



[image: Cover Image]






Praise for The Scramble for Africa


‘Vast, scholarly and delightful’


Spectator
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‘All I can add in my solitude, is, may heaven’s rich 
blessing come down on every one, American, 
English or Turk, who will help to heal this open 
sore of the world.’


David Livingstone’s last words inlaid in brass on his 
tomb in Westminster Abbey




Introduction


The Scramble for Africa bewildered everyone, from the humblest African peasant to the master statesmen of the age, Lord Salisbury and Prince Bismarck.


Ever since Roman times, Europe had been nibbling at the mysterious continent to the south. By the mid-1870s, much was still mysterious. It was known that Africa straddled the equator with uncanny precision. But no explorer had penetrated far along the dangerous latitude of zero towards the interior. No one knew which was Africa’s greatest river or where it led. Europeans pictured most of the continent as ‘vacant’: legally res nullius, a no-man’s-land. If there were states and rulers, they were African. If there were treasures they were buried in African soil. But beyond the trading posts on the coastal fringe, and strategically important colonies in Algeria and South Africa, Europe saw no reason to intervene.


Suddenly, in half a generation, the Scramble gave Europe virtually the whole continent: including thirty new colonies and protectorates, 10 million square miles of new territory and 110 million dazed new subjects, acquired by one method or another. Africa was sliced up like a cake, the pieces swallowed by five rival nations – Germany, Italy, Portugal, France and Britain (with Spain taking some scraps) – and Britain and France were at each other’s throats. At the centre, exploiting the rivalry, stood one enigmatic individual and self-styled philanthropist, controlling the heart of the continent: Leopold II, King of the Belgians.


By the end of the century, the passions generated by the Scramble had helped to poison the political climate in Europe, brought Britain to the brink of a war with France, and precipitated a struggle with the Boers, the costliest, longest and bloodiest war since 1815 – and one of the most humiliating in British history. As for the pieces of the colonial cake, they have now become, ninety years later, for richer or for poorer (mainly for poorer) the forty-seven independent nations of Africa.


Why this undignified rush by the leaders of Europe to build empires in Africa? Anglo-French rivalry explains a great deal – but not enough. Historians are as puzzled now as the politicians were then. Scott Keltie wrote The Partition of Africa in 1893, before it reached its climax. He was sure that it was ‘one of the most remarkable episodes in the history of the world’, but confessed himself overwhelmed by the rush of ‘jostling’ events.


To these events historiography has added a pack of jostling theories. We have Eurocentric explanations, like John Hobson’s (and later Lenin’s) theory that surplus capital in Europe was the driving force behind expansion into Africa; Afrocentric explanations where the emphasis is placed on sub-imperialisms in Africa itself; and combinations of the two, like the brilliant analysis of Professors Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians. There are multi-volume histories of Africa like The Cambridge History of Africa, regional studies like John Hargreaves’s studies of the partition of West Africa, and numerous specialist works dealing with the imperialisms of each individual European country. But there is no general explanation acceptable to historians – nor even agreement whether they should be expected to find one.


And, strange to say, no one since Scott Keltie has attempted to write a one-volume narrative of the Scramble, covering the whole continent and the race between all five European nations – and King Leopold.


In this book I have tried to fill this particular gap.


There are two strands in the story that I would like to emphasize, the motives and methods of the invaders.


In May 1873 David Livingstone, the celebrated missionary-explorer, died at Ilala, in the unknown heart of the continent, and his sun-dried body was brought home to be buried in Westminster Abbey. From his brass-plated tomb under the nave, Livingstone sounded a call for a worldwide crusade to open up Africa. A new slave trade, organized by Swahili and Arabs in East Africa, was eating out the heart of the continent. Livingstone’s answer was the ‘3 cs’: Commerce, Christianity and Civilization, a triple alliance of Mammon, God and social progress. Trade, not the gun, would liberate Africa.


The freelance promoters of the partition – the men who followed Livingstone out to Africa and scrambled greedily for their share – are now half-forgotten. In their day they were famous – and infamous – fêted as heroes, denounced as brutes or humbugs.


Each responded to Livingstone’s call in his own fashion. But they all conceived of the crusade in terms of romantic nationalism. There were journalist-explorers like Henry Stanley, sailor-explorers like Pierre de Brazza, soldier-explorers like Frederick Lugard, pedagogue-explorers like Carl Peters, gold-and-diamond tycoons like Cecil Rhodes. Most of them were outsiders of one kind or another but no less ardent nationalists for that. To imperialism – a kind of ‘race patriotism’ – they brought a missionary zeal. Not only would they save Africa from itself. Africa would be the saving of their own countries.


At first European governments were reluctant to intervene. But to most people in their electorates, there seemed a real chance of missing something. Africa was a lottery and a winning ticket might earn glittering prizes.


There were dreams of El Dorado, of diamond mines and goldfields criss-crossing the Sahara. In Europe these were the drab years of the Great Depression and mounting stocks of unsold Manchester cotton, Lyons silk and Hamburg gin. Perhaps Africa was the answer to the merchants’ prayers. There might be new markets out there in this African garden of Eden, and tropical groves where the golden fruit could be plucked by willing brown hands.


Or perhaps the lottery would pay best in terms of prestige. Overseas empire would soothe the amour-propre of the French army, humiliated by its collapse in the Franco-Prussian war. And it would no less bolster the pride of the political parvenus of Europe, Germany’s Second Reich and a newly united Italy. Then there were the diplomatic advantages. Cards drawn in the jungle could be played out in the chancelleries of Europe. No harm for Bismarck to consolidate his own position by making mischief between France and Britain. And what about a place in the sun for emigrants – and a way to retain as citizens all those young sons of the Reich now taking the boat and vanishing without trace in America? Give it a whirl, the ‘colonial whirl’ (Kolonialtummel), in Bismarck’s sardonic phrase.


In Britain, the Scramble was taken calmly – at first. Then there was growing resentment towards the intruders. Britain had pioneered the exploration and evangelization of Central Africa, and she felt a proprietary right to most of the continent. Besides, there was a vital interest at stake for Britain. As the only great maritime Empire, she needed to prevent her rivals obstructing the steamer routes to the East, via Suez and the Cape. That meant digging in at both ends of Africa.


And it was in Protestant Britain, where God and Mammon seemed made for each other, that Livingstone’s words struck the deepest chord. The ‘3 cs’ would redeem Africa.


That was not the way Africans perceived the Scramble. There was a fourth ‘c’ – conquest – and it gradually predominated. At first European expeditions were too weak to challenge African rulers. It was safer to use blank treaty forms, explained away by an empire-minded missionary, than to use live ammunition.


But paper imperialism soon proved inadequate. When effective occupation became necessary to establish a good title, conflict became inevitable. The African rulers best equipped to resist were understandably those who depended on violence themselves: African imperialists like King Cetshwayo of the Zulu, King Lobengula of the Ndebele, the Emperor Menelik of Abyssinia, the Mahdi in the Sudan, and Africa’s twin white tribes, the Boers of the Transvaal and Boers of the Orange Free State.


Soon the Maxim gun – not trade or the cross – became the symbol of the age in Africa (though in practice the wretched thing jammed, and the magazine rifle did the job better). Most of the battles were cruelly one-sided (but not for the British against the Boers, or for the Italians against the Abyssinians). At Omdurman, British officers counted 10,000 Sudanese dead or dying in the sand. They made no effort to help the 15,000 wounded.


Atrocities were commonplace during the first phase of occupation by the Powers. When German brutality in South West Africa provoked a revolt by the Hereros, the German general, Lothar von Trotha, issued a Vernichtungbefehl (‘extermination order’) against the whole tribe, women and children included. About 20,000 of them were driven away from the wells to die in the Omaheke desert.


Europe had imposed its will on Africa at the point of a gun. It was a lesson that would be remembered, fifty years later, when Africa came to win its independence.


*  *  *


It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help I have received from numerous people in Britain, Europe and Africa, during the ten years I have spent working on this book.
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I should like to record my thanks to Barbara Emerson for lending me some rare photo-copies, and to Bryan Maggs for letting me copy photographs from his collection.
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In the course of my research I visited twenty-two out of the forty-seven independent countries of Africa. To the following, under whose hospitable roofs I sheltered in Africa, I owe an especial debt: Jim and Barbara Bailey, Aelda and John Callinikos, Alexander and Sheila Camerer, Ewan and Sara Fergusson, John and Jean Johnson, John Laband, John and Elizabeth Leahy, April and Ian Percy, Mary-Anne and Tim Sheehy, Dick and Marina Viets, Frank and Christine Wisner.
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Antonia and Harold Pinter gave me sanctuary in Corfu; and so did Jennie and Christopher Bland in the Dordogne, and Linda and Laurence Kelly in Cumbria.
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Note:


The term ‘The Scramble for Africa’ was apparently coined in 1884. Modern historians have not agreed exactly what period it should cover. I have used it to embrace the whole final hectic phase of the partition, beginning with a prelude in 1876 and ending in 1912.
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PROLOGUE


The Crowning Achievement


Ilala, Central Africa


21 April–May 1873 and after






‘I beg to direct your attention to Africa; I know that


in a few years I shall be cut off in that country, which


is now open: Do not let it be shut again! I go back


to Africa to try to make an open path for commerce


and Christianity; do you carry out the work which


I have begun. I leave it with you!’


David Livingstone,


Cambridge University address,


5 December 1857








At first no one, least of all Livingstone himself, realized he was dying. He had been at death’s door so often during the years of wandering with Chuma, Susi and his other devoted African followers, many of whom were freed slaves. Once, during a long tramp west of Lake Tanganyika, he had fallen ill with pneumonia and had been carried for days in a litter, coughing and spitting blood and only half-conscious, till they reached the lake where he was given Arab medicine and nursed back to health by a party of Swahili traders who befriended him.


But this week at the end of April 1873, in the great marsh to the south of Lake Bangweolo, unable to eat, almost blind, and so faint he fell from his donkey, Livingstone still kept the caravan turned westwards towards the head waters of the rivers Lualaba and Luapula. It was there, close by, he was sure, perhaps only a few miles away beyond these swamps, the glittering prize which had baffled geographers and eluded ‘Emperors, Kings and philosophers’1 ever since the time of Herodotus. It was the last great geographical mystery in Africa. To solve it would be the crowning achievement of his life. He was searching for the ancient ‘fountains’2 of Herodotus in which the Nile took its source.


Twenty years of tramping across Africa had made Livingstone the best-known explorer alive. He was more: he was a missionary and philanthropist. Some people called him a saint. His geographical discoveries – Lake Ngami in 1849, the Victoria Falls in 1855, the central Zambezi valley leading across the continent in 1853–6, Lake Nyasa in 1859, the river Lualaba in 1871 – his own discoveries delighted and appalled him. For among the giant lakes and waterfalls, the teeming populations where geographers had supposed all was desert, in that Arcadia he had found the heart of darkness, a new outburst of the slave trade. He called it the ‘open sore of the world’, and he believed he could find the means to heal it by making an ‘open path’ from civilization. The Nile, bringing trade and Christianity 3,000 miles from the Mediterranean to the heart of Africa, would be the path – if only he could find it.
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Perhaps Livingstone was grateful, during those wretched last days in the marsh, that he met no slave caravans, necks tied into wooden slave-sticks to prevent escape. He found the sight sickening. Yet often in the past slave caravans, flying the blood-red flag of the Sultan of Zanzibar, had brought relief for Livingstone: hot food and Arab medicine from the Swahili traders who owned the slaves. One bright sultry day in 1871, two years before, Livingstone had reached Nyangwe, a market town on the great river Lualaba when he was travelling under the protection of a Swahili called Dugumbe. Without warning, Dugumbe’s men started firing volleys from their blunderbusses into the marketplace. Women screamed, trapped in the creek. Canoes were upset. Hundreds died, shot down or drowned by the current of the river, nearly a mile wide at Nyangwe. All along the river bank the Swahili set fire to the villages, shouting, laughing and beating their drums, and sending out canoes to catch slaves. Livingstone counted the smoke rising in pillars from seventeen villages. He stood there aghast, not daring to use his own pistol on the murderers. It was like a day in hell, he said, that bright sultry day at Nyangwe, like ‘the bottomless pit’.3 He had still needed to beg the favours of those ‘bloodhounds’, to beg for enough cloth and gunpowder to continue his journey back to Lake Tanganyika.


In November 1871, a month after his return to Ujiji, his headquarters on the lake, he had been resupplied – ‘found’, if you like – by that brash young American journalist, Henry Morton Stanley, working for the New York Herald. Livingstone felt nothing but gratitude. It was the work of a good Samaritan. An old friend had warned him that Stanley would make his fortune out of him. ‘If so,’ replied Livingstone, ‘he is heartily welcome, for it is a great deal more than I could ever make out of myself.’4 Stanley’s scoop was the answer to the rumours of Livingstone’s death, spread by some of his own followers – men from Johanna in the Comoro Islands – who had deserted him in 1866. Stanley had brought Livingstone everything he needed and more: bales of cloth, boxes of beads, tin baths, huge kettles, cooking pots, medicines, ammunition, extra porters and, all important, letters from home. The two friends had finally parted more than a year before – in March 1872 – and no new supplies had reached Livingstone since August.


Now on 21 April, when Livingstone fell from his donkey, Chuma threw down his gun and ran forward to stop the caravan. They took him to a hut and built a kitanda, a litter made from a frame of wood, padded with grass and a blanket, and slung from a pole, with a second blanket to protect the Doctor from the sun. For several days they carried him, starting as soon as the dew was off the long grass and building a hut for him each night. Most of the villagers, terrified by slave raiders, fled at their approach. In one village, Livingstone, lying in the shade of the kitanda, managed to find a man to question about the source of the Nile – the fountains of Herodotus.


Did he know about a hill with four ‘fountains’ in which four rivers took their rise, two flowing north and two south?5 No, said the man, we are not travellers here. And traders from Bisa who used to meet in Malenga’s town had been swept off by the Mazitu (Ngoni), raiding for slaves; the survivors lived in the marshes.


Next day, at Kalunganjovu’s town, the Chief himself, dressed like an Arab and wearing a red fez, met the kitanda. He presented them with a kid and three baskets of groundnuts. The caravan was paddled across a small river in dugout canoes belonging to the Chief. Livingstone was bleeding internally and could hardly speak for the pain in his back. Chuma gently lifted him into the largest canoe. The last hour’s journey brought them to Chitambo’s village, after splashing through marshes thick with papyrus and lotus plants, and through gaunt miambo woods, flooded by the river.


Only a few days before, Livingstone had been able to make light of these cheerless surroundings. ‘A lion had wandered into this world of water,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘and roared night and morning as though very much disgusted: we could sympathize with him!’6


But now he was drowsy with the pain. They built him a large hut and filled it with the bales and boxes: bales of gaudy Mericani (American cloth), boxes of blue and red Venetian beads to exchange for food, and his own precious possessions – the damaged sextant and chronometer, the rifle for shooting game, the Bible and the rest – which had survived the last six years’ wandering. One box they made into a table and on it they put the medicine chest. Livingstone’s metal-backed notebook, for recording the day’s log, remained unopened in a tin box. ‘Nothing earthly will make me give up my work in despair,’ he had written in the log on 25 March. ‘I encourage myself in the Lord my God, and go forward.’ He scrawled the final entry on Sunday, 27 April, when he could hardly see. ‘Knocked up quite, and remain – recover – sent to buy milch goats. We are on the banks of R. Molilamo.’7 Even now he did not think of turning back – or indeed of his approaching death.


That last day, 30 April, Chitambo paid him a courtesy call, but the Doctor asked him to come back next day, when he hoped to have more strength. He drifted into sleep. About 11 p.m. Susi was told to come to the hut. There were loud shouts in the distance. Susi heard the Doctor ask faintly, ‘Are our men making that noise?’ ‘No,’ replied Susi, ‘the people are scaring away a buffalo from their dura [sorghum] fields.’ Livingstone’s mind wandered. ‘Is this the Luapula?’ Susi told him they were at Chitambo’s. Then Livingstone, speaking this time in Swahili, asked:






‘Siku ngapi kuenda Luapula’


‘Na zani ziku tatu, Bwana’


(‘How many days is it to the Luapula?’


‘I think it is three days, Master.’)








Livingstone half sighed as if in great pain and then half sighed, half said, ‘Oh dear, dear.’


An hour later Susi was called again to the hut. ‘Bwana wants you, Susi.’ The Doctor told him to boil some water. Susi brought back the copper kettle full. Then he carried the medicine chest to the bed and held up the candle. With great difficulty the Doctor selected a bottle of calomel. ‘All right. You can go out now.’


Before dawn Susi heard Majwara, the boy who slept at the door of the hut, call out, ‘Come to Bwana, I’m afraid.’8 The two men and other servants including Chuma and Matthew Wellington went to the hut. A candle was stuck by its own wax to the top of the box. Dr Livingstone was kneeling by the side of the bed, apparently in prayer, his body stretched forward, his head buried in his hands on the pillow. For a minute they watched him. He did not stir. Then Matthew went forward softly and put his hands to Livingstone’s cheeks. His body was almost cold.


They covered him, and went out and sat by the fire. There was no moon. In a short time the cock crew.


*  *  *


Livingstone’s lonely death might have been the crowning tragedy of his disastrous last expedition. But his last journey was not yet over – indeed, what became his most famous journey was only beginning. Susi and Chuma, who now found themselves in charge of the caravan, called the men together. There were about fifty, besides women and children. They were on their own, 1,500 miles from their homes in Zanzibar, at the unknown centre of the continent, lost in a wild country of warring tribes and slave raiders.


Chuma urged them not to bury the body, but to carry it back to Zanzibar. But they would have to conceal the plan from Chitambo. For, as they all knew, the local people would regard the death of a stranger with superstitious fear and the caravan would be asked to pay a crippling hongo (toll) which would mean their stock of trade goods would be exhausted long before they were safely home. How else could they show the Doctor’s friends that he was really dead, that they had not, like the Johanna men six years earlier, deserted him? All the men agreed on this extraordinary plan, although they knew the safest course would be to bury the body secretly.


After the meeting Chuma went to Chitambo with a present of beads and cloth.






‘Our master very sick. He does not like this old-smelling town and the rats. He wants [a hut] built outside.’


‘I came yesterday but I could not see him. Can I see him today?’


‘No. We shall cover him up in a cloth.’


‘All right, let me know when I can see him, that I can tell my people to bring fowls to sell him.’9








Then he showed Chuma the place to build the new huts. It was nearby under the shade of a tall mvula tree. The men went off to chop wood.


Meanwhile, one of the Zanzibar men went back to Chitambo’s to buy supplies and told the Chief that the Doctor was dead. Chitambo sent for Chuma.






‘How can you hide his death? Do you think we want to eat him? Show me the man.’


‘I cannot show him.’10


‘Do not fear any longer. I too have travelled, and more than once have been to Bwani [the coast] before the country was destroyed by the Mazitu. I know that you have no bad motives in coming, and death often happens to travellers.’11








Next day Susi went to the Chief and admitted the truth. Chitambo said, ‘All right. Now all my people shall mourn.’12 He came, dressed in a broad red cloth and a cotton skirt, with his wives and his men who carried bows and arrows and spears. For two hours there was drumming and wailing, and Livingstone’s men fired volley after volley from their guns over the body.


To prepare the corpse for the journey Susi and Chuma built a special hut without a roof. Then Farjala, who had been a doctor’s servant at Zanzibar and seen him open up a body to find the cause of death, made a small cut in the chest. While the other servants screened the body, Farjala drew out the heart and intestines. These were buried in a tin box, twenty-five yards from the tall mvula tree, while Jacob Wainwright (one of the young African slaves liberated in India and taken to Nasik, near Bombay, to be educated by missionaries) read the burial service from Livingstone’s prayer book. Then they covered his face with a cloth, rubbed the body inside and out with salt which they had bought in exchange for some beads, and anointed the mouth and parts of the hair with brandy from the medicine chest. Each day, for a fortnight, the poor emaciated corpse was exposed to the sun, and at night they lit a candle and sat watching to protect it from the hyenas. Each day Chitambo came to visit them. ‘Why not bury him?’ he asked. ‘Oh no, very big man. Cannot bury him here.’13


At last the corpse was more or less cured. They wrapped it in a skin and, as they had no tools to make a coffin of planks, enclosed it in a cylinder of bark taken in one piece from a myonga tree. This was in turn wrapped in sailcloth, and the whole package was then fastened to a pole and painted with the tar intended for Livingstone’s boat.


Before leaving Chitambo’s, they put up a small memorial, in the shape of a couple of well-tarred wooden posts, and an inscription, cut by Jacob Wainwright, breast-high on the tall mvula tree, giving the date of Livingstone’s death, ‘4 May’ (they had miscounted the days; it was 1 May). They asked Chitambo to see that the ground was kept free of grass or else the mvula tree would be burnt in a bush fire. Then they gave the Chief a biscuit box and some newspapers, to prove to future travellers that a white man had passed there. Chitambo replied, ‘But if the English come, let them come soon. For I fear that the Mazitu [Ngoni slave raiders] may come and then – if we have to leave this place – someone may cut the tree down for a canoe.’14


Five months later, in September 1873 at Tabora in the district of Unyanyembe, a letter in English was brought to the tent of the British officer, Lieutenant Verney Cameron, leading the latest search party sent out by the Royal Geographical Society from London. The letter was carried by Chuma and signed ‘Jacob Wainwright, Dr. Livingstone Exped’. The caravan had heard reports that the search party had reached Tabora, led by Livingstone’s son. (In fact, his son, Oswell, had returned to England and his nephew, Robert Moffat, had died of fever.) Jacob wrote, ‘Your father died by disease beyond the country of Bisa, but we have carried the corpse with us, ten of our soldiers are lost and some have died. Our hunger presses us to ask you some clothes [cloth] to buy provisions.’15


At first Cameron could not grasp what the letter meant. Cameron himself had troubles enough. He was half-blind and one of his two English companions, Dr Dillon, was so deranged by fever that he blew out his brains a few weeks later. But Chuma was sent the supplies. A few days later the Doctor’s body was carried into Tabora. Cameron tried to persuade the Africans to bury their master then and there. After all, Livingstone’s wife had been buried where she died, on the banks of the Zambezi. And Livingstone himself – though no one yet knew this – had written in his diary, in June 1868, that he should like to be buried in the ‘still, still forest, with no hand ever to disturb my bones’. But Chuma, Susi and the others had set their hearts on carrying Livingstone home. So Cameron took some of Livingstone’s navigational instruments for his own needs, including the damaged chronometer, and continued on his journey of exploration westwards. The cortège, joined by two of Cameron’s companions, tramped on towards Bagamoyo and the sea.


On the first night a subterfuge was adopted. The corpse was repacked to look like an ordinary bale of cloth. Then a counterfeit corpse, made up of old grass, was carried back to Tabora and disposed of in a wood.


In April 1874, eleven months after his death, Livingstone’s body finally reached England, to receive a hero’s funeral in Westminster Abbey. From Zanzibar the body had arrived on a British ship, accompanied by Jacob Wainwright. It was Jacob, the humble African servant, who was given the place of honour as a pallbearer, alongside Stanley, Dr John Kirk, and Livingstone’s other close friends and relations. In May, Chuma and Susi were brought over to England at the expense of the London Missionary Society. By then the British public had come to appreciate the astonishing character of what had occurred. Nothing about Africa had ever touched their imagination quite like this. The story illustrated not only Livingstone’s extraordinary moral power. It showed that Africans too could display initiative and leadership. Black Africa had stretched out a hand to Britain. The response, it was agreed, must be swift and generous.


Only one man was missing from the triumphant funeral: twenty-eight-year-old Lieutenant Cameron, the man who had refitted the cortège at Tabora. After he had left his official task – to help rescue Livingstone – in the capable hands of Susi and Chuma, he had struck off on his own, hundreds of miles to the west, to try to finish Livingstone’s final mission, exploring the mysterious river Lualaba.


On 2 November 1875, a year and a half after the funeral in Westminster Abbey, Cameron staggered down to a sandy beach near Benguela on the coast of Angola. He had failed to follow the Lualaba to the sea. Yet he was the first European ever to cross south Central Africa from east to west. And – even if he could not prove it yet – he believed he knew the answer to the last great mystery of African geography.


What he had discovered would have been a crushing blow to Livingstone. For all the evidence showed that the Lualaba was the Congo, not the Nile. Yet Cameron believed that this unknown source of the Congo was in fact the greatest of all Livingstone’s discoveries. Four times the size of the Nile, when still 1,000 miles from the sea, the Congo would serve, far better than the Nile, as the open path to bring commerce and Christianity into the heart of Africa.




PART ONE


THE OPEN PATH


[image: image]


THE LION AND THE FOX.


BRITISH LION. “GOING TO HELP ME, ARE YOU? THANK YOU FOR NOTHING, MASTER FOX. I BEGAN THE WORK ALONE, AND I MEAN TO FINISH IT!!!”




CHAPTER 1


Leopold’s Crusade


Brussels


7 January—15 September 1876






‘The current is with us.’


Leopold II, King of the Belgians, at the Geographical


Conference in Brussels, 12 September 1876


‘He [King Leopold] first explained his views to me


when I was his guest in Brussels some years ago …


his designs are most philanthropic and are amongst


the few schemes of the kind … free from any selfish


commercial or political object.’


Sir Bartle Frere, 1883








The Times was delivered at the palace of Laeken on 7 January 1876, as usual, in time for His Majesty’s breakfast. Leopold II had been up since five. Normally he took a walk through the palace gardens, a tall bearded figure, tramping along the gravelled paths with a barely noticeable limp, or, if it was wet, inspecting the hothouses. He read The Times each day. It was the early edition, the one that caught the night mails to the Continent. His own copy was packed in a special cylindrical container, hurried by the South-Eastern Railway from Blackfriars to Dover, then by the steam ferry to Ostend, then thrown from the guard’s van as the Brussels express clanged past the royal palace at Laeken where a footman was waiting to retrieve it. Leopold read the paper with the same earnestness he displayed when performing other royal tasks, brushing the front of his blue tunic with his right hand when something caught his eye.


That morning, 7 January, tucked away at the bottom of page six, was a brief note from The Times’s correspondent in Loanda, capital of the half-derelict Portuguese colony of Angola, dated nearly seven weeks earlier. Lieutenant Cameron, the British explorer, had reached the west coast after a three-year journey across Africa. He was too ill (half-dead from scurvy) to return to England before the spring. Meanwhile, he was sending some notes from his travels to be read at a meeting of the Royal Geographical Society on Monday next.


Four days later, under the heading ‘African Exploration’, The Times splashed Monday’s meeting of the RGS across the first three columns of the home news page. The President, Sir Henry Rawlinson, called Cameron’s journey ‘one of the most arduous and successful journeys which have ever been performed into the interior of the African continent’. That seemed no exaggeration to those who read Cameron’s own letters, given to the public at the meeting. Of course Cameron was the first to point out there might be ‘diplomatic difficulties’ ahead, although no European power yet claimed the land either as a colony or a protectorate. This was because of the huge wealth at stake.






The interior is mostly a magnificent and healthy country of unspeakable richness. I have a small specimen of good coal; other minerals such as gold, copper, iron and silver are abundant, and I am confident that with a wise and liberal (not lavish) expenditure of capital, one of the greatest systems of inland navigation in the world might be utilized, and from 30 months to 36 months begin to repay any enterprising capitalist that might take the matter in hand …1








A country of ‘unspeakable richness’ waiting for an ‘enterprising capitalist’. What were Leopold’s own views about young Cameron and his sensational discoveries? Cameron’s story certainly caught his eye. Within a few days he had promised the RGS that he would pay, if needed, the princely sum of 100,000 francs (£4,000) to cover the expenses Cameron had incurred on the journey.


In public, however, Leopold showed no flicker of interest. In the Senate he would stand like a Roman emperor, tall, bearded, his nose like the prow of a trireme. In his slow booming voice, he spoke the required generalities. He had learnt the craft of monarchy in a hard school. His father, Leopold I, was the son of an impoverished German princeling, the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. He had had his eye on the good solid throne of England where he would have been consort, through his marriage to Princess Charlotte, George IV’s heir presumptive. Charlotte had died in childbirth in 1817. In 1831 Leopold I had picked up a throne in Belgium – but a throne perched on a tightrope. Inside Belgium were two warring peoples, Flemish and Walloon, and two warring sects, Liberals and Catholics. Outside Belgium, hemming it in, were two warring Powers, France and Germany. The King of the Belgians was thus doubly vulnerable. His own survival depended on the goodwill of a bitterly divided people. Belgium’s survival depended on the goodwill of two greedy neighbours. To preserve both throne and nation, the King must remain aloof from controversy. Aloofness seemed to come naturally to Leopold II. He seemed to have a natural coolness of heart – or at any rate a temperament chilled by the rebuffs of fortune. His father, Queen Victoria’s ‘dearest uncle’, had shown scant affection for any of his three children. He found Leo gauche and self-willed. Leopold’s gentle mother Louise, daughter of Louis-Philippe of France, was devoted to her children, though it was clear Leopold was not her favourite. She had died when Leopold was twelve. And his own son, on whom he doted, died tragically young, leaving Leopold without a direct male heir. At the funeral the King had, for once, lost control. To the alarm of onlookers, he broke down and sobbed aloud by the coffin.


Still, since his accession in 1865, he had hardly put a foot wrong in public. If he was known at all in the world outside Belgium it was as a model, if somewhat pedestrian, ruler. He was admirably free from those delusions of grandeur that so often seemed to fill the crowned heads of petty states.


To his own staff and the handful of politicians who dealt with him regularly, Leopold presented a more complicated character. No courtier could be more bland and charming than the King himself – when he chose. But on some subjects he was alarmingly obstinate – hardly rational, it seemed. He was haunted by the dream of carving out some piece of the unexplored world as an overseas empire for Belgium. ‘Il faut à la Belgique une colonie’2 he had inscribed in 1861 on a paperweight made from a fragment of marble taken from the Parthenon, and pointedly presented, when he was heir apparent, to the then Minister of Finance, a well-known opponent of colonialism. He seemed obsessed by what he called the ‘lesson of history’. It was colonies that gave modern states ‘power and prosperity’. He cited examples from the Far East. A tropical colony of exploitation, such as the Dutch colony of Java, would pay hand over fist. It would also prove to the people of Belgium – ‘petit pays, petits gens’ – that they were, despite themselves, an ‘imperial people capable of dominating and civilizing others’.


At first, passionate words like these, spoken by Leopold, were not taken too seriously. His chef du cabinet, Jules Devaux, tried to laugh the matter off. These were the years when free trade was an article of faith for Belgium as well as Britain. Years before, his father, Leopold I, had toyed with the same idiotic idea: a royal colony. There was a hare-brained plan for investment at St Thomas de Guatemala. Some of the settlers died of fever and the old King had got his fingers burnt. The main promoter died in prison, a bankrupt, and his widow proved indiscreet. For the future, Leopold I had stayed out of colonial adventures and he, too, mocked his son’s dreams of an empire in the East. It was one of Leo’s ‘enfantillages’, a childish fantasy, he told his secretary. The poor boy had spirit, certainly. But he had a lot to learn. He offended people by talking too much and asking too many tiresome questions. His taste for foreign travel amounted to a mania. He was supposed to have weak lungs and a lame leg. Under the pretext of a health cruise, Leo would set sail for months to the fever-ridden parts of the East. In 1854–5 he visited Egypt and the Near East; Egypt again in 1860, and again in 1862, when he showed his fascination with Lesseps’s great plan to cut a canal through the isthmus of Suez. In 1864–5 he set off for India and China.

‘Quel rage de voyager,’ grumbled the Belgian Ambassador at Rome. ‘I’m beginning to think that our dear prince makes himself deliberately ill so that he can have an excuse to be off.’ He added that the Belgians were ‘displeased’ with these endless tropical jaunts.3 People noticed that the limp left Leo the moment he left Brussels. Why couldn’t he endure the cold climate like everyone else?


After his father’s death in 1865, Leopold II obstinately clung to the idea that they must be ‘à l’affût’ (‘on the lookout’) for a colony. He claimed he owed it to his father’s memory. In vain his advisers reminded him that his own government could have nothing to do with the scheme, as the Belgians were a business people, and colonies of exploitation and settlement – especially new ones in the tropics – were considered bad business. The King replied that he could afford the expense himself. In fact he was one of Europe’s richest men, as he had inherited 15 million francs (£600,000) from his parents, which he soon increased by gambling with Suez Canal shares. He could afford it and he would rope in some bankers to form a financial syndicate. He asked an emissary to sound the Spanish Ambassador. The Spanish were said to be embarrassed for funds. Would they be interested in leasing the Philippines, at present run at a deficit? His syndicate would pay 10 million francs, half of it cash down, if they could exploit the islands. Inexplicably – so Leopold said – the Spanish were too proud even to discuss these overtures. The Spanish Ambassador explained that no minister could put such an offer to Parliament, no Parliament even discuss it; ‘as for the Spanish King, if he took it up, it would be abdication, suicide …’ Equally irrationally, according to Leopold, the Portuguese government could not be induced to part with Angola or Mozambique, or with the island of Timor. Then his eye turned to the British.


In July 1875 he summoned the British Ambassador, Saville Lumley, to Brussels and disclosed his hand in a new project. Lumley, according to his own report to London, was somewhat shaken.






What my country needs [the King began] is a safety valve for her surplus energies. Now the late King believed no better answer would be found than by establishing a Belgian colony – not only to develop our country’s commercial interests, but to raise the morale of the army and create the merchant navy which we lack …


It’s time [the King went on] that she [Belgium] takes her part in the great work of civilization, following in the footsteps, however modestly, of England …


I’m happy to offer my country a colony, covering the cost of establishment from my own private resources.


The problem of where to site the colony is extremely difficult, but after reflection I believe that a site could be found in the island of New Guinea which is placed between Japan and Australia on a great commercial highway of the future …


I must confess my ignorance [replied Lumley] but I would be afraid that its climate might not favour Belgian colonists.


Ah [said the King] I know my people are not as hardy and energetic as the English, but I think this great island … [is] blessed in its fertility and nothing can exceed its beauty and the luxuriance of its vegetation.








Then explaining that the Belgian government had no part in the scheme at present, he solemnly put the question to Lumley, ‘Does Her Majesty’s government have any intentions with regard to this island? If so, I shall direct my search for a colony elsewhere.’4


In London Queen Victoria’s ministers received the report of Leopold’s solemn question and tapped their heads. The Pall Mall Gazette had recently described New Guinea as ‘almost unexplored … estimated to contain five million natives … in the main ferocious cannibals’. How on earth, asked Lord Derby, the Foreign Secretary, were Belgian settlers to bring up their families among these people? ‘I cannot conceive any course of action with the prospect of so many drawbacks and offering so little in return.’ He ridiculed Leopold’s claim that an overseas colony would provide a safety valve for Belgium, diverting her people from their religious feuds. Besides, there would be diplomatic repercussions if they let Leopold try to colonize New Guinea. ‘The Australian colonies have got it into their heads that New Guinea is a part of Australia. They mean to have it one day or other and would be mad with rage at the idea of seeing a foreign flag planted there.’5


Britain had no intention of planting the Union Jack among those five million ferocious cannibals at present. But Leopold must be ‘discouraged’, as Derby told Lumley. A few days later Lumley returned to the royal palace with this discouraging news, which delighted Leopold’s long-suffering chef du cabinet Devaux.


Leopold’s reactions to the rebuff were alarmingly resilient. ‘The market is not encouraging, and I don’t think it will help to insist,’ he admitted to Lambermont, his Foreign Secretary, in August 1875. ‘Neither the Spanish, nor the Portuguese, nor the Dutch’ – and he might have added, nor the British – ‘are disposed to sell [a colony]. I plan to make discreet inquiries if there’s any thing to be done in Africa.’6


It was on 7 January 1876 that Leopold read that piece in The Times, describing Lieutenant Cameron’s amazing discoveries in Central Africa, the land of ‘unspeakable richness’, only waiting for an ‘enterprising capitalist’.


Might not Leopold, with his 15 million francs, play the part of the capitalist? But he did not want more rebuffs from those European dogs-in-the-manger, Disraeli and the rest. The trouble about Central Africa was that in some English people’s eyes it had been pre-empted by Livingstone. In the previous year, 1875, a prefabricated steamboat, the Ilala, had chugged out into the waters of Lake Nyasa. It was the first permanent Anglican mission station, set up there in answer to Livingstone’s solemn appeal from the grave. And the British public were beginning to feel proprietorial towards those parts of East and Central Africa where their explorers and missionaries had been the first to penetrate. At the same time the French government had encouraged their own explorers to push eastwards from their colony at Gabon into the unknown basin of the Congo. Officially, both governments, British and French, were reluctant to splash out taxpayers’ money in expanding their African possessions. But this policy could change – indeed be reversed – in answer to Livingstone’s call.


An idea began to take shape in Leopold’s mind, as brilliant and devious as any from one of the masters of European diplomacy. He saw a way to make a strength out of Belgium’s weakness and a way to exploit the crusading spirit of the British public for his own ends.


Six months later, in September 1876, about a dozen celebrated explorers began to arrive at Leopold’s palace in Brussels for what was to be the first geographical conference on Central Africa. No one suspected how this modest conference would start to reshape the history of the continent as dramatically as the Suez Canal, opened seven years earlier. Naturally Jules Devaux ridiculed the whole business.


‘I am caught up, despite myself,’ he grumbled, ‘in this damned African affair: a toy which it is true will do no harm to anyone, and delight the geographers, but makes us here all laugh.’7


*  *  *


Why was Leopold so keen to risk his family fortune, creating an African empire despite the giggles of his own staff? It was a question that must have interested a sharp mind like Jules Devaux’s. The enterprise seemed utterly perverse, given the mountainous obstacles and the mouse likely to come out of them.


No continent was less inviting for European explorers. It was nearly 400 years since the smooth round profile of Africa had first decorated the charts of the Portuguese navigators. For most of that time the interior – with notable exceptions to north and south – had remained as mysterious as the surface of the moon. (In a way the moon’s surface was less mysterious. Europeans could chart its mountains in safety with their telescopes.) South of the Mediterranean the coast of Africa became increasingly hostile. Harbours were rare. Even a sheltered anchorage was often hard to find behind the curtain of mangrove swamps and the surf crashing down on the coral reefs. It was true that from the time of the Greeks there had been tales of great rivers that led to the interior. The Nile apart, the great rivers seemed a mirage. The mouths of the Niger and Zambezi were a labyrinth of swamps and sandbars. The Congo was sealed by cataracts. Even the Nile eventually lost its way in a maze of papyrus. And along the valleys of the great rivers, hot and humid for most of the year, there flourished virulent strains of fever, malaria and sleeping sickness, dangerous for natives and generally fatal for intruders.


So for centuries Central Africa had resisted even the most timid kind of examination. The Enlightenment came, yet no European could answer the simplest questions. Were there boundless treasures in the interior, or was Africa the most barren continent in the world?


In the Middle Ages Africa had been the El Dorado, the gilded place. And not merely the gilded place of the imagination. To African wealth the great medieval city states of Europe – Genoa and Venice especially – owed much of their own. Two-thirds of the world’s gold supply in the late Middle Ages came from West Africa. In the fourteenth century an African Croesus turned up at Cairo on his way to Mecca. He was Mansa Musa, King of Mali and a man to be reckoned with. He had crossed the desert with 500 slaves in his retinue and each carried a solid gold staff weighing four pounds. Europe welcomed that kind of exhibitionism. Kings and popes depended on gold for more than crowns and chalices. It was then, as now, the ultimate basis of foreign trade. Gold coins fed Europe’s overland trade with the East. Plodding across the Sahara on the two-month passage to the Mediterranean came the camel caravans from Jenne and Timbuctu. A year or two later the gold from their saddle-bags, minted in Europe, might have crossed Central Asia and been exchanged for silk in China or spices in the Moluccas. These were the golden threads that drew the unknown heart of Africa closer to Europe, and Europe closer to the unknown heart of Asia.


To tap this West African gold was one of the principal aims of the Portuguese navigators of the fifteenth century. No one knew where, beyond the Sahara, in what kingdoms of forest or swamp, the trickle of gold originated. But the Portuguese saw they could divert this trade from Italy to Portugal if they could find a direct seaway to and from West Africa. By the same token, they could grab the Indian spice trade and the Chinese silk trade if their seaway to Africa could be extended to the Indies. By the 1480s the first Portuguese ships were loading gold in the Senegal river and at El Mina in the Gulf of Guinea, gold apparently exported westwards and southwards from the unknown goldfields. Each year brought the Portuguese caravels further south, to the rainforests of the equator and the dry scrublands beyond. As Diego Cam and Bartholomeu Dias groped and fumbled their way along the coast, they set up tall stone crosses – padrones – to mark their progress. By 1497 Vasco da Gama had rounded the Cape and opened up the seaway to the Indies. The seaway supplanted the land route across Asia, and along the coast of Africa lay the main road of world trade.


No explorers have ever achieved such breathtaking success so fast and on such a scale as these daredevil Portuguese sailors of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Indeed they were too successful, their explorations too far-flung. They founded a pair of African colonies – in Angola and Mozambique – and set up numerous trading posts in West Africa. But the trickle of African gold and the tusks of ivory and ostrich feathers could not compare with the flood of treasures from East and West. Columbus had made his first windfall on the islands of the New World five years before da Gama had found the route to the Indies. Soon the Spanish bullion ships were bringing crates of bullion from the tropical jungles of Chile and Mexico. Africa slipped back into the shadows, a steaming coastline, a confused line of coral reefs in the heat haze, a headland where an ominous stone cross guarded the way to the interior.


At the same moment a new kind of African export came on the market, which was even more important for world trade during the next 300 years than African gold had been in the Middle Ages. European investors plunged into cotton and sugar planting all over the New World. These plantations were unworkable without African slaves.


The West African slave trade – though hardly the line of business for the squeamish – paid Europe substantial profits from the beginning. Like the gold trade, it demanded no European interference in the mysterious affairs of the interior. Down to the steamy ports of the Slave Coast west of the river Niger came the lines of shuffling slaves, to be unshackled and graded, marketed, reshackled, loaded and despatched with minimum loss in transit (perhaps a third died) to the slave farms of Brazil, America and the West Indies. Africans needed no persuasion to enslave their fellows. Ten million black Africans are reckoned to have been exported like cattle on the hoof, or crates of chickens, during the three centuries after the Portuguese discoveries. It was the greatest migration ever recorded by Europeans, and the most terrible. Then Europe became conscience-stricken. First the slave trade, then slavery itself was banned by successive nations, led by Britain in 1807 and 1834 respectively. America reluctantly followed suit. With the rise and success of the anti-slavery movement came the discovery in the New World that sugar and cotton could, after all, be grown profitably without importing fresh slaves.


By the 1850s, west coast merchants had found acceptable alternatives to the forbidden market in slaves. It was all thanks to that genie of the brass boiler and black smokestack: steam. The steamboats’ tall black smokestack was the symbol of the new Africa. The steam engine had not only revolutionized industrial production in Europe and, by means of railways, the transport of goods by land. It had revolutionized the transport of goods by sea. In the days of sail, only the most valuable, least bulky and least perishable goods could pay their transport costs. Now the great ports like Liverpool, ports that had grown fat on the barter of manufactured goods for slaves, could grow even fatter on the exchange of those same goods for tropical products: groundnuts, peanuts, palm oil. Here was the antidote for slavery, ‘legitimate trade’, a cure for the ‘open sore’ of Africa, applied miraculously by steam.


The steamboats, carrying Birmingham buttons and Manchester cottons to Africa in exchange for oil and nuts, also carried a new generation of explorers to try, with God’s help, to open the interior. The most famous, and with good reason, was David Livingstone. As a doctor and scientist, he was the first explorer to show that quinine was the key to the locked interior. Before this discovery, the exploration of the Niger and Congo had proved suicidal. Malaria had destroyed all the recent expeditions to these rivers: Captain James Tuckey’s to the Congo in 1816 and Richard Lander’s to the Niger in 1832–4. Livingstone wandered for thirty years in South and Central Africa, succumbing to, but recovering from, numerous bouts of fever.


In 1858 he discovered the 350-mile-long Lake Nyasa. Here was a highway heaven-sent for steamboats, leading up the rivers Zambezi and Shire and into the heart of tropical Africa. In West Africa during the same period a naval surgeon, William Baikie, pioneered steam travel on the Niger. In 1854 he brought a steamer, the Pleiad, 300 miles up the river. For five years he successfully established himself at Lukoja, at the confluence of the Niger and Benue.


In East and Central Africa four other British explorers made the most dramatic discoveries of all. In 1857 Richard Burton and John Speke discovered Lake Tanganyika, and the next year Speke found Lake Victoria, which he guessed – quite correctly – was the main source of the White Nile. In 1860–3 Speke returned to explore Lake Victoria and the country around. His companion was James Grant. They descended to the Mediterranean via the Nile. On the way down they met Samuel Baker ascending. Soon Baker was to discover Lake Albert. The Nile system now seemed to most geographers more or less known.
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The remaining great mystery in 1876 was the course – and identity – of the Lualaba, the enormous north-bound river discovered by Livingstone, far to the west of Lake Tanganyika. Cameron, as mentioned earlier, claimed the Lualaba turned to the west and became the Congo. Whether Cameron was right the world would soon know.


For Stanley, in 1875, had set out westwards from Lake Victoria to try and achieve what Cameron had failed to achieve: a direct descent by way of the Lualaba, all the way to the Atlantic.


One thing was clear – and to no one more than Leopold – that, together, quinine and the steamboat had changed everything. The blank spaces on the map of Africa were shrinking fast. Soon the answers to the fundamental questions would be known. Was the interior full of boundless riches? Or was there nothing there to exploit?


Nothing at all, grumbled Jules Devaux and the rest of Leopold’s entourage. Most of the world’s experts appeared to agree, including the half-dozen famous explorers invited to Brussels that week in September 1876, except for Verney Cameron. The most distinguished of Leopold’s guests was Grant, now a white-haired but spry veteran of fifty. In his travels along the whole course of the Nile with Speke, he had discovered no sign of great untapped wealth, except the ivory trade. But the great herds of elephants would not last long if the ivory trade was exploited systematically by hunters. The German explorers had come to the same depressing conclusions. In 1869–74, Gustav Nachtigal had explored the Sahara and the Sudanese province of Kordofan, west of the Nile. These were among the most barren places in the world. In 1865–7, Gerhard Rohlfs had crossed the Sahara and penetrated to Bornu and beyond. He saw no sign of riches – outside the region of the lower Niger, the centre of the booming palm oil trade.


Against this was the word of one young explorer, Verney Cameron, who talked of the ‘unspeakable richness’ of the Congo, although he had only skirted the southern border of the vast unknown basin. On one kind of trade, however, all the explorers did agree and their grim reports confirmed Livingstone’s discoveries. The slave trade, snuffed out in West Africa, was alive and well in East Africa. Now organized by the Arab and Swahili people of the east, it was spreading like a cancer across the whole of Central Africa.


Livingstone’s last journals, published in 1874, the year after he died, had etched these horrors on the mind of the British public.


Jules Devaux would have assumed that Livingstone was right, and that there was a crying need to open up Central Africa to Christianity and commerce as the way to extinguish this new slave trade in the heart of Africa. But the commercial prospects were extremely discouraging, of no interest to prudent investors. Only a reckless enthusiast – or a philanthropist – would want to hazard his money in this way. And the idea of the King turning philanthropist – Leopold, who had scoured the whole world for profitable investment – would have made Jules Devaux laugh once again.


About half-past six on the evening of 11 September 1876, the party of heavily bearded explorers and other international experts on geography, somewhat awkward in court dress, began to ascend the Staircase of Honour of the royal palace, Brussels. It was a brand new baroque double staircase of white marble, a whiff of Versailles to contrast with the plain palace buildings put up in the main square at Brussels by the Dutch governor thirty years before. At the head of the staircase the court was lined up to receive them. Together they filed into the throne room, lit by 7,000 candles, and bowed to their host, His Majesty King Leopold II.


The British delegates, hard-headed travellers, were bowled over by the King’s hospitality. Sir Henry Rawlinson, the man who had deciphered the hieroglyphs at Persepolis, and one of the leaders of the

RGS delegation, wrote to his wife that evening:






I have a suite of magnificent apartments to myself – all crimson damask and gold. Everything is red, even the Ink and the Ammunition [the lavatory paper]!8








Everyone was treated like a prince of the blood. Their host seemed to have thought of everything. A special mail steamer had collected them at Dover and spirited them across the Channel, mercifully flat, to Ostend. From there they were whisked in special state carriages to the railway terminus at Brussels, where the ADCs were waiting.


The King was in high humour. He had personally supervised every detail of the conference, down to the way the guests’ names were spelt on the invitation cards (‘j’ ignore si Backer [Sir Samuel Baker] s’écrit avec un CK ou avec un K seul’), and the need for writing the appropriate initials, FRGS, FRS, KCB and so on after their names (‘il faut bien mettre toutes les lettres après ces noms’).9


At the end of May Leopold had made a flying visit to London and stayed at Claridges, supposedly incognito. He talked to Cameron (back in April from his travels), to Grant and other explorers, and took diplomatic soundings, as well as paying a courtesy visit to his cousin, Queen Victoria, at Balmoral. It turned out that Cameron, as Leopold had probably suspected, had tried to persuade the British government to extend a British protectorate over the part of the Congo that he had himself discovered. Cameron had already signed treaties with certain Congo chiefs. But Disraeli’s government, Leopold was relieved to hear, would not consider a protectorate, and so would have nothing to do with Cameron’s treaties.


The conference opened on 12 September in the theatrical splendour of the Great Gallery, modelled at the King’s suggestion on the Tuileries. The King’s speech of welcome was masterly. There was no hint of his own real feelings. He talked only of science and philanthropy:






To open to civilization the only part of our globe where it has yet to penetrate, to pierce the darkness which envelops whole populations, it is, I dare to say, a crusade worthy of this century of progress.


It appears to me that Belgium, a central and neutral state, should be territory well chosen for our meeting and it is that which has emboldened me to summon you today to my home in our little conference which I have the great satisfaction of opening today. Needless to say, in bringing you to Brussels I was in no way motivated by selfish designs. No, gentlemen, if Belgium is small, she is happy and satisfied with her lot. My only ambition is to serve her.10








The King then laid down an agenda for the conference, which included plans for publicizing the crusade and appealing for funds.


In due course the delegates divided up into separate groups – keeping the German delegates carefully separate from the French – to decide how best to co-ordinate the work of exploration. Next day the conference discussed the plans of the sub-committees: the location of ‘stations’ (depots) to be built across Central Africa between Loanda and Zanzibar. By the third day the conference had agreed on ways and means. The new international body would be called the International African Association. There would be a governing body called the International Commission, an international executive, and finally the various national committees for each country.


Everything had gone ‘swimmingly’, as Rawlinson observed.11 ‘The way the King presided over our deliberations was beyond description,’ said Baron von Richtofen, leader of the German delegation. ‘Never in any country at any time has hospitality so magnificently royal ever been dispensed…. ‘12


But would anything come of all this talk of an international crusade to open up Africa? Rawlinson, who had wondered whether his stomach could stand four consecutive days of banqueting, was somewhat cynical. ‘I do not expect much from it, but on paper the arrangements look well.’13 He was delighted, at any rate, to meet so many of his fellow explorers from other countries.


Would anything come out of it? No one knew. But all over Europe high-minded people, who read of this crusade in their newspapers, thought it a triumph for the King. A glittering new Leopold had suddenly emerged from the chrysalis. He had been thought dull, even boorish. Now they talked of the Leopold who was leading a modern crusade against the slave trade, the beau sabreur, a chivalric hero like Godfroid de Bouillon, whose statue decorated the main square in Brussels. In England, especially, people recognized that something important had happened. Here was a new answer to Livingstone’s call from the grave to open up Africa. The King was prepared to spend his own money on this humanitarian task. Lesseps called it ‘the greatest humanitarian work of this time’.14


Of course that was not the language of Jules Devaux and Leopold’s staff – nor of Leopold to them. Lambermont had helped draft the crusading speech, but he remained sceptical like the others. They probably recognized the King’s design. There was no hypocrisy in his appeal for international co-operation in exploring Central Africa. The cost of opening up the Dark Continent would be enormous. All the better if the public could be made enthusiastic contributors. For the time being the International African Association would be no sham. But it would remain under Leopold’s control. The Secretary-General would be his own employee. He would remain the permanent president, however modestly he agreed only to serve for a year. Time enough before his real plans would emerge. What they were, how far they differed from an international crusade to suppress the slave trade, was made clear in a letter to the Belgian Ambassador in London a few months later:






I do not want to miss a good chance of getting us a slice of this magnificent African cake.15








Meanwhile Stanley was the one man whom Leopold needed in order to start the work of opening up the Congo. Stanley was leading an Anglo-American expedition which had set off three years before from Zanzibar. The last news received from him was sent in 1875 after he had circumnavigated Lake Victoria. It appeared that he was planning to return to Europe by a westward march across Africa. He was trying to achieve what Cameron had tried and failed to do: to follow the Lualaba all the way to the sea, and confirm it was really the Congo and not the Nile.


Without Stanley, Leopold could do nothing. But where in all that Dark Continent was Stanley now?
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CHAPTER 2


Three Flags Across Africa


Central Africa and Europe


14 September 1876–June 1878






‘Go back Wasambywe [Swahili] you are bad!


Wasambywe are bad, bad, bad! The river is deep,


Wasambywe … You have not wings, Wasambywe.


Go back, Wasambywe.’


One of the Wenya boatmen addressing


Stanley’s expedition on the river


Congo, 19 November 1876








September 14, 1876, the day that saw the end of the junketing at the royal palace in Brussels, also saw the start of the latest phase in Stanley’s irresistible progress across Africa. He left Ruanda, a small village of conical huts on the western shore of Lake Tanganyika, marching towards the Lualaba – Livingstone’s ‘Great River’. They marched at a steady tramp, making more than nine miles a day along the winding paths through the high grass and the shrubby thorn trees. Most of the villagers fled at the sight of the expedition, what with its immense file of porters and soldiers, and the three flags carried at its head.


The first was familiar and ominous; the blood-red flag of the Sultan of Zanzibar. This was the assertion of the Sultan’s power, a claim of Zanzibar over-rule carried in recent years to the heart of Africa by Swahili slave caravans. The second flag was new to the region; it was the Stars and Stripes. Stanley was an American journalist by profession; the New York Herald had commissioned the expedition.


The third flag was the most potent symbol of the future. Born in Britain, Stanley still yearned for recognition by the British public, and had enlisted a London paper, The Daily Telegraph, as a joint backer of the expedition.


Stanley was a short, stocky figure in white pith helmet and puggaree, grey tropical uniform, well-polished brown boots and gaiters. How different from Livingstone! For months at a time the old man had been more or less helpless, dependent on African charity.


Stanley travelled with what seemed like a well-equipped private army. After two years exploring, he still had 132 porters and soldiers (apart from the women and other camp followers) and 95 loads, including a collapsible boat, called the Lady Alice, carried in sections by twelve of the strongest men, and about ten loads of ammunition. Some of the bolder villagers were not too frightened to sell him food; goats, manioc, millet and so on. He paid them generously with cloth, glass beads, or the local currency, cowrie shells. There was something magical about Stanley as one of the local Waguhha tribesmen was quoted as saying that week, to Stanley’s evident satisfaction. It was not only that he ‘always goes covered with clothes, unlike all other people’, and his feet were invisible inside those brown polished boots. What was he looking for? ‘There is something very mysterious about him, perhaps wicked, perhaps he is a magician, at any rate it is better to leave him alone and not disturb him.’1


Two and a half years earlier Stanley’s own spirit had taken fire, he said, when he had served as one of the eight pallbearers at Livingstone’s funeral at Westminster Abbey. As the first handful of earth rattled on the coffin, Stanley took a private pledge: he would complete Livingstone’s task – and more. ‘If God willed it,’ he later wrote, he would be ‘the next martyr to geographical science, or if my life is spared, to clear up not only the secrets of the Great River throughout its course, but also all that remained problematical and incomplete of the discoveries of Burton and Speke, and Speke and Grant.’


Here was a geographical Labour of Hercules. Burton, Speke, Grant and Baker had failed to circumnavigate the three great equatorial lakes that had been their discoveries, Lakes Tanganyika, Victoria and Albert. The size and shape of all three lakes still baffled geographers. Greatest puzzle of all was Livingstone’s ‘Great River’, the Lualaba. Was this the upper Congo, as Cameron now claimed (a claim supported by most armchair geographers)? Or was it the beginning of the Nile and the ‘open path’ from the Mediterranean to Central Africa, as Livingstone had hoped against hope? Stanley, the American journalist-explorer, had been commissioned to bring back the answers.


Stanley would also complete Livingstone’s mission to ‘open up Africa to Christianity’. The four months he had spent at Livingstone’s side in Africa in 1871–2 had proved a revelation. Only once, before meeting Livingstone, had he met a man to whom he could expose his heart. Stanley was the illegitimate son of feckless Welsh-speaking parents, Elizabeth Parry and John Rollant (anglicized Rowlands). Baptized John Rowlands, he had been rejected by his parents and brought up in the local workhouse, St Asaph’s, near Denby, run by a sadistic schoolmaster who might have served as the model for Squeers in Nicholas Nickleby. After thrashing his tormentor and leaving him like Squeers (according to Stanley’s own account), stunned on the classroom floor, the boy had fled to his mother, who rejected him once again. At seventeen he had shipped to America, serving before the mast as a deckhand. In New Orleans he had the good fortune to be befriended and later adopted by a wealthy English cotton merchant called Henry Hope Stanley. It was this Stanley who gave the boy not only two of his own names, but the grooming which completed his education, and the love for which he had yearned so long. However, the idyll soon ended, for reasons that are not clear, in estrangement.2 In due course, Stanley became the New York Herald’s model foreign correspondent: a cocky American manner concealing a bleeding Welsh heart within.


The months exploring Lake Tanganyika with Livingstone overwhelmed Stanley. He wept like a boy of eight, he said, when they parted. He had expected a crusty misanthrope. He found a man whose serenity transcended every frustration, a man so gentle and tender-hearted that he shrank from punishing his African servants when they had cheated him. Livingstone told Stanley that his own mission was not so much to preach the gospel to Africa. What could one or two men do in that respect? The first step was to preach to Europe what they must do about the horrors of the slave trade, to stop it once and for all. Later the regular missionaries would come, systematically organized, teaching the gospel, tribe by tribe, district by district. Stanley had pledged himself to Livingstone’s service. He would be Livingstone’s disciple and mouthpiece. That was the way he saw himself in his own serialized articles and in his book How I Found Livingstone. His writings touched the hearts of millions, on both sides of the Atlantic, who had never read a word of Livingstone’s own writings.


Stanley had written solemnly in his private diary:






May I be selected to succeed him in opening up Africa to the shining light of Christianity! My methods, however, will not be Livingstone’s. Each man has his own way. His, I think, had its defects, though the old man, personally, has been almost Christ-like for goodness, patience, … and self-sacrifice. The selfish and wooden-headed world requires mastering, as well as a loving charity.3








The ‘mastering’ on which Stanley himself relied in Africa came more from the Old Testament than the New: ‘chastisement’ of his enemies, he called it, and it soon made Stanley notorious.


The trouble was that in 1872 there had been many people who found the idea of Stanley as Livingstone’s disciple too incongruous to stomach. They had greeted How I Found Livingstone with derision and disbelief. They did not merely doubt Stanley’s motives: it was plain he had never met Livingstone; those letters were forgeries; the trip to Africa a stunt; the whole story a pack of lies.


To be called a forger and impostor dealt Stanley a wound that never fully healed. As he wrote years later: ‘All the actions of my life, and I may say, of my thoughts, have been since 1872 coloured by [that] storm of abuse.’4 He had good reasons to be touchy. He carried deep scars from his own childhood in the workhouse – the double stigma of pauperism and illegitimacy. He had tried to conceal them by assuming the identity of a full-blown American, sometimes bending, in trivial respects, the facts to fit his own story. (For example, he claimed to have served as an officer in the us navy, whereas he had really been a clerk.) His own sensitivity made him acutely insensitive to others.


The storm of misrepresentation that burst on his head after discovering Livingstone came from three sources: from rival muck-raking newspapers, jealous of the New York Herald’s amazing scoop; from eminent men of the Royal Geographical Society, humiliated by their own amateurish efforts to resupply Livingstone; and from personal friends of Dr Kirk (later Sir John), the British Agent at Zanzibar, whom Stanley had denounced for not giving prompter aid. Stanley had no talent for disarming this kind of enemy. He beat them to the ground or, as happened increasingly, he ignored them. As he said himself: ‘So numerous were my enemies that my friends become dumb, and I had to resort to silence as a protection against outrage.’5 Silence can be golden. It can sometimes be reckless too. It made him seem less vulnerable by concealing his acute sensitivity. It hardly served to defend his reputation the next time abuse came down on his head. And soon, like tropical rain, the abuse came pelting down once more.
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The occasion was the first phase of this Anglo-American expedition to Central Africa: the circumnavigation of Lake Victoria and the exploration of Uganda. By Livingstone’s standards, the long-term results of the mission in 1874–5 to the court of Mtesa, the Kabaka of Buganda (the dominant kingdom in Uganda), could have been judged a success. In 1862 Speke had visited the barbaric King. He returned with ghastly tales of human sacrifice: thirty brothers burnt alive by Mtesa to celebrate his own accession to the throne, others tortured and executed for the most trivial offences, such as speaking too loudly in the King’s presence. But time seemed to have mellowed the tyrant. At any rate Mtesa welcomed Stanley in a more civilized way than any other African ruler. ‘Thousands of men in line, hundreds of soldiers bearing guns. Chiefs to the number of a hundred and more, Mtesa sitting regally on a large chair covered with a cloth of gold.’6 Although attracted by Islam, Mtesa expressed a keen interest in Christianity, too. Mtesa’s appeal for missionaries was reported by Stanley in letters addressed to The Daily Telegraph and the New York Herald, published in November 1875. Here was the most promising field for a mission, said Stanley, in all the pagan world. The appeal was heard. Indeed it marked the first step on the course that, in nineteen years, was to make Uganda a British protectorate. But meanwhile Stanley’s other published accounts brought abuse raining down on him.


In April 1875, on his return from Mtesa’s court, sailing in the Lady Alice down the western shore of Lake Victoria, Stanley had fallen foul of some tribesmen at a small island called Bumbireh Island. They had refused him food, threatened him with their spears and arrows, pulled his hair, as though it had been a wig, dragged the Lady Alice forcibly up the shore, and stolen her oars. Stanley extricated himself with difficulty from this encounter, killing fourteen of the enemy but suffering no casualties himself, not even a man wounded. In fact, he lost nothing but his dignity – and the oars. The oars were soon recovered, and four months later Stanley captured and chained up the petty chief of the island and offered him to his overlord in exchange for a suitable ransom. When this offer was refused, Stanley decided to make an example of the people of Bumbireh.


His own published account of the incident was vivid, too vivid for his own good. He wanted ‘to punish Bumbireh with the power of a father punishing a stubborn and disobedient son’. The method he chose was to return to Bumbireh and empty box after box of Snider bullets into the ranks of the tribesmen while staying just out of range of their spears and arrows. He claimed to have shot down thirty-three men and wounded a hundred, many fatally. ‘We had great cause to feel gratitude.’ The ‘victory’ had put everyone into excellent heart. ‘We made a brave show as we proceeded along the coast, the canoes thirty-seven in number containing 500 men [including native allies] paddling to the sound of sonorous drums and the cheering tones of the bugle, the English, American and Zanzibar flags flying gaily in union with a most animating scene.’7


A more subtle man than Stanley would have pretended that he had hated the business. Stanley seemed to have rather enjoyed it and – worse – enjoyed writing about it. If he had been, as he once was, a reporter describing a fight with Red Indians, his tone would have been more acceptable. In Africa the conventions were different.


Protests were made to the Royal Geographical Society and to the Foreign Office: such incidents disgraced the British flag Stanley boasted of carrying alongside the American one. Stanley’s fellow explorers, like Baker, shook their heads. It was ‘quite new’ for simple explorers to go round ‘plundering villages’ and ‘shooting natives’. ‘Neither Speke, nor yourself,’ Baker wrote to Grant, nor ‘Livingstone nor myself ever presumed upon such acts, but suffered intrigue and delays with patience.’8 Worst of all was Stanley’s inability to keep his mouth shut. ‘There is an amount of bad taste about him that is simply incurable.’ If Stanley ever returned to England he would need friends. Why go out of his way to alienate people?


But would Stanley return? Stanley was himself far from certain of that in September 1876, despite his voyage in the Lady Alice around Lakes Victoria and Tanganyika, as he set off for the Lualaba to try to solve the last great mystery of African geography.


He reached the majestic Lualaba on 17 October. The sight filled him with ‘secret rapture’. It was nearly a mile wide and pale grey, ‘like the Mississippi, before the full-volumed Missouri pours its rusty brown waters into it’.9 Ten days later he arrived at Nyangwe, a muddle of Arab houses and African huts and vegetable gardens, which served as the Swahili traders’ main depot on the river, and the furthest point the Zanzibar flag had yet been carried west.


Nyangwe was also the furthest point down the Lualaba yet reached by any European. It was here, in the great market, on a bright sultry day in July 1871, that Livingstone had watched aghast as hundreds of defenceless African women were hunted down by slave traders led by Livingstone’s own hosts, Dugumbe and Tagamoio. Those ‘bloodhounds’, as Livingstone called them, resented his interference and took care to see that he was forced to return to Ujiji, unable to buy or hire canoes for the journey down the Lualaba.


In 1874 Cameron, too, had found the bloodhounds blocking his path at Nyangwe. And there was another reason, Cameron was told, why Africans refused to sell him canoes to sail down the Lualaba. They were afraid he would open up the river to the slave trade. If he acted like the strangers who had gone before him, he could only prove a fresh oppressor to the natives, or open a new road for robbers and slave dealers. So Cameron had been forced to take a huge detour to the south-west, emerging in due course in Angola.


Although equipped with the Lady Alice and far better armed than either Cameron or Livingstone, Stanley recognized that success depended on winning the slave traders to his side. He met their leader, Hamed bin Muhammad (known as Tippu Tip), on the road to Nyangwe. Tippu Tip proved to be a tall, black-bearded half-caste in the prime of life, dressed in spotless white robes, with a scarlet fez, and a dagger at his waist. He was already famous as a warrior and slaver. Stanley was unprepared for his charm. At first Tippu Tip was hesitant to accept the enormous bait Stanley dangled in front of him: $5,000, for which he was to escort Stanley with 140 men armed with guns and spearmen to match.






If you Wasungu [white men] are desirous of throwing away your lives, it is no reason we Arabs should. We travel little by little to get ivory and slaves, and are years about it – it is now nine years since I left Zanzibar – but you white men only look for rivers and lakes and mountains, and you spend your lives for no reason, and to no purpose. Look at that old man who died in Bisa [Ilala]! What did he seek year after year, until he became so old that he could not travel? He had no money, for he never gave any of us anything, he bought no ivory or slaves, yet he travelled farther than any of us, and for what?10








The deal was finally struck on condition that Tippu Tip could return after going sixty days march beyond Nyangwe.


The combined caravan, 700-strong (including camp followers), wound out of Nyangwe on 5 November. The Swahili were conspicuous for their spotless white tunics and turbans and for their retinue of slaves, their necks tied in slave-sticks. Tippu Tip seemed a gentleman by comparison with bloodhounds like Dugumbe and Tagamoio. ‘He has no feeling,’ said Tippu Tip of Tagamoio. ‘His heart is as big as the end of my little finger!’ Still, business was business. ‘Slaves cost nothing,’ he told Stanley drily, ‘they only have to be gathered.’11 (Later he was to say, according to a traveller, when they saw a boatload of women and children swept over a waterfall and lost, ‘What a pity! It was a fine canoe.’)12


Soon after the caravan left Nyangwe, marching roughly parallel with the Lualaba, they saw ahead an ominous change in the scenery. Ever since they had left the coast, 900 miles to the east, the bush in all its shapes had been supreme: grassy downs dotted with the elegant plumes of acacia; stony gullies half choked with thorn; rolling valleys, crisp as parchment in the dry season and green as jade after the rains; and always beyond, the mysterious blue line on the horizon, half-mountain, half-cloud, which dominates the plains of Africa.


Now they saw ahead of them a black curving wall of rainforest which swallowed river and plain. Soon it was as dark as if they had entered a tunnel. Stanley could not see the words he had pencilled into his notebook. They had been in forest before, but never anything like this. Enormous mvula trees, the height and size of ships’ masts, spiralled up from the tangle of bananas, palms and wild dates, which in turn were plaited together by a jungle growth of ferns, water-cane and spear-grass. The caravan had to burrow through the jungle like wild animals, crawling on hands and knees. Stanley, sweating heavily, handed his white pith helmet to his gunbearer. The brown soil, mulched with rotten leaves and decayed branches, steamed like a hothouse. And down every tree trunk poured streams of condensation. Soon the twisting path was churned up to a clay paste. To make matters worse, Tippu Tip’s wild followers pushed ahead of Stanley’s orderly caravan, causing endless delays.


Most disheartened of all were the twelve boatmen who carried the six sections of the Lady Alice. Men with axes had to cut a narrow path past fallen trees that blocked their way with mountains of twigs and branches. After the first day the boatmen were utterly exhausted. Although a dozen more men were sent to help them, they lagged hours behind the rest of the caravan, dragging the pieces of boat like blunt ploughs through the jungle, still slipping and struggling while the others ate and rested. Stanley was sorry for them, but did not dare show it. They might insist he return to Nyangwe, or burn his boat. After ten days Tippu Tip came to his tent and told Stanley the news he half expected. Food was short. The fetid air was killing his people. He could not continue. The contract was dissolved. It was a place only for ‘vile pagans, monkeys, and wild beasts’.13


To turn back was unthinkable. Stanley was only prepared to compromise by turning north-east, away from the river, once he had established that the Lualaba was the Congo. That would take months. Equally unthinkable was to abandon the Lady Alice, the perfect vehicle to explore the river, and the talisman of the expedition.


It had been a closely guarded secret that Stanley had called his boat after the captivating young American, Alice Pike, with whom, in the weeks before he had left London, he had fallen head over heels in love. She was seventeen, with blue eyes and a veil of golden hair. Her father had been a poor Jewish immigrant who had distilled a fortune from whisky in Cincinatti and had now bobbed up, industrialist and patron of the arts, among the tycoons of Fifth Avenue, half-way between the Astors and the Vanderbilts. In New York the two lovers had signed a marriage pact: ‘We solemnly pledge ourselves to be faithful to each other and to be married on the return of Henry Morton Stanley from Africa.’14 And Alice had given him her photograph which he kept wrapped in silk in his breast pocket. Her dress was embroidered with flowers and she wore an ostrich feather in her hat. She had fixed the date for the wedding, 14 January 1877. That date was sadly premature, but it added misery to the delays, magnifying Stanley’s impatience with his followers and drawing him like a spell onwards down the Congo (assuming the Lualaba was the Congo) to the Atlantic and Alice. ‘You are my dream, my stay and my hope,’ he had written to her in a last letter from Ujiji, ‘and believe that I shall still cherish you in this light until I meet you, or death meets me.’15


It was her namesake, the Lady Alice, that now showed the way. Despite his misgivings about the cannibals said to inhabit the forest, Tippu Tip was persuaded to accept a new bargain. For $2,600 he agreed to continue for a further twenty marches. The caravan would split into two. Tippu Tip and the main party would march along the west bank of the river, where the jungle looked less dense and there was more prospect of food. Stanley would assemble the sections of the Lady Alice and, with as many canoes as could be found, sail down the Great River itself.


The river proved welcoming, a brown mirror on which the boat glided swiftly forward, impelled by the current between black walls of forest, a mile apart. The river people were less welcoming. There was no food to be bought. Panic had seized the local Wenya, who assumed Stanley’s party had come to hunt slaves. Two of the Wenya, bolder than the rest, paddled across the river to meet them. One of them asked Stanley’s interpreter who the strangers were.






‘We are Warungwana.’


‘Where from?’


‘From Nyangwe.’


‘Ah, you are Wasambywe [the uncircumcised, i.e. Swahili].’


‘No, we have a white man with us …’


‘We do not want you to cross the river. Go back, Wasambywe; you are bad! Wasambywe are bad, bad, bad! The river is deep, Wasambywe … You have not wings, Wasambywe. Go back, Wasambywe.’








Then the Wenya sang a wild war chant, ‘Wooh-hu, ooh-hu-hu-hu’,16 which was taken up and sent pealing across the river by hundreds of voices.


Eventually, Stanley persuaded some Wenya to help ferry the main party across to the west bank. He camped by the village and paid the people with beads. Next day they found the village deserted. The canoes were left at the landing place. Bananas and crimson palm nuts hung in clusters. Yet the people had fled into the jungle. It was the same at each village they passed. A small child, coming to fetch water at the river-bank, saw the Lady Alice approaching: ‘Mama, the Wasambywe! The Wasambywe are coming!’17 The market people screamed in terror as though they thought it was Tagamoio in person. Stanley saw the banana stalks shaken violently as if by the rush of a herd of buffalo. Then there was silence as the boat glided past the landing stage.


Rather than see his men starve, Stanley allowed them to help themselves to goat meat and manioc. But as the days passed the natives became more hostile. On 21 and 24 November there were skirmishes in which Stanley’s captains were forced to shoot natives. Meanwhile the main party had lost their way in the jungle, and three of their men were cut off and shot down by arrows before Stanley found them. Morale fluctuated dangerously. Some days food was abundant. In the town of Ikondu – really a string of villages forming a street two miles long – they found wine pots hanging from palm trees, large melons in the gardens, plots of cassava and groundnuts, and waving fields of sugar cane. But the town was abandoned like the rest. All they heard were the eerie war-cries of the Wenya, ‘Ooh-hu-hu-hu-hu’, echoing through the jungle, and the beat of drums, war-drums no doubt, carrying the news from village to village, ‘The Wasambywe are coming.’


By mid-December a crisis was approaching. They were crippled by typhoid, dysentery, smallpox. Many of Tippu Tip’s party had died, including three of the favourite girls from his harem; their bodies were rolled from the canoe which had served as a floating hospital. New tribes hemmed them in, blowing ivory war-horns, and shouting a new war-cry, ‘Bo-bo-bo’, from the river-banks. On 19 December, at a village called Vinya-Njara, over 1,000 natives, most of them in canoes, tried to rush Stanley’s camp. He had built three stockades and twin wooden towers, and cleared the grass to give a field of fire for Snider rifles. The attack was beaten off, with the loss to Stanley of four men killed and thirteen wounded. On the credit side were twenty-three captured canoes. But the battle proved the last straw for Tippu Tip.


He announced he was leaving. Although still short of twenty marches, Stanley paid him a draft on Zanzibar for $2,600, and loaded his party with presents: a donkey, a gold chain, a revolver, cloth, beads, wire.


On Christmas Day there were farewell games, including canoe races, and a hilarious three-hundred-yard sprint, Tippu Tip versus Frank Pocock, Stanley’s only surviving white companion. Stanley offered a silver cup to the winner. Tippu Tip won by fifteen yards. It was misty on 28 December when the Lady Alice led out the flotilla of captured canoes. Tippu Tip and his Swahili in white robes lined the river-bank, singing a farewell like a lament. The sad notes hung on the air like a mist as the strong brown current carried the expedition away into the unknown.


Few of them, perhaps not even Stanley, would have continued if they had known what lay ahead.


For months they were to run the gauntlet from four different enemies: cannibals, disease, starvation and the river itself. At the Aruwimi river, 2,000 savages put out to attack them in a gigantic flotilla of war canoes. Each paddler stood erect, an ivory bangle on his arm and a parrot’s feather in his hair, as he churned the river to foam with an ivory-handled paddle. Day after day the war cries, drums and horn-blowing merged with the ripping, crackling sound of Stanley’s Sniders. Still more fearsome than the war-cries was the roar of the cataracts on the river. At a succession of seven huge falls, which he named after himself, Stanley was forced to cut a path through the jungle and the Lady Alice and the canoes were dragged overland. Even this was to be nothing compared with the next falls, 90 miles further west, which he named the Livingstone, thirty-two huge cataracts in succession. Many of his men were drowned. At the Isangila Falls, the

Lady Alice had to be abandoned, left to rot in the sun, as the survivors struck out overland towards the sea, still sixty miles to the west.


All this was yet to come. As it was, when they left Tippu Tip in December 1876, most of Stanley’s party were weeping, convinced that they would never see their homes in Zanzibar again. Uledi, the coxswain tried to sing, but his voice cracked, so that his friends did not know whether to laugh or to cry.


*  *  *


About 900 miles west of Stanley’s position in early 1877, almost exactly along the line of the equator, a young French explorer, Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza, was struggling through the rainforest. It was this unknown young explorer who would soon represent the greatest rival to Stanley and his discoveries.


Brazza was at this time somewhere east of Lambaréné, on the unexplored upper reaches of the Ogowe. Most days he heard the tom-toms of the local tribes, and from the black walls of mangrove swamp would emerge men waving spears and beating drums. Some of these tribes, like the warlike Ossiebas, were cannibals. Occasionally there was trouble. The previous August Brazza had shot two men who tried to steal his canoe. Usually he was more patient. There were palavers between the white chief and the black chief, the exchange of gifts, chicken for cowrie, wrangles about more gifts. Days would be spent negotiating a passage for their canoes up the Ogowe. After squeezing Brazza for the last bead or cowrie shell, the chief would let him pass, warning him against the treachery of the neighbouring tribes. Then a few miles higher up the river the maddening process would have to be repeated over again.


Like Stanley, Brazza was an admirer of Livingstone and, though his men were reasonably well-armed, his style of travel was much nearer to Livingstone’s. He could have forced the pace, shouldered his way through – at least through the more peaceful tribes. He resisted the temptation. He yearned to be first to find the source of the Ogowe. Here was a noble prize, the glory of colouring in a white space on the map, of giving his name to unknown rivers and animals, of pushing the French flag and French trade deeper into the interior – perhaps right up to the great equatorial lakes. But Brazza wanted to win confidence, inspire trust, even love. That was unusual for a European explorer. Still more unusual among explorers, apart from Livingstone, he felt a real liking for Africans.


People found Pierre de Brazza a strange kind of Frenchman. It could be questioned whether he was French at all. He spoke in a sing-song voice with a strong Italian accent. He had been brought up in Rome, the seventh son of an Italian nobleman from Udine, Count Ascanio Savorgnan di Brazza, who had influential connections in France and a cultivated mind, including a taste for romantic novelists such as Sir Walter Scott. From boyhood young Pietro (as he then was) was obsessed with exploration. With the encouragement of his father, his Jesuit schoolmasters in Rome and a family friend who happened to be a French admiral, he joined the French naval school at Brest. He won a commission as an ensign, and came to Africa. In 1871 the Jeanne d’Arc, one of the South Atlantic fleet, ferried reinforcements to Algeria where the tribesmen of the Kabyles had rebelled against French rule. He was shocked to see French troops shooting down the insurgents.


Transferred to the Venus, Brazza had his first taste of exploration. The ship often stopped at the small, poverty-stricken colony of Gabon, north of the Congo estuary. In 1874 Brazza tried his mettle on two trips up-country, travelling up the Gabon and Ogowe rivers and starting to learn the local languages. Then, by pulling strings, he got the French government to back his plan to explore the Ogowe to its source. The Minister of Marine to whom he applied was the same French admiral and family friend who had helped wangle him into the naval college.


Brazza was still barely recognized as a Frenchman (he was not naturalized until a month after he proposed the plan to the Minister of Marine). But with the help of friends in high places, including Jules Ferry and Leon Gambetta, he wheedled 10,000 francs out of the colonial treasury. The rest would have to come from Gabon and out of his own pocket. His rank was the lowest an officer could hold, ‘auxiliary ensign’. He took three white companions: a sailor, Hamon; a scientist, Alfred Marche; and a burly young doctor, Noel Ballay. The rest of his team were black: ten laptots, hard-bitten sailors recruited by him in Senegal; some Gabonese guides and interpreters; and 120 boatmen with nine canoes, hired at Lambaréné, beyond which the rapids barred the way for steamers. He took the usual African trade goods, trinkets and artificial pearls, but added a bizarre collection of French fireworks to entertain the natives. When it suited him, Brazza was not averse to playing the fool.


At this time, 1875, Brazza was a coltish, awkward, taciturn boy of twenty-three, with a long aristocratic nose and large brown eyes. His resourcefulness did him credit and so did his idealism, naïve as it often was. At Lope he was awoken by the cries of a slave begging to be rescued from a cruel master. Brazza bought the slave for 400 francs; the going rate was a ten-centimetre string of beads. Of course he was then besieged by other slaves begging to be redeemed – no doubt prompted by their masters. So he hoisted a tricolour in his camp and told the astonished Africans that by touching the flag they could win their freedom, as France did not recognize slavery. The magic worked. But Brazza was saddened to find that most of the slaves wanted to return to the relations who had sold them originally.


For Brazza, as for most explorers, frustration was never in short supply. His own companions were a ready source, white as well as black. Fever lowered everyone’s spirits. Marche, the scientist, became sulky and returned to the coast. They had pinned their hopes on following the Ogowe deep into Central Africa. In fact the Ogowe petered out a mere 200 miles above Lambaréné. Brazza pushed over the watershed of rugged hills, bought some fresh canoes and followed a sparkling new river called the Alima, down towards what the natives called mysteriously the ‘big water’. It was here that, for the first and last time in his African travels, his unaggressive approach nearly cost Brazza his life.


This was the territory of the Apfourus, cannibals who had never before seen white people. Brazza met four or five of them and assured them of his excellent intentions, smoking his pipe and putting down his gun on the verandah of the hut while his interpreter talked to them in some unknown language. The first Apfouru village let their canoes pass. But that evening arrows came whistling across them from the river-bank. All night they heard the war-drums and cannibal threats of the Apfouru. At dawn they had to repulse an attack launched from thirty canoes. Brazza could not help admiring the reckless courage of these warriors. ‘I shall always remember the man who was in the leading canoe, on which we concentrated our fire. He remained standing and waved his fetish over his head. He was spared the bullets that struck around him.’18


When their ammunition began to run low, Brazza decided to retreat. They abandoned their canoes and most of their baggage. Then they splashed through the swamps on the east bank of the river. The retreat became a rout. When the party regained the hills, they were suffering badly from leg ulcers and fever. Brazza had also received a painful shock. Why had pacific methods failed? Why had the Apfourus fought so ferociously to deny him a way through?


No doubt one reason was that Brazza had been too impatient to go forward and had failed to win the Apfourus’ trust by palavers. It was not until after he had returned to Europe, in December 1878, that Brazza learned a second reason for the setback – and heard what he came to believe was the real significance of the episode. The Alima was one of the northern tributaries of the ‘big water’, the Congo itself. Down the Congo, a few months before his own disastrous expedition had come Stanley, crushing all who tried to oppose him. Brazza would later claim that the Apfouru had attacked him in retaliation for Stanley’s brutal methods.


It was 5 August 1877, nearly a year since Stanley had vanished up the Lualaba, after sending his last reports to Europe and America. About half an hour after sunset two European merchants in the English factory at Boma, on the Congo estuary, were handed a strange-looking letter brought by four famished Swahili, dressed in rags. The elder merchant, a Portuguese called da Motta Veiga, put on his spectacles to read it.


Boma was not much of a place: a row of tall, box-like, tin-roofed houses lining the north bank of the huge yellow-brown estuary. Each house was protected by a white paling, like an outpost on the American frontier. Boma, too, was on the frontier – or beyond it. No European power had yet claimed the territory.


About eighteen white traders sweated it out here in the back of beyond, Dutch, French, Portuguese and English. They managed the half-dozen ‘factories’ (really trading posts) where the usual tawdry trade goods exported from Europe – cottons, pots and pans, gin and guns – could be bartered for African palm oil, groundnuts and ivory. There were no white women. No doubt some of the men followed the Portuguese habit of taking African mistresses. It was a humdrum life, apart from attacks of fever and occasional rows with the local Africans, firmly dealt with. (At the next trading settlement, Banana, at the mouth of the Congo, the European traders had tortured and killed forty Africans after one of their factories was burnt down.) What must have made Boma claustrophobic was that you could not move far inland. The African middlemen did a good job of bringing in the nuts and the ivory, and resented interference. The river was blocked by cataracts, and the country round Boma was bleak and stony, no place for walking. When Europeans did travel they travelled like chiefs, in white hammocks carried by eight strong bearers.


When the letter was handed to da Motta Veiga on 5 August 1877, he could not at first believe what he read. He questioned the Swahili. They confirmed the extraordinary story. The letter, headed ‘Nsanda’ (an impoverished village two days’ journey up-country), was written in English:






To any gentleman who speaks English at Embomma [Boma].


Dear Sir,


I have arrived at this place from Zanzibar with 115 souls, men, women and children. We are now in a state of imminent starvation. We can buy nothing from the natives for they laugh at our kinds of cloth, beads and wire. There are no provisions in this country that may be purchased, except on market days, and starving people cannot afford to wait.


I do not know you; but I am told there is an Englishman at Embomma, and as you are a Christian and a gentleman, I beg you not to disregard my request … The supplies must arrive within two days, or I may have a fearful time of it among the dying….


Yours sincerely,


H. M. Stanley, Commanding


Anglo-American Expedition for


Exploration of Africa.


PS: You may not know me by name; I therefore add, I am the person that discovered Livingstone in 1871….19








As soon as it was light, da Motta Veiga sent off a string of carriers with the answer to Stanley’s cry for help: for the Swahili, sacks of rice, sweet potatoes, bundles of fish, tobacco, a barrel of rum, rolls of white and printed cotton cloth; for Stanley, loaves of wheat bread, two pots of butter, a packet of tea, sardines, salmon, a plum pudding, and bottles of pale ale, sherry, port and champagne.


Two days later, on 9 August, the good Samaritan and four other Europeans set off in their white hammocks to greet Stanley, as he was now reported to be close to Boma. They were in holiday clothes: white suits, jaunty straw hats, coloured neck-ties and patent-leather boots. Their path led up through the high grass, past grotesque baobab trees, towards the bare rocky ridge that dominates the estuary.


The meeting in that wilderness had something of the pathos and incongruity of the meeting between Stanley and Livingstone at Ujiji six years earlier. But this time it was Stanley who stared half-uncomprehending at the faces of his rescuers. How pale they seemed! Yet how well they carried themselves, these strange white men. Later he explained his feelings, proud and humble at the same time, as though he was part African himself.






The words they uttered without gesture – they were perfectly intelligible. How strange! It was quite delightful to observe the slight nods of the head … They were completely clothed … and immaculately clean … I did not dare to place myself upon equality with them yet; the calm blue and grey eyes rather awed me, and the immaculate purity of their clothes dazzled me.20








Of course Stanley was near collapse at the time. When his men began to sing a victory chant, he broke down and wept.


Da Motta Veiga put him in a hammock (despite his feeble protests that he was strong enough to walk) and they carried him in triumph to Boma. It was the 7,088th mile and the 999th day since Stanley had left Zanzibar. He had circled the Great Lakes and proved that the Lualaba was the Congo. He had completed all Livingstone’s tasks, as he had promised himself – but at what cost, what suffering.


Stanley looked at the majestic brown river flowing past the tall square houses and the baobab trees. Its calmness seemed to him a kind of hypocrisy. It had robbed him of so many of his best men including Frank Pocock, the last survivor of his three white companions. Pocock had drowned on 3 June in one of the gigantic lower falls. At that time Stanley had been almost incoherent with grief, envying Pocock his death. (‘Ah, Frank,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘You are happy, my friend. Out of this dreadful mess. Out of this pit of misery in which I am plunged neck deep.’21) Even now Stanley felt the hollowness of his triumph. He had sailed from Zanzibar with more than 250 men, women and children. Only 108 (including 13 women and 6 children) would now return safely to their homes. The rest had deserted or died: 14 drowned, 38 killed in battle, 62 dead of starvation, dysentery and so on. The thought made Stanley’s throat burn and his eyes fill with tears. Often enough he had cursed them as no better than slaves. Now he came to think of them as heroes and martyrs.


He decided to postpone his own return to Europe so that he could take these shattered survivors home to Zanzibar. It was in Zanzibar that he received a private letter that must have given a still more hollow ring to his triumph. Alice Pike, ‘the dream, the stay, and the hope’ of his life, had jilted him and married an Ohio railroad millionaire ten months before he had set out down the Lualaba in the Lady Alice.


*  *  *


Meanwhile, in the palace grounds at Laeken, Leopold paced up and down the gravel walks, inspected the hothouses and scanned the columns of The Times, impatient to hear what had happened to Stanley. In June 1877 he had read the final despatch from Ujiji, sent the previous August. In September came the first ripple of news from the Congo: Stanley had cut his way through to Boma. Then, in mid-November, the full explosive story, confirming Leopold’s brilliant hunch. Stanley had traced the Congo to the sea. And, like Cameron, he reported that Central Africa was a treasure house, a fountain of wealth waiting to be tapped.


On 17 November the King wrote excitedly to Solvyns, the Belgian Ambassador in London, to keep him ‘au courant’. As soon as Stanley had enjoyed his hero’s welcome in London, they must seize the chance of bringing him over to Brussels. They would make him an offer. In due course Stanley might be the man to take over the Congo in the King’s name, snatching it from under the noses of the English. Already Leopold was talking of his ‘dream’ of making the great traveller ‘the Belgian Gordon Pasha’. Of course Solvyns was not to breathe a word of this to anyone in England.






I’m sure if I quite openly charged Stanley with the task of taking possession in my name of some part of Africa, the English will stop me. If I ask their advice, they’ll stop me just the same. So I think I’ll just give Stanley some job of exploration which would offend no one, and will give us the bases and headquarters which we can take over later on …22








For the time being, the King warned Solvyns, he must continue to use the International African Association to hide his own appetite for a slice of ‘that magnificent African cake’. Already the King’s own plans were growing like the orchids in the hothouses. The IAA could serve him in various ways. The national committees of the IAA, inspired by the King, had raised some useful funds. There were plans to send out various national expeditions to East Africa. Excellent. This would divert attention from the really appetizing parts of Africa, the immense Congo basin. At the same time, he would bend the IAA to his own will by making it delegate its executive powers to a committee which he personally controlled.


Predictably, the main opposition to the King’s new ideas came from his own staff. Baron Greindl, the Belgian Secretary-General of the IAA, threatened to resign if the King acted so precipitately. Lambermont, the Belgian Foreign Secretary, warned Leopold what a bad name Stanley had made for himself in England by his rough behaviour to the Africans. To involve themselves with a man like this would compromise the IAA, international as it was, and dedicated to science and philanthropy. At least they should give Stanley the chance to clear himself of these charges with his forthcoming book. This would mean waiting till the following year.


Of course waiting was the last thing in Leopold’s mind. He now decided that he must grab Stanley before the welcome that Stanley would receive in London went to his head. So off to Marseilles was sent Greindl, and another secret emissary, to intercept the great explorer and bring him back to Brussels. As for the idea that Stanley’s rough methods would compromise them, Leopold thought it absurd. If anyone rejected Stanley for this reason, the more fool they. On 8 January 1878, the secret emissaries met Stanley at Marseilles railway station. His hair was grey and he seemed to have aged ten years since he was last in Europe. He politely rebuffed them, saying that he was too tired and ill to accompany them to Brussels at the moment.


In itself this might not have been too alarming for Leopold. But The Times soon confirmed the King’s fears. In London Stanley had received a heady welcome. Up and down the country he went, appealing to businessmen and humanitarians alike. He re-named the Great River with the emotive name of his master, Livingstone. He repeated his own version of Livingstone’s call. Central Africa was rich. It was Britain that must open it up to commerce and Christianity. Instead of the blood-red flag of the Arab slave traders, the Union Jack must fly over the Congo.


Yet by June 1878, Leopold was relieved to hear, Stanley had meekly accepted his invitation to Brussels.


Why had Stanley’s appeal to Britain fallen on deaf ears – apart from a response to his call to send missionaries to Uganda? In 1878 the British public had little appetite for new colonies in tropical Africa. A year earlier, on 12 April 1877, Disraeli’s government had made an unexpectedly bold move in South Africa, 2,000 miles south of the Congo. In one bite, Britain had annexed the Boer republic of the Transvaal. The chief motive was strategic: to protect the British base at the Cape. But already there were signs that Britain had bitten off more than she could chew.




CHAPTER 3


Two Steps Forward


Transvaal, Cape Town, Natal 12


April 1877–22 January 1879






‘I am glad to know the Transvaal is English ground;


perhaps now there may be rest.’


Cetshwayo, King of the Zulus,


on hearing of the British annexation of the Transvaal








The British annexation of the Boer republic of the Transvaal passed off as quietly as a country wedding. It looked, at the beginning, as if the price would be as easy to pay.


It was 12 April 1877, four months before Stanley had struggled down to Boma. In Pretoria, capital of the Transvaal, the winter sun burnished the tin roof of the Dutch church and burnt the dusty grass brown where the oxen were tethered in Church Square. At about eleven o’clock the small group of British officials deputed by Sir Theophilus Shepstone, the British Special Commissioner, arrived to conduct the ceremony in Church Square. They stood in a line, seven English gentlemen incongruously dressed in tweed shooting jackets among the oxen and ox wagons, without an escort in a town full of colonial roughnecks and armed Boers. They were nervous and elated, still half fearing the worst.


‘And whereas the ravaging of an adjoining friendly State by warlike savage tribes cannot for a moment be contemplated by Her Majesty’s Government without the most earnest and painful solicitude….’


Melmoth Osborn, Secretary to the Mission, put on his spectacles and began to read the proclamation. His hands trembled violently and his voice faltered and died. Rider Haggard, Shepstone’s twenty-year-old clerk, had to take back the printed text from him and continue the proclamation:






And whereas I have been satisfied by numerous addresses, ceremonials and letters … that a large proportion of the inhabitants of the Transvaal see … the ruined condition of the country and therefore earnestly desire the establishment within and over it of Her Majesty’s authority and rule….1








There was polite cheering from the small crowd who were mainly English, like most business people in Pretoria. The seven British officials breathed a sigh of relief and prepared to return to the small house and garden where they had laagered with their horses. There were no flags, no bunting, not even a solitary Union Jack, or a note of ‘God Save the Queen’. All that would come in a month or so, when the first British battalion arrived from Natal and marched into Pretoria.


The Transvaal had been formally, if provisionally, united to the British Empire. And it had proved, the British Treasury would be delighted to hear, a quiet wedding, costing almost nothing. Meanwhile a second ceremony, more like a funeral, took place at the side of Church Square, facing the government offices.


A small group of Boers – townspeople and bearded takhars (from the back-veld), some with rifles slung over their shoulders – listened as one of the Executive Council read out a solemn protest signed by Thomas Burgers, the Transvaal’s mercurial state President. In 1852, by the Sand River Convention, the British government had pledged themselves to respect the independence of the Transvaal. Why should they now revoke their pledge? However, simply to avoid violence, the Transvaal government had agreed under protest to submit to the British. They advised the burghers to remain calm. They would be sending a deputation to London, led by Paul Kruger, the Vice-President, to try to reverse the annexation. In the meantime, strange to say, all the members of the Executive, except Kruger, had agreed to serve – and be paid by – the British.


The double ceremony, proclamation and protest, was the best compromise that could be agreed by Shepstone and Burgers, given the weakness of both their positions. Shepstone was supposed to rule the Transvaal, legally speaking, like a conquered country. But no conqueror had ever had to act more meekly to the enemy. He had ridden over the border from Natal with a staff of twelve, including a representative of the Standard Bank, and twenty-five mounted Natal police. The previous year the British had appointed him Special Commissioner to investigate the political and financial crisis in the Transvaal which seemed to threaten the security of the neighbouring British colonies, Natal and the Cape. He was something of a loner; an expert on the Zulus and other natives – he had thirty-two years’ experience in the Natal government – but he knew little about the Boers. With unwonted daring, London had agreed to give him a free hand. If possible, Shepstone was to annex the Transvaal and administer it provisionally himself. But there was one condition: the annexation must be bloodless. According to the terms of his commission, he must win the agreement of the Volksraad (the Transvaal Parliament) or the majority of the white inhabitants – or at least ‘a sufficient number’. It was vital that no blood was shed. For this was the first step in the British government’s master plan for South Africa to persuade the Transvaal and the other Boer republic, the Orange Free State, to join the British Empire and federate with the two British colonies, the Cape and Natal.


With his twenty-five mounted policemen, Shepstone had come and seen and conquered. The political and financial crisis in the Transvaal was real enough. The white minority were split into three factions: Boers favouring the President, Thomas Burgers; Boers favouring the Vice-President, Paul Kruger; and newly arrived British, favouring imperial intervention. The result was that few taxes were being collected and the men who favoured Kruger had refused to support Burgers in the war against the Pedi chief, Sekhukhene, who controlled parts of the northern territory claimed by the Transvaal. So Burgers and his commandos had been repulsed by Sekhukhene. And the Treasury was empty, except for 12/6d. Apart from the cost of the war, there was a disastrous foreign loan for a proposed railway from Delagoa Bay in Mozambique to Pretoria. This project had collapsed, bringing the financial credit of the Transvaal to zero.


These were all deplorable facts cited by Shepstone in his proclamation. He added that Cetshwayo, king of the powerful Zulu nation, the Transvaal’s hereditary enemy, had massed his Impis for invasion. So Shepstone, the Zulu expert, claimed. Only British intervention could save the Transvaal from a bloodbath that imperilled all South Africa.


This, then, was the case for annexation, made public in the proclamation, and agreed to by Shepstone’s masters in London. It was one of the boldest strokes of imperial policy for many years. What made it still bolder, perhaps reckless, was Shepstone’s own vulnerability. He must survive at first with only twenty-five policemen. It would take a full month before the first British battalion of troops arrived from Natal and marched into Pretoria.


To survive, Shepstone needed not only the acquiescence of the Transvaal Boers but of their fellow Boers in the Orange Free State and their Afrikaner kith and kin in Cape Colony.


And, of course, it was vital that the Zulus did not interfere. Shepstone had no worries about that. Ever since he had attended King Cetshwayo’s coronation in 1873, Cetshwayo had called him ‘father’: ‘Somsteu, the Father of Whiteness’. He knew how to handle the Zulus. Indeed, it was his power over the Zulus, the Zulu card by which he had taken over the Transvaal, that would remain the ace up his sleeve, ready for the next trick, too, if Shepstone had his way.


On 31 March 1877, twelve days before the annexation, the Balmoral Castle, newest and fastest of the Currie Line mailboats (the main lifeline with England in the absence of a cable link), dropped anchor in Cape Town harbour. Among the English passengers admiring the ‘Table Cloth’ – the fluffy white layer of cloud over Table Mountain – was Sir Bartle Frere, the new Governor and High Commissioner at the Cape, coming to claim his kingdom.


It had been a record passage – twenty-two days – but tedious nonetheless. At first Frere found life on shore equally uninspiring. Government House, with a Dutch gable on its barnlike façade, seemed a comedown after the palace he had used as Governor of Bombay. In his first report to London he had to confess he found the place ‘sleepy and slipshod’. It would be difficult to imagine anything more ‘dirty and unwholesome’2 than Cape Town itself.


Then on 16 April, the editor of the Cape Times put an astonishing cable from Kimberley into Frere’s hand. Four days earlier Shepstone had annexed the Transvaal. ‘Good heavens,’ was Frere’s first thought according to his biographer. ‘What will they say in London?’3 But he decided that it was not for him to interfere. It would be like trying to tell a man shooting the rapids how to use the paddle. And anyway, why shouldn’t London confirm the annexation? It was London’s idea in the first place, this bold coup, exploiting the weakness of the Transvaal to impose the annexation and then using the annexation as the first step in federating all South Africa under the British flag.


Perhaps Shepstone had been hasty. Time would show. But then hadn’t Lord Carnarvon, the Colonial Secretary, been still more hasty the previous summer? On 20 September 1876 a message had reached the Colonial Office in London: the Transvaal Boers were

‘in extremis’ and the British would be asked to intervene. For two years Carnarvon’s ingenious plans for federation had been stubbornly resisted in Cape Colony. Now he saw a chance of a new start, by way of the Transvaal. Shepstone, the Zulu expert brought over to London for a conference on confederation that had failed, was hustled out on that Friday’s mailboat. In his pocket was a secret commission to be the first British Governor of the Transvaal. There was no time to put the plan to the Cabinet. Carnarvon simply scribbled a note to Disraeli, the Prime Minister, saying that he wanted Shepstone to take over the Transvaal ‘if the crisis on his arrival makes this in any way possible’. Back came Dizzy’s characteristic reply (he was in the middle of an election banquet in Aylesbury), ‘Do what you think wisest.’4 Like most Englishmen, Disraeli found more rewarding things to worry about than Africa.


A month after Shepstone had been packed off on his daredevil mission, Frere found himself roped in by Carnarvon to go out to the Cape as Governor and High Commissioner. At first he had had misgivings. Frere was a gentle, unassuming man, an admirer of Livingstone. He knew his limitations. He had made his name as a pro-consul and humanitarian, a protégé of the royal family, with forty-one years’ experience of Indian affairs (though he had been passed over for the viceroyship). He knew next to nothing about Africa. True, in 1873 he had led a successful mission to Zanzibar, which would have delighted Livingstone, to persuade the Sultan to ban the slave trade in his dominions. He had also guided the Prince of Wales on a visit to Egypt and the newly opened Suez Canal. But he had no experience of imposing his will on tetchy white colonials. Carnarvon reassured him. This would be no ordinary job. If all went well, he would be Governor-General of the new dominion of South Africa, a kind of African viceroy. He offered as bait (Frere made no secret that he was anxious about money) the unheard-of salary of £10,000 a year, double the ordinary Governor’s.


Carnarvon made the job seem so rewarding, in every sense, that Frere’s misgivings dissolved. He admired Carnarvon for his success as Colonial Secretary in uniting the Canadian states in a single dominion. He shared that faith in imperial unity. He also shared Carnarvon’s faith in the ‘forward’ policy: pushing forward the frontiers of the Empire. At this date the word ‘imperialist’ was hardly coined. Frere, like Carnarvon, would have welcomed it. He was convinced of the need for South African confederation. British immigrants would pour into South Africa. So would British capital. Tariffs would fall like the walls of Jericho. There would be economies in everything from railways to prisons, which would gladden the heart of the Treasury, and there would be even-handed justice for all, including natives. No one needed to remind Frere about the need to treat natives fairly but firmly; he had lived through the horrors of the Indian Mutiny and the reprisals after it.


[image: image]


Finally, Carnarvon revealed to Frere a heady vision of Britain’s new empire expanding beyond South Africa. ‘We cannot admit rivals to the East, or even the central parts of Africa: and I do not see why … the Zambezi should be considered without the range of our colonization.’5 Frere was swept off his feet. A new India was being created in Africa, a new age of empire-building was dawning. What a culmination to his own career it would be if the man who had been passed over for the Indian Viceroyship were to be chosen as the Clive of Africa.


A glance at the South African Blue Books brought Frere sharply back to earth.


South Africa represented all that was worst about the British Empire. Take any one imperial problem: feuding between white communities, French and English, in Canada; bankruptcy among the mining industry in Australia; war between whites and Maoris in New Zealand; outrage and repression in Ireland. There were the same problems, only worse, in South Africa.


Yet Britain’s interest as mother country seemed so simple. At Simonstown, a few miles south of Cape Town behind the fluffy white ‘Table Cloth’ was Britain’s ‘most important’ naval base and coaling station in the whole world. This is what Lord Carnarvon had never shrunk from telling Disraeli and the Cabinet. To establish this base, Britain had grabbed the Cape temporarily from the Dutch East India Company during the French Revolutionary War, and made the occupation permanent after 1806. The Cape then guarded the only direct sea-lanes to India and beyond. In 1877, despite the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, two-thirds of Britain’s trade with India and the East still took the Cape route, and to guard it Britain needed not only a fortress-base – like Gibraltar – but a fortress-colony – like Canada – whose loyalty could be counted on, come hell or high water.


In fact, intermittent rebellion had proved a feature of the Cape from the days of the Dutch East India Company. Apart from the lush valleys around Cape Town, with their rolling wheatfields and neat, chequered vineyards, the land was half desert. At the heart of the colony was the great Karoo, too dry and stony for anything but sheep or cattle raising.


Despite the British takeover, many of the Dutch farmers remained poor and unassimilated. They called themselves Afrikaners (people of Africa) and their Dutch patois, Afrikaans. Many were trek-Boers, wandering pastoral farmers. History had given them three sources of strength: a passion for independence, a stern Calvinist morality and (though this often fluctuated) a collective sense of destiny. They were to prove formidable enemies to white and black alike.


In their conflicts with black people they were uniquely uncompromising. On the frontier they ruled by the whip and the gun. No matter that, in Cape Town, free-born Africans were equal before the law – on paper. The Boers on the frontier conceded no equality to Africans in Church or state. And the land seemed to be theirs for the taking, the land belonging to Africans who were still poorer, weaker and less united than the Boers. To work this land, like the settlers of the American South and the Caribbean, the Boers took Africans as slaves.


In 1834 the British Parliament decreed an end to slavery throughout the Empire. Compensation to slave-owners was slowly and clumsily paid. In 1835–6 about 6,000 Boers decided to leave Cape Colony in disgust. Off they trekked, with their flocks and about 6,000 African slaves and other dependants, across the Orange and Vaal rivers. Here they added to the chaos already created among African peoples by the Mfecane (‘Crushing’), the destruction of weaker neighbours by King Shaka and the Zulus. Some of the trekkers were killed by Zulus led by Dingane, the successor of Shaka. Others were killed by the Ndebele led by Mzilikazi. Most survived, and went on to found miniature Boer republics in what became the Orange Free State, Natal and the Transvaal. This Great Trek was declared illegal by the British, but in practice ignored. Then Britain’s ‘forward’ policy – imperial expansion – resumed. In 1842 Natal was taken over by the British in order to restore stability to the region; besides, there was a useful harbour at Durban. But vacillations at home then ended this phase of imperial expansion. The independence of the impoverished republics of the Transvaal and the Free State was guaranteed by the British in 1852 and 1854 respectively.


By the 1860s the old bitterness between British and Boers seemed to be passing. Then one day in 1867 an African shepherd picked up a strange glittering piece of rock from the veld. ‘Gentlemen,’ said the Colonial Secretary soon after in the Cape House of Assembly, ‘on this rock the future success of South Africa will be built.’6 He was absolutely correct. Diamonds were discovered, first in the river diggings in West Griqualand, close to the river Vaal, then at Colesberg kopje twenty miles away, a big pudding-shaped hill in what was soon to be christened Kimberley. Soon that big hill became the Big Hole, the largest man-made hole in the world. In five years the revenue of Cape Colony rose five times. The colony seemed set to exchange rags for riches. Tens of thousands of diggers scrambled for the blue mud of Kimberley, especially white Englishmen (like young Cecil Rhodes) and black Africans from all over South Africa. Of course Britain welcomed the treasure trove. It would relieve the hard-pressed British Treasury of one more overseas burden. Now, in 1872, Cape Colony was granted responsible government, making it fully self-governing like the Canadian federation, New Zealand or some of the Australian states.


Out of the Big Hole, however, came much that proved as hot to handle as if it had come from a volcano. For years there was an ugly wrangle about who owned West Griqualand where the diamonds were discovered. The Free State claimed it, but whatever their title – which of course paid scant heed to African ownership – they could not enforce it. The diggers invited the British to annex the place. The annexation was proclaimed in 1871 with the acquiescence, under protest, of the Free State. In due course, West Griqualand was attached to Cape Colony. And it seemed possible to silence Boer protests in the Free State – as later it seemed in the Transvaal – at a price. The Free State was eventually bought off with a lump sum of £90,000 in compensation.


Another explosive result of the diamond boom was that African wages rose to the roof, so it seemed to Europeans. Already white farmers and administrators found African labourers hard to recruit. Kimberley mines began to swallow labour on the scale of Britain’s Black Country or the German Ruhr. Most miners were African, and paid a fraction of what white miners earned. Yet the shilling a day they were paid at the diggings seemed a fortune to them. They did not all spend it on beer or cheap spirits. Some of them used it to better themselves. After a few months they came back to the kraals, looking like white men, with breeches and shoes and – to protect themselves from attack – a breech-loading gun.


So these were the most disturbing features of the situation, to be faced by Frere when he arrived in South Africa: black labour was becoming rarer and costlier all over the British colonies; black wages were arming Africans with modern guns. Yet the old features of the situation remained as disturbing as ever.


First, although the more disaffected Boers had shaken off the dust of Cape Colony, other Afrikaners still made up two-thirds of the white population. Indeed, Afrikaners still outnumbered the British by three to two in the two British colonies of Cape Colony and Natal, and two Boer republics taken together. So there could be no real parallel between federating South Africa and federating Canada. In Canada the French were outnumbered two to one by the British. Second, all the whites in turn were greatly outnumbered by the Africans, especially in Natal and the Transvaal, where the ratio was at least ten blacks for every white man. It was in these two states that panicky talk of ‘black peril’ found most listeners, and white people relied on ‘firmness’ to keep Africans in their places.


Moreover, bordering Natal and the Transvaal was an African kingdom, Zululand, controlled by a powerful African ruler, King Cetshwayo. To many Natalians, Zululand itself, with its 30,000 disciplined and (supposedly) celibate warriors, seemed like a stabbing spear directed at their throats. Yet Cetshwayo had taken great care to reassure Shepstone that he would not move outside his borders – and had specifically welcomed the British annexation of the Transvaal as it would protect him from the Boers. In fact, he had skilfully wooed the British to defend himself from Boer encroachments throughout the twenty years since the Zulu civil war which had thrust him into power.


Frere’s more immediate source of anxiety, which soon brought him near to despair, were the squabbles among the white minorities in the British colonies under his care, and their jealousy of imperial authorities, including himself. How to persuade Boers and British to federate under the British flag when the only thing they seemed to share was a reckless disregard for justice and prudence in handling the natives?


A frightening example of this disregard was presented by the recent Langalibalele affair whose echoes still reverberated from the Cape to Whitehall and Westminster. Langalibalele was the Chief of the seven-thousand-strong Hlubi people, refugees from Zululand settled by Shepstone twenty years before in a Natal reserve – 90,000 acres of green foothills under the shadow of the often snow-capped Drakensberg range. The Hlubi had prospered, doubly discomforting their white neighbours. Using modern ploughs they grew enough mealies to sell the surplus, under-cutting white farmers. They had no need themselves to take the low wages offered by white farms. Those who wanted cash went off to work in the mines of Kimberley, and returned from there in ever-increasing numbers, armed with guns.


In 1873 Langalibalele, like other chiefs, was summoned by a magistrate to register his people’s firearms. The Chief tried to prevaricate. He was told to report to the colonial capital, Pietermaritzburg, to appear before Shepstone. Langalibalele panicked. He knew of the case where John Shepstone, Theophilus’s brother, had concealed his weapons, and thirty Africans had been killed when coming unarmed to a peaceful meeting. He was too frightened to leave his tribe and report to Shepstone. That October a mixed force – 200 Natal volunteers, 100 British regulars and 5,000 African levies – closed in on the Hlubi reserve. Shepstone sent an African messenger with a final warning. He returned to Shepstone claiming (falsely as it turned out) that he had been stripped and humiliated by the Chief. Langalibalele himself, with the men of the tribe, retreated towards the Drakensberg passes leading to Basutoland. The women, children and old men were left to fend for themselves in the caves of the foothills.


When news of what followed was eventually published, it raised a storm of protest among liberals in England. At first, it was the pursuers who suffered disaster. Maps read like fiction. The British regulars and colonial volunteers blundered around in the mists of the Drakensberg passes. The commander of the British regulars, Major Anthony Durnford, RE, slithered down a rocky slope with his horse and was badly injured. At the summit of the pass they met some Hlubi stragglers and a skirmish ensued. Three of the colonists and two African retainers were shot. Durnford was assegaied through the left arm but fought with courage, as did some Basutos loyal to the colonists. Most of the volunteers fled in terror back to the valley below.


Humiliated, but still hungry for the Hlubi lands, the colonists worked off their feelings on the Hlubi old men and other non-combatants. Women and children were smoked out of the caves. The colonists looted and burnt the kraals, carrying off all the cattle and grain. Several Hlubi stragglers were hunted down and shot. The colonists gloated about their ‘strong hand’ in putting down the ‘rebellion’.7 They not only took the entire Hlubi reserve for themselves, but went one better. They hunted down and shot several hundred of the neighbouring tribe, the Putini, who had no connection with Langalibalele, then took their lands too. Thousands of women and children from both tribes were marched down to Pietermaritzburg to be handed over to the settlers as ‘apprentices’, hardly better than slaves. The Lieutenant-Governor of Natal, an elderly colonial servant called Sir Benjamin Pine, then absolved the settlers from all atrocities committed during the affair by passing a formal act of indemnity.


Langalibalele himself surrendered with his tribesmen after being rounded up by the Basutos. He was prosecuted for high treason, in a trial that later became famous for its irregularities, sentenced to life banishment, and incarcerated on Robben Island, near Cape Town. The tribe was broken up, the men forced, like the women, to work for Natal farmers.


Such was the serial story of the civilizing mission of Britain’s settlers in Natal, unfolding during 1874 and 1875. That it came to light at all was due almost entirely to the courage of one Englishman, irrepressible John Colenso, the ‘heretical’ Bishop of Natal. Colenso had scandalized fellow Christians in England in the 1860s by his assertion that the Bible (especially Genesis) was not to be taken literally. He had been inspired, by talking to some of his Zulu parishioners, to look more closely at these things. He tried to make a bridge between the new discoveries of Darwin and the accepted beliefs of Christianity. He was abused and ridiculed by English Christians from Arnold to Disraeli and the Archbishop of Canterbury. In South Africa, in 1863, he was formally tried for heresy in the cathedral at Cape Town, then deposed and excommunicated by the Archbishop. He appealed to the Privy Council and the Privy Council upheld his tenure as Bishop of Natal, though it could not save him from the deluge of ridicule.


Now Colenso, a decade later, risked a lynching to expose what he proved were a series of atrocities against the Hlubi and Putini. He took his documents to London and showed them to Lord Carnarvon, and Carnarvon reluctantly agreed he was right. Pine was sacked. The Putini were to be compensated. Langalibalele and his people were to be released. It was Colenso’s triumph. Yet the cost was immense.


Colenso’s closest family friend was Theophilus Shepstone, the Secretary for Native Affairs in Natal. Colenso had always regarded Shepstone as a champion of African rights. Shoulder to shoulder, the two men had fought to protect the African reserves in Natal from the hands of land-hungry white settlers. Now, in taking statements from African witnesses, Colenso realized he had been ‘humbugged’.8 Shepstone’s behaviour was as arbitrary as any African chief’s; he was a bully and a liar. In the Langalibalele affair he had condoned the atrocities and was hand in glove with the settlers. The revelation stunned Colenso. Then he decided it was to be ‘war to the knife’.9 And perhaps he already guessed where Armageddon lay: in Zululand, the private reserve, so it seemed, of the Shepstone family. Was Cetshwayo to be treated like Langalibalele, to be hunted out of his kingdom on the pretext of defying the white man?


One other Englishman rallied to help Colenso in the crisis, Anthony Durnford RE, now a colonel. Four years after being assegaied by Langalibalele’s men in the Drakensberg, he still carried his left arm in a sling. But he was chivalrous and admired the courage of his African adversaries. He also admired the bishop’s daughter, Fanny, and she fell deeply in love with him, although he had an estranged wife in England. Together they campaigned to help restore the Putini to their rights. Despite official discouragement, Durnford employed the men on public works so they could earn enough to buy new land for the tribe.


Meanwhile, Sir Bartle Frere had decided to come to Natal to see these problems for himself, on his way to confer with Shepstone in the Transvaal. Instead he was caught up by events in the eastern Cape, still more tangled and dangerous than the Langalibalele affair.


At this time the stony ravines of the Kei river marked the eastern boundary of Cape Colony. On the near side, in the Ciskei, lived relatively prosperous African peoples, Ngquika-Xhosa and Fingos (Mfengu). Beyond the Kei, in Transkei, under British supervision though not formally annexed, were the impoverished Gcaleka-Xhosa, led by a chief called Kreli Sarhili. They were the Fingos’ former masters and once owned the land the British had given to the Fingos in return for support in fighting on the frontier. In August 1877 a drunken brawl exploded into a new war. First the Gcalekas attacked the hated Fingos. Then they marched, armed with modern guns, against the nearest British police post inside the colony. They had not, however, mastered the use of their new weapons. The attack was beaten off by police and volunteers. The Gcalekas were then hunted back into the Transkei, as far as the Bashee river. Within a few months, 700 of them were dead, twenty chiefs killed and 13,000 head of cattle – the tribe’s main wealth – captured by the colonial forces. It seemed punishment enough for Kreli’s foolish ‘invasion’.


However, despite the warning of the general in charge of the British regulars, some of the drifts (fords) in the Transkei were left unguarded. Back came some Gcalekas, across the Kei river and into the colony where they stirred up the Ngquikas led by their Chief Sandile. For seven months Frere was stuck in the British barracks at King Williamstown, in the centre of the disturbed area, trying to gain control of his own colonial ministers and their men. It was their weakness, he believed, that was responsible for the rising in Transkei and now this rebellion in the colony. From his experience of Indian affairs, he believed they should have annexed the Transkei long ago. It was ‘wicked folly’ to try these experiments with Kreli as an ‘almost independent chief. They should ‘do their best’ for them by ruling them at least as well as they had ruled the Fingos.10 Towards the Ngquika, too, policy had been pusillanimous. Instead of supporting and supervising the natives, giving them confidence in British justice, they had encouraged Sandile’s idea that he was a paramount chief with power to decide peace or war, and with the right to object to having colonial police within his territory.


Now that rebellion had broken out, the Cape government’s policy had swung from reckless weakness to reckless violence. Columns of smoke drifted across the wooded hills beside the Kei. Local volunteers were burning kraals and looting cattle wholesale. What especially sickened Frere was that many wretched Ngquikas caught up in the rebellion were being executed without trial as ‘rebels’. True, the chiefs might be guilty and deserve punishment; the common herd only needed to be disarmed and taught their duty to obey the law. It was a duty, Frere told his ministers stiffly, that many white men had yet to learn.


Colonials did not take kindly to being lectured by the Governor on how to treat ‘kaffirs’. They were in an ugly mood, even the best of them. Molteno, the Cape’s Prime Minister, Afrikaner-backed, insisted that the colonial forces should be free to hunt the rebels independently of imperial control. So Frere took the bold step of dismissing the Cape ministry and appointing a new Prime Minister, Gordon Sprigg, ready and able to form a new government.


Meanwhile, two new battalions of British regulars had been rushed to South Africa to bring to heel both the rebellious Africans and defiant colonials. A new British general, Lt-General Frederick Thesiger, took over the command. Soon the crude violence of the colonials – cattle-lifting, burning kraals and shooting ‘kaffirs’ – was exchanged for a regular military campaign. Fortunately for the British, the Africans continued to believe in mass attacks in the open, presenting perfect targets for Armstrong 12-pounders and Martini-Henry rifles. Sandile was killed, Kreli driven into exile. By April 1878 the rebellion was fizzling out and Frere felt it safe to return to Cape Town, after seven months sleeping rough at King Williamstown.


Soon the Transkei was to be annexed and Pondoland, too. Britain was taking over the whole strategic seaboard from the Cape to Natal. Naturally Frere found this excellent, if overdue. But how to apply the same sensible forward policy towards the white communities? The momentum to confederation had ended – if it had ever begun. That was the depressing news he heard on his return to the Cape.


Another blow had fallen. Lord Carnarvon, the Colonial Secretary on whom Frere relied to push his policy in Disraeli’s Cabinet, had impetuously resigned on 25 January. The issue was Eastern policy, not Africa. Frere felt the loss keenly. The new Colonial Secretary was young, inexperienced Sir Michael Hicks Beach, whom he hardly knew, though he could count on a free hand.


Frere’s job remained the same: somehow to nurse confederation along. In England, the Colonial Office had industriously produced a South Africa Bill, the constitutional mould in which to cast the great new united dominion. In South Africa the only unity seemed to be forged by Afrikaners in Cape Colony and Boers in the Transvaal and Free State against the rooineks, the English. Ever since Shepstone’s annexation of the Transvaal, the opinion of the Boer majority seemed to be turning more sour. There was a substantial majority, according to a petition, against annexation. Two delegations had been sent to England, both led by Paul Kruger, to try to persuade the British government to restore the country’s independence. Kruger was politely rebuffed, after being shown the artillery base at Woolwich, with a hint of what to expect if the Boers ever gave trouble. Trouble he gave in plenty when he sailed back to South Africa, stirring up both Free State Boers and Afrikaners in the Cape against either annexation or confederation.


Frere was delighted at having an empire-minded colonist like Gordon Sprigg at his side as Prime Minister of the Cape. But Sprigg could do nothing to advance confederation an inch when challenged by Molteno, now leader of the Opposition and backed by most Afrikaners in the colony. And Frere found that the colonists in Natal, though predominantly British, were cautious towards confederation, as they feared absorption by their powerful white neighbours.


The key, then, remained the Transvaal, the only state directly controlled by the imperial government. But why had Shepstone failed to convince Kruger and his Transvaal Boers to acquiesce in annexation – and so confederation? The question puzzled Frere. The imperial government had made a £100,000 grant to rescue the Transvaal from bankruptcy. But there were signs that Shepstone had fudged the books. Proper accounts were not being kept. The fellow wouldn’t have lasted long in India! By the summer of 1878 Frere had come to the conclusion that poor old Shepstone was a liability, and must be replaced – a conclusion in which London regretfully concurred.


Then in July 1878, all these setbacks were followed by news from Natal which fell on Frere like a thunderbolt. The news concerned Cetshwayo and the Zulus.


Much as Frere deplored Shepstone’s fumbling in the Transvaal, he recognized that on one subject – the Zulus – Shepstone was the expert. Here he put himself in Shepstone’s hands. But after twenty years as Cetshwayo’s acknowledged champion, as Somsteu, the father of whiteness, Shepstone had shamelessly changed sides. Perhaps this volte-face was inevitable, once he had taken over the Transvaal. The Transvaal Boers were natural enemies of the Zulus, and how better to woo the Boers than to take their side against their enemy? It was a new way of playing the Zulu card, the ace up Shepstone’s sleeve.


In October 1877 Shepstone had gone to the border between the Transvaal and Zululand at Blood river and sent an ominous message to Cetshwayo. The burning issue that had long divided Zulus from Boers was the ownership of a large strip of land on the north-western boundary of Zululand. The Boers claimed it. It had been ceded to various Boer immigrants, they said, and they could prove proper title. Shepstone had always disputed this. One of his aims was to acquire this strip for Natal, as a corridor to the north for the use of imported African labourers. In fact, Cetshwayo’s father, Mpande, had offered the strip to Natal to provide security for his people against Boer encroachment. Now Shepstone warned Cetshwayo that he must acknowledge Boer rights. Back came the gibe from Cetshwayo’s messengers. They had called him ‘father’ and he had deserted them. He was a cheat and a fraud. Shepstone was left gasping on the river-bank.


The wound to Shepstone’s pride suppurated. He wrote a furious report to London, which Frere had read. Cetshwayo must go. Unless his anachronistic regime was removed, there was no hope for progress in South Africa.






Cetewayo [sic] is the secret hope of every … independent chief hundreds of miles from him, who feels the desire that his colour shall prevail…. The sooner the root of the evil … which I consider to be the Zulu power and military organisation, is dealt with, the easier our task will be.11








Shepstone had then orchestrated a press campaign against Cetshwayo: with garbled reports from disgruntled border farmers, traders in whisky and guns and – most virulent – Protestant missionaries. The latter had made only a handful of converts, and most of these were people who had fallen foul of the regime. Mutual resentment had developed between the King and the missionaries. One of them in particular fed Shepstone with especially appetizing lies, Robert Robertson, once a disciple of Colenso’s, who had turned against everything he had believed in and succumbed to the lure of whisky and the pretty Zulu girls on his mission (he claimed he had been corrupted by Cetshwayo and his satanical followers).


These were the tales against Cetshwayo confirmed by Shepstone. The idea of ideological threat from the Zulus did not strike Frere as absurd. In the Cape rebellion had spread like a bushfire from tribe to tribe, just as it had spread in India during the Mutiny. Of course Shepstone must be right. Cetshwayo was a bloodthirsty tyrant and would have to go. Britain must control all South Africa from sea to sea.


To Frere the King seemed an ignorant savage. Yet the King had certainly responded with maddening skill to the challenge thrown down by Shepstone at the Blood river meeting the previous October. Cetshwayo had sent messages to Bishop Colenso and the Governor of Natal, Bulwer, asking for advice. Bulwer arranged that a Commission of Inquiry should be appointed to hear the evidence on the disputed strip of territory lying between the Transvaal and Zululand. Cetshwayo was delighted. Again and again he had begged the British (through Shepstone) to arbitrate on this issue.


Frere gave his agreement with misgivings. But Shepstone had assured him that he had now seen with his own eyes the evidence which would prove the Boers had full title. And two of his family were going to smooth things along: his brother John, as one of the ‘impartial’ commissioners, and his son Henriques, as one of the Transvaal delegates. So Frere was assured that Cetshwayo would lose the Award. Probably he hoped that Cetshwayo would then lose his head, too, and precipitate a crisis which could only be resolved by war.


Was Frere, the gentle evangelical, the admirer of Livingstone, champion of the oppressed, reconciled to the need to fight the Zulus? Certainly not to attack them – at first. But in July 1878, when the thunderbolt fell, he had suddenly reversed his strategy.


The thunderbolt was the Award made by the commissioners. This incongruous trio – a lawyer called Gallwey, John Shepstone and Colonel Durnford – had been camping for weeks at Rorke’s Drift on the Buffalo river, taking evidence from Zulu warriors and Transvaalers. Incredibly, the Boers – through the agency of the two Shepstones – had failed to produce any documentary proof of the Transvaal title. On the contrary, all the evidence went to confirm the Zulus’ title. The Boers had bullied and wheedled and encroached – as they had encroached on tribal lands all over South Africa – but here they had not even made a nominal payment to local chiefs. The Zulu monarchy was too strong for that. Cetshwayo and his father, Mpande, had contested the claim from the beginning. So the commissioners gave the Award to Cetshwayo on the main issue, the ownership of the disputed strip of territory.


It might have been welcomed as the happy ending to a long wrangle which had imperilled the peace of the region for twenty years. To Frere it was a death blow to his grand design. What a way to win friends in the Transvaal and support for annexation! And what a duffer he had been to listen to Shepstone. All over South Africa people would be talking of Downing Street and the negrophiles. The Award was a monstrosity. Frere kept it secret from the public, half-secret in fact from London, in the wild hope of persuading the commissioners to change their minds.


In September he sailed back to the Cape. Like a plant, war needs warmth and time to ripen. Fortunately, it seemed to him, his hands were free, as there was no cable link with London. Frere began to drop hints in that direction, to warm the blood of the Colonial Office without frightening them. He needed reinforcements (though he could make do without them). Frere also dropped hints to the editors in Natal that a crisis was coming. The Natal press needed no encouragement.






We have been all our lifetime subject to bondage, our colonists may well say, by reason of this black shadow [the Zulus] across the Tugela…. Such a nation must of necessity form a constant menace to the peaceable European community beyond their borders. Civilisation cannot co-exist with such a condition of things upon its outskirts.12








As late as November, when writing to London, Frere still presented himself as a man who was trying to make a diplomatic settlement and keep the peace. But he now drafted a crisp ultimatum to Cetshwayo, taking care not to warn London of its terms. The missionaries must be restored (they had never actually been expelled); the King must accept a British Resident (in effect, Zululand would be made a protectorate). He must abolish the military system – the bachelor-age regiments – in fact, destroy the foundation of his own state. Failure to comply with these terms within thirty days would force the British to invade. And there was no fear of the King complying. Frere meant the ultimatum to make war certain. Now was the time.


On the morning of 11 December 1878, close to where the river Tugela meets the sea, the King’s messengers should be finally told the commissioners’ decision on the boundary dispute. That afternoon, as they were digesting the good news, they would be handed the ultimatum like a poisoned cup.


Colonel Anthony Durnford was in his element, wearing a bush hat and on active service again, though his left arm still hung limp on his saddle. He had no difficulty in riding his charger, Chieftain, with reins dangling, though the horse was too wild to let anyone else on his back. The rumours of war had hardened to a certainty. By late December 1878 Durnford expected to be one of the British commanders invading Zululand. It was the chance he had longed for, strange to say, considering that he, like his friends the Colensos, was convinced the war was both unjust and unnecessary.


Durnford explained himself like this: ‘I am not of course a negrophilist, and as a soldier I should delight in the war; but as a man I condemn it.’13 As a commissioner in the boundary dispute, he had certainly done his bit to ‘play fair’, as he put it.14 For weeks he had dug in his toes and blocked Frere’s attempt to try to tamper with the Award. He was supported by Bulwer, the humane Governor of Natal, who had opposed Frere’s belligerence as long as he could. Then Durnford the soldier took over from Durnford the man of peace.


He had escorted Shepstone to Cetshwayo’s formal coronation in 1873, so he knew the Zulus better than most British commanders. He warned his men there would be some kind of scrap, ‘the Zulus will charge home’. Yet he shared – or so he told his mother, perhaps to reassure her – the idea that the invasion would be a kind of ‘military promenade’.15 How to expect anything else in a contest of artillery and modern rifles against an enemy armed largely with spears?


Frere’s thirty-day ultimatum expired on 11 January 1879. Next day the British c-in-c, Lt-General Lord Chelmsford (General Thesiger had inherited this title early in the year), launched a three-pronged invasion with 7,000 British troops. Durnford was attached to No. 3 Column, the headquarter column, under Chelmsford’s direct command at the centre. On 18 January Chelmsford took two regular battalions – the 1st/24th and 2nd/24th – and was ferried across the border, the river Buffalo at Rorke’s Drift, then vanished up into the stony hills of Zululand. To Durnford’s chagrin, he was put in charge of the base camp at Rorke’s Drift. He was in charge of a large native contingent, including some of the unfortunate Hlubi and Putini tribesmen he had rescued after the Langalibalele affair. He wrote to his mother on 21 January that it was wet and miserable. ‘I am “down” because I am “left behind”, but we shall see.’16


Chelmsford himself was in high spirits, supremely confident. He pitched camp on a grassy nek under a strange-looking outcrop of rock, twelve miles inside Zululand. No trenches were dug nor any attempt made to fortify the camp. After all, in this one column he had ample men to thrash the Zulus: 2,000 imperial redcoats, 1,000 colonial volunteers and 1,000 natives, with six field-guns to match. He brushed aside warnings from a Boer veteran J. J. Uys, who told him to remember the fate of the voortrekkers (the Boer pioneers) killed by the Zulus. ‘Trek into Zululand with two laagers close to each other. Place your spies far out, and form your wagons into a wagon laager.’17 Chelmsford smiled. That was forty years ago. The British had the most modern army in the world.


The morning sun threw long shadows on that strange-looking outcrop of rock about 200 feet high, shaped something like a crouching lion, or sphinx. The Zulus called it Isandlwana, meaning ‘the Little House’ or ‘Cow’s Stomach’. It was a name that would soon echo round the world.


At his tin-roofed house, Bishopstowe, 150 miles to the south-west, Bishop Colenso waited with his family. Especially anxious was his favourite daughter, Fanny, who had lost her heart to Durnford. Until late December they had all hoped Frere’s belligerence was a bluff. An invasion scare might force Cetshwayo to modernize his state and open it to civilization – something that Colenso, like all missionaries, felt was long overdue. In November, when Frere came to Natal, he called on Colenso in person and the bishop was touched by the honour. Surely it was a good omen too for the High Commissioner to visit the bishop, boycotted by his parishioners because he championed the Zulus. Then, at the end, Colenso saw it was hopeless. All Frere wanted from him – and got – was his silence. He had been ‘humbugged’ once again.


*  *  *


At Ulundi, in the great circle of beehive huts that formed the royal capital, 150 miles to the east, King Cetshwayo waited with his wives. To the end he too had hoped for peace. But the ultimatum, as Frere saw, gave him no such choice. To accept those terms would have been to abdicate as king.


What Cetshwayo felt about Frere is not recorded, but two years earlier he had told Robertson, that wreck of a missionary, what he felt about Shepstone:






I love the English. I am not Mpande’s son. I am the child of Queen Victoria. But I am also a king in my own country and must be treated as such. Somsteu must speak gently to me. I shall not hear dictation … I shall perish first.18








So he had called his age-regiments, and given them their orders. No doubt they accepted them, like the soldiers of any country, with mixed feelings. Yet they knew they would be fighting to defend their independence. Besides, by custom the younger warriors needed a war before they were allowed to marry. This would be the first war of Cetshwayo’s reign, the first ‘washing of the spears’.


Shepstone had annexed the Boers as the first step in the making of a great new British dominion. But the second step was not to be confederation; it was to be the invasion of Zululand. Now the British – and in due course the Zulus – would have to pay the price in blood, treasure and humiliation.
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CHAPTER 4


The Crouching Lion


London, Zululand, London


November 1878–22 January 1879






‘How very amusing! Actually attacking our camp! Most amusing.’


Lt-Col Crealock to Major Clery, 22, January 1879.








The prospect of a Zulu war lowered Disraeli’s spirits. He blamed Frere, Shepstone, and especially their old Chief, ‘Twitters’ – Disraeli’s nickname for Lord Carnarvon, the former Colonial Secretary.


His own health seemed to be failing; at any rate it was too fickle for a Prime Minister’s. In June 1878, in the great palace in Berlin, he had somehow risen to the occasion. He towered over the Congress, attended by the greatest men in Europe. ‘Der alte Jude, das ist der Mann’ (‘the old Jew, that’s the man’), growled Bismarck. Then came the reaction. He spent September living like a recluse at Hughenden, his romantically gabled, red brick, neo-Tudor manor house, where he could survey his peacocks under the shadow of the great beech woods of the Chilterns. It was here that he had first set himself up as a landed gentleman thirty years before. This was the outwork from which he had assailed Society.


Bronchitis and gout now assailed him in turn. Any change in his routine – leaving his library to drive out in the carriage to return the visits of neighbours – would bring on a new fit of coughing. In November 1878 he was back fighting for breath in 10 Downing Street, where the fog made the windows as opaque as the minds of some of his Cabinet colleagues.


He would not forgive Twitters (though Twitters had resigned from the Cabinet the previous January) for the blunder of the impending Zulu war. Not that he doubted the outcome, any more than anyone else in London. It would be a walkover. But what a time to choose. Peace in Europe was as fragile as his own health, despite his triumph at the Congress of Berlin, thwarting the Russians’ attempts to seal their recent victory over the Turks by new territorial gains in Europe. And outside Europe, the Cabinet had already one unpopular war on their hands: an invasion of Afghanistan. This was being forced on them by a headstrong Viceroy, Lord Lytton, who claimed it was the only way to protect India from the Russian bear hug.


Frere and Shepstone now seemed to be playing the same tricks as Lytton with still less excuse.






… if anything annoys me more than another [Disraeli wrote in September to his intimate friend, Lady Bradford], it is our Cape affairs, where every day brings forward a new blunder of Twitters’. The man he swore by was Sir T. Shepstone, whom he looked upon as heaven-born for the object in view. We sent him out entirely for Twitters’ sake, and he has managed to quarrel with Eng., Dutch, and Zulus – and now he is obliged to be recalled but not before he has brought on, I fear, a new war. Froude [Carnarvon’s tactless adviser on federation] was bad enough and has cost us a million; this will be worse. So much for Twitters.1








Disraeli realized that the recall of Shepstone might please the Boers and help reconcile them to the annexation of the Transvaal, but it could hardly prevent a war with the Zulus. It was Frere who was trying to provoke this war, Frere who had the bit between his teeth. How to stop the runaway? In October the Cabinet had sent him a polite reproof by way of the new Colonial Secretary, Sir Michael Hicks Beach. Frere must show a ‘spirit of compromise’ and ‘forbearance’ towards Cetshwayo and the Zulus. As for the reinforcements he claimed to need, the request was rebuffed. The Cabinet had decided that with a trade recession at home, an African war was worse than a luxury they could not afford. It would be ‘a serious evil’.2


If it was fair for Disraeli to blame Twitters for the Zulu business, he must blame himself for appointing Twitters Colonial Secretary four years before. Perhaps he had only now begun to grasp that implicit in Carnarvon’s own policy for confederation was a radical plan for expanding the Empire: by eliminating the independent African kingdoms, and pushing the frontier 1,000 miles north to the Zambezi. Disraeli and his other colleagues saw absolutely no need for a forward policy of this kind in Africa. No British interests, strategic or commercial, seemed threatened in Africa by other European Powers. The matter had not come to a head in Carnarvon’s own time at the Colonial Office since he had resigned on quite a different issue. But Carnarvon’s policy continued, whipped to a gallop by Frere.


In November Hicks Beach confessed that to control Frere was beyond him:






I cannot really control him without a telegraph. (I don’t know that I could with one.) I feel it is as likely as not that he is at war with the Zulus at the present moment; and if his forces should prove inadequate, or the Transvaal Boers should take the opportunity to rise, he will be in a great difficulty, and we shall be blamed for not supporting him.3








Hicks Beach then persuaded the Cabinet to accept a compromise, which no one who knew Frere could have expected to work. The belligerent proconsul would get his reinforcements after all, but they were to be used strictly for defensive purposes. It was a final shake of the reins to the runaway horse.


Disraeli continued to grumble about Frere and Twitters. But at least the war in Afghanistan was going better than Lytton deserved.


Meanwhile, on 11 November, Disraeli took his carriage to the Guildhall to speak at the Lord Mayor’s Banquet. That morning the task had seemed beyond him, so frail was his voice, yet by evening people found it powerful and clear. A thousand guests rose to their feet, waving their handkerchiefs and napkins in delight. The peroration caught the mood of the moment, pride in his own diplomatic triumph at Berlin. Who dared to say England’s power was on the wane? Yet the appeal was to old-fashioned patriotism, not to a new imperialism, meaning imperial expansion. Dizzy’s eyes remained fixed on the Eastern question, and beyond, to those fastnesses of Central Asia, where Russia was supposed to be preparing to swoop down on India.


A new empire in Africa? The idea was absurd.


There was, of course, one man above all who believed in extending Britain’s empire in Africa, Henry Morton Stanley. He had reached London ten months earlier, in late January 1878, and had been fêted everywhere. His discovery of the Congo was hailed as the most important geographical discovery ever made in Africa. Old Africa hands like Baker and Grant made full amends for having doubted him. He was the lion at every society dinner, the protégé of royalty. The Prince of Wales presided when he addressed the Royal Geographical Society in St James’s Hall.


There was still one stain on his reputation: he had not behaved like a gentleman towards the natives. But even this stain began to fade in light of all his achievements, and his apparent admiration for Britain and her Empire.


Stanley, however, remained puzzled and angry at his reception. He took as an affront the sight of some empty seats in the great meeting in St James’s Hall. He was convinced that no one – the politicians, editors, philanthropists and financiers he met every night at dinner – really took him seriously. He wrote later, ‘I do not understand Englishmen at all. Either they suspect me of some self-interest, or they do not believe me. My reward has been to be called a mere penny-a-liner. For the relief of Livingstone I was called an impostor … for trying to kindle them to action I am called … a hare-brained fellow totally unused to business.’4


What drove him to despair was his failure to convince anyone that Britain should take over the Congo, whose immense wealth was going begging.


In Marseilles, after landing in January 1878, he had rebuffed Leopold’s overtures and brushed aside a royal invitation to Brussels, because all his hopes were centred on taking the Congo for Britain. But he had reached London at the worst possible moment. It was the week in January when a Cabinet crisis, brought on by the Turkish defeat in the war in the Balkans, finally came to the boil. Carnarvon, the only politician who might have understood what he was saying, resigned as Colonial Secretary. The mood in Britain remained sceptical towards new colonial ventures, a mood shared by businessmen as well as politicians. The City had got its fingers badly burnt in the current Egyptian crisis: the bankruptcy of the Khedive, brought on by reckless borrowing – and the banks’ reckless lending – in Europe. The trade recession at home meant that everyone had to tighten his belt. Tropical ventures were notoriously speculative. A new African colony would take years to pay its way. Meanwhile the taxpayer would have to grind his teeth and pay up. Anyway, at a time when trade was comparatively free, when most of the world’s export markets were Britain’s oyster, why on earth did Britain need new colonies?


As for the missionary lobby, they were fully stretched sending out missions to Nyasaland and to Uganda. The Congo would have to wait.


In the spring of 1878 Stanley had thrown himself into the job of working up his Congo diaries for publication. He called the book Through the Dark Continent, and pounded out the two volumes at the characteristic rate of fourteen pages a day. By June he had begun to wonder why he had rebuffed that royal invitation to Brussels. Solvyns, the Belgian Ambassador, obliged with a new one. On 11 June King Leopold received him in the royal palace. Stanley was bowled over by the pomp and glitter, but the King said little or nothing. He was sizing him up. Stanley went on to Paris, where he was fêted even more rapturously than in London. In August he began detailed discussions with Leopold’s confidants. They took back to their master Stanley’s estimate of the cost of opening up the Congo. Still not committed, Stanley returned to London to make a last effort to stir British public opinion. He stumped up and down the country, giving thirty lectures. But his plans for the Congo were greeted with indifference or suspicion.


Late in the autumn of 1878 Stanley had formally committed himself to Leopold: to serve King Leopold II in Africa for a term of five years. The plans were vague, and he was warned to keep things secret as long as possible. If Disraeli or other members of the British government happened to enquire, he was to tell them that the project was a ‘very simple and modest one’. Three hospitals and scientific stations between Boma and Stanley Pool, a transport plan to link the upper and lower Congo: this was at present all his ‘philanthropical and scientific’ mission5 amounted to, and it was part of Leopold’s crusade to open up Africa under the auspices of the International African Association. That much Stanley could tell Disraeli.


Stanley was at first unsure what to believe himself. He found the attempts at secrecy somewhat absurd. A large map of the Congo, with his intended stations marked in red, was hanging in the offices of the King’s organization, the Comité des Etudes du Haut Congo, in Brussels. The secret plans were open to the public. ‘The Belgians’, he noted, ‘are a peculiarly innocent people. Innocent in the sense of not being suspicious of other people’s penetrative power.’


On 10 February 1879, after completing plans for the new expedition, Stanley left Brussels to return to the Congo, travelling under the absurd alias of ‘M. Henri’. He, at least, was no innocent. Indeed, he was beginning to see things clearly. ‘The King is a clever statesman. He is supremely clever, but I have not had thirty opportunities of conversing with him without penetrating his motives … under the guise of an International Association he hopes to make a Belgian dependency of the Congo basin.’6


Stanley’s bitterness left him as he realized the scale of the task with which he was entrusted.
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Disraeli and the British government had not bothered to enquire about Stanley’s involvement with Leopold. One reason was that the Foreign Office had received a confidential report about Stanley which confirmed Whitehall’s worst suspicions. Dr John Kirk, the Consul at Zanzibar, denounced by Stanley for failing to supply Livingstone, was the author of the report, based on interviews with Africans who had served with Stanley. They made wild claims: Stanley had kicked a man to death, kept a black mistress, captured Africans and sold them as slaves, and attacked villages without provocation. Kirk believed the claims, and reported Stanley’s expedition had been a ‘disgrace to humanity’.


The FO agreed that his behaviour had been ‘to say the least discreditable’.7 In plain English, the man was a rotter, the last person to choose to entrust a plan for opening up Africa in the unlikely event of the government’s being interested.


That week the Cabinet was complacently waiting to hear the news from Zululand. Sir Michael Hicks Beach had suddenly become optimistic. The reinforcements had now reached Frere. Hicks Beach reassured Disraeli, ‘There is, I hope, a good prospect, in this case, of the war being short and successful, like the Afghan campaign.’8 Resentment against Frere’s high-handedness began to evaporate. After all, he was the man on the spot. Even his reckless ultimatum might be ‘a thoroughly successful stroke’.


*  *  *


At 1.30 a.m. on the morning of 22 January 1879, the night before the new moon, with Isandlwana a dim silhouette against the sky, Major Francis Clery pushed open the flap of Lord Chelmsford’s tent. Clery was a genial and bewhiskered Irishman, staff officer to the central column. He brought an urgent message pencilled across a crumpled sheet torn from a notebook.


The general’s tent was in the upper camp at the top of the slope, close under the rocky outcrop, Isandlwana, shaped like a crouching lion, or the sphinx on the regimental cap badge of the 24th Regiment. Most of the men had retired to their tents, or lay round the campfires, spread over half a mile of hillside, chatting about the march into Zululand. It was proving a walkover, a letdown in fact, after all the tales they had heard of the Zulus. Pity the niggers had no stomach for a scrap.


Two days earlier they had pitched camp here at Isandlwana and gazed out over the plain, 300 feet below. It seemed quite deserted. There was no sign of life in the kraals thrown up like molehills across the folds of the plain. To the south-east you could make out the old track of the traders’ ox wagons. This cut a pale line across the rolling green downs, dipping briefly into the gullies before vanishing over the skyline, still forty miles short of Ulundi and Cetshwayo’s great kraal. Westward, the same track led to the Natal border at Rorke’s Drift, twelve miles away. Badly waterlogged, it had been scraped brown by the hundred-odd commissariat ox wagons, now unloaded beside the rows of white tents.


Clery woke the general, then lay face down close beside the camp bed and read him the message. Major Dartnell, sent to reconnoitre the track ahead with the Natal Mounted Police, the Volunteers and the Natal Native Contingent, reported some of the enemy marked down in the ravines to the left. To attack them in the morning he needed a couple of companies of white troops. Chelmsford did not hesitate long. His plan of campaign was simple. With his three small columns he was to sweep the Zulus back towards Cetshwayo’s kraal at Ulundi. The central column, to which he had attached himself, would go directly by the old traders’ track. He had only one fear, apart from the difficulties of taking ox wagons along waterlogged tracks: the Zulus might break into small parties and escape him. This was one of the trying features of native wars, as he had found to his cost in the campaign against Kreli and Sandile the previous year.


The campaign would probably be dull but not dangerous. There was no fear – this was an article of faith with Chelmsford and the HQ staff – that the Zulus were the kind of enemy who might mount a serious attack. What chance had savages armed with assegais and blunderbusses to get within half a mile of several thousand British troops, including mounted men and a battery of modern artillery? So nothing had been done, either back at the depot at Rorke’s Drift, or out here on the hillside at Isandlwana, to dig trenches or build any kind of defences to protect the camp. Why, as Chelmsford himself had said, ‘it would take a week’9 – a ridiculous hold-up. Nor had he any qualms about dividing his forces still further, as he now explained to Clery.


Chelmsford would send most of the column to assist Dartnell. ‘Order the 2nd Battalion 24th Regiment, four guns and all the mounted troops to get ready to start at day-break.’ He would bring up Durnford’s reserve force. ‘Order up Colonel Durnford with the troops he has to reinforce the camp.’10 Next to the general’s tent were the tents of the HQ staff, including that of Colonel Crealock, the military secretary whom Clery had fallen out with. Unfortunately Crealock overheard, and asked the general who was to give Durnford the order. Was it to be Clery, the staff officer to the central column? ‘No, let you do it.’11 Crealock wrote out the order, but there was characteristic confusion. Crealock did not tell Durnford clearly who was to command the camp, or whether he had been summoned to reinforce it or to support Chelmsford’s advance.


No reveille was sounded, as Clery did not wish to rouse the whole camp, or to warn the enemy. In the pitch darkness he quietly woke each of the commanders and gave them their instructions. Before it was light, the general had dressed and left his tent. Then it struck Clery that no orders had been given to Colonel Pulleine, the co of the 1st/24th, the infantry left behind to guard the camp. On his own initiative Clery wrote out orders which he sent round by his batman. Pulleine was to be in command of the camp in the general’s absence. He was to act ‘strictly on the defensive’.12 Clery thought so little of the dangers that he had misgivings about telling this to Pulleine. Suppose parties of Zulus came in reach of the camp and Pulleine failed to attack them? The blame would rest on Clery. On the other hand Clery, who had been a Professor of Tactics at Sandhurst, knew that on paper, at any rate, the Zulus had been given a great opportunity.


With Chelmsford at the head, the HQ staff, Clery and the main part of the column clattered off south-east, as soon as it was light enough to see the track. There were six companies of the 2nd/24th (the seventh Company had been left behind to guard Rorke’s Drift), four out of six guns, and all the mounted infantry. Meanwhile, a young transport officer, Lieutenant Horace Smith-Dorrien, had ridden off down the track in the darkness, carrying Crealock’s confusing message to Durnford.


The track to Rorke’s Drift continued for four or five miles north-westwards along the flanks of the stony hills before swinging sharp left down to the river. As Smith-Dorrien rode along that morning, he passed close to the kraal of Sihayo, a Zulu chief. The huts were now burnt and abandoned. There had been skirmishing in the place the week before, leaving a few Zulu dead, and 400 cattle had been looted by the British. Smith-Dorrien rode down to the river. Unknown to him, the abyss yawned at his feet – an abyss that concealed the main Zulu army.


Hidden in the ravines to the east of the track, huddled together like an enormous swarm of bees, silent and motionless, without lights and without fires, lay 20,000 of Cetshwayo’s picked warriors. The King’s plan was as simple as Chelmsford’s, but better concealed. He had mustered about 30,000 men at Ulundi and addressed them with these words:






I am sending you out against the whites, who have invaded Zululand and driven away our cattle. You are to go against the column at Rorke’s Drift, and drive it back into Natal.… You will attack by daylight, as there are enough of you to ‘eat it up’, and you will march slowly so as not to tire yourselves.13








The Zulus had strict orders not to cross the border into Natal. They had marched from Ulundi on 17 January, and on 21 January reached the valley east of Isandlwana where they now lay concealed. There was a superstition that Zulus should not fight when the moon was ‘dead’, so it was planned to postpone the attack till the morning of 23 January, the day of the new moon. Meanwhile they lay hidden beyond the lip of the plateau. As well as their short stabbing spears and long black and white cowhide shields, many of them carried modern Martini-Henry rifles. These weapons, bought from the traders, were as untried as the army itself, for it was twenty years since a Zulu army had last taken the field – during the Zulu civil war – and no one present had ever fought against a white man.


At Rorke’s Drift, Colonel Durnford received the message brought by Smith-Dorrien soon after 5.0 a.m. He conferred with his political agent, George Shepstone, son of Sir Theophilus and (despite Durnford’s disapproval of his father’s policies) a devoted admirer of Durnford’s. ‘Ah, just what I had expected,’ Durnford replied. ‘We are to go on at once. The general has gone out to attack an Impi.’14 His own force was too small to be much support, only a rocket battery and a corps of 300 mounted natives from Natal and Basutoland. But these were Hlubis and other natives whom Durnford had trained himself. They served him with a touching devotion. By 10.30 a.m. Durnford, riding his charger Chieftain, reached Isandlwana, and there met Colonel Pulleine, the co of the 1st/24th. But who was in command at the camp itself? And what was Durnford’s role? The orders sent by Crealock left these questions open. Pulleine explained bluntly, ‘I am sorry you have come, as you are senior to me, and will of course take command.’ Durnford demurred. ‘I’m not going to interfere with you. I’m not going to remain in camp.’15 The divided command certainly weakened the garrison further. Not that either Pulleine or Durnford – or for that matter, George Shepstone – had any inkling of the danger. All that was known was that small parties of Zulus had been seen hovering about the plateau to the northeast, a position that Chelmsford had failed to reconnoitre the previous day. At 8.0 a.m. Pulleine had sent a message to the general reporting these movements. The latest reports from Pulleine’s scouts spoke of the Zulus retreating, in fact withdrawing to the south-east, towards Chelmsford and the main column.


In the months ahead, during the endless wrangles about how the catastrophe could have been avoided, it was recognized that the arrival of Durnford was the critical moment. If Durnford and Pulleine had both realized their desperate situation and immediately planned a defence, if they had chosen the best line within or beside the camp and set about fortifying it, if shelter trenches had been dug and stones hurriedly piled up to add to the defence lines, if the wagons had been moved to form a wagon laager, if the tents had been struck to clear a field of fire – in short, if a defence had been prepared, not according to the ideas of Chelmsford or any of the HQ staff or even Clery, but according to the advice of the Boers – then perhaps there still would have been a chance.


As it was, Durnford believed the threat, if it existed, was to Chelmsford and the main column. Soon after 11.0 a.m. he took George Shepstone with his faithful corps of natives and the rocket battery and cantered off on Chieftain to intercept the Zulus, his withered left arm flapping from the saddle bow.


Lord Chelmsford was having a trying morning, which put him out of temper with his own and the column’s staff. He found Dartnell, the colonial who had bivouacked with his mounted men ten miles away at the south-east end of the plain. But he did not find the Zulus whom Dartnell had claimed were marked down in ravines to the left. Most of them had slipped away. There was a small ‘bag’, only eighty of the enemy. Clery noted how overwork and the absence of a proper HQ staff had made the general surprisingly touchy. He could not endure this new setback. ‘Beyond killing a certain number of these fellows, we were going through our morning’s work for nothing.’16


At about 9.30 a.m. Clery was shown the important message brought by a galloper from Pulleine: ‘Report just come in that the Zulus are advancing in force from left front of camp. 8.05 a.m.’ Clery showed it to the general. ‘What is to be done on this report?’ ‘There’s nothing to be done on that.’17 Clery bit his lip and left. In fact, Chelmsford sent back to Pulleine one weak battalion of Natal natives under Commandant Browne. He also told two officers to climb a neighbouring hill and have a look at the camp through their telescopes. They stayed there till eleven o’clock, and reported nothing unusual. Meanwhile, Chelmsford decided the troops should bivouac for a second night out in the plain. He told Captain Gardner to ride back and ask Pulleine for the tents and other gear to be sent forward in the wagons.


The day wore on, as frustrating as before. Clery, the Professor of Tactics, could not shake off the feeling that Chelmsford was taking unnecessary risks. Why had he divided his force? Why not withdraw to the camp, now that Pulleine reported the Zulus advancing ‘in force’? But the general discouraged any advice of that kind.


Out of sight, and nearer the camp than Clery, rode Colonel Harness, the cheerful, plodding co of the artillery battery, who had been told to take four of his six field-guns and follow Chelmsford. Some time before one o’clock, he and his gunners were astonished to hear the rumble of field-guns from the direction of the camp. They saw the splash of shells bursting against the plateau to the north-east. They must be the two guns left with Pulleine. Harness decided to investigate. Soon a galloper appeared. He brought a desperate message from Commandant Browne, the man whom Chelmsford had sent back to the camp earlier that morning. The message ran, ‘For God’s sake, come back. The camp is surrounded.’18 Harness needed no urging. With the four guns he spurred off back along the track. But he had been spotted by Chelmsford’s senior ADC, who reported Harness to his chief. Within minutes Harness was recalled and told to pay no attention to Browne’s hysterical message.


Chelmsford held grimly to his own opinion that the camp could not be in any danger. After all, there were 1,000 riflemen and two guns there to defend it. He brushed aside the continuous rumours of fighting at the camp. About 12.15 p.m. some Zulu prisoners were questioned by his interpreter. They said that a great Impi, upwards of 20,000 men, was expected from Ulundi that day. The news did not alarm Chelmsford. The more concentrated the enemy, the quicker he could end the campaign. But just then there came the rumble of field-guns to the north. ‘Do you hear that?’ exclaimed the Zulu prisoners. ‘There is fighting going on at the camp.’19 An hour later a native came galloping down from the ridge. He said he had actually seen the smoke of battle at Isandlwana. Chelmsford and his staff humoured the man by riding up to the ridge themselves. They levelled their fieldglasses on that strange-shaped hill ten miles away. The sun shone serenely down on the neat rows of white tents below the crag. There were men moving between them. Nothing odd in that. Crealock turned to Clery. ‘How very amusing! Actually attacking our camp! Most amusing.’20


From the shocked survivors one can piece together something of that terrible day.


A Zulu Impi was supposed to attack like a charging buffalo, with the chest and loins held back and the horns stretched forward to encircle the victims. It was more like a great river in spate, a river that first quietly flooded its banks, and then smashed down into the valley below, tossing aside trees and houses like a tidal wave.


At first Colonel Durnford seemed to his men to be exhilarated by the danger. The sight was awe-inspiring. The green plateau turned black with men as the Impi flooded over the rim. Durnford sent the rocket battery to the left while he cantered forward to stem the advance on the right. The rocket battery was quickly swamped and Durnford himself thrown back with the survivors to a gully half a mile east of the camp. George Shepstone galloped off to warn Pulleine of the danger. Durnford told his men to dig in. One of his Basutos, called Jabez, later described the scene:






At last we came to a bad stony place and a little stream quite close to the camp. Here we made a long stand, firing incessantly. The Colonel rode up and down our line continually, encouraging us all – talking and even laughing with us – ‘Fire, my boys!’ ‘Well done, my boys!’ he cried. Some of us did not like his exposing himself so much, and wanted him to keep behind. But he laughed at us, and said, ‘All right, nonsense.’ He was very calm and cheerful. There were not many of us, but because of the way in which we were handled by our leader we were enough to stop the Zulus on that side for a long time … But at last our cartridges were nearly done.21








As Durnford’s small mounted force was driven slowly back up the hill, Pulleine’s five infantry companies, two teams of field-guns and half-armed native infantry tried to stem the onrush of thousands of Zulus into the other side of the camp. At first there was no panic. These companies of the 1st/24th had been seasoned in the war against Kreli and Sandile. They knew what never failed to break up a native attack: case shot from artillery and concentrated volley fire from Martini-Henrys.


But there were 20,000 Zulus, and they did not behave like Gcalekas. The centre swamped the forward defence lines. The wings flooded down into the camp. As the range narrowed, the guns switched from shrapnel to case shot. Still the Zulus surged forward, firing rifles and muskets, waving their spears, shrieking war-cries, and humming like a gigantic swarm of bees. Terrified out of their wits, the native infantry broke and fled.


Suddenly the solid world of Aldershot, of disciplined movement, of whistles blowing and men moving by numbers, collapsed into horror. The men tried to fall back on the camp but it was full of smoke and awash with Zulus. It was every man for himself. Many natives had already fled down the rocky track towards the river. Soon the track was blocked by panic-stricken men, many of them wounded, screaming for help. The infantry had no chance. Some of the 24th were rallied by their officers. Small groups stood fighting back to back until their ammunition ran out. Others tried to burst their way through the mob of Zulus, but were overtaken on the track. The gunners were trapped in a gully and the guns were overturned. Pulleine withdrew to his tent, it was said, to write a final note to Chelmsford. Durnford, too, spurned the idea of escape. He seems to have turned Chieftain loose, Chieftain the faithful charger that would let no one else on his back. Then he took up his stand on the nek, close under the crag itself. George Shepstone, who had a good horse too and might have saved himself, turned back to join him.


Only a handful of white men lived to describe the massacre. One of them was Horace Smith-Dorrien, the young transport officer who had ridden down to Rorke’s Drift and back early that morning.






Before we knew where we were, they came right into the camp, assegaing everyone right and left. Everybody then who had a horse turned to fly. The enemy were going at a kind of very fast half-walk and half-run. On looking round we saw we were completely surrounded and the road to Rorke’s Drift was cut off. The place where they seemed thinnest was where we all made for. Everybody went pell-mell over ground covered with huge boulders and rocks until we got to a deep spruit or gulley. How the horses got over I have no idea. I was riding a broken-kneed old crock which did not belong to me, and which I expected to go on its head every minute. We had to go bang through them at the spruit. Lots of our men were killed there. I had lots of marvellous escapes, and was firing away at them with my revolver as I galloped along. The ground there down to the river was so broken that the Zulus went as fast as the horses, and kept killing all the way. There were very few white men; they were nearly all mounted niggers of ours flying. This lasted till we came to a kind of precipice down to the River Buffalo.


I jumped off and led my horse down. There was a poor fellow of the mounted infantry [a private] struck through the arm, who said as I passed that if I could bind up his arm and stop the bleeding he would be all right. I accordingly took out my handkerchief and tied up his arm. Just as I had done it Major Smith of the Artillery came down by me, wounded, saying ‘For God’s sake get on, man, the Zulus are on top of us.’ I had done all I could for the wounded man and so turned to jump on my horse. Just as I was doing so, the horse went with a bound to the bottom of the precipice, being struck by an assegai. I gave up all hope, as the Zulus were all round me, finishing off the wounded, the man I had helped and Major Smith among the number. However with the strong hope that everyone clings to that some accident would turn up, I rushed off on foot and plunged into the river, which was little better than a roaring torrent.


I was being carried down the stream at a tremendous pace, when a loose horse came by and I got hold of his tail and he landed me safely on the other bank.22








The Zulus kept firing from the east bank, killing the men beside him. Smith-Dorrien was too exhausted to mount. His boots were full of water. The Zulus chased him for three miles beyond the river. He staggered on and somehow reached Helpmekaar, ten miles inside Natal, that night. He found he was one of only five imperial officers to survive the massacre. In all, only thirty white men had escaped out of the 800 who had cheerfully breakfasted in the camp that morning.


By three o’clock Lord Chelmsford realized that the main Zulu army had slipped through his fingers. Riding at the head he led the column slowly back towards the camp. He was tired and irritated. A hard day’s work and nothing to show for it. About five o’clock he met Lonsdale, the commandant of one of the native battalions. Lonsdale had had a bad fall the previous day and was suffering from concussion, but he was an eye-witness of what had happened in the camp.


His pony was badly knocked up. He had lost touch with his men after chasing a mounted Zulu. Then he had ridden absent-mindedly back along the track about three o’clock. He came to the camp and some careless native sentry had fired at him. He was dazed and exhausted. The camp was full of redcoats. Then it dawned on him. Those red coats covered black bodies. There was not a white man to be seen. The Zulus were looting the camp. He turned his pony’s head and somehow whipped it into a gallop, bullets whistling around him.


Clery saw Chelmsford’s face. Even Clery, who had had his premonitions, was dumbfounded. Many officers at first refused to believe the news. Chelmsford pulled himself together. As Clery later said, ‘He was all there – never apparently flunked.’23 There was only one thing for it.


Chelmsford formed up the six companies of the 2nd/24th and addressed them: ‘Men, the enemy have taken our camp. Many of our friends must have lost their lives in defending it. There is nothing left for us now but to fight our way through – and mind, we must fight hard. For we will have to fight for our lives. I know you and I know I can depend on you.’24


It was pitch black when the column tramped back up the slope towards the crag silhouetted on the summit. There were scattered watch fires, and an ominous glow down by the mission station at Rorke’s Drift. Chelmsford was afraid of a trap. The wagons appeared to have been drawn across the nek to bar their progress. Someone was sure he saw movements; others thought they heard hoarse cries and the rattle of assegais on – shields.


Chelmsford ordered the artillery to fire four rounds of shrapnel at the wagons. The deafening blast echoed and re-echoed up the valley, and far across the plateau (as far as the men of Colonel Evelyn Wood’s column at their camp fires twenty-five miles away to the north). Then the sound died away. Chelmsford ordered a party to seize the stony hill opposite the crag. They signalled their success by a cheer. When they reached the wagons they found them deserted. The Zulus had withdrawn as silently as they had come. The guns had been firing into the empty night.


The column were ordered to lie on their arms, in case of attack. There can have been few more macabre nights ever spent by a British column. They were bivouacking on the spot where the fighting had been thickest. Now they stumbled over bodies wherever they tried to find a place to lie. Chelmsford paced up and down, telling the men not to sleep. Some no doubt succeeded despite him. Others lay there, as in a nightmare, alongside the comrades they had left that morning.


Before it was light, Chelmsford ordered the column to retreat to Rorke’s Drift, where they might have to cut their way through the main Zulu force. He was too worried to allow his men to bury their comrades. Even the sight of the bodies might be too much for them. One of the civilians, Charles Norris-Newman, a reporter from the Standard, got up an hour before dawn to take a quiet look around and see if he could recognize any of the dead. What he saw turned his stomach. Many of the men had been stripped of their red coats and were naked or half-naked. In almost every case the bodies had been mutilated by the Zulus, with the ritual slash across the abdomen. They lay in clusters, shot and stabbed, twisted into every kind of position, mixed with broken bags of tea and sugar from the wagons, waste paper, dead horses and oxen.


Few of the dead could be recognized. Someone spotted a gold watch on a body identified as an engineer officer’s by the scarlet waistcoat. Months later the watch was identified by Bishop Colenso as Durnford’s. It had stopped at 3.40 p.m. He had fought to the bitter end, nearly four hours after the attack began. George Shepstone had died beside him.


Chelmsford’s shattered column tramped down to the Buffalo in fear of an ambush. When they reached Rorke’s Drift they found the mission station was still burning. But the garrison, and the passage across the Buffalo, was safe. One company of the 2nd/24th, even more outnumbered than the men at Isandlwana, had driven off a huge Impi of Zulus. They had survived by a simple expedient: a hurriedly improvised defence line of biscuit tins and stone walls.


*  *  *


The disaster of Isandlwana sent a shock wave across Natal and the Cape before reaching England. Chelmsford and his staff turned up breathless at Pietermaritzburg, having left the remains of the force to their own devices. The general was ‘awfully cut up’, according to Crealock. The HQ staff were afraid he might break down altogether. All over Natal, as far south as Durban, men built laagers and braced themselves for a Zulu invasion. In fact, the Impis held firm to the King’s instructions not to cross the border.


In London, an hour after midnight on the morning of 12 February, a telegram was brought to Hicks Beach’s house in Portman Square. What it said was so astounding that it might have been a hoax. Half Lord Chelmsford’s central column had been massacred by the Zulus at a place called Isandlwana. Lord Chelmsford and the survivors had fled back into Natal. It proved to be the most humiliating British military defeat since the start of the century. The Zulus had killed 858 white men (including 52 officers) and 471 black troops (including non-combatants). The Cabinet were aghast. Disraeli saw correctly that it was a mortal blow to his government. ‘I am greatly stricken,’ he wrote, ‘everybody was congratulating me on being the most fortunate of Ministers, when there comes this terrible disaster!’25
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