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Britain’s Railway Diplomacy in Iran, 1903-1914
Li-Chiao Chen  

Department of History,Fu Jen Catholic University Assistant Professor 

Abstract

This article depicts plans of railways in Iran by Britain, which encountered 
pressures from Russia as well as Germany between 1903 and 1914. In the early 
twentieth century, Britain and Russia, who were rivals in West Asia and Central Asia, 
saw the rise of Germany an emerging threat in Iran. Railway construction was a 
means that Britain, Russia and Germany competed with each other then. Iran, during 
the Qajar period, was short of budgets for railway building. Germany obtained a 
railway concession from the Ottoman Empire from 1903, which planned a Baghdad 
railway line from Baghdad to Berlin, via Istanbul. The Baghdad Railway especially 
was a menace to the Persian Gulf, which was a sphere of influence of Britain for 
centuries. Britain and Russia, hence, both attempted to prevent this German force 
from penetrating into West Asia. Russia negotiated with Germany an agreement on 
railways at Potsdam in 1911, while Britain made a railway contract with Iran at the 
same time. In addition, Britain and Russia made efforts to make a cooperative project 
called Trans-Persian railway in 1912, in order to be a competition to the Baghdad 
Railway. Nevertheless, at the outbreak of World War I, there were no railways in Iran 
that were actually built. However, owing to the railway issue, it could be seen serious 
diplomatic conflicts between Britain, Russia, Iran and Germany. 

Keywords: Edward Grey, Serge Sazonov, Baghdad Railway, Potsdam Agreement, 
Trans-Persian Railway
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