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               16-18 Queen Anne’s Gate, home of British military intelligence between 1884 and 1901. Two Wyatt townhouses knocked together, they were deceptively commodious. At this period, some thirty to forty personnel were assigned there, the library was on the ground floor and the presses were in the filthy basement. In 1901 the ID moved to Winchester House, St James’s Square. © London Metropolitan Archives
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        To those who from their own experience and scholarship suspected that ‘something must have been going on’, including Sir Isaiah Berlin, OM of Wolfson College; Brigadier Sir Edgar Williams, CB, CBE, DSO of Rhodes House; Professor Ronald Robinson, CBE, DFC, Beit Professor of Commonwealth History and Dr Colin Newbury, University Lecturer in Commonwealth History. You were right.
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               Dated July 1882, this simple tactical map for both military and naval forces was probably completed by May as part of the ID’s preparation for the Egyptian expeditionary force. Although strategic and boundary maps made up the regular output of the ID mapping room, Alexandria is an early example of the up-to-date tactical maps regularly produced by the ID from the mid-1870s for deploying forces. © National Archives
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         In the mid-nineteenth century, the world was ripe to be possessed by the powerful. Russia’s steady subversion of Bulgar and Afghan alike, and her mysterious successes in the south, masked by distance and played over little-known lands, caused disquiet in London and blind worry in Calcutta. Later the threat would come from France, Germany, Portugal and even Italy, all passionate in their desire to expand into Africa. Behind every move was the threat of armed force against the most successful of colonial powers: Great Britain.

         Yet Britain desired to live in a parallel universe of progress, freedom and peace. And, on the whole, this is the grand story of the second half of Victoria’s reign. But it could only exist in the world it wanted to live in if it listened for, absorbed and used to advantage intelligence about potential foes and their tricks, knavish or otherwise. Britain could never win at shadow boxing and its magnificent navy was, when all was said and done, of little use away from the water’s edge. In more subtle ways, however, Britain could combat that which she could detect and the result was that for well over half a century Britain was not involved in nor suffered from either a great European or a great Asian war. Britain played her cards well because she sat facing the mirror.

         But who sat facing the mirror? Britain’s diplomatic machinery was almost powerless to collect the right information, analyse it enough to turn it into intelligence or propose courses of action based on what it found in an increasingly complex world. To fill the vacuum, the governments of the day drew heavily on the experience and technical expertise of the little-known Intelligence Department (from 1888 the Intelligence Division) or ‘ID’ of the War Office. In short, the ID was useful to the politicians and great offices of state because it replaced conjecture with studied analysis.

         Initially, ministers and their officials came to rely on the Division because it was convenient. If they did not agree, they could dismiss the ID’s opinions with a polite ‘Read and noted’. After all, it was but a separate, innocuous subunit which printed maps and dealt with strange places and even stranger people. From the beginning it was estranged from its notional overlords, the generals at Horse Guards, and on the surface carried no organisational clout. So, if they chose, the government could ignore the Division and its advice. But just the opposite happened and the young captains and majors with experience and expertise beyond their years wrote far-reaching memoranda which affected policy and the lives of millions. As the century drew to a close, an increasing number of Foreign, Colonial and Indian Office minutes ended with: ‘Presume you have asked the ID?’ And back would come the answer: ‘Done.’

         When the Division did propose courses of action, it did so with evidence not usually available to others. This gave it a cachet and weight. It did its best to be unbiased but by the 1890s the Intelligence Division was so convinced that it knew what was best for the Empire that when the government did not move as rapidly as the Division believed it should have done over the retention of the Sudan to Egypt and the capturing of the headwaters of the Nile, the Division took matters into its own hands and dragged the Empire behind it. This coincided with the Second South African (or Boer) War, which the ID had long predicted and planned for – warnings which the War Office ignored. This became public and by the dawn of the Edwardian era the value of intelligence was increasingly recognised, its insufficiency acknowledged. The great security organisations, both civil and military, which sprang into life then and subsequently all owed their origin to the ID.

         THIS REMARKABLE ORGANISATION

         These are remarkable claims for an organisation that is virtually unknown and only fleetingly shows up in histories of the period. So what was it? Who were the men who gave their lives to it? 

         The organisation for which so much is claimed was a particularly homegrown affair. From its inception during the Crimean War, the Department was a pariah to the rest of the Army, which did not understand it and actively discriminated against it. It resented the ID’s ‘semi-official’ access to the Prime Minister and Cabinet, directly and through the great departments of state. It looked on the ID as a proto-general staff in an era when changes of that sort were not in fashion. Its officers were thought to get all the best positions on expeditions (which was generally true) and were self-serving cliques (which was also usually true). But above all, the ID injected a new technocratic intellect, planning and vision into the realm and service of diplomacy and operations which had not existed before.

         The hundred or so officers who served in the ID before it was absorbed into the new General Staff in the early twentieth century were from the ‘scientific’ branches, i.e. the Royal Engineers and Royal Artillery for the most part, and were acknowledged to be the best technical brains in the Army. Unusually for that time, many had experienced higher education; about a dozen came from Oxford, Cambridge or Dublin and almost all came from the top of their classes at the fledgling Staff College. Again, almost all were practising linguists. Over the sixty years or so covered here, the average length of appointment at the ID was for five years. This was longer than normal and did not, as a rule, go down well with the losing regiment or corps, but it was necessary if the officer was to understand and get into the work, which was divided geographically. The age at time of appointment was around thirty to thirty-five years old.

         If a snapshot, albeit a very detailed snapshot, of the ID in medias res is wanted, it exists in the report on the modus operandi of the ID by Captain (later Lieutenant General Sir) Edwin Henry Hayter Collen, RA written for the Intelligence Branch, Simla in 1878. In many ways it is regrettable that his Report on the Intelligence Branch, Quarter Master General’s Department was not written a decade later, when the Division and its work were arguably at their peak. Yet through it all comes the inescapable conclusion that being in the ID was thrilling and a lot of very hard work by some extraordinary young officers paid off in the increased pre-eminence and security of the Empire. And this is how they will make their appearance in the pages that follow. For the most part these exceptional people will suddenly appear in the narrative with a report, an informed opinion or action which advances or influences the story and just as suddenly will quietly disappear from view, fading into the shadows, back to their vigil.

         This is not to say that these men were meek or mild. For the most part they will break into history again when the much-needed organisational reforms they campaigned for finally come to pass. In fact the Intelligence Division of the last quarter of the nineteenth century produced three chiefs of the Imperial General Staff, two field marshals, six generals, eleven lieutenant generals, fifteen major generals, nine brigadiers and at least fourteen colonels. More than half became knights or peers in their own right. It could be argued that they were probably the first real meritocratic cadre in modern British government. Fewer than half ever married.

         WHY WERE THEY SUCCESSFUL?

         The success of the Intelligence Department/Division lay in its ability to generate trust, its unrelenting reliability, in its ability to gather information on every possible topic from demography to orthography, to collate and analyse it, then turn it into intelligence and strategy for, primarily, the Foreign Office, Cabinet and Queen (who had a considerable knowledge of foreign affairs and influence in their conduct). The ID was also speedy and clever: at one stage the Indian Army swore blind that the Russians were about to attack Afghanistan and India in large numbers, a ‘Henny-Penny’ stance it frequently took. But was it true? The ID quietly reassured the Prime Minister, Foreign and India Offices that it would not happen. Why not? They war-gamed it and it did not make sense, not least because an army marches on its stomach. The ID obtained and analysed the annual contract let by the Russian Intendance Branch for flour. There were no plans to have any new or expanded flour points advancing themselves down towards the south-east and the Hindu Kush. No flour points for bakeries, so no bakeries to bake bread to feed troops, so no troops, no invasion. Britain did not overreact.

         WHY DON’T WE KNOW MORE ABOUT THE INTELLIGENCE DIVISION?

         In the last two decades or so much has been written, and generally well written, about various aspects of Britain’s intelligence effort in the hey-day of Empire, mostly concentrating on efforts in the field, e.g. the Great Game in Asia. Very much less has been written about what is behind that effort, i.e. the organisational heart of the intelligence machine, its role and its influence in imperial policy making. Part of the answer lies in the paucity of direct evidence. There is no depository of Intelligence Division papers for this era, per se, although some reports and memoranda of the most immense value remained in the Ministry of Defence Library (Central and Army) until the mid-1970s. Other examples of the Division’s official work and the government’s response (save those returned for burning) exist in the Foreign and to a lesser extent in the Colonial Office files in the National Archives. Much of this evidence has not been examined by historians interested in imperial defence and foreign policy simply because these papers are not where one would expect to find them.

         As the Division was neither fish nor fowl, the clerks in Whitehall deposited the remaining evidence of the Division’s influence in obscure files such as ‘FO Diplomatic/Domestic Various’, many of which were first opened since deposit in the research for this work. And there, after pages and pages of extra-territorial marriage licences (and a letter from an irate mother to the Prime Minister claiming that her son had run off to Russia with an acrobat called Gregory and what was he going to do about it?) one turns the page and finds a highly classified intelligence summary or plan of action, fully acknowledged by the Foreign Office, minister or Cabinet, which, when replaced into the decision-making process, was influential in forming British policy.

         There are also clues to be found occasionally amongst the papers of politicians and officials. Finding explicit reference to the work of the Division within the collections of major politicians, like Lord Salisbury, is rare. But that does not mean it did not exist. It was the practice of Lords Salisbury, Hartington and Rosebery to conduct much of their most sensitive official business privately, a fact which annoyed their departments at the time and has irritated historians ever since. Hence much of the interaction which we know took place between the ID and its political masters will probably be forever lost to us in its detail.

         But the ID was not completely hidden. During this period there were formal commissions and enquiries, and efforts to co-ordinate military, naval and imperial defence issues, e.g. in 1879 and 1885, in which intelligence matters were pointed to. But, as in the case of the 1885 Colonial Defence Committee, the proceedings were those of a committee of the Cabinet, and the tradition was not to take any record at all. When Sir George Clarke (later Lord Sydenham), secretary to the Committee, came to write about it, he noted his involvement and then turned away ‘in discreet silence’.

         There are also few answers from the practitioners themselves. They simply kept their secrets unto death. Almost all of the central figures destroyed their papers. The playwright Sir Terence Rattigan was adamant that Major General Lord Edward Gleichen left none and so were the families of Lieutenant General Sir James Wolfe Murray and Major General Sir Charles Wilson, amongst dozens of others.

         One key collection, however, remains intact. This is the largely unexploited collection of correspondence from and to General Sir F. R. Wingate at Durham University. His son, the late Sir Ronald Wingate, was certain that his father planned to keep faith with his silent colleagues as almost all of this seminal correspondence was carefully ripped out of his letter books and put aside. It was death alone, he observed, that intervened between his father’s intention and the fire.

         The other exception is some of the correspondence and odd papers of Sir John Ardagh, director of the Division between 1896 and 1901. After his death, his wife Susan, the Countess of Malmesbury, deposited a selection of his papers in the Public Record Office and, as will be shown, she did so to indicate the importance of the Division’s work and to vindicate her husband from charges that he did not properly advise the government of the threat to Great Britain posed by the Boer nations in South Africa.

         Finally, there are tantalising glimpses from corps histories of which the Royal Engineer Journal and History of the Royal Engineers stand out, not least because many of the authors had been in the Division themselves. Hints, too, occasionally appear in obscure autobiographies written decades after the events. But in the main they hollowly echo the memoirs of Lord Sydenham.

         We must therefore look for evidence in the prescience behind policies propounded themselves, the measured actions taken. There is the proof of the influence of Britain’s intelligencers. Whilst it may be hard for later generations to divine its depth and reach, there was no doubt in the minds of the players of that era that, on the whole, Britain knew what it was doing because it took the trouble to quietly, ever so quietly, find out what others were doing. As the Farsi expression had it: ‘Anywhere in the world where a leaf moves, underneath you will find an Englishman.’ 

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

            MY DUTY MUST IN CONSCIENCE BE PERFORMED

         

         
            It will always be to the credit of mid-Victorian Britain that its organising, technical and industrial energy was largely expended on peaceable progress and not on martial affairs. In 1854, when Britain was about to go to war with Russia over Turkish independence, the British Army was hardly more sophisticated than in Wellington’s day. Whilst there had been some advances and changes for the better during that time, the notion of higher organisation was rudimentary compared with continental armies and what there was still consisted of officers dashing hither and thither on occasional training days with scrappy bits of orders. At the end of the century, the three-time Prime Minister Lord Salisbury told the House of Lords: ‘The art of war has been studied on the continent of Europe with a thoroughness and self-devotion that no other science has commanded, and at the end of the day we find ourselves surrounded by five great military Powers, and yet on matters of vital importance we pursue a policy wholly different from those military powers. 1

         

         On the continent, the management of warfare was indeed receiving serious attention. By the mid-1850s the most dramatic changes in warfare since the invention of the firearm were well underway. Railways and the telegraph shortened lines of communications and lethal inventions, such as the breech loading rifle, the forerunners to the machine gun and dynamite entered the battlefield with devastating effect. Politically, warfare began to engage whole populations, as the American Civil War and the first steps to German unification proved. War became more destructive and with increasingly efficient conscription and mobilisation, the ripples of distress it caused went wider and deeper than ever before.2

         In this regard the British Army was out of step with the progressive spirit of the age. Unlike its Austro-Hungarian, French and German counterparts, Britain spent little or no time contending with the notion of how to manage increasingly complicated operations. Critical to this was the creation of specialised co-ordinating staff and functions, be it operations, logistics, medical or feeding. Most importantly, the British Army had no means of ensuring a favourable outcome of battle other than through sheer heroics and the square. It seems to have forgotten the lessons of the past when that key element of successful operations, viz intelligence work, played its crucial role in the shaping of modern Britain.

         In consequence, the British were content to commit their small army to a campaign in the Crimea of which they knew little. They knew no more about Russian capability or intentions beyond that of conquest, and relied for battlefield success on the British Army’s reputation for individual and collective pluck and gallantry rather than planning and organisation.3

         If the British military establishment observed this changing world, it learned little from it. So, too, the politicians. The great Liberal politician of the day, Lord Palmerston (Premier 1855–58, 1859–65) put his faith – and the nation’s money – into the south-eastern costal defence system of lonely forts, called ‘Palmerston’s follies’ from the day the first stones were sunk. But the real threat was elsewhere. By 1853, Britain and its new allies, the continental powers, were on the brink of war with Russia over the independence of Turkey, ‘the sick man of Europe’. For their part, the supreme ruler of the crumbling Ottoman Empire, the Sublime Porte, and his advisers were firmly of the mind that whatever happened the British would save them.

         The ‘whatever happened’ was the sure advance of Russia, protected by a fog of diplomatic activity and anxiety over the ownership of the Holy Places in Palestine, an issue drummed up by the French for their own purposes. The British government was largely indifferent to the resolution of this problem, but was suspicious of the various continental plots that lay behind it. Nevertheless, the spectre of Russian advances surpassed any mutual suspicion between the continental powers and France and Britain, especially, grew closer together.

         In the months leading up to the Crimean War, there was more intrigue, more indecisiveness by the British and more bungling. There were also screeds of despatches and reports coming in from a number of sources, most of which were wholly unreliable, the government giving unmerited credence to excited despatches from the French Ambassador especially. In short, there was no filter, no analysis and no intelligence. The new telegraph that extended as far to the east as Belgrade transmitted more worthless information than good. But who could tell which was which? George Villiers, the fourth Earl of Clarendon, beginning the first of three terms as Foreign Secretary, fumed: ‘These telegraphic despatches are the very devil. Formerly Cabinets used to deliberate on a fact and a proposition from foreign governments; now, we only have a fact.’ His predecessor Lord John Russell agreed, lamenting ‘the fatal facility of the electric telegraph’.4 Despite further diplomatic activity, matters deteriorated and by March 1854 Britain and the allies had ‘drifted’ into war with Russia.

         The British Army was not ready on any level. Comprising some 65,000 men at home, 40,000 in the colonies and 30,000 in India, it had not fought a major European engagement of any kind for more than four decades. Within Whitehall there was systemic failure in governance, too, with the civilians at the War Office and the soldiers at Horse Guards wrestling with each other on major and minor matters. In the Army itself, the development of leadership was weak. The selection, education and promotion of officers were corrupt and chaotic. Commissions were purchased and the Royal Military College at Sandhurst was ‘half empty, understaffed and paralysed through lack of funds’.5

         Intelligence, be it operational or strategic, was a word to be used with caution. It was synonymous with ‘advanced thinking’ and, indeed, the core around which many feared or hoped an overseeing organisation would eventually come about at the highest level of the British Army, an organisation composed of the key high-ranking specialists who could train, maintain, move and support an army in the field, all working together in a combined operation. Within such an organisation the responsibility for objective, aim and thrust depended on intelligence, and in peaceable England there was one man who saw the folly of ignoring intelligence. He was Major Thomas Best Jervis, a Bombay sapper, recently returned to London on retirement.

         Jervis had spent much of his career in India as a surveyor working for Major (later Colonel Sir George) Everest. His reputation was not especially high. ‘Through great humility of disposition’ it had taken him some seven and a half years to become a lieutenant and when Everest learned that Jervis had been selected proxime accessit to become his successor as the Surveyor of India in 1837, he was reputed to be so horrified that he reversed his decision to retire. In any event, it was Jervis who tendered his resignation and returned to England in late 1841 a disappointed man. No longer an East Indian or ‘John Company’ employee and ‘freed from official trammels’, he poured his considerable energies into any number of schemes both sensible and wild, scientific, religious and pastoral, here, there and everywhere, all for the improvement of mankind, not least the Association for the Discouragement of Duelling, dromedary postal services and the bringing of Christianity to Indian women. But in the midst of all this random energy and enthusiasm, ‘cartography together with Christianity became the main elements in his life’.

         According to his admiring son, Jervis’s weathered appearance and large, balding head made him ‘conspicuous in the largest assembly and [he] could not fail to command respect and veneration’ but he was regarded in Kensington as he had been in Calcutta as an eccentric, intellectual gadfly. He may have caused mirth, but when it came to matters cartographic, Jervis knew what he was talking about. He was passionate about the benefits to be derived from strategic cartography. For years he urged a deaf government to establish a national depository of maps and statistics for British merchants and shippers to consult. This depository, a treasure house of topographical and statistical information, would, in addition to its commercial value, also serve the government as a repository of maps useful to any British force deployed anywhere in the world. This was thinking on a grand scale endorsed by the government’s total lack of interest.

         Integral in his thinking about maps was their value as a key contributor to intelligence. In Jervis’s mind cartography and intelligence went hand in hand. He had, at first, thought of intelligence collection and analysis tactically, in the field. His idea had been to train mobile bands of scouts who could read terrain and enemy dispositions accurately, galloping back with the results of their reconnaissance to trained staff officers who would collate the information gathered, analyse it and turn it into battlefield intelligence for their generals. Enemy displacements, intentions and the nature of the ground between the opposing forces would be clear. Jervis, who knew his history, recognised the contribution this innovation had made to operations at Jena in 1806 and knew it would be invaluable half a century later.

         Yet even as war in the Crimea drew closer, Jervis had neither the reputation nor the power to do more than draw attention to the desirability of establishing such a cartographic depot with this remit. Relentlessly he pressed his case to all who would listen until on the eve of the Crimean War he was induced by his long-suffering wife and son to take a holiday in Belgium.

         In Brussels, Jervis proved as irrepressible as in England. Investigating new map-making techniques, he stumbled on nothing less than a copy of the Russians’ latest secret staff map of the Crimea – ‘a document which no money could purchase’ – and the equally sensitive Austrian staff map of Turkey-in-Europe. How these gems came to reach Brussels, Jervis never knew. Nor is it known if he ever considered whether they were planted by one or other of the powers. What is known is that they were authentic and up to date. Without wasting any time, Jervis rushed them back to London to lay before the Duke of Newcastle, then Secretary of State for War, and Lord Raglan, the prospective commander of the British expedition.

         Jervis was greeted with a studied coolness bordering on disdain. He found to his surprise they ‘had not particularly considered the Crimea at all’. Raglan, it turned out, did have a copy of the Russian map, but he could not read the Cyrillic ‘hieroglyphics’, and so it lay uninterpreted. Jervis was unable to understand this cavalier carelessness. His faith in the value of accurate maps as critical to a commander’s success on the modern military battlefield was so passionate it became his Achilles heel. He allowed Newcastle and Raglan to drive him into what he later described as ‘a parsimonious proposition’. In short, he was to enter into an agreement by which, at his own expense, he would translate the staff maps into French and chromolithograph them across ten sheets. In turn the Crown would buy two copies. He was not allowed to petition Parliament for expenses nor sell the map on the open market.

         Jervis agreed to the deal and sold much of his treasured library to raise the £850 he needed to accomplish the project. He thereupon produced the maps in a miserable coach-house and stables at 9 Adelphi Terrace, near the Strand in London.6

         So when Raglan sailed eastward, he did have the new map in his possession and it should have served its purpose; yet when the finger of blame over the wretched performance of the British Expeditionary Force later turned towards him Raglan shrugged off all responsibility, complaining that Sevastopol had been ‘completely unknown to him as it had been to Jason and his Argonauts’.7

         But this was all in the future. When the first British troops arrived in the summer of 1854 it was clear that Jervis’s map was the only one detailed and accurate enough to be of value to commanders. Printed by chromolithography in ten sheets in blue, black and brown, copies of it were like gold dust and much in demand. He was permitted to keep his presses turning and his reputation took a turn for the better.

         From that hard-won base, he returned to his scheme to create a national map repository, now strictly for military purposes and, looking for a template, he lobbied Newcastle for permission to visit the French Depôt de la Guerre. This was eventually granted and he returned with 1,476 maps and prints, a gold snuffbox from Napoleon III, and a further conviction that Britain should have a similar depot and have it now.

         To this end he wrote yet another report for Newcastle in 1854 urging him to set one up. The war was not going well and, for the first time, William Howard Russell’s despatches in The Times and the telling drawings by the new breed of war artists, Simpson and Crowe, in the illustrated papers exposed the government and the Army to the critical gaze of the British public. The once glorious British Army was accurately pictured as a sick, freezing, starving skeleton, sacrificed to arrogance and lack of planning. The British public was furious, the press and Parliament demanded action. Newcastle was finally forced to consider Jervis’s proposal but the Aberdeen government, unable to cover its incompetence and negligence further, was forced to resign on 30 January 1855 when the independent radical, John Arthur Roebuck, gave notice of a motion to enquire into the conduct of the war.8
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         The new government of Lord Palmerston came in on a wave of enthusiasm for military reform. In the vanguard was the new Secretary of State for War, Fox Maule, created Lord Panmure in 1852. A competent, loyal Liberal, he had entered the Commons in 1835 and served his first term as Secretary of State for War between 1846 and 1852. Panmure knew, of course, of the tension and lack of co-operation and co-ordination between the civilians in the War Office and the soldiers at Horse Guards, separated as they were physically and administratively: the civilians under the Secretary of State and the soldiers under the General Commanding-in-Chief (later Commander-in-Chief or C-in-C).9

         As for the War Department, which until 1854 had also been responsible for colonial affairs, it suffered from ‘a want of unity of arrangements’. It lacked a precise chain of command and had ‘no separate office, no precedents and no experienced officials’. The administrators carried on in a fashion which Pepys would have recognised. At bottom they considered themselves responsible to the government and the soldiers looked upon themselves as responsible to the Sovereign. Two systems of professional status were at war and each blamed the other for reverses in the field. When, for example, the previous government was feeling the full force of blame for one disastrous operation after another, an angry Sidney Herbert, the able Secretary for War under Newcastle, told the House of Commons that ‘the main responsibility lies with that collection of regiments which calls itself the British Army and not with the Government!’10

         Official correspondence between Horse Guards and the War Department bristled with rancour. The politicians and the generals tended to regard each other almost as enemy powers. As they controlled the purse strings, the civilians eventually gained the ascendancy, but the stench of acrimony between the civilians and the soldiers lingered well into the twentieth century.

         As Florence Nightingale learned in her campaign to improve the lot of the private soldier, Panmure was not generally considered a decisive minister despite the will of the nation to support military reform. Yet one of his first acts within a few days of coming into office was to put Jervis’s plan into effect. The Topographical & Statistical Department (the T&S) suddenly came into being early in February 1855 with Jervis as its first director with the acting rank of first major then lieutenant colonel.

         If the suddenness of this innovation startled the soldiers, what alarmed them even more was Panmure’s announcement that the T&S was to be accountable to the civilians in the War Department rather than to them, the soldiers at Horse Guards. This could give the civilians, should they wish to use it, a potential source of information independent of the generals.11

         The T&S embodied revolution, or so thought those hoping for its success or fearing its potential power. In Parliament the great radical Joseph Hume opined just before he died that the T&S would prove to be the ‘first effectual step to the reform of our military organisation’ and even Jervis allowed himself to hope that his department, if developed along French lines, would bring ‘the whole military business of the country under the direction of a single head’.12 In other words, the core of a general staff.

         And so the T&S was, from the beginning, considered by Jervis at least to be the seed of a directing or general staff, the next great advance in military thinking. Even at that time, both France and Prussia were already evolving processes and procedures to co-ordinate and control the deployment of large armies. The Prussians proved the effectiveness of a Großstab or general staff so completely in the Prussian–Austrian War of 1866 and the Franco-Prussian War four years later that by the late 1870s most major European powers boasted a similar controlling organisation in one form or another.

         However, owing to major organisational weaknesses and the lack of threat, Britain did not follow suit until some thirty years later. The value of such a staff divided opinion which, combined with organisational and political implications, became irrational at times. And the idea of a function dedicated to intelligence collection, analysis and dissemination was irrevocably identified with the notion of a general staff. This had its plus and minus points. On the plus side, intelligence work in Britain would, as will be shown, attract the finest thinkers in the Army, officers of exceptional ability who could hold their own with the two golden generations of British politicians who governed from the end of the Crimean War until the end of the Boer War. On the other hand those who would become involved with intelligence were held in a very real and deep opprobrium by their suspicious seniors.

         But, again, all this was in the future. Back at Adelphi Terrace, Jervis was delighted with his appointment. He had a war to win and set out to make the T&S ‘the most indispensable accession to the machinery of state’. He immediately recruited some twenty-six engravers, lithographers and assistants.

         Alas, his scatterbrained approach continued to alienate as many as it attracted. He showered his seniors with so many schemes on so many subjects that he unwittingly consigned to the ‘too difficult’ pile his modern, innovative ideas on intelligence, not least the latest incarnation of his ‘brigades of topographers’ to map abroad in peacetime and serve as a ‘secret intelligence corps in war’.

         But he was no longer alone. The T&S became a notional home for the few military thinkers on active service such as Colonel J. H. Lefroy, father of the Victorian military education movement, some aspects of which Jervis anticipated. Lefroy allied himself with the new T&S. Together they introduced standardised projection, scales and nomenclature for field maps, delighting officers in the field and increasing the popularity of the T&S.13

         The volume of work increased dramatically and the laborious engraving, the preparation of the stones, printing and despatching went on around the clock. By August 1856, the T&S had outgrown Adelphi Terrace and Jervis received permission to move to 4 New Street, Spring Gardens. There Jervis added to his number until the strength rose to some fifty-five skilled map makers. But it was not all straightforward. He told Panmure: ‘I confess the results have overpassed my expectations when I revert to the number I have to prove and discharge for incompetency, insubordination and drunkenness.’ One morning he found four aged ladies on his doorstep. They made it clear that they were there to colour in maps as ‘a prescriptive right … the father of three of these having been charged by His Late Majesty George III, in the like capacity for very many years’. Their claim to employment was enhanced, he learned, as these women appeared to have ‘rendered in early life the most essential services to His Grace the Duke of Wellington’, whatever that meant.14

         As the war progressed, Jervis, who had not been fully fit for years, worked at a frantic pace in spite of the unceasing inroads of pertinacious inflammation of the bowel until his health gave way, aggravated by a misprescription which was slowly poisoning him. Reduced to a skeleton, unable to eat, Jervis refused to leave his new department and was carried from floor to floor in a chair; the ever-optimistic, impractical gadfly countering all expressions of solicitude with ‘My duty to the government must in conscience be performed; I will go down colours flying.’ Finally on 3 April 1857 the ‘scientific, Christian soldier, the philanthropic educationalist, the stanch [sic] friend of India and Indian Missions’ died.

         Few were surprised when Panmure promptly appointed a committee of inquiry into the running of the T&S under Assistant Secretary of State for War J. R. Godley. It found that whilst useful, ‘the value of the work has not been proportionate to the cost, and that the work itself has not been judiciously selected… At this your Lordship will probably not be surprised.’ The committee recommended substantial reductions and proposed combining the T&S with two Horse Guards functions: the Topographical Depôt (which had been left over from an earlier attempt at an intelligence department, the Duke of York’s Depôt of Military Knowledge) and the Ordnance Survey.

         But Panmure was not content to let the soldiers hold sway. Even though the Ordnance Survey had a budget thirteen times that of the two topographical offices combined, the T&S had become such a vital symbol of civilian control over Horse Guards that Panmure absorbed the Survey into the T&S, and decreed that the new T&S would ‘remain an independent branch of the War Office’.

         The civilians prepared for a backlash and when it came dismissed it with the airy comment that it would be against ‘all precedent and practice’ to hand the T&S over to Horse Guards, rejecting at the outset ‘any reasoning by which it could be proved that the Commander-in-Chief ought to direct the surveys of the country, purchase books, maps and instruments, and carry on generally the functions which are now placed immediately under the Secretary of State’.

         The Godley Committee stressed that in future, the Department should give more attention to Jervis’s ideas about intelligence not only at field level but higher. Indeed, ‘officers should in reporting on countries, study their practical strategy and resources’ and for this purpose Panmure ‘should be empowered to employ officers and men from any branch of the British or Indian armies, or from civil life’.15

         Panmure was pleased with the main thrust of the report and approved it on 26 October 1857. He thereupon appointed the director of the Ordnance Survey from 1854 to 1875, Lieutenant Colonel (later Lieutenant General Sir Henry) James, to head the new office and implement the recommendations of the report.

         Like Jervis, James was a technocrat. He was the first (by a hair’s breadth) to develop photozincography, which instead of heavy stone used relatively durable, lighter and more flexible zinc. It was a revolutionary cost-efficient boon to the practical and precise reproduction of maps and James was knighted for it in 1860. Nevertheless, when he sought some remuneration for his invention James found (as had Jervis earlier) that the parsimonious government had no intention of honouring his request.16

         James’s focus was on map making so the T&S made little progress towards becoming an active intelligence organisation in the decade following, despite continued unrest in Europe, the Middle East and the American Civil War. James proved more interested in the Survey and the best that can be said of him and his long-serving deputy, Major (later Lieutenant General A. C.) Cooke, Royal Engineers, is that the T&S survived their leadership.

         This, however, was no mean feat. In 1858, the Liberal government fell and reaction on the military front was quick to follow. Major General Jonathan Peel, the rather less able brother of Robert Peel and the Conservative’s new war minister, could not stand up to Horse Guards. It tried to contract away from the T&S the printing of secret fortification plans and even that of the Armstrong gun. Strictures were imposed and James complained that ‘even in the most trifling matters’ he was compelled to refer to his seniors.17

         When the ailing Sidney Herbert, Florence Nightingale’s staunch ally, returned to office in 1859 he brought a brief respite, directing the T&S to collect ‘the most perfect series of plans of all the great fortresses of Europe, and other parts of the world’. He also tried to find them more central accommodation as ‘the Topl. Dept. has relations with all the great Government Offices’, but before the move could take place, Herbert died from overwork and the reactionaries returned to keep the T&S in its place.

         Thus on the eve of the American Civil War, the T&S was composed of James, Cooke and two other officers in the Topographical Section, a retired naval staff commander looking after the library, eighteen printers and draughtsmen and an administration section staffed by two Royal Engineer non-commissioned officers and a sapper who examined the colouring, issuing or selling of the finished product. Nevertheless, between 1857 and 1870, the T&S produced almost two thousand different maps from a total of 237,519 impressions. Active, too, were James and Cooke in advancing their scientific and military reputations, James with photozincography primarily whilst Cooke translated scientific papers, sat on the Council of the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) and wrote seven books, most of which dealt with the military systems of other countries. Although this is what Jervis had planned for, in actuality, and given the climate of disdain, the T&S output was more than might have been expected.

         The reactionaries at Horse Guards were thoroughly in control and to ensure it could not get up to any further mischief such as, presumably, studying the methods, strength and equipment of the continental armies, the T&S was ordered to take on four new projects which would sap most of the department’s energy for the next decade: firstly, the seven years’ labour of recording, drawing or photographing every piece of equipment a field army would take on active service; secondly to prepare colour illustrations of all the myriad dress regulations, a monumental task taking four years only to be scrapped on the eve of completion in 1867; thirdly, James, master of the process of photozincography, was ordered to reproduce the great historical manuscripts held by the state including the Domesday book; and, finally, the T&S was to survey and draw plans of all the barracks and forts in Britain and Ireland. Under the weight of these projects the establishment dwindled and there was rarely more than one officer present and often none at all, as James spent most of his time in Southampton.

         Despite such straitened circumstances the T&S refused to die. Indeed, there were some advances. It worked closely with the Royal Geographical Society over technical instructions for the North American boundary survey and arranged for the loan of various instruments for John Hanning Speke’s African expeditions to find the source of the Nile. The T&S even managed to retain a ray or two of its aura of reform. In 1864, it was accused of ‘drawing up a Report upon what should be the organisation of the War Office’. James denied it but, tired of the endless sniping, he requested the establishment of a committee of inquiry to confirm or deny the value of the T&S. On that committee he proposed to put Colonel J. H. Lefroy as its head. As mentioned above, Lefroy was arguably the best known military reformer of the age. He had been a ‘great influence over Lord Panmure’ and was largely responsible for a staff college worthy of the name. Having served on the Godley Committee, he was on record as regretting that the T&S had not fulfilled the teaching role dreamed for it by Jervis.

         James also called for the appointment of Captain Douglas Galton, one of the first modern military sanitary engineers and later an assistant under-secretary in the War Office, who was thoroughly identified with the medical reforms of Sidney Herbert and Miss Nightingale. James also proposed other leading scientists and engineers. Yet, the Secretary of State for War was Lord (later Marquess) Ripon, who, it was said kindly enough, was not master in his own house; so except for Galton, no other moderniser was picked.18

         The inquiry was packed by Horse Guards. Pre-eminent was the Quartermaster General, Sir Richard Airey, who was no friend of Panmure’s reforms as he headed the department from which the Topographical Department had been wrested. After a brief investigation, his committee found, no doubt with some justification, that there was ‘a want of special supervision over the work done’. He thereupon recommended that he, as Quartermaster General, should approve all non-survey work. The resulting report was accepted, Ripon weakly reserving the right to use the T&S ‘without reference to Horse Guards’. Large wagons drew up at Spring Gardens to take away most of the presses and Airey refused to consider rehousing the enfeebled department.19

         Still the T&S somehow survived. Whilst James and Cooke displayed no particular insight into the collection of intelligence or statistics, they can be credited with laying one important foundation stone for the Intelligence Department’s later success: gifted manpower. Starved of officers on their strength, James had the idea of luring to the T&S officers who had ‘a special aptitude and talent for strategy, geography and statistical science’ as secondees.

         Panmure had the idea of a staff drawn from all arms, hence the early appointment of Captain Martin Petrie of the 14th Regiment, but the officers James knew would be most useful were mainly Royal Engineers who, like the gunners of the Royal Artillery, were considered a second order to any officer from a regiment of the line. Officers of infantry and cavalry regarded technical expertise as being rather too keen in the wrong way. The ‘scientific soldiers’, the sappers and gunners, were ‘mad, married, or Methodist’ and very few held senior appointments outside their area of expertise.

         Excluded from such opportunities, the brightest gunners and sappers eagerly sought secondment to the T&S. Soon James realised that he could recruit the absolute best of Britain’s younger military brains. As early as 1858 he selected his secondees only from those officers who had passed through the recently reorganised Staff College. He offered officers who did well there almost the only opportunity to practise at a national level their recently acquired staff officer skills. James’s policy of only using trained staff officers influenced profoundly the reputation and development of the Staff College, benefiting the reputations of both the College and the T&S.20

         A potential posting to the T&S was, therefore, attractive to ambitious young scientific officers, so much so that some took extra courses in mathematics which were deemed ‘crucial to qualify for a coveted post in the Topographical Department’, and almost immediately the leading scholars from the Staff College came to Spring Gardens. Captain Petrie, who had passed first into the first class of the new Staff College, took on the mammoth task of compiling the first large-scale Organisation, Composition and Strength of the Army of Great Britain. This ran to five editions and strengthened the link between the T&S and the Staff College, to which Petrie returned as a professor.

         In 1864 his successor was the Rugby-educated Captain (later Colonel Sir Henry) Hozier, whose legal daughter married Winston Churchill. Hozier had passed first into and first out of his class at the Staff College. He openly advocated changes in the Army along the lines laid down by Panmure and was therefore regarded as a dangerous reformer, which he was. Largely on his own initiative he followed the victorious Prussian troops as they crushed Austria in the Seven Weeks’ War as a correspondent for The Times and marvelled at the planning which decanted the entire Prussian Guard Corps onto the border with Austria within a week of their entraining.

         Hozier’s allegiance to The Times, whose correspondents had uncovered the negligence and ignorance of the Army’s commanders in the Crimea, angered Horse Guards. J. T. Delane, The Times’ crusading editor, warned Panmure that Hozier’s investigation of modern efficient military systems would not be welcomed and he was right. Yet Hozier’s talents could not be denied and he was selected to advise the government on the feasibility of the 1867 Abyssinian campaign. This he did so well that General Sir Robert Napier appointed him to accompany the expedition for ‘topographical purposes’ as his military secretary. On his return to the T&S Hozier wrote a history of the campaign and the image of the scholarly soldier engaged on intelligence work became the firm hallmark of the T&S and its successor for the rest of the century.21
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         In the spring of 1869 Cooke left to command the Royal Engineers in Bermuda and James replaced him with Captain Charles William Wilson, RE. Wilson was to be a primary formative influence in the Department’s second generation and, as will be seen, a major, if unsung, influence in Britain’s foreign and imperial policy in the forthcoming years. Wilson had been at school at St David’s, Liverpool College and Cheltenham College and matriculated at the University of Bonn. He came in second in the open competition for commissions in 1855. He must have made a considerable impression at the Royal Engineer Establishment, Chatham, because only three years later in 1858 he was appointed to manage the entire logistical chain (interestingly called ‘the interior economy’) for the North American Boundary Commission and to be its secretary. Providing without fail the forage, feeding and surveying over hundreds of miles of wilderness, he soon made a name for himself and not long after his return he inveigled James to lend him to Miss Angela (later Baroness) Burdett-Coutts, she of the banking family and the wealthiest woman in England. She wanted Wilson to perform the first modern survey of Jerusalem for historical and sanitary reasons.

         Wilson enjoyed every minute of this new assignment. Besides the painstaking survey, he turned his hand to archaeology and became a noted amateur in the fledgling science. Indeed, Wilson’s Arch in the Temple in Jerusalem was named after him. Between 1865 and 1869, he surveyed most of Palestine and the Sinai for the Palestine Exploration Fund and when James called him to fill the post of executive officer of the T&S, Wilson was already an active fellow of the Royal Geographical Society and a council member of the Royal United Services Institution.22

         Wilson entered the cold and dingy house at Spring Gardens and found everything wanting, not least ‘authentic information’. With Hozier away most of the time, Wilson must have wondered what he had got himself into and how could he, single-handedly, arrest the decline of the T&S? But a new dawn was at hand. Wilson returned to London just as the first Gladstone administration was finding its feet and the party of Panmure and Sidney Herbert was about to play again a significant role in the development of British intelligence.

         Gladstone’s new Secretary for War was hardly less remarkable than Panmure. He was Edward (later Viscount) Cardwell of Winchester, a double first at Balliol and an energetic Peelite lawyer who was responsible for a number of maritime reforms and the abolition of transportation. In 1868 Gladstone asked him to become Secretary of State for War, following Ripon, a post he held until 1874. Once in office he resolved to complete Panmure’s assertion of the control of the government and Parliament over Horse Guards. He thereupon cut drastically the number of British troops in the colonies, saving £1 million on the vote. He then turned to domestic military expenditure and his eye fell on the Ordnance Survey, which was mainly engaged in civil mapping although notionally under the T&S. He considered transferring it to the Department of Works.

         James opposed this saying that if the T&S was not all it should be, it was because ‘nothing had been done to remedy the disadvantages of the scattered arrangement of the offices’. On 14 January 1870 he told the Treasury that without the aid of the Survey, the T&S could not publish the maps and plans that he claimed were required by the War, Foreign and Colonial offices. In making his case he no doubt feared that in the transfer he might lose the military element of the Survey, viz twenty officers and four companies of Engineers, not to mention his own command. But Cardwell and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Robert Lowe, had their way and transferred the Survey away from the military and James with it. Lowe tersely noted: ‘I believe it has never been looked after by the War Office and the question is between some direction and none.’23

         Thus within a few months of his arrival Charles Wilson found himself director of a dilapidated office, the odd press and a few clerks who were all that survived of Panmure’s first reform. On 30 April 1870, the eve of his formal appointment, Wilson set out to distance himself from what had gone on before. He wrote to the War Office about the deplorable state of the T&S and especially its lack of information from all quarters. Whereas James had been content to see the T&S primarily as a map maker and secondly as a repository of lessons learned from previous campaigns, Wilson saw a department which should be an active collector of current military information from all around the globe.

         If this was a bridge too far at that moment, Wilson must have been cheered by the arrival of a like-minded colleague: a young captain of artillery who had passed out first from the Staff College in 1869, Captain Evelyn Baring, later Lord Cromer, the virtual ruler of Egypt between 1883 and 1907 who had a mind so incisive it ‘frightened people’.24

         Baring and Wilson were contemporaries. Whilst Wilson had been sighting the North American boundary, Baring had observed the US Civil War at first hand. Horrified by the results of poor leadership and lack of organisation, Baring returned to the Staff College and disregarding the potential damage to his career, pointed to the wasteful effect of bad military management. Before long he became a recognised advocate of higher Army schooling. He railed against the purchase of commissions, fulminated against officers who saw no gain in further military education and told Lord Dufferin’s Royal Commission on Military Education so. A tireless writer, he published the first Staff College Essays to ‘show some of the officers of the Army that at all events some useful work is done at the Staff College’.25

         Now at Spring Gardens, Baring concentrated his purposeful energy towards helping Wilson and Hozier develop the neglected interests of the T&S. And if to emphasise Wilson’s concern about the paucity of current information on foreign armies, Prussia marched on France in mid-July 1870. The reaction of the British government was alarm and astonishment especially as within weeks ‘what was unmistakably the most efficient army in the world’ was before Paris. War fever gripped London. Cardwell told the Queen that England should have 20,000 men ready for action in forty-eight hours. On 20 July the Queen replied that if that was his intention, ‘no effort should be spared at this moment to place every department on its most perfect footing’. The initial panic passed, but the awe inspired by the advance remained. Possibly inspired by Wilson, Cardwell told Lord Granville, the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, that it was ‘most important to us to have accurate and complete intelligence of the causes which have led to the wonderful success of the Prussian troops’.26

         Luckily for Wilson, Hozier and Baring, no one seems to have asked them for information in the early days of the war. This was just as well, because the latest issues of the French and German military newspapers in Spring Gardens were over a month out of date as Horse Guards, a quarter of a mile away, insisted on taking delivery of all the T&S’s post. Wilson complained that on one occasion 108 back copies of an important foreign journal were delivered in one lump. To his disgust, Wilson said that on the outbreak of the war there was not one ‘trustworthy account of any foreign army, and I am almost ashamed to say that had any complications arisen with France … we should have had to translate a German work on the French army as giving a better account of it than we could prepare ourselves.’27

         The Foreign Office, now aroused, turned to the British military attachés to explain the lack of forewarning and how it had come to be that the French, long acclaimed as the military masters of the post-Napoleonic world, had been reduced to cutting bombproofs in the Bois de Boulogne. Horse Guards reacted as if stung. The idea of any military attaché being brought to account by a civilian department was completely unheard of. The Commander-in-Chief, the Duke of Cambridge, proudest of all reactionaries, said that Colonel Walker, sometime attaché to the Kaiser’s army, was ‘admirably fitted for the post’, but Granville found his reports were ‘wretched’ and the FO was reduced to ‘a septuagenarian general sending information [from Paris] by balloon’. Cardwell agreed as to Walker’s inadequacy and sent Hozier to the front. When the Duke was told of Hozier’s appointment, he replied tersely: ‘You could not have done better.’

         Hozier, of course, thrived on his new task. His reports were popular with the Cabinet and the Queen, containing, as they increasingly did, readable, sophisticated analyses of what might happen next, based on solid fact and supportable premise. After reading one on Prussian attitudes towards Britain, Granville marvelled: ‘How well Hozier writes. I have heard all that he says.’

         Meanwhile in the backwater of Spring Gardens, Wilson and Baring rushed to produce maps and studies of the campaign whilst not losing sight of their larger goal. They again requested an urgent reorganisation of the T&S with its first objective to:

         
            collect in peacetime such information relating to foreign armies that, on the outbreak of war with any one country, we should be able at once to send to press, and publish for the use of officers of our army, a pamphlet containing the fullest and most recent details concerning the hostile army.28

         

         Cardwell agreed and responded by appointing his Under-Secretary of War, the Earl of Northbrook (Captain Baring’s second cousin), to head yet another inquiry on ‘the best means of turning the Topographical Department to the greatest account’.

         Northbrook, too, was remarkable He was a principled, high-minded and intellectual aristocrat, who had been in constant public service since coming down from Oxford. Shy in the extreme, he had been briefly an under-secretary at the War Office and his appointment to the War Office was Cardwell’s one stipulation before taking office. His young wife and a son having recently died, Northbrook converted his grief into working every waking hour. He formed a committee to look into the T&S with the aged Airey as its head, but he clearly meant it to be dominated by the inquiry’s secretary, Charles William Wilson.

         During the four months the committee sat, Wilson, Baring and Northbrook unveiled for it the reality of the military world around them. They concluded that intelligence, then wrapped up in the almost mystical cloak of a Großdienststab, was the key to Prussia’s success. They compared their small office with the large staff of Prussia and, for that matter, of France and widened their horizons to compare the difference between it and the effectiveness of the Russian and Turkish armies, all in an attempt to demonstrate that they, too, could produce intelligence. 

         When it was completed, Cardwell was impressed and Wilson did not hesitate to suggest to Northbrook that the time had come for there to be a functional role for intelligence in the British Army. Northbrook sent it on to Cardwell saying: ‘I think you will consider it well and ably drawn up. I agree with a great deal of it…’ They then sent Wilson to see the siege of Metz as a ‘tourist’ and in his resulting Notes on a Visit to Metz and Strasbourg he again emphasised that battlefield success depended on good intelligence. The case was complete.29

         On 24 January 1871, the Northbrook Committee’s report was formally laid before Cardwell. It condemned the bureaucracy of Horse Guards, which had prevented the T&S from collecting information scattered amongst various official sources, and it went some way towards recommending the restoration of the T&S as a separate office under the Secretary for War.

         It was thorough. The T&S should be able to receive its own mail and establish a confidential registry. It should be allowed to spend some £600 p.a. on books and maps and it should retain its own printing presses. The T&S should be in the position of encouraging officers travelling abroad to ‘make or obtain plans of and notes on foreign fortresses’ and the permanent establishment should be increased by three officers who were to travel themselves. As for relations with others, the T&S was to liaise with the Royal Navy and military attachés all over the world should be encouraged to contribute information regularly to Spring Gardens. The Committee hoped that future attachés would be drawn from officers who had served in the T&S as they would ‘know the class of information required, and take an interest in supplying it to a Department in which they had spent some years’.

         In conclusion, the Northbrook Committee saw the mission of the T&S as collecting:

         
            all possible information relating to the statistics, equipment and organisation of foreign armies; the resources, railways, available means of transport &c., of Great Britain and Ireland, the colonies (exclusive of India) and foreign countries; and to prepare any information relating to foreign countries which might be required for the heads of Departments in the War Office.

         

         Cardwell immediately approved the report.30

         At the time, it cannot have been lost on any observer of the military scene that the Northbrook Report was a considerable step forward in British military organisation. Yet putting the accepted recommendations into practice was no small undertaking. The first thing Wilson and his colleagues did was to reform the office. So that they could preserve information about foreign armies ‘in such a form that it can be readily consulted, and made available for any purpose for which it is required’, they broke the T&S into three sections, each covering a third of the world.

         Using their language skills, Hozier, Baring and their attached colleagues now began perusing the newspapers daily and increasing the number of military periodicals from the places under their purview, pasting articles of note into large scrapbooks. More permanent references were kept in the expanding library along with reports from ‘travellers’ and attachés, which now, for the first time, came directly from the Foreign Office instead of via the War Office.

         Soon Wilson was using the power of his own presses to publish extended orders of battle for various countries in a new Armed Strength series. These eventually became so thick and detailed that they far exceeded Wilson’s hope of providing ‘such information as every staff officer should possess upon taking the field’.
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         So as the T&S’s modest reorganisation was taking place, what did the world facing Wilson and his colleagues look like? As noted previously, the story of Europe in the nineteenth century is the story of growing militarism in Russia, France, Germany, Italy, Austro-Hungary, in fact in most places except Spain, Switzerland, Norway and, especially, Britain. In the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War, as the Prussians withdrew, France lost no time in recreating and modernising her legions and their command with one view alone: to avenge the loss of Alsace-Lorraine. The new Germany, for its part, anticipated an eventual revanche by strengthening the Landwehr or Reserves by instituting a form of national military service which in Bismarck’s eyes had the added benefit of acting as a Bindungsglied or binding force to make a reality of the dream of a truly united Germany. Russia also smarted over the Crimean War and despite a peace faction in the heart of government, its ascendant military coxed and boxed southwards into Central Asia, causing concern in London and Calcutta.

         Part and parcel of this militarism, along with more destructive weaponry and refined tactical and logistical reform, was the acknowledgement that covert intelligence activities were an indispensable part of every nation’s armoury. This meant employing spies about whom honourable soldiers were ambivalent, as Hozier found when analysing the Seven Weeks’ War:

         
            Spies have a dangerous task, and not an honourable one, consequently, except in very rare and extreme cases, officers will not accept the invidious duty. Money is the great means of obtaining good spies; needy adventurers and unscrupulous men will, if well paid, do the work and run … the risk of certain death.

         

         The whole idea of spies and spying thrilled public imagination. Spying became at one and the same time an explanation, an excuse and a prime contributor to each nation’s paranoia. Everyone in France suddenly remembered German ‘tourists’ taking long walks along railway lines in the late 1860s. And when, in 1875, the French War Minister General de Cissey had an affair with the Baroness de Kaula, it was obvious to the man on the street that she must be transmitting secrets back to Berlin. In the new Germany charges of spying became a convenient weapon against Social Democrats and other liberals as they would be for the French anti-Semites who persecuted and prosecuted Captain Dreyfus a few years later.31

         But spies do not exist without an organisation behind them and, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the continental powers spared no expense in establishing modern intelligence systems within their police and general staffs. In his first sweeping survey of the military forces on the continent, Wilson found that both Austria and France had not been slow to learn from their enemies. By 1873 the Austrians had forsaken their traditional ‘heroics of the most futile sort’ and boasted a new organisation of sixty-eight officers, a paymaster and ten clerks engaged primarily in military intelligence. The French, too, had Prussianised their intelligence and general staff ‘as far as French national habits admit of’ and by 1874 had fifty-three officers and nineteen clerks engaged in intelligence work.

         The original Prussian system, which they all took as their model, was expanded for the new Germany and in 1874 carried a peacetime strength of 101 trained officers, nineteen clerks and direct operational command of a number of ‘survey’ teams.32

         Thus directed, Cardwell and Northbrook saw the merits of investigating the idea of a general staff further. They turned to the T&S. Cardwell told Gladstone: ‘Hozier will be the best man I know to consult on Prussian arrangements, and I intend doing so.’ This made the work of the T&S even more suspect to the soldiers at Horse Guards, who saw in it the embryo general staff they so feared.

         Yet is this not overegging the pudding? Prince George, the second Duke of Cambridge, who had a brief and wholly lacklustre record in the Crimea, had become Commanding-in-Chief in 1868 at the age of thirty-seven. The son of Adolphus, the prized seventh son of George III, he held that position until 1895. The original young fogey, it was rumoured that he would wax with apoplexy if the two words ‘general’ and ‘staff’ were used in the same sentence. He considered such an organisation would erode his personal authority and made his views widely known, not least to the Queen. In fact, she only approved the Northbrook Committee’s report after assuring herself that the Duke of Cambridge’s functions would be ‘in no way impaired’.

         Whether it was the Queen’s attitude or the Duke’s, it only strengthened the resolve of the Liberal government to hasten further reform. The Earl of Kimberley, then Gladstone’s Colonial Secretary, thought that the Duke’s conduct was a ‘miserable shilly shally’ and Cardwell even hinted at dismissing him. Marshalling ‘an uneasy coalition of politicians, civil servants and military reformers’ Cardwell and Northbrook pressed on and Horse Guards were jostled as never before. When in the midst of this the Adjutant General learned that the Duke intended to take the waters in Germany (which he did for several months every year), he pleaded with him not to go. ‘I am quite unequal to combat the ideas of five civilians inspired by Ld. Northbrook which is an “out-and-outer” backed by Mr Knox who has not a military idea in his conformation.’ From the purchase of commissions to regimental titles, from the establishment of linked battalions to length of service, the conservatives of Horse Guards were being swept from the field. Soon Horse Guards was officially made subordinate to the War Office.33

         One unwritten consequence of the Northbrook reform of the T&S was arguably a move towards that embryonic general staff which the reformers believed should come into existence. In any event, the reforms only increased the animosity to the T&S and its work. Officers in the T&S complained privately and increasingly publicly about the prevailing attitude of Horse Guards to the T&S and, indeed, to the act of collecting information, covert or overt. ‘I may perhaps be allowed to repeat’, Wilson wrote, ‘that there is nothing new or un-English in the idea of studying … such statistics as must be known in order to make sound plans for the eventualities of war.’34

         Whilst on paper the gains made by the T&S were staggering, the reality was that the ability of the T&S, as then constituted to do much of anything at all (besides the Armed Strength series), was limited. What could Wilson, a captain, do faced with the reactionary might of Horse Guards already nibbling into the Northbrook recommendations? Hence, when Cardwell asked Wilson for the next step in expanding the effectiveness of the T&S, Wilson made a ‘self-denying’ request that an officer of ‘high rank and position should be placed at the head of the department’; in effect a proto-Chief of Staff without executive duties. And as Britain was ‘the only country in Europe which did not possess a scheme of national defence’, Wilson urged an expansion of the existing sections of the T&S to include offices capable of dealing with home and colonial defence, mobilisation issues, railways and telegraphs.

         Again, the Duke maintained his opposition to a Chief of Staff, considering that the ‘duties of such an officer belonged to himself…’ but Cardwell was having none of it. He needed to find a general who understood what the government wanted and yet was able to work with the Duke.

         He existed. He was Major General (later Lieutenant General Sir Patrick) MacDougall, who had spent ten years organising the Canadian militia and had been the first commandant of the Staff College. His third book, The Army and its Reserves, won him the chairmanship of Cardwell’s inquiry into the reserves where his considerable ability and hard work earned for him the approbation of the government. At the same time it was known that he was ‘respected and listened to by the Duke’. He fitted exactly Northbrook’s definition of what the head of the T&S should be, namely one ‘specially selected for his knowledge of military history and strategy’, attentive to the smallest details and prepared to work ‘silently in the shadows’. He would make an excellent Chief of Staff, backed up by the T&S.35

         On 24 February 1873, Cardwell was addressing the House of Commons on the Army estimates when, in mid-speech, he suddenly announced the creation of a new department of the War Office to handle what:

         
            is called, I believe, logisticks; but it means, not any interference with generalship but the careful preparation of those measures which may enable generals to act best according to the exigencies of the case, and so as to prevent those mistakes which at the outset of any operations are so fatal and difficult to retrieve. 

         

         The new department would be created:

         
            without any additional expense by attaching to His Royal Highness the Field Marshal Commanding-in-Chief a general officer who shall not be overwhelmed by daily executive duties but whose function it shall be to be responsible to the Commander in Chief and to the Executive Government for the proper conduct of what may constitute a real Intelligence Department… 

         

         MacDougall was the man and the existing T&S ‘consisting of scientific officers, under that most excellent officer, Captain Wilson’ would form the heart of the new department. On 23 May 1873 Wilson was promoted to major and the next day the new Intelligence Department was in being.36

         It is clear that the government meant that ‘practical and prophetic theorist’ MacDougall, now a Deputy Adjutant General, to be a Chief of Staff in all but name. As for the new department and its work, Colburn’s United Service Magazine described it as ‘promising to be very lively’.

         This is exactly what it set out to be. If the T&S had learned two lessons from the Franco-Prussian War they were that Britain needed to modernise and it needed to be able to mobilise. To assist him he brought in Captain (later Major General Charles) Brackenbury, whose brother would become the director of the organisation some years later. Charles Brackenbury had already provoked the Duke’s wrath as he had ‘criticised rather sharply the support of the HRH of sometime honoured absurdities’, not least the parlous state of the Volunteer movement. This he did having, like Hozier, watched the Austrian Army collapse in the Seven Weeks’ War of 1866. Again like Hozier, he wrote on military affairs (he was ‘The Military Critic’ at The Times) and enjoyed a substantial reputation in Europe. Constantly under the dark and threatening clouds of Horse Guards, he reached the comparative cover of the Intelligence Department only under the protection of Cardwell and his editor, Delane of The Times. Referring to Brackenbury, Delane hardly needed to remind Cardwell that ‘at the Horse Guards there is a great desire to snub all scientific officers and to cling to the dear old system… We can’t afford to have all the brains knocked out of the service.’37

         Another early arrival was Captain (later Colonel) Robert Home, RE, the man who would catapult to extraordinary heights the role of intelligence in British policy making during the next decade and whose influence would last long after his untimely death from typhoid fever in 1879 at the age of only forty-one. Home was one of the first to pass into the new Staff College and then saw service in Canada between 1864 and 1867 on the defence of the frontier against the Fenians. He came to the T&S in 1871 to support the ramped-up effort during the Franco-Prussian War and was one of the first appointments to the new Department in 1873. After the shambolic autumn manoeuvres of 1872 an authoritative book of tactics for officers was much in want. Home, a prolific writer (on reform, usually anonymously), prepared The Précis of Modern Tactics, which, when published, stood for more than thirty years as ‘universally considered the best tactical work in the English language’,38 and was translated into many foreign languages.

         With talent like this in the Department, work on a realistic scheme for mobilisation began in earnest. It was an established preconception (which lasted until the Entente Cordiale in 1904) that France headed the list of threatening powers to Great Britain and Ireland. Defence and mobilisation plans had heretofore been focused on the Royal Navy and Palmerston forts. In 1858, General J. F. Burgoyne wrote that if the French landed they would be opposed by ‘a collected field army’.39 What he failed to do, however, was explain of what this force would be composed, where it would come from, how it was to be gathered, deployed, fed, watered and resupplied. This required planning, staff work, pre-positioning of stores and a hundred problems solved. Yet Britain lacked the capability to plan and mount even the most rudimentary defence of its shores, plain and simple. As for the Volunteers, the refusal of Horse Guards to take their contribution seriously drove literally thousands of well-intentioned but now disillusioned men to resign.

         MacDougall, Wilson and colleagues thereupon set out on a programme to put this right. They rode the coast of south-eastern England, looking for likely landing places whilst Home worked up plans to counter an invasion. He estimated that based on France’s capability, it would take at least eight army corps to repulse an invasion. As Britain did not have even one corps, Home had the order of battle for all eight corps published annually in the Army List without the name of a single officer or unit under them. He did this to ‘keep our deficiencies in a prominent position, with a view to their being rectified’.

         
             

         

         Soon the Department was immersed in a welter of detailed planning issues:

         
            	The best arrangement for the defence of the capital, or any other important strategical positions if threatened with attack.

            	The topography and resources of Great Britain and Ireland by sub-districts embracing:

            	acreage, grass, and arable resources in grain, cattle, horses, carts, wagons, mills, bakeries, and billeting capacity of towns and villages.

            	resources of the various lines of railway in respect of rolling stock, its nature and quantity, extent and capacity of platforms at all important stations, and amount of shunting accommodation, the fullest details in short of the available means of transporting troops by rail…

         

         Strategically, Home’s plan was clear: find and fix the enemy. It was unlikely the French would land within range of coastal batteries, but wherever they did come ashore they would be met by one or more of the eight planned corps, imaginatively composed in tiers according to depth of experience and quality of training, viz Regulars, then the reserves of Militia and Yeomanry. To their rear, the Volunteers would defend a ring of forts around London. Once the nature and direction of the invasion was identified, uncommitted corps would form the counter-attack and, possibly, counter-invasion. As a background to this military activity, Home had a hunch that the British government would have, at best, some six weeks warning of an impending invasion. He also had a hunch that the government would be wholly incapable of responding to the predictable civilian reaction of unbridled panic.

         The detailed planning and those blanks in the Army List caused considerable mirth within the officer corps. Like civil resilience of a later age, mobilisation and defence were regarded as hot air or ‘windbeutelei’ leading only to a ‘desultory and technical discussion’.40

         This was not the reaction MacDougall and Home wanted. What they wanted was ‘to tie our bundle of military sticks into a wieldable fasces’, but what they got was an uncooked marble cake of ridicule, ignorance, lack of support for a larger Army and an ill-equipped reserve force with only a notional role. Faced with this reality, Home concluded that passive defence and mobilisation would be a long, slow business. In short, Britain could not withstand a properly mounted invasion. Britain’s weakness at home therefore needed to be overcome. The solution, they opined, was to compensate for Britain’s lack of preparedness by gathering intelligence abroad.

         
            The action of this country under certain contingencies must embrace offensive as well as defensive action, and this all the more on account of certain treaty obligations. It then became apparent that there were certain facts connected with foreign countries that should be ascertained.

         

         This became the Intelligence Department’s raison d’être and guiding principle for concerted collection activity from then on.

         Using the rationale that ‘mobilisation required preparation and preparation was impossible without information’, Home asked Lord Stanley at the War Office for authorisation to spend about £4,000 a year on overseas collection. Home’s proposal, to say the least, was one of ‘extreme delicacy’ and so Stanley visited the Department with W. H. Smith, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, in tow. Smith, the model for Gilbert’s ‘Ruler of the Queen’s Navee’, had a reputation for being safe and sound. He ‘examined the work that was being done, and what was proposed to be done, and he not only expressed his approval of the proposals, but his astonishment at it never having been before worked out’. Smith immediately offered to increase the secret grant if it was wanted.41

         Cardwell, too, made good. He visited Spring Gardens and upon finding ‘services intolerably crowded here’, moved the ID to Adair House in St James’s Square. The number of officers was increased to thirty-seven and considerable new work was begun. The Armed Strength series was moving apace and mobilisation plans were on a new footing.42

         But there were still major deficiencies. As with the Franco-Prussian War, the Department could provide very little information to support Colonel Garnet (later Field Marshal Viscount) Wolseley’s punitive expedition to Ashanti in 1873. When Charles Brackenbury’s brother Henry called on Wilson for maps and information on West Africa, he came away almost empty handed. Belatedly the Department set to work and before the November reinforcements left (commanded by another future director, Sir Archibald Alison), the ID was able to provide better maps and even a Hausa vocabulary book.

         Long-term strategic intelligence work vying with providing tactical intelligence for immediate operations became a two-edged sword for the Department. Whilst its officers proved it could support tactical operations relatively rapidly, its identification with Wolseley, ‘an out and out reformer’ who had vocally and practically supported all the Cardwell reforms, and the bright young officers he selected for his staff, called ‘the Ashanti Ring’ (like the Milner Kindergarten in South Africa thirty years later), gave Horse Guards fresh grounds for regarding the intelligencers with disdain. After all, there was immense jealousy from soldiers not selected for the expedition towards Wolseley and his Ring of ‘heaven-born’ reforming officers.

         And no wonder, for it included the brightest and the best, most of whom served or would serve in intelligence functions in London, Cairo or Simla in the coming era. The interlocking membership of the Intelligence Department, Wolseley and the officers of the Ring did nothing to improve the Department’s relations with Horse Guards.43

         But despite the promising start, dark clouds soon gathered. Gladstone’s government fell in 1874 and Cardwell was replaced by Gathorne Gathorne-Hardy, a man more susceptible than Cardwell to the influence of the generals at Horse Guards. Although he supported the ID to a degree, the new Secretary was unhappy at the War Office and only spent a few hours a day there, lamenting in his diary ‘what I would give for a very safe and good military adviser. HRH won’t do.’ Yet the reformers believed ‘Mr Hardy seeks for no opinion except those given to him by the Duke. We can expect no healthy reform of any sort.’44

         That proved to be the case. In July 1874, the ID was peremptorily subjugated to the Quartermaster General’s Office, which was itself being pushed into oblivion by the increasingly powerful Adjutant General’s Office. Three of the Department’s officers were removed to other duties and the collection of foreign statistics was stopped. MacDougall was told in no uncertain terms that:

         
            Any change in the working of the branch was to be laid before the Adjutant-General, who would receive instructions from His Royal Highness. The Adjutant-General was to be informed by the Quarter Master-General of all new information collected, in order that it might be laid before His Royal Highness.45

         

         Wilson protested and MacDougall was apparently able to assuage the Duke, so that on 16 April 1875 the foreign sections were reinstated. But on paper at least, the Department was now under the thumb of Horse Guards. Wilson’s posting was over in March 1876, when he went to command the Ordnance Survey in Ireland, and MacDougall left in May 1878 to command the forces in Canada. It seemed like the end.

         But once again, the Department would not die. Another reformer and leading member of the Ashanti Ring, Major General Sir Archibald Alison, came from the Staff College to be MacDougall’s replacement as the new head of the Department. He took the bit between his teeth and ensured that, even though starved, the ID would not be ignored. Having grown from Jervis’s cartographical enthusiasm, by the mid-1870s its scientific, logistical and reforming spirit was giving heart to new generations of bright soldiers, ambitious for Britain’s safety in a changing world. As will be seen in central Asia, their time was at hand.
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