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IntroductIon:
d r aw I n g t h e l I n e

E

very map has its legend. The map attached to the Red Line Agreement
of 31 July 1928 is no exception. This agreement saw the companies we
know as BP, ExxonMobil, Total and Royal Dutch-Shell join forces in the
Middle East. Instead of fighting each other for control of the region’s oil,
they would collaborate in a joint venture: the Turkish Petroleum Company.
TPC was Calouste Gulbenkian’s baby, or rather his ‘house’, established in
1912. In 1914 the British Foreign Office had given its blessing: rival powers
were to cooperate not only in the oil-rich Ottoman provinces of Mosul
and Baghdad, but in the entire ‘Ottoman Empire in Asia’.
In 1928, however, the ‘Ottoman Empire in Asia’ was a distant
memory. In the First World War the empire had collapsed, triggering a
wave of genocidal violence which killed a million of Gulbenkian’s fellow
Armenians. A patchwork of French and British mandates and protectorates was developing into new nation-states we know today as Iraq, Jordan
and Saudi Arabia. Unsurprisingly, therefore, when it came to defining the
‘Ottoman Empire in Asia’ as it had been in 1914, the oilmen who found
themselves in Ostend that day in 1928 were in something of a fix.
All was confusion until Calouste Gulbenkian intervened:
When the conference looked like foundering, he again produced one
of his brainwaves. He called for a large map of the Middle East, took
a thick red pencil and slowly drew a red line round the central area.
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‘That was the Ottoman Empire which I knew in 1914,’ he said.
‘And I ought to know. I was born in it, lived in it and served it. If
anybody knows better, carry on …’

Gulbenkian’s TPC partners inspected the map, and it was good. This
account, taken from Ralph Hewins’s 1957 biography, continues: ‘Gulbenkian had built a framework for Middle East oil development which lasted
until 1948: another fantastic one-man feat, unsurpassed in international
big business.’1
The 1916 Sykes–Picot Agreement had seen woefully ill-informed
imperial proconsuls carve out Syria, Iraq and Jordan using a series of
straight lines, lines which paid scant regard to physical or human geography. Perhaps the most notorious example is ‘Churchill’s Sneeze’, the
triangular indent in Jordan’s southern border that supposedly resulted
from the statesman’s momentary distraction in 1921. In Hewins’s account
Gulbenkian’s gesture is more sprezzatura than sneeze, and is accompanied
by claims to an expertise the others around the table lacked, expertise
born of personal and professional experience. The tone and the narrator’s
portentousness, however, lend Gulbenkian the statesman’s authority to
determine the fate of millions with the stroke of a pen.
In his lifetime Gulbenkian studiously avoided the press, to the extent
that today those who recognise the name often confuse the secretive
Calouste with his publicity-seeking son Nubar; Londoners in particular
fondly recall Nubar’s chauffeur-driven taxicab. Calouste’s secretiveness
has previously made it difficult to establish even basic facts about his
family, education and career. Many contemporaries and some historians
have equated such secretiveness with duplicity, rather than modesty. It is
common to find Gulbenkian referred to as ‘a shadowy Armenian manipulator’, a ‘detested’ figure whose influence, like his 5 per cent, derived ‘from
the liberal dispensation of bribes’.2
Other oil histories have been kinder. In his Pulitzer-winning
history of the oil industry, The Prize, Daniel Yergin places Gulbenkian
on a par with the great Rockefeller, Getty and Mattei as ‘one of the great
buccaneer-creators of oil’.3 If Calouste Gulbenkian is known today it is
as the man who drew the red line, a milestone in the history of the oil
industry and the Middle East. The 1928 Red Line Agreement embodied
Gulbenkian’s personal claim to 5 per cent of TPC’s oil, a claim which he
later vested in a company, Partex, which continues to this day.
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Yet on closer inspection the legend falls apart. Although the map was
certainly left until the final phase of the negotiations that culminated at
Ostend, Gulbenkian showed little interest in it. The map does not feature
in the memoirs Gulbenkian dictated for private circulation in 1945. He
was not even at Ostend that fateful day. The anecdote is one of several
myths invented by Gulbenkian’s son, which tell us more about Nubar’s
feelings for his father (pride, resentment, sometimes affection) than they
do about the man himself.
Disposing of the red line legend might seem foolhardy in a biographer. Yet it is important to recognise that the others round this table were
powerful empires and multinational companies, staffed by hundreds of
employees, backed by armies of soldiers and sailors, as well as taxpayers
and shareholders. They were hardly going to let Gulbenkian, an individual with no company or state behind him, scrawl red lines over their
maps. Gulbenkian had fought hard to get his quarrelsome British, French
and American partners to agree to cohabit in his ‘house’, and successfully
defeated repeated attempts to defenestrate him. But he was not particularly bothered about the course of the red line itself. Nor was it his style
to make pretty speeches. He worked as a back-room fixer, an intermediary
between the worlds of business, diplomacy and high finance, a figure very
different and more interesting than the Gulbenkian of legend.
The spider at the centre of an emerging international oil and banking
industry, Gulbenkian held empires and multinationals to ransom for more
than fifty years. He would not have come to wield such power, however,
had he not been an exceptionally skilled negotiator and financial architect. Oilmen from California to the Caucasus sought him out for his skill
in raising capital on the stock markets of New York, London and Paris.
He played an important if previously unacknowledged role helping both
Royal Dutch-Shell and Total establish themselves as oil majors.
Gulbenkian’s deals introduced American oil companies to the Middle
East, and brought Royal Dutch-Shell to America – as well as to Mexico,
Venezuela and Russia. The embryonic oil industry Gulbenkian found at
the start of his career in 1900 was one dominated by a single oil producer
and a single company: the United States and Standard Oil. At his death
in 1955 the world oil industry was no longer an American monopoly,
but an international cartel. This cartel’s members, the so-called ‘Seven
Sisters’, each produced oil from several countries. Several new ‘sisters’
have appeared since. But the oil industry’s structure of multinational
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production, integration and partnerships remains the same: the web
woven by Gulbenkian is with us still.
Born in Istanbul in 1869, Gulbenkian came of age in the Ottoman
Empire, only to see this familiar world tear itself apart in genocide and
war. He was not the only Ottoman Armenian to find refuge in the West.
But he was the only one to make it big in this unfamiliar world. Far from
holding him back, the destruction of his homeland and a loner personality
became keys to his success: as a secretive man without loyalties to any one
empire, state or company, Gulbenkian could present himself as the ultimate honest broker. For ‘westerners’ he was a trusted source of intelligence
on the Middle East. For ‘easterners’ he was someone to turn to in order to
find out what the Great Powers and their mighty oil companies were up
to. This was as true of Sultan Abdülhamid II in 1900 as it was of the Shah
of Iran and Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia four decades later. Gulbenkian was
a diplomat in the service of both the Ottoman and Persian empires. Even
Stalin sought Gulbenkian’s advice, rewarding him with Rembrandts from
the famous Hermitage Museum. No other business figure in the history
of the oil industry wielded such influence, over such a scale, for so long.
Gulbenkian’s story is timely. Whether we look back to the First World
War and Sykes–Picot a century ago, or whether we consider the ongoing
war for control of Iraq or current debates about capitalism, politics and
identity, Gulbenkian is hiding in plain sight, challenging us to pin down
the source of his fabulous wealth and influence. How did a man who knew
nothing of geology and who never visited Iraq, Saudi Arabia or any of the
Gulf states lay claim to 5 per cent of Middle East oil production? Once he
secured this stake, how did he manage to hold on to it, and so become the
richest man on earth? How did a shy recluse bridge divides of East and
West which seem insurmountable today?
Gulbenkian built a fabulous palace in Paris which he filled with treasures, not only paintings from the Hermitage, but Greek coins, Egyptian
antiquities, Persian carpets, Iznik faience and Japanese netsuke. Today his
collections are housed in Lisbon, next to the headquarters of the foundation which bears his name and which remains one of the wealthiest
foundations in the world. Yet the great collector himself never slept in his
palace. He lived in hotels. He held four different passports and intended
his foundation to be equally international in ambition. This freewheeling,
cosmopolitan spirit reflected the pre-1914 world of unrestricted international exchange of capital, technology and people. This globalisation
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subsequently went into retreat, until the 1980s. Now the tide is going out
again: free enterprise and free movement are under assault from Right
and Left. Trade disputes are trumped up. Sinister ‘citizens of nowhere’ are
made up. And the cheers and the votes roll in. Surely Gulbenkian, the
ultimate ‘citizen of nowhere’, has something important to tell us at this
moment in history.
As Al Jazeera recently put it, Gulbenkian was ‘the world’s first oil fixer,
broker and deal-maker’.4 However, alongside the negotiator, financier, collector and diplomat, he was also a family man. Revealed here for the first
time, Gulbenkian’s vast personal archive allows us to count the cost of his
ceaseless activity on those he loved. His solicitousness as husband, father
and grandfather led him to subject his family to relentless surveillance and
control. At different times his wife, son and daughter attempted to break
free. His son even took Gulbenkian to court. All failed to escape that other
web, of money, power and affection which Gulbenkian spun around them.
There are many Gulbenkians, therefore, to discover beyond that of the Red
Line Agreement.
In the 1920s the line which most exercised Gulbenkian was that sep
arating Turkey from the new state of Iraq. Despite being ‘Turkish’, TPC’s
relations with the Turks were poor. The British-mandatory regime in Iraq
was more likely to confirm the company’s rights to Mosul’s oil. For TPC,
therefore, it was crucial that Mosul’s oilfields end up on the Iraqi side of
any Turkish–Iraqi border.
After the Lausanne Conference of 1923 failed to reach agreement
the border question was referred to the League of Nations. The League
appointed a former prime minister of Hungary, Count Pál Teleki, to lead
a commission of inquiry. In June 1925 Gulbenkian proposed to get Teleki’s
maps drawn so that the Mosul oilfields were on the ‘right’ (Iraqi) side of
the border. Teleki’s cartographer, he explained to his TPC partners, was
the old Ottoman cartographer, an Armenian named Zatik Khanzadian.
Khanzadian knew of Gulbenkian’s role in TPC and had approached
Gulbenkian through a mutual schoolfriend, Aram Djevhirdjian:
Khanzadian knows all the crooks [sic] and corners of the place, and
as the other members [of the commission] are not cartographers, it
remains for him to make up the map according to certain instructions
regarding topographical positions; I am given to understand that he
can turn this as he likes, and so Khanzadian desires to get into personal
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and confidential touch with me, relying on my position and name to
keep the whole thing [secret]. He is desirous of knowing which are
the points that our company would like to remain on the side of Iraq.5

Why bother with conventions, protocols and treaties when international borders could be fixed your way, for just £2,000 (£100,000)? Others
might go to the starting line. Gulbenkian went straight to the finish.
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PART I

Apprentice,
1869–1914
‘Even if all Constantinople were to work itself up into a rage against me my
reputation would not suffer, for it is not in Turkey that I strive to shine.’
C. S. Gulbenkian
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I s ta n b u l , 1 8 6 9

C

alouste Gulbenkian’s life story is many things, but a rags-to-riches
story it is not. The eldest of three brothers, Calouste was born in
1869 into a wealthy Ottoman Armenian family in Istanbul, capital city of
the vast Ottoman Empire. For little Calouste, travelling between Europe
and Asia would have been routine, as the family straddled the Bosphorus.
The family home and Calouste’s first school, Aramyan-Uncuyan, were on
the Asian side of the city, in Kadıköy.1 The family’s offices and warehouses
were on the European side. Holidays were spent on the Princes’ Islands, in
the nearby Sea of Marmara.
One of the earliest images we have of Calouste shows him standing
somewhat stiffly in European clothes alongside two others in the customary dress of Mesopotamia, which the Ottoman sultans had conquered in
the early sixteenth century. The pair on the right are probably relatives,
perhaps members of the Kouyoumdjian family of Baghdad. The Gulben
kians were merchants and money changers, in regular communication
with partners in major Ottoman cities, such as Izmir, Beirut and Baghdad,
as well as further afield, in lands which had formerly been Ottoman, such
as Bulgaria and Egypt, and also Marseille and Manchester. They exported
the empire’s raw cotton, wool, mohair and opium, importing cloth from
Manchester, glassware from France and kerosene from Baku. The Gulbenkian offices occupied several rooms inside Büyük Valide Han, a vast
seventeenth-century complex of workshops, warehouses and offices that
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still looms halfway between the Grand Bazaar and Sirkeci Station, the terminus of the Orient Express.
Though there were several hundred thousand Ottoman Armenians
living in Istanbul (representing 15 per cent of the total population), the
Armenian community’s merchant elite (the amiras) consisted of a mere 165
families.2 Unsurprisingly, members of this remarkably mobile caste intermarried constantly. Calouste’s mother, Dirouhi, was already a Gulbenkian
before she married Sarkis Gulbenkian.3 Calouste’s youngest brother would
later marry a Kouyoumdjian. Whatever the nature of the relationship
between Calouste and the man in the keffiyeh, therefore, it is clear that
such visitors would hardly have seemed exotic to young Calouste, growing
up in the large house at 1bis Lorando Street.
Alongside these Armenians the Kadıköy household also included
Turks, Greeks and maybe even one or two French. It was their job to do
the laundry, cook the meals, make Sarkis’s coffee (he had only to clap his
hands for a fresh cup to appear) and carry Calouste to and from school on
their shoulders. Though these servants were not members of the Armenian
Church, it was common in the Ottoman period for members of different
faiths to observe each other’s holidays.
With the important exception of the parish church, school was the
only truly segregated environment Calouste would have known in this
multi-ethnic imperial city. Lessons and services were delivered in Armenian. The Gulbenkians may have written to each other in Turkish, but they
used the Armenian alphabet when doing so (the combination brought
added security to their communications). On an official level, however, the
Armenian community or millet was identified as second-class: exempted
from some civil duties, such as military service, but subject to certain taxes
and restrictions not imposed on the Sultan’s non-Armenian subjects. Many
of the city’s amiras elected to take foreign citizenship in order to escape
these restrictions and enjoy the special protections and tax exemptions
extended to foreign nationals under bilateral conventions, the so-called
‘capitulations’.4
One family anecdote captures the amiras’ awareness that, for all their
wealth, alla franga (French-style) manners and İngilizhârî (English-style)
dress, they remained second-class citizens. The story runs that one day Sarkis’s coffee servant or kahveci failed to appear when his master clapped his
hands. It was discovered that the hapless servant had fallen asleep on the
job. Sarkis ordered his other servants to punish the man. Unfortunately,
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the servant died of his wounds, leading Sarkis to explode: ‘Vur dedik öldür
demedik’ (Turkish: ‘I told you to beat him, not to kill him’). This rhyming
punchline entered family lore, and was wheeled out whenever somebody
lost their sense of proportion.5
Would the story have been funny if the coffee servant had been
Armenian? Probably not. Would a Turkish bey or pașa – that is, someone
high-class – have found it funny if the same thing had happened in his
household? Probably not. Were such a thing to happen, it would, one suspects, be seen as a mild irritation, particularly if the servant was good at
making coffee the way his master liked it, as Sarkis’s servant was. But certainly not anything worth turning into a family legend.
Perhaps the anecdote was funny because it involved a kind of inversion. In a highly stratified city like Istanbul there were plenty of hamals
(porters) and other people deemed expendable by their wealthy neighbours. There was clearly a certain frisson, however, when a rich Armenian
disposed of a poor Turk.

Sons of the Rose Lord
Armenians had been living in Istanbul since the eleventh century, several
centuries before the Ottomans arrived. The Gulbenkians, however, were
relative newcomers. The brothers Sarkis and Serovpe had arrived around
1850 from a much smaller town in central Anatolia: Talas. Though there
is no evidence that Calouste ever visited, there would have been no doubt
in his family’s mind that Talas was ‘home’. The Gulbenkians were the
wealthiest residents of Talas, which numbered around 800 Armenian,
900 Greek and 500 Turkish households. They owned the biggest house
(fifteen rooms). They were the biggest exporters of jehri (a plant harvested
for dye) and owned the smartest shops in ‘Little Alexandria’, Talas’s shopping street.6 They built the town’s two Armenian schools and gymnasium,
and paid to rebuild the Armenian church in stone. Wherever he settled,
in New York or Nice, a Gulbenkian was expected to continue paying his
share of the running costs of these family institutions, to continue sending
funds ‘home’ for distribution among the needy.
Perched on a ridge of purplish-grey limestone beneath Mount Erciyes,
Talas looks out over the much larger city of Kayseri, simmering on the
hot plain below. When the great British explorer Gertrude Bell passed
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through Talas in 1909, her companions warned her to keep her wits about
her. Her guide Fattûh and the zaptieh (constable) assigned to protect her
swapped cautionary tales:
‘Upon a day [said the zaptieh] the devil came to Kaisarîyeh. “Khush
geldi,” said the people, “a fair welcome,” and they showed him the
streets and the bazaars of the city, the mosques and the khâns, all of
them. When he was hungry they set food before him till he was well
satisfied, but when he rose to depart, he looked for his cloak and belt
and they were gone. The devil is not safe from the thieves of Kaisarîyeh.’
‘God made them rogues,’ said Fattûh.
‘What can we do?’ observed the zaptieh philosophically … ‘the
world is all one.’
‘Great travelling they make,’ continued Fattûh. ‘In every city you
meet them.’7

More than a century later, another traveller to Kayseri (the author)
paused to admire the Armenian church. A passer-by stopped. ‘If you like
it,’ he said, pointing up at the church, ‘we can sell it to you.’
If the Kayserians were renowned wheeler-dealers, then Kayserian
Armenians were particularly adept at spotting new opportunities. They
were also notorious for their disputatiousness, thanks to the long-running
feud between the Melkonians and the Frenkians, Armenian Kayseri’s
answer to the Montagues and the Capulets, which obliged all the Armenians in the region to pick a side. Wealthy Armenians with carriages
regularly commuted back and forth, eager to swap the baking summer heat
in Kayseri for the cool orchards and meadows up in Talas.
Above the entrance to Vart Badrikian, the boys’ school in Talas, stood
a dedication stone with an inscription recording how:
Noble offspring of Gulbenk of Vart Badrik’s line, four sons following the good path with love, the eldest Avedik, the younger Gullabi,
Kalousd, Kerovpe, with their sisters Marina and Serpouhi and for the
soul of their brother Hovhannes, dedicate this school to the nation
this October 1847.

Born in Talas in 1800, Gullabi Gulbenkian was Calouste Gulbenkian’s
grandfather. Vart Badrik was the warlord from whom all Gulbenkians

Mr Five Per Cent.indd 12

26/10/2018 15:30

Istanbul , 186 9

13

claim descent: ‘Gül benk’ is the Turkified version of Vart Badrik, or ‘Rose
Lord’.
Vart Badrik had ruled the south shore of Lake Van in the eleventh
century, when that region formed part of the Armenian principality of
Vaspourakan. When Vaspourakan was folded into the Byzantine Empire
in 1021, its leading Armenian families and retainers were moved west, to
Cappadocia. Though Vart Badrik’s reputation was fearsome, this probably
did not give the rather shy and retiring Calouste much by way of schoolyard
credibility. ‘Benk’ is close to the Persian word benek, meaning birthmark
– uncomfortably close for Calouste, who was duly called ‘spotty-face’ at
school.
In 1847 the ‘nation’ to which the Gulbenkians dedicated their school
was not a nation-state or even a political cause. The last of the Armenian
kingdoms had been conquered by the Mamluks in 1375, and thereafter
Armenians in Anatolia had made lives (sometimes very successful ones)
as subjects of the Ottoman Empire, just as fellow ethnic Armenians had
as subjects of the Byzantine, Persian and Mughal empires – occasionally
rising to high imperial office. In this context ‘nation’ referred to a set of
institutions by which Ottoman Armenians governed their community, as
one of the millets or ethnic groups into which the Sultan’s subjects were
divided.
The Armenians were among the first peoples to convert to Christianity, and loyalty to the Armenian Church and Armenian rite alongside
the Armenian language held the community together in unpropitious
circumstances. Unsurprisingly for an Ottoman Armenian amira, Cal
ouste was comfortable with this noumenal ‘nation’ and never expressed a
desire to revive a national ‘homeland’. Loyalty to the Sultan was another tie
Ottoman Armenians shared. Loyalty was exchanged for protection within
the Sultan’s realm, for the right to practise one’s religion and for certain
other privileges.
If this was the arrangement, it was one the Sultan would fail to keep
after 1895, subjecting his Armenian subjects to coordinated waves of violence. As one former Talas resident recalled, ‘In the years 1915–1916 the
Armenians were exterminated. They massacred some, exiled others. The
Turks appropriated their fields, their houses. This way, they became the
lords of the place.’8 The churches and school were desecrated, quarried
for their stone. Even the dedication stone from the boys’ school would
have vanished, had it not been acquired by the sole remaining Armenian
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resident, in exchange for 100 sheep. To the west, Istanbul’s Armenian population collapsed, from 25 per cent in 1914 to 8.5 per cent in 1920.9 Yet
Gulbenkian’s world view hardly changed. As late as 1923 he was still describing his family’s position within this system in unreconstructed terms – to
a former Young Turk minister, no less. ‘We, who have at all times been
very loyal subjects and friends of the country,’ Gulbenkian wrote, deserved
better than to be persecuted, which in his case involved confiscation of the
family’s properties in Istanbul. ‘I resent this most deeply,’ he continued, ‘on
account of my relations and my position. You can hardly overlook the fact
that I have at all times and always sought the revival of our country, and I
believe that I have given many proofs of that in the past.’10
The ‘revival of our country’ was the aim of the so-called Tanzimat
reforms introduced by Sultan Abdülmecid in 1839. This wide-ranging
and highly ambitious programme sought to modernise the empire’s tax
system, economy, armed forces and administration, and even to replace the
patchwork of self-governing ethnic communities with a unitary Ottoman
society and identity. The reforms continued under Abdülmecid’s successor,
Abdülaziz, but came to stop in 1876, with the accession of a conservative
hardliner, Abdülhamid II. A child of the Tanzimat, Gulbenkian continued
to hope that this ‘revival’ might come about, longer than most of his fellow
Ottoman Armenians did.

Gladstone’s Sweet Song
Unlike the Armenian and Greek millets, Ottoman Turks and Arabs had
done little to avail themselves of the opportunities presented by the Tanzimat reforms. Muslim families were unwilling to expose their children to the
broader curriculum and new ideas advanced by the regime, or by American
missionaries who operated free schools across the Empire (including in
Talas).11 They preferred to send their sons to madrasas, where they gained
few skills other than the ability to repeat sections of the Koran from
memory. Hopes that educational reforms would foster the emergence of
a Muslim bourgeoisie were disappointed. Ottoman Turks and Arabs were
slower to adopt the alla franga habits that the Gulbenkians had assumed in
the mid-nineteenth century: wearing western-style clothes, eating off individual plates at a table (rather than from a communal dish on the floor),
serving women first (rather than the men) and so on.12
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