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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
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FAREWELL THE TRUMPETS


An Imperial Retreat


JAN MORRIS





[image: ]



















For


MARK MORRIS


Pax Tibi, Marce 






















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





Farewell the Trumpets, though complete in itself, is the third volume of a trilogy evoking the rise and fall of the Victorian Empire. It is the right-hand panel, as it were, of a triptych, and brings the story to a somewhat tattered conclusion – to the 1960s, when the British Empire which had once dominated the globe was reduced to a ragbag of islands and an amorphous society of independent States called simply The Commonwealth. I wrote the book, concluding my trilogy, in 1977, when I knew that many of my readers would still remember this decline for themselves, and had perhaps played their own parts in hastening or staunching it; today, two decades on, even the post-imperial generation is passing by, and the mass of the British people know little of their lost Empire, and care still less.


This volume certainly offers no objective picture of its last years. I have been concerned not so much with what the British Empire was or meant, as what it felt like – or more pertinently, perhaps, what it felt like to me, in the imagination or the life. For towards the end of the book I become an eye-witness, and immediately less reliable. I do not come from an imperial family, and could write about the nineteenth-century Empire with absolute detachment, but in the first half of the twentieth century few of us were immune to the imperial effects. Even my poor father was gassed for his Empire. Even my poor Uncle Geraint, fresh from his cello at Monmouth School, was whisked away to the Indian Expeditionary Force in France, and never came home again. Even I found myself, for a decade of my life, embroiled in the imperial mesh, as I followed the retreating armies of Empire from one after another of their far-flung strongholds.  Most of us were imperialists in the end, however gentle our instincts, and hardly a reader of my generation will feel altogether aloof to this narrative, or impartial to its judgements.


The British Empire really ended when India, the greatest of all its possessions, achieved national independence in 1947, but there was a late coda to the long decline when, just fifty years later, the Crown Colony of Hong Kong was returned to the sovereignty of China. The ceremonies that surrounded this event in 1997 astonished and intrigued a world to whom the idea of an imperial Britain seemed an almost forgotten anachronism, but to me they seemed curiously unsatisfying. I went to Hong Kong for the occasion, and was disturbed by the sensation that there was nothing nobly conclusive to it: for the first time the British were relinquishing authority not to the inhabitants of a colony, but to a third Power – and an unreliable, volatile sort of Power at that. Were they right to go? Had they done their best for the people of Hong Kong? Would their association with the colony be remembered with admiration or with shame? Did it really matter anyway? Nobody really knew what it all portended: it suggested to me an avant-garde movie, when you leave the cinema puzzled and disturbed, not quite sure what the plot is all about.


So when the royal yacht Britannia sailed out of Hong Kong harbour with the Prince of Wales on board – past the massed and gleaming ranks of the skyscrapers of the richest of all the British Crown Colonies – with the royal standard flying and a warship of the Royal Navy in grey attendance – somehow the spectacle failed to touch me. The pipers might skirl a farewell, the soldiers march and ‘Rule Britannia’ echo among those Chinese hills, but it all lacked the old conviction – even the conviction of the long withdrawal. Mine is an aesthetic view of Empire, and there is no denying that as the flare of the imperial idea faded, and the nation lost interest, so its beauty faded too. It had not always been a pleasant kind of beauty, but it had been full of splendour and vitality, and when the Empire lost its overweening confidence, its sense of providential virtue, its forms became less striking and its outlines less distinct. My book, therefore, is sad without being regretful. It was time the Empire went, but it was sad to see it go: and so these pages too, while I hope they are not blind to the imperial faults and weaknesses, are tinged nevertheless with an affectionate melancholy – 






For men are we, and must grieve when even the shade


Of that which once was great is passed away. 








The volume begins with Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee of 1897 and concludes with Churchill’s funeral. I hope my readers will discover in themselves, between these ceremonial book-ends, at least some of the mingled sensations of admiration, dislike, amusement, pity, pride, envy and astonishment with which I have watched and pictured the passing of the British Empire.




 





TREFAN MORYS, 1998     



















Say farewell to the trumpets!


You will hear them no more.


But their sweet sad silvery echoes


Will call to you still


Through the half-closed door. 
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PART ONE



The Grand Illusion 1897–1918





















CHAPTER ONE


The Dial to the Sun





QUEEN Victoria of England went home happy on her Diamond Jubilee day, June 22, 1897. History had humoured her, as she deserved. The sun had shone all day—‘Queen’s weather’, the English called it—and there was nothing artificial to the affection her people had shown during her hours of celebration. She had passed in procession through London intermittently weeping for pleasure, and studded her diary that evening with joyous adjectives: indescribable, truly marvellous, deeply touching.


It was more than a personal happiness, more even than a national rejoicing, for the British had chosen to commemorate the Diamond Jubilee as a festival of Empire. They were in possession that day of the largest Empire ever known to history, and since a large part of it had been acquired during the sixty years of Victoria’s reign, it seemed proper to honour the one with the other. It would mark this moment of British history as an Imperial moment, a Roman moment. It would proclaim to the world, flamboyantly, that England was far more than England: that beneath the Queen’s dominion lay a quarter of the earth’s land surface, and nearly a quarter of its people—literally, as Christopher North the poet had long before declared it, an Empire on which the sun never set.


So the day had been a proud, gaudy, sentimental, glorious day. This was fin de siècle. The public taste was for things theatrical. Statesmen and generals were actors themselves, and here was the brassiest show on earth. Through the grey and venerable streets of the capital—‘the greatest city since the ruin of Thebes’—there had passed in parade a spectacle of Empire. There were Rajput princes and Dyak headhunters, there were strapping troopers from Australia. Cypriots wore fezzes, Chinese wore conical straw hats. English gentlemen rode by, with virile moustaches and steel-blue eyes, and Indian lancers jangled past in resplendent crimson jerkins.


Here was Lord Roberts of Kandahar, on the grey Arab that had taken him from Kabul to Kandahar in his epic march of 1880.1 Here was Lord Worseley of Cairo and Wolseley, hero of Red River, Ashanti and Tel-el-Kebir. Loyal slogans fluttered through the streets—‘One Race, One Queen’—‘The Queen of Earthly Queens’— ‘God Bless Her Gracious Majesty!’ Patriotic songs resounded. Outside St Paul’s Cathedral, where the Prince of Wales received the Queen in her barouche, a service of thanksgiving was held, with archbishops officiating and an Empire in attendance.


That morning the Queen had telegraphed a Jubilee message to all her subjects—to Africa and to Asia, to the cities of the Canadian West and the townships of New Zealand, to Gibraltar and Jamaica, to Lucknow and Rangoon, to sweltering primitives of the rainforests as to svelte merchant princes of the milder tropics. The occasion was grand. The audience was colossal. The symbolism was deliberate. The Queen’s message, however, was simple. ‘From my heart I thank my beloved people’, she said. ‘May God bless them.’
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‘My people’. If to the Queen herself all the myriad peoples of the Empire really did seem one, to the outsider their unity seemed less than apparent. Part of the purpose of the Jubilee jamboree was to give the Empire a new sense of cohesion: but it was like wishing reason upon the ocean, so enormous was the span of that association, and so unimaginable its contrasts and contradictions. Some of its constituents were complete modern nations, the self-governing white colonies in Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa. Some were Crown Colonies governed, in one degree or another, direct from London. Some were protectorates so isolated and naive that the very idea of Empire was inconceivable to most of their inhabitants. At one extreme was India, a civilization in itself: at the  other was Ascension, a mere speck in the South Atlantic, uninhabited  by any kind of vertebrate until the British arrived. Every faith was  represented in the British Empire, every colour of skin, every  philosophy, almost every branch of human history. Disraeli had  called it the most peculiar of all Empires, and so it was, for it was a  gigantic jumble of origins, influences, attitudes and intentions.


The inhabitants of Tristan da Cunha (for example) had no government at all, and no written laws either. In India 1,000 British civil servants, protected by 70,000 British soldiers, ruled 300 million people in a sub-continent the size of Europe. In Cairo the residence of the British Agent and Consul-General was known to Egyptians as Beit-al-Lurd—House of the Lord. On Norfolk Island in the South Pacific citizens saluted each other with their traditional greeting ‘Whataway you!’ On Pitcairn the descendants of the Bounty mutineers were governed by their own President of Council.


In Mauritius that year crops were threatened by the plant pest Cordia macrostachya, brought there in 1890 from British Guiana. In Zanzibar the entire economy depended upon the cultivation of cloves, taken there in 1770 from Mauritius. Scottish gorse thrived on St Helena, Irish donkeys in South Africa, English stoats, hedgehogs, rooks and mice in New Zealand. The descendants of Canadian convicts, transported to Australia, still lived in Sydney. Mr Dadabhai Naoroji was Member of Parliament for Finsbury. In Aden the Parsees had their Tower of Silence, in Cape Town the Malays had their mosque, in Calcutta race-horses were habitually called Walers because they came, with their jockeys, from New South Wales. The bubonic plague had recently been introduced to India, by rats on board a ship from Hong Kong.


When Major Allan Wilson and thirty-two of his men were trapped on a river-bank by Matabele tribesmen in Rhodesia in 1893, they sang ‘God Save the Queen’ as they mustered back to back to defend themselves.2 When the gunboat HMS Wasp approached Tory Island off western Ireland to collect rates in 1897, the islanders revolved maledictive stones, and pronounced curses upon the vessel.3 When the Bishop of Gibraltar was received in audience by the Pope, the Pontiff remarked: ‘I gather I am within your Lordship’s diocese.’4


If there was one characteristic diffused throughout this bewildering gallimaufry, it was an almost feverish enthusiasm. The mood of Empire in 1897 was bravura—‘an attempt’, as the painter Constable once defined it, ‘at something beyond the truth’. The British Empire was a heady outlet for the imagination of a people still in its prime. Its subjects were of all races: its activists were nearly all British. Through the gate of Empire Britons could escape from their cramped and rainy islands into places of grander scale and more vivid excitement, and since the Queen’s accession at least 3 million had gone. By 1897 they were everywhere. There were Britons that year commanding the private armies of the Sultan of Sarawak, organizing the schedules of the mountain railway to Darjeeling, accepting the pleas of runaway slaves in Muscat, charting the China Sea, commanding the Mounties’ post on the Chinook Pass in the Yukon, governing the Zulus and the Wa, invading the Sudan, laying telegraph wires across the Australian outback, editing the Times of India, prospecting for gold in the valley of the Limpopo, patrolling the Caribbean and investigating the legal system of the Sikhs—all within the framework of Empire, and under the aegis of the Crown.


All this the Diamond Jubilee reflected. It was truly the Empire in little, as its organizers intended: a grand and somewhat vulgar spectacle, reflecting a tremendous and not always delicate adventure, and perfectly expressing the conviction of Cecil Rhodes, the imperial financier, that to be born British was to win first prize in the lottery of life.5
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The origins of the British Empire, like the form of it, were random. There had been British possessions overseas since the days of the Normans, who brought with them title to the Channel Islands and parts of France, and who presently seized Ireland too. Since then the imperial estate had fitfully grown. Sometimes possessions had been lost—the thirteen colonies of America, for instance, or the ancient possessions of the French mainland. Often they had been swapped, or voluntarily surrendered, or declined. Tangier, Sicily, Heligoland, Java, the Ionians, Minorca had all been British at one time or another. Costa Rica had applied unsuccessfully for a British protectorate, and Hawaii was British for five months in the 1840s.6 During Victoria’s reign the expansion of the Empire had been more consistent. ‘Acquired in a fit of absence of mind’, the historian J. R. Seeley had said of it in a famous phrase, but in fact its piecemeal development had been conscious enough. Each step had its own logic: it was the whole resultant edifice that had an absent air.


Essentially most possessions were acquired for profit—for raw materials, for promising markets, for investment, or to deny commercial rivals undue advantages. As free traders the British had half-convinced themselves of a duty to keep protectionists out of undeveloped markets, and they were proud of the fact that when they acquired a new territory, its trade was open to all comers. Economics, though, must be sustained by strategy, and so the Empire generated its own extension. To protect ports, hinterlands must be acquired. To protect trade routes, bases were needed. One valley led to the next, each river to its headwaters, every sea to the other shore.


To these material, if often misty impulses were added urges of a higher kind. At least since the start of the nineteenth century the British Empire had regarded itself as an improvement society, dedicated to the elevation of mankind. Raised to the summit of the world by their own systems‚ the British believed in progress as an absolute, and thought they held its keys. AUSPICIUM MELIORIS AEVI was the motto of the imperial order of chivalry, The Most Distinguished Order of St Michael and St George—‘A Pledge of Better Times’. The British way was the true way, free trade to monarchy, and it was the privilege of Britons to propagate it across the world. Through the agency of Empire the slave trade had been abolished, and on the vehicle of Empire many a Christian mission had journeyed to its labours.


The desire to do good was a true energy of Empire, and with it went a genuine sense of duty—Christian duty, for though this was an Empire of multitudinous beliefs, its masters were overwhelmingly Church of England. Sometimes, especially in the middle of the nineteenth century, their duty was powerfully Old Testament in style, soldiers stormed about with Bibles in their hands, administrators sat like bearded prophets at their desks. By the 1890s it was more subdued, but still devoted to the principle that the British were some sort of Chosen People, touched on the shoulder by the Great Being, and commissioned to do His will in the world.


And of course, as in all great historical movements, the fundamental purpose was not a purpose at all, but simply an instinct. The British had reached an apogee. Rich, vigorous, inventive, more than 40 million strong, they had simply spilled out of their islands, impelled by forces beyond their own analysis. In this sense at least they were truly chosen. Destiny, an abstraction the imperialist poets loved to invoke, really had made of them a special kind of nation, and had distributed their ideas, their language, their ships and their persons uniquely across the world.
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They were uniquely selected: were they uniquely qualified? Certainly by the end of the nineteenth century the British had fallen into an imperial posture, an imperial habit perhaps. Technically they were as well fitted as any to govern a quarter of the world. Their own country had escaped the social convulsions that shook the rest of Europe, to provide a model of liberal but traditional stability. Their original mastery of steam, and all that came from it, had given them a technological start over all other nations, an advantage they put to imperial uses. The flexibility of their unwritten constitution was handy for an expansionist State. The semi-divine nature of their monarchy gave them a mystic instrument that was often useful. Being islanders, they knew more about the world than most of their neighbours: they possessed more ships than all other nations put together, and there were few British families who had not sent a man abroad, if not to settle, at least to sail a vessel or fight a foreign war. They were an immensely experienced people. Compact, patriotic, paradoxically bound together by an ancient class system, theirs had been an independent State for nearly a thousand years, and this gave them punch and phalanx.


Over the years they had, too, created an imperial elite to whom Empire was a true vocation. Everybody knew its members. They were products of those curious institutions, the English public schools. Within the last century the traditional schools of the landed gentry, Eton, Harrow, Winchester, had been widely copied, until all over England were the cricket pitches, the tall chapels, the cloisters and the dormitories of the Old School, whose friendships, slangs and values often lasted a man through life. These were the nurseries of Empire—as Sir Henry Newbolt wrote of his own school:






The victories of our youth we count for gain


Only because they steeled our hearts to pain‚


And hold no longer even Clifton great


Save as she schooled our wills to serve the State.7








They taught a man to be disciplined, tough, uncomplaining, reserved, good in a team and acclimatized to order. The prefect system, in which boys exerted much of the school’s authority, gave a man an early experience of command. The cult of the all-rounder taught him to put his hand to anything. The carefully evolved code of schoolboy conduct told him when to hold his tongue, when a rule was made to be broken, and even something about the nature of love—for love between men, generally platonic but often profound, was an essential strain of the imperial ethic. The stiff upper lip, the maintenance of appearances, the sense of inner brotherhood, the simple code of fair play—all these provided a potent ju-ju for the few thousand Englishmen who, in the 1890s, ruled so much of the known world.


This was the imperial class. Its members stood to gain directly from the existence of Empire, in jobs, in dividends, or at least in adventurous opportunity. The mass of the British people were far more remote from the imperial enterprise, and until the last decades of the century had in fact taken little notice of their Empire, except when they wished to emigrate or join the Army. But the grand sweep of Victorian history had by 1897 turned the whole nation briefly into enthusiasts. The new penny press, preaching to a newly literate and newly enfranchised audience, was stridently propagandist, and the events of the past twenty-five years had swept the people into a highly enjoyable craze of Empire.


What events they had been! Anybody over thirty, say, at the time of the Diamond Jubilee had experienced a period of British history unexampled for excitement. What theatre! The tragedy of Isandhlwana, the thrilling defence of Rorke’s Drift! Gordon martyred at Khartoum! ‘Dr Livingstone I presume’! The redcoats helter-skelter from the summit of Majuba, Sir Garnet Wolseley burning the charnel-houses of Kumasi! Never a year passed without some marvellous set-piece, of triumph or of tragedy. Champions rose to glory, the flag forever flew, the Empire grew mightier yet.


And across the world the graveyards spread, as generation after generation contributed its quota to the imperial sacrifice. Young men died in battle, young women died in tropical childbirth, children died of smallpox or cholera, heatstroke or food poisoning, a hundred thousand expatriates died of the climate, or of homesickness, or of plain exhaustion.8 The Empire was a pageant, but it was reality too. Its pretences were all on the surface. The knowledge of its power and of its responsibilities gave a corporate pride to the British people, buttressing their sense of family, so that a sigh passed across the nation when a hero died or a regiment was humiliated, and on Jubilee night the bonfires burnt brightly on hilltop and beacon from Cornwall to Cromarty.
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There were few in 1897 to question the morality of the British Empire. It was grand, and it was honourable. What it did for the nation materially, nobody really knew: its profits were great but so were its expenses, and the burdens of it matched the assets. But there was no denying its stimulation to the national spirit. In the 1890s Imperialism had reached an ebullient and aggressive climax. The politicians, habitually aloof to the Empire and its causes, had taken it up, and a hazy movement called the New Imperialism was busily publicizing the glory of it all. In 1895 the Conservatives and their Liberal Unionist allies, the party of Empire, had won an overwhelming victory over the Liberals: the nation talked Empire, thought Empire, dreamed Empire. Two geniuses, Rudyard Kipling and Edward Elgar, were translating the emotions into art, and a thousand lesser practitioners were putting it into jingle, march or tableau.


There was calculation to this climax, of course, the cunning of financiers, the opportunism of politicians, the ambitions of soldiers, merchants and pro-consuls. By their own best standards the British of the 1890s were beneath themselves, their patriotism coarsened and their taste debased. This was hardly the England that Burke had idealized, ‘sympathetic with the adversity or with the happiness of mankind, [feeling] that nothing in human affairs was foreign to her’. The England of the Diamond Jubilee was essentially insular, for its people saw the whole wide Empire, even the world itself, only as a response to themselves.


Yet it was not a conscious arrogance, and the New Imperialism was seldom malicious. The British Government of the time was a fastidiously aristocratic regime, one of the last in Europe: Lord Salisbury the Prime Minister, the last to sit in the House of Lords, saw the Empire more as an instrument of diplomatic policy than a source of glory—to calculate its worth, he once mordantly observed, ‘you must divide victories by taxation.’ The unprecedented expansions of the last half-century, especially in Africa, were not part of any concerted policy of aggrandisement, but occurred haphazardly, often in reflex, generally for ad hoc reasons of economics or strategy. The British as a whole would have been shocked at any notion of wickedness to their imperialism, for theirs was a truly innocent bravado. They really thought their Empire good, like their Queen, and they were proud of it for honest reasons: they meant no harm, except to evil enemies, and in principle they wished the poor benighted natives nothing but well.


These were brittle times—times of change and sensationalism, of high stakes and quick fortunes, outrageous fashions and revolutionary ideas. Socialism was an intellectual fad, the New Woman smoked her cigarettes ostentatiously in the Café Royal, and only a month before the Jubilee Oscar Wilde had ended his sentence in Reading Gaol. The grand Victorian synthesis of art, morals and invention was already fading, and with it would presently fade the certainty and the optimism. Only a sexually restrained society, warned the psychologist J. D. Unwin, would continue to expand: and there were many Britons in 1897 who, looking around them at the feverish high jinks of the capital, saw omens of disillusionment to come. The times were too gaudy to be safe. The mood could crack, or be shattered by a stray note.


Part of the triumph was bluff anyway. The people might think themselves citizens of the happiest, richest, strongest and kindest Power: their leaders knew that Great Britain was no longer beyond challenge. The Germans and the Americans were fast overtaking her in technique, brute power and public education. She had few friends in the world, and no allies. Her creed of Free Trade, which had served her well in the days of absolute supremacy, was not so infallible in a world of competitive tariffs. The basis of her immense prestige was fragile really. Bismarck said the German police force could easily arrest the British Army, and there was nothing sacrosanct to the British command of the seas—any Power could defy it, if prepared to put enough money into a fleet. The very state of the world was increasingly precarious to the Empire: Germany, France and Russia were all potential enemies, the moribund Ottoman Empire was a perpetual problem, an unstable Austria-Hungary threatened instability to everyone else, a derelict China seemed an incitement to colonial rivalries.


To seers, then, there was a detectable element of disquiet to the celebrations of 1897, an unease not often declared, nor even perhaps realized, but intuitive. It was a thunderstorm feeling—a heaviness in the air, an unnatural brightness to the light. Queen’s Weather it might have been on Jubilee Day, but the outlook was changeable.
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Still the public at large felt no premonitions, for the Empire was grand above all in the idea of it, in the grand illusion of permanence and paramountcy. Its strongest loyalties were loyalties to a Crown, or a Throne, or a Way, or a Duty, or a Heritage, and all over the world people responded to its call emotionally, out of their hearts. In India that Jubilee year people sacrificed goats before images of Her Majesty. In Canada Red Indians swore oaths by the Great White Queen. In Kansas City, Missouri, the children of the Brown family, recent emigrants from England, ‘assumed a lofty and haughty air’, while in Milton, Massachusetts, another English exile must surely have infuriated some of her neighbours, even at Jubilee time, with the song she so often loved to sing around the place:








Long may that brave banner flutter on high,


O’er mountain, o’er desert, o’er sea,


A beacon to friends but a terror to foes,


The most glorious banner there be.







And if there’s a despot who dares to defy


The most glorious banner that ever did fly,


We’ll show him an Englishman knows how to die


For the Union Jack of Old England.9











The Diamond Jubilee might be contrived, as a boost to the imperial confidence—the British were past-masters at the suggestive display—but its emotions were deeper than its intentions, and were to survive, in a clutch at the throat, a chill down the spine, a cross on a distant grave, when the physical structure of Empire was dismantled and discredited. As the inscription said upon the sundial at Government House in Mauritius, one of the Queen-Empress’s least necessary dependencies:






God Save the Queen!


For loyalty is still the same


Whether it win or lose the game,


True as the Dial to the Sun


Although it be not shone upon.10








Sensations profounder still, too, were aroused by the Diamond Jubilee, for the Queen’s embodiment of the imperial power reached far back into the people’s folk-memory, conjuring atavistic spirits out of the past. Hardly less than peasants of India or Australian aboriginals, simple Britons, especially country people, regarded the power of the Throne with an almost superstitious veneration. Old gods were honoured by the majesty of the Jubilee, by the welling-up of the corporate enthusiasm, and by the spectacle of the aged Queen, her black moiré dress embroidered with silver symbols, attended by her marshals, clerics and statesmen through the streets of London. The bonfires that blazed that night were like rituals of this instinct. A watcher in Worcestershire counted more than forty, flickering far into the distance on beacon hills across the breadth of England: and their scattered lights in the darkness, their glow in the night sky, were reminders of older urges behind the pride of Empire, beliefs and battles long ago, mysteriously linking the very soil of the imperial island with reef and tundra, desert and distant veld.11




1 And who wore on his bridle that day the Afghan Medal, awarded him by the Queen’s express command. Roberts bought Vonolel, who was named after a dissident Assamese chieftain, from an Arab horse-dealer in Bombay in 1877, and buried him in 1899, aged twenty-seven, in London.


2 They all died.


3 It sank.


4 He was: it extended from Portugal to the Caspian. The Archdeacon of Bloemfontein told me this story.


5 Recorded, Mr Peter Ustinov tells me, by Colonel Weston Jarvis in his Jottings from an Active Life, together with a parallel aphorism from Lord Milner: ‘Everyone can Help’. ‘If only we carry these two declarations of two great men in the forefront of our minds,’ Colonel Jarvis commented, ‘there is very little doubt that democracy can still be educated along the right lines.’


6 To this day its State flag contains the Union Jack in its upper quarter, while until her deposition in 1893 the last of the Hawaiian monarchs, Queen Lydia Liliuokalani, modelled her court upon that of Queen Victoria (except perhaps for its ceremonial robes, which were made from the tufted feathers of the o–o bird).


7 Not a very ancient purpose. Clifton was founded in 1862, the year of Newbolt’s birth.


8 Three Mourning Warehouses advertised themselves in Hart’s Army List, 1887.


9 I heard about the Browns, whose family name I have changed, from a neighbour of theirs at the time (‘the boy was Arthur, the girl, poor plain thing, was Muriel’) while the song of the Milton patriot was kindly sent me by her granddaughter.


10 It comes from Samuel Butler’s Hudibras‚ 1678, and is still there. So are the Virgilian quotations inscribed on the garden seats by a former governor of classical tastes, Sir George Bowen, who had been president of the University of Corfu, and who as author of Murray’s Handbook for Greece, 1854, gave his countrymen the immortal assurance: ‘Any Englishman having the usual knowledge of ancient Greek will be able to read the Athenian papers with ease.’


11 If any resilient reader would like more in this vein, the entire central volume of this triology, Pax Britannica (London and New York, 1968) is devoted to an evocation of the Empire, what it was and how it worked, at the time of the Diamond Jubilee.




















CHAPTER TWO


‘An Explorer in Difficulties’





THE tumult and the shouting slightly died, as Jubilee year came to an end, but on the frontiers the British Empire tremendously proceeded—especially in Africa, the last undeveloped continent, where the imperial dynamic was providing a whole new pantheon of heroes, saints and martyrs. Two of them in particular were in the public mind, for far away on the Upper Nile General Sir Herbert Kitchener, the rising star of the British Army, was avenging the death of ‘Charlie’ Gordon, ‘the noblest man who ever lived’.


Since 1882 the British had been effectual rulers of Egypt, and had thus become concerned in the affairs of the Sudan, an Egyptian dependency of a million square miles immediately to the south. For years the Sudan had been in a state of rebellion under a fiery Sufi mystic who called himself the Mahdi, ‘The Leader’, and who formally announced the End of Time, a conception particularly unwelcome to the British just then. In 1884 it had been decided to abandon the country, and to organize the withdrawal the British Government sent to Khartoum, the capital, General Charles Gordon, Royal Engineers, everyone’s archetype of the Christian soldier, ‘not a man but a God’. Trapped in Khartoum by his own death-wish, in January 1885 Gordon was killed by the Mahdists, and so capped his already legendary career with an imperial apotheosis.


It had been one of the great romantic tragedies of the Victorian age. Ever since the British had dreamed of recovering the Sudan, and avenging the memory of the martyr. The Mahdi died in 1885, but his successor, the Khalifa, held similarly apocalyptic views, and by the 1890s the Reconquest was at hand. The obvious man to conduct it was Kitchener, whose hooded eye, huge figure and commanding bearing were imperial factors in themselves. Kitchener was made Sirdar, Commander-in-Chief, of the Egyptian Army, which was in effect an imperial force, and for years he grimly planned the operation. A complicated man, sometimes hesitant, a bachelor of somewhat dilettantish tastes, he was made for the retributive role. His forte was organization, and with infinite care and thoroughness he prepared the campaign, designing his own gunboats for the passage up the Nile, and commissioning his own railway to take his armies out of Egypt towards Khartoum.


It was slow, but it was inexorable. By the end of 1896 Kitchener had an army of 25,000 men, 8,000 of them British, the rest Egyptian and Sudanese, deep in the Sudan. His method of campaign was barbarically deliberate and symbolic. The soldiers went into action crying ‘Remember Gordon!’. Gordon’s nephew directed the shelling of the Mahdi’s tomb at Omdurman, and Kitchener seriously thought of keeping The Leader’s skull as a souvenir. It all went like very slow clockwork. By Jubilee Day Kitchener was preparing his advance upon Khartoum, and by the autumn of 1898 he had annihilated the Mahdist army in the battle of Omdurman, killing at least 10,000 Sudanese for the loss of 28 Britons.1 On the morning of Sunday, September 4, 1898, he crossed the Nile into the ruined capital, where the shattered remains of Gordon’s Residency lay as a wreck of rubble and undergrowth beside the river; and there, in a famous Victorian moment, we shall join the conqueror ourselves.


Beside that sacred ruin, on the Nile, the British sealed their victory with a requiem. Its altar was the Residency itself, upon whose surviving walls, their windows still barricaded with bricks and sandbags, the Union Jack was triumphantly hoisted, together with a very much smaller Egyptian flag. Moored at the bank were two of Kitchener’s gunboats, swirled in steam, and beside them were assembled men from every regiment and corps in the campaign—British guardsmen, Egyptians in white tarbooshes, pipers in sun-helmets and sporrans, dismounted cavalrymen holding their pennanted lances.2


Many celebrities of Empire were in the congregation, some already famous, some tipped for fame to come—Colonel Reginald Wingate, Kitchener’s brilliant intelligence chief, Colonel John Maxwell, the most promising younger officer of the Egyptian Army, young Douglas Haig, its most dashing cavalryman. Brigadier ‘Andy’ Wauchope of the Black Watch was there, ‘the pride of Scotland’. So was Lord Edward Cecil, the Prime Minister’s son and one of the wittiest men in the Empire. That faintly oriental figure in the front rank, with slit eyes and long moustaches, is the disturbing young firebrand Charles Townshend, hero of the Chitral siege on the Indian frontier; the young naval lieutenant who hoisted the Union Jack so reverently is C. M. Staveley, who is certain to go far; elbowing his way to a better view of the ceremony, we may be sure, is the most bumptious subaltern of the whole army, Lieutenant Winston Churchill.


And at the head of his men, ramrod stiff, one hand on the hilt of his curved scimitar, one booted foot raised upon a convenient boulder, Kitchener himself stood impassive and immaculate. A salute was fired by a gunboat at the quay.3 Three cheers for the Queen were called. As the solemn men’s voices sang the old words of ‘Abide with Me’, Gordon’s favourite hymn, to the uncertain harmonies of a Sudanese band, a tear was seen to roll down the Sirdar’s brown and flinchless cheek. ‘The sternness and harshness had dropped from him for the moment’, wrote one of the war correspondents, all of whom he despised, ‘and he was gentle as a woman.’ The parade had to be dismissed by the Chief of Staff, so incapacitated was the victor by his emotions.


When he returned to his camp at Omdurman across the river, though, General Kitchener was recalled at once to harsher realities. He knew that sacramental revenge was not the true purpose of the Army of the Nile. On the previous day he had opened sealed orders from London, to be read immediately after the capture of Khartoum. They required him to proceed at once still further up-river, to forestall any French annexation of the Upper Nile. Gordon had been given his memorial service, but a more truly imperial monument would be British control, once and for all, of the entire White Nile and its headwaters.
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Britain’s was not the only European empire. Portugal, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Italy, all had overseas possessions of their own. The chief arena of their ambitions was Africa, in which there was then proceeding the unlovely process of grab and self-justification known as the Scramble. Most of the imperial Powers were concerned with this free-for-all, and though it had been to some degree regulated by international agreement in 1885, still it was au fond an exercise in which few holds were barred. Black Africans, in those days, hardly counted as real people, and the idea of Europeans simply seizing African territories, to rule, improve or exploit them by their own methods, was generally considered quite justifiable. It was also perhaps inevitable, as the technical power of the West sought out, almost despite itself, vacuums and victims. Most of the Empire-building was peaceful anyway. Africans were persuaded into submission with promises or treaties, or awed into it with demonstrations. Sometimes they asked to be taken under imperial protection: only occasionally did they have to be bludgeoned.


The British had got the lion’s share. They had possessed footholds in West and South Africa for generations. By the 1890s they were also established in Egypt, Kenya and Uganda, and in the vaguely defined territories between the Limpopo and the Zambezi. They had gained their ends by a variety of means—diplomacy, economic pressure, deceit, gasconade. Sometimes they acted openly, sometimes conspiratorially, sometimes as servants of the Crown, sometimes as agents of commercial companies, sometimes in the name of the Khedive of Egypt, or even of his hypothetical overlord, the distant Sultan of Turkey.4


At the end of the century the general direction of their expansion was north-south. Their most remarkable activist, the South African financier Cecil Rhodes, foresaw a British axis running from Cairo to the Cape, fed by access lines to the coast east and west, and giving the Empire effective domination of the whole continent. Though this scheme was blocked for the moment by the presence of the Germans in Tanganyika, still the proposed railway line was already north of the Limpopo River at one end, south of the Egyptian frontier at the other: the first of its feeder lines, from Mombasa to Lake Victoria, was nearly finished, and Kitchener had presciently built his Sudan railway to the South African gauge. Essential to the vision was British control of the whole Nile Valley, and to secure this without war was Lord Salisbury’s principal imperial purpose. ‘If you want to understand my policy in any part of the world,’ he said himself, ‘in Europe, Asia, Africa or the South Seas, you will have constantly to remember that.’


The French, who were the principal contenders for African mastery, thought transversely, east to west. Besides their large possessions in North Africa, they were strongly established on the Niger, in the west, and had an east-coast port at Djibouti, in Somaliland. They looked always across the continent, and they dreamed of uniting their eastern and their western footholds to establish their supremacy throughout Central Africa. This ambition clashed with the British, and took the two Empires on a collision course. By their occupation of Egypt the British had staked a claim to the whole Nile valley, and the further their forces advanced up the river, whether their purposes were sentimental, intuitive or purely practical, the less the French chances of a corridor across Africa.


The French overseas empire possessed a brilliance all its own, chiefly because of the extraordinary individuals who administered it in the field, but it had been weakly supported from France, where Governments succeeded each other in febrile succession, and it lacked the strong economic and technical base that gave the British Empire its power. Empire was a sideline for the French: between 1880 and 1889 Britain had seven different Ministers responsible for the Colonies, but France had twenty-one. In 1894, though, the formidable Gabriel Hanotaux became Foreign Minister, and for the first time the imperial urge in France was given a forceful and daring direction. Fortified by a new alliance with Russia, the French turned their eyes upon the Upper Nile. In Hanotaux’ opinion it belonged to nobody. The southern Sudan was in a state of rebellion, and any Power, or at least any civilized Power, had a right to step in. From their base at Brazzaville on the Congo, the outpost of their central African activities, the French set to work on a ‘drive to the Nile’, and the French Press openly discussed the chances of reaching its headwaters from the west or east before the British could get there from the north or south.


In 1893 a well-known French hydrologist, Victor Prompt, had suggested that the key to the control of the Nile valley might lie in the area, some 300 miles south of Khartoum, where the River Sobat joined the greater river. There was nothing much there except an isolated riverain fort called Fashoda, used by the Mahdists as a penal colony, and an attendant hamlet of the Shilluk tribespeople: but Prompt suggested that a dam there might effectively control the flow of water into Egypt. Since Egypt depended entirely upon the flow of the White Nile, control of Fashoda could mean command of Egypt: a French presence there, it was argued, could paralyse British activities down-river, and give the Quai d’Orsay an almost unanswerable bargaining power in Africa.


So as the British strengthened their hold on Egypt, and majestically advanced southwards through the Sudan, the French resolved to make a race of it, and prepared an expedition to travel from Brazzaville clean across Africa to the Upper Nile. Reports of the plan greatly disturbed the British. ‘The advance of a French expedition … from the other side of Africa’, Sir Edward Grey of the Foreign Office had told the House of Commons, ‘into a territory over which our claims have been known for so long, would not merely be an inconsistent and unexpected act, but it must be perfectly clear to the French Government that it would be an unfriendly act, and would be so viewed by England.’ The French responded merely by hastening their preparations, and in the summer of 1897, Jubilee summer in England, Captain Jean-Baptiste Marchand of the French Marines set out to cross the continent and ‘establish French claims in the region of the Upper Nile’. He took with him 12 Frenchmen and 150 Senegalese riflemen, and his destination was Fashoda.
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The day after the Khartoum memorial service, while Kitchener was still considering his secret orders, British outposts on the river south of the city intercepted a small steamer flying the crescent flag of the Mahdists. Its crew, who were unaware that Khartoum had fallen to the British, were taken ashore for questioning, and said they had been far up the Nile foraging for the Khalifa’s armies. Near the mouth of the Sobat, they said, they found a strange flag flying over the old fort at Fashoda, and had been fired upon by white men. Several of their crew had been killed.


The British interrogators were startled by this tale. Were the strange Europeans British, working down the Nile from Uganda, or were they foreigners? Wingate asked the Mahdist captain to draw in the sand the flag he had seen at Fashoda, and to describe its colours, and thus learnt that it was the French tricolour. So the French were there already! Five days later Kitchener sailed southward from Omdurman with five gunboats and a dozen barges, with 100 Cameron Highlanders and 2,500 Sudanese askari, with field guns and Maxims and Lord Edward Cecil, and orders to proceed at his own discretion, but to dislodge the French.


So one of history’s famous meetings came about. Purposeful up the Nile went the imperial flotilla, its trim little steamers in line ahead—Dal, Nasir, Sultan, Abu Klea, Fateh.5 Lashed alongside or towed behind were the barges that carried the troops, the Camerons lounging in the sunshine with sun-helmets over their faces, the askaris jostled, cheerful and sometimes breaking into song—‘Oh, them golden slippers’ was a particular favourite of the Sudanese. Kitchener wore civilian clothes, and spent much of his time sprawled on a deck-chair beneath an awning on the Dal, contemplating the baked brown landscape streaming by, or talking to Wingate and Edward Cecil. It was a week’s voyage from Omdurman to Fashoda, and the flotilla made good speed, the stern-wheels of its steamers frothing the muddy waters, the smoke from their funnels billowing far away downstream, to disperse hours later as a murky black cloud across the desert.


Sometimes great storks and cranes flapped away from their passage. Sometimes hippopotami emerged muddy from the swamp. At villages along the way notables flocked to the water’s edge to offer their submission, and intelligence officers went ashore to scribble them notes of pardon. It rained a lot as they sailed further south, the mosquitoes were terrible, and soon the steamers were labouring through the floating mass of decayed and pestilent vegetable matter called the Sudd. At night, though, when the cool descended over Africa, and the helmsmen looked along the banks for somewhere to tie up, marvellous sounds of beast, bird and whirring insect reached the men on board, and made them feel they were penetrating great mysteries (for not even the ship’s officers had been told why they were making this equatorial voyage).


Kitchener was a Francophile. He spoke fluent French, he liked the company of Frenchified women, he delighted in the French style of things. He would be reluctant to dislodge any French outpost by sheer force—there would be no primitive triumph at Fashoda, and Colonel Marchand’s skull ran no risk of immortality as a table ornament. But he did not know the strength of the French force, he had no idea how truculent it might be, and he decided to move cautiously. When they were about twelve miles from Fashoda two Sudanese orderlies were put ashore with a message addressed to the ‘Chef de l’expédition Européenne à Fashoda’. It announced the news of Omdurman, thus implicitly declaring the British to be suzerains of the Upper Nile, and said that General Kitchener hoped to be in Fashoda the following day. Kitchener signed it not as a British general, but as Sirdar of the Egyptian Army, and at Wingate’s suggestion he ordered that only the Egyptian flag would be flown by the flotilla as they approached Fashoda, and that he and his officers would wear their Egyptian uniforms. The impact would be less pointed, and the suggestion of a clash between two great Empires less direct.


Next morning as the ships steamed slowly on, the lookouts saw approaching them a small rowing boat, flying at its stern an enormous tricolour, and carrying a black sergeant in French uniform. He brought a reply from Fashoda:




Man général, I have the honour to acknowledge the receipt of your letter dated 18 September 1898. I hear with the greatest pleasure of the occupation of Omdurman by the Anglo-Egyptian army, the destruction of the Khalifa’s hordes and the final defeat of Mahdism in the Nile Valley. I shall be the very first to present the sincere good wishes of France to General Kitchener, whose name for so many years has epitomized the struggles of civilization against the fanatical savagery of the Mahdists—struggles which are today successful. These compliments therefore I send with all respect both to you and to your valiant army.


This agreeable task completed, I must inform you that, under the orders of my government, I have occupied the Bahr-el-Ghazal as far as Mechra-er-Req and up to its confluence with the Bahr-el-Jebel, also all the Shilluk territory on the left bank of the Nile as far as Fashoda…. I signed a treaty on 3 September with Abd-ed-Fadil, their Reth, placing all the Shilluk country on the left bank of the White Nile under French protection…. I have forwarded this treaty to Europe, via the Sobat-Ethiopian route, also… by Mechra-Er-Req, where my steamer the Faidherbe is at the moment with orders to bring me such reinforcements as I judge necessary to defend Fashoda….


Again, I give you my good wishes for a happy visit to the Upper Nile. I also note your intention to visit Fashoda, where I shall be happy to welcome you in the name of France.





Signed MARCHAND
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This engaging persiflage, full as it was of meaningless treaties, non-existent reinforcements and unenforceable claims, paved the way for a meeting between the two commanders, and later in the day, proceeding southwards through the desolation of the Sudd, the British sighted Fashoda. Forlornly above the rotted swamp, stretching away as far as the eye could see, the little fort stood half-derelict upon a peninsula, with a few conical huts of the Shilluk outside its walls, a group of palms, and a soggy garden of vegetables. It looked hot, wet and verminous, but the tricolour flew boldly above it, and at the water’s edge, as the gunboats approached, an honour guard of Frenchmen and Senegalese stood bravely at the salute. The British were touched by this show of pride, and by the defiant isolation of the fort. ‘It was a puny little thing’, one officer wrote in reminiscence. ‘Were we to be compelled to break it down?’


At this dismal spot the Empires met. Marchand and his men had reached it after a terrible overland journey, one of the most remarkable in the records of African travel, eight months on foot, three months in their leaky collapsible steamer, which they had dragged laboriously overland from the Niger to the Congo. Kitchener and his men had travelled there more magnificently, in the after-flush of a great victory. Marchand’s force was pale and emaciated, after months among the toads, insects and fevers of the Sudd. Kitchener stood on the foredeck of the Dal bronzed and bulky, his soldiers well-nourished at his back, his gunboats spick-and-span.


At midday, September 19, 1898, the commanders met on board the Dal. Kitchener wore his Sirdar’s regalia, with tarboosh. Marchand, a small bearded figure, wore no military insignia at all—wisely, perhaps, since he was only a captain. They sat with Wingate and Marchand’s adjutant on the deck, watched intently from shore and ship by officers with binoculars. Peace and war hung in the balance, and their conversation was tense. Sometimes, the watchers thought, the talk seemed less than amicable, and Marchand was to be seen gesturing angrily at the Sirdar—‘distinct signs of hostility’, reported a British colonel to his colleagues. Presently, though, a steward climbed up the ladder to the deck carrying a tray of glasses, ‘full of golden liquid’, and a moment later Kitchener and Marchand, raising their glasses, were clinking them in agreement and good wishes—in relief too, no doubt, as they sat there, half in shade, half in sunlight, on the deck of the little ship.


It had been a close thing. Kitchener had declared flatly that the episode might lead to a European war—did Marchand, with such stakes at issue, really mean to prevent the representatives of Egypt from hoisting the Egyptian flag over an Egyptian possession? Marchand replied that obviously he was powerless to prevent it, since he was outnumbered ten to one, but that without contrary orders from France he could not retire from his position, and that all his men could do, if Kitchener insisted, was to die at their posts. Proud of his achievement, prickly in his patriotism, he was undoubtedly ready to defend his awful fort to the end—he had a ‘terrible desire’, he later said, to rebuff Kitchener altogether: but he was awed despite himself by the imponderables at stake, and perhaps even by the presence of Kitchener, and so as the servant with his drinks began his precarious ascent of the upper-deck ladder, an accord was reached.


Marchand would not be ejected from his outpost, and the French flag would continue to fly there, pending orders from Europe. The British would establish their own garrison at a discreet but practical distance—500 yards to the south, on Marchand’s only line of retreat through the marshes. The British would formally take possession of the area, but in the name of the Khedive of Egypt, and only the Egyptian flag would fly above their own quarters. There the matter was left, in a compromise that seemed to protect everybody’s face, and would allow the two imperial Governments, far away, to achieve a solution.


It was a soldier’s formula, and the soldiers liked each other. They negotiated in French, but they talked the same professional language too, of flags and gunpowder, supplies and disciplines. After the talks the British mounted a parade, and the Egyptian flag was hoisted by a Sudanese detachment, to a twenty-one-gun salute from the artillery. Everybody saluted quiveringly, and did their best to be tactful. The warships flew Egyptian flags, most of the British officers wore Egyptian uniforms, and even the three cheers were in Arabic. The French, for their part, behaved with great courtesy: the officers wore fresh-laundered whites for the occasion, and their Senegalese soldiers, in red fezzes and jerseys, seemed even to the British to be commendably soldier-like.


Later Kitchener was entertained in Marchand’s mess, bending his gigantic frame almost double to enter it. The two sides toasted each other in sweet champagne, and exchanged fairly ornate pleasantries. A Senegalese guard was then inspected in the blazing heat, and as the Sirdar left the soil of Fashoda—Fort St Louis to the French—he was presented with a huge basket of vegetables and flowers from the garden: French flora from French soil, it was tacitly suggested as the last salutes were exchanged and the boats rowed out to the waiting gunboats.


Almost at once the flotilla sailed, leaving only a regiment of Sudanese and some guns in a bivouac on their mudflat, and soon the trail of black smoke was far away across the empty Sudd. Kitchener left behind him, nevertheless, a steely after-taste, for before he embarked he handed Marchand a formal letter of protest at the presence of the French in the Nile valley, and a list of stern restrictions on their movements. Not even private letters were to be sent down the river without British approval: in effect the French were to be imprisoned in their fort with their flowers, flags and vegetables. This was the iron within the glove. No pretence was made now that Kitchener was acting purely in Egyptian interests. The protest was made in the name of Great Britain, and Marchand and his Frenchmen were left in no doubt, as they watched the gunboats disappear, that the British Empire itself had passed that way.
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The British also sent the French, as a parting gift, a package of newspapers. It was a Parthian courtesy, for the papers contained the news of the Dreyfus Affair, the cancer in French public life which festered around the imprisonment on Devil’s Island, for alleged espionage, of the innocent Jewish Captain Alfred Dreyfus. ‘You have achieved something remarkable, very remarkable‚’ Kitchener had told Marchand in his mess hut, but he had added enigmatically, ‘but you know the French Government will not back you up.’ This was why. The Dreyfus scandal, which divided French society from top to bottom, also hamstrung French foreign policy, while the Russians had chosen the moment to tell their allies that they wanted no part of the Nile dispute. Marchand was all on his own, far away in the Sudd: France had her mind on closer predicaments.6


Sure enough, war never came. The British were united behind Kitchener—they realized, Churchill wrote, ‘that while they had been devoting themselves to great military operations, in broad daylight and in the eye of the world… other operations, covert and deceitful, had been in progress in the heart of the Dark Continent, designed solely for the mischievous and spiteful object of depriving them of the produce of their labours. And they firmly set their faces against such behaviour.’ The negotiations between London and Paris were protracted, but the British held all the cards, if only because they really were ready to go to war over Fashoda. ‘We’ve only got arguments,’ said Theophile Delcassé, the new and more conciliatory French Foreign Minister, ‘they’ve got troops.’ Admiral Sir John Fisher, the British naval commander on the North American Station, was standing by to fall upon Devil’s Island and snatch Dreyfus away to freedom, while at home the imperial propaganda machine worked at full blast. ‘What has France to look for?’ asked the Illustrated London News. ‘Of our ultimate triumph, and of the utter disaster that would befall her, there can be no question whatever.’ George Wyndham, one of the most promising of the younger Conservative imperialists, put the British attitude in a nutshell: ‘We don’t care whether the Nile is called English or Egyptian or what it is called, but we mean to have it and we don’t mean the French to have it…. It is not worthwhile drawing distinctions of right and wrong in the matter, it is a matter entirely of interest.’


Salisbury mischievously described poor Marchand as ‘an explorer in difficulties on the upper Nile’, and in fact the French presence at Fashoda, invested north and south by British power, did become more and more ridiculous. By the time Paris recognized realities, in November 1898, the six Frenchmen and seventy Senegalese left at Fashoda felt themselves cruelly betrayed and humiliated. They withdrew that December, after five months in the fort, and were played away to Djibouti (they refused an easier passage down the Nile to Egypt) by the strains of the ‘Marseillaise’ from the Sudanese band of the British garrison—‘sad yet proud’, as one of them recorded, ‘with moist eyes yet with our heads held high’.


‘Now’, wrote Churchill, ‘the British people may … tell some stonemason to bring his hammer and chisel and cut on the pedestal of Gordon’s statue in Trafalgar Square the significant, the sinister, yet the not unsatisfactory word, “Avenged”.’ In fact Gordon was doubly avenged, by the defeat of his murderers and by the final extension of British power to the headwaters of the Nile. In the end, too, the unhappy Fashoda episode had happier consequences, for it was the last dangerous clash between the British and the French Empires. Tempers cooled, as the two nations recoiled from the brink. The French recognized Britain’s supremacy on the Upper Nile, the British accepted French paramountcy in Morocco. Within a decade the Fashoda incident, with all its acrimonies, had been succeeded by the Entente Cordiale.


Marchand, a French hero in the classic mould, was made a Commander of the Legion of Honour and promoted to Lieutenant-Colonel.7 Kitchener was awarded the Grand Cross of the Bath, raised to the peerage as Lord Kitchener of Khartoum, voted a Parliamentary grant of £30,000 and appointed Governor-General of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. Fashoda itself disappeared from the maps. The dwindling remains of its fort remained there among the swamp, slowly disintegrating over the years, and for a while it was a relay station on the British telegraph line to Uganda: but in deference to French feelings the imperial surveyors changed the name of it, and it was known henceforth as Kodok, after the Shilluk settlement nearby—a fateful but forgotten spot, 9°51’N, 32°07’E, where a possible highway from Nigeria to Somaliland might cross a putative railway from Cairo to the Cape.8




1 But grumbling, for he was very economical, at the ammunition expended in shooting the wounded as they lay on the ground.


2 They were from the 21st Lancers, a regiment which had its baptism of fire at Omdurman, after so long a history of peaceful soldiering that its regimental motto was said to be ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill’.


3 With live shot, there being no blank: the gunners aimed high over the river into the desert beyond, where nobody who mattered was likely to be.


4 Asked what were the ‘Sultan’s rights’ mentioned in one particularly obscure African treaty, the Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies replied that he wasn’t sure what they were, but whatever they were, they were reserved.


5 The captain of the Fateh, 128 tons, was Commander David Beatty, aged twenty-seven. Twenty years later he was to have under his direct command 41 battleships, 9 battle-cruisers, 54 cruisers, 4 aircraft carriers and nearly 200 destroyers.


6 Sir Ronald Wingate, whose father’s advice to Kitchener was crucial to the Fashoda settlement, points out to me the striking coincidence that almost exactly a century before, in August 1799, Admiral Sir Sidney Smith sent Napoleon, after his victory at Aboukir, a packet of newspapers giving him his first intimation of crisis in France: he abandoned his army in Egypt at once, and, sailing secretly for home, presently became First Consul and Emperor.


7 He died a general in 1934, after a life of mixed fame and obscurity. Hanotaux, the true instigator of Fashoda, became a somewhat disconcerting delegate to the League of Nations, and survived until 1944.


8 Later it became a local administrative headquarters, but when in 1955 an RAF aircraft flew me over it (the Sudan was still Anglo-Egyptian then) it looked as forlorn and isolated as ever, and when I told the pilot that it was Fashoda, where Kitchener and Marchand met, he had never heard of the place.


The Khalifa, having escaped the slaughter at Omdurman, was caught and killed a year later, but the Mahdist movement never lost its appeal for the Sudanese, and until the last years of British rule the Mahdi’s own posthumous son, Abd ar-Rahman al-Mahdi, was a great man in the land, and also a Knight Commander of the British Empire.




















CHAPTER THREE


Following the Flags





THE British at home were cock-a-hoop, glorying in Kitchener’s successes and half hoping for war with France. (‘It was a pity it could not have come off just now’, wrote Admiral Fisher, regretfully putting away his charts of Devil’s Island, ‘I think we should have made rather a good job of it.’) The bourgeoisie, in particular, revelled in their colonial wars, and a picture popular around the end of the century portrayed them doing it.


It was called Following the Flags. On the left sits Papa, wearing a frogged smoking-jacket and holding that morning’s Times. On the right are grouped his family: mother in lace jabot and speckled muslin, daughter with ribboned hair over her striped blouse, son in Eton collar and kilt. On the table between them lies a map of the current campaign, wherever it happens to be, stuck about with Union Jacks, and as the paterfamilias reads out the latest despatch from the front, his children eagerly move the flags and assess the tactical situation—for all the world as though they are indulging in some favourite nursery game, whose conquered territories are only imaginary, and whose dead are make-believe. The British were not merely interested in imperial affairs. At this climactic moment of the Empire’s history they were imperially brain-washed.
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There was hardly a moment of the day then, hardly a facet of daily living, in which the fact of Empire was not emphasized. From exhortatory editorials to matchbox lids, from children’s fashions to parlour games, from music-hall lyrics to parish-church sermons, the imperial theme was relentlessly drummed. Empire was the plot of novels, the dialogue of plays, the rhythm of ballads, the inspiration of oratorios. It was as though the whole nation was being deliberately disciplined into the imperial fervour.


That small kilted boy, for instance, when he returns to his preparatory school at the end of the holidays, will not often be allowed to forget that he is born to an imperial heritage. Every day’s curriculum reminds him. School prayers, for a start, will doubtless include a prayer for the Queen-Empress and her subjects across the world, may well include a sermon about imperial responsibilities or missionary needs, and is very likely to end with some devotional hymn of Empire. Refulgent upon the classroom wall will hang the map of the world, on Mercator’s projection preferably, for no other shows to such advantage the lavish slabs of red which mark the authority of the British—and perhaps a shipping chart, demonstrating by its distribution of boat-shaped blobs how overwhelming is the British maritime power—and possibly some inspiring steel engraving too, Caton Woodfield’s famous picture of the Khartoum memorial service, or one of Lady Butler’s celebrated reconstructions of British gallantry in the field.


Is it history this morning? No flabby internationalism in the 1890s. History was not only firmly Anglo-centric, it was also frankly designed to impress upon a pupil the superiority of all things British, and the privilege of being born to the Flag. Or is it Eng Lit? What better textbook than Arthur Stanley’s recent anthology of patriotic verse, with its introduction by the Lord Bishop of Calcutta, late headmaster of Harrow? ‘The song that nerves a nation’s heart’, as is very properly quoted from Tennyson on the title-page, ‘is itself a deed’, and within these pages art and action are certainly allied. Here is ‘The Song of the English Bowmen’, and ‘Private of the Buffs’—here Drake’s Drum sounds down the years, and here Wolfe dies once more on the Plains of Abraham—all to the glory of Britain and her Empire, for as the Bishop observes rather obscurely in his preface, an Empire lives not by bread alone.1


Luncheon nevertheless, in school hall, and perhaps there is some old boy at high table, home from the war, swaggering in red and gleaming brass, and reminiscing airily to the envious masters all about. To the cricket field next, nursery of England’s style, where Newbolt’s verses echo always, if not among the players, at least among the umpires—






There’s a breathless hush in the Close tonight—


    Ten to make and the match to win—


A bumping pitch and a blinding light,


An hour to play and the last man in.


And it’s not for the sake of a ribboned coat,


     Or the selfish hope of a season’s fame,


But his captain’s hand on his shoulder smote—


    ‘Play up! Play up! and play the game!’2








And when our little friend goes to bed after prep that night, to a good read under the blankets, there G. A. Henty awaits him no doubt, with his tales of healthy British adventure, or Rider Haggard’s vision of Africa, or perhaps just the Boy’s Own Paper, the B.O.P., in which the pluck of British youth is for ever matched, and for ever victorious, against wickedness, savagery and foreignness.
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There was no escaping it, breakfast to lights out, and to most people, in the full flush of Omdurman and Fashoda, it simply seemed inevitable. The Empire was as immemorial as the Palace of Westminster itself—which, though it had been built less than half a century before, was popularly assumed to be as old as anything.


This was partly because the long reign of Queen Victoria had given the British a sense of organic permanence. Foreign countries had coups or revolutions, invaded one another, replaced kings with Emperors. Britain progressed differently, quietly, steadily, as though the history of a nation was a direct paradigm of human life, and was simply part of the universal ageing process. So it surely was with the Empire. The idea that Kitchener had not really gone to the Sudan to avenge Gordon, but to forestall foreign competition in Africa, would strike most people as sophistry, if not actually sacrilege. Every Englishman was born, wrote George Bernard Shaw, with a miraculous power that made him master of the world. ‘When he wants a thing, he never tells himself he wants it. He waits patiently until there comes into his mind, no one knows how, a burning conviction that it is his moral and religious duty to conquer those who possess the thing he wants. Then he becomes irresistible.’


Even the rank and file of the imperial activists, the soldiers, the administrators, the merchants in the field, did not generally think of imperialism as power politics. The Empire was there, it was patently beneficial, they would do their best for it. The old idea of an imperial trusteeship had been transmuted by Kipling into the more readily comprehensible image of the White Man’s Burden—






Take up the White Man’s Burden,


In patience to abide


By open speech and simple, an hundred times made plain


To seek another’s profit,


And work another’s gain.








Most rank-and-file British imperialists, at the end of the nineteenth century, would probably admit to these sentiments as their own, especially as they were tinged with complaint—‘the blame of those ye better, the hate of those ye guard’. The Empire-builder often felt himself to be unappreciated. The ingratitude of subjects, the lack of material reward, the interference of politicians, the ignorance of intellectuals—all these figured often in letters home from Kodok or Kidderpore, and perhaps made the writers feel all the more noble. It was seldom, however, a grumble about the life itself. For many imperialists theirs was a true calling, often transmitted through generations in the imperial service.


For on this, the professional level of Empire, the idea of service really was paramount. The imperial classes, trained with such precision by the public schools and ancient universities, were bred to it, and Joseph Conrad the Pole thought love of service, even more than love of adventure, to be the first characteristic of the Englishman in his Empire.


4


And if to the public at home Empire was a craze, to the man in the field it was often a perennial fascination, for the imperial profession catered for every preference. The most esoteric speciality could be pursued somewhere under the Crown, and over the years the Empire had built up a vast corporate body of knowledge, scientific, anthropological, strategic, economic. Each extension of Empire widened this expertise. Hardly were the imperial soldiers on the Upper Nile than the imperial hydrologists were following them: after the gun came the butterfly net.


Only in the British Army, for instance, would there be supply officers ready to demonstrate that the number of camels needed to carry x loads y stages into Afghanistan might vary according to the formula 14x((15/32)y—1). Only a British diplomat, perhaps, told by a Persian Prince that the ink-stain on a new treaty was ‘a mole upon its face’, would be able instantly to reply with a quotation from Hafiz—‘I would give all Samarkand and Bokhara for the Indian-dark mole on the face of my lady-love.’ The handful of Englishmen who supervised the affairs of Sikkim in the 1890s produced a huge folio volume listing everything there was to know about the State, its flora and fauna, its history, its legal code, its folk-customs, its geology, its religion, down to Scorpion Charms against Injury by Demons and Jungle Fruits, &c, Eaten by Lepchas.3 The literary works of Elias Ney, British Agent at Meshed in 1896, included An Apocryphal Inscription in Khorassan, A Journey Through Western Mongolia, an introduction to the history of the Shans of Upper Burma, and a translation with learned notes of The Tarikh-i-Rashidi, by Miza Haidar of Kashgar. Flora Annie Steel’s Complete Indian Housekeeper, 1892, dedicated to ‘Those English Girls to whom Fate may assign the task of being Housemothers in our Eastern Empire’, told its readers how to build a camp-oven, how to make snipe pudding or mange ointment for dogs, how to treat cows with colic or husbands with prickly heat, the best means of keeping sparrows out of the house, the cost of hiring a bullock-drawn van in Ootacamund, the Tamil word for horse-barley, the right underwear to take to the Punjab, the proper way to load a camel and the only correct recipe for boot-dubbin (fish oil, mutton suet and resin).


Languages especially were an imperial concern. The Englishman might be notorious for his inability to learn French or German, but the most unlikely members of the imperial services, dim infantry subalterns or district officers reserved to the point of misanthropy, seemed able to master Burmese or Arabic, Nguni or Fijian. Many languages were first lexicographed by the British: some were first put into writing by them. The young Charles Bell, Indian Civil Service, posted to Darjeeling in 1900, so mastered Tibetan that in only four years he was able to publish his indispensable Tibetan Dictionary: the hooked alphabet of the Cree language was the only surviving memorial to the Welsh Wesleyan missionary James Evans, otherwise expunged from history owing to alleged misconduct with squaws.


The mastery of technique was the key to authority, whether it was knowing more about soil composition, or understanding the historical origins of Honduran folklore, and most of the imperial administrators were diligent in their specialities. It was a diligent Empire. As ‘A Gentleman of Experience’ wrote in his Guide to the Native Languages of Africa (1890), ‘In the matter of language it is always better to go to a little more trouble and learn the exact equivalent if possible. “I am an Englishman and require instant attention to the damage done to my solar topee” is far better than any equivocation that may be meant well but will gain little respect.’
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Behind this decency and conscientiousness, though, beyond the naive ardour of the general public, very different energies directed the affairs of Empire. Of the few dozen men who really ran the British Empire in the dangerous years after the Diamond Jubilee, scarcely one or two were English gentlemen as the world knew the breed. Some were cosmopolitans. Some were eccentrics outside the genial English pattern. Some had married foreigners. Some were foreigners.


Lord Salisbury the Prime Minister was an aristocratic original, an amateur electrician whose hobby was riding a tricycle around his ancient estate, and who often did not recognize his own Cabinet colleagues. Joseph Chamberlain the Colonial Secretary was a Birmingham screw manufacturer, a Unitarian by creed, a dandy by pose, who had seized upon Empire as a means of political advance. Lord Cromer the ruler of Egypt was the great-grandson of a Hamburg merchant. Lord Milner the High Commissioner in South Africa was a German-trained lawyer of authoritarian principles. Lord Curzon the Viceroy of India was an intellectual landowner of almost preposterous grandeur, with a faint Midlands accent and an insatiable ambition. Lord Kitchener had spent so long abroad that he knew almost nothing of English life. Cecil Rhodes was a half-crazed visionary who wanted the whole world British—‘the moon too, I often think of that.’ Edward Elgar the maestro of Empire, having left school at fifteen, conducted the band of a Worcestershire lunatic asylum, married the daughter of an Indian Army general, and was a devout Catholic. Rudyard Kipling the imperial laureate, having started life as a newspaper reporter in Lahore, married a domineering American, dabbled in mysticism and wrote short stories no simple soldier could understand.


Such were the master-imperialists, the dogmatists, prophets and executives of the creed. Few of them spoke the language of Newbolt, or even of Kipling himself. Few of them had been at English public schools.4 Most of them looked cynically upon the gaudy patriotism of the day—some indeed chose to work in the Empire because they so detested life in late Victorian England. Yet they were heroes to the masses. Country doctors and surburban solicitors nodded their heads in agreement, when they read Mr Chamberlain’s latest speech in the Morning Post. Crowds flocked to quay or platform when the great Kitchener came home from the wars. The British saw in their leaders the best of themselves, the truest: they did not often know, and would not willingly believe, what excesses were sometimes committed in their name.


Take the young Mahdist commander Emir Mahmoud, captured by Kitchener at Berber in 1897. Would the proud father of Following the Flags like his children to know what happened to him? Chains were riveted around his ankles, an iron halter was put around his neck, his hands were bound behind him, and he was paraded in ignominy through the town. Kitchener rode in front, magnificently on a white charger: Mahmoud came behind, sometimes dragged, sometimes running. Whenever he fell, Sudanese soldiers drove him on with leather-thonged whips. The crowd hooted and pelted him as he passed: far in front, beyond the tossing cavalry, the Sirdar rode on impassive, looking neither left nor right.


Every Empire rests on force, and though the British were not habitually cruel, they were certainly ruthless on their frontiers. By any standards but their own they might be considered bullies—almost the worst category of villain, in the vocabulary of Victorianism. There were few rougher fighting men than the British soldier in revengeful mood, shouting Irish scurrilities perhaps, or sustained by the eerie wailing of the pipes, as he advanced with a gleam of that abattoir weapon, the bayonet. ‘Severity always,’ was an old imperial maxim, ‘justice when possible.’ ‘Butcher and bolt’, is how they described that familiar imperial exercise, the punitive expedition.


For by now an assumption of superiority was ingrained in most Britons abroad.5 The English milord had long before travelled through Europe as though he owned the place. The British imperialist travelled through his subject lands with the same proprietorial air, and when ennobled often formalized the status by including some foreign fief or battle-ground in his title: Kitchener became Kitchener of Khartoum and Vaal in the Colony of Transvaal, Roberts was Roberts of Kandahar, Wolseley was Wolseley of Tel-el-Kebir—for all the world as though they really were hereditary squires of those recondite properties.6 The Englishman expected the best seat, throughout his quarter of the world. He expected to be treated, by a quarter of the world’s people, with a proper respect, even with the gratitude due from a tenant to a benevolent landlord. Men of the middle classes acquired patrician pretensions, for between the castes of Empire and the castes of home there was a recognizable correspondence, while the ancient social orders of the subject nations were all too often ignored or mocked.7


Though these snobberies were more often a matter of habit than intent, they placed the African or Asian subject, struggling to speak English and to Anglicize himself, at a perpetual disadvantage, and on a level of high policy they could be translated into insufferable assumptions of authority. It was as though the British were gods themselves. Lord Salisbury, who hated racial bigotry, and called it the ‘damned nigger attitude’, nevertheless seriously considered transferring half the population of Malta to the island of Cyprus, to prevent Greek irredentism there.8 Kitchener once suggested that all the more contumacious of the Boers, in South Africa, might conveniently be expelled to Madagascar, Fiji or the Dutch East Indies. There were no Indian natives in the Government of India, Lord Curzon once observed, because among all the 300 million people of the sub-continent, there was not a single man capable of the job. When the Khedive of Egypt, ostensibly an independent sovereign, once ventured to criticize the way the British were reorganizing his own army, his Minister of War was instantly obliged to resign, and it was even suggested that the Khedive might have to abdicate.


Sometimes the hauteur was self-defeating. In 1900, for instance, the British in West Africa determined to seize the Golden Stool of the Ashanti. This was far more than a stool really, being the most sacred possession of the Ashanti people, delivered to them magically out of Heaven at the beginning of the eighteenth century: it rested upon its own Chair of State, was hung about with talismanic emblems, and was in fact the very repository or ark of the Ashanti nationhood. Who destroyed it, destroyed the nation; who abused it, insulted the soul of the Ashanti people. The Golden Stool was kept in an inviolable shrine, never to be seen by strangers, and around its mysterious presence revolved the entire Ashanti meaning.


The British found that meaning generally unprepossessing, for the Ashanti were addicted to human sacrifice, dishearteningly unresponsive to Christian improvement, and reluctant to pay an indemnity they owed the Queen of England. In 1900 the Governor of the Gold Coast, Sir Frederick Hodgson, accordingly travelled with his wife and a stalwart bodyguard through the rain-forests to Kumasi, the Ashanti capital, and there called a palaver of the chiefs. He was hardly one of Newbolt’s cricketers, being variously described by his contemporaries as ‘rotten’, ‘an egregious ass’, and ‘no gentleman’, and he wasted no time on subtleties. Summoning the elders and potentates of the Ashanti around him, Lady Hodgson white-gloved at his side, he adjusted the Order of St Michael and St George around his neck, and demanded the instant surrender of the Golden Stool. ‘Where is the Golden Stool? Why am I not sitting on it at this moment? Why did you not take the opportunity of my coming to Kumasi to bring the Golden Stool, and give it to me to sit upon?’


The people rose to arms at once, the Governor was shut up in his own fort for six weeks, and though inevitable retribution followed, imperial columns fell upon Kumasi from all directions, and the Asantahene Prempeh I was banished for twenty-four years to the Seychelles Islands, still from that day to the end of the British Empire, no white man ever set hands upon the Golden Stool of the Ashanti.9
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Yet if there was something loathsome to this arrogance, there was often something impressive too, and even Britain’s enemies begrudgingly conceded it. The implacably hostile Boers, to whom the whole British arrangement of life was inexplicable, if not actually deranged, were nevertheless moved to admiration by the certainty of it all: the unshakeable patriotism, the acceptance of hierarchy, the paradoxical brotherhood, the beauty of pageantry and tradition, the inspired courage—‘I must say this for the British officer‚’ said one Afrikaner critic of Empire, ‘that I never once saw one who was a coward.’


This intangible power, beyond morality, beyond measurement, Joseph Chamberlain the Colonial Secretary now hoped to channel into efficiency. He was the odd man out in Salisbury’s Government, a modernist, a bourgeois, and he believed that the Empire needed an altogether new driving force, to pull it together and prepare it for a more difficult future. The white self-governing colonies, who now liked to be called Dominions, were gradually coalescing: Canada had been a single federation since 1867, the six Australian colonies were about to become a federal Commonwealth. Chamberlain wished to see these ‘overseas Britains’ supplemented by the black, brown and yellow colonies in one self-supporting, self-sufficient political unit—a new kind of super-Power, embracing supply and demand, raw materials and manufacturing ability, malleable labour and constructive capital. He saw the whole amorphous conglomeration as one enormous estate, and he wanted it run by the best principles of modern management, like his factories in Birmingham. Imperialism should not be an adjunct to national policy, as Salisbury saw it, but a national purpose in itself—‘the days are for great Empires,’ Chamberlain said, ‘not for little States.’


Times moved fast, in those days of discovery and realization: if Victoria’s Empire had seemed the Very Latest Thing at the end of the 1880s, by the end of the 1890s it needed a new direction. Schematic solutions had always been a Victorian speciality—everything from ethics to biology had been tabulated, subdivided and classified—and now Chamberlain and his imperial reformers wanted to do the same for Empire. ‘There is no article of your food,’ he told the British, ‘there is no raw material of your trade, there is no necessity of your lives, no luxury of your existence which cannot be produced somewhere or other in the British Empire … nothing of the kind has ever been known before.’ Empire should be an economic system, a political solution, a modern career. It should have an altogether new kind of romance, principled but brisk, adequately defined by Lord Cromer, the pro-consul of Egypt, when he offered a philosophy of life to the boys of Leys School, Cambridge: ‘Love your country, tell the truth and don’t dawdle.’


How to achieve this dawdleless fulfilment was a constant preoccupation of Chamberlain and his supporters, in the years after the Diamond Jubilee. They thought of an imperial federation, or an imperial parliament, or a Grand Council of Empire, but the shape of the thing was so inchoate, its constituent parts were so varied, and the dead weight of its backward regions was so colossal, that the self-governing colonies could never be persuaded far along the way. They thought of an imperial customs union, embracing the whole Empire in an immense free trade area, but the British themselves were too dedicated to Free Trade, while the Dominions were altogether too protectionist. They tried repeatedly to give some pattern to imperial defence, sharing its responsibilities between Britain and the Dominions: but for the most part the colonists were very content to have their security looked after by the Mother Country, and the most the British achieved was a battleship or two contributed by the colonies to the Royal Navy, and some garrisons of colonial militia.


At home Chamberlain campaigned assiduously to place his idea of Empire at the centre of British politics. He tried to develop tropical colonies with Government money, as an inducement to private investment there. He founded research institutes and schools of tropical medicine, to encourage progress in the more uncomfortable possessions. He gave hope to imperialist agencies of many kinds, from public institutions like the British Empire League to enthusiastic journals like The Imperial and Colonial Magazine, or private propagandists like the journalist Arnold White, who foresaw the worst if the Empire was not reformed—‘There is no time to lose! What is to arrest our Gadarene rush down the steeps of inefficiency to the sea of national destruction?’


But the people of the homeland, like the colonists, responded half-heartedly. They loved their Empire dearly, but since Chamberlain’s vision was strenuous, challenging, and might put prices up, it met with a mixed response. The British never did believe in taking pleasures too seriously.
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It was too late, anyway. Though for the rest of the Empire’s history there were intermittent attempts to give it logic, in fact it had gone too far already, was too odd, too heterogeneous, for centralist reforms. Its separate units were more competitive than complementary, and the only real unifying bond was the authority of London. The white colonials, far from wanting closer ties with the Motherland, only wanted more independence for themselves: the subject peoples, when if ever they achieved equality, were bound to demand control of their own resources. The Empire was essentially irrational, not to be transformed into a smooth-running joint stock company, and its truest energies were highly individualist, not to say arcane.


Chamberlain was a utilitarian. He never did see that the poetry of Empire was not merely half its point, but actually its chief support. There was an absurdity to this structure which could not survive down-to-earth Birmingham analysis, but which was a strength in itself: as the bumble-bee aerodynamically could not fly, so 40 million northern islanders patently could not rule 370 million subject peoples in the face of the world’s jealousy. Yet as the bee flew, so the Empire stood. Bluff, pageantry, confidence, faith, habit, tradition, even sleight-of-hand—all these were to prove, in the end, more resilient than Chamberlain’s criteria of advantage, and the least successful imperial experiments were those which relied upon common-sense.


These truths were realized most clearly in India, the most tremendous of all the imperial territories, where the spectacle of so few Britons administering so vast a country made even less sense than most of the imperial demonstrations. The British had been in India for 200 years, and they had long before adapted to the Indian taste for colour and display, partly to amaze the indigenes, partly to fortify themselves. In a country of princes, they deliberately used the mystique of monarchy as an instrument of dominion, carrying the idea to lengths which some of the more sophisticated Indians found ludicrous, but which seemed to work among the susceptible masses. Elephant parades, soirées, durbars, palaces—these were among the technical devices of British rule in India, a showy palanquin of authority beneath which those thousand civil servants proceeded workmanlike with their court hearings, their tax collections and their inspection tours.


Let us then, since this strain of splendid pretence was a true leitmotiv of the imperial climax, end this chapter of attitudes with a visit to one of the ceremonial durbars with which the British in India from time to time glorified their own achievement. We will choose the most glorious of them all, which Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India from 1898 to 1905, personally staged outside the walls of Delhi, the ancient seat of the Moghul Emperors and the most vital centre of Indian history.


Nothing could be much more gorgeous, much more ridiculous, much more deceptive or much more effective than this enormous fantasy. A city of tents was erected on the plain north of Delhi, and there a kind of gigantic morality play was enacted. The setting was symbolic in itself, for while the durbar ground was very old, and dusty, and Indian, the durbar camp was all new, progressive and British. It was laid out to a practical grid, it had well-paved roads and excellent water-supplies, and everywhere among its white marquees ran the drooping telegraph wires that were the threads of Empire, the electric cables which illuminated it as brightly as London itself, and the winding rails of the tramcars.


To this exhibition of progress, ablaze upon the brown plain, all the feudatories were summoned: the bewhiskered Maharajahs of Punjab, the bold soldier-princes of Rajasthan, royalty of Nepal in peculiar hats, sleek Bengalis and beautiful Tamils, Sikhs with gilded scimitars, gaunt Baluchis with ceremonial camels, Burmese and Sikkimese and Madrasis and wondering rustic potentates from Gujarat or Kerala. All were called to the tented city beyond the Lahore Gate, and there they paraded dutifully in the great Durbar Square to swear fealty to the Crown of England.


This was Empire! Here illusion mastered reality, and theatre became life. Trumpets sounded, guns fired, soldiers presented arms, plumes waved, elephants snorted, jewels glittered, cameras clicked (‘nearly everyone had a kodak,’ wrote one participant, ‘even many of the natives themselves’). Here were aged veterans of the Indian Mutiny, led by a blind centenarian who, we are told, ‘turned his sightless orbs towards the cheering and feebly saluted.’ Here were standard-bearers and heralds, scrolled and tabarded, and High Court judges in their wigs. Here were the twelve State trumpeters, and the twelve military bands, and the 40,000 parading soldiers. And here upon his slender-pillared dais stood the Viceroy of India, the Crown’s embodiment, George Nathaniel Curzon of Eton and Balliol, forty-three years old, half-crippled with pain in his back, an accomplished inventor of comic verse, a well-known eastern traveller, dressed in the flamboyant accoutrements of his office and accompanied by his wife, the former Miss Leiter of Washington, in a pale blue dress embroidered with gold.


The trumpets sound. The drums roll. The regiments present arms. As the vast polychromatic crowd rises thunderously to its feet‚ slowly, rather muffled there fall upon that dry air the first solemn notes of the British National Anthem—so dignified, so old, so far from home, so simple in that exotic setting, so touching, so profound, that the very soul of India seems to be stirred.10
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Chamberlain never visited India, and he might have found all this preposterously irrelevant to the times. Our proud paterfamilias would have adored it, and his son’s schoolmasters probably pinned pictures of it on the notice-board in the corridor. Curzon himself was highly satisfied with the arrangements,11 and that blind old hero of the Mutiny was so excited by it all that the very next day he took to his camp-bed and died. But before the end of the century, anyway, the behaviourist fallacies of Empire were to be exposed, and its high style irrevocably chastened, by a catastrophe of the imperial story, the second war against the Boers.




1 Things might have been worse. They could have been set C. R. Low’s Crécy to Tel-el-Kebir (1892), which described in 500 pages of heroic triplets all the principal imperial battles for five centuries.


2 The BBC have a recording of the poet reading these lines, and nothing could be more suggestive of lost values than the sound of his dry fastidious voice expressing, with a melancholy intensity, their now ridiculed convictions. Newbolt died in 1938, aged seventy-six, but Clifton College flourishes still, behind the Bristol Zoo.


3 Some reports were briefer. An officer instructed to investigate the Mishmir area of north-east India wrote simply: ‘The country is bloody and so are the people.’


4 Of the nine I have named, only Salisbury and Curzon, who were both at Eton. Salisbury left when he was fifteen and Curzon used to give wine parties in his ornately over-furnished room—‘what struck me painfully in him’, wrote Gladstone after visiting him there, ‘was the absence of any sort of reverence for anything like age or tradition.’


5 This was fundamentally an Empire, so the poet W. E. Henley thought, of ‘us Anglo-Normans, Empire-builders, masters of the earth …’


6 The urbane Viceroy Lord Dufferin, having added Burma to the Empire, wanted no such grandiloquent memento, and found most Burmese names ‘like something out of Offenbach or The Mikado’: and so he devised the most elegant of all the imperial ranks, the Marquisate of Dufferin and Ava.


7 ‘The Aga Khan’, the College of Heralds in London once declared, ‘is held by his followers to be a direct descendant of God. English Dukes take precedence.’


8 A proposal strongly supported, it is only fair to add, by many of the Maltese—particularly, I dare say, those who would not have to go.


9 The Asantahene was allowed to return in 1924, as plain Mr Prempeh, but in 1935 a successor was installed as Prempeh II. When he received me at his palace in Kumasi in 1957 he showed me many signed portraits of British Governors, but they did not include, I noticed, Sir Frederick. I also met several old men who remembered the fateful palaver of 1900, but they declined to talk about it, and looked very fierce.


10 Or so the British thought. Gandhi says in his autobiography that some of the Maharajahs were ashamed of the ridiculous clothes they had to wear for the occasion—‘we alone know the insults we have to put up with in order that we may possess our wealth and titles.’ As Gibbon observed of a not dissimilar function, Elagabalus’ presentation of the sacred black stone in Rome in 219, ‘the gravest personages of the state and army, clothed in long Phoenician tunics, officiated in the meanest functions with affected zeal and secret indignation.’


The Delhi durbar ground, first used for the proclamation of Queen Victoria as Empress of India in 1877, was later the scene of a Coronation Durbar for George V, and is now a bleak and generally deserted pleasure-ground called Coronation Park. Several statues of imperial worthies have been taken there from elsewhere in the city, notably the elongated effigy of George V, in Coronation robes, which used to be a focal point of New Delhi. The equestrian Durbar statue of Edward VII, though, has been removed from India altogether, and re-erected by subscription in Queen’s Park, Toronto.


11 Having prudently forbidden the playing of ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’—‘Crowns and thrones may perish, Kingdoms rise and wane ….’




















CHAPTER FOUR


‘The Life We Always Lead’





IN the immensity of the South Atlantic, blazing hot and slowly heaving, one Victorian steamship slowly overtakes another. On the liner Dunnotar Castle is General Sir Redvers1 Buller, VC, one of the boldest generals of the British Army, who is on his way to assume command of the imperial forces fighting the Boers in South Africa. On the old transport Nineveh are Australian volunteers on their way to join his armies. Slowly the two ships close, until they are almost within hailing distance, the decks and riggings are crowded with waving men, and the general, tearing himself away from his maps and campaign plans, emerges portly and beaming from the converted ladies’ dressing-room he is using as an office.


From the rigging of the Nineveh somebody is signalling with a flag, and word by word the message is interpreted on the liner: Is—Sir—Redvers—Buller—On—Board? Yes, goes back the answer, and robustly across the gap between the ships, above the swish of the waves and the pounding of the engines, come three lusty Australian cheers, to a waving of wide-brimmed hats and a ribald whistle or two. The general is much gratified, the Dunnotar Castle responds with a hoot of its siren, but as the ships draw apart again, and Sir Redvers returns to his calculations, a second signal is flagged from the Nineveh. It is harder to read this time, for the gap is widening fast, but a hundred pairs of binoculars are raised upon the liner, poop to bridge, as the letters are spelled out. Is it a message of loyalty or good luck? Is it a patriotic slogan? No, it is another inquiry, hardly less topical than the first: What—Won—The—Cesarewitch?


In such a spirit did the soldiers of the Empire go to war against the Boers in the autumn of 1899—cocky after a century of easy victories, secure in their tribal jokes and customs, confident in their leaders, anxious only about the racing results: but though the Empire had a population of 370 million, and there were not much more than 100,000 Boers altogether—though General Buller had 85,000 men at his disposal, and the Boers only 35,000—though the Army believed it could end the war by Christmas, and it was the ambition of every British officer to get to the front before then—still the campaign to which they were so boisterously sailing marked the beginning of the end of their Empire, and the first faltering of their pride.


Sir Redvers sailed on, chuckling and drinking champagne: but nothing would be quite the same after the Boer War, and even Queen Victoria, as if recognizing it to be the end of her era, died when it was half-way through.
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The British and the Boers were old enemies. They first confronted each other after the Napoleonic wars, when the British acquired the Cape of Good Hope, and they had been skirmishing on and off ever since. Before the arrival of the British the Cape had been colonized, under the Dutch flag, by a community of mixed Dutch, Flemish, German and French Huguenot stock, known then as Boers (‘farmers’) and later as Afrikaners (‘Africans’). These varied settlers had long ago coalesced into an all too recognizable unity, an African tribe in fact. Tight-knit, traditionalist, racialist, individualist, devout in a severe Calvinist style, the ‘Volk’ were fundamentalists in life as in faith. They were suspicious of all change, determined to live by their own ideals, and convinced of their unalterable rights under a God of absolutes.


From the start the British found them a terrible nuisance, for South Africa played an important part in the imperial thinking. It stood pivotally upon the Empire’s eastern trade routes, and it contained a large population of black pagans, towards whom the best of the British felt themselves to stand in the condition of Godparents. The Boers, though, were irreconcilable. Some did settle into the British pattern of things, but many more wanted nothing of the Empire and its liberal humbug, being perfectly convinced that the white man would be forever superior to the black, and that the Negro was divinely ordained to be a permanent hewer of wood and drawer of water. Throughout the Victorian century the most resolute of them had been withdrawing stage by stage from the British presence. By 1890 some 100,000 had out-distanced the imperial expansion, and were established in two more or less independent Boer republics, far in the South African interior—the Orange Free State, with its capital at Bloemfontein, and the Transvaal with its capital at Pretoria. Spiritually they had retreated farther still, and were living up there in laager, as they would say, ramparted by the wagons and earthworks of their dogma.


The British could not tolerate such anachronisms within their South African paramountcy. By 1898 they were settled themselves in three colonies down there, Cape Colony, Natal, and Rhodesia, founded eponymously by Cecil Rhodes and his Chartered South African Company; and just as they had annexed the territories of the Zulus and the Matabeles, the Ashanti and the Baganda, so inevitably they would one day subdue this most refractory tribe of all. Twenty years before they had briefly seized control of the Transvaal, only to be humiliated in the hilltop battle of Majuba, but since then they had established their own settlements so far to the north that the Boers were now surrounded on three sides. Since then, too, the Transvaal had been discovered to contain, in the highlands around Johannesburg, the world’s largest deposits of gold.


In those days gold played more than a practical, almost a mystic part in the affairs of the nations: that this vast new supply should fall within a British sphere of authority seemed to the imperialists, not to speak of the City speculators, almost a divine dispensation. So by the last years of the century strategy, morality, economics, instinct and plain greed made it inevitable that the Boer Republics must be tidied up beneath the Crown—‘sooner or later’, as Winston Churchill wrote, ‘in a righteous cause or a picked quarrel… for the sake of our Empire, for the sake of our honour, for the sake of the race, we must fight the Boers.’
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The ostensible casus belli was the presence within the Transvaal of a large foreign population, much of it British. These were the men who worked the gold-mines, and they actually formed a majority in the Republic. They paid 80 per cent of the taxes, they mined the gold, but they were allowed no rights of citizenship, being treated by President Kruger of the Transvaal with a disagreeable mixture of contempt and suspicion. In 1895, just before the Jubilee, Cecil Rhodes had connived in a conspiracy to overthrow Kruger by a coup d’état, with a rising in Johannesburg and a filibustering invasion from British territory: Chamberlain the Colonial Secretary turned a blind eye, but the Jameson Raid ended anyway in fiasco and ignominy.2 By 1899, with British ambitions all over Africa reaching a peak of energy and fulfilment, the issue had gone beyond plot or maverick, and war came about scarcely by intention at all, but in the natural course of events. It had to happen. The Boers were in their last encampment, the British at the apogee of their imperial advance.3


The Boers actually started the war, by a preventive invasion of British territory. On October 11, 1899, after presenting an impossible ultimatum, they crossed the frontiers of Natal and Cape Province to invest the railway towns of Ladysmith, Mafeking and Kimberley. Within the week Sir Redvers was on the high seas with the three divisions of his Army Corps, twice the size of Wellington’s army at Waterloo, in eager expectancy of greater fame and further glory.


3


On the face of it the odds against the Boers were farcical, which is why they pinned their hopes upon a sudden attack. If they could overwhelm the weak British garrisons in South Africa, they might force the Empire to agree to their own independence before reinforcements could arrive. In fact the disparities were more of scale than of effectiveness. Two very different forces clashed in the Boer War, and they might have come from different centuries, the one looking back to Omdurman, the Indian Mutiny and even Waterloo, the other looking forward to Ypres, El Alamein and even Sinai.


The British Army in 1899 was essentially an imperial force, accustomed to colonial wars against primitive opponents, fought at great distances from home along complicated supply routes. Within its specialized limits it had been very successful, but since the Crimean War the only European enemies it had faced had been the Boers themselves, who had effortlessly trounced it at Majuba Hill, and its famous victories had mainly been over Asian and African primitives. It had no general staff, and only two intelligence officers to keep in touch with military affairs throughout the Empire. Its rigid conceptions of class made for discipline and unshakeable camaraderie, but reduced the private soldier to a willing cipher. His was just to do or die. It was an army instinctively drawn to the battle-square and the close-order advance, those glorious specialities of British arms since the days of the great Marlborough. It accepted change with great reluctance, and though it was now armed with machine-guns and repeater rifles, it tended to use them like cannon and muskets. It went into action with bands and pipers, had only recently abandoned the red-coat as standard battledress, and put great store upon its magnificent roll of battle-honours, fought for through many generations in every clime and country.


The Boer Army, on the other hand, was hardly an army at all, and its chief battle-honour was Majuba—Majuba Day, February 27, was one of the great secular festivals of the Boer year. It was simply the Boer manhood in toto‚ mustered in local mounted units called commandos, owning its own horses, electing its own officers, wearing its own casual interpretations of uniform, and relying heavily upon the inbred fieldcraft, horsemanship and enterprise of its individual soldiers. Its discipline, like its morale, was variable: often its soldiers drifted away from the battlefield home to the farm, or decided to try their fortunes on another front, or demanded new officers. The Boers had armed themselves, though, with the most modern equipment from European arsenals, they kept open minds on military matters if on no others, and above all they were born to the terrain. They were a nation of horsemen, hunters, trekkers, pastoralists of the open veld. Since every Boer male went to war, among their officers were men of striking intellect, too, who were quicker by far than their professional British opponents. All in all they were born irregulars, perhaps the best guerilla soldiers in the world.


These were opponents, then, different in kind. They had much in common nevertheless, and in particular they shared an emotional sense of brotherhood and purpose. Each army was secure in its convictions, and each was bound by a tribal trust and integrity. When, at the start of the war, the Transvaal commandos assembled in Pretoria to collect their arms and orders, the occasion was likened to the gathering of a huge family. From every part of the republic they came, schoolboys to grandfathers, riding their tough and shaggy ponies with a shambling ease, their saddlebags bulging with biltong, their slouch hats hard over their heads, greeting friends and relatives everywhere as they rode into the little capital, and saluting President Kruger himself, as they passed his modest frame house on Church Street, as they might greet a family patriarch on the farm.


On the other side the fellowship was just as strong, if less egalitarian. ‘We’ll do it, sir! We’ll do it!’ cried the soldiers when, early in the war, Colonel Ian Hamilton told them they would send the newsboys crying victory through the streets of London. And here is the coded message by which an approaching British column declared itself to the besieged British garrison at Mafeking: Our numbers are the Naval and Military Club multiplied by ten; our guns, the number of sons in the Ward family; our supplies, the O/C 9th Lancers. No Boer alive could crack this impenetrable cipher, but almost any British officer in Mafeking could interpret it. Everyone knew the Naval and Military, the ‘In and Out’, was No 94, Piccadilly; most people knew the Earl of Dudley, Bill Ward, had five brothers; and anybody in a decent regiment was aware that the colonel commanding the 9th was that very nice fellow Malcolm Little.4
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As Buller sailed out to Africa, Punch published a cartoon of two London urchins discussing the war. ‘The Boers will cop it now’, one was saying to the other. ‘Farfer’s gone to South Africa, an’ tooken ’is  strap!’ The British saw the war at first as a punitive campaign like so many others, in which a recalcitrant tribe of the frontiers was to be summarily brought to heel. In the event the fighting lasted three years, and required a great deal more than farfer’s strap.


First the Boers, investing the three railway towns, pushed deep into Cape Colony, hoping that the Boers living there under British rule, the ‘Cape Dutch’, would join their cause in rebellion. The British, when they had assembled their expeditionary force, responded with two main counter-attacks: out of Natal to relieve Ladysmith, through the Orange Free State to relieve Kimberley, where Rhodes was shut up in his own diamond fields, and Mafeking. Both these thrusts, which were meant to converge upon Pretoria, disastrously failed. After a succession of defeats which became known as Black Week, 1899, Buller was replaced as Commander-in-Chief by the aged and adored Lord Roberts of Kandahar. With him as Chief of Staff there inevitably arrived, fresh from his Governor-Generalship of the Sudan, Lord Kitchener of Khartoum, by now easily the most imperial of all the imperial soldiers.


In the New Year Roberts opened the second phase of the war with a massive and skilful offensive directly up the railway line to Pretoria itself. Bloemfontein, Johannesburg and Pretoria were all captured, the three railway towns were relieved, the two republics were officially annexed to the British Empire and Kruger fled to Europe.5 Ten thousand British soldiers sang Kipling’s Recessional—‘Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet!’—in a victory ceremony outside the Volksrad, the Parliament of the Transvaal.6 The war seemed to be over; but instead the Boers transformed it into a protracted guerilla campaign, in which the huge British armies, repeatedly reinforced, were harassed by roaming, self-supporting commandos, while raiding columns struck deep into Cape Colony. Kitchener, assuming the command from Roberts, beat them in the end only by ruthless and laborious methods of attrition, burning their farms, herding their women and children into detention camps, and criss-crossing the entire countryside with interconnecting blockhouses.


When at last the Boers surrendered, in May 1902, 20,000 commandos were still in the field, but both sides were exhausted and embittered. The British had suffered terribly from heat and disease: of their 22,000 deaths, two-thirds were from cholera and enteric fever. The Boer guerillas ended the war half-starved and virtually destitute, and their families were decimated by the appalling conditions of Kitchener’s detention camps: 24,000 Boers died in the war, but 20,000 of them were women and children. Before the war was over Buller’s expeditionary force of 85,000 men, sailing out so confidently to their victory by Christmas, numbered 450,000 men, the largest British Army ever sent overseas.


Such were the bare bones of it: but no military summary can do justice to this lacerating and ironic war, fought against a magnificent backdrop of veld and mountain, by enemies whose dislike was often turned to admiration, and whose hostile causes were full of paradox. The Boer War came to be called ‘the last of the gentlemen’s wars’. This is because it was fought, in its first stages anyway, to a set of conventions, based upon the Christian ethic but shaped too by the physical and historical setting. These were white men fighting, and they were watched in all their sieges and manoeuvrings by the silent black mass of the indigenes.


To the Boers, though, the war was a climax and an ultimate challenge. To the British it was only another stage in the long march of Empire. During a local armistice on the Tugela River in February, 1900, while the dead and wounded were being recovered from the battlefield, a Boer soldier engaged a British officer in conversation. ‘We’ve all been having a rough time’, he remarked. ‘Yes, I suppose so,’ replied the other, ‘but for us of course it’s nothing. This is what we’re paid for. This is the life we always lead—you understand?’


‘Great God’, simply said the Boer.
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Let us peer through our field-glasses (Dollond and Aitchison, By Appointment to the Duke of Cambridge), at four of the most significant Boer War battle-grounds—each offering its own dramatic unity, each to be immortalized in legend.


Look first at Spion Kop. There it stands in our lenses now, a bulky flat-topped hill above the Tugela, in northern Natal: grander and more imposing than its neighbours along the ridge, bare, silent, and looking much higher than its 1,500 feet. On a brilliant summer day in South Africa nowhere could be more suggestive of heroic purposes—the shadows slowly moving along the flank of the Hill, the brown Tugela winding at its feet, the doves cooing gently among the shrubby trees, the scent of flowers and dry grass, the rolling mass of uplands stretching away eastward into Zululand, westward to the great massif of the Drakensberg. Here and there the beehive kraals of the black people are scattered around the landscape, but there is no sign of human life on the mountain: only the buck and the wild turkey live up there, and the bees hum among the mimosa.


General Buller, leading his southern army to the relief of Ladysmith in the last week of January, 1900, was persuaded that this hill was the key to the beleaguered town, twenty miles beyond. His reasons were vague, his plans unformulated, but handing over executive command to his subordinates, he set up his headquarters on the south side of the river, and ordered an assault. British maps of the area were rudimentary—five miles to the inch—and nobody really knew what shape the mountain was, or what lay immediately beyond it: nevertheless on the night of January 23 an assault column climbed a steep spur to the summit, and overwhelming a small Boer picket up there, raised three cheers in the darkness and dug itself in as best it could in the sloping stony plateau at the top.


A heavy mist hung around, blanketing everything in damp obscurity, but so far as they could tell the British were masters of the mountain: they settled uncomfortably in their shallow trenches to await orders and reinforcements from below. When the sun came up, though, and the mist cleared, they found to their horror that Spion Kop was not as they supposed. The small green triangle of the summit, perhaps an acre of gently sloping grass, was overlooked by two outlying knolls, and from these positions, as soon as the light broke, a terrible point-blank rifle-fire was opened upon the crouching soldiers. Boer artillery soon found the range, too, and fired pom-pom and high-explosive shells almost without pause into the British positions. There was virtually no cover on the plateau, only the odd boulder and hummock, so the British were entirely exposed. They had taken the mountain indeed, but they were trapped upon it.


Spion Kop was one of the most cruelly confined of all battles. Some 2,000 British soldiers were packed within a perimeter about a quarter of a mile round, without water and, as the day wore on, in blazing heat. They could scarcely move at all. The moment anything stirred, a head, a hand, a rifle, a marksman’s bullet was there from the Boer positions north, east and west of them. Time and again the Boers pressed upon the plateau, at one end of the line or the other, to be beaten desperately back, but all the British could do was hang on—for them there was no hope of advance or retreat while daylight lasted.


It was like a high proscenium. Buller’s entire army, massed in the valley below, could see the smoke and the shell-bursts far above, and through binoculars could even make out the figures of soldiers, crouched or stumbling through the shell-fumes, but the performance was allowed to run its course. Buller wavered, in his command post across the river: orders were muddled, mislaid, misinterpreted; at one time three different commanders all believed themselves to be in command on the hill; when an enterprising cavalry brigadier mounted a diversionary attack along the ridge, he was testily recalled and reprimanded. Twice reinforcements were ordered up the mountain, mule-trains took ammunition up, and through the day a straggle of individual officers, war correspondents and stretcher-bearers clambered like pilgrims up the summit track, its surface scratched and scored now by the bootnails of the soldiers. But nothing essentially happened. Pinned to their ground, exhausted by desperate attacks and counter-attacks, the British on Spion Kop simply sweated and died through the long day, holding an objective that had no meaning.


Boers and Britons were only a few yards apart up there, and the battle sometimes degenerated into rough-house, the men falling upon each other with rifle-butts, bayonets, boulders and even fists. One group of Lancashire Fusiliers, holding white handkerchiefs, rose from their trench to surrender. Others scrambled demoralized over the rim of the plateau, and wandered sheep-like in irresolute groups here and there across the mountain flanks. The rest fought gamely but helplessly on, and by evening their bodies were toppled one on another in their trenches, an obscene pile of boots, sun-helmets and khaki serge, twisted limbs and shattered faces. Half the force was killed and wounded, and the survivors fought on in a daze. When darkness fell, and the Boer fire ended, the senior surviving officer on the summit, Colonel A. W. Thorneycroft, declared that he and his men would fight no more—no argument would persuade him to spend another day on the summit: and so, trudging down again through the darkness with his long line of wounded, exhausted and appalled soldiers, on his own initiative he ended this squalid and futile engagement. The Boers had also withdrawn as the light failed, many of them too swearing that they would never go back, and it never occurred to them that the battle of Spion Kop had been won: but when in the small hours some of them climbed up again to look for a comrade’s body, they found to their astonishment that the British had gone, and the mountain, littered with its dead and debris, stood deserted once more in the mist.
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For a very different battlefield, look at Magersfontein, on the western front, a low and undramatic cluster of hills which stood astride General Lord Methuen’s route to the relief of Kimberley. In December 1899 the British, pushing the Boers with difficulty across the Modder River, reached the wide flat plain before this modest redoubt. As Spion Kop was to Ladysmith, Magersfontein was to Kimberley: only a few miles beyond it lay, as the whole army knew, the beleaguered diamond town and the chance of glory. The Boers held Magersfontein in strength: but so wide was the landscape all around, so dun and featureless the plain, relieved only by the shine of water in a hollow here and there, or a bumpy tree-less kopje, that from a distance the whole veld might have been deserted. Behind, on the railway line, a plume of black smoke marked the arrival of a British supply train, following the army up from the Cape, and all around the station at Modder River was the dust and bustle of an army on the move. In front, on the night of December 10, 1899, the veld was motionless.


One of the most famous fighting units of the British Army, the Highland Brigade, was ordered to lead the assault on Magersfontein, commanded by one of the most famous of its fighting generals—‘Andy’ Wauchope of Niddrie, Midlothian, whose gingery Scots face we last glimpsed beside the ruins of the Khartoum Residency. First, though, the ridge was heavily bombarded—two hours of shelling, by thirty-one guns, so overwhelming that Methuen himself thought nobody on Magersfontein could have lived through it. Then at midnight the kilted and bearded soldiers set out, led by the Black Watch. They were marshalled with guide ropes, and moved to a compass bearing, advancing as if blindfold, bayonets fixed, across the five miles of scrubby rough ground towards the ridge. It was a very black, wet night, with a driving rain from the north-west, thunder and flashes of lightning: in no time at all they were soaked to the skin, and the ground was turned to mud under their feet. None of the men had been told what they were going to do: they simply marched as always into the stormy night, led by Wauchope with an old claymore.


Beyond the ridge, playing on the low cloud, the violet shaft of a searchlight from Kimberley beckoned them on to battle. They moved in a dense square of ninety lines, 4,000 men in all, clutching each other’s clothing to keep contact, tripping often over boulders or ant-heaps, squelching in muddy pools, catching their kilts on thorn-bushes. Often they stopped while their guides checked their compasses: and after three hours, still in dense close order, as the storm passed and the day began to break, half a mile before them they could make out the dim shape of Magersfontein. It was time to deploy the brigade, the guiding officer whispered to Wauchope—‘this is as far as it is safe to go.’ The general disagreed. He was afraid the troops would lose themselves. ‘I think we’ll go a little further’, he said.


So a little further they went, shoulder to shoulder: and so, just as Wauchope did give the order to deploy, and the Black Watch was struggling through an especially awkward patch of mimosa thorn, the Highland Brigade was suddenly blasted by the most violent fusillade of rifle-fire any British soldiers had ever experienced. The ground in front of them seemed ablaze with flame—‘lit up’, one Scottish sergeant said, ‘as if someone had turned on a million electric lights’. Most of the fire came not from the ridge at all, but from a continuous line of trenches concealed and unsuspected at its foot. This was something new to the British, something their traditions and disciplines did not allow for, and for a few seconds the soldiers simply stood there, stunned with shock and deafened by the noise, before throwing themselves to the ground.


Wauchope was killed almost at once, with eighteen of his officers. Some of their soldiers turned in the half-light and ran, knocking over their own officers, scrambling back through the scrub and puddles towards Modder River and safety. One group of men did find a gap in the Boer line, and began to climb the ridge, but they were caught between the Boers and their own artillery, and those who did not die were taken prisoner. The rest lay where they were: and so the morning broke, and the day wore on, with the Highland Brigade pinned helplessly to their ground before the Boer trenches, ordered only to ‘hold on till nightfall’.


The sun blazed down, and hour after hour the soldiers lay there. They had not eaten since noon the day before. Other troops went forward, and fighting continued in confusion all day. Guns were deployed, cavalry tried to turn the Boer flank, even the pipers went into action: but at last the Scottish soldiers broke, and getting to their feet spontaneously but with a strange deliberateness, almost as if they had been given an order, turned their backs on the enemy and ran—‘for all their worth,’ as an eyewitness said, ‘officers running about with revolvers in their hands threatening to shoot them, urging on some, kicking on others, staff officers galloping about giving incoherent and impracticable orders….’ By sunset it was all over, and the horse-drawn ambulances went out under a brilliant moon to pick up the wounded still left lying in the veld. The British never tried to take the ridge again, and when the time came to renew the advance, went another way.
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Two British failures: for a famous British success, let us inspect the besieged railway town of Mafeking, away to the north. It was really hardly more than a village, and the Boers did not invest it very resolutely, but it was defended so jauntily by its dapper commanding officer, Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, and projected its own self-image so successfully across the world, that its very name became synonymous with British pride and spirit. Some 1,200 Britons were shut up there, with about as many black Africans, and though they did not really suffer very greatly (except the Africans, who nearly starved), and made no real effort to get out, still they did defend the place with true panache.


It was a tiny place, a square, a church, a station, a couple of hotels, a grid of half a dozen streets, clustered in greenery around a muddy river in the heart of the high veld, and throughout the siege it retained some of the English village spirit. Baden-Powell was the undoubted squire of Mafeking, the life, soul and character of it all, around whose cheerful conceited figure everything revolved. The centre of activity was Dixon’s Hotel in Market Square, with the horses at its hitching-posts and the loungers on its verandah, and from there every kind of enterprise was mounted. It might be a foray into the enemy lines. It might be a jolly ruse to deceive the Boer sentries. It might be a fancy-dress ball for Sunday evening, or a comic couplet for the Mafeking Mail. Numerous swells were invested in Mafeking. Baden-Powell’s Chief of Staff was Lord Edward Cecil, lately of Fashoda, and ensconced in a beflagged and cushioned dug-out was Lady Sarah Wilson, daughter of the Duke of Marlborough and Winston Churchill’s aunt (‘Breakfast today horse sausage’, she wired home in April, 1900. ‘Lunch minced mule and curried locusts. All well’).7 ‘B-P’ dominated them all, though, from his headquarters next door to Dixon’s, and he gave to the defence a perky humour that caught the fancy of the world.


He disseminated it carefully, in a flow of vivacious and not always strictly accurate messages home. If he made things in Mafeking seem more desperate than they were, that did not detract from the tonic effect it all had upon the spirits of the people at home, or its propaganda value elsewhere; at a time when Black Week had profoundly depressed the nation, and sadly damaged British prestige in the world, Mafeking was like a breath of the old allure. ‘B-P’ ’s cocky despatches recalled the heroic eccentricity of Gordon at Khartoum. His hard-pressed garrison, hemmed in by Mausers, showed just the same grit as the heroes of Rorke’s Drift, jabbed about by assegais in the Zulu War of ’79. The presence of women and children recalled the tear-jerkers of the Indian Mutiny, and the attendance of patricians too, Lord Edward, Lady Sarah, Charles Fitzclarence of Munster, the Hon. Algernon Tracy and several members of the In and Out, was an assurance that British imperialism still had class.


So through the days of ignominy Mafeking, far away on the Bechuanaland border, brilliantly kept the legend of Empire alive. It is true that Ladysmith was besieged more fiercely, suffered more terribly and resisted just as bravely, besides being a far more important objective. Mafeking, though, did it all with style, and style at that moment the Empire badly needed. The whole world came to know the confident figure of Baden-Powell, whistling with his telescope on his precarious lookout tower beside Dixon’s: and it was wonderfully true to the Mafeking myth that when, after eight months, the first men of the relieving force clattered into the outskirts of the town, they got a distinctly laconic greeting from the first citizen they met. ‘Ah yes’ was all he said, ‘we heard you were knocking about.’
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For the saddest Boer humiliation of the war we must make our way along dusty veld tracks, through low hills prickly with thorn, to the infinitesimal hamlet of Paardeberg, on the Modder River in the Orange Free State. There, at the climax of Lord Roberts’s campaign, the main Boer army, with all its wagons, animals, women and children, was surrounded in its laager in the river-bed. It was February, 1900, the height of the South African summer. The weather was hot and heavy, with thunderstorms now and then, and black clouds piled often over the southern horizon. As usual, the Boers lay there very low. To the British, drawn up north and south of the river, nothing showed in the open veld but the snaking course of the river itself, tangled with shrubbery, and the smoke of the Boer encampment buried in its green ravine. Within the laager, though, General Piet Cronje’s army was tensely concentrated. It was the very epitome of the last-ditch stand, down there in the airless river-bed. It was an allegory of Boerness.


On the crest of the river-banks the commando marksmen were entrenched, with clear fields of fire up the gently rising scrubland to the open veld. Behind them in the shaly gorge all the paraphernalia of the army was jammed this way and that—wagons tilted on the shingle, piles of ammunition boxes in the muddy lee of the banks, gun-litters and field kitchens, hospital tents, horses tethered restless among the trees, twitching their tails against the flies. Rough shelters had been scooped out in the bluffs, and there the women in their poke bonnets, the children in their grubby prints and frayed trousers, sheltered behind awnings of old canvas. The men lived and slept in their wagons, or in bivouacs at the river’s edge, or at their guns. Their laager was two miles long, like a trench-grave in the veld.


For ten days the Royal Artillery tried to blast the Boers out of this place. The river-bed was thick with cordite fumes, rubble, wrecked wagons, the smoke of burning wood, the stink of dead horseflesh, and sometimes the Boers could see, in the patch of sky between the trees, the round red shape of an observation balloon, like death’s scrutiny. Several times the British attacked frontally across the veld, to be beaten back with fearful losses, and the women crouching in their dug-outs could hear the rifle-fire almost above their heads. All hope of relief was lost, but Cronje, a huge, tragic, shambling figure of a man, declined offers of safe conduct for his non-combatants and refused all calls to surrender—‘During my life-time I will never surrender. Dixi.’ Instead day by day the Boers fought back sullenly and despairingly, weaker each hour, shorter of food, shorter of sleep, disillusioned in their river-bed.


Paardeberg was the greatest single reverse in the history of Boer arms. When the spirit broke at last, and on February 27 Cronje, in his wide hat and shabby green frock-coat, climbed out of the ravine to surrender to Lord Roberts, he did not reply to the victor’s courteous greeting—‘You have made a gallant defence, sir’: and when his 4,000 ragged and half-starved burghers filed into captivity with their wives and children, carrying blankets and bundles of possessions, some with umbrellas, they looked less like an army than a band of dispossessed peasants, and the British soldiers watched them go with mingled pity and amusement. It was Majuba Day, the proudest day in the Boer calendar; when Cronje himself rode away to prison camp, he travelled stormy-faced and erect in a Cape cart, Mrs Cronje implacable at his side.8
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