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Endpapers by kind permission of Jonathan Potter Ltd ‘British Empire Throughout the World Exhibited In One View’


From: Bartholomew’s The Royal Illustrated Atlas, Edinburgh, c. 1860. Steel engraving, 440 x 530 mm


The world in Victorian times is shown in this engraving, with the British Empire marked in red.
Both above and below the map are representations of the different dress of British subjects on five continents. There are Africans; Europeans include a Scot in a kilt, a guardsman wearing his bearskin and Greeks from the Aegean islands; Americans include Canadian Indians and Eskimos; Chinese and Indians represent the Asians; and Aborigines and Maoris the Australians. This is a symbolically happy montage of the supposed blessings and benefits brought by British rule.


This book is dedicated to two very special Australian ladies. To my beautiful wife, Andrea, and to her grandmother in Launceston, Tasmania, Edna Bennell.





INTRODUCTION


Mad Dogs and Englishmen takes as its inspiration the vivid representations of the British Empire conveyed by a wide range of media throughout its ‘high noon’ in the 19th and 20th centuries. The power of imperial imagery and ideas was immense, reverberating around the globe and defining the way in which millions of people viewed themselves and the world. No nation or international organization could lay claim to such widespread influence or such all-pervasive iconography as the British Empire.


Between 1860 and 1960 successive generations were thrilled, informed and entertained by reports from the furthest reaches of the British Empire and the waves over which Britannia ruled. They were given a solid grounding in geography and a sense of Britain’s imperial heritage through maps, novels and newsreels; through comics in the great public school tradition of Billy Bunter; by visiting museums and imperial exhibitions at Earl’s Court or Wembley Stadium; by collecting jubilee mugs and postage stamps showing the monarch’s profile set against a multitude of colonial scenes; by poring over pictures of warships in the Channel; and by reading ripping yarns about pith-helmeted youths facing rampaging elephants in deepest, darkest Africa. For many people, the British Empire meant royal tours, exploration, exotic chiefs, safaris, cocoa, gunboats, colourful flora and awe-inspiring fauna. The world was presented as a white person’s playground, full of smiling and brightly-dressed natives, breathtaking scenery, elegant hotels and verandahed houses, all there to be set about with a sense of purpose and opportunity.


As the Empire expanded in the 19th century and the British became more aware of their imperial position, Empire was increasingly identified with patriotism and a sense of Britain’s unique mission in the world. Imperial imagery and information became more widely available to the public as literacy, leisure and the media expanded. Empire and imperial ideas remained a central feature of British popular culture into the 1960s and even beyond. A multitude of sources directed the mind’s eye through which people viewed the world and visualized what Kipling described as Britain’s ‘dominion over palm and pine’.
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A souvenir from British Columbia commemorating the 60th anniversary of the union of Upper and Lower Canada to form the Dominion of Canada. Around the world, British imperial endeavour created new states and territorial agglomerations.





Of course, just how accurate the image portrayed was, and how people interpreted it, is open to debate. Yet there is no doubt that the images purveyed were striking and shaped people’s understanding of the world in which they lived: just as the Greenwich meridian placed London unequivocally at the centre of the world, so literature, education and a host of cultural references placed Britain at the top of the international tree. The Empire was an indispensable feature of the world and was widely regarded as a powerful engine for peace, progress and security. Empire and Pax Britannica were associated with modernity, innovations in science and engineering, travel and global communications, discovery and knowledge and the spread of freedom and the rule of law. Empire, it was widely believed, prevented bloodshed, eradicated barbaric practices and brought good government, education, free trade and civilization to the world.


The British Empire’s heyday coincided with the rise of Europe and its dramatic encounter, on unequal terms, with the rest of the world. It carved Britishness into the world, naming lakes and mountains, defining political boundaries and creating transport networks and cityscapes from the Americas to Australasia. The British Empire presented a fascinating spectacle: the largest imperium in history embracing diverse peoples, from head-hunting Dyaks to Fulani horsemen, Gulf sheikhs, Canadian loggers, Eskimo hunters, Zoroastrian pilgrims and Indian maharajahs riding high upon bejewelled and caparisoned elephants. It was a public show on a palm-fringed global stage, gilded with ceremony and grandeur, the vibrancy of Bombay street life contrasting with the serene mystery of the Empty Quarter, all perfumed by the scent of spices, rum and molasses. ‘And over all’, wrote one traveller to the South China Seas, ‘there spans the enormous Asian sky; nostrils fill again with the renewed peaty, fruity reek of Asia and the heart once more throbs with excitement’. Reigning over this worldwide realm sat an omniscient, imperialized monarchy represented on the ground by men in shorts and pith-helmets.
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A Colman’s Starch advert from the early 20th century showing King Edward VII (then Prince of Wales) tiger hunting during an 8-month tour of India. His liberal attitude towards non-Europeans was noted during the trip, and he complained of racial discrimination in letters home.





The public encountered imperial messages and a shared world-view in missionaries’ and explorers’ journals, popular music, Coronation souvenirs, patriotic poems, board games, cruise advertisements, museum guides and mail-order catalogues. Empire was a constant theme in novels of derring-do, coffee, soap and tobacco adverts, popular art stimulated by military feats, and youth movements such as the Boy Scouts. Imperial and patriotic images were also conveyed by everyday objects such as ashtrays, bookmarks and tea caddies, as well as stamps, postcards and the collectable cards given away with packets of cigarettes and tea.
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‘Flags of the British Empire’, a series of cigarette cards printed on silk that was launched by Wix’s ‘Kensitas’ brand in 1934.





To a large extent the British Empire created the modern world – its racial demographics, business, financial and legal culture, its linguistic and religious composition and its political boundaries. It is important, therefore, to understand the attitudes and beliefs that shaped it and to recognize its legacies in the modern world. Of course, while Empire as a ‘Good Thing’ was a prevalent view at the time, it was always a contested one. Although school history books, ‘penny dreadfuls’ and jingoistic media might pump out material claiming that the Empire was the best thing since sliced bread and of benefit to all mankind, anti-imperial voices were constantly audible; though ‘the sun never set’ on the British Empire, the Chartist Ernest Jones declared, ‘the blood never dried’. In the 20th century these views found powerful support in the polemics of Lenin, the troubled voice of George Orwell and works of fiction such as E.M. Forster’s A Passage to India (1924). As empire was increasingly discredited and the right to self-determination became a universal law, voices of dissent grew ever more clamorous.


But until the ‘Swinging Sixties’ the British Empire was considered by many to be a vital force for good in the world, a champion of liberal values, peace and good government. The rule of Europeans over non-Europeans was viewed as a barrier to the spread of evil and an engine of world progress. Empire was presented as a glamorous and dynamic frontier where there was fun and adventure to be had, riches to be won and souls to be saved, for commerce and civilization as well as for Christ. Indeed, a supreme irony of the 20th century was that, while millions of people of British descent grew up believing that the Empire was a beacon of civilization and progress in a world that would otherwise have descended into barbarism, by the end of that century it had become associated with human suffering and oppression, and the word ‘Empire’ mired with pejorative connotations. Given all of this, we need to understand the components of this world-view and the manner in which Britain acquired and ruled its Empire.


What follows is an attempt to capture these manifold representations of the British Empire which were so familiar to generations of people, and to offer an insight into the way in which the Empire was run, the way in which it was acquired, the way in which it was perceived by Britons, its trade and communications networks, and the way in which it was protected. While some Britons were out in the wider world doing things, the vast majority never left Britain’s shores. Yet they were familiar with a host of imperial themes and attitudes, the result of a myriad references to Empire and non-Europeans embedded in popular culture. Millions of people around the world were brought up on a diet of Girls’ Empire: An Annual for English-Speaking Girls all Over the World, schoolboy annuals and comics such as Chums and Victor and the inspiring novels of Empire-minded authors such as Rudyard Kipling, H. Rider Haggard, John Buchan and G.A. Henty. This tidal wave of imperial literature and imagery affected not only British children and their white cousins in British Colombia, Cape Town and Queensland; growing up in British Guiana, people of Indian and African descent were exposed to Enid Blyton, Just William, Jane Austen and Shakespeare.
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Imperial settings were commonplace in literature, both factual and fictional. A 1950s paperback of Pierre Boulle’s classic about British and Commonwealth prisoners of war building the Burma–Thailand Railway (the notorious ‘Death Railway’). The famous David Lean film of the book was shot on location in Ceylon (Sri Lanka).
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Britons were tempted to emigrate to New Zealand by alluring publications like this early 1930s booklet. The Dominion was often presented as a sunny Britain in the Southern Hemisphere.





Fittingly, Mad Dogs and Englishmen opens with that most potent icon of British imperial power, the map of the world shaded British red and displayed in classrooms from Vancouver to the Tasman Sea.





THE BRITISH EMPIRE:
Red on the Map
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A political poster of 1901 triumphantly proclaims the unification of South Africa by British force of arms and the appearance of yet more red on the map. The conquest of the Boer republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State fulfilled Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain’s desire for a South African federation under British rule as they were co-joined with Cape Colony and Natal. As well as the monocled Chamberlain, the poster shows Queen Victoria, Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, defender of Mafeking, and Lord Roberts of Kandahar, commander-in-chief of British forces in South Africa.





British red coloured the map of the world until the 1960s, growing from modest coastal shadings in 1800 to cover nearly a quarter of its surface just a century later. In 1860 the map of the world still sported blank spaces and uncharted seas, and British explorers were to the fore in exploring them and revealing their discoveries to a spellbound public back at home. Adding detail to the map of the world as they went, they trailed British rule in their wake.


These burgeoning British footprints stretching across the planet were commonly depicted by splashes of red on the map. No wonder the British loved the map of the world, for it stood as eloquent testimony to the nation’s power, stimulating pride in the breast of Britons and jealousy in the breast of foreigners as they scoured the globe for a ‘place in the sun’1 that the British had not already bagged. To borrow a modern analogy, the British had the biggest beach-towel by far, and the sight of it, draped over every continent and peninsula around the world, drove the Germans and the other colonial also-rans to distraction.


Mapping and colonial expansion


Not only did the colour red dominate the map because Britain ruled so many territories, but the British were also responsible for filling in the lion’s share of the map’s blank spaces and for christening its major geographical features. Bombay, Madras, Salisbury, Lake Victoria, Hudson Bay, Mount Nelson, Queensland, New South Wales, Rhodesia – British names were legion, and the British even coined regional appellations such as ‘the Middle East’. British imperial endeavour had, in historian David Cannadine’s words, set ‘such seal upon the world, in cartography as in command, as no monarch in the history of mankind has ever set before’.


A key technique in this endeavour was the creation of maps and charts. In 1747 George III commissioned a military survey of the Scottish Highlands following the Jacobite rebellion, the beginning of the Ordnance Survey during a period of English colonial conquest. From this moment on, mapping went hand in hand with British expansion, intimately connected as it was to security, imperial defence and the subjection of the world to British knowledge and power.


The British Empire was an icon of the modern age; there were few people in the Western world who had not heard of it and formed an opinion of it, and few people in the non-Western world who had not in some way been touched by it. The iconography of empire was most eloquently expressed by the map of the world; every globe or wall map proclaimed Britain’s reach in conspicuous colour, usually a deep red or pleasing pink. These maps showed an oversized Britain sitting at the centre of the world, its inflated dominions spreadeagled from east to west, the huge mass of Canada balanced in the east by Australia and New Zealand, the centre suitably populated by splashes of imperial colour in Africa, the solid cone of the Indian subcontinent and the thin finger of the Malayan peninsula, and discrete but significant holdings in Europe and the Mediterranean (including Ireland, Cyprus, Gibraltar and Malta). Connecting British possessions on the world’s major continents were a galaxy of islands and atolls over which the Union Flag flew, often providing key strategic bases guarding the entry to oceans or providing fuelling and bunkering bases in lonely waters for the Royal Navy and the Merchant Navy, responsible for carrying most of the world’s trade. These imperial islands and enclaves, stepping stones of British power, also served as links on Britain’s global telegraphy chain, the ‘All-Red Route’ forged by underwater cables connecting cable and wireless stations in major ports via remote islands such as Canton in the Pacific and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands in the Indian Ocean. Thus, through the possession of strategic colonies dominating choke points such as the Cape of Good Hope, the Suez Canal, the Straits of Malacca and the Straits of Gibraltar, Britain possessed ‘the keys that locked up the entire world’.


Proudly charting the Empire


All in all, it was a global presence and network worth bragging about. Many publishers found occasion to produce wall maps or atlases, often to commemorate national or imperial milestones. Thus in 1935 the Royal Primrose Soap Works chose the occasion of King George V’s Silver Jubilee to publish The Royal Primrose Atlas of the British Empire. Maps of the British Empire made clear the importance of sea lanes bridging the oceans as the colonies and dominions orbited the mother country. Maps showed the many trade routes that connected the world and listed the major exports of the Empire’s manifold territories, giving people a sense not only of the strategic logic of a maritime system dependent on sea lanes, but of the exchange of raw materials and manufactured goods that was the lifeblood of the British world. Maps often embodied lofty imperial ideas, such as a famous 1886 edition by one Captain Colombo, entitled ‘Freedom, Fraternity, Federation’.
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Captain Colombo’s map of 1886 is emblematic of Victorian pride in Britain’s global reach. Centred upon the figure of Britannia appear symbols of empire such as North American Indians resplendent in their feather headdresses, pith-helmeted soldiers, tigers, caparisoned elephants and half-naked porters bearing heavy loads. At the foot ran the legend: ‘Imperial Federation. Map of the World Showing the Extent of the British Empire’. Appearing just as the ‘Scramble for Africa’ began, Colombo’s map does not yet show Britain’s extensive holdings on that continent.





Colonel Sir C.E. Howard Vincent’s 1902 map of the British Empire was a classic example of the map as a lesson in British global power and prosperity. Its full title was ‘The Howard Vincent Map of the British Empire Showing the Possessions Throughout the World of the British People, Their Extent, Population, Revenue and Commerce’. This vast wall map, measuring over 6 ft square, was commissioned to mark the accession of Edward VII. It was an object lesson in imperial patriotism, power and pride. ‘GOD SAVE THE KING-EMPEROR’, it proclaimed. Under the heading ‘General Imperial Facts’ it recorded that:




The Area of the British Empire is upwards of 13,000,000 Square Miles, or more than one-fifth of the Habitable Globe. Population (one-fourth that of the world) 400,000,000; Annual Trade £1,400,000,000; Annual Revenue £260,000,000; Merchant Marine, 8,000 Steamers and 4,000 Sailing Vessels of 14,000,000 Tons total burden (that is more than half the shipping of the entire world, and seven times as much as that of the nearest rival) navigating 133,000,000 Square Miles of Ocean.





The map also made clear the military might that protected this fabulously wealthy global trading union:




The British Defensive Power is represented by 500 Ships of War and 2,350,000 Soldiers, Sailors, and Volunteers, from the North, the South, the East and the West, fighting and ever ready, as shown in the South African War, to fight shoulder to shoulder for Empire and Liberty, but most of all by the Patriotism and Union, the Brotherly Affection and Mutual Confidence of all Races, Classes, Parties and Peoples, in every part of the Empire, and the unswerving Loyalty of each single individual to the common whole, the common good, and the one Constitutional Sovereign. The British People are One People, animated by One Spirit, and determined to stand together as One Man in defence of their Common Rights and in the maintenance of their Common Interests. ‘One For All – All For Each’.





Colonel Vincent’s map was strident propaganda for the cause of Imperial Federation – the desire of many influential people to see the British Empire fashioned more self-consciously into an economic and military union in order to better meet the challenges posed by up-and-coming land-based powers such as America, Germany and Russia. ‘THE BRITISH EMPIRE’, it proclaimed:




… is fifty-five times the size of France, fifty-four times the size of Germany, three and a half times the size of the United States of America, with quadruple the population of All the Russias. It extends over four Continents, 10,000 Islands, 300 Promontories and 2,000 Rivers. The mutual inward and outward trade between the several Possessions of the British People amounts annually to more than £300,000,000 and embraces every single article required for food, clothing, education, commerce, manufacture or agriculture, and for all the pursuits, avocations and pleasures of every one of His Most Gracious Majesty’s Loyal and Devoted Subjects in the United Kingdom and throughout the Empire. Their great mercantile interchange is capable, moreover, of such limitless expansion, by reason of the diversities of climate and geological conditions, as to make the British Empire in Europe, America, Australasia, Asia, Africa and Oceania, Federated in Imperial Union – with a due commercial understanding between the several local governments – not less absolutely independent of the productions of every other country than invulnerable against the rest of the world.











THE PINK BITS


The ubiquitous Mercator projection map helped develop an imperial consciousness among Britons from schooldays onwards, not necessarily a sophisticated view of the world, but certainly an imperial one. In John Boorman’s film Hope and Glory (1984), an elegant commentary on the British home front during the Second World War, a schoolteacher strikes various parts of the wall map with her cane and asks:


‘Pink. Pink. Pink. Pink. What are all the pink bits?’


‘They’re ours, Miss’, replies Rowan.


‘Yes’, says the teacher. ‘The British Empire. What part of the world’s surface is British?’


‘Two-fifths, Miss’, answers Jennifer Baker.


‘Yes. Two-fifths – ours. That’s what this war is all about. Men are fighting and dying to save all the pink bits for you ungrateful little twerps’.
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‘Wider still and wider’ – the British Empire at its greatest extent, just after the First World War. At this stage, it was literally true that the ‘sun never set’ on the British Empire, since at any given moment it was daylight somewhere in its far-reaching dominions. Yet appearances were deceptive: by 1900, Germany had already outstripped Britain in industrial output, while the global influence of the United States grew steadily from 1898 onwards.












Instilled with imperialism


Imperial education through the map of the world was very common – an incidental part of going to school or looking at an atlas or a souvenir pull-out in a newspaper. The 1902 book King Edward’s Realm made plain this link between Britain and her distant dominions:




A glance at the map of the world in which the parts of the British Empire are coloured red may well fill us with astonishment that the little spot marked England has expanded into an empire that covers one sixth of the habitable globe … The British Empire looks like a sprawling giant with his limbs outstretched, having his head in one sea, and his arms and legs in as many others … The sundered portions of the British dominions are connected by the sea, and the sea offers a ready-made road to every ship that sails … We may rightly regard the seas that come between our shores and the rest of the Empire, not as separating but as connecting its several parts, and enabling the motherland to keep in constant touch with her daughter states in other lands.
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The 1902 ‘Coronation edition’ of Reverend C.S. Dawe’s King Edward’s Realm: Story of the Making of the Empire was typical of the patriotic history of Britain and its imperial growth. The habit of giving books to children as prizes and to commemorate Royal events was ubiquitous in British schools and Sunday schools.





Military maps divided the world according to the responsibilities of different geographical commands, such as India Command, Far East Command, Middle East Command, the China Station and the South Atlantic Station. Global strategic awareness was second nature to British political and military policy-makers thanks to the country’s imperial heritage. From the grand strategists in Whitehall to British officers and administrators on the ground, these men were versed in the basic tenets of imperial defence and what oft-reprinted textbooks termed ‘imperial military geography’. Their knowledge came from British culture and the study of maps, from schooldays to the universities and staff colleges. They knew why Ceylon was crucial for the defence of Australia and how the Shatt-el-Arab waterway contributed to the economic well-being of the British Isles.








MAPPING THE WORLD


The growth of British power led to the mapping of remote regions such as India’s North-West Frontier, and to the production of nautical charts of distant coastlines and sea beds. In the first half of the 19th century the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India set itself the modest task of mapping the entire subcontinent. Its work had begun in the 1760s and became a single, continent-wide project 50 years later.


Work began in Madras and spread north and south, finally reaching the Himalayas under the directorship of George Everest and his successor Andrew Waugh. This huge undertaking involved surveying every inch of land with chains, triangulations and theodolites, much of it conducted by explorer-spies whose intelligence gathering enabled the Great Trigonometrical Survey to map areas never previously surveyed. Fear of Russian expansion gave this work added impetus, as surveyors in India needed accurate information about the Himalayan region. To do so without arousing suspicion the British employed Hindus trained as surveyors. These pundits (from the Sanskrit pandita, ‘learned’) ventured into Tibet disguised as Buddhist pilgrims. Trained to walk exactly 2000 paces to the mile with surveying equipment concealed in prayer wheels, they secretly mapped the approaches to Lhasa (intelligence which proved invaluable when Sir Francis Younghusband invaded the kingdom in 1904).
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The Index Chart to the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India shows the enormous extent of the mapmaking survey begun by Colonel William Lambton and completed by George Everest between 1802 and 1843. When British surveyors discovered the highest mountain in the world in 1855, they named it Mount Everest in honour of their renowned predecessor, who had spent 20 years of his life superintending the enormous project.





Staking a claim


The compilation of maps, inspired by the desire for knowledge and the need to thwart strategic rivals, was replicated elsewhere in the world. In Egypt, for example, the surveyor-general’s department was keen to extend its knowledge of the Western Desert in order to fix the boundary with Italian-controlled Libya in a manner favourable to British interests, and to identify passable vehicle routes and the location of oases in case of fighting in the region.


Many of the men who rose to prominence during the Second World War as specialists in unconventional warfare developed vital skills through their pre-war experiences on the frontiers of empire, mapping, observing and exploring. The career of Orde Wingate [1903–44] brought together many of these global strands. After Charterhouse and Sandhurst came camel patrols in the Sudan, the training of Jewish irregulars in Palestine and desert exploration. The Second World War saw him leading Abyssinian rebels as the British sought to defeat the Italians and reinstall Haile Selassie as Emperor, before his most famous role as creator and commander of the Chindits Long Range Penetration Force in Burma. During his time in the Middle East, Wingate developed a plan to get the Senussi people of Libya to revolt against their Italian overlords, and as a company commander in the Sudan Defence Force he took part in a Royal Geographical Society expedition in search of the lost oasis of Zerzura on the Libyan-Egyptian border.


Surveying the world’s oceans


As on land, so too at sea. Britain’s growing naval presence around the world led to unparalleled knowledge as the navy furthered its traditional interest in charting new territory and gleaning scientific information, most famously represented by the voyages of Captain Cook in the Pacific. As well as establishing international maritime law and suppressing piracy and slavery (after this trade had finally been abolished in the British Empire in 1807), one of the navy’s great services to the world was the provision of accurate charts, for which countless seamen of all nationalities have had occasion to be grateful ever since. By the mid-19th century there were few coastlines between Africa and the Malay barrier that had not been charted by the British. By then the Persian Gulf was a familiar haunt, and expeditions like that led by Captain William Owen, sent by the Admiralty to survey the East African coast in 1821, built an encyclopaedic knowledge of the world’s oceans, to be published in the Admiralty Guides.


Owen’s career encapsulated several commmon themes of British imperial expansion – naval power, the quest for scientific knowledge, humanitarianism and a willingness to act unilaterally in the name of the Crown (a factor often referred to as ‘the man on the spot’). He intervened forcefully at the court of the Sultan of Oman and Zanzibar to stop his kingdom trafficking in slaves, and declared a British protectorate over Mombasa. Thus the world’s oceans were subjected to British knowledge and power. In the early 20th century the work of surveying the world and creating maps was supplemented by aircraft, and little time was lost in harnessing this technology to the cause. Between November 1927 and June 1928 Sir Alan Cobham and his crew made the first circumnavigation and aerial survey of Africa, flying a distance of over 20,000 miles in a Short S.5 Singapore I flying-boat. So the British Empire came to dominate the map of the world, and that map itself became an iconic representation of imperial power and an explanation of the way in which the world ‘worked’.
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Sir Alan Cobham and his wife Gladys, Lady Cobham in the cockpit of the Short Singapore I flying boat in which they and a crew of four completed their pioneering aerial survey of Africa. Leaving Rochester on 17 November 1927, they arrived in Cape Town on 30 March 1928.












The world’s policeman


The global extent of British power was often expressed metaphorically through the use of such terms as ‘chains of empire’ or the ‘web of empire’, and by likening Britain’s world role to that of a policeman. Robert Baden-Powell, founder of the Boy Scout movement, epitomized this imperial strategic awareness and the method by which it was passed on to children through popular literature. Describing a tour of Scout centres in British Africa in the 1930s, Baden-Powell’s African Adventures included numerous throwaway lessons in imperial defence: ‘A great British man-of-war – the Barham – lay before us as we came to the mouth of the Suez Canal at Port Said. Nearby was a steamer full of Italian soldiers off to Abyssinia’. Baden-Powell told his young audience that Italy had nearly gone to war with Britain because of the latter’s opposition to Mussolini’s Abyssinian invasion:




Had she done so, we should have stopped her ships going through the Canal, and the Barham was there, like a traffic policeman, to stop them if necessary. Also the Mediterranean Fleet was close by, in Alexandria, like a lot more policemen in a police-station, ready to come out if wanted.





Continuing his African progress, Baden-Powell travelled through the Red Sea, calling at Port Sudan and Aden before heading off to British East Africa. Here he drew his readers’ attention to a tiny volcanic island in the Bab el Mandeb Straits where the Red Sea meets the Gulf of Aden.




These straits are a narrow waterway about eight miles across, with the island of Perim in the middle. If that island were armed with any big guns or warships it could prevent enemy’s ships passing in or out of the Red Sea, just as Gibraltar with its guns and warships can stop ships using the Mediterranean. But Perim has got guns, and they are British guns! Also, as our ship rounded the corner of the island, there we saw, above the roofs of the village and the barracks, the towering upper works of two British men-of-war anchored in the inner harbour behind them. But you must not think that Britain holds these posts from any wish to go to war; quite the opposite: Britain has become a sort of policeman of the world and aims to prevent other nations fighting.





In the opinion of Baden-Powell and the imperial élite, the British domination of the world so graphically represented by the map was all about peace and goodwill, noble causes that could not be entrusted to foreigners. Security for the good of humanity was one of the Empire’s most compelling justification myths.


What was the British Empire?


As Colonel Sir C.E. Vincent Howard’s tub-thumpingly patriotic map of the British Empire boasted, ‘Greater Britain – the possessions of the British People over the seas, is 125 times the size of Great Britain’. Establishing political control over this motley imperial estate, and administering the affairs of its multitudinous population, required organizational genius and a large measure of pragmatism. The British Empire may have appeared uniform on the map of the world, every territory neatly shaded red, but this apparent uniformity concealed a gallimaufry of distinct political arrangements, from Crown colonies to Dominions and condominiums. In Australia and Canada local politicians and parliaments directed the affairs of state, though Whitehall remained responsible for their defence, foreign policy and economic wellbeing; in Africa, governors and their district commissioners ruled with the aid of chiefs and a hidden army of indigenous clerks, interpreters and messengers; whilst in Sarawak, a dynasty of British men held absolute authority until the 1940s.


The Empire was, first and foremost, a political entity by virtue of the fact that all of its territories around the world were effectively ruled from London by the British monarch and his government. Power was real; unlike in pre-industrial empires such as those ruled over by the Chinese emperor or the Ottoman sultan, where vast swathes of imperial territory were in fact autonomous and even capable of raising armies to march upon the imperial capital. In the British Empire, whatever the local arrangements for governing a colony’s people, the authority of the Crown was real and direct, and rebellion easily crushed. Though a great deal of autonomy reposed in the local representatives of the British monarch, and a degree of real power remained in the hands of local rulers such as chiefs and mullahs, the writ of London trumped all, as was seen during times of world war. Then, whether the fight was against Napoleon, the Kaiser or Hitler, London and its representatives dictated the manner in which every territory contributed, controlling the ships that connected the Empire across the oceans and the troops that defended it, while remaining responsible for all of the Empire’s economic and political links with the wider world (even the Dominions did not conclude treaties with foreign powers or maintain their own diplomats and foreign ministries until deep into the 20th century).


Commonwealth, Colonies and Dominions


The British Empire’s terminology requires some clarification. ‘The Commonwealth’ initially referred to Britain and the Dominions of Canada, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. Newfoundland was a Dominion until the 1930s when it was taken under direct British rule and then became a province of the Dominion of Canada. ‘Dominion’ was a word used, from the turn of the 20th century, to describe these, the Empire’s ‘white’, self-governing territories. Upon its foundation in 1921 the Irish Free State also became a Dominion, and India was offered ‘Dominion status’ in an effort to get it to agree to a political relationship that fell somewhere short of total independence. The 1926 Balfour Declaration, and the 1931 Statute of Westminster, enshrined the fact that Britain and the Dominions were equal and free, though in practice Britain remained, by virtue of her much greater military and economic power, primus inter pares long into the second half of the 20th century. Britain’s relations with the Dominions were, from 1925, managed by a separate Dominions Office and a network of high commissioners and governors-general.


The term ‘colonial empire’ referred to the Empire ruled by the Colonial Office – in other words, the entire British Empire minus the four Dominions, India and Burma, which was administered by India until 1937 when a separate Burma Office was created. Aden was also separated from India in 1937, becoming a Colonial Office responsibility and thus a part of the colonial empire. This colonial empire consisted primarily of crown colonies and protectorates. Of these, there were in excess of 50 spread around the world, located mainly in Africa, the Caribbean and Southeast Asia and including scattered island colonies in the Atlantic, the Indian Ocean, the Mediterranean and the Pacific.
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At the London Conference, held in the Westminster Palace Hotel between December 1866 and March 1867, Canada’s status as a Dominion within the Empire was established. Although Canadian delegates wished it to be designated a ‘kingdom’, the British rejected this proposal lest it anger the United States. Instead, the term ‘Dominion’ was proposed and accepted; it was an allusion to Psalm 72: ‘He shall have dominion also from sea to sea, and from the river unto the ends of the earth.’ The event is commemorated in this painting, The Fathers of Confederation, by John David Kelly (1862–1958).





Special cases


India was a separate imperial entity, an empire within an empire, ruled by a Viceroy and an India Office in London, and responsible for maintaining numerous ‘British’ interests in areas such as Burma, the Persian Gulf, Nepal and Tibet. The Viceroy of India, though formally subordinate to London, was in fact one of the most powerful men on earth, such was the autonomy customarily permitted the monarch’s gubernatorial appointees, and such was the might of the Raj. Southern Rhodesia was in a category all of its own, a self-governing colony. In theory, this made it subject to the Colonial Office, though in practice it was as politically autonomous with regards to internal affairs as the Dominions, one of the reasons why, when Ian Smith declared unilateral independence in 1965, Britain was left with precious little purchase on the colony with which to try and turn it back. In Southern Africa the protectorates of Bechuanaland, Basutoland and Swaziland were run like colonies, but were in fact the responsibility of the Dominions Office because they were ruled through Britain’s High Commissioner to the Dominion of South Africa.


In some parts of the Empire the British did not formally exercise sovereignty at all even if, in practice, they were the dominant power. Treaty relations with the 500-plus Indian princely states, sultans in Malaya and Brunei, the queen of Tonga or the sheikhs of Trucial Oman were often the basis of British power and influence. The Sudan, meanwhile, was a Condominium jointly ruled by the British and the Egyptian governments. Britain was the dominant power in the arrangement, and the Sudan was administered by the Foreign Office and a specialist Sudan Political Service. The New Hebrides was also a Condominium, jointly ruled by Britain and France with an appointee of the King of Spain refereeing disputes between the two. Egypt was only formally a British protectorate from 1914 until 1922, though it was an integral part of the British imperial system from the bombardment of Alexandria in 1882 until Colonel Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal in 1956.
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By no means everyone viewed Britain’s ‘web of empire’ positively. This 1878 cartoon, from the satirical magazine Il Papagallo, depicts the British Empire as a monstrous snake encircling the globe.





The Empire’s last hurrah


Throughout the Middle East Britain held as ‘Mandates’ some of the territories of the defunct Ottoman Empire, administered on behalf of the League of Nations. This last significant spurt of British imperial expansion came as a result of victory in the First World War, though formal British power was limited by the fact that the new territories, established under article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, were ‘owned’ by that body, with the British merely acting as trustees. The Mandates run by Britain were Iraq, Palestine and Trans-Jordan. From 1922 Egypt and Iraq were officially independent nation-states, though hosting major British military bases and obliged by treaty to allow British forces access and transit rights in times of war. They were not, therefore, fully sovereign and were very much a part of the British world system. In Egypt, for example, the British maintained the largest military installation in the world. Even Iran’s independence was compromised by British imperial power, a fact graphically demonstrated in 1941 when, alongside Russian forces, the British invaded the country and deposed the pro-German Shah.


There were yet more Mandates, such as Southern Cameroon and Tanganyika, though they were administered by the Colonial Office. Even colonies had colonies: the Dominions acquired their own League of Nations Mandates following the First World War and the dismemberment of the German Empire, South Africa taking South-West Africa (modern Namibia) and Australia a range of former German territories including northern New Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago.


The ‘informal empire’


The term ‘informal empire’ was coined by imperial historians to describe parts of the world that Britain did not formally rule but which nevertheless were heavily influenced by British military, commercial, economic and cultural power. Argentina and Shanghai, for example, were not ‘red on the map’ but Britain still held great sway there. To these corners of the earth must be added Antarctica, a vast region of ‘pink ice’ that Britain sought to dominate in an imperial fashion.


Finally, in times of war, the territories administered by Britain grew significantly, either as a result of enemy territory being conquered or the territory of allies being taken over. This category included lands such as the Ionian Islands, Italian Somaliland, Java, Libya, Madagascar and Syria. In the Second World War the commander-in-chief of Allied forces in the Mediterranean, General Sir Harold Alexander, became Governor of Sicily and General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson became Military Governor of Cyrenaica on the coast of North Africa. Southern Persia was occupied by the British, and bases were established in Iceland, the Faroe Islands and the Azores. At the end of the war Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten’s South East Asia Command was made responsible for the reoccupation of the Dutch East Indies and French Indochina, Britain’s imperial reach swelled to its greatest ever extent on the eve of the decolonization era.


So, the British Empire’s red on the map encompassed a vast array of different territories and ruling arrangements. Before considering some of the Empire’s most striking features, such as its quest for discovery, its moral and religious impulses and the manner in which it was governed, the building blocks of imperial expansion must be examined. The expansion of the British Empire, therefore, forms the subject of the following chapter.





NEW WORLDS TO SETTLE AND SELL TO:
The Expansion of the British Empire
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John Betts’ board game ‘A Tour through the British Colonies and Foreign Possessions’, c. 1855. Players began the game in London and after a globetrotting journey returned to the imperial capital, landing at St Paul’s Cathedral in the centre of the board, affirming London’s place at the centre of the world. Leaving England via Heligoland (British territory off the Danish coast) players travelled to India, via the Mediterranean or the Cape route. They visited Calcutta and the Niagara Falls, went around the Australian mainland and, illustrating the game’s didactic intent, were allowed to roll again if alighting on Jamaica in order to mark the Empire’s role in abolishing slavery.





How did a small island off the European mainland come to dominate so much of the world’s land surface, and all of the oceans in between? In short, it did so through industrial and economic power and its thirst for global trade, the entrepreneurship and wanderlust of its people, the global vision of its rulers and through victory in wars against European rivals and native foes alike.


Together, this led to the construction of a system of world government known as empire, founded upon naval might, commercial prowess and the successful construction of patron–client relationships with indigenous rulers such as the sultans of Brunei, Malaya and Zanzibar, the sheikhs of the Persian Gulf, the maharajahs and princes of the Indian subcontinent and the chiefs of the African mainland. Empire and imperial governance was cemented by an explosion of overseas settlement that created strong British communities in Africa, Australasia and the Americas, where settler societies became junior partners in the enterprise of establishing British power in non-European lands. This chapter describes the reasons for the creation of the British Empire and the main motive factors leading to imperial expansion, including overseas settlement, trade, migration, strategic rivalry and warfare.


The early empire


The British Empire’s high noon occurred during the reign of Queen Victoria and, on the surface at least, lasted until the Second World War, as the Empire solidified into a seemingly-permanent, larger than life, feature of the known world. The Second World War brought seismic shifts in global political, economic and military power structures, demoting European powers and their empires just as it lifted up new ‘superpowers’ and gave unheard of status to previously voiceless nationalists. Nevertheless, it can be said that the long afternoon of the British Empire lasted well into the 1950s, and the mindset and world view associated with the Empire’s high noon lasted for decades even after that.


Long before this period, Britain was putting down deep imperial roots and building up the national power that was to drive expansion later on. From the reign of Elizabeth I the British state began to develop its maritime resources. It launched commercial offensives and fought wars against the major imperial powers of the day, often through the employment of privateers or buccaneers, leading to the golden age of piracy in the half century following the Treaty of Madrid (1670), as Spanish trade and settlements were ravaged and terror brought to the high seas. From this period the British people began to develop links with ever more distant places, hunting for fish off faraway shores and claiming sovereignty overseas, as Sir Walter Raleigh did when he declared Roanoke Island British in 1585.


Tobacco plantations sprouted across Virginia and the British began their imperial career in the Caribbean by taking St Kitts in 1624. The Caribbean soon became the Empire’s most lucrative real estate. Sugar and tobacco were the early mainstays of imperial wealth, as was the flourishing trade in African slaves linking West Africa, the Americas and Europe in a burgeoning Atlantic economy. The British also began to settle overseas. The first permanent English settlement in the Americas came into being at Jamestown, Virginia in 1607, the product of King James I’s grant of a royal charter to the London Company in the previous year. The Pilgrim Fathers established themselves at Massachusetts Bay in 1620 and new colonies grew up on the eastern seaboard, including Rhode Island (1636), Connecticut (1639) and Baltimore (1664). The practice of using colonies as depositories for ne’er-do-wells began when Georgia was founded as a settlement for debtors in 1732. It was in this period that the British also began to acquire colonies through war with rivals; Jamaica became the first colony seized by force in 1653 and, as British power grew in the Mediterranean, Gibraltar (1704) and Minorca (1708) were taken from the Spanish. Colonies were also established by royal favour, as when William Penn founded a colony at Pennsylvania following a royal grant of land in 1681 and when Bombay, a gift to the Crown, was leased to the East India Company.
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A 1903 postcard by an unnamed artist shows Quaker William Penn concluding a treaty with Native Americans of the Delaware people at Shakamaxon in 1683. Penn certainly strove to maintain friendly relations with the indigenous peoples, though the treaty signing is not historically attested.





Thus America and the Caribbean were at the heart of the ‘first British Empire’. This first empire was transformed in the late 18th century by the American Rebellion (or War of Independence; 1775–83) and the subsequent creation of the United States, and by the economic eclipse of the Caribbean as new sources of produce and wealth opened up in the East, a burgeoning new field of imperial endeavour and competition. Rather than being an end, however, this point marked a beginning, as the British ‘swing to the East’ gathered momentum, a movement that was to take British rule to the continents of Africa, Asia and Australasia as the ‘second British Empire’ spread across the world in the 19th century. In 1788 the First Fleet arrived at Sydney Cove to establish the first permanent British settlements in Australia. The East India Company established a factory at Calcutta as early as 1690, and the Battle of Plassey in 1767 opened Bengal to British domination. In 1819 Stamford Raffles claimed Singapore for the Company and for Britain, and the Napoleonic Wars brought Britain a rich colonial yield as key strategic points such as the Cape, Ceylon and Mauritius were taken from their foes.


Phases of expansion


The growth of the British Empire went through distinct phases, beginning with expansion in the Americas and Caribbean in the 17th and 18th centuries. In the late 18th and 19th centuries British power was extended throughout South Asia and even into Central Asia, as British interests probed the kingdoms of Afghanistan and Persia and sought to thwart Russian expansion. Britain’s naval and commercial presence in the Mediterranean was extended in the 18th and 19th centuries as Cyprus, Gibraltar, the Ionian Islands, Malta, Minorca and Egypt were taken and a permanent fleet established there. Southeast Asian lands from southern Siam through Malaya and Singapore and onwards to Borneo, along with numerous islands across the Indian Ocean, also became British during the 19th century. The kingdom of Burma was conquered through wars fought in the 1820s, 1850s and the 1880s. In Arabia, the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf British hegemony was sealed through treaties concluded with sheiks in the early 19th century, the occupation of strategic islands such as Perim and the conquest of Aden in 1839.
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