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Welcome to the second March meeting of the Dr. Harold C. Deutsch World War II History Round Table. Tonight’s speaker is Francis Nicosia, Professor of History and Raul Hilberg Distinguished Professor of Holocaust Studies at the University of Vermont. The author of the upcoming book Hitler’s Germany and the Middle East, he will talk about German objectives in the Middle East and Allied Operations in the region.

	The problems of the Middle East in the Twentieth (or Twenty-first) century began turmoil of World War I. (The Paris Peace Conference bequeathed to the world many problems – including Vietnam.) Shortly before the war ended, British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour wrote a letter to the Baron Rothschild advocating a Jewish Homeland in Palestine. This letter, also published in British newspapers, was written into the Treaty of Sèvres between the Ottoman Empire, which encompassed most of today’s Middle East, and the Allies. The Great Powers set up a Mandate system for former holdings of the defeated powers that they deemed not quite ready for full statehood. Turkey became a state in its own right, but the rest of the Empire was divided between the British and the French. The French took control in Lebanon and Syria, and the British in Palestine, Transjordan, and Iraq. Not consulted about the fates of their regions, the native people and, especially, their leaders resented being ruled by another Empire.  

	Before World War II, the Nazi Regime had little interest in the Middle East, even though the Mediterranean Sea and its portals – the Straits of Gibraltar and the Suez Canal, were the key to Britain’s Indian Empire and Far Eastern colonies. Once war began, the Nazis realized that these critical transportation routes were vulnerable to attack, and that breaking them would yield immense harm to the British war effort.

	The Nazi’s greatest ally in the region was the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini, who fought the British and persecuted the Jewish population of Palestine throughout the 1920s and 1930s. He was exiled from Palestine for his role in the 1936-1939 revolt against the British. He first fled to Lebanon and then to Iraq, before finally escaping to Germany in 1941, where he became the foremost Nazi collaborator in the Arab world. Ironically, the Nazi’s placed Arabs amongst the undesirable races alongside the Jews (both are Semitic “races”).
	Al-Husseini met with Adolf Hitler in November 1941. He and the Germans agreed that he would spread pro-Nazi propaganda, set up spy rings in Europe and the Middle East, and establish Muslim Nazi SS and Wehrmacht divisions in the Balkans and North Africa. Through his contacts, he provided the Nazis with a forty-eight hour notice of the Allied landings in North Africa, which the Wehrmacht ignored. The Mufti also raised three divisions of Muslims in the Balkans, the largest being the 13 Waffen-SS Division. 

	Militarily, the Middle East had the potential to be a highly active theater of operations. Many thought the Germans would invade the area for the oil resources of Iraq and Saudi Arabia.  Instead the two powers that engaged in the most action were Great Britain and Italy.  For the first few months of the war the theater remained quiet until Italy declared war on France and Britain on June 10, 1940. Even though the Italians outnumbered the Allied forces in the region, they proved no match for the British Commonwealth forces. By early 1941 the Italians were on the verge of being defeated and their colonies in Ethiopia and Somaliland were occupied. The Italians were saved though by the intervention of the German Afrika Korps commanded by Erwin Rommel. It took another year and a half, to expel the Axis forces out of North Africa, after which the Middle East once again became a backwater for military operations.

	The Nazi designs for the Middle East were based on far-flung dreams of world conquest. Their racial ideology regarding Jews, discredited in the West, became widely accepted in the Arab world. Jewish-Arab relations remain poisoned by this anti-Semitism (that both Arabs and Jews are Semites is beside the point). At war’s end, the push for a Jewish Homeland in Palestine gained strength from the horrific revelations of the Holocaust in Europe and the resulting guilt. Unlike Ho Chi Minh’s letters and pleadings, the Truman Administration did not ignore the calls for a sovereign Jewish homeland in Palestine. In 1948, the United States became the first country to recognize the new state of Israel, born in battle with the surrounding Arab states.
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