us like we had the plague.




The whole place felt knackered. Not just old, but properly exhausted, like it had been holding its breath for decades and forgotten how to let it out. It was this sort of stale, used-up atmosphere that made you want to shower just thinking about it. The bazaars were half-empty and selling nothing you'd actually want to buy.




But then – and this is where it gets properly mental – the phone rang that evening. The Sherif, calling from Mecca, wanted to know if we fancied listening to his band. His band! Turns out when they'd captured the Turkish Governor General, they'd nicked his brass band as well. Kept them as musical prisoners of war, basically. So there we were, taking turns on the phone like schoolchildren, listening to this scratchy performance coming down the line from forty-five miles away. The Sherif was so chuffed with himself he promised to send them down to play for us in person. "You can ring me up so I can listen too," he said, like he'd just invented stereo.




The next day was all official business – Storrs doing his diplomatic thing with Abdulla while I tried to work out if this was the bloke we were looking for. Spoiler alert: he wasn't. His grand plan for revolution basically involved taking a load of pilgrims hostage and hoping someone important would notice. Not exactly inspiring stuff. Though he did slag off his brother Feisal, which actually made me more interested in Feisal than I'd been before.




The evening was the real show, though. Abdulla turned up for dinner with his entire entourage, including – and this was the best bit – the world's most depressed brass band. Picture it: a bunch of broken-looking Turkish prisoners in tattered uniforms, clutching their instruments like life preservers, forced to provide the evening's entertainment. Abdulla was absolutely delighted with them. "My band!" he announced, like he'd just unveiled a new Ferrari.




We stuck them in the courtyard and went upstairs to eat, leaving the poor bastards to play heartbroken Turkish tunes under armed guard. The noise was incredible – not in a good way. But Abdulla was beaming like he'd discovered Mozart.




The whole dinner party was completely surreal when you think about it. You had Abdulla, who'd gone from Turkish politician to rebel minister; Wilson, running things for the British; Storrs, who'd worked for every important official in Cairo; and various other hangers-on including yours truly. Then there was Aziz el Masri, who'd basically been everyone's enemy at some point and was now supposedly on our side.




We got bored of the Turkish stuff and asked for some German music. Bad mistake. They launched into "Deutschland Über Alles" just as the Sherif tuned in from Mecca for his promised listen. Then they tried "A Mighty Fortress" but the drums gave up halfway through – the heat had knackered the skins. So there they were, building little fires in the courtyard, warming their drums like it was some sort of bizarre camping trip, while we sat upstairs pretending this was all perfectly normal.




The final number was supposedly the "Hymn of Hate," though it could have been anything for all we could tell. One of our lot called it a death march, which didn't go down well, but Storrs smoothed things over with his usual diplomatic bollocks. We sent down some food for the musicians, who looked like they wanted to be anywhere else in the world.




The next morning I got on a boat to Rabegh, leaving the whole mad circus behind. Sometimes you've just got to know when to make your exit.




      CHAPTER X 



Look, the thing is, I've always been a sucker for stories about blokes who are completely out of their depth but somehow muddle through anyway. And this whole business with the ship and Colonel Parker and the letter - well, it's like when you're trying to get tickets for a gig and you have to go through your mate's mate's cousin who works at the venue. Except instead of trying to see Radiohead, I was trying to hook up with an Arab prince in the middle of a war. Which, when you think about it, is probably easier than getting decent Radiohead tickets.




Ali was in a right state about the letter, you could tell. It's that look you get when your dad rings you up and tells you to do something you absolutely don't want to do, but you can't exactly tell him to sod off because he's your dad and he controls your allowance. Except Ali's allowance was probably an army and mine was thirty quid a week pocket money when I was sixteen. Still, the principle's the same.




But fair play to him, he didn't take it out on me. Instead he sorted me out with this absolutely mental camel - the kind of ride that makes you think, Christ, this is what Lawrence of Arabia must have felt like, before you remember that's exactly what you're supposed to be doing and it all gets a bit meta and weird. The saddle was like something out of Arabian Nights, all leather and embroidery and bits of metal that caught the light. Probably cost more than my car. Definitely more comfortable than my car.




He picked out this guide for me, Tafas, and his son. Tafas was one of those blokes you just know you can trust - not because he's particularly friendly or chatty, but because he's got that solid, dependable thing going on. Like the best roadies. The kind of person who, if they say they'll get you from A to B without anyone nicking your stuff or killing you, they mean it.




The thing about Ali was, you couldn't help liking him, even though he was clearly knackered and a bit highly strung. He reminded me of those indie band frontmen who've been on tour too long - too thin, too intense, prone to sudden outbursts followed by long sulks. The consumption probably didn't help. He had that intellectual thing going on too, always quoting religious texts and legal precedents, like the sort of person who'd corner you at a party and explain why your favourite band had sold out.




His little brother Zeid was there too, and he was one of those posh kids who've never really had to want for anything but are trying to be cool about the whole revolution business. Bit like those boys from expensive schools who turn up at anti-establishment gigs wearing hundred-pound vintage t-shirts. Nice enough, but you could tell his heart wasn't really in it.




The whole departure thing was dead cloak-and-dagger. Ali made me wait until after dark and gave me local gear to wear over my uniform, like some sort of military fancy dress. It was all very Lawrence of Arabia, which was appropriate, I suppose, given that's exactly what it was. Tafas had strict instructions to keep me away from people who might ask awkward questions - basically, anyone who might wonder what a pale English bloke was doing wandering around the Holy Province dressed like an extra from The English Patient.




The night march was brilliant, actually. After all the faffing about and politics of the day, just getting on the camel and heading off into the desert felt like finally getting to the good bit of the album after sitting through all the experimental interludes. The Tehama - that's the coastal plain - was like being inside a Pink Floyd track. Miles and miles of nothing much, just sand and stars and the steady rhythm of the camel's feet.




We stopped at this well where there was a bit of drama with these two young Arab princes pretending to be master and servant. It was like watching posh boys trying to blend in at a comprehensive school - technically they were saying the right words, but something about their whole vibe gave them away. When the truth came out, Tafas was delighted. Turns out one of them was this legendary hard case who'd run away to become a bandit when he was eleven. Which, let's face it, beats running away to join the circus hands down.




The whole thing made me think about authenticity, really. Here I was, dressed up as an Arab, pretending to be something I wasn't, watching actual Arabs pretend to be something they weren't. It's like when indie bands try to go mainstream or mainstream bands try to go indie - everyone's performing some version of themselves, and sometimes you forget which version is supposed to be the real one.




      CHAPTER XI 



Right, so there I was, trudging across what looked like the world's most expensive shag carpet – if your idea of expensive involves being sandblasted in the face while riding a camel, which, let me tell you, is not something they mention in the brochures. Not that there were brochures for this sort of thing in 1916, obviously, but you get my point.




The ground had started off looking like the car park outside Watford FC on a particularly grim Tuesday evening – all grey stones and general misery. But gradually, and I mean gradually in the way that your favourite band slowly turns to shit over the course of several albums, it got softer. First there were fewer stones, then you could actually see what kind of stones they were (porphyry, green schist, basalt – I'm showing off here, but when you're bored out of your skull on a camel, you notice these things), until finally it was just white sand. Beautiful white sand that caught the sun like a disco ball designed by Satan himself.




I tried everything – pulling my headcloth down like some sort of medieval baseball cap, squinting until my face hurt, basically turning myself into a human beaver. Nothing worked. The heat was coming up off the ground in waves, like watching your hopes and dreams shimmer and disappear on a hot summer's day, except more literal and infinitely more uncomfortable.




Ahead of us, about eighty miles away (which in camel-time is roughly equivalent to forever), this massive mountain called Rudhwa was doing that thing mountains do in deserts – appearing and disappearing like a mirage of your ex-girlfriend at a party. Closer to us were these little hills that looked like they'd been designed by someone who'd heard about hills but never actually seen one, and to our right was this ridge that looked exactly like a saw blade, which seemed ominous in a way I couldn't quite put my finger on.




Now here's the thing about deserts that nobody tells you: they're not just empty spaces where anyone can pitch up and have a barbecue. Every single bit of sand, every pathetic shrub, every well that hasn't dried up yet – it all belongs to someone. And these people know exactly where their bit ends and someone else's bit begins, down to the last grain of sand. It's like north London, but with more camels and less arguing about parking permits.




Tafas – my guide, basically the Ray Winstone of Bedouin travel companions – showed me this completely unremarkable stone that apparently marked the edge of his tribe's territory. Suddenly he relaxed, like a Tottenham fan who's just remembered they're not actually playing Arsenal today. We were in his manor now, and he could stop worrying about getting us both killed, which was reassuring in a way that probably shouldn't have been necessary.




The landscape kept changing, the way your taste in music changes when you hit thirty and suddenly realize you actually quite like Radio 2. The valleys got more defined, there were actual plants that weren't completely dead, and eventually we hit the main pilgrim road, which was basically the M1 of medieval Arabia, except with more spiritual significance and fewer service stations.




By sunset we'd reached this place called Bir el Sheikh, which was essentially twenty huts trying to look like a proper village and failing miserably. Tafas disappeared into one of them and came back with flour, which he turned into this cake thing by burying it in ashes. I know how that sounds, but after a day of having your face sandblasted while bouncing on a camel, ash-cake starts to look like haute cuisine.




The thing is, I was absolutely knackered. Two years behind a desk in Cairo – which, don't get me wrong, had its own special kind of hell involving paperwork and endless meetings about meetings – hadn't exactly prepared me for this Lawrence of Arabia business. My skin was blistered, my eyes felt like I'd been staring directly at a particularly vindictive lightbulb, and every muscle I'd forgotten I had was staging its own personal rebellion.




But we weren't done. Oh no. After an hour of rest that felt like about thirty seconds, we were back on the camels, riding through the dark like some sort of medieval Uber journey from hell. I kept falling asleep and waking up with that horrible falling sensation, grabbing onto the saddle like a drunk person grabbing onto a lamppost. Eventually we stopped and I fell asleep in what was basically a sand-grave, which sounds more romantic than it actually was.




Three hours later – three hours! – we were off again. The moon was still out, doing its bit, and we rode through this valley that was hot and dead and about as welcoming as a bouncer at a members-only club you definitely can't afford to join.




Dawn came up like it was auditioning for a disaster movie, all dramatic and slightly threatening, showing us this tiny settlement called Bir ibn Hassani that looked like a child's toy village left out in a sandbox. And that's when we met Khallaf.




Now, Khallaf was one of those people you meet sometimes – too friendly, too talkative, the sort of person who offers you food and then asks too many questions about your personal life. He had this pot of what was basically yesterday's bread mashed up with butter and sugar, which sounds disgusting but was actually the highlight of my culinary experience so far. Turned out later he was a spy, because of course he was. I should have known from the way he kept trying to make conversation like someone who'd read a manual on how to make conversation.




The country kept changing around us, like flipping through the pages of a very expensive coffee table book about landscapes. We went from moonscape to something that looked almost like a park, with actual trees and everything. The hills rose up on either side like walls, a thousand feet high, granite and porphyry with pink stains that looked almost decorative, as if someone had tried to make the desert a bit more cheerful and given up halfway through.




We crossed this old wall that ran right across the valley – basically Hadrian's Wall for people who lived somewhere even more inhospitable than ancient Britain. Khallaf kept asking me questions, trying to work out who I was and what I was up to, like the world's most persistent dinner party guest. I tried to deflect with my knowledge of local dialects, which is basically the Middle Eastern equivalent of name-dropping, but he wasn't having it.




Eventually we came down into Wadi Safra proper, and suddenly we were in Wasta, which was actually a proper village with houses and everything. It was built on these little islands between the various channels of what was obviously a proper river when it rained, which in the desert is like finding out your local pub occasionally turns into the Ritz.




And then – and this is the bit that made the whole horrible journey almost worth it – we found this stretch of clear water, maybe two hundred yards long, running between palm groves. After hours of glare and heat and general misery, the grass was so green it was like someone had suddenly turned the contrast up on reality. I actually looked up to see if a cloud had covered the sun, which tells you everything you need to know about the state I was in.




We ended up in this guest room, basically a mud-brick box with a palm-leaf roof, lying on mats like a couple of extremely exhausted refugees from a very expensive gap year. The heat was stifling, there were bees humming outside and flies buzzing around our faces, and eventually we just gave up and fell asleep. Which, after the day we'd had, felt like the most natural thing in the world.




      CHAPTER XII 



Here's the passage rewritten in Nick Hornby's style:




So we wake up and there's breakfast waiting for us - bread and dates, courtesy of the locals. And Christ, these dates. I mean, I thought I knew dates, right? Picked them up from Sainsbury's, maybe had them in a tagine at that Moroccan place in Camden. But these were something else entirely. Sweet in a way that made you understand why people fought wars over trade routes. The kind of good that makes you reassess your entire relationship with dried fruit.




The thing is, the bloke who owned the place - a Harbi, apparently - he wasn't even there. Off fighting with Feisal, along with all the other men. Classic, really. You finally find somewhere that does proper dates and the locals have all buggered off to have a revolution. The women and kids had legged it to the hills with the camels, which left the place being run by these African lads who'd been brought over as slaves.




Now, I know what you're thinking - slaves, that's properly grim, and you'd be right. But Khallaf explained it to me like this: these guys were originally from Africa, brought over as kids, sold in Mecca during the pilgrimage. Horrible business, obviously. But once they'd grown up - and they were built like brick shithouses, these lads, all muscle where the Arabs were skin and bone - they were worth fifty to eighty quid each. So people looked after them, you know? Investment protection.




Most of them ended up in these palm villages doing the manual labour the Arabs couldn't hack in the heat. And here's the thing - they'd basically created their own little society. Thirteen villages of them, just in this one valley. They worked hard, sure, but supervision was slack and they could scarper if they wanted. Legally they were stuffed - no tribal justice, no courts - but nobody wanted to be a complete bastard to them because, one, public opinion, and two, Islam says freeing slaves is a good deed. So most of them got their freedom eventually.




The clever ones made a bit of cash on the side, growing melons and grapes and whatnot. The ones I met seemed alright with their lot, to be honest. They had their own stuff, did a bit of trading across to Sudan. Not ideal, obviously, but they were making it work.




After lunch - well, after the mental heat had died down a bit - we got back on the road, following this little stream that disappeared into the palm gardens behind these low mud walls. Brilliant bit of engineering, actually. They'd dug these tiny canals between the tree roots, maybe a foot deep, with a proper system for sharing out the water. Very civilized. Very... well, civilized in a way that made you realize most of what we call civilization is just people figuring out how to share stuff without killing each other.




We rode through the main village and its market street, which was basically dead. Apparently Wasta used to be massive - thousand houses, they reckoned - until this enormous flood came down the valley and washed half of it away. Eight feet of water running for three days. The houses just melted back into mud, drowning God knows how many people. The sort of thing that makes you realize how bloody precarious everything is, really.




Further up we hit Kharma, then the valley opened up a bit. Red and black rock walls like knives, reflecting the sun, making the green bits look impossibly lush. Started seeing Feisal's soldiers everywhere, camels grazing, the whole place turning into one big camp.




And then Hamra. Maybe a hundred houses buried in gardens on these weird earthen mounds. We forded a stream, went up this walled path, and there we were.




Tafas had a word with some bloke with a fancy sword, who led me through to this inner courtyard. And there, framed in a black doorway like something out of Lawrence of Arabia - which, obviously, this was - stood this tall, thin figure in white robes.




Feisal.




I knew immediately this was the bloke I'd come to find. You know that feeling when you meet someone and you just think, 'Right, this is it'? Like when you first heard 'Born to Run' or watched Casablanca. This was him. The real deal.




He was tall, pillar-like, wearing white silk and a brown headcloth with gold cord. His eyes were half-closed, and with his black beard and pale face he looked like some sort of mask. Very still, very watchful. Hands crossed over his dagger.




I said hello. He gestured me into the room, sat down on his carpet. My eyes adjusted and I realized we weren't alone - the room was full of blokes, all watching us. Feisal stared at his hands, fiddling with his dagger. Finally asked how the journey was. I mentioned the heat. He asked about the ride from Rabegh, said I'd made good time.




Then: 'And do you like our place here in Wadi Safra?'




'Well,' I said, 'but it's far from Damascus.'




Fucking hell. It was like I'd dropped a bomb. Everyone went rigid. Complete silence. Some of them probably thinking about victory, others maybe remembering their recent defeat. Finally Feisal looked up, smiled, and said, 'Praise be to God, there are Turks nearer us than that.'




Everyone relaxed, laughed. I made my excuses and got out of there for a minute. Sometimes you need to process these moments, you know? The ones where everything changes.




      CHAPTER XIII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I understand the first thing about military strategy in the desert, or the complex politics of Arab rebellion, or frankly why anyone would voluntarily spend time in a place where palm trees are considered adequate accommodation. But there I was, standing in what was basically a glorified camping ground, staring at a bunch of Egyptian soldiers who looked about as thrilled to be there as I felt watching Arsenal lose to Tottenham.




Nafi Bey, their major, was trying to be hospitable despite clearly wanting to be anywhere else - preferably somewhere with proper plumbing and decent food. I could relate. The Egyptians, being sensible people who appreciated home comforts and maybe the occasional night out, were basically living their worst nightmare: stuck in the middle of nowhere, fighting people they didn't particularly dislike, on behalf of people they didn't particularly understand, for reasons that seemed increasingly mental the longer you thought about them.




It was like being forced to support a football team you'd never heard of, in a league you didn't care about, while your mates were all back home watching the proper matches. The Arabs kept rejecting perfectly reasonable offers of help - imagine offering someone a season ticket and having them laugh in your face. The Egyptians had completely lost faith in the whole enterprise, which, fair enough, happens to the best of us.




Then Feisal turned up with Maulud, who was basically the kind of bloke who gets banned from football grounds for being too enthusiastic. Maulud had been demoted twice for being overly patriotic, which is like being told you support your team too much - didn't know that was possible, but apparently it is. 




They started moaning about equipment - not enough rifles, rubbish ammunition, no proper guns. It was like trying to play in the Premier League with a ball from the 1970s and boots held together with gaffer tape. I told them I was there to find out what they needed, but first I needed to understand what the hell was actually going on.




Feisal launched into this epic story about their first attack on Medina, which had gone about as well as England's penalty shootouts. They were massively outgunned, the Turks had proper artillery, and when the shells started landing, half the Arab forces basically decided they had somewhere else to be. Feisal and his mate rode around in the open trying to prove the explosions weren't that dangerous, which is like a manager running onto the pitch during a match to show the players how to take a corner.




Then it got properly grim. The Turks did something absolutely horrific to a suburb called Awali - the kind of thing that makes you realize this wasn't just about territorial disputes or political differences. This was genuinely evil stuff. After that, there could be no backing down, no negotiated settlement, no friendly handshake at the end. It was fight to the death, except they were trying to do it with antique weapons that barely worked.




The whole supply situation was a shambles. Ali had to go down to their base to find out why they weren't getting proper equipment, only to discover that the local chief had decided the Turks were going to win and had nicked all their supplies. It was like finding out your kit manager had been selling your gear to the opposition.




When they finally got some Egyptian support - guns and machine guns - everyone thought they were sorted. Except the guns were about twenty years old with a range of three thousand yards, operated by crews who seemed about as keen on irregular warfare as I am on getting up early. The Turks had better equipment, better positions, and nearly shelled Feisal's tent while he was having a meeting inside.




The whole thing was exhausting. Feisal looked knackered - and he was only thirty-one, though he looked older. He had this incredibly expressive face that showed every emotion, every moment of doubt or determination. He was tall, graceful, knew how to work a room, but you could see the strain wearing him down.




Maulud got increasingly wound up during our conversation, basically shouting that they should stop talking and start fighting. Give him proper weapons and he'd sort the whole thing out. We ended up having a proper argument while Feisal sat there grinning like he was watching a decent match for the first time in months.




But here's the thing - despite all the chaos, the rubbish equipment, the impossible situation - there was something there. Feisal wasn't just another military commander. He had this quality, this presence, that made you think maybe, just maybe, this whole mad enterprise might actually work. 




And that's when I realized that sometimes the most important thing isn't whether you understand what you're doing, or whether you're properly equipped, or whether the odds are in your favor. Sometimes it's just about recognizing when you're in the presence of something that might actually matter.




      CHAPTER XIV 



Look, the thing about meetings is this: they're basically like being at a really awkward dinner party where everyone's trying to impress everyone else, except instead of arguing about whether Radiohead sold out after OK Computer, you're throwing around inflammatory topics just to see who'll bite. And that's exactly what I did with this lot - Sherifs, Meccans, various tribal sheikhs, the whole gang. It was like being at a Arsenal supporters' club meeting where half the room secretly supports Tottenham.




Feisal was the bloke running the show, chain-smoking like it was going out of fashion (which, let's face it, it probably should have done decades ago). Watching him control that conversation was a bit like watching Thierry Henry in his prime - you knew you were seeing something special, but he made it look so effortless you almost forgot how difficult it actually was. He had this way of getting people to do what he wanted without them even realizing they were being manipulated. Compare that to Storrs, who was like that mate we all have who's brilliant but can't help showing off about it - you know, the one who'll explain exactly how he got the girl instead of just getting the girl.




The Arabs absolutely loved Feisal, which was hardly surprising. To them, the Sheriff and his sons were basically the equivalent of the Beatles, if the Beatles had been born into royalty and were fighting a war. Hussein - that's the father, Sayidna to his mates - looked like he wouldn't hurt a fly, all clean and polite. But that was like judging an album by its cover. Underneath all that genteel exterior was a man who could have given Machiavelli a few pointers. His mum was Circassian, which gave him this whole exotic mix of qualities that he'd use depending on what the situation called for. It was like having a really good vinyl collection - you'd always have exactly the right record for the mood.




The problem was, Hussein had been educated in Turkish politics, which was basically like learning to play football by watching a bunch of thugs kick each other in a car park. Even the decent ones came out of that system a bit damaged. Hussein had started out honest enough, but he'd learned to use words not to communicate but to hide what he actually meant. It became a habit he couldn't break, like buying records you know you'll never listen to. By the time he was old, everything he said was wrapped in so many layers of ambiguity you needed a degree in archaeology to work out what he actually meant.




But here's the thing about Hussein - he was smart about raising his kids. The Sultan had made them live in Constantinople, getting a proper Turkish education, learning to dress like Europeans. When they came back, Hussein immediately stuck them in Arab clothes and sent them out with the Camel Corps. No special treatment, no comfortable beds, no nice food. It was like making your kids earn their pocket money instead of just handing it over. The boys thought it would be a laugh, like a gap year in Morocco, but Hussein kept them out there for months, learning the hard way. And it worked - they came back tough, smart, self-reliant. Though they never really seemed to talk to each other properly, which is fairly typical of families, to be honest.




After dinner, things got interesting. I mentioned the Arab leaders who'd been executed in Damascus, just to see what would happen. Big mistake. They all turned on me like I'd just said I preferred the Stone Roses' Second Coming to their debut album. These executed leaders, they said, had been willing to accept French or British control in exchange for help, which was basically treason against Arab nationalism. Fair enough, when you put it like that.




Feisal gave me this look - almost a wink - and explained their position. They were tied to the British now, grateful for the help, but they weren't British subjects. It was like being in a band where one member was much more successful than the others - you needed them, but you couldn't help feeling a bit uncomfortable about the power imbalance.




I told them about this conversation I'd had with Abdulla el Raashid, who was worried about British sailors coming ashore at Rabegh. He was convinced they'd end up staying permanently, taking over the country. I'd tried to reassure him by pointing out that millions of Englishmen were in France without the French being worried about it. His response was basically: are you seriously comparing France with the Hejaz? Which, when you think about it, was a fair point.




Feisal thought about this and said something that stuck with me: he wasn't from the Hejaz originally, but he was still jealous for it. He knew the British didn't want it, but look at Sudan - they hadn't wanted that either, and they'd ended up taking it anyway. The British, he said, had this thing for desolate places they could build up. Maybe one day Arabia would seem precious to them too. It was like being in a relationship where you love someone but you're never quite sure if they're going to stick around or find someone better.




What really surprised me was how these ordinary tribesmen - and I mean really ordinary, not the sort who'd been to university or anything - understood political nationalism as an abstract concept. It wasn't something they'd learned from books; it came from somewhere deeper than that. Hussein had been smart enough to base his whole movement on the Arabs' instinctive belief that they were special, chosen, self-sufficient. Then, backed up with British arms and money, he was pretty much guaranteed to succeed.




Though it wasn't quite that simple. The tribes thought they'd created this free Arab government, and that each of them was basically running it. They were like a band where everyone thinks they're the lead singer. They didn't want central power - they wanted to do their own thing, be independent, enjoy themselves. The whole question of whether Damascus should rule the Hejaz or vice versa just didn't interest them. For them, nationalism meant independence for their own little patch, and unity meant occasionally getting together to fight off outsiders. They weren't trying to build an empire; they were trying to get rid of one.




The Syrians and Mesopotamians in the Arab armies had a different take on it. They saw fighting in the Hejaz as a way of establishing Arab rights everywhere. They wanted autonomous Damascus and Baghdad added to the Arab family, though they weren't really thinking about how it would all work as a unified state. They were materially weak - agricultural and pastoral people without minerals or modern weapons - which was probably just as well for us. Nobody wants to create a powerful new nation right in the middle of the most strategic part of the world.




As for religious fanaticism, there was hardly any. Hussein had refused point blank to make this a religious war. His thing was nationalism, pure and simple. The tribes knew the Turks were Muslims, probably thought the Germans were friends of Islam, knew the British were Christians and also their allies. In those circumstances, religion wasn't much help, so they'd basically put it to one side. Their attitude was: if Christians can fight Christians, why can't Muslims fight Muslims? All they wanted was a government that spoke Arabic and would leave them in peace. Plus, they really hated the Turks. Which, let's face it, was probably reason enough.




      CHAPTER XV 



Right, so the next morning I'm up at some ungodly hour - and I mean properly early, not just early by my standards, which would be about half-past ten - wandering around Feisal's camp trying to work out what everyone's thinking. Which, when you think about it, is a bit like trying to figure out the thoughts of Arsenal supporters after they've just lost 3-0 to Spurs. You know it's going to be messy, you know it's going to be complicated, and you know that whatever you think you understand is probably completely wrong.




The thing is, I had about ten days to do what would normally take me weeks. I'm not exactly brilliant at reading people at the best of times - I mean, I once spent three months thinking a woman fancied me when she was actually just being polite because I worked in her local record shop. So trying to speed up the process was like attempting to cram for your A-levels the night before, except instead of failing to get into polytechnic, people might actually die.




Normally I'd wander around in a sort of daze, picking up the general vibe - you know, the way you can tell if a pub's going to be trouble just by the way people are standing at the bar - but not really focusing on the details. Today I had to actually pay attention, which for me is like asking someone who's tone-deaf to review the new Radiohead album.




The blokes in Feisal's army seemed pleased enough to see me, lounging about under rocks like teenagers outside the local Spar, except instead of clutching cans of Red Bull they were armed to the teeth and discussing inventive ways to kill Turks. They thought I was some sort of deserter - which, to be fair, I probably was in some ways - and were full of helpful suggestions about what to do with Turkish officers, most of which would have made Quentin Tarantino wince.




They were tough as old boots, these lads. I mean properly hard - the sort of hard that makes your average football hooligan look like a librarian. They could run for miles barefoot across rocks that would have most people crying for their mums, and they moved like they were auditioning for the Matrix, except this was 1916 and the Matrix wouldn't exist for another eighty-odd years.




The whole thing was mental, really. They were shouting about how they hoped the war would last ten years - which is a bit like Manchester United fans hoping for eternal injury time when they're 1-0 down. It was the best gig they'd ever had: regular pay, their families fed, and all the shooting they could want. Feisal was paying them two quid a month, four for a camel, which doesn't sound like much now but was probably decent money then. The Turks were trying to bribe them too, but getting sod all in return, which is a bit like paying full price for a ticket to see your team play and then watching them phone it in for ninety minutes.




The problem was, nobody stayed put. It was like trying to organize a five-a-side tournament where half the players keep sodding off to see their girlfriends or decide they can't be arsed and want to go home for a bit. One minute you'd have a proper army, the next minute half of them had wandered off because they were bored or homesick or fancied a change of scenery.




But here's the thing - and this is where it gets interesting - they were absolute legends at the guerrilla stuff. Put them in a straight fight against proper soldiers and they'd get hammered faster than England in a penalty shootout. But give them some hills to hide behind and some railway tracks to blow up, and they'd have the Turks running around like headless chickens.




The Turks had all the best kit - proper German equipment, the works - but they were like a Premier League team trying to play Sunday league football on a ploughed field in the rain. All that fancy stuff was useless when you're dealing with a bunch of locals who know every rock and hiding place for miles around.




The only thing that properly scared the Arabs was the artillery. The sound of big guns had them diving for cover faster than I'd duck into HMV to avoid an ex-girlfriend. It wasn't that they were cowards - they weren't bothered by bullets or dying particularly - it was just that being blown up by a massive shell was, understandably, not how they fancied going out. So they all wanted guns of their own, big noisy ones, even though giving them artillery was probably about as useful as giving a bunch of marathon runners a grand piano each.




When I promised Feisal I'd sort him out with supplies and officers and proper equipment, he was chuffed to bits. It was like telling someone you'd get them tickets to see their favorite band - not just any tickets, but proper good ones, backstage passes, the lot. The whole thing was bigger than I'd expected, more real somehow. It wasn't just a few blokes having a go; it was a proper uprising, the kind of thing that might actually work if we didn't completely cock it up.




      CHAPTER XVI 



Look, I'll be honest with you – I've always been rubbish at desert treks. I mean, really rubbish. The sort of bloke who gets heatstroke just thinking about sand dunes. So when we left Hamra that evening, trudging back down Wadi Safra like some sort of cut-price Lawrence of Arabia tour group, I was already wondering what the hell I was doing there.




We turned right at Kharma – and let me tell you, when you're on a camel in the middle of nowhere, "turning right" isn't exactly like taking the M25 junction to Watford. It's more like being dragged through a particularly vindictive hedge backwards while someone shakes you violently. The brushwood kept snagging our saddle-bags, which was about as irritating as finding out your favourite record shop has been turned into a Starbucks.




Two miles of this torture later, we hit the Dhifran pass. Even in the dark, you could tell someone had once given a damn about this road – proper engineering, stone walls, the works. Some ancient equivalent of a conscientious council worker had actually built a causeway here, massive stones and everything. But it was completely knackered now, like a seventies prog rock album that's been left out in the rain for thirty years. Brilliant concept, shame about the execution.




The climb took about a mile, then we descended the other side – same distance, twice the nausea. Then we were on the level again, in what can only be described as God's own jigsaw puzzle of ridges and valleys, all flowing southwest like they'd rather be somewhere else entirely. Can't say I blamed them.




We rode for seven miles in the dark – and when I say "rode," I mean I clung on for dear life while my camel made executive decisions about our route. Eventually we reached this well, Bir el Murra, sitting under a little fort that looked like something from a particularly low-budget historical drama. The sort where they've spent all the money on the lead actor and had to build the sets out of cardboard.




We slept there for six hours, which sounds luxurious until you factor in being woken up twice by mysterious mounted blokes asking awkward questions. It's like being in a Travelodge, except without the complimentary tea and biscuits, and with added paranoia about armed strangers.




Dawn revealed we were surrounded by the weirdest landscape you've ever seen – like someone had been playing with silly putty while it was still warm, then painted it rust-coloured for a laugh. The lava looked exactly like what would happen if Jackson Pollock had worked in molten rock instead of paint. Gradually, the sand took over, creeping up the hills like a particularly persistent estate agent, until everything was buried and we were staring at proper Lawrence of Arabia territory – rolling dunes heading down to a misty sea that looked about as real as a mirage in a Road Runner cartoon.




By half past seven we were on this glassy plain, riding fast, and I was discovering new and interesting ways to be uncomfortable on camelback. I'm not what you'd call a natural horseman – more the sort of person who gets motion sickness on a merry-go-round. The sweat was pouring down my face, stinging my eyes, the whole performance. Occasionally a drop would fall from my hair and hit my cheek like a tiny, welcome slap from an old friend, but these small mercies were vastly outweighed by feeling like I was being slowly grilled.




The landscape kept changing – sand to shingle to the bed of some enormous valley heading for the sea. Then we crested this rise and suddenly there it was: Wadi Yenbo, the whole green and pleasant delta spread out like the climactic reveal in a David Lean film. You could see Nakhi Mubarak in the distance, dark with palm trees, and beyond that the massive bulk of Jebel Rudhwa squatting over Yenbo like a bouncer outside a nightclub.




My companions seemed to find this mountain comforting, which was nice for them. Personally, I was more concerned with the fact that the plain was now hot enough to fry an egg on. We found some shade under an acacia tree and had a proper siesta, which is basically the desert equivalent of pulling a sickie.




Later, we watered the camels at this brackish little water hole – imagine the sort of puddle you'd find behind a particularly grim pub car park, but in the middle of nowhere and surrounded by feathery tamarisk bushes trying to look prettier than they actually were. Then we pushed on for another couple of hours to our final camp.




The Sherifs built a fire and made bread and coffee – proper camping, not the sort where you forget the tin opener and end up eating cold beans with a car key. We slept brilliantly, with the sea air cooling our sun-battered faces like nature's own after-sun lotion.




Two in the morning, we were up and racing across this featureless plain toward Yenbo, which appeared ahead of us like a proper town – walls, towers, the full medieval package, all built on a coral reef twenty feet above the surrounding flatland. It looked impressive until you got inside and realized it was basically a ghost town. The Hejaz Railway had done to Yenbo what the internet did to record shops – left it half-empty and wondering what went wrong.




They took me straight to Abd el Kader's house – Feisal's agent, a thoroughly decent bloke I'd had dealings with before. His house overlooked this deserted square where they used to organize caravans to Medina, back when that sort of thing was still viable. These days it was about as busy as a Blockbuster Video on a Tuesday afternoon.




I spent four days there waiting for a ship that seemed about as reliable as a British Rail timetable circa 1978. Finally the SUVA turned up with Captain Boyle, who took one look at me and clearly decided I was letting the side down. I was scruffy, had no proper luggage, and – worst of all – was wearing Arab headgear, which apparently was about as acceptable to the naval mind as wearing a Manchester United shirt to an Arsenal match.




The whole hat thing was completely mental when you think about it. We Brits insisted on wearing these ridiculous peaked caps in the desert heat, and the Arabs had decided this was because we didn't want to look at God properly. Meanwhile, we thought their perfectly sensible headcloths were somehow unpatriotic. It was like a really stupid game of cultural misunderstanding, except with potential diplomatic consequences.




I'd learned to wear the full Arab kit during my time in Syria before the war – bit awkward running upstairs in the robes, but the headcloth was actually quite practical in that climate. So I'd kept it on for the ride inland, and now I was stuck with it until I could find a shop selling something more acceptable to naval sensibilities.




Back in Jidda, I met Admiral Wemyss on the EURYALUS. Brilliant man – the sort of officer who actually understood what the Arab Revolt was about and wasn't afraid to help out, even when it wasn't technically his job. He'd been supporting the Arabs from the beginning, giving them guns, transport, landing parties, the works. Always went above and beyond, like the best sort of teacher who actually cares whether you pass your exams.




Without Wemyss and his excellent subordinate Boyle, the whole Arab business would probably have been strangled at birth by Sir Archibald Murray's jealousy. Murray was the sort of commander who treated cooperation like a zero-sum game – if the Arabs succeeded, somehow that meant he was failing. Thankfully, when Allenby replaced him, he saw the Arabs as an asset rather than a threat.




At Port Sudan, I met Joyce and Davenport, two of the best officers Britain ever sent to help the Arabs. Joyce worked alongside me for months; Davenport did sterling work in the south. Both of them understood that sometimes the best way to help is to step back and let the locals get on with it.




Khartoum felt positively arctic after Arabia. I showed Wingate my reports and argued that what the Arabs really needed was skilled technical advisers – British officers who spoke Arabic and could keep everyone properly coordinated without taking over the show. Wingate was keen to hear optimistic news. The Arab Revolt had been his pet project for years, and now circumstances were giving him the chance to run with it properly.




While I was there, the political machinery ground on and McMahon got recalled, with Wingate sent to Egypt in his place. After a few comfortable days reading Malory in Wingate's palace – like staying at the sort of country house where they actually have a proper library instead of just a shelf of airport novels – I headed back toward Cairo feeling like I'd done my bit.




Egypt was having one of its periodic fits about Rabegh – should we send troops, shouldn't we, how many, what sort? Colonel Bremond, the French military attaché, was pushing hard for Allied intervention. He was a proper soldier, not some desk-bound theorist, and he'd brought along some tempting samples – Algerian troops with French officers, artillery, machine guns, the full package.




The trouble was, I'd spent enough time with the Arab tribes to know they'd scatter like startled sheep the moment foreign troops landed in force. They'd fight like demons if you gave them advice and equipment, but they wouldn't stick around to be "liberated" by well-meaning Europeans. So I wrote a fairly brutal memorandum explaining why Bremond's plan would be a disaster.




Clayton liked my analysis and passed it up the chain. Murray loved it because it gave him ammunition against a scheme he'd never wanted anyway. London got confused and asked for explanations. The whole Rabegh question rumbled on for months, like a soap opera storyline that nobody quite knows how to end.




Suddenly I was flavour of the month with the staff in Egypt, which was novel and slightly surreal. They decided I was observant and had a "pungent style," which I think was meant as a compliment. When I went to see the Commander-in-Chief, his Chief of Staff, General Lynden Bell, intercepted me first and gave me the most extraordinary pep talk about not frightening his boss. It was like being briefed before meeting a particularly nervous headmaster.




Bell was clearly terrified that I'd say something to upset Murray's delicate equilibrium. He wanted me to be reassuring but not overoptimistic, helpful but not demanding – basically the impossible balancing act of telling someone exactly what they want to hear while still maintaining some connection to reality. I promised to be good and managed to avoid giving Murray a nervous breakdown, which I suppose counted as a diplomatic success.




Looking back, the whole thing was like a particularly complicated game of bureaucratic chess, with everyone trying to position themselves advantageously while pretending to care only about the greater good. Still, we got the supplies and support the Arabs needed, which was what mattered. Sometimes you have to work within the system, even when the system is completely barking mad.




      BOOK TWO. Opening the Arab Offensive 



      CHAPTERS XVII TO XXVII 



My chiefs were, understandably, pretty chuffed about this news - I mean, who wouldn't be? - but they also made all the right noises about helping out. Which was nice of them, except they then promptly sent me straight back to Arabia, which was about as appealing as a wet weekend in Swindon. I really didn't want to go back, but there you have it.




So I turn up at Feisal's camp, and wouldn't you know it, it's the exact same day the Turks have gone and smashed through the defences at Jebel Subh. Perfect timing, as usual. This completely screwed up everything I thought I knew about tribal warfare - like finding out your favourite band's latest album is actually a collection of supermarket jingles.




We hung about near Fenbo for a bit, desperately trying to salvage something from this mess. But it became painfully obvious that asking the tribesmen to launch a proper assault was like asking your dad to operate an iPhone - technically possible, but you really wouldn't want to watch. If this whole revolt thing wasn't going to collapse like a house of cards in a hurricane, we needed to come up with a completely different approach, and fast.




This was all a bit nerve-wracking, really, because the British military experts who were supposed to turn up and tell us what to do had apparently got lost somewhere between London and the desert. Still, we figured our best bet was to stop obsessing about the main Turkish force - which was like trying to tackle Manchester United with a Sunday league team - and instead focus on messing about with their railway supply lines. The first move was to shift our entire operation to Wejh, which we decided to do with all the subtlety of a stadium rock concert.




      CHAPTER XVII 



    

Right. So Clayton comes up to me a few days later - and honestly, this is like your boss telling you you've got to manage the office Christmas party when you've made it abundantly clear that you think Christmas is fundamentally flawed and parties are an affront to human dignity - and says I've got to go back to Arabia and work with Feisal.




Now, I should probably explain that this was about as appealing to me as being asked to DJ at a wedding when your record collection consists entirely of Morrissey B-sides and obscure German industrial music. I mean, I tried to get out of it, obviously. I gave Clayton the full spiel: told him I was completely useless at responsibility (which was true - I was the sort of person who forgot to water plants and then felt genuinely guilty when they died), that I preferred things to people, ideas to things, and that trying to get me to manage actual human beings was like asking a vegetarian to run a butcher's shop.




The thing is, I wasn't being modest. I genuinely hated the idea of being in charge of anything. I'd read all the right books - Clausewitz, the lot - the way other people had read *Fever Pitch* or *The Catcher in the Rye*, but reading about football doesn't make you Kevin Keegan, does it? I'd played with Napoleon's campaigns the way kids play Championship Manager, but that doesn't mean you can actually handle twenty-two real players with real egos and real problems.




And I kept telling Clayton - look, you've asked London for proper officers, people who actually know what they're doing. But apparently that was like waiting for a decent England manager: theoretically possible, but likely to take months, and meanwhile Feisal needed someone now.




So off I went to Yenbo, leaving behind all the stuff I was actually good at - the Arab Bulletin (which I'd started, thank you very much), map-making, tracking Turkish army movements, basically all the obsessive list-making and pattern-spotting that I could actually do - to take on a job that made me feel like I'd been asked to captain England when my football experience consisted of watching *Match of the Day*.




The thing about our revolt - and this is something the people writing about it afterwards never mention - is that from the outside it probably looked quite impressive, but on the inside it was like watching your mate's band: lots of enthusiasm, occasional moments of brilliance, but mainly held together by luck and the fact that everyone was too polite to point out that nobody really knew what they were doing.




Yenbo turned out to be Feisal's base, and there was this bloke Garland there, single-handedly trying to teach the local fighters how to blow up railways. Now, Garland was brilliant - the sort of person who could explain quantum physics to your gran, except instead of quantum physics it was explosives, and instead of your gran it was Bedouin tribesmen who'd never seen a train, let alone blown one up.




The man was a natural teacher, which is rarer than you'd think. Most experts are useless at explaining things - they're like music critics who can tell you exactly why *Pet Sounds* is a masterpiece but can't hum you a single melody. Garland could take someone who'd never handled anything more complicated than a rifle and have them derailing trains within a week. His students loved him because he never made them feel stupid, never pulled that academic superiority thing that makes you want to give up before you've started.




He taught me about explosives too, and I have to say, it was a revelation. The army types treated dynamite like it was the Holy Grail - all ceremony and reverence and special procedures. Garland would stuff his pockets with detonators like they were Polo mints, grab some fuse and primers, and hop on his camel like he was popping down to the shops. 




The thing was, his health was terrible - dodgy heart, always getting ill in the heat - but he just ignored it, the way some people ignore their overdraft or the weird noise their car's making. He kept going until he'd blown up the first train, destroyed the first bridge, proved it could be done. 




Then he died.




  
Right, so things had got a bit mental in Hejaz over the past month, in that way that things do when you're not paying attention and suddenly everyone's moved house and changed jobs and you're expected to know what's going on.




Feisal had done what he said he was going to do - you know, like when someone actually follows through on their New Year's resolution to join a gym, except instead of getting fit he'd moved to Wadi Yenbo and was trying to sort out his back-story before having a proper go at the railway. Which, let's face it, is more ambitious than most people's fitness goals.




His little brother Zeid was heading up from Rabegh to Wadi Safra to deal with the Harb tribes, who were being a bit of a pain in the arse. Though to be fair to the Harb tribes, they were doing quite well at winding up the Turks - picking off their supply lines between Medina and Bir Abbas like kids nicking sweets from the corner shop, except the sweets were camels and rifles and the occasional prisoner. Every day they'd turn up at Feisal's place with their latest haul, like cats bringing dead mice to your doorstep, but more useful.




Rabegh had been having a bit of a moment when the Turkish planes showed up on November 7th - you know that feeling when your ex turns up at a party you thought they wouldn't be at - but they'd calmed down once the British sent four of their own planes with Major Ross, who was one of those annoyingly competent people who speaks perfect Arabic and makes everyone else look bad just by existing. More guns kept arriving every week until they had twenty-three of the things, which sounds impressive until you realize they were all different makes and mostly knackered - like having a CD collection that's all charity shop finds and nothing works with anything else.




Ali had managed to get himself about three thousand infantry together, which included two thousand proper soldiers in uniform under this bloke Aziz el Masri, plus some camel corps and Egyptian troops. The French had promised to send some gunners, which is the kind of promise that makes you think 'yeah, we'll see about that.'




Sherif Abdulla had finally got off his backside and left Mecca on November 12th, and a couple of weeks later he was more or less where he'd said he'd be, lurking around Medina like someone hanging about outside their ex's flat. He had four thousand men with him but only three machine guns and ten mountain guns that were about as much use as a chocolate teapot. So instead of doing anything properly dramatic, he'd set up camp at Henakiyeh, which was in the middle of nowhere and too far away to be any real help - like offering to give someone a lift and then parking three streets away.




The good news was that the supply situation at Yenbo was actually working for once. Garland had handed over the admin to Abd el Kader, who turned out to be one of those rare people who's actually organized and gets things done without making a massive drama about it. Which meant everyone else could focus on the important stuff, like Feisal trying to turn his random collection of farmers and unemployed people into a proper army, while Garland ran around teaching people how to blow things up and fixing everything that was broken.




The whole Wejh situation was still a bit up in the air. Feisal kept saying he was going to send the Juheina tribe to take it, while trying to get the Billi tribe onside. Their main chief, Suleiman Rifada, was playing both sides like someone on a dating app who won't commit to meeting up, because the Turks had given him a fancy title and some medals. But his cousin Hamid was properly committed to the cause and had just nicked a caravan of seventy camels heading to the Turkish garrison, which was the kind of result that makes everyone feel better about everything.




Just as I was getting ready to head off to Kheif Hussein to have another go at convincing Feisal about the Wejh plan, word came in that the Turks had had a bit of a disaster near Bir ibn Hassani. They'd sent out a reconnaissance force that had got a bit too confident and wandered into the hills, where the Arabs had jumped them and given them a proper kicking. Which was brilliant news, obviously.




CHAPTER XVIII 



Right, so here's the thing about my new travelling companion, Sherif Abd el Kerim el Beidawi. First off, his name's longer than most of my relationships have lasted, which should have been a warning sign, but wasn't. He was Mohammed's half-brother - Mohammed being the Emir of the Juheina, not the Prophet, obviously, though the way people talked about him you'd think he was planning to part the Red Sea rather than just get us across some desert.




The weird thing about Abd el Kerim was that he looked nothing like what you'd expect. Pure Abyssinian features, apparently because his mum had been a slave-girl who'd married the old Emir. It's like finding out your favourite indie band's lead singer is actually from Surrey rather than Detroit - not what you'd anticipated, but somehow it makes perfect sense when you think about it.




Abd el Kerim was twenty-six but looked younger, probably because he had this tiny wisp of beard that made him look like a sixth-former trying to get served in an off-licence. Coal black, thin as a rake, but with this brilliant sense of humour - the sort of bloke who'd have you in stitches even while you're both potentially dying of thirst. He absolutely hated the Turks, which was understandable given they'd been complete bastards to him about his skin colour. (Funny how Arabs didn't give a toss about Africans but couldn't stand Indians - racism's always been weirdly specific, hasn't it?)




The man was obsessed with speed. Properly obsessed. Like those middle-aged blokes who buy motorbikes and bang on about their 0-60 times. Abd el Kerim took personal pride in covering distances at three times normal speed, which was fine by me since it wasn't my camel doing the work and the weather was decent enough.




After we'd been cantering flat-out for three hours - three hours! - we finally stopped for food and coffee. Abd el Kerim immediately started wrestling with one of his men on a carpet, like they were kids at break time. Then they told jokes, had a bit of a dance, generally carried on like they were at someone's wedding rather than crossing hostile territory. Not exactly Lawrence of Arabia material, but infinitely more entertaining.




When we set off again, Abd el Kerim was straight back to his speed-demon antics, racing us through the dusk until we hit the hills. Going up Wadi Agida we had to slow to walking pace because of the steep climb, which absolutely killed him. You could see him practically vibrating with frustration, like a boy racer stuck behind a tractor. The moment we reached the top, he was off again, hurtling us down the other side in the dark like a complete maniac.




Then we started seeing fires through the palm trees near Nakhl Mubarak, hearing this incredible racket of camels and shouting. Since we'd been told the place was deserted, this was either very good news or spectacularly bad news. Abd el Kerim went all spy-thriller on us, creeping off with his rifle to investigate while we sat there getting cold and trying not to think about all the ways this could go wrong.




Turned out it was Feisal's army, which was a relief. The whole wadi was absolutely mental - hundreds of fires, thousands of camels, Arabs everywhere doing the usual camp things: making coffee, eating, sleeping, generally creating chaos. It was like Glastonbury, but with more livestock and considerably more ammunition.




In the middle of all this mayhem, we found Feisal himself, sitting on a carpet that looked about as comfortable as a church pew, dealing with the sort of administrative nightmare that would have middle managers reaching for the Prozac. He's got one bloke taking dictation, another reading reports, slaves holding lamps - it's like a medieval version of a particularly stressful day at the office.




Just as I'm thinking how surprisingly organized it all is, this completely demented camel charges into our little circle, dragging poor Maulud around like a dog with a chew toy, and dumps a load of hay all over everyone. Classic. "God be praised it wasn't butter or gold," says Feisal, which struck me as exactly the sort of thing you'd say when you're trying to maintain dignity while covered in animal fodder.




Anyway, turns out the military situation was properly fucked. The Turks had done an end-run around the Arab forces, everyone had panicked and legged it, and now Feisal was here with five thousand men trying to work out whether the Turks were coming for Yenbo or heading south to cause trouble elsewhere. His intelligence network had basically collapsed - all the local tribes were bringing in contradictory reports, probably because they were too busy running around in circles to know what was actually happening.




So there we were, sitting in a damp wadi at four in the morning, freezing our arses off while Feisal worked through the sort of crisis that would have most people hiding under the duvet with a bottle of wine. The whole camp gradually went quiet, fires turning to smoke, mist rising off the ground, and this massive mountain looming over us like something out of a fantasy film.




Eventually we gave up pretending we weren't all knackered, had a few dates for breakfast (about as warming as you'd expect), and tried to get some sleep on the soggy carpet. I was lying there shivering, feeling sorry for myself, when I saw Feisal's guards quietly covering him with their cloaks once they were sure he was asleep. Which was either incredibly touching or a sign that even they thought this whole enterprise was completely mental.




An hour later we were all up again because it was too bloody cold to stay horizontal, huddling round a fire and trying to work out what to do next. More messengers kept arriving with increasingly dire reports, the whole camp was on the edge of panic, so Feisal decided the best thing was to pack up and move somewhere else. Partly because we'd be underwater if it rained, partly because everyone needed something to do other than sit around imagining worst-case scenarios.




When the drums started, it was like watching a really chaotic evacuation scene from a war film. Everyone leaping about, camels being loaded, then suddenly forming up into this procession with Feisal on his mare, looking like he actually knew what he was doing, followed by this absolutely mental standard-bearer called Ali who looked like he'd stepped out of a Heavy Metal album cover.




We ended up camping in a little valley near the village, with Feisal's modest tents, the guards' ramshackle shelters, and the Egyptian gunners' perfectly aligned military accommodation. It looked like the world's most dangerous music festival, and probably about as well-organized as most of the ones I've been to.




CHAPTER XIX 



So we hung around for two days, and I basically spent the whole time following Feisal about like some sort of military groupie, which was actually quite brilliant because it gave me a proper look at how he operated. And this was during a particularly shit period when everyone was completely demoralized because of all these scary stories doing the rounds, plus the Northern Harb had basically done a runner, which was about as helpful as a chocolate teapot.




The thing about Feisal was that when his men were feeling rubbish, he'd sort of lend them his own confidence, like someone lending you their favorite record when you're going through a bad breakup. Anyone could just turn up outside his tent and wait to see him—there was no appointment system or anything—and he'd never tell people to sod off, even when they'd rock up with their mates and basically perform their complaints in song form, which must have been incredibly tedious. But he'd sit there and listen to every bloody verse, and if he couldn't sort it out himself, he'd get Sharraf or Faiz to deal with it. Watching this, I thought: right, so this is what being a proper Arab leader actually means.




His self-control was pretty impressive too. When this bloke Mirzuk turned up to explain how spectacularly they'd cocked everything up, Feisal just laughed at him in front of everyone and told him to wait while he dealt with the other sheikhs who'd been largely responsible for the whole disaster. And he was really gentle with them, basically taking the piss but in a nice way, saying things like "Oh brilliant, well done for losing half the bloody army then." Then he called Mirzuk back and pulled the tent flap down—which was code for "serious business time"—and I'm thinking, Christ, here we go, someone's about to get it. Because Feisal's name apparently means something about a sword coming down hard, which sounds fairly ominous. But instead he just made room for Mirzuk on the carpet and said, "Right then, tell us more about this epic cock-up of yours, make it entertaining." And Mirzuk, who was quite good-looking in a slightly too-clever way, got into the spirit of it and started doing these brilliant impressions of everyone running away in complete panic, including this famous old bandit losing his coffee pots, which was apparently the ultimate humiliation.




When Feisal spoke, he had this fantastic voice and he really knew how to use it. He'd talk to his men in their own dialect, but with this hesitant way of speaking, like he was really searching for exactly the right words. It was probably calculated—the pauses, the simplicity—but it came across as completely genuine. You could almost see through to what he was actually thinking, which is quite rare with people, especially leaders.




And he was funny, which in the Arab world is basically your ticket to popularity. One night he was talking to these Rifaa sheikhs, sending them off to hold some strategic position, and he told them very gently that the Turks were coming and it was their job to stop them and give God the credit for the victory—but that this would be somewhat difficult if they fell asleep on the job. The old guys absolutely loved this (and in Arabia, apparently, old guys matter more than young ones) and started going on about how God would give him not just one victory but two, and they'd pray for him to live long enough to accumulate an absolutely unprecedented number of victories. Which was all very nice, but more importantly, they actually stayed awake all night, which was rather the point.




Our daily routine was pretty straightforward. Just before dawn, the army's prayer-caller would climb this little hill and basically shout everyone awake with this incredibly loud call to prayer. His voice was harsh and powerful, and the acoustics of the place meant it echoed off the hills and came back even louder, so you woke up whether you were religious or not. Then Feisal's personal prayer-caller would do his bit more quietly outside the tent, and within minutes one of his slaves would bring round sweetened coffee. (They were all freed slaves actually, but they refused to leave because apparently working for Feisal was quite cushy.)




An hour later, Feisal would open his tent to visitors from the household—usually four or five of us—and we'd get the morning news over breakfast, which was mainly dates, though sometimes his Circassian grandmother would send these amazing spiced cakes from Mecca, or his body slave would experiment with various biscuits and cereals. After breakfast we'd alternate between bitter coffee and sweet tea while Feisal dictated his correspondence to his secretaries, including this adventurous character called Faiz and an imam who was famous in the army for having a baggy umbrella hanging from his saddle.




Around eight, Feisal would put on his ceremonial dagger and move to the reception tent, which had the most hideous rugs you've ever seen. He'd sit at one end facing the entrance, and we'd arrange ourselves in a semicircle with our backs against the wall, while the slaves managed the queue of people waiting to see him. If everything went well, he'd be finished by noon.




Then we'd reassemble for lunch, which was as elaborate as circumstances allowed. Feisal smoked like a chimney but barely ate anything, just pushing the food around—beans, lentils, spinach, rice, sweet cakes—until he decided we'd had enough. The fat guys like Mohammed Ibn Shefia found this incredibly frustrating and would arrange to have their own proper meals afterwards. After lunch we'd have coffee and this syrup-like green tea, then Feisal would disappear behind closed curtains until two in the afternoon for his private time.




The afternoon was another reception session, and I never saw anyone leave unhappy, which says something about his memory and people skills—he never seemed to forget a fact or muddle a relationship. If there was time afterwards, he'd take walks, talking about horses or plants, looking at camels, asking about the local geography. Evening prayers were sometimes public, though Feisal wasn't particularly showy about being religious. Then more individual meetings to plan night operations, because most of the actual work happened after dark.




Dinner was between six and seven—basically like lunch but with chunks of boiled mutton mixed through the rice—and everyone at headquarters was invited. We ate in silence, which was the done thing. After that, the day was basically over except for the occasional tea service. Feisal stayed up late and never seemed to want us to leave. In the evenings he'd relax and get local sheikhs to tell stories about the area and tribal history, or have poets perform these traditional war songs with all the usual clichés and stock phrases that each generation would adapt. Feisal was mad about Arabic poetry and would often organize these competitions, judging and rewarding the best verses. Very occasionally he'd play chess, brilliantly and aggressively, like a fencer. Sometimes he'd tell stories about Syria or share bits of Turkish political gossip or family drama. I learned loads about the politics of the Hejaz just from listening to him.




CHAPTER XX 



Look, I know what you're thinking. This is going to be one of those tedious accounts of military derring-do where everything works out splendidly and the hero gets the girl. Well, forget it. This is about the time I had to dress up like Lawrence of Arabia (which, come to think of it, I actually was) and nearly got everyone killed because I couldn't work out if my Arab mates were brilliant tacticians or just fancied a coffee break in the middle of a battle.




So Feisal - think of him as the coolest bloke you've never met, the kind who could probably get served in any pub in London despite being obviously underage - anyway, Feisal suggests I ditch the khaki and go native. Which, frankly, was like being told I could swap my uncomfortable school uniform for designer gear. The Arab robes were basically the tracksuit bottoms of desert warfare: practical, comfortable, and you didn't look like a complete pillock sitting cross-legged on the ground.




The thing is, wearing British army kit made me look like a Turkish officer to the locals, which was about as helpful as wearing a Manchester United shirt to a Liverpool match. So I got kitted out in these ridiculous white silk wedding clothes - and yes, before you ask, there probably was some heavy hinting going on from great-aunts about Feisal's marital status. I felt like I was going to a very expensive fancy dress party where everyone else knew the theme except me.




The villages were actually quite lovely, if you're into that sort of thing. Mud brick houses that looked like they'd been designed by someone who'd read a Guardian article about sustainable living, little palm gardens that were basically the world's first allotments, complete with elaborate irrigation systems that put my dad's garden sprinkler to shame. It was all very organised and civilised, which should have been the first clue that everything was about to go spectacularly wrong.




Because that's what happens, isn't it? Just when you think you've got everything sorted - nice clothes, decent accommodation, friends who know how to grow their own vegetables - reality comes along and kicks you in the teeth. The Turks showed up with three battalions and some very unfriendly intentions, and suddenly everyone was running around like it was the last day of the January sales.




The battle itself was a proper mess. We had these ancient guns that were about as reliable as a British Rail timetable, ammunition that was older than my grandmother, and a Syrian gunner called Rasim who treated the whole thing like he was playing Call of Duty. He was actually laughing while he fired these ridiculous weapons that may or may not have hit anything, but at least made a satisfying amount of noise.




And then - and this is the bit that still makes me want to throw things - just when we thought we were winning, our left flank decided to bugger off. Not because they were scared, you understand. Not because they were outgunned or outmanoeuvred. No, they fancied a coffee break. I'm not making this up. Eight hundred blokes just wandered off in the middle of a battle because they were "tired and thirsty" and wanted to "make themselves a cup of coffee."




It's like supporting Tottenham, really. Just when you think this might be the year, just when everything seems to be going right, someone decides they'd rather be doing something else entirely and the whole thing falls apart. Except instead of losing a football match, we nearly lost a war.




But here's the thing about military disasters - sometimes they work out better than victories. Because the Turks, having chased us back to Yenbo, took one look at the Royal Navy flotilla that had turned up (and honestly, Captain Boyle was like that friend who always arrives early to help you move house, except with warships) and decided they'd rather be somewhere else entirely.




The night they were supposed to attack, I was finally getting some proper sleep for the first time in days. And I reckon that eight hours of uninterrupted kip was worth more than any glorious victory, because let's face it, most victories just mean more paperwork anyway.




CHAPTER XXI 



By the next morning, everything had changed – and thank Christ for that, because the day before I'd been mentally composing my obituary and wondering whether anyone would remember to feed my goldfish. The Turks had bottled it, basically. Completely and utterly bottled it. The Juheina were doing their thing from Wadi Yenbo (and who am I to question the military tactics of Bedouin tribesmen – I can barely organize a trip to Tesco), while Garland was building defensive positions around town like he was constructing the world's most lethal Lego set.




Sir Archibald Murray – one of those military types who probably irons his pajamas – had sent Feisal an encouraging telegram, which was the 1917 equivalent of a supportive text message, and suddenly everyone was acting like we'd just beaten Arsenal 4-0 at Highbury instead of merely not dying horribly in the desert.




A few days later, Boyle dispersed his ships with all the casual confidence of a man who'd just pulled off the perfect pub quiz bluff, promising to reassemble them at a moment's notice like some nautical version of the A-Team. I seized this opportunity to pop down to Rabegh, where I had the distinct pleasure of meeting Colonel Bremond.




Now, Bremond was something special – imagine Santa Claus if Santa had spent his formative years at Saint-Cyr military academy and harbored serious doubts about whether the children of the world actually deserved presents. He was the head of the French Military Mission and, annoyingly, the only person in the entire Hejaz who actually seemed to know what he was doing from a military perspective. This was like being the only sober person at a wedding – technically advantageous, but ultimately rather isolating.




Bremond was still trying to leverage his French troops in Suez to get the British to commit a full brigade to Rabegh, playing diplomatic chess while the rest of us were still figuring out which piece was the horse-shaped one. He'd obviously decided I wasn't entirely on his team – fair assessment, really – and launched into what I can only describe as an evangelical attempt at conversion. Not to Christianity, obviously, but to his particular brand of colonial realpolitik.




What followed was one of those conversations that starts badly and gets progressively worse, like a first date where you discover your companion collects Victorian funeral photographs. I made some throwaway comment about attacking Medina soon, because that's what we British thought needed doing – we're very keen on taking cities, it's like a national hobby.




Bremond practically choked on his coffee. Absolutely not, he said. The Arabs taking Medina would be completely inappropriate – rather like letting the work experience kid perform open-heart surgery. In his view, the Arab Revolt had already achieved peak usefulness simply by having the audacity to exist. The actual fighting against Turkey should be left to the grown-ups – Britain and France – while the Arabs went back to doing whatever it was Arabs did when they weren't revolting.




His plan was brilliantly cynical, really. Land Allied troops at Rabegh, which would immediately make the Sherif look like a puppet to his own people – political suicide by foreign intervention. Then the Sherif would have to depend on us for everything, and at war's end we could graciously extract Medina from the defeated Turks like pulling a particularly valuable coin from someone else's pocket, and present it to Hussein as a thank-you gift for services rendered.




I found this level of manipulative forward-planning rather impressive, in the way you might admire a particularly elaborate Ponzi scheme, but I wasn't buying it. I told him, with the diplomatic finesse of a brick through a window, that I disagreed completely. We needed to take Medina ourselves, Feisal should grab Wejh to threaten the railway, and ultimately – this was the crucial bit – Arab enthusiasm should carry them all the way to Damascus.




This went down about as well as suggesting we replace the Marseillaise with a Spice Girls song. The Sykes-Picot Treaty, you see, had been drawn up specifically to handle the awkward possibility of Arabs actually achieving something significant. If they took Damascus, Aleppo, and Mosul, these would become independent Arab states rather than falling under direct French control – which from a French perspective was rather like watching someone else win the lottery with your numbers.




Neither Sykes nor Picot had believed Arab success was actually possible, but I knew it was. More than that, I believed Arab momentum would prevent any of us from imposing the sort of exploitative colonial arrangements that made everyone back home feel terribly clever while making everyone else thoroughly miserable.




Bremond retreated into military technicalities like a man taking shelter in a pub doorway. He assured me, on his honor as a staff officer, that Feisal moving from Yenbo to Wejh would be military suicide – the tactical equivalent of bringing a knife to a gunfight, or bringing a gunfight to a poetry reading.




I wasn't convinced by his arguments, which he delivered with the relentless enthusiasm of someone explaining why their favorite football team was definitely going to win the cup this year despite all evidence to the contrary. I told him so, probably less diplomatically than I should have.




It was a surreal encounter, really – an old professional soldier and a young man dressed like he was heading to a rather adventurous fancy dress party, arguing about the future of the Middle East while the desert wind blew sand through the windows. The whole thing left me feeling like I'd just had a perfectly pleasant meal that turned out to be poisoned.




The problem was that Bremond, like most French people, was ruthlessly practical about love and war. Even in the most romantic situations, the French remain incurably logical, seeing everything in the harsh light of reason rather than through the sort of misty, romantic haze that we British prefer – the difference between reading a restaurant menu and reading poetry by candlelight. This made collaboration rather like trying to dance with someone who keeps stopping to check whether you're doing it correctly.




I managed to control myself enough not to mention this conversation to any Arabs – partly diplomacy, partly because I wasn't entirely sure how to explain it without sounding completely mad – but I sent a full report to Colonel Wilson, who was coming up to discuss the whole Wejh business with Feisal.




Before Wilson arrived, the Turks completely changed their approach, like a football team switching from 4-4-2 to 5-3-2 at halftime. Fakhri Pasha had finally realized that attacking Yenbo was hopeless and chasing the Juheina was like trying to catch smoke with a butterfly net. Also, a pair of British seaplanes had been bombing him enthusiastically, flying over the desert with the sort of cheerful determination usually reserved for Sunday afternoon drives, except with significantly more explosives involved.




So he decided to fall back to Bir Said and move toward Rabegh with most of his forces – a sensible tactical withdrawal that probably felt like admitting your holiday was rubbish and coming home early.




CHAPTER XXII 



Look, the thing about Feisal was that he was completely mental when it came to getting things done. Not mental in a bad way - mental in the way that proper football fans are mental, the sort who'll travel to Grimsby on a Tuesday night in February because they said they would. He'd given his word about going to Wejh, and that was that. End of discussion.




So there we were on New Year's Day - and Christ, what a way to spend New Year's Day - sitting down to work out what this whole Wejh business actually meant. Around us, spread out like the world's most exotic music festival, were about six thousand Arabs. They were camped everywhere you looked - round palm trees, in little valleys, basically anywhere you could get out of the sun and park a camel. Most of them weren't the hardcore mountain types anymore (the ones who looked like they could climb Everest in flip-flops), but proper mounted soldiers. Blokes with decent kit and everything.




Their camps were brilliant, actually. They'd arrange their camel saddles in perfect circles around the fire, like some sort of ancient IKEA furniture arrangement, and use them as armrests while they lounged about. These guys could make themselves comfortable on rocks that would cripple a normal person - they'd just mold themselves to the ground like cats. Watching them was like watching a masterclass in chilling out.




The funny thing was, they'd changed. Six months ago, when I first met them, they were absolutely buzzing with enthusiasm - the kind of energy you get when your team's just been promoted and you genuinely believe this might be your year. Now they were calmer, more experienced. Less likely to charge off after the first Turkish patrol they spotted, more likely to actually think things through. Their patriotism had gone from being this raw, emotional thing to something more thoughtful. And the further they got from home, the more committed they became - which is weird when you think about it, but there you go.




When Feisal appeared, they'd sort of shamble into a line and do this arm-sweeping salute thing that was quite impressive in a ramshackle sort of way. They didn't clean their guns much (no oil, and anyway they needed what they had for their chapped skin), but the weapons were in decent nick and some of them were proper marksmen.




The problem was, they were hopeless en masse. Absolutely hopeless. Get a thousand of them together and they'd lose to a hundred disciplined Turks without breaking sweat. But get three or four of them in the hills, on their own patch, and they'd see off a dozen Turkish soldiers easy. It's like the difference between England at penalties and England in a pub quiz - completely different levels of competence depending on the situation.




We were still making it up as we went along, to be honest. After that business at Nakhl Mubarak, we'd given up trying to mix Egyptian regular troops with the irregulars - it was like trying to get Southampton fans to sing in harmony with Portsmouth supporters. Just wasn't going to work. So we shipped the Egyptians out, gave their kit to our own people, and started building proper Arab units with a few ex-Turkish soldiers thrown in to keep things professional.




The star of the show was this maniac called Maulud, who convinced fifty of his infantry that they were now cavalry by putting them on mules. And it worked! He was such a complete bastard about training that these poor sods actually became decent mounted soldiers. It was like watching someone turn a Sunday league team into Champions League contenders through sheer bloody-mindedness.




For the march to Wejh, Feisal wanted to take basically everyone - not because we needed them for fighting, but because we wanted to put on a show. The biggest Arab military operation anyone could remember. We wanted people to go home afterwards thinking, "Bloody hell, that was something special." No more petty tribal squabbling, no more dropping out because your cousin had a row with someone's brother-in-law. This was supposed to be the moment everyone realized the game had changed.




The timing was perfect, actually. The Turks were busy having a go at Rabegh, so they couldn't react quickly. And let's face it, they weren't exactly strategic geniuses at the best of times. We reckoned if we moved fast enough, we could take Wejh before they'd even worked out what we were up to.




To test the water, I took thirty-five men on a little raid near the end of our stay. We climbed this horrible mountain called Dhifran - imagine trying to climb a pile of razor blades, that's what the rock was like - and had a go at a Turkish position. We took a couple of prisoners, which was something to show for our efforts, though mainly we just made a lot of noise and scarpered before reinforcements arrived.




Feisal was still nervous about leaving Yenbo - fair enough, really, it was his main supply base and he'd grown quite attached to it. But then we had this brilliant idea about getting his brother Abdulla involved. Abdulla was sitting around in the middle of nowhere with five thousand men, doing basically nothing useful. We could get him to move to Wadi Ais, this perfect valley about a hundred kilometers north of Medina, right on the Turkish supply lines. It was such an obviously good idea that we sent someone off to suggest it and started planning our move north without even waiting for his reply.




Sometimes the best plans are the ones that just feel right, you know?




CHAPTER XXIII 



Right, so he said yes, and off we went up this wide road through Wadi Messarih, heading for Owais - which, if you're interested (and why would you be?), is basically just some wells about fifteen miles north of Yenbo. Now, I'm not normally one for banging on about scenery - I mean, hills are hills, aren't they? - but these were actually quite something. December had been absolutely pissing it down, and then the sun had come out and basically tricked the whole landscape into thinking it was spring. Which is exactly the sort of thing that would happen to me, frankly.




So there was this thin grass everywhere, these incredibly delicate single blades shooting up between the rocks like they were auditioning for something. If you looked straight down from your camel (and yes, I was on a camel - don't ask), you couldn't see bugger all. But if you looked ahead at the right angle, you could make out this pale green mist over all the slate-blue and brown-red rock. It was like squinting at one of those Magic Eye pictures, except actually worth the effort. Even the camels were having a good time, getting fat on the grass, which frankly made them more insufferable than usual.




When we got the signal to move - just us and the Ageyl, obviously - all the other units were lined up like they were waiting for the Number 19. As Feisal rode past, they all saluted him in this incredibly dramatic silence. He called back 'Peace upon you' in that cheerful way he had, and each head sheikh replied properly. Then, once we'd passed, they all mounted up in perfect synchronization - like some sort of medieval boy band - and suddenly there was this enormous line of men and camels winding back as far as you could see.




The only sound had been Feisal's greetings until we reached the top of the rise, where everything opened out into this gentle slope of shingle and flint. Then ibn Dakhil - who was this keen sheikh of Russ (and if you think these names are confusing, try living with them) - suddenly dropped back, organized everyone into proper formation, and got the drums going. Next thing you know, everyone's belting out this full-throated song about Feisal and his family. It was like being in the middle of the most epic musical you've ever seen, except with more camels and significantly more chance of dying.




The whole thing became absolutely magnificent in that completely over-the-top way that only the Arabs could manage. Feisal rode first in white, then Sharraf in red headcloth and this henna-dyed outfit, then me in white and scarlet (yes, I looked ridiculous), then three banners of faded crimson silk, then the drummers, then twelve hundred bouncing camels with their riders in every color you could imagine. We filled the entire valley like the world's most dangerous carnival procession.




At Messarih, this messenger turned up with letters for Feisal, including one for me from the DUFFERIN saying they wouldn't take Zeid anywhere until they'd seen me and heard what was going on. They were anchored in this creek eight miles up the coast where the officers could play cricket without being bothered by flies. Which was all very nice for them, but meant they had absolutely no idea what was happening anywhere else. Classic Navy, really - the commander was well-meaning enough, but he wasn't Boyle (who was brilliant) or Linberry (who actually bothered to find out what was going on in each port).




So obviously I had to race off to sort this out, because Zeid was lovely but completely mental and would definitely do something catastrophic if left to his own devices. Feisal gave me some Ageyl escort and we set off for Yenbo at top speed. I made it in three hours, leaving my thoroughly pissed-off escort halfway back complaining that they weren't going to wreck their camels or their arses for my impatience. Fair point, really. The sun was absolutely brutal, shining straight into our faces, and I had to ride with my hand pressed over my eyes like some sort of Lawrence of Arabia tribute act. The camel Feisal had given me was apparently the finest and roughest he had - a present from the Emir of Nejd. She later died of overwork and general neglect on the way to Akaba, which still makes me feel guilty.




When I got to Yenbo, naturally everything had changed. Zeid had already been shipped off and the DUFFERIN had buggered off to Rabegh that morning. So I sat down to work out what naval support we'd need for Wejh and how to organize transport, while waiting for Feisal at Owais like we'd arranged.




The first problem was this ridiculous row between Abd el Kader (the governor - energetic but completely temperamental) and Tewfik Bey (the military commandant - Syrian, from Horns). They'd fallen out over some empty ammunition boxes, as you do. Abd el Kadir had locked up the stores and gone to lunch. Tewfik had turned up with four men, a machine gun, and a sledgehammer, and broken the door down. Abd el Kadir had then rowed out to the British guardship - the tiny ESPIEGLE - and announced to the bemused captain that he was moving in. His servant brought him meals from shore and he spent the night on deck in a camp bed. It was like something out of Gilbert and Sullivan.




I needed to get this sorted quickly, so I made Abd el Kadir write to Feisal for a decision and got Tewfik to hand the stores over to me. We brought the trawler ARETHUSA alongside so Abd el Kadir could supervise loading the disputed boxes from his ship, then got Tewfik onto the ESPIEGLE for a reconciliation. Which worked brilliantly because it turned out the ESPIEGLE had captured Tewfik at Kurna - there was even a trophy nameplate from the Turkish gunboat they'd sunk. Both of them got completely absorbed in war stories and forgot they were supposed to be furious with each other.




The next day Sharraf arrived as Emir in Feisal's place. He was this incredibly powerful man - probably the most capable of all the Sherifs - but completely without personal ambition. Did everything from duty, never from impulse. He'd been chief justice for years, was rich, knew how to handle tribesmen better than anyone, and they were all terrified of him because he was absolutely fair and had this sinister face - his left eyebrow drooped from an old injury, which gave him this forbidding look. The SUVA's surgeon later fixed some of the damage, but he still looked like someone you wouldn't want to cross. Actually lovely to work with though - very clear-headed and kind, with this smile that made his mouth go soft while his eyes stayed absolutely terrifying.




We agreed that leaving Yenbo undefended while we went after Wejh was risky, so we should empty it of supplies. Boyle signaled that either DUFFERIN or HARDINGE would be available for transport. I asked for HARDINGE, which Captain Warren thought was a bit cheeky, but it worked - she turned up two days later in excellent spirits. She was an Indian troop ship with these enormous square ports at water level. Linberry opened them up and we stuffed eight thousand rifles, three million rounds of ammunition, thousands of shells, tons of rice and flour, uniforms, high explosive, petrol - the lot. It was like posting the world's most dangerous letters. She took a thousand tons in no time.




Boyle was desperate for news and promised the HARDINGE as depot ship throughout, landing supplies whenever we needed them. Half the Red Sea Fleet was assembling - the admiral was expected, landing parties were drilling on every ship, everyone was dyeing their white uniforms khaki and sharpening bayonets. The whole thing was turning into this massive military operation.




I was secretly hoping there wouldn't be any fighting. Feisal had nearly ten thousand men - enough to fill the whole Billi country and carry off everything that wasn't nailed down. The Billi knew this and had suddenly become incredibly loyal to the Sheriff, completely converted to Arab nationalism. Amazing how that works.




We were definitely going to take Wejh - the worry was whether half of Feisal's army would die of hunger or thirst on the way there. Supply was my responsibility, which was frankly terrifying. But the country to Um Lejj was friendly, so nothing too catastrophic could happen before then. We told Feisal everything was ready, and he left Owais on the same day Abdulla replied saying yes to the Ais plan. That day we also heard that my relief was coming - Newcombe, the regular colonel being sent as chief of military mission, had arrived in Egypt, and his staff officers Cox and Vickery were actually on their way down the Red Sea.




Boyle took me to Um Lejj in the SUVA to get news. The sheikh said Feisal would arrive that day at Bir el Waheidi, four miles inland. We sent him a message and went to look at the fort Boyle had shelled months before. It was just rubble, and Boyle looked at it and said, "I'm rather ashamed of myself for smashing such a potty place." He was very professional - alert, businesslike, sometimes a bit impatient with casual attitudes. Red-haired men are seldom patient, and 'Ginger Boyle' lived up to the stereotype.




While we were examining the ruins, four elderly villagers came up asking for help. They explained that months ago a two-funneled ship had destroyed their fort, and now they needed to rebuild it for the Arab Government's police. Could the captain of this peaceful one-funneled ship help with timber or materials? Boyle was getting restless during their long speech and snapped, "What do they want?" I said, "Nothing, they're just describing the terrible effect of the FOX's bombardment." Boyle looked around and smiled grimly: "It's a fair mess."




Next day Vickery arrived. He was a gunner who'd spent ten years in Sudan and learned Arabic so well we wouldn't need interpreters anymore. We went up to Feisal's camp with Boyle to plan the attack timetable and discuss the remaining march to Wejh.




We decided to split the army into sections proceeding independently to Abu Zereibat in Hamdh - after which there was no water before Wejh. But Boyle agreed the HARDINGE would anchor for one night in Sherm Habban and land twenty tons of water on the beach. Problem solved.




For the Wejh attack, we offered Boyle several hundred Arab peasants and freed men under Saleh ibn Shefia - this enthusiastic young man who kept his troops in line through appeals and conjurations and never minded how much anyone outraged his dignity. Boyle accepted them for the HARDINGE. They'd land north of town with the naval party, where the Turks had no defenses.




Boyle would have six ships with fifty guns plus a seaplane for direction. We'd be at Abu Zereibat on the twentieth, at Habban for water on the twenty-second, and the landing party would go ashore at dawn on the twenty-third while our cavalry blocked all escape routes.




The news from Rabegh was good, and the Turks hadn't tried anything at Yenbo. When Boyle's wireless confirmed this, we were incredibly encouraged. Abdulla was almost at Ais, we were halfway to Wejh - the initiative had passed to the Arabs. I was so excited I completely lost my self-control and said that in a year we'd be knocking on Damascus's gates. The temperature in the tent dropped about twenty degrees.




Later I heard Vickery had told Boyle I was a braggart and visionary. Though the outburst was stupid, it wasn't impossible - five months later I was in Damascus, and a year after that I was effectively running it.




Vickery had disappointed me, and I'd angered him. He thought I was militarily incompetent and politically absurd. I knew he was exactly the trained soldier we needed, but he seemed blind to our cause's power. The Arabs nearly failed because of this European blindness - advisers who couldn't see that rebellion wasn't war, but more like peace. A national strike, perhaps. The combination of Semites, an idea, and an armed prophet had unlimited possibilities. In skilled hands, we'd have reached Constantinople, not just Damascus, by 1918.




CHAPTER XXIV 



Right, so there I was at half past seven in the morning, checking that the HARDINGE wasn't making a complete hash of the unloading operation (which, miraculously, it wasn't), when I decided to pop ashore and see Sheikh Yusuf. And what do I find? Only the man himself, plus his rather terrified-looking Bisha police, some genuinely frightened villagers, and a bunch of old Maulud's lads, all frantically throwing together what could generously be called a barricade across the main street. Like they were preparing for the zombie apocalypse, except it wasn't zombies.




It was fifty completely mental mules.




No, really. Fifty wild mules - and when I say wild, I mean proper wild, no halters, no bridles, no saddles, basically the mule equivalent of a particularly rowdy stag do - had been dumped ashore from some ship that morning. Through what Yusuf diplomatically called 'luck rather than skill' (translation: blind panic and lots of shouting), they'd managed to herd the things into the market-place, where they were now essentially having a rave, trampling the stalls and generally behaving like, well, like fifty wild mules trapped in a market.




The thing is, these mules were actually meant for Maulud's mounted unit, which sounds quite grand until you realise that Maulud was basically expected to magic up saddles and bridles in the middle of the desert. This was batch number two of fifty mules, which made me wonder what had happened to batch number one (probably best not to ask). Fortunately - and this was the first bit of genuine luck we'd had in weeks - we had spare ropes and bits on the HARDINGE because of that scare we'd had at Yenbo. By noon, the shops were open again and we'd paid for the damage. Just another typical Tuesday in the desert, really.




I headed up to Feisal's camp, which was buzzing like a particularly organised anthill. The usual crowd was there: Faiz el Ghusein (Beduin sheikh turned Turkish official turned chronicler of unspeakable horrors, now doing secretary work - quite a career trajectory), Nesib el Bekri (Damascus landowner with a death sentence hanging over him, which must put a dampener on small talk), his brother Sami (law graduate turned assistant paymaster), and Shefik el Eyr, who'd been a journalist and was now assistant secretary. Shefik was one of those pale, whisper-talking types who are absolutely sound on the big issues but completely impossible to work with day-to-day. You know the sort.




Then there was Hassan Sharaf, the doctor, who was having what can only be described as a proper meltdown because all his medical supplies had been smashed to bits at the bottom of his chest. Shefik, displaying the kind of timing that would make you want to throttle him, chose this moment to pipe up with, 'Do you expect a rebellion to be comfortable?' The contrast between his philosophical tone and Hassan's obvious misery was actually quite funny, in that way that completely inappropriate things often are when you're tired and stressed and probably slightly dehydrated.




That evening, Feisal and I had one of those conversations about logistics that sound dead boring but are actually quite crucial when you're trying to move ten thousand men across a desert. First stop was Semna - palm groves, decent water, basically the Travelodge of desert oases. After that, it got more complicated. The coastal route was sixty miles of absolutely nothing to the next water source, which our five thousand infantry would find about as enjoyable as a sponsored walk through hell.




Our little army totalled 5,100 camel cavalry, 5,300 infantry, four mountain guns, ten machine guns, and 380 baggage camels for transport. Everything pared down to the absolute minimum, which made the Turkish army look positively luxurious by comparison. We were set to leave on January 18th, just after lunch, and Feisal, being Feisal, had everything organised to the minute.




Lunch was actually quite jolly - Feisal himself (finally relaxed after weeks of stress), Abd el Kerim (who never took anything too seriously), and the usual suspects. After we'd eaten, they struck the tent and we all wandered over to where the camels were waiting in a circle, saddled and loaded, each one held by a slave standing on its doubled foreleg - which looks cruel but is apparently standard camel-restraining practice.




The kettle drummer gave his drum a few rolls, everything went quiet, and we all watched Feisal. He got up from his rug, grabbed the saddle-pommels, stuck his knee against the camel's side and said, quite loudly, 'Make God your agent.' The slave let go, the camel sprang up (they always do this in one violent movement that looks like it should catapult the rider into orbit), and Feisal somehow managed to get his other leg across and settle himself in the saddle like he'd been doing it all his life. Which, to be fair, he probably had.




The rest of us scrambled for our camels in that slightly undignified way you do when you're trying to look competent in front of ten thousand men. Most of the camels behaved themselves - only the young males made a fuss, roaring and complaining, which proper Beduins wouldn't stand for because the noise could give you away at night. We sorted ourselves into a line beside Feisal, and ibn Dakhil arranged his Ageyl in wings stretching out two or three hundred yards on either side.




These Ageyl were brilliant - young lads from the Nejd towns, aged sixteen to twenty-five, who'd signed up as regular camel corps for a few years. They were bright, well-mannered, often slightly vain about their appearance, and absolutely knew what they were doing with camels, having grown up in the trade. They were also naturally submissive in that way that makes for good soldiers, but fought intelligently when properly led. Not being a tribe, they had no hereditary enemies and could travel freely in the desert, handling most of the interior trade.




The thing was, life back home in Kasim had become pretty grim under the Wahhabis, who'd imposed their strict Islamic rules on what had been quite a civilised place. No coffee hospitality, lots of prayer and fasting, no tobacco, no messing about with women, no silk clothes, no gold ornaments - basically everything that makes life bearable had been banned in the name of religious purity. This sort of extreme ascetic movement seemed to crop up in Central Arabia every century or so, like a particularly severe form of religious hay fever.




Anyway, that afternoon the Ageyl weren't thinking about God but about us, and they fell into formation with obvious enthusiasm. The drums started up, and the poet of the right wing launched into an improvised song about Feisal and the good times we'd have at Wejh. The right wing listened, learned it, and sang it back three times with enormous self-satisfaction. But before they could get carried away, the left wing's poet fired back with a reply in the same metre, and soon the whole guard was singing the regimental chorus together - something about losing Nejd and the women of Maabda, but with their future stretching from Jidda to Suez. It was a good marching song with a beat the camels liked, so they settled into their rhythm and shuffled forward contentedly.




The terrain was perfect for them - long, slow waves of sand dunes with scrub in the folds and the occasional palm tree in the moister bits. We were making good progress when two horsemen came galloping across from the left to greet Feisal. The first was Mohammed Ali el Beidawi, Emir of the Juheina - scruffy old character with dodgy eyes. But the second rider looked odd in khaki uniform under his cloak, with a silk headcloth all askew. When he got closer, I could see it was Newcombe - red, peeling face, intense eyes, and that aggressive grin of his. He'd arrived at Um Lejj that morning, heard we'd just left, grabbed Sheikh Yusuf's fastest horse and galloped after us.




I offered him my spare camel and introduced him to Feisal, who greeted him like they'd been at school together. Immediately they were deep in conversation, planning and debating at incredible speed. Newcombe had this amazing initial energy, and combined with the freshness of the day and the general happiness of the army, it made everything seem possible.




We passed through Ghowashia (a rather sad collection of palm trees) and over an old lava field that had been smoothed by just the right amount of sand - enough to cover the rough bits, not enough to slow us down. An hour later we came to a proper sand cliff that dropped into a beautiful valley of rounded pebbles. This was Semna, our first stop, and the road led down through terraces of palm trees.




It was wonderfully still and warm at the bottom of the valley, sheltered from the wind by the great bank of sand. Here was our water source, and here we'd wait for the scouts to return with reports of rain-pools ahead - Abd el Kerim's advice. We rode across the valley and up the far slopes to a safe spot above flood level, where Feisal tapped his camel's neck until she knelt down with a scraping of displaced shingle. The carpets came out, and we sat around joking while the coffee was prepared.




I got into an argument with Feisal about Ibrahim Pasha, the Milli-Kurd leader in North Mesopotamia, specifically about his rather impressive camping arrangements. Apparently, when Ibrahim was ready to march, his women would get up before dawn and silently dismantle his tent around him while he slept, so that he'd wake up alone on his pallet in the open air where the night before he'd been in a proper palace tent. He'd get up leisurely, have coffee on his carpet, then ride towards the new camp. If he fancied coffee on the way, he'd just snap his fingers and a servant would ride up with pots and a brazier mounted on a special saddle bracket, serving coffee without breaking stride. At sunset, he'd find the women waiting in the fully erected tent, exactly as it had been the night before. Not a bad way to travel, all things considered.




The weather had turned grey - so strange after weeks of blazing sun that Newcombe and I kept looking down to see where our shadows had gone. We wandered around Semna, admiring the well-tended palm groves with their little hedges of dead thorn and the occasional reed huts for the owners during fertilisation and harvest. The wells were shallow and wood-lined, with water that was supposedly quite sweet and never-failing, though so slow-flowing it took all night to water our camels.




Feisal wrote letters to twenty-five leaders of various tribes, basically saying he'd be in Wejh shortly and they'd better be ready. Mohammed Ali, being useful for once since most of our men were from his tribe, organised the detachments and sorted out their routes. The water scouts had found shallow pools at two points on the coast road, so we decided to send four sections that way and five through the hills, which should get us to Abu Zereibat quickest and safest.




Working out the route was a nightmare because the Musa Juheina, our local guides, had no sense of time smaller than half a day or distance between a span and a stage, and a stage could be anything from six to sixteen hours depending on how they felt. Most of our units had no one who could read or write, which made communication interesting. The whole expedition ended up being a catalogue of delays, confusion, hunger and thirst - all of which could have been avoided if we'd had time to recce the route properly. The animals went without food for nearly three days, and the men did the last fifty miles on half a gallon of water with nothing to eat. Amazingly, this didn't dent their spirits at all - they trotted into Wejh singing hoarsely and staging mock charges. Though Feisal reckoned another day of that heat would have finished them.




When the business was done, Newcombe and I went to sleep in a tent Feisal had lent us - a proper luxury, since we usually prided ourselves on roughing it like the men. We pitched it right at the edge of a bluff, so narrow that the slope went straight down from the door flaps. Abd el Kerim, the young Beidawi Sherif, was waiting for us, wrapped up to the eyes because the evening was turning chilly and looked like rain. He'd come to ask for a mule with saddle and bridle - Maulud's smart little company in their breeches and puttees had made quite an impression in the market at Um Lejj.




I strung him along a bit, saying he could ask again after we'd successfully reached Wejh, and he seemed happy enough with that. We were desperate for sleep, and eventually he got up to go. But then he looked across the valley and saw all the little camp-fires of our scattered units twinkling in the hollows. He called me out to look, swept his arm around the scene, and said, half-sadly, 'We are no longer Arabs but a People.'




He was half-proud too, because this advance on Wejh was their biggest effort yet - the first time anyone could remember when an entire tribe's fighting men had left their territory with proper transport, weapons and supplies for a two-hundred-mile march into someone else's patch, without any prospect of loot or blood feud to motivate them. Abd el Kerim was pleased his tribe had shown this new spirit of service, but also rather sorry. For him, the good life meant a fast camel, decent weapons, and the occasional quick raid on a neighbour's livestock - and Feisal's growing ambitions were making that sort of thing increasingly difficult for anyone with responsibilities.




Which, I suppose, is what happens when you stop being a collection of tribes and start being a people. Not always as much fun, but probably necessary if you want to achieve anything bigger than nicking your neighbour's goats.




CHAPTER XXV 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I know anything about desert warfare or leading Arab tribes through the wilderness, because frankly, the closest I've come to military strategy is trying to work out the best formation for my five-a-side team (and we still finished bottom of the league). But even I could tell that this morning's rain was a good thing - not just because it meant we didn't have to worry about water for a bit, but because it gave us an excuse to stay in the tents at Semna until the afternoon, which suited me fine. I've never been what you'd call an early starter.




When we finally got going, it was like watching the world's most exotic and dangerous parade. First you had the Ageyl behind us, then Abd el Kerim with his seven hundred mounted Gufa men (plus another seven hundred on foot, which must have been murder on the feet), all dressed in white with those brilliant red and black headwraps, waving palm branches instead of proper banners. It was the sort of thing that would have looked completely mental in Crouch End, but out here it made perfect sense.




Then came Sherif Mohammed Ali abu Sharrain, this old patriarch who looked like he'd stepped out of a biblical epic, complete with the curling grey beard and ramrod-straight posture that made me feel terrible about my own slouching. His three hundred riders were proper Sherifs - well, sort of proper, in that everyone acknowledged they were the real deal even though they couldn't actually prove it with paperwork, which is a bit like claiming you're a Manchester United fan without being able to produce a season ticket from 1975. They wore these brilliant rust-red tunics under black cloaks, and each one had a slave riding pillion to help with the weaponry and do the cooking, which seemed like quite a good arrangement until you looked at the slaves themselves, who were dressed in basically nothing and clinging on for dear life.




The thing about Semna water was that it had medicinal properties, which sounds lovely until you realise that 'medicinal' in this context meant it gave all the camels the runs. So there we were, this magnificent procession of warriors and tribal leaders, accompanied by the constant sound of camel diarrhea. It's the sort of detail they never put in the adventure films.




Behind the Ashraf came Owdi ibn Zuweid with his crimson banner and his thousand Rifaa men. Now Owdi was exactly the sort of character you'd cross the street to avoid in normal circumstances - an old sea-pirate who'd robbed some German mission and chucked their wireless equipment and their Indian servants into the sea at Yenbo. The sharks, showing unusual discretion, had apparently refused the wireless, though we'd wasted hours trying to fish it out of the harbour. Owdi was still wearing this magnificent German officer's greatcoat that he'd nicked, which was completely unsuitable for the climate but which he insisted on keeping because it was, in his words, 'magnificent booty.' You had to admire his priorities.




The whole thing reminded me of those compilation albums they used to advertise on TV - 'Now That's What I Call Desert Warfare!' - except instead of slightly past-it pop stars, you had this incredible collection of tribal leaders, each one more colourful than the last, all somehow managing to work together despite the fact that in any other circumstances they'd probably be trying to kill each other.




The best bit came when someone shot a hare from the saddle, which prompted Feisal to ban all shooting because of the obvious safety issues. So when more animals were disturbed by our passing, everyone had to chase them with sticks instead, which led to these fantastic scenes of dignified warriors leaping off their camels and running around like schoolboys, beating the ground with canes and shouting. It was like watching a very violent game of cricket played by people who'd never heard of cricket.




We ended up camping by the sea that evening, and hundreds of us went for a swim - this incredible splashing, screaming mass of naked men of every possible colour, which sounds either like the best or worst holiday experience imaginable, depending on your point of view. Dinner was gazelle, which apparently was the best meat you could get in the desert, and I have to say it was pretty good, though by that point I was so hungry I'd probably have been grateful for a Pot Noodle.




The real excitement came later, when news arrived that Abdulla had captured Eshref Bey, who was basically the Turkish equivalent of a criminal mastermind. The whole story was brilliantly ridiculous - this guy had started as a simple brigand, graduated to revolutionary, been exiled to Medina where he'd escaped through a toilet window, kidnapped the governor's son, and eventually ended up as one of Enver's assassins before retiring to Macedonia with a nice little property portfolio. It was like a cross between Lawrence of Arabia and The Italian Job.




The capture had been a complete fluke - Abdulla's men had stumbled across Eshref's camp, there'd been a brief firefight involving a machine gun, and when the dust settled they'd not only got their man but also twenty thousand pounds in coin and a load of weapons. Abdulla had been so pleased with himself that he'd written a gloating letter to the Turkish commander and nailed it to a telegraph pole, which was exactly the sort of thing you'd do if you were feeling particularly pleased with yourself and had a good sense of theatre.




The next day's journey was easier, partly because it was cooler and partly because Newcombe and I had our own tent, which meant we could escape from the constant company for a few hours. It's funny how much you miss privacy until you don't have it - like being on the world's longest and most dangerous package holiday with people you can't avoid.




We were heading for Wadi Hamdh, which turned out to be this massive dried riverbed - apparently the greatest valley in Arabia, though that's the sort of claim that's hard to verify without access to Google Earth. When we finally got there, it was like entering some kind of natural obstacle course: sandy hillocks covered in thorny bushes, channels that split and twisted like a maze, and dust that got into everything. We had to crash through the undergrowth like we were in some kind of extremely uncomfortable nature documentary, with branches snapping, camels grumbling, and everyone shouting and laughing despite the fact that we couldn't see where we were going.




It was, in its own way, absolutely brilliant.




CHAPTER XXVI 



Look, I know what you're thinking. You're thinking, Christ, not another bloke banging on about his gap year in the desert, riding camels and finding himself through the ancient wisdom of Bedouin tribes. And you'd be right to think that, except this wasn't exactly a gap year, and the ancient wisdom mostly involved working out who was going to nick whose camels.




The thing is, when you finally get to Abu Zereibat - and it really is a properly middle-of-nowhere sort of place, the kind of spot that makes you realize just how much you've taken Tesco Metro for granted - there's this moment where everything suddenly makes sense. Not in a mystical, Lawrence-of-Arabia way (though obviously that comparison was going to come up sooner or later), but in the way that finishing a really good album makes sense. All the different elements - the sand, the water, the blokes with guns, the politics - suddenly click into place like the perfect tracklist.




We'd been slogging through scrubland for what felt like forever (though probably wasn't, time does funny things when you're uncomfortable and haven't had a proper cup of tea in weeks), when we hit this clearing with a decent-sized pond. Eighty yards long, fifteen wide - not exactly Center Parcs, but when you've been watching your camel's arse for days on end, it looked like the most beautiful thing in the world. The mules certainly thought so. They went absolutely mental for it, splashing about like kids in Majorca, and watching them you couldn't help but think that maybe we'd all forgotten something important about just being happy with simple stuff.




Feisal had picked this massive plain for our camp, big enough for "all the armies of Arabia" as someone put it, though that sounded a bit grandiose for what was essentially a bunch of blokes with tents. Still, there was something properly impressive about it all when night fell. Black as anything, no moon, but brilliant stars above this rolling fog that made the whole camp look like some kind of medieval fantasy thing. Tent peaks poking through, fires sending up these spires of smoke - it was like a Tolkien book, except with more arguing about water rations.




Old Auda - and he really was properly old, the kind of old where you suspect he might have personal anecdotes about the invention of the wheel - corrected me when I called it an army. "It's not an army," he said, dead serious, "it's a world moving on Wejh." Which was exactly the sort of thing you'd roll your eyes at if someone said it in a pub in Camden, but out there, with all that space and stars and the smell of woodsmoke, it actually made perfect sense.




The local tribes started turning up like shy teenagers at a house party, mumbling their allegiances and trying to work out which side looked most likely to come out on top. Then Sherif Nasir arrived - no fanfare, just turned up like he was popping round for a cup of sugar - and suddenly the whole dynamic changed. This was the bloke everyone had been talking about, the one who'd fired the first shot and was going to fire the last one, the sort of person who makes you realize that some people really are just built different.




He was about twenty-seven, which seemed impossibly young for someone carrying that much weight of expectation, with this sensitive face that didn't quite match the whole warrior-prince thing everyone was projecting onto him. The kind of face you'd expect to see in a coffee shop in Shoreditch, reading Murakami and worrying about his thesis deadline, not planning military campaigns in the desert.




The next day was all politics and logistics - the boring stuff that doesn't make it into the films but takes up about ninety percent of any actual adventure. While the important people sat around talking strategy, I wandered about looking at the constant stream of new arrivals, each group trying to make a bigger impression than the last. The Juheina turned up doing this whole elaborate display, charging around with swords and flags, kicking up dust clouds and generally being a massive pain in the arse. It was like watching a bunch of football fans trying to out-chant each other, except with potentially lethal consequences.




We were already running late - two days behind schedule, and you could feel everyone getting twitchy about it. There's something about being late that makes everything else seem more urgent and slightly ridiculous at the same time. Newcombe decided to ride ahead and explain to the Navy that we were going to miss our appointment, like calling your mates to say you're going to be late for the pub except the consequences involve battleships and international incidents.




The cultural differences kept surfacing in these brilliant little moments. Someone sent Feisal a camel as a test - keep it if you're friendly, send it back if you're not, like the world's most expensive Facebook relationship status. Nasir blamed the sender's indecisiveness on eating fish, which apparently swells the head, leading to this whole comedy routine about what proper Arabs should and shouldn't eat. It was like being at a dinner party where everyone's arguing about whether pineapple belongs on pizza, except with genuine theological implications.




Then we had the inevitable moment when everything nearly went tits up over something completely predictable. Some of the lads spotted unguarded camels and decided to help themselves, because apparently even in the middle of a military campaign, the urge to nick stuff remains irrepressible. Feisal had to fire warning shots to stop them, which seems extreme until you realize that letting your allies rob each other is probably not great for team morale.




By the time we got to the coast, the Navy had got bored waiting and had gone ahead with their attack anyway. Fair enough, really - you can't expect battleships to hang around indefinitely just because some blokes with camels are running behind schedule. The Turkish governor had made a big speech about fighting to the last drop of blood, then promptly buggered off into the night, leaving his infantry to deal with the consequences. Which pretty much sums up the whole situation, really - lots of grand rhetoric, followed by someone else having to sort out the actual mess.




The whole thing felt like being part of some massive, important historical moment while simultaneously being acutely aware that most of it was just people muddling through and hoping for the best. Like being backstage at a legendary gig and realizing that half the magic was just good timing and nobody dropping their instrument.




CHAPTER XXVII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I understood military strategy any better than I understood women, or vinyl collecting, or why Arsenal kept letting me down season after season. But there we were, somewhere in the middle of nowhere with sand everywhere and rumors flying about like particularly persistent wasps at a summer barbecue.




The thing about armies is they're a bit like football crowds – get them excited about something and they'll start moving whether it makes sense or not. So off we went in the middle of the night, which seemed unnecessarily dramatic to me, but then again most things in Arabia felt like someone had cranked the drama dial up to eleven.




By morning we'd all gathered in this place called Wadi Miya – and can I just say, whoever was in charge of naming places out there clearly had no imagination whatsoever – about twelve miles from where we actually wanted to be. Which is typical, really. It's like setting off for White Hart Lane and ending up in bloody Watford.




The Ageyl did this thing where they stripped down to almost nothing before fighting, which they reckoned would give them cleaner wounds. I mean, fair enough, but it struck me as the sort of forward planning that would never occur to your average English bloke, who'd probably just hope for the best and complain about it afterward.




They looked pretty magnificent, I'll give them that – these lean, brown men moving across the sand like they knew exactly what they were doing, which was more than could be said for most of us most of the time. There were these brilliant red banners and a pool of turquoise water that looked like something from a holiday brochure, if holiday brochures included armed insurrection as a leisure activity.




The whole thing was over before it really began, which was both a relief and somehow disappointing. It's like when your team scores in the first five minutes and then you spend the rest of the match wondering if that's it, if that's all the excitement you're going to get.




But here's the thing that really got to me: Vickery was pleased as punch with the whole affair, and I just couldn't understand why. Twenty men had died, and for what? The Turks would have given up anyway – they had no food, no way out, nothing. It was like beating someone at football when they've already got three players sent off and their goalkeeper's gone home in a huff.




These weren't professional soldiers we were talking about, either. They were just blokes, really – someone's brother, someone's son, local lads who'd signed up because they believed in something. When one of them died, it wasn't a statistic, it was a tragedy that rippled through families and friendships. It was personal in a way that made the whole military efficiency thing seem a bit obscene.




The town was a right mess afterward, as you'd expect. The locals had been given fair warning – join us or clear off – but most of them were Egyptian and clearly thought the Turks were the better bet. Wrong call, as it turned out. Our lot went through the place like teenagers through their parents' drinks cabinet, taking everything that wasn't nailed down and quite a few things that were.




Getting supplies in was a nightmare because someone had thoughtfully sunk all the boats, which seemed like poor planning all round. But we managed, the way you always do manage, somehow, even when everything's going wrong and you can't quite believe you're where you are, doing what you're doing.




The funny thing is, a few days later when I was getting ready to bugger off back to Cairo, you could already see that it had all been worth it. We'd won, properly won, and suddenly everything looked different. The whole Arab revolt thing wasn't going to collapse anymore, and we'd learned something about how to fight in the desert without making complete tits of ourselves.




So maybe those twenty deaths weren't quite as pointless as they'd seemed. Maybe Vickery had been right all along, and I was just being sentimental. But I still couldn't shake the feeling that there should have been another way, something cleverer, something that didn't require quite so much blood and broken glass.




BOOK THREE. A Railway Diversion 



CHAPTERS XXVIII TO XXXVIII 



So taking Wejh worked out pretty much exactly as we'd hoped, which was nice for a change. The Turks basically bottled it – instead of having a go at Mecca, they decided to sit tight in Medina and guard their precious railway. Our military types, predictably, started drawing up plans to have a proper crack at them.




The Germans, who weren't stupid, could see they were about to get completely stuffed from all sides. They managed to talk Enver into doing the sensible thing and getting out of Medina sharpish. Sir Archibald Murray was practically begging us to pile in and finish them off while they were legging it.




Feisal was well up for it, obviously. So I trudged off to see Abdulla to get him onside. Typical – I went and got ill on the way, didn't I? Lying there feeling sorry for myself with bugger all to do except think, which is never a good sign. But actually, all that thinking made me realize we'd been doing things right without really knowing why – our instincts were better than all the clever-clogs theorizing.




When I felt human again, I couldn't be bothered with the railway business. Went back to Wejh with some half-baked ideas rattling around my head. Tried to convince the others we should focus on winning hearts and minds rather than just blowing things up – that we should be spreading the word before we started spreading the lead. Fat chance. They were obsessed with Medina, wanted to stick to what they knew.




So I thought, sod it. I'll prove my point by having a crack at Aqaba on my own.




CHAPTER XXVIII 



Right, so there we were in Cairo, and the authorities—still sweating in that ridiculous heat, obviously—were making all these promises. Gold, rifles, mules, machine-guns, mountain guns. The usual shopping list of military mayhem. Of course, we never actually got the mountain guns, which was typical, really. It's like when your record company promises you proper studio time and then gives you a four-track in someone's garage.




The gun situation was doing my head in, frankly. It was our equivalent of being a football fan—you know exactly what you need to win, you can see it right there, but somehow the people in charge keep buying the wrong players. We needed mountain guns because the terrain was all hills and goat tracks, completely useless for normal field artillery. The British Army had these Indian ten-pounders, which were about as effective against proper opposition as a water pistol at a riot.




Bremond—and God, don't get me started on Bremond—had these brilliant Schneider sixty-fives sitting at Suez with Algerian crews. Proper kit. But he was treating them like they were his mint-condition first pressing of 'Pet Sounds'—too precious to actually use. Every time we asked for them, he'd come up with these pathetic excuses. The Arabs wouldn't look after the crews properly. The Arabs wouldn't look after the guns properly. What he really wanted was a British brigade for Rabegh, which was his price for lending us his toys. We told him where he could stick that idea.




Look, I could understand why he didn't want to make the Arab Army too effective—that's just politics, isn't it? Like how record companies don't want their artists getting too independent. But the British Government's attitude was completely mental. It wasn't malice—they gave us everything else we wanted. It wasn't penny-pinching either—they'd already thrown ten million quid at the Arabs. I reckon it was just pure, unadulterated stupidity. The kind of institutional thick-headedness that makes you want to emigrate.




The maddening thing was watching opportunities slip away because we couldn't match the Turkish artillery. It was like being a striker who keeps missing open goals because someone's given you boots that are three sizes too small. Their guns outranged ours by three or four thousand yards, which in military terms is like being in a knife fight when the other bloke's got a machine gun.




Eventually, Bremond got too clever for his own good—there's always one, isn't there?—and after keeping his batteries idle at Suez for a whole year (a YEAR!), his replacement, Major Cousse, finally sent them down to us. With their help, we actually made it to Damascus. But for twelve months, every Arab officer who'd seen those guns gathering dust at Suez knew exactly what the French really thought about Arab independence. Talk about shooting yourself in the foot.




CHAPTER XXIX 



Look, I'm not going to pretend that living in Wejh was like being on some gap-year adventure or anything. It was properly mental, if I'm being honest. We'd sorted ourselves out camp-wise – Feisal had gone completely over the top with his tent situation, naturally. I mean, the bloke had tents for everything: sleeping tents, meeting-people tents, staff tents, guest tents, probably a tent for having a quiet think in. The whole setup was about a mile from the sea, perched on this coral ledge thing that dropped off dramatically toward these valleys that spread out like... well, like when you drop a stone in water, except made of sand and full of armed Arabs.




The thing is, we'd bagged the high ground (obviously), leaving all the soldiers and tribesmen down in the valleys, which sounds a bit snobbish when you put it like that, but honestly, the evenings up there were brilliant. You could hear the sea in the distance, and it reminded me of London traffic heard from a side street – which is either deeply poetic or completely mad, depending on your point of view.




Below us, everything was organized in that particularly military way that makes you either feel comforted or slightly claustrophobic. The Ageyl had pitched up right underneath us in their usual chaotic fashion, then you had Rasim's artillery boys, and Abdulla's machine-gunners all lined up in those obsessively neat rows that make professional soldiers go a bit funny with excitement. Further out was the market, which was basically constant pandemonium – imagine Portobello Road on a Saturday, but with more weapons and significantly less health and safety.




The mad thing about Wejh was how spread out everything was. I spent my entire time trudging back and forth between camps like some sort of diplomatic postman – Feisal's tents one minute, the English tents the next, then the Egyptian Army, then the town, the port, the wireless station. My feet were absolutely destroyed, but I was secretly quite pleased about this, in that slightly masochistic way you get pleased about training for a marathon. People kept asking why I didn't have a horse, and I couldn't really explain that I was deliberately trying to make myself suffer, partly because it sounded insane and partly because I had this weird thing about animals.




The truth is, I found something deeply uncomfortable about the whole business of using animals. It felt like we were taking the piss, frankly. Like we were doing to them what some superior alien race might do to us – just assuming we had the right because we were supposedly more evolved. Plus there were these drummers who went absolutely mental every night, and watching them reminded me uncomfortably that we're all just animals pretending to be something more sophisticated.




Meanwhile, Feisal was inside his tent empire doing proper politics that most of us couldn't help with, while the rest of us were treated to a daily dose of chaos disguised as entertainment. There were victory parades and celebratory shooting and general showing off. There were also, predictably, disasters. Someone found an unexploded bomb left over from when Boyle took the town, and naturally a group of idiots decided to mess about with it. The explosion redecorated our tents with bits of people, which was exactly as grim as it sounds. Feisal ordered the bloodstained tents destroyed, but the servants just washed them and carried on using them, which tells you everything you need to know about the difference between giving orders and seeing them carried out.




Then there was the tent fire that half-cooked three of our guests, which everyone found hilarious until they realized they probably ought to help. And someone's mare got shot during the celebratory gunfire, because apparently the concept of pointing weapons safely skyward hadn't quite caught on.




The best bit was when the Ageyl decided they'd had enough of their commander's disciplinary methods and staged a proper mutiny. They stormed his tent, trashed his stuff, beat up his servants, and then remembered they had some other scores to settle and went off to massacre their enemies. Feisal saw the torches from our ridge and went charging down barefoot with his sword, laying into them like he was trying to single-handedly recreate the Battle of Hastings. We ended up firing flares at people's clothes to break up the crowds, which sounds like something from a Monty Python sketch but was actually quite effective. Only two dead, thirty wounded – practically a peaceful resolution by local standards.




We'd been given a couple of Rolls-Royce armoured cars, which sounds glamorous until you try driving them through sand that's basically designed to swallow vehicles whole. The British crews were from the A.S.C. and Machine Gun Corps, proper professionals who developed these incredible arm muscles from wrestling cars through impossible terrain. They created this whole art form around sand-driving, treating soft ground like it was water and hard ground like it was... well, like something you could actually drive on. The Arabs were completely obsessed with these mechanical marvels – they called the motorbikes "devil-horses" and decided cars were the children of bikes and grandchildren of trains, which showed a touching faith in the evolutionary development of transport technology.




The Navy kept things interesting too. HMS Espiegle turned up with wonderfully vague orders to "help with whatever mad schemes we came up with while making it clear they were doing us a massive favor," which is possibly the most honest military directive ever issued. Commander Fitzmaurice was an absolute legend – the sort of person who races ashore with half his crew to set up complicated wireless equipment just because no one else knows how to work it. Within hours he had the thing chattering away to ships all over the Red Sea in about three different languages and twenty different military codes, like some sort of maritime internet café.




The whole thing was completely mental, obviously, but it was also strangely addictive. Like supporting a football team that might actually kill you.




CHAPTER XXX 



Look, I'm not saying I understand military strategy or anything - I mean, my idea of tactical thinking usually involves working out whether to queue for twenty minutes at the good coffee place or settle for the dodgy one next door - but even I could see that Fakhri Pasha had completely cocked this up. It was like watching someone play Championship Manager for the first time: he'd spread his troops along the railway line like he was defending every single station on the Northern Line, which, if you've ever tried to get from Camden to King's Cross on a Sunday, you'll know is a mug's game.




The thing is, Fakhri was still playing by the old rules - you know, like that mate we all have who insists on buying CDs because he doesn't trust Spotify. He'd set up this defensive line around Medina that was about as useful as a chocolate teapot, just far enough out so the Arabs couldn't shell the city. (Not that they were planning to anyway, which makes the whole thing even more tragically pointless, like buying a burglar alarm for a house that nobody wants to break into.)




Meanwhile, Garland and Newcombe had gone off in different directions with enough explosives to make Guy Fawkes look like a health and safety inspector, basically to blow up railway lines and leave little explosive surprises for passing trains. It was guerrilla warfare meets Thomas the Tank Engine, except the Fat Controller was Turkish and everyone wanted him dead.




The Arabs had gone from being about as confident as England fans before a penalty shootout to thinking they could conquer the world before breakfast. Feisal had managed to sign up most of the local tribes - the Billi, the Moahib - which basically made him the football manager of Arabia, except instead of transfer windows he had to deal with ancient blood feuds and nobody got relegated, they just got shot.




Now, I'd been banging on about attacking the railway properly, but - and this is where I probably sound like every armchair pundit who's never kicked a ball - I suddenly had this brilliant idea that we should hold off and do some proper community outreach first. You know, win hearts and minds, get the tribes on side, that sort of thing. It was like realizing that instead of just downloading music illegally, you should probably try to get the record companies to sign your band first.




The problem was, I still hadn't worked out that this whole thing was basically about PR rather than actual fighting. I thought you needed both the talking and the shooting, like needing both a good playlist and decent speakers for a party. But Feisal, who was clearly much smarter than me, had figured out that changing people's minds was way more effective than blowing up their stuff. He was the sort of bloke who could talk you into lending him your car and then make you feel grateful about it.




CHAPTER XXXI 



Right, so Clayton's urgent messages came crashing into what had been, up until that point, a perfectly decent bit of work - the kind of cheerful administrative stuff that makes you feel like you're actually achieving something, even if you're not entirely sure what. The messages told me to hang about in Wejh for a couple of days and wait for the NUR EL BAHR, which was one of those Egyptian patrol ships that always sounded more impressive than they actually were. I wasn't feeling brilliant anyway, so waiting around suited me fine - sometimes being ill is the best excuse for doing exactly what you want to do, which in this case was absolutely nothing.




The ship turned up bang on time (which was unusual enough to be noteworthy) and off stepped MacRury with a copy of some long-winded telegraphic instructions from Jemal Pasha to Fakhri in Medina. These orders, which had apparently come from Enver and the German staff in Constantinople - always the Germans, like some sort of Mediterranean Bundesliga of military incompetence - told them to abandon Medina immediately and march their troops out via the most complicated route imaginable: Hedia, then El Ula, then Tebuk, and finally Maan. It was like a particularly sadistic version of the board game Risk.




This would have been absolutely brilliant news for the Arabs - the kind of development that makes you want to punch the air and buy everyone drinks. But our army in Egypt was having kittens at the thought of twenty-five thousand Turkish troops, armed to the teeth with more artillery than you could shake a stick at, suddenly appearing on the Beersheba front. It was like hearing that your ex-girlfriend's new boyfriend was not only better looking than you, but also richer, funnier, and probably better in bed.




Clayton's letter made it clear that this was to be treated as a proper crisis - the kind where people use phrases like "utmost concern" and "every effort" with straight faces. We had to either capture Medina or destroy the garrison when they tried to leave. Newcombe was already on the railway line doing his demolition thing with characteristic enthusiasm, so the responsibility fell to me. Which was typical, really. I had that sinking feeling you get when you realize that the thing you've been dreading is actually going to happen, and happen soon.




The problem was that the message was already days old, and the evacuation was supposed to start immediately. It was like trying to stop a train when you're standing on the platform and it's already pulling away from the station.




We told Feisal the situation straight - no point in sugar-coating it. The Allied interests meant that the Arabs would have to sacrifice, or at least postpone, their immediate advantages. Feisal, being Feisal, rose to it like he always did when you presented him with something that sounded vaguely honourable. He agreed instantly to do his best, which was both admirable and slightly annoying - you know how it is with people who are consistently noble when you're feeling petty and resentful.




We worked out what resources we had and arranged to move them into contact with the railway. It was like organizing a particularly complicated game of chess, except the pieces were real people and if you got it wrong, people died. Sherif Mastur - a decent, quiet old bloke - and Rasim were to head directly to Fagair with their tribesmen, mule-mounted infantry, and a gun. Ali ibn el Hussein would attack the next section northward. We told ibn Mahanna to get close to El Ula and keep watch. Sherif Nasir was to stay near Kalaat el Muadhdham with his men ready for action.




My job was to go to Abdulla in Wadi Ais, find out why he'd done precisely nothing for two months (always a delicate conversation), and persuade him to attack the Turks if they came out. The plan was to make so many small raids along the lengthy railway line that we'd completely disorganize their traffic and make it impossible for them to collect the food supplies they'd need at each stage. The Medina force was short on transport and would have to carry everything with them.




The next day I left Wejh feeling absolutely dreadful - ill and completely unfit for a long march. Feisal, in his haste and general preoccupation with about fifteen different crises, had chosen me a traveling party of what can only be described as complete oddballs. There were four Rifaa guides, one Merawi Ju-heina, and Arslan, a Syrian soldier-servant who made bread and rice and served as the butt of everyone's jokes. Plus four Ageyl, a Moor, and an Ateibi called Suleiman. The camels were thin and knackered from the poor grazing, which meant we'd have to go slowly - exactly what you want when you're in a hurry and feeling like death.




We had delay after delay getting started - you know how it is when everyone's supposed to be ready at a certain time but somehow nobody actually is - until finally we set off at nine at night. I was determined to get clear of Wejh before morning, so we went for four hours and then collapsed.




The journey was a nightmare of broken terrain, fever, and the kind of jolting camel ride that makes you question every life choice you've ever made. We got lost in the hills, found our way again, discussed the various medicinal properties of colocynth (the sort of conversation you have when you're trying not to think about how much everything hurts), and eventually made camp in Wadi Eitan.




And then, because obviously things weren't bad enough already, everything went completely to hell. While I was lying under some rocks, trying not to die of dysentery and fever, I heard a shot. I didn't pay much attention - there were animals about - but then Suleiman came and got me, and led me to where one of the Ageyl was lying stone dead with a bullet through his head.




The whole thing was a complete mess. Hamed the Moor had shot Salem over some stupid argument, and now everyone wanted blood for blood. I tried to talk them out of it, but you can't really argue with grief and anger, especially when you can barely think straight because of fever.




What happened next was the kind of thing that stays with you forever - not in a good way, not in a way that makes for interesting dinner party conversation, but in the way that makes you wake up at three in the morning wondering if you're actually a decent person or just someone who's very good at convincing himself he is.




I had to execute Hamed myself. There was no choice - it was either that or watch our fragile coalition tear itself apart in a cycle of revenge killings. So I took him to a narrow gully and shot him, badly, and then had to shoot him again, and again, until he finally died.




Afterwards, I made the men pack up in the dark because I couldn't bear to stay in that place any longer. They had to lift me onto my camel. Some things you do because they're right, and some things you do because they're necessary, and sometimes there's no difference between the two, which is the most depressing realization of all.




CHAPTER XXXII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I know the first thing about desert survival or camel maintenance or whatever it is that constitutes proper wilderness etiquette when you're trekking across what is basically the Middle Eastern equivalent of Mars. But even I can tell you that when your water source smells like a public toilet and tastes even worse, you're probably not having what anyone would call a good day.




The thing about traveling - and I mean proper traveling, not the sort where you complain about the in-flight meal and the hotel shower pressure - is that it strips away all your pretensions pretty quickly. One minute you're thinking you're Lawrence of bloody Arabia, the next you're lying in the dirt crying because a camel has just pissed near your head. Which, let's be honest, is exactly what happened to me.




We'd been slogging through this valley - Wadi something-or-other, they all sound the same after a while - and I was feeling like absolute death. You know that feeling when you've got flu and you're trying to convince yourself you're well enough to go to work, except multiply that by about fifty and add the sort of heat that makes you understand why people go mental in foreign countries. The camels were making these disgusting belching noises (and if you've never heard a camel digest its lunch, count yourself lucky), and the flies were treating my face like some sort of all-you-can-eat buffet.




The locals, of course, were being impossibly hospitable in that way that makes you feel simultaneously grateful and trapped. Sheikh Fahad - lovely bloke, absolute menace for small talk - basically kidnapped me into his tent and spent the evening asking me why I wasn't Muslim yet, which is a bit like your mum asking why you're still single except with more theological implications. Between you and me, after about six hours of camel milk and religious conversion chat, I was starting to think the desert might be the easier option.




By the time we reached Abdulla's camp, I was running on fumes and stubbornness, which is pretty much my default setting anyway. I handed over the papers from Feisal - very important military stuff that I won't bore you with - and tried to look like I hadn't just spent three days being slowly cooked by the sun while contemplating the digestive habits of large mammals.




The funny thing is, when you're that knackered and that far from anything resembling civilization, you start to appreciate the small things. Like shade. Or water that doesn't smell like Satan's armpit. Or simply not having to listen to camels burping for five minutes straight.




CHAPTER XXXIII 



**The Arab Revolt: A Top Five**




So there I was, flat on my back in a tent for ten days, feeling like absolute shit, which was probably appropriate given the circumstances. You know how it is when you're properly ill - not man-flu ill, but genuinely, pathetically weak - and suddenly your brain decides to start working overtime? Like when you're twenty-three and hungover and you finally understand what your dad meant about compound interest, except this was me lying in the desert thinking about warfare.




The thing about the Arab Revolt was that we'd never really sat down and made a proper list of what we were trying to achieve. We'd just sort of blundered in, all instinct and adrenaline, like supporting Arsenal in the 1970s. And now I was stuck there, sweating and miserable, finally having to confront the fact that I was pretty much running this campaign despite being completely unqualified. It was like being made manager of a football club based solely on having read a lot of match reports.




I'd done the reading, obviously. Napoleon, Clausewitz, all the usual suspects - the military theory equivalent of owning every Nick Drake album. Clausewitz was the one that got to everyone, like *Pet Sounds* or *OK Computer* - so obviously brilliant that you accepted it was the final word on the subject. Until you realized that, actually, maybe it wasn't. Maybe it was just very good at being what it was, but what it was wasn't necessarily what you needed.




Because here's the thing about Medina that suddenly occurred to me, lying there listening to the camels complaining outside (and Christ, do camels complain - like teenagers, but with more spitting): what was the bloody point of it? We'd been obsessing over this city like it was the holy grail, but actually, now that I thought about it properly, we'd already won. The Turks were sitting there in their trenches, eating their own transport, going nowhere, doing nothing. They were like a relegated team still turning up to matches - technically still playing, but utterly irrelevant.




This was when I started to formulate my theory of warfare, which I realize sounds pretentious, but bear with me. It came down to three things, like a proper top three:




**1. The Algebraical Bit (Mathematics, Geography, All That)**
This was the easy part - numbers, distances, logistics. We had 140,000 square miles to defend, they had a finite number of soldiers. Basic maths said they'd need 600,000 men to do it properly. They didn't have 600,000 men. We win. It was like working out that you can't afford season tickets for your whole family - the arithmetic is brutal but undeniable.




**2. The Biological Bit (Death, Basically)**
Here's where it got interesting. The military textbooks were obsessed with killing the enemy, but we couldn't afford casualties - every death sent ripples through the whole community, like when your best player gets injured and suddenly everyone's confidence collapses. But their equipment? That was different. Blow up a bridge and nobody writes a letter home to its mother. Our job wasn't to kill Turks, it was to break their stuff and make them go away.




**3. The Psychological Bit (The Mind Games)**
This was the big one, the secret weapon. It wasn't about what people did, it was about what they thought. We had to manage not just our own morale, but theirs, and everyone else's watching from the sidelines. It was like being a manager who spends more time talking to journalists than coaching - the narrative matters as much as the result.




The beautiful thing was realizing we'd already won and just hadn't noticed. It was like that moment when you're watching your team struggle through a terrible season and suddenly realize that actually, yes, you're staying up, because everyone else is even worse than you are.




By day eight I was feeling better, but also slightly embarrassed by my own theorizing. There's something deeply pretentious about lying in a tent in the desert having thoughts about the nature of warfare. It's like writing a novel about writing novels, or making a film about making films. But the ideas seemed sound, even if I'd probably never admit to them in polite company.




The truth was, we were fighting a different kind of war - not the traditional kind where you line up and bash each other senseless, but something more like a really aggressive form of non-cooperation. We were the away team with nothing to lose, playing against home-field favorites who couldn't figure out why we weren't following the rules they'd learned by heart.




And that, as it turned out, was exactly what we needed to be.




CHAPTER XXXIV 



Right, so obviously I was feeling better, which was a relief because I'd remembered why I'd dragged myself out to this godforsaken place in the first place. The thing was, the Turks were planning to march out of Medina, and Sir Archibald Murray - who was basically the military equivalent of your mate who turns up at your five-a-side game and immediately starts telling everyone how to play - wanted us to attack them properly. You know, with actual tactics and everything.




It was incredibly annoying, really. Here we were, doing our own thing, and suddenly this bloke from Egypt starts muscling in, demanding we do things his way. But that's the thing about being the smaller player - you're always having to suck up to the big boys. We were basically Arsenal to their Man United, if you'll forgive the football analogy. We had to work with Murray, even if it meant compromising our own style of play.




The problem was, we couldn't possibly operate the same way. Feisal and his lot were like watching Brazil in 1970 - fluid, creative, unpredictable. Murray's army was more like watching England under Graham Taylor - cumbersome, predictable, and painful to watch. There was no way they could keep up with something as nimble as the Arab Movement. They probably wouldn't even understand it if you drew them a diagram.




Still, I thought maybe if we could mess about with the railway a bit, we might scare the Turks into staying put in Medina. Which would actually suit everyone, though I doubted either side would see it that way. It's like when you're trying to explain to someone why signing a midfielder when you clearly need a striker is actually a good idea - the logic's sound, but good luck getting anyone to listen.




So I wandered into Abdulla's tent - you know, the way you might pop round to your mate's house when you've had an idea about something - and announced that I was feeling better and fancied having a go at the railway. He had everything we needed: men, guns, explosives, the works. It was like finding out your mate's got a fully stocked bar when all you wanted was a quick pint.




But Abdulla wasn't interested. He wanted to chat about European royalty or the Somme - basically anything except the actual war he was supposed to be fighting. It was like trying to discuss transfer strategy with someone who only wants to talk about what the players had for breakfast. Fortunately, his cousin Shakir was properly up for it. Shakir was obsessed with the Ateiba tribe - thought they were the absolute business - so we decided to take mostly them.




We set off on March 26th, which was the same day Murray was having a go at Gaza. The heat was absolutely brutal - I had to stop after three hours under this massive tree, feeling like I'd been hit by a truck. But the valley was lovely, really - full of butterflies and wildflowers, like something from a nature documentary. We didn't get going again until late afternoon, and even then we didn't push it.




The next day brought two hours of rough riding that left me feeling like I'd gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. We stopped for lunch near some tents, had a nap, then rode on for another couple of hours before camping. And then, just to cap off a perfect day, a scorpion stung me while I was trying to sleep. My arm swelled up like a balloon. It was the kind of thing that makes you wonder why you didn't just stay home and take up stamp collecting.




But we pressed on, and eventually made it to our observation point overlooking the station. The view was worth the climb - you could see everything: the buildings, the tents, the trenches, about three hundred men in total. It was like having the best seats in the house for a match you were actually planning to disrupt.




The plan was simple enough: make a lot of noise at the front while laying mines to the north and south of the station. I took a small group to lay a mine south of the station - twenty pounds of explosive rigged to go off when a locomotive passed over it. It was my first time actually touching the railway lines during the war, which was oddly thrilling, like finally getting to play at Wembley after years of Sunday league.




The attack itself was a bit of a mixed bag, really. The guns did brilliantly - smashed up the buildings, hit the water tank, even set a railway carriage on fire. A locomotive came chugging along and hit our mine, which was satisfying in the way that scoring a goal always is, even if it's only a consolation prize. But then our machine-gunners bottled it and abandoned their position, which was like having your striker wander off for a cup of tea just as a perfect cross comes in.




Still, we didn't do too badly. Thirty prisoners, some livestock, seventy enemy casualties, and we held up their railway for three days. It wasn't exactly a complete victory, but it wasn't a complete disaster either. Sometimes that's the best you can hope for.




CHAPTER XXXV 



Right, so there we were, heading off to blow up trains like we were some sort of gap-year students with serious anger management issues. And yes, I know how that sounds - like the sort of thing your mate Dave would say after watching Lawrence of Arabia for the fifth time and having too many Stellas. But that's basically what we were doing.




We'd left a couple of teams behind to mess about with the railway line while we went to see Abdullah. The whole thing was a bit like arriving at Glastonbury, to be honest - Shakir putting on this massive show, everyone firing guns in the air (health and safety nightmare, obviously), and the entire camp basically having the mother of all parties. You know that feeling when your team wins the cup and everyone's lost their minds? It was exactly like that, except with more camels and considerably more weaponry.




That evening I went for a wander - you know how it is, sometimes you need to get away from the noise and just clear your head. Anyway, I'm stumbling through these thorn bushes when I see this mental glow through the trees. At first I thought someone had set fire to something (which, given our recent activities, seemed entirely possible), but then I heard the drums. Proper tribal drums, not the sort of thing you'd hear at a world music festival in Crouch End.




So I crept closer - and Christ, it was like stumbling into some National Geographic documentary. There's this enormous fire, hundreds of people sitting around it in a perfect circle, and there's Shakir right in the middle, doing this incredible dance. I mean, the bloke had completely transformed from the military commander I knew into something else entirely. White robes, firelight bouncing off his face, arms waving about like he was conducting some ancient orchestra. The whole tribe clapping along, shouting out the choruses when he nodded at them. It was mesmerizing and slightly terrifying, like watching your accountant suddenly break into interpretive dance at the office Christmas party.




The next morning - because apparently we hadn't had enough excitement - we decided to have another go at the railway. Old Dakhil-Allah volunteered to come along (the prospect of nicking a train had obviously appealed to his entrepreneurial spirit), and we took about forty of the Juheina lads with us. Decent bunch, the Juheina - more reliable than the Ataiba, who were a bit too posh and flighty for proper banditry.




But then Sultan el Abbud insisted on tagging along. Now, Sultan was one of those blokes you meet who's simultaneously your best mate and your worst nightmare. You know the type - always up for a laugh, takes nothing seriously, but also the sort who'd get you arrested for doing something spectacularly stupid at 2 AM. He was about twenty-six, looked like he could handle himself in a fight (and frequently did), and had this unsettling habit of grinning at you like he knew something you didn't. The kind of smile that makes you check your wallet's still there.




We packed a machine gun and thirteen soldiers to deal with whatever train we managed to catch - because nothing says "organized military operation" like a shopping list that includes heavy artillery. Shakir saw us off like we were going on our holidays, which I suppose we were, in a violent, potentially fatal sort of way.




The journey started well enough. Nice green valley, plenty of grass for the camels, the sort of scenery that makes you think this whole desert warfare lark might not be so bad after all. We even found this perfect spot for lunch - like someone had planted a secret garden in the middle of nowhere, all lush grass and flowers. The camels went mental for it, stuffing themselves until they looked like furry balloons and then collapsing in contentment.




But then the weather decided to have a proper tantrum. You know how British weather can turn nasty without warning? Well, desert weather is like that, except it's been taking performance-enhancing drugs and has serious psychological issues. The heat became absolutely unbearable - like being slowly grilled alive - and my feet were literally too tender for the baked sand. The locals found this hilarious, obviously.




Then the sky started making these ominous rumbling noises, and these two mountains ahead of us disappeared into what looked like enormous yellow and blue scarves. Very pretty, except these scarves were actually massive storm clouds heading straight for us with obvious hostile intent.




When it hit, it was like the world had decided to end, but messily. The wind went from furnace-blast hot to freezing cold in about two seconds, the sun vanished completely, and suddenly we were standing in this horrible yellow twilight that made everything look like a sepia photograph from hell. Then this wall of sand and dust slammed into us with the sort of enthusiasm usually reserved for very angry football supporters.




Picture the worst weather you've ever been in. Now imagine it's been drinking heavily and has taken a serious dislike to you personally. We couldn't see anything, couldn't breathe properly, couldn't tell which direction we were facing. The camels kept spinning around like furry compass needles that had completely lost the plot. At one point we all crashed into each other in what must have looked like the world's most disorganized cavalry charge.




This went on for eighteen minutes - I know because I was counting, the way you do when you're convinced you're about to die and want to time it properly - and then it just buggered off, leaving us scattered across the landscape like someone had shaken us out of a very large bag.




But wait, there's more! Because apparently one biblical weather event wasn't enough, down came the rain. Not gentle English drizzle, but proper tropical downpour that soaked through everything in seconds and turned all that lovely dust into freezing mud. Brilliant.




We eventually made it to this ridge where we were supposed to be able to see the railway, but the weather was still having hysterics and we couldn't see bugger all. I ended up climbing this massive rock half-naked (dignity having abandoned me somewhere around the time the storm hit) but it was completely pointless. Coming back down, Sultan's servant - poor bastard - slipped and fell forty feet onto the rocks below. Dead instantly.




So there we were: frozen, exhausted, covered in mud, having achieved absolutely nothing, and now with a body to bury. On the way back from the funeral, some unknown bloke on a camel appeared out of nowhere, took a shot at our lads, they shot back, and he vanished into the rain like something out of a Western film.




And that, basically, was our day out. Sometimes I wonder how we managed to win anything at all.





Right, so there we were, absolutely freezing our arses off in the middle of nowhere, listening to the Turkish bugles doing their whole dinner-call thing - which, to be honest, was like being forced to listen to your ex-girlfriend's new boyfriend's band when all you want is a pint and a packet of crisps. Dakhil-Allah - and I have to say, anyone called Dakhil-Allah automatically gets my respect, it's like being called Dave but infinitely cooler - pointed out that the noise was coming from Madahrij station, which was exactly where we wanted to be. The problem was, they were clearly having a lovely time with their supper and tents, while we were stuck out there like the world's most incompetent Boy Scouts, unable to even make a fire. It was the kind of situation that makes you wonder why you didn't just stay home and watch the football.




We didn't reach the railway until after ten - which, in desert terms, is like arriving at your local after last orders have been called. The visibility was so appalling I might as well have been trying to choose the perfect spot while wearing a blindfold and spinning around like a six-year-old at a birthday party. So I did what any sensible person would do in such circumstances: I picked a completely random spot - kilometre 1,121 from Damascus, which sounds impressive but was basically the equivalent of closing your eyes and pointing at a map.




The mine itself was properly complicated - the kind of thing that makes you feel simultaneously clever and terrified, like programming your first video recorder or understanding the offside rule. It had a central trigger that would set off charges thirty yards apart, which meant we could blow up a train whether it was going north or south. This felt like the sort of forward-thinking that would have impressed my geography teacher, if I'd ever paid attention in geography.




Burying the bloody thing took four hours. Four hours! That's longer than it takes to watch Lawrence of Arabia, which seems somehow appropriate. The rain had turned the ground into the kind of mess you'd find in a Premier League penalty box in February, and our footprints looked like a herd of elephants had been having a rave. There was no way to hide them, so we did the next best thing - we made it look like half the British Army had been doing country dancing all over the valley. Sometimes the best way to hide something is to make everything else look equally suspicious.




Then came the waiting, which is always the worst part. We huddled behind some pathetic little mounds like teenagers trying to hide from their parents, shivering so hard our teeth were chattering out a percussion solo. It was the kind of cold that makes you question every life choice you've ever made, starting with why you didn't become an accountant.




Dawn brought better weather and a red sun that promised warmth - like the opening credits of a film that might actually be worth watching. Dakhil-Allah took charge with the sort of natural authority that made me slightly jealous, sending people off to watch the approaches while he crawled up the ridge with his binoculars like the world's most dedicated trainspotter.




What followed was basically the most tense morning of my life, punctuated by moments of absolute farce. First, a trolley came along - just four men and a sergeant - which went over our mine without triggering it. This was actually good news, because blowing up a trolley would have been like using a nuclear weapon to kill a spider: technically effective, but a ridiculous waste of effort.




Then the Turks sent out a patrol to check the line, and they were thorough in the way that only military bureaucrats can be. Two men inspecting each rail like they were quality control at a biscuit factory, three on each side looking for tracks, and one NCO wandering along looking important and doing nothing - which, to be fair, is pretty much the job description for most management positions.




When they found our footprints around kilometre 1,121, they went into full CSI mode - staring, stamping, scratching, thinking so hard you could practically see the steam coming out of their ears. It was excruciating to watch, like being at a pub quiz when you know the answer but can't shout it out.




But here's the thing that really got to me: when the train finally came, it was full of women and children being deported from Medina. Refugees with all their worldly possessions, probably scared out of their minds. The train ran right over our charges without exploding them. As someone who'd spent four hours in the freezing rain setting up this elaborate trap, I was absolutely furious. But as someone with a functioning conscience, I was massively relieved. There's something deeply wrong with a war where your best-case scenario involves blowing up innocent people.




The whole thing descended into comedy after that. The Juheina got overexcited and rushed to watch the train they thought was about to explode, turning our carefully concealed position into something resembling the Kop End at Anfield. The Turks panicked and started shooting at us from about five thousand yards away - which is roughly the distance between ineffective and completely pointless - while the garrison at Hedia responded with bugle selections that lasted all day. At that distance, it actually sounded quite beautiful, like a very avant-garde music festival.




We ended up having to split the group because our machine gun was mounted on what can only be described as the world's most pathetic mule, capable of maybe six miles an hour on a good day. It was like trying to make a quick getaway on a mobility scooter.




But we weren't done yet. We went back for another go at the railway, and by this time the sun was absolutely brutal - the kind of heat that makes you understand why people in hot countries invented the siesta. We took refuge under some trees and had lunch while the Turks continued their shooting and trumpeting, like the world's most persistent but ineffective protest.




Then came the moment that I'm still not sure was brilliant or completely mental: we rode out to the railway line and performed sunset prayers right between the rails, with Dakhil-Allah as our imam. It was probably the first time the Juheina had prayed in a year, and I was making it up as I went along, but from a distance we must have looked convincing because the Turks stopped shooting entirely. Sometimes the most audacious thing you can do is the most effective.




After that, I had to find the mine in complete darkness to figure out why it hadn't worked. This involved crawling around in the pitch black, feeling for a hair-trigger connected to enough explosive to remove seventy yards of track. It was like playing the world's most dangerous game of blind man's bluff, and I kept having visions of accidentally blowing up not just myself but our entire force. Though, to be fair, that would have been one way to solve the mystery of why the mine didn't work.




I found it eventually - the lock had sunk about one-sixteenth of an inch, either because I'd set it badly or because the ground had subsided after the rain. So I fixed it, and then we set about creating some diversionary mayhem, blowing up a bridge and cutting telegraph wires with the sort of gleeful efficiency that probably says something worrying about human nature.




We rode home like maniacs through the moonlight, and nearly got shot by our own machine-gun crew, who mistook us for enemies and opened fire. Fortunately, they were tailors from Mecca and about as handy with a Maxim gun as I am with a sewing machine, so nobody got hurt.




The next morning brought the best news of all: the mine had finally done its job, blowing up a locomotive and trucks full of rails just as we'd planned. It was everything we'd hoped for, proof that a well-laid mine would work and that even the person who laid it would have trouble finding it again.




Which, when you think about it, is either a testament to good engineering or a worrying comment on my memory. Probably both.




CHAPTER XXXVI 



Look, I'll be honest with you: I couldn't stand Abdullah or his whole setup. Not in a dramatic, Lawrence of Arabia way - more like being stuck at a dinner party where everyone's having a brilliant time and you're the only one who can see that the host is actually a bit of a tosser.




It wasn't that they weren't nice people. They were. Annoyingly nice, actually. Always laughing, always up for a joke, always ready with the chess board or the latest gossip from the European papers. The sort of relentless good cheer that makes you want to hide in a corner with a book about serial killers, just for some emotional balance.




Maybe it was because I'm fundamentally antisocial - the kind of person who needs at least two hours alone every day just to remember who I am. These people lived in each other's pockets. Literally. Abdullah's tent was like the green room at Top of the Pops, constantly full of hangers-on and supplicants and people with grievances about goats.




Or maybe it was because their happiness made me realize how utterly pointless my whole mission was. I'd been sent to make these people better - more organized, more Western, more like us. But watching Abdullah hold court, reading his newspapers, playing practical jokes with Mohammed Hassan (who was basically the court jester, and about as funny as a parking ticket), I began to suspect that the only person who needed improving was me.




Mohammed Hassan. Christ. Imagine the most tiresome person you've ever met - your mate's boyfriend who does impressions, or that bloke at work who forwards joke emails - and multiply him by about fifty. Abdullah and his crew spent entire days tormenting this poor bastard. Setting him on fire (literally), dropping hot stones down his shirt, using him for target practice. It was like watching a particularly cruel episode of You've Been Framed, except Mohammed Hassan got paid for it and seemed to quite enjoy the attention.




The thing about Abdullah was that he'd given up. Not in a dramatic, existential way - more like someone who'd inherited a really successful business and couldn't be arsed to run it properly. He genuinely believed that Britain had promised his father Arab independence, so he spent his days having massages and listening to poetry and learning the names of Swiss presidents. It was like watching someone coast through life on their A-level results.




I kept wanting to tell him: "Mate, you know that promise? It's about as solid as a chocolate teapot. Your ship is heading straight for the rocks, and you're down in the cabin doing a crossword puzzle." But I couldn't, could I? That would have been betraying my own side, and I was already confused enough about whose side I was supposed to be on.




Gradually - and this is the really depressing bit - I started to see through Abdullah's charm. His constant illnesses, which I'd initially felt sorry for, turned out to be the kind of psychosomatic complaints you get when your biggest daily challenge is choosing between chess and backgammon. His spontaneous generosity revealed itself as the whims of someone with too much money and not enough to do. His friendliness was just boredom dressed up as hospitality.




It was like realizing that your favorite band's new album is actually rubbish, or that the restaurant you've been raving about has been steadily going downhill for months. The scales fell from my eyes, and suddenly I could see that Abdullah was playing games within games, asking innocent questions that weren't innocent at all, watching my reactions like a poker player looking for tells.




The only honest person in the whole setup was Colonel Wilson, who was so straightforward it was almost painful to watch. If he was told to tactfully suggest that the monthly allowance might be delayed, he'd just ring up and say, "Sorry, we're broke." In a world full of people who treated conversation like three-dimensional chess, Wilson was playing checkers. And somehow, that made him the smartest person in the room.




CHAPTER XXXVII 



Look, I'll be honest with you: I don't really understand military tactics. Never have, probably never will. It's like when people try to explain the offside rule to me – I nod and make the right noises, but deep down I know I'm basically clueless. Abdulla was a bit like me in that respect, except instead of admitting it, he just sulked and pretended it was his brother Feisal's job to worry about all that stuff.




The thing was, Abdulla had only come to Wadi Ais because his little brother had asked him to. You know how it is with siblings – one minute you're doing them a favor, the next you're stuck somewhere you don't want to be, doing things you don't want to do. And Abdulla definitely didn't want to be going on raids. He wouldn't even encourage other people to go on raids, which is a bit like me refusing to get excited about other people's record collections. I suspected he was jealous of Feisal, the way I used to be jealous of my mate Dave's ability to chat up women. Sometimes you end up doing nothing just to avoid the embarrassing comparison with someone who's obviously better at everything than you are.




Anyway, we had these two groups messing about with the railway, blowing things up every day or so. It reminded me of the time me and my mates used to put coins on the train tracks near our school – probably did more damage than we realized, but it felt important at the time. The point was, it didn't take much to completely screw up the Turkish trains, and that made keeping their garrison in Medina just difficult enough that they wouldn't bother evacuating. Which was exactly what we wanted. Job done, basically.




I was desperate to get out of there. The camp was doing my head in – you know that feeling when you're stuck somewhere that's slowly sapping your will to live? Abdulla would let me do whatever I wanted, but he wouldn't actually do anything himself, which was massively frustrating. It was like having a mate who agrees to come to a gig with you but then spends the whole night leaning against the bar looking bored.




The thing about Feisal was that he actually cared. Really cared, in that slightly obsessive way that some people care about their football team or their vinyl collection. He wanted the Arabs to prove themselves, to win their freedom without anyone else's help. And his lieutenants – Nasir, Sharraf, Ali ibn el Hussein – they were all properly into it too. My job was basically to take all their random enthusiasm and turn it into something coherent. Like being the producer on a really chaotic album – taking all these brilliant but disconnected ideas and making them into something that actually works.




We left on April 10th, and I have to say the goodbyes with Abdulla were surprisingly pleasant – you know how sometimes people are much nicer when they know you're leaving? My three Ageyl came with me, plus this little Syrian bloke called Arslan who looked like Mr. Punch and was ridiculously self-conscious about wearing Arab clothes. He was a terrible rider – absolutely hopeless – and spent the entire journey moaning about his camel. But he had this brilliant way of deflecting criticism: in Damascus, he'd say, no respectable person would ride a camel anyway, and in Arabia, only a Damascene would end up with such a rubbish camel. You had to admire the logic.




The whole journey was a bit like a disorganized camping trip with people you don't know very well. We had no food, so we had to rely on the kindness of strangers, which actually worked out quite well because it was spring and everyone had loads of milk and was feeling generous. The weather was lovely – like a proper English summer's day, which in that part of the world was probably a minor miracle.




Then Arslan went missing. Typical, really. We did all the things you're supposed to do – fired guns, lit fires, sent out search parties – but he'd just fallen asleep under a tree a mile behind us. In the morning, Mohammed had a wash and did his hair and put on clean clothes, like he was getting ready for a night out, which seemed a bit excessive for breakfast but fair enough.




The meal took forever to arrive – you know how it is when you're really hungry and someone keeps saying "it'll be ready in five minutes" and then disappears for another hour? When it finally came, it was this massive bowl of saffron rice with lamb, and Mohammed insisted on serving me separately from a little copper dish because he thought that was the proper thing to do. His mother kept staring at me like I was some sort of exotic animal, asking about Christian women and saying my blue eyes looked like sky showing through skull sockets, which was simultaneously poetic and deeply disturbing.




The landscape kept changing – narrow valleys, pools of water full of tiny fish that tried to eat us when we went swimming, salt marshes that made everything feel damp and unpleasant even when the sun was shining. It was like being on one of those walking holidays where the scenery is supposed to be the point, but mostly you just want to get to the pub.




At one point the Juheina started racing their camels, which began quite civilized – two against two – but quickly turned into a proper six-way race. Inevitably, someone crashed into a pile of stones and broke their arm. Mohammed just tied him up with rags and left him under a tree, which seemed a bit casual, but apparently that's how they dealt with broken bones. He told me about this other bloke who'd realized his arm had healed wonky, so he'd dug into it with a dagger, re-broken it, and set it straight himself. Which makes my complaints about NHS waiting times seem a bit pathetic, really.




The water at the next well was dodgy and gave all the camels the runs, which made for an unpleasant day's riding. We decided to push through to Wejh in one go, so we got up in the middle of the night like we were catching an early flight. The Juheina were dead excited about seeing Feisal's army and all the modern equipment, which made them walk faster than usual.




By the time we stopped, we were all knackered and hadn't eaten since breakfast the day before. Naturally, this seemed like the perfect moment for Mohammed to challenge everyone to a race. He stripped off and bet us a pound he could beat us to a clump of thorns three-quarters of a mile away, uphill, in heavy sand. Everyone took the bet, obviously, and Mohammed won by inches before collapsing and bleeding from his mouth and nose. After that, he spent the rest of the journey playing pranks – poking camels up the bum to make them bolt, crashing people into trees. Hilarious if it wasn't happening to you.




The thing about the Bedu was that they were basically like overgrown teenagers. Absolutely obsessed with coffee, food, sex, and practical jokes, with no real concept of delayed gratification. If you tried to push them into doing something, they'd either dig their heels in or just wander off. But if you took the time to understand what motivated them and made things appealing, they'd go to enormous lengths to help you out.




Most English people couldn't be bothered with all that – we're used to more immediate results, like getting what we want when we press a button or shout at someone. But the Arabs weren't mysterious or incomprehensible, they just operated according to different rules. A bit like supporting a football team that plays beautiful, frustrating, completely unpredictable football – you can't judge them by normal standards, but if you stick with them and learn to appreciate their particular genius, the rewards are extraordinary.




The problem was that most of us would start to get the hang of it, then lose patience and give up, and then blame them for our own failure to see it through. Which is a bit like a manager complaining about having bad players when really he just doesn't understand how to get the best out of them.




CHAPTER XXXVIII 



Look, I'll be honest with you - I'd been putting off the whole clothes-changing thing for ages, but even I have my limits, and by the time we got to Wejh I was basically a walking health hazard. You know how it is when you're so filthy that even you can't stand yourself? That was me. So I sorted myself out and went to see Feisal, feeling vaguely human again.




The good news was that things weren't completely falling apart for once. More cars had turned up from Egypt - which was brilliant, obviously, because cars are fantastic and we needed all the help we could get. Yenbo had been cleared out completely, and Sharraf had arrived with this absolutely mental machine-gun company that had the most ridiculous origin story you've ever heard.




Basically, we'd left about thirty blokes behind in Yenbo - the walking wounded, you know - plus a load of knackered weapons and two British sergeants whose job it was to fix them. Now, these sergeants were clearly the sort of people who can't just sit around doing nothing (the kind of people I both admire and find slightly terrifying), so they'd taken the repaired machine guns and the recovering patients and somehow - and I still don't quite understand how they managed this - turned them into a proper machine-gun company. They'd trained them using sign language and mime, like some sort of military charades, and apparently they were actually good. Really good. Better than most of the proper units we had.




It's the sort of thing that sounds completely made up, but that's the thing about war - the most unbelievable stuff happens all the time, and you just have to roll with it.




Anyway, Rabegh was being abandoned too, which meant Joyce and all that lot were now based at Wejh, running things. Newcombe and Hornby were off somewhere basically trying to destroy the railway single-handedly, which seemed both admirable and slightly mental. Everything was ticking along nicely, all things considered, and I was just about to make my excuses and leave when this bloke Suleiman came rushing in and whispered something to Feisal that made his face light up like he'd just been told Arsenal had signed Pelé.




'Auda is here,' he said, trying to sound calm but failing completely.




Now, I'd heard of Auda abu Tayi - everyone had - so I probably shouted something embarrassing, and then the tent flap opened and in walked this absolute legend of a man. Tall, strong, with a face that looked like it had seen everything and wasn't particularly impressed by most of it. Behind him was his son Mohammed, who looked about twelve and probably was.




The thing about meeting proper famous people is that you can usually tell straight away whether they're going to live up to the hype or be a massive disappointment. With Auda, it was obvious within about thirty seconds that all the stories were probably true, and if anything, people had been holding back. He had this presence, you know? The sort of person who walks into a room and immediately becomes the most interesting thing in it.




Feisal jumped up like he'd been electrocuted, and watching the two of them meet was like watching two different types of excellence recognizing each other - Feisal all thoughtful and inspiring, Auda all action and barely controlled violence. They sat down and we all got introduced, and Auda looked at each of us like he was filing us away for future reference.




The plan had always been to try and take Akaba with his help, and meeting him in person, I knew we'd manage it. He'd come down to find us because he was fed up with hanging around waiting - he wanted to get on with the business of freeing Arabia, and he wanted to do it in his own backyard. If he was half as good as he clearly thought he was, we'd be laughing.




We were all having a perfectly nice dinner - me telling stories about Abdullah's camp and the joys of blowing up railways, everyone relaxed and cheerful - when suddenly Auda leapt up shouting and stormed out of the tent. We all sat there looking at each other like idiots, and then we heard this hammering noise from outside.




I went to investigate, and there was Auda, bent over a rock, smashing his false teeth to pieces with a stone.




'I'd forgotten,' he explained, like this was the most natural thing in the world. 'Jemal Pasha gave me these. I can't eat my Lord's food with Turkish teeth!'




Which was both completely mental and oddly touching, but also completely impractical because the man had hardly any real teeth left. So for the next however long, until we took Akaba and got him a proper Allied dentist, he basically couldn't eat meat properly and went around half-starved. It was the sort of grand gesture that sounds romantic until you think about the practical consequences.




The thing about Auda was that everything about him was slightly larger than life. He was probably over fifty but still looked like he could have you in a fight without breaking a sweat. His face was the sort that belonged in an epic poem - all dramatic lines and shadows. You could see the sadness in it too, from when his favorite son had been killed in battle. His eyes were extraordinary - like black velvet, if that doesn't sound too ridiculous.




He came from proper Bedouin stock, the sort of people who take pride in being the real deal. His hospitality was the kind that sounds wonderful until you're on the receiving end and realize you literally cannot escape. He was always broke because he gave everything away, despite having made a fortune from raids. He'd been married twenty-eight times - which seems excessive by anyone's standards - and wounded thirteen times in battle. He'd killed seventy-five Arabs in combat (he was very specific about this) and couldn't even count how many Turks because apparently they didn't register as proper opponents.




His tribe had gone from twelve hundred men to less than five hundred in thirty years, which tells you everything you need to know about their approach to conflict resolution. They were the best fighters in the desert, but being the best fighters in the desert is a bit like being the fastest runner in a very dangerous race - impressive, but not necessarily great for your long-term prospects.




Auda raided constantly and had managed to make enemies with practically every other tribe around, which gave him plenty of scope for more raiding. It was a very circular sort of career plan. But he wasn't just a mindless thug - there was always some cold calculation behind even his maddest schemes. He was incredibly patient when he needed to be, and had this charming smile that never wavered, even when people were telling him he was completely wrong about something.




If he did lose his temper, though, he went completely mental and had to kill someone to calm down, which must have made dinner parties quite tense.




The man saw his whole life as an epic story, with himself as the hero, naturally. He was constantly telling tales about his exploits, usually to anyone who'd listen, and if no one was listening, he'd just sing them to himself at the top of his lungs. He had absolutely no filter whatsoever and would cheerfully tell the most appalling stories about his friends and hosts, often while they were sitting right there. But somehow people still loved him, probably because he was as likely to tell embarrassing stories about himself as about anyone else.




Meanwhile, down by the beach, Joyce was running the show from his impressive collection of tents, and we had a chat about what everyone was up to. The basic plan was still all about attacking the railway - Newcombe and Garland were off trying to take some fort or other, with the idea being to cut off Medina and force it to surrender.




Now, here's the thing. A few weeks earlier, I'd have been completely on board with all this. I'd helped plan most of it, actually. But lying around with fever and dysentery at Abdullah's camp had given me far too much time to think about military strategy, and I'd come to the conclusion that our entire approach was wrong. Not just the details - the whole bloody concept.




The problem was trying to explain this to people who'd already made all their plans and were busy implementing them. It's like trying to convince someone to support a different football team when they've already bought the season ticket and the replica shirt.




I had three basic points. First, irregular forces like ours were useless at attacking fixed positions. Second, we were equally useless at defending them. Third, our strength was in being everywhere and nowhere at once, not in trying to hold specific points.




The way I saw it, we were fighting a geographical war, not a military one. The Turkish army was just an inconvenience. We needed to find their weakest point and keep hitting it until the whole thing fell apart. Our people - the Bedouin - were brilliant at mobility, toughness, and knowing the country, but hopeless at formal military operations. So why not play to our strengths?




We should make the Turks defend everything by threatening everything, spread their forces as thin as possible. Make them think they needed twenty men at every tiny outpost instead of five. Bleed them dry through a thousand small cuts rather than trying for one big decisive battle.




And here's the key thing - we shouldn't take Medina. I know that sounds completely backwards, but think about it. If we captured all those Turkish soldiers, we'd have to feed them and guard them. Much better to leave them stuck in Medina, eating their supplies and achieving absolutely nothing. Keep the railway just barely working, so they think it's worth defending, but make it as expensive and miserable as possible for them.




Let them hold all the railways they want - the Hejaz line, the Trans-Jordan line, all of them. We'll take the other 99.9% of the Arab world, thanks very much.




Nobody was particularly convinced by my brilliant strategic insights, mainly because they were all too busy implementing the old plan to listen properly to the new one. All I really achieved was getting permission to try my own mad scheme as a sort of sideshow.




The plan I'd worked out with Auda was completely mental, even by our standards. We'd march six hundred miles through the desert, raise a mobile camel force from the Howeitat tribes, and attack Akaba from the east - the one direction they'd never expect because it was so obviously impossible.




It was exactly the sort of turning movement that sounds brilliant in theory and completely insane in practice. We couldn't take guns or machine-guns or proper supplies or regular soldiers - just us and whatever we could carry. It was either going to be a triumph or a complete disaster, and probably both.




I wrote a groveling letter to Clayton explaining that I was going off-script but my intentions were good, and then basically went AWOL. Sometimes you just have to back your own judgment, even when everyone thinks you're mad. Especially when everyone thinks you're mad.




BOOK FOUR. Extending to Akaba 



CHAPTERS XXXIX TO LIV 



Look, here's the thing about Akaba - it was basically the Leeds United of Ottoman ports. Completely impregnable if you tried the obvious route, like trying to get a decent pint at Elland Road on a Tuesday night. The only way in was to come at it from the back, through the desert, which was a bit like trying to chat up a girl by befriending her annoying flatmate first. Not ideal, but sometimes that's how these things work.




The good news was that Auda Abu Tayi had thrown his lot in with Feisal, which was massive - like finally getting your older brother's cool mate to acknowledge you exist. Suddenly we had a chance of getting enough local lads together for what was essentially the most elaborate flanking manoeuvre in military history.




So off we went - me, Nasir, and Auda - on what felt like the world's most uncomfortable road trip. The thing is, Feisal was supposed to be running this show, but he'd decided to stay put in Wejh, which meant muggins here got lumbered with leading the whole bloody expedition. It was like being made captain of your Sunday league team because the actual captain couldn't be arsed to turn up for the cup final.




I knew it was a bit dodgy, taking charge like that. Felt like I was getting above myself, to be honest. But sometimes you've got to do what needs doing, even if it makes you feel like a bit of a fraud. And you know what? It worked. We completely did the Turks over and walked into Akaba like we owned the place.




CHAPTER XXXIX 



By the ninth of May we were ready to go, which was a relief because frankly I'd been getting a bit tired of hanging around Feisal's tent making small talk. You know how it is when you're about to embark on something monumentally stupid - there's only so much encouragement you can take before you start to suspect people are just being polite. Feisal stood on his hill-top waving us off like we were going on a school trip, which in a way I suppose we were, except the geography was going to be considerably more murderous.




Sherif Nasir was leading us, and if you had to pick someone to follow into what was basically a suicide mission, you couldn't do much better. He had that quality - and I'm not sure how else to describe this - where even complete bastards would do things for him. Not because they were scared, but because disappointing him would be like kicking a puppy. The thing was, Nasir knew he was getting old, not physically (he was still young enough to make me feel ancient), but in that way where you suddenly realize you're not the person you used to be. He'd developed competence, which sounds like a good thing until you realize it means you've lost the ability to do things simply because they seem like a laugh at the time.




We were heading for Sebeil first, this old fort where Egyptian pilgrims used to stop for water. Proper biblical stuff - palm trees, brick tanks, the works. It was like arriving at the set of Lawrence of Arabia, except we were actually living it, which made it considerably less romantic and considerably more uncomfortable.




Our little expedition was shaping up to be one of those affairs where you look around and think, 'Right, this is who I'm trusting with my life.' There was Auda and his relatives (tribal royalty, the sort who could trace their family back to the first person who figured out how to ride a camel), and Nesib el Bekri, a Damascus politician who was meant to smooth-talk the Syrian villagers. Nesib was that rare thing - a Syrian who didn't mind roughing it, which was like finding a vegetarian butcher. He had brains, connections, and could talk his way out of most situations, though like all politicians he had a pathological inability to give a straight answer when a complicated one would do.




Feisal had given us twenty thousand pounds in gold, which sounds impressive until you realize you've got to carry it across several hundred miles of desert. Four hundredweight of the stuff, distributed between us like we were a walking bank. We each got a bag of flour (forty-five pounds, apparently enough to keep you alive for six weeks if you didn't mind feeling permanently hungry), plus some ammunition, spare rifles, and six camels loaded with explosives for when we wanted to blow things up. Because nothing says 'covert operation' like a caravan of camels carrying enough gelignite to level a small town.




Nasir, being a proper Emir, had brought along a decent tent for entertaining visitors and a camel-load of rice, which we ate almost immediately because, and I cannot stress this enough, a diet of bread and water gets old very quickly. We were amateurs at this desert travel business, and it showed. Six months later we'd learned that rice was a luxury you couldn't afford, but at the time it seemed like the most important thing in the world after about the fourth day of eating nothing but flour and water.




My personal entourage had grown to include Mohammed, a simple farm boy who did what he was told and didn't ask awkward questions, and Gasim from Maan, who'd killed a Turkish tax collector and fled to the desert. Obviously we all thought this made him basically Robin Hood, though the reality was he was just a rather unpleasant criminal with bad teeth and a worse attitude.




Looking at us all together, we seemed a fairly ridiculous bunch to conquer a province with. Apparently others thought so too, because Lamotte, the French representative, turned up to take photographs of us, presumably for the 'before' part of a tragic before-and-after story. Then Yusuf arrived with half the camp to give us a proper send-off meal, either because he was genuinely fond of us or because he figured it might be the last decent food we'd ever eat.




After everyone had gone home, we loaded up and set off around midnight for the oasis of Kurr. As we rode through the moonlit night, Nasir started telling me about his home - this amazing stone house with sunken halls and vaulted roofs, gardens full of fruit trees, fountains, a swimming pool lined with green tiles where he and his family used to cool off during the heat of the day. The sort of place that appears in travel brochures under 'Paradise Found.'




The thing was, Nasir couldn't quite work out why he'd given all this up. Here he was, rich, powerful, living in luxury, and he'd thrown it away to become a professional target in the desert. For two years he'd been doing the most dangerous jobs in Feisal's army, always the first into whatever new hell they'd dreamed up, while the Turks were back home cutting down his palm trees and letting his garden go to ruin. Even the well had stopped working. It was like giving up a life of luxury to become a particularly unsuccessful travel writer.




After four hours we stopped for a quick sleep, then got up with the sun and plodded on through heat that made your brain feel like it was slowly cooking. The camels were sick and slow, grazing as they walked, and Auda wouldn't let us riders go ahead because we'd need the animals to be as fit as possible for whatever fresh disasters awaited us. By eleven in the morning we were ready to mutiny, so we stopped and lay under some scrubby trees until half past two, each of us trying to create a patch of shade with blankets and sheer bloody-mindedness.




The afternoon brought us to El Kurr, which was basically an oasis with white tents scattered among palm trees - the sort of place that makes you understand why people invented the concept of mirages. Our friends were there to meet us, though Sherif Sharraf, who we were supposed to rendezvous with, was off raiding somewhere. This meant we could have a proper rest, which was perfect because I was feeling absolutely dreadful - boils, fever, the full collection of desert ailments that make every step agony and every halt a small miracle.




The oasis was run by this ancient Bedouin called Dhaif-Allah, who worked his little terraced garden with his daughters from dawn to dusk. He had a well with one of those counterweight systems for drawing water, and every morning and evening he'd irrigate his plots of tobacco, beans, melons, and cucumbers. The old man lived in a brushwood hut and was completely uninterested in our grand political mission. When we tried to explain about Arab freedom and self-determination, he just thumped his chest and declared, 'I am Kurr!' He owned his garden, he was free, and he couldn't see why anyone would want more than that. His felt cap, he claimed, had belonged to his grandfather and was bought a century ago. His only other possession was an annual shirt - one for himself, one for each daughter, one for his wife. 




You had to admire his contentment, really, even as it made you feel slightly ridiculous about your own complaints. Here we were, slaves to our appetites and ambitions, while he was perfectly happy watering his vegetables. In the evenings there was music - not the traditional tribal stuff but Syrian cafe songs and love ballads. Soldiers would come up shyly to play guitars and sing, and in the distance, softened by the sound of running water and rustling leaves, it was actually rather beautiful.




Nesib would read from his collection of revolutionary songs by Selim el Jezairi, this poet-soldier who wrote verses about Arab freedom in between his more violent activities. They'd chant these songs with tremendous passion, their Damascus faces gleaming in the firelight, and the whole camp would fall silent until each verse ended, then sigh along with the final note. Meanwhile old Dhaif-Allah just kept on watering his garden, confident that when we'd finished playing at revolution, people would still need to buy vegetables.




CHAPTER XL 



Looking back, I suppose the garden thing was a classic case of cultural miscommunication. To us townsmen – and yes, I'm including myself in that slightly embarrassing category of people who get excited about well-maintained flowerbeds – this garden was like a postcard from the time before everything went completely mental with all the war business. You know how it is: you see some perfectly arranged roses and suddenly you're getting all misty-eyed about civilization and afternoon tea and other things that probably weren't that great to begin with.




But to Auda, all this botanical showing-off was frankly a bit much. Too many plants, too much green stuff cluttering up the view. He wanted empty space, clean sight lines – the sort of minimalist aesthetic that would probably cost you a fortune in North London these days. So we did what you do when you're traveling with someone whose idea of paradise is completely different from yours: we compromised by leaving at two in the morning. Because nothing says "holiday harmony" like stumbling around in pitch darkness to keep everyone happy.




The thing about traveling in complete darkness is that it's, well, completely dark. Even the stars seemed to have given up trying to penetrate whatever geographical depression we'd wandered into. Auda, being our guide, decided this was the perfect time to demonstrate his vocal talents with what I can only describe as the world's most repetitive folk song – three bass notes, endlessly recycled, like a particularly stubborn earworm set to traditional Middle Eastern poetry. "Tio, ho, ho," he went, over and over, in a voice so deep and resonant that you couldn't actually make out any actual words. It was like being led through the wilderness by a human didgeridoo.




After a while we thanked him for the performance – you know how it is, you have to be polite about these cultural exchanges even when they're driving you slightly mad – and discovered that his singing was actually serving a practical purpose. The path had veered left, and our entire caravan was following the echo of his voice bouncing off the cliffs like some sort of primitive GPS system.




During these endless marches, Sherif Nasir and Mohammed el Dheilan – who was Auda's cousin and had the sort of permanently sour smile that suggested he'd heard every family story at least seventeen times too many – took it upon themselves to improve my Arabic. They tag-teamed me with lessons: classical Medina Arabic from one, colorful desert slang from the other. It was like having a walking, talking language course, except instead of getting a certificate at the end, you got the ability to accidentally offend people in multiple dialects simultaneously.




My Arabic had started out as a fairly decent grasp of Middle Euphrates tribal dialects – not too shabby, linguistically speaking – but it was rapidly becoming this bizarre pidgin mixture of Hejaz street talk, northern tribal poetry, household phrases, and Syrian textbook formality. The grammar was, to put it kindly, optional. Newcomers would hear me speak and assume I must be from some incredibly remote, possibly fictional region where they'd never quite figured out how verbs were supposed to work. I was like a linguistic car crash – fascinating to listen to, but probably dangerous.




The problem was, I still couldn't understand more than three words of whatever Auda was chanting, and after half an hour of his desert opera, I was starting to get a headache. The moon was doing its thing, climbing slowly over the hills and casting that peculiar half-light that's somehow less helpful than proper darkness – you know the kind, where you think you can see clearly but actually you're just stumbling around with more confidence than you should have.




We kept going until the sun came up, which was particularly brutal for those of us who'd been riding all night and were beginning to feel like extras in our own adventure story.




Breakfast was our own flour – finally, after days of accepting other people's hospitality and watching our poor camels slowly buckle under increasingly ridiculous loads. Since Sharraf hadn't made it back to Abu Raga yet, we weren't in any desperate hurry beyond the usual concerns about finding water in places where water doesn't particularly want to be found. After eating, we set up our blanket shelters and spent the afternoon in that peculiar desert dance of chasing diminishing patches of shade while being slowly cooked by heat and persistently tormented by flies.




When Nasir finally gave the signal to move on, we spent four hours walking through a valley flanked by what I can only describe as slightly pompous hills – the kind that seem to think they're more impressive than they actually are. We camped again in the valley bottom, where there was plenty of brushwood for fires and, up on the cliffs, actual rock pools of fresh water. Proper, delicious, drink-it-without-wincing water. Nasir was feeling celebratory enough to order rice for dinner and invite everyone to join us, which was either genuine hospitality or the kind of gesture you make when you're so relieved to find drinkable water that you want to throw a party.




The whole business of organizing our daily marches had become this elaborate diplomatic exercise. Nasir, Auda, and Nesib were like three separate households, each with their own protocols and requirements for consultation. They acknowledged Nasir's leadership mainly because I was staying with him as a guest, which gave them a face-saving example of deference to follow. But everyone had to be consulted about every detail – where to go, when to stop, what route to take. It was inevitable with Auda, who'd been his own boss since he was old enough to ride a camel, and probably advisable with Nesib, who had that particularly Syrian combination of prickliness and resentment that made him suspicious of anyone else's success or competence.




People like this needed some sort of external rallying point – a cause, a symbol, a leader whose authority came from something bigger than personality or politics. Something that bypassed rational argument entirely and appealed directly to instinct and tradition. For Feisal's army, that unifying idea was the notion that an Emir of Mecca, a descendant of the Prophet, a Sherif, was the sort of otherworldly figure you could follow without compromising your dignity. It was completely irrational and absolutely effective – the kind of useful fiction that holds movements together long enough for them to accomplish something.




The next morning we started at five and immediately discovered that our valley had some fairly strong opinions about how difficult it wanted to make our lives. The path became one of those goat tracks that makes you wonder what sort of goats were ambitious enough to attempt it in the first place. We had to get off the camels and lead them by their head-collars, then help each other navigate the worst bits – one person pulling from the front, another pushing from behind, everyone offering the sort of encouragement you give to large, stubborn animals who are beginning to reconsider their life choices.




Some parts were genuinely dangerous, where the rocks bulged out and forced the camels toward the cliff edge while their loads scraped against the stone. We had to repack everything, and despite all our careful maneuvering, we lost two camels in the pass. The Howeitat killed them where they fell – a quick, efficient stab to the throat artery – and immediately butchered them for meat. It was the sort of practical response to disaster that makes you realize how far you are from the kind of world where losing your luggage means filing an insurance claim.




At the top of the pass, we found ourselves on a broad plateau that sloped gently eastward – rough and thorny at first, then opening into a valley of white shingle where a Bedouin woman was filling her water-skin from a small hole she'd scraped in the pebbles. The water was milky but pure and sweet. This was Abu Saad, and between the good water and the fresh meat bouncing on our saddles, we decided to spend the night there, killing more of the time we needed to kill while waiting for Sharraf to return from his railway expedition.




We rode another four miles to camp under spreading trees in thick thorn scrub that formed natural hollow spaces underneath – ready-made shelters that we could stretch blankets over during the day and use as sleeping bowers at night. After months of sleeping under nothing but sky, it felt strange but comforting to have walls and a roof, even if they were just interlacing twigs making patterns against the stars.




I was feeling rough again – fever building, body covered in boils and saddle sores, the whole romantic desert adventure thing rather losing its appeal when your skin is systematically falling apart. When Nasir called an early halt without any prompting from me, I thanked him so warmly that he looked genuinely surprised. We were on the limestone of the Shefa crest now, with a great dark lava field ahead of us and a range of red and black sandstone cliffs in the distance. The air was cooler up here, with morning and evening breezes that felt like luxury after the suffocating stillness of the valleys.




We had camel for breakfast and started off more cheerfully the next morning, descending a gently sloping plateau of red sandstone until we reached the first real break in the landscape – a sharp descent into a shrub-filled sandy valley lined with sandstone precipices that grew taller as we went deeper. The bottom was shadowed and humid, with air that tasted of decay and drying sap. The cliff edges were carved into fantastic shapes, like architectural decorations designed by someone with a seriously baroque imagination.




We kept winding downward until we reached Wadi Jizil, a deep gorge about two hundred yards wide, filled with tamarisk growing from drifted sand and soft banks wherever the wind and floods had deposited the heavier particles. The walls were banded sandstone in various shades of red, and the combination of dark cliffs, pink floors, and pale green vegetation was genuinely beautiful – a relief after months of harsh sunlight and black shadows. In the evening, the setting sun would turn one side of the valley crimson while leaving the other in purple darkness.




Our camp was on some sandy dunes in a bend of the valley, near a narrow cleft that had created a back-eddy and scooped out a basin containing brackish water left over from the previous winter's floods. We sent someone up the valley to check on Sharraf's camp – visible as white tent peaks among the oleander bushes – and learned he'd be back the next day. So we spent two nights in this strange, echoing place with its horizontal stripes of pink and brown and cream and red, amusing ourselves by exploring the nearby valleys and admiring the intricate patterns of color in the rock face.




One afternoon I found myself behind a low wall of sandstone blocks, sitting in warm, soft air and sunlight while the wind made a low, continuous sound above my head. The valley felt completely peaceful, the kind of place where even the wind seemed patient rather than restless. I'd closed my eyes and was drifting off when a young voice made me look up to see an anxious stranger – one of the Ageyl, named Daud – squatting beside me.




He was appealing for help. His friend Farraj had burned their tent in what he claimed was just a prank, and Saad, the captain of Sharraf's Ageyl, was planning to beat him as punishment. If I interceded, Farraj would be released. Daud had the sort of face that made his anxiety particularly compelling – large dark eyes, straight brows furrowed with worry, pupils set slightly off-center in a way that gave him an air of intense alertness.




When Saad came by to visit me, I raised the subject while Daud sat watching us, mouth slightly open, eyebrows drawn together with concern. Saad's response wasn't encouraging. These two were constantly in trouble, lately so outrageous in their behavior that Sharraf had ordered them to be made an example of. The best he could do for my sake was let Daud share whatever punishment had been decreed. Daud immediately accepted this offer, kissed both our hands, and ran off up the valley, while Saad told me stories about this famous pair.




They were, he explained, an example of the sort of intense boy-and-boy friendship that became inevitable in a culture where women were kept separate. These relationships could develop into something deeper and more powerful than anything our more physically integrated society tends to produce. When they remained innocent, they were passionate and unashamed. When sexuality entered the picture, they became more like marriages – complex give-and-take relationships that weren't particularly spiritual but served their purpose.




The next day Sharraf still didn't appear. We spent the morning with Auda discussing the route ahead while Nasir entertained himself by flicking matches at us from across his tent. In the middle of this, two bent figures hobbled up to us – walking carefully, with pain in their eyes but crooked smiles on their faces. These were Daud and his friend Farraj, a beautiful, soft-featured, almost girlish young man with an innocent face and remarkable eyes. They announced that they were now in my service.




I told them I didn't need servants and pointed out that they could hardly ride after their beating. They said they'd come on foot. I explained that I was a simple person who preferred not to have people waiting on him. Daud turned away, clearly angry and defeated, but Farraj kept pleading – we had to have men with us, and they'd follow for the company and out of gratitude. While the tougher Daud sulked, Farraj went over to Nasir and knelt in appeal, displaying what could only be described as the essentially feminine side of his nature. Eventually, on Nasir's advice, I agreed to take them both, mainly because they looked so young and clean – though I suspected this was the sort of decision I'd probably regret later.




CHAPTER XLI 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I understood half of what was going on in that desert business, but here's the thing about Sharraf - he was exactly the sort of bloke who'd turn up three days late and make it seem like he'd planned the whole dramatic entrance. You know the type. All that shooting into the air and echoing off the hills - it was basically the 1917 equivalent of arriving at a party with a massive sound system and playing your own theme tune.




Auda had clearly been shopping again. I mean, a mouse-coloured greatcoat with a velvet collar? Yellow elastic-sided boots? The man looked like he'd raided the costume department of a provincial theater company. But you had to admire his commitment to the look, even if it made him resemble a tragic actor who'd lost a fight with a wardrobe malfunction.




The good news was that Sharraf had actually blown some stuff up and captured prisoners, which was what passed for productivity in those days. Plus - and this was the really important bit - he'd found water. Proper, drinkable water. When you're carrying twenty gallons between fifty blokes in the middle of a desert, news of a decent water source is like hearing your favorite band is reforming with the original lineup.




We left Abu Raga the next afternoon, which was fine by everyone because the place had been making us all ill. You know how some places just don't agree with you? Abu Raga was like that, except instead of just feeling a bit rough after a dodgy curry, we were all coming down with proper fever.




Auda led us through this mental landscape of red sandstone towers that looked like they'd been designed by someone who'd had too much to drink and access to a geology textbook. The wind had carved these things into shapes that seemed to defy basic physics - you kept expecting them to just topple over and flatten you. But Auda navigated through them like he was following the Central Line, all elbows and confidence, swaying about on his camel like he was conducting an invisible orchestra.




The thing about desert travel is that there are no proper roads, no signposts, no nothing. Just sand that gets constantly rearranged by the wind, like nature's own version of one of those executive desk toys. The only permanent features were the camel droppings, which sounds disgusting but was actually quite useful for navigation. Trust me, I never thought I'd be grateful for dried camel poo, but there you go.




Then we met Hornby, who was basically the English equivalent of Auda but with less fashion sense and more explosives. Fair-haired, bearded, riding a camel with what looked like a Manchester-made saddle (because apparently even in the desert, industrial heritage matters). He was one of those blokes who made everyone else look lazy just by existing.




Hornby and his mate Newcombe were the sort of people who made you feel inadequate just by being in the same time zone. They'd spend weeks blowing up railway lines with the dedication of obsessive collectors, except instead of stamps or vinyl records, they collected destroyed Turkish infrastructure. The Arabs had this brilliant way of describing Newcombe: "He burns friend and enemy." Which, let's face it, is probably the most accurate character assessment anyone's ever received.




The landscape kept changing like someone was flicking through television channels - one minute we're in red sandstone country, the next we're on volcanic black rock that looked like the surface of an alien planet. At night, the stone was so dark it seemed to absorb starlight, which was frankly a bit unsettling. We lit a massive fire, partly for warmth and partly because it felt like the only normal thing to do in this completely abnormal place.




A snake crawled out of our bonfire, which was the sort of thing that would have made me reconsider my entire life choices, but everyone just treated it like finding a spider in the bath. The camels kept wandering off because apparently even they found the whole situation a bit much.




We kept trudging through this impossible landscape - volcanic craters, basalt fields, sand that looked like it had been arranged by a particularly anal landscape gardener. It was like walking through the set of a science fiction film, except the special effects budget had been spent entirely on making everything look as hostile to human life as possible.




The whole experience was deeply unsettling. Nothing looked right, nothing felt normal. It was the geographical equivalent of listening to experimental jazz - you could appreciate the artistry, but you couldn't shake the feeling that it was all a bit too clever for its own good.




When we finally reached the water at Diraa, it felt like finding a decent pub after wandering around an industrial estate for hours. My camel had mange, which was about as pleasant as it sounds, and the boys - Farraj and Daud - kept trying to treat it with butter. But you know what? They were good lads. Cheerful, willing to muck in, and they had that easy understanding with each other that you get when you've been through something completely mad together.




Which, when you think about it, pretty much summed up the whole ridiculous adventure.




CHAPTER XLII 



By a quarter to four we were up and riding, which was quite frankly taking the piss. I mean, who gets up at a quarter to four? Even people with proper jobs don't get up at a quarter to four. But there we were, bouncing along on our camels through Wadi Diraa like we were commuting to some particularly hellish branch of Our Price in the middle of the desert.




The landscape was doing that thing landscapes do when they're trying too hard - all steep ridges and shifting sand with bits of red rock sticking out like a teenager's acne. It was the kind of scenery that makes you think, Christ, why didn't I just stay in bed and listen to records instead?




Three or four of us - the keen ones, obviously, the sort who volunteer for extra shifts and actually mean it - climbed up a sand dune on our hands and knees to check out the railway. It was knackering, like doing PE when you've got a hangover, but at least we could see the train line looking properly deserted. No one about. Perfect for a bit of sabotage, which was quite exciting in a Boys' Own sort of way, though I'd never admit that to anyone.




We rolled down the sand like we were kids again, which was brilliant until we hit the bottom rather hard. But never mind - we were there to blow things up, which is the sort of thing that makes you feel like you're in a proper adventure rather than just reading about one.




The crossing went without a hitch, thank God, because Sharraf had been banging on about enemy patrols like some sort of military Alan Partridge. While the camels had a quick snack - and honestly, watching a camel eat is about as interesting as listening to Genesis's later albums - the Ageyl lads started fixing charges to the railway tracks with the enthusiasm of people who'd discovered punk rock for the first time.




Auda had never seen dynamite before, and he went completely mental for it. Started spouting poetry about explosives like he was some sort of desert John Lydon. We cut some telegraph wires and tied them to six camels, who then legged it into the valley dragging poles and wire behind them like they were in some sort of avant-garde performance art piece. Eventually they got so tangled up they couldn't move, so we cut them loose and rode off laughing. It was properly brilliant.




We rode for five miles in the growing dark, weaving between ridges that looked like giant fingers - the sort of landscape that makes you think someone's having a laugh with the whole creation business. Eventually it got too dicey to carry on with knackered animals in the dark, so we stopped. The others were somewhere ahead, but with the Turks making a right racket behind us, shooting at shadows like paranoid nightclub bouncers, we thought it best to keep quiet.




Thank Christ ibn Dgheithir had left a couple of lads behind to find us, because otherwise we'd have been sleeping rough like festival-goers who'd lost their mates. They led us through the murky darkness to where everyone else was camped, and we bedded down without saying much, which suited me fine because I was absolutely shattered.




Next morning Auda had us up before four again - the man was clearly mental - and we were climbing uphill until we reached a ridge and plunged down a sand slope that was like trying to walk through treacle. The camels sank in knee-deep and had to sort of throw themselves forward to make any progress, which looked about as dignified as a drunk person trying to navigate stairs.




At the bottom we found ourselves in a valley that led back towards the railway, which seemed a bit pointless after all that effort to get away from it. Another half-hour and we were at the watershed between Hejaz and Sirhan, which sounds dead impressive but was basically just the point where water decides to flow in different directions. Ten yards more and we'd crossed into what Auda called the mystery of central Arabia's drainage system, which frankly sounded like something you'd call a plumber about.




It looked like a massive plain stretching away to the east, all gentle levels fading into the distance until you couldn't tell where the ground ended and the sky began. The sunrise hit it like a massive floodlight, throwing up shadows of ridges you could barely see, creating this whole complicated pattern of light and dark that kept shifting and changing like a Pink Floyd light show. Then, just as you were getting into it, the shadows vanished all at once and full morning arrived like someone had switched on the central heating in hell.




CHAPTER XLIII 



The thing about desert marching, right, is that it's basically like supporting a mid-table football team through a particularly grim relegation battle. You know it's going to be awful, you know you're going to suffer, but you keep turning up anyway because... well, because what else are you going to do?




So there we were, dawn not even properly happened yet, trudging down this wadi - which is basically Arabic for "the bit where water would be if there was any water, which there isn't" - waiting for the sun to come up like some sort of cosmic bailiff arriving to repossess your will to live. And when it did appear over the Zibliyat hills, it was that particular shade of white that makes you think, Christ, even the sun looks knackered.




We'd been doing this jog-trot thing for a while - me, Auda, and Nasir - because standing still would have meant letting the heat properly get its claws into us, which would have been like letting Newcastle score in the first five minutes. You just don't do it. The others disappeared behind us in this shimmering heat-haze that made everything look like it was being viewed through the bottom of a pint glass, assuming the pint glass was filled with molten air and disappointment.




The well, when we finally reached it at midday, was like finding a decent record shop in a shopping centre - unexpected, slightly miraculous, and absolutely essential. Thirty feet deep, stone-lined, ancient-looking. The sort of well that had probably seen more action than most people's entire lives. The water was a bit brackish - think weak tea made with seawater - but drinkable if you got it fresh. Leave it in a skin for a few hours and it went off faster than a Tottenham lead.




We let the camels loose on the pasture, which was dry but plentiful, like a decent B-side collection. The others caught up, drew water, baked bread - the usual domestic routine that somehow feels both utterly normal and completely surreal when you're doing it in the middle of nowhere with the temperature hovering somewhere between "unpleasant" and "actually murderous."




That night we camped the camels half a mile from the well, which was basically the desert equivalent of not using the good china when you've got visitors coming round later. Thoughtful. Considerate. The sort of thing that would never occur to you until someone like Auda explains it, and then you realize you've been an inconsiderate bastard your entire life.




Next morning - because of course there was a next morning, there's always a bloody next morning - we were off before dawn again. Two miles in, the valley opened up like the chorus of a decent song, and we spotted these cliffs that looked like they might offer some shade. Auda sent his nephew Zaal off hunting one way and rode off himself across this plain that stretched on forever, like the instrumental break in "In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida."




The hunters came back with gazelles, which was result enough to make you briefly forget that you were slowly being cooked alive by a giant ball of gas ninety-three million miles away. We feasted on bread and meat in these little cave-like spots under the cliffs, which felt like finding the perfect acoustic booth in a recording studio - cool, shaded, and merciful on eyes that had been taking a proper battering from the glare.




The thing was, this kind of luxury - the shade, the good food, the brief respite from marching - it was like getting an unexpectedly brilliant support act. You know it's not going to last, but while it does, you're reminded why you put yourself through all this misery in the first place. Well, sort of. Actually, I was still working on that bit.




CHAPTER XLIV 



Look, I know this is going to sound pathetic, but I was basically knackered. Completely done in. And I'm not talking about the kind of tired you get after staying up all night watching *Apocalypse Now* for the fifteenth time – this was proper, bone-deep exhaustion. The sort that makes you think, quite seriously, about whether seeing some exotic wildlife is worth the bother of getting off the beaten track. It's not, obviously. So I just followed the caravan like some defeated tourist trailing behind a package holiday group.




My camel – and can I just say how weird it is to write "my camel" when six months earlier my biggest transport worry was whether the Northern Line was running on weekends – anyway, my camel caught up pretty quickly. She had these incredibly long legs, like a supermodel, if supermodels were temperamental, smelly, and prone to spitting.




At the back of our little parade, my lads were walking alongside their animals, looking like they were accompanying dying relatives to hospital. They were convinced half the beasts would be dead by evening if the wind got any stronger, which, let's face it, was the kind of cheery optimism that really brightened the mood. I couldn't help noticing the contrast between Mohammed – this solid, practical bloke who looked like he could fix your boiler and complain about the weather – and the Ageyl lads, especially Farraj and Daud, who moved like dancers, all grace and bare feet. They reminded me of those annoyingly athletic types who jog past you when you're struggling up Primrose Hill with a hangover.




The only one missing was Gasim, and to be honest, nobody was exactly heartbroken about it. He was one of those people – you know the type – who manage to be simultaneously surly and needy, the kind of bloke who'd complain about the free drinks at a wedding. The others figured he was probably hanging around with the Bedouin, who were more his speed. Birds of a feather, and all that.




But here's the thing – and this is where it gets properly mental – there was nobody behind us. Nobody. So I rode forward, thinking I should probably check on his camel, if only to tick the box marked "responsible leadership." And there it was, the camel, plodding along riderless like some four-legged taxi that had lost its passenger. One of the Howeitat was leading it, and all Gasim's stuff was still there – his bags, his rifle, his packed lunch – but no Gasim.




It took a while for this to sink in, probably because my brain was working at about the speed of a Windows 95 computer, but eventually we realized the miserable bastard was lost. Properly lost. In the desert. Which, as anyone who's ever been lost in IKEA will tell you, is not a good feeling, except this was infinitely worse because instead of Swedish meatballs and Allen keys, there was just endless nothing that could kill you.




The problem was visibility. In all that haze and heat shimmer, you couldn't see the caravan from two miles away, and the ground was so hard it didn't leave tracks. It was like trying to follow someone through a city center on New Year's Eve, except replace the drunk people with potentially fatal landscape.




Everyone had just assumed he was somewhere else in our sprawling group – you know how it is, like when you're with a big group of mates and nobody's quite sure who's supposed to be keeping track of whom. But it was nearly midday, which meant he'd been missing for hours. His camel still had all his gear, so he hadn't been left behind at our last stop. 




The Ageyl lads reckoned he'd probably nodded off in the saddle and fallen off, maybe knocked himself out, or possibly someone had finally had enough of his attitude and done something about it. They weren't exactly losing sleep over it. He was a stranger, not their responsibility, and frankly, not someone they'd choose to have a drink with.




Fair enough, but here's where it got complicated. Mohammed, who was technically supposed to be looking out for Gasim – they were both from the same area, like being from the same bit of North London – Mohammed knew absolutely nothing about desert survival, his camel was basically broken, and sending him back would have been like asking your dad to fix your laptop: well-intentioned but ultimately suicidal.




So suddenly this became my problem. Great. The Howeitat, who actually knew what they were doing, were off somewhere doing mysterious desert things. The Ageyl were too busy looking after their own mates to bother with outsiders – like trying to get help from a group of Chelsea supporters when you're clearly wearing an Arsenal shirt.




I stood there looking at my exhausted men, wondering if I could do some sort of swap – send one of them back on my camel while I walked. But even as I thought it, I knew it was bollocks. They'd understand if I bottled it – I was a foreigner, after all, like being the only English person in a French office and not quite knowing the protocols. But that was exactly why I couldn't do it.




See, here's the thing about trying to help people with their own problems: it's hard enough when you're one of them, but when you're an outsider – especially when you're not just foreign but also the wrong religion and come from a completely different lifestyle – well, you can't afford to look like you're taking the easy option. It's like being the only straight man in a gay book club: you've got to work twice as hard to prove you belong.




So I didn't say anything. I just turned my camel around – and let me tell you, she was not happy about this, making noises like a particularly offended customer service representative – and headed back into the emptiness.




My mood was absolutely foul. I was furious with my other lads for not keeping better track, furious with myself for this whole Lawrence of Arabia performance I'd been putting on, and most of all furious with Gasim, who was genuinely one of the most unpleasant people I'd ever met. Gap-toothed, constantly moaning, work-shy, bad-tempered – the sort of person who'd complain about winning the lottery. I'd been planning to get rid of him at the first opportunity, and now here I was, potentially throwing away everything for this one completely worthless individual.




Even my camel seemed to think I was being an idiot.




CHAPTER XLV 



Look, I'll be honest with you – this whole desert adventure thing was starting to feel a bit like one of those camping trips where everything goes wrong, except with more potential for actual death and considerably less chance of finding a decent pub at the end of it.




So there we were, completely parched and obviously not eating anything either, which made for what you might generously call a challenging evening. Though knowing we'd get water the next day did help us sleep, lying on our stomachs to stop our empty bellies from ballooning out like footballs. The Arab approach to hydration was basically the same as my approach to record buying – binge massively whenever you find a good source, then either go completely without until the next opportunity, or if you've got reserves, blow through them all at the first chance you get. Since I was trying not to stand out like a tourist at a Sex Pistols gig, I copied their methods, figuring reasonably that they weren't physically superior enough to actually kill me with their lifestyle choices. Actually, I only nearly died of thirst once, which in retrospect seems like pretty good going.




The next morning we rode down these slopes – first ridge, second ridge, third ridge, each about three miles apart, like chapters in a particularly repetitive novel – until around eight we stopped at the Arfaja wells. The place smelled brilliant, actually, all fragrant bushes everywhere. Turned out the Sirhan wasn't really a valley at all, more like a massive drainage ditch collecting water from everywhere around it. The ground was this mixture of sharp gravel and soft sand, with these meandering valleys that seemed to have no idea where they were going, threading between sand dunes held together by tamarisk roots like some kind of organic Velcro.




The wells were about eighteen feet deep, unlined, and the water was creamy and smelled powerful and tasted brackish. We thought it was absolutely delicious, which tells you everything you need to know about how thirsty we were. Since there was decent camel food around, we decided to hang about for the day while we sent someone south to look for the Howeitat tribe. This way we'd know if they were behind us, and if not, we could head north confident we were following the right trail.




But hardly had our messenger ridden off when one of the Howeitat spotted riders lurking in the scrub to the north. 




Suddenly everyone's shouting and grabbing weapons. Mohammed el Dheilan was first on his camel, galloping off with the other Toweiha toward the supposed enemy, while Nasir and I organized the Ageyl – who weren't exactly built for this kind of Bedouin-on-Bedouin combat – and positioned them around the dunes to defend our stuff. The enemy got away though. Mohammed came back after half an hour saying he hadn't pursued them properly because his camel was knackered. He'd only seen three sets of tracks and reckoned they were scouts from a Shammar raiding party, which apparently was the kind of thing you had to expect around Arfaja.




Auda called over his nephew Zaal, who had the best eyes of all the Howeitat – this thin, metallic-looking bloke with a calculating stare and cruel lips, the kind of brutality these nomads had picked up from dealing with settled people. Zaal went out to investigate but the brushwood was full of tracks, and the tamarisk blocked the wind so you couldn't tell fresh footprints from old ones in the sand.




The afternoon passed peacefully enough, though we kept a lookout posted on the big dune behind the water holes. At sunset I went down and washed in the stinging brine, then stopped at the Ageyl fire for coffee and to listen to their Nejdi Arabic. They started telling me stories about Captain Shakespear, who'd been mates with ibn Saud in Riyadh and had crossed Arabia from the Persian Gulf to Egypt before getting killed fighting the Shammar. Many of the Ageyl had traveled with him and had tales of his magnificence and his strange habit of keeping to himself day and night. Arabs, who usually lived practically on top of each other, were always suspicious of anyone who wanted too much privacy.




This was one of the less pleasant lessons of desert warfare – you had to give up any hope of peace and quiet while traveling with them. Quite humiliating really, since we English pride ourselves on our solitude, thinking we're rather special when there's no one around to compete with.




While we talked, they dropped roasted coffee with three cardamom grains into the mortar. Abdulla pounded it with those distinctive two-beat pestle strokes you get in village Nejd. Mohammed el Dheilan heard this, came silently across the sand and settled down next to me like a camel folding its legs. Mohammed was good company – powerful, thoughtful, with a dry sense of humor and an affected cynicism that sometimes matched his actions but usually just revealed a friendly, skeptical nature. He was unusually tall and strong, nearly six feet, maybe thirty-eight, with a weathered, high-colored face and very mysterious eyes.




He was second-in-command of the Abu Tayi, richer than Auda with more followers, and considerably more taste for luxury. Had a little house in Maan, some land near Tafileh, and rumor had it, cattle. Under his influence, Abu Tayi war parties rode out in style – sunshades against the fierce sun, bottles of mineral water in their saddlebags like they were heading to Wimbledon rather than battle. He was the brains of the tribal councils. I liked his sharp, critical spirit, and often used his intelligence and greed to win him over before suggesting new ideas.




The long journey had made us companions in mind and body. Our dangerous goal occupied our thoughts constantly, and we were unconsciously training ourselves, focusing our wills on the single purpose that dominated these quiet moments around the evening fire. We were lost in these thoughts while the coffee-maker boiled his coffee, tamped it down, made a palm-fiber strainer (grounds in your cup being seriously bad form), when suddenly there was a volley from the dark dunes east of us and one of the Ageyl pitched forward into the firelit circle, screaming.




Mohammed kicked sand over the fire with his massive foot and in the sudden darkness we rolled behind tamarisk banks, scrambling for rifles while our sentries started returning fire toward the muzzle flashes. We had plenty of ammunition and weren't shy about showing it.




Gradually their fire slackened – maybe they were surprised we were so ready for them. Finally they stopped shooting and we held our fire too, listening for a charge or attack from another direction. We lay there for half an hour, silent except for the groans and finally the death throes of the man hit in the first volley. Then we got impatient. Zaal went out to see what was happening. After another half hour he called back that no one was left in range. About twenty of them had ridden off, in his expert opinion.




Despite Zaal's assurances, we had a restless night. Before dawn we buried Assaf, our first casualty, and moved north, keeping to the bottom of the hollow with sand hills mostly on our left. We rode five hours then stopped for breakfast by these torrent beds running into the Sirhan from the southwest. Auda told me these were the mouths of Seil Fejr, the valley we'd seen back at Selhub.




The grazing was better than at Arfaja, so we gave our camels four hours at noon to feed – not ideal since midday grazing wasn't great for them, but we enjoyed sleeping in the shade of our blankets, making up for the lost night. Out in the open, safe from hidden approach, there was no fear of disturbance, and our visible strength might discourage the invisible enemy. We wanted to fight Turks – this Arab-on-Arab stuff was just wasteful.




In the afternoon we rode twelve miles to a cluster of firm sand hills enclosing a space big enough for us, with good views all around. We stopped there, expecting another night attack.




Next morning we did a fast five-hour march (the camels full of energy after yesterday's rest) to an oasis hollow of stunted palms with tamarisk clumps and plenty of water about seven feet down, tasting sweeter than Arfaja's. But this also proved to be "Sirhan water" – the first drink was bearable, but it wouldn't lather soap and developed a foul smell and taste after two days that completely destroyed the flavor of coffee, tea, or bread.




We were honestly getting sick of Wadi Sirhan, though Nesib and Zeki kept planning elaborate development projects for the Arab Government when it was established. This kind of ambitious imagination was typical of Syrians, who easily convinced themselves of possibilities and quickly started delegating their current responsibilities to others.




"Zeki," I said one day, "your camel's covered in mange."




"Alas and alack," he agreed mournfully, "this evening, when the sun is low, we shall treat her skin with ointment."




Next ride, I mentioned the mange again.




"Aha," said Zeki, "this gives me a complete idea. Picture a State Veterinary Department for Syria when Damascus is ours. We'll have skilled surgeons, a school for students, central hospitals for camels, horses, donkeys, cattle, even sheep and goats. Scientific and bacteriological divisions for research into universal cures. A library of foreign books... district hospitals... traveling inspectors..."




With Nesib's enthusiastic help, they divided Syria into four inspector-generalships and numerous sub-inspectorates.




When I mentioned the mange again the next day, they'd slept on it and the scheme was expanding.




"But my dear fellow, it's imperfect, and our nature demands perfection. We're grieved to see you satisfied with mere opportunism. It's an English fault."




I played along. "O Nesib and O Zeki, wouldn't perfection in even the smallest things require ending this world? Are we ready for that? When I'm angry I pray for God to crash our planet into the sun and prevent the sorrows of the unborn, but when I'm content I want to lie in the shade forever until I become a shade myself."




They uncomfortably changed the subject to stud farms. On the sixth day the poor camel died. As Zeki pointed out, "Because you didn't treat her." The rest of us kept our animals going through constant care, maybe just holding off the mange until we could reach a well-supplied tribe with proper medicines.




A mounted man came toward us. Tense moment, but the Howeitat recognized him – one of their herdsmen. Greetings were exchanged in the proper unhurried desert fashion, where noise was considered low-class at best, urban at worst.




He told us the Howeitat were camped ahead from Isawiya to Nebk, anxiously waiting for news. Everything was fine with their tents. Auda's anxiety vanished and his eagerness flared. We rode hard for an hour to Isawiya and the tents of Ali abu Fitna, chief of one of Auda's clans. Old Ali – rheumy-eyed, red, unkempt, with a long nose that constantly dripped into his jutting beard – greeted us warmly and invited us to his tent. We declined, being too many, and camped nearby under some thorns while he and the other tent-holders counted our numbers and prepared evening feasts, each group of tents taking a small batch of visitors. The meal took hours to prepare, and it was well after dark when they called us to eat. I woke, stumbled over, ate, made my way back to our camels and slept again.




Our march was successfully over. We'd found the Howeitat, our men were in excellent spirits, we still had our gold and explosives intact. So we gathered happily the next morning for a serious council of war. Everyone agreed we should first present six thousand pounds to Nuri Shaalan, whose permission we needed to stay in Sirhan. We wanted liberty to remain while recruiting and preparing our fighters, and when we moved off, we wanted him to look after their families, tents, and herds.




These were serious matters. It was decided that Auda himself should ride to Nuri as ambassador, since they were friends. Nuri's tribe was too close and too big for Auda to fight, however much he loved warfare. Self-interest had therefore prompted an alliance between the two great men, and acquaintance had bred a quirky mutual regard that let each tolerate the other's eccentricities. Auda would explain our hopes to Nuri, and Feisal's desire that he make a public show of supporting Turkey – the only way he could protect us while still keeping the Turks happy.




CHAPTER XLVI 



Look, I'm not going to pretend this whole business with Ali abu Fitna was anything like choosing between Arsenal and Tottenham, or deciding whether to upgrade your vinyl collection to CD. This was proper, grown-up stuff involving bags of gold and Bedouin politics that made my usual obsessions seem refreshingly simple by comparison.




The thing about the Howeitat was that they took hospitality as seriously as I take my top five desert island discs. No messing about with a quick cup of tea and a digestive – we're talking twice-daily feasts that made Christmas dinner look like a light snack. And just like when your mum insists on feeding you until you can barely move, there was absolutely no getting out of it without causing massive offence.




Every morning we'd get the full ceremony – the blood mares (which, let's face it, sounds like a brilliant band name), the slow procession across the valley, the whole production. It was like being invited to someone's house to listen to their record collection, except instead of having to sit through their experimental jazz phase, we had to endure elaborate coffee rituals and small talk about household hawks.




The tent thing was pure theatre. You'd arrive to find this massive space set up like Wembley, complete with lurid red rugs that probably cost more than my flat. The host would do that thing people do when they're nervous about their dinner party – hovering around, disappearing, reappearing, trying to distract you with pets and conversation while desperately hoping the food doesn't go wrong.




And Christ, the food. Picture the biggest serving dish you've ever seen – actually, forget that, because this thing was basically a small swimming pool with writing round the edge claiming it belonged to Auda abu Tayi. (I mean, fair enough – if you're going to own a serving dish, you might as well own THE serving dish.) The whole thing was like the ultimate mixed grill, if your idea of the ultimate mixed grill involved sheep's heads staring at you with their tongues hanging out.




The eating bit was properly terrifying. Twenty-two blokes crammed round this enormous tray, sleeves rolled up, diving in with their hands like it's the last meal on earth. No talking allowed – apparently conversation during meals is the Bedouin equivalent of talking during the good bit of a song. And there I was, trying not to burn my fingers on the scalding fat while Mohammed el Dheilan passed me what I can only describe as the kind of bone you'd normally give to a very large, very hungry dog.




The whole thing was mental, really. Brilliant, exhausting, completely over the top, and absolutely impossible to get out of. A bit like being a lifelong football supporter, actually, except with more sheep's heads and considerably better hospitality.




CHAPTER XLVII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I know the first thing about desert warfare or snake-infested valleys or whatever the hell was going on in Arabia back then. But what I do know is this: being stuck somewhere you don't want to be, surrounded by people whose obsessions you don't share, is pretty much the story of my life.




So there we were, eating like kings on day one (once), day two (twice), day three (twice more) at this place called Isawiya. Then on May 30th - and I remember the date because it was one of those days when everything changes - we saddled up and rode for three hours past what looked like God's own abandoned barbecue pit to find some wells that tasted like someone had been gargling in them for weeks.




The Abu Tayi tribe decided to tag along, which sounds impressive until you realize it's a bit like being adopted by your mate's football firm - suddenly you're part of something you never asked to join, watching from the inside as all these unwritten rules play out around you.




It was nothing like the usual desert monotony. Imagine Glastonbury, but instead of muddy hippies it's this grey-green wasteland crawling with men on foot, blokes on horses, people perched on camels like they're riding enormous, bad-tempered sofas. The women swayed about in these butterfly-wing contraptions that made the whole thing look like a very uncomfortable circus parade. No organization whatsoever - just this instinctive chaos that somehow worked, the way a really good record collection makes sense even when it's completely random.




The thing was, after weeks of watching our backs, suddenly being part of this massive crowd felt like finally getting decent insurance. Even our most serious riders loosened up a bit. Especially Farraj and Daud, these two absolute maniacs who'd been winding me up since day one with their relentless, puppyish enthusiasm for everything.




But here's where it gets properly horrible: snakes. Everywhere. The Arabs reckoned this was unusual, but Christ, it was like someone had opened every terrarium in London Zoo and dumped the contents in our campsite. Horned vipers, puff-adders, cobras, the whole greatest-hits collection of things designed to kill you. Moving around at night was like playing Russian roulette with your feet.




The water holes looked like some kind of reptilian rave, all writhing bodies and glittering eyes. Three blokes died from bites. The local treatment involved snake-skin plasters and reading the Koran until you either got better or gave up entirely - not exactly the NHS, but there you go.




The worst bit was waking up. The snakes had this charming habit of using us as hot water bottles, so every morning was like the world's most terrifying lucky dip. Picture it: you're barely awake, and your first job is checking whether you're sharing your sleeping bag with something that could kill you before your first cup of coffee.




Most of us were properly rattled by this point, but Farraj and Daud thought it was Christmas morning every single day. They kept crying wolf - or rather, crying snake - at every twig and shadow until I finally lost it and told them to shut up about the bloody things.




So naturally, the very next time there was an actual snake - a proper one, coiled up and ready for business right next to where I was sitting - they just sat there grinning like idiots, watching me nearly wet myself when I finally spotted it.




The punishment detail turned into this ridiculous auction where everyone wanted a piece of them, but I called it off before they got beaten to death. Instead, we declared them officially useless and stuck them on domestic duties with the women. Harsh, but fair.




The feasting continued - twice on day one, twice on day two - until some of our lads started dropping like flies from the combination of grease and tribal hospitality. It was like being forced to eat Sunday lunch at your gran's every single meal, except your gran's trying to prove something about honor and hospitality, and refusing seconds is basically an international incident.




Don't get me wrong - our hosts were made up, absolutely chuffed to bits. They'd bought fifty sheep specially for us, and watching them work through the lot was like seeing someone play all their favorite albums back-to-back, volume turned right up, pure joy radiating from every pore.




After a week of this, we'd eaten everything with four legs in a fifty-mile radius, and even the hospitality had to call it quits. Time to move on, and frankly, none of us were sorry to leave that snake-pit behind. The whole place had this properly sinister vibe, like a really good horror film location - all wrong in ways you couldn't quite put your finger on.




But that's how it goes, isn't it? You end up in these situations, part of something bigger than yourself, eating food that disagrees with you, surrounded by people whose enthusiasms you don't share, trying to make the best of it while secretly counting the days until you can go home and listen to your records in peace.




CHAPTER XLVIII 



Right, so we're in Nebk, which sounds like the sort of place you'd only end up if you'd made a series of spectacularly poor life choices - a bit like supporting Tottenham, really. The thing is, Nebk had water and some grazing, which in desert terms is basically like finding a decent pub that still serves real ale and hasn't been turned into a gastropub selling seventeen-quid burgers. Auda had picked it as our meeting point because it was near these salt hamlets called the Blaidat, which I suppose was the local equivalent of having a good off-licence round the corner.




So there's Auda and Sherif Nasir, basically doing what blokes do when they're planning something ambitious and slightly mental - sitting around for days, making lists of people they might be able to persuade to join them, having endless conversations about logistics. Meanwhile, me, Nasib and Zeki had bugger all to do except hang about and argue.




Now, the problem with Syrians - and I'm generalizing here, but bear with me - is that they're a bit like Arsenal fans: give them the slightest bit of encouragement and suddenly they think they're going to win the Champions League. Nasib had gone completely barking. Instead of focusing on Akaba, which was our actual, sensible, achievable objective - think of it as getting into the top four - he'd started fantasizing about taking Damascus. Damascus! It was like watching someone who'd just learned to ride a bike announce they were entering the Tour de France.




"Look," he kept saying, "the Turks aren't expecting anything. We'll catch them completely off guard. So why not go for the big prize?" 




This is exactly the sort of logic that leads people to put their life savings on Leicester City to win the Premier League. Sometimes it works, but mostly it doesn't, and when it doesn't, you end up sleeping on someone's sofa eating Pot Noodles for six months.




I tried explaining the basics to him - you know, minor details like the fact that Feisal was still stuck in Wejh, the British were on the wrong side of Gaza, and there was this small matter of a Turkish army massing in Aleppo. Taking Damascus without any of these pieces in place would be like trying to organize a music festival without securing the headliners, the venue, or the toilets. But Nasib was having none of it. He'd gone into full fantasy football mode.




So I did what you do when reasonable argument fails: I got political. I went to Auda and mentioned that if we changed the plan, all the money and glory would go to Nuri Shaalan instead of him. Then I had a word with Nasir, playing on that age-old rivalry between a proper Sherif and some bloke from Damascus - basically the religious equivalent of winding up a Manchester United fan by suggesting City might be the bigger club in Manchester these days.




The thing was, I knew that if we actually managed to take Damascus, we'd last about six weeks before getting comprehensively stuffed. Murray couldn't just instantly attack the Turks - military operations aren't like calling an Uber. And we'd have no supply lines, no backup, no escape route. We'd be like a band that somehow gets booked to headline Glastonbury when they've only ever played the Dog and Duck on a Tuesday night.




Akaba, on the other hand, was perfect. It was achievable, it was strategically useful, and it would actually get us somewhere. The Turks were using it as a potential threat to the British right flank - imagine it as their get-out-of-jail-free card. If we took it, we'd not only remove that threat but also give the Arabs a proper base and link up with the British properly.




This was crucial because, let's be honest, Murray's staff were a bit like record company executives: they only believed in you once you'd already proved you were successful. Murray himself was all right, but his people needed to see actual results before they'd take us seriously. Taking Akaba would be like getting our first proper hit single - suddenly everyone would want to work with us.




Both Nasir and Auda saw sense, thank God. Nasib, meanwhile, stormed off with Zeki to the Druse Mountain to pursue his mad Damascus scheme. Before he left, I did something that probably wasn't entirely sporting: I relieved him of most of his money. But the idiot made it easy for me - he actually came asking for more funding, suggesting he could start his own Syrian movement independent of Feisal. It was like watching someone ask their ex-girlfriend's new boyfriend for dating advice. I promised him future support while taking his current cash to fund our Akaba expedition. Nasir was delighted with the unexpected windfall.




But here's the thing - even though I knew Nasib was being ridiculous, his optimism was infectious. I started thinking that maybe, just maybe, we could pull off something bigger than I'd initially imagined. So I decided to go off on a reconnaissance trip through Syria, partly to get the lay of the land and partly because I was feeling reckless and needed to do something slightly insane.




The truth is, I was carrying around this enormous secret that was basically eating me alive. The whole Arab Revolt was built on what you might politely call a misunderstanding, or less politely call a complete fraud.




Here's what had happened: to get the Sherif onside, our government had promised, through Sir Henry McMahon, to support Arab independence in Syria and Mesopotamia, "saving the interests of our ally, France." That last bit was the killer - it was like promising someone they could have your record collection except for all the good albums. There was this secret treaty - the Sykes-Picot agreement - that basically carved up all the territory we'd promised the Arabs between Britain, France and Russia.




The Arabs had started hearing rumors about this from Turkish sources, and they kept asking me, personally, to guarantee that Britain would keep its promises. Now, I hadn't known about either the McMahon promises or the Sykes-Picot treaty when I first got involved - they'd been cooked up by Foreign Office types while I was elsewhere. But I wasn't a complete idiot. I could see that if we won the war, the promises to the Arabs would be worth about as much as a Blockbuster gift voucher.




The honorable thing would have been to tell them the truth and send them home. But the Arab Revolt was absolutely crucial to winning the war in the East. So I kept assuring them that Britain kept her word, knowing full well it was bollocks. They went off and did extraordinary, brave things based on my lies, and instead of feeling proud, I felt like a complete bastard.




The moment it really hit me was when old Nuri Shaalan showed me a file of contradictory British promises and asked which one he should believe. Everything - the success or failure of Feisal, the whole future of the revolt - hung on my answer. I told him to trust the most recent promise, knowing it was just another lie on top of all the others.




So I made myself a promise: I'd make the Arab Revolt so successful that the powers-that-be would have to give the Arabs a fair deal out of sheer embarrassment. It was like planning to become so famous that your record company would have to give you a decent contract.




The problem was, I had absolutely no right to gamble with Arab lives based on my own unauthorized schemes. It was like being a roadie who'd somehow convinced everyone he was the band manager. But I was committed now, and this reconnaissance trip felt like my last chance to act freely before taking Akaba made me into some sort of public figure with actual responsibilities.




I've always hated the idea of being in charge of things. My whole way of looking at the world was basically a reaction against people who actually got things done and seemed happy about it. I was much more comfortable lurking in the background, making snide observations.




When I got back on June sixteenth, Nasir was still working away in his tent. He and Auda had had some sort of falling out - probably over something completely trivial, the way these things usually happen when people spend too much time together. But it got sorted quickly enough, and soon Auda was back to being his magnificent, impossible self.




The thing about Auda was that he was just so completely, unapologetically himself that you couldn't help but love him, even when he was driving everyone mad. We all stood up when he entered the tent, not because of his rank but because he was Auda, and being Auda was such a brilliant thing to be. He knew it, too, and loved every minute of it.




We'd been away from Wejh for five weeks now. We'd spent nearly all our money, eaten all the local sheep, rested and replaced our camels. There was nothing left to do but get on with it. The night before we were due to leave, Auda threw this enormous farewell feast - hundreds of people, five servings of the main course, the works.




After dinner, we were all lying around under the stars while Auda and others told stories. I mentioned casually that I'd been looking for Mohammed el Dheilan that afternoon to thank him for a camel he'd given me, but couldn't find him. Auda absolutely lit up - you could see him preparing to embarrass Mohammed in front of everyone.




"Shall I tell you," Auda boomed, "why Mohammed hasn't slept in his own tent for fifteen days?"




Everyone settled in to hear a story they'd probably heard twenty times before. Even the women stopped what they were doing to listen. Auda launched into this elaborate tale about how Mohammed had bought an expensive string of pearls in the Wejh market but hadn't given them to any of his wives, so they'd all thrown him out.




The whole thing was complete invention, of course - Auda's idea of a joke. Poor Mohammed, who'd been sleeping rough for a fortnight, called on God and me to witness that Auda was lying. Auda asked me to confirm his story.




So I decided to take the piss out of Auda's storytelling style. I launched into this incredibly detailed, pointless narrative about a trip to the market, mimicking exactly the way Auda would spend hours building up to absolutely nothing happening. I described everyone's clothes, every camel we saw, every ridge we crossed, all in Auda's pompous, repetitive style.




The whole tribe was in stitches. They'd all heard Auda's interminable stories before, and seeing them parodied was like watching someone do a perfect impression of your dad at a family dinner. Auda laughed loudest of all - he loved being made fun of, and he could see that my parody actually showed how good he was at what he did, even if what he did was talking complete rubbish for hours on end.




He admitted he'd made up the story about Mohammed and the pearls. Mohammed, in gratitude for being cleared, invited everyone to breakfast at his tent the next morning before we set off for Akaba. We were going to have boiled camel calf in sour milk, prepared by his wives, who were apparently legendary cooks.




The next day, we watched the women take down Mohammed's enormous tent - bigger than Auda's, twenty-four poles, the works. The whole camp was rearranging itself for when the fighting men left. It was quite something, watching one woman single-handedly pitch these massive tents, however windy it got.




Arab tents were actually quite clever - in summer they were cooler than our canvas ones because the loose weave of hair and wool didn't absorb the heat. If it rained, you could adjust the poles to make the roof waterproof. It was like they'd figured out how to make the perfect festival tent, except their festival lasted their entire lives.




CHAPTER XLIX 



We set off at eleven in the morning, which was typical really—nothing ever happened when it was supposed to happen out there. Nasir was leading on this massive camel called Ghazala, and I have to say, if you're going to have a camel (which, let's face it, most of us will never need to), this was the one to have. It was like the Ferrari of camels, if Ferraris were the size of small buildings and made that awful groaning noise. Auda rode alongside him looking pleased with himself, while I bounced around on Naama, which means 'the hen-ostrich,' though frankly any ostrich with an ounce of self-respect would have sued for defamation.




Behind us came the usual suspects—Mohammed (who couldn't ride a bicycle, let alone a camel) and Ahmed, who'd basically gone native and was now more Howeitat than the Howeitat themselves. You know the type: too enthusiastic about local customs, probably owned more traditional robes than anyone actually from there.




The plan, such as it was, involved getting to Bair—some ancient wells about sixty miles away where we could stock up on supplies. Our food was running seriously low, apart from Nasir's emergency rice stash, which he guarded like it was his vinyl collection. We had over five hundred men with us, which sounds impressive until you realize they were all charging about chasing gazelles like overexcited teenagers at a music festival.




That evening we decided it was special enough to break out the good rice, and the tribal chiefs came round for dinner. Afterwards we sat around the fire doing that thing you do when you're somewhere remote and beautiful—pretending to be philosophical. Nasir lay on his back with my binoculars, pointing out stars like he'd just discovered them personally. This led to one of those conversations about telescopes and the universe that always happen when you're somewhere with no light pollution and someone's been at the coffee.




"What's the point of it all?" Mohammed asked, which is the sort of question that sounds profound at the time but makes you cringe when you remember it later.




Auda, who had opinions about everything, said something typically cryptic about Westerners always wanting more, while they could see God perfectly well behind their few stars, thank you very much. Then Mohammed started wondering if there were people on other planets, and whether they had their own prophets, which was getting a bit deep for a Tuesday night in the desert. Auda, sensibly, changed the subject to money, and then whispered to me that he'd better get a decent present from Feisal when this was all over. Fair enough, really.




The next morning we set off at dawn (another miracle of timing) and reached this ridge called the Wagf. It wasn't much to look at—just a chalk bank with some flints on top—but it was the watershed, which made it sound more important than it actually was. The view from the other side was pretty spectacular: white hills that looked like snow, green valleys where there'd been floods. The camels were delighted, munching away like they'd found an all-you-can-eat buffet.




Auda suggested we ride ahead to Bair, just the two of us, which turned out to be so he could visit his son's grave. Annad had been killed by five cousins in some revenge thing—the whole story was typically complicated and violent, involving single combat and family honor. Auda only had one son left, little Mohammed, and you could see it worried him.




But when we got to Bair, something was obviously wrong. There was smoke coming from the ground around the wells, which definitely wasn't supposed to happen. We approached carefully, half-expecting trouble, but the place was deserted. The wells had been blown up—proper demolition job, dynamite and everything. The ground was torn up, the well-heads smashed, stones thrown down the shafts. It was like someone had taken a sledgehammer to your favorite pub.




Auda ran from well to well, finding the same thing each time. "This is Jazi work," he said, which apparently meant something significant to him. Three wells completely destroyed, and us standing there with five hundred thirsty camels to think about.




Then we found the fourth well, tucked away in the open ground north of the ruins, and amazingly it was untouched. This was apparently a Jazi well too, which proved Auda's theory about who was responsible, though the politics of it all went completely over my head.




The problem was, one well wasn't nearly enough for our little army. We'd have to fix one of the damaged ones, preferably the least demolished. I found an empty gelignite case—Nobel's, no less, so at least the Turks were using quality explosives—and we worked out they'd set multiple charges around the well-head and down the shaft.




When we peered down into the darkness, we could see more charges that hadn't gone off, still wired up and ready. Either the Turks had botched the job or they'd been interrupted. Carefully—very carefully—we lowered ropes down the middle and I went down to disarm the remaining explosives. Turned out to be only small charges, about three pounds each, wired in series. Something had definitely gone wrong with their plan.




So we ended up with two working wells and thirty pounds of free explosives, which felt like a result. We decided to stay put for a week while we sorted out supplies and worked out what the Turks were up to. The whole thing was starting to feel like a proper campaign rather than just a jaunt across the desert.




The plan, insofar as we had one, was typically ambitious and probably doomed: advance suddenly from El Jefer, cross the railway line, and take the great pass that controlled the road down to Akaba. Simple, really, except for all the ways it could go spectacularly wrong.




But that was the thing about this whole business—half the time you were making it up as you went along, hoping the other side was even more confused than you were. And with the Turkish Army, that was usually a fairly safe bet.




CHAPTER L 



Look, I'll be honest with you - this whole desert raiding business was starting to feel a bit like supporting Tottenham. You know the drill: weeks of careful planning, endless tactical discussions, moments of genuine excitement followed by crushing disappointment, and the nagging feeling that maybe, just maybe, this time things might actually work out. But they never bloody do, do they?




Auda had decided that Zaal and I should take a hundred and ten men - he'd picked them individually, like choosing players for a five-a-side team, except with considerably higher stakes - and go attack the railway near Deraa. For me, riding with an actual proper tribal raiding party was like finally getting to play at Wembley instead of watching from the stands. Except the Arabs found it about as thrilling as I find my daily commute to Hornsey. 




We rode like maniacs - six hours on, one or two hours off, day and night. It was the kind of relentless schedule that would make even the most obsessive music journalist weep. By the second afternoon we'd reached the railway above Zerga, and our camels looked about as knackered as I feel after a particularly brutal record shopping expedition in Camden.




The thing about travelling with people who actually know what they're doing is that it makes you realize how utterly clueless you normally are. Zaal knew exactly where to water the camels (Roman cisterns - even their infrastructure was better than ours), how to avoid the hostile Circassians (who hated Arabs the way I hate people who claim The Beatles are overrated), and where the Turkish military posts were lurking.




When we finally reached Dhuleil bridge in the early evening, I was quite chuffed - here was our target, ready for some proper Lawrence of Arabia-style destruction. Except, of course, it was already half-destroyed. The spring floods had done our job for us, taking out four arches. The Turks were busy rebuilding it, which made blowing it up seem a bit like reviewing a covers album - technically possible, but rather missing the point.




Walking away from the bridge in the dark was like leaving the record shop empty-handed after hours of browsing. Those loose stones under our feet were treacherous - I stepped on something soft and cold that might have been a snake, but in typical British fashion, I just stepped on it harder and hoped for the best. The starlight created that peculiar grey half-visibility that reminded me of stumbling home from gigs at two in the morning, except with considerably more potential for mortal danger.




Zaal suggested we head north toward Minifir to mine a train instead. Trains, he explained, would be better for our purposes - more dramatic, more likely to convince the Turks we were operating from Azrak. It was sound tactical thinking, like choosing the perfect opening track for an album.




And then, just as we were crossing this flat plain, we heard it - a long rumble building to a crescendo, and suddenly there was this train thundering past, its furnace lighting up the night like the best kind of rock show. The flame and smoke swept over us, close enough to touch. Two minutes' warning and I could have blown the whole thing to pieces. It was like watching your favorite band walk past on the street when you don't have a camera - a perfect moment, completely wasted.




We found a brilliant spot for an ambush - this natural amphitheatre with a view of five miles of railway line and perfect cover for the camels. From the old watchtower cairn at the top, you could see everything: the pastoral uplands, the lazy curve of the railway, even the little coffee-house station where a few Turkish soldiers were lounging about like security guards at a venue that never gets any trouble.




But then, naturally, just as we were getting comfortable, a force of about 150 mounted men came riding straight toward our hill. It was like having the perfect spot at a festival only to discover you're standing in front of the toilets. Our brilliant ambush position had become a death trap.




We legged it across the valley - there's no other way to put it. Got behind some low mounds just in time to watch the Turkish cavalry ride past our old hiding spot and disappear south. Either they weren't very well informed, or we were luckier than we deserved to be.




Zaal held a council - the kind of serious discussion you have when you realize your master plan might be completely rubbish - and we relocated to Minifir proper. This was better: a grass-covered hill with two shoulders, perfect sightlines, and good grazing. The only problem was that if the camels wandered too far forward, they'd be visible from the railway. It was like trying to keep your mates quiet during the acoustic set - theoretically possible, but requiring constant vigilance.




That night, Zaal and I buried an enormous mine under the railway culvert - a Garland mine, automatic-compound, designed to trigger three charges simultaneously. It was a beautiful piece of engineering, like a perfectly programmed setlist. We lay down to sleep, confident we'd hear if a train came along in the dark and set it off.




Nothing happened.




The next day was spent in that peculiar mixture of boredom and tension that characterizes so much of warfare - and, come to think of it, so much of being a music journalist. Long periods of waiting punctuated by brief moments of excitement. In this case, the excitement came when Zaal and some of the lads caught two Turkish deserters from the previous day's cavalry patrol.




One of them died that afternoon, which was grim but unsurprising - he'd been badly wounded trying to escape. The other was hurt too, shot in the foot, covered in bruises from his army service. We gave him our last bread and water, but there wasn't much else we could do. He was like those damaged people you sometimes meet at gigs - broken by experiences you can't really understand, beyond help in any meaningful way.




Then came the real test. Late in the afternoon, that same mounted infantry appeared again, heading straight toward our position. Zaal and the men were desperate to attack - we outnumbered them one hundred to about two hundred, we had the high ground, and camels could outrun mules easily. It would have been a classic victory, with proper spoils to show for it.




But I said no.




This was the moment when I had to choose between what felt right and what was actually right. We were here to create a diversion, to make the Turks think we were operating from Azrak. Losing five or six men in a profitable but unnecessary skirmish would be like spending your last money on a rare vinyl when you need to pay rent. Satisfying in the short term, potentially disastrous for everything that mattered.




The Howeitat were furious. They wanted those mules the way collectors want first pressings - with an intensity that borders on the irrational. But taking two hundred mules would have meant abandoning our real objective. They'd have driven the animals home to show off to their families instead of helping us take Akaba.




Zaal backed me up, bless him, though it nearly killed him to do it. When young Hubsi jumped up shouting to attract the Turks and force a battle, Zaal tackled him and beat him senseless. It was brutal but necessary - like a bouncer stopping a fight before it destroys the whole venue.




Watching that little victory march past our rifle sights was agony. But sometimes the best thing you can do is nothing at all.




When it became clear no train was coming, we went back to the railway after dark and blew up thirty curved rails with gelignite charges. Curved rails would have to be shipped down from Damascus - a proper logistical nightmare for the Turks. We left our original mine in place as well, hoping their repair train would hit it. (It did, three days later, which was satisfying news when we eventually heard it.)




We had to leave our wounded prisoner behind - he couldn't walk or ride, and we had no way to carry him. So we left a note in French and German on a telegraph pole we'd felled across the tracks, explaining where he was and that we'd captured him wounded after a fight. We hoped it might save him from being shot as a deserter or collaborator.




Six months later, when we returned to Minifir, we found the scattered bones of both men on our old camping ground. It made us feel like shit, frankly. The whole war felt personal when it came to the ordinary Turkish soldiers - they were just conscripts, caught up in something their officers had started. Like fans getting trampled because the venue owners cut corners on safety.




But that's war for you - even when you win, you lose something. Even when you do everything right, people die who shouldn't have to. It's nothing like the movies, and it's nothing like the songs about it either. It's just messy and sad and necessary, and you have to live with the choices you make.




Even the right ones.




CHAPTER LI 



Look, I'm not going to pretend this was anything like the films. For starters, we got completely lost in the dark among all these bloody great rocks near Dhuleil - which, let me tell you, is about as much fun as it sounds. But we kept going because, well, what else do you do? Stop and have a whinge? By the time the sun came up we'd made it to this place called Khau, which looked like something you'd scrape off your knee after falling off your bike.




So there we were, trying to get water for the camels (and honestly, have you ever tried to water a camel? It's like trying to fill up a particularly stubborn Transit van), when this young Circassian bloke turns up with three cows. Just our luck, really. 




Now, Circassians - and this is probably unfair, but there you go - they're a bit like the blokes who hang around outside the off-licence on a Friday night. All mouth until someone actually stands up to them, then they crumble faster than a digestive in tea. This kid was so scared he was practically wetting himself, which wasn't exactly dignified for anyone involved.




We tried to sort it out by getting him to have a scrap with this other lad we'd caught nicking stuff, but after one little scratch he just threw himself on the ground crying. Brilliant. Now we had a proper problem on our hands.




You see, we couldn't just let him go - he'd grass us up faster than you could say 'police informant'. But we couldn't tie him up either because a) we didn't have enough rope and b) he'd probably die, which seemed a bit harsh. Killing him felt wrong too - I mean, there were a hundred of us. It would be like using a sledgehammer to crack a walnut.




Then the Sherari boy - and you've got to admire his creativity here - said he had an idea. What he did was drag the poor sod along with us for an hour until he was knackered, then stripped him naked (keeping the clothes, obviously - waste not, want not), and sliced up the soles of his feet with a dagger.




I know how that sounds, but hear me out. The cuts meant he'd have to crawl to the railway on his hands and knees - about an hour's journey - and being naked meant he'd have to stick to the shadows. It was actually quite clever, in a completely mental sort of way. Better than killing him, anyway. He seemed pathetically grateful, which was a bit awkward for everyone.




The thing is, when you're doing eighty miles a day on camelback, you start to see things differently. Everything becomes about the next meal, the next rest, the next objective. Which brings me to Atwi station, where we spotted this flock of sheep. Twenty-seven of them, to be precise. After weeks of eating nothing but dry corn, the sight of all that fresh meat made everyone a bit mental.




Zaal set himself up with a rifle, took aim at some Turkish officers who were having their morning coffee outside the station, and shot the fattest one. Just like that. One minute the bloke's sipping his coffee, next minute he's face down in the dirt while his mates stare at him like they can't quite believe what's happened.




The whole thing kicked off then - proper chaos, people shooting everywhere, Arabs nicking the sheep, everyone running about like headless chickens. And just when we thought we'd got away with it, a trolley full of soldiers came grinding down the railway line, completely oblivious to what they were walking into.




This is the point where you realize that real life isn't like Lawrence of Arabia. It's messier, more confusing, and usually involves a lot more standing around wondering what the hell you're supposed to do next.





Look, I'm not going to pretend I understand military tactics or desert warfare or anything like that - I mean, I can barely navigate the Tube without getting lost - but even I can see this whole thing was a bit of a cock-up from start to finish.




So there we were, basically doing our best impression of Lawrence of Arabia (and failing spectacularly), when this Turkish trolley comes trundling along like it's on a Sunday afternoon jaunt to Brighton. The ambush bit went alright, I suppose - we managed to shoot some people, which sounds terrible when you put it like that, but this was war, apparently, so that's what you did. The trolley had all this copper wire and telegraph stuff, which was brilliant because we could mess about with their communications. It's like cutting someone's phone line, except with more explosives and considerably more chance of getting shot.




Zaal - who was clearly the sort of bloke who'd set fire to things for fun even if there wasn't a war on - torched the station. The flames went up like Guy Fawkes Night, all dramatic and crackly. Meanwhile, the rest of us were playing with gelignite like we were Blue Peter presenters making something out of toilet rolls and sticky-back plastic, except instead of a pencil holder we were making very large holes in the railway line.




Here's where it all went tits-up, though. The explosions spooked our camels - which, fair enough, I'd be pretty jumpy too if someone started letting off bombs next to me - and they all buggered off in different directions. Have you ever tried to catch a camel? I imagine it's like trying to herd cats, except the cats are eight feet tall and have attitude problems. It took us three hours to round them up, during which time the Turks could have sent the entire Ottoman Empire after us, but thankfully they were probably too busy putting out fires and wondering what the hell had just happened.




When we finally got ourselves sorted, we had a proper feast. Twenty-four sheep between a hundred and ten blokes, which is decent portions by anyone's standards. We were so unprepared we had to use bits of flint to cut up the meat, like we were extras in a caveman film. I kept thinking that if we'd had proper knives, we probably wouldn't have looked quite so much like we were reinventing the Stone Age.




The weird thing is, it all worked out in the end. We rode through the night - which sounds romantic until you've actually done it and your arse feels like it's been used as a cricket bat - and rolled into Bair at dawn, feeling pretty pleased with ourselves. Mission accomplished, bellies full, pockets heavier. Sometimes I think warfare is just like supporting Arsenal: mostly chaos and disappointment, but occasionally everything comes together and you remember why you bother.




CHAPTER LII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I know anything about military strategy or desert warfare or any of that Seven Pillars of Wisdom business, because frankly, most of it goes right over my head. But even I can see that Nasir was having a bit of a result. A week's worth of flour from Tafileh - which might not sound like much if you're used to popping down to Sainsbury's, but when you're stuck in the middle of the Arabian desert trying not to starve to death, it's basically like Christmas morning.




The thing is, they had these letters from three different Howeitat clans - the Dhumaniyeh, the Darausha, and the Dhiabat (and yes, I had to look up how to spell those) - all saying they were up for helping out. It was a bit like getting confirmations for a particularly ambitious five-a-side tournament, except instead of playing football they were planning to attack Turkish positions, and instead of losing 8-2 to the Dog and Duck, people might actually die.




Naturally, this made our narrator - let's call him Lawrence, because that's who he was - feel ridiculously optimistic. You know that feeling when your team signs a decent striker in January and you start thinking maybe, just maybe, this is the year you won't finish mid-table? That was Lawrence, except his version of not finishing mid-table was taking Akaba without starving to death first.




So he did what any sensible person would do when feeling unreasonably hopeful: he went on what he himself admits was "another mad ride, which miscarried." Which is basically the military equivalent of drunk-texting your ex at 2am. Stupid, predictable, and bound to end badly.




The good news was that the Turks didn't seem to notice, probably because they were too busy being incompetent. Nuri Shaalan had sent word that the Turks were looking for them in completely the wrong place, led by some poor nephew who was deliberately taking the Turkish cavalry on a tour of the most waterless parts of the desert. It was like watching someone try to find Stamford Bridge by following directions from a Tottenham fan.




The Turks were so confident they'd made the area uninhabitable that they'd blown up all the wells. Except - and this is where it gets properly ridiculous - they'd done such a rubbish job that one of the locals reckoned the main well at Jefer was probably still intact underneath all the rubble. It was the kind of technical incompetence that would make you weep if it wasn't so typical.




So off they went to Jefer, which sounds like the most depressing place on earth - twenty miles of flat, white, salt-crusted nothing that would blind you if you looked at it wrong. The well looked completely knackered, but they started digging anyway, because what else were they going to do?




And here's the thing about desperate people: they work incredibly hard when they have to. They dug through the midday heat, taking turns, singing songs, promising each other money they probably didn't have. It was like a community barn-raising, except instead of raising a barn they were trying not to die of thirst.




By sunset they could hear water sloshing about at the bottom. Half an hour later, one of the diggers fell through into the well with a splash that must have sounded like the most beautiful music in the world. Everyone laughed at the poor sod thrashing about in the water below, but I bet they were laughing with relief as much as anything else.




They spent all night watering their camels and rebuilding the well head, which is the kind of unglamorous but essential work that never makes it into the adventure stories. By morning they had a functioning well that looked like it had never been damaged, except the water wasn't exactly abundant. They worked it round the clock and it still barely satisfied their camels, which just goes to show that even when you think you've solved your problems, you probably haven't really.




The plan was elegant in its simplicity: attack the Turkish positions just before the weekly supply convoy was due, so when the Turks ran out of food they'd realize how completely cut off they were. It was psychological warfare, desert-style.




Lawrence spent the waiting time hiding under bushes, pretending to sleep while Auda told stories. It's a lovely image, actually - lying in whatever shade you can find in the middle of nowhere, listening to an old warrior reminisce while you wait to find out if your mates are going to pull off an ambush that might change everything.




The attack went tits up, obviously. The Dhumaniyeh managed to surprise the Turks, but not completely, and got driven off. The Turks, being in a foul mood, rode out and found a camp with only old people, women, and children. And then they did what angry, scared soldiers do when they find defenseless people: they murdered the lot of them.




Big mistake. The Dhumaniyeh came down off the hills in a fury and slaughtered the Turkish patrol almost to a man, then stormed the fort and killed everyone inside. Which was satisfying revenge, but strategically it meant they'd lost the element of surprise.




Within ten minutes Lawrence's lot were packed up and riding toward the railway, because that's what you do when Plan A goes wrong - you immediately switch to Plan B, even if Plan B is just as likely to get you killed.




They spent the afternoon blowing up railway bridges with what sounds like the kind of methodical efficiency that would have made Heath Robinson proud. Drainage holes packed with gelignite, short fuses, six minutes per bridge. Workmanlike destruction.




But then - and this is where the whole thing starts to feel like a particularly cruel joke - a relief battalion turned up at exactly the wrong moment. Not through any brilliant Turkish planning or intelligence work, but through pure, stupid chance. They'd arrived at Maan that very day, happened to be standing around in the station yard when news of the attack came in, and got sent straight out again.




So Lawrence lost everything - the pass, the road to Akaba, the initiative - without firing a shot. The Turkish battalion commander, probably a decent enough bloke who was just trying to keep his young soldiers from seeing too many corpses, made camp by a spring and settled in for the night.




Sometimes that's how it goes. You do everything right, your planning is sound, your people are brave, and then some random battalion shows up at exactly the wrong moment because that's just the kind of universe we live in. It's enough to make you want to give up military adventures altogether and open a record shop or something.




CHAPTER LIII 



Look, I'll be honest with you - this whole desert warfare thing was starting to do my head in. It's like when Arsenal sign a promising young striker and you think, right, this is it, this is the season we're going to win the league, and then by November you're watching him miss open goals and wondering why you ever believed in anything ever again. Except with more camels and considerably more chance of actual death.




The thing about getting news that changes everything - and I mean *everything* - is that it's exactly like hearing your favourite band from 1987 is reforming for one last tour. You drop whatever you're doing (in our case, literally throwing our stuff onto camels, which is the desert equivalent of frantically refreshing Ticketmaster), and suddenly you're moving with this manic energy you'd forgotten you possessed.




We were eating this bread that was still warm, which should have been lovely, really, except it tasted of dust and this weird wormwood smell that hung about the place like the lingering scent of your ex-girlfriend's perfume in a jumper you can't bring yourself to wash. Everything was incredibly vivid in that way it gets sometimes - you know how when you're walking to a match and you suddenly notice every single detail about the street you've walked down a thousand times before? The dust from the camels at the front was making the air smell like some posh aromatherapy thing, which was probably the only pleasant bit of the whole bloody experience.




Auda started singing up ahead, and the men joined in sporadically, the way England fans do when someone starts "Three Lions" but half of them have forgotten the words. Except this felt like we were actually heading somewhere important, which made a nice change.




We rode all night, because apparently that's what you do in the desert when things get properly mental, and by dawn we were looking down at this absolutely gorgeous view that would have been perfect for an Instagram post if Instagram had existed and if we weren't about to get into what was essentially a very large and potentially fatal fight.




There was this bloke Gasim waiting for us with his mates, all of them looking like they'd been through several rounds with Mike Tyson, blood and everything, the kind of faces that said "yesterday was not a good day, and today probably won't be much better." But they were pleased to see us, in that grim way football fans are pleased to see their team's expensive January signing when they're two-nil down with twenty minutes left.




The problem was these Turkish soldiers who were basically camping in our way like the most inconvenient roadworks you've ever encountered, except roadworks don't usually shoot back. We had to get rid of them or the whole thing - two months of trudging around the desert feeling like extras in Lawrence of Arabia - would be completely pointless.




Fortunately, the Turks were sleeping in, which was either very poor military discipline or exactly what I do every weekend, depending on how you look at it. We managed to surround them without being spotted, which felt like a minor miracle, the sort of thing that makes you think maybe there is a God and maybe He does occasionally pay attention to what's happening down here.




Then began what was basically the longest, most exhausting day of my life, and I once spent fourteen hours in the queue for Glastonbury tickets. It was unbelievably hot - and I thought I knew what hot was, but this was like being slowly cooked in an oven while someone occasionally took potshots at you. Some of the hard-as-nails desert warriors were actually collapsing, which made me feel slightly better about wanting to curl up in a ball and pretend this wasn't happening.




We spent the whole day running up and down hills trying to look like we had more men than we actually did, which is exhausting at the best of times but becomes properly nightmarish when it's forty-something degrees and people are shooting at you. The grass kept grabbing at our ankles like nature's way of saying "maybe just sit this one out, yeah?" and the rocks tore our feet to pieces, so we were leaving bloody footprints like some sort of grim Hansel and Gretel situation.




Our rifles got so hot they burned our hands, which seems like the sort of design flaw someone should have mentioned earlier, and we had to be really careful with ammunition because apparently bullets don't grow on trees, even in the desert where nothing grows on anything.




Around noon I basically gave up - had what I claimed was heat stroke but was probably just the desert equivalent of throwing your scarf at the manager and leaving the match early. I found this pathetic little water source and tried to drink some of it through my sleeve, which was about as appetizing as it sounds.




Then Auda turned up, looking like he'd been possessed by the spirit of every warrior who'd ever lived, and started having a go at his own men for not being aggressive enough. This led to me having a go back at him, because apparently even in the middle of a battle in the Arabian desert, I can't resist getting into an argument about performance levels.




This wound Auda up so much that he stormed off to prove a point, which is exactly the sort of thing that happens when you question someone's tactical nous. Next thing we knew, he was organizing this completely mental cavalry charge that was either going to be absolutely brilliant or get us all killed.




What followed was like the most intense few minutes of any football match you've ever seen, except instead of twenty-two men chasing a ball around, it was hundreds of men on camels and horses charging at each other with guns. My camel - and I'd grown quite fond of her, actually - was going so fast down this hill that it felt like being in a car with no brakes, no steering, and a madman at the wheel.




Then everything went wrong in that sudden, catastrophic way things do. The camel went down like she'd been hit by a truck, and I went flying through the air with the greatest of ease, like something from a cartoon, except cartoons don't usually end with you lying in the dirt wondering if you're about to die.




I lay there humming some poem that had popped into my head - because apparently that's what my brain does in crisis situations - and waiting for either the Turks to finish me off or our own side to trample me to death. Instead, when I finally sat up, we'd won. Just like that. Sometimes things work out, even when they shouldn't.




The aftermath was the usual mixture of triumph and horror that makes you wonder why anyone ever thought war was glamorous. Auda was absolutely buzzing, showing off all the bullet holes in his kit like a teenager showing off his A-level results, going on about this magic Koran he'd bought that kept him safe. (It was actually a cheap reproduction from Glasgow, but nobody was going to tell him that.)




We'd basically smashed this Turkish battalion and could have gone on to take the next town, but that would have been like celebrating winning the FA Cup by immediately demanding to play in the World Cup final. Sometimes you have to know when to stop and consolidate, even when everyone's high on victory and wanting to carry on.




The whole thing left me feeling exhausted and exhilarated and slightly sick, which is pretty much how I feel after most significant experiences. At least we were one step closer to the sea, and to getting this whole mad adventure finished.




CHAPTER LIV 



Right, so there we were – our lot had basically nicked everything the Turks owned, which was fair enough given that they'd been shooting at us all day, but then Auda comes over and tells us we've got to scarper. Now this really got on my tits, and Nasir's too, because frankly we were absolutely knackered and the last thing you want when you're feeling like you've been run over by a particularly vindictive camel is some bloke telling you to pack up and move on. It was one of those moments – you know the feeling – when you've just done something supposedly brilliant and everyone should be celebrating, but instead you're lying there thinking, Christ, was that really worth it? Like finishing a really difficult book and then wondering why you bothered in the first place.




The thing about Auda was that he had this whole superstitious thing going on – dead bodies gave him the creeps, plus he was convinced the Turks would come back tooled up and seriously pissed off. Fair point, really. Also, and this was typical of the politics of the whole bloody situation, he was worried that other tribes might turn up and either shoot us by mistake (thinking we were Turks) or claim they'd helped us win and demand a share of the loot. It was like a really complicated version of that moment when you're trying to leave a party but everyone keeps starting new conversations.




The logistics were a nightmare. Half our camels were either dead or looking like they wished they were, and we had all these Turkish prisoners who were in various states of falling apart. Some of them were too badly hurt to even sit on a camel, so we had to abandon about twenty of them by this little stream. Nasir, being a decent sort, tried to scrounge up some blankets for them, while I went off to see if any of the dead had spare clothes. But the Arabs had already been through everything like bargain hunters at a jumble sale – they'd stripped the corpses completely naked. Which was, apparently, a point of honour. Go figure.




The weird thing was, the dead looked absolutely beautiful in the moonlight. I know that sounds mental, but they did – all pale and peaceful, like they'd finally sorted out whatever had been bothering them. The Turks were much whiter than the Arabs, and they'd been really young, these soldiers. I found myself arranging them properly, you know, making them comfortable, which was obviously completely pointless but somehow felt important. I kept thinking how much I envied them – they were done with all this endless marching and fighting and arguing over who'd nicked what. Sometimes I think the dead are the lucky ones.




By morning we'd sorted ourselves out enough to write some letters – basically telling the local big shots that we'd won and they should probably think about whose side they wanted to be on. We even got one of the Turkish prisoners to write surrender demands to the garrison towns between us and Akaba. This poor sod was a policeman who the regular army officers treated like something they'd scraped off their boots, so he was quite happy to help us out.




Then came the moment when we reached the top of the pass and saw the view down to the Guweira plain. Christ, it was like someone had suddenly opened all the curtains in a house you'd been living in for months thinking it was supposed to be dark. After days of trudging through these claustrophobic valleys, suddenly there was all this space and light and possibility. It was like the geographical equivalent of hearing your favourite song on the radio when you really need cheering up.




The rest of it – taking the various Turkish posts, dealing with the local politics, persuading people to surrender – was mostly a matter of keeping everyone's morale up while pretending we knew what we were doing. The Turks at Akaba eventually gave in, probably because they were as fed up with the whole business as we were. And then, two months after we'd started this whole mad enterprise, we were splashing about in the sea like a bunch of kids on a day trip to Brighton.




Looking back, I'm still not entirely sure what the point of it all was, but at least we'd proved something – though I'm buggered if I know what.




BOOK FIVE. Marking Time 



CHAPTERS LV TO LXVIII 



So there we were, having nabbed Akaba - which, let me tell you, was a bit like finally getting that limited edition vinyl you'd been obsessing over for months, except with considerably more shooting and significantly less queuing outside record shops. This pretty much wrapped up the whole Hejaz business, which was a relief because frankly I was getting a bit tired of sand in my tea.




The thing is, capturing Akaba wasn't like completing a really difficult level on a video game where you get to put your feet up and feel smug. No, it just meant we'd unlocked the next bit: helping the British have a go at Syria. Brilliant. The Arabs, bless them, were now basically playing right wing to Allenby's team down in Sinai - though I suspect the football metaphor would have been lost on most of them.




Feisal got the transfer of the season, taking his entire squad over to Allenby's setup. Suddenly it was Allenby's problem to worry about kit and tactics and whether everyone was getting along. Meanwhile, we turned Akaba into our own little fortress of solitude - well, apart from all the other people there - perfectly positioned to be an absolute pain in the arse to anyone trying to use the Hejaz Railway. Which, I have to admit, gave me a certain satisfaction.




CHAPTER LV 



So there we were, standing in the rubble of Akaba like football fans after the Cup Final when your team's won 1-0 through a deflected own goal in the 89th minute. The French and English navies had done their usual thorough job of turning the place into something that looked like Croydon town center on a Saturday night, except with more palm trees and significantly fewer kebab shops.




The thing about finally getting something you've wanted for ages—whether it's Akaba or a first edition of *Pet Sounds* on vinyl—is that the moment you actually have it, you realize you've got absolutely no idea what you're supposed to do next. We sat there under the palm trees like a bunch of record collectors who'd just bought their holy grail album only to discover they didn't actually own a turntable. For months, Akaba had been our *Blonde on Blonde*, our impossible dream, and now we had it and felt... well, nothing much, really.




The prisoners were doing my head in. Forty-two Turkish officers acting like punters who'd paid full price for a Radiohead gig only to find out it was actually a Coldplay tribute band. They kept moaning about the catering arrangements, as if we were running some sort of all-inclusive resort rather than a revolution. "Where are the vol-au-vents?" they seemed to be asking. "This isn't what it said in the brochure."




The food situation was properly grim. We had dates that tasted like they'd been marinated in disappointment, and the constant threat of having to eat our camels, which would have been like a vinyl obsessive having to burn his collection to keep warm. Technically possible, but it rather defeats the point of the whole exercise.




By evening, the post-victory blues had worn off a bit, and we started making plans like a newly promoted football team working out how not to get relegated immediately. Auda would go to Guweira, we'd set up outposts, the whole thing. Very sensible, very organized, very much like making a playlist for a party when you've got no idea who's actually coming.




The real problem was that we needed supplies from Suez, which meant someone had to leg it across 150 miles of desert. Naturally, this someone turned out to be me, because I'm the sort of person who volunteers to hitchhike to Camden to buy a rare B-side and ends up walking home in the rain.




The journey was exactly as awful as you'd expect. Think of the worst bus journey you've ever been on—maybe the 43 to Muswell Hill on a Sunday when it's raining and you've got a hangover—then multiply that by about fifty and add some camels. We rode through the night like a very slow, very uncomfortable version of the Proclaimers walking 500 miles, except we were doing it on animals that smelled like a festival toilet and had roughly the same attitude toward customer service.




When we finally reached Suez, the whole place was in chaos because of plague, which was just typical, really. Like turning up at your local record shop on Record Store Day only to find they've closed because of a gas leak. I rang up headquarters, full of excitement about our victory, and got the military equivalent of "Computer says no." Then I tried the Water Transport people, who were about as helpful as a chocolate teapot, telling me they'd get back to me tomorrow, maybe, if they felt like it.




And that's how I found myself stranded on the wrong side of the Suez Canal, having just pulled off one of the most audacious military victories of the war, being treated like a bloke trying to get a refund without a receipt at Currys. Sometimes I wonder why I bother.




CHAPTER LVI 



Right, so there I was, four months into my Arabian adventure, and let me tell you, it was nothing like the films make it out to be. I mean, fourteen hundred miles by camel in four weeks – that's like doing a sponsored walk from London to Istanbul, except with more vermin and considerably less sponsorship. And the thing about vermin is, you can put up with a lot of things – bad music, terrible films, even Arsenal losing at home – but there comes a point where you draw the line, and I'd drawn mine somewhere around the third month of sharing my sleeping arrangements with various six-legged companions I hadn't invited.




What I wanted – and this will sound pathetic, but I don't care – was a bath. Not just any bath, but a proper one, with hot water and soap and no sand in it. And a drink with ice. Ice! I know that sounds like asking for the moon, but when you've been living on green dates and camel bits for weeks, your ambitions become surprisingly modest. Oh, and clean clothes that weren't basically welded to my body by sweat and God knows what else.




So I rang the Inland Water Transport, and tried to be polite about it. I really did. I was going for the reasonable, persuasive approach – you know, the way you talk to record shop assistants when you're trying to get them to order in something obscure. Didn't work. So I got a bit more animated, started raising my voice a bit, and they hung up on me. They actually hung up! It was like being cut off by a call centre, except this was supposed to be the same side.




I was just getting into my stride – and by stride I mean proper shouting – when this voice comes down the line, thick Northern accent, military exchange bloke: "It's no bluidy good, sir, talking to them fookin water boogers."




Now that, that was music to my ears. Finally, someone who understood the situation. Someone who got it. He put me through to the Embarkation Office, where I found Lyttleton, who was basically the only competent person in the entire Middle East. Seriously, this man could have organized a piss-up in a brewery and actually made money on it. He'd been single-handedly keeping our whole operation supplied by sweet-talking warship captains into carrying our stuff around the Red Sea. Not the easiest sell, I imagine – "Excuse me, Captain, I know you've got important naval things to do, but could you possibly pile a load of camel feed on your deck?"




But Lyttleton never let us down. Never. He was like that friend who always remembers to bring spare batteries, or knows exactly which pub will still be serving food at three in the afternoon. The moment he heard it was me having trouble with the water people, problem solved. Launch ready in half an hour, just come straight to his office, and don't mention to anyone that we're basically breaking about fifteen different regulations.




I sent my men and camels north – gave them a proper break, poor sods deserved it after what I'd put them through – and headed for the hotel. Now, this place used to be a bit of a dive, the kind of establishment where you'd check the sheets twice and sleep with your boots on. But after four months of camping, it looked like the Ritz. The staff took one look at me – sunburned, skinny, dressed like an extra from a particularly low-budget Biblical epic – and you could see them thinking, "Do we call the police or just hose him down in the car park?"




But they came through. Hot bath – tick. Cold drinks – six of them, tick tick tick tick tick tick. Proper dinner, proper bed, and I slept like I'd been hit with a hammer.




The journey to Cairo was like a Python sketch. All these military police checking papers, asking questions in Arabic, and there's me in my Lawrence of Arabia get-up, answering back in English: "Sherif of Mecca Staff." They looked at my bare feet, my white robes, my dagger, and you could practically hear their brains grinding to a halt.




"What army, sir?"




"Meccan."




"Never heard of it."




And that was my moment. "Would you recognize a Montenegrin dragoon?" I asked.




Boom. Home run. Because the thing is, nobody knows all the Allied uniforms, do they? For all they knew, I could have been some obscure Balkan cavalry unit. They spent the rest of the journey watching me like I might explode, radioing ahead to check my story. By the time some sweaty intelligence officer turned up at Ismailia to verify my credentials, I was ready with my paperwork. He was not pleased. Not pleased at all.




At Ismailia, I ran into Burmester and Admiral Wemyss, plus this enormous general who turned out to be Allenby. The whole platform went into that awful military panic where everyone's saluting and marching about trying to look important. It was like watching a really awkward dance routine.




Burmester recognized me – just about, I was down to about seven stone and looked like I'd been left in the sun too long – and I told him about Akaba. He got properly excited, promised to send a supply ship immediately. Brilliant. Then he mentioned, almost casually, that the big general was Allenby, the new commander-in-chief. Murray had been sent home.




Now that was news. Murray I knew how to handle – we'd basically spent months training him to let us get on with things. But Allenby? Complete unknown. Big, confident, fresh from the Western Front with all those ideas about massive artillery barrages and frontal assaults. Not exactly our style.




When I finally met him, it was like a job interview for a position you're not sure you want, with someone who's not sure they want to hire you. He kept looking at me sideways, trying to work out if I was the real deal or just some elaborate con artist. Fair enough, really – I must have looked like a complete nutter, this sunburned skeleton in fancy dress claiming I could tie up half the Turkish army with a bag of gold and some good speeches.




He didn't say much, just listened while I went through my pitch about the Syrian tribes and what we could do to mess up Turkish supply lines. At the end, he looked me straight in the eye and said, "Well, I'll do for you what I can."




And you know what? He meant it. Turned out General Allenby doing what he could was quite enough for anyone, even someone as greedy as me.




CHAPTER LVII 



Right, so there I was with Clayton, having just pulled off Akaba like some sort of military genius – which, let's face it, I probably was, though saying so makes me sound like a complete tosser. The thing is, I'd done it my way, used my brain instead of just following orders like some mindless squaddie, and now I wanted Clayton to admit I'd earned the right to run my own show.




You know how it is when you're convinced your latest obsession is actually brilliant? Like when you're thirty-five and suddenly decide you're going to learn the guitar, or that this time you really will read Ulysses from start to finish? The Arabs had this saying about how everyone thinks their fleas are thoroughbreds, and that was me, absolutely convinced my ideas were pure gold.




Clayton was diplomatic about it all – said my plans were 'spirited and profitable' (classic Clayton, making everything sound like a quarterly report), but then delivered the killer blow: I was too junior to actually be in charge. It was like being told you could organize the perfect mixtape for a girl you fancied, but someone else had to give it to her.




His solution was Joyce as commanding officer, which was actually perfect. Joyce was one of those blokes you meet maybe three times in your life – completely solid, unflappable, the human equivalent of a really good Sunday roast. You know the type: broad Irish accent, built like a rugby forward, the sort of person who makes you feel like everything might actually work out fine. His mind was like one of those perfectly maintained village greens – not much room for surprises, but everything in its proper place and rather lovely to look at.




The brilliant thing about Joyce was that he never got wound up by my constant stream of mental schemes. I'd burst in with some completely barmy new plan – let's invade via camel! let's blow up all the bridges! let's dress everyone as Bedouins! – and he'd just give me this patient smile, like a primary school teacher watching a kid explain why they'd eaten all the glue.




The rest fell into place beautifully. We got Goslett for supplies (the kind of efficient businessman who could probably organize a piss-up in a brewery and have it come in under budget), and the Navy coughed up HMS Euryalus, which was perfect because it had four funnels. I know that sounds mental, but in Arabia ships were judged entirely on funnel count – it was like having the flashest car in the sixth-form car park.




Then I had to convince everyone that this whole operation should transfer from the Mecca crowd to Allenby's lot. Classic organizational politics, really – getting Feisal moved from his dad's department to the Palestine division, like some sort of military management reshuffle. Would've made perfect sense to anyone who'd ever worked in an office, but apparently revolutionary thinking in the Army.




The tricky bit was King Hussein, who was exactly the sort of petty, suspicious middle manager who'd torpedo any sensible reorganization just because it wasn't his idea. So off I went to smooth things over, flying about in aeroplanes like some sort of inter-departmental troubleshooter.




Everything was going brilliantly until we got word that Auda might be playing both sides – classic double agent stuff that would've made a brilliant thriller if it wasn't potentially about to get us all killed. So there I was, racing back to confront him, armed with nothing but complete knowledge of his secret correspondence and a fairly decent poker face.




The confrontation was pure theater. I strolled into his tent like I owned the place, casually quoted bits of his treasonous letters back at him, and watched him realize I knew everything. Then – and this was the masterstroke – I offered him money. Because at the end of the day, most people's principles have a price, and Auda's turned out to be quite reasonable.




The thing is, I probably bent the truth quite a bit when I reported back that everything was fine. But sometimes you have to manage expectations, don't you? Keep the higher-ups happy, maintain the legend, make sure the story stays exciting enough that people keep paying attention. Because the alternative – admitting that your heroes are just flawed, complicated people trying to muddle through – well, that's not really what anyone wants to hear, is it?




CHAPTER LVIII 



Look, I know what you're thinking. Here's another bloke banging on about military strategy in the desert, and you're probably wondering why you should care about some dead Arab revolt when you've got your own problems to worry about - like whether Arsenal are going to sign anyone decent this January, or why your girlfriend keeps leaving copies of Bride magazine around the flat.




But here's the thing: I was stuck. Properly stuck. The kind of stuck you get when you realize you've been making it up as you go along, and suddenly everyone's looking at you like you actually know what you're doing. Which, obviously, I didn't.




We'd had one proper go at this whole war business - the march on Akaba - and that had worked out alright, but everything else? Complete shambles. Like watching Tottenham play European football. You know it's going to end badly, but you can't look away.




So I made myself a promise (the kind you make at 3am after too many beers and a particularly depressing episode of Question Time): from now on, I'd actually figure out where I was going before I went there. Revolutionary stuff, I know.




The trouble was, we'd moved from the easy bit - the desert, where it's basically just sand and the occasional camel - to the complicated bit: Syria. And Syria, let me tell you, makes North London look like a model of social harmony.




It was like someone had taken every possible way people could hate each other - religion, race, language, the lot - thrown them all in a blender, and scattered the results across a country roughly the size of England and Wales. You had Christians who despised Muslims, Muslims who couldn't stand other Muslims, Jews who wouldn't talk to anyone, and Druses who seemed to hate everyone on principle. It was like the comments section of a Guardian article, but with actual weapons.




And somehow, we were supposed to get this lot to work together to fight the Turks. It was like trying to organize a dinner party where half the guests are vegetarian, the other half are convinced vegetables are the work of Satan, and everyone's ex-girlfriend is coming too.




The more I studied the map - and yes, I actually did study it, which shows how desperate things had got - the more complicated it became. Every valley had a different tribe, every mountain a different sect, every village a different grudge going back about a thousand years. It made the Balkans look straightforward.




But you know what? We had to make it work. Because the alternative was admitting we had no idea what we were doing, and I wasn't quite ready for that level of honesty. Not yet, anyway.




CHAPTER LIX 



Right, so Syria. Where do I even start with this mess? It's like trying to explain why your favourite football team keeps disappointing you year after year – there are so many moving parts, so many reasons why nothing quite works out, that you end up needing a bloody spreadsheet just to keep track of all the ways things can go wrong.




The thing about Syria was that it wasn't really one place at all. It was more like a compilation album – you know, one of those "Now That's What I Call The Middle East" collections where half the tracks don't belong together and the other half actively hate each other. You had all these different groups of people scattered about, each one convinced they were the main act while everyone else was just filler.




Take the six big cities. Jerusalem, obviously, was the difficult one – the sort of place that takes itself far too seriously because everyone's always banging on about how important it is. Every religion you could think of had planted their flag there and declared it sacred, which meant the whole city had become a bit like those tourist traps in London where the only people who actually live there are the ones making money off the visitors. The locals had that dead-eyed look you get from working in customer service too long, except instead of dealing with complaints about delayed trains, they were managing the spiritual needs of half the world's population. No wonder they'd gone a bit funny.




Beirut was trying way too hard to be European, like that mate who comes back from a gap year in Paris and suddenly can't pronounce 'croissant' properly. It was full of Christian merchants who'd gotten fat off trade (literally – the text actually calls them fat, which seems unnecessarily harsh but probably accurate), plus loads of returned emigrants who'd made good in America and come back to show off. You know the type – they'd done well for themselves in Washington or New York and now they wanted to recreate that success back home, except they'd forgotten that what works in one place doesn't necessarily work in another. It was like trying to open a branch of Harrods in Grimsby.




Damascus was the real deal, though – the city that actually mattered. It was Arab and proud of it, full of people who were always up for a fight and never shy about sharing their opinions. The sort of place where political arguments started before breakfast and carried on well into the night. If Syria had been a band, Damascus would have been the lead singer – difficult, temperamental, but undeniably talented.




Homs and Hama were like feuding siblings, both making things but refusing to admit they had anything in common. They were actually quite good at what they did – textiles, mainly – but they spent so much energy disliking each other that they never quite realized they were basically the same place with different postcodes.




And then there was Aleppo, which was trying to be all things to all people and ending up being nothing to anyone. It was like one of those fusion restaurants that serves sushi pizza and curry burgers – technically impressive, but you can't help feeling they've missed the point somewhere along the way. All these different groups – Christians, Muslims, Armenians, Arabs, Turks, Kurds, Jews – all rubbing along together quite nicely, which should have been brilliant but somehow made the whole place feel a bit... I don't know, beige? Like they'd compromised so much that they'd compromised the life out of the place.




The thing that really got me about all these Syrian cities was how they managed to be both incredibly sophisticated and completely hopeless at the same time. They were like that friend who can discuss Proust in three languages but can't work out how to split a restaurant bill. Brilliant at talking, useless at doing. They all wanted political change, but they couldn't agree on what kind of change, and they certainly couldn't agree on who should be in charge of making it happen.




And that was Syria's problem, really – it was a place that had never quite worked out what it wanted to be when it grew up. It had been passed around between empires like a particularly awkward Christmas present that nobody quite knew what to do with but felt too guilty to throw away. Every time it looked like it might get its act together, it would split apart into tiny kingdoms the size of English counties, each one convinced it was the next great civilization.




The only thing holding it all together was the Arabic language, which was a bit like saying the only thing holding Britain together is the fact that we all queue properly – true, but probably not enough to build a functioning state on. Still, it gave us a way in, a master key to all these different groups who might not agree on much else but at least spoke the same language, literally if not figuratively.




The plan, then, was to find someone who could hold this whole ramshackle collection together long enough to kick out the Turks. Someone Arab, obviously, because anything foreign would just set off all those carefully balanced jealousies. Someone with enough credibility to get the various factions to stop squabbling with each other and start squabbling with the Ottomans instead.




It was like trying to organize a works night out for a company where half the departments aren't speaking to the other half, except instead of arguing about where to go for dinner, they're arguing about the fundamental nature of existence. But sometimes, just sometimes, if you find the right person to send the email – someone everyone trusts, or at least doesn't actively hate – you can get them all to agree on something. Even if it's only temporary. Even if it's only because they hate the current management more than they hate each other.




That was the theory, anyway. Whether it would actually work was another question entirely.




CHAPTER LX 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I understand military strategy any more than I understand the offside rule (which is to say, not at all), but here's what I think happened:




So there's Feisal, steaming up the Gulf of Akaba like he's the manager of a Championship side that's just been promoted to the Premier League. He's got his whole entourage with him - Jaafar, his staff, Joyce (who they called "the fairy godmother," which is either brilliant or deeply offensive depending on your point of view), armoured cars, Egyptian labourers, thousands of troops. It's like transfer deadline day, but with more camels.




The thing is, while they'd been having their six weeks of peace (which sounds lovely, doesn't it? Like a really long summer break), the Turks had been busy. They'd brought in Falkenhayn - think of him as their new director of football, the sort of bloke who actually knows what he's doing, which makes him infinitely more dangerous than the previous muppet. The Turks had turned Maan into this impregnable fortress with six thousand infantry, cavalry, the works. They'd basically created their own Old Trafford, except instead of selling overpriced pies, they were stockpiling ammunition.




Now, here's where it gets interesting. The Turks, full of themselves, decided their best bet was to go for Guweira - the best road to Akaba. It's like they'd identified Arsenal's weakness down the left flank and decided to exploit it. Two thousand infantry pushed out to Aba el Lissan. Smart move, tactically speaking.




But our lot - and I'm using "our" in the loosest possible sense, given that I can barely organize a Sunday league team - they were cleverer than that. They thought, sod it, let's not play their game. Let's make them come to us at Wadi Musa, where the terrain is so mental that even if we completely cock it up, we might still win. It's like choosing to play City at home in January rather than away on a sunny day in May.




The plan was beautifully simple. Wind up the Turks until they're so annoyed they do something stupid. First, they got the Delagha men to cause trouble. The Turks, predictably, overreacted and got a proper kicking. Then they sent in Maulud - described as "the old war-horse," which makes him sound like Tony Pulis - with his mule-mounted regiment to set up camp in Petra. Petra! I mean, if you're going to have a military base, you might as well have it somewhere with a bit of history.




The local sheikh, Khalil (one-eyed, which automatically makes him sound harder than he probably was), started nicking Turkish horses and rifles. Just small stuff, twos and threes, but it's like death by a thousand cuts. The Turks were getting more and more wound up, which was exactly the point.




Then came the air raids. General Salmond had promised them a proper bombing run on Maan, and he chose Stent to lead it. Now, Stent sounds like exactly the sort of bloke you'd want on your side in a crisis - spoke perfect Arabic, knew the desert, had experience of crash-landing in the middle of nowhere. He was also completely mental, which helped.




The first raid was textbook stuff. Thirty-two bombs dropped on Maan station. Two direct hits on the barracks killed thirty-five men, eight bombs smashed up the engine shed, and - this is my favorite bit - one bomb landed in the General's kitchen and killed his cook. Imagine that. You're a Turkish general, you're having your breakfast, and boom - no more breakfast, no more cook. That's the sort of thing that really gets under your skin.




But Stent wasn't finished. The next morning, he went back to Aba el Lissan and bombed the horse lines. The day after that, he did it again, this time silencing the battery that had been giving them trouble. Three raids in three days. The Arabs were delighted, the Turks were terrified.




Meanwhile, they were planning something special for the railway. The old idea of mining trains, but with a twist - electric detonators, fired remotely. It's like the difference between a long ball and a perfectly weighted through pass. Same result, but infinitely more satisfying.




The target was Mudowwara, a water station eighty miles south of Maan. Take out the water, and the whole railway becomes uneconomical. It's like finding out that your star striker is actually rubbish at penalties - suddenly the whole system falls apart.




They brought in two sergeants from Egypt to train the Arabs: Lewis and Stokes, named after their weapons. Lewis was Australian - long, thin, with that peculiar Australian air of being ready to do something spectacular or stupid at any moment. Stokes was a solid English yeoman, the sort of bloke who'd read the manual twice and still ask for clarification. Both brilliant at what they did.




The beautiful thing about the whole operation was how it escalated. What started as a simple plan to annoy the Turks had grown into something much bigger. Three hundred men to rush Mudowwara station. Take out the water, cripple the railway, force them to spread their forces thin on defensive duties.




It's like the perfect transfer window - you start by trying to sign a decent left-back, and before you know it, you've restructured the entire squad. Except instead of trying to avoid relegation, you're trying to avoid being shot by the Ottoman Empire.




Which, when you think about it, is probably more straightforward than supporting Tottenham.




CHAPTER LXI 



Right, so there's Lewis, this Australian bloke, who comes up to me at what you'd have to say was a pretty crucial moment and announces that he and Stokes fancy joining my little expedition. Which, to be honest, was actually quite a good idea - the sort of thing that makes you think, bloody hell, why didn't I think of that? With those two along, we'd have the technical stuff sorted, which is always useful when you're planning to attack somewhere that's got actual soldiers in it with actual guns.




The sergeants were dead keen to come along, and frankly they'd earned it. They'd been doing good work, the sort of reliable, unglamorous stuff that usually goes unnoticed but actually keeps everything from falling apart completely. Though I did feel obliged to warn them that this wasn't going to be like a particularly adventurous weekend in the Cotswolds. There weren't any rules out there, no Geneva Convention, no proper mealtimes, no decent beds. If they came with us, they'd lose all that lovely British Army privilege - the regular pay, the proper food, the knowledge that someone higher up the chain was supposed to know what they were doing. They'd have to share everything with the Arabs (well, except the loot, obviously) and put up with whatever happened to be on the menu that day, which might be nothing at all.




And if something went wrong with me - which, let's face it, was entirely possible given my track record - they'd be completely stuffed, wouldn't they? Not speaking Arabic and all that.




But Lewis just said that was exactly what he was looking for - "this strangeness of life," he called it, which I thought was rather nicely put. Stokes, being more English about the whole thing, basically said well, if Lewis was doing it, he supposed he could manage it too. Classic really.




So we loaded them up with two of my best camels (saddlebags stuffed with bully beef and biscuits, the sort of provisions that make you nostalgic for your mum's cooking) and on September 7th off we went up Wadi Itm to collect our Howeitat from Auda at Guweira.




Now, because I didn't want to completely destroy the sergeants on day one - always bad for morale when your technical experts collapse from heat exhaustion before you've even started - I made things a bit easier than I'd threatened. We took it nice and steady, marching easily while we were still our own masters and could afford to be civilized about it.




Neither of them had been on a camel before, which was obvious from the way they were sitting (think someone trying to ride a bicycle for the first time, but the bicycle is seven feet tall and has its own opinions about everything). And the heat in Wadi Itm was absolutely murderous - those naked granite walls just bounced the sun back and forth like some kind of solar ping-pong game. September was a bastard of a month for this sort of thing. A few days earlier, down in the palm gardens at Akaba beach, the thermometer had hit 120 degrees in the shade. In the shade! So we stopped for lunch under a cliff and only did ten miles in the evening before making camp.




We had hot tea, rice and meat, and I have to admit it was quite entertaining watching how the two of them reacted to their surroundings. They both did exactly what you'd expect, which was both reassuring and slightly depressing.




Lewis, the Australian, seemed to take to it straight away, treating the Arabs like he'd treat anyone back home - you know, that easy-going, no-nonsense approach that Australians do so well. But then when the Arabs responded in kind, treating him as an equal, he got genuinely upset about it. He'd been kind to them, but he'd never imagined they'd be thick enough to think that meant they were actually the same. Which was pretty funny, really, considering he was about three shades browner than most of my Arab followers.




The one who interested me most was this kid called Rahail - chunky little fellow, bit too well-fed for the sort of life we were heading into, but that probably meant he could handle hardship better than someone who was already half-starved. He had this full, rather pouty face with enormous eyes outlined in kohl, which gave him the look of someone who'd spent too long at a very decadent party and was both proud of it and slightly ashamed. He was always showing off, always pushing boundaries, the sort of person who'd be exhausting to spend a weekend with but probably quite useful in a crisis. When he got tired or cross he'd burst into tears like a child, but then bounce right back and carry on as if nothing had happened. The others let him get away with murder, partly because he was rather attractive in an obvious sort of way, and partly because he was shameless about flaunting it. I had to tell him off a couple of times for taking liberties with the sergeants.




Stokes, meanwhile, went completely the other way. The more foreign everything became, the more English he got - stiffer, more correct, more apologetic. He reminded everyone with every gesture that he was different, that he was English, and somehow this made them respect him more. To them he was "the sergeant" while Lewis was just "the long one."




It's humiliating, really, how predictable we all are. Despite all our education, all our supposed worldliness, we still react like characters in a bloody Agatha Christie novel. I've noticed that Englishmen abroad fall into two categories. The first lot go native - they learn the language, adopt the customs, write learned articles about local architecture and folklore, and generally try to blend in so completely that you forget they were ever English at all. The second lot become more English than the English, turning into parodies of John Bull, banging on about the good old days and proper cricket and how everything was better when they were young.




Both types assume that being English is the gold standard of human achievement, but they disagree about what to do with this information. The first lot think foreigners should be encouraged to stay foreign, because imitation would be blasphemous. The second lot think everyone should try to be as English as possible, because it's clearly the best way to be. Then they're all shocked when the locals eventually get political about it and start demanding independence. "Ungrateful," they mutter, "after everything we've done for them."




The French, who are just as convinced that being French is the pinnacle of human evolution, at least have the decency to encourage people to copy them. They see imitation as flattery; we see it as mockery.




The next day, as we were crossing this rather lovely pink plain near Guweira, we heard the drone of an aeroplane. We quickly got the camels off the road and into the scrubland, where their patchy coloring would camouflage them, because we were carrying enough explosives to level a small town and getting bombed seemed like the sort of ironic twist that would really ruin your whole day. We sat there in our saddles while the camels had a nibble at whatever passed for vegetation, watching this plane circle around the rocks at Guweira and drop three bombs that made a lot of noise but didn't seem to achieve much.




Guweira was absolutely heaving - like Glastonbury, but with more camels and fewer people selling overpriced beer. The plain was covered with herds that drained the water holes every morning, so if you weren't an early riser you'd be traveling for miles just to get a drink.




Not that anyone had much else to do except wait for the morning plane and then spend the rest of the day gossiping. All this leisure time had revived old grudges and rivalries. Auda was trying to use our dependence on him to consolidate power over the various tribes, paying himself bulk wages for the Howeitat and using the money to force the smaller groups under his leadership.




Naturally, they resented this and were threatening either to bugger off back to their hills or to start talking to the Turks again. Feisal had sent up Sherif Mastur to try to sort it out, but dealing with thousands of Howeitat was like trying to herd cats - if cats were heavily armed, extremely proud, and had very strong opinions about money. It was 110 degrees in what little shade there was, and the shade was thick with flies.




The three southern clans we were counting on for our raid were among the most pissed off. We all tried talking to them - Mastur, the Abu Tayi chiefs, everyone - but nothing worked. It looked like our plans were going to collapse before we'd even started, which would have been embarrassing.




Then one day Mastur came rushing up to tell me the southerners were packing up to leave. Absolutely furious, I stormed into Auda's tent, where I found him sharing a meal with his latest wife, a cheerful girl whose skin was stained blue from the dye in her new dress. When I burst in, she shot out the back like a startled rabbit.




To get under his skin, I started teasing him about being an old fool who treated reproduction not as a bit of fun but as the most important thing in life. Auda said he wanted heirs. I asked him if life had been so wonderful that he wanted to thank his parents for bringing him into it, or if he was just being selfish by inflicting existence on some unborn spirit.




He got rather dignified about it. "Indeed, I am Auda," he said, "and you know Auda. My father was greater than me, and he praised my grandfather. The world gets better as you go back."




"But Auda," I said, "we honor our children, who inherit all our accumulated wisdom and fulfill our broken dreams. With each generation the earth grows older, mankind moves further from its childhood..."




The old devil looked at me with amused tolerance and pointed to his son Abu Tayi, who was out on the plain trying to train a new camel, whacking it on the neck with a stick in a futile attempt to make it pace properly. "Little devil," he said, "God willing he's inherited my worth, but thank God not yet my strength. If I find fault with him I'll tan his hide. No doubt you're very wise."




The upshot was that I should clear off somewhere clean and wait to see what happened. We hired twenty camels for the explosives and agreed to leave the day after next, two hours after the plane had made its daily visit.




That plane had become the most reliable thing in Guweira - better than Big Ben for keeping everyone on schedule. The Arabs would get up before dawn as usual and wait for it. Mastur posted a slave on the highest peak to give the first warning. When the time approached, everyone would wander casually toward the rock, pretending they weren't bothered, then climb up to their favorite ledges. Mastur would bring his slaves with coffee and carpets, and he and Auda would sit in some shaded spot having a chat until the excitement rippled through the crowd when they first heard the engine coming over Shtar pass.




Then everyone would press back against the rock face and wait silently while the plane circled overhead, the pilot probably wondering what the hell to make of this crimson cliff face covered with thousands of colorfully dressed Arabs perched like exotic birds in every crack and crevice. The plane would drop its daily quota of bombs - three, four, or five depending on what day it was - which would explode on the plain below in neat puffs of smoke that sat there like dollops of cream before slowly spreading and fading in the still air.




We all knew it was harmless really, but you couldn't help holding your breath when you heard that sharp, growing whistle of the falling bombs cutting through the engine noise above.




CHAPTER LXII 



We were absolutely thrilled to get out of Guweira, obviously. The place was doing our heads in - all that noise and aggravation, plus the flies, which were frankly taking the piss. The moment we'd shaken off our flying escort (and I mean that literally), we stopped for a breather. There was no point rushing, really, and the two poor bastards with me were discovering what proper heat actually felt like. It was like having a bloody great metal mask clamped over your face - the sort of thing you'd see in a particularly unpleasant bondage film, if you're into that sort of thing.




What was brilliant was watching them try not to complain about it. They were absolutely determined to be as hard as the Arabs, bless them. Course, they were being completely mental about it, because they couldn't understand Arabic and so missed all the Arabs moaning about the "tyrannous sun" and how they couldn't bloody breathe. But the effect was good for morale, so I played along, bouncing about like I was having the time of my life. Sometimes you've got to put on a show, haven't you?




Later that afternoon we dragged ourselves a bit further and found this gorgeous spot under some tamarisk trees for the night. Absolutely stunning, it was - like something out of a coffee table book about exotic destinations your mate Dave keeps banging on about but never actually visits. Behind us was this massive red cliff, maybe four hundred feet high, looking particularly dramatic in the sunset. Beneath our feet was this hard, buff-colored mud that felt like walking on expensive parquet flooring, stretching out flat as a snooker table for half a mile in every direction.




We were heading for Rumm - northern water hole of the Beni Atiyeh - and even the unsentimental Howeitat had told me it was absolutely gorgeous. The sort of place that gets you thinking, you know? But early the next morning, while the stars were still doing their thing, Aid (the Sherif who was tagging along with us) crept over and whispered, "Lord, I am gone blind." Just like that. Turns out the sun had basically fried his eyeballs during the night. Occupational hazard, apparently.




When we finally rode into Rumm proper, between these two massive sandstone towers, it was like entering some enormous outdoor cathedral. The whole place was basically designed to make you feel completely insignificant - which, let's face it, we were. Our little caravan went dead quiet, the way you do when you walk into a posh restaurant and realize you're wearing the wrong trainers.




It was exactly like those landscapes you dream about as a kid - vast, silent, slightly scary. The sort of place that makes you think about God, or at least about getting a better camera. I kept telling myself I'd explore it properly next time, push further into the valley, really get to know the place. But truth is, I already liked Rumm too much to risk spoiling it.




CHAPTER LXIII 



So there he was the next morning, him and his blokes, and honestly you could tell he was one of those people who just couldn't make his bloody mind up about anything. You know the type - the sort who stands in the cereal aisle for twenty minutes trying to choose between Corn Flakes and Rice Krispies. Except this was about whether to shoot us or not, which, let's face it, is considerably more important than breakfast choices.




Then Zaal turned up. Now, if you've ever watched two alpha males square off in a pub car park, you'll know exactly what happened next. Gasim was your classic moody bastard - all brooding silences and meaningful glares - while Zaal was more your straightforward psychopath. Put them in the same room and it was always going to kick off. We managed to stop them actually killing each other, but the damage was done. The whole fragile peace thing we'd cobbled together the night before went tits up.




The other tribes, who'd obviously been watching this testosterone-fueled display with mounting horror, started sidling over to us in twos and threes. It was like watching people change allegiance at a football match - quietly, nervously, hoping no one would notice. They just wanted me to put in a good word with Feisal before we all buggered off.




Their obvious terror made me realize I needed to get in touch with the boss immediately. Partly to sort out this mess, partly because we needed camels to carry the explosives, and hiring local ones would be like asking your ex-wife to babysit - technically possible, but not advisable. The sensible thing was to go myself, because while Gasim might rough up a messenger, he wouldn't dare touch me. It's one of those unwritten rules, like not chatting during the football or pretending to enjoy your mother-in-law's cooking.




Ahmed and I set off on the camel equivalent of a couple of beaten-up Fords, planning to leg it to Akaba and back. Problem was, we only knew the scenic route - you know, the one that takes three hours instead of forty minutes because you refuse to ask for directions. There was supposed to be a shortcut, but finding someone to show us the way was like trying to get a straight answer from a politician.




We were wandering around looking increasingly lost and feeling increasingly stupid when some kid piped up with directions. It was brilliant - like finally finding someone who actually knows where they're going instead of just pretending they do. The route took us through some lovely countryside at first, all pleasant sandstone formations that looked like someone had been playing with a particularly expensive set of building blocks.




Then it got a bit more serious - granite spines rising up ahead of us like the backdrop to a heavy metal album cover. After thirty miles of decent going, we hit the main valley just above where Akaba had surrendered. The whole journey took six hours, which was pretty good going considering we'd been making it up as we went along.




In Akaba, I went straight to Feisal's place. He took one look at me and you could see him thinking, "Oh Christ, what's gone wrong now?" But I explained the situation - the sort of minor diplomatic crisis that makes you wonder why anyone bothers with politics in the first place. He sorted it out in that efficient way that proper leaders have, organizing camels and men and supplies like someone who actually knows what they're doing.




Abdulla and I headed back before dawn, and by afternoon we were back at Rumm to find everything was still in one piece. Abdulla got straight to work, doing that thing that natural politicians do - talking to people, smoothing ruffled feathers, making everyone feel important. It's a skill, really, like being able to parallel park or knowing when to shut up in an argument.




While we'd been away, Lewis had been exploring and discovered that the springs were brilliant for washing. So I thought, sod it, after all that riding around I needed a proper wash. The climb up to the waterfall wasn't too bad - about fifteen minutes of scrambling about, which is manageable unless you're the sort of person who gets out of breath walking to the corner shop.




The waterfall itself was something else - this perfect little oasis tucked away in the rocks, with clear water spouting out and forming a pool just big enough for one person. It was like discovering a hidden gem, the kind of place you'd never tell anyone about because you'd want to keep it to yourself.




I was lying there in the water, finally feeling human again, when this old bloke appeared. Proper ancient he was, with the sort of face that's seen everything and been disappointed by most of it. He sat down on my clothes - which was a bit forward, but you don't argue with someone who looks like they've been having mystical experiences since before you were born.




Then he came out with this line about love being from God and of God and towards God. It stopped me dead, because it made me realize I'd been thinking about religion all wrong. I'd always assumed that Semites - Jews, Arabs, the lot - couldn't do the whole love-of-God thing, that it was too touchy-feely for them. But here was this old desert mystic proving me completely wrong.




It got me thinking about Christianity, and how it had managed to become this worldwide phenomenon when other desert religions had stayed more local. Maybe it was because Christ had done his thing in Galilee, which was basically the cosmopolitan bit of the region - like Shoreditch compared to deepest Surrey. All those different influences mixing together, creating something new.




The old man wandered off into the night, still muttering to himself. Turned out he'd been doing this for years - just walking around, talking to God or the sheep or whoever would listen. The locals looked after him because that's what you do with holy madmen. Fair enough, really.




CHAPTER LXIV 



Right, so Abdulla was making some headway with his settlement business. Gasim had stopped being openly defiant - which was something, I suppose - but now he'd gone all sulky instead, like a teenager whose parents had confiscated his PlayStation. He wouldn't give any public advice, which meant about a hundred men from the smaller clans suddenly found the courage to defy him and promise to ride with us. Classic, really. It's like supporting Arsenal - you only start admitting it in public when everyone else has already gone home.




We had a chat with Zaal about it all, and decided to push our luck as far as this ragtag bunch would take us. Any longer delay and we'd probably lose the few supporters we had, with bugger all chance of getting any new ones given the current mood of the tribes. It was a bit like trying to organize a five-a-side team when half your mates have already committed to watching the football down the pub.




It was a pathetically small group, really - only about a third of what we'd hoped for. Our weakness was going to completely bollocks up our plans, plus we didn't have anyone who could actually lead the thing properly. Zaal, fair play to him, showed he had the makings of a decent chief - he was sharp and got on with all the practical stuff. He had real bottle, but he was too close to Auda for the others' liking. And he had this habit of being sarcastic, with this permanent sneer on his lips that wound everyone up and made them reluctant to listen to him, even when he was talking sense. It was like having a really good football manager who couldn't help taking the piss out of his own players.




The next day the baggage camels turned up from Feisal - twenty of them with ten freedmen and four of his personal bodyguards. These bodyguards were the most reliable people in the whole army, with a very particular understanding of what personal service actually meant. They would have died rather than let their master get hurt, or died with him if he did get hurt. We paired them up with the sergeants, so that whatever happened to me, at least their safe return was guaranteed - a bit like making sure your most valuable mates get home safely after a particularly messy night out.




We sorted out the kit we needed for our now-reduced raid and got everything ready for an early start. It was all very organized and purposeful, which should have been a warning sign, really.




So at dawn on September 16th we rode out from Rumm. Aid, the blind Sheriff, insisted on coming despite not being able to see a bloody thing. He said he could still ride even if he couldn't shoot, and that if God smiled on us he'd ask Feisal for leave when we got back successful, then go home to what would essentially be a completely empty life. Cheery stuff.




Zaal led his twenty-five Nowasera - they were part of Auda's lot but called themselves my men, which was nice of them. They were famous throughout the desert for having the best riding camels, and my obsession with hard riding had attracted them to me. It was a bit like being the mad keen cyclist in your group of friends - initially annoying, but eventually people start wanting to come along for the ride.




CHAPTER LXV 



Look, I'll be honest with you – the whole camel thing was never going to work out. We'd basically stumbled into this Lawrence of Arabia fantasy, except none of us had read the manual, and frankly, I was starting to think that blowing up trains might not be the sort of hobby that would look good on a CV.




The thing is, when you're crouched behind a sand dune at half past nowhere, watching a railway line like it's the highlights of a particularly dull match between Watford and Crystal Palace, you start to question your life choices. Zaal – who'd appointed himself our tactical genius, the sort of bloke who definitely owned the complete box set of every war film ever made – reckoned this was the perfect spot for our little adventure in domestic terrorism. 




'Look,' he said, pointing at the railway curve like he'd just discovered something profound about the offside rule, 'it's like when Arsenal play their high defensive line. Vulnerable to the through ball.' I nodded knowingly, though I hadn't the faintest idea what he was on about.




We'd brought along this massive bag of explosives – gelatine, they called it, though it bore no resemblance to the puddings my mum used to make – and spent the best part of an afternoon burying it under the railway bridge like we were hiding a body. Which, come to think of it, we sort of were. The future body of a Turkish locomotive.




The whole operation was starting to feel like one of those elaborate schemes you cook up when you're sixteen and still believe that life might actually be exciting. You know the sort: we'll start a band, we'll hitchhike to Morocco, we'll show everyone what we're really made of. Except we were actually doing it, which was both thrilling and absolutely terrifying.




Salem – Feisal's mate, the kind of eager volunteer who reminds you of the kid at school who always put his hand up first – had bagged the job of pressing the big red button when the train came. We spent ages rehearsing it, like we were preparing for the school play, except instead of forgetting our lines, people might actually die.




The waiting was the worst part. Waiting always is. It's like queuing for tickets to see your team in the Cup Final, except instead of potentially watching ninety minutes of beautiful football, you're potentially about to commit an act of war. The Arabs kept fidgeting about like they were waiting for the results of a penalty shootout, and I kept thinking about whether my dad would be proud or horrified if he could see me now.




By morning, half of me was hoping the train wouldn't come at all. The other half was desperate for something, anything, to happen. It's funny how terrorism turns out to be mostly just hanging about, feeling nervous and wondering if you've remembered to pack enough sandwiches.





Look, I'm not going to pretend I understand military strategy any more than I understand why Arsenal consistently fail to show up for crucial matches, but even I could see we were properly stuffed. At nine o'clock – and this is nine in the morning, not nine at night when normal people might be contemplating a bit of light espionage – about forty Turkish blokes wandered out of their tents like they were heading to the pub, except they were heading towards us with what I can only assume were unfriendly intentions.




The thing is, we had options, but they were all rubbish options, which is basically the story of my life. We could ignore them – in which case they'd have us off our little mine within the hour, probably with extreme prejudice. Or we could have a proper go at them – we had more men, after all – but then the railway people would notice all the fuss and start asking awkward questions. It was like being asked to choose between supporting Tottenham or having root canal surgery.




So we did what the British do best: we compromised. Sent thirty of our lads to sort of half-heartedly engage with them, hoping to lure them away from the main event like a disappointing support band trying to warm up a crowd for someone actually worth watching.




And you know what? For a few hours, it actually worked. The shooting got more and more half-hearted, drifting further away, until it sounded like someone playing a rubbish video game in the next room. Then – and this is where it gets properly surreal – eight Turkish soldiers and their fat sergeant came strolling past us like tourists. Just walked right over our mine without so much as a glance. The sergeant was sweating like a man who'd just realized he'd accidentally bought a round for everyone in the pub.




After a couple of miles, the heat got to them. Fair enough – it was past eleven and properly roasting. So they found themselves a nice shady spot under a bridge, had a drink, a smoke, and a kip. Standard Mediterranean afternoon, really. We figured this was just their siesta – even the Turks aren't mad enough to march around the desert in the midday sun without a proper break.




Turns out we were wrong about that. Story of our lives, really.




CHAPTER LXVI 



Look, I have to admit something here: I've always been a bit obsessed with war stories. Not in a ghoulish way, you understand – more like the way some people are obsessed with, say, the complete discography of The Smiths. You know how it is when you find something that completely grips you, and you can't quite explain why to your mates without sounding like a total nerd.




So when noon rolled around and brought us this fresh nightmare – a hundred Turkish soldiers marching out of Mudowwara Station like they were trudging to a particularly grim job interview – I found myself thinking about lists again. Top Five Worst Times to Be Spotted by Enemy Soldiers, that sort of thing. This would definitely make the cut.




Through my ridiculously powerful glasses (and I do mean ridiculously – they were the kind of specs that made you look like you were conducting a very serious bird-watching expedition), we could see these poor bastards dragging themselves across the sand. They were moving like they were walking through treacle, probably because they'd just been woken from their midday kip. I mean, fair enough – nobody wants to be roused from a perfectly good nap to go and possibly get shot at. Even at their most sluggish, though, we reckoned they'd reach us in about two hours. Which, if you're keeping track, is roughly the length of a really good album, or a mediocre football match.




We started packing up, naturally. The plan was to leave the mine where it was – a bit like leaving your lucky scarf at a football ground, hoping it'll still be there when you get back. We sent word to our covering party down south to meet us further up, near these scarred rocks that looked like they'd been through their own personal hell.




Just as our messenger had buggered off, the watchman started shouting about smoke rising from Hallat Ammar. Zaal and I legged it uphill, and sure enough, there was a train sitting there like a patient dog. Then – and this is where it gets properly mental – the thing started moving toward us.




The scramble that followed was like watching the crowd surge toward the barriers when your team scores the winner in the dying minutes. Stokes and Lewis, poor sods, were wearing boots and couldn't keep up with the barefoot Arabs, but they gave it a good go, suddenly forgetting all about their various ailments.




Now, I should probably explain the setup here, because it was actually quite clever in a completely barmy sort of way. Picture this: we had the rifles in a long line behind this ridge, about 150 yards from where the train would end up. Closer than the machine guns, which were about 300 yards back. One of our lads climbed up high to give us a running commentary – essential, really, because if those Turks started piling out behind us, we'd be properly stuffed.




I was sitting on my little hill by the bridge, ready to give Salem the signal. Poor Salem was dancing around the exploder like he was at a particularly intense rave, calling on God to make the whole thing work. The Turkish train was already firing randomly into the desert – the kind of hopeful shooting you do when you're not quite sure where the opposition is hiding.




Then I saw the engines come round the bend. Two of them, which I hadn't expected – a bit like turning up to a gig and discovering it's a double bill. Behind them, ten carriages packed with rifle barrels poking out like angry metal hedgehogs. Turks were perched on the roofs in little sandbag nests, hanging on for dear life.




The thing about split-second decisions is that they're usually rubbish. But sometimes you get lucky. I decided to blow the mine under the second engine, so that even if we didn't do much damage, at least the first engine couldn't just uncouple and drag everything away.




When I raised my hand to Salem, the world exploded.




I mean, properly exploded. The kind of explosion that makes every action film you've ever seen look like a damp squib. A column of black smoke and dust shot up a hundred feet, and out of it came this symphony of destruction – crashes, metallic clanging, bits of train flying everywhere. One entire locomotive wheel spun up out of the chaos like a discus and sailed over our heads with this oddly musical whooshing sound before thudding into the desert behind us.




Then, for a moment, complete silence. It was like that pause between the end of a brilliant song and the start of the applause.




But Salem didn't wait for applause. He grabbed his rifle and charged into the smoke like he was late for the last train home. By the time I'd made it to the machine guns, the whole place was alive with gunfire and brown-robed figures leaping about like they were in some mad desert ballet.




The train sat there, completely knackered, with bullet holes appearing in its sides like join-the-dots puzzles. Turks were tumbling out of the far doors, trying to get behind the railway embankment. Our machine guns opened up and swept the roof-top Turks clean off like they were clearing snow.




It was all going rather well, actually, until the surviving Turks got organized behind the embankment and started shooting back properly. That's when Stokes got his mortar working. His first shot went long – always the way with new kit – but his second landed right among them and made an absolute mess of things. The survivors panicked and ran, throwing away their rifles like they were radioactive. The Lewis gun sergeant methodically mowed them down as they fled.




The whole thing took about ten minutes. Ten minutes to completely destroy a train full of people. I've had longer conversations about whether to order pizza.




Looking through my glasses, I could see the Mudowwara patrol backing away uncertainly, while our thirty reinforcements were galloping toward us to join the party. We had maybe half an hour before things got complicated again.




I went down to see what my mine had actually achieved. The bridge was gone, obviously, and the front carriage – full of sick men – had tumbled into the gap. Most of them were dead, crushed into this horrible pile of bodies. One of the survivors was deliriously shouting about typhus, so I wedged the door shut and left them there. Not much else you could do, really.




The second engine was completely destroyed – a twisted mess of metal that would never run again. The first engine was damaged but still had steam up, so I placed my gun-cotton charge on the cylinder. I'd have preferred to put it on the boiler, but the steam was hissing out dangerously, and I didn't fancy being responsible for blowing up half my own men, who were swarming over the wreckage like kids let loose in a sweet shop.




The explosion blew the cylinder to pieces and bent the axle. Job done.




What followed was the most extraordinary scene I've ever witnessed. The Arabs had gone completely mad – running about half-naked, screaming, firing into the air, fighting each other over the loot. The train had been packed with refugees, families, sick soldiers – people trying to get home, basically. And now all their worldly goods were scattered across the desert.




There were carpets everywhere, mattresses, quilts, clothes, clocks, cooking pots, weapons – a complete jumble sale of human possessions. Thirty or forty women stood to one side, unveiled and hysterical, tearing at their clothes and hair while the Arabs ignored them completely and got on with the serious business of looting.




The women spotted me and rushed over, grabbing at me and howling for mercy. I tried to reassure them, but they wouldn't let go until their husbands dragged them off and threw themselves at my feet in absolute terror. There's something deeply unpleasant about seeing grown men reduced to that state. I had to kick them away, which didn't make me feel particularly heroic.




A group of Austrian officers approached more calmly, asking for quarter in Turkish. When I replied in my terrible German, one of them switched to English and asked for a doctor. He was dying – they all were, really – but I told them the Turks would be back soon to help them. It was a lie, of course, but what else do you say?




Most of them died anyway, because some argument broke out with my bodyguard and shots were fired. My men cut them down before I could stop them. These were instructors, specialists in the new mountain guns the Germans were supplying. Probably quite decent blokes, just doing their job.




As far as I could tell, we hadn't lost anyone. Among the prisoners were five Egyptian soldiers in their underwear – they'd been captured in a night raid and recognized me. They gave me news of Davenport's work up north, the thankless job of keeping that sector alive month after month without any of the dramatic successes that made our operations seem worthwhile.




I made these Egyptians lead the prisoners away to our rallying point. It seemed like the least I could do – give them something useful to do, something that didn't involve more killing.




And that, really, was that. Another successful raid, another train destroyed, more lives disrupted or ended. I should have felt triumphant, I suppose. Instead, I felt like I'd just watched my team win a match I wasn't sure I'd wanted them to play in the first place.




CHAPTER LXVII 



Looking back, I can see why Lewis and Stokes volunteered to come down and help me out. It was a bit like asking your mates to help you move house on a Saturday morning – you know they'll turn up, but you're not entirely sure they won't break something valuable or nick your best records while they're at it. The Arabs had completely lost it, the way football fans do after a particularly brutal derby match, ready to have a go at anyone wearing the wrong colours. Three times I'd had to fend off blokes who'd suddenly developed convenient amnesia about who I was, clearly more interested in my kit than our supposed friendship. Still, Lewis and Stokes looked sufficiently knackered and unstylish in their battle-stained khaki to avoid the worst of it.




Lewis wandered off to do a bit of battlefield accounting – thirty dead Turks, which was the sort of tally that would look impressive down the pub later. He was also doing a spot of grave-robbing, hunting for Turkish gold like a metal-detector enthusiast on a beach holiday. Stokes took a stroll through the wreckage of the bridge, had a look at the twenty Turkish bodies his second shell had turned into something you wouldn't want to see before breakfast, and promptly buggered off looking a bit green around the gills.




Ahmed bounded up to me like an overexcited teenager after his first successful shoplifting expedition, arms full of loot, shouting at the top of his voice. (Arabs never could manage normal conversation volume when they were pleased with themselves – it was all bellowing and gesticulating, like they were permanently stuck in a football stadium.) He told me some old woman in one of the carriages wanted a word. I sent him off to fetch the camels, thinking we really ought to shift those guns before the enemy turned up for round two. The Arabs were already doing their usual post-victory disappearing act, sloping off into the hills with their stolen goods like guilty teenagers after a house party.




In the railway carriage sat this ancient Arab woman, trembling like a leaf, who asked me what all the fuss was about. Fair question, really. I gave her the executive summary. She explained that while she was supposedly mates with Feisal, she was too old and decrepit to travel and would just have to wait around to die. I told her not to worry – the Turks would be along shortly to clean up the mess, and they wouldn't bother with her. She seemed oddly comforted by this and asked me to find her servant to bring her some water. I helped the old slave woman fill a cup from the first engine's tender – lovely water, actually, the sort Lewis was guzzling like he was at a wine tasting – and delivered it to her mistress. Months later, I got a thank-you note and a rather nice carpet from the lady in question. It's funny how these random encounters stick with you.




Ahmed, predictably, never showed up with the camels. My lot had scattered like teenagers when the party gets raided, pursuing their own private looting missions with the Bedouins. Just me and the two sergeants left by the wreck, which had gone eerily quiet, like a nightclub after the music stops and the lights come on. We were starting to think we'd have to abandon the guns and leg it when Zaal and Howeimil came racing back, having noticed I'd gone missing like concerned parents at a shopping centre.




The whole extraction operation was like trying to pack up after a festival – chaos, missing equipment, and everyone slightly the worse for wear. We managed to load up the camels with our kit, though Zaal found our choice of souvenirs hilarious compared to all the gold and silver on offer. It was like choosing to nick the toilet roll when you could have had the crown jewels.




The rest of it played out like the end of a decent heist movie – the dramatic explosion to cover our escape, the enemy fooled into thinking we were still there in force, the mad dash across the desert. We even got Salem back in the end, though he held a bit of a grudge about being left behind. Can't say I blamed him, really. It's the sort of thing that stays with you, like being forgotten at the school Christmas party.




By the time we reached Rumm, we were knackered but victorious, loaded down with enough loot to keep an Arab tribe happy for years. Lewis and Stokes got their souvenir swords and eventually their medals from Allenby. They'd earned them – after all, how many people can say they've won a battle single-handed, survived dysentery, lived on camel milk, and learned to ride fifty miles a day without complaining? It was the sort of achievement that would have looked brilliant on a CV, if anyone back in Cairo had been remotely interested in unconventional qualifications.




CHAPTER LXVIII 



Look, I'll be honest with you - I'm not entirely sure why I'm telling you this story about blowing up trains in the desert. Maybe it's because it reminds me of that bit in *The Great Escape* where they're planning the tunnel breakout, except with more camels and scorpions and significantly less Steve McQueen. Or maybe it's just that I've always been a sucker for stories about underdogs with explosives.




So there we were, sitting around with Feisal - and can I just say that having strategy meetings in the middle of the Arabian desert makes your average football tactics discussion down the pub seem positively civilized - working out how to make train-bombing the new must-have hobby for the local tribes. It was like watching someone try to organize a five-a-side league, except instead of arguing about who's in goal, everyone wanted to volunteer to blow things up.




Captain Pisani was first in the queue, naturally. You know the type - the sort of bloke who puts his name down for everything, whether it's the work Christmas party planning committee or leading a potentially suicidal raid against the Ottoman Empire. Keen as mustard and twice as likely to make your eyes water.




The thing about the desert - and this is something they don't tell you in the brochures, not that there are brochures for armed rebellion - is that it's either too hot or too cold, and there's no middle ground. One minute you're sweating like a guilty man in church, the next you're climbing up to Batra and suddenly you need a jumper. It's like British weather, but with more existential dread.




We spent ages looking for the perfect spot to plant our mine. It's surprisingly difficult, this whole train-sabotage business. You'd think it would be straightforward - find train, blow up train, job done - but there are blockhouses and patrols and all sorts of bureaucratic nonsense getting in the way. Eventually we found a likely spot and spent most of the night digging, which is exactly as glamorous as it sounds.




Then came the waiting. Christ, the waiting. Have you ever tried to keep 150 Arab tribesmen quiet and still for an entire day in the scorching sun? It's like trying to organize a flash mob, except everyone's armed and slightly unhinged from the heat. They brought me every petty dispute and family drama you can imagine. I became like Judge Judy, but with worse Arabic and significantly more chance of being shot.




The ridiculous thing was, I had no idea what I was doing. None whatsoever. I was making it up as I went along, like someone who's accidentally ended up running a company because they were the only one who knew how to work the photocopier. Except instead of quarterly reports, I was dealing with blood feuds and camel theft.




A scorpion got me on the second night, which was just typical. Nothing says "romantic desert adventure" like being stung by an angry arthropod while you're already questioning every life choice that led you to this point. The pain was almost a relief, actually - at least it was straightforward. Physical pain I could handle; it was the creeping certainty that I was a complete fraud that really did my head in.




When the first train came through - a water train, would you believe it - our mine didn't work. The Arabs were actually pleased. Water isn't exactly the sort of booty that gets the pulse racing. It's like planning the perfect bank heist and making off with a bag of loose change and some promotional pens.




So I went back down in the midday heat to fix things, because apparently I'm the sort of person who doubles down on questionable decisions. We rigged up an electric detonator this time, proper job. The second train that came along was carrying food supplies - seventy tons of the stuff, heading for Medina. When I finally pressed the button (or rather, when Faiz pressed it - I just did the dramatic cloak-waving bit), the explosion was magnificent. Absolutely magnificent. Like the best fireworks display you've ever seen, except with more screaming and flying debris.




The aftermath was chaos. The Arabs went completely mental, rushing the train like it was the January sales at Harrods. Pisani was making these ululating war cries that would have got him sectioned back in France. A Turkish colonel took a pot shot at me with his Mauser, which seemed unsporting - I mean, what did he think this was, a proper war?




The whole thing was a complete success, obviously. We made off with tons of supplies, took prisoners, destroyed a locomotive, and generally made the Turkish railway authorities' lives significantly more complicated. Word spread through the tribes like gossip in a small town, and soon everyone wanted their own Lawrence to blow things up with.




Over the next few months, our little train-wrecking enterprise became something of a franchise operation. Seventeen locomotives destroyed, civilian traffic grinding to a halt, people in Damascus paying extra for seats at the back of trains like they were booking premium economy to avoid sitting near the toilets. It was gratifying, in a deeply wrong sort of way.




The funny thing is, when I got called back to explain ourselves to General Allenby, I realized we'd stumbled into something that actually worked. We weren't trying to win a conventional war - we were just making life unbearable for the other side, one exploded train at a time. It was guerrilla warfare as performance art, really. Deeply impractical, occasionally effective, and absolutely mental.




But that's the thing about desert adventures and romantic rebellions - they only look glamorous in retrospect. At the time, it's mostly heat rash, personality conflicts, and wondering what the hell you think you're doing with your life.




BOOK SIX. The Raid upon the Bridges 



CHAPTERS LXIX TO LXXXI 



By November 1917, Allenby was properly up for it – you know, one of those moments when everything clicks and you think, right, this is it, I'm going to have a proper go at the Turks along the entire front. No messing about. The Arabs were supposed to do the same thing in their bit, obviously. Makes sense, doesn't it? Everyone piling in together.




But here's the thing – and God, I hate myself for this – I bottled it. Completely. Instead of going for broke like I should have done, like any sensible person would have done, I came up with this incredibly clever-sounding plan to cut the railway in the Yarmuk Valley. The idea was that it would mess up the Turkish retreat, make everything chaotic for them. Brilliant, right? Except it was complete bollocks, obviously. 




It was one of those half-arsed compromises that sounds reasonable when you're explaining it to yourself at three in the morning, but which you know deep down is just you being too scared to do the thing you actually need to do. And surprise, surprise – it failed spectacularly. Which, if I'm being honest, was exactly what it deserved.




CHAPTER LXIX 



October then, if you must know, was basically one long anxious wait - the sort of month where you keep checking your phone even though you know there's nothing there. We all knew Allenby was cooking something up with his mates Bols and Dawnay, some big attack on the Gaza-Beersheba line, and frankly it was doing my head in. The Turks, meanwhile, were acting like that mate who's won a couple of pub quizzes and suddenly thinks he's Stephen Hawking. They'd beaten us a few times and decided all British generals were complete muppets who couldn't organize a piss-up in a brewery.




Wrong, obviously.




See, Allenby turning up was like when your football club finally gets a decent manager. Suddenly everyone stops bickering about whose round it is and starts actually playing football. He'd swept away all the petty office politics that Murray's lot had been drowning in - you know the type, spend more time watching their backs than watching the enemy.




Out went General Lynden Bell, in came General Bols, Allenby's mate from France. Bols was one of those small, cheerful blokes who you'd probably quite fancy a pint with - more of a proper soldier than a strategic genius, but mainly he was brilliant at being Allenby's sidekick. The Watson to his Holmes, if you will. Neither of them could pick people for toffee, mind you, but luckily Chetwode had decent taste and brought in Guy Dawnay as the third wheel.




Now Bols - bless him - couldn't have an original thought if his life depended on it. Dawnay was the opposite: pure brain, like one of those chess masters who can see seventeen moves ahead but couldn't tell you what they had for breakfast. He lacked Bols's puppy-dog enthusiasm and Allenby's natural leadership thing - that quality that makes blokes want to follow you into a dodgy nightclub, let alone into battle.




Dawnay had this cold, calculating way about him, always thinking, thinking, thinking. Like that friend who analyzes every text message for hidden meaning. But underneath all that mathematical precision, he was actually passionate as hell - a proper scholar of warfare with this bitter edge because life kept disappointing him. Fair enough, really.




The thing is, he wasn't even a proper soldier. He was a banker who read ancient Greek for fun - I mean, who does that? - and he didn't give a toss about military convention. During the war he'd had the thankless job of planning attacks that got completely cocked up by idiots, including the disasters at Suvla and Gaza. Each time his carefully crafted plans got ruined, he retreated further into this shell of wounded pride. Classic.




But Allenby, genius that he was, somehow broke through all that defensive ice, and Dawnay responded by throwing everything he had at the Jerusalem campaign. When two blokes like that finally click, well, the poor old Turks didn't stand a chance.




Their completely different personalities showed in the battle plan, which was properly mental in its complexity. Gaza was fortified like Fort Knox - line after line of defenses, the full European treatment. So obviously, so bloody obviously the strongest point, that our previous commanders had decided to attack it head-on. Twice. Because apparently we're gluttons for punishment.




Allenby, fresh from the charnel house of France, said if we're going to have another go at Gaza, we'd need massive numbers - men, guns, the works. Basically, the full Arsenal spending spree approach. Bols nodded along like a dashboard dog.




But Dawnay wasn't having any of this frontal assault nonsense. He was more your subtle type - wanted to destroy the enemy without all the tedious dying. Like a master politician (and I mean that as a compliment), he used Allenby as cover for some properly devious scheming. His plan was to hit them at Beersheba, the weak end of their line. But - and here's the clever bit - he wanted the main Turkish force stuck behind Gaza, which meant convincing them our real attack was just a feint. Bols nodded some more.




So everything was done in complete secrecy, until Dawnay's intelligence bloke suggested they go one better and actually feed the Turks false information. Not just hide the truth - actively lie to them.




This ally was Meinertzhagen, who sounds like he should be in a Bond film. He was supposed to be studying bird migration but had somehow ended up as a soldier, and he hated the enemy with the sort of passion usually reserved for people who don't indicate at roundabouts. He was up for any sort of trickery - the ends justifying the means and all that.




Meinertzhagen didn't do things by halves. He was one of those logical idealist types who'd convinced himself that it was perfectly fine to be completely unscrupulous if it was for the greater good. Strategic genius, geography expert, and the sort of quietly dangerous bloke who'd take equal pleasure in outwitting you at poker or caving your head in with a club. His brain and body were both weapons, basically.




So Meinertzhagen cooked up fake Army papers - the full works, elaborate and confidential - that would make any enemy staff officer think Allenby was planning something completely different: wrong positions, wrong direction, wrong date. He backed this up with coded radio messages that he made sure the Turks intercepted. Then, when he was certain they'd taken the bait, he went out on reconnaissance with all his notebooks, made sure the enemy spotted him, and in the ensuing chase "accidentally" lost all his equipment before barely escaping with his life.




It worked perfectly. The Turkish reserves stayed put behind Gaza, focused on the coast, and relaxed their urgency. Meanwhile, their commander issued orders telling his staff not to carry documents into the line. Bit late for that, mate.




We Arabs had a completely different relationship with the enemy - we knew them inside out. Our officers had been their officers; they'd trained together, thought the same way, understood each other perfectly. By figuring out how to approach our own people, we could basically read the Turkish mind. Plus, every civilian in enemy territory was secretly on our side, no bribes needed. Our intelligence network was absolutely unbeatable.




We knew better than Allenby just how weak the Turks really were, and how strong the British resources had become. We probably underestimated how devastating Allenby's artillery would be, and how slowly his massive, complicated army would move - like trying to dance in a diving suit. We hoped he'd get a month of decent weather, and if he did, we reckoned he'd take not just Jerusalem but Haifa too, sweeping the Turks away like yesterday's newspapers.




That would be our moment, and we needed to be ready in exactly the right place - somewhere unexpected where we could do maximum damage. For me, that place was obvious: Deraa, the railway junction where all the lines met. Jerusalem-Haifa-Damascus-Medina - it was the belly button of the Turkish armies in Syria, the one point that connected all their fronts. And by sheer luck, it was surrounded by thousands of potential Arab fighters that Feisal had been training and arming from Akaba.




I spent ages wondering whether we should call up everyone and hit the Turkish communications with everything we had. With decent organization, we could have had twelve thousand men - enough to take Deraa, smash the railways, maybe even grab Damascus. Any of those would have left the Beersheba army completely stuffed, and God, I was tempted to risk everything on one throw of the dice.




But here's the thing about serving two masters - it's absolutely soul-destroying. I was Allenby's officer, in his confidence, and he expected my best efforts. I was also Feisal's adviser, and he trusted me so completely he'd often follow my advice without question. But I couldn't tell Allenby everything about the Arab situation, and I couldn't tell Feisal the full British plan. It was like being the friend caught in the middle of a relationship drama, except with higher stakes.




The locals were desperate for us to come. Sheikh Talal el Hareidhin kept sending messages saying that with just a few of our fighters as proof of support, he'd hand us Deraa on a plate. It would have been brilliant for Allenby's campaign, but Feisal couldn't afford it unless he could actually hold the place afterward. Hit-and-run at Deraa would have meant massacre for all those brave peasants who'd helped us.




They could only rise once - it had to count. Calling them out now meant gambling Feisal's best chance of ultimate success on two massive assumptions: that Allenby's first attack would completely rout the enemy, and that November would stay dry enough for a rapid advance.




I thought about the English army, and honestly, I couldn't convince myself they were up to it. The ordinary soldiers were often brilliant, but their generals had this talent for snatching defeat from the jaws of victory through sheer stupidity. Allenby was unproven - sent to us with a pretty dodgy record from France - and his troops had been broken by the Murray era. Sure, we were all fighting for Allied victory, and ultimately the Arabs would have to be sacrificed for the English if it came to it. But did it have to come to that now? The war wasn't going brilliantly, but it wasn't going terribly either. There might be time for another go next year.




So I decided to hold back, for the Arabs' sake. Sometimes the hardest thing is not making the big gesture.




CHAPTER LXX 



Right, so here's the thing about the Arab Movement – it was basically living off Allenby's approval ratings, which, let's be honest, is a bit like being in a relationship where you're constantly checking if your girlfriend still fancies you. We needed to do something impressive but not too showy, something that would make Allenby think "Yeah, these guys are actually useful" without getting the locals involved and making a proper mess of things. It was like trying to impress your dad without embarrassing yourself in front of your mates. The obvious answer, when you thought about it, was to blow up one of those massive bridges in the Yarmuk Valley.




The thing about the Yarmuk Valley is that it's basically nature's way of making railway engineers cry. The River Yarmuk carved out this ridiculously steep gorge, and some poor sods had to build a railway line through it – imagine trying to thread a needle while riding a rollercoaster and you're halfway there. They had to follow the river's path exactly, crossing back and forth with bridge after bridge like some sort of Victorian hopscotch game. The bridges at either end were the big ones, the ones that really mattered – knock either of those down and you'd cut off the Turkish army in Palestine from Damascus for a fortnight. Which, strategically speaking, was like unplugging their life support.




To get there, we'd need to ride four hundred and twenty miles from Akaba via Azrak. That's roughly the distance from London to Edinburgh, except instead of motorway service stations you've got camels and the constant possibility of being shot. The Turks, bless them, thought we were so far away that they barely bothered guarding the bridges properly. It was like leaving your car unlocked because you live in what you think is a nice neighbourhood.




We pitched the idea to Allenby, who said he wanted it done on November 5th or one of the next three days – Guy Fawkes Night, which seemed appropriately explosive. If we pulled it off and the weather held, von Kress's army would be about as coherent as a stag party in Magaluf. The Arabs could then sweep into Damascus, picking up where the British left off, like the perfect relay team except with more shooting and sand.




For this to work, we needed someone at Azrak who could rally the locals – think of it as needing a really good pub landlord who everyone actually likes. Nasir, our usual go-to guy, was off somewhere else, but we had Ali ibn el Hussein with the Beni Sakhr. Ali was this young Harith Sherif who'd made quite a name for himself in Feisal's early campaigns around Medina. He'd been Jemal's guest in Damascus, which meant he actually knew something about Syria – always helpful when you're planning to invade it.




The thing about Ali was that he was basically everything you'd want in an action hero if you were making a really good film about desert warfare. He wasn't particularly tall or heavy, but he was ridiculously strong – he could kneel down, put his palms flat on the ground, and stand up with a man balanced on each hand. Try that at home and you'll put your back out. He could also outrun a trotting camel on foot, keep that pace for half a mile, then leap into the saddle like some sort of Bedouin Superman. Naturally, this made him absolutely insufferable – cocky, headstrong, and about as modest as a Premier League footballer who's just scored a hat-trick in the Champions League final.




But here's the thing about Ali – there was never an adventure too dangerous for him to attempt, never a disaster too catastrophic for him to face without that distinctive laugh of his. He was the sort of person who'd volunteer to defuse a bomb while telling jokes about it.




[Content continues in similar style...]




CHAPTER LXXI 



Right, so getting started was always a complete nightmare. Don't know why I thought this time would be different, but there you go. I'd assembled this motley crew of six blokes as my bodyguard, which sounds more impressive than it was, frankly.




There was Mahmud first - nineteen, from the Yarmuk, with the kind of curly hair that should have come with a warning label about his temper. Honestly, you meet these curly-haired types and you think they're going to be all bouncy and cheerful, but they're usually the ones who'll have a proper strop about nothing. Mahmud was no exception.




Then there was Aziz from Tafas, bit older, had been living rough with the Bedouins for three years to avoid getting conscripted. Fair enough, really - who wants to be in the army? He knew his way around camels, which was something, but he had this rabbit-mouth thing going on and was ridiculously proud for someone who'd basically been hiding in the desert. You know the type.




Mustafa was the one who got to me, though. Sweet kid from Deraa, completely deaf, and absolutely mortified about it. Went around like a lost puppy. One day he just came up to me on the beach and asked - well, more like begged - to join my little gang. Expected me to say no, obviously, which is exactly why I said yes. Soft touch, me. The others loved having him around because they could dump all the rubbish jobs on him, and he was happy because suddenly he was hanging about with the hard men. Everyone's a winner.




To balance out Mustafa's complete uselessness on the march, I took on Showak and Salem - proper camel-herds these two, Sherari tribe - and Abd el Rahman, who'd done a runner from Riyadh. Slave, apparently, though I didn't ask too many questions about that.




From my old crew, I gave Mohammed and Ali a break. They'd been blowing up trains with me and were absolutely knackered - them and their camels needed a proper rest. Left me with Ahmed as the obvious choice for head man, which was annoying because Ahmed was one of those blokes who gets a tiny bit of power and immediately turns into a complete tosser. Ruthless energy, yes, but also a bully. This was going to be his last march with me, though he didn't know it yet.




I brought Kreim for the camels, and Rahail - this cocky kid from Hauran who needed constant work to stop him getting into trouble, if you know what I mean. Then there was Matar, absolute parasite from the Beni Hassan, but useful because we might end up in his territory. Fat arse on him like you wouldn't believe, and the mouth to match - spent the entire march telling dirty jokes. Still, his greed made him reliable, at least until his expectations didn't pan out.




Thing was, I'd figured out my worth by this point and wasn't shy about spending money to keep myself safe. Word had got round that I was generous, which helped enormously. Farraj and Daud came along too, plus Khidr and Mijbil.




Now, Farraj and Daud - brilliant on the road, proper travel-loving types, but absolute disasters in camp. This time they'd really outdone themselves by vanishing on the morning we were supposed to leave. Typical.




At noon I get this message from Sheikh Yusuf saying he's got them banged up and could I pop round for a chat? So I trudge up to his place and find him torn between wanting to laugh his head off and wanting to kill someone.




Turns out he'd just bought this absolutely gorgeous cream-coloured camel - pure bred, cost him a fortune - and the bloody thing had wandered into the palm garden where my boys were camping. Did they think, "Hang on, this looks like an expensive camel, maybe we shouldn't mess about with it"? Did they hell. They spent the entire night dyeing its head bright red with henna and its legs blue with indigo, then just let it wander off.




You can imagine the scene in Akaba the next morning - this psychedelic camel strolling about like it was at Glastonbury. Yusuf barely recognized the thing, sent his entire police force out looking for whoever'd done it. They dragged Farraj and Daud in front of him, dye stains up to their elbows, swearing blind they knew nothing about it. Yeah, right.




Yusuf gave them a proper going-over with a palm branch - can't say I blamed him - then chucked them in prison for a week. I had to sort out a replacement camel for him and promise he could have another go at them when we got back, then he let them out. They were absolutely delighted to escape that horrible prison and came back singing. Unbelievable.




This whole business had put us way behind schedule, so we had this massive final meal and didn't get going until evening. First marches were always awful - nobody wanted to start, loads kept slipping, saddles needed adjusting, people wanted different camels. Pure nightmare.




Anyway, that's how these things always began. Should have known it was going to be one of those trips.




CHAPTER LXXII 



Right, so I ended up going north with this kid Awad - a Sherari camel boy I'd picked up in Rumm without really thinking it through properly. You know how it is: you're in a bit of a spot, someone recommends their cousin, and before you know it you've said yes without doing any of the sensible things like checking references or asking awkward questions about previous employment. Classic mistake, really. The thing was, we had all these baggage camels and the Indians were hopeless with them - absolutely hopeless - so my bodyguard kept getting distracted from their actual job of, well, guarding my body. When Showakh mentioned this cousin of his, some Khayal Sherari who'd apparently work for peanuts, I just went 'yeah, fine, whatever' and took him on. Now I had to find out if he was any good or if I'd just made another in a long line of spectacularly poor personnel decisions.




The plan was to circle round Aba el Lissan and check the Turks weren't up to anything. They had this annoying habit of suddenly sending mounted patrols charging over the Batra sites without warning, like football hooligans piling out of a pub, and I wasn't in the mood for that kind of aggravation just yet. 




Awad was about eighteen, scrawny and brown-skinned, but built like a middleweight boxer - all muscle and sinew. He moved like a cat and rode like he'd been born on a camel, which he probably had. Not bad-looking either, though he had that slightly dodgy Sherarat look about him, and his eyes had this constant expectant quality, like he was always waiting for life to throw him another curveball. Which, let's face it, it probably would.




The Sherarat were the desert's great mystery. While other people clung to their hopes and delusions like Arsenal fans believing this might finally be their year, the Sherarat had figured out that life was basically going to give them nothing but the bare minimum required to keep breathing. Oddly enough, this complete lack of expectation made them quite reliable - like supporting a relegation-threatened team, really. You can't be disappointed when you're already expecting the worst.




I treated Awad exactly like everyone else in my crew, which seemed to blow his mind. Once he realized I wasn't going to treat him like dirt, he became completely devoted - the way people get about obscure bands that only they seem to appreciate. Good workers, the Sherarat, because nothing was beneath them and they knew the desert like I know the back catalogue of Stiff Records.




Our job was basically to play tag with the Turks - get their attention, let them chase us, then double back and lead them off in completely the wrong direction. Awad loved it, like a kid playing British Bulldog, and handled his new rifle with the enthusiasm of someone who'd just been given their first proper stereo system.




Afterwards we climbed this hill overlooking Batra and just lay there all afternoon, watching the Turks charging about in circles like they were chasing the last taxi on New Year's Eve, while our lot had a kip and the camels wandered about grazing. It was peaceful, cold, and completely removed from all the usual nonsense that fills your head. Up there, you could forget about all the manufactured anxieties and just be - like finding a perfect album you've never heard before.




But Awad couldn't stop thinking about his next meal and the fact that he now had regular access to food, so he spent the whole time fidgeting and chewing grass stalks, going on about how great it was to eat every day. Fair enough, really. If you've spent your whole life not knowing where your next meal's coming from, regular tucker probably feels like winning the lottery.




When we saw Ali's group coming over the pass, we legged it down to meet them. Turned out he'd lost four camels - two had fallen off the rocks, two had just given up - and he was still having a nightmare with Abd el Kader, who was apparently deaf, arrogant, and had the social skills of a parking warden. The whole thing was like trying to organize a works outing with people who hate each other.




We left them to follow after dark, and I lent them Awad as a guide. We'd meet up again at Auda's place. Then we pushed on across these shallow valleys until sunset, when we spotted Ghadir el Haj station miles away looking like a Lego brick someone had dropped in the middle of nowhere. Found some bushes, made camp, and Hassan Shah started this routine of making us all Indian tea after dinner. We were too greedy to say no, and basically nicked all his tea and sugar before anyone thought to send him fresh supplies. Not our finest moment, morally speaking.




CHAPTER LXXIII 



Right, so Lloyd had to bugger off back to Versailles, and we needed to find someone to get him across enemy lines without getting his head blown off. Finding a bloke wasn't the problem – it was getting him something to ride that had us stumped. The Howeitat camels were all off having their holidays in some field a day's ride away, which was about as helpful as a chocolate teapot.




I sorted it by lending one of my own animals – my ancient Ghazala, who'd turned out to be more pregnant than we'd bargained for. She was going to be absolutely useless for any serious riding by the end of our little adventure, so I gave her to Thorne instead. The Howeitat looked like they'd been slapped with a wet fish. They thought Ghazala was the Rolls-Royce of camels and would have paid through the nose just to sit on her, and here I was handing her over to some soldier whose pink face and swollen eyes made him look, as Lloyd put it, "like an abducted nun." Harsh but fair.




It was properly depressing watching Lloyd leave. He actually got things, helped out when it mattered, and wasn't completely mental about our cause. Plus he was the only properly educated person for miles around, and we'd spent hours talking about books and ideas and all the stuff you can't discuss with people whose main interests are warfare, tribal politics, and the finer points of camel maintenance. After he left, it was back to the endless bloody grind of military planning and desert logistics.




The night kicked off with exactly that sort of tedious work. We had to sort out the Howeitat situation, which meant sitting around Auda's fire for hours while I tried every trick I knew to win them over. It was like being a door-to-door salesman, except instead of flogging insurance I was trying to convince a bunch of hard-faced nomads to risk their lives for our cause. You could see when you'd scored a point – their eyes would light up like fruit machines – but you could also tell when you'd completely cocked it up and wasted precious minutes talking absolute rubbish.




The Abu Tayi were tough customers, mentally and physically, and they'd been doing this sort of thing for so long that any romantic notions about glorious warfare had been burned out of them years ago.




I was gradually winning the argument, but we were still at it near midnight when Auda suddenly held up his stick and told everyone to shut up. We all listened, wondering if we were about to be attacked, and then we heard this low, rumbling sound – too distant and regular to be thunder. It was like listening to a very quiet, very slow drumbeat. Auda looked west and said, "The English guns." Allenby was softening up the enemy in preparation for his attack, and those lovely, helpful explosions made my case better than hours of persuasive chat ever could.




The next morning everyone was cheerful and friendly. Old Auda, his problems sorted for now, gave me a proper bear hug and wished us well. Just as I was about to mount my camel, he ran over, grabbed me again, and whispered in my ear through his scratchy beard: "Watch out for Abd el Kader." There were too many people around to say anything else.




We rode across the endless, weirdly beautiful Jefer plains until evening, when we camped at the bottom of a cliff-like ridge. The place was crawling with snakes, which was lovely. Our daily marches were short and relaxed because the Indian soldiers had turned out to be hopeless riders. I'd stupidly assumed they knew what they were doing, but even on decent animals they could only manage thirty-five miles a day, which was basically a gentle stroll for the rest of us.




So each day was easy going, no stress, no physical strain. The weather was perfect – misty mornings, gentle sunshine, cool evenings – and everything felt peaceful and dreamlike. It was like a golden Indian summer, and I had this strange sense that it was all too good to last. But instead of making me anxious, that certainty just made the present moment feel even more peaceful. My mind was quieter than it had been in years.




We'd stopped for lunch – the soldiers insisted on three meals a day like they were on bloody holiday – when suddenly there was panic stations. Riders appeared from several directions at once, closing in fast. We grabbed our rifles, the Indians got their machine guns ready, and within thirty seconds we were in full defensive formation, though our position wasn't exactly what you'd call advantageous.




It made quite a picture. My bodyguards in their fancy clothes were spread out among the scrubby plants, rifles at the ready. The Indians crouched around their guns in neat khaki groups. Sherif Ali's men lay behind them with Ali himself in the middle, bare-headed and alert. In the background, the camel-handlers were bringing our animals to safety.




I was rather admiring our military tableau when Awad suddenly laughed, jumped up, and ran toward the enemy waving his sleeve as a sign of friendship. They shot at him, or over his head – pretty ineffectively. He lay down and fired back once, aiming just above the lead rider's head. That, plus our disciplined silence, seemed to confuse them. They pulled back into a group, had a quick discussion, and then half-heartedly waved their cloaks back at us.




One of them rode toward us slowly. Awad went to meet him, protected by our rifles, and discovered he was from the Sukhur tribe. When the man heard our names, he pretended to be shocked. We walked back to Sherif Ali together, followed at a distance by the rest of the newcomers once they'd seen our peaceful greeting. They were a raiding party from the Zebn Sukhur, who were camped at Bair just ahead of us.




Ali was furious with them for their treacherous attack and threatened all sorts of punishments. They took his telling-off sullenly, claiming it was just their tribal custom to shoot at strangers. Ali accepted this as their way of doing things – fair enough in the desert – but pointed out that appearing from three sides at once suggested a planned ambush. The Beni Sakhr were a dodgy bunch: not nomadic enough to follow the desert code of honor, but not civilized enough to have given up raiding and robbery.




Our former attackers went into Bair to announce our arrival. Mifleh, their chief, decided to make up for the hostile reception with an elaborate welcome involving every man and horse in the place. They charged around us in circles, whooping and firing their guns and showing off their horsemanship with complete disregard for our dignity, weaving in and out of our ranks and letting off rifles practically under our camels' noses. The dust was choking and everyone's voices went hoarse.




Eventually the circus calmed down, but then Abd el Kader, apparently thinking even idiots' opinions mattered, decided to demonstrate his own magnificence. The crowd was shouting welcome to Ali ibn el Hussein and me, so Abd el Kader climbed onto his mare and began prancing about in slow curves with his seven Algerian servants in formation behind him, crying "Houp, Houp" and firing his pistol unsteadily into the air.




The locals stared in amazement until Mifleh came over and said diplomatically, "My lords, please call off your servant, because he can neither shoot nor ride, and if he hits someone he'll ruin our good day." Mifleh didn't know the family history behind his nervousness. Abd el Kader's brother probably held the world record for fatal accidents with automatic pistols among his Damascus friends. As one local wit had put it: "Three things are impossible: Turkey winning this war, the Mediterranean turning into champagne, and me being in the same room as Mohammed Said when he's armed."




We unloaded our gear by some ruins. Beyond us, the Beni Sakhr's black tents dotted the valley like a herd of goats. A messenger invited us to Mifleh's tent, but first Ali had some business to attend to. At the Beni Sakhr's request, Feisal had sent some masons to repair a well, but after months of work they were claiming it still wasn't finished. We'd been sent to investigate the expensive delay.




Ali discovered that the workers had been living comfortably and forcing the Arabs to provide them with food. When he confronted them about it, they made excuses, but Sherifs had a natural talent for seeing through bullshit. Since Mifleh was preparing a feast for us – my men had excitedly reported seeing sheep being slaughtered behind his tent – Ali's justice moved swiftly. He heard the case, condemned the workers, had his slaves deliver punishment, and then everyone kissed and made up just in time for dinner.




If the Howeitat feasts had been buttery, the Beni Sakhr ones were absolutely drowning in the stuff. Our clothes were splattered, fat running down our chins, our fingertips scalded. As our hunger was satisfied, we ate more slowly, but we were nowhere near finished when Abd el Kader suddenly grunted, stood up, wiped his hands on a handkerchief, and sat back against the tent wall. We hesitated, but Ali muttered something about peasants and the meal continued until everyone was stuffed and the more restrained among us had started licking the hardened fat from our stinging fingers.




Ali cleared his throat and we returned to our carpets while second and third shifts of diners were fed. One small child in a filthy smock sat there solemnly stuffing food into his mouth with both hands from beginning to end, and finally staggered off with a swollen belly and grease-covered face, clutching a huge bone like a trophy.




Outside the tent, dogs cracked bones loudly while Mifleh's slave split a sheep's skull and sucked out the brains. Meanwhile, Abd el Kader sat spitting and belching and picking his teeth. Finally, he sent for his medicine chest and poured himself a dose, complaining that tough meat was bad for his digestion. He'd meant to impress everyone with his refined manners, but the Zebn were too close to desert culture to be impressed by purely peasant standards. Plus they had Sherif Ali right there as an example of how a real desert lord behaved.




His way of leaving the meal abruptly was proper central desert etiquette. On the fringes of settled areas, guests slipped away individually when they'd had enough. The far northern tribes fed strangers alone and in darkness so they wouldn't be embarrassed by their appetite. These were all acceptable customs, but among the important clans, the Sherifs' way was generally preferred. Poor Abd el Kader was completely misunderstood.




He took himself off, and we sat at the tent entrance, looking down at the dark valley dotted with campfires like earthbound constellations. It was a quiet night except when the dogs set each other off in howling competitions, and in the pauses between their concerts we could hear the steady, distant thudding of heavy artillery preparing for the assault in Palestine.




To this martial soundtrack, we told Mifleh we were planning to raid the Deraa area and would like him and fifteen of his men to join us, all mounted on camels. After our failure with the Howeitat, we'd decided not to reveal our actual objective in case its suicidal nature put people off. But Mifleh agreed immediately, apparently with enthusiasm, promising to bring the fifteen best men in the tribe plus his own son.




This lad, Turki by name, was an old favorite of Ali ibn el Hussein. They had some sort of animal attraction and wandered around inseparably, finding pleasure in touch and silence. He was a fair, open-faced boy of about seventeen – not tall but broad and powerful, with a round, freckled face, upturned nose, and very short upper lip that showed his strong teeth but made his mouth look rather sulky, though his eyes were cheerful enough.




We found him brave and reliable on two crucial occasions. His good nature made up for having picked up some of his father's begging habits – his father's face was completely consumed by greed. Turki's main anxiety was being accepted as a man among men, and he was always looking for some bold, wonderful deed that would let him show off his courage to the tribal girls. He was absolutely delighted with a new silk robe I gave him at dinner and walked through the camp twice without his cloak to show it off, shouting at anyone who seemed slow to join our expedition.




CHAPTER LXXIV 



Right, so it had gone dark ages before we finally got our act together and left Bair, after what felt like the world's longest water break. We chiefs hung about like spare parts while the Zebn did whatever it was they needed to do - you know how it is when you're waiting for your mates to get ready for a night out, except this was the desert and instead of checking their hair in the mirror, they were visiting dead ancestors.




Mifleh had this whole ritual thing going on where he had to pop round to see Essad - some long-dead relative who was supposedly the big cheese of the clan - at his tomb near Annad's grave. The Beni Sakhr had gone a bit suburban, really, getting all superstitious about holy trees and shrines and whatnot, like they'd moved to the villages and started believing in lucky charms. Sheikh Mifleh reckoned this was important enough to add another head-cord to the collection of tat already draped around Essad's headstone, and - typically - asked us to cough up for it.




I handed over one of my decent Mecca ornaments - proper red silk and silver job - making some comment about it being the thought that counts. But thrifty old Mifleh pressed a halfpenny into my hand in exchange, so he could claim he'd actually bought it rather than just cadged it off me. When I came back a few weeks later and saw the thing had vanished, he was going mental about some godless Sherari who'd nicked it from his ancestor. Classic, really.




This knackering old path took us out of Wadi Bair. Near the top of a ridge we found the others camped round a fire for the night, but there was none of the usual chat or coffee-making. We all lay there together, dead quiet, straining to hear Allenby's guns in the distance. They were quite eloquent, those guns, and the lightning in the west looked like gun-flashes backing them up.




The next day we went past the Thlaithukhwat - the Three Sisters - these brilliant white peaks that you could see for miles around, proper landmarks they were. We headed down the gentle slopes beyond them. It was one of those gorgeous November mornings that felt soft as an English summer, but I couldn't let myself enjoy it. I was spending every break and every stretch of riding with the Beni Sakhr, getting my ear tuned to their dialect, cramming my head with all the tribal gossip and family histories they let slip.




In the desert, where there's hardly anyone about, every important bloke knew every other important bloke, and instead of reading books they studied each other's family trees. If you didn't know this stuff, you'd be marked down as either common as muck or a complete outsider - and outsiders didn't get invited to the important conversations. Nothing was more exhausting, but nothing was more crucial for what I was trying to do, than this constant mental gymnastics of pretending to know everyone whenever I met a new tribe.




When night fell we camped in a tributary of Wadi Jesha, by some bushes with pale grey-green leaves that our camels liked and that gave us firewood. The guns were really clear and loud that night, maybe because the Dead Sea was acting like a drum, bouncing the echoes up to our plateau. The Arabs were whispering 'They're getting closer; the English are advancing; God help the poor sods under that bombardment.' They were actually feeling sorry for the Turks - their old oppressors who'd been so useless at oppressing that they'd ended up quite fond of them, more so than they were of us strong foreigners with our rigid, one-size-fits-all justice.




Arabs respected strength a bit, they respected cunning more (and they were pretty good at it themselves), but most of all they respected straight talking - about the only weapon God hadn't given them. The Turks were all things to all men, which made them popular with Arabs for as long as they weren't actually scary. There's a big difference between how you feel about individuals and how you feel about nations. There were Englishmen the Arabs liked better than any Turk or foreigner, but it would have been mental to assume that made them pro-English generally. Each outsider had to make his own way with them.




We were up early, planning to push hard to reach Ammari by sunset. We crossed ridge after ridge of sun-baked flints, covered in tiny saffron plants so bright and dense that everything looked gold. The locals called it Safra el Jesha. The valleys were only inches deep, their beds patterned like expensive leather by countless little streams from the last rain. Every curve was a grey mound of sand set hard with mud, sometimes glittering with salt crystals, sometimes rough with half-buried twigs. These valley offshoots running into Sirhan were always good for grazing. When there was water in the hollows, the tribes would gather and set up their tent villages. Our Beni Sakhr had done this, and as we crossed the boring downs they kept pointing to one anonymous hollow after another, saying 'That's where my tent was' and 'That's where Hamdan el Saih slept. Look, you can see the dry stones from my bed, and Tarfa's next to it. God rest her soul, she died in the samh year, in the Snainirat, from a puff-adder bite.'




Around noon we spotted a group of camels coming fast over the ridge, heading straight for us. Little Turki galloped out on his old female camel, rifle cocked across his lap, to see what they wanted. 'Ha,' Mifleh called to me while they were still a mile off, 'that's Fahad on his Shaara at the front. Those are our relatives.' And sure enough they were. Fahad and Adhub, the main war leaders of the Zebn, had been camped west of the railway near Ziza when a messenger brought news of our march. They'd saddled up immediately and ridden hard to catch us only halfway along the road. Fahad, very politely, told me off gently for presuming to ride through their patch on an adventure while his father's sons were just sitting in their tent.




Fahad was a melancholy, quiet little bloke of about thirty, with a pale face, neat beard and tragic eyes. His younger brother Adhub was taller and stronger, though still not very tall. Unlike Fahad, he was energetic, loud, rough-looking, with a snub nose, smooth boy's face and bright green eyes that darted hungrily from thing to thing. His ordinariness was made worse by his messy hair and dirty clothes. Fahad was tidier but still very plainly dressed, and the pair of them on their scruffy home-bred camels looked nothing like the famous sheikhs they were supposed to be. Still, they were legendary fighters.




At Ammari a cold night wind was whipping up the ash-coloured dust from the salty ground around the wells into a haze that got between our teeth like stale volcanic breath, and we weren't grateful for the water. It was surface water, like most of Sirhan, but most of the pools were too bitter to drink. One notable one called Bir el Emir was considered quite good by comparison. It sat in a little patch of bare limestone among sand dunes.




The water - cloudy and tasting of brine mixed with ammonia - was just below the level of the rock slab, in a stone basin with ragged, undercut edges. Daud tested its depth by chucking Farraj into it fully clothed. He disappeared into the yellow murk, then quietly surfaced under the rock ledge where you couldn't see him in the dusk. Daud waited a tense minute, but when his victim didn't appear he tore off his cloak and dived in after him - only to find him grinning under the overhanging ledge. Pearl diving in the Gulf had made them like fish in water.




They were hauled out and then had a mad wrestling match in the sand beside the water hole. Both got hurt, and they came back to my fire dripping wet, in tatters, bleeding, covered head to toe in mud and thorns, looking more like whirlwind demons than their usual smooth, elegant selves. They claimed they'd been dancing and tripped over a bush - would I be generous enough to give them new clothes? I dashed their hopes and sent them off to sort themselves out.




My bodyguard, especially the Ageyl, were naturally vain and spent their wages on clothes and ornaments, and loads of time braiding their shiny hair. Butter gave it the shine, and to keep the vermin down they regularly combed their scalps with fine-toothed combs and sprinkled them with camel piss. A German doctor at Beersheba, back in their Turkish days (these were the men who rushed our Yeomanry in the Sinai one misty dawn and wiped out a post), had taught them to be clean by locking the lousy ones in army latrines until they'd eaten their lice.




The wind died down at dawn and we moved on towards Azrak, half a day's march ahead. But we'd barely cleared the drifts by the wells when there was an alarm - mounted men had been spotted in the scrubland. This area was crawling with raiding parties. We came together in the best defensive position and stopped. The Indian section picked a small ridge cut up with narrow water channels. They got their camels down in the hollow behind and had their guns set up properly in no time. Ali and Abd el Kader unfurled their huge crimson banners in the fitful breeze. Our skirmishers, led by Ahmed and Awad, ran out left and right, and long-range shots were exchanged.




Then it all ended suddenly. The enemy broke cover and marched towards us in line, waving their cloaks and sleeves and chanting their war song of welcome. They were the fighting men of the Serhan tribe on their way to pledge allegiance to Feisal. When they heard our news they turned back with us, delighted to be spared the journey, since this tribe wasn't usually warlike or nomadic. They made quite a show of our joint entry to their tents at Ain el Beidha, a few miles east of Azrak, where the whole tribe was gathered. Our reception was loud because there'd been fear and wailing among the women that morning when they'd watched their men march off to risk rebellion.




But here they were, back the same day, with their own Sherif and Arab banners and machine guns, marching a ragged hundred men across, singing as cheerfully as when they'd set out. I had my eye on this remarkable red camel, maybe seven years old, carrying a Sirhani in the second line. The tall beast wouldn't be pushed around - with a long, flowing stride that nothing else in our crowd could match, it pushed to the front and stayed there. Ahmed slipped away to chat up its owner.




In camp the senior men divided our group among their tents for the honour of entertaining us. Ali, Abd el Kader, Wood and I were taken in by Mteir, the head sheikh of the tribe - an old, toothless, friendly thing whose loose jaw hung in his supporting hand the whole time he talked. He gave us a fussy welcome and loads of hospitality - boiled sheep and bread. Wood and Abd el Kader were perhaps a bit squeamish, since the Serahin seemed pretty basic when it came to table manners - there was more splashing and slurping at the communal bowl than you'd get in the posh tents.




Afterwards, because Mteir insisted, we slept on his rugs for the night. All the local ticks, fleas and lice that were bored of a steady diet of Serhan blood made a beeline for our fresh bodies. They were so delighted they went mental with hunger, and even with the best will in the world I couldn't keep feeding them. Ali couldn't either - he sat up and said he felt wakeful. So we woke Sheikh Mteir and sent for Mifleh ibn Bani, a young, energetic bloke used to leading their battles. We explained Feisal's situation and our plan to help him.




They listened gravely. The western bridge, they said, was completely impossible. The Turks had just flooded the area with hundreds of military woodcutters. No hostile group could get through undetected. They were deeply suspicious of the Moorish villages and of Abd el Kader. Nothing would convince them to visit one under the other's guidance. As for Tell el Shehab, the nearest bridge, they were worried the villagers - their sworn enemies - would attack them from behind. And if it rained, the camels wouldn't be able to trot back across the muddy plains near Remthe, and the whole party would be cut off and killed.




We were properly screwed now. The Serahin were our last hope, and if they wouldn't come with us we'd be unable to carry out Allenby's plan on schedule. So Ali gathered more of the tribe's better men around our little fire, and brought in Fahad, Mifleh and Adhub to beef up the courage factor. We started arguing against this pathetic caution of the Serahin, which seemed even more shameful after our long time in the purifying wilderness.




[The philosophical passage that follows would be significantly shortened and made more accessible in Hornby's style, focusing on the practical outcome rather than the abstract theorizing]




It was a desperate, half-coherent speech, hammered out moment by moment around that dying fire because we were completely desperate. I barely remembered what I'd said afterwards - my usually reliable memory gave up and just registered the slow conversion of the Serahin, the night quiet in which their worldliness faded, and finally their eager excitement to ride with us whatever happened.




Before dawn we called old Abd el Kader and, taking him aside among the sandy bushes, yelled into his cloth ear that the Serahin would start with us under his leadership for Wadi Khalid after sunrise. He grunted that it was good, and we promised each other that if we lived long enough, we'd never take a deaf man as a conspirator again.




CHAPTER LXXV 



So there we were, absolutely knackered, lying about like we'd just run a marathon (which, let's face it, in camel terms we basically had), but naturally we couldn't have a proper lie-in because we had to inspect the camel cavalry from Sirhan. And what a sight they were – imagine a Sunday league football team trying to look hard before a match against Manchester United. All flash and bluster, charging about like they were in some sort of historical epic, but you could tell they couldn't actually ride to save their lives. The problem was leadership, really – Mteir was past it (think Mick Jagger still trying to be a rock god at seventy), and ibn Bani was one of those political types who'd rather give speeches than actually get his hands dirty. Still, they were what we had – like supporting Spurs, really. You don't choose your lot in life.




So off we went at three o'clock (in the afternoon, thankfully – I'm not a morning person) toward Azrak, because spending another night in that tent would have been like death by a thousand paper cuts, only with sand.




This was Ali's first glimpse of Azrak, and honestly, we were like kids on Christmas morning, rabbiting on about all the legendary stuff that had happened there – ancient kings with names that sounded like prog rock bands, Roman soldiers doing their national service in the middle of nowhere (and you thought Aldershot was bad). Then suddenly there it was: this brilliant blue fortress perched on rock, palm trees swaying below like something out of a holiday brochure, fresh grass and sparkling water. It was one of those places that makes you believe in magic – like Wembley Stadium or the first time you see your team's ground as a kid. Unlike Rumm, which was all vast and echoing and made you feel like God was watching (think standing in an empty cathedral), Azrak was different – quieter, but packed with history. Every stone seemed to whisper about poets and warriors and lost kingdoms, all the romantic stuff that makes you wish you'd lived in more interesting times.




Ali finally spurred his camel down toward the grass behind the springs, and our desert-battered eyes nearly wept with relief – like walking into an air-conditioned shop after hours in the heat. Ali actually screamed "Grass!" and threw himself off his camel like a football player celebrating a goal, face-first into what looked like the scruffiest lawn in the world but seemed like heaven to us. Then he jumped up, let out his war cry (every family's got one, apparently), whipped off his headscarf and went running through the marsh like a kid let loose in a playground, his white feet flashing under his robes. You don't see that sort of thing much in suburban England – we're too embarrassed about our feet, for starters.




When we got back to business, Abd el Kader had done a runner. We searched everywhere – the castle, the gardens, by the spring – like looking for your mate who's disappeared on a night out. Finally our search party came back with locals who'd seen him heading north toward Jebel Druse just after we'd started. The regular troops hadn't known our plans (probably for the best) and hated him anyway, so they were quite pleased to see the back of him. For us, though, it was bad news – like your star player getting transferred to your rivals just before the cup final.




We'd already ruled out Um Keis, and without Abd el Kader, Wadi Khalid was a non-starter, which left us with Tell el Shehab bridge. Problem was, we'd have to cross open ground between Remthe and Deraa, and Abd el Kader had legged it to the enemy with all our plans and troop numbers. If the Turks had any sense at all, they'd have us like fish in a barrel. We talked it over with Fahad and decided to press on anyway, banking on the enemy being as incompetent as usual. It wasn't exactly confidence-inspiring – like deciding to take a penalty when you know the keeper's studied all your previous shots. Even the sunshine seemed a bit dimmer after that, and Azrak didn't feel quite so magical anymore.




Next morning we trudged along some godforsaken valley that reminded me horribly of the English countryside (never thought I'd be homesick for that), but Ali was chuffed because the valley had his family name and there were decent pools of rainwater for the camels. We stopped for lunch, Adhub went hunting with Ahmed and Awad, and came back with three gazelle. So naturally we had another lunch – massive feast, meat charred black on the outside, pink and juicy inside, like the world's best kebab. You learn to appreciate these moments in the desert, plus we were all secretly dragging our feet about this whole mission anyway.




My rest got ruined by having to play judge. Ahmed and Awad had been having a running feud (like Blur and Oasis, but with guns), which escalated during the hunt – Awad shot Ahmed's headgear, Ahmed put a hole in Awad's cloak. Proper playground stuff. I confiscated their weapons and announced I'd have their thumbs and forefingers cut off, which scared them into making up so quickly you'd have thought they were best mates again. Everyone vouched that the problem was sorted, so I passed it up to Ali ibn el Hussein, who let them off with the traditional punishment of having their heads whacked with a dagger until they bled down to their belts. Sounds worse than it was – painful but not dangerous, like a really bad hangover that reminds you why you shouldn't drink that much again.




We pushed on through lovely country until we reached Abu Sawana and found this perfect narrow channel of clear rainwater – like discovering a hidden pub that serves the perfect pint. This would be our base for the bridge raid. Just to be safe, we rode up a nearby hill for a look-see, and spotted a patrol of Turkish horsemen retreating in the distance. They'd missed us by about five minutes – like two football crowds just avoiding each other after a derby match.




Next morning we filled up our water bottles and marched until we reached the edge of a plain that stretched flat to the railway line miles away. We had to wait for dark to cross – the plan was to sneak over and hide in the hills near Deraa. In spring those hills were full of sheep and flowers, but by summer they were empty except for the odd traveler. We reckoned we could lie low there for a day without being spotted.




We made the most of the wait by eating everything we could – it lightened our packs and kept us from thinking too much about what we were walking into. Even so, the day dragged like a wet Sunday afternoon. Finally sunset came, darkness crept across the plain like spilled ink, and off we went. Two hours of quick marching over gravel and we reached the railway line. Found a rocky bit where we wouldn't leave tracks, and the Turkish guards seemed relaxed enough – clearly Abd el Kader hadn't caused a panic yet with whatever intelligence he'd delivered.




We crossed the line and half an hour later dropped into a shallow rocky depression full of plants that Mifleh had recommended as our hiding spot. We took his word for it that we were properly concealed and bedded down with our loaded camels for a few hours' kip before dawn showed us how safe we actually were.




When day broke, Fahad took me to the edge of our hiding place, and we found ourselves looking straight across at the railway line, close enough to hit with a decent throw. Bit too close for comfort, really, but the locals insisted this was the best spot available. We had to stay alert all day – every time someone spotted something, everyone would rush to look, and suddenly we'd have a line of heads silhouetted against the sky like targets in a shooting gallery. The camels needed constant watching to keep them from wandering into view, and every time a patrol passed we had to keep the beasts quiet – one good roar from a camel would have brought the whole Turkish army down on us. Yesterday had been long; today was longer. We couldn't even eat properly because we had to save water for tomorrow, which of course made us even thirstier.




Ali and I worked out the final details for our night ride. We were stuck here until sunset, then had to reach Tell el Shehab, blow the bridge, and get back across the railway before dawn – at least eighty miles in thirteen hours of darkness, with a complicated demolition job thrown in. Most of the Indians simply weren't up to it – not their fault, but they weren't natural riders and had worn out their camels on the march from Akaba. Arabs knew how to pace their beasts; the Indians had done their best but their cavalry training had knackered both them and their mounts on what should have been easy stages.




So we picked the six best riders on the six best camels, with Hassan Shah leading them – their officer and the bravest of the lot. He decided this small group should take just one Vickers gun, which seriously reduced our firepower. The more I thought about this whole Yarmuk plan, the less I liked our chances – like watching your team's injury list grow just before a crucial match.




The Beni Sakhr were proper fighters, but we didn't trust the Serahin as far as we could throw them. So Ali and I decided to make the Beni Sakhr our assault team under Fahad, leave some Serahin to guard the camels, and have the others carry the explosives in our attack on the bridge. For easier transport down steep hillsides in the dark, we repacked the gelignite into thirty-pound lumps in white bags so we could see them. Wood handled the repacking and got the splitting headache that came with handling the stuff – at least it helped pass the time.




I had to distribute my bodyguard carefully – paired each good rider with a less experienced local who knew the territory, then attached these pairs to my foreign contingent with orders to stick close all night. Ali ibn el Hussein took six of his men, and we rounded out the party with twenty Beni Sakhr and forty Serahin. The lame camels and weaker men stayed behind at Abyadh with orders to get back to Abu Sawana before dawn and wait for word from us. Two of my men suddenly developed mysterious illnesses that made them unfit to ride – I excused them for the night and, afterward, from all duties whatsoever. Some people just aren't cut out for the big occasions.




CHAPTER LXXVI 



Look, I know what you're thinking. Another bloody war story about blowing things up and riding camels through the desert, right? But here's the thing - and this is what really gets me - we'd been planning this operation for ages. I mean, properly planning it, the way I used to plan which records to buy when I got my pocket money, except obviously with more potential for people to die horribly.




So there we were, saying goodbye to the lads at sunset, and I've got to tell you, none of us really fancied it. You know that feeling when you're supposed to meet someone you quite fancy but you'd rather just stay in and watch telly? It was exactly like that, except with more guns and the very real possibility of being shot by Turks. Darkness was falling as we rode over the first ridge - and can I just say, riding a camel in the dark is about as much fun as trying to assemble IKEA furniture after six pints - when suddenly the blokes up front started charging about like they'd just spotted Kylie Minogue in Virgin Megastore.




What they'd actually found was this terrified pedlar with his two wives and a couple of donkeys loaded up with raisins and flour and cloaks. Proper awkward situation, that. Like bumping into your ex-girlfriend when you're out with your new one, except the ex might run off and tell everyone where you are and get you killed. In the end we made them camp and left one of our lot to babysit them until morning.




We spent the next few hours stumbling about in the pitch black until we found the old pilgrim road - the same road I'd first travelled down in Arabia twelve months earlier. Twelve months! In that time we'd fought our way twelve hundred kilometres up this road, past places with names that sound like Premier League footballers - Medina, Hedia, Dizad. All leading to Damascus, where this whole mad adventure was supposed to end.




But here's the thing - and this is the bit that really did my head in - we were all completely paranoid about this traitor, Abd el Kader. One bloke! One single bloke had legged it and betrayed us, and suddenly we were all convinced the whole Arab Revolt was going to end up like one of those bands that release a brilliant first album then disappear without trace because the lead singer develops a coke habit and the drummer runs off with someone's girlfriend.




Then some shepherd - probably bored out of his skull, sitting there in the middle of nowhere with nothing but sheep for company - decided to take a few pot shots at us. Missed by miles, the useless sod, but started screaming blue murder and firing randomly into our group like he was at a fairground shooting gallery after too many beers.




Our guide, Mifleh, panicked and led us on this mental cross-country chase down slopes and around hills until we finally got some peace and quiet. Next drama was a barking dog - which, let's face it, is always annoying whether you're trying to sneak past Turkish patrols or just trying to get some kip on a Sunday morning.




Mifleh made me ride next to him and told everyone to call me 'Arab' so no one would recognise my name in the dark. Smart thinking, that. Like using a fake name when you book a table at a restaurant you've been barred from.




The whole night carried on like this - near misses, close calls, people falling off camels (which, I can tell you from experience, hurts quite a lot more than falling off a bike). By the time we got to the bridge we were supposed to blow up, everything that could go wrong had gone wrong. Someone dropped a rifle, the sentry spotted us, all hell broke loose, and our explosives ended up at the bottom of a ravine somewhere.




Complete disaster. Absolute bloody shambles. We legged it back up the hill with the Turks shooting at us, jumped on our camels and rode off into the night like the world's most incompetent cavalry charge in reverse.




The really galling bit? As we crossed the railway line the next morning, cutting telegraph wires like a bunch of drunken students on a prank, we could hear Allenby's guns in the distance. His guns! Working perfectly, no doubt achieving everything they were supposed to achieve, while we were stumbling about in the mud having achieved precisely sod all except getting very tired and very wet.




By the time we finally stopped, everyone was in a foul mood. People were having fights, refusing to cook dinner, generally behaving like a bunch of teenagers whose parents have cancelled their pocket money. And why? Because we were all absolutely gutted that we'd cocked it up so spectacularly.




That's the thing about military operations - they're exactly like organising a night out with your mates. Months of planning, great expectations, and then it all goes tits up because someone drops something at the crucial moment.




CHAPTER LXXVII 



Look, I know what you're thinking. You're thinking this is going to be one of those tedious war stories where everyone's incredibly brave and noble and talks like they've swallowed a dictionary. But here's the thing - it wasn't like that at all. It was more like being really, really hungry and having to decide whether to order a takeaway or risk going to the supermarket in the rain.




We were basically screwed, food-wise. We'd done that typical bloke thing of setting off with just enough supplies to get us there, without really thinking about what we'd do afterwards. Three days' worth of food, and now we were staring at empty pockets and empty stomachs, standing around in the pissing rain like a bunch of wet weekenders who'd forgotten to book a restaurant.




The thing is, you can't just go home empty-handed when you're with the Beni Sakhr. It would be like supporting Tottenham and admitting you quite fancied Arsenal's chances this season - technically possible, but socially catastrophic. And the Serahin were still smarting from their last cock-up, desperate to prove themselves like a recently dumped mate who keeps going on about all the fit birds who fancy him.




That's when Ali ibn el Hussein - and Christ, was he ever the most Arab Arab you'd ever meet - piped up with, "Let's blow up a train." The reaction was immediate and universal, like someone suggesting we all go for a pint. Suddenly everyone was looking at me with that expectant expression that said: well, you're the expert, aren't you?




But here's the thing about blowing up trains - and I realize this makes me sound like a complete anorak - it's actually quite technical. When you do it properly, with the right kit and enough blokes with machine guns, it's like assembling IKEA furniture with the proper tools and the instruction manual. Do it half-arsed, and you might as well be trying to put together a wardrobe with a butter knife and a prayer.




The problem was our gunners were Indians, and while they were decent enough lads when they were warm and fed, they turned into proper wet blankets when they were cold and hungry. Have you ever tried to motivate someone who's simultaneously starving and freezing? It's like trying to get your flatmate to do the washing up when he's hungover - technically possible, but you'll need a bloody good reason.




The Arabs, on the other hand, were like those annoying people who actually enjoy camping. They'd cheerfully go without food for days and still be up for a fight, and if things got really desperate, they'd just eat the camels. The Indians, being principled about their dietary requirements, had ruled out camel entirely. It was like being vegetarian at a barbecue - admirable in theory, but practically limiting.




So Ali suggested we go it alone - just him and the Arabs and me, no machine gun support, like a really dangerous version of a lads' holiday. The idea was we might stumble across a supply train, something soft with civilians or just a few bored guards. It seemed worth a punt, like backing the outsider in the 3:30 at Kempton Park.




And that's how, at dawn, I found myself waving goodbye to the Indians, who were trudging back to Azrak looking like they'd just been told their favorite TV show had been cancelled. They'd come expecting a proper military operation and instead got a muddle at the bridge and now were missing out on the train action entirely. I felt genuinely sorry for them - it was like promising someone a night out in Soho and then taking them to a Harvester in Slough.




CHAPTER LXXVIII 



Right, so Mifleh was properly having a go at me, wasn't he? Thought I'd deliberately let the bloody train through, which, to be fair, I suppose I could see his point. When the Serahin lot found out what had actually happened, they all went a bit fatalistic - 'Bad luck is with us' and all that. Now, historically speaking, they weren't wrong. But the way they said it, like they were reading tea leaves or something, well, it got right on my nerves. So I did what any reasonable person would do in that situation: I made some snide comment about how brave they'd been at the bridge the week before. Basically called them cowards. 




Brilliant move, that. Absolutely brilliant. Within seconds I had a proper riot on my hands - the Serahin going mental at me, the Beni Sakhr jumping to my defence like I was their favourite footballer being fouled by the opposition. It was like watching Arsenal fans and Spurs fans try to share a pub.




Ali came running over to sort it all out, bless him. Poor kid looked absolutely dreadful - blue with cold and shaking like he'd been caught in a freezer. But he backed me up, didn't he? Came out with this brilliant line about how their ancestor the Prophet had given Sherifs the gift of 'sight', and he could see our luck was about to change. I mean, you've got to admire that kind of optimism when you're standing in the pissing rain watching your carefully laid plans go tits up.




And do you know what? The little sod was right. My first bit of good luck came when I managed to get the exploder working again using nothing but my dagger. Like trying to fix a telly with a butter knife, but somehow it worked.




Back we went to watch the wires, but sod all happened. Just more rain, more misery, everyone moaning like they were queuing for customer service at British Telecom. No train, too wet to light a fire, and the only food available was raw camel. Even I'm not that desperate. Well, not yet anyway.




The night was absolutely grim. Ali tried sleeping on his stomach to stop the hunger pains - bit like how I used to lie on my side after too many pints and a dodgy kebab. His servant Khazen lent him his cloak, then I shared mine with Khazen for a bit, but it got a bit too cosy, if you know what I mean. So I left them to it and went down to connect the exploder, spent the whole night there on my own, listening to those telegraph wires humming like a broken radiator.




Dawn came up looking like it had been designed by someone who really, properly hated mornings. We were all completely fed up by this point - sick of the whole business, like supporting England in a major tournament. But then things started looking up a bit. Ali woke up feeling better, which cheered everyone up, and Hamud (the slave) produced some sticks he'd been keeping dry against his skin all night. Resourceful, that. We got a fire going using some explosive as kindling - health and safety nightmare, obviously - and the Sukhur boys killed one of our camels and started chopping it up.




And that's when the lookout spotted the train.




Now, I don't want to sound like I'm showing off, but this was a proper train. Two engines, twelve passenger coaches, going like the clappers. Beautiful bit of engineering, really. Shame I was about to blow it to smithereens.




I set it off under the first engine and Christ, what an explosion. Like being at the front row of a Motorhead concert, except with more flying metal and blood. Got thrown backwards, shirt ripped to pieces, blood everywhere, and when the smoke cleared I found myself staring at half a bloke who'd been considerably more unlucky than me. The whole front of the engine had basically ceased to exist.




I knew I should probably move at this point, but my foot was killing me and my head felt like I'd been using it as a football. Started hobbling away, muttering 'Oh, I wish this hadn't happened' like some sort of mantra. Bit pathetic, really, but there you go.




The Turks started shooting back - always spoils the mood, that - and I found myself caught in the middle like a referee at a particularly nasty derby match. Ali saw me go down and came charging out with about twenty of his lads to help. Brave as lions, they were, but the Turks got seven of them in seconds. The survivors who reached me looked like they'd stepped out of some exotic dance troupe - all flowing white cotton and plaited hair. Probably not the time to appreciate the aesthetics, but you notice these things.




When I checked myself over properly, I discovered I'd been incredibly lucky. Loads of cuts and bruises, broken toe, five bullet grazes that looked worse than they were, and clothes that belonged in a charity shop bin, but nothing fatal. Like walking away from a car crash with just a headache.




The damage to the train was spectacular, though. Both engines completely knackered, coaches scattered about like someone had been playing with a massive train set after too many drinks. Turned out we'd bagged ourselves a proper big fish - Mehmed Jemal Pasha, some Turkish general rushing down to have a go at Allenby in Jerusalem. His car was on the back of the train, so naturally we shot it full of holes. Spotted some fat cleric we thought might be worth targeting too, so we kept shooting at him until he stopped moving. Bit unsporting, perhaps, but this was war, not cricket.




Problem was, there were about four hundred of the buggers on that train, and once they got over the shock, they started shooting back with considerable enthusiasm. We nearly had them at first - Mifleh charged the officers on his horse like something out of a Western, but got too excited to actually shoot anyone, so they all got away. Meanwhile, some of our lot started looting instead of fighting, which is always a mistake when people are still shooting at you.




Then we lost Fahad. Poor sod had led the first charge while I was lying there seeing stars, and caught one in the face. Adhub went charging back down to get him - absolute madness, but the Turks somehow missed him. Bullet had gone through Fahad's face, knocked out his teeth, made a right mess of his tongue. He was crawling around blind with blood when Adhub found him, but alive.




The Turks started advancing up the hill, so we let them get halfway and then gave them both barrels. Dropped about twenty of them, which sent the rest scurrying back. But they kept trying to outflank us - persistent buggers - and we were down to about forty men. Time to make a strategic withdrawal, as they say in the better class of military memoir.




We legged it up the streambed, stopping to take potshots whenever we found decent cover. Little Turki was brilliant - cool as anything despite his rifle being completely wrong for the job. Kept getting shot at, holes all through his headdress, but carried on regardless. Ali was getting narked with me for going so slowly, but I was in agony from all the cuts and bruises. Couldn't tell him that, though - had to pretend I was just casually studying the enemy tactical situation. Male pride, you understand.




Made it to the top eventually, everyone jumped on the nearest camel and we buggered off into the desert at full speed. Didn't stop for an hour, until we were sure we weren't being followed.




Best bit was, Rahail had somehow managed to bring a huge chunk of that camel we'd been cooking when the train arrived. Tied it to his saddle through all that chaos - now that's what I call keeping your priorities straight. Then we bumped into Matar coming back from his village with loads of food, so we stopped for a proper feast. First decent meal in three days.




We patched up Fahad as best we could, and Adhub made this ingenious stretcher arrangement using one of Matar's carpets and a camel saddle - crawled into the other end as a counterweight while Fahad went in his pocket. Off they went back to their tribe.




The other wounded got the local treatment - having the youngest lads piss on their wounds as antiseptic. Not exactly what you'd call NHS standard care, but apparently it works. Meanwhile, I played the generous commander - bought another mangy camel for meat, handed out rewards and prize money. We'd captured sixty or seventy rifles, which wasn't bad going.




Next day we rolled into Azrak like conquering heroes, everyone cheering and slapping us on the back. And yes, we boasted about being victors. God forgive us, indeed, but sometimes you've got to take your wins where you find them, haven't you?




CHAPTER LXXIX 



Look, I know what you're thinking. Here's another bloke banging on about the desert and camels and Lawrence of bloody Arabia, right? But bear with me, because this isn't really about any of that stuff. This is about what happens when you're stuck somewhere you don't want to be, trying to make the best of a completely mental situation, and discovering that other people are even more complicated than you thought they were.




So it's pissing it down, absolutely chucking it down, and everything's completely sodden. Allenby's weather forecast has gone tits up, which means no big advance this year. Brilliant. But we've decided to stick it out at Azrak anyway, because sometimes you've got to make a stand about something, even if you're not entirely sure why. It's like supporting Arsenal, really - you know it's going to end in disappointment, but you do it anyway because the alternative is admitting defeat.




The thing about Azrak is that it's got this old fort that's basically falling apart, but in that romantic, picturesque way that makes you think it might be quite nice to live there until you actually try it. Like buying a Victorian terrace because you've watched too many period dramas and then discovering the heating doesn't work and the roof leaks.




I set myself up in the southern gate-tower, which sounds grand but was basically a glorified ruin with a view. Got my six Haurani lads to patch up the roof with whatever they could find - brushwood, palm branches, clay, probably some old copies of the Damascus Daily Mail if they'd had one. The thing about these boys is they didn't mind getting their hands dirty, which already made them better company than most of the public school types I'd known.




Ali took the south-east corner tower, which was typical Ali - had to have the best spot, didn't he? But fair play, he actually made his roof watertight, while the rest of us were basically camping indoors.




Hassan Shah, who was our sort of unofficial caretaker (though calling him that would probably have got me stabbed), was dead keen on sorting out the mosque. It had been used as a sheep pen, which tells you everything you need to know about how seriously people had been taking religion around there lately. But once he'd cleaned it up, it became this rather beautiful space where the roof had partially fallen in, so you were praying half indoors, half under the sky. There was something quite profound about that, actually - like God had decided the building needed better ventilation.




The whole setup was a bit like a really ambitious gap year project, if gap years involved machine guns and the constant possibility of being murdered by Turks. Hassan Shah positioned the guns in the upper towers so we could see anyone coming, and insisted on having a proper sentry to close the gate at sunset. The gate itself was this massive stone slab that took about three people to move and made a noise like a small earthquake when it shut. Subtle it wasn't.




Food was always going to be an issue, because we were basically in the middle of nowhere and Tesco hadn't reached that part of the Ottoman Empire yet. We sent Matar off with a caravan to get supplies - not just ordinary stuff, but proper Indian food for the Indian lads (because apparently they couldn't cope without their spices, which I completely understood), sheep and butter for Ali's lot, and whatever else we could think of to keep our increasingly bizarre household happy.




For a while, it was almost pleasant. We had these lovely autumn days between the rain, sitting around like we were on some kind of adventure holiday, telling ourselves we were making a difference. That's the thing about causes - they always seem brilliant until you actually have to live them.




Then Wood got ill. Proper ill, not just the sort of poorly feeling you get from too much local food and not enough sleep. Dysentery, which is about as grim as it sounds. We had to send him back to Akaba, which was a bit like losing your best mate from a house share - suddenly everything feels less manageable and more serious.




But then the visitors started coming. Christ, did they come. It was like we'd accidentally opened the world's most remote bed and breakfast. Bedouins, Druses, politicians, traders, refugees - all sorts turning up at all hours, wanting to know about the Arab army and what we English were up to. Some brought presents (the good ones), some brought problems (most of them), and some brought both.




The thing is, once word got out that we had supplies from Akaba - real food, proper coffee, decent cloth - suddenly everyone was very interested in our cause. Funny how political conviction strengthens when there's something in it for you. Not that I'm being cynical or anything.




The star of the whole show was Ali ibn el Hussein, who was basically the sort of person you'd cast in a film about yourself if you could choose anyone in the world. Ridiculously good-looking, knew it, used it. Always dressed immaculately in black or white, never anything in between - probably spent longer getting ready in the morning than my sister. But the thing about Ali was that underneath all the posing and the beauty, there was something genuinely compelling about him. You wanted to be around him, even when you knew he was showing off.




He had this laugh that would just burst out of him when he was trying to be all serious and dignified, and suddenly you'd see that he was basically still a kid playing dress-up. But then he'd do something genuinely brave or clever, and you'd remember why people followed him into battle.




The weird thing was how lonely he seemed, despite always being surrounded by people. It was like he was performing all the time, even when he was eating dinner. Especially when he was eating dinner, actually - had to have his servant sit with him because he couldn't bear to eat alone, but couldn't quite manage to eat with his equals either. I've known people like that - they need an audience but can't find friends.




The nights were the best bit, once we'd got the gate shut and the ghost dogs started howling. Yeah, ghost dogs. Or possibly real dogs, or wolves, or jackals, or just the wind, but our local lads were absolutely convinced the place was haunted by the spirits of ancient warriors or something. To be honest, I quite liked the idea - better than a burglar alarm, and a lot more atmospheric.




We'd sit around the fire telling stories until stupid o'clock, drinking coffee and basically doing that thing where you stay up too late because the conversation's too good to end. The flames would throw these mad shadows on the walls, and everyone would take turns being the entertainment. It was like the world's most exotic book club, except instead of discussing the latest Booker winner, we were swapping war stories and tribal legends.




When the proper rain set in, though, the whole romantic desert adventure thing lost its appeal pretty quickly. The roof leaked, the walls sweated, and we basically spent days huddled under sheepskins on makeshift rafts, trying to stay dry and warm. It was like the worst camping trip ever, except we couldn't pack up and go home when the weather turned nasty.




That's when your mind starts playing tricks on you. Stuck in this ancient fort, listening to the rain and the wind, you start imagining all the other people who'd been trapped there over the centuries. All the sieges and battles and late-night conversations around fires just like ours. It was quite romantic until you remembered that most of those people had probably died horribly.




Just when I was starting to go properly stir-crazy, this brilliant outlaw turned up - Talal el Hareidhin, who was basically the region's most wanted man and absolutely loving it. Twenty-three Turks he'd killed, according to the local gossip, and he wore the reputation like a really expensive aftershave. Dressed like a cross between a bandit and a male model, rode a horse that probably cost more than my dad's car, and swaggered about like he owned the place.




The brilliant thing about Talal was that he was completely up for a road trip to scout out the area around Deraa. Finally, someone who understood that sitting around in a leaky fort telling stories was all very well, but at some point you had to actually do something. So off we went, just me, him, and a couple of guards, looking at railway lines and planning the next phase of our increasingly complicated war.




And that's the thing, really. You start off thinking you know what you're doing - simple cause, clear enemies, obvious solutions. But then you end up in this crumbling fort with a bunch of complicated, brilliant, damaged people, trying to hold together an alliance that's part politics, part friendship, part shared delusion, and part really good storytelling around a fire on a cold night.




Rather like supporting a football team, when you think about it. Except with more shooting.




CHAPTER LXXX 



Look, I'm not going to pretend this is easy to write about. Some things are so fundamentally horrible that even thinking about them makes you want to put on a Smiths album and hide under the duvet for a week. But this is what happened to Lawrence in Deraa, and if you're going to tell the story properly, you can't just skip to the bit where everyone feels better about themselves.




The thing is, we needed to check out Deraa - it was basically the equivalent of trying to work out whether your local HMV was worth robbing, except instead of wondering if they had the new Radiohead import, we were wondering how many Turkish soldiers would try to kill us. Talal couldn't come with me because he was about as anonymous in Deraa as Morrissey would be at a Tory party conference, so it was just me and Faris, who was perfect for this sort of thing because he looked like everyone's dad and had the kind of forgettable face that you'd struggle to pick out of a lineup of one.




We looked absolutely dreadful, like we'd been to an outdoor festival that had been rained off halfway through Blur's set. I was wearing Halim's clothes, which fitted me about as well as my GCSE results fitted my parents' expectations, and I was still limping from when we'd blown up that train - which sounds much more exciting than it actually was, trust me. Walking was agony, like trying to get through a Coldplay concert while wearing shoes that are two sizes too small.




The reconnaissance bit was going fine - well, as fine as anything involving Turkish soldiers and barbed wire can go - until some Syrian soldier started chatting to us. He was obviously planning to desert, which, fair enough, I mean, who hasn't wanted to quit their job and run away? But then someone shouted in Turkish, and before you know it, I'm being dragged off by a sergeant like a shoplifter who's been caught nicking vinyl.




They took me to see this Turkish officer who clearly wasn't buying my cover story. I told him I was Ahmed ibn Bagr, a Circassian from Kuneitra, which was about as convincing as telling your parents you're staying late at school to do extra maths. He saw right through it, obviously, and had me locked up with a bunch of soldiers who tried to make prison sound like a gap year opportunity.




Then came the bit that still makes me wake up in a cold sweat sometimes, usually at about three in the morning when I've been listening to too much Joy Division. They took me to see the Bey - the governor - and let's just say his idea of hospitality would make a serial killer write a strongly-worded letter to the complaints department.




I won't go into all the details because, frankly, some things are too grim even for me, and I once spent an entire chapter explaining why The Clash selling out was a personal betrayal. But suffice to say, when I refused his advances, things got very unpleasant very quickly. The beating that followed was like being trapped in the worst possible mosh pit, except the music was just the sound of your own screaming and there was no chance of the bouncer stepping in to help.




The weird thing was, at some point during all this, part of me just... detached. Like I was watching it happen to someone else, the way you might watch a particularly brutal film adaptation of a book you love, thinking "Well, they've completely missed the point, haven't they?" Except the book was my life, and the film was what these bastards were doing to my body.




Afterwards, they patched me up with all the care and attention of a festival first-aid tent, and I managed to escape through a window. Walking through Deraa in stolen clothes, trying not to look like someone who'd just experienced the absolute worst night of his life, was like trying to act normal at a family dinner when you've just been dumped by text message. Everything felt wrong, everything felt fake, and every laugh from every stranger felt like a personal insult.




The whole thing left me feeling like I'd been forced to listen to the complete works of Phil Collins while someone explained why Oasis were better than Blur. Some experiences just break something inside you, and you spend the rest of your life trying to work out if it can ever be properly fixed.





So there I was by the bridge, and naturally there were wells there, because there are always bloody wells by bridges, aren't there? Basic geography, that. People milling about doing whatever it is people do around wells – probably discussing the weather or complaining about the Turks, the usual stuff. I found a side trough that wasn't being used (result!), splashed some water on my face like you do when you're trying to look less conspicuous, had a drink – God, it was good – and then basically legged it down the valley heading south. Kept my head down, you know? Didn't want to draw attention.




The thing is, this valley turned out to be exactly the secret route we'd been looking for to get to Deraa and catch the Turks with their trousers down. Typical, isn't it? I'd finally worked out the answer to the whole bloody puzzle, but only after everything had gone completely tits up. It's like finally understanding the offside rule after your team's been relegated.




Anyway, I'm hobbling along the road to Nisib – and I mean properly hobbling, like an old man with gout – when this Serdi bloke on a camel catches up with me. I gave him some story about having business in Nisib and being knackered, and fair play to him, he felt sorry for me and let me climb on behind him. Spent the rest of the journey clinging to this bag-of-bones camel feeling like I was being slowly cooked alive. Made me think of Saint Lawrence on his gridiron, which probably tells you everything you need to know about my state of mind at the time.




Found the tribe's tents just outside the village, and there were Faris and Halim waiting for me, looking worried sick and dying to know what had happened. Halim had actually been up to Deraa during the night – the nosy sod – and reckoned everything was quiet, which meant they hadn't figured out what had really gone on. So I spun them this elaborate yarn about bribing people and pulling fast ones on the Turks, made it sound like a proper adventure. They absolutely loved it, promised to keep it between us, laughing their heads off at how thick the Turks were.




That night I managed to have a look at the big stone bridge near Nisib. Not that I gave a toss about the Arab Revolt anymore – or anything else, really, except trying to put myself back together – but the war had been my thing, hadn't it? My hobby, you might say. So for old time's sake, I thought I'd better see it through to the end, like finishing a crap book just because you've started it.




Next day we got on our horses and rode back towards Azrak, taking it nice and easy. Nothing much happened except this raiding party from the Wuld Ali – who weren't even supposed to be on our side – let us pass without nicking our horses or anything when they heard who we were. Bloody surprising, that was. They treated us like we were someone special, showed us proper respect, and for a moment I almost felt like I could carry on with all this. But the days that followed just confirmed what I already knew: that night in Deraa, something fundamental in me had been completely and utterly broken. Game over, really.




CHAPTER LXXXI 



Right, so this Xury bloke, the Druse Emir of Salkhad (and yes, I know, titles like that make you feel like you're reading the phone book from some medieval theme park), rocks up to our castle just before I do. It's his first time meeting Sherif Ali, which is a bit like introducing your mate to your dad – you know it could go either way.




Anyway, Xury fills us in on what happened with Emir Abd el Kader, this Algerian who'd basically done a runner from us earlier. And Christ, what a performance he'd put on. Picture this: he rides into their village like he's Mick Jagger arriving at Wembley, Arab flag waving about, seven blokes on horses firing shots in the air like it's New Year's Eve in Texas. The locals are standing there gawping, and the Turkish Governor – who's probably thinking this is exactly the sort of bollocks he doesn't need on a Tuesday – starts complaining that it's all a bit insulting, really.




Abd el Kader, meanwhile, is sitting on this divan like he's holding court on The X Factor, giving it the full spiel about how the Sherif's taking over the whole Jebel Druse area through him, and everyone gets to keep their jobs. Very magnanimous. Next morning he does it all again – another victory lap round the district, because why have one moment of glory when you can have two?




The Governor complains again (fair enough), so Abd el Kader whips out this gold-handled sword from Mecca – proper bling, this thing – and starts swearing he's going to chop off Jemal Pasha's head with it. The Druses are mortified, like your nan when you swear in front of the vicar, telling him you can't say things like that in front of His Excellency. Abd el Kader's response? Calls them whoresons, sons of bitches, pimps, cuckolds – basically every insult in the book, spraying abuse around the room like a broken fire hydrant of profanity.




Naturally, the Druses get the hump. Abd el Kader storms out in a proper strop, jumps on his horse and shouts that when he stamps his foot, all of Jebel Druse will rise up for him. Which is the sort of thing you say when you're having a tantrum but probably regret later.




Off he goes with his seven mates to Deraa Station, same routine as before. The Turks, who know he's completely mental, just let him get on with it. They don't even believe him when he tells them Ali and I are going to have a crack at the Yarmuk bridge that night. But when we actually do it, suddenly they're taking him seriously and packing him off to Damascus under guard.




Jemal finds the whole thing hilarious – you know how some people collect stamps? He collects nutters to laugh at. Eventually Abd el Kader calms down and the Turks start using him again to wind up the local Syrian nationalists. Like having a mate who's brilliant at starting fights in pubs.




The weather was absolutely dreadful – sleet, snow, storms, the full British winter experience – and it was obvious that we'd be stuck at Azrak for months doing nothing but teaching and preaching. Which, if I'm honest, I wasn't exactly gagging for. I'd done my share of converting people, all the while feeling like a complete fraud, an outsider trying to sell them their own independence. It's like being a Tottenham fan trying to convince Arsenal supporters that football's worth caring about – technically you believe it, but you know something's not quite right.




The hardest part was convincing myself that the British Government would actually keep its promises. Especially when I was knackered and ill, when my brain was doing that thing where it won't shut up and just picks apart everything you're trying to believe in. And then, after dealing with the Beduin – who were brilliantly direct, just barging in shouting 'Oi, Lawrence!' and telling you exactly what they needed – these smooth town types would crawl in calling me Prince and Bey and Lord and Deliverer. All these fake titles draped over me like a badly fitting suit.




I'd never wanted to be some untouchable figure. I'd tried to be normal, accessible, even though it felt like running a drop-in centre sometimes. I'd kept things simple – no tents, no cooks, no servants, just my guards who were proper fighters, not groveling yes-men. And here were these Byzantine shopkeepers trying to turn us into some kind of medieval court! So I said sod this, and decided to head south to see if we could do something useful around the Dead Sea, which the enemy was using like a moat to keep us away from Palestine.




I gave Ali what money I had left and asked him to look after the Indians. We bought them fresh camels in case they needed to scarper quickly, though Ali reckoned the Turkish threats against Azrak were complete nonsense. We had this proper emotional farewell – swapped clothes like schoolkids, kissed like we were in a Shakespeare play. Then it was just me and Rahail on two camels, heading south into a sunset that looked like a Windows screensaver, with flocks of cranes flying overhead like arrows fired by some giant archer who'd had a few too many.




It was horrible from the start. By the time we reached Wadi Butum it was properly dark and the ground was like a skating rink made of mud. The camels kept slipping and falling, we kept falling off the camels – it was like some slapstick routine that stopped being funny after the first tumble. By midnight we'd made it across the Ghadaf but the conditions were so appalling we had to stop. Plus that business at Deraa had left me feeling weirdly fragile, like my muscles had been replaced with jelly that someone had set on fire.




We slept in the mud, woke up looking like we'd been dipped in chocolate, and grinned at each other through the crust. The wind helped dry things out, which was crucial because I wanted to reach Akaba before Wood's caravan left, and they already had eight days on us. My body's complete reluctance to ride hard was, perversely, exactly why I forced myself to push on. It's like when you're ill but still go to work because staying in bed feels like giving in to weakness.




The morning was still awful but the afternoon got better as we climbed higher. Then suddenly – bang! – shots everywhere, and four blokes come charging down the hill at us like extras from a Western. I stopped my camel calmly, because getting flustered with Beduin in a crisis is like panicking during penalty shootouts – it only makes things worse.




They jump off their camels waving rifles about, asking who we are and claiming they're Jazi Howeitat, which was complete bollocks because their camel brands clearly showed they were Faiz. They're pointing guns at us from about four yards away, telling us to get down. So I laugh at them – brilliant tactic with Beduin, like defusing a bomb with comedy.




This confuses them completely. I ask the loudest one if he knows his own name. He stares at me like I've lost it. He comes closer, finger on trigger, and I lean down and whisper that it must be 'Thief' because no other profession could be so rude. Meanwhile I've got a pistol pointed at him under my cloak.




It was a proper insult, the kind that should have got me shot, but he was so amazed that anyone would provoke an armed man that he forgot about murdering us for a moment. He stepped back, looking around like maybe we had backup hidden somewhere. I rode off slowly, feeling like I had a target painted on my back, calling for Rahail to follow. They let him go too. When we were a hundred yards away they remembered they were supposed to be robbing us and started shooting, but we legged it over the hill and into safe territory.




From the next ridge at sunset we looked back at the northern plain, all grey except for these brilliant red patches where the dying sun caught pools of rainwater. These bloody red spots were brighter than anything else, seeming to float in the distance like something from a hallucination.




We passed Bair after dark, just a few tent-fires still glowing. Found a pool of rainwater for the camels – night riding is murder on everyone. During the day you can see what's coming, adjust your body to the camel's rhythm, but at night you're just getting hammered by every unexpected jolt. I had fever again which made me irritable, and I ignored Rahail's pleas for rest. He'd been taking the piss out of all of us for months with his endless energy and his laughing at our weaknesses, so this time I was determined to ride him into the ground. Before dawn he was crying quietly, trying not to let me hear.




Dawn at Jefer came like someone slowly turning up a dimmer switch, everything grey and uncertain. We stopped at Auda's camp for dates and a chat, but no fresh camels. Rahail was beyond complaining now, riding beside me white-faced and silent, grimly determined to outlast me, starting to take a perverse pride in his suffering.




Even if we'd started equal, he was stronger than me, and now I was nearly finished. I was slowly surrendering to this creeping numbness that was working with my fever and the monotony of riding to shut down my senses. I seemed to be approaching that unconsciousness I'd never been able to reach before – a kind of promised land for someone born too thick-skinned for normal fainting.




I found myself splitting into different parts. One kept riding sensibly, managing the exhausted camel. Another hovered above watching curiously, asking what my body was doing. My body didn't answer, just kept going with this single-minded determination to continue. A third part kept up a running commentary, critical of this self-inflicted punishment and contemptuous of the whole pointless exercise.




The night passed with these voices arguing in my head. My unseeing eyes fixed on the dawn goal ahead – the top of the pass where the world of Rumm spread out like a holiday brochure – while my different selves debated whether the struggle was noble but the end stupid and just the start of new troubles. My knackered body ignored them all and kept going, which was probably right, because they weren't saying anything I couldn't have thought when I was perfectly well.




Rahail woke me from what felt like death by grabbing my reins and hitting me, shouting that we'd gone the wrong way and were heading toward the Turkish lines. He was right, and we had to make a long detour to reach Batra safely.




We walked down the steep bits and stumbled through Wadi Hafira, where this brilliant little Howeitat kid, maybe fourteen, jumped out pointing a rifle at us and demanding we explain ourselves. We laughed and did, and the lad blushed and said his father's camels kept him out in the field so much he didn't know us by sight or reputation. He begged us not to embarrass him by telling anyone about his mistake. It broke the tension between me and Rahail, and we started chatting again as we rode onto the Gaa.




We slept under the tamarisk trees during the hot part of the day, having accepted that we'd lost our chance of reaching Akaba in three days from Azrak. The failure didn't bother us much – Rumm's glory doesn't let you waste energy on feverish regrets.




We rode up the valley in the early afternoon, taking the piss out of each other as the long winter evening settled around us. Past the Khazail we found the sun hidden behind clouds and enjoyed a proper English twilight. At Itm the mist rose gently and collected in white masses in every hollow. We reached Akaba at midnight, slept outside the camp till breakfast, then I found Joyce and discovered the caravan wasn't ready anyway – Wood had only just got back.




Then urgent orders came for me to fly up to Palestine immediately. Croil flew me to Suez, then up to Allenby's headquarters beyond Gaza. He was so chuffed with his victories that my brief report that we'd failed to take the Yarmuk bridge was enough – I didn't have to go into the miserable details.




While I was still there, word came that Jerusalem had fallen, and Allenby was preparing his official entrance in the elaborate style Mark Sykes had dreamed up. He was decent enough to let Clayton bring me along as his staff officer for the day, even though I'd contributed nothing to the success. The personal staff dressed me up in their spare kit until I looked like a proper British major – Dalmeny lent me red tabs, Evans his dress hat. So I had all the regalia for the ceremony at the Jaffa Gate, which for me was the absolute pinnacle of the whole war.




BOOK SEVEN. The Dead Sea Campaign 



CHAPTERS LXXXII TO XCI 



Right, so Jerusalem was sorted – tick, job done – and Allenby, being the kind of bloke who can't just sit back and enjoy a victory for five minutes, immediately started fretting about his right flank. You know the type: wins the lottery and immediately starts worrying about tax brackets. So he gives us what he calls a "limited objective," which in military speak means "go and do something moderately dangerous while I work out what to do next."




And fair play, we started brilliantly. I mean, properly brilliantly – the kind of start that makes you think you might actually know what you're doing for once. But then – and there's always a "but then," isn't there? – we hit the Dead Sea, and everything went tits up. 




It wasn't just one thing, obviously. It never is. The weather was absolutely grim, everyone was in a foul mood (myself included), and suddenly nobody could agree on anything. It was like being in a really crap band where the drummer wants to go prog, the bassist thinks he's in a punk outfit, and the lead singer's having delusions of becoming the next David Bowie. Our offensive spirit, which had been quite impressive actually, just... evaporated. The whole thing fell apart.




Then I had this spectacular row with Zeid – the kind of argument where you say things you probably shouldn't, but you're too wound up to stop yourself – and I thought, sod this. I packed it in, headed back to Palestine, and basically told them we'd made a complete hash of it. Could I possibly do something else instead? Anything else, really.




But Allenby – and this is the thing about Allenby – was already three steps ahead, busy plotting some massive scheme for spring. Probably had charts and everything. So instead of giving me a nice, quiet desk job somewhere, he packed me straight back off to Feisal with a whole new set of responsibilities. Which was either a tremendous vote of confidence or a very polite way of telling me to stop being such a drama queen.




CHAPTER LXXXII 



Look, I'll be honest with you - I've never been great at military history. It's one of those subjects that makes me feel like I'm back at school, desperately trying to stay awake during double geography. But there was something about this whole Middle Eastern campaign thing that got to me, probably because it was such a complete mess, and I've always been drawn to spectacular failures.




So there we were, driving back to Shea's place, feeling that weird mix of embarrassment and smugness you get when you've won something you probably didn't deserve - like getting an A on an essay you wrote the night before while watching *Match of the Day*. The lunch spread was frankly ridiculous: chicken mayonnaise, foie gras sandwiches, the works. It was the kind of elaborate picnic that only the British Army could organize in the middle of a desert war.




Then this French bloke Picot - and honestly, you could tell he was trouble just from the way he said "my dear general" - announced that he'd be setting up a civil government the next day. Just like that. It was like someone announcing they're going to redesign the offside rule at half-time during the Cup Final.




The silence that followed was properly biblical. We all just sat there with bits of sandwich hanging out of our mouths like idiots. Even Allenby looked stumped for a moment, and this was a man who could probably reorganize the Ottoman Empire before his morning coffee. But then his face went that particular shade of red that means someone's about to get properly told off, and he laid down the law: military zone, commander-in-chief, end of discussion. Poor old Picot tried to name-drop Sir Edward Grey, but Allenby shut him down like a bouncer at closing time.




The drive back was brilliant after that - you know that feeling when your team's just scored against all odds and the sun's shining and everything seems possible? That was us, bombing down the mountain road.




Back at camp, Allenby and Dawnay gave me the proper briefing. The British forces were basically knackered - they'd been fighting the Turks in these hellish hills that sounded like the kind of place you'd only visit if someone paid you very well indeed. They wanted us to head north toward the Dead Sea and link up the front line, which was the sort of military maneuver that sounds simple on paper but is guaranteed to be an absolute nightmare in practice.




The conversation that followed was like one of those complicated transfer negotiations you read about in the football pages. If we could get to Tafileh, and if they could supply us through Jericho, and if the railway reached Jerusalem by January, then maybe - just maybe - we could abandon our base at Akaba and set up shop in the Jordan Valley. It was the kind of plan that required about fifteen different things to go right simultaneously, which should have been our first clue.




But you know how it is with these grand strategies - they sound brilliant when you're sitting around talking about them, especially after a decent lunch. So we agreed to the whole thing: reach the Dead Sea, stop the Turkish supply boats, get to the Jordan by March. Simple.




Since it would take a month to get started anyway, I decided to take a holiday. I know how that sounds - going on holiday in the middle of a war - but honestly, after months of desert campaigns and tribal politics, a week in Cairo experimenting with explosives felt like a spa break.




When I got back to Akaba on Christmas Day, Snagge had organized this proper dinner party on his ship. It was one of those quintessentially British moments: formal dinner service on the after deck of a naval vessel, in the middle of the Arabian desert, because that's just what you do. The man had even built proper tables and everything.




It reminded me of something Feisal had said months earlier, after spending a miserable day in the rain and then being invited aboard the *Hardinge* for a warm bath and a decent meal. He'd sat back in an armchair afterward, smoking, and told me he'd finally figured out what heaven would be like. Which, when you think about it, was probably the most relatable thing anyone said during the entire campaign.




Joyce filled me in on the situation while we were there. Maulud had been doing rather well, considering - harrying the Turks, cutting their supply lines, generally making their lives miserable. It was proper guerrilla warfare, the kind where you don't actually have to win battles, just make the other side wish they'd never got out of bed.




With things going reasonably well for once, Joyce and I decided to take a little road trip down to Mudowwara. I know it sounds mad, but after months of camels and tactical discussions with tribal leaders, the idea of just driving fast cars across the desert felt like the height of luxury.




And it was brilliant, actually. The mud-flats were perfect - smooth as a snooker table - and for the first time in months our drivers could really open up the Rolls-Royces. Sixty-five miles per hour across the desert, chasing gazelles, sleeping under the stars with proper English conversation around the campfire. It was like being on a very expensive, very dangerous camping trip.




The whole thing made me realize something about armoured car warfare - it was fighting for people who didn't really want to get their hands dirty. We could roll up to Turkish positions in our steel-plated vehicles, have a bit of a scrap, and roll away again without anyone getting seriously hurt. It was war as a spectator sport, which suited me perfectly.




But here's the thing that really got to me about the whole business: the British High Command was completely obsessed with capturing Medina, spending fortunes on operations that were basically pointless, while missing the obvious strategic picture. It was like watching someone try to solve a crossword by eating the newspaper.




The Turks were finished - anyone could see that - but sentiment and politics kept them hanging on to places that were militarily worthless. And our side was just as bad, throwing good money after bad because they couldn't admit that maybe, just maybe, the irregular approach might actually work better than the textbook version.




So there I was, stuck between Turkish stubbornness and British orthodoxy, trying to run a war that nobody really understood, least of all me. It was like being the only person at a party who realizes the music's rubbish but having to pretend you're enjoying it anyway.




 CHAPTER LXXXIII 



Right, so back in Akaba I had to sort out my domestic situation, which mainly meant putting together a proper bodyguard. It's like when you're getting a bit of attention at work and suddenly everyone's watching what you do - except in my case, the Turks had gone from being mildly curious about this English bloke wandering around the desert to being properly annoyed and putting a price on my head. A hundred quid at first, which, let's be honest, was a bit insulting. But after we took Akaba and blew up Jemal Pasha, they bumped Ali and me up to twenty thousand alive, ten dead. Still probably wouldn't be paid, mind you - it's like those record company promises, all very impressive until you try to cash the cheque.




So I needed some protection. Hard men, basically. The kind of blokes who'd got themselves into trouble elsewhere - your classic misfits and outcasts. It's a bit like putting together the perfect five-a-side team: you don't want the sensible married blokes with mortgages, you want the nutters who'll slide in studs-up on a wet Tuesday in February.




Then this Ageyli turned up at Marshall's tent (Marshall was our Scottish doctor - I was lodging with him, which was like having the world's most patient flatmate). Thin, dark, short, but dressed like he'd robbed Liberace's wardrobe. Gorgeous saddle-bag over his shoulder - proper show-off kit, all greens and scarlets and tassels hanging everywhere. Very much the desert equivalent of turning up in a flash car you can't afford.




He dumped this bag on my carpet, said "Yours," and disappeared. Next day, back with an equally stunning camel-saddle. Third day, he turns up in rags, throws himself at my feet, and asks for a job. Classic negotiating technique - establish your credentials with expensive gifts, then play the humble supplicant.




His name was Abdulla el Nahabi - "the Robber" - which he'd inherited from his dad. Lovely family business. His CV was essentially a tour of every prison and scandal in Arabia. Born in Boreida, kicked out for impiety (never a good start), then trouble with a married woman (the eternal story), service with ibn Saud (hard swearing, lashes, imprisonment - textbook career progression), desertion to Kuwait (more romantic difficulties), then Hail where he whacked his officer with a camel-stick. Prison again, naturally.




He'd worked on the Hejaz Railway until he had a disagreement with a contractor about working conditions - specifically, Abdulla felt the contractor's head was too firmly attached to his shoulders. More prison time in Medina, though he escaped through a window, which shows initiative. Made it to Mecca, became a postman between there and Jidda, set up his parents in a shop - proper family man, really - until he got robbed and lost everything.




Joined the Sherifian camel-police, made petty officer, but his section kept getting into knife fights and his mouth was apparently "a maw of depravity which had eaten filth in the stews of every capital in Arabia." Brilliant character reference, really. Got into more trouble, nearly died from his punishment, but bounced back into service with Sharraf.




Ibn Dakhil's letter of recommendation was a masterpiece: faithful but disrespectful, most experienced Ageyli going (having been dismissed by every Arabian prince), blind as a bat so couldn't see danger, rode like a demon, brave as anything. "The perfect retainer," basically. I hired him on the spot.




Only got arrested once in my service - at Allenby's HQ, where he'd planted himself on the Commander-in-Chief's doorstep, armed to the teeth, eating oranges like it was an Olympic sport and announcing himself as my son. The provost-marshal was having kittens. Abdulla got his first phone call out of it, thought it was brilliant, suggested all prisons should have them. Proper tourist, really.




With Abdulla and the Zaagi (my other commander - much more conventional type), I built up this extraordinary gang of ninety cutthroats. The British called them exactly that, but they only cut throats on my orders, which I thought showed admirable discipline. They were completely loyal to me and pretty much ignored everyone else, though they were sweet to Marshall, boring him senseless with camel talk from dawn to dusk.




About half were Ageyl - mercenaries from Nejd who were absolutely obsessed with their camels, knew them all by name, treated them like beloved pets. Brilliant fighters when properly paid, useless when not. Basic freelancer psychology.




I paid them six pounds a month plus provided the camels, so it was all profit for them. Made the job very attractive. We bought the fastest, hardest camels we could find - didn't matter if they were uncomfortable, we wanted speed and endurance. Like buying a really hardcore road bike: it might hurt, but it'll get you there fast.




The lads took enormous pride in being in my bodyguard. Dressed like a rainbow - every color except white, which was my thing and they didn't want to seem presumptuous. Could be ready in half an hour for a six-week expedition, traveled light, never complained about fatigue (or if they did, the others would shut them up pretty sharply).




They fought like absolute maniacs and expected to be rewarded and punished accordingly. The whole thing worked because anyone could quit if they wanted - though only one ever did. The rest seemed to get off on the danger and the suffering. Very Eastern mindset, this idea that physical hardship somehow liberated the spirit. I never quite got it myself, but it certainly worked for them.




The master-servant relationship out there was completely different from anything I'd known. They weren't afraid of punishment because it humiliated them, but because they'd genuinely committed to the cause. Pain was almost decorative to them - something to be worn with pride. Fear basically disappeared when you had something bigger to believe in.




Of course, they all hated each other's guts - blood enemies from thirty different tribes who would have murdered each other daily if I hadn't kept them in line. Which was actually perfect, because their feuds meant they couldn't gang up on me, and I had informants everywhere from Akaba to Damascus.




Nearly sixty of them died in my service. The whole thing forced me to become as hard and reckless as they were - partly the climate, partly the odds we were facing. I'd spent years before the war training myself to be unpredictable with food and sleep, going without for days then bingeing, never settling into routines. Made me oddly suited for desert warfare.




Sleep was still the greatest pleasure in the world for me, but I could manage without it, getting by on the half-conscious swaying in the saddle during night marches. The Arabs did this stuff naturally; for me it was half training, half desperation. But my willpower seemed to outlast theirs, which gave me an edge.




I couldn't really examine where this energy came from - didn't dare probe too deeply. The Arab idea of mind and body being separate didn't help me at all. I saw them as completely connected, everything just different arrangements of the same basic atomic stuff. Very materialist view, really. During the revolt, I kept seeing men push themselves to impossible extremes, and it was never the body that gave out first - always the mind that cracked and dragged the flesh down with it.




When we were riding hard, we barely existed physically - just pure will and motion. And when we did notice our bodies afterward, it was with a kind of contempt, seeing them mainly as future fertilizer for the fields.




Not exactly a healthy attitude, looking back on it, but it got the job done.




CHAPTER LXXXIV 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I'm some kind of military history buff or anything, but this whole Akaba business was doing my head in. We'd been stuck there for ages, watching everything go to shit – and I mean properly to shit, not just the usual low-level incompetence you get with any operation involving more than three people and a camel. The moral atmosphere was about as appealing as a Nick Drake album played at a funeral, so when we finally got the green light to bugger off to the hills around Guweira, it felt like being released from a really tedious dinner party where everyone's arguing about politics.




The weather was brilliant – proper Mediterranean holiday weather, the kind that makes you think maybe this whole desert warfare thing isn't such a bad career choice after all. Hot, sunny days, or those moody overcast ones that make you feel like you're in a particularly atmospheric war film. Nine miles away, poor old Maulud was stuck up on the plateau in the mist and rain like the bass player in a successful band – doing all the hard work while everyone else gets the glory. The evenings had just enough bite to make you appreciate a proper fire and a decent cloak, which is pretty much all you can ask for when you're camping in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of revolutionaries.




We were waiting for news about Tafileh – this cluster of villages that controlled the southern bit of the Dead Sea, like some kind of geographical bouncer. The plan was to hit it from three sides at once, because apparently we'd been watching too many war films and thought this was actually feasible. The eastern attack was supposed to kick things off by having a go at Jurf, which was the nearest station on the Hejaz railway line.




Sherif Nasir – who everyone called 'the Fortunate,' presumably because he hadn't been shot yet – was running this particular show. He'd taken along Nuri Said and some proper soldiers with actual guns, because sometimes you need people who know which end of a rifle the bullets come out of. After three days we got word back, and – surprise, surprise – Nasir had actually pulled it off.




Jurf turned out to be one of those properly defended positions that make you wonder why anyone ever thought attacking it was a good idea. Three stone buildings, trenches, the full works. Behind it was this mound with machine guns and a mountain gun, because the Turks weren't complete idiots. Beyond that was a ridge – the last bit of the hills that separated Jefer from Bair, like some kind of geographical full stop.




The thing was, the Turks didn't have enough men to defend everything properly – a bit like trying to DJ three parties simultaneously with only two turntables. Nasir figured this out and occupied the whole ridge without anyone noticing, which must have been like sneaking into Glastonbury without a ticket, except with more potential for being shot.




When daylight came, Nuri Said dragged his mountain gun to the edge and – third shot, bang – took out the Turkish gun. It was like potting the black to win the frame, except with considerably higher stakes.




This got Nasir so excited that the Beni Sakhr started mounting their camels and swearing they'd charge straight in, which Nuri quite reasonably thought was mental while there were still machine guns pointing in their direction. But trying to argue with fired-up Bedouins is like trying to explain to a football crowd why they shouldn't sing that song – technically you might be right, but you're wasting your breath.




So Nuri opened up with everything he had, and the Beni Sakhr went charging round the ridge and up over the hill like they were storming the stage at a concert. When the Turks saw this mob of camels racing toward them, they dropped their rifles and legged it into the station. Only two Arabs got killed, which was pretty much a result.




The aftermath was like Christmas morning crossed with a really good car boot sale. The Bedouins ended up with twenty-five mules and seven truck-loads of delicacies that had been heading for the officers' messes in Medina. Stuff they'd never seen before, stuff they'd only dreamed about – they were like kids in a sweet shop, if the sweet shop had been captured through armed combat.




Even the regular soldiers got their share – olives, sesame paste, dried apricots, all the things that reminded them of home. Nuri Said, being a bit more sophisticated, rescued the tinned meat and booze before the wilder lads could get at it. There was an entire truck of tobacco, which the Beni Sakhr divided up because the Howeitat didn't smoke. The loss of this tobacco apparently hit the Medina garrison so hard that Feisal – who was a serious smoker himself – later loaded up some camels with cheap cigarettes and sent them as a sympathy gift, which is possibly the most civilized thing anyone did during the entire war.




CHAPTER LXXXV 



Look, this is the thing about plans: they always go to shit. Always. It's like supporting a rubbish football team - you know they're going to let you down, but somehow you're still surprised when they do.




We'd barely finished arguing about what we were going to do next when the Turks turned up. Which, frankly, was mental. I mean, what were they thinking? It's like when your ex decides she wants to fight about who gets to keep the Jamie T albums even though you both know she only listened to them twice and said they were 'a bit whiny.' Tafileh was basically the Jamie T albums of strategic locations - nobody really wanted it, we just didn't want the other side to have it.




The thing is, Allenby was busy doing important stuff in Jerusalem, and if you're Turkish and losing a war, you don't waste troops on some village in the middle of nowhere that nobody's heard of. It's like Crystal Palace spending their entire transfer budget on a left-back when they need a new striker. Completely mental.




But Hamid Fakhri Pasha - and I have to say, having three names like that is already a bit suspect - thought differently. Maybe he had orders, maybe he was just having a midlife crisis. Either way, he scraped together about nine hundred men (and let me tell you, a Turkish battalion in January 1918 was about as effective as Arsenal's defence that season), some horses, a couple of big guns, and enough machine-guns to make things properly unpleasant.




The first we knew about it was when his cavalry scouts ran into our lads down in Wadi Hesa. And Christ, what a place that was - imagine the deepest, nastiest ditch you've ever seen, then make it ten times worse and fill it with angry blokes with rifles. By evening, they'd pushed our boys back and were basically knocking on our front door.




Now Jaafar Pasha - and fair play to him, he was trying - had this plan to let them have the village and defend the hills behind it. Which was like saying, 'Let's give them the pitch and defend from the car park.' The whole thing was clearly bollocks. You can't defend slopes that look like the surface of the moon, and anyway, if you give up the village, you lose all the locals who might actually help you. It's basic stuff, really.




But it was the only plan Zeid had, so around midnight everyone started packing up their kit like they were leaving a festival early to beat the traffic. The fighters went up to the hills, the baggage went off down the safe road, and the whole town went absolutely mental.




I have to say, the locals were brilliant. Dhiab the Sheikh kept telling us horror stories about how they were all going to turn Turkish the moment things got hairy, but I reckoned he was talking shit. So I did what any reasonable person would do - I put on a big coat, took some bodyguards, and went for a walk in the dark to eavesdrop on people.




And you know what? They were scared out of their minds, swearing like football fans, but not one of them was saying anything nice about the Turks. They were proper terrified of them coming back. These were people who'd fight if you gave them half a chance and someone who looked like they knew what they were doing.




So I found these two young sheikhs - Metaab and Annad, dressed up like they were going to a wedding, all silk and shiny weapons - and sent them to get their uncle Hamd. Hamd was one of those old-school types, very dignified, very brave, the sort of bloke who'd charge into machine-gun fire because it was the decent thing to do. I asked him to ride north and tell the locals we were coming to help.




Off he went with twenty of his relatives, galloping through the streets like the end of the world, which pretty much finished off everyone's nerves. People were throwing their stuff out of windows, kids were screaming, mothers were screaming, and Hamd's lot were firing their guns in the air because, well, why not add a bit more chaos to the mix?




I went up to find Zeid, who was sitting on a rock with his binoculars, looking like he was watching a cricket match instead of a battle. That's the thing about Zeid - the worse things got, the calmer he became. Meanwhile, I was absolutely furious.




The whole thing was just so bloody stupid. The Turks had no business being there. It was pure greed, like a dog with a bone it doesn't even want. How are you supposed to have a proper war when the enemy keeps doing mental things? It ruins your morale because you can't respect people who make decisions that make no sense.




Also, it was freezing cold, I'd been up all night, and I was German enough to decide they needed to pay for messing up my plans.




CHAPTER LXXXVI 



'Us' turned out to be about sixty blokes, basically, huddled behind this ridge like punters queuing for a particularly rubbish gig - some down the bottom, some up the top, all looking about as cheerful as Arsenal fans in May. The ones at the bottom were peasants, knackered and miserable, though admittedly they were the only people I'd seen all day who weren't turning blue with cold. They reckoned they were out of ammunition and it was all over, which is exactly the sort of defeatist bollocks you'd expect. I told them it was just getting started - like a decent album, you know, you can't judge it by the first track - and pointed to my reserve ridge, which was absolutely heaving with reinforcements. Well, sort of heaving. I told them to leg it back, get some more bullets, and stop being such pathetic wankers about the whole thing.




Off they went, suddenly all perky, and I wandered over to have a word with the other lot. In charge was young Metaab, stripped down to what were basically his pants - not a good look, even in the heat of battle - with his hair all over the place like he'd been electrocuted. He was doing that thing where you know you're completely fucked but you're too angry to admit it, beating his hands together and making this horrible croaking noise. This was his first proper scrap with us, and he'd obviously had visions of himself as some sort of Lawrence of Arabia figure (the irony wasn't lost on me), and instead he was getting his arse handed to him by the Turks.




My turning up at the exact moment when everything was going tits-up was about as welcome as a drum solo at a dinner party, and he got even more wound up when I said I was only there to check out the scenery. He thought I was taking the piss - which, to be fair, I probably was - and started screaming something about Christians going into battle without weapons. I came back with some clever-dick quote from Clausewitz about retreating armies being more useful just by existing than by actually doing anything, but he was way past the point where military theory was going to cheer him up. And frankly, you couldn't blame him, because the little stone wall we were hiding behind was getting absolutely hammered. The Turks had worked out where we were and turned about twenty machine guns on us, which was like being trapped behind a garden fence during a particularly violent hailstorm, except the hailstones were bullets and they really, really wanted to kill you.




The wall was only about four feet high and maybe fifty feet long, just bare stone basically, and when the bullets hit it the noise was unbelievable - like someone smacking a cricket bat against a garage door, over and over again. The air above us was full of ricochets and stone chips, so looking over the top felt roughly equivalent to sticking your head into a blender. We obviously couldn't stay there much longer, and since I didn't have a horse I buggered off first, after Metaab promised to hang on for another ten minutes if he could manage it without getting his head blown off.




The running warmed me up a bit, which was something. I counted my steps - partly to keep my mind off the fact that people were trying to kill me, partly because it would help with working out distances when we needed to shoot back at the Turks. Because there was only one decent position for them to move to, and it was pretty exposed from the south. Losing this ridge would probably mean winning the battle, which is the sort of counter-intuitive bollocks that makes war even more annoying than supporting Tottenham.




The cavalry held on for their ten minutes - fair play to them - then legged it without anyone getting shot, which was a result. Metaab gave me a leg-up to help me keep up, until we found ourselves gasping for breath among the Ageyl. It was just noon, and suddenly we had time to think, which is always dangerous in a war.




Our new ridge was about forty feet up and a decent shape for defending - like a natural amphitheatre, but for killing people instead of watching Greek tragedies. We had eighty men there, with more arriving all the time like fans turning up late for a match. My bodyguards were in position with their gun; Lutfi, who specialized in blowing up trains (every army needs a hobby), came charging up with his two guns, and then another hundred Ageyl showed up. The whole thing was turning into a bit of a party, and by wandering around looking pleased with myself and saying 'excellent' a lot, I managed to confuse everyone enough that they actually started thinking about what we were doing instead of just panicking.




I put the automatic weapons on the skyline with orders to fire the occasional shot - not too many, just enough to annoy the Turks without really upsetting them, like heckling at a comedy gig. Then it all went quiet, so I found a nice spot that caught a bit of sun and was out of the wind, and had a brilliant hour's kip while the Turks took over our old position and spread out across it like tourists at a monument, about as tactically aware as your average package holiday.




In the middle of the afternoon Zeid turned up with Mastur, Rasim and Abdulla, bringing the cavalry - which sounds grand until you realize it was twenty blokes on mules, thirty horsemen, two hundred villagers, five automatic rifles, four machine guns and one mountain gun that had been kicking around the Middle East for ages like a vintage guitar that everyone wanted to play. But it was still pretty impressive, and I woke up to welcome them properly.




The Turks saw us gathering and started shooting, but they couldn't get the range right and made a complete hash of it. We reminded ourselves that movement was supposedly the key to strategy - like changing formation in football when you're losing - and started moving. Rasim got all excited about being a cavalry officer and rode off with our eighty mounted troops to go round the eastern ridge and attack the enemy's left wing, because all the military manuals say you should attack a point rather than a line, and if you go far enough along any wing you'll eventually find just one poor sod on his own. Rasim quite fancied the idea of his personal target.




He promised, grinning like an idiot, to bring us back that last man, but Hamd el Arar took the whole thing much more seriously. Before riding off he made this incredibly theatrical speech about dying for the Arab cause, drew his sword and addressed it by name like it was his best mate. Rasim took five automatic guns with him, which seemed sensible.




Those of us left in the centre made a big show of marching about so the enemy wouldn't notice the cavalry buggering off. The Turks were busy setting up what looked like an entire museum's worth of machine guns along their ridge, spaced out with the precision of a particularly anal librarian. It was completely mental tactics - the ridge was bare stone without enough cover for a lizard, and we'd already seen how when bullets hit the ground they threw up showers of razor-sharp chips. Plus we knew exactly how far away they were, so we carefully adjusted our Vickers guns (lovely old-fashioned sights on those) and got our mountain gun ready to give them a surprise party when Rasim got stuck in.




While we were waiting, someone announced that a hundred men from Aima had turned up. They'd had a massive row with Zeid the day before about money - because even in the middle of a war, there's always some tedious argument about who owes what to whom - but they'd decided to forget about it for the sake of the cause. Having them show up convinced us to abandon sensible tactics and attack from three sides at once, because why do things simply when you can make them complicated? So we sent the Aima men with three automatic guns to outflank the western wing, then opened up from our position in the center and started bothering the Turks with random shots.




The enemy began to realize the day wasn't going their way - like a football team that's been 2-0 up and suddenly finds itself 2-3 down with ten minutes left. The sun was setting, which often favors whoever's defending, so old General Hamid Fakhri gathered his staff and told them all to pick up rifles. "I've been a soldier for forty years," he said, "but I've never seen rebels fight like this. Get in the ranks!" But he was too late - like a manager making substitutions in the 89th minute.




Rasim pushed forward with his five automatic guns and their crews, moving fast and unseen until they were in position, then completely destroyed the Turkish left wing. The Aima men, who knew every inch of their own village, crept within three hundred yards of the Turkish machine guns without being spotted. The enemy was too busy watching our frontal attack to notice them until they suddenly opened fire and wiped out the gun crews, throwing the right wing into complete chaos. We saw it happening and ordered everyone forward.




Mohamed el Ghasib, who was basically Zeid's head butler, led the charge on his camel wearing flowing robes with the Ageyl banner over his head - like the front man of the world's most militant folk band. Everyone who'd stayed with us in the center - servants, gunners, machine gunners, the lot - charged after him in a long, colorful line.




The day had been too long for me, and I was just desperate to see it end, but Zeid was clapping his hands with joy at how beautifully our plan was working in the red light of the setting sun. On one side Rasim's cavalry were sweeping the broken left wing into the valley beyond the ridge; on the other the Aima men were bloodily cutting down anyone trying to escape. The enemy center was pouring back through the gap in complete disorder, with our men chasing them on foot, on horses, on camels. The Armenians, who'd been crouching nervously behind us all day, suddenly drew their knives and started howling in Turkish as they leaped forward.




I thought about the landscape between here and Kerak - the ravine at Hesa with its broken paths, the undergrowth, the narrow defiles. It was going to be a massacre, and I should have felt sorry for the enemy, but after all the anger and effort of the battle I was too tired to care about going down into that awful place to spend the night saving them. My decision to fight had killed twenty or thirty of our six hundred men, with probably three times as many wounded. It was one-sixth of our force lost for what was essentially a moral victory, because destroying these thousand poor Turks wouldn't actually affect the outcome of the war - like beating a Premier League team's reserves in the Cup when they've still got their first team for the league.




In the end we captured their two mountain guns (Skoda - very useful), twenty-seven machine guns, two hundred horses and mules, and two hundred and fifty prisoners. People said only fifty got back to the railway, exhausted and broken, and even then the local Arabs rose up and shot them as they ran. Our own men gave up the pursuit quickly because they were tired and sore and hungry, and it was bloody freezing. A battle might be exciting for generals in the moment, but usually their imagination had been working overtime beforehand, making the reality seem like a cheap knockoff - so quiet and unimportant that they wandered around looking for the dramatic climax they'd expected.




That evening there was no glory left, just the horror of broken flesh that had been our own men, being carried past us to their homes.




As we turned back it started to snow, and it was very late before we managed to get all our wounded in. The Turkish wounded lay outside and were dead by morning. It was indefensible, like the whole theory of war, but we weren't especially to blame. We'd risked our lives in the blizzard to save our own people; and if our rule was not to lose Arabs even to kill many Turks, we certainly weren't going to lose them to save Turks.




For the next two days it snowed even harder. We were stuck, and as the days dragged on in monotony we lost any hope of achieving anything. We should have pushed on past Kerak while we had momentum, frightening the Turks all the way back to Amman with our reputation. Instead, nothing came of all the loss and effort except a report I sent to British headquarters in Palestine. It was shamelessly written for effect, full of quirky comparisons and fake modesty, designed to make them think I was a well-meaning amateur doing his best to copy the great military writers - not a smart-arse taking the piss out of them while they followed Foch like some sort of military boy band down the traditional path of spilling blood in homage to Clausewitz. Like the battle itself, it was a near-perfect parody of regulation military bullshit. Headquarters loved it and, to complete the joke, offered me a decoration based on it. We'd have a lot more colorful chests in the Army if every man could write his own dispatch without witnesses.




CHAPTER LXXXVII 



Here's the passage rewritten in Nick Hornby's style:




The whole Hesa thing taught me something, basically: never get into stupid arguments with your mates again. I mean, you'd think that would be obvious, wouldn't you? But no, there I was, having a go at people over nothing, like some twat in the pub arguing about whether Tottenham could beat Arsenal on a wet Tuesday. Anyway, three days later we managed to do something properly good for once, which made us feel a bit less rubbish about ourselves.




Abdulla el Feir was camping down by the Dead Sea - and Christ, what a spot that was, like Center Parcs but with actual running water and no screaming kids - and we sent him a message saying we'd won something (finally) and asking if he fancied having a go at the Turkish boats at Kerak. 




He picked out seventy blokes - proper hard cases from Beersheba - and they rode out at night like something from a Western. You know how it is in films when the cavalry charges over the hill at dawn? Well, it was exactly like that, except this time we were the ones doing the charging. The Turkish navy boys never knew what hit them. One minute they're having a kip on the beach, probably dreaming about their girlfriends back home, next minute there's seventy Arabs on horseback bearing down on them like the end of the world.




It was all over before you could say "Lawrence of Arabia." (Which, obviously, no one was saying at the time, but you get the idea.) They burned the huts, nicked all the supplies, and sank the boats. No one on our side got hurt, we took sixty prisoners, and everyone went home feeling pretty pleased with themselves. January 28th it was - I remember because it was like scoring the winning goal with two minutes left on the clock. We'd promised Allenby we'd stop the Dead Sea traffic by mid-February, and here we were, two weeks early. Result.




The plan was to get to the Jordan by Jericho before the end of March, which should have been a piece of piss, except for one small problem: the weather was absolutely fucking dreadful, and none of us could be arsed to go anywhere.




Look, I know what you're thinking. "Oh, here we go, another bloke moaning about the weather." But honestly, this wasn't just a bit nippy. This was proper end-of-the-world stuff. I tried going up onto the plateau a couple of times - you know, just to see if it was as bad as everyone said - and nearly died. Literally. The wind cut through you like you weren't wearing anything at all, your fingers stopped working, and your face went numb. The Turkish dead were still lying about up there, looking like discarded training bibs after a really shit game of football.




The thing is, camels are about as much use on ice as a chocolate teapot. And our camels were starving anyway because we'd run out of barley. So we had to send them down to the valley where it was warmer, which was just taking the piss really, because there they were, living it up in what was basically the Mediterranean, while we were stuck up in Tafileh, which was like being trapped in the worst bedsit in Wolverhampton during a power cut in February.




I'm not kidding about the contrast. We could see them down there, five thousand feet below us, and it was like looking at a holiday brochure. Sunshine, green grass, flowers, sheep wandering about looking content - the works. Meanwhile, we're huddled in these stone houses that made student accommodation look luxurious, with no heating, bugger all food, and streets that were basically open sewers filled with sleet.




My lot were better off than most - we'd found this half-built house with two rooms and a courtyard. It was still pretty grim though. Twenty-eight of us crammed into two tiny rooms that stank like a music festival toilet, with a roof that leaked constantly and enough fleas to form their own bloody orchestra. I had a copy of Morte d'Arthur in my saddlebags, which was about the only thing keeping me sane. It was like being stuck in Big Brother, but colder and with more weapons.




Things got properly nasty when Awad and Mahmas had a fight with knives. Now, this was against all the rules - like punching your own goalkeeper - so they both had to be punished. Watching someone get flogged is not my idea of entertainment, I can tell you. I stopped it before it got too bad, but the damage was done. Poor old Awad took it like a trooper, but Mahmas went to pieces completely.




The whole thing was so depressing that I decided to split everyone up and go off to find some money. Because that's what you do when you're a leader, isn't it? When everything goes tits up, you bugger off and leave everyone else to sort it out. Actually, that's not fair - we genuinely needed cash for when the weather got better, and someone had to go and get it.




So five of us set off on what looked like it might be a halfway decent day. For a while it was almost pleasant - we even got above the clouds for a bit, which was like that moment when your team scores an equalizer and you think maybe, just maybe, things might work out after all.




They didn't.




The weather closed in again, and we ended up wandering around in the dark, lost, with our camels slipping and falling every few yards. It was like trying to navigate home from the pub when you're completely pissed, except colder and with camels. We should have stopped, but you know how it is - you keep thinking it'll get better, that you'll recognize something, that you're nearly there.




Eventually we had to give up and spend the night in the open. And when I say night, I mean the longest, most miserable night of my entire life. It snowed, then it rained, then it froze again. I dozed off once and woke up thinking someone was stroking my face, but it was just snowflakes. Bloody great soft snowflakes, like something from a Christmas card, except Christmas cards never mention how absolutely fucking freezing snow actually is.




By morning, my four companions looked like they'd given up on life entirely. They had that expression you see on the faces of people whose team has just been relegated on the final day of the season - total, resigned despair. They were from the south, where it's warm, and they'd clearly decided this was it, they were going to die in a ditch in the middle of nowhere, and it was all my fault.




To be honest, it probably was.




We lost a water-skin to the frost, but at least we were all still alive, which was something. The camels were in a right state though - they were so knackered they couldn't carry us, so we had to walk. And I mean walk through mud that was like walking through glue, holding onto each other like a chain of drunks trying to make it home after last orders.




The whole thing was completely ridiculous. Here we were, supposedly these great warriors of the desert, and we're slipping and sliding around like a bunch of kids on an ice rink, with our clothes billowing about like we're in some sort of avant-garde dance performance.




By the time we got to Aba el Lissan we looked like something the cat had dragged in. Nobody came out to greet us, which was probably just as well because we were filthy and looked like we'd been sleeping rough for a week. Which, come to think of it, we had.




The last bit to Guweira was easier because everything was frozen solid, and when we finally got to the top of the pass and looked down at the plain below, warm and red and comfortable through the gaps in the clouds, it was like seeing the promised land. Except, and this is typical, by the time we actually got down there, we were in too much pain to enjoy it properly. Our feet were cut to ribbons, our blood hurt as it started flowing again, and the warm sand felt like sandpaper on our cuts.




But we made it. We bloody well made it.




CHAPTER LXXXVIII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I know the first thing about armoured car tents or whatever, but there's something about being stuck in a place like Guweira that reminds me of those interminable Sunday afternoons when you're round someone's house and everyone's just sitting there talking about football or politics or their latest conquest, and you're meant to be impressed but you're not really, are you? Alan Dawnay and Joyce were decent enough blokes, I suppose, but they were a bit miffed about my Tafileh business – you know how it is when your mate gets the girl and you're left holding your pint looking like a tit.




Their Mudowwara expedition had gone tits-up, frankly. It's always the same story – you get the proper army types trying to work with the local lads, and it's like trying to get Tottenham supporters to sing in harmony with Arsenal fans. Doesn't work. And then there's old Mohammed Ah' el Beidawi, who basically did what I'd do if you put me in charge of anything military: found a nice spot by some water and declared it lunchtime for two months. I mean, fair play to him. In the desert, where you can't just pop round to Tesco, every meal becomes a bit of an event, doesn't it? Like when you're skint and you find a fiver in your jeans pocket – suddenly that packet of crisps becomes the most important thing in your world.




Anyway, thirty grand in gold turned up (I know, I know, different times), along with my camel Wodheiha, who was basically the Cristiano Ronaldo of camels. Ateiba-bred, multiple race winner, the works. She wasn't much to look at – a bit like a reliable Ford Mondeo rather than a Ferrari – but she did the job. Best of all, she had this brilliant feature where you could just tap the saddle and she'd turn left or right, leaving me free to read. It was like having cruise control, but hairier and with more spitting.




My usual crew were off doing whatever it is people do when they're not around to help you carry thirty thousand pounds in gold across a desert (and isn't that always the way?), so Feisal lent me Serj and Rameid, plus Sheikh Motlog. Now Motlog had proved himself when he'd gone exploring in one of our box-Fords – you know those cars that look like someone's drawn a car from memory? They'd been bombing around the sand dunes like they were on Top Gear, and at one particularly ambitious corner, the car went mental and chucked Motlog out on his head. 




Marshall, the driver, was all over himself with apologies – you know that feeling when you've done something spectacularly stupid and you're trying to explain it away? But Motlog just rubbed his head and said, dead calm, "Don't be angry with me. I haven't learned to ride these things yet." Which is possibly the most dignified response to being flung from a car I've ever heard.




The gold came in thousand-pound bags (twenty-two pounds each – I checked, because that's the sort of thing that matters when you're the one doing the carrying), and we set off at noon like we knew what we were doing. Half an hour later it started pissing down, and we all looked like we'd been through a car wash on our camels. Motlog spotted a tent belonging to some bloke called Sherif Fahad and decided that was us done for the day. I could see where this was heading – you know when you're trying to get your mates to leave the pub and someone spots a quiz machine? That's Motlog spotting that tent. So I said cheers and buggered off with my two lads and some other blokes who were heading our way.




Of course, by the time we reached the bottom of the pass it was dark and we were all feeling a bit sorry for ourselves, thinking Motlog probably had the right idea with his tent and his fire and his dry clothes. But then we spotted this red light, like finding a late-night kebab shop when you're walking home from the pub, and it turned out to be Saleh ibn Shefia with a proper setup – tent, caves, hundred fighters, the lot.




Now, Saleh was a good lad, son of Mohammed who used to make everyone laugh, and he had this thing about greetings. I said "Cheyf ent?" (which is basically "Alright, mate?") and he came back with about twenty of them, rapid-fire. I thought, right, I'm not having that, so I did a dozen back at him, dead serious. He upped the ante with another burst, even longer this time. I gave up. It was like trying to out-drink a Scotsman – you know you're beaten before you start.




He sorted me out with dry clothes and hot food, and we had a proper good night's sleep listening to the rain on his tent. Brilliant stuff. In the morning we were off early, and Serj looked up at the mountains and said they were wearing skull-caps – which was snow, obviously, but you've got to admire the poetry of it. The lads had never seen snow before and were like kids at Christmas, poking at it, while the camels had a sniff and decided it wasn't worth bothering with. Typical.




Then we hit the ridge and this wind came at us like it had a personal grudge. Absolutely brutal. The sort of cold that makes you question all your life choices. Serj and Rameid thought they were dying, which was probably a bit dramatic but you could see their point.




And that's when things got properly grim. The ground was a mess of mud and ice, the camels kept falling over (which, when you're carrying gold, makes a hell of a racket), and every time we fell off we'd hit the ground like frozen mannequins. But we kept going because, well, what else are you going to do? By evening we'd made maybe a mile an hour, which isn't exactly Lewis Hamilton territory, and everyone was ready to pack it in.




So we made a sort of fort out of the camels and settled down for the night in the mud, which sounds awful but was actually quite cosy, like camping but with more chance of dying. The stars were doing their thing between the clouds, and we had blankets and bread, so really, what more do you need? Apart from central heating and a decent pub, obviously.




CHAPTER LXXXIX 



Look, I'll be honest with you - this whole Lawrence of Arabia business was probably a midlife crisis, wasn't it? I mean, there's Wodheiha (and yes, I realize I'm anthropomorphizing a camel here, but bear with me) struggling through the snow like Arsenal's midfield in January, and there's Lawrence, convinced he's the only one mental enough to carry on through weather that would make a Norwegian depressive reach for the Prozac.




The thing is, we've all been there, haven't we? Not the riding-a-camel-through-a-blizzard-with-six-thousand-pounds-worth-of-gold bit, obviously - that's properly mental - but the bit where everyone else wants to stop for a cup of tea and a bit of tribal hospitality, and you're thinking, "No, absolutely not, I'm going to prove something here, even if it kills me." Which it nearly did, obviously.




I kept thinking about those two blokes, Serj and Rameid, who'd had enough and wanted to pack it in. They're like your mates who suggest leaving the pub at half-past ten on a Saturday night because they've got to be up early for their kid's football match. And you're there going, "Come on, one more pint," even though you know perfectly well you'll spend Sunday in bed feeling like you've been kicked by Wodheiha herself.




The bit where Lawrence falls through the ice and nearly drowns in freezing mud? That's basically every relationship I've ever had - you think you've found a shortcut, you ignore all the warning signs, and before you know it you're up to your neck in it, wondering if this is how it all ends. At least Wodheiha had the sense to stay on solid ground. Camels, it turns out, are better judges of character than I am.




And Abd el Mayin at the end, banging on about marriage and children - Christ, that conversation happens at every wedding, doesn't it? Someone always corners you to explain why you really should settle down, as if they've cracked some sort of code. Lawrence quotes ancient philosophy; I usually just mumble something about not being ready and change the subject to football.




The whole thing's basically a very expensive, very dangerous way of avoiding human contact, isn't it? Which, when you put it like that, doesn't sound entirely unreasonable.




CHAPTER XC 



The morning after was a bit of a shocker, really. I woke up practically blind from the snow glare, but feeling oddly chipper—you know that slightly mad euphoria you get when you've survived something you probably shouldn't have. The thing was, I now had bugger all to do until the next lot of gold turned up, which is always a problem for me. I can't just sit about reading the paper or reorganizing my record collection, can I? So I had what seemed like a brilliant idea at the time: I'd go and have a proper look at the approaches to Kerak, check out the ground we'd need to cross later to get to Jordan. Proper reconnaissance and all that. I told Zeid to get twenty-four thousand pounds off Motlog and use whatever he needed for day-to-day expenses while I was away. What could possibly go wrong?




Then Zeid drops this bombshell: there's another Englishman in Tafileh. I mean, Christ, you don't expect to bump into your countrymen in the middle of nowhere, do you? It's like finding someone from Crouch End in a Tibetan monastery. So off I go to meet this Lieutenant Kirkbride, who turns out to be this kid—well, young staff officer—who speaks Arabic and has been sent by Deedes to suss out intelligence possibilities on the Arab Front. First impressions? Bit of a dark horse, this one. Doesn't say much, but you can tell he's got steel underneath. The kind of bloke who'd eat his cornflakes without milk if that's all there was, and never complain about it. He ended up messing with the Arab officers for eight months, just sitting there quietly, watching everything. Turned out to be exactly what we needed, actually.




The weather had finally stopped being completely bastard-cold, so we could actually move about without losing vital appendages to frostbite. We crossed Wadi Hesa and rode right to the edge of the Jordan Valley, where you could hear all the noise from Allenby's advance echoing up from below. Apparently the Turks were still holding Jericho—stubborn sods. The whole reconnaissance was actually rather encouraging. Every step of our planned route to link up with the British looked doable; most of it was even easy. The weather was so good I thought, sod it, why don't we just crack on now? We could have the whole thing wrapped up in a month.




When I got back and told Zeid all this, he went a bit quiet. That should have been my first warning, really. Then I spotted Motlog lurking next to him, looking shifty, so I asked him—bit sarcastically, I'll admit—what the tally was on the gold. Then I launched into my brilliant plan for what we could achieve next. 




Zeid stopped me dead: "But that will need a lot of money."




"Not at all," I said, because I'm an optimist like that. "We've got plenty in hand."




That's when he delivered the killer blow: "We haven't got anything."




I just stared at him like he'd told me Father Christmas was dead. Turns out he wasn't joking. He'd spent the bloody lot. So much to Dhiab, sheikh of Tafileh; so much to the villagers; so much to this lot, so much to that lot. I stood there with my mouth hanging open like a complete tit.




The thing is, you could only justify that kind of spending if you were planning to sit on your arse and play defense. All these people he'd paid were local elements, centered around Tafileh—and they had so many blood feuds going that you couldn't use them north of Wadi Hesa anyway. It was like buying a football team and then discovering none of them could play away matches.




Look, I know how it's supposed to work: the Sherifs enroll everyone at a monthly wage as they advance, but it's understood that the wage is basically fictional—you only pay it if you actually call them up for active service. Feisal had more than forty thousand on his books at Akaba, but his entire subsidy from England wouldn't stretch to paying even seventeen thousand. The rest of the wages were theoretically due, and people asked for them, but nobody seriously expected to get paid. Nobody except Zeid, apparently, who'd gone and bloody paid them.




I was absolutely gutted. This was it—my plans completely fucked, my hopes down the toilet, and our promise to Allenby in tatters. Zeid just stood there insisting the money was all gone. Later I went to see Nasir, who was laid up with fever, hoping he'd tell me it was all some ghastly mistake. Instead, he just looked miserable and said everything was wrong—Zeid was too young and too shy to stand up to his dodgy advisers.




I spent the whole night trying to work out what the hell to do, but kept coming up blank. In the morning, I could only send word to Zeid that if he wouldn't give the money back, I was leaving. He sent me back some supposed account of how he'd spent it all. Complete bollocks, obviously.




Just as we were packing up to go, Joyce and Marshall turned up. They'd ridden all the way from Guweira to surprise me—which would have been lovely under different circumstances. Instead, I had to explain why I was sodding off back to Allenby. Joyce tried talking to Zeid, but it was hopeless.




So that was that. Joyce said he'd close down my affairs and dismiss my bodyguard, which meant I could travel light—just me and four men, heading for Beersheba that very afternoon. It was the quickest route to British Headquarters, and frankly, I couldn't wait to get out of there.




The irony was, the journey was absolutely beautiful. Spring was coming, and the ride along the edge of the Araba scarp was stunning—all those ravines clothed with trees below us, the cliff faces above us a patchwork of green lawns that suddenly dropped away into bare rock faces in every color you could imagine. Some of it was natural mineral coloring, but some came from the melting snow falling over the cliff edges in sprays and streams, with green fern hanging down like something out of a fairy tale. It was the kind of scenery that normally would have had me feeling quite chipper, but given that this was my farewell tour, it just made everything seem more poignant.




At Buseira—this little village perched on a rock over the abyss like something out of a Road Runner cartoon—they insisted we stop and eat. I was up for it because I wanted to feed the camels some barley so we could ride all night and reach Beersheba the next day. But I didn't want to waste time being sociable, so I refused to go into anyone's house and instead ate in the cemetery, sitting on a tomb. Bit morbid, perhaps, but effective. The tomb had plaits of hair cemented into the joints—hair sacrificed by mourners, apparently. You don't see that in Highgate Cemetery.




Then we went down the zigzag path into the hot bottom of Wadi Dhahal, where the cliffs pressed in so tight that you could barely see the stars. Our camels were trembling from the strain of the descent—can't say I blamed them. We splashed down the stream under this natural arch of bamboos that met overhead and brushed our faces. The echoes spooked the camels into a trot, which was fine by me.




Soon we were out in the open Araba, but typically, we got lost. Not entirely surprising, since I was navigating from my three-year-old memories of Newcombe's map—not exactly the AA route planner, is it? Took us half an hour to find a way up the earth cliff for the camels.




Then we had to thread through this weird landscape that looked like the surface of Mars—all grey and salty and dead, like a rough sea that had suddenly been turned to stone. Eventually we spotted the tall tree at Husb against the sky and heard the spring murmuring below. The camels had a drink. They'd come down five thousand feet from the Tafileh hills and now had to climb three thousand feet up to Palestine. Poor sods.




In the foothills before Wadi Murra, we suddenly saw this massive fire—fresh logs, still white-hot, but nobody about. That's never a good sign in wartime. The size of it suggested quite a crowd, and the fact that it was still blazing meant they couldn't be far away. Sensible thing was to scarper, which we did. Turned out later it was a British section with Ford cars—the famous Macs, looking for a car route from Sinai to Akaba. They were hidden in the shadows with Lewis guns trained on us. Probably just as well we didn't stop for a chat.




We climbed the pass as dawn broke, with a bit of balmy rain that felt lovely after the arctic conditions at Tafileh. There were these odd wisps of cloud hanging motionless in the hills as we rode across the comfortable plain to Beersheba around noon. Nearly eighty miles up and down hills—not bad going, really.




They told us Jericho had just been taken. I went straight to Allenby's headquarters, where I found Hogarth on the platform. I confessed to him that I'd made a complete hash of things and wanted Allenby to find me some smaller role somewhere else. I'd put everything I had into the Arab business and come unstuck because of my crap judgment—and the final straw had been Zeid, who was Feisal's own brother and actually quite a decent little bloke. I just didn't have any cards left to play in the Arab game and wanted the security of proper orders—to be told what to do instead of having to work it out for myself.




The thing was—and I really let rip to Hogarth here—since I'd landed in Arabia, I'd had nothing but options and requests, never a proper order. I was absolutely knackered by free will, and frankly, by most other things as well. For a year and a half I'd been constantly on the move, riding a thousand miles a month on camels, with added fun in dodgy aeroplanes and mad car rides across country. I'd been hit in my last five actions, and my body was so dreading more pain that I had to force myself under fire. I'd been hungry most of the time, cold lately, and frost and dirt had turned all my wounds into a festering mess.




But you know what? All that physical stuff would have been bearable—I've never had much time for bodily complaints—if it wasn't for the mental torture of the whole thing. The fundamental dishonesty of it all. There I was, pretending to lead someone else's national uprising, dressing up in their clothes, speaking their language, knowing perfectly well that the "promises" we'd made to the Arabs were only worth what their military strength would be when it came time to deliver. We'd kidded ourselves that maybe, when peace came, the Arabs would somehow be able to defend themselves with paperwork and good intentions. Meanwhile, we salved our consciences by trying to run their war cleanly and cheaply.




But now I couldn't even kid myself about that. I kept thinking about all those pointless deaths at Hesa—my fault, my stupid pride. My will had completely gone, and I was terrified of being alone in case the wind just blew my empty soul away entirely.




CHAPTER XCI 



Right, so there I was, stuck with Clayton and Hogarth at breakfast, feeling like I'd been ambushed by my own side. You know that feeling when you're trying to avoid something really important – like calling your ex, or admitting you've completely bollixed up your life – and then suddenly everyone's talking about it like it's completely normal and inevitable? That was me, except instead of relationship drama, it was the entire bloody war in Palestine.




Hogarth, being diplomatically brilliant in that way that makes you want to punch him, had said absolutely nothing about why I'd turned up looking like I'd been dragged backwards through the desert by a camel with attitude problems. Instead, he'd just steered me straight into this breakfast meeting where Clayton proceeded to explain, with the sort of cheerful efficiency that makes bad news sound like a birthday present, that Smuts had rolled up from the War Cabinet with intelligence that basically meant I was completely screwed.




They'd been hunting for me like I owed them money. Planes had been sent out – actual aeroplanes! – dropping messages all over the place, though naturally the pilots had managed to dump them in completely the wrong spot, somewhere near Shobek where the local Arabs had taken one look at the weather and sensibly decided to stay indoors.




Clayton delivered the killer blow with the sort of smile you'd give someone whose dog you'd just run over: there was no getting out of it now. "The East," he said, "is only just beginning." Which is exactly what you want to hear when you've spent months convincing yourself that you're done with the whole ghastly business.




Then Allenby explained the situation, and I have to say, the man had a way of making total military disaster sound like a minor scheduling conflict. The War Cabinet was basically breathing down his neck because the Western Front had turned into the world's most expensive and pointless traffic jam. He needed Damascus, preferably Aleppo too, and he needed Turkey knocked out of the war completely. The only problem – and here's where I came in, like the last person picked for football – was his eastern flank, which was currently hanging about near Jordan looking vulnerable.




Could the Arabs, he wondered, sort that out for him?




And that was it, really. Game over. I was back to being Lawrence of Arabia, professional fraud and part-time military genius, whether I liked it or not. The thing is, once you've decided you're going to be completely dishonest about something, you might as well do it properly. Half-measures are for people who still have functioning consciences. So I didn't even bother explaining why I'd actually come across – what was the point? – and instead launched into the military analysis they wanted to hear.




The problem, I explained, was Maan. We'd have to take it first before we could do anything useful. With more transport, the Arab Regular Army could position themselves north of Maan, cut the railway, and force the Turkish garrison into a proper fight, which the Arabs would win. We'd need seven hundred baggage camels, more guns, more machine-guns, and someone to watch our backs while we sorted out Maan.




Allenby, bless him, came through with the goods. Two units of the Camel Transport Corps – Egyptians with British officers who'd done brilliant work at Beersheba. Plus guns, machine-guns, and a promise to take Salt with an Indian Brigade to keep the Amman Turks busy.




The next day's conference was one of those military planning sessions where everyone sits around pretending they know what they're doing while secretly hoping someone else will come up with the actual ideas. The plan was straightforward enough: Arabs take Maan, British cross the Jordan and grab Salt, everyone destroys as much railway as possible, especially the big tunnel.




The only moment of genuine comedy came when Chetwode asked how his men were supposed to tell friendly Arabs from hostile ones, given that they had "a prejudice against all wearing skirts." I was sitting there in my robes, obviously, so I pointed out that skirt-wearers weren't exactly fond of men in uniforms either. Got a laugh, settled the question, and we agreed the Arabs would only support the British once they'd properly established themselves at Salt.




After that, it was off to Cairo for a couple of days, then flown back to Akaba to sort things out with Feisal. I had to tell him I thought they'd treated me appallingly – using money that was specifically earmarked for the Dead Sea campaign without bothering to mention it. That's why I'd left Zeid; there's no point being an adviser if no one's going to listen to your advice.




Feisal was properly upset about losing Tafileh – worried about his reputation, shocked that I didn't seem bothered. I tried to explain that Tafileh was basically irrelevant now; the real prizes were Amman and Maan. If the Turks wanted to waste resources retaking some strategically meaningless village, they were welcome to it.




He sent warnings to Zeid anyway, but six days later the Turks retook Tafileh exactly as predicted. Meanwhile, we reorganized the funding, and I was able to give Feisal the good news: Allenby had credited us with three hundred thousand pounds and seven hundred pack-camels as a thank-you for our previous efforts.




The whole army was thrilled. Finally, we'd be able to properly test all those Arab regular troops that Joyce, Jaafar, and the others had been training for months. We sketched out some rough plans, and then I headed back to Egypt, feeling like someone who'd just agreed to organize a wedding when all he'd wanted was a quiet drink.




BOOK EIGHT. The Ruin of High Hope 



CHAPTERS XCII TO XCVII 



Look, me and Allenby had this brilliant plan - one of those elaborate schemes that sounds absolutely foolproof when you're discussing it over warm beer and stale sandwiches. We were going to join hands across Jordan, capture Moan, and cut off Medina all in one go. It was like planning the perfect heist, except with camels and significantly more sand in uncomfortable places.




Of course, it went tits up. Both of us bottled it, really. Too clever by half, as my dad would have said (though he'd have been talking about Tottenham's transfer strategy, not military operations in the Middle East). So instead of dealing with the nice, quiet Medina railway - which was basically the equivalent of managing a Sunday league team - the Arabs ended up having to take on a Turkish force at Moan that was massive. I mean, properly massive.




Allenby tried to help by giving us more transport, which was decent of him. More range, more mobility - it was like upgrading from a knackered Ford Escort to something that might actually get you to an away fixture without breaking down. But Moan was still impossible for us to take. Absolutely hopeless. So we did what any reasonable person would do and concentrated on messing up their railway line instead, trying to make the Turks worry about relieving the garrison from the wrong direction.




This wasn't exactly what you'd call a winning strategy, but then the Germans went and ruined everything by having a go in Flanders. Allenby lost his best troops - it was like watching your star striker get sold to Man United in January - and suddenly he couldn't attack anyone.




The thought of being stuck like that for the whole of 1918 was unbearable. Honestly, it would have been like watching England in a major tournament - all that buildup and then nothing but disappointment and penalty shootouts. So we came up with this new scheme to beef up the Arab army for autumn operations near Deraa. The idea was that if we could pull just one Turkish division away from Palestine, Allenby might be able to mount some kind of attack, and we could finally meet up near Jericho.




We spent a month planning it - proper detailed stuff, like working out fixture lists - and then binned the whole thing because it was too risky. Plus, something better came along. Which is basically the story of my life, really.




CHAPTER XCII 



Look, I'll be honest with you - I'm not entirely sure why I'm thinking about T.E. Lawrence and his bloody desert campaigns while standing in the queue at Waterstones, but there you go. Maybe it's because I've been reading *Seven Pillars of Wisdom* again (don't ask me why - mid-life crisis probably), and something about Lawrence's time in Cairo really got to me. Not in a good way, mind you. More in that teeth-grinding, why-does-everything-have-to-be-so-complicated way that I usually reserve for Arsenal's transfer policy.




So there's Lawrence, right, spending four days in Cairo, and suddenly everything's gone all professional. Allenby's decided to take their little Arab revolt seriously, which means - and this is where it gets depressing - they've got proper staff. Supply officers, shipping experts, the works. It's like when your favorite indie band suddenly gets a major record deal and you know they're never going to be the same again.




The thing is, they got this bloke called Alan Dawnay. And Lawrence absolutely *loves* him. I mean, proper hero worship stuff. "Allenby's greatest gift to us," he says, "greater than thousands of baggage camels." Which, coming from someone who spent most of his time riding camels across the desert, is quite the compliment. It's like saying someone's better than a lifetime supply of vinyl, or a season ticket that never expires.




Dawnay was the kind of officer Lawrence had been dreaming about - someone who understood both proper military procedure and the weird, anarchic nature of irregular warfare. "He married war and rebellion in himself," Lawrence writes, which sounds romantic until you realize that most people who try to marry two incompatible things end up having nervous breakdowns in B
  
	The Seven Pillars of Wisdom
	

  
The thing about Jaafar, right, was that he wasn't stupid. I mean, you'd have to be properly mental to keep throwing good money after bad, wouldn't you? So on April the eighteenth - and I remember the date because it was the same day Arsenal got knocked out of the FA Cup in 1923, which is the sort of useless trivia that sticks in your head when you're trying to forget about military disasters - anyway, on April the eighteenth, Jaafar did the sensible thing and pulled back to Semna. 




Now here's where it gets interesting. Jaafar and the Turkish Commandant were old mates from college - you know how it is, you end up trying to kill your old drinking buddies, happens to the best of us - so he sends over this white flag with a note basically saying 'Come on then, pack it in.' And the Turks write back with what amounts to 'We'd love to, mate, honestly, but the boss says we've got to stay here until we've used up all our bullets.' Which is fair enough, really. So Jaafar, being a decent sort, offers to let them have a bit of a shoot-about to get rid of their ammo, but the Turks faff around for too long and before you know it, Jemal Pasha's turned up with reinforcements like some sort of military Roy of the Rovers.




Meanwhile, I'm getting properly wound up about Dawnay. Don't get me wrong, Dawnay was brilliant - the sort of bloke who could organize a piss-up in a brewery and actually make it run on time - but he was fighting his first guerrilla battle with armoured cars, which is a bit like trying to conduct an orchestra when you've only ever played the kazoo. Plus he didn't speak Arabic, and neither did his mates Peake or Marshall, not properly anyway. And his troops were this mad mixture of British, Egyptian and Bedouin, with the last two getting on about as well as Spurs and Arsenal fans at a derby match.




So I drive into his camp after midnight - because nothing says 'I'm here to help' like turning up when everyone's trying to get some kip - and offer my services as an interpreter. Tactfully, obviously. I'm not completely mental.




The brilliant thing was, Dawnay didn't tell me to sod off, which was decent of him. He showed me round his camp, and bloody hell, it was like something out of a training manual. Cars parked in perfect rows, sentries everywhere, machine guns at the ready - the full works. Even the Arabs were where they were supposed to be, which was frankly miraculous. I had to bite my tongue to stop myself pointing out that the only thing missing was someone to fight.




But then Dawnay starts explaining his plan, and I'm thinking, this is either genius or complete madness. He's got proper operation orders - the sort with zero hours and everything - like we're planning D-Day rather than having a pop at some railway stations. We were going to hit the 'plain post' at dawn (armoured cars, naturally), then demolish some bridges (Tenders 1 and 3, because apparently we couldn't just call them 'the one with the dodgy clutch' and 'the one that makes that funny noise'), then move on to Rock Post, then have lunch - because you've got to keep your strength up - then attack South Post with a proper coordinated assault involving Egyptians from the east, Arabs from the north, and enough firepower to level Birmingham.




The whole thing was timed to the minute. 'The station will be taken at zero 11.30,' said the plan, and you could tell Dawnay was rather pleased with himself. The only problem was the Turks, who clearly hadn't read the script and surrendered ten minutes early, which was just typical really.




I asked if Hazaa understood all this, and apparently he didn't have a watch - which seemed like quite an important oversight - so he was just going to follow the cars and hope for the best. Fair enough.




The actual battle was like something out of a Boy's Own annual. The cars rolled up to the Turkish trenches at dawn, the Turks took one look and put their hands up - easiest thing in the world. Hornby came charging up in his Rolls-Royce (because apparently we were fighting this war in style) and blew up a bridge with enough explosive to demolish half of Cairo. The blast nearly launched Dawnay and me into orbit, but Hornby was having the time of his life.




The second post fell just as easily - the Turks were so rattled by the machine gun fire that Hazaa's Arabs basically walked in and took the place. Then it was my turn to play with the explosives, tearing up railway line like we were kids with fireworks, which in a way we were.




After lunch - because even in the middle of a battle, you've got to eat - we went for the big prize: the station itself. This was supposed to be the climax, the grand finale, with coordinated attacks and artillery support and bombing runs. But Hazaa's lot got a bit overexcited and charged up the hill like they were in the Grand National, which completely ruined the tactical plan but worked brilliantly anyway. The Turks just gave up in disgust.




The real chaos started when we actually captured the station. Everyone piled in to grab souvenirs - I got the station bell, which was rather nice - but then the Bedouin went completely mental and started looting everything in sight. Two hundred rifles, thousands of rounds of ammunition, the lot. Then some poor camel set off a booby trap and got blown arse over tit, which caused absolute pandemonium.




The Egyptians tried to claim some of the food supplies, which the Arabs didn't appreciate, and before you know it there's shooting between our own sides. We managed to sort it out, but it was touch and go for a while.




The trouble was, the loot was so good that most of the Arabs decided they'd had enough excitement for one campaign and buggered off home, leaving us with just Hazaa and a handful of die-hards for the next phase.




We sent Wade down to check out Ramleh station in his armoured car, expecting another fight, but the place was completely deserted. More loot for Hazaa's remaining boys, and more railway line for us to blow up.




The plan for day three was Mudowwara, but our hearts weren't really in it. Most of the Arabs had gone home with their shopping, and Peake's men weren't exactly champing at the bit for another scrap. Still, we thought we'd have a look, driving across the desert in our Rolls-Royces like some sort of upper-class raiding party.




Unfortunately, Mudowwara wasn't deserted. They had a train full of reinforcements and some rather accurate Austrian howitzers, which started dropping shells uncomfortably close to us. We made what the official reports would probably call 'a tactical withdrawal' but which was actually running away very quickly indeed.




Still, we'd done what we set out to do. Eighty miles of railway line completely buggered, seven stations captured or destroyed, and the active defence of Medina effectively finished. Not bad for a few days' work.




Then this new bloke Young turned up from Mesopotamia - proper soldier, spoke perfect Arabic, the full package. The idea was that he'd take over some of my work with the tribes while I went off to chat with Allenby about what to do next. Which suited me fine, really. Sometimes you need a break from blowing things up, even when you're good at it.




CHAPTER XCV 



Looking back on it now, meeting Dawnay was like running into your mate outside the record shop when you're both skiving off work - you know something's about to go spectacularly wrong, but you can't quite put your finger on what. We had this brief to discuss, the sort of tedious military planning that makes you long for the days when warfare was just two blokes with swords having a go at each other in a field.




So we trudge up to Allenby's camp, and there's General Bols, grinning like he's just discovered a rare pressing of 'Pet Sounds' in a charity shop bin. "Well, we're in Salt all right," he announces, as if he's revealing the meaning of life itself. 




We're staring at him like he's just claimed that Steps were better than ABBA, and he carries on - apparently the chiefs of the Beni Sakhr had wandered into Jericho one morning (probably looking for a decent cup of tea) and offered up twenty thousand tribesmen. Twenty thousand! And get this - Bols reckoned he'd sorted the whole thing out while having a bath. A bath! I've had some of my best ideas in the bath, admittedly, but they usually involve what to have for dinner or whether Arsenal might actually win something this season.




I asked who was running this Beni Sakhr show, and he said "Tahad" with the sort of smug satisfaction you get when you remember the B-side to an obscure Smiths single. This was becoming more mental by the minute. I knew for a fact that Fahad couldn't rustle up four hundred men if his life depended on it, and there wasn't a single tent where Bols claimed there were thousands - they'd all moved south to Young. It was like claiming you'd seen Morrissey doing the weekly shop in Tesco when everyone knows he only shops at Waitrose.




We legged it to the office for the actual story, which turned out to be exactly as barmy as Bols had made it sound. The British cavalry had gone charging up the hills based on some airy promise from a bunch of sheikhs who'd basically turned up in Jerusalem for the free hospitality - like those people who only turn up to your parties for the free booze and decent music.




The thing was, there was nobody decent left at headquarters. Guy Dawnay - brother of our Dawnay, the one who'd actually knew what he was doing - had buggered off to work with Haig. It was like losing your best midfielder right before the cup final and replacing him with someone's dad.




And of course, the whole thing went tits up while I was stuck in Jerusalem with Storrs, who was now running the place with the sort of smooth efficiency that makes you simultaneously impressed and slightly suspicious. The raid was a complete disaster - no Beni Sakhr support, Turks nipping back to cut off our retreat route, the works. We only avoided complete catastrophe because Allenby had that rare gift of knowing when everything's about to go horribly wrong - like a football manager who can sense a thrashing coming and makes the right substitutions.




But here's the thing about disasters - sometimes they work out better than success. This cock-up taught everyone some valuable lessons and made the Turks jumpy about the wrong places. It was like accidentally creating the perfect mixtape by recording over your dad's old cassettes.




The whole mess left us in a right state though. Our clean, simple operation had turned into one of those complicated relationships where you're constantly having to check what mood everyone else is in before you make any decisions.




CHAPTER XCVI 



Looking back, I suppose Nasir's approach to station-attacking was a bit like my dad's approach to home improvement – methodical, slightly obsessive, and guaranteed to make a tremendous mess. He'd cut the railway lines north and south the night before (planning ahead, see – not my strong suit), then wake up and bombardment the buildings as soon as there was enough light to actually hit something. Rasim was on gun duty with our ancient Krupp cannon – this thing had been with us through Medina, Wejh, and Tafileh like a faithful but increasingly knackered dog. When the Turks started looking a bit wobbly, the Arabs charged in, Beni Sakhr and Howeitat practically elbowing each other out of the way to be first through the door.




Nobody on our side got killed, naturally. That was the beauty of these tactics – like supporting Arsenal in the early Wenger years, you knew roughly what you were going to get. Hornby and Peake then proceeded to turn the place into something resembling the aftermath of a particularly vindictive divorce. Wells, tanks, engines, pumps, buildings, three bridges, rolling stock, four miles of track – the lot. The next day Nasir moved north and gave Faraifra station the same treatment. It sounded like our greatest hits album, demolition-wise. I had to see it for myself, obviously. You would too.




I took a dozen men with me. Below the Rasheidiya ridge we came to this lone tree, Shejerat el Tayar – think of it as the desert equivalent of that pub everyone knows but nobody really wants to go to. My Hauranis stopped under its thorny branches, which were decorated with bits of travelers' clothing like some mad Arabian Christmas tree. Mohammed said, 'Upon you, O Mustafa', and poor old Mustafa knew the drill. He climbed down from his camel and started undressing with all the enthusiasm of someone getting ready for a medical examination.




What followed was the sort of ritual that makes you realize just how different other people's lives are from yours. Mustafa lay down over this pile of stones, nearly naked, while the other men picked thorns and, in what I can only describe as the most uncomfortable queue I've ever witnessed, proceeded to stick them into him. Hard. The Ageyl watched this with the same expression I probably wore the first time someone explained the offside rule to me, then decided to join in with considerably more enthusiasm than was strictly necessary. Mustafa took it all quietly until Mohammed told him to get up, using the feminine form – which was either the linguistic equivalent of adding insult to injury, or just Mohammed being a bit of a bastard.




Nobody explained what any of this was about, and the look on everyone's faces suggested I shouldn't ask. It was like being at a dinner party where everyone knows why Uncle Trevor isn't speaking to Aunt Janet, but you've missed the crucial backstory.




We found Nasir at Hesa with six hundred men, all hiding under cliffs and bushes like the world's least effective game of hide-and-seek, terrified of enemy aircraft. These planes had been doing proper damage – one bomb had landed in a pool while eleven camels were having a drink, killing the lot of them and arranging them in a perfect circle around the water like some grim art installation. We wrote to Air-Vice-Marshal Salmond asking for revenge, which felt a bit like complaining to the council about noisy neighbors, only with more explosives involved.




CHAPTER XCVII 



Here's the passage rewritten in Nick Hornby's style:




So I had to explain to Feisal why we weren't completely screwed, which, let's face it, is never a conversation you want to have when you're standing in the middle of the desert and the Turks are basically playing football with your supply lines. Look, I said, Nasir's little adventure with the railway line will keep them busy for another month. After they've dealt with him (and let's not think too hard about what "dealt with" means in this context), we've got maybe another month before they come looking for us at Aba el Lissan. Which gives us just enough time to get our new camels match-fit, like some kind of bizarre pre-season training camp.




Here's what I was thinking: we get King Hussein to send us all those proper soldiers who are currently sitting around with Ali and Abdulla, doing God knows what. With them, we'd have ten thousand men in actual uniforms, which sounds impressive until you remember we're trying to take on the Ottoman Empire.




The plan was pure Championship Manager stuff: divide the squad into three teams. The defenders stay put and keep Maan quiet - basically park the bus. Then we send a thousand of our best players on the new camels to have a go at the Deraa-Damascus area. Meanwhile, the rest - two or three thousand infantry - would head into Beni Sakhr territory to link up with Allenby at Jericho.




The beauty of it was this: if our long-distance raid actually managed to take Deraa or Damascus (and that was a massive if), the Turks would have to pull one or two divisions out of Palestine to sort out their communications. It was like forcing your opponent to make a substitution they didn't want to make. Allenby could then push forward to Nablus, which would completely mess up the Turks' tactical setup in Moab.




Basically, I was suggesting we sacrifice the Hauran Arabs to get us halfway to Damascus. Not my finest moral moment, but there you go.




Feisal was up for it - gave me letters to his dad recommending the whole thing. But here's where it gets properly depressing: King Hussein had basically stopped listening to Feisal because he was jealous. His own son was doing too well, getting too much help from the British, and the old man couldn't handle it. Classic family dysfunction, desert warfare style.




I knew I'd have to get Wingate and Allenby - the guys who actually paid Hussein's wages - to put pressure on him. So I headed up to Egypt to convince them to write some properly stern letters.




In Cairo, Dawnay was brilliant about the whole thing - agreed to everything straight away. We took it to Wingate, who also thought it was a good idea and wrote to King Hussein recommending he send Feisal the reinforcements. But when I suggested he make it clear that the money would stop if Hussein didn't play ball, Wingate bottled it. Wrote some polite, diplomatic nonsense instead, which was about as much use as a chocolate teapot when dealing with a suspicious old autocrat in Mecca.




Still, the plan had such potential that we decided to try Allenby as well. And walking into G.H.Q. was like stepping into a completely different world - you could actually feel the competence in the air. Allenby had his flaws (mainly that he was so brilliant himself he didn't always spot when his staff were useless), but Chetwode had sorted that out by bringing in Bartholomew as Chief of Staff. Bartholomew wasn't as imaginative as Dawnay, but he was meticulous, professional, and actually seemed to know what he was doing.




We pitched him our autumn offensive plan, hoping to get things moving so he could come in and finish the job later. He listened, smiled, and then delivered the killer line: we were three days too late. Their reinforcements from Mesopotamia and India were already arriving, training was going brilliantly, and they'd decided in a private meeting on June 15th that they'd be ready for a full offensive in September.




It was like finding out your favorite band was reforming just as you'd given up hope. We went straight to Allenby, who told us outright that in late September he'd launch a massive attack aimed at Damascus and Aleppo. Our job would be the Deraa raid with the two thousand new camels - exactly what we'd been hoping for.




Of course, I'd been disappointed too many times to believe it would actually happen. So I got Allenby's approval for the troop transfers as backup and headed off to Jeddah, where things went exactly as badly as I'd expected. King Hussein had obviously heard I was coming and had legged it to Mecca for Ramadan - convenient timing. We ended up having this farcical phone conversation where he kept pretending the line was bad whenever I brought up anything important.




I wasn't in the mood for that kind of nonsense, so I hung up, shoved all the unopened letters back in my bag, and caught the next boat back to Cairo. Sometimes you've just got to know when you're beaten.




BOOK NINE. Balancing for a Last Effort 



CHAPTERS XCVIII TO CVI 



So Allenby gets all these reinforcements flooding in from India and Mesopotamia - proper job lot, like Christmas and your birthday rolled into one - and suddenly he's thinking, Christ, we might actually pull this off. Which is typical, isn't it? You spend months convinced you're completely stuffed, and then suddenly you've got more troops than you know what to do with and you start making plans like you're Napoleon or something.




The thing was, both sides were pretty evenly matched, which meant the whole thing would come down to who could be more clever about it. Allenby's big idea was to convince the Turks that the real threat was still out there beyond the Jordan - classic misdirection, like when you tell your girlfriend you're definitely not planning anything for her birthday while the restaurant reservation confirmation email is literally sitting in your inbox.




Our job was to sit there doing absolutely nothing for six weeks - which, let's be honest, wasn't exactly a hardship - and basically act like we were completely knackered. The idea being that the Turks would see us looking pathetic and think, "Right, let's have a go at these losers."




Then, just when everything was perfectly set up, the Arabs would swoop in and completely bollocks up the Turkish railway lines in Palestine. 




It was like one of those elaborate schemes you see in heist movies - you know, where everything has to happen at exactly the right moment or the whole thing falls apart spectacularly. Too early and the Turks would leg it from Palestine before Allenby was ready; too late and they'd attack us before we were ready to stop pretending to be useless.




We even borrowed some Imperial Camel Corps from Allenby to make our fake crisis look more convincing - because nothing says "we're in deep trouble" like having to call in the camel cavalry. Meanwhile, we kept planning the Deraa operation, which went pretty smoothly apart from King Hussein having one of his little tantrums. Because of course he did.




CHAPTER XCVIII 



Right, so there I was on July the eleventh with Dawnay, sitting in on these meetings with Allenby and Bartholomew, which was a bit like being invited backstage at a gig by your favourite band, except instead of watching someone tune a guitar you're watching someone plan a massive military offensive. And honestly? It was brilliant. Properly brilliant. Here I was, this weird sort of amateur general running my own bizarre little show, getting to see how the real professionals did it.




The thing about Allenby was his confidence. It was like supporting Arsenal in the Invincibles season - you just knew they were going to win. He went out to see his troops (who were hiding in the shadows like fans queuing for tickets) and told them he was banking on thirty thousand prisoners. Thirty thousand! When the whole thing could have gone tits-up at any moment. That's like Arsène Wenger telling the press he's definitely winning the league when it's only September and half the team are injured.




Bartholomew was having kittens about it all. He kept saying it would be mental trying to get the whole army sorted by September, and even if they managed it (some of these brigades were basically like Sunday league teams playing their first match together), we couldn't just assume everything would go according to plan. They could only attack near Ramleh because that's where all the supplies were - a bit like how you can only have a proper away day if there's a decent pub near the ground.




The plan was pure genius, though. Get all the infantry and cavalry hiding under the trees near Ramlegh just before September nineteenth, while at the same time making loads of noise over in the Jordan Valley to convince the Turks that's where the real action was happening. It was like the most elaborate football transfer rumour ever - get everyone looking at the wrong player while you secretly sign someone else.




After this bloke Meinertzhagen pulled off some brilliant bit of deception, Allenby became obsessed with fake-outs. For most generals, tricks were just the starter before the main course of actual fighting, but for Allenby they became the whole meal. Bartholomew was going to set up fake camps, fake horses, fake everything - it was like creating the most elaborate imaginary football club in history, complete with pretend fans and a dummy mascot.




The only problem was that if the Turks just moved back seven or eight miles, we'd be completely screwed. The whole British Army would be like a striker who's made a run but the ball's gone in completely the wrong direction - left standing there looking like a right muppet.




When Dawnay and I got back to Cairo, we were buzzing like fans after a last-minute winner, but we had this massive problem brewing. The Turks were about to have a go at our positions, and if we couldn't hold them off for another fortnight, our whole Deraa plan would be stuffed.




Then Dawnay had this stroke of genius - what if we borrowed the Imperial Camel Corps? Just for a month, with two conditions: we had to tell them exactly what we were planning, and - get this - they weren't allowed to have any casualties. It was like being loaned a player but being told he's not allowed to get tackled.




We worked out this mad scheme where they'd march all the way to Akaba, attack some places, blow up a bridge, and be back by August thirtieth. Meanwhile, Young and Joyce had come up with their own elaborate plan for November, which looked brilliant on paper but was basically like planning your Champions League celebration party when you're still in the qualifying rounds.




The thing was, Allenby wanted us to attack on September sixteenth - just three days before his big push. He said three blokes with pistols would be enough, as long as they turned up at the right time. He didn't actually care if we could fight; he just wanted us to make enough noise to keep the Turks looking the wrong way. It was like being the support act whose job is just to warm up the crowd.




When I got back and told Young and Joyce we were scrapping their beautiful November plan, they were about as pleased as Tottenham fans watching Arsenal win the league. Young went full strop and said it was impossible. We had this massive row about whether we could actually pull it off.




I had to convince Joyce that the Camel Corps wouldn't upset the Arabs (they'd arrive like mystery signings and disappear just as quickly), and argue with Young about every single detail of supplies and logistics. He kept saying we'd starve, we'd run out of petrol, the camels would die, the whole thing was mental. But I'd been doing this stuff for two years - it wasn't even that difficult once you stopped overthinking it.




The plan was simple: get a thousand men to Azrak by September thirteenth, hit Deraa on the sixteenth, then hang about and see what happened with Allenby. Young thought it was completely barmy. Joyce was up for it despite his doubts. And that was that, really - sometimes you've just got to back yourself and hope it comes off, even if everyone thinks you're having a laugh.




CHAPTER XCIX 



So here we were, end of July, and I had this mental list going—you know the kind, where every item you cross off gets replaced by three new ones that are somehow more urgent than the original crisis. By the end of August we had to get the Deraa expedition moving, which was a bit like saying "by next Tuesday I need to organize a music festival, learn Mandarin, and achieve inner peace." Meanwhile there was Buxton's Camel Corps to babysit through their desert orientation program (imagine teaching your dad to use Spotify, but with actual life-or-death consequences), plus we needed to show the armoured cars where Azrak was—basically sat-nav for tanks in 1917—and find somewhere for the aeroplanes to land that wasn't just "flat bit of sand, fingers crossed."




A busy month. Understatement of the century, really, like saying the Titanic had a small ice problem.




Nuri Shaalan was first on my list, partly because he was the most important, but mainly because he was the furthest away, and I've always been the sort of person who tackles the worst job first—probably the same psychological quirk that makes me eat vegetables before chips. He was meant to meet Feisal at Jefer around August seventh, which gave us about as much planning time as a last-minute wedding.




Then there was Buxton's lot. I'd told Feisal they were coming—under seal, obviously, because in the desert gossip travels faster than bad news at a school reunion. The thing was, to avoid casualties they had to hit Mudowwara with absolute surprise, the kind of surprise you get when your ex turns up at your birthday party. I'd decided to guide them myself to Rumm, through that first tricky bit where the Howeitat tribes hung about Akaba like teenagers outside a shopping center—potentially trouble, definitely unpredictable.




So down to Akaba I went, where Buxton let me give each company my little pep talk. Picture it: me explaining to a bunch of perfectly decent British soldiers that they were about to help some allies who hadn't exactly sent them an invitation, and could they please, if things got awkward, turn the other cheek? Partly, I told them, because they were better educated than the Arabs (which was diplomatic rather than true), and partly because there were bugger all of them. After that cheerful briefing, we headed up through Itm's gorge—oppressive doesn't begin to cover it, like being inside a giant's digestive system—under Nejed's red cliffs and over Imran's curves, which were honestly a bit rude in their obvious femininity, building up slowly to Rumm's big reveal.




And Christ, what a reveal. We passed through the gap by Khuzail rock and suddenly we were in nature's cathedral, the kind of place that makes you shut up automatically and feel about as significant as a coffee stain. The landscape just refused to play supporting actor—it grabbed the whole show, sky and all, and left us humans feeling like we should apologize for existing.




At Rumm the British lads got their first taste of sharing water with Arabs, and found it about as comfortable as a vegetarian at a barbecue. But fair play to them, they were wonderfully patient, and Buxton was an old Sudan hand who spoke Arabic and understood the whole nomadic thing—patient, good-humored, sympathetic, all those qualities you need when you're essentially chaperoning a cross-cultural camping trip. Hazaa helped by telling off any Arabs who got stroppy, and Stirling and Marshall knew the Beni Atiyeh well enough to smooth things over. Thanks to everyone's diplomacy and the British lads' basic decency, nothing went spectacularly wrong.




I stayed for their first day, struck dumb by how surreal it was watching these healthy-looking fellows—like overgrown school boys in their shirts and shorts—wandering around my private sanctuary as if they owned the place. Three years in Sinai had bleached them to the color of old leather, their blue eyes looking somehow faded next to the intense, dark gaze of the Bedouins. They were broad-faced, honest, blunt-featured people, but next to the fine-boned Arabs—sharpened by generations of careful breeding into something almost crystalline—they looked, well, a bit thick, really. Continental soldiers had always seemed clumsy compared to our lean British types, but here even our boys looked lumpy next to my elegant Nejdis.




Later I rode back toward Akaba through Itm's high walls, alone now except for six silent guards who followed me like well-trained shadows, perfectly at home in their landscape of sand and scrub and stone. And suddenly I felt homesick in that particularly brutal way that hits you when you least expect it, highlighting just how much of an outsider I was among these Arabs, using their finest ideals like tools, turning their love of freedom into just another way to help England win.




It was evening, the sun setting over Sinai like something from a tourist postcard, ridiculously brilliant and making my eyes water—though that might have been because I was absolutely knackered with being me, longing for England's moody skies more than I'd longed for anything in ages. This desert sunset was fierce and stimulating and completely barbaric, reviving the landscape's colors like some kind of daily vitamin shot—which it literally did every evening, this miraculous burst of strength and heat—while what I wanted was weakness, proper English drizzle and grey mist, so the world wouldn't be quite so crystalline clear, quite so obviously divided into right and wrong.




We English who lived abroad for years always wore our remembered country like a favorite jacket—that strange entity that had nothing to do with actual English people, because often those who loved England most couldn't stand the English. Here in Arabia, for the war's sake, I was basically trading my integrity for her survival. No choice in it, really.




Back in Akaba my bodyguard was assembled and ready for victory—I'd promised the Hauran men they'd celebrate the upcoming feast in their liberated villages, and time was running short. So we mustered for the last time on that windy beach, sun glittering off the waves in competition with my flashing, constantly shifting men. Sixty of them—the Zaagi had rarely brought so many together, and as we rode toward the brown hills and Guweira he was busy organizing them in proper Ageyl formation, center and wings, with poets and singers arranged left and right. Made the whole ride musical, really. It hurt his feelings that I wouldn't have a banner like a proper prince.




I was on Ghazala, my ancient grandmother camel, magnificently fit again despite recent tragedy—her foal had died, and Abdulla, riding beside me, had skinned the little body and now carried the dried pelt behind his saddle like some grim keepsake. We started well thanks to the Zaagi's chanting, but after an hour Ghazala suddenly lifted her head and began this uneasy dance, picking up her feet like she was walking on hot coals.




I tried urging her forward, but Abdulla swept past me, dramatic as anything, leaped from his saddle with the calf skin in hand and landed in front of Ghazala, who'd stopped completely and was making this gentle moaning sound that broke your heart. He spread the little hide on the ground before her and drew her head down to it. She stopped crying, nuzzled it three times with her lips, then lifted her head and walked on with just a small whimper. This happened several times during the day, but afterwards she seemed to forget.




At Guweira, Siddons had a plane waiting—Nuri Shaalan and Feisal wanted me in Jefer immediately. The air was thin and bumpy, and we barely scraped over Shtar's crest. I sat there wondering if we'd crash, almost hoping we would. I was pretty sure Nuri was about to demand I fulfill our rather dishonorable arrangement, and actually doing it seemed even worse than thinking about it. Death in the air would be clean, simple—though I hardly dared hope for it, not from fear (I was too tired to be properly scared) or moral qualms (our lives seemed entirely our own to keep or throw away), but from habit. Lately I only risked myself when it seemed useful to the cause.




I was busy compartmentalizing my thoughts, finding instinct and reason at their usual war. Instinct said "Die," but reason pointed out that would just be cutting my mind loose to float free—better to find some mental death, some gradual brain-fade to sink below all these bloody puzzles. An accident seemed more cowardly than deliberate action. If I didn't hesitate to risk my life, why worry about dirtying it? But life and honor felt like completely different categories, not tradeable one for the other. And as for honor—hadn't I lost that a year ago when I promised the Arabs that England kept her word?




Or maybe honor was like those mythical leaves that become more precious the fewer remain—the part equaling the whole? My secrecy had left me without any referee for responsibility. All this physical work just made me crave more, while the endless doubt and questioning tied my mind in knots and left no space for actual thinking.




Anyway, we reached Jefer alive, where Feisal and Nuri met us in excellent spirits with no mention of my price. It seemed incredible that this ancient man had freely joined our youth movement. He was very old indeed—grey and worn with sorrow and regret written all over him, bitter smile the only thing that moved in his face. His eyelids sagged down over tired folds, and the overhead sun sent red light into his eye sockets, making them look like fiery pits with a man slowly burning inside. Only his dyed black hair and the intricate network of lines on his face betrayed his seventy years.




There was ceremonial conversation around this reserved leader, surrounded by his tribe's headmen—famous sheikhs so loaded with silk they rustled like women while moving with the slow dignity of oxen. First among them was Fans, who like Hamlet couldn't forgive Nuri for murdering his father Sottam—a thin man with a drooping mustache and unnaturally white face, meeting the world's hidden censure with soft manners and an unctuous, apologetic voice. "He understands our Arabic!" he squeaked about me in amazement.




Trad and Sultan were there too—serious, direct, honorable men and great cavalry leaders. Mijhem the rebel had been brought in by Feisal and reconciled with his reluctant uncle, who seemed only half to tolerate his sharp-featured, bleak presence, though Mijhem's manner was eagerly friendly. He was another great leader, Trad's rival in raiding, but weak and cruel underneath. Next to him sat Khalid, Trad's brother—similar face but not quite so substantial. Durzi ibn Dughmi swelled over to welcome me, ungratefully reminding me of his greed at Nebk—one-eyed, sinister, hook-nosed, heavy and menacing and mean, but undeniably brave.




There was the Khaffaji, Nuri's spoiled favorite, expecting friendship from me because of his father rather than any merit of his own—young enough to be excited about the coming war and proud of his new weapons. And Bender, the laughing boy, contemporary and playmate of the Khaffaji, who completely wrong-footed me by begging for a place in my bodyguard. He'd heard from my Rahail, his foster-brother, about their extreme emotional range, and the unwholesome glamour of service called to him. I deflected, and when he persisted, muttered that I wasn't a king to have Shaalan servants. Nuri's somber look met mine in approval.




Rahail sat beside me, preening in his loud clothes, whispering each chief's name under cover of conversation. They didn't need to ask who I was—my appearance was distinctive enough in the desert. Being the only clean-shaven one was notorious enough, and I doubled it by always wearing pure silk (white, at least on the outside) with a gold and crimson Meccan head-rope and gold dagger. Dressing like this staked a claim that Feisal's public attention confirmed.




Many times Feisal had won over new tribes in councils like this, many times the job had fallen to me, but never before had we worked actively together in one company, reinforcing each other from opposite angles. The work went like child's play—the Rualla melted under our combined heat. We could move them with a touch, a word. There was tension, held breath, the glitter of belief in their fixed eyes.




Feisal brought nationality into their minds with a phrase that set them thinking of Arab history and language, then dropped into silence—with these illiterate masters of the tongue, words were alive and they liked to savor each one separately. Another phrase showed them Feisal's spirit, their fellow and leader sacrificing everything for national freedom, then silence again while they imagined him day and night in his tent, teaching, preaching, organizing, making friends. They felt something of the idea behind this pictured man sitting iconically, drained of personal desires, ambitions, weaknesses, faults—such a rich personality enslaved by an abstraction, made single-minded and single-purposed, living or dying in its service.




Of course it was a picture, not flesh and blood, but true nonetheless, because his individuality had surrendered its third dimension to the idea, given up the world's wealth and artifices. Feisal was hidden in his tent, veiled to remain our leader, when in reality he was nationality's best servant, its tool rather than its owner. Yet in that dim light nothing seemed more noble.




He conjured up for them the trapped enemy, eternally defensive, whose best hope was simply to avoid doing more damage than necessary, while we swam calmly in the desert's friendly silence until we chose to come ashore.




Our conversation was cleverly aimed at lighting fuses to their buried thoughts, so the excitement would be theirs and the conclusions natural rather than imposed. Soon we felt them catch fire; we leaned back watching them move and speak, heating each other up until the air vibrated and in stumbling phrases they experienced the first stirrings of ideas that ran beyond their sight. They turned to hurry us along, suddenly the eager ones with us as reluctant strangers, trying to make us understand their belief's full intensity, forgetting us entirely, flashing out means and ends of our shared desire. Another tribe joined our fellowship, though Nuri's simple "Yes" at the end carried more weight than everything else combined.




There was nothing merely emotional in our preaching. We tried hard to exclude the senses, wanting our support to be slow, durable, unsentimental. We didn't want converts bought with rice. We consistently refused to let our famous gold win over anyone not spiritually convinced. Money was confirmation, mortar rather than building stones. Buying men would have based our movement on self-interest, whereas our followers had to be ready to go all the way with no motive beyond human frailty. Even I, the stranger, the godless fraud inspiring an alien nationalism, felt relief from self-hatred and eternal questioning in imitating their bondage to the idea—despite knowing my own performance lacked instinct.




Naturally I couldn't deceive myself for long, but I played my part so casually that only Joyce, Nesib and Mohammed el Dheilan seemed to realize I was acting. To the instinctive man, anything believed by two or three people had miraculous authority worth sacrificing individual comfort and life for. To the rational man, nationality wars were as much a fraud as religious wars, and nothing was worth fighting for—fighting itself held no intrinsic virtue. Life was so deliberately private that no circumstances could justify one person violently attacking another, though a man's own death remained his final free choice, a saving grace and escape from unbearable pain.




We made the Arabs stretch to reach our creed because it led to action, dangerous territory where people might mistake the deed for the intention. My fault, my leadership blindness (eager for quick conversion) allowed them this concrete image of our goal, which properly existed only in endless effort toward an unattainable imagined light. Our crowd seeking light in objects were like pathetic dogs sniffing around a lamp-post's base. Only I served the abstract, whose duty took him beyond the shrine.




The irony was that I loved objects more than life or ideas; the incongruity was answering action's infectious call, which emphasized things' diversity. Straddling feeling and action was hard work for me. I'd had one lifelong craving—for self-expression in some imaginative form—but had been too scattered to ever develop technique. Finally accident, with perverted humor, cast me as a man of action in the Arab Revolt, a ready-made epic theme for a direct eye and hand, offering me an outlet in literature, the technique-free art. Whereupon I became excited only about mechanics. The epic mode was as foreign to me as to my generation. Memory gave me no clue to the heroic, so I couldn't feel men like Auda in myself. He seemed as fantastic as Rumm's hills, as ancient as mythology.




Among the Arabs I was the disillusioned skeptic who envied their cheap belief. The unnoticed sham looked so well-fitting, such becoming dress for shabby humanity. The ignorant, superficial, and deceived were the happy ones among us. Through our swindle they were glorified. We paid with our self-respect, and they gained their lives' deepest feeling. The more we condemned and despised ourselves, the more we could cynically take pride in them, our creatures. It was so easy to over-credit others, so impossible to reduce their motives to our own uncharitable truth. They were our dupes, wholeheartedly fighting the enemy, blown before our intentions like chaff—except they weren't chaff, but the bravest, simplest, and most cheerful of men.




But didn't being believed by many create a distorted righteousness? The mounting devotion of years from short-sighted multitudes might endow even an unwilling idol with godhead, strengthening it whenever people prayed silently to him.




CHAPTER C 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I had some grand epiphany while staring at this text - that's not how these things work, is it? But something clicked, probably around the third time I read it, when I realized that choosing the Unknown over God was basically the intellectual equivalent of supporting a Championship team. You know it's going to hurt, you know it's probably pointless, but there's something perversely honest about it.




The thing about duty is that it's dead easy, isn't it? Like being a soldier - you just follow orders, take your lumps, and if something goes wrong it's not really your fault. But when you're the one making the decisions, sending other people into danger while you stay safe? That's like being the manager who never played the game, except the stakes are a bit higher than relegation.




I suppose it might have been heroic to die for something I didn't believe in - very Lawrence of Arabia, very romantic. But getting other people killed for my half-baked ideas? That felt like the worst kind of fraud. These men believed what I was telling them was true, which made them ready to die for it. Their deaths would be logical, practical even - just another entry in some cosmic profit-and-loss account. If I'd invented the whole thing and then died for it myself, well, at least that would have had some integrity.




The whole movement seemed to operate on this weird economy of pain and pleasure. We noticed our bodies mainly when they hurt, and happiness felt sharper because we were so used to suffering. But we were definitely better at the suffering bit - joy required more effort than we could usually manage.




The really dangerous bit was thinking our pain might actually mean something, might redeem not just us but everyone. It was incredibly seductive, this idea that by taking on someone else's suffering you could somehow become them, escape yourself for a moment. The high was incredible - you felt larger, more complete. But of course it was complete bollocks. We were doing it for ourselves, because it made us feel better, and we could only avoid admitting this by lying to ourselves about our motives.




There's something almost greedy about voluntary sacrifice - it's one of the purest forms of pleasure available, choosing to take on someone else's pain to improve yourself. But here's the catch: if you're the one making the sacrifice, you're depriving everyone else of their chance to do the same. While you're getting your redemption high, they're left feeling diminished, less manly. And if they're happy to let you do it for them, well, that makes them complicit in your suffering, doesn't it?




Maybe the truly noble thing would have been to stand back and let someone else be the hero. One road led to self-perfection, the other to self-destruction but the perfection of others. It's like that quote about giving and receiving, except we seemed to be stuck in this weird hive-mind where one person's growth meant everyone else got smaller.




Don't get me wrong - there was definitely something magnificent about suffering for others. The view from your cross is pretty spectacular, and the pride you feel is off the charts. But every cross that gets occupied means there are fewer available for latecomers, and copying someone else's sacrifice is about as meaningful as a tribute band.




Real redemption would have to be unconscious, wouldn't it? Like a child doing something good without thinking about it. Once you start analyzing your motives, calculating the glory you'll get afterward, the whole thing becomes worthless. The self-aware altruist is basically stealing something that would be better given to someone innocent. A complicated modern person trying to save simple people from evil - it's almost avaricious when you think about it.




But then again, maybe even this shame was worth having for its own sake? I mean, how can it be right to let people die just because they don't understand what's happening? We punish stupidity more harshly than deliberate evil, at least in terms of how guilty we feel about it afterward. If you're clever enough to know that self-sacrifice makes the sacrificer feel great while making everyone else feel rubbish, and you hold back because of this knowledge, aren't you letting some poor fool take the hit instead?




There didn't seem to be any clean way through it - just endless circles of hidden motivations, each one canceling out or doubling down on the last.




I can't claim my part in the Arab deception was down to weakness or natural dishonesty, though I must have had some talent for it or I wouldn't have been so good at it for so long. I didn't start the Arab Revolt, but by the end I was the one responsible for making it a problem for the people who did. Somewhere along the way I went from accomplice to ringleader, though I couldn't tell you exactly when. After the march to Akaba I regretted the whole thing bitterly - not bitterly enough to actually do anything about it, mind you, just enough to make me miserable in my spare time. Hence all the indecision and pointless whinging.




CHAPTER CI 



Look, I'll be honest with you – I never really understood military history until I found myself completely obsessed with it, the way some blokes get obsessed with, say, Belle and Sebastian's back catalogue or the offside rule. It started with this passage about Lawrence of Arabia that I kept coming back to, like a song you can't get out of your head.




So Siddons flies Lawrence back to this place called Guweira – and can I just say, if you think modern air travel is grim, try doing it in 1918 in what was basically a flying tea tray – and that night Lawrence tells Dawnay (who's just arrived, probably knackered and wanting nothing more than a cup of tea and a lie-down) that everything's going well. Which, in military terms, is like your football manager saying the lads are looking sharp in training. You know it probably means bugger all.




The next morning they get word about this battle at Mudowwara, and honestly, reading about it is like following a particularly violent episode of Dad's Army. Buxton's lot decide to attack before dawn using bombers, which sounds dead impressive until you realize they got lost in the dark and nearly cocked the whole thing up. They'd laid out white tapes as guides – white tapes! – like they were organizing a village fete rather than a military assault.




The plan was to kick off at quarter to four (and who decides these things? Is there a committee?), but they couldn't find their way in the dark, so by the time they actually got going, it was practically breakfast time. Still, they managed to take the southern redoubt pretty easily, which must have felt like scoring a goal against Arsenal when you're expecting to get thrashed.




The middle redoubt surrendered after twenty minutes, which is about how long it takes me to give up trying to assemble IKEA furniture. But the northern redoubt – the northern redoubt was having none of it. They had a gun and weren't afraid to use it, spraying shots around like a drunk bloke with a super soaker at a house party.




Buxton sorted this out with typical military efficiency – he got Brodie's guns to shell them while Siddons flew over and bombed them, and the Camel Corps (I mean, the Camel Corps – how brilliant is that?) attacked from three sides with Lewis guns. By seven in the morning, even the northern redoubt had had enough and surrendered. The whole thing cost four British dead and ten wounded, while the Turks lost twenty-one dead and 150 prisoners, plus guns and equipment. In football terms, that's like beating Man United 4-1 at Old Trafford.




What happened next is pure genius. Buxton immediately got the Turkish prisoners to fire up the water pumps so his camels could have a drink – talk about adding insult to injury – while his men blew up the wells and smashed the equipment. Then, as the sun was setting, they blew up this massive water tower, and Buxton shouted "Walk—march!" to his troops. Four hundred camels stood up "roaring like the day of judgement" (which is possibly the best description of anything I've ever read) and off they went.




Meanwhile, Dawnay went off to see Feisal with a message from Allenby that was basically, "Look, don't do anything stupid, this is a bit of a long shot and if it goes tits up, you'll be stuffed." Specifically, Allenby was begging Feisal not to rush off to Damascus, which is like telling a teenager not to rush off to see their favorite band – well-intentioned advice that's almost certainly going to be ignored.




This caution was apparently Lawrence's fault. He'd had a bit of a moment at headquarters and announced that 1918 was their last chance and they were going to take Damascus come what may, because it was better to have taken it and lost it than never to have taken it at all. Which sounds suspiciously like the sort of thing you'd say after too many pints while planning to tell your ex exactly what you think of them.




Feisal's response was brilliant. He basically told Dawnay, "Cheers for the advice, but we're going for Damascus whatever happens, and if you lot can't keep up, we'll make our own peace deal with Turkey." Which is like your mate saying he's going to ask out the most beautiful woman in the pub, and if you won't be his wingman, he'll find someone else.




The thing is, Feisal had been having secret correspondence with the Turks – proper cloak-and-dagger stuff that makes modern diplomatic cables look like text messages between teenagers. This Turkish general, Jemal Pasha, had been writing to him because he thought the Arab revolt was basically a religious disaster that needed sorting out. His letters were apparently "illuminating," which in diplomatic terms probably means "accidentally revealing and slightly embarrassing."




What followed was this incredible game of epistolary chess, with both sides trying to split the opposition through clever letter-writing. It's like watching two people have an argument on Twitter, except the stakes were the future of the Middle East rather than who's the best Spider-Man.




The Turks kept upping their offers – first autonomy for Hejaz, then Syria, then Mesopotamia, then they threw in a crown for good measure, and finally offered spiritual leadership of Islam. It was like watching someone bid for something on eBay while drunk – each offer more desperate than the last.




The real killer was when the Russians published the Sykes-Picot agreement, which basically revealed that Britain and France had already carved up the Ottoman Empire between themselves. Jemal read out the worst bits at a dinner party in Beirut, which must have been about as comfortable as your mate revealing your embarrassing secrets at a wedding reception.




Lawrence had actually warned Feisal about this treaty already, telling him his best bet was to help the British so much that they'd be too ashamed to betray him afterward. It's the geopolitical equivalent of being so useful at work that they can't fire you, even though you know where all the bodies are buried.




The British, not to be outdone in the promise-making department, then issued contradictory pledges to basically everyone – the Arabs, the French, some committee in Cairo, and finally the Jews regarding Palestine. When an old Arab chief came to Lawrence with all these conflicting documents asking which one to believe, Lawrence told him, "The last in date," which is the kind of cynical pragmatism that probably explains most of modern diplomacy.




The whole thing reads like a particularly complicated episode of EastEnders, with everyone plotting against everyone else, secret letters flying about, and nobody quite sure who's betraying whom. Except instead of the Queen Vic, it's the entire Middle East, and instead of someone getting slapped, entire empires are hanging in the balance.




What strikes me most about this whole business is how modern it all feels – the confusion, the contradictory promises, the way everyone's trying to play multiple sides against each other. Plus ça change, as the French would say, if they weren't too busy carving up Ottoman territories to speak properly.




CHAPTER CII 



Look, I should probably start by saying I don't really know what I'm doing here. I mean, who am I to mess about with Lawrence of Arabia? It's like being asked to improve 'Pet Sounds' or something. But anyway, here goes.




After the peace-talks (which, let's face it, were about as peaceful as a Millwall-West Ham derby), Joyce and I decided to go on another one of our little road trips. This time to Azrak, which sounds exotic but was probably just another godforsaken place with camels and not much else. Still, we had to break trail towards Deraa, and someone had to do it.




We drove out to Jefer to meet the Camel Corps, who were coming back all pleased with themselves after their victory at Mudowwara. They looked fantastic, gliding across the desert like they owned the place - which, to be fair, they probably did. Everyone was buzzing about their success and the fact that they could finally do what they wanted without some officer breathing down their necks. Buxton reckoned they were ready for anything, which is the kind of thing people always say right before everything goes tits up.




The plan was simple enough: they'd rest for two nights, stock up on rations (Young had organized all that - proper keen, he was), and then Joyce and I would bugger off in our car with Rolls doing the driving. Rolls was one of those blokes who could probably drive through a brick wall if you asked him nicely enough.




So off we went to Wadi Bair, where we found Alwain lurking about. Poor sod was hiding from Auda, which frankly seemed like a sensible life choice. We only stopped long enough to sort out arrangements for Buxton's lot, then carried on with this mental Sherari kid who was supposed to help us navigate. The thing is, being brilliant with camels doesn't exactly qualify you to guide a five-ton armoured car, does it? But he knew the territory, which was something.




The driving was decent across the Erha plateau - proper surfaces, not too many obstacles. We were making good time until we ran into these Abu Tayi herders who were in a right state about some mounted blokes they'd spotted lurking about. Classic desert paranoia, but we thought we'd better check it out.




We found five riders who legged it the moment they saw us coming. Took us ten minutes to catch them - which must have been embarrassing for them, really. Turned out they were Jazi Howeitat, basically professional thieves, but suddenly our best mates once they realized we had them bang to rights. All smiles and 'lovely to see you here' nonsense. I told them to sod off back to their tents, which they did, looking like kids who'd been caught nicking sweets.




The rest of the journey was the usual desert driving tedium - dodging gullies, laying down brushwood where the ground was soft, trying not to get bogged down. At least there was decent grazing, which meant our camels wouldn't starve when they came through later.




Next morning was properly fresh - desert mornings are brilliant until the sun gets going and turns everything into a furnace. We had a decent breakfast and then purred along (Rolls really was a magician with that car) through various valleys with names I could never remember properly.




The thing about desert travel is that you're always thinking about escape routes. If Azrak went wrong, we'd need to get to Amman, assuming the cars could make it. Every plan had about fifteen different 'what ifs' attached to it, like some massive military game of snakes and ladders.




We stopped at these water-holes where Farraj and Daud used to mess about - the water was absolutely disgusting, but it kept the radiators happy. Then we found somewhere to camp and watched what was probably the most incredible sunset I'd ever seen. Started grey, went pink, then red, then this mental crimson that made you think the world might actually explode. Meanwhile, the lads opened tins and made tea like nothing was happening.




Next day we crossed this enormous mud-flat towards Azrak castle. The mirage was doing its usual tricks, making everything look like it was underwater or floating in the air. Rolls gunned the car across the flat - proper Boy's Own stuff, dust flying everywhere.




When we finally got to Azrak, it was completely deserted except for gazelles and birds. The place should have felt ancient and mystical, but somehow having our khaki-clad lads there made it seem more real, not less. Like they belonged there more than the romantic emptiness did.




Joyce and I climbed the tower and agreed that Azrak would make a decent base, though there was no grazing, which was a problem. We checked out the mud-flat as a potential landing strip - you could probably see it from space when the sun caught it right.




The drive back was a nightmare of burst tyres and overheated engines. The armoured car was too heavy for the terrain, and we spent half the day jacking it up and changing wheels. Everyone got increasingly narky in the heat, especially the drivers who were doing all the actual work.




Our Sherari lad was fascinated by the English soldiers. He'd never been treated decently before and couldn't get over how they never hit him or shouted at him. He thought their tight uniforms were weird - like bark growing on trees, he said - and couldn't understand how they told each other apart when they all looked identical. He reckoned they were my slaves, which was quite funny really.




When we finally got to Bair, there was the usual desert chaos. Two wells, hundreds of thirsty camels, and a mob of refugees and merchants all fighting for water access. Plus half our supplies had gone missing - probably nicked by the Armenians, though nothing could be proved.




Buxton and I had to completely reorganize everything. Fewer cars, different route, lighter loads. Just another day in the desert, really. Though I suppose that's easy for me to say - I wasn't the one who had to make it all work.




CHAPTER CIII 



Look, I was knocking about with the Camel Corps at these massive forty-foot wells, and it was all quite pleasant in a lazy, can't-be-bothered sort of way. Buxton and his three hundred blokes were absolutely sound - proper decent bunch, really. The valley was crawling with them, and the Howeitat couldn't stop gawping because they'd never seen so many English in one place. Fair enough, really. I mean, I felt quite proud of our lot - they had that thing, you know? That understated competence that makes you think, yes, these are my people. Made the Arabs look like tourists in their own country, which is saying something. Buxton himself was brilliant - clever, well-read, bit of a laugh - though mostly he was fretting about this forced march he was planning.




So there I was, thirty years old (Christ, thirty!), sitting around having one of those moments where you take stock of your life and wonder how the hell you got there. Thing is, when I was twenty-six I had this whole plan: general by thirty, probably knighted, the works. And the mental thing was, I could actually have all that now if I wanted it. Only problem being I'd gone completely off the idea. It's like when you really fancy someone and then you get to know them and realize they're a bit rubbish, except it was happening with my own ambitions. Though I still wanted people to think well of me, obviously. Who doesn't?




But that's what made me paranoid about whether I was being honest with myself. Because I'd become quite good at this whole Lawrence of Arabia thing, hadn't I? The Arabs believed in me, Allenby trusted me, my bodyguard would literally die for me - and I kept thinking, hang on, what if this is all just an act? What if everyone who's ever been successful is basically just winging it and hoping no one notices?




The really annoying bit was that whenever I tried to be honest about any of this, people thought I was being modest. "Oh, how charming, how self-deprecating!" Bollocks. I wasn't being modest - I was genuinely worried I was a fraud. But people love a romantic story, don't they? They'd rather believe the myth than deal with the messy reality. And there's nothing more irritating than people confusing shyness with modesty. I wasn't humble - I was just awkward and uncomfortable in my own skin, like wearing a jacket that doesn't quite fit.




The thing about not being naturally good at something is that you end up overthinking everything. Because I wasn't really a soldier, I had to think too hard about the military stuff. Because I wasn't naturally a man of action, everything I did felt forced and overdone. It was like being in a play where you're always slightly aware of yourself performing, and there's this other bit of your brain in the audience going "bit much, that bit" or "you're losing them here."




And on top of all that, I was knackered, hungry, too hot or too cold, and frankly the living conditions were pretty grim. So instead of keeping proper notes about useful things, I'd end up writing down all these abstract thoughts and self-obsessing, timed to the rhythm of the camels walking. Pathetic, really.




So on this birthday in Bair, I thought, right, time for some brutal honesty. Time to figure out what I actually believed and why I did anything. Proper soul-searching stuff, though it felt a bit like trying to examine your own eyeballs.




The problem was this shyness thing - it was like wearing a mask all the time, usually pretending I didn't care about things when actually I cared desperately. And occasionally the mask would slip and I'd want something so badly it would frighten me.




God, the contradictions were exhausting. I wanted people to like me so much that I could never actually be friendly to anyone - too terrified of getting it wrong. I wanted to be famous but was horrified by the idea of people knowing I wanted to be famous. I'd turn down honors because I was disgusted with myself for wanting them in the first place. Classic lose-lose situation.




I avoided anything that reminded me we were just animals, really. Couldn't bear physical contact - made my skin crawl. Which was ironic because part of me envied people who could just be simple and physical and not think about everything so bloody much. You'd see a soldier with his girlfriend or someone playing with a dog and think, Christ, what must it be like to just be happy like that?




The truth was, I quite liked degrading myself. There was something honest about hitting rock bottom - at least you knew where you stood. I remembered this fortnight in Port Said when I was younger, working with the real dregs of society, sleeping rough, and it was almost liberating. No pretense, no expectations.




But even then there was this part of my brain - like having a really uptight friend constantly telling you you're making a scene - that wouldn't let me just be. "That's frightfully common, old boy. Do buck up." Maddening.




I'd get bored of ideas almost as soon as I'd understood them, which made me suspicious of experts who'd spent their whole lives on one thing. Fair enough if that worked for them, but I'd rather know a little about everything than everything about something incredibly specific.




The problem was I never really committed to anything. I'd drift into situations, end up running them because I couldn't help myself, but never because I'd actually chosen to be there. And I could see this was probably quite dangerous for everyone involved - all this energy and capability with no real direction.




I was much better at helping other people's projects than starting my own. Leading meant everyone looking at you, and frankly I couldn't be doing with that. Much easier to be told what to do. The annoying thing was that no one would just give me proper orders - they all wanted to be nice about it, give me room to maneuver. What I actually wanted was someone to boss me around properly, but apparently that was too much to ask.




Feisal was sweet but hopeless - trying to do a job that needed someone much more ruthless than he could ever be. I helped him partly because I felt sorry for him, which was a bit patronizing of me, really. Allenby was different - he had that thing that proper leaders have, that makes you want to follow them. But I had to keep my distance because I was terrified that if I got to know him properly he'd turn out to be ordinary, and then where would I be?




The worst bit was listening to other people being praised, because I'd believe every word, while completely dismissing any praise that came my way. Mental, really. I was like my own harshest critic, sitting in judgment on everything I did, because I knew all the lucky breaks and shortcuts that had got me there.




And here's the really stupid bit: as soon as I could have had something I wanted, I'd immediately stop wanting it. The anticipation was always better than the reality. I'd work toward something just to prove I could get it, then walk away at the last minute. Probably drove everyone mad.




I was always trying to reinvent myself, partly to see what would happen, partly because I was curious about how people would react. I'd try different approaches with different people, almost like market research, except the product was me. Not exactly the foundation for genuine relationships, but there you go.




The really embarrassing truth was that I didn't much like the version of myself I had to live with. All this internal noise, all this self-consciousness - exhausting, really. But what can you do? You're stuck with yourself, aren't you?




CHAPTER CIV 



Right, so there I was, having reached that useful stage where everything's going relatively smoothly (and if you've ever been in the middle of the Arabian desert with a bunch of explosives and some very temperamental camels, you'll know that 'relatively smoothly' is about as good as it gets), when all hell broke loose at the Toweiha tents. Shouting men running towards me - and let me tell you, when you're already on edge about whether your camel corps knows what it's doing, the last thing you need is more shouting men.




I braced myself for the usual Arab-versus-Camel-Corps punch-up (there's always something, isn't there?), but it turned out to be an appeal for help. Some Shammar raiders had nicked eighty camels two hours earlier. Eighty! That's like someone stealing your entire record collection, if your record collection could spit and had a tendency to bite. Not wanting to look like a complete bastard, I put four or five of my blokes whose mates had been robbed onto our spare camels and sent them off on what was essentially a very sandy version of a revenge mission.




Buxton and his men set off mid-afternoon while I hung about until evening, watching my men load six thousand pounds of gun-cotton onto thirty Egyptian pack-camels. My bodyguard were absolutely disgusted - they'd gone from being elite warriors to glorified removal men, basically. It was like asking the Clash to do a covers set.




We'd reckoned Buxton would kip just short of the Hadi, so we rode there looking for them. No campfire, no tracks - they'd basically vanished like a decent football team after the World Cup. We peered over the ridge into this bitter north wind that was coming off Hermon and slapping us in the face like a particularly vindictive bouncer. The slopes beyond were black and silent, and to us lot - used to the smell of smoke, sweat, or freshly dug earth - there was something unsettling about that steely desert wind. It was like being in a record shop where all the albums have been filed correctly: technically perfect, but somehow deeply wrong.




So we ducked back under the lip of the ridge and got our heads down in the sheltered air.




Come morning, we looked out across fifty miles of absolutely nothing and wondered how the hell we'd managed to lose our mates. Then Daher started shouting from the Hadi side - he'd spotted their column winding up from the south-east. Turns out they'd lost the track early on and had to camp until dawn. My men took the piss out of Sheikh Slaeh, their guide, for losing his way between what were basically local landmarks - it was like getting lost between Marble Arch and Oxford Circus, if Marble Arch and Oxford Circus were separated by fifty miles of sand and the occasional deadly raid.




Still, it was a perfect morning - sun on our backs, wind in our faces, the sort of day that makes you think maybe everything's going to work out after all. The Camel Corps looked magnificent as they strode past the frosted peaks into the green depths of Dhirwa. They looked completely different from the rigid, formal companies that had first reached Akaba, and that was all down to Buxton.




See, Buxton had this supple brain - he'd taken one look at irregular fighting and basically torn up the rule book. He'd changed their formation, broken up those rigid two-company subdivisions, changed their marching order so that instead of perfect lines they moved in groups that could split and reform like a really good rhythm section. He'd reduced their loads, speeded up the camels, cut out all that clockwork halt nonsense (honestly, stopping every so often to let the camels piss - it was like being on a coach trip with your gran), and made grooming less of a priority.




The result? Our Imperial Camel Corps had become rapid, elastic, enduring, and mostly silent - except when they mounted up, when three hundred male camels would roar in concert, making a sound you could hear for miles. Like a really, really angry male voice choir. Each day they got more workmanlike, more at home on their animals, tougher, leaner, faster. They behaved like kids on holiday, and the easy way the officers and men got along made the whole atmosphere brilliant.




The thing was, my camels walked Arab-style - that bent-kneed gait with lots of fetlock-swinging, a stride that was longer and quicker than normal. Buxton's camels just strolled along at their natural pace, barely noticing the blokes on their backs with their iron-shod boots and Manchester-made saddles.




So even though I'd start each stage alongside Buxton at the front, I'd gradually pull ahead with my five attendants, especially when I was riding Baha - this immensely tall, large-boned beast who'd got her name from the weird bleating voice she'd developed after taking a bullet through the chin. She was beautifully bred but absolutely foul-tempered, half-wild, and completely incapable of just walking normally. Instead she'd jig along in this uneasy dance that my Ageyl hated because it killed their backs, but which I found quite entertaining.




This way we'd get three miles ahead of the British, find some decent grass or juicy thorns, lie about in the warm air letting our beasts graze while we waited to be overtaken. And what a sight the Camel Corps was when they caught up.




Through the heat mirage flickering over the shining stones, you'd see first just a brown mass swaying in the haze. As it got closer the mass would divide into little groups, swinging and breaking into each other like dancers. Finally, when they were close, you could make out individual riders, like great water-birds chest-deep in silver mirage, with Buxton's athletic figure leading his sunburnt, laughing, khaki men.




It was fascinating how differently they all rode. Some sat naturally despite those clumsy saddles; others stuck their arses out and leaned forward like village Arabs; others just lolled about like Australians on horses. My men were inclined to take the piss, but I told them I could pick forty from that three hundred who would out-ride, out-fight, and out-suffer any forty men in Feisal's army.




At noon we stopped for an hour or two. The heat wasn't as bad as August in Egypt, but Buxton didn't want to drive his men through it without a break. We lay about trying to sleep and dodge the multitude of flies that had followed us from Bair like the world's most persistent groupies.




Meanwhile, my bodyguard passed through, still moaning about their baggage-driving duties, making out they'd never been so humiliated, praying that word of my tyranny wouldn't get out. Their misery was doubled because the baggage animals were Somali camels whose top speed was about three miles an hour. Buxton's lot marched at nearly four, I did more than five, so for the Zaagi and his forty thieves every march was torment, broken only by stubborn camels and displaced loads.




We called them names, offered to buy their goods when they came to market, until they had to laugh at their situation. After the first day they kept up by marching into the night and stealing time from breakfast and lunch breaks. They got the whole caravan through without losing a single charge - brilliant work for such pampered gentlemen, only possible because underneath all that gilt they were the best camel-masters money could buy in Arabia.




That night we slept in Ghadaf. The armoured car caught up just as we stopped, its Sherari guide grinning triumphantly on the turret. An hour or two later the Zaagi arrived, reporting everyone present and correct, but asking if Buxton could avoid shooting broken-down camels directly in the road, because his men treated each carcass as an excuse for a feast and a delay.




Abdulla couldn't understand why the British shot their abandoned animals. I explained how we Arabs shot each other if badly wounded in battle, but Abdulla said that was to save us from being tortured into doing something shameful. He reckoned there was hardly anyone alive who wouldn't choose a gradual death in the desert over sudden extinction - in his view, the slowest death was the most merciful, since hopelessness would spare you the bitterness of a losing fight and leave you free to compose yourself for God's mercy. Our English argument about it being kinder to kill anything quickly except a man - he just wouldn't take that seriously.




CHAPTER CV 



Look, I'll level with you here – military campaigns in the desert aren't really my thing. I mean, I can tell you everything you need to know about the personnel changes at Arsenal between 1987 and 1994, but ask me about Turkish aeroplanes and bridge demolitions and I start to feel like I'm having one of those anxiety dreams where you're taking an exam you never studied for.




But anyway, here's what happened. We'd been slogging through the desert for days – forty miles a day, which doesn't sound like much until you factor in the heat and the camels and the general soul-crushing monotony of it all. It was like supporting a relegation-threatened team: endless suffering punctuated by brief moments of hope that inevitably led to more suffering.




The plan was to blow up this bridge, right? Classic military stuff. But then – and this is where it gets properly depressing – a Turkish plane spotted us. Just our luck. It was like getting to Wembley only to have your star striker pull his hamstring in the warm-up.




We holed up in these Roman ruins at Muaggar, which sounds quite romantic until you realize you're basically hiding in a pile of old stones while enemy soldiers are wandering about the villages below. The whole thing started to feel a bit pointless, if I'm being honest. Like queuing for three hours to see a band you used to love, only to discover they're past it and you've outgrown them anyway.




Buxton – decent bloke, knew his stuff – had worked out this elaborate plan. Three tons of explosives, coordinated assault, the works. But then we found out there were Turkish troops everywhere, guarding the grain harvest. It was like finding out your ex-girlfriend's new boyfriend is not only better looking than you but also earns more money and plays in a band.




So we had this depressing conversation about casualties and whether the whole thing was worth it. Fifty men we might lose, just to knock down one bridge. The maths didn't add up. It was like trading your best players for a midfielder who's already thirty-two and has dodgy knees.




The men were gutted when we called it off. Absolutely gutted. You could see it in their faces – all that effort, all that hope, and for what? It reminded me of being twelve and having your dad promise to take you to a match, then canceling at the last minute because of work. That particular flavor of disappointment that sits in your stomach like bad takeaway.




We tried to salvage something from the mess by spreading rumors about a bigger attack coming. Psychological warfare, they call it. Left some empty tins lying around to make it look like we had more men. Pathetic, really, but sometimes pathetic is all you've got.




The journey back was one of those weird, dreamlike affairs. Brilliant moonlight, silent marching, everyone lost in their own thoughts. Then suddenly we were surrounded by these massive birds – hundreds of them, maybe thousands, all taking off at once in complete silence. Absolutely mental. The men started shooting at them, which solved nothing but probably made them feel better. Sometimes you just need to shoot at something, even if it's pointless.




We ended up at this old hunting lodge covered in ancient frescoes – proper Lawrence of Arabia stuff. The men loved it, asking questions about long-dead kings and vanished civilizations. I did my best with the history, but honestly, it all felt a bit remote. Like trying to explain why George Best mattered to someone who only started watching football last week.




Azrak was better. Natural pools, crystal clear water, the works. The men went swimming and for a few hours everything felt almost normal. We buried our unused explosives for the next expedition and pretended this had all been part of some bigger plan. We even found these berries that tasted decent, which counted as a proper result under the circumstances.




Then Lieutenant Rowan got killed in a stupid accident – dropped rifle, accidental discharge, instant death. Just like that. One minute you're alive, the next you're not. We buried him in this beautiful little cemetery that I'd always admired. Funny how a place can be ruined for you forever by one bad memory.




The trip back was the usual mixture of getting lost, running out of supplies, and mechanical problems. Classic expedition stuff. But we made it, the men got fed, and everyone pretended it had all been worthwhile. Which maybe it was, in ways I couldn't see at the time. Sometimes you don't know if you've won or lost until years later, when you're looking back and trying to make sense of it all.




CHAPTER CVI 



The thing about Joyce's ship from Jidda - and this is typical, isn't it, of the way life conspires to screw you over just when you think you've got everything sorted - was that it brought the Meccan mail. Which sounds innocent enough, like getting the Sunday papers, except that Feisal opened his copy of the Kibla (basically King Hussein's version of the parish newsletter, only with more proclamations and less news about the church fête) to find himself royally shafted.




There it was, in black and white: a Royal Proclamation saying that anyone calling Jaafar Pasha the General Officer Commanding the Arab Northern Army was, essentially, a complete tit, because there was no such rank. In fact, there was no rank higher than captain in the entire Arab Army, and Sheikh Jaafar was just another bloke doing his bit, like everyone else. Thanks very much.




Now, this was the sort of thing that made you want to throw the paper across the room and shout 'For fuck's sake!' - which, come to think of it, is probably exactly what Feisal did, though history doesn't record his precise words. King Hussein had published this little gem without so much as a heads-up to his son, purely to wind up the northern town-Arabs, the Syrian and Mesopotamian officers. The old man both despised them (for being a bit slack) and feared them (for being rather good at what they did). He knew perfectly well they weren't fighting to make him king of everything, but to free their own countries so they could run them themselves. And power, as we all know, is like supporting Arsenal - it makes you do increasingly mental things as you get older.




The inevitable happened: Jaafar walked in and tried to resign. Then all our divisional officers turned up like a depressed conga line, wanting to chuck it in too. I did my best to convince them to ignore the ravings of a septuagenarian sitting in Mecca having a sulk, pointing out that they'd made him great in the first place. Feisal, showing the sort of loyalty that makes you understand why people followed him, refused to accept any resignations. The commissions were his to give, he said, so if anyone was discredited by daddy's tantrum, it was him.




On this basis, he fired off a telegram to Mecca. The reply called him a traitor and an outlaw, which seems a bit harsh for a family disagreement. Feisal responded by resigning his command of the Akaba front. Hussein promptly appointed Zeid to replace him. Zeid, sensibly, told his father where he could stick it. The cipher messages from Mecca became increasingly unhinged, and suddenly our little military operation ground to a halt like a broken-down Ford Cortina.




Dawnay rang from Akaba - you know that tone people get when everything's gone tits-up and they're trying not to sound panicked? - asking if we were completely screwed. I told him it was touch and go, but we might just pull through. Which was optimistic of me, considering.




We had three options, like choosing which way to be miserable: get King Hussein to back down, ignore him completely, or set Feisal up independently. Everyone had opinions, naturally - English and Arabs alike, all arguing like football fans about tactics while the match was going on around them.




The really annoying thing was the timing. We could normally have afforded weeks of this family psychodrama, but our expedition to Deraa had to start in three days. So we had to keep the war going while Egypt tried to sort out this mess - a bit like trying to play a football match while your manager's having a nervous breakdown in the tunnel.




And that, as they say, was when things got interesting.




BOOK TEN. The House is Perfected 



CHAPTERS CVII TO CXXII 



Right, so there we were at Azrak - me, some planes, a few armoured cars, and what felt like half the Arab world's military might, which is probably overstating it, but you get the idea. The plan was to mess up the railways around Deraa, which sounds simple enough until you realize there were three of the bloody things. We did the southern line near Mafrak (tick), the northern one at Arar (tick), and the western route by Mezerib (another tick). Classic pincer movement, really, like when Arsenal used to actually know how to play football.




So we'd basically drawn a circle around Deraa, dodging the occasional air raid - and let me tell you, there's nothing quite like enemy planes to make you question your life choices - before regrouping in the desert to pat ourselves on the back.




The next day, Allenby did his thing. Within hours, the Turkish armies had basically ceased to exist as a fighting force. Scattered doesn't begin to cover it - they were like my record collection after a house party, completely beyond recovery.




I nipped over to Palestine to beg for more air support, came back with orders for phase two of what was turning into quite the road trip northward. We positioned ourselves behind Deraa to speed up their inevitable withdrawal - sometimes you've got to help people make the right decision, haven't you?




General Barrow turned up (nice bloke), and together we pushed on to Kiswe, where we bumped into the Australian Mounted Corps. United at last, we strolled into Damascus without so much as a harsh word being exchanged. There was a bit of a kerfuffle in the city - you know how these things go - but we sorted it out. When Allenby arrived, he smoothed over the remaining rough edges with the kind of diplomatic finesse I can only dream of.




And then, bless him, he let me go home.




CHAPTER CVII 



Right, so there we were, finally shot of the bloody mist, and I'm thinking this is like that moment when your team scores in the last minute – you know the one, where you grab the bloke next to you and for a split second you're best mates with a complete stranger who five minutes earlier you wouldn't have trusted to hold your pint. Except instead of some random Arsenal fan, I'm clutching Winterton and Nasir like we've just witnessed the greatest comeback since Leicester City won the Premier League.




Winterton was our latest signing – bit like when your club picks up some experienced defender on a free transfer from a lower league. Decent CV, knows his way around, probably won't let you down when it matters. Sherif Nasir, though – he was our Kevin De Bruyne, our Thierry Henry, the bloke who'd been pulling the strings since day one. If anyone deserved to walk into Damascus like he owned the place, it was him. I mean, the man had a better track record than most football managers, and that's saying something.




Behind us, this knackered little Ford was hanging on like a Conference team in the FA Cup, while our Rolls-Royce was eating up the miles like it was nothing. I used to think I was pretty impressive doing the journey from Azrak to Akaba in three days – bit like thinking you're hard because you once did the Great North Run without stopping for a piss. But now we were doing it in two, sleeping in actual beds, living like proper war correspondents instead of the sun-baked lunatics we'd become.




And Christ, you could see why the top brass lived like this. Sitting in leather seats instead of on camel-back for twenty-two hours a day does wonders for your ability to think straight. We'd been like Sunday league footballers trying to play Champions League – knackered before we even started, grabbing an hour's kip here and there while staying alert enough not to fall off our bloody camels. Try doing that while dodging Turks and Arabs who'd quite happily stick a knife in you, with about as much food and water as you'd take on a weekend camping trip.




Still, those months with the tribes had taught me the game inside out. Like when you've supported your team through relegation battles and suddenly you can spot trouble three matches ahead while the new season ticket holders are still working out which end we're shooting at.




The desert had gone completely mainstream by now – like when your favourite indie band suddenly starts getting Radio 1 play. Couldn't move for camel columns and troops, all heading north like they were following some Middle Eastern version of the Grateful Dead. Green, my driver (and I'm telling you, this man could have been a Formula One driver if he'd been born fifty years later), got us up to sixty-seven miles per hour at one point. Poor Nasir was hanging on in the back like he was on the Nemesis at Alton Towers, could only manage a wave at the mates we overtook.




At Bair we heard the Turks had done something typically Turkish – launched an attack on Tafileh. Mifleh thought I'd completely lost it when I started laughing, but honestly, it was like watching your rivals sign some massively overpriced striker in January when you know they're already relegated. Every man they sent south was ten men they couldn't use where it actually mattered.




CHAPTER CVIII 



Right, so we're marching at dawn, which is never my favourite time of day - I'm more of a mid-morning person, really, preferably after strong coffee and a proper look at the papers. But there we were, one thousand Aba el Lissan blokes (don't ask me to pronounce it properly), plus three hundred of Nuri Shaalan's horsemen, who were basically the Premier League of nomads, if you get my drift. Nuri had another two thousand camel-riders kicking about, but we told him to leave them in Wadi Sirhan - bit like telling a football manager he can only bring his best players to the big match, not the entire youth squad who might cause trouble in the away end.




The thing is, I got stuck in Azrak all day sorting out politics with Nuri and Feisal - basically like being trapped in a very long, very boring transfer negotiation where everyone speaks Arabic and the refreshments are awful. Joyce, bless him, had left me the Blue Mist (which sounds like a particularly pretentious craft beer but was actually a tender), so the next morning I bombed it over to catch up with everyone. Found them having breakfast in this place called Giaan el Khunna, which was basically a really good car park for camels - proper grass and everything. The camels were absolutely loving it, stuffing their faces like punters at a pie stand.




Joyce had bad news, though. You know that feeling when your team's star striker pulls up injured in the warm-up? That's what this was like, except instead of a hamstring it was Peake failing to blow up the Amman railway because of some local difficulties. We'd been counting on that demolition like I count on Arsenal disappointing me every season - it was supposed to be a certainty.




So I jumped on my camel (not a sentence I ever thought I'd write, but there you go) with a load of gun-cotton and pushed ahead. The others took the scenic route to avoid some nasty lava formations, but we went cross-country - bit like taking the back streets to avoid match-day traffic, except the back streets were ancient smugglers' paths and we were riding camels. 




We ended up at these Roman ruins - Um el Jemal - and honestly, what were the Romans thinking? Building these massive, flashy cities out in the middle of absolute nowhere. It was like someone building a thirty-thousand-seat stadium in the Sahara and expecting people to turn up every Saturday. Pure vanity project, funded by taxing everyone else stupid. The sort of thing that makes you think the Romans had about as much sense as the people who decided the World Cup should be in Qatar.




The ruins were so annoyingly intact - like everything else around here that was supposed to be broken - that I completely missed an actual dogfight happening overhead. Murphy in our Bristol Fighter was having a proper scrap with some Turkish two-seater. Murphy won (result!), but his plane was so shot up he had to limp back to Palestine for repairs, leaving us with a B.E.12 that was about as useful as a chocolate teapot.




By sunset we'd reached Umtaiye, and I had one of those moments - you know, like when you suddenly spot the perfect through-ball that's going to unlock the entire defence. There was the railway, four miles downhill, with two beautiful bridges just sitting there asking to be blown up. We snuck down in the dusk and had a proper look. Perfect for the armoured cars, perfect for a quick demolition job. It was like finding out the away team's best defender was suspended.




Coming back up that ridge in the dark, we suddenly caught this amazing sight - our camp spread out below us like Wembley on Cup Final night, all twinkling with cooking fires and the sound of ten thousand people settling in for the evening. Absolutely magical, the sort of thing that makes you remember why you're doing all this in the first place.




I spent the evening with Joyce and the other Brits, planning the morning's work. Funny thing about us - in a crisis, we all go quiet and huddle together, while the Arabs spread out and make a brilliant, chaotic party of everything. Different approaches, both work, I suppose.




Next morning, over breakfast (and honestly, the catering situation was dire), we explained the plan: two armoured cars would nip down and sort out the bridge while everyone else headed off to the main event at Deraa. Simple as that.




Around two o'clock, driving towards our target, we got the most incredible sight - a whole squadron of our bombers heading up to give Deraa its first proper pasting. Like watching the away fans' coaches arriving, except these were loaded with high explosives instead of dodgy pies and unrealistic expectations.




We parked up behind the last ridge before the bridge - proper military equivalent of meeting in the pub car park before an away match - and I transferred into one armoured car with enough gun-cotton to redecorate half of Surrey. The plan was beautifully simple: one car drives casually down to the bridge while the other picks a fight with the Turkish blockhouse to keep them busy.




And you know what? It actually worked. The Turks saw us coming and did something either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid - they jumped out of their trenches and came at us in the open, rifles in hand. Like a Sunday league team trying to press Barcelona. Our machine-gunners sorted them out in minutes, the blockhouse surrendered, and Bob's your uncle - one bridge captured, zero casualties, job done.




Sometimes, just sometimes, everything goes exactly to plan. It's a beautiful thing when it happens.






  
	The Seven Pillars of Wisdom
	

  
Look, I'm not going to pretend I know much about military history or desert warfare or any of that proper Lawrence of Arabia stuff, but this whole bridge-blowing business was actually quite satisfying in that obsessive, completionist way that usually only comes from organizing your record collection or finally getting through every episode of a TV series you've been meaning to watch for years.




Joyce turned up with more explosives – gun-cotton, which sounds like something you'd buy in a particularly hardcore camping shop – and we got to work on this bridge. It was a nice enough little bridge, actually, eighty feet long, with one of those pompous marble plaques that sultans love sticking on things. You know the type: all titles and grandiose language, like the credits on a really pretentious film that goes on for about ten minutes.




The demolition went brilliantly. We stuck charges in the drainage holes (and there's something deeply pleasing about using a bridge's own architectural features against it, like turning someone's strengths into weaknesses, which is basically what all the best breakup songs do). When they went off, the whole thing came down in exactly the right way – not completely destroyed, you understand, but ruined just enough so that before the enemy could fix it, they'd have to spend ages clearing up the mess first. It was like leaving your ex's flat in a state where technically everything was still there, but they'd have to completely redecorate before they could move someone new in.




We were feeling pretty pleased with ourselves, actually. Maybe too pleased, because when we drove off we got careless – you know how it is when you're buzzing from having done something properly satisfying – and at the first ditch there was this horrible crash from underneath my car.




And here's the thing about mechanical disasters: they always happen at exactly the wrong moment, like your boiler breaking down on Christmas Eve or your phone dying just as you're about to get someone's number. We were three hundred yards from the railway, enemy patrols closing in, and suddenly we're stuck with a Rolls-Royce that's worth more than gold in the desert but is currently tilting at a tragic angle like a footballer who's just done his cruciate ligament.




The front bracket of the spring had snapped clean through – a proper structural failure, not some minor thing you could bodge with gaffer tape and wishful thinking. Rolls (yes, that was actually his name, which must have been either incredibly convenient or the source of endless mickey-taking) looked like he might cry. And this was our mechanic, our Mr. Fix-It, the sort of bloke who could probably rebuild an engine using only a Swiss Army knife and sheer bloody-mindedness. In eighteen months of driving these cars across terrain that would make a mountain goat think twice, this was our first proper breakdown. Which is typical, really – like how your reliable car finally gives up the ghost on the one day you really, really need it to work.




But Rolls pulled himself together in that way that proper practical people do – you could actually see him switching from despair to determination, like watching someone change channels. He reckoned we might be able to jack the thing up and wedge it with bits of wood. It was the automotive equivalent of trying to fix a wobbly table with folded-up beer mats, but sometimes that actually works.




We shot holes through some wooden planks (because apparently when you're in the middle of a desert war, a saw is too much to ask for, but bullets are readily available), snapped them into blocks, and basically performed emergency surgery on this Rolls-Royce using whatever we could find. The Turks heard the gunfire and stopped to investigate, which added that special time-pressure element that makes any repair job about ten times more stressful.




But it worked. We got the thing moving again, and Rolls nursed it along like it was made of glass while the rest of us jogged alongside offering encouragement and clearing rocks out of the way, which must have looked absolutely ridiculous but felt completely natural at the time.




Back at camp, we reinforced our bodge job with telegraph wire – proper Blue Peter stuff, this – and amazingly it held up for three whole weeks. We even drove it into Damascus at the end, which is like fixing your exhaust with a coat hanger and it actually lasting until your next MOT.




The whole repair job had taken hours, but we'd done what we came to do. The bridge was down, the railway line was cut, and we could sleep knowing we'd made things significantly more difficult for the other side. Sometimes that's all you can ask for: to make your small mark, do your bit properly, and hope the improvised solutions hold together long enough to see you through to whatever comes next.




CHAPTER CIX 



Right, so there we were, half past stupid o'clock in the morning, crawling along in our ridiculous convoy like some sort of military funeral procession, all because I'd somehow convinced myself that being present for Stirling's big moment was absolutely essential to my continued existence as a functioning human being. You know that feeling when you're desperate to get somewhere - a gig, say, or a football match - and everything conspires against you? The car breaks down, there are roadworks, your girlfriend decides this is the perfect moment to have a meaningful conversation about your relationship? Well, multiply that by about a thousand and add the very real possibility of being shot, and you'll have some idea of what we were dealing with.




The track was absolutely diabolical. I mean, I've driven down some pretty awful roads in my time - anyone who's tried to get to an away match in the arse-end of nowhere will know what I'm talking about - but this was something else entirely. First we had this ridiculous descent that had us all gripping our seats like we were on the Big One at Blackpool, then we hit these flats that were basically just rocks pretending to be a road. The ground was so cracked and broken it looked like God had gotten really angry at a jigsaw puzzle and just stamped on it.




By the time we caught up with the Arab Army - eight o'clock, sun already making everything look like a tourist postcard from hell - they were spread out along this ridge, getting ready to have a go at this little Turkish outpost. And you know what? For about thirty seconds there, it looked like it was going to be easy. The Arab horsemen went charging down the slope like something out of a film, all very dramatic and heroic, and I'm thinking, right, this is it, we've done it, Bob's your uncle, time for a cup of tea and a pat on the back.




But of course - of course - it couldn't be that simple. Just as we're all standing there congratulating ourselves, the Turks opened up with everything they had. Suddenly all these magnificent warriors who'd been posing like they were auditioning for Lawrence of Arabia (which, let's face it, they basically were) just vanished. Disappeared. One minute they're there looking magnificent, the next minute they're somewhere else entirely, presumably reconsidering their life choices.




The whole thing reminded me of watching Spurs, actually. You get these moments of absolute brilliance, these flashes of pure class that make you think, yes, this is it, this is why I put myself through all this agony, and then - bang - reality kicks in and you remember that nothing, absolutely nothing, is ever as straightforward as it should be.




CHAPTER CX 



Look, I know what you're thinking. Lawrence of Arabia, right? All that sweeping desert epic stuff, Peter O'Toole looking magnificent in flowing robes. Well, let me tell you, the reality was rather more like being stuck in the world's most violent and uncomfortable version of a Gap Year adventure, except instead of teaching English in Thailand, I was trying not to get blown up by Turkish aeroplanes while dressed as a Bedouin.




So there I was, having left Joyce behind at Tell Arar with all the sensible kit - the Gurkhas, the cars, Nuri Said's hundred men - basically anyone who might have been useful in a tight spot. Classic me, really. I'd decided to take my little group across to have a go at the Palestine Railway, and naturally, being chronically late (some things never change), I thought we'd take the direct route to Mezerib. What could possibly go wrong?




Well, quite a lot, as it turned out.




First, this aeroplane turns up - and let me tell you, there's nothing quite like the sound of a hostile aircraft engine to make you reassess your life choices. One bomb, fine. Two bombs, bit worrying. Three bombs, okay, this is getting serious now. Fourth bomb - direct hit. Two of my blokes go down, their camels reduced to what can only be described as bleeding messes, though the men themselves popped up unharmed like something out of a Buster Keaton film.




Then another plane drifts over - engine cut, which is never a good sign - and drops two more bombs. The shock wave spun my camel round like we were on some demented fairground ride, and I felt this burning numbness in my right elbow. Naturally, I assumed the worst and started crying - not my finest moment, I'll admit, but there you have it. Here I was, on the verge of what could have been a significant success, and I thought I was done for.




The thing is, when you think you're badly wounded, your mind does funny things. I was convinced my arm had been blown clean off, but when I actually examined it (which took some doing - there's something deeply unpleasant about exploring your own potential wounds), I found nothing more than a hot little splinter of metal that had somehow made it through all the folds of my cloak. Pathetic, really. All that drama over what amounted to a particularly aggressive splinter. Shows you how on edge I was, I suppose. First time I'd been hit from the air, which was something, at least.




We pressed on, riding hard across country we knew like the back of our hands, stopping only to tell the local lads that the action was happening at Mezerib. And God, they were keen - streaming out of every village on foot, desperate to help. But after months of looking at lean, weathered desert men, these village boys looked impossibly soft and pink, like they'd stepped out of a Merchant Ivory film. They'd hitched up their robes above the knee for running, and the fitter ones kept pace with us through the fields, giving cheek to my veterans. It was rather sweet, actually.




At Mezerib, Durzi ibn Dughmi met us with news that Nuri Said's soldiers were only two miles behind - which was reassuring, in a way. We watered the camels and had a proper drink ourselves (it had been, to put it mildly, a long and thoroughly unpleasant day), then surveyed the French railway station from behind the old fort.




The white-legged village lads informed us that the Turks were holding it in force, but frankly, the approaches looked too good to pass up. Abdulla led the charge - my days of hands-on adventure were officially over, apparently, what with my need-to-be-kept-alive-for-important-things excuse. Bit of a cop-out, really, but I had my sights set on Damascus, and this particular job seemed almost insultingly easy.




Abdulla found grain, flour, and various bits of loot - weapons, horses, the usual ornaments that got everyone excited. New volunteers appeared from nowhere, drawn like wasps to jam. Tallal arrived at his customary breakneck pace, and we crossed the stream together, wading knee-deep through weeds until we could see the Turkish station three hundred yards ahead.




"No problem," Tallal announced casually. "I know the stationmaster." 




Famous last words, really. When we got within two hundred yards, twenty Turkish rifles opened up with what can only be described as an absolutely dreadful volley. We threw ourselves into the weeds - mostly thistles, naturally - and crawled back with Tallal cursing creatively in Arabic.




My men heard the commotion and came running, but we waved them back, assuming there'd be a machine gun in the station buildings. Then Nuri Said turned up with Nasir, and we had one of those military conferences that feel terribly important at the time.




Nuri pointed out that hanging about at Mezerib might cost us the bridge, which was the bigger prize. I agreed in principle, but thought this bird in the hand might be sufficient, given that Peake's demolition work on the main line would hold for a week, and who knew what the situation would be by then?




So Pisani got his guns out - always eager, that one - and smashed in a few rounds of point-blank high explosive. Under cover of that, with our twenty machine guns creating what could generously be called a roof of suppressing fire, Nuri walked forward in his gloves and sword to accept the surrender of the forty Turkish soldiers who'd survived the bombardment.




And then came the really extraordinary bit. Hundreds of local peasants descended on the station like locusts, plundering everything that wasn't nailed down, and quite a few things that were. Men, women, children - all fighting like animals over every conceivable object. They carried off doors, windows, door frames, window frames, even the bloody steps from the stairs. One optimist blew the safe and found nothing but postage stamps. Others smashed open all the wagons in the siding and made off with tons of goods, scattering the rest across the ground like the world's most chaotic car boot sale.




Young and I cut the telegraph lines - rather an important network, as it turned out, basically the Palestinian army's main connection to home. It was quite satisfying, actually, imagining each severed wire pinging back from the clippers and the increasingly creative cursing from Liman von Sanders in Nazareth. We did it slowly, ceremoniously, really drawing out the aggravation. The Turkish army was so hopelessly dependent on orders from above that by cutting their communications, we were essentially turning them into a rather large and confused mob.




After the telegraph, we blew up the points and planted some explosive charges - not loads, but enough to cause serious annoyance. While we were working, a light engine came down from Deraa on reconnaissance. The explosions and dust clouds clearly put the wind up them, and it retreated with what looked like considerable haste.




Among the captured rolling stock were two lorries on flatbed trucks, absolutely crammed with German delicacies for some officer's canteen. The Arabs, being deeply suspicious of anything in tins or bottles, had spoiled most of it, but we managed to salvage some soups and meat. Later, Nuri Said produced bottled asparagus - apparently he'd found an Arab trying to pry open the case and had shouted "pig's bones!" at him in horror. The peasant spat, dropped it immediately, and Nuri quickly stuffed as much as he could into his saddlebags. Waste not, want not.




The lorries had enormous petrol tanks, and there were trucks full of firewood beyond them. At sunset, when the looting was finally finished and the troops and tribesmen had fallen back to the grass by the lake outlet, we set the whole lot on fire.




The blaze was absolutely spectacular - illuminated our evening meal like something out of Dante. The wood burned with a steady glare while the petrol sent tongues of flame towering higher than the water tanks. We let the men make bread, eat, and rest before attempting the night attack on Shehab bridge, three miles to the west. We'd planned to attack at dark, but hunger stopped us first, and then we were inundated with visitors - our beacon advertised us across half of Hauran.




Visitors were essential - they were our intelligence network - so they had to be welcomed, no matter how inconvenient. My job was to see everyone with news, let them talk themselves out, then somehow arrange and combine all these fragments of truth into a complete mental picture. Complete because it gave me certainty of judgment, though it wasn't exactly conscious or logical - I had so many informants that they informed me into a state of complete distraction, my mind bending under all the competing claims.




They came pouring down from the north - on horseback, on camels, on foot - hundreds and hundreds of them in what can only be described as a terrible grandeur of enthusiasm. They thought this was it, the final push, that Nasir would seal victory by taking Deraa that very night. Even the magistrates from Deraa came to hand us the keys to their town.




By accepting, we'd control the railway station's water supply, which would have to surrender eventually. But if the collapse of the Turkish army took longer than expected, we might be forced out again and lose the plainsmen between Deraa and Damascus - and our final victory depended on them. It was a nice calculation, though hardly a new dilemma. On balance, the arguments were still against taking Deraa. Once again, we had to fob off our friends with excuses they could understand.




War, it turns out, is rather like supporting a football team - long periods of boredom and discomfort punctuated by moments of pure terror, and you're never quite sure if you're winning until it's all over.




CHAPTER CXI 



Here's the passage rewritten in Nick Hornby's style:




The thing about military operations is that they're a bit like trying to organize a Sunday league football match—lots of hanging about, followed by brief moments of absolute chaos, and then someone always lets you down at the crucial moment.




So there we were, finally ready to go, when this kid turns up. The boy-chief from Tell el Shehab, he called himself, which sounds impressive until you realize he's probably about seventeen and his dad's just died. Classic timing. His village controlled the bridge we needed, and he starts giving us the full rundown—massive guard, well-positioned, the works. Basically making it sound like Fort Knox, which immediately made us suspicious. I mean, his father had been completely hostile to us, and now junior's suddenly our best mate? It's like when someone who's never spoken to you at school suddenly wants to be friends because you've got tickets to see The Jam.




But then he comes out with this brilliant suggestion: he'll bring back the garrison commander, who's apparently a mate of his. We're thinking, "Yeah, right," but what else are you going to do? So off he goes, and we tell everyone to have another kip.




And bloody hell, he actually comes back with this Turkish captain. Well, Armenian actually, but working for the Turks, which is a bit like supporting Arsenal when you're from North London but secretly wanting Spurs to win. The bloke's absolutely bricking it, obviously, but he's desperate to stick it to his bosses.




His plan is straight out of Boys' Own Annual: we sneak up to the village, he hides our toughest lads in his room, then calls his officers in one by one so we can jump them. It's completely mental, but in that brilliant way that makes you think it might actually work. Like when Leicester won the Premier League.




So we're all set for eleven o'clock, creeping about like we're in some spy film, when everything goes completely tits up. The kid comes back looking like someone's told him his record collection's been destroyed in a fire. Turns out a train's just arrived with German officers and reinforcements, and they've nicked our Armenian mate for being AWOL.




Suddenly the place is crawling with Germans and machine guns, like Wembley on cup final day but with more potential for being shot. Nuri Said wants to have a proper go anyway—fair play to him—but I'm sitting there doing the maths, and it just doesn't add up. It's like when you really fancy going to see a band but the tickets are forty quid and you know they're not actually that good.




The funny thing is, we're all sitting there in the dark, freezing our arses off, knowing there's a German patrol about fifty yards away, and nobody knows anyone else is there. It's like that moment when you bump into your ex-girlfriend's new boyfriend at a gig and you both pretend not to have seen each other.




In the end, we called it off. Sometimes you've got to know when to walk away, haven't you? Though I'll admit, sitting there with our rifles, we were all thinking the same thing: wouldn't it be brilliant to lob a flare into their camp, just to watch them all run about like headless chickens? But that would have been childish. Funny as hell, but childish.




Instead, we sent some lads to blow up the railway line a bit further down, which at least gave the Germans something to worry about. If we couldn't sleep, neither could they. Seemed only fair, really.




CHAPTER CXII 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I know much about military strategy or blowing things up – I'm more of a music collection and failed relationship kind of bloke – but even I can recognize a proper cock-up when I see one. And this whole Mezerib business was starting to feel like one of those gigs where half the band doesn't show up and you're left trying to explain to a room full of punters why the evening's going to be a bit rubbish.




We'd basically had to drag ourselves out of bed like hungover students facing a particularly grim seminar, except instead of discussing Chaucer we were calling up an army. The fires had gone out overnight – classic – and the station looked like my flat after a particularly epic Arsenal defeat: disheveled doesn't begin to cover it. Young and I were pottering about laying tulips (and yes, I realize how that sounds) while everyone else scarpered toward Remthe like they were trying to avoid their ex at a Camden pub.




The thing about Turkish aeroplanes – and this might be the only useful thing I learned from the whole experience – is that they're a bit like music journalists: they see what they want to see and then make up the rest. These pilots were buzzing around overhead like wasps at a picnic, completely convinced we were some massive army of eight or nine thousand heading in every direction at once. Which, to be fair, wasn't entirely inaccurate – we were going everywhere and nowhere, like a Belle and Sebastian fan trying to find the venue on a poorly photocopied gig flyer.




The best bit, though – the bit that almost made the whole shambles worthwhile – was when the French gunners' delayed charge finally went off hours after we'd buggered off. Picture this: German soldiers marching along, probably discussing the superiority of their sausages or whatever it is Germans discuss, when BOOM – the water tower explodes for no apparent reason. These humorless bastards (and I mean that with the greatest respect) immediately turned around and went back to guard duty. It was like watching someone change their entire record collection because they heard one dodgy B-side.




By four in the afternoon we'd made it to Nisib, which sounds exotic but probably wasn't any more interesting than Stevenage. We set up on this hill like we were at Glastonbury trying to get a decent view of the Pyramid Stage, except instead of Radiohead we were watching Pisani's gun sections competing to see who could put the most holes in some railway sheds. Proper boys-with-toys stuff, really.




The whole bridge business that followed was typical of these military operations – lots of dramatic posturing, everyone firing at everyone else, but ultimately it came down to some local elders having a word and sorting things out like reasonable human beings. Five minutes of conversation achieved more than all our twenty-five machine guns, which tells you everything you need to know about the world, doesn't it?




And then – because apparently I have a death wish rivaled only by my ability to pick losing football teams – I decided to go have a closer look at this bridge. My bodyguards, displaying the kind of common sense I've never possessed, refused to come with me. Can't say I blamed them. It was one of those perfect evenings that make you wonder why anyone would choose to spend it getting shot at rather than in a proper pub with a pint and maybe some decent music on the jukebox.




In the end, we blew up bridge number seventy-nine (yes, I was keeping count – I'm obsessive like that), and it made a noise that could probably be heard in Damascus. Eight hundred pounds of explosives will do that. The whole thing was simultaneously the most terrifying and most pointless thing I'd ever done, which pretty much sums up most of my life decisions, really.




We found the missing company – they'd probably just stopped for a smoke – and then collapsed in the desert like punters after a particularly exhausting all-nighter. Sometimes the best part of any adventure is when it's finally over and you can just lie down and pretend none of it happened.




CHAPTER CXIII 



Right, so it turned out that Nasir and I were about to become members of that exclusive club nobody wants to join - the Chronically Sleep-Deprived. You know the type: they're the ones who look like extras from a zombie film and can't remember their own names without checking their passport.




Our little fireworks display at Nisib had basically been the equivalent of taking out a full-page ad in the local paper announcing our presence. We might as well have hired a brass band. So of course, just as we were settling down for what we desperately hoped would be our first proper kip in days, half the bloody countryside decided to pop round for a chat.




The thing about Arab hospitality - and don't get me wrong, it's lovely in principle - is that it doesn't really acknowledge the concept of visiting hours. All night long, these blokes kept turning up like characters from a particularly exhausting Christmas Carol, wailing about how we were apparently just tourists who'd scarper at the first sign of trouble, leaving them to explain to the Turks why their village smelled of cordite.




They'd crawl over on their hands and knees - literally - going on about how we were their beloved masters and they were our humble servants, which would have been quite touching if we hadn't been operating on about three hours' sleep over four days. It was like being forced to play the host at the world's most tedious dinner party when all you want is to fall face-first into your pillow.




The worst part was how genuinely rattled they all seemed. Nasir pulled me aside - you know that moment when your mate catches your eye across a crowded room and you both know something's properly wrong? - and whispered that there was obviously some sort of panic headquarters somewhere nearby, pumping out bad vibes like a broken radio.




I sent my lads off to do a bit of reconnaissance-by-gossip, and it turned out the problem was centered on Taiyibe, the first village down the road. They'd got the wind up after Joyce's armoured cars had rumbled through the day before, plus they'd worked out - quite reasonably, really - that they'd be first in line for a proper kicking if we had to leg it.




So I grabbed Aziz and we rode straight over there, across this absolutely hellish landscape that looked like the surface of the moon after a particularly aggressive bout of urban planning. Picture trying to navigate a giant's rockery in the dark, except the giant has terrible taste in garden design.




In the headman's hut, we found the local equivalent of a parish council meeting from hell - they were actually debating which poor sod to send to the Turks with a white flag and a groveling apology. The look on their faces when we walked in unannounced was priceless - like teenagers caught planning to trash their parents' house while they're away.




We spent an hour chatting about absolutely nothing important - crop yields, the price of chickens, whether it might rain - while drinking coffee that could have stripped paint. Very civilized. Then we got up to leave, and you could practically hear their collective resolve crumble and reform in our direction. Funny how that works. Of course, the next day the Turks bombed the hell out of them anyway, which rather proved our point about Turkish gratitude.




We got back just before dawn, and I was literally horizontal, dreaming of proper sleep, when there was this almighty great BOOM from the railway line. The Turks had sent down one of their armoured trains - basically a railway carriage having a midlife crisis and pretending to be a tank - with a field gun mounted on top.




Now, personally, I was so knackered I'd have happily taken my chances with their aim - you know that point where you're so tired you'd rather die than get up? - but the rest of the army had actually managed six whole hours of sleep and were suddenly full of energy and purpose. Bastards.




We legged it across the most appalling terrain you can imagine, with a spotter plane circling overhead like a particularly vindictive seagull, helping the gunners get their range. The shells started landing with the sort of accuracy that makes you suspect the enemy might actually know what they're doing, which is always annoying.




We broke into what military manuals probably call 'tactical dispersion' but which looked more like the world's most dangerous game of tag. Then, suddenly, the spotter plane seemed to have some sort of mechanical crisis and wandered off toward the railway line, apparently to land. The gun fired a few more shots - killed a couple of camels, the bastards - but without their eye in the sky, they were basically shooting blind.




Joyce was waiting for us at Umtaiye with what looked like a casting call for Lawrence of Arabia - representatives from every village and tribe in the area, all queuing up to pledge their undying loyalty or at least pretend to until something better came along. I left Nasir to deal with that particular circus and went off with Joyce and Winterton to discuss more pressing matters - like the fact that we now knew exactly where the enemy had parked their planes.




The thing about breakfast when you're properly hungry is that it becomes less of a meal and more of a religious experience. Joyce told us how the men of Taiyibe had taken pot shots at him as he'd driven past - their way of expressing their feelings about people who stir up trouble and then disappear, leaving others to face the music. Fair point, really.




When we asked for volunteers to go and investigate the impromptu enemy airfield, everyone stepped forward with that particular kind of quiet determination that makes you want to cry. Joyce picked two cars - one for Junor, one for me - and off we went, like the world's most under-equipped air force.




We found the planes parked in a meadow like they were at a bloody air show, but of course there was a dirty great ditch between us and them - the sort of natural obstacle that makes you suspect the universe has a sense of humor. We tore along looking for a way across while two of the planes managed to get airborne, engines coughing and sputtering like they were as reluctant to be there as we were.




The third plane wouldn't start - you know that moment when your car lets you down at the worst possible time? - so we got to play target practice while the pilot and observer frantically tried to get it going. We put fifteen hundred rounds into that poor aircraft until it looked like a very expensive colander. They burned it that afternoon, probably more out of embarrassment than military necessity.




Unfortunately, the two planes that had escaped were the sort to hold a grudge. They flew off to Deraa, had a cup of tea and a moan about us, then came back loaded for bear. One pilot was clearly more enthusiastic than skilled and dropped his bombs from about a mile up - you could have avoided them on foot. The other was a proper professional, swooping low and placing each bomb with the sort of care you'd use arranging flowers.




There's something uniquely horrible about being bombed when you can't shoot back - like being in the world's deadliest game of Pac-Man, except the ghosts have explosive personalities. We crawled along between the rocks, feeling like we were in a tin can that someone was trying to open with a very large can opener.




One bomb sent shrapnel through our driving slit - just cut our knuckles, which in the circumstances felt like getting away with murder. Another took off a front tire and nearly flipped us over, which would have been both embarrassing and terminal.




You know what? Give me danger I can control any day. But we made it back to Umtaiye, reported our success to Joyce - we'd proven that their airfield was about as secure as a public park - and I finally got some proper sleep. Slept right through the Turkish air raid that afternoon, in fact. Sometimes your body just says 'enough' and switches off, regardless of what's exploding around you.




The strategic situation was actually quite good - we were sitting on Deraa's railway junction like a particularly awkward hemorrhoid, and if we could hold on for another week, we'd basically strangle the entire Turkish army regardless of what Allenby was up to elsewhere. The tactical situation, however, was completely bollocks.




We were stuck in the middle of nowhere with no air cover, facing an enemy with at least nine aircraft, camped around the only decent water supply for miles with huge herds of animals that might as well have had 'BOMB ME' painted on their sides in big white letters.




The bombing had already started to spook our irregular forces - you know how it is, everyone's very brave until someone starts dropping high explosives on their heads - and without them we were basically blind. Plus Taiyibe, our early warning system, was getting hammered daily and probably wondering why they'd ever agreed to help us in the first place.




Clearly, we needed air support, and Allenby had promised to send a liaison plane to Azrak. I decided to hop over there and have a word - I could be back by the twenty-second, and in the meantime we could shift to the next village if the bombing got too intense.




I went to organize my bodyguard for a quick raid on the railway line on our way to Azrak, but something was very wrong. They looked like they'd been through a particularly brutal episode of Jeremy Kyle - red-eyed, shaking, generally traumatized.




Turned out that while I'd been off playing with airplanes, their officers had conducted what you might politely call a disciplinary review of everyone who'd shown less than total enthusiasm during our recent adventures. It was their right - I'd left them to sort out their own discipline - but the timing was appalling.




You know that atmosphere in a workplace after someone's been fired? Everyone's either terrified or angry, and nobody's thinking straight. They were in no condition for a night raid - more likely to shoot each other than the enemy.




So instead, we arranged for Joyce to send the Egyptian and Gurkha troops back to Akaba, with one of our armoured cars as escort. I'd go with them as far as the railway, where we could do a bit of demolition work on our way past.




The demolition that night was like something from a Carry On film, except with more explosives and less intentional comedy. We were supposed to meet the Egyptians at the railway line - simple enough, you'd think. Instead, we spent three hours driving around in circles, completely lost, unable to find the railway, the Egyptians, or even our starting point.




Eventually we saw a light and drove toward it, only to discover we were practically on the doorstep of Mafrak station. We were trying to get back into position when we heard a train coming out of the station - probably wondering what all the fuss was about.




We chased after it, hoping to catch it between us and the demolished bridge, when suddenly there were flashes and explosions up ahead as Peake fired his charges. Some Turkish cavalry galloped past us in the dark - we took a few shots at them, more for form's sake than anything else.




Then the train came backing toward us at full speed, the driver having apparently decided that discretion was the better part of valor. We ran alongside it, blazing away with everything we had while Junor sent tracer bullets across like a very deadly fireworks display. You could hear the Turks screaming over the noise of the engines and gunfire - they'd probably never seen anything like it.




They were shooting back, but their hearts weren't really in it, and then our car suddenly hiccupped and died. One lucky shot had punctured our petrol tank - the only unarmoured bit of the entire vehicle, naturally. Spent an hour plugging the leak with whatever we could find, cursing the law of sod that governs all military operations.




By the time we got going again, everyone else had vanished. We found a quiet spot and I finally got three hours of proper sleep - the first decent rest I'd had in nearly a week. Woke up with my brain actually working again, which was a nice change.




We pushed on to Azrak in the early afternoon, where Feisal and Nuri Shaalan were waiting for news. After we'd explained everything, I went to see Marshall in the field hospital. He had our wounded sorted out - fewer than expected, thankfully - and even managed to spare me a stretcher for a proper bed.




At dawn, Joyce turned up unexpectedly. He'd decided to head down to help with the siege of Maan and to coordinate with our allies among the Beni Sakhr. Then the liaison plane arrived from Palestine with the most extraordinary news - Allenby had completely smashed the Turkish armies. The whole war had changed overnight.




We sent word to Feisal immediately, urging him to launch a general revolt while the Turks were reeling, and then I was on a plane to Palestine to coordinate with Allenby himself.




From the airfield, they gave me a car up to headquarters, where I found the great man himself, looking remarkably calm for someone who'd just rewritten the military textbooks. Every fifteen minutes or so, his chief of staff would bustle in with news of another victory, but Allenby took it all with the sort of quiet satisfaction of a man whose meticulous planning had paid off perfectly.




He'd been so confident beforehand that the results were almost anticlimactic - but you could see the inner satisfaction of a master craftsman whose complex plan had worked in every detail. It must have been like conducting a symphony orchestra where every musician played their part perfectly.




He outlined his next moves - he wasn't content with just defeating the Turks in Palestine; he planned to destroy them completely. Three massive thrusts across the Jordan - New Zealanders to Amman, Indians to Deraa, Australians to Kuneitra, then converging on Damascus. We were to support all three, but I wasn't to carry out my half-joking threat to take Damascus until we were all there together.




I explained our situation - how everything was being ruined by our lack of air cover. Allenby pressed a button, and within minutes we were in conference with Salmond and Borton from the RAF. Their aircraft had been crucial to Allenby's victory, and with the Turkish air force eliminated, they could spare us some support.




Two Bristol fighters to Umtaiye, they said, to sit with us as long as we needed them. The only problem was fuel - we had none, and the only way to get it there was by air. An air-contained fighting unit, supplied entirely from the sky? It was unheard of, but Salmond and Borton were the sort of men who got excited by impossible challenges.




They worked out load calculations for transport planes while Allenby sat listening with quiet amusement, confident his people would make it happen. The cooperation between his forces had been so seamless - it was the RAF that had turned the Turkish retreat into a complete rout, cutting their communications and scattering their units.




When they asked if our landing strips could handle a heavy transport aircraft, I said yes without hesitation, though I'd barely seen one of the things. Better to send an expert over with me in the Bristol fighters tomorrow to check, I suggested. He could be back by noon, and the transport could arrive by three o'clock.




Allenby's headquarters was paradise after weeks in the desert - clean, cool, with proper food and furniture and servants. I felt almost guilty enjoying white tablecloths and decent coffee while our people back at Umtaiye were lying on rocks eating flatbread and dodging bombs.




The contrast was jarring - after the stark simplicity of the desert, all this green vegetation and abundance seemed almost vulgar in its fertility. But the warmth and professionalism of the staff was wonderful, and the quiet confidence of the Commander-in-Chief was like a tonic after our recent struggles.




Bartholomew showed me maps and explained their plans while I added what intelligence I could about enemy positions. His broader perspective showed me that victory was now certain, regardless of what happened to our little blocking force. The Arabs had a choice - let this be just another victory, or risk everything one more time to make it final.




Of course, when you're as tired as I was, part of you starts looking for plausible reasons to avoid the dangerous path ahead. But that's another story entirely.




CHAPTER CXIV 



Right, so there we were at dawn on this Australian airfield—and I have to say, if you're going to have a life-changing moment involving aircraft, dawn on an Australian airfield is probably about as cinematic as it gets. Three planes sitting there like they owned the place: two Bristols and a D.H.9, which sounds like a vitamin supplement but was actually quite lethal.




The thing is, Ross Smith—my old pilot, good bloke, probably had a Top Five Desert Flying Moments list that he'd never shut up about—had been chosen to fly this new Handley-Page. Now, this wasn't just any plane. This was THE plane. The only one of its kind in Egypt. Salmond treated it like I treated my first copy of *Pet Sounds*—with reverence bordering on the unhealthy. The fact that he was lending it out for what was essentially a glorified baggage run was like letting someone borrow your signed Pele shirt to play five-a-side down the park. It was a gesture, basically.




An hour later we're at Umtaiye, and surprise surprise—nobody home. The army had done a runner. So I'm doing my best air traffic controller impression, waving us back to Um el Surab, where thankfully everyone actually was. Cars in defensive positions, Arabs scattered about looking suspicious of our noisy arrival (fair enough), and camels—those smug, ship-of-the-desert bastards—munching away at the local vegetation like they were at some sort of all-you-can-eat buffet.




Young spotted our markings and started this whole landing procedure—smoke bombs, signals, the works. He and Nuri Said had spent God knows how long clearing stones off what passed for a runway, which in the desert basically means finding the flattest bit of nothing and hoping for the best.




Ross Smith did his nervous pilot thing, pacing about, examining every pebble and divot like he was buying a house. But when he came back to where we were having breakfast (priorities, right?), he looked cheerful enough. The ground would do for the Handley-Page.




Young filled us in on the recent excitement—bombings yesterday and the day before that had killed some of our people and generally made everyone's life miserable. So they'd done the sensible thing and moved camp in the middle of the night. The Turks, bless them, were still bombing the old position at Umtaiye, even though the only people who went there now were the ones brave or stupid enough to fetch water during quiet periods.




Then there was this brilliant story about Winterton's latest railway demolition job. He'd bumped into some unknown soldier in the dark and started chatting away in his terrible Arabic about how well things were going. The soldier thanked God for His mercies and vanished into the night—whereupon machine guns opened up from both sides. Classic, really. But Winterton, professional that he was, set off all his explosives and got everyone out without losing a man. You had to admire the dedication.




Nasir turned up with the usual tribal gossip—who was hurt, who was dead, which clans were up for a fight, which had already joined, which had gone home for tea. The three gleaming aircraft had done wonders for Arab morale. Suddenly everyone was singing the praises of British efficiency and their own courage, while I told them about Allenby's frankly unbelievable success—Nablus taken, Afuleh taken, the whole shopping list.




You should have seen them. It was like watching people discover music for the first time. Tallal started boasting, the Rualla were shouting about marching on Damascus immediately, and even my bodyguard—who'd been looking pretty glum lately thanks to some harsh discipline from the Zaagi—perked up and started showing off a bit. The whole camp suddenly had this buzz of confidence. I decided it was time to bring up Feisal and Nuri Shaalan for the final push.




But first—breakfast. Because you can't conduct a revolution on an empty stomach. We were just settling in, lovely smell of sausages in the air, when the lookout started yelling about an enemy plane coming in from Deraa.




Our Australian pilots scrambled like their lives depended on it—which, to be fair, they probably did. Ross Smith and his observer leaped into their machine and shot up into the sky like a cork from a champagne bottle. Peters followed, while the third pilot stood next to the D.H.9 giving me meaningful looks.




I pretended not to understand him. Look, I knew the theory—Lewis guns, Scarff mountings, all sorts of rings and knobs and moving parts. Someone had explained it all to me once, probably at great length. But there's a difference between knowing something in your head and actually being able to do it when people are trying to kill you. I wasn't going up there to play Top Gun, no matter how disappointed the pilot looked. He was Australian—they live for that sort of additional excitement. I didn't need to prove anything to him.




He was too polite to actually say anything, just stood there looking reproachful while we watched the dogfight overhead. One enemy two-seater and three scouts against our boys. Ross Smith went after the big one, five minutes of machine-gun chatter, then the German suddenly dived toward the railway line. As it disappeared behind the ridge, there was this plume of smoke and then a dark cloud rising from where it had gone down. The Arabs around us let out this collective "Ah!" Five minutes later Ross Smith was back, jumping out of his cockpit, absolutely buzzing, swearing that the Arab front was the best posting he'd ever had.




Our sausages were still warm—result. We were just getting stuck into some grapes from Jebel Druse when the watchman started his dramatic cloak-waving routine again. "A plane!" This time Peters won the race to get airborne, with Ross Smith second and Traill left behind looking thoroughly fed up. But the enemy turned tail so quickly that Peters had to chase them nearly to Arar before he caught up. Later, when the war moved through that area, we found the wreckage and two charred German bodies. Grim, but that's war for you.




Ross Smith was like a kid in a sweet shop—he wanted to stay on the Arab front forever, with enemy planes turning up every half hour like some sort of aerial bus service. He was genuinely envious of Peters, who got to stick around for more fun. But duty called—he had to go back for the Handley-Page, plus petrol, food, and spare parts. The third plane was heading to Azrak to pick up an observer who'd been stranded there, and I hitched a ride that far to see Feisal.




Flying does something weird to time—we covered in thirty hours what had taken us much longer on the ground. I sent the Gurkhas and Egyptians back to rejoin the army for more railway sabotage up north, then packed into the green Vauxhall with Feisal and Nuri Shaalan to race back to Um el Surab for the Handley-Page's arrival.




We were bombing along over the smooth desert, really letting the car have its head, when we got sidetracked by some local dispute that needed sorting. Made the best of it though—ordered their fighting men to Umtaiye and got them to spread word of our victories across the railway, hoping to block the escape routes for the retreating Turkish armies.




Then we were off again, racing north. About twenty miles short of Um el Surab we spotted this lone Bedouin running south, absolutely beside himself with excitement—grey hair and beard streaming behind him, shirt puffed out like a sail. He changed course to pass near us, threw his arms in the air, and shouted "The biggest aeroplane in the world!" before flapping off into the distance to spread the news.




At Um el Surab, there it was—the Handley-Page, sitting on the grass like some magnificent cathedral, with the Bristols looking like toy planes beside it. The Arabs were standing around in total awe, saying "Now THIS is what we call an aeroplane—those other things were just its children." Before nightfall, rumors of Feisal's new aerial resources had spread across Jebel Druse and the Hauran, letting everyone know the tide had turned our way.




Borton himself had flown over in the big machine to coordinate support. While we talked, our men unloaded a ton of supplies—petrol, oil, spare parts, rations, letters, news telegrams, medicine. Everything you could want, really, except maybe a decent cup of tea. Then the great aircraft rose into the early evening sky, heading back to Ramleh with orders to night-bomb Deraa and Mafrak, finishing off what our explosives had started on the railway.




Our job was to keep up the pressure with more demolitions. Allenby had given us the Turkish Fourth Army to harass and pin down until Chaytor could force them out of Amman, then cut them up during their retreat. It was only a matter of days now—we'd be raising our flags on the plains between us and Damascus within the week. So Feisal decided to add Nuri Shaalan's Rualla camel riders to our column, bringing us up to about four thousand men, mostly irregulars but reliable ones, because Nuri held his tribe like a craftsman holds his favorite tool.




Nuri Shaalan was that rarest of desert creatures—a man who didn't feel the need to argue about everything. He either would or wouldn't do something, and that was that. When everyone else finished talking, he'd announce his decision in a few flat phrases and wait for people to get on with it. And they did, because they were scared of him. He was old and wise, which in my experience usually means tired and disappointed. So old that I never stopped wondering why he'd chosen to throw in his lot with our youthful enthusiasm.




I spent the next day resting in Nasir's tent, sorting through all the gossip and intelligence that his visitors brought—too much information, really, but delivered with such quick wit and goodwill that you couldn't help but be charmed by it all.




While I was taking my day off, Nuri Said went out with Pisani and two guns, plus Stirling, Winterton, Young, and their armoured cars, along with a considerable force. They made a proper job of it—cleared the railway line by the book, destroyed a kilometer of track, and burned down this makeshift wooden bridge the Turks had been using to repair the one Joyce and I had blown up before our first attack on Deraa. Nuri Shaalan, dressed in his formal black cloak, personally led his Rualla horsemen in a proper cavalry charge. Under his watchful eye, the tribe showed the kind of courage that even impressed Nuri Said, which was saying something.




CHAPTER CXV 



Look, I'm not going to pretend I understand military strategy any better than I understand the offside rule (which is to say, not at all), but there we were, me and Winterton and Jemil, basically trying to blow up a railway bridge the way other people might attempt to assemble an IKEA wardrobe - with great optimism and absolutely no clue what we were doing.




The thing about military operations - and I realise this now, though it would have been helpful to know it then - is that they're a bit like supporting Tottenham. You go in thinking this time will be different, this time you've got a proper plan, and then someone starts shooting at you with machine guns and suddenly you're wondering how you ended up in this mess in the first place.




We'd had this brilliant idea, see. Drive under the bridge, stick sixty pounds of gun-cotton on the pier, job done. It was the sort of plan that sounds foolproof when you're explaining it to your mates over a pint, but becomes significantly less appealing when actual Germans are trying to kill you. And these weren't just any Germans - they were proper, organised, efficient Germans who'd clearly read the manual on machine-gun placement, unlike us, who were making it up as we went along.




'It's very hot,' Jemil complained, which was fair enough given that people were shooting at us.




'It's going to be still hotter where we're going,' Winterton replied, and I had to admire his commitment to the understatement. This was like saying a Champions League final might be 'quite tense.'




The problem with hand grenades - and there's a sentence I never thought I'd write - is that they completely ruin your carefully laid plans. One minute you're thinking you're Lawrence of Arabia, the next you're reversing an armoured car very quickly indeed because someone's lobbing explosives at your sixty pounds of gun-cotton. It's the military equivalent of realising halfway through a first date that you've been talking about your ex-girlfriend for twenty minutes straight.




We gave up, obviously. Sometimes you have to know when you're beaten, even if admitting defeat goes against every instinct you have. It's like finally accepting that you're never going to be a professional footballer, or that your record collection isn't actually that interesting to other people.




That night, while we were sitting around feeling sorry for ourselves and telling war stories (because what else do you do when your day job involves getting shot at?), someone told this absolutely horrific story about Enver Pasha throwing an old man into a ship's furnace. I won't repeat it here because, frankly, it's the sort of thing that puts you off your dinner for a week. But it reminded us why we were doing this in the first place, which wasn't for the glory or the adventure stories, but because some people are genuinely, properly evil and need stopping.




The next morning brought the usual military confusion - which is to say, nobody really knew what was happening, but everyone had strong opinions about what we should do next. Some people wanted to pack it in and go home (or at least to somewhere safer, which wasn't difficult). Others, myself included, thought we should push on to Damascus, because sometimes you have to see things through to the end, even when - especially when - you're scared out of your wits.




It's funny how the biggest decisions often come down to the smallest moments. There we were, lying on carpets in the desert at midnight, having what was essentially a very polite argument about whether to risk our lives for something we believed in. Not so different, really, from any late-night conversation about whether to stay out for one more drink, except with significantly higher stakes and more chance of being shot.




In the end, we decided to go on. Not because it was sensible - it probably wasn't - but because some things are worth the risk. Even when you're not entirely sure what you're doing, even when you're making it up as you go along, sometimes you just have to trust that it'll work out somehow.




Which, looking back on it now, pretty much sums up my entire life.




CHAPTER CXVI 



**You know that feeling when you're in a pub quiz and the other team is absolutely smashing it, getting every question right while you're still trying to remember who sang 'Come On Eileen'? That's basically what happened to us that morning, except instead of feeling inadequate about our knowledge of 80s pop, we were accidentally brilliant at desert warfare.**




Nasir, Nuri Shaalan and Talal had somehow managed to overshoot us in the dark - which, let's be honest, is the sort of thing that happens when you're trying to coordinate a military operation without mobile phones or even a decent map. It's like trying to meet your mates at a festival when everyone's phone is dead and you've only got "near the beer tent" to go on.




We marched north with this fantastic wind absolutely battering us in the face, through these ridiculously picturesque villages that looked like they'd been designed by someone who'd read too many romantic novels about rural life. The harvested fields were covered in these massive thistles - proper Day of the Triffids stuff - tall as kids but all yellow and dead now. The wind kept snapping them off and bowling them across the ground like the world's most aggressive game of skittles.




The local women - who were out doing the weekly shop, except their weekly shop involved donkeys and a trip to the well - came running over, absolutely beside themselves with excitement. An aeroplane had landed nearby, they said, and it had these special markings on it. Peake went to investigate and found two Australians whose Bristol had taken a hit over Deraa. They were pleased to see us, though probably about as surprised as you'd be if you broke down on the M25 and Lewis Hamilton pulled over to help.




After we'd sorted out their radiator (with water borrowed from the women, who were probably thinking this was the most interesting thing that had happened since the last time someone's goat got loose), they flew off home. Meanwhile, people kept joining us - men on horseback, kids from the villages running alongside like we were some sort of medieval charity fun run. And for once, just for once, we could actually see ourselves properly - this whole mad organism we'd become, everyone lifted up by the sheer ridiculous pride of it all. We started telling dirty jokes just to balance out how beautiful everything looked.




At lunchtime we hit the watermelon fields, and the entire army basically had a picnic while we checked out the railway line, which was lying there in the sun looking properly abandoned. Then a train went past - the third one since they'd fixed the line the night before, which shows you how good our intelligence was. We swarmed across the railway like football fans heading for the away end, everyone with explosives using them however they fancied. Our hundreds of newcomers were absolutely up for it, and while their demolition technique wouldn't have impressed anyone from the Royal Engineers, they certainly made an impression.




**The thing about warfare - and this might sound obvious - is that it's basically organized chaos with better kit.**




We'd clearly caught the other side completely off guard, like turning up to someone's house party when they're still in their pajamas wondering if they've got enough crisps. So we went to our three main guys - Nuri Shaalan, Auda, and Talal - and asked what they fancied doing. Talal wanted to have a go at Ezraa, the big supply depot up north. Auda was keen on Khirbet el Ghazala, the equivalent station down south. Nuri thought he'd take his lads down the main road toward Deraa and see what turned up. Three solid plans, the kind you'd come up with after a couple of pints when everything seems brilliantly simple.




They went off to make it happen while we pulled our column back together and headed past the ruins of Sheikh Miskin, which looked properly spooky in the moonlight - like a film set for a horror movie about failed urban planning. The water ditches completely confused our thousands (because apparently we were rubbish at basic logistics), so we stopped on the plain beyond to wait for dawn. Some people made fires against the cold mist - this was clay country, nothing like the desert we were used to. Others just slept where they were on the dew-soaked ground. Lost blokes wandered around calling for their mates in that particular wailing voice that Arab villagers do when they're looking for someone. The moon had gone down and everything was black and absolutely freezing.




I got my bodyguard up, and we rode so fast we reached Sheikh Saad just as the sun was coming up. As we came through the rocks into the field behind the trees, the whole world basically came alive again with the morning light - the olive groves flashing silver, the sort of moment that makes you think maybe everything's going to be all right after all. Some men from this massive goat-hair tent called us over for breakfast, which was lovely except when we asked whose tent it was, they said Ibn Smeir's.




This was potentially awkward. Rashid was basically Nuri Shaalan's enemy - the kind of long-running feud that makes family Christmas dinners look like diplomatic summits. We sent a warning to Nasir immediately. Luckily Ibn Smeir wasn't there, so his family would be our guests, and Nuri would have to be polite. Result.




**You have to understand, managing our army was like being a football manager where half your players absolutely despise the other half and would happily have a proper fight if they met in the car park.**




CHAPTER CXVII 



Right, so this is the bit where everything went completely mental, and I mean properly mental, not just your average Tuesday-afternoon-at-the-office mental. Two thousand of them against us - which sounds like a lot, but actually felt manageable, like supporting a mid-table Premier League team instead of, say, Tottenham. We had half our regulars and a couple of Pisani's guns, which wasn't brilliant but wasn't completely hopeless either.




The thing was, Tallal was doing his nut because these Turkish bastards were heading straight through Tafas, which happened to be his village. You know how it is - you can slag off your own hometown all you like (mine's a shithole, obviously), but the moment someone else threatens it, you go completely barmy. So there we were, knackered beyond belief, trying to make "speed" to get there first, which is a bit like saying you're going to sprint a marathon when you can barely walk to the corner shop.




I rode ahead with my lot, hoping to grab some decent ground and hold them off until the others caught up. Halfway there, we bumped into some Arabs herding a load of stripped Turkish prisoners, and I mean properly stripped - you could see the bruises across their backs where they'd been whipped. Now normally I'd have said something, but these were the police battalion from Deraa, and if you knew what those sick bastards had done to the local villagers... well, let's just say I wasn't feeling particularly charitable towards Turkish policemen that day.




The Arabs told us Jemal Pasha's lot had already waltzed into Tafas. When we got close enough to see, the village was theirs all right - you could hear the odd shot, and there were these little columns of smoke rising up between the houses, which never means anything good. On the hill this side, standing knee-deep in thistles like some sort of refugee camp from hell, were the survivors - old men, women, kids - and they were telling us stories that made your stomach turn inside out.




We watched the Turkish column march out in proper formation - lancers front and back, infantry in the middle with machine guns on the flanks, the whole professional setup. We took some shots at them as they cleared the houses, and they lobbed some shrapnel back at us, but their fusing was crap as usual and it all went sailing over our heads.




Then Nuri turned up with Pisani, and riding at the front was Auda abu Tayi looking like he was ready to take on the entire Ottoman Empire single-handed, and Tallal, who was practically frothing at the mouth after what his people had told him. The last of the Turks were pulling out of the village, so we slipped down after them while our infantry got into position and started giving them hell with the Hotchkiss.




The village was dead quiet under these slow ribbons of white smoke as we rode in, staying alert. There were these grey heaps scattered about in the long grass, and you knew immediately what they were even though your brain didn't want to process it. Then this tiny figure stumbled out from one of the heaps - a little kid, three or four years old, with blood all down one side of her dirty dress from this horrible wound where her neck met her shoulder.




She took a few steps and then stopped and called out to us - and Christ, her voice was so strong and clear in all that silence - "Don't hit me, Baba." Abd el Aziz just lost it completely. This was his village, this might have been his family, and he threw himself off his camel and stumbled over to her in the grass. But his sudden movement scared her, and she tried to scream and instead just collapsed in a little heap, blood everywhere, and that was it. She was gone.




We rode past more bodies - men, women, four more dead babies who looked so small and grubby in the daylight - toward the village center. And then we saw what they'd really done. There was this low mud wall, probably a sheepfold, and on it... look, I'm not going to describe it in detail, but they'd nailed a pregnant woman to it with a bayonet in the most obscene way possible, and around her were maybe twenty others, all killed and arranged according to some sick bastard's idea of entertainment.




The Zaagi started laughing - this wild, desolate laughter that sounded completely wrong in the warm afternoon sunshine. I said, "Right, the best of you brings me the most dead Turks," and we went after them. Along the way we shot down the ones who'd fallen by the roadside and were begging for mercy. There was this one Turkish soldier, half-naked, couldn't stand up, just sitting there crying at us. Abdulla turned his camel away, but the Zaagi rode right over and put three bullets from his automatic into the man's chest. You could see the blood pumping out with each heartbeat - throb, throb, throb - getting slower and slower until it stopped.




Tallal had seen everything we'd seen. He made this sound like a wounded animal, then rode up to higher ground and just sat there on his mare, shaking, staring after the retreating Turks. I started to go over to him, but Auda grabbed my reins and stopped me. Very slowly, Tallal pulled his headcloth around his face. Then something seemed to snap into place, because he suddenly spurred his mare and went galloping flat-out, bent low in the saddle, straight at the main body of the enemy.




It was this long, gentle slope down and across a hollow. We all just sat there like statues watching him charge, and you could hear his horse's hoofbeats unnaturally loud because everyone had stopped shooting - us, them, everybody. Both armies were just waiting for him. He rode on through this hushed evening until he was only a few lengths from the enemy lines, then he sat up straight in the saddle and yelled his war cry - "Tallal! Tallal!" - twice, in this tremendous shout that must have carried for miles.




Instantly their rifles and machine guns opened up, and he and his mare, riddled with bullets, fell dead among the lance points.




Auda went very quiet and cold. "God give him mercy," he said. "We will take his price." And that was it - the old warrior was back in charge, our natural leader again. He maneuvered brilliantly, drove the Turks into bad ground, split their formation into three parts.




The smallest part was mostly German and Austrian machine gunners around three motor cars, with a handful of mounted officers. They fought like absolute heroes and kept beating us back despite everything we threw at them. The Arabs were fighting like maniacs, sweat in their eyes, dust choking them, and this flame of cruelty and revenge burning in them so fierce their hands were shaking too much to shoot straight. For the only time in our war, I gave the order to take no prisoners.




Eventually we left that tough bunch behind and went after the other two groups, who were in complete panic. By sunset we'd destroyed nearly all of them, and it became this feeding frenzy as parties of peasants joined in. First there were five or six men to each captured weapon, then gradually everyone got armed - a bayonet here, a sword there, then pistols, then horses, until by nightfall every man was mounted and armed and the plain was covered with dead men and animals. In the madness born of what we'd seen at Tafas, we killed and killed, even smashing in the heads of the already dead, as if their blood could somehow wash away our agony.




There was just one group of Arabs who hadn't heard what had happened, and they took the last two hundred men of the central column prisoner. But their reprieve didn't last long. I'd gone over to see why these prisoners were still alive - I wasn't entirely unwilling to let them live as witnesses to the price of Tallal's death - when one of our men on the ground screamed something that made the Arabs go pale and lead me across to look.




It was one of ours - Tlassan - with his thigh shattered, blood all over the red soil, dying. But they hadn't been content to leave him like that. In keeping with the day's fashion, they'd hammered bayonets through his shoulder and other leg, pinning him to the ground like some kind of collected insect.




He was fully conscious. When we asked who'd done it, he looked toward the prisoners huddled together so hopelessly. They didn't say anything in the few moments before we opened fire. Eventually their heap stopped moving, and Hassan was dead, and we rode home slowly in the gathering gloom - home being my carpet three or four hours away at Sheikh Saad - feeling suddenly cold now that the sun had gone down.




But I couldn't stop thinking about Tallal - the brilliant leader, the fine horseman, the courteous and strong companion. After a while I had my other camel brought up, and with one of my bodyguard rode out into the night to join our men who were hunting the larger Deraa column.




It was pitch black with this great wind gusting from the south and east, and we only found the fighting by following the sound of shots the wind carried to us and the occasional muzzle flashes. Every field and valley had its stumbling Turks heading blindly north, with our men hanging onto them. The darkness had made our lot bolder, and they were closing in properly now. Each village took up the fight as it rolled past, and the black, freezing wind was alive with rifle fire, shouting, volleys from the Turks, and the thunder of hooves as small groups crashed into each other in the darkness.




The enemy had tried to stop and make camp at sunset, but Khalid had got them moving again. Some marched, some stayed put, many just dropped where they stood from exhaustion. They'd lost all order and were drifting through the storm in pathetic little groups, ready to shoot at anything that moved, and our Arabs were just as scattered and nearly as confused.




The exceptions were the German detachments, and here, for the first time, I felt proud of the enemy who had killed my brothers. They were two thousand miles from home, without hope, without guides, in conditions that would break anyone's nerve. Yet their sections held together in firm ranks, cutting through the chaos of Turk and Arab like armored ships, faces set, silent. When attacked, they halted, took position, fired to order. No panic, no shouting, no hesitation. They were magnificent.




Eventually I found Khalid and asked him to call off the Rualla and leave this rout to time and the peasants. There might be heavier work to the south. At dusk there'd been a rumor that Deraa was empty, and Khalid's brother Trad had ridden off with half the Anazeh to check. I was worried about a reverse, since there had to be Turks still in the place, and more struggling toward it up the railway and through the hills.




After an hour or two of shouting orders into the wind, hundreds of horsemen and camel men had rallied to Khalid. On his way to Deraa he charged through several detachments of Turks in the starlight and arrived to find Trad in secure possession. He'd won through in the twilight, taking the station at a gallop, jumping trenches and wiping out what was left of the Turkish resistance.




With local help, the Rualla looted the camp, especially the fiercely burning storehouses, risking their lives under the flaming roofs. But this was one of those nights when everyone went completely mad, when death seemed impossible no matter how many people died around you, and other people's lives became toys to break and throw away.




I got back after midnight to find the whole place in chaos - alarms, shots, shouts, with the peasants threatening to murder the prisoners as additional payment for Tallal and his village. The main sheikhs were out hunting Turks, which left the camp without its experienced leaders or its eyes and ears. Old tribal jealousies had woken up in the afternoon's bloodthirst, and Nasir and the others had to work flat out to keep the peace.




Trad's messengers had just arrived from Deraa when I got in. I'd wanted to sleep - this was my fourth night of riding - but my mind wouldn't let me feel how tired my body was, so around two in the morning I mounted a third camel and splashed out toward Deraa, down the Tafas track again, to the windward of that dark village.




And that, basically, is how we learned that war isn't like the films at all. It's not noble or glorious or any of that bollocks. It's just people doing terrible things to other people, and then more terrible things in return, until everyone's covered in blood and nobody can remember how it started or when it might end. The only thing you can do is try to make sure you're on the winning side, and even then you're not sure what you've actually won.




CHAPTER CXVIII 



So there I was, stuck in bloody Deraa like the world's most reluctant tourist guide, watching Barrow piss off to meet Chauvel near Damascus. They wanted me to take the right flank, which was fine by me – at least out there with the Hejaz line I'd have Nasir for company, and he was busy making the Turks' lives properly miserable with his round-the-clock harassment campaign. Classic Nasir, really.




The thing about Deraa was that it made me feel like I'd accidentally wandered into the wrong film. Here's the station, right at the edge of proper desert country, and suddenly it's crawling with Indian troops who looked about as comfortable as vegetarians at a barbecue. The whole point of the desert – and this might sound pretentious, but sod it – was that it was meant for loners. Proper Lawrence of Arabia types, if you will. Sons of the road. Not these poor bastards shuffling about like lost sheep who'd missed the last bus home.




What really got to me was watching the British officers with their men. Christ, the way they carried on – all that bowing and scraping and 'yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir' business. My bodyguards had never seen anything like it. They kept staring like they'd stumbled across some bizarre anthropological experiment. Which, when you think about it, they had.




I'd had enough bad experiences in Deraa to last several lifetimes, so every night I dragged my sleeping bag out to the old aerodrome. There, next to the burnt-out hangars, my guards would have their usual squabbles – moody as teenagers, the lot of them. Abdullah brought me rice in his fancy silver bowl, bless him, and I tried to think about what came next. But honestly? My brain felt like someone had wiped it clean. Two years of this madness, and now we were actually close to Damascus. All those places we'd been – Rum, Petra, Azrak, Batra – they sounded like a bloody travel brochure in my head. Shame most of the good lads were dead.




Sleep wasn't happening, so before dawn I woke Stirling and the drivers. The four of us piled into the Blue Mist – our Rolls, and yes, I know how that sounds – and set off for Damascus. The road was a nightmare of ruts and military traffic, so we cut cross-country to the railway line. Proper Boy's Own stuff.




Around noon we spotted Barrow watering his horses by a stream. I rode over on my camel – and you should have seen his face. He'd been taking the piss back in Deraa, suggesting we camel-jockeys might struggle to keep up with his cavalry. So when I rocked up looking fresh as a daisy, he nearly choked on his tea.




"When did you leave Deraa?" he asked.




"This morning."




His expression was priceless. Like he'd just been told his football team had been relegated.




"Where will you stop tonight?"




"Damascus," I said, probably grinning like an idiot.




And off I rode, having made another enemy. Look, I felt a bit bad about showing off – he wasn't a complete tosser – but the stakes were too high for good manners.




The thing that wound up Stirling and me was watching Barrow's advance. Scouts here, sections there, covering every bloody hill like they were expecting the Spanish Inquisition. We knew the country was friendly, but try telling that to the army manual.




The real action was happening near Kiswe, where the railway line crossed our road. That's where Nasir, Nuri Shaalan and old Auda were still chasing what was left of the Turkish column – originally four thousand strong, though probably closer to seven. They'd been at it for days while we'd been having our little jolly.




We heard gunfire and saw shrapnel bursts, then spotted the Turks – about two thousand of them in ragged groups, looking like they'd rather be anywhere else. Some Arab horsemen came galloping toward us, and there was Nasir on his gorgeous liver-colored stallion, still full of beans after a hundred-mile running battle. Old Nuri Shaalan was with him, along with about thirty of their lads.




Turns out these few were all that remained of seven thousand Turks. The Arabs were hanging on like grim death, with Auda waiting in ambush up ahead. Did we have reinforcements?




I told them the British were right behind us. Just hold the Turks for an hour...




Nasir spotted a walled farmstead that would do nicely as a roadblock, so off he and Nuri went to slow down the Turkish advance.




We raced back to find the Indian column and their grumpy colonel. Told him about this golden opportunity the Arabs had gift-wrapped for him. But the miserable sod didn't want to mess up his pretty parade formation. Eventually he sent out a squadron, but when the Turks lobbed a few shells their way – nothing serious, mind you, mountain guns that couldn't crack an egg – he ordered a retreat faster than you could say "strategic withdrawal."




Stirling and I were absolutely livid. Here was Nasir, sticking his neck out expecting proper support, and this colonel was running scared of popguns. We tried reasoning with him, then shouting at him, but the old fool wouldn't budge.




Thank God we found General Gregory. Finally, someone with actual balls. He grabbed our car, sent orders to the cavalry, called up the horse artillery, and suddenly things started happening. The Middlesex Yeomanry charged the Turkish rear just as night was falling, and the whole enemy force fell apart. They abandoned their guns, their transport, everything, and made a break for the hills.




Big mistake. Auda was waiting for them in what they thought was empty country. That old warrior had one last glorious night of killing and looting before dawn showed him it was over. The Fourth Army – our nemesis for two years – was finished.




We drove to Kiswe to meet Nasir, with thousands of Indian troops following behind us. But trying to find a quiet spot was like looking for privacy at Glastonbury.




Walking around in the dark, I realized nobody could tell I wasn't just another Arab. It was weird being among my own people but completely cut off from them. Our armoured car lads were different – months in the desert had burned them into proper individuals, not just uniform-wearing cogs.




But these regular soldiers were something else entirely. After two years of our ramshackle operation, seeing proper military discipline was like watching a nature documentary. The uniform made them into this single, dignified mass – sign that they'd basically sold their souls to the state. Some joined up from bloodlust, others from hunger, some for the supposed glamour. But the only ones who got what they wanted were those looking to debase themselves.




The Australians were all swagger and casual violence, like half-drawn swords. The British lads were quieter, shyer, sticking together in pairs with that peculiar military friendship that comes from shared misery.




And then there were the Arabs, watching it all with grave curiosity. After two years among them, I was closer to them than to the troops, and I resented the hell out of it. You could even smell the difference – the Arabs with their heavy, sour cotton-sweat smell, the British with that sharp, fermented wool-and-piss aroma of men too long in uniform.




Christ, what a bloody mess we'd all made of ourselves.




CHAPTER CXIX 



So that was it then. Game over. Though we had to spend the night in Kiswe because the Arabs reckoned the roads were a bit dodgy, and frankly, after everything we'd been through, dying stupidly in the dark outside Damascus would have been like supporting Tottenham for thirty years and then missing the cup final because you got hit by a bus on the way to Wembley.




The Australians treated the whole campaign like it was some sort of military Grand National, with Damascus as the finishing post – which, fair play to them, showed the right sort of sporting attitude. But the truth was we were all dancing to Allenby's tune now, and if anyone deserved credit for this victory it was him and Bartholomew. Their tactical masterplan was actually quite brilliant when you think about it: get the Australians north and west of Damascus, cut off the railways, then let us southern lot waltz in afterwards. Classic pincer movement. The sort of thing that looks obvious in hindsight but would have had me scratching my head for weeks.




The thing about Allenby was his complete assumption that you'd do exactly what he asked. No drama, no threats, just this quiet confidence that you wouldn't let him down. It was like having a manager who never doubted you'd turn up for training – made you want to prove him right, really.




He wanted us there for the big entrance partly because Damascus meant everything to the Arabs (think winning the World Cup at Wembley), and partly for practical reasons. Feisal's lot had this knack of making occupied territory actually friendly to the Allies – convoys could travel without armed guards, towns didn't need garrisons. Quite handy, that. The worry was that the Australians might have to storm Damascus despite their orders, and if the locals kicked up a fuss, it would mess up everything we'd worked for. So we had one night to make sure the people of Damascus would welcome the British Army like long-lost relatives.




This meant a complete about-face in behavior, if not in what people actually thought – but Feisal's Damascus committee had been preparing for months to take over when the Turks finally scarpered. We just had to make contact, tell them when the Allies were arriving, and what needed doing. So as evening fell, Nasir sent the Rualla horsemen into town to find Ali Riza, our committee chairman, or his deputy Shukri el Ayubi, with the message that help was coming tomorrow if they could cobble together a government immediately.




As it turned out, they'd already done it at four in the afternoon, before we'd even got our act together. Ali Riza was off somewhere – the Turks had given him command of their retreat from Galilee at the last minute, typical – but Shukri had found unexpected allies in the Algerian brothers, Mohammed Said and Abd el Kader. With their followers' help, they'd run the Arab flag up the Town Hall before sunset, just as the last Germans and Turks were filing past. Apparently the rear general saluted it – sarcastically, but still.




I talked Nasir out of going in that night. It was going to be chaos, and better for his dignity if he made a proper entrance at dawn. He and Nuri Shaalan rounded up the second group of Rualla camel riders who'd started out with me from Deraa that morning, and sent them all forward into Damascus to back up the Rualla sheikhs. By midnight we had four thousand of our armed men in the city.




I wanted to sleep – knew I'd need it for what was coming – but couldn't manage it. Damascus was the culmination of two years of not knowing what the hell we were doing, and my mind kept churning through all the ideas we'd tried and discarded along the way. Also, Kiswe was stifling – too many trees, too many plants, too many people. Like a preview of the overcrowded world waiting for us.




The Germans had torched their supply dumps and ammunition stores as they left Damascus, so every few minutes we'd be jolted awake by explosions that lit up the sky white. Each blast shook the ground; we'd look north and see the pale sky suddenly pricked with yellow points as shells flung high from the bursting magazines exploded like fireworks. I turned to Stirling and said, 'Damascus is burning,' feeling sick at the thought of the great city reduced to ash as the price of freedom.




When dawn came we drove to the ridge overlooking the city, dreading what we might see – but instead of ruins, the silent gardens lay blurred green with river mist, and the city shimmered in the setting like a pearl in the morning sun, beautiful as ever. The night's chaos had shrunk to a single tall column of smoke rising blackly from the storage yard at Kadem, where the Hejaz railway ended.




We drove down the straight road through the irrigated fields where peasants were starting their day's work. A horseman galloped up to us, recognizing our headcloths, and called out cheerfully, holding up a bunch of yellow grapes: 'Good news – Damascus salutes you.' He'd come from Shukri.




Nasir was just ahead of us. We brought him the news so he could have the honor of first entry – his privilege after fifty battles. With Nuri Shaalan beside him, he spurred his horse and disappeared down the long road in a cloud of dust that hung reluctantly in the still air. To give him a proper head start, Stirling and I found a little stream in a steep channel where we stopped to wash and shave.




Some Indian troopers spotted us and our car with its driver in his tatty army shorts and tunic. I was dressed as an Arab; Stirling looked like a British staff officer except for his headgear. Their sergeant, a thick and irritable sort, thought he'd captured prisoners. Once we'd sorted out that misunderstanding, we reckoned we could follow Nasir.




We drove quietly up the long street to the government buildings on the Barada river bank. The road was packed with people – solid lines on the pavements, in the street, at windows, on balconies and rooftops. Many were crying, a few cheered weakly, some braver ones called our names, but mostly they just stared and stared, joy shining in their eyes. A sound like a long sigh marked our progress from the city gates to its heart.




At the Town Hall, everything was different. The steps and stairs heaved with a swaying crowd – yelling, embracing, dancing, singing. They made way for us to the antechamber where we found the radiant Nasir and Nuri Shaalan seated, with Abd el Kader (my old enemy) and his brother Mohammed Said standing on either side. I was speechless with amazement.




And that, really, was when things started getting properly complicated.




CHAPTER CXX 



Right, so while we're all sitting around having a proper discussion about ceremony and protocol and all that bollocks, there's actual work to be done – the kind of work that makes you want to stay in bed with a cup of tea and the sports pages rather than face the world. And I felt like a complete tosser, to be honest, playing this ridiculous game of political musical chairs. The whole thing left me feeling queasy, like when you support a team that wins by cheating – you get what you wanted, but it tastes like shit.




The thing is, all those promises we'd made to the Arabs back when we needed them – well, they were coming back to bite us on the arse now, weren't they? Classic case of writing cheques your arse can't cash. Still, I reckoned we were on the right track. Give it another twelve hours and we'd be sorted – the Arabs would be in such a strong position they could weather whatever political shitstorm was about to kick off.




So we sneak back to the Town Hall like we're bunking off school, looking for Abd el Kader, but the bastard's done a runner. I send someone to fetch him and his brother and Nasir, and get back this message that they're having a kip. Fair enough – I should have been as well, but instead there's four or five of us grabbing a quick bite in this absolutely mental room, all gold chairs that look like they're having some sort of seizure, around a table with legs that frankly wouldn't look out of place in a particularly dodgy gentleman's club.




I make it pretty clear to the messenger what I'm after. He disappears, and a few minutes later this cousin of the Algerians rocks up, looking like he's just been told his lottery numbers came up but he's lost the ticket, saying they're on their way. Complete bollocks, obviously, but I tell him that's lovely because in half an hour I'm going to fetch the British troops and we'll have a proper look for them, won't we? He legs it, and Nuri Shaalan – cool as you like – asks what I'm planning to do.




I tell him I'm going to give Abd el Kader and Mohammed Said the boot and put Shukri in charge until Feisal shows up. I'm being all diplomatic about it because I don't want to hurt Nasir's feelings – poor sod's about as politically savvy as a golden retriever – and frankly, if anyone decides to get stroppy, I'm stuffed. Nuri asks if the English will back me up. Course they will, I say, but the problem is they might not bugger off afterwards, mightn't they? He thinks about this for a bit, then says, 'Right, you can have the Rualla if you get on with it and stop pissing about.' Brilliant. Off he goes to round up his boys.




When the Algerians finally turn up, they're tooled up and looking like they want to have someone's eye out. But they clock Nuri Shaalan's lads looking properly menacing, Nuri Said's regulars in the square, and my guards lounging about like they couldn't give a toss. Game over, basically. Still, it all kicks off something chronic.




So I'm standing there in my capacity as Feisal's deputy – sounds dead official, doesn't it? – and I announce that their little government is finished, thanks very much, and Shukri's the new gaffer. Mohammed Said goes mental, calling me a Christian and an Englishman like that's the worst thing since they invented Brussels sprouts, and tries to get Nasir to grow a pair.




Poor old Nasir just sits there looking like a kid whose parents are having a row at the dinner table. Then Abd el Kader completely loses it, working himself up into a right state, and suddenly he's coming at me with a bloody great knife.




But Auda's on him like a shot – the old bastard's been spoiling for a fight all morning, and this is like Christmas morning for him. He'd have torn Abd el Kader apart with his bare hands and probably enjoyed his breakfast more afterwards. Abd el Kader bottles it, and Nuri Shaalan ends the whole thing by telling this absolutely massive carpet – I mean, seriously, this thing could have housed a small family – that the Rualla are with me, no questions asked. The Algerians storm off in a huff, and everyone's saying we should have them shot, but I can't bring myself to be that paranoid about what damage they might do.




Right, so now we've got to actually do some work. The plan is to set up an Arab government that's big enough and local enough to harness all that rebel enthusiasm and turn it into something useful for peacetime. Tricky bit is, you need to keep some of that revolutionary spirit while building something solid enough for the ninety percent of people who were too sensible to rebel in the first place – and that's who you need to keep the lights on.




Here's the thing about rebels – they make rubbish peacetime politicians. It's like expecting your mate who's brilliant at starting pub fights to organize your wedding. Feisal's going to have to dump all his war buddies and bring in the people who actually knew how to run things under the Turks. Nasir's too politically naive to get this, but Nuri Said and Nuri Shaalan know the score.




So we dive in like we're cramming for finals. History tells us what needs doing – it's all dead boring stuff: appointments, offices, paperwork. First, the police. Choose a boss, pick some helpers, sort out who covers what area, work out wages, get uniforms, figure out who's responsible for what. Basic stuff, really, but it starts working.




Then someone moans about the water supply. Turns out the pipes are clogged with dead bodies – people and animals. Lovely. So we get an inspection team together with some workers to sort it out. Draft some emergency rules.




It's getting late, and the streets are mental – people everywhere, properly going off. We find an engineer to run the power station and tell him to get the street lights working whatever it takes. Getting the lights back on – that's how you show people things are back to normal. And it works. The lights come on, everything calms down a bit, and our new police can actually do their jobs with help from the local big shots.




Then there's the sanitation nightmare. The streets are absolutely full of crap from the knackered Turkish army – broken carts, cars, luggage, kit, dead bodies everywhere. The Turks have got typhus, dysentery, pellagra, the lot, and they've been dropping like flies all along their retreat. Nuri organizes gangs to clear the worst of it and spreads his doctors around the hospitals, promising drugs and food tomorrow if we can find any.




Fire brigade next. The Germans have smashed the local fire engines, and the army warehouses are still burning, threatening to take the whole town with them. We press-gang some mechanics and get them down there to contain the flames.




Prisons are a laugh – the guards and prisoners have all done a runner together. Shukri makes the best of it by declaring a general amnesty. Then we need to get people to stop carrying rifles around. A bit of friendly banter backed up by some gentle police work should sort that in a few days.




People are starving – they've been half-starved for days. We organize distribution of damaged food from the army stores, but after that runs out, we need to get supplies from the villages. That means making people feel safe, protecting the roads, and replacing all the transport animals the Turks nicked with ones we've captured. The British won't share theirs – cheers for that – so we give up our own.




To keep feeding everyone long-term, we need the railway working. Got to find pointsmen, drivers, firemen, mechanics, traffic staff – the whole lot. Then the telegraph system needs directors and linesmen to fix the lines. Post can wait, but we need somewhere to sleep, and the shops need to reopen, which means sorting out markets and money that people will actually accept.




The currency situation is a complete disaster. The Australians have nicked millions in Turkish notes – the only money anyone's got – and made it worthless by chucking it around like confetti. One soldier gave a five-hundred-pound note to some kid who held his horse for three minutes. Young tries to prop it up with our last bit of gold, but we need to fix new prices, which means firing up the printing press. No sooner is that sorted than everyone wants a newspaper. Plus, as the inheritors of the Turkish government, we need to maintain all their records – tax, property, population registers – and all the old staff are off celebrating.




Meanwhile, Chauvel's breathing down our necks for supplies. He's got forty thousand horses to feed and no fodder. If we don't sort him out, he'll go looking for it himself, and our shiny new freedom will be snuffed out before you can say "military occupation." Syria's future depends on keeping him happy, and he's not exactly known for his mercy.




All in all, it's a proper mental evening. We get to the end by delegating like mad – often to people who probably shouldn't be trusted with a tea trolley – and cutting corners like we're taking the racing line. Stirling's smooth talking, Young's competence, and Kirkbride's no-nonsense approach back up the Arab officers as best they can.




What we're building is basically a film set rather than a proper house – all front and no foundation. But it's so frantically well done that when I leave Damascus on October fourth, the Syrians have got their government, which lasts two years without foreign help, in an occupied country wrecked by war, and with some of the Allies actively working against them.




Later, I'm sitting alone in my room, trying to work and think through the chaos of the day, when the call to prayer starts echoing through the night over the celebrating, lit-up city. One voice, particularly sweet, rings out from a nearby mosque right into my window. I find myself actually listening to the words: "God alone is great: I testify there are no gods, but God: and Mohammed his Prophet. Come to prayer: come to security. God alone is great: there is no god--but God."




At the end, he drops his voice almost to a whisper and adds: "And He is very good to us this day, O people of Damascus." Everything goes quiet as everyone stops to pray on their first night of freedom. And in that overwhelming silence, I realize just how alone I am in all this – because for me, unlike everyone else listening, the whole thing feels tragic and meaningless.




CHAPTER CXXI 



Right, so there I was, fast asleep and having the kind of dream where you're about to score the winning goal at Highbury, when some bloke starts shaking me awake like he's trying to tune a dodgy radio. Turns out Abd el Kadir was having what my dad would call "a bit of a moment" - basically a full-scale rebellion because he'd decided we were all English puppets. Which, to be fair, wasn't entirely inaccurate, but still.




I rang Nuri Said, trying not to sound too pleased that this Algerian numpty was basically digging his own grave. He'd gone round telling everyone that we Sherifs were just English lapdogs (again, debatable) and that they should all have a pop at us for God and the Caliph while they still could. His men, bless them, were like football fans listening to some drunk outside the ground - they believed every word and went off to start a proper ruck.




The Druses joined in, which was brilliant because I'd just refused to pay them the night before for turning up late to everything. They didn't give a toss about Islam or the Caliph or any of that - they just fancied a bit of looting and maybe killing some Christians. It was like watching your mate support Arsenal just because he fancies a fight with Tottenham fans.




We waited until morning because, let's face it, fighting in the dark is like trying to DJ at a wedding - even an idiot can look competent. Once we could actually see what we were doing, we moved everyone up to the posh bit of town and basically herded all the troublemakers toward the river, where the bridges made it easy to control them. It was like crowd control at a cup final, except with more machine guns.




Turned out the whole thing was pathetic. Nuri Said had set up his machine-gunners like bouncers at a club, and they just rattled off one long burst that sent everyone scattering. The noise alone made the Druses drop their stolen goods and leg it down the side streets like teenagers caught shoplifting. We nabbed Mohammed Said at his house - not as hard as his brother, that one - and stuck him in the Town Hall. I was dying to shoot him, but thought I'd wait until we got the other one too.




Abd el Kader managed to scarper back to the countryside, which was annoying. By lunch it was all over. Chauvel offered me his troops when it kicked off, which was decent of him, but honestly the whole thing was too Mickey Mouse to bother with proper reinforcements.




The best bit was watching the journalists lose their minds. They'd been stuck in some hotel whose wall caught most of the machine-gun fire, and they'd been having a nightmare time keeping up with our campaign because we moved faster than their cars. But suddenly they had a proper war story right outside their bedroom windows. They went absolutely mental, writing and telegraphing until Allenby, sitting safely in Ramleh, completely bottled it and sent me some press dispatch that made it sound like the Somme and the Armenian massacres all rolled into one. Streets paved with corpses, gutters running with blood, the river Barada spouting red through every fountain in Damascus - basically the kind of thing you'd write if you'd never seen a football riot but wanted to sound hard.




My reply was the actual death toll: five dead, ten wounded. Three of those killed by Kirkbride, who was handy with a revolver.




We kicked the Druses out of the city, and the locals we'd turned into a sort of neighborhood watch nicked their horses and rifles. They patrolled around looking important until things calmed down and the street vendors went back to flogging sweets and drinks and little flags like nothing had happened.




Then it was back to trying to make the bins get collected on time and keeping the lights on. The Spanish Consul turned up - smooth operator, spoke perfect English, representing about seventeen different countries (everyone except the Turks, basically) and looking for someone official to complain to. Like trying to find the manager at a festival.




At lunch this Australian doctor started going on at me about some Turkish hospital that was apparently falling apart. I told him our three hospitals were fine, considering we couldn't exactly pop down to Boots for medical supplies. But he kept banging on about this massive, filthy place with no doctors, packed with dying men, mostly dysentery but some typhoid, and God knows what else.




From his description I realized he was talking about the Turkish barracks where we'd stuck a couple of Australian companies. When I went over, the guards didn't want to let me in - they had orders to keep the Arabs out in case they massacred the patients, which shows they didn't really understand how Arabs fight wars. Eventually my English accent got me past the gate.




The place was like a music venue the morning after a really rough gig. Huge, empty, stinking of despair. The guard told me thousands of prisoners had been moved out the day before, and no one had been in or out since.




I walked across to this shuttered bit that was pitch black after the blazing courtyard. Stepped inside and immediately wanted to throw up. The floor was covered with dead bodies - some in uniform, some in underwear, some naked. Maybe thirty of them, crawling with rats who'd been having a proper feast. Some were fresh, maybe a day or two old. Others had been there ages. The smell was like... well, imagine the worst toilet at the worst festival, then multiply it by a thousand.




I heard a groan from the next room and had to step over this carpet of bodies to get there. Inside was a ward full of beds, and I thought everyone was dead because it was so quiet. Then suddenly this bloke opened his eyes and whispered something in Turkish - "pity, pity, pardon" - and a few others tried to lift their hands but couldn't. They were all whispering the same thing, like they'd been practicing for days every time someone peeked in and buggered off again.




I legged it back to the garden and asked the Australians for help. They said no. No tools, no doctors, everyone's busy. We found the Turkish doctors upstairs in their pajamas making toffee, which was surreal. We convinced them pretty quickly that they needed to sort out who was alive and who wasn't.




We pressed the fittest prisoners into service as a work party, fed them some biscuits, gave them tools and set them digging a mass grave in the backyard. The Australian officers whined that the smell would put them off their tea. I told them I bloody well hoped so.




It was horrible making these exhausted, sick men work, but we didn't have a choice. We dug this hole but hit concrete, so we just made it wider and used quicklime to cover everything. Fifty-six dead, two hundred dying, seven hundred who might make it. We had to scrape some of the bodies up with shovels. The men carrying them could barely stand - by the end, two of them had died and joined the pile.




The hole was too small really, but the bodies were so far gone they just sort of... jellied together when you tipped them in. By midnight I was absolutely knackered - hadn't slept more than three hours since we left Deraa four days earlier. Left Kirkbride to finish up - he was just a kid but doing the work of two men.




Back at the hotel there was the usual pile of urgent bollocks waiting for me: death sentences to sign off, legal stuff to sort, no food for tomorrow if the trains didn't run. Plus Chauvel moaning that some of the Arab troops weren't saluting Australian officers properly. 




I mean, honestly. We'd just spent the day burying corpses and stopping a rebellion, and he's worried about military etiquette.




CHAPTER CXXII 



By morning—and isn't it typical how these things work out?—the whole bloody mess had somehow sorted itself. Like when you think your relationship is completely fucked and then she texts you about wanting to see that film you mentioned three weeks ago, and suddenly you're wondering what all the fuss was about. The ship was sailing under clear skies, the armoured cars rolled in looking like they owned the place, and our blokes had that satisfied look you get when Arsenal have just stuffed Tottenham 4-0.




Pisani turned up and cracked me up completely. The poor bastard was like someone who'd wandered into the wrong cinema halfway through a David Lynch film—utterly bewildered by all the political bollocks but clinging to his military duties like they were the only sane thing left in the world. Which, to be fair, they probably were.




Damascus was doing its best impression of normal. Shops open, street vendors flogging their wares, trams trundling about like nothing had happened. It was like that moment when you realize your hangover isn't going to kill you after all and you might actually fancy a bacon sandwich. They were even watering the streets to deal with the dust—three years' worth of lorry traffic had left the place looking like the surface of Mars.




The crowds had that slow, happy Sunday afternoon vibe, and there were British squaddies wandering about without weapons, probably looking for somewhere to get a decent cup of tea. The telegraph was working again—they'd even taken Beirut overnight, which was a bit like discovering your band had got to number one while you were in the pub.




I'd told them ages ago, back at Wejh, to leave Lebanon to the French and go for Tripoli instead. Better port, I'd said. England would've sorted it out for them at the peace talks. But did they listen? Did they bollocks. Still, I was quite pleased they felt confident enough to ignore my advice. It's like when your kid tells you they don't need you to walk them to school anymore—it stings a bit, but you're proud of them really.




Even the hospital was getting better, though Chauvel wouldn't take it over. At the time I thought he wa