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PREFACE


When the idea for Heyday first formed in my mind, I was drawn to the decade of the nineteenth century that seemed big with world-shattering events. The 1850s saw the Australian Gold Rush, the Crimean War and the Indian Rebellion. Alongside them some of the great technological advances of the century took place in this decade, notably the advent of international telecommunications. There were other upheavals too; perhaps most marked of all was the astonishingly rapid settlement of what the Victorians called the ‘wilderness’ by tidal waves of European and Chinese migrants. It was a decade of accelerated modernisation and astounding economic boom, of scarcely credible optimism and swaggering self-confidence. With so many momentous events crowded into such a short space of time I was confident it warranted closer exploration.


These things had been written about extensively, but they seemed oddly disjointed. I wanted to understand the human side of the story of this extraordinary acceleration of progress thanks to new technologies and set it in the context of the geopolitical events that were also reshaping the world. The task I set myself was to unravel threads of connections that led from one part of the planet to another – to detach events that appeared local and fit them into a globe-spanning jigsaw.


The more I immersed myself in this period the more I began to see it as distinct and very different from what we understand as the ‘Victorian era’. It is a modern habit to parcel up time into decades. But it became clear to me that people in the nineteenth century regarded the 1850s as possessing defining characteristics quite different from the periods that sandwiched it.


If you are American the 1850s is significant because it marks the sharp descent to Civil War. For the Chinese, this was a blood-drenched decade of civil war and foreign intrusion that marked a national humiliation that is only now being overcome. In India it has special significance because it was the time not only of the great Rebellion against British rule, but the advent of the railway and telegraph. The birth of nations such as Japan, Italy, Germany, Australia, New Zealand and Canada are traced back to these years.


But for the British the 1850s does not seem to possess such special significance. There was no great political controversy or domestic upheaval to mark it out as particularly significant; all seems tranquil – business as usual for the Victorians. I hope to alter that perception in the following pages. The period from 1851 to 1862 – the eleven years that Heyday charts – represents a unique moment in British history, one that often gets obscured. During that brief time Britain was unquestionably at the height of its power, influencing and shaping the events that left such a deep impression in so many other countries. At no other point in its history did it possess such influence over the destinies of the human race; at no other time did confidence ride so high.


That power was short-lived and hard to discern. One of the reasons that the British find it difficult to appreciate the extent and reality of this power was because it was not concentrated or tangible: parts of the map painted red, great fleets on the sea and military victories tend to affirm the reality of power and rivet the attention of history. Britain’s influence was of an entirely different order. It was put best by the civil servant and historian Herman Merivale during a series of lectures at Oxford at this time: ‘It is a sort of instinctive feeling to us all [the British], that the destiny of our name and nation is not here, in this narrow island which we occupy; that the spirit of England is volatile, not fixed; that it lives in our language, our commerce, our industry, in all those channels of inter-communication by which we embrace and connect the vast multitude of states, both civilized and uncivilized, throughout the world.’1


That sentence of Merivale’s helped crystallise in my mind the reason why the 1850s is not seen as a pivotal decade in Britain in quite the same way as in other countries. If the home front was relatively tranquil and uneventful – providing few of the headline events that capture the imagination of later generations – Britons were actively engaged in the wider world. The interests of the country and the rest of the planet were intermeshed to an unprecedented – and perhaps unrepeated – degree. This became apparent to me as I was writing this book; open any newspaper from the time, including provincial papers, and there is a wealth of often surprising detail about faraway lands about which today, I wager, we know comparatively little.


The result has been that Heyday has taken me to locations – often exotic and perhaps out of the way – that I could never have imagined playing a part in the book when I started. Places and events that do not usually make it to histories of the nineteenth century or the Empire suddenly became hugely significant – Nicaragua, Minnesota, Newfoundland and the Caucasus spring to mind. I ventured to them because I followed strands teased out of smudged newspaper columns or forgotten travel books. Often we will travel to these locations in the company of Britons who saw themselves primarily as citizens of the world, not as foot soldiers of empire. One of the joys of researching and writing this book has been in discovering connections across the planet, or in making comparisons between places, peoples and events that seem unlikely but which jumped out at me as I followed the trail. Researching the history of beards, for example, helped me put my finger on notions of British national identity and masculinity that emerged in these frenetic years.


Some of the places and events in Heyday are not so obscure. Much of the time as I researched it I felt myself being pulled westwards across the Atlantic to the United States. Events that I remembered from a paper on US history during my undergraduate days or from reading about elsewhere suddenly began to take on new, global significance. If the United States looms large in Heyday it is because it did so for Britons in the 1850s – far more so than the Empire (with the exception of India in 1857). At no other point between the American Revolution and the Second World War were the two countries so tightly bound together or so interdependent. Political controversies, wars, economic fluctuations, elections, even the weather in one country deeply impacted on the other. No wonder that America watched events in Britain and the British Empire like a hawk, and the British feasted on information from places that had recently been obscure to them, such as Illinois or Kansas. And little wonder also that this intimate relationship was prone to breakdown: even in this short passage of time Britain and the US came to the brink of war three times.


If the Britain of 1851, when my narrative commences, was little different on the surface from that of 1862, when it concludes, the same cannot be said for the rest of the world. In this transformational moment of modern history, Britain was actively involved almost everywhere, for good and ill. By the time her empire was at its greatest geographical extent, at the beginning of the twentieth century, Britain’s power had long since peaked. Its true zenith coincided with an earlier decade of global tumult and galloping change when – crucially – it exercised dominance on the world stage largely untroubled by a major rival.


According to an editorial in the Illustrated London News in 1851 Britain’s global influence was measured in ‘our widely-stretching commerce, our incessant activity, our wealth diffused in every part of the world, our steamships on every sea, our lines of communication to the remotest parts of the earth, our capital, our skill, no less than our great mechanical and scientific triumphs’. It was self-congratulatory hype, of course, but the newspaper was spot on about the connection between technology, communications, trade and power. I began Heyday as a study of the technological revolution that followed hot on the heels of the Industrial Revolution. But I soon realised that in the increasingly interconnected mid-nineteenth century nothing could be written about in isolation.2


Heyday is subtitled ‘Britain and the Making of the Modern World’. But it is not a history of Britain, nor is it a history of the British Empire, nor a comprehensively global history. Rather, it is about a different kind of relationship with the world – one revealed in the quotes by Merivale and the editor of the Illustrated London News – that I came to see as defining this period. Put simply, it is a history of Britain in the world.
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INTRODUCTION


1851: Precipice in Time


. . . change is coming upon us so rapidly, that only the young can fully comprehend it.
Jesup W. Scott1


Drip. Drip. Drip. Agonisingly slowly the sap oozed out of incisions drilled into the trunk of a palaquium fruit tree. The teams of Malay woodsmen waited as the resin steadily filled their bamboo bowls or coconut shells. Braving the insects, tigers or pit vipers that inhabited the jungle, they had ventured deep into the rainforest, armed with billiongs (axes) and parangs (machetes) to hunt for the mighty palaquiums, which rose sixty feet or more into the sky.2


Upon exposure to the air, the sap, called gutta-percha, solidified. This hard, pliable latex was washed and folded into blocks. Loaded into the holds of cargo ships at Singapore, the gutta-percha began its journey to a high-tech factory in London, at Wharf Road, Islington.


‘We enter a modest-looking doorway beside a pair of folding gates, on which the words “Gutta Percha Company” are printed,’ wrote a visiting journalist in 1851, ‘and we become speedily aware that a branch of manufacture of which we hitherto knew next to nothing is being carried on within.’3 The visitor’s journalistic instincts were right to carry him to this anonymous-looking factory. If not many people knew what gutta-percha was in 1851, they soon would. Few other materials have had such a revolutionary impact on the world. And few others have been forgotten so quickly.


The journalist’s nose was assailed first; the factory smelt like a tannery, with odours of cheese, drying laundry and gas tar mixed in. Then he saw the strange blocks of natural rubber that had come from the rainforests of the Malayan Archipelago. Our visitor then observed the purification process: the gutta-percha was boiled, shaved by a state-of-the-art cutting machine with two vertical discs spinning at 200 revolutions per minute, boiled again, then kneaded at high temperature in a masticator. After being cooled in another machine and rolled into sheets, the purified mass of plastic was ready to be sold to manufacturers around the industrialised world.


Gutta-percha had first come to the attention of an English traveller two centuries before. But this hard, rubber-like substance seemed to have no practical use. It was only in 1832 that Dr William Montgomery, assistant surgeon to the Presidency of Singapore, perceived its extraordinary properties. A Malayan labourer showed him how gutta-percha became pliable when hot and hardened again into whatever shape you desired. Malayans had for centuries moulded the hot latex into such things as whips, vases and knife handles. Modern industry found that it had almost endless possibilities.


Soon gutta-percha became ubiquitous in daily life. You could have gutta-percha raincoats, shoelaces, boot soles and walking sticks. Fashion houses used it as a cheap alternative to whalebone for the hoops in dresses. A search on eBay for ‘gutta-percha’ reveals a world of Victorian domestic appliances: brooches, earrings, lockets, buttons, photograph frames, inkstands, snuff boxes, doorknobs. The material was everywhere, and anyone who has handled a Victorian knick-knack has undoubtedly and probably unwittingly touched gutta-percha. Resistant to acids, saline and chemicals, it was invaluable to industry. The use of the material in golf balls transformed the sport: the ‘gutty’ ball was a cheap and durable alternative to its leather-and-feather predecessor, and it helped to popularise the game.4


But it was not gutta-percha’s use as ear trumpets, golf balls, dress hoops or cheap jewellery that transformed the world. In September 1851 its full potential became clear.


Not only is gutta-percha waterproof, but it shows no signs of deterioration when submerged in salt water, making it the perfect insulator for electrical wire. In the summer of 1851 the Gutta Percha Company supplied the entrepreneur John Watkins Brett with 100 miles of copper telegraph wire encased in a tube of the Malayan latex. Brett took it to a company that specialised in producing wire rope for use in mining, R. S. Newall. Newall cut Brett’s wire into four equal lengths and used its giant steam-powered machine to twine them together with several strands of hemp. This twenty-five-mile-long cable was taken to another machine, which wove ten thick galvanised iron wires round the gutta-percha-insulated copper core.


Newall’s men worked twenty-four hours a day for twenty days until the 200-ton iron rope lay ready, coiled neatly in the factory yard. Out it came into the world, wound by a series of wheels positioned on roofs fifty feet above Wapping High Street. The ‘Great Cable’ snaked up and over the buildings until it reached the Thames-side wharf. There it was wound into the hold of HMS Blazer on 24 September and the warship was towed out of the Thames Estuary to Dover.


While she chugged through stormy seas from Dover to Sangatte, Blazer unwound the wire onto the seabed. As the ship pitched and rolled, constant adjustments had to be made to the speed at which Blazer was towed and the cable paid out. On one occasion the cable ship was towed too fast and the cable was badly damaged because it got caught in the rudimentary paying-out equipment. Five days after the cable had left the factory in Wapping a cannon on the gates of Calais boomed in celebration; it had been triggered by a pulse of electricity sent down that cable from England a few seconds before. On 13 November the line was opened to the public. Now every city in Britain enjoyed instantaneous communication with scores of cities across Europe.


Looked at from the distance of over a century and a half, from a world wrapped in fibre-optic wire and surrounded by satellites, it is hard to appreciate how monumental the Channel Cable was. Playing with technology imperfectly understood, Brett had plunged into the unknown. Cables had been tested under rivers and in bays, but no one knew how a cable submerged deep into a rough and unpredictable sea would perform. No one knew what sort of cable was suitable or how to lay it correctly from a moving ship. In other words, the Channel Cable was a costly experiment. The Times of London commented that ‘this conquest gained by science over the waves must ever remain recorded as amid the greatest of human achievements since record has existed of the mighty feats accomplished by man’.5
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The ‘Great Cable’ of 1851: the four wires poking out in the centre are the copper telegraph wires, extending out of the gutta-percha insulation. The next layer is the protective hemp; on the outside are the thick galvanised iron ropes that armoured the wire and gave it the weight to sink to the seabed.





The cable was a milestone in human history, The Times and others were saying, because if land separated by the twenty-odd miles of the choppy Channel could be connected by electricity, then why not the other gulfs that separated the human race? Having taken one great leap forward, modern technology could advance at limitless speed, connecting ever-greater distances. As one writer prophesied, ‘the whole earth will be belted with electric current, palpitating with human thoughts and emotions . . . It shows that nothing is impossible to man.’6


*


Thomas Hardy remembered the year 1851 marking ‘an extraordinary chronological frontier or transit line, at which there occurred what one might call a precipice in time. As in a geological “fault”, we had presented to us a sudden bringing of ancient and modern into absolute contact.’ Still later, the British historian G. M. Young (1882−1959) declared that ‘of all the decades in history, a wise man would choose the eighteen-fifties to be young in’.7


According to Hardy, it was the suddenness of change that burst upon the world in the early 1850s that was so startling. In his single sentence Young encapsulated the excitement and hope of a decade that in his youth many older people looked back upon with nostalgia and regret as a fleeting golden age. Again and again in the pages that follow we will encounter the swaggering self-confidence and extraordinary utopianism that intoxicated millions in the West. Writing in a private letter in 1852, Karl Marx appears breathless at the possibilities: ‘Good luck to the new world citizen! There is no more splendid time to enter the world than the present.’8


Heyday recreates the exhilaration of the rollercoaster ride of the 1850s and early 1860s, a few years of tumultuous upheaval and accelerated change that saw the birth of the modern world. That is a large claim, but look at some of the great events of these years. The United States expanded into the lands that lie between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans and remade itself on the anvil of civil war. Across the ocean, the Crimean War sent fissures through the old European order, leading to the creation of two powerful new nations, Italy and Germany. The decade was no less convulsive for Asia. In 1854 the US navy intruded into Japan, secluded from the world for centuries, setting in train social upheaval, political revolution and meteoric modernisation. The trajectory of modern Indian history was set by the ferocious cyclone of the Mutiny-Rebellion and the draconian reassertion of British imperial power. For China, recently the most powerful nation on earth, these were traumatic years beginning with the blood-drenched Taiping Rebellion (1851) and culminating in British and French flags flying over Beijing (1860).


Behind the clash of these momentous geopolitical events, however, the world changed in profounder, even more radical ways. It is the inventions and recently discovered raw materials, patterns of trade and settlement, the interactions between widely dispersed societies that made this time a ‘chronological frontier’ and which are at the heart of Heyday.


The hallmark of modernity is its remorseless assault on time. Our foot-stamping intolerance at fractional delays in the transmission of data to our mobile devices is surely a salient feature of our age. Accounts of the fortunes made by shaving milliseconds off the exchange of financial data are astounding. Faster, faster, faster – we vanquish tyrant time over and again, and every victory only makes us indecently impatient for more. Truly, ‘we are living at a period of the most wonderful transition . . . distances which separate the different nations and parts of the globe are rapidly vanishing . . . Thought is communicated with the rapidity and even the power of lightning . . . knowledge now acquired becomes at once the property of the community at large.’9


As you will have guessed, these are words from the 1850s – uttered by Prince Albert in fact, not by a twenty-first-century techno-utopian. If his words are familiar to us now – wearisomely commonplace, even – it is because of the inextricable connection between instantaneous communication and modernity. Electricity freed the transmission of information from the constraints of the physical world. And, thus liberated, it revolutionised everyday existence.


As a material that changed the world, gutta-percha is sadly neglected. The Channel Cable of 1851 heralded a future of instantaneous global communication, making Albert’s prophecy a realisable attainment. One journalist foresaw the ‘never-ceasing interchange of news’ in real-time across a planetary nervous system. The world seemed to have shifted gear. That was the hallmark of the decade under consideration, what one newspaper in 1851 called the ‘practical annihilation of space and time’.10


If electricity annihilated time, physical distance was being assaulted by a battery of weapons. The world was being opened up and simultaneously shrunk by steam and electricity. The speeding-up of life was highly significant in the history of the world. But what made it so explosive was its convergence and interaction with three other great forces in the early 1850s: the discovery of huge deposits of gold, unprecedented mass migration, and free trade. The result was boom on a colossal scale, with global trade expanding by an incredible 500 per cent. The bonanza of these years acted as an accelerant on processes that were already in train. As one writer had it, living in the 1850s was like ‘railway motion . . . [after] the wearisome progress of a caravan of camels’. No wonder that these were breathless, exhilarating years of breakneck growth and expanding possibilities.11


The idea that this was a ‘precipice in time’ or a heyday would have made perfect sense to people living through the dizzying 1850s. Stand still too long and you would miss it. The American businessman and globetrotter George Train wrote of the few months he spent in Melbourne that they represented ‘a lifetime . . . in this startling age’.12


Train resided in Melbourne during a period of frantic growth, when the city took in upwards of 60,000 people in a single year and became, almost overnight, one of the wealthiest places on earth. And yet, and yet – exciting as it was to experience, many footloose fortune-seekers who ranged the world had the nagging suspicion that something bigger and better was occurring elsewhere. The astonishingly rapid settlement of California, the American Midwest, Canada, Australia and New Zealand in the 1850s and 1860s was regarded then and now as one of the miracles of the century. California had 15,000 non-native people in 1849 and 380,000 eleven years later. The Australian colony Victoria was founded in 1851 with a population of 76,000; within a decade it had rocketed to 540,000. Cities that benefited from the vertiginous upswing in global trade – such as Chicago, Liverpool, Bombay, Hong Kong, Shanghai and Yokohama – grew with no less impressive speed. In addition, hundreds – perhaps thousands – of towns and cities mushroomed across the globe, erupting out of what Victorians called the wilderness. Human history offered no other example of such demographic explosion.13


Here, in the streets, markets, building sites and wharves of these rapidly expanding urban centres, we can savour the exuberance of the 1850s and the unshakeable confidence of the millions who gambled on exponential progress. The travel writer, man of letters and poet William Howitt could have been commenting on hundreds of boom towns the world over when he wrote of ‘Marvellous Melbourne’ that in the ceaseless hubbub of the new streets, the myriad building sites and the boisterous egalitarianism, ‘the future was so palpable and positive that none could miss seeing it’.14


Appreciating the sincerity of the widespread belief that humankind stood on the cusp of epochal change is vital to understanding this period. Confidence propelled stupendous economic growth at least as much as tangible things like steam engines, telegraphs and gold. It is striking that so many historians have reached automatically for the word ‘heyday’ to describe aspects of the 1850s that fall within their specialism. I have used ‘heyday’ to refer to this short but crowded period because it also embraces a state of mind that pervaded Western societies.


The 1840s were a miserable decade of economic depression, food shortages, failed harvests, famines and suppressed revolutions. By 1851 a boom was unquestionably in full throttle. But it was not merely rising wages, new opportunities and easy money that made this time feel so good for people living through it. As Hardy said, they believed they were transiting a ‘chronological frontier’: a new civilisation was being built on instantaneous communication and unrestricted trade. Prince Albert said that the annihilation of time and space by modern invention ‘tends rapidly to accomplish that great end, to which, indeed, all history points – the realisation of the unity of mankind’.15


Such faith, naïve as it sounds in retrospect, exerted a powerful and significant influence. It was what gave people the confidence to gamble on the future by upping sticks and migrating to what they saw as the wilderness or to invest massive sums in visionary engineering projects.


But a perceived heyday can as readily addle minds as inspire great deeds, beckoning the unwary or gullible into a mire of delusions. The high confidence of the 1850s led many to believe that the problems that bedevilled other eras had simply evaporated in the searing white heat of modernity. While the good times lasted, and the laws of economic gravity were held in abeyance, credit sloshed around and the boom-time hotspots of the new world experienced one of the most extravagant property bubbles in history. Believing in exponential growth and limitless returns, people of all classes speculated on increasingly risky ventures with borrowed money, intoxicated by the evanescent mood of the decade.


Credit crunches, busted businesses and foreclosed mortgages – when they came – were slight, however, compared with the permanent scars left by the mid-century boom. Stratospheric economic growth resulted from glittering and showy technological advances, to be sure, as well as the injection of massive quantities of gold and the creation of new markets by mass migration. But there was another ingredient, and it was a very ancient one. Industrial expansion in Britain, Western Europe and the north-eastern United States increased the demand for cotton, the white gold of the mid-nineteenth century. Cotton production soared in the 1850s, more than doubling in those years. This feat was achieved through better fertilisation, the exploitation of rich lands, huge capital investment and by a web of railroads. But most important in ramping up production were the forced migration of hundreds of thousands of slaves to the south-west of America and enhanced (and inhumane) techniques for exploiting their muscle-power.16


Slave labour helped sustain the boom, and so too did the appropriation of vast chunks of land from their owners: forests were felled, land fenced off, European crops, vines and grass varieties sown, and millions of domesticated grazing animals displaced game. And on top of all that, railways scythed through the landscape, telegraph wires stretched to the horizon and towns sprang to life. The London-based Aborigines Protection Society declared that there was an urgent need ‘to bring protection to the feeble families of mankind against the homicidal process which, in every instance of modern colonization, has accompanied the diffusion of our Anglo-Saxon race’.17


Many indigenous peoples living in the pathways of empire had been able to resist Western encroachment by their skills as warriors or by natural ramparts such as deserts, mountains, diseases or, simply, their remoteness. Significant numbers of these native tribes were swamped by resource- and land-hungry white settlers brandishing new technologies and weapons, protected from the diseases that had once checked their ravenous progress. One writer commented on the indignity suffered by a group of Ioway Indians ‘exhibited’ in Britain in 1851: ‘They are slaves chained to the car of the conqueror; they are the shadow of the old races that the victorious and implacable civilization of the West crushes in its progress.’ As the 1850s and 1860s wore on, more names would be added to the list of subjected, dispossessed and vanished peoples swept aside by the tsunami of settlement.18


It was not just warrior tribes that found their resistance to the ‘implacable civilization of the West’ blunted. Telegraphs, steamships, railways and the like laid siege to the world’s physical barriers. There remained, however, no less tenacious human brakes to the fulfilment of unfettered global exchange.19


Societies in India, Burma, Siam, China and Japan came under intense pressure from the West. The effects of their encounter with Europe and America resonate to this day; these decades in the mid-nineteenth century dominate their historical memory and sense of national identity. Most clearly, the advance of the West, under the banner of trade, threatened national independence and traditional ways of life. As Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote, industries and customs were being swept away by mass production and speedy communication. ‘In the place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal interdependence of nations . . . The cheap prices of commodities are the heavy artillery . . . [that] batters down all Chinese walls.’20


Early in 1851 the apocalyptic Taiping Rebellion broke out in southern China. It came about as the direct result of Western intrusion, and would leave well over 20 million corpses in its wake. Effects of the rebellion in China reverberated around the planet. It was the leading edge of the hurricane gathering in Asia, a foretaste of the civil wars that would engulf Japan and India. More than that, divisions and distractions in China gave Britain, France, Russia and the United States the opportunity to penetrate deep into Asia and compete for the spoils. In the maelstrom of the 1850s, efforts to prise open China and Japan and integrate them into the world economy, whether they liked it or not, intensified.


Here, in Asia, the quasi-religious faith in the transformative and regenerating effects of free trade and modern technology that characterised the 1850s reached its zenith. The US in Japan and the British in China and India believed that unrestrained exchange of goods and services would work a miracle: ancient societies would be radically remade in an incredibly short space of time by the power of modernity. Napoleon III put this clearly when he proclaimed his intention for France to be part of ‘the movement of progress, civilization and commercial expansion of which China was going to be the theatre’. In Asia heyday would reach its climax.21


For the Far East, 1851 marked a fault line in time as surely as it did for the West. It was not just the start of the Taiping Rebellion. In that year the telegraph came to Asia, eighty-two miles of line connecting Calcutta and Kedgeree. The first railway in the continent, twenty-one miles of it, opened in Bombay two years later with enormous fanfare. Once Prometheus was unbound his revolution proceeded at velocity: by the end of the decade the telegraph and rail networks extended to thousands of miles each, their skeins reaching into regions that were till recently remote from the main currents of international trade.


Telegraphs and railways underlined, above all else, the West’s belief in its superiority and right to rule others. Of all Asian countries, India experienced the full heat of the technological revolution, used as it was as a vast laboratory to showcase the regenerative power of Western science. But here, as elsewhere in Asia, brand-new technology was regarded by many not as an instrument of liberty but a tool of oppression. In India, and in China and Japan, efforts to radically and rapidly reshape societies led to anarchy, rebellion and massacre as people sought to defend their religions and ways of life from the encroachment of the West.


Heyday follows the twists and turns of a decade that The Times of London described as being like ‘a serial romance, in which each successive chapter is distinguished by some strange event or unexpected turn of fortune’. In order to get to the marrow of this time I ventured to a diverse range of locations, both familiar and unfamiliar. I draw connections from one end of the world to the other, juxtaposing seemingly unrelated events, ideas and people.


The geographical span of Heyday is global; the timespan is brief, lasting from 1851 to 1862. These eleven years form a distinct era, sandwiched between darker, more uncertain times. The utopianism and millennial expectations of this short-lived heyday – the sense that it marked a moment of radical change in the history of humanity – provoked flurries of activity that left deep impressions, for good and ill, across the planet and which shaped modern history.


The first stop on the journey into the world of the 1850s is London. For it was there, in 1851, that the hopes and dreams awoken at the beginning of the decade became solid.




PART I


Boom: The Age of Gold




1


1851: Annus Mirabilis


LONDON




Its grandeur does not consist in one thing, but in the unique assemblage of all things. Whatever human industry has created you find there . . . It seems as if only magic could have gathered this mass of wealth from all the ends of the earth.
Charlotte Brontë1





When the Pyramids of Egypt crumble to dust, people will still remember the Great Exhibition. That was one of the least hyperbolic predictions floating around the British press in the summer of 1851.


The Pyramids have existed for millennia; the prefabricated glass-and-iron Crystal Palace housed the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in Hyde Park for less than five months. One newspaper called the Palace a monument to human progress and the Exhibition ‘the most remarkable event in the modern history of mankind’; it represented not merely the dawn of a new era but the ‘realisation of Utopia’ itself. The Times wrote of the opening ceremony on 1 May, in suitably millennial language, that it was ‘the first morning since the creation that all peoples have assembled from all parts of the world and done a common act’.2


The Crystal Palace resembled a mighty cathedral: the great nave, more than half a kilometre in length, was intersected by a transept where the immense barrel-vaulted glass roof dwarfed the elm trees enclosed by it. This was the heart of the Exhibition. The elms extenuated the height of the building for first-time visitors when they entered through the south entrance. As they progressed through the transept their senses were assaulted. An enormous fountain played in the centre, and its murmur was joined by numerous other fountains. One dispensed eau de cologne. Another provided tourists with an endless stream of Schweppes mineral water (a representation of the Exhibition fountain can still be seen on bottles of their tonic water). Among the fountains and trees were tropical plants and flowers from every part of the globe; the effect was enhanced by statues interspersed in the transept and the nave.


The Exhibition was arranged so that the visitor could make his or her progress along the central nave, the aisles and courts and up to the first-floor galleries and not tread the same ground twice. A single day-long visit would only give you the barest impression of the whole. The effect was deliberately overwhelming. There were over 100,000 exhibits provided by 14,000 individuals and organisations from almost all countries on the planet. As a guidebook put it, ‘One of the distinguishing characteristics of the Great Exhibition was its vast comprehensiveness. Nothing was too stupendous, too rare, too costly for its acquisition; nothing too minute or apparently too insignificant for its consideration.’3


It was inevitable that the Exhibition itself became a blur. How could it not, with so much stuff on display and so many people to gawp at? A day at the Exhibition meant sensory overload. This reflects the gargantuan ambitions of the organisers. The Great Exhibition was intended to educate the public, ignite ingenuity and competition by comparing British and foreign manufactures, stimulate domestic industry, promote world peace, showcase colonial goods, develop international markets, and much more besides.


The exhibits were divided into raw materials, machinery and mechanical inventions, manufactures, and fine art, and these four broad headings were subdivided into thirty categories. The profusion of artefacts and materials made it impossible for the visitor to hold on to anything in particular; it was the totality of the spectacle which made it great, rather than any individual exhibit. There were gorgeous fabrics, furs and silks; intricate clocks and microscopes; lumps of coal, bales of wheat and samples of wool from around the world; exotic Asian artefacts and modern Western sculpture; medicines and surgical instruments; scissors, Sheffield cutlery and porcelain; state-of-the-art agricultural machinery, gardening equipment and futuristic tools; foodstuffs, minerals, chemicals, resins and dyes; fire engines and lifeboats; furniture, household appliances and decorations. The industrial competed for space with the domestic, the showy with the mundane, the luxurious with the practical. Next to the ultra-modern were the handicrafts and costumes of indigenous people from remote parts of the globe. Even a very long list would scarcely scratch the surface. A week in London in 1851, one Frenchman said, was a ‘tour of the world’: ‘The observer is, as it were, carried away by magic from country to country, from east to west, from iron to cotton, from silk to wool, from machines to manufactures, from implements to produce.’4


The point of the event was to revel in modernity. And sure enough, one of the most popular parts of the Exhibition was the machinery court, which was ‘indicated by its deep and heavy murmur, like the distant roar of the torrent’. There were always great crowds around the 700-horsepower engines, the steam hammers, hydraulic presses, pile-drivers, Crampton’s locomotive (capable of a top speed of seventy-two miles an hour) and other wonders of the age.5


The large display of telegraphic apparatus was one of the first things that visitors saw when they walked through the enormous entrance. It told the short history of modern telegraphs, from Cooke and Wheatstone’s pioneering telegraph of 1838 to the more sophisticated versions of recent years. Well-heeled visitors were able to summon their carriages to the exit of their choosing by electric means. The venue had a private line direct to Scotland Yard in case of disturbance, and it was connected to the entire national network, allowing visitors to telegraph any of the hundreds of offices in the country. There were maps of the networks and daily weather reports from around the kingdom. ‘We went to the Exhibition and had the electric telegraph show explained and demonstrated before us,’ Queen Victoria noted in her diary. ‘It is the most wonderful thing and the boy who works it does so with great ease and rapidity. Messages were sent out to Manchester, Edinburgh etc and answers received in a few seconds – truly marvellous!’6


Here were the machines, precision instruments, raw materials and technologies that would revolutionise the world. Here modern science was on full display; the Exhibition hummed and purred to the sound of steam power and electricity. Prefabricated in factories around Britain and assembled by mechanical means, the iron-and-glass Crystal Palace was a physical monument to modern mass production and a wonder of the age. The great American journalist Horace Greeley said that the building was more impressive than any one thing it housed: ‘it is really a fairy wonder, and it is a work of inestimable value as a suggestion for future architecture . . . Depend on it, stone and timber will have to stand back for iron and glass.’ Greeley advocated a Crystal Palace for New York, which he imagined presciently as a colossal shopping mall.7


The Great Exhibition has never been rivalled as a world fair. The event caught imaginations all over the world and set the euphoric mood that characterised the 1850s. Under the immense barrel-vaulted glass ceiling the modern world was imagined and arranged in microcosm: the raw materials, manufactures and inventions of all nations were placed side by side for comparison and education. The event was promoted as the first ever international ‘peace congress’. In a world united by trade and commerce and unfettered information – exemplified by the juxtaposing displays at the Crystal Palace – ‘gain is gain to all . . . the achievements of human intellect are common property’. Commenting upon the opening ceremony, The Times said that Queen Victoria sat ‘enthroned . . . amid the spoils of the world’ like a mighty conqueror, except that, unlike other conquerors in human history, the booty was there by the uncompelled good graces of its owners.8


In the past, international peace congresses represented the triumphalism of the victors of bloody wars. But in this case it was a celebration of peace through progress. The Exhibition had, according to a French writer, ‘inaugurated a new era’ in the history of the world: the ‘peaceful struggle of the nations’.9


Throughout the world, people read about or saw pictures of the event. As one American journalist put it, ‘The accounts published from day to day in the newspapers, the woodcuts in the illustrated papers, the pictures and panoramas, and the endless list of articles on the subject in the magazines, have made most people familiar even to weariness with all the details.’ According to Thomas Hardy, ‘None of the younger generation can realise the sense of novelty it produced in us who were then in our prime. A noun substantive went so far as to become an adjective in honour of the occasion. It was “exhibition” hat, “exhibition” razor-strop, “exhibition” watch; nay, even “exhibition” weather, “exhibition” spirits, sweethearts, babies, wives.’10


By an accident of history the Great Exhibition coincided with the beginning of the long mid-century boom. It became the physical manifestation of the optimism that was beginning to build in the West, giving birth to thousands of articles and books that proclaimed the dawn of a new era of peace, prosperity and unlimited growth. This burst of euphoria was all the more remarkable because it erupted so suddenly after a long period of gloom.


In 1849 the Swedish novelist and feminist Fredrika Bremer visited England. ‘A thick heavy atmosphere rested like a storm-charged cloud over the towns,’ she remembered; ‘hearses rolled through the streets; cities were deserted, for the cholera ruled there . . . I had never seen human misery in such a shape, as I now saw it both in Hull and London.’ Bremer visited towards the close of one of the most miserable decades in British history. It was remembered for ever after as the ‘hungry forties’, a time of unemployment and cholera, harvest failure in Britain and mass starvation in Ireland, economic depression and political volatility.11


She contrasted this apocalyptic scene with another tour two years later when ‘the spirit of spring’ permeated the land. Britain had, for Bremer, been reborn in 1851. Everywhere she saw a prosperous, happy nation, brimming with energy. Fredrika Bremer might have overly dramatised the contrasts in two years. But she was absolutely accurate in reflecting the transformation of mood. She explained the change between 1849 and 1851: ‘Free trade had borne its fruits; beneath its flag Commerce and Industry had blossomed with fresh life; the price of corn had fallen, bread was cheap.’12


In the 1840s Britain had taken a great leap into the dark. The repeal of the Corn Laws is hardly a subject to set pulses racing. But it had a monumental impact not only in Britain, but all over the world. The Corn Laws stood at the centre of a thicket of protective measures that defended Britain’s agriculture, industry, overseas trade and shipping, and which underpinned the imperial system. The Corn Laws, enacted in 1815, kept the price of imported grain high enough to shield British producers from overseas competition. Over a thousand other duties similarly made it expensive to import foreign raw materials, foodstuffs and manufactures. The Navigation Acts restricted trade between Britain and her colonies to British-built, owned and crewed ships. The measures were designed not only to protect agriculture and industry, but glue the Empire together by giving Caribbean sugar producers and Canadian timber companies, among others, exclusive access to the British market.


The first big shock to the old system came in 1842 when Robert Peel, the Conservative Prime Minister, abolished or reduced 1,640 tariffs. In the next four years tariffs on wool, linen, flax and cotton were torn down, so that, in the words of Peel, ‘there hardly remains any raw material imported from other countries, on which the duty has not been reduced’. Thus emboldened, he undertook the biggest gamble of all and repealed the tariff on the most important of raw materials – the Corn Laws.13


It came as the culmination of years of fierce political battle. For the repealers, not only did the Laws keep the price of bread high, to the misery of the working classes, but they also stifled manufacturing. Industry was hungry for workers, and it needed them from the land. If cheap food came from abroad, and grain prices fell, many more workers would be freed up to enter the mills and factories. Their labour would be fuelled by bread and sugar from the world market.


But there was an even more important motive than simply feeding the growing working class. American, Russian and European merchants who sold their primary produce in the British market would be paid in pounds. They would then use this cash to buy British manufactures. By giving American wheat farmers unrestricted access to their market, British capitalists would gain flourishing American markets. Better still, with cheaper imported raw materials the cost of mass-produced British manufactures would plummet, allowing British exporters to flood foreign countries and undercut and ruin their industrial competitors. In this vision of the future, Britain would be the workshop and financier of the world, its megacity, leaving the rest of the planet more or less as its farm. Advocating repeal, Thomas Babington Macaulay said that while ‘other nations were raising abundant provisions for us on the banks of the Mississippi and the Vistula’, the British would ‘supply the whole world with manufactures, and have almost a monopoly of the trade of the world’.14


The campaign for repeal pitted industrial Britain against landed Britain, commercial power against landed power, the working and middle classes against the aristocracy. Peel passed his Act; but he was turfed out of office by his own party as a result. Nonetheless, the assault on protection carried on. Next to go were the sugar duties. Then, on the first day of the year 1850, the Navigation Acts disappeared from the Statute Book. Now any ship from any country could bid for the trade of the Empire.


The opening-up of the massive British market had a galvanic effect on the world economy. American shipbuilders benefited the earliest from the repeal of the Navigation Acts, selling some of the best vessels in the world to British and colonial shippers. Brazil and Cuba flooded the market with their sugar. An enterprising group of Greek merchants relocated to the City of London and began exporting textiles from Lancashire and importing grain from a region that extended from the Danube Basin through the Black Sea, the Adriatic and the Eastern Mediterranean to Egypt. Seven years after the repeal of the Corn Laws they had netted an eye-watering £30 million. In time, the repeal of the Corn Laws would catalyse the settlement of the American Midwest as the ravenous British market scoured the globe for breadstuffs. People around the world enjoyed the fruits of the liberalising of the British economy.15


Exposure to the withering winds of global competition, however, caused economic depression and unemployment in Britain. By the early 1850s the once-mighty shipping industry was in the doldrums, outclassed by its new transatlantic competitors. The tidal wave of free trade engulfed the City and brought down venerable firms and banks. It broke over the Empire as well. Britain’s sugar-producing Caribbean colonies were ruined for ever. Canadian timber exporters and wheat farmers had relied upon the special colonial relationship with Britain too; now they were reduced to competitors on the brutal global market and they faced disaster. The bonds that held together the British world had been brutally slashed; the Empire was threatened with violent dissolution.


Not surprisingly, therefore, when the Great Exhibition was conceived in 1849 its leading lights were at pains to avoid making it appear to be a celebration of free trade. It was a contentious issue, one that divided the country. The event was sold as a way of advertising Britain’s machinery and manufactures to overseas customers and to promote raw materials from around the Empire.


But fast-forward a few years to 1851 and the gloom had been entirely extinguished. In its place came giddy rejoicing. The Great Exhibition became a triumphalist ‘Free Trade Festival’. British agriculture had not collapsed as many had predicted, for one thing. In the early 1850s it was at its peak, enjoying bounteous harvests. Even so, millions of Britons were being fed on imported foodstuffs: prices were down but demand was apparently inexhaustible.16


Farmers were doing well, but it was nothing compared to the upsurge in British industry. After the initial dislocation to trade, the effect of liberalising the economy had been positive. The cost of foreign food and raw materials had tumbled, good for the working class and industry alike. Countries that made money exporting their staples to open-door Britain spent their profits importing British manufactures. By the time of the Exhibition, Britain produced 66 per cent of the world’s coal, 70 per cent of its steel, 50 per cent of its iron and, most importantly, 50 per cent of its textiles.


‘Manchester appeared to my eye like a colossal spider,’ wrote Fredrika Bremer, ‘in the midst of its factories, towns and suburbs and villages, in which everything seemed to be spinning – spinning – spinning cloths for the people of the world.’ The value of British exports had expanded by 51 per cent since Peel had taken his leap into the dark, and that of imports by 34 per cent. The Times, in its description of the British section of the Great Exhibition, noted items marked for export to the Continent, China, India, Russia, the Ottoman Empire, South America and the United States: ‘manifest proofs that we aspire to world-wide demand and have the mass of the population in every country for our customers’. Britain, with its system of mass production of cheap consumer goods and its open trading policies, was able ‘to command, by the element of price, the markets of the world’.17


What the British called friendly competition, much of the rest of the world called ‘commercial despotism’. All that talk about controlling the markets of the world while the country stifled the development of foreign industry sounded like a declaration of economic warfare. Britain had defended its growing industry behind the fortress of protection. Now it was preaching free trade in order to strangle foreign industry in its cradle by dumping cheap textiles and inexpensive manufactures in ports around the world. And by inflating commodity prices, it used economic power to force other countries to gear their economies to producing foodstuffs and raw materials for export to Liverpool rather than building up their own domestic industries.


The sudden onset of a boom and the lavish display of their machinery and inventions meant that the British walked with a swagger in 1851, on top of the world. Writers sniffed at the contributions of other nations. As Horace Greeley said, ‘I apprehend John Bull, whatever else he may learn, will not be taught meekness by this Exhibition.’ The Times, sneering, called the space allotted to American exhibits a ‘desolate prairie’ because the transatlantic guests had failed to fill it up. It was blithely assumed that the US was rich in natural resources but poor in technical skill. The American display ‘invites emigration’ – literally so: manufacturers from Britain and France in need of more room for their wares began to colonise the prairie ground.18


But this condescending tone did not last long. Before 1850 the British had held the field in industrial inventions. Their very own self-aggrandising Exhibition, however, gave them a rude shock. When they began to examine the German, French, Belgian, Dutch and American stands they saw manufactures and industrial processes as good as or superior to their own. Many Asian artefacts exceeded cheap British manufactures in their quality and popularity. And, worse still, as one American journal pointed out, the empty space in the US section was no accident: what self-respecting entrepreneur would give away the secrets of a new invention gratis to rivals at an international exhibition? As the journal said, ‘as soon as an Englishman is taught, he is at perfect liberty to use his knowledge, and it is certain he will use it, immediately, to undersell his teachers and ruin their business’. The nagging question, then, was not what was at the Exhibition, but what wasn’t?19


Even so, there were enough examples to take the edge off the joyous mood in Britain. American prowess in shipbuilding was confirmed when the schooner America won the Royal Yacht Squadron’s annual race round the Isle of Wight that year. The silver winner’s trophy was renamed ‘The America’s Cup’ and became the prize in the world’s most famous yacht race and the oldest international sporting trophy. Among the American exhibits were some of the Exhibition’s show-stealers, including Cyrus McCormick’s reaping machine, which heralded the advent of mechanical farming and a new agricultural revolution. American skill was underscored with the exhibition of items made from rubber, the results of vulcanisation – a relatively new process invented by Charles Goodyear.


An American entrepreneur was responsible for one of the most popular, admired and influential exhibits – one that was destined to have a big impact on the world in the 1850s and that cut across the grain of a self-proclaimed Peace Conference.


Samuel Colt’s new six-shooter revolver caused a sensation. The Times’ correspondent, tongue in cheek, compared Colt to Edward Jenner: at Colt’s stand at the Exhibition ‘you may make yourself acquainted with the new method of vaccination as performed by the practitioners of the Far West upon the rude tribes who yet encumber the wilderness with their presence’. This new firearm immediately superseded all other weapons, especially for mounted soldiers. It could fire six rounds without having to be reloaded, allowing a cavalry trooper to triple his rate of fire. A United States army officer said that ‘a dragoon armed with a Colt’s repeating pistol . . . or perhaps a Sharp’s rifle, would be the most formidable [of combatants] for the frontier service, and particularly when encounters with the savages occur – as they generally do – in prairies, defiles, and mountain gorges . . . A few bold men, well skilled in the use of these weapons, can, under such circumstances, encounter and scatter almost any number of savages.’20


It was indeed the perfect weapon for ‘frontier service’ and would ‘work a revolution in war’. American Indians were formidable mounted warriors, whether armed with muskets, spears, bows and arrows, knives or tomahawks. They were capable of overwhelming opponents equipped with single-shot firearms. The killing field was more or less level on some of Britain’s frontiers as well. In the New Zealand section of the Exhibition there was a model of a Maori pa, a hilltop settlement fortified with terraces and stockades. It was constructed by Lieutenant Henry Balneavis, who wanted to show people in Britain that the Maori were not savages but skilful military engineers and warriors, capable of tying down larger numbers of imperial soldiers and inflicting disproportionate casualties from the pas. Elsewhere, the British faced stiff resistance in southern Africa, on the Niger, in Afghanistan and Burma. The Times recommended the Colt revolver for British cavalry currently engaged in the frontier skirmishes in Cape Colony against the Xhosa and Kohekohe, and for lancers on the North-West Frontier of India.21


The Colt six-shooter became one of the most recognisable brands in the world in the 1850s, flaunted by white migrants in locations as diverse as the Australian bush, the jungles of Panama and the plains and deserts of the trans-Mississippi West. Colt’s 1851 Navy Civilian revolver was the iconic weapon of the Wild West for decades after its invention, touted by, among others, such celebrities as Wild Bill Hickok, Doc Holliday and General Robert E. Lee.


But its significance lay not just in its ubiquity in the West’s settler disputes on the frontier. It was the way the revolver was made that heralded a ‘revolution in war’. British specialists who pored over the weapons at the Crystal Palace were stunned at the advances in fire-arms technology displayed by Colt. There had been repeating pistols before, but Colt’s breakthrough in 1850−51 was to render them safe and reliable for the shooter and, above all, cheap. The parts were the result of mass production and power-driven machinery, making them interchangeable. This gave the user considerable advantages in the field, where he or she could repair, replace or recycle the working parts with negligible skill. Compare that to the British system, where musket parts made for the military were hand-crafted in Birmingham workshops, sent to the Tower of London for quality control, and then dispatched to another set of craftsmen to assemble each firearm. This complicated method of making a firearm, whereby the parts makers were not involved in the assembly, stifled innovation in the industry. As a result of Colt’s display at the Crystal Palace, British experts went to the United States to investigate arms manufacture.22


[image: Image]


The result of the inquiry was the importation of American machinery and an expert from the United States armoury at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, to oversee the introduction of mass production at the government’s small-arms factory at Enfield. The fruit of the new system, inspired by Colt, was the Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle-musket. It became the most popular rifle of the age, produced in the millions for the British, Indian and American armies and for frontiersmen and sportsmen. It was the next phase in the revolution inaugurated by Colt. The Enfield rifle was reliable, easy to repair (thanks to its interchangeable parts) and incredibly accurate; it gave ordinary infantrymen a good chance of hitting a target at 600 yards. The muskets it superseded in the British army – such as the good old Brown Bess, veteran of Waterloo – allowed a soldier to hit a man-sized target at 100 yards at the very best.


A rifle differs from a musket because the latter has a smooth bore, while the former has a rifled or grooved barrel, which spins the bullet, giving it greater aerodynamic stability. Rifling had been known about for centuries, but it was not practical for military weapons because the cylindrical bullet had to be the same diameter as the barrel so that it engaged the grooves. Forcing such a tight-fitting bullet down the barrel took too long and the detritus left by the bullet fouled the weapon, nullifying the advantages of greater range. A musket was inaccurate and had much lower velocity, but the round ball could be rolled down the barrel with no difficulty. Until a rifle was invented that was as easy to clean and as fast to reload as a musket, it would never be adopted by infantry.


The pointed cylindrical bullet developed by Claude-Étienne Minié in 1849 changed everything. The bullet was carried in a waterproof paper cartridge with the requisite gunpowder; the soldier tore the cartridge with his teeth and rammed the bullet and powder down the barrel. The conical Minié bullet was small enough to be loaded via the barrel like a musket ball, yet suit the purposes of a rifle, because it expanded on firing to engage the grooves of the barrel and spin towards the faraway target.


Up until the 1850s colonial powers were matched against opponents armed with identical muskets. The Sikhs, for example, had sophisticated arms manufacturing. Other peoples adapted Western weapons and learnt techniques which outclassed their opponents; American Indians and the Muslim guerrilla fighters of the Caucasus, for instance, were adept at reloading muskets while riding at speed. The Enfield rifle took the same time to reload as the old technology, but its superior range and accuracy and the velocity of the Minié bullet gave its users deadly advantages. It was the ideal weapon for conventional wars and frontier action alike.


The Colt gave pioneers the edge over indigenous people who stood in the way of settlement. It became the most famous international brand name of the decade. Again and again the Enfield would prove its worth for small European forces pitted against vastly superior armies in China, India and elsewhere. They were joined by other advances – Armstrong’s breech-loading artillery gun that lobbed lethal explosive shells over long distances on Chinese soldiers and Maori warriors, for example, or the Gatling gun that sprayed death at unprecedented speed. The irony that one of the most significant legacies of the great ‘Festival of Peace’ in 1851 was state-of-the-art killing machines was not entirely missed.


Colt’s epochal six-shooter, McCormick’s reaper and other inventions proved to the discomfort of the hosts of the Great Exhibition that the United States was emerging as a serious industrial power. According to the Economist, not naturally inclined to enthusiasm for that country, the ‘rapid progress and the greatness of the Americans, like their clipper ships, are, in the main their own and chiefly due to themselves . . . They seem certain to become the greatest and most powerful nation that ever existed.’23


With the inventiveness of the United States on display, along with the evident potential of the German states, came the painful realisation that Britain’s industrial dominion had peaked in 1851. But the dawning of this fact was to have important implications.


He came 13,000 miles to see the Great Exhibition. It was fun, but failed to excite him. London’s physical appearance – the dark, sombre, sooty buildings and the incessant crowds of people – contrasted unfavourably with the bright, cheerful towns he had recently passed through on the Continent. George Russell, a prosperous, dour Australian sheep farmer, was hard to impress. His pen, however, was roused to eulogy by the docks crowded with shipping and ‘the large roomy warehouses . . . filled with merchandise from all parts of the world . . . the great business activity and bustle which is here met with . . . gives one an idea of the great commercial importance of England, quite surpassing anything of the kind I have hitherto seen’.24


That was why another foreigner came to London in 1851. Julius Reuter’s skill was in keeping ahead of modern communications technology. Before he arrived in London his homing pigeons raced between Brussels and Aachen. His flocks of racing birds brought with them the latest prices from the Paris Bourse, telegraphed to Brussels where the French line terminated. Before the mail train chuffed into town bringing with it the financial news, Reuter’s pigeons had reached their loft in Aachen, the furthest extent of the German telegraph network. Without a second’s delay Reuter zapped the prices and exchange rates on the French markets down the wire to his subscribers in Berlin and Vienna. For those subscribers time really was money: getting the news first meant making a killing. In 1851 the gap in the telegraph network was closed, Reuter’s pigeons took early retirement and the entrepreneur relocated to London, in time for the opening of the Channel Cable. Reuter’s Submarine Telegraph Office at the Royal Exchange Buildings offered his clients in the City and throughout the Continent as far as Russia up-to-the minute information from the European financial and commodity markets. They also got American prices as soon as they were cabled from the mail ship at Liverpool.


It is not hard to see why George Russell and Julius Reuter were attracted to the City of London in 1851. By the time of the Great Exhibition the global economy was clearly in a vertiginous upswing and the City was discovering a new role at the centre of the action. The excitement was palpable. On one occasion during the summer of the Exhibition the normally genteel Stock Exchange descended into chaos when 200 young traders took part in an impromptu and unruly game of football. The staid bankers with their pince-nez, black clothing and plodding ways were still there to be sure; but alongside them ‘you find yourself in the company of sprightly young gentlemen, who talk about the opera and other amusements of the town with all the ease of connoisseurs in high life; and whose chief study is to give effect to coloured neckerchiefs, showy chains and mogul tie pins’. To the astonishment of the old hands who had relied on punctilious correspondence with brokers in foreign cities, hundreds of international deals – even small ones – were being made over the wires every day. The stuffy old banks, which projected old-fashioned sobriety, were giving way to gaudy new private banks shimmering with enormous plate-glass windows and blazing chandeliers. The old proprieties were dying with the heady, bullish atmosphere and a tempo of financial business dictated by rhythmic pulses of electricity.25


The opening of the Channel Cable linked money markets across Europe in real-time at a period when the world economy was beginning to take off. Capital was pouring out of the City, seeking investment overseas in massive infrastructure projects, government bonds, farming operations and businesses. Only a few years before investors had been badly burnt by the defaults on their loans, first of several Latin American republics and then of a number of states of the United States. But in the first years of the 1850s confidence was returning. A loan of £5.5 million had recently been floated for the Russian government; in that year and the ones that followed similarly gargantuan sums were subscribed for, among others, Piedmont, Austria, Brazil, Belgium, Canada and Victoria. The year 1851 also saw the incorporation of the Illinois Central Railroad, which bid fair to be one of the most important iron roads anywhere, opening up the prairies to the world market. It coincided with the comeback of the US as an attractive destination for foreign investment after long-lasting doubts about America’s creditworthiness. The injection of Californian gold kindled confidence. US railroad securities were being traded directly in London for the first time, and they became a mainstay of the City’s business in the early 1850s. Capital raised throughout Europe funnelled through London and flowed across the Atlantic to help fund the great rail boom. By the 1870s the British overseas investment portfolio totalled a mammoth £1 billion ($5 billion).*


Halcyon days for the young brokers and bankers of the Square Mile, with their gaudy jewellery and brash ways. The City of London was fast becoming the financial hub of the soaraway global economy, providing commodity exchanges, long-term loans, legal services and insurance. Most important of all were the bills of exchange backed by the City’s financial houses – and traded on the money markets – which provided the short-term credit that allowed complex multinational trades to take place from Shanghai to San Francisco via Hong Kong, Singapore, Melbourne, Cape Town, Buenos Aires, London, New York and points between. As a parliamentary committee put it without exaggeration or false national pride: ‘The trade of the world could hardly be carried on without the intervention of British credit.’26


If British industry was facing relative decline in the face of ambitious, resource-rich rivals, its financial sector was revelling in a bonanza. This was, wise observers calculated, the future of Britain’s power in the world. It should not – and it could not – try and maintain its industrial dominance by pricing everyone else out of the market. Instead it should do everything it could to stimulate economic activity in foreign countries and encourage uninhibited trade across the world.27


By facilitating international trade and the movement of labour, Britain could take a slice of the pie at every stage. The country was well placed to do so. It possessed ports and coaling stations along the international highways west to east, from Halifax to Hong Kong. Its early industrial take-off equipped it with surplus capital to pour into railway construction everywhere from the Pampas to the Russian steppe. In turn, it supplied these ventures with high-tech equipment such as power tools, telegraphs and engines. These railways and telegraphs meant that more foodstuffs and raw materials could reach the global market. The British Merchant Marine was ideally suited to carry the produce of the world and warehouse it, duty-free, in the ports of the Empire. As capital from Europe funnelled out of London, goods from the Americas, Africa and Asia flowed into Liverpool to be distributed for the markets of the Continent.


If you sell cloth and scissors, the politics of your customers does not matter so much. But if you are exporting your cash it matters a great deal. It was in Britain’s interests, therefore, to make the world safe for investors and open for business. Throughout the 1850s Britain would use a mixture of hard and soft power to do just that – to tear down the political barriers to trade and integrate hitherto closed markets into the global economy. A country that aspired to marshal and direct global commerce needed to maximise exchange by creating a system of free trade. Later parts of Heyday deal with the hard power as Britain used its navy – the most powerful the world had seen – and its military muscle and financial leverage accomplish those ends. The Great Exhibition, however, stood as the most powerful monument to Britain’s attempt to persuade the world to follow its example.


Conceived as a way of showcasing British industry, the Great Exhibition became a living representation of Britain’s vision of a new world. Above all else, it had to advertise the moral and material benefits of free trade.


What did the rest of the world have to gain from free trade? First there was the possibility of universal peace. Countries and empires that hunkered down behind the barriers of protection were said to be more aggressive and warlike. They used the revenue raised from taxing trade to fund gigantic armies. As The Times had it, in the middle of the nineteenth century ‘we fight our battles far less with fire and sword, with gabion and howitzer, than with calico and scissors, with coal and with iron . . . Trade is now much more than the acquisition of lucre; it is a great political engine.’ When Hardy conjured up the metaphor of ‘a precipice in time’ opening up in 1851, he was referring explicitly to the Great Exhibition. People sincerely believed that that year marked a new epoch in world history, a ‘chronological frontier’. Under the glass roof of the Crystal Palace and surrounded by the produce of the world, some burst into tears; many others were profoundly moved at this visual representation of peace through trade.28


The successful completion of the Channel Cable right at the end of the Exhibition intensified the feeling that the human race was joining together in peace and harmony. Many believed that the uninhibited exchange of goods and ideas by the means of modern technology would break down the barriers that separated human societies, engendering mutual understanding and making war impossible. ‘The most characteristic fact of our civilization,’ said a French economist in a discussion about the Great Exhibition, ‘is the growth of that mutual dependence of nations which is the soundest guarantee of peace.’29


Then there was the appeal to ordinary men and women around the globe. Competitiveness would release dynamism and enterprise, pulling up living standards and driving down prices. The diffusion of knowledge and prosperity by communication and trade, it was believed, would make oppressed people long to kick away the traditions, prejudices and tyrannies that inhibited their creativity. The Hungarian freedom fighter and international hero Lajos Kossuth told a meeting at Southampton in 1851 that ‘All despots fear free trade, because the liberty of commerce is the great vehicle of political liberty.’30


The greatest exhibit at the Crystal Palace was used to illustrate these points. That exhibit was not a new technology, work of art or powerful engine; it was the millions of people who coursed through the building over the summer. Before the event, the thought of the population disgorging itself on Hyde Park sent shivers down the spines of the great and the good. Gatherings of working people had always been regarded as a recipe for anarchy and drunkenness; they had been prevented or broken up at the first opportunity. There were plenty of warnings that, when presented with priceless jewellery and invaluable treasures in flimsy cases, the Lumpenproletariat would not be able to restrain themselves. The crowned heads of Europe feared that the Exhibition would be a magnet for the revolutionaries and socialists of the Continent, who would unite in lightly policed London; violent insurrection would spill out of Hyde Park and surge back across the Channel.


When Fredrika Bremer travelled down from Manchester to London, so great was the congestion on the line that trains were backed up nose to tail. The train on which she travelled ‘had to stop several times and wait, warned by red lights, like fiery eyes; these had been warned by other red lights, attached to the posts of the electric telegraph’. Electric signals pulsing down the wires managed the weight of traffic. It was this sophisticated transportation network that meant that by the time the Exhibition closed in October there had been 6 million paid entrances; when repeat visits and numbers of foreign tourists are taken into account this means that between a fifth and a quarter of the population of the United Kingdom visited the Crystal Palace. According to a guidebook of the event, ‘The exceeding popularity of the exhibition eventually became its greatest wonder.’31


At no other time in history had so many civilians been transported to a single event. Working-class families were able to get to London thanks to subscription clubs, working men’s associations, mechanics’ institutes, savings banks and friendly societies, all of which arranged travel and lodgings. Railway companies offered package deals. The tour operator Thomas Cook brought his experience organising excursions for the Temperance Society to see 165,000 people to the Great Exhibition.


Impressive feats of transportation helped cement the image of Britain as a hyper-modern country. But it was the behaviour of the millions when they got to Hyde Park which really excited commentators. In the five months of the Exhibition there were a mere twenty-five criminal offences – nine for pickpocketing, six attempts to do so and ten instances of pilfering from the stalls. Queen Victoria, guarded by half a dozen unarmed policemen, walked amid 50,000 people (the amount of people who daily filled the Crystal Palace) ‘as quietly as if she was in her own drawing-room’, according to The Times. For one writer it was pleasant ‘to observe how completely all social distinctions were for the moment merged in the general feeling of pride and admiration at the wondrous result of science and labour exhibited in the Palace of Glass’.32


The results of industrialisation had not, the British said, been immiseration and revolution. Repeal of the Corn Laws meant that the institutions of the country were ready to listen and respond to the demands of the people. While Europe was convulsed with revolution in 1848, Britain remained peaceful. The cost of living there was cheaper thanks to liberal policies. Indeed, the Crystal Palace came in under budget because of the recent abolition of taxes on glass. The Exhibition itself stood as an immense advertisement for laissez-faire economics: it was the people, not the government, that had brought the spectacular show into being. The event was a business, run for profit not national aggrandisement; it did not beg for taxpayers’ money. According to Henry Cole, one of the leading lights of the Exhibition, ‘the English people do much better for themselves than any Government can do for them’. The retreat of the state from the sphere of economics, and the opening-up of the country to worldwide competition, had unleashed the entrepreneurial zeal of the people and brought into being triumphs like the Crystal Palace.33


As one journalist put it, the Exhibition showed that in Britain all sections of society ‘combine the most indomitable energy with the most ingrained love of order and respect for their own institutions’ – the opposite, it was said, of Continental Europe, which was bedevilled by industrial underdevelopment, un-competitiveness, class tensions and arbitrary power.34


The great glass dome, the mass-producing machines and super-fast locomotives, the high-tech machines, the scientific discoveries and the peaceful throngs of contented people: here was a new civilisation exhibited to the world in Hyde Park, a prototype that others would adopt. According to the census of 1851 Britain had become the most urbanised and industrial society in history: the majority of people now worked in towns and cities rather than on farms. If you wanted to see the future, in other words, come to Britain.


The layout of the Exhibition reflected Britain’s vision of a new world order. The groupings of the exhibits represented human societies open to each other, bonded by mutual exchange, free communication and peaceful competition. One half of the floor space, the entire western side of the Crystal Palace’s idealised world, was given to British manufactures and inventions. On the other side of the nave, facing the hosts’ lavish displays, were the contributions of Britain’s industrial rivals, dominated spatially by France, the German Confederation and the United States. In the transept stood India and Britain’s other Asian colonies. Facing them were China, Brazil, Turkey, Persia and Egypt, ‘grouped . . . like a kind of torrid zone’. If we count Brazil as representing Latin America, these were countries regarded by Britain as the lucrative markets of the future, societies which could be shaped and regenerated by liberal values, but whose potential was being stifled by corrupt and rickety elites and by restrictive practices. ‘Let us try and improve all these countries by the general influence of our commerce,’ said Lord Palmerston, Foreign Secretary at the time of the Exhibition, ‘but let us abstain from the crusade of conquest.’35


The rejuvenating breath of free trade would shortly gust through the world, it was believed, toppling tyrants and replacing closed empires with free exchange. Visitors to the planet recreated under the glass roof of the Crystal Palace were invited to compare and contrast its various countries. Here were the old and tired societies of Asia, their vitality suffocated by despotism and superstition. Here was Europe, the majority of its people crushed under the jackboots of the soldiers of tyrants, their dreams of nationhood and modernisation stifled by the military power of Russia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottomans. At the end of the year the President of France, Louis Napoléon (nephew of Bonaparte), faced with having to leave office at the expiration of his second term, seized power in a brutal coup. France came under the authoritarian rule of the newly styled Napoleon III and Europe faced the prospect of war after the decades of peace since the final defeat of the first Napoleon.


Across the planet, dreams of republicanism, democracy, socialism and nationalism were dead or dying. There was surely one glaring exception. Venture into the stands of the United States and you could see an alternative pathway for humanity in the nineteenth century. Horace Greeley said that the British and European ruling classes ‘dread the contagion of our example; and this dread must increase and be diffused as the rapidly increasing power, population and wealth of our country commend it more and more to the attention of the world’. When news received in Continental Europe from the interior of the US – mainly concerning ‘Indian fights and massacres, fatal steamboat explosions or insolvent banks’ – was sixty days old, the ‘contagion’ of republican egalitarianism was quarantined by distance. But now, thanks to a new generation of fast steam packets and land telegraphs, that gap was slashed to a mere ten days and there was every indication it would be further truncated as technology advanced. America stood poised to influence world affairs.36


Revelling in the Californian gold bonanza, fuelled by dreams of ‘Manifest Destiny’, and on the cusp of a railroad revolution, the dynamism of the United States was given fair representation at the Exhibition by its inventions. But, crucially for a country bidding to stamp its mark on civilisation, it showed off its cultural prowess as well. One of the most discussed pieces of art in the Crystal Palace was Hiram Powers’ marble statue depicting a naked and shackled Greek slave.


Universally admired the statue might have been, but it was a magnet for barbed comments. The statue was continually revolved so that it was presented at all angles to the encircling throngs. The man operating it reminded some of a dealer at a Virginian slave market, exhibiting human flesh for sale. The satirical magazine Punch produced a cartoon in which Powers’ statue was rendered as a black slave shackled to the Stars and Stripes. One day the former slave Henry ‘Box’ Brown (so-called because he escaped bondage by mailing himself in a crate to a free state) deposited the Punch cartoon next to the statue, loudly declaring, ‘As an American fugitive slave, I place this “Virginian Slave” by the side of the Greek Slave, as its most fitting companion.’37


While the Exhibition was under way the American periodical The National Era was serialising Harriet Beecher Stowe’s visceral antislavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. When it was published as a book it sold 300,000 copies in the States but more than a million in Britain in its first year. Here were the realities of slavery exposed in all their horror. The British could be smugly satisfied that they had spent years and a fortune fighting the slave trade on the high seas, a long, slow campaign that was reaching its climax in 1851 with British naval patrols operating off the coast of Brazil, the last major importer of African slaves. Thus confident in their moral superiority, in excess of 500,000 British women put their signatures to a petition urging their sisters across the Atlantic to mobilise against slavery.


For the British, the world in 1851 seemed to be dominated by slavery and serfdom, tyranny and superstition, poverty and backwardness. A year prior to the Exhibition the admission of California to the American Union as a free state had sparked political crisis. For the first time there were more free states than slave states; the American South had to be placated with concessions to prevent the break-up of the federal union. American unity was exposed as inherently fragile. In Europe and America, as far as the British were concerned, you could see the sorry wreckage of doomed experiments in republicanism and democracy. The Crystal Palace was more, much more than an exposition of hardware and high-tech: it was an exhibition of British values, and that is what gave the event its lasting potency.


For a few months that summer the hyperbole went into overdrive, the press and much of the public intoxicated with the idea that Britain was the torchbearer of a new civilisation. Only liberalism held out the possibility of worldwide renewal. Free-market capitalism was the most radical idea going – for through the medium of the uninhibited exchange of information and goods it would regenerate the human race by silently and invisibly subverting the ancient structures of power everywhere. ‘Our duty – our vocation – is not to enslave, but to set free,’ declared Lord Palmerston, ‘and I may say without any vainglorious boast, or without great offence to anyone, that we stand at the head of moral, social and political civilisation. Our task is to lead the way and direct the march of nations.’38




[image: Image]


(left) The Greek Slave by Hiram Powers and (right) Punch’s response: ‘The Virginian Slave’





In retrospect such language was a tempting target for satire. Fyodor Dostoyevsky wrote sardonically of such attitudes that ‘new economic relations will be established, all ready-made and worked out with mathematical exactitude, so that every possible question will vanish in the twinkling of an eye’. In similar vein, the New York Daily Tribune mockingly said that the British supposed that when Manchester textiles and Birmingham manufactures flooded the ports of the world, ‘the toughest old social wrongs will disappear as incontinently as harlequin through a stage-trap’. But it was exactly this kind of magical thinking that made the Great Exhibition so important. The notion that the age-old problems facing humanity would be blasted away by the unstoppable force of progress exerted a powerful hold in 1851 and well beyond. The world it conjured up of interlinked telegraphs and trade routes, of countries open for trade and bonded in peace by friendly exchange, was a long way off. The Crystal Palace was selling a dream, not a reality.39


And it sold this vision aggressively, not only in Britain but throughout the world. The sense that people stood at the dawn of a new civilisation was one of the most important outcomes of the Great Exhibition. It is an attitude we will encounter again and again in this narrative. Utopianism was one of the major engines of rampant economic growth, and it found its clearest expression in Hyde Park in 1851.


Around the world – and particularly in the Anglo-American part of it – optimism inspired people to brave the rigours of migrating thousands of miles, to settle in inhospitable terrain, to invest their money in visionary schemes such as long-distance underwater telegraph lines, gravity-defying mountain railways or the Suez Canal. Settlers in faroff lands carried with them the arrogant assumptions that Western capitalism and science ruled supreme. This belief – manifested in the American and the British worlds – that they stood in the vanguard of a new civilisation imbued them with the notion that they had the moral right to appropriate land from indigenous people.


Much of the stratospheric growth of the 1850s was based on excitement and speculation; often that expectation of profit leapt far ahead of economic realities. The Great Exhibition did not create such confidence; but it was the physical embodiment of faith in the progressive forces of the age and the progenitor of a prodigious international literature on the blessings of unchained capitalism.


Utopianism and hype can change the world to a greater extent than tangible things. From Sweden, Fredrika Bremer reflected on Britain’s ‘mission in the history of nations’ and believed that the country was ‘destined to extend her civilisation over the greatest part of the world’. One of the effects of the Great Exhibition was to implant a quasi-evangelical belief in Britain’s moral crusade to remake the world through the free market. As one writer put it, the British should be thankful to God ‘that it has been vouchsafed to us in our generation to lead the peoples onward in the march of peaceful enterprises and industrial triumphs’.40


This mixture of utopianism and opportunism determined Britain’s relationship with the rest of the world in the 1850s, not to say its own domestic health. The country became deeply involved in international affairs as it sought to extend the frontiers of free trade by persuasion and force. Britain turned its attention and energies to the wider world; this period is remarkable for its lack of domestic social or political reforms. In Charles Dickens’ Bleak House (1852) Mrs Jellyby famously neglects her children as she invests all her energies in philanthropic projects in Africa. And, like Mrs Jellyby, Britain seemed far more interested in rejuvenating the world than in sorting out its own problems, particularly those of the working poor. Another work that belied the roseate visions of the Great Exhibition was London Labour and the London Poor (1851), in which Henry Mayhew presented the underbelly of the capital city of world trade as a sink of prostitutes and drug addicts, sweatshop workers and beggars, pickpockets and quacks, mudlarks and professional dog-shit scrapers (among others), all negotiating a miserably precarious existence. Such works published at the same time as the Exhibition struck a discordant note, but not loud enough to drown the cacophony of celebration.
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