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Building the Baghdad Railway

Building the Baghdad Railway

In Distant Ties Jonathan McMurray sets out to ac-
complish a worthy task: to unearth the contributions
of Ottoman officials and workers involved in the con-
struction of the Baghdad Railway. Wishing to “bring
to life a fascinating intercultural dimension of the rail-
way by analyzing the railway’s rich human legacy” (p.
2), McMurray takes a promising departure from the vo-
luminous and more traditional literature on the Bagh-
dad Railway’s diplomatic and financial history. Distant
Ties argues that the close German-Ottoman interaction
during the construction of the railway shaped German-
Turkish relations at the turn of the twentieth century,
and that, in fact, this historical connection continues to
shape German-Turkish relations down to our own day.
McMurray’s elegantly written study draws on unpub-
lished and published archival documentation, including
records of the crucial Deutsche Bank, which oversaw and
financed the greatest extent of the railway’s construction
between 1903 and 1918. Based on the author’s findings,
however, only scant material seems available to illumi-
nate the day-to-day interaction between Germans and

Ottomans along the construction sites. And even less
evidence is convincingly presented here to support the
claim that the experience of the Baghdad Railway con-
struction exercised a continued, and positive, influence
over German-Ottoman/Turkish relations throughout the
twentieth century.

The study’s central idea of conceptualizing the Bagh-
dad Railway as a project of German-Ottoman “intercul-
tural cooperation,” therefore, remains largely undevel-
oped (p. 40). Too rare are McMurray’s forays into the
world of “personal relationship, which,” as the author
claims, “the Germans forged with their Turkish coun-
terparts,” and which “served as the foundation of the
cultural partnership” (p. 137). In 1912, we learn, over
15,700 unskilled workers labored on the famous railway,
as “small working towns emerged complete with coffee-
houses, beer taverns, gramophones, and even cinemas”
(pp. 87-88). But a fuller description of these loci of cul-
tural encounter is surprisingly missing; and especially so
if the author is correct in his estimation that the “rail-
way’s success, more often than not, depended on the abil-
ity of German officials and Ottoman laborers to work in
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concert” (p. 86).

The vast part of the book, therefore, deals with older
rather than newer questions. Who was behind the Bagh-
dad Railway project, the German Foreign Office or profit-
motivated businessmen? To what extent had the Ot-
toman Empire become a German “satellite” by 1914?
In discussing these questions, McMurray initially takes
the position that the railway was not a product of Wil-
helmine Weltpolitik, that the Deutsche Bank treated the
railway as a business opportunity, and that the Ot-
toman Sultan Abulhamid II pushed for the railway’s con-
struction more than anyone else, including Kaiser Wil-
helm II and his ambassador at Constantinople, Freiherr
Marschall von Bieberstein. But McMurray’s own evi-
dence speaks to the contrary, since it is clear, for exam-
ple, that Marschall pressured the director of the Deutsche
Bank, Georg von Siemens, to sign off on the preliminary
1899 concession despite Siemens’ opinion that the rail-
way would make for risky business and little profit. The
studies by Boris Barth and Lothar Gall, for example, show
clearly that the Deutsche Bank was by no means acting
independently.[1]

There are very understandable limits when it comes
to the languages in which a scholar is able to conduct
research, but the absence of Ottoman, or even modern
Turkish, sources in this study makes itself obvious in crit-
ical ways. One example is the German characterization
as to why the construction of the railway was not pro-
gressing more successfully. While German observers of-
ten blamed construction problems on Ottoman “fanati-
cism and fatalism” (p. 100) as well as Ottoman on “lazi-
ness and the religious dogma” (p. 101), the voices of the
Ottomans are entirely unrepresented. In a study whose
avowed intention aimed at emphasizing Ottoman contri-
butions, the reader will be disappointed to find that Ot-
toman workers and officials remain nameless and with-
out a role. In fact, the Ottoman government is character-
ized from the German perspective as a conniving, unrea-
sonable partner, resource-sucking and inhumane (with-
holding adequate food and shelter from workers so as to
force the railway company to foot the bill [p. 124]). Mc-
Murray surmises that “[iJn the 1916 fiscal year alone, the
company suffered great losses while the Turkish govern-

ment [sic] stashed 10 million francs of profits into its cof-
fers” (p. 126). And finally, the study claims that ironically
the “Turks’ greatest contribution to the railway was their
own obstructionism” (p. 131).

While readers will find parts of the general discussion
of the making of the Baghdad Railway succinct and use-
ful, aspects of Ottoman history are often mis-portrayed
or erroneous. In the Balkan Wars, sixty-nine percnt
of the Ottoman Empire’s European population was lost,
not sixty-nine percent of the entire Ottoman population.
Mustafa Kemal (later Ataturk) was not a cabinet mem-
ber in 1917, nor was Talaat Bey a German-trained offi-
cer. The author’s claim that after 1911 the “the railway
once again became a purely commercial enterprise” (p.
85), because of the new Ottoman government that suc-
ceeded Sultan Abdulhamid II, is hardly convincing. The
governments following the so-called Young Turk Revolu-
tion of 1908 were just as focused on the empire’s security
as the former sultan. The truce signed by the Ottomans
with the British ending Ottoman involvement in World
War I, moreover, was signed at Mudros on October 30,
1918, not October 20. Sayyid Talib al-Naqib is more ac-
curately characterized as a sometime Arab decentralist,
opposition politician, and a three-time elected member
of the Ottoman parliament rather than “a warlord from
Basra” (p. 96). While Distant Ties points into interesting
new directions, therefore, its full potential remains unre-
alized.

Note:

[1]. Boris Barth, Die deutsche Hochfinanz und die Im-
perialisten: Banken und Aussenpolitik vor 1914 (Stuttgart:
Franz Steiner, 1995); Lothar Gall, “The Deutsche Bank
from its Founding to the Great War, 1870-1914,” in The
Deutsche Bank , ed. Gall et al. (London: Weidenfeld,
1995).
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