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‘Exquisite, powerful and profoundly tender, just as fresh as the time it was written … I first read Coronation Everest in a tent in Uganda, and promptly wrote to the author, astonished by the achievement – it utterly changed my life. I feel gratitude and delight each time I open its pages.’ Simon Winchester on Coronation Everest




   





‘Surely the best full-length essay on Venice ever written; as a portrait of the city, incomparable.’ John Julius Norwich on Venice




   





‘A revelatory and moving memoir … Morris’s wise and painfully honest writing illuminates not only the confusion of sexuality, but the mystery of life itself. In a new introduction, Morris describes the book as a period piece. She does herself an injustice. It is a classic.’ Michael Arditti in The Times on Conundrum



   





‘In typically lyrical and vivid prose Morris uses Trieste as a metaphor for her own life as an exile, brilliantly weaving musings on love, patriotism, civility and old age with fact and personal memories. A richly introspective and satisfying book.’ Clover Hughes in the Observer on Trieste and the Meaning of Nowhere



















HEAVEN’S COMMAND


An Imperial Progress


JAN MORRIS









[image: ]

























For


HENRY MORRIS


Un-Imperialist






















Set in this stormy Northern sea,


      Queen of these restless fields of tide,


England! what shall men say of thee,


      Before whose feet the worlds divide?


                                                  OSCAR WILDE




















INTRODUCTION





In 1964 I determined to write a trilogy about the rise, climax and fall of the Victorian Empire, of which this is the opening volume – self-sufficient in itself, but forming, so to speak, the left-hand panel of a triptych. I presumptuously had posterity in mind. It had occurred to me how fascinating it would be to read a book about the later Roman Empire, written by a former centurion, say, who himself remembering that dominion in the last days of its power had set out to create an evocatively retrospective portrait of it, and at the same time to express something of his own responses to its history and its meaning. Such a book would give us, I thought, a very particular view of history – highly subjective of course, but authentically of the period, and illustrating perhaps the sensibility not only of the centurion himself, but of his generation of Romans.


I then set out to write something of the kind about my own empire, the empire of the British, which reached its fulfilment under Queen Victoria; and now that nearly four decades have passed since I first set typewriter to paper (for it was before the days of word-processors), already I see posterity looming up. A new millennium now approaches; a new fin-de-siècle will soon make my use of the phrase ambiguous; a new world, one might almost say, makes the Empire I grew up in almost archaeologically remote. All that being so, this evocation of half-forgotten events, loyalties and excitements may now perhaps be acquiring the relevance I imagined for it in the first place. It is not simply history: it is history seen, and felt, and imagined by someone who lived through the last years of it.


I was born in 1926. I was thus just in time to see the schoolroom maps emblazoned pole to pole in the imperial red; I was in time to witness the immense imperial organism uniting for the last time to fight the greatest war in its history; and I was in time, in 1947, to spend my 21st birthday on a British troop train travelling from Egypt (where the Empire was noticeably not wanted) to Palestine (which the Empire emphatically did not want). For the next fifteen years or so I found myself vocationally engaged in the dissolution of the British Empire, and I watched with mixed feelings the changes that were occurring in Britain itself – its loss of power, its shifts of purpose, its adaptations, sometimes skilful, sometimes clumsy and reluctant, to the new balances of the world.


So my mind turned to that other, lost aesthetic, that dream of empire, which had once so seized the imagination of the nation, and was now so remote I saw it as a kind of flare, a blaze in the historical instinct of the British which flamed spectacularly during the nineteenth century – between Queen Victoria’s accession to the throne in 1837, which begins the narrative of this book, and her Diamond Jubilee in 1897, which ends it. It was, as I interpreted it, a yearning among many British people to break out of their gentle northern setting, all greens and greys, into more vivid places, where fortunes could be made, outrageous enterprises undertaken, and the restrictive rules of scale and conduct flamboyantly disregarded. These impulses were by no means always altruistic, and were often brutal. If my book seems to display a certain sympathy for them, that is because I am a child of my times, and most of my generation have probably felt a little like that sometimes: just as that centurion of mine, I do not doubt, however tender the circumstances of his retirement, would have looked back upon the arrogant march of the legions with comradely understanding.




 





I dedicated the volumes of the trilogy separately; but I offer the whole work to ELIZABETH MORRIS, herself a child of Empire, as an expression of my profoundest love, gratitude and admiration.


TREFAN MORYS, 1998



















When Britain first, at Heaven’s command,


Arose from out the azure main,


This was the charter of the land,


And guardian angels sung the strain:


‘Rule, Britannia, rule the waves;


Britons never will be slaves.’


                               JAMES THOMSON
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CHAPTER ONE


A Charming Invention





IN October 1837 the Honourable Emily Eden, a witty and accomplished Englishwoman in her forty-first year, was accompanying her brother Lord Auckland, Governor-General of India, on an official progress up-country from Calcutta. Lord Auckland was homesick, but his sister was irrepressibly entertained by everything she saw, and she recorded all her impressions in vivacious letters home. She was anything but innocent or provincial. She was born in Old Palace Yard, within sight of Parliament at Westminster, and had lived always near the centre of English power. Her father had been Postmaster-General and President of the Board of Trade, her eldest sister Eleanor had been the only true love of the younger Pitt, and she herself was an intimate friend of Lord Melbourne the Prime Minister. She was accordingly amused rather than awed by the scale and grandeur of His Excellency’s company.


They travelled sometimes by steamer up the rivers which were the principal highways of India, sometimes on camel-back, in palanquins or in elephant howdahs, and they did it with theatrical display. The gubernatorial caravan numbered some 12,000 souls, with hundreds of animals and wagons, and when they stopped for the night a city of tents sprang up, bustling and teeming about Lord Auckland’s quarters, with its own bazaars and workshops and stables, its farriers and its wheelwrights, its redcoat sentries, its aides and commissaries, its delegations of local magistrates or doctors or commanding officers, its gaudy emissaries from maharajahs of the country, its rituals of presentation or official entertainment, its camp fires, its hurrying orderlies, its myriad ragged camp followers, its bugle calls at dusk, its smells of spice and woodsmoke and leather and sweat, all under the Union Jack on its great flagstaff beneath the terrific Indian sky. Sometimes it took three days for the cortège to cross a river; the pet dogs of the Europeans wore red coats on the march; when the King of Oudh kindly sent his own cook along to accompany the progress, and Lord Auckland was served a succession of highly spiced pilafs and curries, St Cloup the Governor-General’s own chef, who had once been cook to the Prince of Orange, was predictably affronted.


This was the manner of the British in India, where the East India Company had been active for nearly 200 years, first as a trading organization, then as an instrument of supremacy. It was a half-oriental manner, inherited from the Moghuls, intended to overawe the indigenes and perhaps give the Company’s officials a proper sense of their own authority. Miss Eden, who had been in India for two years, and was accustomed to different styles of consequence, found it faintly comic. Her letters show no awareness of majesty. The Governor-General is, after all, only her diffident brother George, pining for a decent inn. His grand officials, advisers and aides are only upper middle class Englishmen, accompanied by gossipy wives, squirmy children and ludicrously cossetted pets. Miss Eden is not moved by the power, or the responsibility, or even the historical continuity represented by their progress. She does not see that vast brown Indian landscape, those half-naked multitudes around them, as a charge upon the English conscience, or a field for high adventure. She sees it all rather as a pageant, and thanks her sister Mary warmly for sending the latest issues of Pickwick—which, though it has already appeared in a pirate edition in Calcutta, is fresh and very funny to the Governor-General’s entourage. She sees it, in feet, with the eyes of the eighteenth century. She was born in the old century, and her attitudes are Augustan—elegant, fastidious, entertained, urbane. Her England is the England of the younger Pitt; her style is the style of Sheridan, Addison, and the cool amusing ladies of the age of reason.


But on October 30, 1837, she learnt beside the Ganges that the age was ended. The company, which was sailing up-river by barge and steamer, put ashore for the night in pleasant hilly country some 200 miles north of Calcutta. They looked at some convenient ruins in the evening—‘very picturesque’, Emily thought—gave the spaniel Chance a run, did a little sketching, and received letters from England. These had come by the steamer Madagascar, which had left London on her maiden voyage just three months before.1 Emily read them with delight. She noted her sister’s change of address (‘I did not know that there was such a place’); and she noted also the accession to the throne of England of Princess Alexandrina Victoria of Kent, ‘Drina’ to her childhood intimates, 18 years old and rather plump.


So she discovered, beside the holy river, one of history’s allegorical events. The world would never be the same again, and in particular Great Britain, whose lethargic plenipotentiary in those parts was her brother George, would acquire a new character. Before Victoria died a very different kind of empire would acknowledge her sovereignty—a brazen, plumed, arrogant and self-righteous empire, ruling its immense possessions not merely by display of force, but with an obsessive conviction of destiny and duty. Out of Victoria’s Britain would come a new breed of imperialists, unrecognizable in George Auckland and his leisurely assistants, and so constant would be the flow of British capital abroad, the movement of British migrants, the activities of British merchants, the campaigning of British armies, that by the time Queen Victoria died she would be the mistress of a quarter of the world’s inhabitants and nearly a quarter of its land surface.


Miss Eden had no vision of these powers to come. On the contrary, she thought the idea of the little Queen rather touching. It brought a lump to her throat. ‘I think’, she wrote back to her sister that evening, after telling her about the ruins and the sketching, Chance’s run and the quick passage of the Madagascar—‘I think the young Queen a charming invention’.
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England in 1837 was a country only half-aware of its luck. It was enduring a period of social turbulence, which the more nervous of the landed classes assumed to be the start of a revolution. The first Reform Bill, the Chartist agitation, the Luddites, Peterloo—all were symptoms of change and uncertainty, in a country which was enduring the menopause between an agricultural and an industrial society. The example of the French Revolution was still forceful, and Disraeli’s ‘two nations’ were more than fictional—at least one in ten of the British people were paupers, naked women pulled wagons through mine shafts, poor little children of eight and nine were working twelve-hour days in the dark factories of the north. The traditional English hierarchy seemed threatened at last—doomed, the gloomier patricians thought, since one man in seven now had the vote.2 The Established Church of England was undermined by non-conformism, agnosticism or worse. The nation’s way of life was disrupted by the movement of labour to the towns, and the stylish English cities of the eighteenth century were invested now by tenements and factories: ‘at the corner of Wood Street’ Wordsworth’s Poor Susan habitually paused, to see as in mirage an image of a vanishing England—






… a single small cottage, a nest like a dove’s,


The one only dwelling on earth that she loves.








The nation was in flux. What the English did not generally realize was that this very flexibility, this clearing of the decks, provided a moment of opportunity unmatched in the history of modern Europe. England had the world at her feet. The very cause of her unrest was her own pre-eminence. Though she still grew 90 per cent of her own food, she was the first industrial nation; and blessed as she was with apparently limitless supplies of coal and iron, during the past fifty years she had so mastered the mechanical arts that she had outstripped all her competitors. The British stood at the threshold of a colossal boom, for they possessed a virtual monopoly of the techniques of steam, which was presently to prove itself the basic energy of the age. In the 1830s their industry was essentially a textile industry, but provided with this marvellous new power they were soon to manufacture every kind of capital goods—to become, in fact as in phrase, the workshop of the world.


At the same time they had emerged victorious and aglow from  the unexampled struggle of the Napoleonic wars, to stand alone  among the Powers of Europe. It was ultimately their wealth, their  leadership, their power which had defeated Napoleon—they had provided, as Canning had said, the ‘animating soul’ of the struggle. They had largely dictated the terms of the peace, tempering the revenge of the Germans and Austrians and magnanimously restoring France to the comity of nations. Nelson and Wellington were international heroes—the one nobly dead in his catafalque in St Paul’s, the other very much alive as the most tremendous of party politicians. The British fleet was recognized as the ultimate arbiter of the world’s affairs. The British Army basked in the reputation it had won at Waterloo. London, with a population of two million, was not only the world’s largest city, but also its principal financial exchange, the Rialto of the age.


To liberals everywhere England had replaced Napoleonic France as the hope of mankind. Beethoven in his late years assiduously followed the debates at Westminster, and wrote a respectful set of variations upon Arne’s Rule, Britannia: Wagner seized upon that stirring melody too, thought its first eight notes expressed the whole character of the British people, and in the year of the Queen’s accession wrote an overture based upon it. The romantic legend of Lord Byron shone over Europe still, and the contemporary English taste for tournaments, tales of knightly contest and Arthurian myth was seen as a true reflection of the national chivalry. So perfect were the institutions of England, thought the Abbé de Prat in France, that it must be her destiny to give the world a new aspect; ‘To The Glory of the British Nation’ cried the obelisk erected by the islanders of Cephalonia in the Adriatic;3 when the East Indiamen put in for provisions at Johanna in the Comoro Islands, north of Madagascar, the local boatmen used to cry ‘Johanna man Englishman, all one brother come, Englishman very good man, drinkee de punch, fire de gun, beatee the French, very good fun!’ And though the English gentry might feel insecure in their country houses, unblemished still within the walls of their estates, still to the outside world the island presented a very assurance of stability: a constitutional monarchy of defiant habits and humours, unmoved it seemed by the vagaries of international fortune, safe behind the moat of its Channel, blessed with a stolid, unsoaring, insular certainty of temperament, and passionate chiefly, it we are to go by Turgenev’s Anglomaniac Ivan Petrovich, about port wine and underdone roast beef.
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Alone among the Powers, Britain possessed freedom of action, but her statesmen did not covet the mastery of the world. It was only fifty years since they had lost an empire, in America, and they did not wish to acquire another. Their aim now was a balanced peace, enabling the British people to seek their fortunes wherever they chose without undertaking vast new responsibilities of defence or administration; they accordingly gave back most of the territories their arms had captured during the wars, retaining only a string of bases, Heligoland to Mauritius, which they thought essential to their security at sea.


England had been an overseas Power for nearly 900 years—never since the Norman conquest had the Crown been without possessions across the water. But the idea of empire was suspect in the Britain of the 1830s. It went with foreign despotisms and aggressors, and had long lost the stately pacific meaning that Spenser and Milton had given the word, when they wrote of the Britannick Empire long before. Westminster was called the Imperial Parliament only because it had, since 1800, incorporated the parliament of Ireland, while the State Crown was Imperial only in ancient defiance of the Holy Roman Empire. The eighteenth century British Empire, before the loss of the American colonies, had been a self-contained economic system, protected by tariffs, producing its own raw materials, providing its own markets, shipping its own products in its own vessels. The Corn Laws kept foreign competition to a minimum: the Navigation Acts ensured a British monopoly of trade throughout the empire. Now the economic arguments for such a system seemed to be discredited. The progressive theory now was Free Trade, which would allow the goods of all nations to flow without tariffs and restrictions all over the globe, and seemed to make the possession of colonies obsolete. With Great Britain mistress both of the means of production and the means of distribution, was not the whole world her market-place? Why bother with the expense and worry of colonies? Free Trade was not yet accepted British policy, but already powerful lobbies were pressing for the repeal of the Corn Laws and the Navigation Acts, and deriding the idea of empire. Colonies, said Richard Cobden, ‘serve but as gorgeous and ponderous appendages to swell our ostensible grandeur without improving our balance of trade’, and if laissez-faire was the watchword of the nation’s new economic instincts, a suggested slogan for colonial policy was laissez-aller.


Memories of the American Revolution, too, helped to sour the notion of empire. A great deal had happened to the world since then, but there were still many Britons alive who had fought against the rebels of the thirteen colonies, or their sons in the war of 1812. The American Revolution had seemed to show that the more successful an overseas settlement, the more certain it was to break away from the Mother Country, and probably set up in rivalry against her. Besides, it had convinced many people that colonialism necessarily led in the end to repression—if not of one’s own fellow-countrymen, only striving to be free, then of foreigners in whose affairs the British had no right to meddle. Power corrupted. The British remembered still the trial of Warren Hastings in 1785: though it had ended in acquittal it had served its purpose—to warn the nation against the danger of ambitious satraps, made rich by the spoils of empire and seditious by the temptations of distant authority.


All in all the British were not thinking in imperial terms. They were rich. They were victorious. They were admired. They were not yet short of markets for their industries. They were strategically invulnerable, and they were preoccupied with domestic issues. When the queen was crowned, shortly before her nineteenth birthday, we may be sure she thought little of any possessions beyond the seas. She was the island queen, anointed with the pageantry and ritual evolved by the island people during a thousand years of history—hailed by her island peers, consecrated by her island bishops, cheered through the streets of London by a population which was almost undilutedly English. ‘I really cannot say bow proud I feel to be the Queen of such a Nation’, she wrote in her journal, and she was unquestionably thinking of the nation of the English, 14 million strong in their 50,000 green square miles. Even the Welsh, the Scots and the Irish were unfamiliar to her then, when the world called her kingdom simply ‘England’, and only seers could foretell how colossally her responsibilities were to multiply, how wildly the image of her nation would grow, and how different would be the meaning of her royalty before her reign was done. (‘Poor little Queen’, Carlyle wrote, ‘She is at an age at which a girl can hardly be trusted to choose a bonnet for herself; yet a task is laid upon her from which an archangel might shrink.’)
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Far away Lord Auckland laboured: for even now there did exist a British Empire of sorts, an inchoate collection of territories acquired in bits and pieces over the generations, administered partly by the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, partly by great chartered companies. It was an unsystematic affair, an empire in abeyance, possessing no unity of purpose or sense of whole, and it was characteristic that the only complete register of its affairs was compiled by an enthusiastic amateur, Robert Montgomery Martin, who had travelled in the British possessions and returned to England a dedicated advocate of the colonial system. Martin estimated, soon after the Queen’s accession, that the area of the overseas empire was some 2 million square miles, with a population of rather more than 100 million. Some of its possessions were relics of the old eighteenth century empire, some were new settlements of Britons overseas, some were the spoils of recent victory, touched with splendour—as it said above the guardroom door in St George’s Square, Valletta, on the newly acquired island of Malta: 






Magnae et invictae Britanniae


Melitensium amor et Europae vox


Has insulas canfirmat A.D. 18144








The grandest of the imperial possessions were in India: there sovereignty had been acquired in stages by the East India Company until by 1837 most of the sub-continent was under British suzerainty, and 50,000 Britons, led by George Auckland, lorded it over more than 90 million Indians. Then there were the West Indian islands, with British Honduras and British Guiana on the American mainland—the sugar colonies, which had for a century and more made a disproportionate contribution to the prosperity of England, but were now rotting in decline. There were the colonies in Canada—Newfoundland, the oldest of them all, Nova Scotia settled largely by loyalists from the United States, French settlements in conquered Quebec, English and Scots in Ontario, and the scattered outposts of the Hudson’s Bay Company in the unimaginable wastelands of the west. There were four settlements in Australia, two of them originally penal colonies, and there was Ireland close to home, ruled by the English for seven centuries, and still so primitive that in 1837 the 9,000 people of Tullahobagly, County Donegal, possessed between them ten beds and 93 chairs.


The Cape of Good Hope was British, and so was Singapore, founded by Stamford Raffles twenty years before. There were trading settlements at Penang and Arakan, and Ceylon had been acquired at the Peace of 1815. In Europe the flag flew over Gibraltar, Heligoland, the Ionian Islands in the Adriatic, and Malta—Nelson’s ‘outer-work to India’. Elsewhere a miscellaneous scatter of islands, strong-points and trading stations infinitesimally enhanced the grandeur of Mr Martin’s statistics—the Falklands and the Seychelles, Mauritius and Gambia, the trading forts of the Gold Coast, Norfolk Island in the South Pacific, St Helena where Napoleon died, Guiana and Fernando Po and Bermuda, defined by one visionary strategist of the day as ‘central to the mouths of the Amazon, the Mississippi, the Oronooko, the St Lawrence, and to the innumerable tributary rivers which send their waters through these mighty vomitaries to the ocean’. In all, it was estimated, some 1,200,000 Britons were living overseas, including 56,000 soldiers in the imperial garrisons.


The imperial experience had inevitably left its mark upon the British. The East India nabobs, for example, formed a distinctive sub-society of their own among the British monied classes: often immensely rich, yellowed by their years in Madras or Calcutta, eccentric of habit and authoritarian of style, they filled their houses with ornate mementoes of the east, and lived in a manner assertively different from the ways of their neighbours—more flamboyant, more aloof, and generally less responsible, for though many of them acquired substantial estates upon their retirement from the east, their roots were seldom deep in the countryside. The Caribbean planters, too, many of whom had come home when the abolition of slavery spoiled things in the sugar islands, formed a cohesive group, and the West India Interest provided one of parliament’s most persistent lobbies. Many a respected family, from the Barretts of Wimpole Street to the Lascelles of Harewood, owed its dignity to West Indian enterprise; mansions like Stowe and Fonthill were built with sugar money; in the spa societies of Bath, Cheltenham or Tunbridge Wells the planters were instantly recognizable, taking the waters with bronzed cronies from Barbados or Jamaica, and eventually filling a sizeable proportion of wall-space in abbey or parish church.


In London, though the offices of empire hardly showed, the monuments of imperial trade were evident enough. Beyond the Tower the East India and West India docks were thronged with masts and riggings; in the warehouses of the Hudson’s Bay Company the beaver pelts and fox skins were piled in their lucrative thousands; in the heart of the City, at the corner of Lime and Leadenhall Streets, stood the headquarters of the East India Company, surmounted by a gigantic Britannia, containing a magnificent library and an Oriental Repository of Indian treasures.5 In Liverpool, Bristol and Glasgow entire communities had been enriched specifically by the imperial enterprise. These were the home ports of the triangular trade which had, for generations, swopped English manufactured goods for African slaves for American raw materials, making a profit on each transaction. Here the slavers had found their crews, shanghaiing drunkards in the waterside inns of Hotwells or Merseyside, or blackmailing criminals into service. The slaving captains and merchants were still great men there, and the profits of slavery had passed into the civic arteries long before, and nourished other lucrative ventures in their turn.


Here and there throughout the kingdom, too, lesser memorials bore witness to the fact of empire: captured guns from India or Quebec, commemorative plaques to the casualties of tropic wars, personal trophies like the great gates which, high and generally invisible on the mist-shrouded moors of Knock Fyrish in Easter Ross, Sir Hector Munro of Foulis had erected to commemorate the part he played, and the fortune he consolidated, at the capture of Negapatam in 1781. Gatepost pineapples, Hindu cannons in the Tower of London, gilded domes upon a country house, an exotic grave in a country churchyard, an unpronounceable battle honour upon a regimental standard: such small encrustations upon the island fabric were symptoms of the imperial instinct that lay fallow there, momentarily subdued—‘the sentiment of Empire’, the young Gladstone called it, ‘which may be called innate in every Briton’.


And already there were a few citizens who, looking ahead into the Victorian era, thought that the national destiny lay in a more deliberate overseas expansion. There were evangelists who believed in empire as the instrument of Christian duty, and social theorists who believed in emigration as the instrument of enlightened progress, and merchants unconvinced of the advantages of Free Trade, and activists of the West India Interest and the India lobby, and soldiers bored after a decade of peace, and adventurers coveting fresh opportunities of self-advantage. There were fighting patriots, and speculators of exotic preference, and there were even ornamental visionaries, half a century before their time, who conceived a new British Empire framed in symbolism, and endowed with a grand and mystic meaning.


One of these was Robert Martin, who standing back from his immense collection of imperial facts, and contemplating his engravings of colonial seals and charters, concluded that the British Empire of 1837, ramshackle and disregarded though it seemed, would prove to be one of the great accomplishments of history, ‘on whose extension and improvement, so far as human judgement can predict, depends the happiness of the world’.6 Another was J. M. Gandy, an able but erratic architect of grandiloquent style. Gandy was already a High Victorian, at the very opening of the Victorian age, and even before the Queen’s accession he exhibited at the Royal Academy a design for an Imperial Palace, to be the home and headquarters of the Sovereigns of the British Empire. It was to be a building of overpowering elaboration, domed, pedimented, turreted, colonnaded, upheld by numberless caryatids, ornamented with urns and friezes and mosaic pavements and sunken gardens and ceremonial staircases, and allegorically completed by the marble columns, toppled ignominiously in the forecourt, of earlier and more transient sovereignties.


Fifty years later the Queen might have loved it, for it was only a prophetic expression of national emotions to come: but in 1837 it struck a false note, the Imperial Palace was still-born, and Gandy himself, whose most remarkable monument after all was to be Doric House on Sion Hill in Bath, died unhonoured and unremembered, some say insane.7
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No, in 1837 England seemed to need no empire, and the British people as a whole were not much interested in their colonies. How could one be expected to show an interest in a country like Canada, demanded Lord Melbourne the Prime Minister, where a salmon would not rise to a fly? The Secretary of State for War looked after colonial matters in his less busy moments, and in a back room at the Colonial office in Westminster one might find in effect the embodiment of Britain’s imperial authority, shrivelled into the duties of some obscure official—‘we know not the name’, as the social reformer Charles Buller put it, ‘the history or the functions of the individual, into the narrow limits of whose person we find the Mother Country shrunk….’ It was as though the kingdom had put the imperial idea deliberately out of mind. As the victorious British proceeded with their experiments of political reform, as the thrilling new railways crept across the island—‘the velocity is delightful’, reported Charles Greville the diarist, dubiously taking the Liverpool train that year—as the statesmen of England concerned themselves with the settlement of Europe, and the dumpy young Queen timorously submitted to the burdens of her office—‘very few have more real good will and more real desire to do what is fit and right than I have’—as Dickens got on with Oliver Twist and Landseer started Dignity and Impudence and Darwin worked up his notes on the voyage of the Beagle—as Cobden stormed on about the Corn Laws, and Charles Barry perfected his designs for the new Houses of Parliament, and the coal-grimed girls dragged their wagons through the stifling mine-shafts, and Gladstone settled down to his treatise on Church and State—as this most fascinating of island states entered upon the thirty-sixth reign of its ancient monarchy, the possession of an overseas empire seemed irrelevant to its wealth, dignity and interest. ‘For the fact is, Jardine’, wrote a China merchant in London to his colleague in Canton, ‘the people appear to be so comfortable in this magnificent country, so entirely satisfied in all their desires, that so long as domestic affairs, including markets, go right, they cannot really be brought to think of us outlanders….’


Miss Eden appeared to put it in perspective. Presently Lord Auckland went into the Punjab to meet the great King of the Sikhs, Ranjit Singh, whose help he required in a war he was about to start. Ranjit, the Lion of the Punjab, was one of the most powerful men in India, and a great ruler of men—half-blind, exceedingly astute, drunk often upon a mixture of opium, raw spirit, meat juice and powdered pearls, perpetually inquisitive, habitually deceptive, the commander of a large and efficient army, the master of a colourful harem of nubile women and graceful painted boys, and the dictator of human affairs between the Indus and the Afghan passes.


Lord Auckland visited this formidable prince in state, giving him seven horses, an elephant and two howitzers as tokens of his esteem, and Ranjit responded with gorgeous pageantries of his own. The issues they discussed were very grave, the decisions they took momentous. Emily, though, watched their transactions with detached amusement, as though they were all no more than Gothick fantasies, or charades. The King of the Sikhs, she thought, looked like a one-eyed mouse with whiskers; and when he entertained the Governor-General at a banquet, illuminated by 42,000 lamps, attended by his fakir Uziz-ed-Din, with his fire-water in a gold carafe, and two bands to play, and the royal children crawling about the floor, and a party of screaming dancing-girls, and an idiot prince, and a long row of turbaned sirdars, and the tyrant slowly sinking into intoxication, and the future of hundreds of thousands of people, the fate of immense territories, all immediately at stake—‘still’, reported Miss Eden to her sister, ‘we all said “what a charming party”, just as we should have said formerly at Lady C’s or Lady J’s’.8




1 Perhaps over-straining herself, for only four years later, returning to Calcutta after service in the China Seas, she blew up and sank.


2 Though the Duke of Wellington as usual got it right, when he assured a  jittery fellow-landowner that ‘we shall not have a commotion, we shall not  have blood, but we shall be plundered by forms of law’.


3 Until the occupying Italians meanly chipped the inscription off in 1941.


4 To Great and Unconquered Britain the Love of the Maltese and the Voice of Europe Confirms these Islands. The inscription is still there, a little battered now.


5 Notably Tipu’s Tiger, the working model of an Indian tiger eating an Englishman which is still to be shuddered at in the Victoria and Albert Museum.


6 Martin, who died in 1863, produced his first imperial studies without official help, but turned professional later and became the first Treasurer of the Colony of Hong Kong—a possession he declared to be doomed to failure from the start.


7 In 1843: he was an associate of Sir John Soane, but seems to have been, says the Dictionary of National Biography, ‘of too odd and impracticable a nature to ensure prosperity’.


8 Emily Eden died unmarried in 1869, comfortably home in Richmond, a successful novelist, a fashionable hostess, and the author of an entrancing book of Indian letters, Up The Country, from which I have drawn these pictures. Her brother George, alas, will appear again in our narrative.




















CHAPTER TWO


High and Holy Work





YET almost at once a seminal imperial event occurred: the final manumission of slaves throughout the British possessions. Slavery as such had been abolished in 1834, but for another four years slaves were bound by a system of apprenticeship to their masters, and it was not until August 1, 1838, that the last serfs of empire, nearly all black Africans, were officially emancipated. There were 768,000 of them, not counting those in the hands of native potentates whose bondage lingered longer. This was a fresh start indeed. The old British Empire had been inextricably linked with slavery. Colonies had been built upon the practice, industries depended upon it, and it was only thirty years since British military recruiters, when faced with a shortage of manpower, paid cash for their colonial volunteers. So organic did slavery seem to the shape of the old empire that the eighteenth-century cartographers divided West Africa quite naturally by commodities—the Gold Coast for minerals, the Ivory Coast for elephant tusks, the Slave Coast for human beings. Many British families had numbered their securities in human stock, for to perfectly decent Britons, only a generation before, slavery had seemed part of the divine order. ‘To abolish a status’‚ thought Boswell, ‘which in all ages GOD has sanctioned, and man has continued, would not only be robbery to an innumerable class of our fellow-subjects; but it would be extreme cruelty to the African Savages, a portion of whom it … introduced into a much happier state of life.’ The end of slavery was thus doubly ritual: obsequies for the old empire, consecration for the new.
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Let us visit, on that day, the little town of Falmouth in northern Jamaica. It was a pleasant clapboard sort of place, wide straight streets and a lighthouse on the shore, set at the foot of the Cockpit Country on the Atlantic coast of the island. Several great sugar estates dominated the country round about, and Falmouth was the outlet for their merchandise, and the chief shopping and gathering place for their slaves. It was a lively town, made elegant by the colonial British, made exuberant by the expatriate blacks. Clouds softly drifted through the mountain-tops behind: in front the Atlantic breakers frothed and churned. It is true that Jamaica, severely hit by the prospect of emancipation, was in the economic doldrums, but still it was a lovely island, full of gay animation, and mellowed by two centuries of the colonial presence.


The aesthetics, though, were misleading. Jamaica was one of the most important slave colonies—there were 320,000 blacks to some 35,000 whites—and slavery there had been an institution of ruthless power. The shady plantation houses on their hillsides, the picturesque affection of the old retainers, the native merriment, the air of indolent ease, all gave a false impression of magnolia charm and paternalism. In reality the life of the island was based uncompromisingly upon the ownership and exploitation of human beings. Architecturally any of the Falmouth sugar estates graphically illustrated this truth. Take, for instance, Orange Valley, a well-known plantation a few miles north of town. It was built of solid limestone, and displayed an almost ecclesiastical air of conviction. On the hill above stood its Great House, balconied and wide-eaved, lapped by lawns and caressed by creepers. Nearby was the house of the overseer, an English yeoman house, pretty in an unassuming way, as though always conscious of its place at the mansion gates. And all around the central factory area, where the sugar was refined and packed, were the slave-installations—the slots or stables or repair bays in which those human mechanisms were installed, housed and serviced. The refinery had a churchy look, its limestone finely dressed and mortared; the slave hospital was an elegant little structure in the classical mode; the slave quarters were rows and rows of shanties, like rickety garden pavilions, with their vegetable plots behind (slaves were expected to grow their own nourishment) and their gaudy patched washing fluttering upon their clothes-lines. It was a highly functional arrangement: like a ship disposed about its engine-room, the estate was assembled efficiently about its motive-power, the muscle of captive humans.1


Orange Valley was clearly built to last, and it looked on the face of it benevolent enough—that gracious house on the hill, that bowered cottage for the overseer, the hospital in whose wards, it seemed, crinolined ladies must surely be soothing with scented hands the brows of grateful fevered blacks. But slavery in the British West Indies was not always like that. A series of exposés had lately revealed that British slave-masters could be as cruel as any Arab traders or Bokhara khan. The English public had read with horrified fascination of ears cut off in punishment, eyes gouged, teeth drawn, hands amputated. Slaves were hung by their arms from trees, nailed by their ears to posts, clamped in steel collars or iron boots. Throughout the British possessions the slave had been utterly at the mercy of his employer—or worse still his employer’s wife, who was often more vicious in the refinement of her spite.


Of course there were good owners too, conditions greatly varied in the nineteen British slave colonies, and no doubt evangelical reporters sometimes exaggerated the horrors. But the consensus of evidence was appalling, and it was not surprising that when the final emancipation came at last, on that August day in 1838, the negroes of Falmouth celebrated it with almost hysterical fervour. The pastor of the Baptist Church, the Reverend William Knibb, summoned his congregation for a midnight service of thanksgiving, and the negroes assembled joyously. Mr Knibb was one of the most active non-conformist clergymen on the island, a native of Northamptonshire and a passionate abolitionist, and he carried his faith theatrically, as the blacks preferred. It was very hot that night. The wide lattice windows of the chapel were open, clumsy insects buzzed in the lamp-lights, the congregation was a blaze of primary colours and glistening black, and as the midnight deadline drew near Mr Knibb ascended his pulpit with portentous step, ‘The hour approaches!’ he cried, pointing a quivering finger at the clock upon the wall. ‘The time is drawing near! The monster is dying!’—and as the minutes ticked by, and the pastor stood there tense and fiery, and the harmonium played, so the congregation worked itself into a frenzy of excitement and delight, until midnight struck, Knibb cried triumphantly, ‘The monster is dead!’ and all those negroes leapt to their feet and broke into cheers, songs, shouts, tears and embraces. The slaves were free! They took the symbols of their bondage, chain, whip and iron collar, and buried them for ever in the schoolroom yard, singing a dirge as they did so:






Now slavery we lay thy vile form in the dust,


And buried for ever let it there remain!


And rotted and covered with infamy’s dust


Be every man-whip and fetter and chain.2
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Though slavery had been so old an imperial practice, paradoxically its ending did not weaken the idea of empire, but rather gave it new life: for among those who argued that Britain had an imperial mission to fulfil were the prime agents of abolition, the English evangelicals. They were a power in the land. They had infiltrated the Established Church, they had representatives in the highest quarters of government, their most celebrated spokesman, William Wilberforce, was a saint among low churchmen, if a prig among high. The evangelical force—‘vital Christianity’—was concerned with every kind of cruelty and injustice. Prison reform, factory conditions, corporal and capital punishment, child labour, cruelty to animals, the treatment of lunatics—all these matters engaged the conscience of the English reformers in the first decades of the nineteenth century. In the imperial context, though, they were concerned most with the welfare of the coloured peoples, and their several institutions became powerful forces of imperial commitment: the Clapham Sect, a humanitarian cult whose members had included a Governor-General of Bengal, a Governor of Sierra Leone, several members of Parliament and a permanent head of the Colonial Office; the African Association, which concerned itself with the exploration of Africa for humanitarian ends, and which was to develop into the Royal Geographical Society; the Aborigines Protection Society, founded in the year of Queen Victoria’s accession; or best-known of all, Exeter Hall, not really an institution at all, but a religious meeting hall in the Strand whose name had become synonymous with the entire humanitarian movement.


It was the pressure of this vague but potent guild that gave to the Victorian Empire, in its earliest years, functions of guardianship. Exeter Hall believed that the power of Great Britain should be used to guard the welfare of the backward peoples, to protect them from exploitation, and guide them into the Christian way. The Colonial Office became a stronghold of imperial trusteeship—James Stephen, ‘Mr Mother Country’, its permanent under-secretary in 1838, was a stalwart of Exeter Hall, while Lord Glenelg, the Colonial Secretary, was hardly less evangelical. Even Lord Melbourne, that worldly old Whig, could hardly disregard so strong a political current, for the evangelicals were skilled propagandists, masters of the pamphlet and the protest march, the petition and the fund-raising needle-party. The House of Commons itself reflected the trend in a motion which, while it did not actually advocate the extension of empire for pious purposes, did call upon all colonial governors and officers to promote the spread of civilization among the Natives everywhere, and ‘lead them to the peaceful and voluntary reception of the Christian religion’.


So for many Victorian Englishmen the instinct of empire was first to be rationalized as a call to Christian duty. Lord John Russell, a future Prime Minister, defined the imperial purpose towards the negro people as being ‘to encourage religious instruction, let them partake of the blessings of Christianity, preserve order and internal peace, induce the African race to feel that wherever the British flag flies they have a friend and protector, check all oppression, and watch over the impartial administration of the law’. Even the directors of the Hudson’s Bay Company, a sufficiently materialist concern, laid it down in standing orders that divine service must be read each Sunday in its remotest Canadian fur posts, for the civilization and instruction of the Red Indians. The statesmen of England had behaved with exemplary modesty and restraint in settling the affairs of the world in 1815, but by 1838 one detects a certain smugness among the islanders, and this superior tone of voice came not, as it would later come, from an arrogant Right, but from a highly moralistic Left. The middle classes, newly enfranchised, were emerging into power: and it was the middle classes who would eventually prove, later in Victoria’s reign, the most passionate imperialists of all.


The greatest triumph of the evangelicals was the abolition of slavery. Economically its results had been devastating. Planters were ruined from Antigua to Mauritius.3 Middlemen of Ashanti, slave captains of Merseyside, overseers of Nassau, found themselves without an occupation. Paupers proliferated in all the slave colonies, squatters defied the land laws, a Select Committee defined the condition of the average Jamaican freedman as otium cum dignitate—‘idle dignity’—which he fulfilled by working for a few hours two days a week, and going home with a bottle of Bass. Most of the sugar colonies never really recovered. Thousands of Indians had to be shipped to the West Indies to work the estates there, and in Jamaica the authorities were obliged to import German labourers too—dirty and drunk, thought the planters, who were hard to please.4 In London the West India Association warned that there might be no other course for the Caribbean colonies but to ‘appeal to the Crown for a release from their unprofitable allegiance, in order that they may attach themselves to some other country willing to extend to them the protection of a parent State’. In all the British Government had to pay out £20 million in compensation (£8,823 8s 9d of it to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, whose ex officio members included the Archbishop of York, and whose properties included two plantations in Barbados).


But morally emancipation put the British on a special plane, and set an example for the world. It also gave a fresh impulse to the empire. If so much could be achieved by agitation at home, what might not be done if the moral authority of England were distributed across the earth—to tackle the evils of slavery, ignorance and paganism at source, to teach the simpler peoples the benefits of Steam, Free Trade and Revealed Religion, and to establish not a world empire in the bad Napoleonic sense, but a Moral Empire of loftier intent? So was evolved the chemistry of evangelical imperialism; and since hatred of slavery was its original ingredient, it became the first imperial purpose of Victoria’s reign to extend to all parts of the world the convictions of Exeter Hall and Mr Mother Country on what the Americans in their prevaricating bigotry preferred to call the Peculiar Institution.5
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The British could not enforce the abolition of slavery everywhere in the world, but their command of the sea did qualify them to interfere with the movement of slaves from source to customer. In the suppression of piracy the Empire had already assumed a police function. Now its power was harnessed to the evangelical purpose, and for the first thirty years of Victoria’s reign the Royal Navy’s chief task was the interception of slavers. Legally the anti-slave patrols were international, the American, French and Portuguese navies contributing squadrons: in practice they were almost entirely British, in execution as in concept.


The main slave routes ran out of equatorial Africa east and west. Whether the Africans were destined for emirs of Yemen or planters of Brazil, the conditions of their journeys were equally terrible. Captured in war or slave-raid, by Arabs or fellow-Africans, they stumbled often for hundreds of miles through scrub and forest, chained and yoked with wooden collars, whipped and bullied mercilessly to keep them on their feet. If they were travelling east, they were shipped to Zanzibar, paraded for purchase in the great slave market there, and sold to buyers from Arabia or the further east. If they were going west, they found themselves in stockades or barracoons in the foetid estuaries of the Slave and Ivory coasts, where they were beaten for discipline’s sake and put into stock, Here they were in the hands of European renegades and half-castes, who sold them in turn to the slaving captains always cruising off-shore: and so before long they were shipped away on their last journey, by the notorious Middle Passage to Brazil, or (illegally but all too often) to the southern United States. East or west, thousands of slaves died en route: on the Atlantic voyage, even as late as the 1840s, probably about a quarter of those embarked.


At first the Royal Navy tried to end the traffic by interception at sea, and a ramshackle squadron of frigates, sloops and gunbrigs, all the Admiralty could spare, pottered up and down the West African coast, or later in and out of Zanzibar, in pursuit of slavers. This was a job the Navy loathed, despite the bounty paid—£5 a head for each liberated slave, or £2 10s if he died before reaching port. The slave-ships were generally faster and better sailers than the elderly warships of the patrols, and the Navy’s captains were hamstrung by legalism. The West African station, in particular, could be a captain’s nightmare. Though there were European trading posts up and down the coast, several of them British, West Africa had no formal frontiers, or even clearly defined sovereignties, and there was scarcely a creek for 2,000 miles that did not sometimes harbour slave-ships. ‘Here we are,’ wrote one officer of the slave patrol, ‘in the most miserable station in the world, attempting the impossible.’ The sight of a slave-ship was the signal for the frigate captain to ransack his locker for the necessary regulations, for his action depended upon the slaver’s nationality. With some foreign States, Britain had reached full agreement on searches: if a ship had slaves on board, or carried equipment obviously designed for slaving purposes, like shackles, balls and chains, or whips, then she could be seized willy-nilly. With other countries, notably the United States, Britain had not been able to conclude an ‘equipment clause’—if slaves were not on board in the flesh, the frigate captain could do nothing. Other States again had no agreement with Britain at all, so that to board a ship might be interpreted in a court of law as an act of war, or piracy.


All this made interception an embarrassing process. Often it was exceedingly difficult to overhaul a suspected slaver in the first place, so that the boarding party was received with caustic condescension. Often the slaver’s true nationality was impossible to determine. Most often of all, the unfortunate patrol commander found himself legally impotent, however many pairs of manacles or instruments of torture he found on board, and was laughed overboard by disrespectful Portuguese, or abused by Spaniards. Americans especially could be insufferable. The United States had made slave traffic illegal in 1808, and occasionally contributed a sloop or two to the slave patrols: but slavery itself was still legal in the southern States, the American Ambassador in London was a Virginian, and the Americans had never conceded the Royal Navy’s right of search, so that every interception was a diplomatic gamble. American slavers had the best ships, too—especially Baltimore clippers and New York sloops, which were among the fastest vessels afloat, and could easily outmanoeuvre the clumsy broad-beamed brigs of the patrols. One successful American slaver was the schooner Wanderer‚ built as a pleasure-yacht and owned by a Georgia slaving syndicate: she flew the pennant of the New York Yacht Club, and her master once entertained the officers of a Royal Navy frigate to a merry dinner on board, before packing 750 slaves below deck and sailing for home. Another was the barque Martha Ann. Given chase in the Atlantic once, this exasperating vessel at first showed no colours, only hoisting the Stars and Stripes after a number of warning shots. Why had she not hoisted colours before? the British officers demanded of her captain, when at last they caught up with the barque, but the American was not abashed. ‘I guess,’ he languidly replied, ‘we were eating our supper.’
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However hard the Navy tried, the slave trade continued. As the King of Bonny had told the captain of the last English slaver, when they bid a sentimental farewell to each other years before, ‘we tink trade no stop, for all we ju-ju men tell we so, for dem say you country no can niber pass God A’mighty’. Every kind of ruse continued to baffle the patrols—false colours, hidden decks, forged papers, mid-ocean transfers. Presently the Navy took to flushing the trade out on shore, and an archetypal imperial action was the destruction, in 1840, of a particularly notorious slave station at the mouth of the Gallinas river, in Sierra Leone. Then as now the estuaries of West Africa were among the nastiest places on earth. Flat, swampy, hot, sprawling, brackish, fly-infested, mosquito-ridden, fringed with gloomy mangroves and monotonous palms, they lay beneath the heartless sun in secretive desolation. Of them all, one of the most detestable was the estuary of the Gallinas.6 It was hotter and swampier than anywhere, its mangroves gloomier and its swamps more awful, and among its creeks and lagoons, protected by the river bar and the Atlantic surf, a Spanish trader named Pedro Blanco had established a slave mart. Its barracoons, of reed and palm thatch, were scattered among the swamps, invisible from the sea but easily accessible by creeks from the interior. Its warehouses were full of goods for barter, cloths, rum and Cuban tobacco. Blanco himself, who was immensely rich and flamboyantly immoral, lived on an island deep in the swamp, attended by a black seraglio, and on lesser islets all around sentries with telescopes on high lookouts kept watch over the Atlantic.


This was a hideously successful enterprise. Blanco had established an alliance with the chiefs of the surrounding countryside, notably King Siaka of Gallinas, and the coastal tribes acted as his agents, paid in advance for the slaves they could catch inland. A regular trade was established with Cuba, in Portuguese, Brazilian and American slave-ships, and the barracoons were nearly always full of slaves awaiting shipment, sometimes 5,000 at a time. Two or three ships arrived each month at the estuary. Blanco imported his shackles from England, and recruited a staff of Spaniards: King Siaka dined off silver plate.


The Royal Navy knew this place well from a distance, and had blockaded the estuary for months at a time. But it was independent territory, and until October, 1840, the British could find no excuse to go ashore. Then a black British subject, Mrs Fry Norman of Sierra Leone, was kidnapped by King Siaka’s son Manna as security for a debt. ‘I have to inform you’, Mrs Norman wrote to the debtor, a Mrs Grey of Freetown, ‘that Mr Manna has catched me on your account, and is determined to detain me until you come yourself. Between now and night all depends on good or evil heart of Mr Manna. Therefore you will lose no time in coming to my assistance on your account.’ But instead of Mrs Grey it was Commander Joseph Denman, R.N., with the armed schooner Wanderer and the brigs Rolla and Saracen who, in an early exertion of the Victorian imperial principle civis britannicus sum, arrived wrathful and determined at the bar of the Gallinas.


Denman was the son of a distinguished abolitionist, Lord Chief Justice Denman, and had himself felt passionately about the evils of the slave trade since, as a young lieutenant, he had sailed a captured slaver across the Atlantic with 500 half-dead Africans on board. ‘I was forty-six days on that voyage, and altogether four months on board of her, where I witnessed the most dreadful sufferings that human beings could endure.’ Denman was aching to settle scores not only with Siaka, but with the Spanish traders too, and he used the plight of poor Mrs Norman as pretext for a double action.


He had no mandate for an attack upon the barracoons—Britain was not at war with the Gallinas chiefs—but he acted Nelsonically, on his own. With three boatloads of blue-jackets he rode the surf, crossed the bar and seized the biggest of the estuary islands. Almost at once, without a shot, the whole iniquitous enterprise collapsed. Hustling as many slaves as they could into canoes, the Spaniards fled up the creeks into the bush. Mrs Norman was triumphantly released. More than a thousand slaves were freed of their chains. All the barracoons and warehouses were burnt. Siaka and the chiefs signed an abject treaty of renunciation, promising to abandon the slave trade altogether, whatever the ju-ju men said, and expel all the slave traders from their territories. The Gallinas trade was extinguished, and the British consul in Havana reported a stream of anxious slave-traders, requesting his advice about future prospects.


Some years later one of Blanco’s associates at the Gallinas station, whom the Navy had rescued from his own infuriated captives and shipped away to safety, ungratefully sued Denman for trespass and the seizure of property—a familiar hazard of the slave patrols: but the judges of the Court of Exchequer, who knew the Commander’s father well, directed the jury to clear him.
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This bold little action was a foretaste of imperial manners to come, but its effect was transitory. Though it led to treaties with most of the slave-trading chiefs along the West African coast, they were seldom honoured for long. The legal complexities remained insoluble, and the movement towards Free Trade at home actually encouraged the slave traffic, for it greatly bolstered the economies of slave States like Cuba and Brazil. Though the Royal Navy liberated in all some 150,000 souls, the Atlantic slave traffic did not end until the victory of the North in the American Civil War, twenty years later. As for the Red Sea trade, it continued fitfully much longer still, with illicit shipments of boys to the pederast princelings of Arabia, or allocations of retainers to the Sultan of Muscat. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century the slave patrol remained one of the Navy’s principal chores, a duty as implicit to the fact of British maritime power as guardship duty in Gibraltar, or cruiser service on the West India station.7


No less demanding a concern of the imperial evangelists, though, was what to do with the slaves when they were liberated, for of course they could not be returned to barbarism. Fortunately the empire already possessed a haven. In the eighteenth century there had been some 14,000 slaves in Britain itself, scattered in gentlemen’s houses throughout the kingdom.8 When domestic slavery was made illegal in 1772 many of these people, together with ex-slaves from Nova Scotia, became the nucleus of an experiment in humanitarian imperialism—the creation of a new British colony, specifically for liberated negroes, on the coast of West Africa. It was to contribute to the ending of the slave trade everywhere, its sponsors said, by ‘civilization, Christianity and the cultivation of the soil’.


The chosen shore had been named by the Spaniards Sierra Leone, for the crouching lion-shape of the hill above its bay, and the capital of the new settlement was called inevitably Freetown, but most of the hamlets upon the peninsula were given names of ineffable Britishness, to stand as texts of enlightenment. There was Wilberforce, there was Buxton, there was Charlotte and there was Regent. Gloucester was down the road from Leicester, and the road from Waterloo to Wellington ran through Hastings, Grafton and Allen Town—all this at a time when the vast mass of Africa had never seen a white man at all, and there was not a single European consul between Freetown on the one shore and Zanzibar on the other. From the very start Sierra Leone, though its population was almost entirely negro, represented an implanted culture: a black British culture, evangelically Christian, conventionally diligent.


The colony made several false starts, for the ex-slaves proved inept colonists at first, and its early years were disturbed. As the wit Sydney Smith observed, there were always two Governors of Sierra Leone, the one who had just arrived, and the one who was just leaving. Among the new settlers there were understandable prejudices against white patronage of any kind: some citizens, after all, believed that the uniforms of the redcoat garrison were dyed with the blood of slaughtered negroes, and that British officers’ brains were developed by a potion of boiled African heads. As the years passed, and the neighbouring African peoples infiltrated the colony, and liberated slaves arrived too from the West Indies, and from captured slave-ships, some unsuspected doctrines were grafted upon the Christian orthodoxies, and distinctly heretical pieties were pursued in the less respectable quarters of Freetown. Witchcraft was practised when the clergymen were not looking. Secret societies flourished. Streets named for statesmen, governors or eminent men of God found racier local nicknames. Yet Sierra Leone remained above all a Christian settlement upon the African shore, a ward of evangelical imperialism: spires and chapel roofs ornamented the Freetown skyline, and if Saturday nights were rumbustious in the backstreets, Sunday mornings were rich with hymns and self-improvement.


Architecturally the little town was remarkable, for here alone the Georgian style was applied to tropical Africa. Freetown was built to a grid system, partly as an image of European order, partly perhaps to make it easier to police. Some of its streets were surprisingly elegant. They were lined with deep-eaved villas three or four stories high, built of a heavily mortared yellowish sandstone, with white balconies and well-proportioned windows—comfortable, solid-looking houses, pleasantly sited on the slopes of Howe or Trelawny Streets, and made piquant by a certain naïvety of design—a gentle crudeness, which gave them a child-like charm, like rows of dolls’ houses in the sunshine. Handsome stone steps led down to the harbour of Freetown, an Anglican cathedral stood predominantly above, and the little capital kept as its fulcrum the handsome oak tree, now the hub of a cross-roads, at whose feet in 1787 the founding fathers of the colony had declared their intentions with a short and low church service.


Freetown society was rich and strange. The founders had been concerned to create an educated African bourgeoisie, to be the governing class of the place, and to perpetuate its Christian origins: the evangelicals were seldom radicals in any modern sense, and generally held strong Whiggish views about property and the continuity of class. Almost at once they founded a place of higher education, Fourah Bay College, which inhabited an imposing building on the hill, and which presently produced an entire social layer of educated Africans—clergyman, lawyers, school-teachers, civil servants. These were the first of the Sierra Leone Creoles, a people destined to play an important part in the development of the British Empire. ‘Creole’ was a word of many meanings. In the French colonies of America it meant a locally-born European. In Spanish South American it meant a half-caste predominantly white. In West Africa it meant at first a liberated slave or his descendants, as distinct from a local African: but there it presently came to mean more too, and signified a person who subscribed to the particular Anglo-African culture propagated by Fourah Bay.


The Creoles became an imperial caste. They developed their own Afro-English language, Krio—far more than a pidgin language, but a tongue with its own literature, which sounded indeed like a hazily slurred recording of cultured southern English, but was graced with its own nuances and idioms, and eventually became so divorced from the parent language that scholars translated Shakespearian plays into it.9 They wore European clothes, conveniently differentiating them from the local tribespeople, whom they tended to despise, and who were either draped in blinding swoops of textile, or almost totally nude. They filled their houses with the orthodox bric-à-brac of the English middle classes, upright pianos and lithographs and portraits of the Queen and framed embroidered samplers. They aimed above all at respectability. We see them, in starched white collars and stifling crinolines, presiding stiffly over public functions, or trailing beneath sunshades to morning service. We see their heavy black features sweating over dog-collars (the first black Anglican bishop was a Creole) or stuffed into red serge jackets (the first black British Army doctor was another) or crowned with judge’s wigs, or hung about with stethoscopes, or bespectacled over philosophical treatises. They ran the colony more or less themselves, with intermittent advice from white governors and transient civil servants, and by and large they did it well. One of the earliest coherent plans for self-government in British African colonies was produced by Major Africanus Horton, who had enjoyed a successful career in the British Army before settling down to a literary and commercial retirement in Horton Hall, Freetown.10


Presently, too, the Creoles began to demonstrate talents more specifically their own—throw-backs, so to speak, to the distant times before their redemption. They turned out to be marvellous money-makers. Capitalism sprouted and thrived in Sierra Leone. The paternalist white clerics of Fourah Bay found some of their most promising pupils, steeped in the maxims of Dean Stanley or the examples of William Wilberforce, abruptly blossoming into immensely rich entrepreneurs, landowners or speculators. Dynasties of rich Creoles were founded, and those modest houses of Trelawny Street were often abandoned for more ostentatious mansions and country estates. At the same time the Creoles, while still honouring the principles of the evangelical faith, threw off its gloomier forms. They became a particularly gay and hospitable people. Half-forgotten ancestral rhythms enlivened the cadences of metrical psalms, and the sons of sober bureaucrats discovered in themselves inherited aptitudes for dance and buffoonery.


Sierra Leone still had its ups and downs. Periodic scandals excited the little colony, and heavy-bearded commissions of inquiry occasionally disembarked at Freetown quay to put things straight again. Here as elsewhere, even the most compliant Africans sometimes disappointed their mentors and liberators—as was said by one judicial commission, ‘the known Christian moral lesson should be continually impressed on their minds that we must earn our bread with the sweat of our brow’. But the settlement survived, and Freetown itself became the principal base of the Royal Navy on the West African coast—a town where generations of transient Britons, on their way to grimmer places farther south, would be surprised by the gaiety of their welcome, and first discover that there might be some element of fun, after all, in the prospect of a posting to the White Man’s grave.11
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So the first monuments of Queen Victoria’s empire were monuments of liberty. The fight against slavery at its source would continue throughout the Victorian era, being a prime motive as we shall see of the great mid-century explorations, and it proved a fertile seed of imperial emotion. It was seen as a stake in providence—as Lord John Russell told the House of Commons in 1850, ‘it appears to me that if we give up this high and holy work … we have no right to expect a continuance of those blessings, which, by God’s favour, we have so long enjoyed’. The adventures that were to come, as imperialism itself developed into a kind of faith, and dominion became a national ambition for its own sake, were grounded upon this good old base, erected so long before by the earnest philanthropists of Clapham and Exeter Hall: and when evangelicalism had long lost its dynamism, when a harsher generation was in command, impelled by cruder ends, still the memory of these aspirations tempered the brashness of the British Empire, and sometimes touched the imperial conscience.




1 Orange Valley is a cattle ranch now, through whose compounds stylish negro cowboys ride. Most of its slave-buildings are in ruins; rats, lizards and a barn owl live in the derelict Great House; but overgrown behind the garden the mausoleum of its founding family, the Jarretts, has monumentally survived the centuries, and is fluttered over by yellow butterflies.


2 Mr Knibb’s church was destroyed by a hurricane in 1944, but its present successor, named in his memory, contains a marble panel depicting this scene. In the churchyard is a monument to Knibb ‘erected by the Emancipated Slaves, to whose enfranchisement and elevation his indefatigable exertions so largely contributed’, and when I went to service there one Sunday morning in 1969 I found his parishioners as merry, kind and passionate as ever.


3 One Jamaica estate that netted £11,000 annually in the 1820s was sold in the 1840s for £1,650, and by the 1850s was said to be worth about £800.


4 Their descendants survive, around Seaford Town in Westmoreland County, and look today, thanks to a century and a half of in-breeding, whiter than anyone else in Jamaica.


5 As against the Pernicious Article, which is what the British themselves called the most profitable commodity of their eastern commerce, opium.


6 Now renamed the Kerefe, and a popular weekend resort for Freetown sportsmen.


7 Ships of the Royal Navy continued to carry slavery manuals until 1970.


8 Of whom I cannot forbear to mention ‘Jack Black’ of Ystumllyn, near my own home in Caernarfonshire. He was the only black man in North Wales, and the local girls adored him: as his biographer austerely observed in 1888, gwyn y gwel y fran ei chyw—‘the crow sees its young as white’. Jack’s gravestone bears the inaccurate but touching epitaph, in Welsh:


                               India was the land of my birth,


                               But I was christened in Wales;


                               This spot, marked by a grey slab,


                               Is my cold, dark resting place.


9 For example:


                         Paddy dem‚ country, una all way day


                         Nor Rome. Make una all kack una0 yase.


                         Are cam berr Caesar, are nor cam praise am.


                         Dem kin member bad way person kin do


                         long tem after de person kin don die.


                         But plenty tem de good way person do


                         kin berr wit im bone dem….


10 And who was not above giving some sensible advice to white residents in Sierra Leone: ‘A strict moral principle is beneficial in the tropics. Agreeable society should always be courted, as it relieves the mind a great deal. The society of real ladies will be found preferable to any other’.


11 The fun persists, the Afro-English culture having become distinctly more Afro in independent Sierra Leone, but Fourah Bay thrives still, the Creoles are still pre-eminent, and there are still sixty-five Christian churches for the 128,000 inhabitants of Freetown. Sierra Leone was the original inspiration for the neighbouring republic of Liberia, settled by freed American slaves, and for the French ex-slave settlement of Libreville, on the Gabon river to the south.




















CHAPTER THREE


Sweet Lives





IT was only to be expected that the improving instinct would presently father the interfering impulse, as the evangelical power of Britain pursued new fields of action. It was much easier to reform people if you ruled them, and so the British began, tentatively at first, guardedly, even unwittingly, their long attempt to mould the world in their own image. ‘The complete civilization and the real Happiness of Man,’ decreed the Aborigines Protection Society, ‘can never be secured by any thing less than the diffusion of Christian Principles’; and the diffusion of true Christian Principles could best be achieved by the exertion of British authority.
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Among the first people to feel the effects were the Afrikaners of South Africa.1 They were an intensely religious people themselves. A mixture of Dutch, Flemish, German and French Huguenot stock, they had first emigrated to the Cape in the seventeenth century, to farm there under the rule of the Dutch East India Company, and they had established in that delectable country a society altogether their own. They were almost paranoically independent. They wanted to be alone. They asked nothing of government, and offered nothing in return. Bold, bloody-minded, sanctimonious outdoor people, they wanted only freedom to wander where they liked, establish their farms as they pleased, worship their own God and mind their own business. With their great creaking ox-wagons and their herds of long-horned cattle, their plump wives in poke bonnets and their rangy dogs behind, they had long ago become indigenous to Africa, and adopted some of its values. The local Hottentots they enslaved, the local bushmen they virtually exterminated, the fierce and magnificent tribes of the African interior they kept at bay by force of arms. The Boers were a very lonely people, but they did not mind. They had virtually cut their ties with Europe, they spoke a bastard Dutch of their own, and they were sufficient unto themselves.


They worshipped a severe Calvinist version of the Christian God. He was a God of absolutes. His commandments were inflexible. He had ordained for ever the hierarchy of the stars and planets, the ordering of the seasons, the place in the world of men and women, beasts and birds. He was a literal God, who had revealed his truths once and for all in the infallible text of the Old Testament. He was a God who had decreed, if only implicitly, that every Boer farmer was his own master, with a right to his own African farm, and absolute leave to exploit the black peoples of the continent as his own conscience allowed.


There were Boers in the Cape peninsula who lived exquisitely, in lovely oak-sheltered towns like Stellenbosch or Paarl, in wide-stoeped homesteads of the wine valleys, or fine old houses, with floors of red tile and furniture of stink-wood, among the gardens of Cape Town. The most Afrikaner of the Afrikaners, though, lived with Jehovah on the Great Karroo, the high dry plateau which lay to the north-east. These were the frontier Boers, the Volk quintessential, who considered themselves an elect within an elect, and embodied all their divine privileges in the conception of lekker lewe—‘the sweet life’, to be lived in lands wide enough to exclude the smoke of the next man’s chimney, with a sufficiency of stock, no interference from busybody authority, and obedient black men round the back of the house.
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In 1815 these grand but disputatious peasants (for like most dogmatists they were always squabbling) had become unlikely subjects of the British Crown. The British had retained the Cape of Good Hope, which they had captured in the wars, as a way-station on the route to India, and they had settled at Cape Town in the easy confidence of victory. They soon established a governing class of English gentry, with a leavening of Dutch burghers left behind by the previous regime. Cape Town became a genial blend of the Dutch and the English Georgian styles, with fragrant gardens running up the slopes of Table Mountain, and avenues of oaks and camphors, and well-proportioned offices of Government arising around the old Dutch castle. Along the coast, too, English settlements took root: Grahamstown, the frontier town, 500 miles to the north-east, elegantly disposed around its garrison church, or Port Elizabeth upon Algoa Bay, guarded by its little stone fort and overlooked by the memorial to its eponymous patroness Elizabeth Donkin—‘to the memory of one of the most perfect of human beings, who has given her name to the town below’.


India was the reason for the English presence, and India never seemed far away. There were the ships, of course, always swinging around the Cape, or putting into the base at Simonstown for victualling or refurbishment. There was the faintly Indianified manner of English life. And there was a constant shifting society of Britons from India—Hindus, as the Boers called them, as against Kapenaars. Many officers from India spent their leave at the Cape—it did not count as home leave, so that they need not sacrifice their overseas allowances. Some retired to the Cape, a happy compromise between the swelter of India and the mist of England, and some came to recuperate from the fevers of Calcutta and the plains: the spa at Caledon, east of Cape Town, depended almost entirely upon the Indian trade, and was always full of worn-out Collectors, faded memsahibs and debilitated majors of the Bengal Army—who, resting among its springs and rubber-trees, and looking across the gentle plain to the mauve cool mountains beyond, must sometimes have wished they had never set eyes on Malabar or Madras.2 The Anglo-Indians often brought their own servants with them, and with these turbanned or shawled domestics at their heels, browned themselves by the Indian sun they would parade through the esplanade gardens of the Cape, to remind the watching burghers and wondering Hottentots that they were subjects now of a wider sovereignty. 




[image: ]





No society could be more alien to the inbred and unimaginative community of the Boers, and almost from the start the British and the Afrikaners distrusted each other. The Boers thought the British stiff-necked, snobbish and interfering, and called them rooineks, rednecks.3 The British thought the Boers ignorant, ungainly and often queer. At first, though, there seemed no conflict of interest. The Boers were essentially pastoralists, landsmen, whose eyes turned instinctively to the open grasslands of the interior. The British were interested in South Africa only as a staging-post to the east, and the little wars which they found themselves obliged to fight against the African tribes along their frontiers were intended only to keep the Cape safe and stable. As late as the 1840s only one surfaced road led out of Cape Town, for strategically the British did not need to extend their authority inland—the smaller and tighter their footholds on the coast, the better. They were not much attracted, anyway, by the high veld of the interior: ‘a worn-out and emaciated country’, John Howison thought it in 1830, ‘its mountains, without soil or verdure, resemble skeletons, and its unwatered plains … are like an animal body in which circulation has ceased from disease or exhaustion’. Only a handful of wandering artisans or adventurers, mostly Scots or Irish, had penetrated the Karroo to live among the frontier Boers.


It was idealism that changed all this. Sooner or later it was inevitable that English evangelicalism, with its emphasis on the welfare of the coloured peoples, would come into conflict with the dour fundamentalism of the Boers. Disturbing rumours reached London about Afrikaner mistreatment of the Hottentots, and by the 1820s the London Missionary Society had gone sternly into action. Its chief representative in South Africa, the Reverend John Philip, was vociferous in defence of native rights, and outspokenly critical of Afrikaner attitudes. The English newspapers took up the cause, successive English Governments were prodded into action, and before long the more extreme of the Boers began to feel themselves threatened—not in their persons, for from the start they had enjoyed equal rights with Englishmen, but in their way of life.


In 1828 they were horrified to be confronted by an ordinance declaring black men and white to be, ‘in the most full and ample manner’, equal before the law. In 1833 they were stunned to learn that, by a decision of the English Parliament 4,000 miles away in London, slavery in South Africa was banned. They were told that black people had a right to the possession of land, something which struck at the very roots of the Boer philosophy. They were told that Hottentots had a right to travel where they pleased, without passes. They were warned that they must not take the punishment of Kaffirs into their own hands, as they had with every success for 200 years, but must make a complaint through a magistrate. Their own opinions, they considered, were distorted or disregarded, and wherever they turned they found, in league with the blacks, in conspiracy with the local authorities, influential in London and honoured among the barbarous black chiefs of Kaffirland, the ubiquitous Mr Philip and his clerics, those earnest instruments of the imperial instinct.


All this was too much for the frontier Boers. It seemed to them that not merely the legal or constitutional, but actually the natural order of things was being deliberately disrupted. How was a man to keep order on his farm, if he could not flog a recalcitrant employee? How could the murderous black warriors of the frontier zones, represented by the English missionaries as no more than misunderstood innocents, be kept at bay? How could the divine hierarchy itself be maintained, if Ham was the equal of Shem? The Boers felt betrayed, but worse still, perhaps, they felt despised. So free, so bold, in many ways so generous, now they felt themselves treated as inferiors, half-Europeans, backwoodsmen, by the sanctimonious representatives of the new British order. Unlimited land, cheap obedient labour, security from blacks and whites alike—these were essentials of the lekker lewe‚ and all three the British Empire seemed determined to deny them.


So it came about that in the late years of the 1830s the Boers, the first refugees of Victoria’s empire, undertook the hegira of their race, the Great Trek—a mass migration of frontier people, perhaps 10,000 souls, out of the eastern Cape into the unexploited high veld of the interior, where they could pick their own land and be themselves. They were escaping in fact from the modern world, with all its new notions of equality and reason, but on the face of it they were simply trying to get away from the British. They were early victims of that latent British aptitude for interference which was presently to find subjects, and make enemies, from Canada to Bengal.
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The Boers of the Great Trek—the Voortrekkers, as they were ever after to be known—made for the Orange River, the eastern frontier of the colony. Once across it, they would be free. They moved for the most part independently, in small wagon groups, commanded by craggy elders and guarded by mounted riflemen: but though their exodus was spread over several years, they did move to a general plan. It was based upon the reports of secret reconnaissance parties, and it was propagated among the Volk by word of mouth. They would rendezvous, in their shambled scattered way, at the foot of the Drakcnsberg Mountains, in territory claimed only by black Africans, and there they would decide where their final destination was to be.


They were very experienced frontiersmen, and they travelled with a loose-limbed expertise. We see their high-wheeled trek wagons plunging through rivers and over ravines, the long ox-teams slipping and rearing, the driver with his immense hide whip cracking above his head, the black servants straining with ropes on the back wheels. We see them camped in laager within the circle of their wagons. The men in their wide-brimmed hats are smoking long pipes beneath awnings, or lie fast asleep upon the ground. The women are imperturbably suckling their children, mending their clothes, or preparing heroic Boer meals of game, eggs and violent coffee. Hens scrabble among the propped rifles and powder horns, a tame gazelle, perhaps, softly wanders among the carts, and in the distance the black men separately squat and gossip beside their fires. It is a truly Biblical scene, and the trekker Boers were searching quite consciously for a Promised Land. They moved in a spirit of revelation, as though pillars of fire were leading them (and one unusually ecstatic group, coming across a verdant spring in the remoter veld, assumed it to be the source of the River Nile, and named it Nilstrom). They were penetrating country almost unknown to white people—up through the scrub of the Karroo into the brilliant immensities of the high veld, which seemed to extend limitlessly into the heart of Africa, which smelt of herbs and heather, and over whose silences the stars hung at night with a clarity unimaginable to the distant philanthropists of Empire.


There were few black people to harass them. The only real opposition came from the warlike Matabele tribe, whom the Boer commandos, loose in the saddle and quick with the elephant gun, smartly defeated in a battle at Vegkop, well over the Orange River, killing 400 warriors and capturing 7,000 cattle. More often the trekkers quarrelled among themselves, for there were all sorts on this epic. Some were rich men, with household possessions piled high in their wagons. Others had nothing but their horses, guns and hands. Few could read or write, fewer still had any experience of administration or leadership, nearly all were people of fractious individuality, exceedingly difficult to control. The story of the Great Trek, for all its poignant grandeur, is a story of endless bickerings, political rivalries and even religious antagonisms. The trekkers mostly-travelled in groups of a dozen wagons or so, with ten or twelve fighting men, twenty or thirty black servants and a rag-tag tail of cattle, horses, sheep and goats. It was only in 1834 and 1835 that a sporadic movement of families and friends developed into a migration; and only in 1837 that the main body of the Voortrekkers, some 3,000 men and women, assembled at their rendezvous at Thaba Nchu, at the foot of the Drakensberg on the borders of Basutoland.4


Now they began to think of themselves as a State. They were the Maatschappij‚ the Company of Emigrant South Africans, self-constituted in reaction to the British Empire, and from their leaders, so often at each other’s throats, they chose a Captain General. Piet Retief at 56 was more sophisticated than most of his contemporaries. He was of Huguenot stock, had grown up in the wine country around Stellenbosch, had lived in Cape Town and was a born wanderer, destined never to settle. He it was who gave the Great Trek its manifesto. Like most such declarations, it was meant to be read between the lines.5 ‘As we desire to stand high in the estimation of our brethren,’ it said, ‘be it known inter alia that we are resolved, wherever we go, that we will uphold the just principle of liberty; but whilst we will take care that no one shall be in a state of slavery, it is our determination to maintain such regulations as may suppress crime and preserve proper relations between master and servant….  We will not molest any people, nor deprive them of the smallest property; but, if attacked, we shall consider ourselves fully justified in defending our persons and effects to the utmost of our ability….’


There one hears, perhaps for the first time, the authentic voice of Afrikaner self-justification: the flattened cadences, slightly petulant, with which for a century or more the Boers were to plead their grievances and their cause—a peasant voice, uneducated and unsubtle, but more determined and more courageous than the British would usually suppose. Retief and his colleagues, in their laager beneath the Drakensberg, went on to establish the structure of the State. They determined its name—not New Eden, as had been suggested, but the Free Province of New Holland in South Africa. They adopted a constitution, with a Governor, a Council of Policy and a Court. They decreed that all members of the Volk must take an oath of loyalty: defaulters would be excommunicated, denied civic privileges and perhaps declared Enemies of the People. In a spirit of exaltation only intermittently marred by feuds and jealousies, the great body of the Voortrekkers, in the summer of 1837, thankfully beyond the reach of the British Empire, prepared to seize and settle for ever their Israel in the north.
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To the south of them lay the coastline of the eastern Cape, now intermittently settled for some 500 miles by British colonists. It is difficult to imagine a society more different from the nomad encampments of the Voortrekkers: yet each was a frontier community in its way, and while the Voortrekkers debate their future with psalms and recriminations away in the empty veld, let us leave them for a while with their impending destiny, and descend the escarpment of the Little Karroo to visit the very British coastal village of Knysna—to point not a moral, as both sides might claim, but only a contrast.


A track led there out of the foothills, dropping through wooded gorges and tortuous passes, between splendid thickets of stinkwood and white pear, to a point where suddenly between the trees one saw a small streak of pure white substance, trapped apparently in a defile among the hills. It looked like a line of snow, or a patch of brilliant white sand, but it was really the Indian Ocean, perpetually foaming between the high looming headlands that were called Knysna Heads. Nowhere on the whole African coast was more exhilarating. The surf was tremendous. The rocks were black and bold. Gulls swirled in the wind, cormorants dived recklessly into whirlpools, spray hung on the air, and all day long tides echoed, sucking and reverberating, against the black masses of the headland.


Inside the Heads there lay a lagoon. Around it the British had established a settlement, and had already transplanted to that savage place their own habits and values. The Royal Navy maintained a station at Knysna, but the tone of the hamlet was set by its principal landowner and first citizen, George Rex Esquire, who lived in gentlemanly style in the manor house of Melkhout Kraal. All the scattered farms that looked down upon the Knysna lagoon, black-thatched and white-plastered at the forest’s edge, formed part of Mr Rex’s estate, and around his presence, and the rent-books of his busy factor, the whole heirarchy of Englishness was assembled upon this distant frontier.


The country was wild—elephants still visited the lagoon shore—but the village was ordered and discreet. Its dust streets were rolled and watered, its houses were neatly thatched, and on a convenient corner stood the St George’s Tavern (landlord Tom Horn, lately of Bristol). The social order was self-evident. At the bottom were the coloured labourers, so recently released from slavery. Then came the few local Boers, who talked only a sort of pidgin English, and who lived as woodcutters in the forest, or foremen on the farms. Then there were the small tenant farmers; the captains of the Kynsna-based ships, Scotsmen and Irishmen chiefly and powerful drinkers; the local tradesmen and merchants, the apothecary, the chandlers; and there were the grander gentlemen settlers, the Barringtons, the Duthies, the Nelsons, the Sutherlands, the Botterills, or the widow Fauconnier and her children, in whose parlour, in the absence of a church, the Reverend Charles Bull used to take Sunday services, and Captain Duthie, Justice of the Peace, held his periodic courts.


And at the top was Mr Rex, who had personally approved all the original settlers. Rex lived like a polite English gentleman-farmer upon a large scale, but rumour suggested that he was something rather more: and what capped the ineffable Englishness of his village, and made it so unutterably alien to the harsh republicanism of the Voortrek laagers over the mountains, was the fact that, if what one heard was true, the Squire of Knysna was the natural son of George III—Queen Victoria’s uncle. Nobody knew for sure, but just the suggestion was enough to ensure for him a feudal respect. Officialdom was fulsome in its gratitude, when Mr Rex erected an obelisk, or donated a site for a parish church. His labourers and artisans were gratified by his every condescension, his tenants were honoured by his briefest visit, curtseys and raised hats followed him down the village street: for this little microcosm of the English way even reproduced that trust in the divine grace of monarchs which was at once the equivalent and the antithesis of the Boer belief in the divine privileges of themselves.


How the Voortrekkers would have loathed it! How smug it would have seemed to them, how patronizing, how impious too! Knysna was a demonstration of all they most resented in the imperial presence: like suburbia to an old-school gypsy, perhaps, or barracks life to a guerrilla.6
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But they were far away from George Rex and his kind. In the flank of the Drakensberg they discussed their next moves. Some decided they would stay where they were, in the country between the Orange and the Vaal rivers. Some thought they would cross the Vaal, to settle in the high grasslands of the Gatstrand and the Witwatersrand. But Piet Retief had his mind upon Natal, the glorious green country on the coast, lush, forested, watered, warm in the bitterest winter, in the summer freshened by breezes off the sea or the high mountains that bounded it inland. In October, 1837, he rode ahead with a party of horsemen and, passing through a pass in the Drakensberg, saw this paradise for the first time: there it lay below the mountains, green and warm, with palms and bananas, heavenly wild flowers of the tropics, magnificent forests of yellow-wood and tambuti, and far in the distance beyond the downlands and the coastal plain, the blue line of the Indian Ocean. ‘The most beautiful land,’ wrote Retief, ‘I have ever seen in Africa.’


Surely it was Israel. Few Europeans lived in it, and few Africans either, while the British Empire had specifically declined to annex it. Its only suzerain was King Dingaan of the Zulus, and he did not live there himself, but claimed it merely as buffer territory to his Kingdom of Zululand farther north. With this capricious but formidable barbarian Retief, riding down through the foothills with 14 men and four wagons, accordingly opened negotiations.


Dingaan lived in some state. The name of his royal kraal, Umgungundhlovu, meant The Secret Plot of the Elephant, and commemorated Dingaan’s assassination of his half-brother Shaka, the greatest of Zulu kings. It was a city of thatched beehive houses above a stream. Behind it the humped wilderness of Zululand stretched away to the north, a terrific empty country of dry hills and green river-beds, speckled only with the villages of the Zulu pastoralists. The nearest European settlement to the east was the Portuguese colony of Delagoa Bay, a thousand miles away: the nearest to the west was Grahamstown, far across the wasteland of the Transkei. The Zulus, a highly organized fighting people, lived in a condition of terrible isolation, having slaughtered most of their nearer neighbours.


The King loved display. He surrounded himself with plump women, jesters and dwarfs. He liked to show off his famous glutton Menyosi, who could eat a whole goat in a single meal. His palace was a great mud hut, its floor rubbed with fat to make it shine, its reed roof beautifully woven, and around it stood hundreds of huts in circular groups: huts for the wives and concubines of the king, huts for the young warriors of the bodyguard, huts for the royal weapons. A large cattle-kraal stood ostentatiously near the palace, the wealth of the Zulus being expressed in cows, and behind it the lazy circling of vultures marked the Hill of Execution, which was littered with human bones and scavenged by hyaenas.


Retief was courteously received. Warriors danced for him, marvellous in beads and ostrich feathers, with great skin shields brandished high, and plumes bobbing above their heads, and trained red oxen moving in rhythm with their gestures. Dingaan himself, bald, greased and resplendent in red, white and black, welcomed him graciously from his throne at the gate of the cattle kraal. Their talks were brief and to the point. Retief wanted simply to settle his people in the unoccupied territory of Natal, and Dingaan almost immediately concurred. The Boers could settle there, but only if they first performed a service for Dingaan: reclaim from the Basuto chieftain Sikonyela, in the mountains, a number of Zulu cattle he had lately stolen. When they had brought these beasts back to Umgungundhlovu, preferably with Sikonyela too, then the Boers could move into Natal.


Retief was delighted, and the Boers rode back in high spirits to the Voortrekker encampments beside the Drakensberg. The news preceded them, and the Afrikaners, quoting psalms, texts and prophecies, in-spanned at once and hastened impulsively through the passes, helter-skelter down the escarpment into Natal, until there were a thousand wagons, perhaps 4,000 Boers, prematurely encamped around the headwaters of the Tugela within Dingaan’s putative territory. There the first citizen was born upon the soil of New Holland, and the Voortrekkers felt that the worst of their hardships were over.


It did not take Retief long to perform his commission. With fifty burghers and ten of Dingaan’s Zulus he moved swiftly into the Basuto country, enticed Sikonyela into his camp, kidnapped him and held him prisoner until all the 700 stolen cattle were handed over. A week later Retief set off, with a commando of seventy volunteers and thirty coloured servants, to claim his reward from Dingaan. By now rumours had reached the Voortrekkers that the Zulu king might be less friendly than he seemed. He had been alarmed by the Boer victory at Vegkop—he resented the impetuous entry of the trekkers into Natal—he really had no intention at all of allowing the Boers to settle in his territory—he was blood-crazed and treacherous to the core. (‘Who can fight with thee?’ his warriors used to intone before him, dancing ferociously for hours at a time. ‘No king can fight with thee. They that carry firearms cannot fight with thee.’)


But Retief and his men rode boldly back to Umgungundhlovu, and found themselves respectfully welcomed again. There were dances and parades once more. The King talked at length about this and that. Zulu impis marched and counter-marched, beating their war-drums. After three days of mixed entertainment and discussion, Dingaan announced that all was settled, and he signed with his mark a deed granting to the Boers—‘the Dutch Emigrant South Africans’—all the land between the Tugela and the Umzimvubu rivers, ‘and from the sea to the north as far as the land may be useful and in my possession’. Natal was theirs, ‘for their everlasting property’. Retief and his lieutenants, leaving their weapons outside, entered the central kraal to seal the concord with a libation of African beer, while the dancers tossed and whirled in celebration around them, and the drums beat wildly.


They drank: and as they did so Dingaan, rising terribly to his feet in black and feathered splendour, cried ‘Bulala ama Tagati!’—‘Kill the wizards!’ Instantly the warriors and the dancers fell upon the Boers. They dragged them to the Hill of Execution, and there, binding their hands and feet with hide thongs, they beat their heads in with clubs and drove wooden spikes, as thick as a man’s arm, from their anuses through their chests. Retief was the last to die: they forced him to watch the sufferings of his comrades, and then they cut his heart and liver out, and buried them symbolically beneath the track that led across the river into Natal—‘the road of the farmers’, as Dingaan contemptuously called it.
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Down on the coast, though most of the Voortrekkers did not realize it, a British colony of sorts was already established, by the precarious consent of the Zulus. Port Natal had no sanction from London, and Retief had assumed that it would easily be absorbed into the Free Province of New Holland—its only imperial representative was a retired Royal Navy officer, now an Anglican missionary, who had been given powers of magistracy by the Governor of the Cape.


It was a drab little settlement. Except for a couple of stores its buildings were only mud huts, scattered in the coastal scrub. Its citizens were mostly dubious adventurers, half-African of habit—ivory traders or hunters, who dressed in a mixture of European and Zulu dress, who lived with native wives, and who were sometimes honoured as chiefs themselves by their rabble of native and half-caste followers. The Fynn family, for example, who were half-castes themselves, had loyal sub-tribes of their own—Frank Fynn was chief of the iziNkhumbi, Charles governed the iziNgolweni, Henry the Nsimbini. Such people spent half their time in the bush, hunting elephants, trading beads or firearms for hides, meat and ivory, and at home they still lived like nomads, in home-made clothes and boots, surrounded by dogs, skins, guns and carcasses, with miscellaneous Africans wandering in and out, or squatting at their doorways. There was no fort in Port Natal, no policeman, no church: though the Zulus had in theory ceded the little port and its coastline to the Queen of England, they did not regard the cession very seriously, and the Queen herself had doubtless never heard of it.


Captain Gardiner, R.N. (retd.), loyal and devout, had a difficult time of it, for he was not much loved by his disreputable neighbours at the port. Once he had briefly persuaded them to constitute themselves a town—to be named Durban in honour of the Cape Governor, Sir Benjamin D’Urban—and to petition the Government to declare it a British colony: but when this initiative was spurned by London, Gardiner was left without power, without prestige and without assistants. He was rebuffed in all his attempts to bring order to the community, whose members thought him too goody-goody by half, and in the end he gave up, and withdrew disenchanted from Africa to devote himself to good works in Patagonia.7 The settlers were relieved to see him go: if he was a true representative of British sovereignty, they thought, on the whole they would prefer the authority of the Boers—who, though they might be equally inclined to quote Ezekiel or invoke the Great Incomprehensible Being, at least understood the ethos of the frontier and the veld.


But the news that the Voortrekkers had entered Natal from the north gave to Port Natal a new meaning. In the British view the Voortrekkers were renegades from the imperial authority: by the Cape of Good Hope Punishment Act of 1836 the British Empire had claimed jurisdiction over all British subjects south of the 25th parallel—which ran hundreds of miles to the north. Her Majesty’s Government were accordingly perturbed to hear that these particular subjects were now stirring up trouble and establishing pretensions among the native peoples so far along the coast. The nearest imperial forces were at Grahamstown, and the notion of such uncouth Calvinists butchering Basutos or subverting honest Zulu kings was profoundly disquieting to Whitehall. So it was that on November 14, 1838, Sir George Napier, Governor of Cape Colony, announced after all the annexation to the British Empire of Port Natal—‘in consequence of the disturbed state of the Native tribes in the territories adjacent to that part, arising in a great degree from the unwarranted occupation of parts of those territories by certain emigrants from this colony, being Her Majesty’s subjects, and the probabilities that those disturbances will continue and increase’.


Two weeks later a British warship appeared off the little port, and a force of soldiers disembarked. The Union Jack was run up, and a hundred Highlanders of the 72nd Regiment of Foot established themselves in a fort specially erected for the occasion, and naturally named after Queen Victoria.8
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The Boers were bent first on revenge against the blacks. After the massacre at Umgungundhlovu the Zulu regiments, sweeping across Natal, had attacked the scattered Boer encampments on the upper Tugela, killing 500 people, wounding hundreds more, driving off thousands of cattle, and plunging the Volk into chaos. Impis marched here and there, Boer commandos were ambushed, and even Britons found themselves embroiled—a missionary travelling through Natal in March, 1838, met a body of 400 Zulus, bellowing a monotonous war-song, led by a solitary Englishman with an ostrich feather in his straw hat and an elephant gun covered with a panther skin on his shoulder.


Some of the trekkers decided that this could not be Zion after all, and moved away to the north into the mountains. Many more moved deeper into Natal, some settling in the lee of the mountains, some trekking south-east along the line of the Tugela, some striking for the coast. Now a written constitution was drawn up for the Natal Republic, and a capital was laid out at Pietermaritzburg, some fifty miles north-west of Port Natal. But it remained to settle the score of Umgungundhlovu. In November, just as the 72nd ran up the flag above Durban Bay, Andries Pretorius, one of the most respected and resourceful of the commando leaders, assumed the office of Head Commandant and prepared to fall upon Dingaan. ‘O Lord, defer not and do’, the elders prayed before his commandos left, ‘defer not, for thy name’s sake’: and in return Pretorius and his men swore that if God gave them victory over Dingaan, they would build a church in His honour to commemorate the day—‘we shall observe the day and the date as an anniversary in each year … and we shall tell our children that they must take part with us in this for a remembrance even for our posterity.’


So they crossed the Tugela, 400 angry horsemen of God, and rode direct for Umgungundhlovu. On Saturday, December 15, they halted to keep the morrow’s Sabbath on the banks of the Ncome River. They set up their laager, they mounted their three guns, and when dawn came on the Sunday they found that squatting silently upon their heels around them, thousands upon thousands in concentric circles, the feathered Zulu warriors waited. ‘Do not let us go to them,’ said Pretorius, ‘let them come to us’: and so the sun rose with the Zulus still and silent outside the laager, and the Boers singing solemn hymns within.


When daylight came the Zulus attacked, rattling their assegais against their shields to make a noise like falling rain, and hurling themselves in their hundreds upon the laager. They had scarcely a hope. The Boers, impregnably ensconced behind their wagons, decimated them with rapid fire. For hours the Zulus repeatedly charged, each time they were cruelly repulsed, until at last the Boers sprang from their wagons, let loose their commandos and rode into the impis, shooting the warriors down as they ran, driving them into the river, or slaughtering them as they crouched among the reeds of the river bank. It was like a terrible dream of war. ‘Nothing remains in my memory,’ wrote one of the Boers afterwards, ‘except shouting and tumult and lamentation, and a sea of black faces.’ Only three Boers were wounded in the battle, but at least 3,000 Zulus died. They lay on the ground ‘like pumpkins on a fertile piece of garden land’, and so stained the passing river with crimson that it was called Blood River ever afterwards.


The Boers rode on to Dingaan’s kraal elated, but they found it abandoned. Not a soul was there. They plundered it, destroyed what was left, and reverently examining the remains on the Hill of Execution, discovered Piet Retief’s knapsack. In it, unharmed, was Dingaan’s deed of cession, granting the whole territory of Natal into the possession of the Volk.
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They built the church they had vowed, in their shanty-capital of Pietermaritzburg, and for ever after they honoured Dingaan’s Day as they had sworn.9 Now the Republic of Natalia was born. A Volksraad met in formal assembly, and for a time the Voortrekkers seemed to have achieved their Promised Land—‘I will rejoice, I will divide Shekhem and mete out the valley of Succoth.’ Every trekker, it was decreed, was entitled to two farms, and every burgher could take his complaints direct to the elected leaders of the people in the Volksraad. But it was all fruitless. The British Empire, from whose cloying rectitude they had so painfully escaped, could not permit it, and all their sacrifices and hardships, all the horrors of Umgungundhovu and Blood River, came to nothing in the end.


At first the Boers tolerated the presence of the British at Durban, as Port Natal now called itself. The commander there, Captain Henry Jervis, was concerned chiefly to restore peace to Natal, and he it was who brought Pretorius and Dingaan to terms—unforgiving terms, for Dingaan was forced to withdraw his power far to the north, to the Black Umfulosi River, thus ceding to the Voortrekkers not merely the whole of Natal, but half Zululand too. But once peace was restored and their ascendancy established, the Boers determined that the British must go. They did not recognize the suzerainty of the Crown, they did not need British protection, and they were determined that the Cape Government should not extend its foothold in Natal. They sent Jervis a formal protest at his presence there, recalling in emotive detail the purposes and miseries of their trek—their departure from the Cape ‘insulted, ridiculed and degraded’, their struggles with barbarian tribes with no knowledge of the Great Incomprehensible, their sufferings at the hands of the murderer Dingaan. Now, they said, they were resolved to be their own masters. If British immigrants landed at Durban they would be treated as enemies of the State, and if they were backed by imperial forces the Natal Republic would go to war.


Unexpectedly the British did withdraw their forces, and it momentarily seemed that the Empire might even recognize the independence of the Republic. But it was only cat and mouse. In September, 1840, the Volksraad wrote to Napier asking that it might ‘graciously please Her Majesty to acknowledge and declare us a free and independent people’: but even as this disarming prayer reached the imperial authorities in London, so there filtered through to the Colonial Office and the evangelical lobby ugly reports of the Republic’s racial policies. It seemed that the Boers still kept slaves, and bullied local chieftains, and in no way honoured the principles of humanitarian imperialism. Besides, the structure of Government, without a Briton at the helm, seemed to be breaking down. Within their Promised Land the trekkers went their own ways incorrigibly. They disregarded their own land laws, they refused to settle where they were told to settle, they squabbled with each other incessantly. Thousands of natives, pouring into Natal to squat on old kraal-sites, threatened security and defeated all efforts to segregate the races. An American trading ship had arrived at Durban and was doing brisk business with the Boers, an intolerable invasion of British mercantile preserves: and perhaps most important of all, coal had been discovered in Natal, and might prove, as was recognized at once in London, ‘of the utmost importance to steam navigation in the


So when, in December, 1841, the Republic proposed to expel several thousand unwanted blacks into Pondoland to the north, without so much as consulting the King of the Pondos, the Empire intervened again. The Natalians, Sir George Napier warned, were still British subjects whether they liked it or not: and in May, 1842, after a long march overland from the Umgazi River, the forces of the British Army arrived in Durban once more—red-coated, gold-frogged, with a troop of cavalry, and a couple of guns, and wives, and babies, and hundreds of servants, and a gleam of bayonets and a beat of drums, and all the swank, polish and conviction of superiority that the Boers most detested in the British style of life.
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The British baulking of the Voortrekkers, so languidly but implacably arranged by the distant power of Empire, made the Afrikaner in his heart an enemy for ever. The memory of the Great Trek, its symbols and its sacrifices, Moordspruit the river of death, Weenen the place of weeping, became the central myth of the Afrikaner people, around which they would in future generations preserve their identity and consolidate their attitudes: Blood River, the Church of the Vow, Dingaan’s Kraal, even the image of the trek-wagon itself, these would be the tokens of their self-esteem, and of their tribal identity—for in many ways the trekker Boers were an African tribe, speaking the same language, of land, cattle, bondage, revenge and primitive divinity, as the Zulus or the Basuto themselves.


They tried once more to preserve their Republic of Natal, for the Boers promptly besieged the troops in Fort Victoria, and nearly starved them out. But once again they were thwarted. A young English settler, Dick King, broke the siege lines at night, and riding non-stop for three days and nights clean across the wild Transkei, alerted the imperial command at Grahamstown. On June 25 the three-masted frigate Southampton arrived in Durban Bay, and the Republic was doomed. Within a few years Natal was among the most absolutely British of British colonies, officially defined as ‘a centre whence the blessings of civilization and Christianity may be diffused’, and the most visionary and unyielding of the Boers, packing their guns and Bibles, had trekked still farther into the interior—over the high Drakensberg, across the Vaal, deep into the territory of the Matabele, to establish high on that bitter plateau the Republic of the Transvaal—so for away this time, in country so sparse and unenticing, so innocent of advantages, that even the imperial instincts of the British, it seemed, would not again disturb the lekker lewe of the burghers.




1 Whose generic names I use anachronistically, for convenience. In fact ‘Afrikaner’ was not much used until the last decades of the century, when it acquired political overtones, while ‘Boer’ in the 1830s was spelt with a small ‘b’ and meant simply ‘farmer’.


2 The Caledon mineral bath is still there, with the ruined remains of a hotel and one splendid old rubber-tree that must have shaded many an Anglo-Indian in its time.


3 As did the Egyptians a century later—‘red-necked blimps of the Brutish Empire’.


4 Thaba Nchu is some forty miles east of Bloemfontein. The main trekker route roughly followed the present Cape Town to Johannesburg road, crossing the Orange River at Norvalspont. If I seem to treat the Great Trek too romantically, it is perhaps because I cherish, often despite my better judgement, an old admiration for the country Boer, whose dauntless qualities I covet and whose biltong I have shared with grateful pleasure.


5 And bears a distinct resemblance, in manner as in intention, to Ian Smith’s Declaration of Rhodesian Independence, 1965.


6 Whether Rex was really royal, or whether as cynics claimed he sprang from the well-known Rex family of Whitechapel, nobody knows to this day. Modern Knysna romantics believe him to have been the son of George’s Quaker mistress Hannah Lightfoot, and fancy they detect Hanoverian profiles in the village even now: but his tombstone in the Melkhout Kraal woods says simply: In memory of George Rex Esquire, Proprietor and Founder of Knysna, Died 3rd April, 1839.


7 Where he died of starvation in 1851, the last survivor of a private mission of seven Englishmen landed on Picton Island, off the coast of Tierra del Fuego, to convert the hostile natives to Christianity.


8 It still stands, and contains in its powder magazine, now a chapel, a Pantheon of Natal’s worthies—every one, as it happens, British.


9 The church, though it was neglected for nearly a century and was once used as a tea-room, is now restored as the Church of the Vow, while in 1952 Dingaan’s Day, December 16, was re-named the Day of the Covenant. Hardline Afrikaners still resent the participation of English-speaking South Africans in this national festival, and in 1972 Chief Gatsha Buthelezi of the Zulus awkwardly complicated the issue by suggesting that perhaps some Zulus might be invited too.
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