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And all sway forward on the dangerous flood


Of history that never sleeps or dies,


And, held one moment, burns the hand.


W.H. AUDEN
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Author’s Note


Most words associated with imperialism are loaded, of course. A number of writers in 1923 were well aware of this. With one exception, I’ve not expunged offensive words or phrases from direct quotations from contemporary sources, and for clarity I use the 1923 names for places.


Converting historical amounts of money to ‘modern’ values is far from simple. Different ways of calculating – cost of ‘staples’, average wages, inflation, the size of the economy – produce different answers. Perhaps it is easiest if we bear in mind that the average male factory-worker’s wage in Britain in 1923 was about £200 per year. There were 12 pence (‘d’) in a shilling (‘s’) and 20 shillings in a pound.


This book includes extensive quotation from contemporary sources, which, together with pertinent secondary sources, are acknowledged with a number in the relevant position in the text. In order to keep the book to a manageable size, the corresponding details, including suggestions for further reading and a complete bibliography, can be found on and downloaded from my website www.matthewparker.co.uk.









Introduction




Only sympathy and knowledge are needed to complete that stupendous edifice of Empire … whose noble example may well be the prelude to the Federation of the World.


LIM BOON KENG,
Chinese community leader, Singapore1





On Saturday 29 September 1923, the Palestine Mandate became law and the British Empire reached what would prove to be its maximum territorial extent.2


Now the British Empire covered nearly 14 million square miles, 150 times the size of Great Britain and a quarter of the world’s land area. Four hundred and sixty million people, a fifth of the world’s population, woke that morning as subjects of Britain’s King-Emperor George V.


One Fine Day is a new way of looking at the British Empire. It is not encyclopedic; instead, travelling from east to west with the rising sun – with occasional returns to London for the Imperial Conference – it aims to immerse the reader in that moment, focusing on particular people and stories from that day, gleaned from contemporary newspapers, letters, diaries, official documents, magazines, films and novels.


This takes in the new, more independent, attitudes of the Dominions to the empire, resistance and demands for change centred on Rotan Tito in the Pacific, Jawaharlal Nehru and Mohandas Gandhi in India, Tan Cheng Lock in Malaya, Sayadaw U Ottama in Burma, Harry Thuku and A. M. Jeevanjee in Kenya, Herbert Macaulay, Kobina Sekyi and Joseph Casely Hayford in West Africa, and the huge influence of Marcus Garvey across Africa and the Caribbean.


At the same time, we encounter colonial doctors, educators, policemen and officials, many now at best uncertain about the imperial mission.


On the centenary of its territorial zenith, the shared history of the British Empire is being vigorously debated, not just in Britain, but from Australia to Barbados. At the same time, autocratic imperialism – most notably in Russia and China – is on the rise. In many ways, the issues of a hundred years ago – only three or four generations past – are with us still: discussions around cultural and ethnic identity in a globalised world; how to manage multi-ethnic political entities; the persistent influence of racism; the divisive co-opting of religion for political purposes; the dangers of ignorance, cultural arrogance and self-interest. In other ways, most obviously in terms of technology, it is an alien world.


Perhaps most strange, however, is that only a hundred years ago one small country off the coast of Europe was the ruler of the largest empire in world history. Twenty-five years before, the Victorians had produced a stamp with a map of the world and the legend ‘We hold a vaster empire than has ever been’. But under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, Britain had now absorbed a further 1.8 million square miles and an additional 13 million subjects. As well as Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, Cameroon, Togo and Tanganyika all came under rule from London. Other areas in Africa and the Pacific were granted, within the empire, to the British white-run Dominions and the ‘cadet’ imperialists of South Africa, Australia and New Zealand.3


In keeping with the vision of former Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill, Palestine was now the keystone of a geopolitical and strategic arch that stretched from Cape Town to Cairo, across the Middle East and down to India, Burma, and all the way via Malaya to Australia and New Zealand. With a puppet ruler and British garrison installed in Persia, and Egypt under an entirely bogus ‘flag of independence’, you could now walk from Cape Town to Rangoon without ever leaving British-controlled territory.4


Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin’s Foreign Secretary, former Viceroy of India Lord Curzon, declared that ‘The British flag has never flown over a more powerful empire.’ Technological advances in aircraft and bombs meant that vast territory could now be controlled on the cheap. There was talk of the British Empire, now the sole global superpower, becoming a ‘federation of mankind’, a structure for benign world government. The New Zealand Prime Minister William Massey, arriving in London that Saturday, 29 September, for the forthcoming Imperial Conference, told the press that ‘The British Empire is today more necessary than ever to the welfare and peace of the world.’ South African Prime Minister Jan Smuts called the British Empire ‘the widest system of organized human freedom which has ever existed in human history’.5


But the Great War, while dramatically expanding the size of the empire, had changed everything.


This period became known to contemporaries as ‘The Aftermath’, and the shadow of the war fell over every part and aspect of the empire: military, political, financial, racial, psychological. The war had seen the empire at its most useful ever for the mother country – the huge contribution of money and nearly 2.5 million men from India, the Dominions and the African colonies had arguably made the difference between victory and defeat for Britain. As Major-General Sir Frederick B. Maurice, founder of the British Legion, declared in a lecture in the summer of 1923, the war had ‘displayed the unity, the majesty, and the power of the British Empire to a degree which surpassed the expectations of the most ardent of the pre-war imperialists’. The editor of the Observer, in an article published on 30 September, described the ‘Empire’s world-wide rally in the war’ as ‘an immortal epic unsurpassed in history’.6


But in 1922, during the Chanak Crisis, when Prime Minister David Lloyd George had, without consulting, pledged the Dominions to fight against Turkey if war broke out again, they were outraged, and determined that only their own parliaments could decide war. So now the idea of a common foreign policy and unquestioned military alliance was under threat. The Imperial Conference of Dominion leaders, starting the following Monday, promised to be highly charged.


The war had also wrecked the international trading and financial system on which Britain’s prosperity had been built. In September 1923, Rudyard Kipling, who famously had urged the United States to take up the ‘White Man’s Burden’, gave a bad-tempered interview to the New York World: America, he said, ‘came in the war 2 years, 4 months and 7 days too late, botched the Versailles Treaty for us, and withdrew without assisting any further. She has our gold, but we have our souls.’ Indeed, there had been a tectonic shift in the distribution of gold reserves. In short, much of the world’s gold was now sitting in Fort Knox or in the basement of the New York Fed. For its part, Britain was saddled with a vast war debt, including £900 million owed to the United States. New York was in the process of replacing London as the world’s leading capital market.7


Mainland Europe was the best market for British exports, and had almost always been far more important than the empire. But this market had pretty much ceased to exist: post-war Europe was in ruins, with devalued currencies, hyperinflation and political chaos. Rival militias, including Hitler’s Nazis, were fighting in the streets. Optimists hoped that the overseas markets of the empire could come to the rescue, but this would require them to grow substantially in population and wealth.


In the meantime, Britain was suffering high taxation and unemployment and ever harder cuts to government expenditure, including on defence. Among British political and military leaders, there was concern that particularly in these severely straitened post-war financial circumstances, the empire was now just far too big, ‘a huge bladder waiting to be pricked’, as German wartime propaganda had alleged.8


To make matters worse, in order to avoid antagonising the Americans, in the forlorn hope of debt reduction and with an irrational belief in the ‘special relationship’, Britain had just ended its treaty with Japan. It had also agreed to limits on its key strategic asset, the Royal Navy. The empire had never made strategic sense, with its closest allies on the other side of the world, but this now left the Far Eastern possessions, including Malaya, Burma and even Australia, intensely vulnerable to an expansionist and insulted Japan.


In other ways, the First World War, ostensibly fought against German autocracy and in the name of freedom, had cracked the foundations of the empire. Before the war, imperialism had been the familiar form of government for much of the globe. Now, ‘empire’ for many was a dirty word, conjuring up a ‘vision of conquest, of domination, of the oppression of the weak’. The future seemed to belong to alternative forms of government – the nation state, democracy, communism, fascism. In Britain itself, 1918 had seen the ushering in of (almost) mass democracy for the first time, with a universal male franchise and votes for most women over thirty. Was real democracy at home compatible with autocratic imperialism abroad?9


For many defenders of British imperialism, the villain of the piece was US President Woodrow Wilson and his talk of ‘self-determination’ at Versailles. Although Wilson, a dyed-in-the wool segregationist and imperialist, had aimed his rhetoric at the imperial graveyard of central and eastern Europe rather than at Western overseas possessions, it ‘struck at the roots of the British Empire’ and encouraged anti-colonial forces around the world.10


Furthermore, a new, nuanced form of empire emerged from the Versailles Conference: the mandate system for ex-Axis imperial territories. Although in many ways a fig-leaf for an imperial land-grab, the League of Nations mandates were established in principle as a form of ‘trusteeship’, ‘government in the interest of the governed’ – territories were to be administered for the benefit of their populations with the express goal of moving them towards self-government in the near future. Such an idea could not be contained, and was soon being applied to the British Empire as a whole. This led to the reluctant granting of political reforms in India, Burma, Ceylon, Nigeria and elsewhere. On Saturday 29 September, the streets of Lagos were thronged with Nigerians celebrating the landslide victory of black Africa’s first ever political party. Soon the imperial authorities realised that giving in to demands for reform merely stoked the demand for further constitutional changes. And in the light of these mandate and trusteeship ideas, was the empire’s only purpose now to dismantle itself? Had it become nothing more than a ‘self-liquidating concern’?11


So at its greatest ever extent, the empire was suffering a crisis of confidence, beset by debts and doubts. What was the empire, and what was it for?


Apart from the public-school-university elite who made up most of the senior colonial manpower, most British people’s direct engagement with the empire came through supporting the efforts of missionaries, or through migration. There were few families who did not have at least one member who had migrated from the UK. But neither activity was dependent on direct imperial control of overseas territories.


In theory, the empire generated economic gain through producing raw materials, providing an outlet for capital, and importing finished goods from Britain. But, again, did this really require a hugely expensive imperial infrastructure? Britain’s most important raw material import was cotton, most of which came from the United States; some of the most profitable investment was in South America, particularly Argentina; only a sixteenth of the imports of Malaya, the richest colony, were from Britain. Despite appeals to ‘buy British’, there was not a single colony that imported more cars from Britain than from the US, which turned out cheaper and better models.


The mass of red ink on a map of the world from September 1923 might give the impression that the empire was in some way homogeneous. Nothing could be further from the truth. The empire covered incredibly diverse parts of the world from frozen wastes to bustling cities to the thickest tropical jungle. It also took many forms: dominion, Crown colony, protectorate, mandate, sphere of influence. Some, like Malaya, were rich; others desperately poor. Jamaica had become almost derelict after the collapse of the sugar price the year before (Britain imported 90 per cent of its sugar from outside the empire anyway). In places like the West Indies, imperial rule spanned all of recorded history; in others it had been established for only a few years, if that. In parts of Africa and the Pacific the British ruled over pre-industrial societies, while in India and Ceylon, for example, Britain was just the most recent of a string of imperial rulers of civilisations far older than Europe’s. Many colonies’ internal dynamics were a honeycomb of different and often conflicting religious, social, military, civilian and business interests. Above all, unlike many empires before, there was precious little coherence, unanimity or consistency of purpose from the metropolitan centre. All that could unite it, it was decided, was shared loyalty to the monarchy. This, it was hoped, could provide a visible embodiment for an otherwise diffuse and fragmented entity. The central vehicle of monarchical influence was the royal tour. Hence throughout the early 1920s the young, photogenic Prince of Wales – the future Edward VIII – would be sent on an almost endless global odyssey of ‘palm and pine’.


Imperial cheerleaders in Britain promoted and justified the empire as a form of international altruism. The manifesto of the British Empire Union, while extolling the ‘unifying influence of the Crown’, was to teach the young to see the achievements of the empire in ‘maintaining peace and bringing order, health, knowledge, improved conditions of life to formerly ignorant and primitive people’. These claims – around Pax Britannica, the rule of law, medicine, education and development – are all scrutinised here. None are as simple as they look. We see the First World War causing more deaths in East Africa than generations of ‘tribal warfare’; the failure of courts in Kenya to provide justice for black victims of white violence; how in the Pacific, doctors, thinly stretched and presiding over a dramatic population collapse, were mainly dealing with diseases imported by whites; how in places, such as Malaya, education was being deliberately retarded in order to satisfy commercial needs and to prevent political opposition; how development – particularly in places under indirect rule in India, Malaya or Northern Nigeria – was seen by the coloniser as a mixed blessing at best. The British Empire Union might have added to the list of virtues the protection of minorities. But this, too, is complicated. In many cases, such as Ceylon, Burma, Trinidad and Malaya, minorities were only there because of the needs of the empire, and policies to protect them often made divisions worse.12


The empire was also seen in many quarters in Britain as an expression of racial pride and a result of racial superiority. ‘We hold these countries,’ one empire-builder wrote in 1922, ‘because it is the genius of our race to colonise, to grade, to govern.’ The issue of race – and racism – dominated the empire. Nineteenth-century ideas of a social Darwinian hierarchy of races, and race as a biological rather than cultural concept, had been widely discredited. In 1921, Indian politician V. S. Srinivasa Sastri had secured from the Imperial Conference a statement on the equality of races within the empire. But old attitudes still dominated. A few years later, Sastri wrote to a supporter about a meeting he had had with a senior civil servant in the Colonial Office. ‘He depicted the struggle going on at present between two rival ideals of the British Empire,’ Sastri wrote. ‘The one tending towards the equalities of races and communities, the other insisting on the maintenance of white supremacy. The latter idea, till recently undisputed, even now is in practice dominant, and prevails in most matters of importance.’ In reality, ideas of white supremacy remained a guiding structural principle of the empire.13


This racist ideology was a coping stone of empire, explaining and justifying white rule, while at the same time undermining the colonised’s agency and self-respect. As Jamaica’s first Prime Minister Norman Manley would write, ‘The Empire and British rule rest on a carefully nurtured sense of inferiority in the governed.’ In his country, he saw this as creating ‘turgid lethargy’ and ‘a culture of dependence’. Jawaharlal Nehru wrote how ‘surprisingly most of us accepted it as natural and inevitable’ that Indians were second rate. ‘Greater than any victory of arms or diplomacy was this psychological triumph of the British in India,’ he suggested. The French West Indian political philosopher Frantz Fanon would write that because colonialism involved a ‘systematic negation of the other person’ it forced ‘the people it dominated to ask the question constantly: “In reality, who am I?”’14


On a wider level, across the world, including among the indigenous populations of the white settler colonies, empire, globalisation and the ‘challenge of modernity’, had disrupted or destroyed traditional social structures and arrangements, with severely deleterious effects, from a crime wave in Burma to alcoholism among Aboriginal Australians to a refusal even to raise families in the Pacific Islands.


But things were changing. The edifice of white supremacy was starting to crumble. The defeat of the Italians in Africa in 1896, and then the victory of Japan over Russia in 1905, had seen white power overcome by the hands of the so-called lesser races. African-American leader W. E. B. Du Bois spoke of a worldwide eruption of ‘colored pride’. The Japanese victory, he wrote, had ‘broken the magic of the word “white”’. For Nehru in India, it ‘diminished the feeling of inferiority’ from which many of his compatriots suffered.15


Just as significant for colonised peoples was the cataclysm of the First World War, which made a mockery of the narrative of progress built around Western technological modernity. How could Europe continue with its claim of a ‘civilising mission’ when it could not contain its own barbaric violence? It was a huge blow to the all-important white prestige as well as to the confidence of the rulers.


At the same time, influential politicians and writers – Edward Blyden, Marcus Garvey, Joseph Casely Hayford, Gandhi and Tagore in India, and many others – were spreading a message of indigenous pride, ingenuity, intelligence and beauty that actively opposed the racist ideologies put forward by the colonial regimes. Booker Prize-winning novelist Chinua Achebe would write that ‘Nigerians were taken out of our history and dumped in someone else’s history’. Now anti-colonialists were urging the teaching of African history in schools, encouraging the appreciation of African art and music and the wearing of traditional dress, setting up African churches, newspapers and literary societies. The same process was underway in India, Ceylon, Burma, the Caribbean and elsewhere. Strong pan-Asian and pan-African movements were emerging.16


It was a fascinating balancing act for the colonised and the subject of great debate and even division. At its heart was the question: how do we compete through taking on the successful techniques of the West, without losing our own culture and identity? Education was a key site of debate: as Sierra Leonean teacher Adelaide Casely Hayford would ask, ‘How can we educate and enlighten the African child without taking him too far away from his native environment?’17


Across the empire, colonial officials were witnessing a new confidence in the colonised. In Kenya, where previously ‘the native employee was respectful and obedient … now he has become openly insolent, disobedient and even menacing’. In Malaya, there were complaints that Chinese people were no longer serving Europeans first in shops, or stepping aside when Europeans were walking in the streets.18


Of course, anti-colonial interests were as varied as the empire itself and by no means homogeneous even in a single place. They did share a common opponent in the ‘Empire’ but this meant radically different things in different places. Nevertheless, networks existed underneath the official channels. The example of Ireland inspired Indians who in turn encouraged Burmese and Africans. And this moment in time does shine a light on some striking similarities – how from Canada to Africa to the Pacific there was a new post-war indigenous generation turning against those of their fathers or grandfathers who had signed away their land rights, aped the British or collaborated for their own benefit in some other way; and the growing importance of religion in shaping and inspiring local nationalisms as well as dividing indigenous communities in India, Sri Lanka and elsewhere.


In September 1923, it should be stressed, there was comparative tranquillity and widespread optimism about the future of the empire and world peace and prosperity after the ‘War to end all wars’. There was a strong expectation that the United States would join the League of Nations.


Recent troubles and unrest in India, Iraq, Egypt, Ireland and elsewhere had abated or been crushed. At the end of the previous month, the victory in Ireland of William Cosgrave’s pro-Treaty party over Eamon de Valera’s republicans had confirmed the Irish Free State as a Dominion of the empire, an arrangement believed to be a permanent and acceptable solution to an age-old problem.


The new ‘trustee’ relationship between coloniser and colonised, which included a widely professed concern for the well-being of ‘native’ people, together with new ideas about racial equality, promised a glorious and more humane future in a consensual empire, now increasingly being referred to as the British ‘Commonwealth’. Here, equals would participate freely in what Lim Boon Keng called ‘the greatest human enterprise in the world’s history’. Of course, no one knew then that this moment was the empire’s territorial zenith, that it was on the brink of a precipitous decline and that the ‘sympathy and knowledge’ ‘needed to complete that stupendous edifice of Empire’ would remain out of reach.19









PART ONE


THE SUN RISES









1


Consuming Ocean Island




There can be no civilization without population,


no population without food,


and no food without phosphate.


New Zealander ALBERT ELLIS1





British Resident Commissioner Herbert ‘Reggie’ McClure woke on the morning of 29 September 1923 to a dilemma that Franz Kafka, currently writing The Castle, would have appreciated. McClure was in charge of Ocean Island or, in local parlance, Banaba. He was in an impossible and bizarre situation.


It was here, on that day, that the sun first rose over the British Empire. Ocean Island was a place described as ‘Eastwards as far as ship can sail … up against the gateways of the dawn.’ Just a short distance from the international dateline, this tiny island of 2.5 square miles, 6 miles in circumference, with a population of only 1,000, was now in a surreal dilemma. It had been discovered that the island’s entire soil, thanks to almost unique geological factors, was pretty much pure phosphate, an immensely valuable, even crucial resource for the wider empire. So the soil was being dug out – the actual physical body of the island was being removed in the hundreds of thousands of tons, shipped away for ever. As the very ground beneath their feet was disappearing, the island’s inhabitants were making a stand, just as the company running the operation was now demanding more acreage for its excavations, and that the Resident Commissioner should help secure the agreement of the locals.2


The situation in Ocean Island is a microcosm of many of the challenges and dilemmas facing the empire in late September 1923: new resistance from the colonised across the empire; impossibly conflicting interests between government, the governed and business; issues of race, culture, labour, education, health, ‘trusteeship’. But most of all – a crucial issue from Canada to Kenya and from Burma to southern Africa – land. And here it was in extremis. The land of Ocean Island, tiny as it was, wasn’t just being ‘nationalised’, expropriated or purloined, it was being physically abducted.


McClure knew what had gone on over the past two decades, how the British officials in charge of Ocean Island, while in theory administering an impartial system, in practice had had to choose between their integrity and their careers.


Until the beginning of the twentieth century hardly anyone outside the region had known or cared about Ocean Island. McClure himself, who had had a long career stretching from the Boxer Rebellion in China to Australia and then nearly twenty years in Kenya, later admitted that when he was appointed Resident Commissioner (RC) on Ocean Island in 1921, he had no idea where it was.3


While the group of Pacific islands to the east had in 1892 been declared the British Protectorate of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, Ocean Island, on its own, isolated 500km to the west, had been ignored. Then, at the turn of the century, a New Zealander, Albert Ellis, working for the Pacific Islands Company, a business trading in coconut products and guano, took a second look at a block of supposed fossilised wood being used in his Sydney office as a doorstop. The lump was from Nauru, which lies 250 miles to the west of Ocean Island. Tests showed it to be almost pure rock phosphate, an immensely valuable commodity used to make fertilisers. Nauru had been declared German, when in 1886, for reasons of faraway realpolitik, a line had been drawn delineating German from British spheres of influence in the Pacific. So in early 1900, Ellis headed for nearby Ocean Island, on the off-chance that it might have the same money-spinning geological origin.


All his hopes were met and more. ‘There is phosphate everywhere,’ he wrote in his diary. What’s more, it was phosphate of the highest quality in the world.4


There were plenty of rival companies who would leap on the money-making opportunity the island offered. Ellis had to do a deal with the Banabans as fast as he could.


The Banabans were one of the world’s great survivors. They had to be. Their home, like most of the rest of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, was small – land was at a premium – and infertile. The phosphate soil was of no use as a fertiliser until it had been industrially processed.


Most of all, the island was starved of water. In the centre of Ocean Island were limestone caves in which sparse rainfall gathered. But in times of drought this would become insufficient for drinking purposes, let alone for watering crops or the coconut palms on which the small population largely depended. Desperate measures undertaken included heading out into the wider ocean in canoes with receptacles to chase rain clouds.


By general agreement, families were kept small – birth control methods included abortion and infanticide – and food sources such as giant taro and pandanus, elsewhere considered too unappetising or laborious to process, were mainstays. So, since first arriving as migrants from Micronesia 1,500 years before, the Banabans had survived against the odds in this inhospitable spot.


Across the region, sustained contact with the outside world long pre-dated the arrival of the imperial flag. For several decades from the 1820s, the waters of the central Pacific hosted whaling ships. By the 1840s there were more than 600, mostly American, following the migration of the sperm whales. The Pacific islands became important stopping points for picking up provisions, crewmen and the company of women. At least one ship would call per week at Ocean Island during the season and it was not unusual to have two or three vessels moored off one of the islands at the same time.


THE PACIFIC


[image: image]


Trading usually took place on board ship where it was quicker and safer and prevented sailors deserting. Islanders sold coconuts for the crew to eat and also to fatten the pigs kept on board; also fish, fruit and vegetables, hats, mats, fish hooks, and curios such as spears fashioned from shell and wood. Sex was for sale at the same price as a woven hat, a mat or half a chicken.


Iron of any kind was sought by islanders, also ready-made metal tools. But soon one product dominated the exchange. At some point, probably in the early 1820s, tobacco was introduced to the Gilberts, previously innocent of its appeal. By the 1850s the entire region was hooked: men, women and children smoked, chewed and ate the drug whenever they could get hold of it.


For the whalers and other traders, it was good business. A compact, cheap and easily transportable product now commanded a huge profit margin. Handicrafts that had taken many months to produce could be acquired for a small plug of inferior chewing tobacco. Even well-chewed pieces from the ‘spit-box’ were highly prized by the islanders. Robert Louis Stevenson, who lived in Abemama in the Gilberts for several months in 1888, reported that when trade goods were displayed to the wives of the island chief, including ribbons, tinned food, perfumes and dresses, ‘they had but one idea – tobacco, the island currency, tantamount to minted gold’.5


Alongside the whalers, who would occasionally take on men as crew, labour recruiters started appearing among the islands. There were notorious incidents of ‘blackbirding’: inhabitants of the easternmost Ellice Islands were forcibly taken on board and shipped to guano mines in Peru or coffee plantations in Central America. Others were tricked with false promises. Nonetheless, up to a quarter of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands’ population of 30,000 at some point worked away from home, the most popular destinations being the plantations of Fiji and Tahiti, and from the 1860s Samoa, where the Hamburg firm J. C. Godeffroy und Sohn were investing huge sums in cotton and coconut plantations. Most islanders worked for a season, then returned home to share their experiences of Europeans, Americans and the wider world.


After peaking in the 1850s, the Pacific whaling industry declined, and some captains moved to trading in coconut oil, an essential ingredient of soap and candles. The emphasis was soon on copra – dried coconut flesh from which oil could be extracted. This became big business, driven by entrepreneurs from Sydney and Liverpool, as well as German companies. Among them was Albert Ellis’s Pacific Islands Company (PIC).


Thus by the end of the nineteenth century almost every islander was selling his or her surplus production into an international market, and had been introduced to the ways of wider commerce and wage labour. Men like Albert Ellis saw this process as both inevitable and, particularly combined with Christianity, to the definite benefit of the islanders.


Ocean Island, however, was the poor man of the region. Apart from abundant firewood from the fast-growing calophyllum trees that formed a thick forest on the island’s central upland, they had little surplus to trade. And in the 1870s and again in the 1890s the island was struck by two of the worst droughts in its modern history.


A whaling ship that stopped at Ocean Island in 1873 found the Banabans starving and out of pity took twenty-four to another, less hard-hit island. Two years later a labour recruiter found the situation on the island so bad that ‘practically all the children died’. To reduce the number of mouths to feed, female children were being killed. From a population of over 1,000 in 1870, by the time of Ellis’s visit, thanks to emigration, imported diseases and starvation, there were fewer than 500.6


Having gone ashore with two colleagues from his company and discovered the island’s rich deposits, Ellis began negotiations with a man called Temati, whom Ellis called the island’s king, as well as with another ‘chief’, both illiterate. In the meantime, his doctor colleague busied himself treating islanders suffering with yaws – tropical skin ulcers. Ellis promised, through an interpreter, that his company would build water tanks and a distillation plant so that the island would never again lack for water. He pledged that they would bring medicines to deal with the serious syphilis problem (a legacy of the whalers). What he demanded, and got, was exclusive mining and trading rights on the island for 999 years in return for an annual payment of £50 in trade goods from the company store that would be established.


In fact, Ocean Island did not have a king – each of the four villages had its own chief – and even if it had, he would have had no right to agree to the contract as land was held by individuals not the chief. But the deal, fateful for the Banabans, was done. Two days later, on 5 May 1900, Ellis raised a flag – actually a blue ensign – declaring ‘its never failing message of good cheer for the natives’, and announcing that the island ‘belonged to her Majesty’.7


Although there were objections, the monopoly was licensed thanks to a well-connected chairman and directors of the PIC in London, and in September 1901 a British man-of-war turned up at Ocean Island officially to raise the flag and Banaba became part of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Protectorate.


Despite the immensely generous terms that Ellis had secured, the company at first struggled to raise capital for the project. Then William Lever – later Lord Leverhulme – who had interests in the Pacific copra business, stepped in and took a large stake. It turned out to be one of his best-ever investments. In 1902, the PIC became the Pacific Phosphate Company (PPC) and started doing individual rental deals with landowners on Ocean Island (thereby admitting that the original contract was nonsense). Then the phosphate began to flow. Ellis had, of course, known the key markets for the island’s phosphate – Australia and New Zealand. Both had created an economic model for themselves, even a raison d’être, as the agricultural powerhouses of the empire, supplying the vast British market with food. Wheat was Australia’s biggest export and New Zealand already had millions of sheep. But there was a snag: the two countries weren’t actually very fertile. Both had large areas of soil with deficiencies in nitrogen, phosphorus and sulphur. A later New Zealand Minister for Agriculture confessed that there were very few areas in his country where crops or pastures could be grown without phosphate.


The Ocean Island deposits, formed from sedimentation over millions of years as the island rose above and then fell below the sea level, had a particularly high quantity of calcium phosphate that, when subjected to sulphuric acid, unlocked a valuable source of phosphoric acid, the key ingredient of all phosphorus-bearing fertilisers. This ‘superphosphate’ radically improved the capacity of plant roots to absorb minerals and water from the soil, increasing crop yields and fostering the growth of grass fields for grazing. Land previously considered useless could be made home to prosperous farms.


For Australia, it was seen as a strategic as well as an economic necessity. Billy Hughes, Prime Minister from 1915 to 1923, would write: ‘Without a sure and reasonably cheap supply of phosphate our agriculture must languish and instead of peopling our vast unoccupied interior population will continue to hug the seaboard where they will be comparatively easy prey to any predatory power.’ Sir James Mitchell, who as a dynamic Premier of Western Australia wanted to increase the population there for the same reason, would declare: ‘Gold brought these men to Western Australia, and superphosphate will keep them here.’8


Some 25,000 tons of phosphate were shipped from Ocean Island to Australia in 1903, and it was less than half the price of the bone meal used previously. Cheaper fertiliser not only meant bigger profits, it also lowered the price that the British consumer paid for their food. This chimed with the aspirations of pretty much every modern British government. In addition, it helped British industry, who could then keep productivity high by paying lower wages to its workers. Thus the Ocean Island mining concern became a key cog in an international system of unquestioned benefit to the wider empire – or, as Ellis might have put it, to civilisation itself. It also had very significant vested interests keen on keeping the supply going, as British officials would soon discover.


From a start with a few men with pickaxes and baskets, the mining operation rapidly increased its mechanisation and scale of production. As well as local Banabans, men were recruited from the nearby Gilbert Islands, and skilled or semi-skilled workers from Japan. Within a few years there were 350 Japanese and 700 Gilbertese managed by about eighty white employees, almost all from Australia or New Zealand. Wages for everyone were significantly higher than anywhere else in the region.


The company in this respect could afford to be generous. The PPC was soon making a fortune, paying dividends of up to 50 per cent. By 1908 it was shipping 200,000 tons of phosphate a year, mainly to Australia and New Zealand but also to Japan and further afield. The value of the phosphate sent to Australia alone was more than £300,000 per annum. The previous year the company had done a deal with the Germans on Nauru Island to mine there as well. Nauru was bigger than Ocean Island but had phosphate deposits of less depth and quality. Reflecting Ocean Island’s importance, the seat of government – and the Resident Commissioner – of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Protectorate was moved there in 1908. As part of its deal with the British government, the company was paying a royalty of 6d a ton to this local administration, which, together with customs duties and shipping charges, made up about half of its revenue. As was the model across the empire, private enterprise was paying a significant portion of the cost of government.9


The diary from 1906 of a young woman, Lilian Arundel, visiting her father, the company’s manager, gives a snapshot of the island just before this transitional moment. She noticed the ‘striking contrast’ between the comfortable dwellings of the European residents and those of the native Banabans and imported workers. Europeans had electric light until 10 p.m., sewerage, telephones, and deliveries of ice, wood and coal. Most food was from tins, but once a fortnight a steamer from Sydney would bring fresh meat, fruit and vegetables. Although the company had built a plant that produced 400 gallons of water a day, it was still at a premium, so most washing was done in salt water with just a fresh water rinse. In the two European settlements now established, there were ‘hospitals, a dispensary, recreation and mess rooms’. All this created work for the locals, and with the water supply secure, Banabans who had left the island began to return and the population started to recover.10


Lilian Arundel enjoyed the warm but breeze-refreshed climate and had great affection for the Banabans, being particularly impressed by their extraordinary fishing skills. Exploring the island, she came across ‘dense green foliage’, ‘many beautiful flowering trees’ and ‘luxuriant, trumpet-shaped hibiscus flowers, scarlet, pink, cream and white’. Overall, she found the island a place ‘with freedom, romance and beauty unequalled in any other part of the world’.


There was one note of caution: since the start of mining, ‘it is remarkable what a lot has been done since then, and what a vast undertaking it is now’.


With further investment in machinery and port facilities, the undertaking just grew and grew. In 1909 an acting Resident Commissioner, Arthur Mahaffy, took over for six months. He had visited the island in 1896 and was now amazed by the scale of the operation and the changes to the landscape. On arrival he ‘found four or five 6000-ton steamers waiting to carry away the very ground on which I stood’. And this was the rub. In the mined-out areas, nothing remained except spikes of coral rock. In theory, the land was to be returned to the Banabans once the company was finished with it, but it was now utterly worthless, a sterile soil-less wasteland. Furthermore, although the company had promised not to encroach on food-growing areas or to destroy food-producing trees, the spirit of this had not been adhered to. Mining had carried on right up to the trunks of valuable trees, fatally exposing their roots, and land not rented whose perimeter had been mined to a depth of 10 feet or more had become unproductive as well as sometimes difficult to access.11


Mahaffy complained about the living conditions of the workers but was most struck by this effect of the mining: he realised that it was rapidly making the island uninhabitable. He suggested a vigorous programme of land reclamation and tree planting on the mined-out land, but found the company unresponsive. The locals, Ellis argued, were too lazy to look after new trees. Furthermore, although the company conceded that the mined land was ‘of little use to the natives unless trees are again planted on it’, they argued that ‘concern or financial provision for the long-term welfare of the Banabans was premature on the grounds that by the time the island was worked out, perhaps a century hence, the native inhabitants of Ocean Island’ – already few – ‘may not improbably have wholly disappeared’.12


But the islanders were not quite ready to disappear so conveniently.


Their ‘main idea’, reported Mahaffy’s successor as Resident Commissioner, ‘seemed to be to preserve the island for their descendants; they said that they had been foolish in the past in disposing of their land, but now realised the mistake they had made, as they had no idea when the company started operations that it would result in the devastation of the island’. Even Ellis, who by now was the company’s manager on Ocean Island, admitted that ‘they had no adequate idea what they were letting themselves in for’.13


The Banabans now steadfastly refused to lease any more land to the company. ‘They asked what they should do when the big steamers carried away all their land,’ reported the Sydney Morning Herald in 1912, ‘yet it is inconceivable that less than 500 Ocean Island-born natives can be allowed to prevent the mining and export of a product of such immense value to all the rest of mankind.’


The new Resident Commissioner, John Quayle-Dickson, had come from South Africa, where he had fought in the Boer War and had thereafter been an adviser on native affairs. Described by a subordinate as a ‘haughty old man from the Veldt’, his career so far had been characterised by administrative and financial incompetence. But he knew enough about money to question the vast scale of the dividends the company was paying against benefit to the islanders. In fact, looking at tons per acre extracted and profit per ton, the company was making something like £14,000 on land that had cost them less than £20. By 1913, the mining operation had cleared a profit of £1.75 million and paid the Banabans less than £10,000. Furthermore, it was clear to Dickson, as it had been to Mahaffy, that the mining operation was making the Banabans’ island home, at some point in the near future, uninhabitable.14


Dickson felt that the money being offered for further land was totally inadequate. He suggested that the company should pay £100 an acre, proper compensation for loss of trees, and a royalty per ton into a fund for the Banabans towards the cost of relocation should they be forced to find somewhere else to live. Effectively, he took their side, backing their refusal to give up further land, and ‘made the strongest representations to the colonial office in favour of the oppressed landowners’. He also sent Ellis photographs of the destruction that his company was causing.15


This irritated the company and embarrassed the Colonial Office (CO), and very soon Dickson was removed, demoted and sent to the remote Falkland Islands, possibly the empire’s most dismal posting. Dickson even had to pay his own fare. He retired soon afterwards; ‘his heart’, he wrote, ‘was broken’.


How much his removal owed to administrative incompetence rather than his support for the Banabans is not clear. Certainly, among those enjoying the vast dividends of the PPC were some of the most powerful and well-connected men in the empire. Whatever the truth, his sacking would be used by the company as leverage over succeeding Resident Commissioners.


The Colonial Office now negotiated in London directly with the company, and in fact many of Dickson’s suggestions were adopted. Under new proposals, in addition to the 6d per ton to government, another 6d a ton would be paid into a trust fund for the Banabans; land was to be replanted after mining and there was to be compensation for the loss of food-bearing trees. The rental price per acre was to rise from £40 to £60, depending on the land’s phosphate worth. Under these terms, the company wanted to lease a further 145 acres, in addition to the 105 already held.


A number of questions had recently been asked in Parliament about the government authorising the original 1900 deal and it had been pointed out that many of the directors of the company had recently ‘held positions of trust’ in the Pacific or the Colonial Office (the company chairman Lord Stanmore was a former High Commissioner for the Western Pacific; another director was a former permanent Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies). It was alleged that the royalty of 6d a ton was based on the company’s statement that the phosphate was worth 10s a ton, when in fact the actual price was over £2. All this came amid accusations in the House of Commons of ‘unjust taxation, ill-treatment of natives, and general mal-administration’. Calls for an independent investigation were rebuffed for now, with the explanation that ‘the position of the Government is difficult in this matter, seeing that the arrangement was made with the natives before the British Government had anything to do with the island’. (Many years later, this excuse would be reprised.) Nonetheless, this public scrutiny prodded both the company and the CO to offer better terms.16


The man sent out to replace Dickson and to persuade the islanders to accept this new deal was a rising star of the Colonial Office. As he put it, ‘because of my success in the past with native races I had been chosen to bring the Ocean Islanders to reason’.17


Unlike most Colonial Office officials, Edward Eliot had not followed the usual path of private school then university. His father was a curate in Wiltshire and his family’s funds were limited. Priority was given to his brilliant brother Charles, eight years older, who won all the prizes at Eton, and having read Greats at Oxford became a high-flying diplomat, speaking twenty languages. In 1901 Charles was appointed Commissioner for Kenya, then the British East Africa Protectorate. He was responsible more than any other one person for the situation in Kenya during the second half of 1923 that so dominated coverage of the empire in the British press. By September 1923 Sir Charles Eliot was British ambassador to Japan.


His younger brother Edward had to forgo university and instead left England aged eighteen with £50 in his pocket. For two years he worked as a rancher and in a railway gang in Argentina, then he became an overseer on a sugar plantation in British Guiana. Through a friend of his brother he got a junior job in the government there, which led to an appointment in the Gold Coast at the time of the brutal war against the Asante. Having risen quickly through the ranks, he was promoted again to Deputy Governor of Trinidad. In 1913 he was transferred to Ocean Island, where, he later wrote, ‘I met my Waterloo.’


It was clear that the company was in a hurry to acquire more land, so Eliot immediately got to work. ‘With no knowledge of its iniquitous past history,’ he later wrote, ‘I eventually managed to persuade the younger generation on Ocean Island that the terms I had to offer would turn them into a rich community.’ It helped that he demanded, and got, an undertaking from the company immediately to pay a backdated contribution to the new Banaban fund for July 1912 to July 1913, totalling £4,743. This could be spent on improving the island, or anything else subject to Eliot ‘being satisfied that it was not used for any wasteful purpose’. He also secured a promise that the company would not subsequently demand more land and that the Banabans would not be forced to leave the island without their consent.


Although Eliot pointed out that the phosphate was of no value to the islanders if the white man did not buy it from them, many of the older men refused to part with any more land at any price. But enough of the younger Banabans signed the deal that the company now had sufficient land to continue their operations ‘for a number of years to come’.


The other important factor was Dickson. He had established the position of Resident Commissioner in the eyes of the Banabans as a defender of their interests. This belief was transferred to Eliot. They trusted him. When he asked them to sign, most of them did.


Eliot almost instantly regretted this success. He had had vague doubts about whether the situation was ‘not fair and straightforward’. With the deal already done, Eliot started to probe. He ordered an independent survey of the mining areas and discovered that encroachments on to unleased land and wanton destruction of trees was commonplace. He looked into the original 1900 agreement and interviewed its signatories, concluding that the sum of £50 a year was ‘ludicrous’, ‘worth more like £15 in overpriced trade goods’. It was ‘an iniquitous agreement made by the PPC with a totally illiterate community of natives’, ‘done with the knowledge of permanent officials of the Colonial Office’. His conclusion was that the CO official who had approved it was hoping ‘that the Company would show appreciation … in a tangible manner’.18


He also discovered that the Banabans, whom he patronisingly described as a ‘delightful’, ‘docile, friendly and childlike’ people, were far from unaware what was being done to them: now ‘no Banaban would work at any price for the hated Company which was despoiling their island’, he reported.


Hitting back at the company, he forced them to change their policy of selling goods in their store at a discount to white employees. When he discovered that the company had been making ‘thousands of pounds a year’ out of selling water to the locals, he demanded that they ‘provide one gallon of fresh water per diem whenever necessary at the price of three farthings per gallon’.


Not all his efforts were successful. He later wrote: ‘I pressed them to improve the housing conditions of the Gilbert and Ellice labourers. The local Manager of the Company told me in my own house, and before my wife, that if I tried to force them to spend what they considered unnecessary money, the Company would call on the Colonial Office to remove me, as they had removed my predecessor.’19


With the Great War over, in late 1919 Eliot left on leave back to England. In June the following year the Pacific Phosphate Company was nationalised, bought out by the governments of Britain, Australia and New Zealand, who formed a new organisation, the British Phosphate Commission (BPC), which would run profit-free operations on both Nauru (taken from the Germans at the beginning of the war) and Ocean Island, and supply the phosphate to imperial farmers at cost price, about half the market value. Despite complaints in the House of Commons from the Tory benches that this was a ‘socialistic policy’, the purchase was made for £3.5 million. The BPC would continue to contribute to the Banaban fund, and pay for British administration in the islands, and it took on many of the old company’s bosses, including its MD, Alwin Dickinson, who became UK Commissioner, and Albert Ellis, who was appointed New Zealand Commissioner. Although articles specified that governments should not interfere in the running of the new commission, the industry now had an even more direct line to the Colonial Office, and was more than ever ‘for the greater Imperial good’.20


Edward Eliot was urged to return to Ocean Island to explain to the Banabans the changes because they had shown such trust in him. He refused, as ‘my natives there would ask me certain questions which I was not in a position to explain’. He had no faith in the new commission honouring the terms of the agreement he had facilitated and realised that he had pushed the Banabans much closer to having to abandon their island. His only hope was that ‘the commercial atmosphere of Ocean Island would have so affected the Banabans’ that they would lose their ties to their ancestral land. As his successor Reggie McClure would discover in 1923, this was far from the case.


Eliot’s refusal to return in 1920, he later wrote, ‘sealed my fate as far as my future in the service was concerned’. ‘The authorities were anxious to keep me in harness to muzzle me’, and for the following seven years he languished in roles of ever-decreasing importance. September 1923 saw him in charge of the tiny Caribbean island of Dominica; it wasn’t quite the Falkland Islands but it was still a backwater of a backwater. He loved the beauty of Dominica but, he later wrote, the zest had gone out of him and he had lost his faith in the Colonial Office. From his time in ‘the Ocean Island farce’ he had ‘received a scar which will not heal this side of the Styx’. The ‘sorry tale’, as Eliot put it, had managed to cost him both his integrity and his career.21


Reggie McClure and his wife Dorothy arrived at the beginning of 1922, and the new Resident Commissioner had immediately made a good impression. He was far more genial and relaxed than the ‘saturnine’ Eliot or ‘haughty’ Dickson – he was thought to be ‘humorous and kind’ – and he soon proved himself accomplished at sorting out disputes among the workers or between the commission and its employees.22


In 1919, complaining about the high prices in the commission’s store, the Japanese workers had gone on strike demanding a 20 per cent increase in wages. So they were replaced with Chinese labourers shipped out of Hong Kong. Gilbert and Ellice Islanders performed the tricky job of manning the boats that took the phosphate to steamers waiting beyond the reef.


The mined-out areas of the island were by now a desiccated industrial moonscape of dust and limestone pinnacles, ‘a wilderness of blazing rocks where never a blade of green could grow for cover from the sun’s blistering glare’, as a British official described it. Heat from the exposed white coral blasted into the air, dispersing clouds that might otherwise have provided much-needed rain. Work in these areas was both unpleasant and hazardous. The official correspondence reported that on 3 August 1923 a Chinese worker, Cheung Po, was killed when a piece of rock fell on his head. McClure gave him his name; to McClure’s superiors he was known only as Coolie No. 360. Apparently ‘Chinese overseer No. 322’ had warned him that his position was not a safe one, but he had been ignored. The white overseer, Mr Clow, ‘arrived on the scene a few minutes afterwards and hurried the coolie to hospital’, McClure reported, ‘but I understand he died on the way’. A compensation payment to his family of £19 4s was sent to the Secretary for Chinese Affairs in Hong Kong.23


Workers were issued with no sort of protective equipment, and the dust from the excavations and the crushing plant caused frequent respiratory diseases. This was made worse by the lack of rainfall. This had been particularly bad during the war, and much of the island’s vegetation had died, including the desultory attempts at replanting mined-out areas. Happily, McClure later wrote, ‘there was no actual want of water for drinking by reason of the existence of the condensing plant which the forethought of the Pacific Phosphate Company had caused to be constructed’.24


Almost no Banabans worked for the BPC, but instead hung on living on the viable land that remained to them. During 1922 and 1923, large concrete-lined reservoirs were constructed for each of the four Banaban villages, as had been done earlier for the two European settlements. The population continued to rise, families allowed to grow in size. Each reservoir cost about £450 in labour and materials, money which came from their Banaban fund. From 1920 onwards, this had an income of about £5,000 per year, and was worth just short of £20,000 by the end of 1923. McClure wrote that the Banabans were ‘probably the richest natives in the world’. Expenditure was suggested by the Banaban council of elders, the Kaubure, subject to approval by McClure. In each of the three years before the end of 1923, the new Banaban hospital received about £500, as did the Banaban school. In 1923, £340 was paid to ‘Old Banabans’ at a rate of about £5 each, on the basis that they would not be around to enjoy the benefits of the fund in later years.25


Then, on 29 September 1923, a letter arrived at the Colonial Office from the British Phosphate Commissioner Alwin Dickinson, addressed to the Colonial Secretary, the Duke of Devonshire. Plans were afoot to build a cantilever at Ocean Island that could deliver the crushed phosphate at a rate of 400 tons an hour directly into the holds of steamers waiting in the deep water beyond the reef. To make this worthwhile, new drying and crushing facilities would be needed. To feed them, the commission needed more land, specifically ‘about 150 acres in the Northern Area’, the richest of the yet-unexploited deposits. Would His Grace approve this and ‘inform the Resident Commissioner accordingly by telegraph and ask him to render his assistance in the negotiations with the native land owners?’ At the bottom of the letter a Colonial Office official had wearily written: ‘This will raise the whole question of the future of the Banabans and the position of Ocean Island.’26


This was followed by another letter from the BPC, dated 29 September, anticipating debates at the Imperial Conference due to start the following Monday. They knew the tricky subjects of imperial preference and a self-sustaining empire would be discussed. The commission stressed the immense value of the deposits of Ocean Island and Nauru and pointed out that they ‘no doubt constitute over 80% of the quantity of phosphate available within the Empire’. To fail to support the BPC and instead be forced to buy elsewhere was only draining imperial coffers to the benefit of rival powers.27


McClure did not have a direct line to Devonshire. He reported through the High Commissioner of the Western Pacific based in Fiji, 1,200 miles away. As well as being Governor of Fiji, the High Commissioner had responsibility for the Solomon Islands, the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, the New Hebrides, Tonga and Pitcairn. On 29 September 1923, the man in this post was Sir Cecil Hunter-Rodwell. After Eton and Cambridge, he had fought in the South African War and then stayed on in the South Africa High Commission before being sent to Fiji in 1918. He is best known now for a later posting in Southern Rhodesia from 1928. When asked by a Jesuit missionary for funds to build a hospital for the black community there, he replied, ‘Why do you worry about a hospital? After all, there are too many natives in the country already.’ The comment was overheard by young Robert Mugabe, who never forgot nor forgave it.


The CO sent the BPC request for more land to Rodwell, who passed it on to McClure. The Resident Commissioner replied that the ‘application involves interference with one village [Buakonikai] and commencement of alienation of entire best food producing area both within 5 years. It is almost inevitable that eventual removal of Banabans elsewhere must follow. Anticipate vigorous initial protest by Banabans.’ During negotiations, he softened the blow by excluding parts of the village and 50 acres of the best food-growing land, but it made no difference. ‘I have failed to secure consent of Banabans to any further extension whatever of existing mining areas,’ he reported.28


McClure could see the islanders’ point of view. If the extension of the mining areas went ahead, they ‘would have found themselves insufficiently provided with indigenous foods and the problem of their ultimate disposal would have become acute’. He reminded his superiors that the Banabans had been promised that they would never have to leave ‘without their full consent’ (emphasis in the original). He also reported a new centre of resistance. While in 1913 it had been the older men who had argued against giving up land, now it was the young men, and new leadership. Rotan Tito, from a landowning family that had been one of the first to convert to Christianity, had been educated by missionaries in the Gilberts and was literate, articulate and determined. He made it absolutely clear to McClure that the Banabans desired ‘to remain in undisputed possession of the remainder of their land for ever’. This meant, as McClure spelled out, that once the current mining areas were exhausted, the activities of the British Phosphate Commission ‘shall automatically cease’.29


Upon ‘questions of Imperial requirements in the matter of valuable fertilizer’, McClure wrote, he was ‘not qualified to speak’. But he knew that he and his fellow British officials on Ocean Island were in an impossible situation.
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‘The Great Inter-Britannic Council’




Without its overseas possessions the United Kingdom is merely a small group of islands off the coast of Europe; with them, it has become one of the poles of the human race.


ALBERT DEMANGEON,
L’Empire britannique, Paris 19231





Early in the morning on Saturday 29 September 1923, the plump, balding figure of William Mackenzie King, Prime Minister of Canada, disembarked from the steamer Montcalm in Liverpool. He was met by the Canadian High Commissioner and a gaggle of journalists. It was a ‘great privilege’, King said, to have ‘the chance to confer with the British Prime Minister and the Prime Ministers of the Dominions’. The purpose of the forthcoming Imperial Conference, he said, was to ‘safeguard the permanence of the empire’. Canadian loyalty, he went on, ‘can be taken for granted’, and he had ‘great pride in the British Empire – that it has stood for peace, justice, and good will among men’.2


New Zealand Prime Minister William Massey and South African Prime Minister Jan Smuts were already in London and that afternoon would meet British PM Stanley Baldwin in Downing Street. Massey had arrived the day before, the journey having taken him only thirty days rather than the usual six weeks. According to the press reports he was looking ‘particularly well’ as he announced that ‘If anything happened to break up the Empire, world chaos would ensue.’ Stanley Bruce, Australian PM, interviewed a couple of days earlier as he passed through the Suez Canal, said his desire was ‘to ensure a strong and virile British Empire which should be the precursor of a world-alliance’.3


Prime Minister Smuts, who had moved from Boer general in the war against Britain to ardent imperialist, was delighted by the British gains from Germany that had at last created the ‘all-red’ route from the Cape to Cairo, what Smuts called ‘a great white Africa along the eastern backbone’. The empire, he declared, had ‘emerged from the awful blizzard of the War quite the greatest power in the world’.4


He was right. The collapse of the rival empires of Russia, Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottomans, and the retreat into isolation of the United States, had left the British Empire the sole global superpower. The population of her vast territories at 460 million far exceeded that of Russia (about 135 million), the United States (about 112 million) and France (93 million). And then there was the informal empire of trade and investment beyond the imperial frontiers. London, the world’s most populous city, was the centre of global business and information, a shipping and cable hub communicating news, opinion, values and ideas across the world.


Contemporary neutral observers seemed to concur. Sorbonne professor and self-styled ‘colonial geographer’ Albert Demangeon, in a book just published in Paris, wrote that ‘the idea of the might and solidity’ of the British Empire ‘impresses itself upon the mind’. For him, it was trade above all – ‘the gold and diamonds of South Africa; the wool, wheat, butter, and meat of Australia; the wheat, fish, and timber of Canada; the sugar of the West Indies; the rubber and tin of Malaya; the wheat, cotton, jute, rice, and tea of India’ – that had established British global supremacy. Indeed, within the empire was produced a quarter of the world’s wheat and around half its rice, wool, chrome and tin as well as 60 per cent of its rubber and 70 per cent of its gold.5


But for Demangeon, the ‘most original type of British settlement’ were the cosmopolitan entrepôts such as Aden, Singapore and Hong Kong, ‘suction pumps, gathering to themselves the commerce of vast regions’. In fact, four out of five of the world’s busiest ports were in the British Empire, with Hong Kong, clearing nearly 40 million tons a year, at the top of the list above London, New York, Liverpool and Singapore. What’s more, very nearly half of the vessels using Hong Kong harbour were under the British flag, part of an unmatched merchant fleet of more than 2,000 ships over 3,000 tons. It was this ‘commercial genius’, Demangeon concluded, that had made the British Empire ‘the largest, the richest, and the most populous colonial empire that the world has ever seen’.6


German academic Johannes Lepsius, writing in the August 1923 edition of Current History, a well-respected monthly magazine published by the New York Times, predicted that the African colonies of Portugal, Belgium and Italy would soon fall into the hands of the British Empire. ‘There remain the French possessions as piece de resistance,’ he wrote. ‘Their fate will be decided by the next European war.’ For Lepsius, the primacy of the British Empire – what he called the ‘Sea Continent’ – was down to naval power. ‘Britannia rules the waves,’ he wrote. ‘England lives in a different element from all land powers. She intervenes in the affairs of continents from another dimension.’7


In September 1923 Britain had a powerful army and air force, but its greatest strength was indeed at sea, with almost twice the number of battleships and battlecruisers as its nearest competitor, the United States, as well as far more destroyers and submarines. In the shipyards of Birkenhead, two new state-of-the-art battleships, the Rodney and the Nelson, were under construction. Each was to have nine triple-turreted 16-inch guns, capable of firing shells of 2,500lb. The world’s first purpose-designed aircraft carrier, HMS Hermes, had completed its sea trials the month before.8


This vast fleet guarded the five key strategic points of the empire – Dover, Gibraltar, Suez, the Cape of Good Hope and Singapore – supported by additional oil storage facilities and other naval infrastructure at Hong Kong, Kingston, Malta, Aden, Port Said, Freetown, Rangoon and Colombo.


To demonstrate the power and strategic reach of the Royal Navy, a ‘Special Service Squadron’ consisting of the world’s biggest warship, the Hood, along with another battlecruiser and six light cruisers was at Devonport, making final preparations before setting off on a world tour that would take in West, South and East Africa, India, Ceylon, Malaya, Australia, Fiji, Canada and Jamaica. At every stop there would be march-pasts, sports matches and tours of the ships given to local dignitaries as well as those, such as Indian students, whom it was considered wise to impress with the magnitude of British firepower. In all, 2 million people around the world would be shown around the warships.


The army, too, had a global presence. As well as a large contingent in India, there were garrisons of various sizes in Malta, Gibraltar, Egypt, Sudan, Palestine, Iraq, Burma, Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai and Jamaica. Although smaller than in 1918, the Royal Air Force in 1923 had forty-three squadrons, of which eight were on imperial duty in Iraq, six in India and four in Egypt and Palestine.


In general, defence spending had been cut back very hard over the previous three years (although the Royal Navy escaped the worst of it). But this was justified in two ways. First, Cabinet in August 1919 had laid down the ten-year rule – no major war was likely for a decade. The only European power from whom there was anything to fear, it was decided, was France. (In the Observer newspaper of 30 September 1923, France is described in a worrying tone as ‘a far more dominant military power in Europe than Germany ever was before the war’.) Second, new technology developed during the war offered far greater efficiency for less outlay. Barbed and electrified wire was pressed into service on the Northwest Frontier; new wireless technology vastly increased the effectiveness of military units; across the empire improved motor vehicles were deployed, including armoured cars that provided greater defence, mobility and firepower. Most of all, huge developments in military aircraft provided reconnaissance and photography services as well as machine-gunning and bombing from the air. First used in Sudan in 1916, then in Somaliland and Afghanistan three years later, attack from the air on enemies or their homes and flocks quickly became part of the frontier routine for what we would now call counter-insurgency operations, and at far less cost than the traditional artillery-and-mule-train punitive column, and it still delivered, in the parlance of the day, a great ‘salutary moral effect’. In 1920 widespread resistance to British rule in Iraq had been suppressed by Vickers Vernon biplanes, whose pilots included Arthur Harris, then a young squadron leader. Perhaps the most effective military weapon of post-1919 imperial policy was the De Havilland DH9A, capable of air-to-ground machine-gun fire, as well as carrying bomb racks for 20lb bombs, and all for only £300 a piece.9


Such successes were a great boon to the infant RAF as the three services fought for resources. To stimulate public enthusiasm for the new force, an annual RAF tournament was established at Hendon aerodrome in north London, where visitors could watch as aircraft dropped incendiary bombs on a model of an African village.


There had been half a dozen Imperial Conferences of varying sorts between 1887 and 1921. Very much the white top table of the empire, leaders from Canada, South Africa and Australasia discussed improving shipping and cable communications and inconclusively mulled over imperial constitutional and tariff issues. In the meantime, amid much speechifying, they were taken to cricket matches, shown around the latest battleship and lavishly wined and dined.


The 1907 conference had started calling those white-dominated parts of the empire ‘Dominions’ rather than colonies – a significant step – but it was at the 1917 Imperial War Conference that the agenda shifted most notably. One of Lloyd George’s first acts having become Prime Minister in early December 1916, after calamitous loss of life on the Western Front, had been to summon the Dominion Prime Ministers to London. The plea was for more men. He got what he wanted, but at the cost of promising the Dominions further freedoms from the empire. In effect, their massive wartime contribution was, for these countries, a proxy ‘war of independence’.


Two Indians had been invited to the 1917 conference, which previously had been exclusively white. Lloyd George successfully persuaded them that India should contribute even more men and money. In 1921, in respect for its wartime efforts, India was awarded an official delegation, albeit one led by the British Secretary of State for India. The two Indians were a fairly ‘enlightened’ royal, the Maharaja of Cutch, and a thoroughly moderate Anglophile (at this time), V. S. Srinivasa Sastri. Sastri had attacked repressive legislation in India but had left the Indian National Congress in protest at the policy of non-cooperation and had founded the rival pro-British Liberal Party. As it turns out, he would be back in London in late 1923 with very different attitudes, formed not from British policy in India but in East Africa.10


For the 1923 conference, the Indian delegation had two men, selected by the Viceroy for their unswerving loyalty. Representing British India was Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, a member of the Viceroy’s Executive Council and prominent member of the Indian Liberal Party. For the ‘native princes’ there was Jey Singh, Maharaja of Alwa. Prime Minister Baldwin would introduce him as ‘widely known as an enlightened ruler, deeply interested in the educational and material progress of his state’, but in fact he was in the process of bankrupting his kingdom with his passion for grand palaces and motor cars. He would spend his free time during the conference and its attendant events shopping in Park Lane for Rolls-Royces to add to his fleet.11


The most notable new arrival for the 1923 conference was William ‘W. T.’ Cosgrave, representing the Irish Free State, the empire’s newest Dominion. After the bitter Anglo-Irish War, a ceasefire had been declared in July 1921 and a treaty negotiated that while giving the new Irish Free State far greater independence than envisaged by previous campaigns for Home Rule, still kept the new state firmly in the empire with Dominion status. The Sinn Féin republican constitution of 1919 was repudiated, and the Royal Navy kept access to strategically important naval facilities (which had been vital against the U-boat threat during the First World War). King George V remained head of state with a Governor-General as his representative.


The treaty was ratified by the Irish Dáil on 16 January 1922, but only by a very narrow majority. Although the June 1922 General Election showed majority opinion emphatically pro-treaty, Eamon de Valera, the republican leader, resigned, the IRA split, and civil war broke out. With superior forces, resources and popular legitimacy, the Free Staters overwhelmed the republicans, who laid down their arms at the end of April 1923. The end of violence was a huge relief across the empire, particularly in Australia and New Zealand, which had substantial Irish populations.


The leader of the pro-treaty party was now William Cosgrave. Having played an active part in the Easter Rising of 1916, he had been sentenced to death, commuted to penal servitude for life. From his prison in Wales he won two elections as a Sinn Féin candidate, and was released in 1919. Although a close friend of de Valera, he adopted the pro-treaty position, and following the deaths of Arthur Griffith and Michael Collins in 1922 had found himself leading the party and head of the new state, carefully titled the President of the Executive Council.


In the elections of August 1923, the pro-treaty party had again come out on top. ‘The victory of the Cosgrave Government in the Irish Free State is a victory for the Empire,’ wrote the nephew of the Irish nationalist politician John Redmond the following month. ‘It marks the turn of public opinion in Ireland from separation back to Imperialism … Ireland stands where she has always stood – part of the empire, whether she likes it or not – but, as a matter of fact, she does like it.’12


On 10 September, the Irish Free State had been formally admitted to the League of Nations. The Times reported a ‘generous outburst of applause for first public appearance of Irish delegates … a tribute to the good sense of Mr Cosgrave’ who ‘is so English-looking that it is hard to believe that he is the head of an Ireland which by his quiet courage has been brought back from histrionics and confronted with facts. He made an excellent impression.’13


Cosgrave would be warmly welcomed by the Imperial Conference as well. ‘We realise our responsibilities and are prepared to shoulder the common burdens,’ he would announce to the assembled delegates. ‘With these words,’ the Irish Times admiringly reported, ‘President Cosgrave ended a chapter and turned a new page in the history of Ireland.’ The same issue quoted South African leader Jan Smuts, who like Cosgrave had fought the empire, been defeated and then had been welcomed back into the fold courtesy of a liberal treaty. The presence of Cosgrave at the conference, Smuts declared, was ‘an outstanding proof of the power of imperial good-will’. The dreadful ‘Irish Question’, it seemed, was at last settled.14


On the agenda of the conference was foreign policy and imperial defence, improvements in trade and communication, and emigration. Several of the Dominion leaders had already made it clear that they were hoping for increased preference for their products in the British market, by far the largest for imported food in the world. Massey boasted that his exports, in no small part thanks to superphosphate, had more than doubled from £23 million ten years ago to £47 million now. New Zealand, he said, ‘is rapidly becoming the dairy farm of the Empire’, but he was angry that a recent contract for supplying beef to the army and navy ‘went to a country outside the Empire’. What was the point of being in the empire if free trade dominated? he asked. Similar sentiments were expressed in newspapers from Australia to Kenya to Jamaica. The Dominion leaders also wanted capital for development – Mackenzie King mischievously pointed out that US investment in Canada would soon exceed British – and immigrants of ‘good British stock’.15


On the migration issue, there was broad consensus that the population of the empire was inefficiently distributed. Britain, at 43 million, had 8 million too many people. Schemes were already underway. Amid fears about demobilisation, the Overseas Settlement Committee had been established in 1919. In 1922, the government passed the Empire Settlement Act, whereby the imperial government agreed to spend £3 million a year to help emigrants with costs of passage and settlement, sharing expenses with Dominion governments. Part of the motivation was to prevent manpower being lost to the empire through migration outside its borders. In 1916, the Royal Colonial Institute had sponsored a tour of Australia for novelist H. Rider Haggard to investigate settlement there of British ex-servicemen. Rider Haggard would declare that ‘Every drop of Anglo-Saxon blood is so precious that every drop of it should be preserved within the Empire.’16


So here was a virtuous circle: Britain would supply men and money to develop the empire’s far-flung resources, thereby alleviating domestic unemployment and at the same time creating bigger markets for its exports and ensuring a supply of reliable and efficiently produced food and other primary products. Britain’s surplus and potentially politically restless urban proletariat and demobilised troops would be regenerated into sturdy colonial farmers who would, if needed, come to Britain’s aid again as effective soldiers. Here was migration as a generator of race power.17


There was even a suggestion of a ‘self-sustaining and self-contained Empire, without dependence on any other country for anything’. ‘The resources of the Empire are as great as those of the United States,’ the President of the Board of Trade would tell the conference. The Empire Development Union, formed in 1922, had collected statistics showing that the empire could be self-sufficient. ‘All red trade routes’, The Times commented, would ‘rivet closer the bonds of Empire’.18


This immense potential wealth, all within the borders of the empire, was to be showcased at the vast Empire Exhibition, scheduled to open in six months’ time. All the Dominion leaders were lined up to visit the site at Wembley, then on the outskirts of London, the following Saturday.


Work on the 216-acre site had been underway for eighteen months under the aegis of a general committee led by Edward, Prince of Wales (his contribution would be marked by a statue of him made out of Canadian butter). At the 1921 Imperial Conference, the Prince had told delegates that the project would include a ‘great national sports ground’. Football was considered the best way to draw the attention of the working class to the undertaking and Wembley Stadium had been completed in April 1923 in time to host the FA Cup Final between Bolton Wanderers and West Ham. By the end of September, according to the Daily Mail, ‘the greater part of the machinery hall, which extends over an area six times as large as Trafalgar Square, is already covered, and so is the almost equally extensive Palace of Industry’. The Australian and Canadian Pavilions were far advanced, and ‘white minarets are also showing above the roof of the Indian Pavilion’. The Dominion leaders could not help but be impressed by what promised to be ‘the greatest exhibition the world has ever seen’.19


Once completed, the exhibition would contain pavilions representing almost every territory of the empire, as well as medical displays demonstrating the advances made under imperial rule. The purpose, as would be outlined in the official programme, was to ‘foster inter-imperial trade … To make the different races of the British Empire better known to each other, and to demonstrate to the people of Britain the almost illimitable possibilities of the dominions, colonies, and dependencies overseas.’ For Colonial Secretary the Duke of Devonshire, the hope was that it would ‘open the eyes of the world to the tremendous material resources contained within the ambit of the British Empire’. The September issue of United Empire magazine saw the exhibition as one of the few and ‘most hopeful’ signs of ‘the world’s return to sanity and progress’, as well as a chance for schoolchildren to learn about ‘an Imperialism that stands for service no less than for profit’.20


Newspapers and magazines from 29 September and the days around it, published in Britain and across the empire, were dominated by reports on the hopes for the Imperial Conference, what the Daily Mail called ‘the great inter-Britannic Council’. There was universal agreement that the Dominion leaders, because of the support of their countries during the war, had earned the right to be listened to carefully and consulted on imperial foreign policy. Indeed, India and the Dominions had already been assured an ‘adequate voice in foreign policy’ and a ‘constitutional overhaul of the imperial system … based upon a full recognition of the Dominions as autonomous nations of an Imperial Commonwealth’. The Dominions were now ‘sister nations with Great Britain’. At the same time, everyone agreed on the importance of imperial unity.21


What this ‘unity’ actually meant in practical terms was much less clear. As the Spectator magazine of 29 September commented, ‘the manner in which the Treaty of Versailles was signed left the question of Dominion status confused’. The British representatives had signed for the empire, not mentioning Britain, but the Dominions had signed on behalf of their countries, not mentioning the empire. This had then led to the Dominions being admitted to the League of Nations as independent units. How was it possible, asked the September 1923 issue of Round Table magazine, to ‘reconcile imperial unity with national freedom’? Or as the Irish Times put it, to square the circle of ‘the full independence of [the empire’s] several parts with the oneness of the whole’?22


A lot had changed since 1914, when George V, without any consultation, declared war on Germany on behalf of the entire empire. Across the Dominions, the war, while to an extent uniting the wider empire, had sharpened internal divisions and stoked anti-imperial sentiment, most notably over the issue of conscription. In October 1914 in South Africa, where Dutch-speaking Afrikaners formed a clear majority among the whites over the ‘English’, two of Prime Minister Louis Botha’s senior commanders and about 11,000 men refused to invade German South West Africa and took up arms against the government. Botha’s personal authority brought the revolt to an end in January 1915. Some 77,000 whites and 44,000 South African blacks eventually served in Europe, but almost all the whites were from the ‘English’ sector.


In Canada, thanks to a huge wave of migration shortly before the war, there was a sizeable contingent born in Britain. These men made up the vast majority of those who rushed to enlist in 1914: 70 per cent of the first detachment of the Canadian Expeditionary Force was British-born, and they still made up half the manpower in 1918. It didn’t go unnoticed that the least keen to volunteer were the French Canadians. In fact, although they made up 35 per cent of the population, French Canadians would supply only 5 per cent of the troops fighting abroad. When conscription was introduced in 1918 (with many easily exploited exemptions) there were anti-recruitment riots in Quebec which left four dead.23


New Zealand was the first Dominion to introduce conscription for overseas service, in June 1916, voted by Parliament with a large majority. Ironically, this was where the measure was least needed. About half of the eligible male population of 240,000 volunteered, of whom 92,000 passed the medical boards. Only 32,000 men were conscripted.24


But young men were under immense pressure to volunteer. ‘Shirkers’ became a target of abuse. Sports clubs banned single men of military age. White Feather Leagues spread across the country. Men who had been rejected for military service on medical grounds found themselves having to wear badges in public.


In New Zealand, resistance to conscription came from Catholics, Irish, Quakers, socialists and some groups of Māoris. In 1918, 111 Māoris were imprisoned for refusing conscription and treated harshly, though they were released after the war. Overall, enlistment among the Māori was at about half the rate of the Pākehā (non-Māori New Zealanders).


Opposition to conscription united the left and led to the formation of the New Zealand Labour Party in 1916. Peter Fraser and others of its leaders were imprisoned for sedition. Nonetheless, the new party won a quarter of the vote in 1919 and would increase its share again in the 1922 election.


As the brutal war dragged on it required, as New Zealand historian W. P. Morrell wrote, ‘a continuous exercise of the imagination to realize that New Zealand was at war on the other side of the world’. By 1917, after terrible losses at Passchendaele, even empire-loyalist Sir Joseph Ward, whose Liberal Party was in ruling coalition with the Reform Party, felt that ‘the Dominion could send no more men to feed the guns’.25


But it was in Australia that the conscription issue had most divided a country. Fifty thousand men had enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force by the end of 1914. Protestant clergymen were vigorous recruiters. One Anglican minister declared, ‘we are British first and Australians second’. As elsewhere, the first volunteers were the British-born, the ultra-patriotic and the unemployed. Marching bands, patriotic speeches and plenty of free drinks were deployed across the country to help the recruitment effort. As in New Zealand, there was pressure from the public as well. Edward Eliot on Ocean Island noticed an influx of Australians at the beginning of the war. He called them the ‘shirker class … ready to work for any salary … simply to escape the war’. Back in Australia, he wrote, ‘pointed remarks were made by the girls about young men in mufti’.26


From the earliest days there was resistance to the war effort from pacifists, Irish and organised labour. The Melbourne Trades Hall Council called on all unionists to ignore recruiting cards. Organisations opposed to recruitment and the war in general included the Women’s Peace Army, formed in Melbourne in July 1915, led by Vida Goldstein, a noted suffragist and pacifist. Soon afterwards a branch was formed in Brisbane. During one meeting there, the authorities notified the organisers that they would be arrested if they sang the anti-war song ‘I Didn’t Raise My Son to Be a Soldier’, an offence under the new War Precautions Act, which banned statements likely to prejudice recruiting. (It was also used to order strikers back to work, and towards the end of the war to ban the waving of red flags.) A key organiser and speaker of the Peace Army was Adela Pankhurst, a daughter of Emmeline, who had arrived in Australia the year before, due to estrangement from her family and to escape police harassment. In October 1920 she would be one of the founders of the Australian Communist Party.27


The heavy losses during the failed Gallipoli campaign of the nine months after April 1915 sharpened divisions. For Billy Hughes, Prime Minister from October 1915, Australia could now ‘put on the toga of manhood’ thanks to the ‘sweet purifying breath of self-sacrifice’. Meanwhile the Labor movement was demanding punishment for the ‘ghastly ghoulish gamble of Gallipoli’.28


Far worse was to come in France in 1916, in particular at the battle of Pozières, part of the Somme campaign. In all, the Australians suffered 28,000 casualties in July and August 1916 alone. Consequently, the force’s leaders called on Hughes to introduce conscription for overseas service.


Hughes was personally in favour, but two thirds of his Labor Party, particularly the unionists and those of Irish descent, stung by the brutal reprisals after the Easter Rising of April 1916, disagreed. The party split, with Hughes expelled and taking with him most of the able parliamentarians. The rest of the party then moved steadily leftwards and against ‘King and Empire’. In 1918, at its federal conference, it would call for full Australian self-government, and an end to the honours system, state governors and the legal process of appealing to London.


In October 1916 there was a country-wide referendum on conscription. To Hughes’ surprise, it was rejected by a small majority of just under 65,000 votes. There followed a period of even more intense political polarisation and bitterness. Leading anti-conscription campaigners were arrested and imprisoned or tarred and feathered in the street. Hughes started calling those opposed to the war ‘foul parasites’. Nonetheless, a second referendum voted down conscription again, and by a larger margin than before.


So uniquely among the war’s belligerents, the Australian ‘Diggers’ abroad would all be volunteers. In total 416,000 came forward, of which 330,000 fought overseas, with 60,000 losing their lives and 160,000 wounded.


The end of the war did not see the end of the stark divisions in Australian society, which were further exacerbated by industrial unrest. In Brisbane in March 1919, partly in protest at the continuation of the War Precautions Act, 2,000 Bolshevik ‘red-raggers’ marched waving banned red flags and singing revolutionary songs. The next day 7,000 supporters of ‘King and Empire’ staged a counter-demonstration amid violent clashes. In 1921, a crowd of between 2,000 and 3,000 marched in Sydney singing ‘The Red Flag’. A Union Jack was burned then trampled underfoot. A week later there was a huge counter-march organised by the Returned Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Imperial League that drew over 100,000.


In both Dominions there was a new emphasis in school curricula on the heroes of empire – Nelson, Wellington et al. In New Zealand, Massey, Ulster-born and an ardent Anglophile, demanded that a new syllabus should inculcate imperial patriotism, ‘especially through the study of great men from whom the race had sprung’. He wanted specific reference made to the ‘heroes’ of the Great War including Douglas Haig and David Beatty, and to the personal, military, political and racial qualities which were believed to have contributed to British victory.


At the same time, New Zealand and Australian children were now lined up on Monday mornings to salute the flag and then, with their right hands on their breasts, to vow to obey parents and teachers, and to be loyal to king and empire. In New Zealand, after the arrest in June 1921 of Hedwig Witzel, a student at Wellington Teachers College, for distributing subversive literature – ‘The Communist’, a pamphlet of Australian origin – there was a compulsory oath of loyalty for teachers as well.


From some quarters, objections to these measures were ongoing. The Sydney Sun of 23 September 1923 reported complaints in the Brisbane legislative assembly – a Labor bastion – about ‘children bowing down to the flag, about which they know nothing’. The weekly Australian Worker, whose circulation had peaked during the conscription crisis, where it was firmly in the ‘No’ camp, but which was still going strong, in its 26 September 1923 edition denounced flag-saluting as a ‘farce’ and ‘compulsory hypocrisy’.


Despite this, even on the right there was a change of attitude towards the empire, particularly in Australia. The efforts and sacrifices of the Diggers, as Hughes pronounced, had allowed Australia to ‘enter into a family of nations on a footing of equality’ and created what Keith Hancock (who in 1923 became the first ever Australian to be elected to All Souls) would call ‘heightened self-consciousness’. ‘The old feeling of subservience to England’, journalist Keith Murdoch wrote, had gone, to be replaced by what he called ‘Australianism’. While the hard left continued to rail against the ‘chains of empire’, Conservatives, while not disputing that Australia’s future lay within the empire, were determined to make Australia’s own particular interests heard. Hughes’ successor from February 1923, Stanley Bruce, who presided over the first all-Australia-born Cabinet, would continue this new ‘Australia first’ policy.29


‘The average Australian regards this and all other Imperial Conferences with more suspicion than enthusiasm,’ warned the writer of an article published on 29 September 1923 in the Nation and Athenaeum, ‘An Australian view of the Imperial Conference’. ‘It is not that Australians are anti-British or disloyal to the Empire’, it went on, but they did not want an ‘Imperial foreign policy’ when a super-Cabinet in London could overrule the sovereignty of the Australian Parliament or elector. They didn’t want to be ordered to go to war again.30


Exactly a year before the Imperial Conference, this new independence, as well as the Dominions’ sensitivity at being taken for granted, had been illustrated in spectacular style by the Chanak Crisis. In September 1922, Turkish troops led by Kemal Pasha, having driven back a Greek invasion, were closing in on the neutral zone in the Dardanelles occupied by the British Army at Chanak. Neither France nor Italy were prepared to help Britain prevent the Kemalist forces from going on to take command of the Straits, so at a Cabinet meeting late on Friday afternoon, 15 September, on the urging of Secretary of State for the Colonies Winston Churchill, it was decided to ask the Dominions for armed assistance. Telegrams were dispatched, and a press release prepared as a threat to Kemal.


But Churchill had failed to factor in that it was by now the weekend. The result was that the Dominion leaders heard about the appeal for help from newspapers before the telegrams had been decoded. Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King was told about it by a reporter from the Toronto Star while giving a speech in the city.


In relatively loyal New Zealand, the Cabinet decided in just a few minutes to send military aid, and the next morning 12,000 volunteered for service. Elsewhere, though, it was a different story. South Africa did not even reply to the request. Mackenzie King insisted that it was a matter for the Canadian Parliament. In Australia, Hughes complained that ‘If Britain only consults the Dominions when they are committed, then all talk about the Dominions having a real share in deciding foreign and imperial policy is empty air.’ Meanwhile the Australian Worker newspaper railed against the possibility of ‘more graves to dig beneath alien skies’ and urged that ‘the most strenuous opposition be offered to Australia’s participation in any war outside the Commonwealth’.31


In the event, the assistance was not required as an armistice was declared between the Greeks and Turks, and the new Treaty of Lausanne, ratified in August 1923, overturned the draconian measures of the earlier Treaty of Sèvres. This time, however, Dominion representatives were not asked to contribute their signatures, and the whole episode cast a sour pall over the Imperial Conference.


There was also another recent treaty with repercussions for the conference, and the potential shape, or even survival, of the Commonwealth in the future. It was over a seemingly trivial matter – the allocation of fishing rights between Canada and the United States. A deal was done, resulting in the Halibut Fisheries Treaty. Commercial treaties made by members of the empire with other powers were previously always also signed by a British representative but, according to an article published during the conference by Nation and Athenaeum titled ‘The Emancipation of the Dominions’, Canada and the US told the British government that ‘as respects Canada the signature of Mr Lapointe (minister of marine) alone should be sufficient, as it affects solely Canada and the United States’. In a piece published on 29 September 1923, Sir John Foster Fraser, star columnist for Empire News and self-confessed imperialist who believed ‘the safety of the world largely depends upon the continuance of the Empire’, found this new development a great cause for concern. What if a Dominion signed a bilateral treaty that not only excluded the rest of the empire but actually went against the interests of another Dominion or Britain itself? ‘Looking facts straight in the face,’ he wrote, ‘I see in this new move of separate treaties by the Dominions a process which will lead to the disintegration of the Empire.’32


The Daily Mail of 29 September reported a speech just given by Neville Chamberlain, Chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘The Dominions were young nations, but in a generation or two they would be among the powerful peoples of the world,’ he declared. ‘If we only remained united … we should be a world Power to whose influences no man could put a limit.’ This, then, was the rather fragile hope of the British as they welcomed the Dominion leaders to London.
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The Metropole




Melodrama is the latest cult in London.


Daily Mirror, 29 September 1923





‘Already the leading hotels are well filled with Overseas delegates and their numerous experts and secretaries,’ reported the London Evening Standard on 29 September. ‘The Savoy, Hotel Cecil, Hyde Park Hotel and the Carlton are at the moment true “outposts of Empire”.’


The delegates might – or might not – have wanted to avoid nearby Hyde Park. According to a newspaper report published the following day, ‘the conditions obtaining’ there ‘were a disgrace to the nation’. ‘In broad daylight,’ complained the Bishop of London in his capacity as president of the London Society for the Promotion of the Public Morality, ‘persons are to be seen openly mis-conducting themselves and committing acts of the grossest indecency.’ The society had conducted ten nights’ observation in Hyde Park, employing ‘men of great experience’, and discovered ‘746 cases of impropriety, indecency and immorality’.1


Also to be avoided, according to a newspaper report of the 29th, was ‘London’s Black Colony’. Since the war ‘some hundreds of coloured men’ had ‘established themselves in the net-work of streets west of Tottenham Court Road’. Their ‘haunts’, readers were told, ‘are nothing less than hotbeds of evil … many of the blacks are involved in the drug trade, and nearly all are armed. Razors are their favourite weapons, and all-night orgies are their recreation.’ Scotland Yard was doing its best to ‘bring these pests to justice’ but ‘one difficulty is that as most of the negroes are British subjects they cannot be dealt with by deportation orders’.2


The delegates, particularly those with an international outlook, would be on safer ground making their way to Polytechnic Hall, Regent Street, where Captain Noel’s film Climbing Mount Everest was being shown that night. Noel had been a member of George Mallory’s failed expedition the previous year, and the film was part of a fund-raising effort for the next attempt in 1924. ‘Though defeated this time, still our climbers will not accept defeat,’ the narration of the film ends in sonorous tones.3


Alternatively, the delegates could visit the New Oxford Theatre, where Howard Carter was giving a lecture on the discovery the previous November of the tomb of Tutankhamun. That’s if they were unafraid of the now famous ‘curse’.


Theatre highlights included Fred and Adele Astaire (his older sister) at the Queen’s Theatre in Stop Flirting, which included numbers by George Gershwin. It was Fred’s first appearance in the West End and his big break, although in 1923 Adele was the real star. Prince George, Edward’s wayward younger brother, saw the show scores of times and wrote her long, infatuated letters. Overall, though, the theatre on offer was somewhat dominated by ‘villains and heroes, sinister adventuresses and virtuous heroines’. ‘Melodrama is the latest cult in London,’ declared the Daily Mirror of 29 September. ‘Is it because we find in melodrama the mirror of the rather hectic and explosive times through which we are passing?’ the paper asked.


Although far from ignoring news from Europe or of the Imperial Conference, the mass-market newspapers gave plenty of space to high-society weddings and crime of all sorts. Most of the papers of the 29th carried the story of the end of a trial of two con-men who, claiming they were representing some ladies who were setting up a subscription for a wedding gift for Princess Mary, purloined £12,000-worth of pearls from an Indian visitor, Mr Allibhoy M. Jeevanjee. All the papers called Jeevanjee ‘an Indian pearl merchant’. In fact he was the richest man in Kenya, mainly thanks to property in Nairobi, and a key player in the restless Indian community there.4


Perhaps the story that month that had aroused most prurient interest was that of the trial of Marguerite Alibert, a thirty-two-year-old French woman, ex-prostitute and gold digger extraordinaire. After a string of rich lovers, including during the war the Prince of Wales (who had foolishly sent her passionate letters, which she’d carefully kept), she had married twenty-two-year-old Prince Ali Fahmy, a wealthy Egyptian playboy. In July 1923, after furious arguments in a room at the Savoy hotel, she had shot him three times. The trial for murder in September should have been an open-and-shut case, but she was sensationally acquitted. Her lawyer’s tactic had been to appeal to every racial prejudice he could. Fahmy was cruel, promiscuous, bisexual. He had forced her to have ‘unnatural’ intercourse and beaten her mercilessly. Beneath his respectable exterior, the Egyptian was an animal, a beast who preyed on white Western women to degrade them and destroy their values of decency.


So it was a good time for Edward, Prince of Wales, to be out of the country. Newspapers from 29 September from across the empire reported on his visit to his ranch in Alberta, Canada, purchased on his first trip there four years earlier. Now he was travelling privately rather than officially, but, the Mail reported, he had just hosted 500 people for a picnic lunch followed by an ‘exhibition “stampede”’. According to another paper, ‘this young man’s enjoyment of his own land in Canada is agreeably democratic and helps to cement the empire together … everywhere he appeared he strengthened his popularity and won new hearts by his democratic bearing and agreeable personality’. Ernest Hemingway, then in Toronto, wrote to Ezra Pound on 6 September, ‘The Prince gets here on Tuesday. Prince Charming, the Ambassador of Empire, the fair haired bugger.’5


The Times had, for that time, a small circulation of just over 100,000. But the paper was very much aimed at those most interested in the empire – the military, those in colonial service, and overseas investors and traders. More than any other paper, it detailed naval, air force and army promotions and movements, including a large section on the Indian Army. Readers of its edition of 29 September learned that the Atlantic fleet of seventy vessels was conducting training manoeuvres off the Moray Firth. There was a report on the battleship Malaya and the First Baltic Squadron. The flagship of the Mediterranean fleet the Iron Duke had just arrived at Gibraltar from Malta. The start of the ‘Cold Weather training season of the Army in India’ was announced. The Royal Ulster Rifles were being posted to join the British army of occupation in Cologne, taking with them two packs of beagles.


From Edinburgh came news of the establishment on the castle esplanade of an equestrian statue in bronze of Earl Haig. The statue was a gift from Sir Dhunjibhoy Bomanji of Bombay, ‘a Parsi gentleman’. Lady Haig and her two children were present at the ceremony. Lady Bomanji, ‘in handing over the statue said that India yielded to no one in admiration for Earl Haig’.


In Dundee there was the unveiling of a stained-glass window in memory of Mary Slessor, ‘the Scottish factory girl who, inspired by the example of Livingstone, went out to the West Coast of Africa’. ‘Mary Slessor did much to civilize the natives of the West Coast, being largely instrumental in bringing about the abolition of the slaughter of twin babies and other inhuman practices.’


There were copious details of shipping insurance rates, arrivals and departures as well as information on Cook’s tours to Egypt and elsewhere. Reading that edition of The Times today there’s a real feel of Britain’s global reach, even among the trivia, personals and advertisements. Officers recently returned from Baghdad have presented herons and a vulture to London Zoo, all of them obtained on hunting expeditions. A lady asks, can anyone recommend an ayah (nanny) for the journey to Bombay? An RAF flying officer, on flying duties in Quetta, India, wants exchange with a flying officer in Iraq. A government official returned from West Africa seeks an opening home or abroad. Aged forty, single. ‘Good knowledge colloquial Arabic. Knows Egypt, South Africa, Australia, Canada.’ The School of Oriental and African Studies is advertising lessons in ‘Arabic, Turkish, Persian, Hindustani, Chinese, Japanese, Swahili and other important languages, as well as the history and religions of the East and of Africa … special facilities are offered for merchants, missionaries, and others.’ ‘For Sale’, reads one somewhat alarming advertisement, ‘beautifully marked Wild Cat (Cerval), also one baboon, recently arrived from East Africa. Both are very tame.’


It is striking that apart from adverts for domestic staff and notices of marriage, births, entertainment and sport, there is absolutely no mention of anyone female, with the exception of a brief report that the (unnamed) ‘wife of a farmer in Newry’ has given birth to her twentieth child. There is not even a mention, covered by most other papers, of the election of the first woman to be chairman of the Council of the Trade Union Congress, Margaret Bondfield. The Evening Standard expresses the hope that Bondfield will make progress in sorting out the boiler-makers’ dispute, which has been running for six months, to the great detriment of the shipbuilding industry. This dispute is covered in The Times, with the observation that only eighty-five out of 250 berths on the Clyde were occupied by new vessels on most of which work was suspended. This is part of a gloomy article headlined ‘Trade Outlook’, which gathers together news from the various industries of the country. Sheffield reports on the cutlery industry, Bradford on wool and textiles, Glasgow on shipbuilding, South Wales on coal, Stoke on pottery, Leicester on ‘hosiery’. Everywhere the ‘immediate outlook’ is ‘obscure’ and ‘much machinery remains idle’.


A strong impression is given that the empire is now a better bet. ‘YOU CAN LEAD A HEALTHIER AND HAPPIER LIFE at Zebediela, the premier Orange-growing estate in South Africa’ proclaims one advertisement. ‘Native labour’ was plentiful for ‘field and house work’. Smuts himself would tell the Imperial Conference that he did not want unskilled labour as they had this in great numbers. Instead, the immigrant to South Africa should be ‘a man of the overseer type, or a man with a certain amount of capital, however small’. The Canadians, too, would prefer immigrants with capital. In a report prepared by the head of the Department of Immigration just prior to the Imperial Conference, there was a plea for ‘quality rather than quantity first’.6


During the last decades of the nineteenth century, two thirds of migrants leaving the British Isles had gone to the United States, but this had fallen away in the twentieth century. By the early 1920s, in part due to new government support and subsidies, 70 per cent ended up somewhere in the empire – about a third to Canada, a quarter to Australia and the rest elsewhere. The years 1920 to 1924 saw an interwar high, with a net outflow of some 144,000 a year (with Scots, Welsh and Irish highly disproportionately represented). During the first nine months of 1923, departures to other parts of the empire totalled 68,789 men and 38,065 women.7


This gender disparity did give cause for concern, and efforts were underway to correct it. The majority of migrants leaving the UK had always been young males, and numerous societies had sprung up during the nineteenth century to promote the migration of women both to alleviate the perceived problems created at home by ‘surplus’ women and for the ‘civilizing’ influence they were thought to bring to colonial society. With 740,000 war dead, this ‘problem of surplus’ had become more acute, leaving the country in late 1923 with an excess of 1.9 million women over men. For some this threatened ‘morality’, for others a rise in militant feminism. So, in 1919, the existing voluntary female emigration societies were collapsed into the Society for Overseas Settlement of British Women (SOSBW), a new ‘central and advisory body’ for voluntary organisations involved with female migration. From 1920, this quasi-governmental organisation of ‘responsible women’ with ‘first-hand experience of … empire migration’ was recognised as the women’s branch of the Overseas Settlement Committee. The chair of its executive committee was Gladys Pott, previously a vigorous campaigner against female franchise. September 1923 found her returning from a fact-finding mission around Australia. Shortly after her return she gave a talk to the Royal Colonial Institute. ‘Of course it is easier for the man to fend for himself, to live roughly, to fight nature, and to be self-dependent,’ she told her audience at the Hotel Victoria. ‘Yet for true Empire building, the man must only precede the woman, not live without her … the destinies of race and empire lay in women’s hands.’8


According to a Cabinet report prepared for Colonial Secretary Devonshire just prior to the Imperial Conference, ‘Australia has shown the greatest zeal and energy of any of the Dominions’ when it came to encouraging migration, in terms of contributing to schemes for assisted passage and establishing land settlement programmes. ‘Unfortunately,’ the report continued, ‘the progress being made under these schemes is disappointing.’ Clearly, all was not well.9


For Gladys Pott, the advantages of emigration to Australia and the Dominions in general, as she outlined for her audience, were the climate, the space, ‘the less rigid conventions of Dominion life’ without the restrictions of ‘constant subservience to a tradition … [and] above all the greater importance of the individual, where each unit counts in a way that he or she cannot hope to count in this crowded country of our own’. One ‘scheme’ had particularly caught her eye, whereby women and families needn’t just follow, but could be in at the outset. This was Group Settlement, ‘one of the most interesting experiments that has taken place’.10
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‘Australia Unlimited’




I love a sunburnt country,


A land of sweeping plains,


Of ragged mountain ranges,


Of droughts and flooding rains.


Australian poet
DOROTHEA MACKELLAR1





September 1923 saw the publication of perhaps D. H. Lawrence’s most autobiographical novel, Kangaroo, which tells the story of an English married couple arriving in Australia, their everyday life staying for a few months near Sydney and their impressions of the country, its people and its relationship to the empire. It is a strange, worried and conflicted work that would garner mixed responses from Australian readers and reviewers.2


Lawrence himself and his wife Frieda had arrived at Fremantle at the beginning of May the previous year. During the war, mainly on account of Frieda’s German nationality, they had experienced public hostility and police harassment, so they had been on self-imposed exile from Britain since 1919, first in Europe, then Ceylon. The aim had been to end up in the United States, but they decided, after leaving Italy, to head east. Ceylon was not a success. Lawrence struggled to cope with the heat and the feeling he always had that the ‘dark swarming people’ were ‘jeering at him’. He concluded that the ‘natives’ were ‘in the living sense lower than we are. But they are going to swarm over us and suffocate us.’3


On the boat to Ceylon they had met and got on well with a number of Australians, which inspired their next move. ‘I believe Australia is a good country, full of life and energy,’ he wrote to a friend.4


In English literature, Australia had long been a convenient and exotic site for the disposal of characters, sometimes to return (for example, Magwitch in Great Expectations and Arabella in Jude the Obscure). For Lawrence, in his novels and plays up till now, it had also provided the potential for regeneration and redemption, a place of modern outlook and robust health, in contrast to a war-damaged Britain of constraints, conventions and grim industrialisation.


In fact, Lawrence, in his frequent letters and then in his novel, displays deep ambivalence about what he discovered in Australia. Lawrence found the Fremantle ‘air beautiful and pure and sky fresh, high’, but the town itself ‘a queer godforsaken place: not so much new as non-existent’. A friend from the boat set them up in a guest house 16 miles out of Perth, but they only stayed for three weeks. Lawrence found the surrounding bush alarming and frightening, ‘a strange, vast empty country … with a pre-primeval ghost in it’.5


At the end of May they sailed to Sydney. Although he admired the beautiful harbour, the city, with its ugly sprawl of tatty bungalows and rubbish casually flung everywhere, was ‘raw and crude … without any core or pitch of meaning’. The ‘London of the Southern hemisphere’, he wrote, appeared to have been ‘made in five minutes, a substitute for the real thing. Just a substitute – as margarine is a substitute for butter.’6


It was also expensive, and the Lawrences were short of money, so they quickly relocated to a rented house at Thirroul on the coast about 40 miles south of Sydney. Perched on a cliff overlooking the Pacific, here they would swim naked in the sea and enjoy the ‘boomingly crashingly noisy ocean’. Frieda, in particular, loved it. ‘I feel I have packed all old dull Europe in the old kit bag and thrown [it] in the sea,’ she wrote to a friend.7


Here, on 3 June, Lawrence started Kangaroo. He needed the money, despite earlier successes. By now he had published, among other novels, essays, plays and poems, Sons and Lovers, The Rainbow and Women in Love. Only five weeks later, Kangaroo’s 150,000 words were pretty much completed – something of a tour de force of rapid composition. Throughout the novel, and in his own letters, Lawrence examines Australia and Australians.


‘There seems to be no inside life of any sort,’ he wrote to a friend on 22 June, a complaint that echoed that of many Australian clergymen at the time, who railed against American influence in the form of cinema, jazz music and ‘cheap and nasty’ magazines. Instead of the Church, they complained, Australians preferred the picture house, the racecourse, dancehalls and the beach. The sun ‘had defeated religion in Australia’, one conservative wrote. (Similarly, the New Zealand Truth newspaper of 29 September 1923 complained that ‘In our New Zealand cities the cabarets and the extravagant living they promote are often a menace to weak and pleasure-driven youth.’)8


For Lawrence, it stemmed in part from a derivative British culture being transplanted on to a weirdly alien, ‘aloof’ landscape, ‘as if the people were not really here: only accidentally here’. ‘The land has a fourth dimension,’ he wrote to Frieda’s mother. ‘The white people swim like shadows over the surface of it.’ Sydney at night-time ‘seemed to be sprinkled on the surface of a darkness into which it never penetrated’.9


The plot of Kangaroo revolves around the stark political polarisation in Australia after the war. Extremists on both political wings try to recruit the protagonist to their cause. He is introduced to Kangaroo, the nickname of a charismatic lawyer and ex-army officer who is the leader of the ‘Diggers’, a quasi-fascist group based around ex-servicemen. His plan is to ‘have another sort of government for the Commonwealth – with a sort of Dictator’. The character is based in part on Sir Charles Rosenthal, an Australian ex-general, militarist and staunch anti-communist who in 1921 founded the King and Empire Alliance. He is also taken to meet the union men on the left plotting socialist revolution. There are violent clashes between the two groups.10


In the novel and his letters, Lawrence also explores the relationship of Australians to British incomers and to the empire as a whole. Some are almost painfully deferential, seeing the English as possessing superior sophistication and worldly knowledge. Others are more guarded, sometimes superior, sometimes insecure, never really trusting the English. ‘You’re a stranger here,’ one Australian tells Lawrence’s protagonist. ‘You’re from the Old Country. You’re different from us.’11


The same character declares that he’d rather have the British Empire ‘ten thousand times over’ than a ‘red republic’, even though he doesn’t like ‘sharing a bed’ with ‘a crowd of n******s and dagos’. Although he resents Australia being bossed around by anyone, including the ‘Mother Country’, without imperial protection ‘the Japs [would] come down this way. They’d squash us like a soft pear.’12


At times Lawrence succeeds in feeling ‘Australian … a new creature’. But mostly he feels ‘very foreign with the people, although they are all English in origin’. So his ‘pilgrimage’ continued. On 4 September, Lawrence and Frieda left for San Francisco, en route to New Mexico.13


When it was published in September 1923, there was much not to like in Kangaroo for Australian readers and reviewers. For one thing, some found it tedious and dull (it does, indeed, betray the speediness of its composition). Others, despite it being written by an Englishman on a fairly brief visit, talked of it as ‘a great Australian novel’. Reviewers on the whole recognised the character of their countrymen and women that Lawrence had drawn, as well as the contemporary political division and the interesting and pertinent questions Lawrence asks about Australian and imperial identities and loyalties.14
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