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INTRODUCTION



A Portrait of the English-Speaking Peoples
 at the Dawn of the Twentieth Century


 


‘Propagate our language all over [the] world. … Fraternal association with U.S. – this would let them in too. Harmonises with my ideas for future of the world. This will be the English speaking century.’


Winston Churchill’s remarks to Cabinet, 12 July 19431



‘If one reflected on the most important events of the last millennium compared with the first, the ascent of the English-speaking peoples to predominance in the world surely ranked highest.’


Professor Deepak Lal, In Praise of Empires2



As the first rays of sunlight broke over the Chatham Islands, 360 miles east of New Zealand in the South Pacific, a little before 6 a.m. on Tuesday, 1 January 1901, the world entered a century that for all its warfare and perils would nonetheless mark the triumph of the English-speaking peoples. Few could have suspected it at the time, but the British Empire would wane to extinction during that period, while the American Republic would wax to such hegemony that it would become the sole global hyper-power. Assault after assault would be made upon the English-speaking peoples’ primacy, each of which would be beaten off successfully, albeit sometimes at huge and tragic cost. Even as the twenty-first century dawned, they would be doughtily defending themselves still.


Just as we do not today differentiate between the Roman Republic and the imperial period of the Julio-Claudians when we think of the Roman Empire, so in the future no-one will bother to make a distinction between the British Empire-led and the American Republic-led periods of English-speaking dominance between the late-eighteenth and the twenty-first centuries. It will be recognised that in the majestic sweep of history they had so much in common – and enough that separated them from everyone else – that they ought to be regarded as a single historical entity, which only scholars and pedants will try to describe separately. A Martian landing on our planet might find linguistic or geographical factors more useful than ethnic ones when it came to analysing the differences between different groups of earthlings; the countries whose history this book covers are those where the majority of people speak English as their first language.


As the dominant world political culture since 1900, the English-speaking peoples would be constantly envied and often hated, which far from being anything perturbing has been the inescapable lot of all hegemonic powers since even before the days of Ancient Rome. Like the Romans, they would at times be ruthless, at times self-indulgent, and they too would sometimes find that the greatest danger to their continued imperium came not from their declared enemies without, but rather from vociferous critics within their own society.


Despite the harsh methods occasionally adopted to protect their status and safety from Wilhelmine Prussian militarism, then the Nazi-led Axis, then global Marxism-Leninism and presently from Islamic fundamentalism, the English-speaking peoples would remain the last, best hope for Mankind. The beliefs that they brought into the twentieth century largely actuate them yet; their values are still the best available in a troubled world; the institutions that made them great continue to inspire them today. Indeed, the beliefs, values and institutions of the English-speaking peoples are presently on the march.


In 1901, there was nothing inevitable about the domination that the English-speaking peoples’ political culture would retain throughout the twentieth century and beyond. Wilhelmine Germany’s burgeoning economic power was reflected in the massive High Seas Fleet that was being built specifically to challenge the Royal Navy. Third Republic France had a huge global empire and a thirst for revenge against Britain for slights, real and imagined, that she had received over the last century, culminating on the Upper Nile three years earlier. Tsarist Russia, the largest country in the world with a vast standing army, looked enviously at British India across the narrowing gap between them in Central Asia. Each would have liked to have seen the United States humiliated over her continued protection of Latin America through the Monroe Doctrine which excluded European imperialism from the American hemisphere. Within a decade, the German High Command had drawn up plans to shell Manhattan and land a 100,000-strong army in New England.


The world of 1901 was a multi-polar one of fiercely competing Great Powers. The idea that a century later the English-speaking peoples would hold unquestioned sway in the world, challenged only – and even then not mortally – by some disaffected fanatics from the rump of the Ottoman Empire, would have astounded Kaiser, Tsar and French president alike. Two global conflagrations in the space of a generation, in which the English-speaking peoples escaped invasion – except those who lived in the Channel Islands – whereas no other Great Power did, explains much, but certainly not all.


*


There is something fitting about the first sunlight of the new century falling upon the Chatham Islands, since they eloquently illustrate the astounding reach of the English-speaking peoples. The forty isles and outcrops, only two of which – the Chatham and Pitt Islands – are inhabited, were first claimed in the name of King George III in 1791 by a Royal Navy lieutenant, William Broughton. The main island was named after his vessel, HM Brig Chatham, and the smaller, Pitt Island, eleven miles to the south-east, after William Pitt the Elder, 1st Earl of Chatham, a supporter of the American colonists.3 The only way in which islands at almost precisely the other end of the world from the British Isles could have been successfully colonised was through the Royal Navy being the most powerful military machine in the world at the time, before the rise of Napoleon’s Grande Armée half a decade later. Taking what the seventeenth-century diarist John Evelyn had called the ‘command of the ocean’, first achieved by the British and subsequently by the American Navy, was the first prerequisite for the English-speaking peoples’ global dominance. The second became dominion over the skies.


As the new century dawned, both the British Empire and the American Republic were involved in protracted colonial wars, in South Africa and the Philippines respectively. War has been the almost constant lot of Mankind since the days of Rome, yet the English-speaking peoples have presided over a longer period of peace between the Great Powers than at any time since the Dark Ages. In 1901, neither Britain nor the United States saw herself as part of a greater entity, the English-speaking peoples. They were rivals, though newly friendly ones. It was not until the emergency of the early 1940s that the realisation finally dawned on both that they would be infinitely stronger together than the sum of their constituent parts. Even then, strong voices were raised in both countries against the formation of a ‘Special Relationship’. Yet their reverses – Dunkirk, Pearl Harbor, Suez and Vietnam among them – have come when they were divided from one another. By contrast, their many victories – the 1918 summer offensive, North Africa 1942, Italy, the liberation of Europe 1944–5, the Berlin airlift, the Korean War, the Falklands, the collapse of Soviet communism, the Gulf War, the liberation of Kosovo and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein – all came when they were united.


In South Africa, the war was proving far more expensive in terms both of blood and treasure in January 1901 than anyone had predicted when it had broken out fifteen months earlier. An army of nearly half-a-million men had been fielded, larger than the enemy populations of the Transvaal and Orange Free State combined, yet on New Year’s Day 1901 there was a serious armed incursion by Akrikaaner commandos into Queen Victoria’s Cape Colony. Worse still for imperialists was the moral effect; the sheen of Empire that had seemed so bright at the Queen-Empress’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897 seemed tarnished four years later as a result of the harsh measures employed to isolate and harry the Boer forces. Although the Boers’ conventional forces were militarily defeated in the field, they nonetheless refused to surrender, resorting instead to a protracted insurgency campaign. The United States already had to deal with a popular revolt in the Philippines that was fought against her with very similar guerrilla and terror tactics. The problem of how to deal with asymmetric warfare being made upon them would be one that would perplex the English-speaking peoples several times over the next eleven decades.


‘I was born at the end of the last century when Queen Victoria was still on the throne,’ recalled the British soldier Major John Gordon-Duff in his autobiography entitled It Was Different Then. ‘The South African War was still being fought and the great British Empire was reaching its zenith, the prime minister was in the House of Lords and stable buckets were made of wood.’4 From Gordon-Duff’s perspective of 1975–6 – undoubtedly the worst peacetime twenty-four months in the history of the English-speaking peoples – the world of 1901 seemed like a glorious era of calm, stability and certainty for Britain. Quite apart from the reassuring composition of stable buckets, Great Britain boasted a Royal Navy of 330 ships, a City of London that was the world’s financial hub and an admired Queen-Empress who had been on the throne for an unprecedented sixty-three years. Her empire comprised a quarter of the global population, covering one-fifth of the world’s land surface. To most Britons their future prospects looked bright, the advance of Civilisation seemed natural and assured, and there seemed no reason why Mankind should not be on an uninterrupted path towards what a young, newly elected British MP of the day named Winston Churchill was later to call ‘the sunlit uplands’.


Yet for all its sprawling vastness, the leaders of the British Empire of 1901 were acutely conscious of the process by which, in the words of the Anglican hymnal, ‘Earth’s proud empires pass away’. Most of her senior decision-makers were keen to end her isolationist foreign policy, which they viewed as perilous rather than splendid. They feared that unless they contracted lasting alliances, they might become the object of a combination of hostile Great Powers and their imperium might thus soon, as Rudyard Kipling had dolefully predicted at the time of the Diamond Jubilee, be ‘one with Nineveh and Tyre!’ After all, as Churchill was also to put it, ‘The shores of history are strewn with the wrecks of empires.’5


One Great Power from which Britain’s leaders no longer suspected enmity was the United States. Across the Atlantic lay a republic that in 1898 had defeated in only eight months an ancient if ramshackle European power, Spain. America had healed her hitherto-debilitating Civil War wounds and saw herself as a single political entity with unlimited prospects; in the parlance of the day, a ‘Manifest Destiny’. The time for Anglo-American amity in a dangerous world had come, and when just before his death in 1898 Otto von Bismarck was asked what was the decisive factor in modern history, he replied: ‘The fact that the North Americans speak English.’


On Saturday, 6 September 1901, President William McKinley was shot in the breast and abdomen by an anarchist named Leon Czolgosz, whose hand he was shaking at the Pan-American stand of an exhibition in Buffalo. He died eight days later at 2.15 a.m. on Sunday the 14th. Large memorial services were held in London at Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral, testament to burgeoning Anglo-American friendship. The man sworn in as president at noon on 14 September, Theodore Roosevelt, was to be one of the most remarkable leaders of the English-speaking peoples. Just as Cecil Rhodes believed that the British Empire had a Manifest Destiny to govern an almost unlimited number of subject peoples, so too did his American counterparts trust that the United States had a Manifest Destiny in their continent and far beyond. For all its absurdity as a philosophical concept, since nothing in human affairs can be inevitable but death, this belief meant that America had already taken over from Spain an empire which her anti-imperial birthright forced her to refer to by any other euphemism.


In a sense the United States, despite her recently arrived immigrant populations who wanted no further entanglements with the Old Europe from which they had successfully escaped, had only one way to proceed once the Wild West had been tamed. Roosevelt understood that, and he came to power at precisely the right time for his country. Whatever else Czolgosz might have wanted to achieve, it is unlikely to have been an expansionist America, but such is the iron law of unintended consequences. Rancher, explorer, naturalist, reformer, historian, soldier, big-game hunter, sportsman, wit and patriot, Roosevelt believed in what he called ‘the strenuous life’ and personified America’s new sense of boundless opportunities and interests, as well as the sheer robustness of his optimistic, thrusting, hardy country.


The ceremony held at Westminster Abbey, Britain’s ancient church, on the last evening of the nineteenth century was ‘thronged by standing worshippers and every seat taken’, and the sermon was delivered by Canon Charles Gore. In many ways Gore personified the British ruling class, having been educated at Harrow School and Balliol College, Oxford, but his message was one of pessimism about the future, rather like those seemingly Olympian statesmen who were contemporaneously distancing themselves from isolationism. ‘There was no doubt that the nineteenth century was closing with a certain widespread sense of disappointment and anxiety among many of those who care most for righteousness and truth in the world,’ Gore intoned, before noting with melancholy the fact that since the deaths of the historian Thomas Carlyle and the poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson, ‘There was no prophet for the people.’


Canon Gore was probably being deliberately controversial when he told his huge congregation: ‘The dominant cry is the cry of Empire … but … it was poor in moral quality, and appeared, behind only too thin a veil, as the worship of our unregenerate British selves, without humility or fear of God.’6 Criticism from churchmen, liberals and public thinkers of the mission of the English-speaking peoples was to be a recurring theme throughout the coming century. Later that year, the British Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, was to complain that, ‘England is, I believe, the only country in which, during a great war, eminent men write and speak as if they belonged to the enemy.’7 In fact, the phenomenon was to recur throughout the English-speaking peoples over the coming decades, and in some engagements – such as at Suez and in Vietnam – opposition from a vociferous domestic minority was to doom their enterprises far more than foreign opponents.


Most Britons would not have agreed with Canon Gore. In the same copy of The Times newspaper that carried Gore’s denunciation of the ‘poor moral quality’ of British imperialism, was printed the pastoral letter of the Bishop of Salisbury, which he had caused to be read aloud to all congregations in his diocese the previous Sunday. This sought to define the Empire’s mission and did so in terms of which the vast majority of Britons would have heartily approved. He said that his flock


seemed called upon to take their part in the establishment of a federated Empire which shall unite willing peoples in conditions of great local freedom, but with an attachment of loyal affection to a common centre in the British Crown, with a great mass of common laws and common interests, with the full voice of a worthy common language and a noble common literature, and, above all, bearing the decided impress of a common and enlightened Christianity. That seemed to be their duty, and they could not escape it.


Ever since the mid-1830s, the English-speaking peoples had considered it their civilising mission to apply – with varying degrees of force – their values and institutions to those areas of the world they believed would benefit from them. Although Britain was under no threat from them herself, Lord Palmerston imposed regime change in Spain, Portugal and Belgium, using the power of the Royal Navy to force liberal constitutions on countries that baulked at first but later came to value them. ‘I hold that the real policy of England’, he told the House of Commons in March 1848, ‘is to be the champion of justice and right … not becoming the Quixote of the world, but giving the weight of her moral sanction and support wherever she thinks justice is, and wherever she thinks that wrong has been done.’ The neo-conservatives of President George W. Bush’s Administration did not invent some brand new political philosophy in their desire to extend representative institutions to the Middle East.


In his 1833 speech on the renewal of the charter of the East India Company, which governed British India until 1858, the British statesman and historian Lord Macaulay argued that, ‘by good government we may educate our subjects into a capacity for better government; that having become instructed in European knowledge they may, in some future age, demand European institutions’. Macaulay admitted that he could not say when such a time would come that such trusteeship could give way to independence, but when it did, ‘it will be the proudest day in English history’.8


Much derided as merely an excuse for putting off indigenous self-government, in fact men like Macaulay believed profoundly in this sense of mission, just as today’s neo-conservatives passionately believe in the advantages that might flow from instilling – through installing – democracy in such countries as Afghanistan and Iraq. Whether the Middle East proves too theocratic, obscurantist and in some places feudal to benefit from democracy remains to be seen, but neo-conservatism is certainly no new historical departure in the self-proclaimed mission of the English-speaking peoples.


The inequalities inherent in imperial British society at the turn of the century were obvious, even at the time. Free-market capitalism, resilient and untrammelled, was able in April 1901 to launch the new White Star liner the Celtic, built at Harland and Wolff’s vast Belfast shipyard, at 700 feet in length and 20,800 tons in weight the largest ship in the world.9 Yet in London that Christmas official returns showed that there were no fewer than 107,539 people receiving poor relief in the capital of the Empire, 39,409 of whom were termed ‘outdoor paupers’, or tramps. London also had a correspondingly large number of prostitutes, variously estimated at between 80,000 and 100,000. In one year alone – 1905 – when the Edwardians cracked down on brothel-keeping, no fewer than 944 women were charged with having sexual intercourse in the open air.


Partly as a response to social deprivation, the Labour Representation Committee was founded in the Memorial Hall, Farringdon Road, in London on 27 February 1900, dedicated to getting working men into Parliament. Always committed to employing constitutional means to achieve its ends, the following year it received its first great cause with the milestone Taff Vale judgment in the House of Lords, which reversed the Court of Appeal’s decision that a trade union could not be sued in its registered name as a corporate body. The trade union in question, which went under the splendidly Victorian name of the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants, therefore effectively lost its right to strike. A legitimate grievance was created that brought into being British parliamentary socialism, a force that was to remain highly influential for nearly a century, until Tony Blair defeated it within the Labour Party in May 1994.


*


When in March 1902 the American financier J.P. Morgan acquired a predominating influence in Cunard, White Star and other shipping lines, the First Lord of the Admiralty, the 2nd Earl of Selborne, wrote to his father-in-law, the Prime Minister, to ask what might be done. On the verge of retirement, Lord Salisbury replied in a mood of resigned realism: ‘It is very sad, but I’m afraid America is bound to forge ahead and nothing can restore the equality between us. If we had interfered in the Confederate War it was then possible for us to reduce the power of the United States to manageable proportions. But two such chances are not given to a nation in the course of its career.’10 It was certainly not the remark of a Yankophile, but was nonetheless uncannily accurate when it came to predicting the future of the power-relationship between the two leading nations of the English-speaking peoples over the course of the coming century. Yet just as in science-fiction people are able to live on through cryogenic freezing after their bodies die, so British post-imperial greatness has been preserved and fostered through its incorporation into the American world-historical project.


The Themistoclean foresight of Lord Salisbury’s Unionist Government to observe a benevolent neutrality towards the United States during the Spanish-American War – while the rest of Europe sympathised openly with Spain – ensured that the twentieth century dawned on the best state of Anglo-American relations since the Revolution. Even as recently as 1896, the two countries had almost gone to war over the absurd casus belli of a Venezuelan border dispute, but five years later they were – at least at governmental level – firm friends. The century was to see strains in the Special Relationship, particularly in 1927, 1944, 1956, 1965 and 1994–5, but never the break for which their rivals and opponents desperately hoped.


As the Spanish-American War broke out, the British Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, said publicly that however terrible a conflict, it would be cheap ‘if, in a great and noble cause, the Stars and Stripes and the Union Jack should wave together over an Anglo-Saxon alliance’. He told the Anglophile American Ambassador to London, John Hay, that he ‘didn’t care a hang what they said on the Continent’ and that, as Hay reported home, ‘If we give up the Philippines it will be a considerable disappointment to our English friends.’11 Meanwhile, the Empire’s foremost poet, Rudyard Kipling, urged the United States to ‘Take up the White Man’s Burden’ in the Philippines. In March 1899, Britain and the United States collaborated together to frustrate German ambitions in a struggle over who should control the Pacific island of Samoa, then in September Hay, who by then had become US Secretary of State, issued a Note on China which substantially supported Britain’s Open Door policy there. The scene was thus set for the Roosevelt Administration’s pro-British stance over the Boer War, one that was virulently opposed by many Irish-Americans, German-Americans and, of course, Dutch-Americans.


*


 One of the common threads uniting the wars of the English-speaking peoples in the twentieth century was that they have often suffered serious reverses in the first battle, or even the first campaign, before going on to ultimate victory. In the Boer War, the British were soundly defeated in ‘Black Week’ at Stromberg, Magersfontein and Colenso; in the Great War, they were forced to retreat from Mons; in the Second World War, they were humiliatingly flung off the continent at Dunkirk and the Americans were stricken at Pearl Harbor and the Philippines. Thereafter, in the Cold War, the initial years were characterised by Soviet expansion and provocation; North Korea attacked the South without warning in 1950, just as North Vietnam destabilised South Vietnam just over a decade later; after the surprise invasion of the Falklands, British marines were photographed lying prone on the ground before their Argentine captors; in the Gulf War, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait overnight; and in the War against Terror, the American people had to witness the horror of scores of their compatriots jumping to certain death from the upper storeys of Manhattan’s Twin Towers sooner than be burnt alive.


This pattern of initial English-speaking humiliation, or even catastrophe, is too well-established to admit of any doubt about the recurring phenomenon. All were initial defeats, provocations or utter disasters early in the conflict, yet each served to rally the English-speaking peoples for the necessary sacrifices ahead. Nineteenth-century precursors further emphasise this historical ubiquity, such as the Alamo in the Texan War, the Charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimean War, Little Big Horn in the Great Sioux War, Maiwand in the Second Afghan War and Isandhlwana in the Zulu War. The English-speaking peoples rarely win the first battle, but they equally rarely lose the subsequent war.


The British Commander-in-Chief in South Africa, Lord Roberts, returned to a hero’s welcome in Britain on 2 January 1901, when Queen Victoria presented him with the Order of the Garter. The celebrations turned out to be absurdly premature, however, because although the set-piece battle-fighting stage of the war was over, the Boers then fought a vicious insurgency campaign that lasted many months more. Roberts’ Chief of Staff, Lord Kitchener, became Commander-in-Chief and it was he who took the difficult decisions that won the South African War. He illustrates another aspect of the experience of the English-speaking peoples in the twentieth century: the tendency for the right men to come to the fore in times of crises. Just as Wellington had leapfrogged the British High Command in the Peninsular War and Lord Palmerston had replaced Lord Aberdeen in the Crimean War, so in the next century the desperate need for the best people produced the political environments necessary for the most talented leaders to emerge.


Despite David Lloyd George being forced to escape from the Birmingham Town Hall dressed as a police sergeant in December 1901 due to his opposition to the Boer War, fifteen years later he was the best person to replace the indecisive H.H. Asquith as prime minister and grasped the opportunity when it was offered. Similarly, Churchill became prime minister in 1940 under similar self-propulsion, on precisely the day that Hitler unleashed his Blitzkrieg in the West. In Franklin D. Roosevelt he found an ally of preternatural political talent, the greatest American president of the twentieth century. With the Soviet Union staggering under the weight of her own internal contradictions by the early 1980s, it required leaders of the English-speaking peoples with the staunch anti-Communist convictions of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher to go on to the offensive in a peaceful campaign of unswerving attrition. Similarly, George W. Bush and Tony Blair have been absolutely unwavering in their dedication to pursuing the War against Terror.


Nor have these leaders been churchmen or soldiers in uniform, as in many other countries. The separation of Church and State in the American constitution and the complete subjection of the armed forces to democratic control throughout the English-speaking peoples meant that they have been free of two undue influences that have time and again stunted other nations’ opportunities in the twentieth century: theocracy and military dictatorship. While some of the people who made their names whilst soldiering have become successful politicians – including Theodore Roosevelt, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and (at a pinch) Winston Churchill and John F. Kennedy – they never had the threat of force at their back, as was the case with Hitler, Franco, Attatürk, Mao, Chiang Kai-shek, Lenin, de Gaulle, Pinochet, Mussolini, Perón, Zia, Somoza, Stalin, Horthy, Gadaffi, Saddam Hussein, Amin, Nasser, Mengistu, the Greek colonels and so many others from outside the English-speaking world.


Just as Bonapartism has been entirely foreign to the experience of the English-speaking peoples, so too have theocracy and political subservience to prelates, except for a short period in southern Ireland. Religion’s direct involvement in politics has been generally kept to a minimum, except in areas such as education and abortion; and although there are signs that it might be on the increase in modern-day America, it is in many ways a cultural phenomenon and does not indicate that it will occupy the kind of central position that it historically has in the polities of Poland, Italy, Spain, parts of Latin America, the whole of the Middle East (except Israel) and significant portions of Africa and Asia. As Europe found in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, secular states are more successful than theocracies, and the English-speaking peoples have benefited enormously from making that discovery so early on.


An inevitable concomitant of power has been the envy of others. In the twentieth century, no less than in any other, the Great Powers excited the envy of lesser powers not necessarily because of how they behaved but simply because of what they were. In a speech on Monday, 13 May 1901, at the Hotel Metropole in London, Lord Salisbury used the opportunity of a banquet of the Nonconformist Unionist Association to warn foreign powers off even considering intervening in South Africa. After toasts to King Edward VII and the Royal Family, Salisbury was received with loud cheers as he rose to speak. What he told the Lord Chancellor, the Duke of Devonshire, a large group of peers and MPs, and the Association’s members was uncompromising:


When I was at the Foreign Office – I was there a long time – I used not infrequently to hear suggestions that our time had passed by, that our star was set, that we were living upon the benefit of the valour of those who had gone before us and upon successes in which we had no active share, and that if we meant to keep our place in the world new exertions were necessary. I need not say that I heard those suggestions with no kind of sympathy and with something of contempt. It is true that there had been spread around the world the impression that we should never fight again, and that every adversary had only to press hardly and boldly upon us to be certain that we should yield. It was a gross miscalculation on their part.


This was received with cheers, but none so loud as those that greeted the grave warning that followed:


Make what deductions you will, lament as you will – and I heartily concur with you – as to the sacrifices we have been forced to make, still it is now a great achievement that there is no Great Power in the world but knows that if it defies the might of England, it defies one of the most formidable enemies it could possibly defy.12


It occasionally seemed as though a cabal of Britain’s competitors, led by France, Germany and Russia, might try to intervene in the Boer War in order to impose a peace there, one not at all conducive to British interests in the region. Yet the might of the Royal Navy – which by a law of 1889 had to be larger than the fleets of the next two countries in the world combined – made this physically impossible, and the scheme came to nothing.


Resentment of the leading world power by its rivals in 1901 was simply a factor of the human condition and not the result of anything in particular that the British Empire had done in South Africa or anywhere else. This was superbly summed up by Britain’s greatest-ever proconsul, Lord Curzon, in April 1900, when Viceroy of India. In a letter to his friend Lord Selborne he wrote:


I never spend five minutes in inquiring if we are unpopular. The answer is written in red ink on the map of the globe. … No, I would count everywhere on the individual hostility of all the great Powers, but would endeavour to arrange things that they were not united against me. … I would be as strong in small things as in big. This might be a counsel of perfection; but I should like to see the experiment tried.13


The vital importance of maintaining the authority and prestige of the English-speaking peoples – a duty which passed from Britain to America in the 1940s – was upheld throughout the century in every decade except the second half of the 1970s, when the US Congress prevented the Nixon and Ford Administrations from sustaining it, and when the Carter Administration wilfully attempted to abandon it. The period between the withdrawal from Vietnam in 1972 and the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 thus constituted a perilous time for the English-speaking peoples, reminiscent of Churchill’s characterisation of the Thirties with their ‘long, dismal, drawling tides of drift and surrender’. Overall, however, the prestige of the English-speaking peoples, and pride in their reliability as allies and indefatigability as foes, has actuated their leaders, which is one explanation of their phenomenal global success since 1900. Prestige is a tangible benefit in the calculus of international relations, its loss a concomitant danger.


Although capitalism and global trade were making population a less and less important geopolitical factor, it is worth noting that the world’s most populous countries in 1901 were China, with 350 million, British India with 294 million, Russia with 146 million, the United States with 75.9 million, Germany with 56.3 million, Japan with 45.4 million, Great Britain (including Ireland) with 41.4 million, France with 38.9 million, Italy with 32.4 million and Austria with 26.1 million.14 A glance at the United States’ key population and steel production figures show her already burgeoning power during this period. In 1880 there were around fifty million Americans, in 1901 nearly seventy-six and by 1905 no fewer than eighty-four. Meanwhile, in 1880 the US produced 3.84 million tons of steel (against Britain’s 7.75 million and Germany’s 2.69 million), whereas by 1900 the figures were 13.8 million, 9.0 million and 8.4 million respectively. The biggest leap came in 1907, when America’s 25.8 million tons comprised more than Britain’s 9.9 million and Germany’s 12.7 million combined. Coal production figures for 1901 similarly mirror these other indicators of relative economic power, with the US producing 268 million tons, against Britain’s 219 million and Germany’s 112 million. It was calculated that at around the turn of the century, the United States could buy all the assets of Great Britain outright, with still enough left over to settle her national debt too.15 Into this promising situation, with a determination to translate America’s wealth into power, stepped the protean genius of Theodore Roosevelt.


In the debate over whether America was born great, achieved greatness or had greatness thrust upon her, the only possible conclusion must be: all three. That she was conscious of, at least, the possibility of her imperial greatness is evident from her public architecture. As one historian notes, the United States ‘is ruled from a city that was built to replicate as far as possible parts of ancient Rome. No other modern nation is governed from a building called the Capitol.’16 As if to echo in the financial and commercial worlds President Roosevelt’s political and colonial expansionism, Andrew Carnegie founded US Steel in 1901, the world’s first billion-dollar corporation, which proceeded to construct a town in Gary, Indiana, that could house no fewer than 200,000 workers. On 10 January 1901, oil had been discovered in Texas, and soon afterwards the internal combustion engine became integral to Western life, creating a vast, entirely new, world industry of automobiles.


These were the years of the great American ‘robber-baron’ businessmen – men like J.D. Rockefeller, J.P. Morgan, James H. Hill, Henry Ford and E.H. Harriman – the founders of modern tooth-and-claw capitalism, who tried to corner markets and establish cartels. Paradoxically, one of Theodore Roosevelt’s major achievements was to use at the time unprecedented regulatory and legislative measures, collectively known as ‘trust-busting’, designed to foster the free-market competition that has more than any other single factor been the key to American greatness.


Staying at the forefront of all the major developments in automobiles, aeronautics, computers, finance, biotechnology and the information revolution – and of all their various key military applications – has enabled the English-speaking peoples to win and retain their global hegemony. That world leadership will only be ceded to whichever world power – possibly China or India – is capable of producing better products cheaper than they, in a similarly politically secure environment. It will happen, but hopefully this time it will not happen violently. It if does, however, the battle-lines are easily drawn. As Winston Churchill put it in May 1938, ‘It is the English-speaking nations who, almost alone, keep alight the torch of Freedom. These things are a powerful incentive to collaboration. With nations, as with individuals, if you care deeply for the same things, and these things are threatened, it is natural to work together to preserve them.’


In 1901, Canada was a land of almost infinite possibility and opportunity. In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, her population had increased by a staggering 24%, yet from the 1901 census figure of 5,371,315 the population then grew by two million in the first decade and then a further one-and-a-half million in the next, registering an astonishing 64% increase over two decades. In 1891, only 350,000 people inhabited the vast territories between the eastern border of Manitoba and the Pacific Ocean; twenty years later, this had increased five-fold. Yet the most profound changes came in the central prairies, where in 1905 the provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan were carved out of the North-West Territories, and where agriculture, manufacturing, timber, mining and finance flourished mightily. Although much of the increase in population came from immigration, there was a dramatic increase in the birth-rate too, concomitant with the 125% increase in the amount of farmed land in the two decades after 1901. No longer could Canada be thought of as ‘a narrow and broken strip of land lying to the north of the American border’.


On 1 January 1901, Australians were celebrating from coast to coast. By imperial proclamation an ‘indissoluble constitution’ had come into being that day, creating a Commonwealth of Australia. The idea of federating Australia’s six states into a fully fledged, self-governing nation within the Empire had been mooted since the mid-1850s, but it was not until the first day of the twentieth century that all the necessary political compromises were finally made and nationhood became a reality. That day a continent of four million people (and 100 million sheep) became a nation, from Perth in Western Australia – the most isolated large city on the planet – across the Red Continent to beautiful Hobart, capital of Tasmania.


The Governor-General the Earl of Hopetoun’s procession through Sydney was the greatest imperial celebration since Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. As well as Australian troops, there were detachments from twenty-one British units including the Life Guards, Royal Horse Artillery, Grenadier and Coldstream Guards, Black Watch, Rifle Brigade and Seaforth and Cameron Highlanders, as well as from twenty-four Indian Army regiments such as the 9th and 10th Bengal Lancers, Bombay Grenadiers and 1st and 5th Punjab Cavalry. A New South Wales bibliophile named Alfred Lee kept a huge book of invitations and ephemera from the Federation celebrations, which are notable for their heartfelt patriotic slogans such as ‘Advance Australia’, ‘United Australia’ and ‘Birth of a Nation’.17


As the twentieth century dawned, New Zealand had every right to consider herself one of the most progressive and advanced nations on earth. She had obligatory conciliation and arbitration in all labour disputes; her state system of education was free, secular and compulsory; two-thirds of her 104,471 square miles were fit for agriculture or grazing; her legal system retained the best of English common law but added certain local addenda; and in 1898 Richard Seddon, the Lancashire-born Premier of New Zealand from May 1893 until his death in June 1906, had introduced an old-age pension bill providing pensions of £18 per annum for everyone over sixty-five, on the condition that they had not been imprisoned more than four times, had not deserted their spouse for more than six months, were ‘of good moral character’, did not have an income of more than £52 a year and did not have accumulated property of over £270.18


In 1893, New Zealand became the first country in the world to give women the vote; by 2005, she had a female prime minister, governor-general and speaker of her unicameral parliament. On New Year’s Day 1901, New Zealand also introduced a universal penny postage rate ‘to all important parts of the Empire’. Seddon saw no contradiction between being a progressive and a convinced imperialist. ‘The flag that floats over us and protects us was expected to protect our kindred and countrymen who are in the Transvaal,’ he said of the Boer War. ‘We should take action [because] we are a portion of the dominant family of the world – we are of the English-speaking race.’


The beginning of the twentieth century saw the English-speaking Caribbean in a very under-developed state, with poverty widespread; in some places everyday life was little different than it had been in the mid-nineteenth century. Yet as the Jamaican-born US Secretary of State General Colin Powell was to recall in his autobiography, My American Journey,


The British ended slavery in the Caribbean in 1833, well over a generation before the Americans. And after abolition, the lingering weight of servitude did not persist as long. The British were mostly absentee landlords, and West Indians were more or less left on their own. Their lives were hard, but they did not experience the crippling paternalism of the American plantation system, with white masters controlling every aspect of a slave’s life. After the British ended slavery, they told my ancestors they were now British citizens with all the rights of any subject of the crown. That was an exaggeration; still, the British did produce good schools and made attendance mandatory. They filled the ranks of the lower civil service with blacks. Consequently, West Indians had an opportunity to develop attitudes of independence, self-responsibility, and self-worth.19


This was no mean legacy, but the twentieth century was to see the Caribbean remain by far the poorest part of the English-speaking world. The British West Indies raised regiments to fight for the Crown in both world wars, but otherwise the region slipped slowly but perceptibly from the British into the American zone of influence.


The visit of Queen Victoria to Dublin in April 1900 was, Palace officials insisted, an informal not a State visit to Ireland. Just short of her eighty-first birthday, she was prompted by a desire to recognise the gallantry of her Irish soldiers in South Africa, and she received a rousing reception, wearing the shamrock in her bonnet and jacket. The courtier Sir Frederick Ponsonby recalled in his autobiography how,


When we got into Dublin the mass of people wedged together in the street and every window, even on the roofs, was quite remarkable. Although I have seen many visits of this kind, nothing has ever approached the enthusiasm and even frenzy displayed by the people of Dublin. There were, however, two places where I heard ugly sounds like booing, but they only seemed like a bagpipe drone to the highly-pitched note of the cheering.


Although some Irish nationalists, such as Maud Gonne’s Transvaal Committee and Arthur Griffiths’ United Irishman newspaper, were supporting the Boers, several thousand Irishmen were fighting against them, and many had distinguished themselves in battle. With typical hyperbole, Griffiths’ paper denounced Victoria as ‘Queen of the famines, of the pestilences, of the emigrant ships, of the levelled homesteads, of the dungeons and gallows’, but the nationalist movement was dismayed at the huge crowds that turned out to cheer her wherever she went.20 A fortnight later it admitted: ‘We have learnt a strange and bitter lesson; let it not be lost upon us. There is much to be done to absolve the land from the treachery of the last few weeks.’ There had been some ‘hostile cries’ amongst the crowds, but these were, as the Freeman’s Journal recorded, ‘not many’. Otherwise full-throated loyalty was the leitmotif of the visit, and what James Joyce called ‘the old pap of racial hatred’ was entirely absent. When Edward VII visited Dublin two years later, the most serious act of protest came when Maud Gonne hung a black petticoat out of her window.21


Throughout the period covered by this book the experience of Ireland, or at least the southern twenty-six of the island’s thirty-two counties, seems to run contrary to that of the rest of the English-speaking peoples. It provided the exception to every rule, disrupted every generalisation and pursued so different a route from the rest of the english-speaking peoples so often that it must be considered quite apart from the rest. Yet that was not the case in 1900, when the Queen received loyal accolades from ordinary people quite as fervent as any that would have been heard in Manchester, Glasgow, Adelaide, Toronto or Auckland. That said, 1905 saw the founding of Sinn Fein (‘Ourselves Alone’), an anti-British revolutionary organisation that was to cause much misery over the coming century in its ultimately failed campaign to separate the whole island of Ireland from the United Kingdom.


Winston Churchill’s fine four-volume book A History of the English-Speaking Peoples – ‘their origins, their quarrels, their misfortunes and their reconciliation’ – ends in January 1901, just before by far the more important and interesting part of their tale began. The Nobel Prizewinner for literature concluded his great work with the words:


The vast potentialities of America lay as a portent across the globe, as yet dimly recognised, save by the imaginative. But in the contracting world of better communications to remain detached from the pre-occupations of others was rapidly becoming impossible. The status of world-Power is inseparable from its responsibilities. … The English-speaking peoples … are now to become allies in terrible but victorious wars. Another phase looms before us, in which alliance will be once more tested and in which its formidable virtues may be to preserve Peace and Freedom. The future is unknowable, but the past should give us hope.


Churchill’s unknowable future then is the English-speaking peoples’ known past today. Here, therefore, is the next stage of their story.





ONE



Shouldering ‘The White Man’s Burden’


1900 – 4



The character of Theodore Roosevelt – America in the Philippines – The Boer War – Sport – The Pacific cable – Canadian patriotism – Robber-baron capitalism – The American West – Australian Federation – New Zealand’s ‘knight in icy armour’ – Irish nationalism – The Hay-Pauncefoote Treaty – The Wright brothers’ revolution – The Geographical Pivot of History – A pogrom in Limerick – The Entente Cordiale


‘Dear Teddy, I came over here meaning to join the Boers, who I was told were Republicans fighting Monarchists; but when I got here I found the Boers talked Dutch while the British talked English, so I joined the latter.’


Letter from a Rough Rider veteran to Vice-President Theodore Roosevelt1



‘If new nations come to power … the attitude of we who speak English should be one of ready recognition of the rights of the newcomers, of desire to avoid giving them just offense, and at the same time of preparedness in body and mind to hold our own if our interests are menaced.’


Theodore Roosevelt to Cecil Spring-Rice, 19042



Theodore Roosevelt was brave, intelligent, well-travelled and had a photographic memory. He felt shame at his father’s not having served in the Civil War, yet otherwise regarded him as ‘the best man I ever knew’, and he always ‘strove for his father’s posthumous blessing’.3 Ever since shooting a crane at a lagoon near Thebes in adolescence, he loved slaughtering avifauna in vast quantities. He wanted to be a natural scientist while at Harvard – taking a 97 in zoology and graduating magna cum laude – but preferred the great outdoors to microscopes. An asthmatic, he was obsessed with the need to prove himself physically and was keen on boxing, rowing, riding, walking, skating, camping and sailing. He didn’t smoke or gamble, drank sparingly and seems not to have been much interested in sex.4 His time as US Civil Service Commissioner, head of the New York City Police Board, assistant secretary of the Navy, a dashing Rough Rider cavalry colonel in the Spanish-American War and a corruption-busting governor of New York won him fame early and – along with Czolgosz’s fatal bullet in 1901 – helped make him at forty-two the youngest of all the presidents before or since. The sheer energy of the man – he leapt over chairs at the White House and once dragged an ambassador off to play tennis in a hailstorm – was part of his charm. On New Year’s Day 1907, he shook the hands of no fewer than 8,513 people at a White House reception. The naturalist John Burroughs said that when Roosevelt entered a room, ‘it was as if a strong wind had blown the door open’.


Within a few months of taking office, Roosevelt presented an awesome challenge to Congress and the nation. ‘The American people must either build and maintain an adequate Navy,’ he said, ‘or else make up their minds definitely to accept a secondary position in international affairs, not only in politics but in commercial matters.’5 As an early champion and friend of the incredibly influential, though little-known, American naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan, author of the seminal work The Influence of Sea Power on History 1666–1783, Roosevelt understood international naval power politics like no other previous president. His huge expansion of the US Navy presaged the American eruption onto the global stage that was to be the single most important feature of world politics in what was to be dubbed ‘the American Century’.


John F. Kennedy was puzzled that Americans rated Theodore Roosevelt so highly, considering that he never led the nation through any war (an estimation that might more profitably be extended to JFK himself). Roosevelt filled the White House like no other peacetime president; Mark Twain accorded the fact that he was ‘the most popular human being that ever existed in the United States’ to his ‘joyous ebullitions of excited sincerity’. Yet there were solid achievements too: he won the Nobel Peace Prize for negotiating the Treaty of Portsmouth that ended the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 and began constructing the isthmian canal that linked his country’s western ocean to its eastern, thus saving US warships from having to make the ninety-day journey around Cape Horn.


The process of splitting Panama from distant Colombia in order for the canal to be built has long been held against Roosevelt in Latin America; yet Panama had rebelled fifty times in fifty years – surely some kind of a record in international relations – and all he had to do in November 1903 was to let the fiftieth rebellion succeed. He sent the warship Nashville to Colon and refused Colombian troops permission to use a US-operated railway, something that international law permitted him to do.6 The entire Panamanian coup was effected with the deaths of, according to the casualty report, ‘one Chinaman and an ass’, suffered when a stray shell hit Panama City. Senator Samuel Hayakawa of California once said of the Panama Canal, ‘We stole it, fair and square,’ but the United States in fact paid vast sums for it. The higher direction of the feat of cutting the canal, which opened in 1914, was one of the greatest civil engineering achievements of the English-speaking peoples in the twentieth century, despite the manual work largely being undertaken by labourers from the British West Indies who suffered a high mortality rate.


In his foreign policy, Roosevelt fiercely defended the Monroe Doctrine, especially against German imprecations over Venezuela in 1902. When time after time during that crisis the war-games between the ‘Blue Fleet’ (American) and the ‘Black Fleet’ (German) undertaken at the US Naval War College resulted in Black Fleet victories, he forced on the pace of naval armament, which was ultimately to make the United States a world power by the time he left office in 1909. As one historian has perceptively put it, ‘In terms of bloodshed and lives lost, America’s rise to great power status could hardly have been more harmless.’7


Nor was Roosevelt’s expansionism doctrinaire; he handed Cuba her independence in May 1902, ‘after a brief period of military government that transformed the island from an abused, insanitary and poverty-stricken Spanish colony to a healthy new nation amply equipped to govern itself’.8 Most of his interventions in Central America were undertaken reluctantly and at the urgent requests of the governments there, for, as he said about one crisis in the Dominican Republic, ‘I have about the same desire to annex [islands] as a gorged boa constrictor might have to swallow a porcupine wrong end to.’ In vigorously enforcing the Monroe Doctrine throughout the twentieth century, the United States deserves commendation for not allowing that continent to develop into a battleground between the Great Powers.


The Panama Canal was to bring the United States into West Indian and Latin American politics on a very regular basis, as a force for stability and the protection of property rights. It was under Theodore Roosevelt that the Caribbean gradually became an American lake. In December 1904, Roosevelt issued his Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine in which he reserved the United States’ right to intervene in nations of the Western hemisphere that were plagued by ‘wrongdoing or impotence’. His rebuke of Colombia over Panama in 1903 had been a case in point, and under the terms of the Corollary the US intervened in Cuba in 1906, Nicaragua in 1909 and 1912, Mexico in 1914, Haiti in 1915, the Dominican Republic in 1916, Guatemala in 1920, Honduras in 1924 and Panama in 1925, in the first quarter of the twentieth century alone. Usually these were very limited interventions for a specific purpose – often to overthrow corrupt, unpopular or undemocratic regimes – and did not last long, although in Haiti the occupation lasted nineteen years. For all the sarcasm directed towards her over this by liberal academics – ‘The white man’s burden in Latin America is heavy indeed,’ wrote one from St John’s College, Oxford, recently – the United States saved several of those states from revolution, civil war, expropriation, bloodshed and bankruptcy by her prompt willingness to act as a police power in her own backyard.9


Roosevelt read voraciously; when asked two years into his presidency which authors he had managed to study while at the White House, he provided a list of 114, including Thucydides, Aristotle, Gibbon, Tolstoy, Scott, Twain and Molière (in the original). His first action as president had been to invite a black man – Booker T. Washington – to dine with him at the White House, but it only happened once and that was pretty much the limit of his interest in black emancipation at a time when there were 100 lynchings taking place per year in the South.


It was Roosevelt’s somewhat idiosyncratic campaign for ‘Simplified Spelling’ that abolished the ‘u’ in the American spellings of words like ‘honour’ and ‘colour’, but he never persuaded people to style him ‘Rozevelt’. A fine phrase-maker, in his South American policies he adapted a West African adage: ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick’; he described the railway magnate E.H. Harriman and other ‘robber-barons’ as ‘malefactors of great wealth’, and was tough in his anti-trust legislation against J.P. Morgan’s Northern Securities Trust. He optimistically thought that a ‘square deal’ was possible between capital, labour and consumer.10 Rather lyrically, he once said of the clash between them that, ‘Envy and arrogance are the two opposite sides of the same black crystal.’


Roosevelt’s progressive Republicanism was vital at a time when poverty was widespread, especially in the rural Midwest, where it is estimated that ‘seven out of ten families lived below subsistence level, in the Negro South, and above all among the rapidly growing and shockingly underpaid immigrant populations of a thousand overcrowded towns and cities’.11 In order to keep these Americans on the side of the social order that had accorded them so little materially, it was vital in that period to have a president who was committed to progressive reform.


The dichotomy between America’s great net wealth and her large numbers of poor people is a constant throughout her history since 1900. It is probably one of the engines for her astounding economic success, in that the price for falling behind in American society has always been comparatively high and thus a constant inducement to hard work. What it has never been – thanks in part to the two Roosevelts – was so high that Americans have been tempted to try another system, any of which would be bound to have been worse and would have threatened her world-status as the engine of capitalism. Indeed, throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first it was the Anglo-American form of capitalism, of free enterprise, free trade and laissez-faire economics, that has consistently produced more prosperity than any other model.


Roosevelt was also the father of the conservation movement which saved the National Parks from development, and he backed both the Meat Inspection and the Pure Food and Drugs Acts. He fully deserves his place on Mount Rushmore, and it was both America’s tragedy and his own that he refused a third presidency in 1908, which was his for the taking. More tragic still was his decision to run in 1912, after his appointed successor as president, William Howard Taft, had disappointed him, as anyone was bound to do. The result of Roosevelt’s ‘Bull Moose’ candidacy was a split Republican vote and the election of the least impressive of the three candidates, Woodrow Wilson.


The statesmanship – and there can be no greater test of statesmanship than sticking to unpopular but correct policies in the face of a general election – of McKinley, Roosevelt and Hay laid the basis of the friendly co-operation of the English-speaking peoples in the coming century. As one historian has put it, ‘By conducting a decidedly pro-British neutrality policy during the war, the United States Government bolstered the fledgling Anglo-American friendship and prepared the way for the emergence under President Theodore Roosevelt of the uniquely special relationship that would play such a crucial role in twentieth century international history.’12 In retrospect, Lord Salisbury’s decision to adopt a pro-American neutrality stance during the Spanish-American War was among the wisest of his long and sagacious career.


Under the terms of the Paris peace treaty that ended the Spanish-American War on 10 December 1898, the United States obtained Spain’s colonies of Puerto Rico, Guam and the 7,107 islands of the Philippines. Cuba obtained her nominal independence, but was effectively a US protectorate. Although in 1897 President McKinley had stated that ‘forcible annexation’ of the Philippines ‘cannot be thought of, by our code’ and would amount to ‘criminal aggression’, twelve months later he was willing to pay Spain $20 million for their cession to the United States. Two major factors had influenced his change of mind. One was the concept of Manifest Destiny, or, as he put it, the responsibilities ‘which we must meet and discharge as becomes a great nation on whose growth and career from the beginning the Ruler of Nations has plainly written the high command and pledge of civilisation’.13 The other factor was ‘the commercial opportunity to which American statesmanship cannot be indifferent. It is just to use every legitimate means for the enlargement of American trade.’


Trade has the virtue of generally benefiting colonial and colonist alike, and the total volume of Filipino overseas trade increased massively after 1898. In 1895, the Philippines – under the Spanish – undertook 62 million pesos’ worth of trade with the rest of the world, which by 1909 – under the Americans – had more than doubled to 132 million; by 1913, it had more than trebled to 202 million and by 1920 was nearly ten times that amount, at 601 million pesos. The percentage of that vastly increased trade with the US grew from 13% in 1894 to 32% in 1909 to 43% in 1913 to 66% in 1920, despite the 10,000 miles distance.14


There were nonetheless many Americans who vehemently opposed the Treaty of Paris and the United States’ inherent acceptance of responsibilities far beyond her shores. Populists, Democrats, a few Republicans led by Senator Samuel Hoare of Massachusetts, and the financier Andrew Carnegie all denounced it as contrary to the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and especially George Washington’s isolationist Farewell Address. ‘Europe has a set of primary interests, which to us have none, or a very remote relation,’ wrote Washington on leaving the presidency in the late summer of 1796. ‘Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are foreign to our concerns.’15


Those words – wise for 1796 when it took seven weeks’ sailing to reach America from Europe – made far less sense in the world that George Washington could never have foreseen, that of the railway, the telegraph, the aeroplane, the steamship, the submarine, the aircraft carrier, the jet, the internet, let alone the inter-continental ballistic missile. Under Washington the fastest a man could travel was on a galloping horse, yet by May 1869 the trans-continental railroad could take a passenger from New York to San Francisco in a few days, when before the journey would have taken six months. As the globe shrank so America’s world role grew, and by the early twentieth century it had certainly outgrown its late-nineteenth-century mantras. (Perhaps surprisingly, George Washington himself did not shy away from imperialist connotations; indeed, he rarely used the word ‘republic’ to describe the United States, preferring the word ‘empire’. When in October 1783 the Marquis de Lafayette proposed a visit by Washington to Europe, he replied that he would sooner tour what he called ‘the New Empire’ from Detroit via the Mississippi to the Carolinas.)


After furious debates over the Treaty of Paris, the McKinley Administration managed to secure the required two-thirds Senate majority in favour of the annexation programme, albeit by just one vote. Prominent supporters included Senator Orville H. Platt of Connecticut and Albert J. Beveridge of Indiana, the latter of whom, a Progressive senator from Indiana, argued that the Anglo-Saxons were the ‘master organizers of the world’ with a mission that took precedence over ‘any question of the isolated policy of our country’.16


The next problem was that some Filipinos themselves, under their charismatic leader Emilio Aguinaldo, who had for two years led risings against the Spanish, declared an autonomous republic on 23 January 1899. Less than two weeks later, the first rebel soldier had been killed in a fight with American troops. Guerrilla tactics quickly replaced set-piece engagements, especially after General Arthur MacArthur, the US Military Governor of the Philippines, captured the rebel stronghold of Malolos on 31 March.17 MacArthur estimated that there were no fewer than 1,026 ‘contacts’ with the enemy between May 1900 and June 1901. Nor did MacArthur argue that the Filipinos were being intimidated into supporting Aguinaldo, since that could not, in his words, ‘account for the united and spontaneous action of several millions of people’.18


The justification for the American presence in the Philippines has been assumed by some historians and economists to be almost solely exploitative, but this entirely fails to take into account the genuine sense of mission that actuated American policy-makers of the day. Throughout the twentieth century, the enlightened self-interest of American law-makers has been mistaken for money-grubbing greed, often because of the way that trade naturally followed the flag. The 1900 report of the Philippines Commission should be taken at face value, reflecting the sincerely held views of its members, when it stated that, ‘The United States cannot withdraw from the Philippines. We are there and duty binds us to remain. There is no escape from our responsibility to the Filipinos and to Mankind for the government of the Archipelago and the amelioration of the condition of its inhabitants.’19 Written off by Marxists and cynics as self-serving claptrap, in fact these sentiments accurately reflected the thinking of very many distinguished, intelligent and hard-working American public administrators, for whom duty was a watchword and service a way of life. By increasing trade and commerce in the islands, they believed that the United States would help the Philippines towards prosperity in the region and eventual self-government. In the long run, they were proved right.


The Democrats denounced what they called ‘a war of criminal aggression’ that they alleged was entirely based on ‘a greedy commercialism’.20 Senator Hoare said that Filipinos had right on their side, and Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina poured scorn on the Republicans, forcing McKinley to denounce as near-sacrilegious traitors those who equated Aguinaldo with George Washington. In the November 1900 elections, McKinley’s ‘Forward’ policy won him a bigger majority than he had secured four years earlier. It seemed that the American people agreed with vice-presidential candidate Theodore Roosevelt’s description of those who doubted America’s Manifest Destiny as mere ‘mollycoddles’.


As tends to happen in asymmetric, guerrilla wars, atrocities were committed on both sides. The insurgents punished pro-American Filipinos by wrapping the Stars and Stripes around their heads as turbans, pouring kerosene on them and then setting them alight. Suspected informers’ lips were cut off and large numbers of barrios were razed to the ground in reprisal by the US, fifty-three in the Samar region of 5,276 square miles alone. Judge William Howard Taft, who in 1900 was appointed president of the commission of inquiry into conditions in the Philippines, described the rebels as ‘a mafia on a large scale’, as its daring godfather Aguinaldo continued to slip through US lines and evade capture by the 70,000 men of MacArthur’s army. In all, the war cost the United States $175 million.


Aguinaldo’s good fortune finally ran out on Saturday, 23 March 1901, when he fell for a brilliant American ruse, ‘as desperate an undertaking as the heart and brain of a soldier ever carried to a successful conclusion’.21 The following month he took an oath of allegiance to the United States, after which the war came to an official end, despite occasional minor flare-ups over the next couple of years.


Under the governorship of Judge Taft, the Philippines protectorate was guided towards the day when it could become an autonomous republic. The government health service was hugely expanded and a free primary school system introduced. Local elections were instituted, a bill of rights introduced (unsurprisingly excluding the right to bear arms), the peso was linked to the gold standard and a $3 million relief fund set up. Slavery, piracy, headhunting and religious repression were all vigorously suppressed. An efficient Filipino constabulary and model prison system were introduced, and the hospitals that had been set up throughout the islands to fight smallpox, bubonic plague, cholera and malaria had in three decades brought the death-rate down almost to the level of the continental USA.22 (The Spanish attitude to Filipino healthcare had long been along the lines of ‘che sera sera’.)


American administration of the Philippines was high-minded, but it was also practical. In January 1901, the Taft Commission reported in cipher to the Secretary of War, Elihu Root, in Washington on the question of drunkenness and prostitution in Manila. Drunkenness was no worse than in any American city of the same size, it explained, and schemes to check prostitutes for venereal disease, at between fifty cents and $2 a time, were ‘better than a futile attempt at total suppression in an Oriental city of three hundred thousand’, which they believed would only have the effect of ‘producing greater evil’.23


In October 1907, Taft inaugurated the first popularly elected Assembly at Manila’s opera house. A fifty-two-page report that year drawn up for Taft listed the number of areas in which the standard of living of ordinary Filipinos had improved exponentially since the Americans replaced the Spanish as their rulers. It almost constitutes a check-list of what a modern liberal democracy was able to bestow upon a developing country and included steel and concrete wharves at the newly renovated port of Manila; dredging the River Pasig; streamlining of the Insular Government; accurate, intelligible accounting; the construction of a telegraph and cable communications network; the establishment of a postal savings bank; large-scale road- and bridge-building; impartial and incorrupt policing; well-financed civil engineering; the conservation of old Spanish architecture; large public parks; a bidding process for the right to build railways; corporation law; and a coastal and geological survey of all the islands covering 115,000 square miles.24


The eight million Filipinos – roughly equal to the number of Japanese at that time – were about to enter upon the most prosperous chapter of their history. Of their demands for self-government, in July 1910 the Governor-General, W. Cameron Forbes, wrote to Taft, who had become president the previous year: ‘It is more worth while to spend your life in trying to assist people who have enough ambition to want to manage their own affairs than it would be to work for people who had not that amount of initiative. I do not want in any manner or degree to discourage the desire for independence. I am adopting the policy of telling them that if they really want it to get busy and get those things without which it is impossible.’ There is no reason for supposing that Forbes was misleading his president: the twentieth-century record of imperialism of the English-speaking peoples, be they American, British or Antipodean, was far superior to that of any of their rivals.


Language is an expression of power, and one area in which the United States imposed her will in the Philippines was to flood the islands with teachers, who educated the population in ‘good citizenship and individual ambition’, but most of all in English. By 1935, there were no fewer than 8,000 government schools teaching 1.23 million pupils, and the language they taught was the one that the English-speaking peoples have made their most valuable and longest-lasting export. On 4 July 1901, in a long letter to Taft about American aims in the Philippines, President McKinley wrote:


In view of the great numbers of languages spoken by the different tribes, it is especially important to the prosperity of the Islands that a common medium of communication may be established, and it is obviously desirable that this medium should be the English language. Especial attention should be at once given to affording full opportunity to all the people of the Islands to acquire the use of the English language.


By 1925, the Education Survey’s extensive tests of Filipino schoolchildren found that, ‘In receiving dictation and in spelling in English they are almost the equal of American schoolchildren.’25 Here was cultural imperialism at its most benign, since the twentieth century saw the massive expansion of English into the global lingua franca. (The very term illustrates how far English’s once great rival, French, has slipped behind in the struggle for linguistic supremacy.) One of the reasons that the Philippines could be guided to true independence was that by the 1930s the multiracial population of the hundreds of islands, with their many and varying degrees of political development, could at last communicate easily with one another.


Equally benign was the protective umbrella that the United States threw over the Philippines, at least until it was thrust aside by the Japanese capture of Manila in January 1942. Had the islands not been an American protectorate, they might have stayed under the brutal Japanese occupation for far longer, since there would have been little strategic, economic or moral reason to have committed the huge amount of Allied blood and treasure under General Douglas MacArthur necessary to have liberated them. Just as the English-speaking peoples prevented the Aboriginal people of Australia and the Maoris of New Zealand from falling beneath the Japanese jackboot, so they freed the Filipinos, Malays, New Guineans, Burmese, Pacific Islanders, Koreans, Indo-Chinese, Hong Kong Chinese and many other Asian peoples from it too, services that are easily forgotten if one concentrates solely on so-called ‘colonial exploitation’.


In the four years that the Philippines were part of Japan’s so-called Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, no fewer than five per cent of the entire Filipino population died.26 Ultimately the English-speaking peoples’ prosecution of the war against Japan in the Far East, including the deployment of the vital nuclear technology that had been pioneered and financed by them ever since the New Zealander Ernest Rutherford had split the atom, meant that the Far East could be liberated from the horrific depredations of Showa Japan.


Although the Boer War has long been denounced by historians as the British Empire’s Vietnam, and characterised as being fought for gold and diamonds, and trumped up by greedy, jingoistic British politicians keen to bully the two small, brave South African republics, the truth was very different. Far from fighting for their own freedom, the Boers were really struggling for the right to oppress others, principally their black servant-slaves, but also the large non-Afrikaans white Uitlander (‘foreigner’) population of the Transvaal who worked their mines, paid 80% of the taxes and yet had no vote. The American colonists had fought under James Otis’ cry that ‘Taxation without representation is tyranny’ in 1776, yet when Britain tried to apply that same rule to Britons in South Africa, she was accused of vicious interference.


The Transvaal was in no sense a democracy in 1899; no black, Briton, Catholic or Jew was allowed either to vote or to hold office. Every Boer was compelled to own a rifle, no non-Boer was authorised to. The business centre Johannesburg, with 50,000 mainly British inhabitants, was not even permitted a municipal council. The English language was specifically banned in all official proceedings. Judges were appointed by the Boer President, Paul Kruger, who controlled all the government monopolies from the manufacture of jam to that of dynamite. No open-air public meetings were permitted, newspapers were closed down arbitrarily and full citizenship was almost impossible to gain for non-Boers. Kruger ran a tight, tough, quasi-police state from his state capital, Pretoria.


Lord Salisbury and the British Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, were genuinely outraged at the way that Pretoria treated the Britons who lived and worked in the Transvaal, and especially at how Kruger repeatedly raised the residency-period requirements for the franchise while ignoring the Uitlanders’ petitions protesting at the way they were subjected to higher taxes, poorer school provision, police brutality, and the private and state monopolies that grossly inflated their cost of living. All this was humiliating for the British Government, which saw itself as their champion.


In March 1899, a British subject, Mr Edgar, was shot dead in a brawl by a drunken Boer policeman, who subsequently escaped punishment. No fewer than 21,684 Uitlanders signed a petition deploring this miscarriage of justice, except that this time they addressed it not to Kruger but to Queen Victoria. Chamberlain’s Cabinet memorandum on the subject argued that it could not be ignored, otherwise ‘British influence in South Africa will be severely shaken’. An ultimatum on the other hand would be likely to lead to war, and British forces in South Africa were totally unprepared for that (in a way they would surely not have been were the British leaders hoping and planning for a conflict). So Chamberlain enclosed a draft despatch ‘intended as a protest, and still more as an appeal to public opinion’.


The real fear of the effect of loss of prestige – a genuine concern in regions where prestige truly mattered – was to recur again and again in the story of the English-speaking peoples. Empires run by tiny elites are to a great extent ruled as much through kudos as by deployable military power.27 Although it cannot be quantified, prestige constitutes vital capital in international affairs, and the fear of losing it was always an authentic one.


Chamberlain’s despatch to Pretoria acknowledged that the British Government recognised the Transvaal’s right to manage her own internal affairs, but then went into detail about how the Uitlanders were treated as second-class non-citizens, despite the enormous contribution they made to the country’s prosperity. It mentioned in particular education costs, the liquor laws, the lack of political representation, arbitrary arrests, the partiality of the courts, press censorship, widespread corruption, the summary expulsion laws and the precedence given to Afrikaans over English, even in schools where almost all the children were British. The Boer War was thus partially fought over human rights, even though that concept, which was to bulk so large later in the century, was then in its cradle.


As Cecil Rhodes, the British-born Prime Minister of Cape Colony, had said about his visit to the Johannesburg Uitlanders in his trial after he had tried to overthrow Kruger in a coup in 1896, ‘I saw a number of people many of whom had the feeling peculiar to our race, that they must have a share of the government of the country where they were paying taxes.’28 In the same year as the failed coup, Roger Casement, the British Consul in Lourenço Marques, the port of Portuguese East Africa, had reported on the despair of the disenfranchised Uitlanders: ‘What in my opinion an English minister has to fear in the Transvaal more than anything else is an alienation of the sympathies of the English-speaking peoples there.’ Reports such as these spurred the British Government on to fresh efforts.


On 4 May 1899, the British High Commissioner in South Africa, Sir Alfred Milner, warned London that the Transvaal was arming quickly whilst propagating ‘a ceaseless stream of malignant lies about the intentions of the British Government’. Milner protested that all he wanted was ‘to obtain for the outlanders in the Transvaal a fair share of the Government of the country which owes everything to their exertion’. It was an insistence on representative institutions and civil rights, not a greedy desire to grab goldfields as has often been alleged, that led to the decision of the British Government to institute regime change in Pretoria. Kruger did try to haggle over the extent of Uitlander franchise, offering a seven-year residency qualification and a mere five seats in the thirty-five-seat Boer-dominated Volksraad. When Milner demanded more, Kruger told him, ‘I am not ready to hand over my country to strangers. There is nothing else now to be done.’ For his part, Milner privately called Kruger ‘a frock-coated Neanderthal’.


Lord Salisbury found it hard to believe that 410,000 Boers could seriously be considering taking on the might of the British Empire at such a pitch of its fame and power. Intelligence sources nevertheless continued to suggest that the republics were arming to the maximum extent possible. Pretoria then suddenly declared war on Britain on 20 October 1899 and invaded the British colonies of Natal and Cape Colony, thereby deliberately starting a conflict which was to cost tens of thousands of lives, but which has ever since been perversely and unfairly blamed entirely on Britain.


Pomp and circumstance, esteem and conventions – smoke and mirrors – these things matter when running a Great Power, and the Transvaal and Orange Free State had rudely ripped them aside with their brave if suicidal declaration of war against an empire infinitely larger and more populous than their two tiny republics. London estimated – correctly – that only the most crushing response could re-establish the status quo ante, before other peoples across the Empire – starting in Cape Colony but quickly spreading across Africa and Asia – saw Britain’s weakness and developed their own taste for revolt. The clash between the Boers and the British in South Africa was long in coming, but once it materialised it was a straightforward struggle for primacy of prestige, in order to see, in Lord Salisbury’s candid words, ‘who is Boss’.


A characteristic of the English-speaking peoples displayed both in South Africa and in the Philippines at the dawn of the twentieth century, and then fairly regularly ever since, was their tendency towards ruthlessness in warfare. For all that they are slow to anger, they have historically been very hard-nosed once the fighting was actually taking place, although this has often been tempered by a tendency to treat defeated enemies generously. Plenty of what in the luxury of peacetime have been called ‘war crimes’ have been laid at their door since 1901. In the Boer War, there was a scandal that centred on two Australian officers, Lieutenants H.H. ‘Breaker’ Morant and P.J. Handcock, who were executed for fighting a dirty war in the Zoutpansberg and Spelonken areas of the northern Transvaal in 1901, which involved the murder of eight Boer prisoners of war.29 Even so, as with the prisoner-abuse scandal over Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq in 2004, once the relevant authorities were apprised of the facts of the case they acted decisively, through courts-martial.


No-one in history has done more for the concept of human beings having certain inalienable rights than the English-speaking peoples, and it is often solely because of their belief in the rule of law that abuses ever come to light and are punished. Every war has thrown up its dirty secret, such as Britain’s Hola Camp in Kenya during the Mau Mau rebellion, or America’s My Lai massacre in Vietnam, or at Abu Ghraib in the Iraq War. To expect anything different is to misunderstand the way humans behave in wartime, from whichever colour, creed or class they hail. What is needed is a legal device to correct abuses, and that is something that the English-speaking world has generally had in place, but which the Germans in 1900s’ Angola, the Japanese in 1930s’ China, the French in 1950s’ Algeria and the Russians in 1980s’ Afghanistan had not. The difference is not that the English-speaking peoples never commit crimes in wartime, but rather that their open societies and free press tend to ensure that these are punished, while many other societies’ crimes rarely are, or are even acknowledged as such.


Despite the military reverses of Black Week back in December 1899, the Empire had been stalwart. ‘It is the destiny of the British nation to spread good and just government over a large proportion of the Earth’s surface,’ was the opinion of New Zealand’s Waikato Argus on 31 January 1900. ‘There is only one sentiment throughout the Empire – we must win regardless of the cost in men and treasure!’ The same attitude still pervaded imperial thinking a year later; an insurgency campaign, however vicious, was not about to dent trust in ultimate victory.


‘Here was an enemy of a different type,’ continued the official history, ‘one who operated from no base and towards no objective, whose victories lay in escapes, and in the length of time during which he could remain untrapped; who could never be said to advance or retire, but merely to move, now this way, now that, his tactics rendered unfathomable either by utter lack or rapid change of purpose.’30 Again and again throughout the twentieth and into the twenty-first century the English-speaking peoples have been harried by such unconventional military tactics, as practised by Subhas Chandra Bose’s INA, the Mau Mau, EOKA, Malayan communist guerrillas, the Vietcong, the IRA, Al-Queda, the insurgency and others. Unlike their successor organisations, the Boers indulged in few atrocities, though there certainly were some, including the regularly reported abuse of the white flag of surrender.


The ‘war crime’ for which the British have been most commonly held responsible during the Boer War was the supposed ill-treatment of Afrikaans women and children in camps there. In fact, these ‘concentration’ camps – the term had no pejorative implication until the Nazi era – were set up for the Boers’ protection off the veldt, and were run as efficiently and humanely as possible, given the Boer commandos’ own constant disruption of rail-borne supplies into them. A civilian surgeon Dr Alec Kay, writing in 1901, gave a further reason why the death rates were so high:


The Boers in the camps often depend on home remedies, with deplorable results. Inflammation of the lungs and enteric fever are frequently treated by the stomach of a sheep or goat, which has been killed at the bedside of the patient, being placed hot and bloody over the chest or abdomen; cow-dung poultices are a favourite remedy for many skin diseases; lice are given for jaundice; and crushed bugs for convulsions in children.31


The American public generally sided with the Boers, as did ex-President Benjamin Harrison, the Democrat leader William Jennings Bryan, Andrew Carnegie, the German-born Missouri senator General Carl Schurz, Henry Adams, the Chicago intellectual Clarence Darrow, the New York Herald, the Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, the Baltimore Sun, the Atlanta Constitution and Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World and North American. New York City Council and Boston Commonwealth Council passed unanimous votes of admiration for the Boers and a Boer delegation was fêted, staying at the Arlington Hotel in Washington where the whole street was illuminated by a reception committee. In the delegation’s subsequent national tour, which took them as far west as San Francisco, audiences totalling hundreds of thousands turned out to hear their tales of British repression.


Three hundred Americans went out to fight for the Boers under a Captain O’Connor, who Kruger ordered to: ‘Be good fellows, obey your commanders, look after your ponies.’ Several, such as James ‘Arizona Kid’ Foster and J.H. ‘Dynamite Dick’ King, fought with distinction. Furthermore, 29,000 schoolboys from Pennsylvania, New York and Massachusetts signed an address of admiration to President Kruger, which was delivered by a messenger boy called James Smith. Arriving in the Boer capital on 28 May 1900, still dressed in his messenger’s uniform, Smith gave Kruger the message, who tucked it in his pocket and the following day fled Pretoria before the advancing British.


The level of American support for the Boers only increased as the war progressed; Representative Fitzgerald of Manhattan proposed that the entire Afrikaans nation should decamp to the US, and the Governors of Arkansas and Colorado offered millions of acres for the scheme. In the Senate, the Republican William Mason of Illinois accused Britain of ‘criminal aggression’ and George Wellington of Maryland said of the Boers, ‘Their foe has been our foe, and their battle for right has been a repetition of our own.’ In fact, it was the Uitlanders who suffered taxation without representation, and the Boers who had invaded, but American public opinion was solidly behind the seeming underdog.


Yet none of this had any effect on the stalwart McKinley and Roosevelt Administrations, which maintained a strict policy of ‘equal access’ throughout the conflict. Since the Boer republics were landlocked and the Royal Navy controlled the ocean, that meant genuine access for only one side, leading historians to agree with the Democrats of the day that American neutrality was in effect ‘thoroughly pro-British’.32 The men at the top of the two Administrations – while admiring Boer courage – were tremendous Anglophiles, who also recognised that it was not in America’s national interest for Britain to be humiliated in South Africa. This attitude only strengthened as the plight of British arms became acute during ‘Black Week’.


On 24 September 1899, two weeks before the war broke out, the US Secretary of State John Hay had written to Henry White, the First Secretary at the London Embassy, ‘The one indispensable feature of our foreign policy should be a friendly understanding with England.’33 At the beginning of Black Week that December – where British forces were defeated thrice in six days – New York Governor Theodore Roosevelt told his great friend, the British diplomat Cecil Spring-Rice, ‘It would be for the advantage of Mankind to have English spoken south of the Zambesi.’ Anxiety was a factor in Roosevelt’s calculations, for as he told the Spanish-American War hero, Captain (later Admiral) Richard Wainwright, a disaster for the British Empire would place the United States ‘in grave danger from the great European military and naval powers’.34


Such pessimism might seem astonishing from such a proponent of a power that was still fairly geographically isolated from European power politics, but it is an indication of how small the US Navy then still was and how globally American policy-makers were already thinking by the close of the nineteenth century. As Roosevelt wrote to another Englishman, Arthur (later Lord) Lee, in January 1900, ‘I believe in five years it will mean a war between us and some of the great continental nations unless we are content to abandon our Monroe Doctrine for South America,’ which the United States had shown over the Venezuelan crisis that she was very unwilling to do. Long seen as a proactive, even aggressive measure, in fact there was also a defensive element to Roosevelt’s construction of the powerful White Fleet in the years before 1909.


Concern that a combination of France, Germany, Russia and perhaps other lesser powers might try to take advantage of Britain’s travails during Black Week even led Roosevelt to tell the US Civil Service Commissioner, John R. Proctor, ‘I should very strongly favour this country taking a hand in the game if the European continent selected this opportunity to try to smash the British Empire.’ Later the next century, Roosevelt’s distant cousin Franklin was to become deeply antipathetic towards that Empire, but Theodore certainly did not take that view in December 1899.


English-speaking fellow-feeling seems to have played as important a part in Administration thinking about the Boer War. Hay told Henry White in March 1900 how, ‘The fight of England is the fight of civilisation and progress and all our interests are bound up in her success.’35 That November, Hay even made the appalling diplomatic faux pas, after reading of a British victory, of telling the (pro-Boer) Netherlands Ambassador, ‘At last we have had a success.’ Despite his own Dutch blood, Roosevelt agreed with the sentiment. After Black Week, Harper’s Weekly summed up this attitude by advising Americans not to ‘lose sight of the stupendous fact that British prestige is in mortal danger; nor can we fail, if we have a proper pride of race, or a decent sense of gratitude, or a consciousness of what the English have accomplished in the homes of the savage races, to mourn over these disasters’. The reference to gratitude was reflected in Roosevelt’s private remark that, ‘I am keenly alive to the friendly countenance England gave us in 1898.’


On discovering that a Russian initiative was under way to try to ‘mediate’ in the war, Hay telegraphed to tell White to warn Lord Salisbury, who three days later made the public avowal that, ‘Her Majesty’s Government cannot accept the intervention of any other power.’ In the event, the United States provided invaluable help for Britain; cartridges, hay, oats and preserved meats were shipped to South Africa in large quantities as well as 100,000 horses and 80,000 mules (comprising half the mules used by the British Army during the entire conflict). US banking loans underwrote one-fifth of the cost of the war, and her exports to South Africa rose from an average of $ 112 million in 1895–8 to $577 million during the war years of 1899–1902.


The Administration had to pay a political price, such as pressure at the 1900 Republican convention, but only the most innocuous plank on the war wound up in the final platform. Meanwhile, the Democratic candidate William Jennings Bryan denounced ‘the ill-concealed Republican alliance with England’ and extended support for ‘the heroic burghers in their unequal struggle to maintain their liberty and independence’, but to no avail, winning only 155 electoral college votes to McKinley’s 292 in the November 1900 elections. Eight months after the election, Roosevelt reiterated to Spring-Rice how, ‘I have always felt that by far the best possible result would be to have South Africa all united, with English as its common speech.’


Writing of the election to an English friend, Rev. Harry Wolryche-Whitmore of Quail Rectory, Bridgnorth, on 21 November, Roosevelt explained that,


There is nothing in the office of Vice President, and I hated to leave the Governorship of New York, but I felt it was extremely important to beat Bryan who represented a compound of class hatred, semi-criminality, thoughtlessness, ignorance and sentimentality with a sprinkling of the sincere men who get wrong-headed on some particular point.


Clearly the vice-presidency was not ‘quite enough’ for Roosevelt, nor should it have been for a man of his talents and drive. The appearance not to desire office had long been a standard part of the Victorian statesman’s repertoire, but it should seldom – if ever – be taken at face value.


In the realm of sport, America was certainly making her presence felt by 1901. Although at Wimbledon in June the Doherty brothers retained the Gentlemen’s Doubles Championships against the Americans Davis and Ward, on Lower Killarney Lake in Ireland the University of Pennsylvania crew beat Dublin University’s boat ‘easily’ over a three-mile course. In the Inter-University Athletic competition in New York that September, held between Yale, Harvard, Oxford and Cambridge, the American universities won six events to three and the following week the three fifteen-mile races of the America’s Cup were won by the American yacht Columbia, beating Sir Thomas Lipton’s Shamrock II.


Although the British invented the lion’s share of the world’s competitive sports and games – including soccer, rugby, cricket, golf, modern tennis, bobsleighing, bowls, croquet, racquets, table tennis, snooker, badminton and boxing – they also formulated the rules for many of those they hadn’t invented, such as hockey, polo, ice-skating, canoeing, lacrosse and downhill skiing. ‘If you can score points by hitting or kicking something, it was almost certainly invented by Britain’s leisured classes, keen on exercise, team spirit and clear rules.’36


By the start of the twentieth century, however, British teams were regularly finding themselves being thrashed by other nations. Only twice, though – during the 1932/3 ‘bodyline’ Ashes tour of Australia and the 2003 Rugby world cup – did sport lead to accusations of bad sportsmanship. Usually, it has proved a valuable social cement between the English-speaking peoples; no fewer than 30,000 rugby fans left the British Isles to follow the British Lions’ 2005 tour of New Zealand, for example, and no two nations that play cricket with one another have gone to war. (India and Pakistan suspended play in 1960 prior to fighting each other five years later.)


Another effective cement was the Pacific cable, the legislation for which finally gained Royal Assent in 1901. There had been an Atlantic cable in operation since August 1858 and the idea for a trans-oceanic cable had been mooted as early as during Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee in 1887, but the scheme kept foundering on the predictable issue of who was to pay for it. In July 1899, the British Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Michael Hicks Beach, finally agreed that government credit could be used to lay the cable, as the ‘main factor in the situation’ was ‘the idea of co-operation between the Mother Country and the colonies’. Canada, too, offered financial help, not out of the prospect of material gain so much as being ‘common partners in the scheme’ for Imperial unity. Since Canada’s average annual trade with Australia in the third quarter of the 1890s only amounted to £190,000, as against Britain’s £53.17 million, the reason given for their commitment can be taken at face value. At that time Canadians sent 90,000 letters to Australia per annum, while receiving nearly seven million from the UK.37


Once started, the huge project was quickly completed, and on 8 December 1902 it became possible for Canadians to contact Australians and New Zealanders in real time, via Vancouver, the Fanning Islands, Fiji, the Norfolk Islands, Brisbane and Doubtless Bay. Canon Gore was wrong about there being ‘no prophet for the people’, since the poet and novelist Rudyard Kipling was just such a man, combining a seer’s prescience with a poet’s lyricism and a novelist’s imagination. Kipling celebrated the great scheme with a three-stanza poem entitled The Deep-Sea Cables, whose last verse ran:


They have wakened the timeless Things; they have killed their father Time;
Joining hands in the gloom, a league from the last of the sun.
Hush! Men talk to-day o’er the waste of the ultimate slime,
And a new Word runs between: whispering ‘Let us be one!’38


The Pacific cable aided enormously what Disraeli had once described as ‘a great policy of Imperial consolidation’, and in July 1901 Lord Salisbury introduced a bill into the House of Lords changing the official title of the monarch to include references to the colonies, something that had not been considered necessary when Queen Victoria had ascended the Throne back in 1837.


If America’s Administrations – as opposed to her people – were stalwart during the Boer War, the rest of the English-speaking peoples were magnificent. Even before the fighting broke out, the Canadian soldier Lieutenant-Colonel Sam Hughes said that his country should ‘fulfil our part as the senior colony’ and send troops to South Africa, and his call was heeded by 7,368 Canadians, eighty-nine of whom were to die in action there and 135 of whom succumbed to disease or accidents.39 The enthusiastic celebrations for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee of 1897 had raised Canadian patriotism to a high degree, and this volunteering for Crown service in a faraway war – every call was heavily over-subscribed – was a further manifestation of that.


The nationalism – indeed jingoism – engendered by the Boer War encouraged a profound desire amongst Canadians to differentiate themselves from Americans, whose population was as pro-Boer as her leaders were pro-British. Relations between the two countries had not been smooth, and the 1895–6 Venezuelan crisis had seriously perturbed Canada, not least when a Note by the then US Secretary of State, Richard Olney, seemed to deny Canada’s right to stay in the British Empire, and Congress passed a $100 million appropriations measure for a 900,000-strong US army. In January 1896, both sides of the Canadian Parliament applauded the Government’s announcement of the rearmament of the militia, and the remark of the Finance Minister, George E. Foster, that Canada would defend her British connections and heritage from the imprecations of the United States.40


At this distance of time it seems unimaginable that there might have been a US-Canadian war, not least because English-speaking democracies do not fight one another, but in 1896 forty-two out of America’s forty-five state governors promised to enrol troops for one, and a senior American general, Nelson Miles, was quoted saying, ‘Canada would fall into our hands as a matter of course.’ (Be that as it may, the pounding that the eastern seaboard of the United States would have suffered from a Royal Navy that was hugely larger than the pre-Rooseveltian US Navy might not have made invasion worthwhile.)


Lord Salisbury’s solving through arbitration of the Venezuelan crisis failed to end the resentment that Canadians felt towards America, which one historian has characterised as ‘virtual Americanophobia’ by 1899.41 The Dingley Tariff Bill passed in 1897, instituting the highest US duties to date, caused outrage in Canada, which retaliated by granting preferential trading status to Britain, New South Wales and the British West Indies. Thereafter disputes abounded: there were lawsuits over lumber exports; Canadians were deported from the United States under an alien labour law; American strike-breakers operating in Canada left Canadian trade unionists incandescent; territory was vigorously argued over in Alaska and, in 1899, British Columbia passed legislation requiring all miners there to be British subjects. That year the Canadian Premier, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, even employed the noun ‘War’ in a discussion of the ways that a mining dispute in the Yukon might escalate, thereby creating an international sensation and understandable consternation in the British Foreign Office.


In 1901, Imperial unity served as a counterpoise to bad US-Canadian relations and afforded Canadians a means of preserving national identity, but also of standing up for what they believed to be their rights vis-à-vis their militarily, demographically and economically giant neighbour to the south. Complaining that their situation was like that of living next door to an elephant, Anglo-Canadians wholeheartedly embraced the alternative vision for which the British Empire stood. The twentieth century was to see ultra-loyal Canada brusquely rejected by Britain, yet not drawn into America’s orbit as a result.


Back in 1897, Canada had commemorated the Queen-Empress’s sixty years on the throne with coast-to-coast parades, military reviews, speeches, receptions, unveiling of monuments and statues, poems, newspaper articles, assemblies of schoolchildren, openings of parks, banquets and all the other paraphernalia of private and public celebration. In Winnipeg, it lasted for two weeks. Sir Wilfrid Laurier was welcomed to Britain ‘like a visiting royal’ and the Mounties drew loud cheers when they took part in the Queen’s procession through London. In a speech in Liverpool, Laurier emphasised Canada’s loyalty and her determination to maintain ‘to the fullest extent the obligations and responsibilities as British subjects’.42 Nor was the term ‘British’ a slip of Laurier’s tongue, since most English Canadians were both nationalists and imperialists who saw no contradiction between the two ‘since their objective was to create a stronger nation within the Empire, not to prepare for Canada’s withdrawal from it’.43 They thus genuinely saw themselves as simultaneously Canadians and Britons.


Why was this land of opportunity and growth so keen to become involved in a war 7,000 miles away, on behalf of an elderly Mother Country, in which Canada had no direct concern? In the 1960s, it was fashionable to explain this remarkable phenomenon in terms of conspiracy theories and ‘manipulations from Downing Street and British propaganda’, yet the closer and more objectively the phenomenon has been examined the clearer has, in the words of one historian, ‘the salient fact emerged that English Canada had been eager, if not anxious, to fight and had forced the Canadian Government to send troops’. This was because of a deep-seated commitment to the concept of Imperial unity and genuine Canadian identification with the Empire’s cause. This was so strong that even when the war was almost over in 1902, Laurier was compelled to allow another Canadian contingent to go out there.


When in March 1901 Mr Bourassa’s motion in the Canadian House of Commons against participation was debated and voted upon, it was rejected by 144 to 3, after which MPs rose to sing the national anthem. Of the thousands of Protestant clergymen across Canada, only ten made public pronouncements against the war. In Quebec Cathedral, the Rev. Frederick George Scott told the Canadian military contingent that, ‘We, a republic in monarchical form, go out to crush a despotism in the form of a republic,’ in order to extend to the Transvaal ‘light, liberty and religious toleration’. Even Irish-Canadian MPs supported the war and, although many Quebecois were opposed to it and the tricolour was seen more often during it, the Archbishop of Quebec was in favour, as was Laurier himself, the first French-Canadian and Roman Catholic Prime Minister of Canada.


The centre of loyalty to the Crown was Toronto, the headquarters of the British Empire League. Burned by the Americans in the war of 1812, threatened in the rebellion of 1837, stalwart during the Fenian raids, Toronto had demanded rearmament during the Venezuelan crisis of 1896. Of all the many cities to give cash bonuses to volunteers for the Boer War, Toronto was the most generous, although right across Canada provinces and municipalities subscribed large sums to complement the $2 million government budget. When the wounded started coming back to Canada from mid-July 1900, an entire local community, including the militia and brass band, would turn out to welcome home even a single soldier. The return of the Royal Canadian Regiment that November brought huge crowds on to the streets in gratitude, and two months later the Mounted Rifles and Artillery were greeted by civic receptions and cheering multitudes at every single railway stop from Halifax to Vancouver. Canadians contributed to plaques, fountains, statues, ornamental gates and gold watches, in a manner they surely would not have done had the war not been genuinely popular and perfectly in tune with their sense of national identity.


As with the rest of the English-speaking peoples in this period, the fundamental drive for self-improvement in Canada came from the genius of capitalism. Although the idea for limited-liability joint-stock companies originated with the Dutch in the late sixteenth century, they were brought to their peak by the English-speaking peoples. The model for all subsequent chartered firms was the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company), incorporated in 1602, which had limited liability and publicly traded shares at a proper stock exchange. It was between 1844 and 1862, however, that successive Company Acts passed by the British Parliament enshrined the basic principles which led to the exponential growth of market capitalism and created what a distinguished recent study has rightly described as, ‘The most important organization in the world: the basis of the prosperity of the West and the best hope for the future of the rest of the world.’44 By 2001, there were no fewer than five-and-a-half million companies registered in the United States of America.


Under those Victorian laws, companies no longer had to have strict specific purposes, and limited liability ensured that investors could only lose the amount that they had originally put into the firm. That, along with the public trading of shares of equal value, opened up the modern capitalist system that has brought prosperity to every society that has ever properly adopted it, while ‘civilizations that once outstripped the West yet failed to develop private-sector companies – notably China and the Islamic world – fell farther and farther behind’. Nicholas Murray Butler, the President of Columbia University and Nobel Peace Prize laureate of 1931, equated the invention of the limited liability corporation with that of steam locomotion and electricity. Furthermore, they lived for ever: ‘Companies have proved enormously powerful not just because they improve productivity, but also because they possess most of the legal rights of a human being, without the attendant disadvantages of biology: they are not condemned to die of old age and they can create progeny pretty much at will.’45


The way that capitalism, when allied to the right to own secure property and the rule of law, has unleashed the energy and ingenuity of Mankind has been remarkable and forms the basis of the English-speaking peoples’ present global hegemony. So long as they retain the technological edge in the military field, the only way they can be replaced as the world-hegemon is through another Great Power adopting an even more effective form of capitalism. The way that the corporation has managed to harness human effort and render it hugely productive, in a manner that no other social invention has successfully achieved over time, proves how the idea of limited liability was one of genius:


Companies increase the pool of capital available for productive investment. They allow investors to spread their risk by purchasing small and easily marketable shares in several enterprises. And they provide a way of imposing effective management structures on organizations. Of course, companies can simply ossify, but the fact that investors can simply put their money elsewhere is a powerful rejuvenator.46


Edmund Burke believed that since the cost of anything automatically decreases the more there is of it, and increases the fewer there is, capitalism was therefore a law of Nature and thus an invention of God. In fact it was the brainchild of some gifted Dutchmen, which was then brought to an ever-more productive pitch by the English-speaking peoples. The French, Swedish, social democratic, Japanese corporatist and various other models of capitalism have all failed dismally compared to the Anglo-Saxon version.


Although the way that the English-speaking peoples grasped and then perfected the idea of the corporation is the foremost key to their global success, it was by no means a foregone conclusion because the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries saw the rise in America of a perversion of the essentially beneficial corporation, known as the Trust. With America producing 36% of the world’s total industrial output by 1913, which was more than Germany’s 16% and Britain’s 14% combined, it was essential that monopoly capitalism did not replace the more efficient, genuinely competitive kind. By 1904, however, no less than two-fifths of manufacturing capital in the United States was contributed by trusts.47 Something had to alter and, as so often throughout the story of modern capitalism, American flexibility won through, on this occasion in the shape of Theodore Roosevelt’s ‘trust-busting’ campaigns using the hitherto-moribund Sherman Antitrust Act in over forty suits, the most famous of which was the dissolution of the Northern Securities Trust.


The economic growth of America at the turn of the century was astonishing: whereas America exported 40 million bushels of wheat in 1850, that figure had grown to 600 million by 1914. The total amount of capital in publicly traded manufacturing companies grew from $33 million in 1890 to over $7 billion by 1903, a 24,000% increase. Moreover, although Russia had 44,600 miles of railway in operation in 1906, Germany 36,000, India 29,800, France 29,700, Austria-Hungary 25,800, Great Britain 23,100 and Canada 22,400, the United States had a staggering 236,900 miles, more than all those other countries put together.


On 7 March 1901 it was announced that the arrangements had been concluded for the formation of the US Steel Corporation, with capital of $850 million, half in common stock and half in 7% cumulative preferred stock, and $304 million in bonds.48 With men like Andrew Carnegie and Henry Clay Frick making steel according to the new theories of line production, Cornelius Vanderbilt and E.H. Harriman consolidating the railway industry and John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil controlling the oil industry of America, it was clear that the scene was being set by the turn of the century for a titanic clash between the ‘robber barons’ of capitalism – vastly rich self-made pioneers and despots, whose cartels had cornered their respective markets – and the rest of American business.


Henry Ford, born in Greenfield, Michigan, in 1863, produced his first petrol-driven motor car in 1893. By 1899, he had founded his own company in Detroit and was designing his own cars, and in 1903 he incorporated the Ford Motor Company. Five years later he produced the Model ‘T’, the first car that the average American could afford. After he had developed the world’s first assembly-line techniques, the price fell year-on-year so that by 1925 it cost $260; by the time it was replaced by the Model ‘A’ in 1928, he had sold fifteen million of them and there were more on the road than all other makes of car added together.


It is therefore perhaps too simplistic to see this struggle in the black-and-white colours favoured by some left-wing historians, since the ‘robber-barons’ do deserve credit for almost creating entire industries from virtually nothing. Men like Rockefeller and Morgan were giants because their ruthlessness and vision came at a time when American capitalism needed both. Yet in order to protect the competition ethic so vital for the system to work, their empires had to be split up. In that men of such vast wealth can be considered victims, they were victims of their own success. Roosevelt denounced the trust kings as ‘the criminal rich, the most dangerous of criminal classes’, and the fight was on. By the time that J.P. Morgan, ‘the Napoleon of Wall Street’, attended the House Banking and Currency Committee hearings under subpoena in December 1912, eighteen US financial institutions controlled aggregate capital resources of $25 billion, or two-thirds of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP).49 Earlier that month, the Supreme Court had ordered the dissolution of the Union Pacific and Southern Pacific railways merger. In the clash between the ‘robber-barons’ and Congress’s trust-busting legislation, the legislature won, with overall beneficial results for American – and world – capitalism.


Britain had led the world in the ‘first wave’ of industrial growth between 1790 and the mid-nineteenth century, especially in steam engines and the mass production of textiles. The ‘second wave’ from the mid-1840s until about 1890 had been driven by steel production and railroads, where the United States was starting to overtake Britain as the greatest economy on earth.50 By the time the twentieth century dawned, Mankind had entered the third industrial wave – spearheaded by the chemical, electrical and automobile industries – which lasted until the Great Depression. During this period the United States established her undoubted economic dominance. It was of inestimable benefit to Britain that the power to which she was about to cede hegemony was her own younger cousin, which shared so many of her own political, moral, legal and linguistic mores and characteristics.


As well as a global power-shift towards America, the start of the twentieth century also saw the beginning of a shift in power geographically within the USA, with political influence moving westwards. The addition of ten extra seats in the US Senate as Oklahoma (1907), New Mexico (1912), Arizona (1912), Hawaii (1959) and Alaska (1959) became states of the Union was only the start. Western representation in the House rose from sixty in 1900 to 127 in 1980. The first presidents with real western connections – Theodore Roosevelt had a ranch in North Dakota and Herbert Hoover was born in Iowa, raised in Oregon and educated in California – began to challenge the exclusively eastern and southern orientation of American foreign policy. Of the forty years between 1952 and 1992, ‘genuine or honorary westerners’ – Eisenhower, Johnson, Nixon, Reagan and Bush Snr – were in office for thirty-one of them.51


As well as an increased interest in the Pacific Rim region, which was probably inevitable anyhow given global economic trends, the rise of the West has meant that Western political issues moved higher up the national political agenda than they might otherwise have done. Rebellions that start there – such as the free enterprise rebellion that fears that local investment and employment is falling foul of federal government conservation policies, or the Proposition 13 tax revolt of the late Seventies, or the environmental campaign against unregulated Alaskan offshore oil-drilling – tend to gain national prominence.


Far from being, as it once was, the haven of individual enterprise, the West has been the recipient of vast amounts of federal funding during the twentieth century, so much so that by 1994 almost half of the total land area of the eleven westernmost states in the lower 48 – including 86% of Nevada – was owned or administered by federal agencies such as the Interior, Agriculture and Defense Departments. The Oxford History of the American West has gone so far as to state that, ‘The effect has been the nationalization of Western America, the reduction of differences as sub-regions and cultures have been incorporated within national systems and found themselves participants in national programs.’


‘The skies of the new century look down on no community set in happier conditions, or with the promise of a brighter future, than the new Australian Commonwealth,’ enthused The Argus, the new Dominion’s paper of record.52 The Melbourne Age concurred, proclaiming that, ‘Certainly never did a century dawn on a free people with a worthier heritage of political promise than that which has come to us this day.’ Across the continent on that clear and sunny first day of the century the new song Australia was sung, church bells were rung, shops were covered in ‘an abundance of foliage, eucalyptus boughs predominating’, there were torchlight processions, firework displays, promenade concerts, patriotic poems and editorials, electric illuminations, brass bands, special midnight ‘Commonwealth’ church services, proclamations, children’s monster-picnics, and ‘wherever a pole of any description could be placed in position a flag of some sort was flying’. All to celebrate the day ‘which makes Australians one people, with one home and one destiny’. A few Australians overdid it; according to the Herald-Standard, a Melbourne girl called Polly Miller was fined forty shillings for using obscene language in Little Lonsdale Street after having ‘taken more than was good for her’ by 7 a.m. (The paper concluded, not unreasonably, that she had ‘commenced the celebrations of Commonwealth Day very early’.)


Australia soon found herself the richest of all the Dominions. As one historian has succinctly put it,


The continent is prodigiously rich in things in the ground that you can dig up and sell at a massive profit. In the nineteenth century, it was gold; in the twentieth, it was iron ore, uranium, titanium and a series of other exotic materials that have generally been in international demand. More unpredictably there were fortunes to be made in agriculture: in particular in sheep in the rolling grasslands of Victoria and New South Wales and cattle (to provide roast dinners for Surrey Sunday lunches and, more recently, for Tokyo’s hamburger-consuming youth).53


All this served to confirm the optimistic vein in which The Argus’ leader-writer summed up the general view at the moment of Federation: ‘We have a self-contained continent, the brightest, fairest and richest field on which a nation was ever planted. We are a section of one of the greatest races of history. We have a political constitution which we have framed for ourselves, the freest political science has yet evolved.’ It was true; Australia had had the secret ballot and manhood suffrage since 1861, far earlier than the Mother Country which did not enjoy them till 1872 and 1918 respectively. Small wonder, therefore, that Australians looked to the future with confidence.


Australia’s commitment to the Empire was reflected in the 16,000 troops she sent to fight in South Africa, 598 of whom did not come back; 10,000 were raised at Australia’s own expense, the rest at Britain’s.54 A sense of patriotism and spirit of adventure were not the only spurs to recruitment; life was tough in Australia, large parts of which had suffered an extraordinary drought ever since the mid-1890s. Kimberley in Western Australia recorded the worst drought for sixteen years, and 1901 was the driest year on record for Victoria, too, with major bush fires, falling wheat yields and consequential rising bankruptcies.55 Average life expectancy was 55 years 2 months for men, 58 years 10 months for women. The previous year, a bubonic plague had claimed the lives of 103 people in seven months in Sydney alone, a city where the night-cart carried away effluent, rather than efficient modern sewers. Nothing was allowed to dim the celebrations following Lord Hopetoun’s proclamation of Federation, however, and on 1 January 1901 the streets of Sydney were thronged with ‘enthusiastic and excited sightseers’ hours before the constitutional changeover took place.


Federation meant that the significant political differences between the states had to be addressed in a national context and many were deep-seated. As an Australian historian has recorded recently,


New South Wales was free-market, Victoria protectionist; New South Wales had supported the North in the American Civil War, Victoria the South. The railway tracks had different gauges, duties were sometimes levied on goods moving from one state to another. There were quarantine restrictions between states, some of which remain to this day, and different public holidays – still not sorted out.56


Federation has been written off by some historians as ‘a process in which bourgeois politicians sought to stitch up a business deal for their common economic advantage’, and the celebrations of January 1901 as ‘evidence merely of the colonists’ pleasure at the prospect of a free party’. The Australian historian Charles Manning Clark, a Leninist, has called it a ‘reactionary plot’. Yet in fact Australians were genuinely proud of and excited by the notion of a young country with an independent identity. Moreover, the concept of federation worked and was one of the many benefits that the English-speaking peoples were to bequeath Mankind. Initially tested successfully in the United States – despite the terrible bloodletting of 1861–5 – the means by which several states were able to form a unified polity while remaining largely self-determining in various important aspects of their internal affairs were brought to triumphant fruition in Australia and was later successfully adopted by the British West Indies.


The large, troublesome and often even semi-rebellious French-speaking population of Quebec has only been kept within Canada through generous federal arrangements with the rest of that country (along with the lack of any viable alternative). It is too early to say whether the devolution of powers from Westminster to Scotland and Wales in 1998 has been successful, but it was essentially an attempt at British federalism. Federalism is certainly no cure-all; there were later mistakes, as with the attempted fusion of Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland into a ‘Central African Federation’ between 1953 and 1964, but overall the concept has solved many more problems than it has created and has been adopted by countries as far from the English-speaking tradition as Russia and Malaysia.


Patriotism, not plunder, was the primary motivation for Federation, and it seems to have been generally welcomed by the Aborigines. When Lord Brassey, the Governor of Victoria, visited Portland on 26 March 1899, he was welcomed by Mr Albert White of the Lake Condah mission station on behalf of the Aborigines of the Western District. White said that the Aborigines looked forward to the ‘coming nation of Australia’, which they hoped would ‘enjoy peace from all foreign foes, happiness among themselves and prosperity in the age to come’.57 Although the early years of nationhood were hard on the Aborigines of Victoria, they were hardly easy for any Australians in a land that was then being blighted by almost freak weather conditions.


The first elections under federal law were held on Wednesday, 16 December 1903, which saw a turn-out of nearly 47%. Since then continent-wide elections, which are no mean administrative feat, have been held every three years in Australia.58 The task of moving Australia’s Parliament, which was only intended to stay in Melbourne temporarily, did not see similar feats. Suggestions put to Australia’s first prime minister, Sir Edmund Barton, for the name of the new federal capital included ‘Yarramatta’ and ‘Australapolis’, but it was not until 1927 that it finally moved to the specially designated site of Canberra.59


One of the first actions Australia took on becoming a fully self-governing nation was to protect herself as an English-speaking country by instituting tough immigration restrictions. In contrast to Canada, which had opened her doors to significant Russian, Chinese and other incoming populations, Australia passed an Immigration Restriction Act in 1901, which, once allied to the Quarantine Act of 1908, constituted the building blocks of her ‘White Australia’ policy that stayed in force until the 1960s. Under the 1901 Act, immigration was prohibited to anyone who could not write out at dictation fifty words of any European language chosen by the immigration officer. Immigration officers could thus ask a Greek or Italian to take down fifty words in Serbo-Croat.


Of course, Australia was right to restrict immigration on some other grounds. A senior public health official was to argue for ‘the strict prohibition against the entrance into our country of certain races of aliens whose uncleanly customs and absolute lack of sanitary conscience form a standing menace to the health of any community’.60 While those words sound harsh and deeply politically incorrect today, huge epidemics in China were killing hundreds of thousands of people at the time, and Australia had the right (and duty) to protect herself from similar outbreaks.


Most Australians at that stage of their national development wished their country to stay recognisably British and were proud of the way ‘they did not have large French – or Dutch – speaking groups in their country, like Canada and South Africa; they played cricket; named their suburbs after English places – Brighton, Sandringham, Ramsgate, Windsor; cherished British-made goods; and fawned on the royal family’.61 This was to change over time, especially after the Gallipoli débâcle of 1915, but in 1900 Australia was proud of her very British identity. It was only much later that the famous line from Hobbes was to be bastardised, and ‘the Poms’ were characterised as ‘solitary, poor, nasty, British and short’.


*


The invention of refrigeration turned New Zealand into something more than just ‘the paradise of the Pacific’. Owing to the pioneering work done by the New Zealanders Thomas Brydone and William Davidson, by 1882 it was possible for 7,500 frozen lamb carcasses to make the three-month journey to London on the modified chartered ship Dunedin, with all but one arriving in good condition. The cargo fetched twice the price it would have at home, and by 1933 New Zealand provided half of all British lamb, mutton, cheese and butter imports, all through the miracle of refrigeration.62 Before the 1880s, the decade when New Zealand experienced the depression that ravaged much of the world, sheep meat was almost a waste product, boiled to make candles or often simply thrown away. After Brydone and Davidson, it became – along with wool – a mainstay of the economy of that beautiful, robust but remote outpost of the English-speaking world. The historian James Belich has described refrigeration in his book Paradise Reforged as ‘the knight in icy armour that rode to the rescue of the New Zealand economy’.


One nation that stayed relatively backward throughout the early years of the twentieth century was Ireland, where political, religious and racial differences – despite Queen Victoria’s happy visit to Dublin – were never far from the surface. By early 1900, the United Irish League (UIL), which had only been launched two years earlier, had spread its tentacles across almost the whole island of Ireland, the latest in a long line of organisations devoted to agrarian agitation. In the previous quarter-century there had been the Land League, the Irish National League and the Plan of Campaign, but the UIL was to be more radical in its method of anti-British and anti-landlord protest than any of its previous incarnations. Drawing its strength from the rural Catholic peasantry, the UIL was to become a very significant nationalist and republican organisation by 1903, when it split as a result of the Irish Land Act of that year.63 Irish agitation followed by British concession followed by further Irish agitation followed by further British concession was to be the pattern of Anglo-Irish relations until the Easter Rising of 1916.


Undoubtedly there was real, grinding poverty in Ireland, especially in the south-west, in the early part of the twentieth century. As well as attempting, in the words of its recent historian, Philip Bull, ‘to revive a popular, grassroots, extra-parliamentary movement in the countryside in the hope of reinvigorating a decaying parliamentary nationalism’, the UIL also hoped to transfer the ownership of agricultural land from landlords to tenant farmers. Founded by the former MPs William O’Brien and Michael Davitt, long-time nationalist agitators, it was described by the latter as ‘a fighting combination of the people’, although it was always more radical rhetorically than in actuality.


Starting in West Mayo, the UIL organised mass demonstrations in favour of tenants who were evicted from their landlords’ properties, formenting boycotts and intimidating shopkeepers who served the class enemy. They would organise marches to the houses of landlords, in which hundreds of demonstrators would jeer at the terrified inhabitants. Although the Government constantly considered prosecuting the leadership for incitement, they believed (probably wrongly) that it wanted to be imprisoned. The authorities’ position was, as Bull has pointed out, ‘an impossible one. Prosecution might have given the aura of martyrdom to O’Brien, but failure to prosecute saved the UIL from the setback of his imprisonment and humiliated the Government and police by showing up their apparent weakness.’64


The local Roman Catholic clergy provided some of the UIL’s most aggressive activists, while clothing it with a respectability that it largely did not deserve. (This was to become a serious problem; no fewer than twenty priests attended Sinn Fein’s first public meeting.)65 Only two months after the UIL’s founding, 122 landlords needed and were receiving police protection. Rent strikes and monster demonstrations were its forte, and many priests feared that, ‘as the League extended its influence, their status and authority were being undermined. Many also recognised that only by supporting and participating in the League could they exercise a moderating influence upon its actions. Consequently, there was a gradual but steady accretion of clerical support.’ Archbishop McEvilly of Tuam even had a pastoral letter read out in churches in February 1898 that endorsed the UIL’s redistributive agrarian policies. The following September, he wrote to several of his clergy instructing them to end their opposition to the UIL, on the grounds that there must be no friction between the people and their clergy.


Constitutional Irish nationalism had been completely split in 1890 by the resignation of Charles Stewart Parnell from its leadership in Westminster, over a sensational divorce case in which he was cited as a co-respondent. The UIL was still attempting to repair the rift in 1898, seven years after Parnell’s death, and by 1900 it had largely been successful. That reunion, along with a revival of political consciousness and some successes over agrarian grievances, made the UIL a success. Irish flags were flown over the courthouses of those county councils where nationalists were in the majority, and the UIL even formed its own ‘National Convention’ that it described as the ‘Parliament of the Irish People’, which aped the institution by which true power was legitimately authorised in Ireland, namely at Westminster.


The dawn of the twentieth century saw Anglo-American amity solidified in the treaty signed on Monday, 18 November 1901, by the Secretary of State John Hay and the British Ambassador to Washington, Lord Pauncefoote. The Hay-Pauncefoote Treaty covered the proposed isthmian canal that was due to be excavated in Nicaragua, even though it was eventually cut in Panama instead. Once the Senate ratified it by 72 votes to 6 on 16 December, the ‘Special Relationship’ had been inaugurated. Since this Relationship has been the single most important geopolitical factor of the twentieth century and beyond, the Hay-Pauncefoote Treaty can be regarded as a great act of statesmanship by Lord Salisbury and Theodore Roosevelt. It was also a clear indication that the United States’ international stature had hugely increased in the twenty years since 1881, when Britain had refused to grant America the right to construct, operate and fortify an isthmian canal.


The Treaty inaugurated a string of Anglo-American agreements between 1901 and 1909. Britain applied pressure to Canada to resolve a border dispute between Alaska and British Columbia in the US’s favour in 1903; the long-running Newfoundland fisheries’ dispute was then settled to mutual satisfaction, as was a dispute over Jamaica in 1907. As one historian has put it, ‘Roosevelt constantly kept his primary objective, Anglo-American unity, sharply in focus.’ Although the FDR-Churchill, Reagan-Thatcher and Bush-Blair friendships were to be a major theme of post-1900 Anglo-American amity, the impersonal but excellent working relationship between Salisbury and Roosevelt was in a sense the predicator of all three. The Salisbury ministry took the wise and long-sighted view that American maritime expansion posed no threat to the British Empire, and a de facto naval alliance grew between Britain and the United States up until 1927.


It had been under the Royal Navy in the nineteenth century that Britain had originally established what the distinguished Indian political scientist Professor Deepak Lal calls a ‘Liberal International Economic Order’, whose major attributes were free trade, free mobility of capital, sound money due to the gold standard, property rights guaranteed by law, piracy-free transportation, political stability, low domestic taxation and spending, and ‘gentlemanly’ capitalism run from the City of London. ‘Despite Marxist and nationalist cant,’ he writes, ‘the British Empire delivered astonishing growth rates, at least to those places fortunate enough to be coloured pink on the globe.’ The United States was to inherit the duty of protecting, promoting and expanding this Liberal International Economic Order in the coming century, and the Hay-Pauncefoote Special Relationship and de facto naval understanding were to be important stepping stones along that path.


Even more important than ruling the waves in the twentieth century has been the English-speaking peoples’ dominion over the skies. The first successful heavier-than-air powered flight, undertaken by the brothers Orville and Wilbur Wright on the dunes at Kill Devil Hill near the fishing village of Kittyhawk, North Carolina, at 10.35 a.m. on Thursday, 17 December 1903, constituted a seminal event in the history of the English-speaking peoples. Although the first flight itself, in a freezing 24 mph wind with Orville lying prone at the controls to reduce resistance and Wilbur running alongside, only covered 120 feet and lasted twelve seconds, the world changed irrevocably from that moment. During that day the brothers made a number of ascents in the 12-horsepower gasoline-powered plane, optimistically dubbed Flyer, the longest covering 852 feet and lasting fifty-nine seconds. ‘I found control of the front rudder quite difficult,’ Orville noted in his diary. ‘As a result the machine would rise suddenly, then as suddenly dart for the ground.’


Yet on that day a manned, power-driven, heavier-than-air machine had flown. Not only had the world changed, but so too had the ability of the English-speaking peoples to maintain their hegemony over it. By staying at the forefront of almost every advance in civil and military aeronautics throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, the English-speaking peoples were able to bring decisive power to bear on their many and varied opponents. Air power was to become a central part of the reason why the English-speaking peoples have survived and prospered so successfully since 1900.


Only three years were to pass between the Wright brothers flying and the British Army officer, Lieutenant J.W. Dunne, designing the first military aeroplane in 1906. (An enterprising fellow, he later tried to invent a method of demonstrating that time was only relative, by recording his dreams.) Dunne undertook much of his early work of invention, founded in part by the War Office, at least in the beginning, at Blair Atholl in Scotland, his prototypes protected from prying eyes by the Duke of Atholl’s estate workers. By the time of the outbreak of war in 1914, Dunne’s prototype had been bought by an American boat-builder called Stirling Burgess and the Canadian Army had bought the Dunne-Burgess mark II plane in order to undertake aerial photoreconnaissance of the Western Front. Sadly the 47-foot-wingspan aircraft was too badly damaged on its journey over to Europe on board SS Athenia, but it stands as an example of what the co-operation of the English-speaking peoples might have achieved. (A New Zealander called Richard Pearse was also a very early aviator, who, although he got airborne with a two-cylinder engine earlier than the Wright brothers, was not able to exercise enough control of his machine to usurp their claim to have invented heavier-than-air flight.)


Several people very nearly flew before the Wright brothers, including John Stringfellow in a tri-plane with an exceptionally light steam engine in 1868, and the American-born Sir Hiram Maxim with two 180-horsepower steam engines in 1894. Had Percy Sinclair Pilcher, a British marine engineer, not died of injuries sustained in a gliding accident in October 1899, he might well have also beaten the Wrights, since he had patented an aircraft powered by a petrol engine, which he had designed in an engineering works in Great Peter Street in London.66 Pilcher’s glider had been inadvertently left out in the rain, and was sodden and heavy, yet he decided to demonstrate its powers to Lord Braye and his guests at Stanford Hall, Leicestershire, and died in the attempt. Four years later, the Wright brothers took to the skies, and by October 1905 Wilbur was airborne for more than half an hour, flying as far as twenty-four-and-a-half miles.


Warfare had long been the mother of aerial invention; ballooning thrived before the Napoleonic Wars as a means of observation and during the Franco-Prussian War as a means of communication, and it was to be the Great War that gave the spur to exploit the Wright brothers’ breakthrough to the full. Since then and up to the present day, the race has been on for the English-speaking peoples always to develop new military aircraft that can hold sway in the skies above battlefields. The Spitfire’s superiority over the Messerschmitt 109 and 110, the P-51 Mustang’s superiority over both the German and Japanese fighters and interceptors, and more recently the F-16 and F-18’s superiority over the MIG-29 all contributed decisively. (The P-51 was emblematic of Anglo-American co-operation, as it was originally designed in America for the RAF; powered by a Rolls-Royce ‘Merlin’ engine and built by Packard, it shot down almost 4,000 German planes alone.) Recently, in the Gulf War, Kosovo War and Iraq War, air power proved decisive very early on. Indeed, the day that the English-speaking peoples fall behind in the contest to build the world’s best fighter and bomber aircraft will be the one when their primacy is doomed.


Someone who quickly appreciated the strategic importance of air power, but who applied it to dangerous ill-use, was the distinguished geopolitical theorist Halford Mackinder, Director of the London School of Economics and Reader in Geography at Oxford University. On Monday, 25 January 1904, Mackinder delivered a lecture to the Royal Geographical Society in Exhibition Road, London, the reverberations of which were thirty-seven years later to cause the world to hold its breath. Mackinder was the first person to ascend Mount Kenya, the founder of modern British geography as an academic discipline, and, after 1904, he was to become a Liberal Unionist MP (1910–22) and British High Commissioner for South Russia (1919–20) during the Russian Civil War. A member of any number of boards, committees and royal commissions, as well as the Privy Council, Mackinder was used to being listened to with respect. Those who gave their considered responses to Mackinder’s address, which was entitled The Geographical Pivot of History, included the future Chichele Professor of Military History Spencer Wilkinson, the geographer Sir Thomas Holdich and the future First Lord of the Admiralty and Secretary of State for India, Leo Amery.67 It was thus to a very high-powered gathering that Mackinder delivered his thoughts and ideas, yet they were to spread far further than the immediate audience in Exhibition Road.


The central theses of his lecture were that because of the modern development of steam navigation the world was shrinking, and that the fulcrum, or ‘pivot area’, of the world lay in Eastern Europe and southern Russia. The ‘heart-land’ of the globe, he argued with five maps, was in that vital region over which so many armies had fought in the past, which he called ‘Euro-Asia’. The maps alone give an indication of the sweep of Mackinder’s theorising and are entitled The Natural Seats of Power; Continental and Arctic drainage; Political divisions of Eastern Europe at the accession of Charles I; Political Divisions of Eastern Europe at the Time of the Third Crusade and Eastern Europe before the nineteenth century. For any number of historical, economic, geographical and strategic reasons, Mackinder argued, control over Eastern Europe and southern Russia held the key to global domination. He got an enthusiastic hearing, although Wilkinson complained that Mackinder’s choice of the Mercator projection for his world map tended to exaggerate the size of the British Empire, whose naval duty it would be ‘to hold the balance between the divided forces which work on the continental area’.


It was not until 1919 that Mackinder expanded his thesis into a book, Democratic Ideals and Reality. The intervening world war had done little to cause Mackinder to question his own thesis, and the book contained the following statement, clearly addressed to the members of the peace conference then assembled at Versailles:


When our Statesmen are in conversation with the defeated enemy, some airy cherub should whisper to them from time to time saying: ‘Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland: Who commands the Heartland commands the World-Island: Who rules the World-Island commands the World.’68


Of course the experience of the Great War and the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, under which the Germans had ruled Eastern Europe and commanded the Heartland, but failed to command the World-Island let alone the World, should have caused Mackinder to review or jettison his 1904 thoughts, but it didn’t. Like many a polemical academic, he tried to fit the facts into his theory rather than vice versa. He was knighted in 1920.


Far from it being the victorious Allied statesmen who listened to Mackinder, however, in fact it was the defeated enemy who did. In Britain, his book went virtually un-reviewed, whereas it was closely studied in Germany, where it became an article of faith with the Geopolitik school of German thinkers. The ‘airy cherub’ who did the whispering was General Karl Haushofer, who reproduced Mackinder’s Natural Seats of Power map no fewer than four times in his periodical Zeitschrift für Geopolitik. Among his many paeans to Mackinder in the inter-war years, in 1937 Haushofer described the 1904 paper as ‘the greatest of all geographical views’, adding that he had never ‘seen anything greater than these few pages of a geopolitical masterpiece’. (For all his admiration of Mackinder, Haushofer still loathed the British; in his review of Democratic Ideals and Reality, he reminded his readers of Ovid’s maxim to learn from one’s opponent, and described Mackinder as the ‘hateful enemy’.)


Religious toleration has been a mainstay of the English-speaking peoples since 1900; powerful emotions that have been channelled elsewhere in the world into suppressing minorities because of the way they choose to worship – or not to worship – particular deities have been generally absent from the secular societies of the English-speaking world, with corresponding advantages both for social unity and the ability of those minorities to contribute to the greater good. As David Landes has pointed out in The Wealth and Poverty of Nations, religious intolerance ‘proved great for purity but bad for business, knowledge and know-how’.69


In the twentieth century, the best gauge of a society’s attitude towards religious toleration has been its treatment of the Jews, and although they have undoubtedly been socially discriminated against – especially in the pre-war period – they have never been persecuted in the English-speaking world except in 1904 in Ireland, a country whose special historical development makes its experience very different from the rest of the English-speaking peoples since 1900.


At the turn of the century, there were fewer than 4,000 Jews in Ireland, too few to be considered any kind of a cultural threat to the overwhelming Roman Catholic majority. Ireland had certainly not had any history of anti-Semitism, not least, as Mr Deasy says in James Joyce’s Ulysses, because it didn’t let any in. (There were only 472 Irish Jews in 1881.) Yet in Limerick in spring 1904, there was a pogrom against the few who had managed to emigrate there from the institutionally anti-Semitic nations of Eastern Europe. Whipped up by the preachings of Father John Creagh, it started in January as a boycott of Jewish businesses, and soon Jews were hissed at by crowds in the street and mud was thrown at them. They were then physically attacked, with cries of ‘Down with the Jews!’, ‘Death to the Jews!’ and ‘We must hunt them out!’70


Although the Irish parliamentary leader, John Redmond, and Michael Davitt both condemned the Limerick boycott, the local Irish Party MP supported it. When Rabbi Levin of Limerick asked the Catholic bishop to denounce what was happening, he made no public statement. Arthur Griffith, the founder of Sinn Fein, supported the boycott in the United Irishman newspaper, although it was opposed by the Unionist Irish Times. Soon Jews in Limerick were being refused service in shops. By April, twenty of the city’s thirty-five Jewish families had been put out of business. Assaults on them continued and the boycott went on into the autumn. By 1905, not surprisingly, ‘virtually the entire Jewish community in the city joined the exodus from Limerick’.71 When the following year Creagh left Ireland for the Philippines, he was thanked by three local newspapers for what he had said about the Jews.


*


The Entente Cordiale – concluded on Friday, 8 April 1904, between the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Lansdowne, and the French Ambassador to London, Paul Cambon – proved to be one of the world’s longest-lasting alliances, and is still in (at least nominal) existence. It was henceforth the unspoken assumption that in any war central to their continued existence, Britain and France would fight on the same side. Of course the Entente has worked in France’s interests more than in Britain’s, for the inescapable geographical fact that any country capable of threatening Britain’s independence was likely to have attacked France beforehand.


There were secret clauses added to the public understanding that constituted the Entente, by which the Royal Navy would make certain maritime dispositions in the North Sea in wartime capable of allowing France to counter a threat in the Mediterranean. These gave rise, in the Commons debate on the Anglo-French Agreement on 11 August 1904, to the splendid answer given by Earl Percy in response to a question about possible secret clauses from a Scottish Liberal MP James Weir: ‘Speculation and conjecture as to the existence or non-existence of secret clauses in international treaties is a public privilege, the maintenance of which depends on official reticence.’ In pure realpolitik terms, Britain did herself few favours by concluding the Entente Cordiale in 1904, thereby shackling herself to the fortunes of a nation that was even then in faster imperial decline than she, and which stayed so ever since. The Entente Cordiale was the geopolitical equivalent of handcuffing Britain to a drowning man, yet short of making an alliance with aggressive and unpredictable Wilhelmine Germany, there was little alternative.


It started off well enough on 8 April 1904, under the avuncular eye of King Edward VII, when a series of difficult Anglo-French problems were solved at the stroke of a pen, involving Moroccan territory, Egyptian finance, Newfoundland fisheries, Madagascan sovereignty and the Suez Canal. For all its romantic title, the Entente Cordiale was in fact a hard-headed multi-faceted business deal that was treated in the French foreign office, the Quai d’Orsay, as just that, but which in the British Foreign Office was accorded greater significance than it deserved.


Thenceforth, from 1904 until 1940 Britain’s fate was intimately linked to that of France, even though the subsequent story was one of having to fight two world wars, primarily because France was incapable of defending herself alone. Of course the gargantuan ambitions of both Kaiser Wilhelm II and Adolf Hitler had to be halted, but the Entente Cordiale failed to prevent either of their attacks on France in 1914 or 1940. Britain instead sacrificed her freedom to manoeuvre by being connected to France and gained little from it thereby. Militarily, she was forced to send two expeditionary forces to continental Europe, the first of which was painfully bogged down in trenches for four years and the second of which was routed and forced to evacuate. Nonetheless, there was little alternative in 1904, and the Entente Cordiale was responsible for preventing the whole of Europe coming under the domination of a violently aggressive Imperial Germany ten years later.
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America Arrives


1905–14



The murder of Harry Galt – Lords Curzon and Cromer as proconsuls – General von Schlieffen has a Plan – HMS Dreadnought – The San Francisco earthquake – The Struggle for Foreign Trade – Winston Churchill provokes a wager – The Federal Reserve Bank – The Great White Fleet – The birth of the British Secret Service – War scares – Suicide of a Suffragette – Anglophobia – The outbreak of the Great War



‘The same causes which have raised Great Britain to her present exalted position will (probably in the course of the next century) raise the United States of America to a degree of industry, wealth and power which will surpass the position in which England stands as at present England excels little Holland. The naval power of the Western world will surpass that of Great Britain as greatly as its coasts and rivers exceed those of Britain in extent and magnitude.’


The German political economist Friedrich List in 1844


‘Germany had been preparing every resource, perfecting every skill, developing every invention, which would enable her to master the European world; and, after mastering the European world, to dominate the rest of the world. Everybody had been looking on. Everybody had known. … Yet we were all living in a fool’s paradise.’


Woodrow Wilson, Sioux Falls, South Dakota, 8 September 1919


The British Empire with which Wilhelm II had such a strange love-hate relationship saw the murder of one of its junior administrators in the summer of 1905, which is only a minute footnote in the history of that institution but is nonetheless illuminating for the light it shines on the way that it was run. At 6.30 p.m. on the evening of Friday, 19 May 1905, Harry St George Galt, the thirty-three-year-old acting sub-commissioner of the Western Province of Uganda, was murdered while sitting on the veranda of a rest house near Ibanda in the Ankole district, roughly 150 miles west of the capital Kampala. Someone entered the compound and flung a spear into his chest, which pierced his lung. ‘Look, cook,’ he called to a servant, ‘a savage has speared me!’ He then fell down dead. Despite very exhaustive inquiries being made at the time, the assassin’s identity was no clearer than his motive.


It might have arisen out of a rivalry between the tribal leaders of Toro and Ankole, whose mutual antipathies went back decades, and not have been primarily about Galt at all.1 The suspected murderer called Rutaraka, whose corpse was found in circumstances that implied he had not committed suicide as locals initially suggested, might have killed Galt on behalf of one tribe in order for the other to be blamed, but very soon there were ‘produced such a bewildering series of accusations, retractions, and contradictions’ that the British investigating officer was almost reduced to despair. After a trial two men were convicted, who were subsequently freed on appeal, and the mystery still baffles people to this day, despite a huge amount of evidence in the secretariat archives in Entebbe. It is a complicated story that incorporates witchcraft, cover-ups, buffalo-poaching, at least two double-crosses, exile, a drinking party, smallpox-infected milk and a hunch-backed dwarf (‘one of the most terrible cases of distorted mind and body I have ever witnessed’).2


A white-painted cone of stones about 15 feet high records where the murder took place, and a Galt Memorial Hall was erected in the district headquarters at Mbarara, which was used as a magistrates’ court. Galt is remarkable not only for the whodunit that still surrounds his murder. Britain had declared a Protectorate over Uganda during Lord Rosebery’s premiership in June 1894 and granted her independence on 9 October 1962, and in all those sixty-eight years – over two-thirds of a century – he was the only British administrative officer ever to have been assassinated there.3 An African country of nearly 94,000 square miles with a population in 1955 of just over five million, including 48,000 Asians and 5,600 Europeans, might have been considered hugely difficult to police; those who seek to portray the British Empire as a tyranny need to explain why places like Uganda produced so little popular insurgency against British rule.


It is certainly not enough to argue that the native people lived in fear of reprisals from the single battalion of the King’s African Rifles, led by some two dozen British officers, ten British senior NCOs and 850 Ugandan soldiers and NCOs stationed there. Far more likely is that they recognised the benefits that British rule brought. As early as December 1901, the Great Ugandan Railway was built; this huge four-and-a-half-year project involved constructing a railroad 550 miles into the heart of Africa, from Mombasa on the coast to the source of the Nile itself, at Lake Victoria. The last spike was driven into the earth by Florence Preston, the wife of the railway’s engineer, at the town that used to bear her name, Port Florence.


In 1962, the incoming Prime Minister, Dr Milton Obote, asked Sir Walter Coutts, the last governor, to stay on as Governor-General after independence, eloquent testament to the friendliness of the handover. The Spanish-born American philosopher and Harvard professor, George Santayana, wrote of the ‘sweet, just, boyish masters’ who ruled the British Empire in its final phase. In Uganda, men like Coutts and his private secretary Alan Forward tried their best to rule some twenty different peoples, derived from three racial groupings speaking some twenty different languages, who lived in four kingdoms and ten districts. That they managed to achieve this without more Britons than poor Harry Galt being killed is an astonishing tribute to their incorrupt, beneficial and just ideals.


Since Uganda became independent from Britain in 1962, it has not enjoyed one single peaceful transfer of power. Even so much as a glance at the disastrous post-independence history of Uganda – Obote’s self-appointment as president, the military coup and subsequent dictatorship of Idi Amin, the border war against Kenya, Amin’s expulsion of the Ugandan Asians, the vicious fifteen-year civil war between 1971 and 1986, the Tanzanian invasion, the economic collapse, the insurrection of the Lord’s Resistance Army terrorists, and so on and so horrifically on – will convince any objective person that the brief period of British rule constituted a far happier time for ordinary Ugandans than any before or since. Fortunate were the Africans who were colonised by Britain, as opposed to the Germans, Portuguese, Spanish, Italians or, worst of all, the Belgians. When Algeria finally won her independence from France in 1962 – the same year as Uganda – the death toll in her ‘savage war of peace’ there was over one million. In the first half-century of France’s rule from 1830, the native population of Algeria had fallen from 4 million to 2.5 million.


The experience of Sudan was not unlike Uganda. Between her conquest by General Kitchener in 1898 and independence on New Year’s Day 1956, she was governed by a tiny elite of British administrators, called the Sudan Political Service. As a reporter wrote from Omdurman, the capital of Sudan, in April 2005,


Many Sudanese have affectionate memories of their colonial past. … The men from the Sudan Political Service were chosen from Oxbridge colleges for their sporting and academic prowess, prompting the quip that Sudan was a nation of ‘blacks ruled by Blues’. In the 1930s there were only 130 of them – governing one million square miles of Africa’s largest country. Sudan still depends on their achievements. As early as 1916 the country had one of Africa’s best railway networks, stretching from Port Sudan on the Red Sea to El Obeid in the deserts of the Kordofan.4


According to Gordon Obat, a columnist of the independent daily newspaper, the Khartoum Monitor, ‘Wherever you go, people still remember the name of the British district commissioner in their area. They were seen as working for the good of the people.’ Jibril Abdullah Ali, a local historian, points out the buildings in the capital of north Darfur, al-Fasher, that were originally built by British army engineers; they include the first school, a hospital, law courts, army barracks, an airport and other government institutions that use the same buildings half a century later. ‘When Wilfred Thesiger, the explorer, arrived as an assistant district commissioner in northern Darfur in the mid-1930s,’ recalled another foreign correspondent in 2004, ‘he and a handful of British officers administered an area the size of France. He was fresh from university and was equipped with only a rifle, a camel and a uniform. His only luxuries were a few books and a Christmas hamper sent by his mother from Fortnum and Mason.5 ‘Other nations might have built a modern unified world,’ concludes the historian Arthur Herman, ‘but they probably would not have done it as quickly, efficiently, elegantly – or as humanely.’


By complete contrast, Kaiser Wilhelm II’s army in German South-West Africa (modern-day Namibia) killed around 75,000 members of the Herero, Nama and Damara peoples between 1904 and 1907.6 Of course, between 1914 and 1945 the Europeans proved themselves more than capable of slaughtering each other too. Armageddon knew no racial discrimination between 1914 and 1918. Nor did the destruction of tribal peoples end with the collapse of European colonialism. The Khmer Rouge massacred up to two million people in Cambodia long after the French had left. The history of Africa shows one million dead in the Biafran War, 1.3 million killed in the long-running post-independence Sudanese civil war, and another million dead in Mozambique since 1975. Hutus and Tutsis used machetes for massive ethnic cleansing in Rwanda and Burundi in the 1990s, and massacres in the Darfur region of the Sudan in the early twenty-first century cost 70,000 lives; none of which can reasonably be blamed on Europeans.


The Mau Mau revolt against British rule in Kenya in the 1950s cost the lives of between 2,000 and 3,000 loyal Kenyans. In all, 1,090 terrorists were hanged and at times as many as 71,000 were held in detention. On occasion the pro-British black Kenyan loyalists committed serious abuses against the mainly Kikuyu tribe Mau Mau terrorists. In 1959, the revelation that twelve terrorists had been beaten to death in the Hola Camp provoked an outcry in the House of Commons, and within four years Kenya was granted her independence. In all, between 12,000 and 20,000 Mau Mau were killed during the fourteen years of troubles, or below the average of post-war conflicts. Even if the figure was as high as 20,000 – as one recent study by historian David Anderson suggests – it was certainly nothing like the 300,000 recently claimed in a book entitled Britain’s Gulag, or the 450,000 claimed by an egregious BBC TV documentary equally provocatively entitled Kenya: White Terror.7 Such figures are truly absurd.


As Viceroy of India from 1899 to 1905, George Curzon ruled over the region that is today spanned by Burma, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and of course India itself. The foreign policy he formulated from Calcutta further covered imperial relations with China, Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq. He was the most talented colonial administrator of an empire teeming with them, actuated by altruism of motive that seems almost other-worldly to us today. He brought peace and prosperity to a continent, yet his viceroyalty ended in dejection and bitterness.


As a prize-winning scholar at both Eton and Oxford, Curzon seemed destined for glory. In his successes – a parliamentary seat at twenty-four, ministerial rank at thirty-four, the viceroyalty at thirty-nine – and his grandeur as heir to Kedleston, one of the finest stately homes in Britain, the very British bacillus of envy was excited amongst lesser intellects. Curzon did nothing to placate this with ingénue remarks such as, when watching some troops bathing in a river, ‘I never knew the lower classes had such white skins,’ or his dictum that ‘Gentleman do not take soup at luncheon.’ He even once suggested – probably apocryphally or in self-mockery – that Big Ben should be turned off at night since its chimes disturbed his sleep.


Yet for all his failings, Curzon had a talent for building and administering empires that amounted to genius. His foresight was prodigious; in his 1894 book Problems of the Far East, he drew attention to the strategic importance of a tiny hamlet in Indo-China named Dien Bien Phu. His understanding of and sympathy for the scores of races that made up the teeming 300 million of British India was probably unparalleled in imperial annals going back to Rome (which was geographically a small empire by British imperial standards, only covering the Mediterranean seaboard, northern Egypt and parts of Western Europe, with relatively few inhabitants by comparison with Queen Victoria’s vast and populous domains).


Curzon’s energy in creating the legal, financial and physical infrastructures through which civic society could prosper was generally recognised as the work of ‘a superior person’. Yet his very success bred almost universal resentment. Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in India, possessed an ego fully equal to his, and even a sub-continent proved too small for both men. There were rows stirred up by Lord Salisbury’s nephew and successor as prime minister, Arthur Balfour, as well as by supporters of Kitchener back home, during one of which Curzon ill-temperedly resigned. He held high rank thereafter – in the Cabinet during the Great War and as foreign secretary from 1919 to 1924 – but when his chance came for the premiership in 1923, King George v chose Stanley Baldwin instead. Curzon burst into tears and was predictably dismissive of his rival: ‘Not even a public figure. A man of no experience. And of the utmost insignificance.’ Two years later, aged only sixty-six, he seems simply to have lost the will to live.


Curzon’s reputation as the greatest of all the British Empire’s proconsuls rests securely upon the six years of his viceroyalty of India, with its financial and currency reforms, his work for Indian historical monuments and, above all, his reconciling of colonial peoples to the enlightened despotism that characterised British rule in the subcontinent. He was a difficult man for colleagues to warm to – one contemporary described his speeches in the House of Commons as like ‘a divinity addressing black beetles’ – but an easy one to admire.


The other great imperial administrator of the period was Sir Evelyn Baring, 1st Earl of Cromer, who ruled Egypt from almost the moment he stepped ashore at Alexandria as the British agent, consul-general and plenipotentiary in September 1883 until his resignation nearly a quarter of a century later, in 1907. Yet despite all the multifarious benefits he bestowed during his time there, he is cordially loathed in Egypt today; as recently as 1998 a group of Egyptian students asked the local archivist in the small Norfolk town of Cromer whereabouts he was buried, so that they could go to spit on his grave.


Cromer was a big enough man to take such posthumous unpopularity in his stride. As Kipling wrote in The White Man’s Burden, the reward of spending a lifetime bringing peace and prosperity to the late-Victorian Empire was merely ‘The blame of those ye better/The hate of those ye guard.’ Nor did what his biographer describes as Cromer’s ‘bulky, imperious, overly self-confident’ character, let alone his reputation for brusqueness, help to make him loved. Yet there was a privately delightful personality behind the man who in public always looked ‘as though he was modelling for his own statue’. What is often forgotten about men like Curzon and Cromer was that they were always intensely conscious of the importance of bearing themselves with almost exaggerated dignity in public, because they represented the Crown and the Empire for millions of subjects, who expected it of them and would despise anything less. The youthful Cromer might have been a ‘hedonistic, spendthrift young army officer’, but by the age of forty-two he was ready for huge responsibilities.


Throughout the Roman Empire, Egypt was looked upon solely as a means by which proconsuls taxed the peasantry to the utmost, prior to returning to Rome rich enough to retire in luxury or to pursue further political ends. It was the ultimate imperial cash-cow, milked to exhaustion for centuries. Under Britain, by contrast, men like Cromer gave their lives to the country, returning to Britain no richer than when they went out. The fact that the Roman imperium lasted in Egypt for 650 years, from the battle of Actium in 31 BC until the Persian invasion >of 619 AD, while Britain’s lasted only the seventy-two years between 1882 and 1954 only underlines the first law of modern imperialism: that no good deed goes unpunished.


The modern echoes of one of Cromer’s central achievements – keeping Egypt free from Islamic fundamentalism – ought not to be lost on today’s decision-makers among the English-speaking peoples. Cromer was constantly exploring ways to undermine the attraction for Egyptians of what he termed ‘nationalist demagogues and religious fanatics’, about as good a shorthand description for Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden respectively as one is likely to receive from the 1880s. ‘The political regeneration of Mohammedism’ was kept at bay by ceaseless progressive projects in the fields of irrigation, education, taxation and fiscal practices, as well as by acute military Intelligence. Cromer also tended to favour the interests of the Egyptian fellahin rural peasantry over European holders of Egyptian bonds, much to the bond-holders’ ire.


Part of Cromer’s problem lay in the fact that he was always, as his biographer puts it, ‘the unofficial ruler of a country of ambiguous status – part Ottoman, part [British] colony, part independent nation with imperial ambitions of its own’, and so he had to step warily, at least in his early days there, so as not to allow any combination of powerful interests to threaten British de facto rule on the Nile. Lord Salisbury believed that Cromer succeeded because of ‘the natural superiority which a good Englishman in such a position is pretty sure to show’. Perhaps a more modern view is that he was tough-minded, had a strong physical constitution, could be a wily political operator, was a workaholic, had an instinctive feel for balance sheets and profit-and-loss accounts, and vigorously opposed Westminster interference with ‘the man on the spot’. He also had British regiments stationed around Egypt ready to crush nascent nationalist movements, such as the attempted Abbas insurrection of 1894.


The story of Cromer’s near-quarter-century proconsulship in Egypt was one of constant striving to improve the lot of the rural Egyptian, if not necessarily also the urban factory worker. He was a Whig in politics, but one who believed in low taxes and balanced budgets, and wiping out the appalling financial mismanagement and corruption of many of the khedives. The complicated constitutional penumbra in which Cromer was forced to operate – Egypt officially belonged to the Sultan of Turkey and was never formally part of the British Empire – meant that he must be placed ‘in a category of one, somewhere between longstanding viceroy, a provincial governor, an international banker, and an ambassador, and yet with a different relationship to those he governed than any of these’.8 He imposed his will by constantly outmanoeuvring French investors, Cairo journalists, British Radical politicians, Egyptian premiers, gung-ho generals and Turkish sultans, and one hopes that back in 1998 those Egyptian students were misdirected by the Norfolk archivist.


The progressive transfer of power on to Egyptians after Cromer left Egypt led to an outbreak of political violence there, whose highlights were the shooting in February 1910 of the Egyptian Prime Minister; the attempted assassination in 1915 of the new head of state, Sultan Husayn Kamil; a similar attempt on the life of the Prime Minister, Abd al-Khaliq Tharwat, in 1933; and the murder of Sir Lee Stack, Governor of the Sudan, in 1924. (It fell to a schoolteacher called Najib al-Hilbawi to try to kill Sultan Husayn Kamil, by dropping a bomb from a hired upper room on to his procession as it left the palace in Alexandria. He lit the fuse with his cigarette and threw the bomb, which failed to explode. Although he escaped, he left his ashtray containing the ends of cigarettes that he had smoked waiting for the procession to begin, and his tobacconist identified them as his. The tobacconist was certain because he had cheated his customer, using a cheaper variety of tobacco than Hilbawi had ordered.)9


In December 1905, the retiring Chief of Staff of the German Army, General Alfred von Schlieffen, drew up a memorandum for his successor General Helmuth von Moltke – known to history as the Schlieffen Plan – that made some suggestions about how Germany might crush France in any future conflict. Put simply, it envisaged the German Army executing a massive right-flanking movement through Belgium to sweep down between the French Armies and the Channel and envelop western France. While the left flank stayed on the defensive, the flanking manoeuvre would result in a decisive battle being fought to the east of Paris, which would result in the capture of the French capital. After the destruction of France as a great power, the German Army could be transferred east to fight the Russians.10


Although Germany did invade France via Belgium in 1914, it did so in a very different way, and scholars have conclusively proved that the Schlieffen Plan was not really a plan at all in the conventional military sense. Indeed, one has recently convincingly argued that the Plan did not actually exist.11 The sketchiness of Schlieffen’s memorandum, and the fact that it was followed only in its single main essential – the path through Belgium – does not, however, absolve Germany of war guilt, since in 1911 Moltke reviewed Schlieffen’s memorandum and indicated in his notes that Belgium should indeed be the future invasion route. This was to be as politically suicidal as it was strategically sound, for it drew Germany into a war it was hard to win, against the British Empire as well as France, one for which British and French staff officers had been planning their responses since the Entente Cordiale of 1904. Although he cannot be blamed for failing to predict it, the whole English-speaking peoples were united in fighting Germany within six years of Moltke’s fateful decision.


As Chief of Staff, Moltke was not helped by Kaiser Wilhelm II, who made several erratic interventions in the plans in the belief that he was an inspired strategist. German generals despaired when the Army’s annual military manoeuvres were turned into a farce by the Supreme War Lord insisting on having plenty of cavalry charges, although he was reluctant to stage them in the rain.12


Only a few months after the Schlieffen Plan was drawn up, on Saturday, 10 February 1906, King Edward VII, resplendent in his full-dress uniform as an admiral of the fleet, launched the British battleship HMS Dreadnought at Portsmouth. Suddenly the world changed almost as much as it had when the Wright brothers had taken to the air twenty-seven months earlier. Dreadnought’s ten 12-inch and twenty-four 12-pounder guns made the rest of the world’s fighting ships obsolete overnight, and the race was on to see whether Germany or Britain could build more of them. On 5 June, the Third German Naval Bill provided for large increases in the numbers and size of battleships. The technological race soon became so rapid that by 1913 the Dreadnought was herself no longer regarded as a ship of the first line.13


In 1903, the relative naval strengths of the Great Powers had been, in terms of numbers of battleships in service: Great Britain 67, France 39, United States 27, Germany 27, Italy 18, Russia 18 and Japan 5.14 Suddenly those figures meant next to nothing as dreadnoughts alone formed the measure of naval greatness. British defence estimates for the year 1910 amounted to £68 million, more than Germany at £64 million, Russia at £63 million, France at £52 million, Italy at £24 million and Austria-Hungary at £17 million. Yet after 1910, while Britain’s spending stayed static, Germany’s expanded exponentially, with potentially disastrous consequences.


By the outbreak of the Great War, Britain had slipped badly behind Germany in defence spending, although the Royal Navy’s Grand Fleet was still superior to the High Seas Fleet in size and quality. That year Germany’s defence estimates stood at £110.8 million, Russia’s at £88.2 million, Britain’s at £68 million, France’s at £57.4 million, Austria-Hungary’s at £36.4 million and Italy’s at £28.2 million. In the all-important number of dreadnoughts, however, Britain had 19, Germany 13, the United States 8, France, Russia and Italy 6 each and Japan 3. Of course that did not mean that German U-boats could not make major incursions on British merchant shipping, of which the British Empire could boast 21 million tons in 1914, in contrast to Germany’s 5.5 million, the United States’ 5.4 million and France’s 2.3 million. Britain also had far greater foreign investments upon which she could count as the conflict progressed, totalling £3.6 billion in 1914 against Germany’s £1.08 billion and France’s £1.74 billion.


These figures comprehensively undermine the accusations, made both at the time and subsequently, that it was the British rather than the German Empire that actively sought the conflict. (HMS Dreadnought herself became the flagship of the Home Fleet from 1907 until 1912 and remained part of that fleet thereafter. She then served with the 4th battle squadron in the North Sea during the first two years of the Great War and on 18 March 1915 she rammed and sank the German submarine U-29. Placed on reserve in 1919, she was finally sold for scrap in 1922.)


At the time of the Silver Jubilee Review of the Fleet at Spithead in 1935, Churchill proudly pointed out to the Liberal MP Robert Bernays all the vessels that he had been responsible for commissioning at the Admiralty before the Great War, representing all but three of the fifteen capital vessels present.15 (No fewer than 160 Royal Navy ships were present on that occasion; seventy years later, the Royal Navy could only muster twenty-one vessels for the bicentenary celebrations for the battle of Trafalgar.)


For all the British naval superiority before the Great War, on land she was still only an insignificant military power, with tiny numbers in her armed forces compared with her global rivals. With no history of invasion, at least for several centuries, and thus with no culture of conscription, her entire Empire only had a maximum of 800,000 men under arms in 1912, over half of whom were colonial forces. Russia, meanwhile, could boast an army of 5.5 million, Germany 4.1 million, France 3.9 million, Austria-Hungary 2.3 million and Italy 1.2 million. Only the United States Army, numbering 100,000 men, was smaller than the British Army. The English-speaking peoples clearly cannot be accused of pursuing an aggressive policy in the immediate pre-war period; all they hoped for was to protect the status quo.


At 5.12 a.m. on Wednesday, 18 April 1906, a massive earthquake hit San Francisco. A section of the San Andreas Fault had ‘dislodged itself by several metres, triggering a minute-long earthquake’.16 The worst in American history, it is estimated to have measured between 7.9 and 8.3 on the yet-to-be-invented Richter scale. Wooden buildings that had been thrown up hastily in previous decades – such as during the 1849 Gold Rush – collapsed, especially in the working-class South of Market community, causing firestorms that went on to ravage two-thirds of the city over three days. The destruction was huge: 28,000 buildings were destroyed over 2,600 acres, causing $400,000 worth of damage. The loss of life was immense: over 3,000 people were killed, 9,000 injured and up to a quarter of a million left homeless. Newsreels of the day show smashed buildings reminiscent of Ground Zero, and men and women forming orderly lines waiting for free meals being distributed from tents.


The city of San Francisco and then the state of California were the primary and secondary organisers of relief, and did the job well, and the War Secretary William Taft acted with commendable efficiency, federalising the National Guard by 7 a.m. on the morning of the disaster, thus allowing them to report to the city’s mayor. The police force responded magnificently and there was virtually no rioting or looting.


The San Andreas Fault, a 750-mile-long gap between the North Atlantic tectonic plate (which is stationary) and the Pacific plate (which is moving north), makes San Francisco a fantastically dangerous place to live over the very long term. Just as New Orleans is a city twenty feet below sea level, protected from the ocean and a huge lake by levees in a part of the world where hurricanes strike regularly, so too was San Francisco a natural catastrophe waiting to happen. As one recent historian of the 1906 earthquake describes it, the Fault is ‘a living, breathing, ever-evolving giant that slumbers lightly under the surface of the earth’.17 In a sense it is a tribute to Californians’ optimism that they choose to live somewhere that ‘the Big One’, as they call it, could happen at any time.


The vital necessity to New Zealand of foreign trade in the early part of the century is demonstrated by the fact that although the foreign trade of the United States, which had a population of 82.9 million, was only £7 per capita in 1904, in New Zealand, whose population was only 845,000, it was £33. Britain, with 44 million inhabitants, did nearly £21 of foreign trade per capita, which was far more than Germany (£10), France (£9) and certainly Italy (£4). By contrast Australia, with a population of a little over 4 million, enjoyed trade of over £29 per capita; Canada, with 5.41 million, had £17; but Russia, with 143 million, had only a little over £1. (Australia contained huge differentials; Western Australia, for example, had a population of 236,500 and trade per capita of £71/12/10, about as high as anywhere in the world, whereas Tasmania, with a population of 178,826, only enjoyed £31 per capita foreign trade.)18 Natural traders by history, geography, inclination and necessity, the English-speaking peoples led in terms of international trade and were to continue to do so throughout the coming century. As the United States’ vast internal market matured, she too moved up the global tables.


The importance to New Zealand of her exports was starkly outlined by a paper read to the Auckland Institute by the mathematician Professor H.W. Segar on 21 October 1907. Entitled The Struggle for Foreign Trade, Segar delivered a wide-ranging analysis of the major issues facing world commerce, including the likely effects of the coming canal through Panama, the rise in the population of Germany of over four million between 1900 and 1905, the emergence of Japan as a Great Power and even the abolition of Chinese foot-binding. ‘And with German trade will grow naturally and inevitably the German navy’ was one acute warning, whereas he was a full century out when he said that ‘China has been going to awaken for fifty years past, but it would appear that at last we are now in the presence of the realisation.’19


In his analysis of the opportunities and dangers of the future, Segar urged New Zealanders to concentrate on making their agriculture more intensive and productive, extending the cultivation of land and limiting population growth, otherwise it would ‘lead to a rapid approximation in the condition of her workers to that of the old countries’. It was wise advice, very largely followed, although New Zealand’s embrace of manufacturing also allowed her to increase her population from 885,000 in 1904 to 4.1 million by 2005.


On 12 April 1908, Winston Churchill entered the British Cabinet for the first time, as President of the Board of Trade. As a result, a member of the Beefsteak Club in London, Mr H.A. Newton, paid Mr W.G. Elliot £2, since back in February 1903 he had wagered that Churchill would not achieve that ambition within ten years. Whereas the expression of political views is cheap, those opinions that are backed by hard cash deserve more notice, even if club wagers are usually the result of post-prandial disagreements. For decades, wagers were registered in the Beefsteak’s betting book by club members such as Harold Macmillan, Alfred Duff Cooper, Prince Francis of Teck, the 11th Duke of Devonshire and scores of others, and it thus provides an interesting social and political commentary on those issues on which members were willing to put their money where their mouths were. ‘H[is] E[xcellency] Count Benckendorff lays Mr [Maurice] Baring £50 to £1 that the Pope does not drive through the streets of Rome within a month of his election’ was a typical bet. (Baring paid up in August 1903.)


The issues over which Beefsteak members wagered during the century included Shakespeare quotations, the outcome of the Russo-Japanese War, golf championships, bloodstock pedigrees, female suffrage, whether the murderer Dr Crippen would be caught (‘If he commits suicide before capture the bet is to be off’), the Varsity boat race, the distance between the Athenæum and Reform Clubs, the outbreak and course of various Balkan wars, whether Sir Roger Casement would be hanged, the date of the next Armenian massacre in Constantinople, the longevity of various French Republics, Irish Home Rule, legal cases (particularly capital ones), the origin of the term ‘the weasel’ in the nursery rhyme about twopenny rice, characters from Dickens, consols futures prices, Irish newspaper circulations, The Ashes test matches, whether compulsory military service would be introduced during the Great War, future tax rates, the height of the secretary of state for war, by-elections and general elections, which was the princely House of Svanetia, whether a certain (unnamed) club member would be imprisoned, whether air marshals’ full-dress uniform included spurs, Gordon Brown’s love life, whether more hardback books have been published about Beethoven or cricket, and whether Queen Elizabeth I had a water closet installed at Hampton Court.


Bets – usually of champagne, vintage port, ‘a good lunch’ or fairly small amounts of money, but occasionally up to £1,000 – were also laid on who would be the next Pope, Warden of All Souls, Commander-in-Chief, Archbishop of Canterbury, Chancellor of Oxford and headmaster of Eton.20


Over at Brooks’s, the Whig club in St James’s, July 1908 saw a ten-guinea wager between Churchill’s private secretary, Edward Marsh, and Henry Somerset ‘that there would not be a war between any two great European powers within twenty years’, which must in the seemingly settled state of the world have looked like a reasonable bet, however horrifically it was mocked only six years later. (Somerset went on to be mentioned twice in despatches.) Brooks’s members tended to wager more than at the Beefsteak, but on similarly recondite issues, including the profit of the 1910 Liverpool Agricultural Show, whose house at Eton the maître d’hotel of the Royal Spithead Hotel attended, whether Chou En-lai would appear at the official saluting base at Peking’s 1968 May Day parade, whether Black Velvet was drunk before the Franco-Prussian War, whether ‘a certain lady was a Roman Catholic’, and in May 1941 ‘His Grace the Duke of St Albans bets Sir Mark Grant Sturgis £5 that Sir [Jock] Delves Broughton will be hanged for the murder of the Earl of Erroll’. (He wasn’t, but did commit suicide in the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool in December 1942.) Perhaps the strangest wager was Mr Oliver Knox’s bet against Mr Roger Lubbock of a case of 1949 Pol Roger against a bottle, ‘that on 1 Feb 1960 Mr Lubbock will not be prepared to exchange his eldest child (his wife notwithstanding) for a Rolls-Royce or the most desirable car on the market’. (Lubbock paid up.)


In 1900, only eighteen countries had a central bank; by 2005, the number was 174.21 The oldest continuing central bank is the Bank of England, founded in 1694, which, since the Swedish Riksbank (founded 1668) did not take on central bank functions until considerably later, therefore allows the English-speaking peoples to claim the invention of yet another of the key concepts of the global economy.


It was the banking crisis of 1907 that persuaded Congress that the United States needed a central bank. The panic that threatened the American banking system for a few nail-biting days in late October 1907 was ended by a powerful Wall Street consortium headed by J.P. Morgan which stabilised the situation before financial meltdown could occur. Nonetheless, afterwards politicians of both parties agreed that fundamental reform was necessary, not least because the 1907 panic had been the fifth such serious crisis since 1873.


Paradoxically enough, one of the effects of the 1907 banking crisis was to prove the importance of the US economy, even when it was showing weakness. The ramifications of the event outside America were such that no-one could be in any doubt as to America’s new power. Thus even in her weakness she advertised her strength. The National Monetary Commission was set up by Congress in 1908 to report on ‘what changes are necessary or desirable in the monetary system of the United States’ in order to prevent crises like the 1907 near-disaster from recurring. It wound up recommending ‘essentially an American system, scientific in its methods, and democratic in its control’, but not before producing no fewer than twenty-two incredibly detailed volumes reporting on other monetary and banking systems around the world.


The hard-working Commission decided not to adopt the Bank of England’s essentially evolutionary model, despite commending ‘the wisdom of the men who have controlled its operations’, but instead preferred to institute ‘legislative enactments’ in order to set up the new Federal Reserve Bank. On 23 December 1913, therefore, Congress passed the Glass-Owen Currency Act, known as the Federal Reserve Bank Act, which established a Board with power over monetary policy and the twelve district Federal Reserve Banks, thus creating the first US national central banking system since the 1830s. The very considerable weaknesses inherent in the Federal Reserve System were not to become apparent until the Wall Street Crash of October 1929.


(The power of the Governor of the Bank of England in British society was ably demonstrated by Lord Cunliffe, who held the post between 1913 and 1918. Reluctantly giving evidence before a royal commission at the special request of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Cunliffe was asked what were the reserves of the Bank. He answered that they were ‘very, very considerable’. When pressed to give an even approximate figure, he replied that he would be ‘very, very reluctant to add to what he had said’. Thereupon questioning ceased.)22


George Washington’s Farewell Address of 1796, in which the first president had warned against long-term entangling alliances, had long been quoted as a warning against America founding her own empire along the lines of those of the Old World. Yet a close analysis of Washington’s etymology reveals that he did not shy away from describing the United States as an empire on occasion. In 1783, he called them a ‘new empire’ and a ‘rising empire’, and in 1786 he wrote that, ‘However unimportant America may be considered at present … there will assuredly come a day when this country will have some weight in the scale of empires.’23 The Address was read out in its entirety in Congress every February until the mid-1970s, when fortunately the tradition lapsed. By then Washington’s description of America – ‘With slight shades of difference, you have the same Religion, Manners, Habits and Political Principles’ – was as obsolete as his anti-internationalist message.


The actual day ‘when this country will have some weight in the scale of empires’ dawned on Monday, 22 February 1909, when Theodore Roosevelt visited Hampton Roads, Virginia, to witness the return of the Great White Fleet after a fourteen-month, 45,000-mile circumnavigation of the world. On board the presidential yacht Mayflower, Roosevelt watched seven miles of bright white ships – they were painted battle-grey soon afterwards – simultaneously fire him a twenty-one-gun salute. ‘We have definitely taken our place among the world Great Powers,’ he said, and he was right. The plumes of smoke from the tall funnels of the sixteen battleships signalled to the globe that America had arrived. The Fleet’s commander, Rear-Admiral Robley D. Evans, said his ships were ready for ‘a feast, a frolic or a fight’.
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