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PREFACE





This reconstruction of part of Britain’s recent Imperial past was assembled from the recorded experiences of some fifty Britons who lived and worked in Africa in the days of British colonial rule. Drawn chiefly, but by no means exclusively, from the former ranks of the Colonial Administrative Service, these men and women were kind enough to let me interview them at length for the BBC’s Sound Archives. Without their co-operation, candour and generosity neither this book nor the radio series of the same tide (first broadcast on BBC Radio 4 in 1979) could have been compiled. Many extended their help to include most useful advice and suggestions, as well as offering private material in the form of photographs and illustrations – of which only a small proportion could be included in this book. From among these contributors I must single out especially Anthony Kirk-Greene, now Senior Research Fellow at St Antony’s College, Oxford, whose advice both in the original recording project and in the compilation of this book proved invaluable. Adding the historian’s breadth of vision to the practical experience of the man in the field, his Introduction provides a salutary counter-balance to what is essentially a social panorama rather than any sort of historical record. Both to him and to these many friends of Africa past and present I must express my sincere thanks, with the hope that this distillation of their experiences will to some extent justify their kindness.


The chequer-board of colonies, protectorates, trust territories, mandated territories and one condominium that until the mid-1950s and early 1960s made up the sum of Britain’s African Empire had very little in common beyond the imposed system of government that briefly linked them together. Rather than attempt to particularize British rule in each of these territories I have concentrated on the general form of Crown rule itself – on the shared experiences rather than the differences or the distinctiveness of each country. I have, however, concentrated rather more heavily on certain territories than on others, so as to reflect the relative importance – in colonial terms – of those territories. More is said about British West Africa (Nigeria, the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone and the Gambia) than British East Africa (Kenya, Tanganyika, Uganda, Zanzibar and British Somaliland), which is, in turn, better represented than British Central Africa (Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland). A lot more is quoted (both about themselves and the country) from those who were in a ‘top division’ territory such as Nigeria (with a population of thirty million and enough land to bury France, Belgium and Italy combined) than from those who served, for instance, in the Gambia (which is little more than a three-hundred-mile strip of territory on either side of the only navigable river in West Africa). I also make no apology for including the Sudan, which falls naturally within the scope of this book (even though it came under the direction of the Foreign Office rather than of the Colonial Office), and for all but excluding Southern Rhodesia, which does not.


In this panorama I have made no attempt to confront the political issues of colonialism. I have confined myself simply to putting on record and in their own terms something of the manner and style of those who were there, placing them and their beliefs in the context of the times in which they lived and worked. Within this framework I have retained a colonial sense of geography, in which, for instance, modern-day Ghana, Zambia, Tanzania, Malawi and the Somali Republic appear as they were then – as the Gold Coast, Northern Rhodesia, Tanganyika, Nyasaland and British Somaliland. Similarly, I have referred to my witnesses in the text as they were known then. Brief details of their careers and their distinctions will be found in the appended notes on contributors.


Britain’s colonial involvement in Africa was so remarkably short-lived and has been so recently brought to an end that in 1977–8, when these interviews were conducted, it was still possible to find witnesses to what was almost the complete colonial cycle of occupation, consolidation, emancipation and withdrawal. This wide range of experience spans the first sixty years of this century, as remembered by three different generations: those who went out to Africa before the Great War (Chapters 1 and 2); those who went out between the wars (Chapters 3–8); those who followed during and after the Second World War (Chapters 9 and 10). At one end of the time-scale are men like Chris Farmer (Nigeria), Patrick Mullins (Gold Coast and Nyasaland), and Noel Harvey (Nyasaland), all of whom went out as administrators in the 1940s and 1950s and now occupy senior positions within the BBC. At the other there are the last survivors of that momentous age known – from a somewhat partisan point of view – as the era of pacification; the years before the Great War when men like Sir Angus Gillan (born in 1885) and Sir Alan Burns (born in 1887) went out to the Sudan and to Southern Nigeria, and when Mrs Sylvia Leith-Ross (born in 1883) was one of the first white women in Northern Nigeria. Chapter 2 is devoted entirely to the early experiences of these three veteran witnesses.


Although this cycle of events is mainly recalled by those who came out as administrators, as well as the wives who followed them, I have also included a limited number of contributions from other ex-colonials. If this concentration on the life of the District Officer seems to have been made at the expense of the Education Officer, the Superintendent of Police or the Agricultural Officer, or if the contributions of the missionaries and the pioneering work of surveyors, bridge-builders, Public Works Department men and B class officials appear to have been neglected, then let me emphasize that it was the administrator in his role as government servant who first and last provided the common thread that bound so many different territories together under one flag. Off-duty and in many ways he shared a common life-style with other expatriates, but his work and all that went with it was unique and has no modern-day parallel.


Whatever their background and working experience these witnesses shared the exercise of power in one form or another in British Colonial Africa – and as such they may be regarded as representative of their time. Accordingly, I have not always identified quotations when commonly expressed attitudes or experiences are given. Nor have I presented the spoken words of my contributors as a series of individual experiences, but have edited and assembled them as interrelated parts of a whole. For ease of reading I have made minor amendments and conjunctions but as far as possible excerpts have been quoted as they were spoken. I have also sought to exclude, as far as this is ever possible, all views and opinions other than those expressed in the original material. For this and for the way in which the spoken words have been selected and related, the responsibility is entirely mine. While the end result remains my own interpretation I hope it may still claim to be a fair and faithful reanimation of the peculiar spirit of an age and of a group of men and women for whom I have great respect.


Theirs is only a part and only one side of the story of British colonial rule in Africa. But they have given a frank and often self-critical account of their lives, without seeking either to idealize or to patronize. As a result I, for one, have found their story all the more impressive.


Tales from the Dark Continent was largely inspired by Helen Fry, Chief Producer, Sound Archive Features, and producer of the BBC Radio 4 series of the same title. My special thanks are due to her and to Tony Trebble, Chief Librarian, BBC Sound Archives, without whose joint patronage and encouragement this record could never have been made. My thanks also to Connie Ross-Barnard for her assistance in producing (against all the odds) transcripts, to Diana Souharni for her picture research and to the following for their most valuable advice and assistance: Mr and Mrs J. J. Allison; Dr John Bloss; The Rt Rev. Cecil Patterson; Sir Frederick Pedler; John Wilkinson; D. Simpson and library staff at the Royal Commonwealth Society; the Director and staff at the Royal Geographical Society; Patricia Pugh, Archivist of the Colonial Records Project, Oxford; L. Ody, Managing Director of Walters and Co., Oxford; the United Africa Company International Ltd; Unilever Ltd; the Elder Dempster Shipping Line; the Army and Navy Stores. Finally, may I acknowledge the very special debt that I owe to my partner in work, my wife.




INTRODUCTION





Anthony Kirk-Greene


On the eve of the Second World War Britain’s Colonial Empire was made up of 45 territories, 2 million square miles and 50 million inhabitants. All but 300,000 square miles of the Empire was in tropical Africa, where there were no less than 14 territories, all of them staffed by members of the Colonial Service. A decade or so ago this Colonial Service (or Her Majesty’s Overseas Civil Service, as it was by then known) followed its sister Services, the Indian Civil and Political Services and the Sudan Political Service, into extinction. This book will help to preserve the memory of what it was like, at the grass-roots level of daily routine, to live and work in Africa in the first sixty years of this century. Charles Allen has stitched together a thousand threads of narrative – memories and impressions teased out of many hours of interviews. Here is the very fabric of oral history, at once a unique testimony and an important contribution to Britain’s social and Imperial history.


Having spent sixteen years in the Colonial Administrative Service in Africa, I have no difficulty in recognizing the authentic echoes of such a career in Charles Allen’s rendering, though no doubt there will be some from West or East Africa who will shake their heads and lament that it was never like that for them. And while both Charles Allen and I may seem to highlight the role of the colonial administrator, no one who ever worked in the Colonial Service would wish to imply that the District Officer was the only pebble on the beach. Much of what is recalled is as true of the lives of the professional and technical officers who made up the bulk of the Colonial Service as it is of the administrators whose experiences comprise the main part of this book. Finally, the view from the boma is unarguably but one side of the story. What tales the African participants would have to tell – chief and clerk, peasant and politician, askari and alkali, about the Colonial Service from the receiving end!


Often alone, in no way was the District Officer in Africa lone-handed. Besides his personal staff of messengers, interpreters and a handful of African policemen, there was the whole administrative apparatus of African chieftaincies, or Native Administrations as they came to be called, to assist in the running of the district. Moreover, in each colony there were hundreds of professional and technical officers, men and women, in the agricultural, medical, nursing, educational, police, forestry and veterinary fields; and in the Public Works Department, too – often forgotten, yet the first to come to mind when the only chair in one’s mud-and-thatch rest-house lost its final leg.


Classically, the District Officer did not order, he advised; he did not rule, he administered. In practice, of course, there were good District Officers and bad District Officers, just as there were good and bad chiefs, so that ‘advice’ could mean anything from unambiguous instruction through tactful intervention to feet up on the office table and a sigh of ‘let them ask if they want to learn’. There were always some who believed that the ‘best’ district was the one that gave no trouble, were rarely heard of in headquarters and never in the Colonial Office or the House of Commons. ‘No progress, no palaver’ ought to have been the motto of certain District Officers who would have given anything for a quiet time. Yet the principle of indirect rule, of being the whisper behind the throne, was firmly institutionalized as a tenet of Native Administration.


A lot of nonsense is talked about the colonial administration. One uninformed allegation which flies in the face of the facts is that it was only interested in law and order, never in economic or social development. The truth is that this could not be either/or; it had to be a case of first/then. Improving law and order or imposing it were understandably the first preoccupations of the earliest generation of District Officers. For all the Hollywood distortion, parts of the Sanders of the River image – of Sandi who ‘sat cross-legged on his canvas chair, chewing an unsmoked cigar and drawing little patterns with his ebony stick in the sand’ and whose voice when he spoke as Keeper of the King’s Peace was ‘bleak and cold’ – do have a degree of substance. The diaries of the District Officers of the time are full of entries about installing a new chief as a break with the past, introducing a tax-gathering system, meting out what at least seemed to them to be justice, and settling fights and feuds. And what characters these first administrators were! Some had come straight in from the Boer war, men in search of the room to breathe and the chances which Africa offered. Others had transferred from the Charter Company administrations; the British Imperial East Africa Company, the Royal Niger Company and the British South Africa Company. Many were experienced administrators. A few had been adventurers; I know of one doctoral thesis on the origins of the Kenyan Service which at times reads more like fiction than fact. One recruit had been a shipwright, one an elephant hunter, another a batman to a general. A mixed bag, certainly, but those were the days when to be a character was more important than to be conventional.


After 1920, new needs called for new breeds. Now men were required who had brains in their heads as well as fire in their bellies. And from 1926 the Colonial Service reached a fresh level of professionalism, whereby every cadet underwent a year’s post-graduate course at Oxford or Cambridge or later in London. More than one governor has assured me that the cream of District Officers came in two waves: one the intakes following the slump when, with the Indian Civil Service out of favour as a career abroad and with jobs at a premium at home, the Colonial Service was able to pick the very best; the other, the intakes immediately after 1946, when it recruited some of the finest officers, many with a record of war service in the Indian Army or with the King’s African Rifles or Royal West African Frontier Force.


How and why did one become a District Officer? One view is expressed by a distinguished colonial administrator who admitted that the reason he applied was that, after finishing his finals at the university, he was determined never to take another examination in his life: the Colonial Service recruited on interview and references alone. Another is reflected in C. P. Snow’s The Masters, where the Bursar ruefully explains to the Senior Tutor his doubts of his son’s ability to get through his finals, adding ‘He’s thought to stand a chance of the Colonial Service if he can scrape a third … though I can’t see why our colonies should need third-class men with a capacity for organized sports.’ By far the most widely shared motive was, I believe, the feeling that there was an interesting, varied career in a warm climate, devoid of routine, reasonably paid, offering a real chance of creativity along with exceptional responsibilities at an early age. In the case of many of the two thousand post-war cadets, there was the additional inducement that it was an opportunity to live among people they had got to know and learned to like during the war or at the university.


One aspect of the Colonial Office’s recruitment and posting procedures I still have not been able to have satisfactorily explained. How did the Colonial Office allocate candidates to colonies? Was a man posted to, say, Kenya, a Kenyan type (whatever that meant) before he went there, or did he become one after he had been there? Technically, we were allowed to list three choices. I put down Malaya, because I had been in India during the war and wanted to get back to South-east Asia; Hong Kong, because I had had a Chinese girl-friend and had enjoyed The World of Suzy Wong; and the New Hebrides, because I rather fancied my competence in French. When the telegram arrived, I was offered Nigeria: and from the moment of disembarking at Lagos I never once regretted the posting. But how they got it right when I got it wrong, I have never understood!


I have often thought that those like myself who joined the Colonial Service just after the Second World War were doubly lucky. We were in at the end of the grass-roots, out-station style of colonial administration, characterized by the firm belief that ‘real’ administration meant ‘rural’ administration. At the same time we had the opportunity to take part in a new but no less exciting and challenging aspect of colonial administration, the art not of ruling but of relinquishing an empire. Gone were the days when the District Officer could properly be termed the maid-of-all-work: treasurer, magistrate, prosecutor and defence counsel, road-builder and tax collector all rolled into one. The post-war District Officer was likely to be the leader of a District Team of professionals; in headquarters, a Permanent Secretary in one of the new ministries or private secretary to one of the new African ministers. Inevitably he became the linchpin in the new constitutional structure of elections. Though the average District Officer evinced little enthusiasm for politics in his own country, in Africa he tended to become more and more involved in the exuberant world of party political activity and, as the decade of decolonization continued, more of a bureaucrat and less of an administrator. The irony was that many of his new functions paralleled the desk-bound Whitehall career which he had consciously rejected a few years earlier in favour of the District Officer’s saddle and the safari.


One of the District Officer’s last functions was among the most important of all: that of training up his successors. This could take one of two forms. One was simple propinquity, in the hope that the magic of the master would wear off on his pupil – it was how the modern British colonial administrator had himself received most of his training, and it was at first thought that this would be right for the new African entry too. But a crucial point was missed. That form of training had depended upon a close and constant relationship between the District Officer and his Assistant, often on a two-men-and-a-dog out-station, and in the decade of decolonization permanent postings were very rare: early retirements, staff shortages and changing priorities resulted in a musical-chair medley of postings which could leave the pupil-cadet in charge of a division only a few weeks after his arrival.


The other way in which the new African administrative cadet was inducted into his job constituted a positive break in the tradition of Britain’s Imperial Services. Institutes of Public Administration were now established in the African territories and specific training courses were mounted for Assistant District Officers. The versatile amateur, well-grounded in the classics, was giving way to the new-look administrator with his B.Sc.Econ. or B.A. in Public Administration.


If we ask whether – and if so where – the Colonial Administrative Service went wrong, the answer for me lies fairly and squarely in the attitude towards the admission of Africans into the Service. As late as 1938, an argument influential among colonial governments in West Africa was the ‘scaffolding theory’. It would be quite wrong, the argument went, to allow Africans to become District Officers when, come Independence, the scaffolding of provincial administration would be taken down to reveal a system of self-government that was no more in need of the District Officer than the British system of local government requires a DO Fens or a PC Borders – however much some of us might sometimes feel that such a cutter-of-the-Gordian-Knot ombudsman is just what modern bureaucracy does need! Here, I believe, the Colonial Office was too lenient. Had it directed the colonial governments to embark on a positive programme of educating, training and recruiting Africans into the Administrative Service between, say, 1925 when Sir Gordon Guggisberg drew up his plan (abortive, in the event) and 1942 when Sir Alan Burns on the Gold Coast forced the issue; or had it carried through Lord Hailey’s perceptive recommendation of 1941 which, sensing the appalling gap in bureaucratic competence between the European District Officer and the African first-class clerk, urged the establishment of an Intermediate Administrative Service as a training and promotion cadre for African District Officers – then, I believe, things would have gone far more smoothly when it came to the transfer of power. In addition to this neglect in training up African administrators there was also what I fear to have been the typical British administrator’s attitude towards the educated élites – at least until working closely with African Members of Parliament taught him better. His often cutting contempt for them was matched only by the staunchness of his affection and admiration for the extremes of African society, the peasant and the prince – above all, for the eponymous ‘Audu’ in the bush at the expense of the humiliated Mister Johnsons and the much-maligned babus of colorial administration. Of course, one’s personal relations with Africans could be a source of pleasure and pride. Often it was this which brought the greatest rewards to the routine of administration. Yet when the history of Britain’s Imperial administrations comes to be written, in Asia as well as in Africa, we may well find that it was not so much race relations in general as individual social relationships which will prove to have been the Achilles’ heel of the Empire.


Let me finish with an epitaph on the District Officer in Africa. It comes from the late Prime Minister of Nigeria, Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa. In a speech made on Independence Day in October 1960, he paid tribute to the record of the British Colonial Service. ‘We are grateful to the British officers,’ the Prime Minister said, ‘whom we have known first as masters and then as leaders and finally as partners; but always as friends.’




ONE





RUNNING UP THE FLAGS




It was very largely individuals running up flags and saying, ‘We are Residents’ that brought the North under administration. And it was they that really gave substance to a somewhat extravagant boast within a few years of the occupation that a virgin could walk from Lake Chad to Sokoto with a bowl of eggs on her head and neither the virgin nor the eggs would be spoiled.





Britain’s imperial rule in Africa was extraordinarily brief, as empires go. In Nigeria crown rule started in 1900 and finished in 1960, ‘so that it was perfectly possible – as was, in fact, the case – for a number of old men to have lived to see the British come and go.’ While collecting for Nigeria’s museums at the time of Independence, Philip Allison once talked with an old chief of Benin: ‘I’d called to look at some of his wood-carvings and brass castings and when I came to go he said, “I’m sorry we had to talk through an interpreter. When the British came I was out there on the Ologbo road, holding a gun for one of the chiefs when we were fighting the British. And when the British came we thought they wouldn’t stay very long so none of us really bothered to learn English. I’m sorry now.” ’ This same brief time-scale applied to almost every African territory that came under British control, with a beginning and an end within a single life-span, occupying the working lives of no more than three generations of its rulers.


But crown rule was not in itself the beginning of the British connection. In West Africa especially, British involvement went back over two centuries: ‘There is a famous old quotation that “Trade follows the Flag” but in fact in West Africa and in most other parts of the Empire the reverse was true. After all, the East India Company first established British interests in India, and in Rhodesia the British South Africa Company, in East Africa it was the Imperial British East Africa Company and in Nigeria the Niger Company. These were really the first British presences.’


But long before these chartered empire-building companies there had been other interests, for ‘the first signs of the white man that the African ever saw were the slave-traders and the early traders in the oil rivers; the most villainous, ghastly, dreadful people.’ Relics of the trade in human lives could be found in almost every territory occupied by the British in Africa. In the West Coast it was to be seen in the big iron rings on the walls of the bank building in Bathurst where Bill Page worked as a cashier in the late 1920s and in the vast dungeons of the ‘fairy-tale’ Christiansborg Castle through which Gold Coast society danced congas in the 1950s. It was there in the demoralization and breakdown of tribal society and in the inter-tribal wars that were often cited as grounds for the assumption of white superiority in the early days of British rule.


In East Africa it was the flourishing traffic in slaves to the Middle East that first encouraged an active British interest in that region, while in the Islamic regions of the Sudan and Northern Nigeria the suppression of slavery was one of the declared objectives of the occupying British forces. Nor had the trade been entirely abandoned by the time that Angus Gillan came to the Sudan in 1909: ‘Two or three of my servants were boys whom we managed to pick up being traded as slaves across to Jidda and Saudi Arabia. I know one little boy I had, he and his sister were being run across from some far remote part of the French Sudan and it was quite impossible to discover where one could send them back to, so one more or less had to take them on as servants.’


It was slavery and the anti-slavery movement that brought many of the early Christian missions upon the African scene. In the West Coast there was the Calabar Mission of the Church of Scotland, which had its roots in Jamaica following the emancipation of the slaves there in the 1830s:






The urge of the slave people – a great number of whom had come from Nigeria – was made very clear to the early leaders of the Calabar Mission, who raised funds to send a team of Jamaicans and Scots and Irish to Calabar and they actually arrived and set up a mission in 1846. There were no mass conversions to Christianity, but they persisted and did a remarkable job translating the Bible into the ethnic languages. And that really was a great step forward because that led them to start schools, and really the main effort of the Christian thrust was through the schools, through the children – and that persisted right through until we were absorbed into the Nigerian Church.








Although the missionaries played no official part in government there were many regions where they blazed the trail and even – in some rare cases – assisted to some degree in maintaining law and order. An outstanding example was Miss Mary Slessor of Dundee, chiefly remembered for her efforts to suppress infanticide in the Calabar region, a ‘very nice old lady’ who ‘had a great longing to explore and open up country further up the Cross river. Going up in canoes to Itu she started stations and collaborated very remarkably with the government District Officers of that time, who were so impressed by her influence over the chiefs that they gave her government status and she became a judge in the native courts, using a legal code that was very much her own.’ When the Reverend Bob Macdonald first came out to Calabar as a missionary in 1929 Mary Slessor had been dead for fifteen years:






But of course a great number of the local people remembered her. On one occasion in a far-out village I was giving a lantern lecture, and I had a sheet up for a screen and a very doubtful kind of lantern which went on and off. But I happened to get a lot of old slides of Miss Slessor and her visitation and I showed one of this very town that I was in, and the old head chief came to me immediately afterwards and said, ‘Give me that cloth, that was my friend. I want to keep it.’ He had been one of her advisers and friends while she was opening up that area.








In East Africa the early pioneer whose name was best remembered was David Livingstone. Some twenty years after the Second World War Darrell Bates was caught in heavy rain while on safari in his district of Tabora, in the middle of Tanganyika:






An old Arab asked me if I would like to come into his house to shelter from the rain, and he was very apologetic. He said, ‘This is a very poor house but my house is thy house,’ in the polite way that they have. And then he said, ‘Many, many years ago bwana mokolo, the holy man, stayed here, the man that you call Livingstone. I’m an old man but I never met him of course – but my father met him, and I remember my father talking of him.’ Now this was marvellous for me because Livingstone was in Tabora in 1872, I think it was, and so this went back seventy years and more. And he spoke about Livingstone as if he had met him only yesterday.








But Livingstone’s main influence was concentrated further inland – in Nyasaland, which was regarded very much as Livingstone’s creation:






It was he who first discovered Lake Nyasa in the late 1850s and was responsible for bringing out the University Mission to Central Africa in the 1860s, because he was quite convinced the future for Africa was to be British. It was an exclusively British dream that he had, to bring commerce and Christianity to that part of the world and he established this mission under conditions which were really almost intolerable for them to sustain, with slave-raiding going on all round them. The mission suffered disastrous casualties and had to be withdrawn after two years. The whole area was in chaos and practically depopulated by the 1870s, but the missionaries started to return and they were the first Europeans in the field. Gradually these missions developed in the 1880s, a small commercial centre grew up in Blantyre town and it was realized, with the Portuguese pressing at the southern end of the territory and the Germans in Tanganyika, that if there was to be a British presence in that part of the world, the United Kingdom Government would have to declare a Protectorate, and eventually in 1891 they did so. But all the early development and all the schools were set up by the missionaries. The Government didn’t take over any responsibility for education in Nyasaland until the 1920s. The missionaries ran a great deal of the country in the early days and they were admirable people.








When Patrick Mullins came out to Nyasaland in 1952 the mission influence was still very strong: ‘They lived on £30 a year and 7s 6d. a day messing allowance. They lived beside their African priests under very much the same conditions, they spoke the African languages, they understood the African better than anyone else in the country and they were entirely selfless, spending very little on themselves and devoting their lives to the people.’


But it was organized commerce rather than Christianity that really paved the way for crown rule. Here, too, the influence of the early days, the years of commercial freebooting and rivalry, continued well into the twentieth century. When Edwin Everett took up his first post at Badagri, close to Nigeria’s border with Dahomey, in 1938, there was a relic of the past in the shape of the ‘hulk’ moored in the creek that served as both living quarters and police post. Although it was by then a two-storey structure built on a pontoon, it took its name from the days when other hulks had been moored permanently in the Badagri and other ‘oil-river’ creeks of Nigeria, providing homes and trading posts for the ‘old coasters’ and ‘palm-oil ruffians’ of Victorian times.


A more widespread legacy of those early trading days was the ‘canteen’, the up-country store operated by one or other of the many European trading companies – also known in the earlier days as ‘barter-rooms’ or ‘factories’. Like many words in common usage in West Africa ‘canteen’ had its origins in the lingua franca of the coast, ‘pidgin’ or ‘Kru-English’, a basic trading language devised partly from Portuguese and partly from other sources. The spirit of nineteenth-century free enterprise also lingered on in the rival trading companies that continued to compete against one another until the economics realities of the Depression finally forced them to merge. When Donald Dunnet and Clifford Ruston came out to Nigeria after the First World War – to join rival companies which eventually became part of the United Africa Company – going into the West Africa trade was not so much a career as an adventure:






If one’s health failed one was fired and that was the end of it. There was no Provident Fund and there was no superannuation – although there was free medical attention for any complaint which wasn’t caused by your own indulgence. The staff were more or less expendable. This was a relic of the old sailing-ship days when you signed on as crew in a schooner and if you got back you were lucky. And while you were there you made what you could for yourself. There was more or less an understanding going back to the old sailing-ship days when the sailors up the masts, who had either to take the canvas in or put it out, had a motto: ‘One hand for the owner and one hand for yourself’. And it was very much that sort of thing trading ashore – only in some cases it was two hands for yourself and nothing for the owner. There was no loyalty to the firm. They didn’t deserve it.








Another feature that survived into the inter-war period was the intense competition between trading companies: ‘This tradition of intense – almost insane – rivalry also dated back to the old sailing-ship days, when ships would arrive full of cargo which they were going to sell over the ship’s side and buy produce to fill up the ship and sail away. And the quicker they got their business transacted and finished and got away, the less risk there was of dying. So when there were two or three ships, say, anchored in the Calabar river, there was intense competition to get away. And somehow or other that tradition had been passed on.’


West Africa’s reputation as the White Man’s Grave also lingered on well into the twentieth century – and with some cause. ‘In the early twenties there was a great deal of illness,’ recalls Clifford Ruston, ‘malaria, yellow fever and blackwater fever, and the mortality was quite severe. If a man was sick and died in the early morning he was buried the same day, for obvious reasons. Seldom a month went by without our attending a funeral of some member of the European community.’


The treatment for yellow fever was particularly unpleasant: ‘They stuck a needle into the stomach of the patient, pumped in a large quantity of serum, unscrewed the syringe, refilled it with the needle still in the stomach of the patient and then did a further injection.’ Other unpleasantnesses abounded in the form of a wide variety of afflictions that could strike the unsuspecting. There was the guinea worm – ‘a water-borne parasite which laid its eggs in the water and if not properly filtered or boiled – or boiled and filtered as we used to do in Nigeria – the egg hatched out inside you and the worm proceeded to wander around until it usually got stuck in one of the extremities – usually the leg, which then swelled up. Eventually the worm made a hole in the skin and the old way of getting rid of it was to wash yourself and when the tail projected you nipped it with a piece of bent straw strongly enough to prevent it drawing itself in and then each day you wound the worm out a small distance.’ There was the tumbo fly, ‘which tended to lay its eggs on wet grass or on the underside of leaves, places greatly favoured by Nigerian washerwomen for spreading clothes for drying’, and whose worm manifested itself as a large boil; and the filaria fly, whose worms ‘travelled about the body and when one got stuck in the wrist, for instance, a large bump rose up like half an orange and the fingers looked like a rubber glove that had been blown up. You also knew that if you had one you probably had lots of others and your only chance in those days of getting rid of it was if one day you suddenly began to see double, then you quickly called somebody who would look in your eye and, having seen the small worm gradually working its way across the eyeball, would pick it out with a needle or even a thorn – and that meant one worm less.’


Company rule in Nigeria – the fifteen-year administration of part of Southern Nigeria – under a royal charter by the Niger Company ended when the company’s flag was hauled down at Lokoja on 31 December 1899. But there were other parts of Africa where this stage of colonial evolution continued through into the post-war period. When Bill Stubbs went out to Southern Rhodesia in 1921, that territory, as well as Northern Rhodesia, was still being governed by the British South Africa Company under a charter obtained by Cecil Rhodes in 1889: ‘In fact the country was administered – and well administered – by a company and not by a crown.’ Its paramilitary arm – and the service which Bill Stubbs joined – was the British South Africa Police, ‘a mounted infantry regiment recruited in the first place by Cecil Rhodes or his agents in the 1890s. The advertisement used to appear in the paper – in the personal columns of The Times, I think it was – “Vacancies occur from time to time for the sons of gentlemen who can ride and shoot and are fond of an open-air life. Join the British South Africa Police!” ’


Closely associated with Cecil Rhodes and his empire-building schemes was the Grenfell family. In 1896 Harry Grenfell’s grandfather, Lord Grey, was appointed Administrator of Southern Rhodesia and brought his wife and daughter approximately a thousand miles in an ox-wagon from the railhead at Mafeking to Bulawayo: ‘The result was that in August 1896 my grandfather, my grandmother and my mother were living in Government House at Bulawayo, a simple building built on the site of the kraal which had been occupied by Lobengula, who had been king of the Matabele before the pioneers entered Rhodesia with C. J. Rhodes.’ In that same year the Matabele Uprising took place – the last, unsuccessful stand against the white settlement of Southern Rhodesia: ‘As a girl of seventeen my mother rode on to the Matopo hills with C. J. Rhodes at one of the meetings which led to the making of peace with the Matabele.’


The other territory in which white settlement was promoted was Kenya and it was while serving there with the King’s African Rifles in 1924 that Anthony Lytton took part in what may well have been the last great vortrek by covered wagon into the African interior:






Part of my task was to arrange for a boat to be despatched on ox-wagons in pieces together with four Indian carpenters, who were to put it together on the very unfriendly shores of Lake Rudolf. In order that matters should be properly done, we had imported a South African who was called a conductor, John Muller, a truly magnificent type of man who knew every one of his five or six hundred beasts and who himself, at night, in areas infested with tsetse fly, took through the drifts – that is to say, the riverbeds – every single wagon. Now the wagons were relatively small affairs and there were nine yoke of oxen – that’s eighteen in each of thirty wagons. Therefore a very considerable herd of animals and a very considerable cloud of dust and a very considerable journey stretching out over an area that had no proper road at all. The safari took place from six to ten in the morning, when we did eight miles; two miles an hour. Then we outspanned, that is to say we stopped in a place preferably with water and grazing. From four to six we went another four miles – a total of twelve miles a day, and therefore a very slow progress, with plenty of time to wander about the country and inspect the game.








Anthony Lytton was then on his way to take over a district ‘about one-fifth the size of England’ as its military Officer-in-Charge, a curious and possibly unique anomaly created by special circumstances – but one that harked back directly to the era of pacification, the period round about the turn of the century when a number of territories had been occupied by military force and governed by a military administration. So it was that in 1924 Anthony Lytton found himself acting very much as his military predecessors had done a quarter of a century earlier in such territories as Northern Nigeria and Uganda:






All powers connected with administration were vested in the one white officer in any single post, such as the post I first went to at a place called Barseloy. All powers – of every sort – whether educational, medical, religious or anything else; they were all nominally vested in the Officer-in-Charge. As regards court matters and malefactors, I was a second class magistrate with power to imprison for up to two years. I rather think that in the period of fourteen or eighteen months that I was with the Samburu I dealt with no case at all – no case was brought before me; there was no crime. The chiefs were there and I suppose they exercised a certain amount of discipline. But there wasn’t a civil administration at all, until – with the end of my time there – District Commissioners came and took over in the usual way.








In fact, he was governing in very much the manner instituted by the father of the King’s African Rifles, Frederick Lugard – who first came to that region in 1890 with his own military force of fifty Somalis and fifty Sudanese. It was Lord Lugard, more than any other single individual, who set the style for future crown rule throughout the British territories in Africa. In particular, he was the architect of indirect rule, the system of dual government which ‘came about partly because in various parts of Africa we’d bitten off more than we could chew. We couldn’t possibly administer all these people and these vast territories closely. So our policy always was to leave as much as possible to the people themselves and not to interfere with their lives unless it was obvious that what they were doing was wrong. If they could settle their own quarrels, so much the better.’


The classic example of the application of the dual mandate was in Northern Nigeria, where political officers, drawn initially from Lord Lugard’s occupying forces, left the running of local affairs very much in the hands of the local emirs. As a result there arose a marked division in the style of government between North and South: ‘In the South it was direct rule and the District Commissioner really ran the show, whereas in the North the chiefs ran it under the supervision of the district staff.’ Under Lord Lugard’s direction these two separate territories were eventually brought together as the two provinces of the Protectorate of Nigeria, together with a small area around Lagos that was known as the Colony of Nigeria: ‘So we talked of the Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria.’


One territory that was neither colony nor protectorate was the Condominium of the Sudan, where the flags of Great Britain and Egypt flew side by side outside every government building. Although it continued to be administered by a political service rather than a colonial service, its military administrators had departed by the time that James Robertson came out in 1922. But there were still plenty of reminders of the past:






At Omdurman the Mahdi’s tomb was still unrepaired and there was a hole in the roof where a shell had gone through when one of Kitchener’s gun-boats had shelled it. One of the things I did later in 1946 or ’47 was to allow the Mahdi’s son to rebuild his tomb. Quite a lot of the old men we met in these early days were people who had actually fought at the battle of Omdurman when Kitchener defeated the Khalifa’s troops. There was one old gentleman in Western Kordofan who at the least provocation would pull up his pants and show you a hole in his leg which, he said, had been done by one of those ‘Englezi’ bullets; and there was an old gentleman called Ali Gula who used to tell me about Gordon and when Gordon used to ride through the country. Gordon was still quite a name in parts of Western Sudan.








The first generation of British administrators was drawn very largely from the ranks of the army or from such local paramilitary forces as the Royal Niger Constabulary or the British South Africa Police. One of the last to make this transition was Bill Stubbs, who transferred first to the Northern Rhodesia Police in 1924, just after that territory had been handed over to the Crown by the British South Africa Company, and then – with a little help from an influential uncle – into the civil administration:






Nobody else was appointed in such a way after me until the end of the Second World War when recruiting became a slightly different matter. But the earliest native commissioners and magistrates were men of very varied abilities and experience, some had been soldiers and some had been more or less adventurers who had fitted into the local pattern and were taken on. Some of our more outstanding early native commissioners came in by this route. Characters like Bobo Young, for example, a famous man in the early pioneer days who had started life as a pastry cook and then joined the army and saw service with the British Central Africa Company. All this, however, finished in about 1912 when the first batch of recruits came out direct from university.








Not all these early administrators were models of probity – as became apparent to Gerald Reece when he first came out to Kenya in 1925:






I’m afraid at the beginning I got a rather poor opinion of some of the older men. Their attitude to their job seemed to be different to those who’d just come out. For example, when they travelled – which they didn’t do a very great deal – they would set up a Union Jack in their camp and rather tend to try and impress the natives with what wonderful things the British were doing for them; the whole idea of the White Man’s Burden. I remember one of these old soldiers who, when he travelled north into the country of the Nilotic people, where the men are completely naked, always took with him an Indian trader with a large supply of khaki shorts, which he more or less forced the people to buy from the Indian by selling their goats. Now I thought that was a particularly bad thing to do because the Nilotic people have always been naked and are really very clean and, in their own way, a model people. But as soon as they put on khaki shorts, which were impossible for them to keep very clean, it was far less hygienic and healthy.
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Advertisement for colonial wear 1931, its two illustrations representing the beau ideals of the soldier-pioneer and the civil administrator.
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