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The Djinn was free from its bottle.

For over twenty-five years, Denmark and Great Britain had laid down lives, spilt blood and expended treasure to prevent the Russians from gaining access to the North Sea and the vast oceans beyond.

All of their best efforts had been in vain; the Baltic was now a Russian lake.

Denmark had fallen.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Mare Nostrum – a Russian Review
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Even before the accession of the Romanovs to the throne in 1613, Russia had long looked to the west for trade and for territorial acquisition. Great Britain had an early involvement in Russian trade due to the establishment, in Tudor times, of the Muscovy Company.

This company was formed in 1555 by the navigator and explorer Sebastian Cabot and various London merchants and was granted a royal monopoly of Anglo-Russian trade. It was the first English joint-stock company in which the capital remained regularly in use instead of being repaid after every voyage. In 1553 Sir Hugh Willoughby and Richard Chancellor had sailed to seek out a Northeast Passage to China and the East Indies. Willoughby’s ship was lost, but Chancellor reached Arkhangelsk on the White Sea and established trade links with Moscow.

The original aim of the Muscovy Company was to exploit these contacts, as well as to continue the search for the Northeast Passage. About 1630 the company ceased to function on a joint-stock basis and became a regulated company in which, subject to various rules, merchants traded on their own account. Exports to Russia included woollen cloth, metals, and Mediterranean goods; the English traders brought back, through Arkhangelsk, hemp, tallow, cordage, and other Russian products. Although Tsar Alexis ended the company’s privileges in 1649, and at home it lost its monopoly of the Russian trade in 1698, it survived until the early 1720s.

Swedish successes in the Thirty Years War and the establishment of Sweden’s Baltic Empire effectively stopped Russian territorial expansion in northern Europe for many years. Thus, Russian concentration was still on trade and on learning about and copying western advances in other crafts including shipbuilding. A prime mover in this regard was Tsar Peter I, who travelled to Holland and to London in 1697 and spent several months working as a carpenter in London’s dockyards.

Peter’s full list of titles show, however, how Russia had greatly expanded to the east and the south;

“By the grace of God, the most excellent and great sovereign prince Pyotr Alekseevich the ruler of all the Russias: of Moscow, of Kiev, of Vladimir, of Novgorod, Tsar of Kazan, Tsar of Astrakhan and Tsar of Siberia, sovereign of Pskov, great prince of Smolensk, Tversk, Yugorsk, Permsky, Vyatsky, Bulgarsky and others, sovereign and great prince of Novgorod Nizovsky lands, Chernigovsky, of Ryazan, of Rostov, Yaroslavl, Belozersky, Udorsky, Kondiisky and the sovereign of all the northern lands, and the sovereign of the Iverian lands, of the Kartlian and Georgian Kings, of the Kabardin lands, of the Circassians and many other states and lands western and eastern here and there as the successor and sovereign and ruler.”

As Swedish power diminished following the death of Gustavus Adolphus, who was succeeded by a well-meaning but essentially untalented series of Swedish monarchs, Russian ambitions in the Baltic gradually gathered momentum. After the hard-fought Great Northern Wars against Sweden, she annexed Livonia and Estonia and also acquired much of Poland and Lithuania as the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was partitioned in the late 18th Century.

The 19th Century marked the largest territorial expansions yet enjoyed by Russia. Taking advantage of the confusion brought about by the General European Wars in the late 1850s, she successfully invaded Finland and in a rapid campaign also captured most of the Confederation of Germany apart from the Rhineland States, small parts of northern Germany, Bavaria, and Austria. She also continued her expansion into Central Asia, initially taking control of formerly-independent states such as Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan but also casting jealous eyes over Afghanistan and gradually acquiring significant territorial concessions from China.

The near-global attacks and advances of 1895 and the years after are best seen as expressions of Russian nationalism, made more immediate by the prophecies and visions of Rasputin and other conservative clerics, coupled with the continuing economic belief that Russia could only prosper with the acquisition of warm-water ports and increased access to global trade.

On balance, the Great War had produced little overall benefit for Russia outside of Scandinavia and Western Europe. Her conquests of northern China and of Afghanistan had not been permanent; Nipponese armies and militant Afghan tribesmen respectively had seen to that. Afghanistan had regained a form of independence, although it was now under the ‘protection’ of Kashmir’s Pratap Singh – with that ‘protection’ administered, not gently, by his mercenary Gorkhali soldiery. The whole of China was now in Nipponese hands following their successful campaign, undertaken with the encouragement and tacit support of Great Britain. The only Central Asian area that had survived in Russian hands was a small enclave around the town of Khovd in outer Mongolia, on which they still maintained a tenuous hold thanks to informal alliances with local Mongol tribes. Russia was now starting to lose some of her own historic territory as well; the ‘motley Stans’ (as the British Foreign Office dubbed Uzbekistan and her neighbours) were in open revolt, with the war-chests, weaponry, active support and leadership of T E Lawrence and his colleagues of the British Mission to Kashmir, and much of Siberia was in American hands since their invasion of 1918.

Russia was, therefore, in a difficult position. Her acquisition of Denmark had delivered the dream of the Baltic as “Mare Nostrum” (“our sea”), but the meaning of this in practical terms was very different in 1920 from what it might have been in 1895. Most of Russia’s former trading partners were now part of the alliance of countries putting armies in the field to defeat her. Until 1915, the whole of South and Central America was neutral and open to trade. Great Britain, mindful of the WEFTA membership of many South American countries, had placed no restrictions on their trade with Russia. With the adherence of Brazil, Argentina, Chile and Peru to the Entente in the run-up to the Rheinfelden talks, and their subsequent provision of troops in both Siberia and Western Europe, their trade with Russia practically ceased overnight. The only remaining trading partners left to Russia were Mexico and her near-neighbours in Central America; miniscule in scale and, most importantly, not able to provide Russia with one of the two staples most needed by industrial powers – rubber.

Russia did have some internal access to oil, but much of this was in parts of the country now increasingly affected by Moslem agitation. Rubber was, however, now totally unobtainable within Russia, and this would have increasingly detrimental effects on the Russian war machine; many forms of wheeled transport were now reduced to using iron, steel or wooden wheels. In the early years of the century, small amounts of rubber, bought from Brazil by various Central American countries, had reached Russia, but this was a window of opportunity which was now practically closed. Englishman Henry Whickham had smuggled 70,000 seeds out of Brazil and these, cultivated at Kew Gardens in London, had been effectively transplanted in Malaya. As they reached maturity, Brazil had seen her market share in rubber decline considerably; by the 1920s only 3% of global rubber production came from Brazil.

Thus Russia, apart from her fellow-Slav allies in Serbia, was practically isolated from the outside world and with finite resources of her own. The permanent problem also facing any Russian government was the sheer size of the country; internal communications were poor and local events outside the European parts of Russia were often resolved, for good or ill, long before the government was even aware of them. For example, the activities of Sternberg on the borders of Russia and Mongolia were resolved before Kerensky even heard about them. How to deal with these circumstances would become an increasing problem for her government, led by Alexander Kerensky and Leon Bronstein though nominally still headed by the Regent, Grand Duke Nikolay Romanov. In the shadows was the ultra-conservative fanatic Grigori Rasputin, who still exerted major influence on the young Tsar. Alexei’s coronation, having reached his majority, in January of 1921 was intended by Kerensky as a celebration of the Russian conquest of Denmark. The coronation also had the effect of putting Nikolay into retirement, so that the stage was now clear for Kerensky and Bronstein and their ‘Cadet’ Party of modernisers. Nikolay’s retirement signalled the adhesion of two new military members for the new Tsar’s Council of State; General Samsonov representing the Army and Admiral Kolchak of the Navy. Whether they would side with Kerensky or with Rasputin would not be clear for several years.

Any early beliefs which the Cadets may have had in Social Democracy had now been totally subordinated by their native patriotism and their modernising policies were, as subliminally they probably always had been, dedicated to preserving, and if possible extending, Russian power and dominance across Europe. Twenty-five years of war may have wounded Russia, but the wounds were by no means fatal; they merely made the Russian state much more unpredictable and dangerous. Chilling examples of this unpredictability were already beginning to emerge in the months following the fall of Denmark.
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The Stuart Situation
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One of the first policies implemented by King James III after his restoration and coronation in 1746 was the Stuart Doctrine, which governed British Foreign policy for over one hundred years. In its simplest form, it declared that Great Britain would not interfere in European wars unless and until there was a direct threat to Great Britain or one of her territories. The policy had been a major success; even during the General European Wars, Great Britain’s only participation had been in Spain – and that had only been to protect the newly-inherited Stuart crown of Spain from French attack.

The Stuart Doctrine had been the first casualty of the Great War. In support of France, troops from Great Britain, the United States of British North America, Spain, South Africa, Australia and the Queen’s Islands now stood to arms against Russian aggression on the Western Front. The Stuart realms were, with France and the Republic of the Netherlands, creators of the Triple Entente – but by the end of 1920 that alliance existed more in theory than in practice. The French had still not recovered from the widespread mutinies which had spread across their armies in previous years; the aggressive fighting spirit which had inspired the toasts of “next year, in Paris” had vanished as the country suffered from a series of ineffectual Presidents and a resultant almost total lack of leadership. The initial advances of the Russians had led to all of northern France being lost; Paris, the French capital for over 1,000 years, and Verdun, the major military complex in the north-east of the country, had both been lost to the Russians and the French seemed now to have neither the wish nor the ability to recapture them. Had it not been for the presence of Stuart troops in France there is little doubt that the entire country would have fallen to the Russian steamroller.

If France was viewed as an unenthusiastic ally, then the Republic of the Netherlands was widely held to be no ally at all. Her Belgian provinces, after a valiant but futile resistance, had been occupied by the Russians in the opening phase of the Great War; since then the Dutch had flirted outrageously with Russia, dropping out of the Entente and then rejoining it as circumstances changed over the years. By 1920 they were engaged in secret negotiations with the Russians; to what end, no one was certain.

The fall of Denmark had led to fundamental changes in Stuart strategy; the front line against the Russians was now, effectively, the eastern coast of Great Britain. The Home Fleet, although on 24-hour standby, was for the time being confined to port as the Admiralty tried to ascertain the strength and effectiveness of Russia’s submarines. The Galway and Sligo-based Atlantic Fleet, however, together with the American Atlantic Squadron, was now tasked with “stop and search” operations against all merchant shipping except that of the Stuart Empire and France. Regardless of membership of WEFTA, other nations, particularly those in Central America, would now find it very difficult to trade with Russia at any level and, in theory at least, totally impossible to trade in war materiel.

A major concern for Baldwin and his colleagues at the start of 1921 was the fate of the surviving defenders of Denmark. It was already known that the surviving allied troops originally from the north of Germany had been treated most severely by the Russians; it was now feared that the Danish Army, the volunteers who had defended Copenhagen and the British troops of Allenby’s command who had surrendered at Odense would be subject to even more extreme measures. The Swiss government, as neutrals, had taken unto themselves the supervision of prisoner of war exchanges just before the abortive Rheinfelden talks. It was to them, therefore, that the British government made enquiries. No information at all was forthcoming from the Russians; repeated Swiss requests for dialogue were met with silence.

Two further immediate concerns for Baldwin and his government were ensuring the security of the North Atlantic for allied shipping and coming to a decision about the future of Heligoland. The North Atlantic was a vital trade and supply artery. For many years, Great Britain had been dependent on supplies of grain and other foodstuffs from North America and the realisation that Russia now had ocean-going submarine vessels was met with dismay by the allies. Two Danish possessions in the North Atlantic would be very effective bases should the Russians occupy them; thus, allied forces were dispatched to seize both.

Iceland had been first settled by Irish monks in 770 AD and Scandinavian settlements had followed around the year 1100. By 1920, it was still only the coastal areas which had been settled; the hinterland was desolate and totally inhospitable. A British force set sail from Leith; six destroyers (judged to be the most effective anti-submarine vessels) and a battalion of the Queen’s Own Scottish Borders. The QOSB (better known to soldiers from Cumberland as “The Queen’s Own Sheep Buggerers”) were a highly experienced regiment and had been withdrawn from France to undertake their new assignment. The Icelandic capital, Reykjavik, was safely reached and the 100,000 inhabitants of Iceland found themselves under British protection – carried out, it was proclaimed, ‘under the authority of the King of Denmark’. The British destroyers immediately embarked on a ceaseless programme of patrolling which was to be their lot for several years.

Also ‘under the authority of the King of Denmark’, five companies of the Victoria Fusiliers, one of several Scots-Canadian Regiments, landed in Greenland and occupied Nuuk, the tiny capital for the 15,000 inhabitants, mainly of Inuit heritage, who had made Greenland their home. Two cruisers of the Atlantic Squadron, who were felt to provide a heavier back-up for the British destroyers, also made Nuuk their home port.

Britain’s North Sea outpost of Heligoland presented a different challenge, however. It had been occupied and garrisoned by Great Britain during the General European Wars, but its inhabitants were happy to accept British rule, bringing, as it did, great prosperity to the island which became a popular destination for British travellers and holiday-makers. A short ‘Golden Age’ ensued from the 1860s to the early 1890s.

As related in the British magazine Leisure Hour, Heligoland was:

"a land where there are no bankers, no lawyers, and no crime; where all gratuities are strictly forbidden, the landladies are all honest and the boatmen take no tips."

The English Illustrated Magazine provided a description in the most glowing of terms:

"No one should go there who cannot be content with the charms of brilliant light, of ever-changing atmospheric effects, of a land free from the countless discomforts of a large and busy population, and of an air that tastes like draughts of life itself."

The outbreak of war in 1895 brought the idyll to an end. Over successive years, the fortifications were strengthened and all of the women and children on the island were evacuated to Great Britain. The men of Heligoland had served as volunteers in the final defence of Copenhagen; their fate, for the time being, was still unknown. The British garrison, joined towards the end of the Danish campaign by the Danish cruiser Valkyrien and the corvette cruiser Hekla, still stood to arms, but it was a generally-shared view in Whitehall that the island was no longer viable as an outpost.

Evacuation and destruction of the fortifications was thus ordered. Two troopships and a British battleship were sent out to the island as the garrison hurried to destroy as much of the heavy artillery as possible. Parties of Royal Engineers used over 6,000 tons of explosives as mines within the fortifications and, as the garrison boarded the troopships, the Engineers were the last men on shore, lighting timed fuses as they went. The Danish and British ships were more than twenty miles away when the first of a series of explosions erupted, but were still tossed about by the shock waves. When the last of the explosions were over, the Danish corvette cruiser Hekla was sent back to observe the effects. She reported that the fortifications had almost entirely disappeared and that many of the civilian houses on the island had also been destroyed. A major British fear had been that the Russians would use Heligoland as a submarine base; this never materialised, and Heligoland would remain unoccupied until the early 1950s.

Even though the loss of Denmark had been a major blow, the Stuart realms were still the most powerful of the world’s nations. The Pacific was now open again to trade with no Russian interference and American troops occupied most of Siberia, with an advanced outpost at Ekaterinburg.

The challenge was that, in common with many other nations, prosperity was almost totally dependent on the wartime economy; remove that vast production from the equation and no-one was sure what the outcome would be. Some compared it to riding on a tiger; exhilarating without a doubt – but perhaps difficult to dismount.

Beyond the purely economic elements there were also other considerations. Issues of racial politics were beginning to emerge on all sides; nationalism as a source of pride was broadly acceptable, but there were limits – and tolerant societies within Great Britain and America especially were now starting to burst at the seams.

In St Louis, a shopkeeper of Russian heritage was believed to have spoken out in support of the Russian conquest of Denmark. He was set upon by a mob who were mainly of Scandinavian ancestry, his shop was set on fire and he was lynched on a lamppost, his body then being set alight. A jury subsequently found the ringleaders of the mob not guilty on the grounds that the episode had been a ‘patriotic murder’. Many other such shops, in both America and Great Britain, were attacked and their owners driven away from their local communities.

The discrimination went even further; some communities made it illegal to play music by Russian and German composers (Germany was, of course, under Russian occupation). Iowa, to be on the safe side, outlawed conversation in any language other than English in schools, at church or even over the new-fangled telephone. When people protested that they would have to give up church services in their native languages, the Governor of Iowa responded:

“There is no use in anyone wasting his time by praying in languages other than English. God is listening only to the English tongue.”
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‘Why Do We Fight?’
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Theologians and philosophers have long argued about war and have sometimes divided wars into ‘good’ wars and ‘bad’ wars. Sadly, but perhaps understandably, the value and accuracy of these labels have always depended on the nationality of those doing the labelling.

The 1920s saw both politicians and people struggle to justify and explain the global blood-letting of the previous twenty-five years. 

With a generic title of ‘Why Do We Fight?’, politicians across the Stuart realms embarked on major speaking tours as one of those periodic but welcome calms settled across the battlefields of Western Europe. The butchers’ bills for the Battle of the Somme and the Fall of Denmark had been huge. The generals were probably glad of the respite; their troops certainly were. The politicians were increasingly aware that in many parts of society there was a sense of utter weariness about the war; generation after generation seemed destined for the military meat grinder and there seemed to be no end in sight. This was manifested across politics; the British Labour Party had now, once again, rallied round an anti-war stance and was beginning to win several by-elections across Great Britain. Labour representation in local government was also growing and, as local government was now doing more and more, so Labour representation seemed highly significant, especially in the great cities. By 1922 Labour would control local government in Glasgow, Dublin, Belfast, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Liverpool, Manchester, Leeds and Sheffield. Only Birmingham (thanks to the ruthless pragmatism of the Chamberlain dynasty), Edinburgh, Bristol and London remained under Conservative control – and the new London County Council was only Conservative with Liberal support.

In Great Britain and across the Stuart Commonwealth generally, the arguments were twofold; it was essential to protect democracy (and territory of course) from Russian aggression, and Russian interference in world trade was not acceptable. In America, Australia and the Queen’s Islands the emphasis was on trade as all three were largely dependent on open access to goods from the Pacific and China. There was also an inbuilt sense of loyalty to the Stuart throne and the ‘Home Country’, hence the large numbers of American and Commonwealth troops serving in France. 

For Great Britain and Spain, the major issue was Russian expansion across Western Europe; a cynical aspect of this, however, was the view that the Russians were best opposed on French soil rather than on the Yorkshire coast or in the Pyrenees. The Stuarts were very happy to accept France in the role of buffer zone, just as they had been happy for Denmark to be the front line in keeping the North Sea free of Russian fleets.

The French were certainly not happy that they had become the battlefield of choice for the major European powers, but there was a recognition of the dangers of further Russian expansion. The major ambition of France, however, was still just as it had been since the turn of the century; to regain Paris, Verdun and the status quo national boundaries – which, in the French view, included the Rhineland States.

Also standing with the Entente were other nations. For Greece, Turkey and Italy the concern was simply survival; all had been threatened by Russia’s Serbian allies and the indication early in 1921 was that further Serbian, and possibly Russian, advances were not far off.

Outside Europe, other nations had also become involved in the war; Kashmir had been a self-declared ally of the Stuarts since 1895, and before the Rheinfelden talks Brazil and several other South American countries had also attached themselves to the Entente, perhaps to have a share of the scraps from the anticipated peace table feast.

The probable ghost at that feast was, however, Nippon. The 1895 conquest of southern China had made her a major player in world events. Two subsequent wars with Russia (one with Stuart encouragement) had delivered the rest of China into her hands and had also given her a Pacific Naval base in the Marshall Islands. For the time being she was an active member of WEFTA and had placed no restrictions on Stuart trade in the Far East; whether this benevolence would continue was, of course, a matter of conjecture, especially as her traders were already making inroads into Indo-China.

Much of the content of the ‘Why Do We Fight?’ speeches was, of course, recycled by newspapers across the Stuart realms. In Russia and Serbia, however, there were no equivalent speeches or articles, not least because there was no ‘free’ press as might be recognised in Europe and the Commonwealth.

Had the Russian or Serb governments been called on to state their reasons for continuing the war then their responses would have been simple. For Serbia, it was a desire for total political and territorial dominance across the Balkans; for Russia, it remained fulfilment of their belief in a similar dominance across Western Europe as a whole. For the Russians there was also a secondary consideration: access to trade via warm-water ports and an appropriate place (in Russian eyes) in the world order. Russia still wanted her ‘place in the sun’, commercially and politically; to achieve it she would either have to regain her Far Eastern territories, strike through France to the Mediterranean or open up a new front and conquer Turkey, thus securing the Aegean. Some Russian strategists also spoke of using Turkey as a springboard to move into the Middle East, thence to the Victoria Canal and the riches of Africa. These strategies were, in all probability, totally beyond Russia’s power and capabilities. Should they be attempted, however, the prospects for world peace were vanishingly remote.

The battle of the Somme and the fall of Denmark had caused massive casualties on both sides; in the years that followed both Russia and the Entente stepped back from direct conflict, though their proxy wars would continue. During this period, however, events in other parts of the world combined to ensure sufficient unrest, disruption and open warfare to satisfy the most bloodthirsty and opportunist of factions.

With such a wide variety of motives and war aims it is little wonder that many theologians and philosophers, after twenty-five years of conflict and millions of casualties, defined the Great War not as a good war, nor as a bad war, but as a confused war.
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The Men Who Were Nearly King
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In the Balkans, things were especially confused. In 1919, Serbia – vastly overstretched in terms of resources – had surrendered her conquests of Albania and Montenegro by simply evacuating her troops and leaving chaos behind. She retained all of Greece east of the River Axios, however, leading to speculation that an assault on Turkey was imminent or, at the very least, planned. Montenegro reverted almost seamlessly to its traditional and often bloody system of government by local noble or warlord; Greek attempts to suggest a suitable King came to nothing. The Albanians were also trying to devise their new form of government; a monarchy was favoured, but a suitable candidate had yet to emerge. For a while at least, it seemed highly possible that an Englishman would emerge as King of Albania, but unkind fate halted this process at a very late stage.

Aubrey Nigel Henry Molyneux Herbert was the second son of Henry Herbert, 4th Earl of Carnarvon, and his second wife, Elizabeth Howard of Greystoke Castle, Cumberland. He was a half-brother of Lord Carnarvon, 5th Earl who had sponsored Howard Carter in his discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamen in Egypt in 1922. Aubrey was afflicted with eye problems that left him nearly blind from early childhood, losing all his sight towards the end of his life. He was educated at Eton and Oxford, where he obtained a first-class degree in modern history.

He became a linguist who spoke fluent French, Italian, German, Turkish, Arabic, Greek and Albanian. A renowned traveller, especially in the Middle East, his trips included voyages through Japan, Yemen, Anatolia and Albania, which he visited three times. He often dressed as a tramp on these travels. During the period 1902 to 1904 he was an honorary attaché in Tokyo and was then in Constantinople during 1905. He was a very independently-minded Conservative Member of Parliament for South Somerset, which later became the Yeovil constituency, from 1911 to his death and was always an advocate of the rights of smaller nations.

Despite his poor eyesight, Aubrey had joined the Irish Guards in 1910 by the simple expedient of purchasing a uniform from a theatrical costumier, sewing on a set of 2nd Lieutenant’s pips and boarding a troopship bound for France, where he saw several months’ front line service before being wounded and sent back to England. 

A long-time friend of John Buchan, he had travelled with Buchan to the Rheinfelden peace talks and was quickly pressed into service as Secretary to Oscar Colquitt, the Governor of Texas, who was chairing a Committee to examine the rights of the smaller nations who were on the periphery of the war. At the time of Rheinfelden, Serbia refused to give up Albania; her withdrawal came only four years later. Herbert had given positive support to the Albanian delegation at Rheinfelden and had impressed the delegation members considerably with his interest in, and care and concern for, their country. 

At the time, Herbert had an Albanian manservant, Kiazim, who when being interviewed for his post had declared:

“If I forget any of my duties, please stab me.”

When the Albanians gained their independence from Serbia, the name of Aubrey Herbert was quickly proposed as a potential candidate for the post of King. 

It was suggested by many Albanians that they needed:

“a well-connected English person with an income in excess of £10,000 per annum.”

Although Herbert declared himself highly honoured by the invitation, he declared to a friend:

“Of course, with me, money is the trouble. The Albanians have never paid any taxes and even if they did, poor lambs, they couldn’t pay much. If I had fifty thousand a year, I think I should take Albania.”

Fate decided that we would never find out what kind of a King Aubrey Herbert would have been. With his eyesight almost totally gone, he followed a suggestion from his former Oxford tutor that having all his teeth extracted would be certain to cure the affliction. Herbert died of blood poisoning ten days after his teeth had been pulled.

After Herbert’s death, the Albanian authorities still sought their “well-connected English person”. The throne was first offered to John Stewart-Murray, 8th Duke of Atholl. A descendant of the Marquess of Tullibardine, who had been one of Prince Charles Edward Stuart’s companions in 1745, the Duke held the Colonelcy of the Atholl Highlanders, a ceremonial regiment of just over 100 men who provided bodyguards to members of the royal family visiting Scotland. The Regiment still exists today and is the only purely Scottish regiment outside the control of the British Army to carry Royal Colours (presented by Queen Victoria in 1895 at Glenfinnan). It is quite possible that the reports of the existence of the Atholl Highlanders which had reached Albania were highly exaggerated, leading the Albanians to imagine that the presence of the clan chieftain of Atholl as their King would lead to Albania being adequately protected from aggression. The Duke declined, however, and so the throne was then offered to British shipping magnate Baron Inchcape. The Albanian invitation to Inchcape was, if nothing else, remarkably straightforward; would he care to drop into Albania the next time he was ‘cruising in the Mediterranean’?

Perhaps realising that Inchcape might not accept, the Albanian invitation went on:

“Could you suggest a wealthy Englishman or American who would care to take up cudgels on Albania’s behalf, thereby securing an honourable position as Albania’s King?”

Inchcape’s answer was somewhat dismissive:

“Received your letter of 29th ult... but it is not my line”

By August of 1923, Albania’s search for a monarch, led by the ambitious 24-year-old Minister of the Interior, Ahmed Muhtar Zogolli (who was also part-time Albanian correspondent for the Times), had reached the attention of the London newspapers. The Evening News reported:

“It is true. The romantic and picturesque country in the Balkans is a monarchy without a monarch, and its people have an ardent desire to be ruled by an Englishman – a country gentleman because Albanians detest politicians. In addition to the obvious appeal of being a king, the country has its own attractions, not the least of which is that it offers some of the finest shooting in Europe, including snipe, duck, geese, bears, wolves and wild pigs. There are no banks in Albania and the currency is entirely gold; we believe the government money is kept in a tin box and that is their Treasury.”

Over seventy people applied, though most of them came from suburbs of London rather than from country estates. One letter sent to Zogolli was from a ballet teacher who felt that her ability to soar in the air entitled her to be Queen of the Sons of the Black Eagle, an Albanian Order of Chivalry. Other candidates for the job included a British Conservative MP and an American tin-plate tycoon.

Disappointed in the quality of the candidates who had come forward, Zogolli, by now Prime Minister of Albania (and still correspondent for the Times), then offered the throne to the well-known British cricketer and all-round sportsman Charles Burgess Fry.

Fry was born in Croydon, the son of a civil servant. Both sides of his family had once been wealthy, but by 1872, when Charles was born, they were not as prosperous as previously. After winning a scholarship, Fry was educated at Repton School and then at Wadham College, Oxford. His greatest strength academically was in the Classics. At Repton he won the school prizes for Latin Verse, Greek Verse, Latin Prose and French. He was also runner-up in German. His weakest subject was mathematics; he gained the headmaster's permission to study Thucydides instead and dispensed with maths for the rest of his academic career.

Repton had a strong tradition in football and Fry played for the under-16 Repton football side in his first term, aged thirteen. He went on to captain both the school's cricket and football teams, and also won prizes for athletics. At the age of sixteen he played for the Casuals in the FA Cup. 

Having won a further scholarship to study at Wadham College, Oxford, he won his university Blue in football, cricket and athletics, but narrowly failed to win a Blue in rugby union because of an injury. Fry's sporting status brought him into the orbit of people whose fame was already spreading far beyond Oxford, such as Max Beerbohm, the writer and caricaturist.

When Fry was only twenty-one, the magazine Vanity Fair published a caricature of him in its issue of 19 April 1894, with the comment:

"He is sometimes known as "C.B."; but it has lately been suggested that he should be called 'Charles IV'."

In his final term at Oxford Fry was subject to his first, but not last, bout of mental illness, suffering a mental breakdown. There were a number of contributing factors to this. During his time at Oxford Fry had accumulated disturbingly large debts. In an attempt to alleviate his financial difficulties, Fry capitalised on his burgeoning reputation to make some much-needed money. As well as writing articles (including one for Wisden), he did some private tutoring but although such activities reduced his debts they did not clear them, while further increased the intense pressure on his time. Fry's continuing indebtedness provides the most obvious explanation for his acceptance of an offer to do some nude modelling. These financial problems, combined with his mother being seriously ill, placed an unbearable strain on him. Although he was able to sit his final exams, he was hardly in any fit state to do so, having hardly read a line for weeks. The result was Fry scraping a Fourth, bringing one of Oxford's most spectacular and successful careers to an inglorious end. So, in the summer of 1895, only months after being the toast of Oxford, Fry found himself saddled with mounting debts and no way with which to repay them. In the short term, cricket came to his rescue. He was offered, and accepted, the chance to tour South Africa as a member of Lord Hawke’s English touring team as a professional player, rather than as a “gentleman”. His success in this tour, and subsequent achievements in athletics, football and cricket, established him as one of Great Britain’s great sporting all-rounders and sport, broadcasting and writing gave him some measure of financial stability for the rest of his life.

Fry turned down the offer of the Albanian crown on the advice of his cricketing friend Ranjitsinhji (later to become ruler of the Indian princely state of Nawanagar), who commented:

“Living in a lonely castle on an island, and perhaps getting a bullet in the ribs, is not a sufficient inducement.”

Later in life, Fry looked back on his brief opportunity to become a King:

“Had I accepted, the security and prosperity of Albania would have been assured. I would have introduced cricket as the national sport and thus no nation would have attacked her for fear of bringing down the wrath of the Royal Navy.”

Having failed to entice an English candidate to the throne of Albania, Zogolli turned to more traditional Balkan remedies. Changing his name to “Zogu” because it sounded more authentically Albanian and converting in secret to Catholicism, he declared a Republic in 1926 with himself as President. In 1928 he mounted an almost bloodless coup from which he emerged as King Zog I Skanderbeg. 

The Times had heard rumours of unrest in Albania and demanded to know why its local correspondent had failed to file the story. The reply they received would probably qualify as the most complete but concise letter of resignation in history:

“All is quiet in Albania. I am King. Zog”

Despite an alleged 600 blood feuds against him and, reportedly, 55 assassination attempts, Zog would hold on to a shaky Albanian throne until his death in 1961. For the rest of his life he hoarded gold coins and precious stones. Throughout his reign, he was escorted to public events, in the Albanian tradition, by his several unmarried sisters. They were described by one observer as:

“sloe-eyed, raven-haired and sharing a rather oriental cast of countenance.”

They were often seen marching about Tirana at the head of contingents of the Albanian Women’s Association, wearing British steel helmets, dark blue waisted tunics, British ‘Sam Browne’ belts and khaki riding breeches. Each carried a drawn sword.

In 1938, Zog decided to take a bride. Albanian emissaries were dispatched to America, where several Hollywood starlets were approached without success; apparently, on the instructions of the King, those with the most impressive vital statistics were interviewed first. Eventually, Zog’s choice fell upon the half-Hungarian, half-American Countess Geraldine de Nagy-Appony. She had been discovered selling postcards in a Budapest hotel and was Catholic.

One cannot, however, leave the convoluted story of the Albanian monarchy without tipping a hat to the story of Otto Witte. a German-born circus acrobat and fantasist who claimed that he managed to be crowned King of Albania, even if only for five days.

In 1913, whilst Albania was still under Serbian control, Witte claimed that some Albanian Moslems had invited Halim Eddine, a nephew of the Sultan, to come and be crowned king. Noticing his own resemblance to Halim Eddine, Witte said that he travelled from Italy to Durrës in the company of a friend, the sword-swallower Max Schlepsig. He claimed that he had succeeded in being crowned king by the local troops on 13 August 1913 and that, over the next five days, he enjoyed a harem and declared war on Montenegro before his ruse was discovered. His claims also included that he stole a substantial portion of the kingdom's treasury and, along with Schlepsig, managed to escape the palace with the aid of the harem. According to Witte, both eventually made their way safely out of the country. Witte’s story is pure fantasy (Halim Eddine never existed) and bears an uncanny resemblance to the plot of Anthony Hope’s Ruritanian romance The Prisoner of Zenda. Before disappearing into obscurity, Witte told his story to several newspapers, some of whom believed it and reported it as fact.

The by-ways of Albanian royalty need, however, detain us no longer other than to observe that much of what would transpire across the globe in the 1920s and 1930s was, in its own way, just as bizarre.
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Truths and Consequences
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As was often the case, humorous magazines carried more than a kernel of truth in their pages. The British magazine Punch was no stranger to pungent political comments, particularly with regard to Great Britain’s colleagues within the Entente. France was described as “all belly – no fire”, an accurate pen-portrait of a country where greedy and venal politicians succeeded one another at the trough and the army, once so powerful, was terrified of issuing any orders lest those orders be disregarded by the rank-and-file. France still carried out annual conscription but the proportion of men not reporting to the colours had now reached over one-third and nobody, either in the army or the government, took any steps to remedy this shortfall.

The Dutch were equal in attracting critical comment from Mr. Punch; members of the Entente since the 1890s, they had taken no action to either support the British and French on the Western Front nor to regain their own lost Belgian provinces. At various stages, they had drifted out of, and then back into, the Entente with no regard for international consequences. 1921 would see Russian envoys in discussion with the Dutch government; the outcome was positively threatening as far as the Entente was concerned, with Russia offering (and the Dutch accepting) economic advisers for their government and Russian officers as trainers for their army. These agreements effectively emasculated and neutralised the Dutch Republic and it was thus hardly surprising that Punch sneered at “Dutch courage” so effectively that the phrase was very quickly adopted as part of English vernacular. Nor was it surprising that the Republic of the Netherlands was to become the first power to be expelled from membership of WEFTA.

During 1921, news began to emerge from Scandinavia in general and Denmark in particular. Across Scandinavia, the Russians were engaged in a complex and all-pervasive programme of ‘Russification’. Some elements of this had already been put into train in Sweden and Norway in the late 1890s, but the programme in full was now implemented in Denmark as well. Henceforth, the Russian rouble was to be the only unit of currency; at a stroke, this ruined those who had holdings in the pound sterling which had been the common currency of WEFTA countries like Denmark and Sweden. It also, perhaps, explains why the executed traitor Vikdun Quisling had been accused of currency speculation involving the rouble. Although Scandinavian languages were not outlawed, the only language to be used in schools in the future was Russian, with thousands of Russian teachers displacing those Danes and Swedes already in post. Equally, only newspapers printed in Russian were to be allowed in future. All Danish shipping was taken into Russian ownership; this followed the precedent of similar action which had already taken place in Sweden and Norway. The Danish parliament was abolished; in the future, government was to be undertaken by the local Russian military commander. As to the Danish army which had fought so valiantly in Jutland and the volunteers from Heligoland and Great Britain who had defended Copenhagen, the Russians did everything they could to ensure that there would be no future local opposition to the changes they were imposing. During the last few weeks of the campaign in Jutland, Russian aircraft had dropped leaflets advising Danish troops to lay down their arms, return to their homes and place one of the leaflets in their house windows to show that they had surrendered. Many followed this advice, but it turned out to be the worst possible thing they could have done. Russian troops spread out across Denmark and arrested every man whose home was showing a leaflet. If, upon investigation, it was proved that the homeowner had been an NCO or officer in the Danish army then he was shot on his own doorstep. Enlisted men were then organised into farm labour battalions and, under armed Russian supervision, they set about widespread planting programmes across Jutland so that it could become a bread-basket for Russia. The Heligoland volunteers replaced Danish fishermen and, again under Russian guard, started to fish the Baltic rather than the North Sea. The volunteers of Scandinavian heritage who had been recruited in Great Britain were even more harshly treated; those of Danish ancestry were put into the fields of Jutland, but any claiming Swedish or Norwegian heritage were judged to be traitors to Russia and were shot.

The fate of the British soldiers who had surrendered at Odense was still unknown, but there were rumours which were very disconcerting. According to Russian sources:

“large numbers of British troops had realised the error of their ways and had requested to be allowed to join the Imperial Russian Army.”

Other rumours were that the surviving British troops, over 10,000 in number, had been marched deep into Russia, there to be held in prison camps in the most primitive of conditions.

For Russia itself, 1921 was to produce further evidence that all was not well, especially in the eastern parts of her empire.
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Baron Roman von Ungern-Sternberg was born in 1886 to a noble Baltic-German family who had settled in what is now Estonia during the Middle Ages. Sternberg's first language was German, but he was also fluent in French, Russian, English and Estonian. He had Hungarian roots and claimed descent from Batu Khan, Genghis Khan's grandson – a fact which would play a major role in his eventual dream of reviving the Mongol Empire. 

Sternberg grew up in the Russian province of Estonia (then called Estland), with his home being the Hoyningen-Huene estate at Jerwakant, set deep in the forests about 40 miles from Reval. In the summer, the family lived on the island of Dago (now Hiiumaa) in the Baltic, which he liked to boast had belonged to his family for over 200 years. 

As a boy, Sternberg was noted for being so ferocious a bully that even the other bullies feared him. Several parents forbade their children from playing with him as he was such a ‘terror’. He was well known for his love of torturing animals; at the age of twelve he tried to strangle to death his cousin's pet owl for no particular good reason other than his apparent delight in cruelty and experimentation. Sternberg had an extreme pride in his ancient, aristocratic family, later writing that his family had over the centuries "never taken orders from the working classes". He felt it outrageous that "dirty workers who've never had any servants of their own, but still think they can command" should have any say in the ruling of the vast Russian Empire. 

Despite the pride he took in his German origin, Sternberg identified himself very strongly with the Russian Empire. When asked if his family had distinguished itself in Russian service, he proudly answered:

"Seventy-two enemies killed in wartime!" 

To his disdain for the working-classes, a further prejudice would be added; a hatred for the Nipponese, especially after their defeats of Russia in the Far East.

From 1900 to 1905, Sternberg attended the Nicholas I Gymnasium in Reval as a naval cadet. His school records show that he was an unruly, bad-tempered young man who was constantly in trouble with his teachers owing to frequent fights with other pupils and breaking other school rules including smoking in bed, growing long hair and absenting himself from school without written permission. This conduct finally led to the schoolmaster writing a letter in February 1905 to his parents, asking them to withdraw him from the school, otherwise he would be expelled. In 1906 he was transferred to the Pavlovskoe Military School in St. Petersburg as an army cadet. In this environment, he proved to be a better student than he ever was as a naval cadet. He actually studied his course material, though in the words of one family member he was a ‘mediocre student’ at best. During the same period Sternberg had become obsessed with the occult and was especially interested in Buddhism. His cousin Count Hermann von Keyserling, who knew him well, later wrote that the baron was very curious from his teenage years onward with ‘Tibetan and Hindu philosophy’ and often spoke of the mystical powers possessed by ‘geometrical symbols’. Keyserling called Sternberg “one of the most metaphysically and occultly gifted men I have ever met” and believed that the baron was a clairvoyant who could read the minds of the people around him.

Later, in Mongolia, Sternberg became a Buddhist but did not formally leave the Lutheran faith. There is a widespread belief that he was viewed by Mongols as an incarnation of the ‘God of War’, the figure of Jamsaran in Tibetan and Mongol folklore. Although many Mongols may have believed him to be a deity, or at the very least an incarnation of Genghis Khan, Sternberg was never officially proclaimed in any of these incarnations.

After graduating he served as an officer in east Siberia in the 1st Argunsky and then in the 1st Amursky Cossack regiments, where he became enthralled with the lifestyle of nomadic peoples such as the Mongols and Buryats. He fervently believed that preservation of the Russian Empire would only be possible with the aid of ‘cavalry people’, meaning Russian Cossacks, Buryats, Tatars, Mongols, Kyrgyz and Kalmyks.

He had specifically asked to be stationed with a Cossack regiment in Asia, as he wanted to learn more about Asian culture. This request was granted, not least because successive commanding officers found it practically impossible to make him conform to military discipline. During this period Sternberg was notorious for his heavy drinking and exceptionally cantankerous moods. In one such brawl his face was scarred when the officer he was fighting with struck him with his sword, leaving him with a distinctive facial scar. It has been claimed that the sword blow that caused the scar also caused the brain damage that was the root of Sternberg's supposed insanity. A later study however revealed that he was not insane, although the wound did certainly affect his tendency to irritability. Those who knew him well described him as very drawn towards ‘Eastern culture’, as he was fascinated by Asian tribes, especially the Mongols and Buryats. At the same time Sternberg was an excellent horseman who earned the respect of both Mongols and Buryats due to his skill at riding and fighting from a horse, being equally adept at using both a gun and his sword. In 1914, at his own request, he transferred to the reserve list but remained in the Far East. Sternberg then moved to Outer Mongolia to assist the Mongols in their struggle for independence from the occupying Nipponese, but Russian officials, who were trying to co-exist with the Nipponese in this delicate border area, prevented him from fighting with Mongolian troops. He eventually arrived in the town of Khovd in outer Mongolia and served as an auxiliary officer in the Cossack guard detachment at the Russian consulate. 

Sternberg took advantage of the panic caused by the American invasion of Siberia to secure the command of two locally-based Cossack regiments. His charisma and determination soon increased this force to a unit of over 1,000 men which he termed his Asiatic Cavalry Division. With no orders from higher authority, Sternberg started to move his troops, soon supplemented by local tribesmen, into Mongolia itself. He was acting without any orders from the Russian government; his crusade was a personal one. Although he never made any public pronouncement as to motive, it is thought by many that he envisaged an independent Mongolia acting as a buffer zone which could protect Russia from further Nipponese attacks. They crossed the northern border on October 1st 1920 and moved southwestwards towards the Mongolian capital of Urga. Sternberg attempted to negotiate with the Nipponese occupying forces but all of his demands, including the disarmament and evacuation of Nipponese troops in Mongolia, were rejected. At the end of October and again early in November, Sternberg’s troops twice assaulted the capital, but were driven off with heavy losses. After these defeats, Sternberg and his forces retreated to the upper reaches of the Kherlen River, a district ruled by Prince Setsen Khan in eastern Outer Mongolia. He was soon joined by many other Mongols who sought independence from Nipponese occupation and, most importantly, received a blessing from the Bogd Khan, the spiritual and secular leader of the Mongols. Belatedly, the Nipponese were attempting to tighten their control of Mongolia, strictly regulating Buddhist services in monasteries and imprisoning Mongol chiefs and tribesmen whom they considered ‘separatists’. Even with more Mongols joining his forces on an almost daily basis, Sternberg was greatly outnumbered; his Asiatic Division numbered 1,460 men, while the Nipponese garrison at Urga alone was 7,000 strong. The Nipponese also had artillery and machine guns and had built a network of trenches in and around Urga. At his camp Sternberg imposed ferocious discipline on his Cossacks and tribesmen to prevent desertion and demoralisation.

He began to move his troops towards Urga again on January 31st 1921. On February 2nd they attacked the Nipponese front lines and secured some outlying parts of Urga. A detached part of his Division, led by Rezukhin, captured Nipponese front-line fortifications near the Small Madachan and Big Madachan settlements to the southeast of Urga. During the battle Sternberg’s elite detachment of Tibetans, Mongols and Buryats rescued the Bogd Khan from house arrest and transported him to the relative safety of Manjushri Monastery. Detachments of Sternberg’s forces then moved to the mountains east of Urga. On February 3rd, Sternberg gave his soldiers a respite. Borrowing a tactic from Genghis Khan, he ordered his troops to light a large number of campfires in the hills surrounding Urga, using them as reference points for Rezukhin's detachment. This made the town appear to be surrounded by an overwhelming force. Early on February 4th, Sternberg launched a final assault on the city from the east and, reaching the main city walls at Maimaichenghe, had his men smash their way in by blasting and demolishing the gates with explosives and improvised battering rams. After breaking in, a general slaughter started as both sides fought hand-to-hand with sabres. Sternberg’s troops gradually moved further into Urga, pursuing retreating Nipponese soldiers. The capital city was finally taken on the evening of February 4th. Nipponese civilian administrators and military commanders abandoned their soldiers and fled northwards from Urga. Their troops, in total disarray, followed them and fled to the north on February 5th, massacring any Mongolian civilians they encountered along the road. During the capture of Urga the Nipponese lost about 1,500 men, while Sternberg's forces suffered fewer than 60 casualties. 

The Nipponese, having retreated as far as Kyakhta, then attempted a counter-attack to recapture Urga, but Sternberg and his Cossacks fought then to a standstill at Talyn Ulaankhad Hill. After a three-day battle in which more than 2,000 Nipponese and approximately 100 Mongols, Russians and Buryats were killed, the Nipponese were routed and chased to the southern border of Mongolia. 

The Bogd Khan was ceremonially escorted from Manjusri Monastery to Urga on February 21st 1921. On February 22nd a solemn ceremony took place, restoring the Bogd Khan to the throne and proclaiming Mongolia an independent monarchy. As a reward for ousting the Nipponese from Urga, the Bogd Khan granted Sternberg the high hereditary title Darkhan Khoshoi Chin Wang in the degree of Khan, as well as other privileges. Sternberg immediately set about instituting order in Urga, imposing street cleaning and sanitation, promoting religious life and tolerance in the capital, and attempting to reform the economy. 

Sternberg considered his Asiatic Cavalry Division a likely basis for a future Mongolian national army. The division was now over 2,000 strong and consisted of various national detachments, the Cossacks, Mongols, Buryat, Tatars and other tribal units. Sternberg said that 16 nationalities served in his division, including Polish exiles and even a small group of Nipponese who served as mercenaries. Dozens of Tibetans also served as part of his troops. They might have been sent by 13th Dalai Lama, with whom Sternberg was in communication, or they may have belonged to the existing Tibetan colony in Urga.

Sternberg’s next target was Manchuria, also under Nipponese occupation. The Asiatic Cavalry Division marched out of Urga on August 1st, split into two detachments; one commanded by Sternberg and the other by Rezukhin. One of the Nipponese members of the Division was, however, a spy. He deserted and took news of Sternberg’s plans to the Nipponese army. Large numbers of Nipponese troops converged on Sternberg, Rezukhin and their men; they were soon effectively surrounded, and the men demanded an immediate surrender to the superior numbers of Nipponese forces. Plots were also being made to either kill all the officers or hand them over to the Nipponese in exchange for the troops being allowed safe conduct back to Urga. On August 17th, Rezukhin was murdered, hacked to death by his men. A day later, the conspirators unsuccessfully tried to assassinate Sternberg. By now the Asiatic Cavalry Division had fallen apart; on August 20th, Sternberg and his surviving officers surrendered themselves to the Nipponese. Even at this point, Sternberg displayed loyalty to his men, persuading the Nipponese to let them return to Urga. After a show trial of six hours, Sternberg and his officers were decapitated on September 15th 1921; any hope of an independent Mongolia died with them. By 1930 the Nipponese had combined Mongolia and Manchuria into the Empire of Manchukuo, ruled by their puppet, the Emperor Kangde – who, as Pu Yi, had been the last Manchu Emperor of China before being captured by the Nipponese.
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The Tiresome Twenties
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Whilst Sternberg was slashing his way into Mongolia, the effects of the Great War were being felt in very different ways within the various parts of the Stuart realms.

In Spain, Stuart since the 1850s, the fact of war was accepted but was not of major concern to most of the populace. True, Spanish troops had been stationed in France almost since the outbreak of war in 1895, but in the main they had been treated by the Entente as mere adjuncts to the British forces on the Western Front. The Spanish were reliable and dogged in defence, but they had thus far served mainly as reserves or garrison troops, which seemed to suit them very well. For Spanish civilians, the main effect of the war had been much-improved trade links with France and with South America. That Spain had, until quite recently, ruled over most of South America now seemed not to be a concern on either side of the Atlantic; trade, especially between those of a shared heritage, seemed a natural progression from the more difficult years of the 19th Century. 

As far as France was concerned, the war years had led to increased connections between Spain and the French Departments of Basque heritage between Bordeaux, Marseille and the Pyrenees. Within these areas there were soon suggestions that some more permanent Basque Union could be created, but neither the Spanish, British or French governments were anxious to implement these.

For the more far-flung parts of the Stuart Empire the effects of the Great War had actually been overwhelmingly beneficial. South Africa, Australia and the Queen’s Islands had, for many years, suffered problems of under-population, but the steady stream of immigrants from Great Britain (over three million since 1895) had gone a long way towards alleviating this. Following the expulsion of Russia from the Pacific, all three now had almost totally unfettered access to the trade routes and riches of the Pacific; add to this the ease of transporting much-sought-after foodstuffs to Great Britain by refrigerated ships (those from Australia and the Queen’s Islands benefiting from the Victoria Canal, of course) and all three economies were blooming by the 1920s. There was also a deal of national pride in the achievements and service of the Commonwealth Corps on the Western Front. Many patriotic toasts were drunk in Durban, Sydney and Auckland and many more would be drunk as the Commonwealth Corps became a major element of the war effort in the Aegean and the Middle East later in the 1920s.

The situation in the United Kingdom itself was very different. The east coast of Great Britain was now, following the fall of Denmark, the front line against the Russians, with only the North Sea and the Royal Navy standing between the two adversaries. The day-to-day effects of this were considerable. Even more money had to be ploughed into defence, with new ships being ordered for the Navy and new coastal defences being constructed from Aberdeen to the Medway. The view of the strategists was that the North-East of England, Yorkshire and parts of East Anglia were most at risk from invasion, so most of the construction efforts were put into those areas. On Tyneside, heavy batteries were installed at Tynemouth Priory on the north bank of the Tyne and on the Lawe Top at South Shields on the south bank. The relatively recently-completed piers at Tynemouth and South Shields now bristled with machine guns and light artillery. Batteries were also built or consolidated at Sunderland, Hartlepool, at the mouth of the River Tees, all along the Yorkshire coast from Whitby to Bridlington and at the Humber estuary. Reserve regiments of both infantry and cavalry were carefully placed; Hexham, Gateshead, Durham, Darlington, Harrogate, York, Driffield, Doncaster and Lincoln all became garrison towns overnight and the entire coastlines of Norfolk and Suffolk were bordered with four lines of barbed wire, each line being mined and over 15 feet tall.

The Royal Navy benefited from the building of over fifty new torpedo boat destroyers, all of which carried depth charges as counter-weapons to Russian submarines; it was uncertain how many submarines Russia had, but their effects had already been felt in the North Sea as they had sunk all the ships of ‘Baldwin’s Folly’, the last-minute attempt to reinforce Denmark in 1920.

Preparations were also being taken against possible attacks from the air; large underground air raid shelters were being excavated in most cities and London was now ringed by over 200 anti-aircraft batteries. As a further deterrent, over 100 static barrage balloons floated over the skies of London and twenty additional squadrons of aircraft, most with night-fighting capabilities, had also been put into service.

To the British public, all of these were viewed as necessary but there was an increasing weariness with the War. So many Generals had promised so many victories over the years; so many politicians had held up visions of peace and plenty for the future, and yet after 25 years so little seemed to have been achieved. A General Election was due in 1923 and it would remain to be seen whether the Conservative Party, in power since before the beginning of the Great War, could hold on to the reins of government in the face of increasing support for the Labour Party and public unease about not just the conduct but also the very continuation of the War.

The British economy was still being maintained on a full war footing. This was good news for those manufacturing rifles, uniforms and bullets, but less good for others. Among the economic losers were the miners. All Royal Navy ships were now oil-driven; demand for coal had thus dropped considerably and so had mining wages. Manufacturers of goods not associated with the war effort also suffered from lack of demand and, for the first time ever, petrol was rationed; income tax had just been increased for the seventh year in succession and the purchase of ‘fripperies’ seemed somehow unpatriotic in view of the perceived perils facing the country. The economic doctrine of rising expectations (each successive year being materially better that the year before) had been another casualty of the war; Great Britain was now clearly in a period of austerity and needed a boost to its international trade to put things back onto an even keel.

Recruitment to the armed forces was also dropping again and morale on the Western Front was suffering. The jaunty and patriotic songs of the early war years were rapidly being replaced by parodies of well-known hymn tunes. 

To the tune of ‘What a Friend We Have in Jesus’, the British troops now sang:

“When this lousy war is over, no more soldiering for me.

When I get my civvy clothing. Oh, how happy I will be.

No more Church parades on Sundays, no more begging for a pass.

You can tell my Sergeant-Major, to stick his passes up his arse.”

The even better-known ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ (music by Sir Arthur Sullivan) was changed to:

“Forward, Joe Soap’s army, marching without fear,

With our bold commander bringing up the rear.

He boasts and swanks from morn to night, and thinks he’s very brave,

But the lads who really did the job, are dead and in the grave.

Forward Joe Soap’s army, marching without fear, 

With our bold commander bringing up the rear.”

‘Joe Soap’ is, of course, an early incarnation of ‘Everyman’, with ‘soap’ rhyming with ‘dope’ to indicate the gullibility of the working man.

Even the much-loved slow march anthem associated with the Chelsea Pensioners, written by Edward Slater and Frederic Weatherly (who also penned the words to ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Roses of Picardy’), was parodied. The last two lines of the chorus of ‘The Boys of The Old Brigade’ were now presented as:

“Send out me brother, me sister and me mother,

But for Gawd’s sake, don’t send me!”

A more politically-dangerous version, which perhaps reflected the feelings of many working-class men at the time, was:

“Send out the wankers, and all the bloody bankers,

But for Gawd’s sake, don’t send me!”

Desertions from the Western Front and from the armed forces generally were also on the increase; one such deserter, who attracted widespread press attention in 1921, was Percy Toplis.

He was born in Sanforth Street, Chesterfield, Derbyshire and christened on September 25th 1896 at Skegby. His parents, Herbert and Rejoice Elizabeth (née Webster), were unable to support him and he was raised by his grandparents. He was educated at South Normanton Elementary School, where he was reportedly an unruly bully who was frequently caned. In March 1908, aged 11, he was birched for acquiring two suits using false pretences. His grandparents were no longer able to control him and so the court released him into the care of his aunt, Annie Webster. Toplis left school in 1910, aged 13, and became a blacksmith's apprentice at the Blackwell colliery, but after a poor attendance record and an argument with the pit manager he took to an itinerant life in Scotland. In 1911 he was sentenced to ten days imprisonment in Dumfries for the non-payment of two train tickets. He returned to England and in 1912, aged 15, he was sentenced to two years hard labour for the attempted rape of a 15-year-old girl at Mansfield, He served his sentence in Lincoln Prison and was released in 1914. He then served in the Royal Army Medical Corps as a stretcher bearer but deserted in 1916. Subsequently he was sentenced, at Nottingham Assizes, to two years in prison for fraud. 

When released in 1920, he joined the Royal Army Service Corps and was stationed at Bulford Camp, near Andover. He was soon selling rationed fuel on the black market, forging false papers to steal other soldiers' salaries and wearing a colonel's uniform when he visited women in town. He often used a gold monocle as part of his disguise.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
GEORGE KEARTON

THE LONGEST

PART NINE OF THE HOUSE OF STUART SEQUENCE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





