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The shooting had taken place less than a
month after the outbreak of hostilities in
Europe. Two more months were to pass

before Ottoman Turkey entered the war on the
side of the Germans, thus initiating the long and
gruelling Mesopotamia Campaign that took so
many young lives in the Middle East. However,
it was peace and not war that was the motivating
force behind the enterprise that this young man,
Ernest Hubbard, was engaged in. He was
Secretary to the British delegation on the 1913-
14 Turco-Persian Boundary Commission, a
multi-national expedition tasked with finalising
the long disputed border between what is now
Iran and Iraq.
This was a rare example of the British, Turks,

Persians and Russians working together in a
common cause. Why then did Ernest come
under attack in a remote village on what was
officially friendly terrain? Was it an accident or
was there some darker purpose behind the
attack? He records in his book, published two
years later, that his attackers were Kurds, from
the stronghold of a somewhat notorious Kurdish
chief, whose name was Ismail Agha but who
was usually known by the curiously sounding
name of ‘Simko’.1
It was unlikely though that Simko had

authorised the shooting. As Warden of the
Marches he was in the pay of the Persian government so it was not in his interest to attack
the friends of his paymasters.
The truth, it appeared, had been lost in the mists of time. Or at least that was how it

seemed until very recently. The wooden leg that Ernest acquired when the damaged one
could not be saved was lasting testimony to the experience he had undergone. It was not,
however, something that he – or the rest of his family – dwelt upon so the story behind the
shooting remained a mystery to me, his granddaughter. It was only when I was researching
his life prior to the republication of his book2 that it finally emerged, neatly packaged and
with every detail intact, from a Foreign Office file in The National Archives’ off-site store.3
Ernest was a 28-year-old member of the Levant Consular Service, newly promoted to the

post of Vice-Consul in Mosul, when he was asked to join the Boundary Commission in
1913. The Commission’s brief was to conclude 70 years of negotiations between the
Ottoman Turks and the Qajar Persians over the exact line of the frontier between their two
empires. It was to erect border pillars where the line of the frontier had already been agreed
and the British and the Russians were to arbitrate on the sections still in dispute. 
The expedition, which began at Mohammerah (now Khorramshahr) near the Gulf port of

Basra, was on a grand scale and took most of the provisions needed for the year-long
journey. The British delegation totalled 150 men, including:

8 British officers, their (Indian Army) escort, an Indian clerk, 4 Indian surveyors,
and 40 survey kholassis (workers), servants, syces (grooms), farrashes (?),
muleteers and camp followers of every description.4

The caravan set off at short intervals on the morning of 14 February 1914, forming a
column no less than 6 miles long. Ernest rode on his horse Archibald – carefully chosen and
purchased on arrival in Mohammerah – as they filed out into the desert following the
decrepit Persian telegraph poles that marked the agreed line of the first stage of the border.

Ernest, although initially employed as secretary to the British delegation, soon found
himself taking on the work of all the other delegations and, even before they set out from
Mohammerah:

was unanimously invited to be Secretary to the Commission as a whole and to
prepare after each meeting a procès-verbal5 which was the sole official record of our
proceedings.6

Acting as a ‘buffer state’7 between his mutually antagonistic Turkish and Persian
colleagues, he was responsible for compiling all the records of the Commission and sub-
commissions as they made their way north, surveying the route, erecting boundary pillars,
arbitrating disputed areas and mapping the entire border for final ratification of the 1847
Treaty of Erzurum. 
It was a long and exhausting journey despite the retinue of servants and luxurious facilities

rarely experienced by independent travellers. When on the march it was not uncommon to
cover twenty miles a day of inhospitable, and often dangerous, terrain: sometimes over
treacherous mountain passes, sometimes across miles of almost uninhabited desert. Much
time was spent smoothing ruffled feathers between delegations and practising diplomacy on
local dignitaries and warlords as the caravan made its colourful way through a variety of
sheikhdoms, tribal lands and nomadic grazing areas. After braving the intense July heat of
the plains in what is now Kurdish northern Iraq, they finally reached the last stage of their
journey. With more than eleven hundred miles behind them, and the remaining border
already agreed in advance, they set up camp in a small village called Ashnok on the Persian
side of the line. 
It was already late August by the time the now much-reduced delegation arrived in

Ashnok. The Acting British Commissioner,
Captain Arnold Wilson,8 wrote in a letter
home:
Our work is drawing to a close. Only
some 60 miles separate us from Ararat,
which we see standing in lonely
grandeur on the horizon.9

With their work already done most military
members of the British delegation, anxious to
return to their regiments, had been let go by the
Commissioner. The escort and the surveyors
had returned to India and only a small group
remained to lay the final pillars. It was here, on
31 August 1914, that the shooting took place.

Shot by Kurdish tribesmen in the
foothills of Ararat: The fight for
compensation for a life changing injury 
Susan Littledale traces her grandfather’s role on the
Turco-Persian Boundary Commission and his subsequent
fight for compensation. 
One hundred years ago this autumn a modestly titled book, From the Gulf to
Ararat: an expedition through Mesopotamia and Kurdistan, was published in
London by William Blackwood & Sons. It told of a young man’s demanding, and
sometimes perilous, 1120 mile ride on horseback from the Persian Gulf to
Ashnok, a small village in the far reaches of NW Persia. Sadly the author didn’t
quite make it to Ararat. On 31 August 1914, with the snow-capped mountain
already dimly visible from a distance, his journey had come to an abrupt end.
Shot in the leg, and with his sciatic nerve severed, he was stretchered out of
Ashnok on the first stage of his return home via the Black Sea, Constantinople,
Bulgaria and Egypt. After what must have been a very painful nine weeks he and
his travelling companion finally arrived back in England in early November.

The boundary from Basra to Ararat.

Rounded up. ‘Simko’ and his men with six of the tribesmen who attacked us. Two of the
latter were afterwards hanged at Tabriz.

The map: Turco-Persian Frontier
Commission 1913-1914.
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The Foreign Office file about the shooting and its
ramifications contains reports, letters and telegrams
from a number of high profile figures of the day. They
reveal that, immediately after the attack, the offending
Kurds were rounded up and Captain Wilson
conducted an ad hoc enquiry. Witness statements
from all involved, including the Kurds themselves,
are all on file. The attack had taken place when,
having pitched camp at Ashnok, four commission
members set out on a shooting party with ten sowars10

acting as beaters. It had long been their practice to
supplement the expedition’s somewhat limited diet
with fresh meat quarried from the local wildlife. The
villagers had told them that they would find partridge
to shoot in a nearby ravine.
A spur 400 feet high divided the two branches of the

ravine. Ernest, who was unarmed, decided to walk
along the spur while the rest of the party continued
along the two branches of the ravine. In his statement
Col. Ryder, Chief of the Commission’s Survey Party,
reported that:

after we had followed the ravine for ten minutes eight to ten men appeared on the
slopes of the spur between the two ravines…and at once opened fire on us at 250
yards….The fire was deliberately aimed, several shots passing quite close to us.11

Ryder and his colleagues rapidly retreated and returned unscathed to camp. Ernest,
however was not so fortunate. Fired at from a nomad encampment visible from the top of
the ridge:

I suddenly felt myself hit in the leg and fell. I got up and tried to return on the ridge
but after going a few yards a second bullet hit the ground near me. I then lay down
on the ground and waited.12

Some time later he was approached by four or five men from the encampment who
appeared to think he was a Russian. Surprised by his denial, and shouting amongst
themselves, they left him on the ground and he was eventually found by a search party from
the British camp.
There then followed a flurry of telegrams notifying London, Constantinople and Tehran

of the incident. Ernest could go no further and would be sent home as soon as he was stable
enough to travel. Fortunately he had already finalised the procès-verbal13 so his task as
secretary was complete. No effort was spared to ensure his safe journey home accompanied
by the expedition’s medical officer, Captain Pierpoint. As Pierpoint reported, the bullet had
completely severed the sciatic nerve, paralysing his leg below the knee:

The wound to the thigh is exquisitely
painful….and at times being so
agonising as to need morphia for its
control.14
The journey back to England would be

challenging. The Ottomans had not yet
declared their allegiance to the Central
Powers, but they had entered into an
alliance with Germany at the beginning of
August. This was unknown to the
Commission at the time of the shooting.
However, the atmosphere was febrile and

it was clear that time was of the essence. The fastest route home would be to travel to
Constantinople and the Mediterranean via Batum and the Black Sea. If that route were to
be closed then the only alternative was the long northern route via Russia, the White Sea
and the Arctic Ocean.
The area where the shooting took place was controlled by the Russians. In 1907 the

Russians and the British, taking advantage of political instability in Persia, had formalised
three zones of influence under the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907. This North West
corner of Persia was in the Russian zone. Despite the pressing need to reach Ararat as soon
as possible, Captain Wilson went to considerable lengths to secure the assistance of the
Russian authorities on Ernest’s behalf. He urged the Foreign Office to leave no stone
unturned in ensuring every facility to Ernest and the medical officer. He also cabled the
British Consul in Tabriz asking him:

to endeavour to arrange for (a) Russian gendarme officer with good knowledge of
French or German to be deputed by Russian authorities to accompany Hubbard
and Pierrepoint from Julfa to Batum and to stay with them so long as they are in
Russia.15

The motivation for the attack doesn’t seem to have been clearly established. The
perpetrators, when interrogated, claimed they had mistaken Ernest and his colleagues for
Turkish soldiers who had strayed into Persian territory. Captain Wilson, however, shared
Ernest’s conviction that they had mistaken him for a Russian. The attack was, cabled
Wilson, clearly pre-meditated and probably made by members of a local clan:

with the object of embroiling Ishmail Agha (who has frequently looted them) with
his friends the Russians, to whom he owes his present position and influence.16

Clearly then a tribal spat of little significance. But one that was to engage my grandfather
and the offices of state for years to come. On 8 September Ernest was:

transported in an improvised stretcher by sowars of this escort, in two stages, to
Dilman by difficult hill path,17 

before boarding a Russian ambulance wagon to Khoi and a motor ambulance to Julfa
accompanied by Captain Pierpoint. Having done all he could to guarantee their safe
passage, Captain Wilson then sat down to address a telegram to the Foreign Secretary, Sir
Edward Grey. With the accused despatched to Tabriz, where they were to be detained in
custody with the recommendation that
they ‘be hung’, he argued that:

the incident having taken place in
Persian territory, and the
perpetrators being a Persian tribe, I
think there can be no doubt that the
Persian government should be held
responsible for the payment of
compensation.18

The case was taken up and championed
enthusiastically by the Foreign Secretary.
Despite far more urgent matters to hand,
and with battles now raging on all fronts,
the Foreign Office pursued this quest for
compensation for years to come. When delicate relations with Persia delayed the process,
Sir Edward persuaded a reluctant Treasury to step into the breach. He also peppered the
Treasury mandarins with demands that Ernest be reimbursed his medical expenses and,
should he be compelled to retire in the near future, paid an ‘injury warrant’ normally
confined to members of the armed forces whose wounds had rendered them unfit for
service. 
It was fourteen months before the doctors were forced to concede that Ernest’s leg could

not be ‘repaired’. Three major operations and seven weeks of treatment in a special nursing
home had left him with permanent paralysis below the knee. His medical bills were already
over £600, three times the reduced salary he received during this period. When it became
clear that ‘Mr Hubbard must remain a cripple for life’ Sir Edward eventually succeeded in
obtaining compensation of two thousand pounds from the Persian government to cover his
medical costs and provide:

a small annuity such as will enable him to meet in some measure the increased cost
of living consequent on his permanent lameness.19

Ernest, meanwhile, had not been idle. Temporarily on sick leave from the consular
service, he spent his convalescence writing his memoir about the expedition. It was
published in 1916. He was then employed by the Foreign Office before being appointed
Private Secretary to Sir Hamar Greenwood M.P., Under Secretary of State for Foreign
Affairs and and Secretary to the Board of Trade. In 1919, it became necessary for the
surgeons to amputate the leg. Lord Curzon, who had by then become Foreign Secretary,
took up the fight to ensure that Ernest got the equivalent of an army pension at home.
My grandfather’s album from which the photographs are taken states that the two Kurds

who shot him were hanged in Tabriz. However, we know from an exchange of telegrams
between the Foreign Secretary and our Ambassador in Tehran that this was put on hold for
diplomatic reasons at the end of November 1914. There is no evidence in the file that this
was ever carried out. 
Ernest himself never took up the post of Vice-Consul in Mosul that he had been appointed

to before the war. He was, instead, transferred to the diplomatic service and in 1920 he
sailed for China to take up the post of Second Secretary at our Embassy in Peking. Three
years later, after promotion to First Secretary, he left the diplomatic service to become
political adviser to the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank in China. Now a recognised expert
on British policy in the Far East, he returned to England in 1935 as Far Eastern Research
Secretary at the Royal Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House). Seconded back
to the Foreign Office on the outbreak of World War II, he worked in the Political
Intelligence Unit at Woburn Abbey before returning to Chatham House until retirement. He
died in 1953 at the age of 68.

The British ‘corps technique’ at work.

Capt. Brooke & the escort (18th K.G.O. Lancers).

Our caravan crossing the river Sirvan.

An Anglo-Russian ‘entente’.


