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For Val, in gratitude once again.


And to the memory of the war veterans who told me what it was like to be there




‘Look back over the pages of history;
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supported … see how powerful and deadly are
the fascinations of passion and of pride.’


W. E. Gladstone, 26 November 1879, condemning
the first annexation of the Transvaal
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Introduction


The war declared by the Boers on 11 October 1899 gave the British, in Kipling’s famous phrase, ‘no end of a lesson’. The British public expected it to be over by Christmas. It proved to be the longest (two and three-quarter years), the costliest (over £200 million), the bloodiest (at least twenty-two thousand British, twenty-five thousand Boer and twelve thousand African lives) and the most humiliating war for Britain between 1815 and 1914.


I decided to try to tell the story of this last great (or infamous) imperial war, taking as my raw material the first-hand, and largely unpublished, accounts provided by contemporaries.


It was an ambitious idea, to base the book largely on manuscript (and oral) sources. No one had made the attempt for seventy years. In the decade after 1902, the public suffered a barrage of Boer War books. This culminated in a bombardment from the Long Toms, as it were: the seven-volume Times History of the War in South Africa (1900–1909), edited by Leo Amery, and the eight-volume (Official) History of the War in South Africa (1906–1910), edited by General Maurice and others. These two massive works have dominated Boer War studies, and will remain indispensable to the historian. They incorporate, often anonymously, a vast mass of original material.


Understandably, as they were completed seventy years ago, both have their limitations.


In due course I began to read the confidential War Office files – those that survived a bizarre decision to ‘weed’ them in the 1950s – the files on which much of Amery’s and Maurice’s work had been based. I was also fortunate enough to be able to dig up, often in odd places, the private papers of most of the generals and politicians on the British side. So there was no shortage of new raw material. I stumbled on the lost archives of Sir Redvers Buller, the British Commander-in-Chief in 1899 – battle letters of Buller’s which had remained hidden under the billiard table at Downes, his house in Devon, and in Lord Lansdowne’s muniment room at Bowood; I sifted through the trunk-loads of Lord Roberts’s papers rescued by the National Army Museum from the care of his most recent biographer, David James (who claims to have burnt every scrap of paper Lord Roberts ever wrote to his wife); I discovered a Secret Journal of the war, written by the War Office Intelligence Department, running to nearly a million words; I saw the private papers of the War Minister, Lord Lansdowne, and other members of Lord Salisbury’s Cabinet. And I traced over a hundred unseen sets of letters and diaries, written by British officers and men who served in the war; these were generously lent to me by their descendants.


I was also privileged to capture on my tape-recorder the memories of fifty-two men who had actually fought in the war, the youngest of whom was eighty-six when I tracked him down.


These forays into the past were exciting and rewarding in themselves. And through them I came to see what I believe to be the main limitations of Amery’s Times History and Maurice’s Official History.


The Times History says too much. An eloquent narrative of the war, Amery’s volumes (especially the first three, of which he wrote a large part himself) also represent what he calls an ‘argument’ – many sided but always partisan. Amery was a disciple of Milner, the man chiefly responsible for making the war. Amery was also caught up in the movement for Army Reform, and committed to one side in the struggle between the two factions in the British Army (the Roberts Ring and the Wolseley Ring) which fought the Boers in the intervals between fighting each other.


The Official History says too little. All its political chapters were eliminated in draft by the Colonial Secretary, Alfred Lyttelton, for fear of offending the ex-enemy, the Boers – that is, for fear of impeding the process of reconciliation’, as he recorded in a confidential minute. And, for fear of offending their friends, the War Office staff found it equally impossible to write frankly about many of the ‘regrettable incidents’ which occurred in the war.


Moreover both the Times History and the Official History share one central weakness. Few sources from the Boer side of the hill, official or private, were available to their authors.


I have been extremely fortunate in the help I have received from modern South African historians. I owe a great debt to Godfrey Le May’s incisive study British Supremacy in South Africa, 1899–1907. I have also borrowed freely from the work in Afrikaans of the Transvaal State Archivist, Dr J. H. Breytenbach, who has already completed four volumes of his monumental history of the war, based on the state archives, Die Geskiedenis van die Tweede Vryheidsoorlog. I have plundered many other works in Afrikaans, especially Dr J. A. Mouton’s study of Joubert, and Professor Johann Barnard’s seminal work on Botha, Botha op die Natalse Front, 1899–1900.


Among the new themes in this story I should like to emphasize four in particular.


First, there is a thin, golden thread running through the narrative, a thread woven by the ‘gold bugs’: the Rand millionaires who controlled the richest gold mines in the world. It has been hitherto assumed by historians that none of the gold bugs was directly concerned in making the war. But directly concerned they were. Owing to the great generosity of Sir Alfred Beit, and the directors of the Johannesburg firm of Barlow-Rand, I have had free access to the political papers of Ecksteins, the Rand subsidiary controlled, at the time of the Boer War, by Alfred Beit and Julius Wernher. I have found evidence here of an informal alliance between Sir Alfred Milner, the British High Commissioner, and the firm of Wernher-Beit, the dominant Rand mining house. It was this secret alliance, I believe, that gave Milner the strength to precipitate the war.


Second, there is a broader strand in the story involving Sir Redvers Buller, who has passed into folklore as the symbol of all that was most fatuous in the late-Victorian British army. ‘Nobody in their senses,’ a distinguished modern historian, Julian Symons, has written, ‘could possibly try to justify Buller’s military actions during the Natal campaign.’ I have made the attempt. At any rate I believe that Buller’s mishaps – and mistakes – must be seen in the context of the feud between the Roberts Ring and the Wolseley/Buller Ring. St John Brodrick, who became British War Minister in 1900, later compared the wrangles between Lord Roberts and Sir Redvers Buller to those between Lord Lucan and Lord Cardigan which precipitated the Charge of the Light Brigade. Certainly this astonishing War Office feud at the end of the nineteenth century explains much that would otherwise be inexplicable in Britain’s bungled preparations for war and her reverses during it. And in the end it was Buller, to his credit, who successfully hammered out the new tactics needed when a nineteenth-century army had to fight a twentieth-century war.


A third strand to the story involves the invisible majority of South Africans: the blacks. Contemporaries talked of the Boer War as a ‘gentleman’s war’ and a ‘white man’s war’. No generalization could be more misleading. From digging in the War Office files, and talking to war veterans, one comes to realize what an important part in the war was played by Africans. Officially absent from the armies of both sides, perhaps as many as a hundred thousand were enrolled to serve British and Boers as labourers, drivers, guides and so on. By the end of the war, nearly ten thousand Africans were serving under arms in the British forces. Many non-combatants were flogged by the Boers or shot. In Mafeking alone, more than two thousand of the African garrison under the orders of Baden-Powell, were shot by the Boers or left by Baden-Powell to die of starvation. In general it was the Africans who had to pay the heaviest price in the war and its aftermath.


A fourth strand involves the plight of the Boer civilians, women and children caught up in the guerrilla war. To deny the guerrillas food and intelligence, Lord Kitchener ordered the British army to sweep the veld clean. The farms were burnt, the stock looted, the women and children concentrated in camps along the railway lines. Between twenty thousand and twenty-eight thousand Boer civilians died of epidemics in these ‘concentration camps’. I have found much new evidence that Kitchener’s methods of warfare, like the ruthless methods adopted by many modern armies against guerrillas, were self-defeating. The removal of civilians added to the bitterness of the guerrillas. It also freed them from trying to feed and protect their families. But whether or not Kitchener’s methods succeeded as a military policy, they proved a gigantic political blunder. The conscience of Britain was stirred by the holocaust in the camps, just as the conscience of America was stirred by the holocaust in Vietnam. And if the guerrillas in South Africa lost the war, they won the peace.


It is a pleasure, after eight years of vicarious warfare, to be able to acknowledge the generosity of numerous people in Britain and South Africa who have helped me reach the peace.


I am deeply grateful to the following owners of important family papers (listed in the references at the back of this book) who have allowed me to quote from copyright and unpublished material in their care: the Marquess of Lansdowne, the Marquess of Salisbury, the Earl Haig, Lord Allenby, Lady Lucas, Lord Methuen, the late Captain Michael Buller, the late Miss Daisy Bigge, Brigadier Shamus Hickie, Myles Hildyard, Owen Keane, Major Trotter, Harry Oppenheimer, Mrs Rosemary Parker, Mrs Frances Pym (née Gough), Mrs Mackeson-Sandbach and Mrs Mackie Niven (née Fitzpatrick).


I am also most grateful to more than a hundred others who allowed me to use – and to borrow for unforgivably long periods – precious family records. Some of their names will be found at the back of this book. I remain very conscious of their generosity and forbearance.


Fifty-two veterans of the war, three of them South African (including one black South African) allowed me to record their war memories. I should like to record my own deep debt of gratitude to them – posthumously, alas, in most cases.


I have been most fortunate in the encouragement I have received in public libraries, museums, record offices and other archives in Britain, and in South Africa (where I collected material in 1972 and 1977). I should like to thank the staff and trustees of the following institutions who have allowed me to quote manuscript material listed at the back of this book. In Britain: the Army Museums Ogilby Trust (Spenser Wilkinson), Bodleian Library, Birmingham University (Chamberlain), British Museum (Balfour, Campbell-Bannerman and others), Christ Church (Lord Salisbury), Devon and Dorset Regimental Museum, Household Brigade Museum, Hove Central Library (Wolseley), India Office Library (White), King’s College, London (Hamilton etc.), Liverpool Museum (Steavenson), Manchester Public Library, New College (Milner), National Army Museum (Baden-Powell and others), National Library of Scotland (Haldane and others), North Lancs. Regimental Museum, Sherwood Foresters Regimental Museum (Smith Dorrien), Public Record Office (Ardagh and others), Rhodes House (Rhodes), John Rylands Library (Bromley Davenport), Scottish Record Office (Dundonald), Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, University of St Andrews (Alford), Ministry of Defence Library, Westfield College (Lyttelton). In Southern Africa: the Africana Museum, Cape Archives, Natal Archives, Orange Free State Archives, Rhodesian National Archives, Transvaal Archives, De Beers Archives, Killie Campbell Museum, University of Witwatersrand. In Australia: the National Library of Australia.


I should also like to acknowledge the generosity of the following people who read all or part of my text, and made invaluable suggestions, many of which were adopted: my parents, Fiona Barbour, Professor Johann Barnard, Brian Bond, Janet Carleton, Laurence and Linda Kelly, Dr Shula Marks, Godfrey Le May, Richard Mendelsohn, Kevin Nowlan, Julian Symons, Anthony Sampson and Dennis Kiley.


I owe an especially deep debt to the latter for helping to teach me Dutch and Afrikaans and raising the standard of my translations. I must also thank Dr Zak De Beer, Donald and Anita Fabian, Tertius Myburgh and all the Camerer family. They helped me in a hundred ways while I was in South Africa.


I must also acknowledge the skill and patience of four research assistants: Jane Hirst and Anna Collins in Britain, Enid de Waal and Elaine Katz in South Africa. And I must record the amazing good humour of Alexa Wilson and Maria Ellis who turned a writer’s scrawl into a printer’s typescript.


To Mary Cresswell-Turner, Sibylla Jane Flower and Dorothy Girouard, and to Kevin MacDonnell I owe the splendid photographs in this book, the majority of which will be new to historians of photography.


I am also greatly in the debt of my copy-editor, Michael Graham-Dixon, who displayed unflinching gallantry under fire.*


I am only too conscious of how much I owe all my friends at Weidenfeld’s – especially Gila and Christopher Falkus and George Weidenfeld – and Joe Fox of Random House.


On Anne and Robin Denniston has fallen the heaviest burden of all. The book was planned and written under their roof.


Finally, I should like to thank my wife, Valerie, who has read all the words I have written and skilfully edited them. By eliminating my ‘most interesting paragraphs’, she has claimed (as Lord Salisbury said to Lord Curzon, after cutting to ribbons his book, Persia) ‘a negative share in a great work’.




Historical Note


The crisis in the Transvaal at the end of the nineteenth century was the culmination of two and a half centuries of Afrikaner expansion and conflict with Africans and British.


In 1652 the Dutch East India Company founded a shipping station at the Cape of Good Hope. At first the colony remained poor. After fifty years there were fewer than two thousand white settlers. And from the beginning these were outnumbered by their coloured servants (including imported slaves) on whom the Europeans depended for their manual labour. The settlers were mainly Dutch Calvinists, with a leavening of German Protestants and French Huguenot refugees. To Africa these Pilgrim Fathers brought a tradition of dissent and a legacy of resentment against Europe. The called themselves ‘Afrikaners’ or ‘Afrikanders’ (the people of Africa) and spoke a common language, a variant of Dutch that came to be called ‘Afrikaans’. The poorest and most independent of them were the trekboers (alias Boers), the wandering farmers whose search for new grazing lands brought them progressively deeper into African territory.


In 1806, during the Napoleonic Wars, the British government took permanent possession of the colony. Britain’s aim was strategic. The Cape was a naval base on the sea-route to India and the East. But the colony was too arid to tempt many British immigrants. The Afrikaners remained the majority – of the whites. Most of them were prepared to submit to British Crown rule, but a republican-minded minority, the Boers of the frontier, resented imperial interference, especially over their ill-treatment of the Africans. In 1834 Britain ordered slaves to be emancipated in every part of the Empire. This precipitated the Great Trek: the exodus in 1835–7 of about 5,000 Boers (with about 5,000 Coloured servants) across the Orange and Vaal rivers beyond the north-east frontiers of the colony. The voortrekkers (pioneers) quarrelled among themselves, but shared one article of faith: to deny political rights to Africans and Coloured people of mixed race.


For the next sixty years the British government blew hot and cold in its dealings with the Boers. In 1843 Britain created a second colony by annexing Natal, one of the areas in which the voortrekkers had concentrated. But in 1852 and 1854 Britain recognized the independence of the two new Boer republics, the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. Then in 1877 Britain annexed the Transvaal as the first step in an attempt to federate South Africa. This annexation was reversed in 1881, after Paul Kruger had led a rebellion (the First Boer War) culminating in the defeat of the British at Majuba. The Transvaal’s independence was restored, subject to conditions, including British supervision of its foreign policy.


In 1895 two multi-millionaires, Cecil Rhodes and Alfred Beit, conspired to take over the Transvaal for themselves and the Empire. The outcome of their conspiracy provides the Prologue of this book. By now two great mineral discoveries had turned the political map upside down. In 1870 began the diamond-rush to Kimberley, on the borders of Cape Colony. It was diamonds that smoothed Cape Colony’s path to successful self-government within the Empire. They also made Rhodes’s and Beit’s fortunes. Rhodes became Prime Minister at the Cape. And together Rhodes and Beit founded a new British colony, in African territory to the north of the Transvaal, re-named Rhodesia. In 1886 began the gold-rush to the Witwatersrand in the Transvaal. But this did not smooth the Transvaal’s path. Gold made it the richest and militarily the most powerful nation in southern Africa. But gold also made, for the second time, the fortunes of Rhodes and Beit – especially Beit. And it precipitated a collision between the Boers and Uitlanders: the new immigrants, mainly British, swept along in the gold-rush. The situation of the Uitlanders was unique. They were believed to outnumber the Boers. Yet by means of a new franchise law, much more restrictive than those of Britain or America, the Boers kept them starved of political rights. In 1895 it was the political hunger of the Uitlanders – backed by Rhodes’s and Beit’s millions – that seemed to offer the British a chance of taking over the Transvaal once again from the Boers.




PROLOGUE


Rhodes’s ‘Big Idea’


Pitsani Camp (Bechuanaland border), Mafeking (Cape Colony border) and Transvaal,
29 December 1895 – 2 January 1896






‘Johannesburg is ready … [this is] the big idea which makes England dominant in Africa, in fact gives England the African continent.’


Secret letter from Cecil Rhodes to Alfred Beit in August 1895, when they hatched the plot to create a revolution at Johannesburg supported by a raid from Pitsani and Mafeking led by Dr Jameson








Johannesburg was not ready. That was the message of the last six code telegrams to Dr Jameson. They confirmed his fears. So did a verbal report from Major Heany, the special messenger sent by the Johannesburg ‘Reform Committee’, the leaders of Rhodes’s and Beit’s revolutionary movement in the Transvaal. The ‘flotation’, as they called the rising in which they proposed to seize Johannesburg, was going to be a flop. The revolutionaries were in a funk. ‘Dead against it … fiasco … you must not move … too awful … very sorry … Ichabod.’1


Jameson left Heany in the white bell-tent at Pitsani, his camp in Bechuanaland within a few miles of the borders of both Cape Colony and the Transvaal. Heany himself had never doubted Jameson’s reaction. He had warned the committee, ‘He’ll come in sure as fate.’ For twenty minutes on that hot Sunday afternoon, 29 December 1895, Jameson paced up and down in the sand outside the tent. Then he called to Heany.


He was going in, despite everything, damn them. He’d ‘lick the burghers all round the Transvaal’. If the fellows at Johannesburg wouldn’t start the rising as agreed, their hands would have to be forced. It was a chance of a lifetime. At any rate he wasn’t spending another day at Pitsani Potlucko.2


‘Boot and saddle!’ Dust swirled across the parade ground, as the grey-suited, slouch-hatted Rhodesian police paraded in a hollow square. ‘Dress by the left! Bugler!’ Defiantly the bugle calls echoed off the tin walls of the single store at Pitsani, and floated across the three miles of empty white veld between Pitsani and the invisible Transvaal frontier. Silence, except for the shuffling of the troopers’ horses – branded ‘C.C.’ on their rumps – and the hum of the wind in the single telegraph wire.3


Jameson had nearly four hundred Rhodesian mounted police at Pitsani, belonging to the Chartered Company. It was this company, created by Cecil Rhodes and Alfred Beit, that administered the new British colony of Rhodesia under Crown charter. Many of the police looked like colonials. They had that swagger, the loose seat in the saddle, and the easy lift and fall of the carbine on their hips.4 Jameson had collected another one hundred and twenty volunteers twenty-five miles away at Mafeking – just within the borders of Cape Colony. That brought the total of the Chartered Company force up to about six hundred if one counted the Cape Coloured ‘boys’ who led the spare horses.5 Jameson had originally planned to invade the Transvaal with fifteen hundred.6 With six hundred it did seem a bit of a tall order: one regiment against the whole Boer army. But Jameson and the Rhodesian troopers had faced hopeless odds before. They had crushed Lobengula, King of the Matabele, in 1892: six hundred against six thousand Matabeles. This new expedition, according to Cecil Rhodes, would be ‘easier than Matabeleland’.7


At Pitsani, after six months’ work, Jameson had scraped together six Maxim machine-guns, two 7-pounder mountain guns and a 12½–pounder field piece.8 Some other refinements were stacked on the wagons beside the black tin trunks of Sir John Willoughby and the staff: a cask of Cape brandy for the men, and crates of champagne for the officers.9 Otherwise, they had cut the baggage train to the bone. The plan was to make a three-day dash for Johannesburg, before the Boer commandos could mobilize. Unfortunately, rumours about the rising ‘blabbing’ was Jameson’s word – had already reached the local papers. So it was now or never.10


‘Eyes front!’ On the burnished sand of the square, the lines of troopers saw Dr Jameson step into the sunlight. This was the great Dr Jim, pioneer Administrator of the Chartered Company in Rhodesia, and Cecil Rhodes’s right-hand man. He was dressed in a fawn-coloured coat, a short, slight figure, with a pale face, nervous brown eyes, and a boyish grin. But his voice was a magnet.11 He began something like this: ‘Some of you lads may think we’re going to attack Linchwe and his niggers.’ Linchwe was the local Bechuana chieftain who had had the cheek to go all the way to Whitehall to protest against the take-over of his strip of land by the Chartered Company. ‘Well, that’s all bosh about Linchwe. We’re going into the Transvaal in support of the Uitlanders.’12


Jameson took a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket and began to read aloud in his nervous voice. It was a letter of invitation from the committee of Uitlanders in Johannesburg organized by Rhodes and Beit – the mine-executives, miners and others who comprised the British and foreign business community of the Transvaal. ‘All the elements necessary for armed conflict…. The one desire of the people here is for fair play…. Thousands of unarmed men, women and children of our race will be at the mercy of well armed Boers….’13 Some of Jameson’s officers may have felt a trifle embarrassed. It was stirring stuff about the women and children, but not the precise truth, they knew. The letter, written a month before and left undated, was supposed to be kept for the moment after the Johannesburg rising had begun.14 Still, it was a wise precaution of Jameson’s to take the letter as a kind of passport. It would cover them with both the Chartered Company and the Imperial government in case there were awkward questions. Without it, they might have looked like pirates. As it was, the three senior officers – Colonels Johnny Willoughby, Raleigh Grey and Bobby White – were worried about the risk of losing their dormant commissions in the British army. Jameson had reassured them with a wave of the hand; and they took it that Joseph Chamberlain (the Colonial Secretary) and the British government must be in the know.15


One last precaution: they must cut off communication with the Cape. Not that Jameson had shown any great regard for orders by telegram while the lines had been open. Working for Rhodes in these last years in Rhodesia had taught Jameson and Willoughby when to turn a blind eye to instructions: a Nelson eye to the telegram. Provided, that is, the orders were not personally signed by Rhodes. And one thing must have struck Jameson about the fiasco of the last few days. Each stage of the collapse of the movement in Johannesburg had been reported to him by way of Rhodes’s office, but not one telegram was signed ‘Rhodes’.16 He had left the final decision to Jameson. Well, there would be no more orders to anyone at Pitsani for some time. Some troopers smashed down the telegraph poles and sliced off a long length from the single copper cable, burying it in the sand beside the poles. Jameson’s other contingent were doing the same near Mafeking. To prevent the Boers being warned, the Boer line to Pretoria would be cut at Malmani, thirty miles beyond the frontier.17


Of course it was a wild gamble, this dash for Johannesburg. But then so was much of the work of Rhodes’s Chartered Company, and in fact much of the history of the British Empire. ‘Clive would have done it,’ Jameson told a friend. He was sure of that.18 If Jameson gambled and won – if they could rush Johannesburg into a rising and forcibly take over the Transvaal – they would be forgiven the illegality.19 If they gambled and lost – well, the usual penalty was death. Death but not necessarily defeat. It was one of the lessons of history that it needed a disaster to make the British interested in their Empire. They seemed to prefer dead generals to living generals; they avenged them by completing their work. At least half the Empire had been conquered by dead men. People could see the process happening in the Sudan. Any day now the English would avenge Gordon by taking over the whole of the Mahdi’s country. Already the same process was happening in the Transvaal – ever since the Battle of Majuba, where General Colley and four hundred men had been cut up by the Boers fourteen years before.20


Jameson knew what his staff officers felt about Majuba. They all came from decent regiments: Johnny Willoughby from the Horse Guards, Grey from the Inniskillings, Bobby White from the Welch Fusiliers.21 It was British officers like this who took Majuba personally. Not just the thought of those brave fellows who died: also the shame of the others who had raised the white flag. Majuba was ‘unfinished business’ for the British army, something to wipe off the slate.


In the gathering dusk the bugle sounded. Captain Lindsell and a dozen scouts clattered off down the rutted wagon road, then turned east towards the darkness. There could be no going back now. Jameson mounted a black stallion. He took off his felt hat, and there were three ringing cheers for the Queen. Then they trotted out of Pitsani, followed by the African servants and the mule-carts. The moon had risen, flashing on the tin walls of the village and the brass-and-steel mountings of the Maxims, before the column was engulfed in dust.22


Across the border and into the Transvaal rode the six hundred.


Four days had passed, and the morning of 2 January found Jameson’s column halted close to a small whitewashed farm south of a kopje called Doornkop, in the brown, grassy hills of the Rand. They had ridden 170 miles into the Transvaal, with hardly a halt for sleep; the troopers were slipping from side to side in their saddles; and the officers were mixed with the men.23 Ahead was their goal, Johannesburg, the Golden City, only a couple of hours’ ride. As dawn broke, they could see the endless lines of tall iron chimneys, the gigantic wheels above the mine-shafts and the gleam of the mine-tailings, the golden slag in that lunar landscape. And their goal might indeed have been the moon, for all their chance of getting there.


Betrayal, that was the only word for it. Johannesburg had not risen. Their friends had made their peace with President Kruger and his Boers. The news had been brought to Jameson by two bicyclists. Not one armed volunteer had ridden out to join the column.24 Now Jameson’s path was barred by a relentless and invisible enemy.


For two days Jameson had carried on a running fight against the commandos. The Boers had got wind of them from the first. Jameson’s men had cut the Boer telegraph wire at Malmani, but too late. (People said afterwards it was the fault of some troopers who got drunk and cut the fence wire instead.) At first the Boers had hung on their tail, picking off stragglers. Jameson’s men had fought back as they had learnt to fight the Zulu impis: with the rattle of Maxims, the crash of shrapnel from the field-gun and the charge to the death. But the only dead were British. How could they fight mere puffs of smoke? That last night they had huddled together in a rough square formed by the ammunition carts, the ambulance wagons and the horses. The troopers fired into the darkness across their saddles.25 At dawn Jameson sent a last laconic message to the men in Johannesburg. Though they had had two ‘scrimmages’, they were all right; but they would like a little help if it could be spared.26


If help didn’t come, Jameson and his officers well knew what England expected of them. This was the moment they had been trained for ever since boyhood. It was the picture of the Last Stand above the fireplace in the schoolroom and the mess and the rectory. The Gatling has jammed; the colonel, eyes uplifted, grasps his sword; the little band sings ‘God Save the Queen’; and, one by one, they fall.27


By eight o’clock Jameson’s little band had suffered sixty-five killed and wounded. Inspector Cazalet was hit in the chest, Major Coventry in the spine, Captain Barry was dying.28 And then reality at last broke in to Jameson’s world of make-believe. Someone lifted a white flag – not a very good white flag, but the best they could do in the circumstances. It was made from the white apron of an African servant girl.29 The firing ceased. From all around them, the Boers rose up out of the ground, ‘like ants’, as one officer put it.30 Most of the Boers were dressed in ordinary brown working clothes, but a few had come straight from New Year festivities and had slung their rifles and bandoliers over their black Sunday best. The Boers disarmed the British, assisted the wounded and seized the baggage. In Bobby White’s black tin box were found the code telegrams from Rhodes in the Cape and from the other plotters in Johannesburg. There was a spare copy of the ‘women-and-children’ letter, and the code book to go with the code telegrams.31 It lay among the empty champagne bottles.32


The humiliation was complete when the dead were counted before burial. The British had lost sixteen, the Boers one man – one less than they had lost at Majuba.


Weeping, Jameson was led away in a cart to the gaol at Pretoria.33
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PART I


Milner’s War






‘The Jameson Raid was the real declaration of war in the Great Anglo-Boer conflict…. And that is so in spite of the four years truce that followed … [the] aggressors consolidated their alliance … the defenders on the other hand silently and grimly prepared for the inevitable.’


Jan Smuts, 1906










“Won’t be happy till he gets it.”
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CHAPTER 1


Out of the Abyss


SS Scot and South Africa,
18 November 1898 and before






As he spoke his eyelids seemed to tremble and to fall a little over his keen grey eyes. In a flash the phrase of Scudder’s came back to me, when he had described the man he most dreaded in the world. He had said that he ‘could hood his eyes like a hawk’. Then I saw that I had walked straight into the enemy’s headquarters.


John Buchan (Sir Alfred Milner’s Private Secretary in South Africa, 1901–3), The Thirty-Nine Steps








In the small hours, Sir Alfred Milner, High Commissioner for South Africa and Lieutenant-Governor of Cape Colony, was woken by a bright light in his eyes. He had a stateroom on the starboard side of the upper deck. It was 4.00 a.m., he noted in his diary (the small red diary which was the only companion and confidant of his travels). That must be the Ushant lighthouse, the first land they had sighted since Madeira. The wind was still blowing hard, but a big ship like the 7,000-ton Scot took it in her stride.1 Making 18½ knots, she was the holder of the record for the Cape Town run.2 If she kept this up, Milner would be in time to see Chamberlain at the Colonial Office on the 22nd. And tonight he might be able to dine with his friends at Brooks’s. How very jolly it would be to see the blessed old boys again!


Milner slept once more and when he next awoke it was morning: a fine morning, though cold. They were now about 120 miles from the Needles. Grand. After eighteen gruelling months at the Cape, he felt he had earned a holiday in England, even if it was to be a working holiday. His friend, Philip Gell, his closest friend since schooldays at King’s College, knew what he meant when he wrote to say how he was longing to be back at ‘Headquarters’.3 Cape society he had not enjoyed, to put it mildly; as Ozzy Walrond, his Private Secretary (and a treasure), remarked, Cape Town was a fourth-rate provincial town full of ‘the most awful cads’.4


His own feelings for the dark continent were, understandably, more complicated, though he once admitted to Philip that Cape Town ‘was a rather beastly hole’; in fact, when Milner compared his life at the Cape with his life in Egypt six  years before, as Baring’s financial secretary, he could find nothing whatever in favour of the Cape. The people – the whites, that is – were much more congenial in Egypt. It was nearer England. Besides, Egypt, run by the British, was a place where it was easy to get things done.5


Of course, he had not arrived at the Cape at the best moment to enjoy its amenities. It was 1897. He had been sent out to pick up the pieces after Jameson’s Raid.


The Raid: that had been the most extraordinary business. Despite the choppy seas and the cold wind, Milner spent most of the day pacing the port side of the deck, as one by one those delightful landmarks of the English coast swung into view: the Dorset Downs, the Purbeck hills, and the heady curves of Portland Bill.


His thoughts returned to South Africa. The ‘Higher Powers’ (as he put it in his donnish way) seemed to have achieved a miracle for the Afrikaners twice in the past. First at Majuba, then at Doornkop. How to avoid their winning a third time? He had views about that – increasingly strong views, although these had to remain, for the time being, a private heresy of his own.6


By now, Milner was a familiar sight to his fellow-passengers – fellow-prisoners, he would have called them – on the interminable voyage from the Cape. He hated the trip, tired as he was, for he hated being cooped up for nearly three weeks in a tub of a liner. He had always tried to play his part in the jollities on board ship, including (and this proved an appalling experience) some amateur theatricals. But for most of the voyage home he paced the deck, read the annual report of the Inland Revenue, or worked at his black box full of papers.7


The other passengers probably thought him a shy, austere, melancholy man. People generally did. With his long, thin face and downcast grey-brown eyes, he looked older than his forty-four years, and sadder than a brilliantly successful diplomatist should be. In fact, nothing surprised people, on first meeting him, more than his appearance. Was this really Sir Alfred Milner, the High Commissioner and Lieutenant-Governor of the Cape? Was this the man chosen by Joe Chamberlain to cut President Kruger down to size? He looked so gentle and detached. There was a whiff of All Souls or the British Museum about him.


People who knew him intimately received quite a different impression. When he began to talk his expression was as mobile as a kaleidoscope, and his smile was a sunburst. Suddenly that cold, thin face, the colour of ivory browned by age, became extraordinarily sweet and gentle.8 Of course, few people ever did get to know him intimately. To these friends he showed a side of his nature that was both ardent and affectionate. As for his enemies, they hardly existed at this time, though soon enough he was to have his share.


To what did Milner owe his meteoric rise in the public service? It was a question he sometimes asked himself. Certainly not to his family connections – though in a different sense he felt he owed everything to his family. His parentage was unusual. If you listened hard when he pronounced his ‘ths’ there was a trace of a German accent. He was born in Giessen, near Frankfurt-on-Main, the son of a half-German medical student and an English gentlewoman who had come to Germany in straitened circumstances. His upbringing was divided between Germany and England, and marred by the fecklessness of his father and the ill-health of his mother. When he was fifteen his mother died, and he was sent to school in England. All these experiences left their stamp on him.9 His heart was still to some extent divided between the two countries; his schoolboy heroes included Bismarck and Frederick the Great, as well as Cromwell and the younger Pitt; in the hurly-burly of London and South Africa he often longed for the solitude of the Bavarian woods.


But it was his English mother who was the driving force behind his life. At eighteen he won a senior scholarship to Oxford, an unheard-of feat for a boy from a London day school. He carried off the Craven, the Hertford – a whole litany of university prizes. He became the most brilliant son of Balliol, the Oxford college where Dr Jowett held court among a golden generation of undergraduates. As he progressed from prize to prize and triumph to triumph he had only one regret: if only she had lived to see it all.10


Against his father he was in complete reaction, so it appeared, though not at all disloyal or unfilial. That relentless capacity for work, that single-minded devotion to a cause – it was almost as though young Alfred was doing penance for the sins of his father.


Yet behind the upright young man, the paragon of English Victorian virtues, private and public, people occasionally detected something different. There was a frighteningly strained air to his self-control, as though most of his life was lived against the grain of his nature. He had strange eyes: keen grey eyes which he could hood like a hawk’s. Inside Milner, repressed but not altogether extinguished, was something of the spirit of his father – romantic, Bohemian, restless, and perhaps even reckless as well.11


Of course, this dualism in his nature was well concealed from all but his closest friends. Milner’s rise to fame could, as he reckoned himself, be attributed to one thing above all: he was absolutely sound and reliable. This was the reason, not merely his flair for writing or his financial expertise, for his having proved so useful to the leading men in both political parties: first as private secretary to Goschen, the Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer; next, as financial secretary to Sir Evelyn Baring (later Lord Cromer), the British ruler of Egypt; then, as Chairman of the Inland Revenue, right-hand man to Sir William Harcourt, the Liberal Chancellor.


In due course, he was promoted by Joe Chamberlain to his job as High Commissioner – the man responsible for British colonies in South Africa. Milner was not told exactly why he had been chosen. But no doubt he had been given a shrewd idea by Joe and his Cabinet colleagues. They had had enough of men like Jameson and Rhodes – of schoolboy heroes and bungling empire-builders. Milner had a solid reputation in imperial questions. His best-selling book, England in Egypt, sounded a trumpet call for the Empire. But he was also an expert on death duties – not a bad preparation, perhaps, for the deadly grind of modern diplomacy. At all events, Milner was selected for his strength of character and his patience.12 It was impatience, as the current Chancellor, Sir Michael Hicks Beach, observed to Milner, that lay at the root of all Britain’s mistakes in the past – from before Majuba to the Raid.13


Milner undoubtedly agreed. His own comment on his appointment to the Cape was characteristically modest. His only fear was that the job might fall through because no one at the Cape had ever heard of him. ‘It would be rather awkward,’ as he had told Philip Gell, if they jibbed, taking him to be ‘the nephew of some great man who had to be provided for, or an inconvenient official who had to be got rid of’.14


In fact, few colonial viceroys had ever had a more splendid send-off than Milner’s, when his friends gathered at the Café Monico to honour him before he left England. Numerous Balliol contemporaries attended – fellow-disciples of the great Dr Jowett: not only Philip Gell but Gell’s brother-in-law, St John Brodrick, and Henry Asquith and George Curzon, the rising stars of the Liberal and Tory parties. ‘Hurrah for the meek and the humble men of Balliol,’ someone remarked, ‘for they shall inherit the earth.’ Leaders of the main political parties were there too: Joe Chamberlain shared with Asquith the honour of proposing Milner’s health, and made a rousing imperialist speech – too rousing, some thought. In reply, Milner struck a more sympathetic note. He was cursed with the ‘cross-bench mind’. He tended to see too many sides to every question. Though he added, disarmingly, that there was ‘one question’ on which he had ‘never been able to see the other side’, and that was imperial unity, the consolidation of the British Empire.15


And so he set off for the Cape, fêted on all sides, so charming and tactful and clever, so sound, above all, as everyone said at that dinner – the perfect emissary to restore British supremacy in South Africa and consolidate the far-flung Empire.


Two years at the Cape had taught him that his patience had a limit. It was not merely the endless wrangling with the Transvaal over minor issues, and the wrestling with the Afrikaners at the Cape. It was the legacy of the past that so appalled him – not merely the Raid but the chain of mistakes that preceded it. ‘I hope South Africa is not going to be our one point of failure, but I feel very uneasy,’ he wrote to Gell in April 1898. ‘Somehow or other the more I know about it, the more profound is the abyss of our blunders in the past.’16


What did men like Milner mean when they talked in that mystical voice of ‘imperial unity’ and ‘consolidating the Empire’? Was it all rhetoric, just a mood and an enthusiasm?17 One must look back into South African history, into that ‘abyss of blunders’.


Milner, he himself confessed, could not see two sides to the imperial question. In his eyes the nineteenth century in South Africa was a century of struggle for supremacy between Britain and Boer – and of abysmal blunders from the imperial standpoint.


During most of the century British policy was weak and vacillating, like British imperial policy in general.18 On three occasions a positive attempt was  made to solve the Boer question by adopting an active ‘forward’ (that is, expansionist) policy. On each occasion, and for various reasons – including impatience and the see-saw of party politics – the forward policy ended in disaster.


Yet the alternatives proved a set of still bigger blunders: years of drift and compromise. All the time their Boer adversaries, expanding their strongholds in the interior, squeezing the natives into the poorest land, yet still leaving an Afrikaner (Afrikaans-speaking) majority at the Cape, grew richer and more numerous, more dangerous to Britain and her Empire.


The first to seize the South African nettle was Sir Benjamin D’Urban, appointed Governor of eastern Cape Colony in 1833. It was by then forty years since Britain had first annexed the Cape, seizing the colony from Holland, for reasons of strategy, during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. The strategic motive was compelling for England – as it was to remain. Hold the Cape and she could protect the sea lanes to the East. This was the main reason why the Dutch had originally founded Cape Colony in the seventeenth century; it was a stepping-stone on the way to the Dutch East Indies. Now for the British it could be the Gibraltar of the South, the chief link in the chain of imperial defence between England and her most important overseas possession – India.


But how to ensure that the Cape remained under British control? This was the political puzzle that haunted Sir Benjamin D’Urban, and was to haunt all his successors. For the Cape was more than a base; it was a colony; and a colony whose Afrikaner inhabitants’ loyalty was (to put it mildly) not beyond dispute. In this respect there was soon no parallel with the problem of the French in British Canada or any other British colonial problem. For the flood of British immigrants that would have provided a pro-British majority never materialized at the Cape. The country was too poor and arid to attract British immigration on any scale, and only for a period during the 1820s did the British government subsidize immigration. As a result, the Afrikaans-speaking South Africans remained a majority, and a stubborn one at that.19


When D’Urban arrived in 1833 he found the place in turmoil. With their seventeenth-century Dutch Protestant tradition – fundamentalist and egalitarian – the scattered Dutch colonists had always proved awkward to govern. In the days of Dutch rule there was frequent friction with the colonial government, and occasional bloodshed. After the British take-over, there were risings in 1795, 1799 and 1815. The 1815 affair resulted in the hanging at Slachter’s Nek of five men who came to be regarded as the first political martyrs of the Afrikaner nation, though in fact they were condemned by Dutch-speaking judge and jurymen; moreover, they had forfeited the sympathy of most of their countrymen by a reckless alliance with some Xhosas, the local African tribe who greatly outnumbered both white communities combined.20


It is at this point – when one touches on the native side of the problem – that the difficulties of policy-making in South Africa, for both a colonial governor and his home government, become apparent. For it was not only the British who remained a minority among the population as a whole. The whites were a minority among the Africans. Any humanitarian attempt to reconcile the interests of the black majority with the colonists was certain to compound the other two problems: to reconcile two rival colonial communities with each other, and their interests, in turn, with those of the imperial power. In short, history presented South Africa with a triple formula for conflict – black against white, white against white, white against the mother country – and only a miracle could spare South Africa from an endless war.21


In the event, Sir Benjamin D’Urban was no miracle-worker. He was a heavy-handed veteran of the Peninsular War. He sacrificed the black Africans’ interests, and bowed to white political pressures, in just the same way as so many rulers of South Africa were to do in the future. To conciliate the Boers – the frontier farmers – and unite the colony in loyalty to the Crown, he adopted a tough ‘forward’ policy towards the Xhosa. He supported the Boers who were in a state of endemic feud with the Xhosa over the frontier lands. He sent English red-coats to help locally commandeered troops – the Boer commandos. Together, D’Urban and the Boers sliced off a hundred-mile strip of new territory to add to the Cape. But, meanwhile, vacillations at Downing Street had hardened into a determination not to increase the size of the colony at the expense of the natives. Under pressure from British missionaries, the Colonial Secretary of the day repudiated D’Urban’s annexation. Worse than this, from his own point of view, D’Urban was, in 1834, now instructed to put into effect a humanitarian new edict outlawing slavery from the British Empire, which he did with characteristic heavy-handedness.


This was the last straw for the Boers on the frontier. Away they trekked, beyond the Orange River and the Vaal, into new, seemingly empty territory where they could govern themselves – and handle the natives – as they thought fit. By 1837 these pioneers numbered five thousand, although the great majority of Afrikaans-speaking colonists remained at the Cape. The voortrekkers, as the pioneers became known, were organized on military lines, and included one young boy who would become famous, Paul Kruger. They took everything they needed with them, as they set off in their covered wagons across the endless brown veld: their sheep and their cattle, enough guns and gunpowder to subdue the natives, and enough resentment against England to last a century. So began the great exodus – a kind of inverted rebellion – that passed into folklore as the Great Trek, and created the two voortrekker republics, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal, as a national home for the Boers.22


D’Urban had blundered, that was clear; and D’Urban was recalled. But the blunder was shared by the Colonial Secretary, who failed to support the ‘forward’ policy in the Cabinet. This, at any rate, was the moral to be drawn by later imperialists like Milner.23


The same mistake, as Milner must have seen it, was made on the next occasion when the forward policy was tried – by another Peninsular general-turned-governor, Sir Harry Smith. At first, after D’Urban’s recall, it was decided to let the voortrekkers stew in their own juice. No steps were taken to stop them crossing the fords of the Orange River, which would have been easy, nor was trade with them forbidden. Instead, the Cape government issued a fiery proclamation reasserting authority over the erring Boers – and took good care not to enforce it.24


But by 1847, when Smith took over, events had prodded Britain once more into facing the Boer problem. In their progress north, the voortrekkers had stirred up a hornet’s nest in Natal, till then the preserve of the Zulus. The Boers crushed Dingaan and his Zulu warriors at the Battle of Blood River on 16 December 1838. But their handling of African tribes elsewhere threatened to be a source of permanent unrest. Reluctantly, Whitehall was persuaded that a British colony of Natal, expensive as it might prove for the Crown, was at least a lesser evil than another Boer republic. For Natal was not in the middle of nowhere like the other Boer territories. It was plumb on the trade route to India. In 1843 it was annexed by Britain and the chief port was renamed after D’Urban.25 (In contrast, the main town in the Zulu country to the north of the Tugela River was called after Lady Smith, the Spanish bride whom dashing Sir Harry had carried off from the Peninsula.)


As a British general, Sir Harry had seized Natal for the Crown. As a British governor, he now proceeded to outplay the Boer expansionists at their own game. He doubled the size of the Cape Colony, pushing out the frontier to the Atlantic on the north-west, and across the Kei River to the east. A still greater coup was to annex the voortrekkers’ territory across the Orange and the Vaal Rivers. When their neighbours in the Transvaal, led by Pretorius, marched against him, Sir Harry dealt them a resounding defeat at the Battle of Boomplaatz. The result was political chaos in the Transvaal. Its annexation seemed certain to follow.


But just then the Westminster see-saw came down with a bump, unseating Sir Harry and miraculously restoring the power of the voortrekkers. New British governments, successively led by Lord John Russell and Lord Derby, decided to take a firm stand against colonial adventures. Sir Harry was recalled and his conquests were repudiated. By the Sand (Zand) River Convention of 1852 and the Bloemfontein Convention of 1854, the internal independence of the two Boer republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State was guaranteed by Britain.26


Why the sudden reversion to a policy of compromise? This time the forward policy was not repudiated for humanitarian reasons, as at the time of D’Urban’s débâcle. The pressure came not from the missionaries of Exeter Hall but from the Lords of the Treasury whose aim was financial retrenchment. The new government was determined to economize as much as possible on the Empire. For this was the heyday of Lord Palmerston and Free Trade. Britain had grown rich by exploiting markets in regions, like Europe and the United States, where she had no political control. Why pay for an empire, when Britain had free access to the markets of the world? In 1872 Cape Colony followed Canada, New Zealand and the Australian colonies in being granted ‘responsible government’ – in other words, internal autonomy. And at the same time a discovery was made that seemed to set the seal on the success of this policy: the discovery of the world’s largest pipe of diamonds at Kimberley in the Free State, close to the Cape frontier.


The ensuing diamond boom in the Cape (which had, by some smart map-reading, hastily incorporated Kimberley in its territory) transformed the economy of the region. Trade flourished. Railways spread across the veld. At last Britain’s Cinderella colony had goods to sell to the mother country and the money to buy her goods.27 For her part, the mother country responded by returning once more to the attack on the problem of the Boers.


The aim this time was a good deal more sophisticated than the fumblings of D’Urban or the buccaneering of Sir Harry Smith. It had long struck British statesmen that the central problem of South Africa – to impose British control, despite the Afrikaners at the Cape and the Boers of the Transvaal – had analogies with the problem of the French in Canada. In Canada, it was true, the British settlers had soon swamped the French, whereas the Afrikaners would remain in the majority at the Cape for the foreseeable future. But a federal constitution had worked wonders in the French Canadian provinces. What about a federal constitution for all four South African states, the two British colonies and the two Boer republics? This was the plan of the new High Commissioner in 1877, Sir Bartle Frere.


Strange to say, it was not the Boer republics that seemed the chief obstacles to this scheme. The Boers in the Transvaal were in such a desperate state at this time – hemmed in by the Zulus, their treasury bankrupt – that they seemed prepared to acquiesce in becoming a British colony. The real obstacle was the degree of colonial nationalism at the Cape that had been stimulated both by responsible government and the diamond boom. In a reckless fit of impatience, the British tried to force the hand of the Cape government by annexing the Transvaal before federation was agreed. It was back to a forward policy with a vengeance.28


Hence the third great blunder, which culminated in Majuba. At least Frere did not begin by making the mistake committed by his predecessors, of acting without authority from home. Together, he and the Tory Colonial Secretary, Lord Carnarvon, concerted their scheme. The first step was to woo the Boers with the same tactic as D’Urban had used: letting loose the British army on the Boers’ African adversaries.


Accordingly, the British precipitated the Zulu War of 1879, which, despite some initial success for the Zulus, resulted in their extinction as a military nation (and a peerage for the British commander, Sir Garnet Wolseley). Meanwhile, without firing a shot, the British army had marched north to Pretoria. By 1877 the Union Jack was flying over the government buildings of the new British colony of the Transvaal.29


For a moment it looked like a triumph of the forward policy. Pretoria occupied, its loyalty secure, the Free State sure to follow, soon the great federation of British South Africa. But the verge of triumph was the verge of the abyss. The Conservatives had not managed to secure full Liberal support for the annexation, and now Gladstone thundered at Midlothian: he would repudiate

the take-over. His arguments were based as much on financial orthodoxy (that is, economy) as on political radicalism. It became clear that the Liberals were as deeply divided on South Africa as they were on Ireland. The British annexation was left in the air. Sir Bartle Frere was recalled under a cloud. No money was invested in the colony, there were no improvements in business or administration to offset the loss of political independence for the Boers. Accordingly, the Boers’ powerful tradition of nationalism, temporarily paralysed by an empty treasury and the Zulu menace, was suddenly given new life.


In 1880 the Boers under Paul Kruger rose in revolt against their new government, and within a few weeks inflicted three small, but shattering, reverses on the British army, culminating in the Battle of Majuba in British territory just inside the frontiers of Natal.30


By this time, Gladstone, Grand Old Man, was back in the seat for his third term. He was quick to seize on a compromise. He agreed to withdraw the large British force now hurrying to the rescue, led by Sir Fred Roberts, the hero of the march to Kandahar. He agreed to restore complete internal self-government to the Boers. There was one major qualification: Britain would reserve for herself ultimate control over the Transvaal’s foreign affairs. Constitutionally it was an unusual, though not unique, arrangement. Britain was continuing to claim her status as paramount power in South Africa, although she did not claim the Transvaal as a colony or even as a member of her Empire.


Under pressure from well-wishers in Cape Colony and the Free State, Kruger consented to this arrangement, which was given the form of an international treaty in the Convention of Pretoria of 1881 and the Convention of London of 1884. But Kruger, who became President of the restored Transvaal Republic, did not conceal the fact that he was signing under protest, and would do his best to negotiate a third convention which would remove the shadow of British paramountcy from the Transvaal’s independence. On their part, many British soldiers under Roberts felt deeply humiliated by the settlement. Moreover, it served to quicken, as soon emerged, the rising spirit of Jingoism.31


Such was the Abyss of Blunders.


To Milner the talk of avenging Majuba seemed distastefully crude. The battle itself was a conventional enough disaster: a poor tactical position, a diminutive force, a half-baked general. It was the whole annexation that had been hopelessly bungled. Frere had fumbled. Westminster had undermined him. The Treasury had ensured his failure. As for Gladstone’s settlement, Milner could only wince at the thought. By settling for ‘peace-under-defeat’ before the main British army could arrive, Gladstone had taken one more step in confirming the Transvaal as that dangerous anachronism, a quasi-independent nation in Africa.32


What was to be done? It was here that the ‘great game’ for South Africa emerged as part of a much greater game – the struggle for world supremacy.


The phrases used – ‘imperial unity’ and ‘consolidating the Empire’ – were vague, conveniently vague. Milner himself knew what he meant by them. He prided himself on his realism – on the fact that he had no illusions about the true state of the British Empire. He was not misled, like the cruder kind of jingos, by the flag-waving and the drum-beating.33 He shrank from these theatricals – ‘walking on stilts’, he called his job as viceroy.34 He ridiculed the philosophy of the Gatling gun and the Last Stand. What he was interested in was power. Not merely for himself, but for England and the English race. This was the love of his life – English ‘race patriotism’, as he called it – pursued with the passion that he denied himself in most other ways.35 But the power of the English race was not, as he saw it, at its climax. It was already in decline.


The years of drift and compromise in South Africa were part of this general decline. Indeed, in the other settler colonies, for half a century there had not even been an attempt at a forward policy; all policy had been weak and negative. And gradually British power was eroded as, one by one, these white colonies were granted internal self-government. It was true that the colonies themselves had grown richer and more powerful. It was also true that Britain had made vast new tropical conquests – especially during the recent scramble for Africa.


But were these new black colonies to be a source of either wealth or power? Until they were developed, no one could say. In Milner’s eyes, as indeed in the eyes of all the more sophisticated imperialists, Britain’s main concern was not with adding to or even developing the black Empire. It was with reasserting her power in the white Empire. Could the Empire now be made into a reality as a federal Greater Britain? Could it become the supreme world-state, with defence and trade controlled by a single grand imperial parliament? Or was the white Empire doomed to dissolve into a medley of nation-states, no closer to Britain than the first great ex-colony, America?


It was in South Africa, Milner believed, that the answer to this question would be found, one way or the other.36 He thought he knew the dangers. In his personal philosophy of aiming for the ‘Big Things of life’, risks were unavoidable – and big risks, too.37 Perhaps it was already too late. Perhaps the Empire, not the Transvaal, was the anachronism. Perhaps he was one himself. Time would show.38 Of one thing Milner was certain. The present policy of compromise in South Africa – the backward policy – offered no chance of restoring Britain’s power. In 1886 gold had been discovered in the Transvaal hills called Witwatersrand – the Rand. It was gold that had lured Rhodes and Beit in 1895 to try to re-annex the Transvaal to the British Empire – a scheme in which Chamberlain and the imperial government (so they claimed) had played no part. To the folly of Majuba had now been added the fiasco of the Raid.


Milner’s own feelings towards the Raid and its political results were understandably more complicated than towards the earlier blunders.39 In a sense he owed everything to the disaster. But for Jameson, he might have still been sitting in his office at Somerset House hiding his yawns as Chairman of the Inland Revenue. And there were aspects of the Raid, total fiasco though it had been, which offered, Milner thought, hopeful lessons for the future.


What no one, least of all Kruger, could have foreseen when the London Convention had been signed in 1884 was that the Rand would be discovered two years later. The resulting explosion in the wealth of the Transvaal had an explosive political result. Quite suddenly the Cape and Transvaal seemed to be exchanging roles, as political leadership of the sub-continent passed to the Transvaal. There was now a double anomaly about the two states. The Cape was a British colony, though the majority of the white inhabitants were Afrikaners; the Transvaal was still a Boer republic, though it appeared that the majority of its inhabitants were, by the mid-1890s, British, for the gold-rush had sucked in so many British immigrants. Who, then, was to control the Transvaal, richest state in Africa?40 This was the question which Jameson tried to answer with his madcap ride across the veld.


When the Raid was imminent the old President declared, ‘I shall wait until the tortoise puts out its head, then I shall cut it off.’41 In the event he was far too clever to do anything of the sort. He had the tortoise wrapped up, so to speak, and sent to London as a gift for the Queen. It was to London that he sent Dr Jameson and the Raiders; to be sentenced by a Crown court, to the great embarrassment of all concerned, to terms ranging from fifteen months in gaol. Worse, Rhodes was revealed as the arch-plotter and arch-bungler of the whole affair. This was proved by two official enquiries and two public trials, in London and South Africa. It could not be denied, once Kruger had published to the world the amazing collection of code telegrams and other secret documents found on the battlefield of Doornkop.42


It was at the enquiry held by the Cape government that there emerged the answer to the central puzzle: why had the Johannesburg rising, organized by Rhodes, collapsed so ignominiously? As the man who had then been Prime Minister at the Cape, as well as Chairman of the Chartered Company, Rhodes himself was forced to testify – and a wretched figure he cut during the two days he was in the witness box. It turned out that he and his multi-millionaire backer, Alfred Beit, had hopelessly overestimated the strength of the opposition to Kruger among the Uitlanders. A large minority were not British at all, but were Afrikaners from the Cape, Germans, Frenchmen, even Americans. Of course, they had their grievances, including their lack of political rights. But they were earning good money in the gold mines, and were in no great hurry to overthrow the government. The same applied to many of the independent capitalists who had stakes in the Rand gold-fields. And even the Johannesburg ‘Reformers’ (the cardboard revolutionaries) had not been able to agree on the crucial question: once they had toppled Kruger’s republic of the Transvaal, what would they put in its place? An Uitlander republic? Or, as Rhodes and Beit wanted, a British colony under the British flag?43.


While the Reformers had pleaded for time to patch up their differences, Rhodes and Beit had kept their heads well buried in the sand. In Beit’s case this was almost literally the case; he took a seaside holiday at Muizenberg during the crucial weekend when Jameson was due to set off. Rhodes had remained hovering about Groote Schuur, his palace in the pine woods above Cape Town, postponing the decision to recall Jameson, although the invasion was immediately repudiated by both the British and Cape governments.44 William Schreiner, the Cape’s Attorney-General, gave the Cape enquiry an account of an interview with Rhodes during that period: Rhodes utterly broken down by the fiasco of the rising; Rhodes blurting out that Jameson ‘had upset his applecart’; Rhodes refusing to try to stop him with the abject excuse ‘poor Jameson, we’ve been friends for twenty years, how can I ruin him now?’ Yet it also emerged that Rhodes did try to ruin Jameson a few days later. He had sent a message to him in Pretoria gaol instructing him to take the whole blame.45


This was the unsavoury story of the Raid as it emerged from the trials and official enquiries. And absurd as were the illusions of the conspirators, the political effects were real enough, as Milner knew to his cost. The Raid had disastrously weakened the imperial position in South Africa. In 1898 Kruger was re-elected as the President of the Transvaal for a fourth term, routing his more progressive Boer opponents, and he was now the hero not only of the Boers in the Transvaal, but of their fellow Afrikaners at the Cape. The bonds of a new kind of Cape colonial nationalism, which Rhodes had inspired, were now broken, and the Cape Afrikaners were forced back into the laager mentality they had abandoned for a decade. Of course, this would not necessarily have been a bad thing for imperialists, if the Cape had not had self-government. But it had, and the Afrikaners remained in the majority.46


As for Rhodes, he was severely censured at both the Cape enquiry and the parliamentary enquiry in London. He had been forced to resign both as Chairman of the Chartered Company and as Cape Prime Minister. He then announced that he would abandon Cape politics and in future devote himself to the country that bore his name. It was about time. Rhodes’s gamble in sending off most of the Rhodesian police with Jameson had helped precipitate native risings by the Matabele and Mashona, which were only stamped out at heavy financial cost to the Chartered Company.47


When Milner had been sent to the Cape in 1897 it was his job to restore the world destroyed by Jameson. The first problem was how to deal with the ex-colossus and his partners, including Alfred Beit. As Governor and High Commissioner, it was Milner’s job to be on good terms with all the pro-British party, especially these ex-German, naturalized British millionaire ‘gold-bugs’ like Alfred Beit. And on good terms he was. Yet he could not conceal from his close friends his private feelings. Rhodes’s and Beit’s plan for invading the Transvaal had been not only ‘idiotic’; it was ‘unscrupulous’.48 He did not now trust Rhodes and his associates an inch. ‘They would give me away or anyone else for the least of their own ends,’ he declared in an outburst to Philip Gell. They were ‘money grubbers’ and ‘potential rebels’. Yet he could not help liking Rhodes. It needed a ‘moral and intellectual structure as complex’ as his own to realize that ‘Rhodes is thoroughly untrustworthy yet cordially to admire him’.49


This was, of course, for the ears of only his closest friends. Indeed, Milner once called the truth about Rhodes one of the ‘arcana imperii’ (imperial secrets) that could never be divulged except to the ‘fully initiated augur’. ‘For goodness sake,’ he added, ‘do not let Grey’ – Lord Grey was the new chairman of the Chartered Company – ‘ever know what I think … Grey, excellent, simple

minded fellow, would not be one-tenth of the use he undoubtedly is, if he did not take Rhodes at his own valuation.’50 Milner had his own motives for telling this to Philip Gell. He wanted to install him, his most intimate and reliable friend, in a crucial position at ‘Headquarters’ – among the London gold-bugs. He hoped Gell could get a job at the London office of Wernher-Beit, the richest and most powerful of all the Rand mining houses.51 (The personal assets of Wernher and Beit were valued in 1895 at £17 million, compared with Rhodes’s £5 million.)52 ‘I had rather it were Wernher, Beit and Transvaal things’, he told Philip, explaining this scheme, ‘than Grey, Rhodes and Rhodesian things.’ In fact, Philip had to settle for a seat with Grey on the board of the Chartered Company. But as Beit, too, was a director of Chartered, it would serve as a useful link with the Rand. If Milner had his way, it was Wernher and Beit, richer and less erratic than Rhodes, who had the most important part to play in the ‘Great Game’ in South Africa.53


It was for this – to concert a long-term strategy to deal with the Boers – that Milner had now come to see Chamberlain.


He had no doubt of the lessons of the past. The Raid was Rhodes’s private attempt at a short cut to solve the Transvaal problem. It had failed as abjectly as the forward policy of the imperial government. But that did not prove that intervention was the wrong policy. If Milner was to intervene, his policy must be based on three principles: agreement with loyalists at the Cape, agreement with the Colonial Office at home, and the support of British public opinion on both sides of the political fence.


He knew what they would reply at the Colonial Office. Why attempt a forward policy at all? Time was on their side: only be patient and the Transvaal would fall into their lap. But time, Milner was sure, was not on their side, now that the Raid had strengthened Kruger’s grip on his own people. So they simply could not afford to go on ‘muddling through’ and letting the Boers ‘stew in their own juice’.54 In fact, earlier that year, Milner had written to London to ask for permission to ‘work up to crisis’, to force a show-down with Kruger. Not to put too fine a point on it, he wanted to pick a quarrel over some issue or issues, and then let events force the crisis.55


At the time Chamberlain (embarrassed by the enquiry into the Raid) had told a friend that he wished ‘everyone would forget the existence of the place [South Africa] for the next year or two’.56 To Milner he had replied, politely but firmly, ‘For the present at any rate our greatest interest in South Africa is peace … all our policy must be directed to this object.’57 This had been the position in early 1898, when Britain had her hands full in dealing with French claims to the Upper Nile. What was Chamberlain’s policy in December – after the British triumph in expelling the French from Fashoda?


Milner now had a doubly delicate diplomatic mission during his working holiday in England. First, he must expose the ‘rose-coloured illusions’ of Chamberlain and the Colonial Office: time, he would prove to them, was not on their side. Second, he must soften up the Press and politicians in general. He had no wish to end up, like Sir Bartle Frere, sacrificed on the altar of public opinion.58 This in its turn involved attendance at the dinner tables and country house parties of the great political hostesses of the day – a task not uncongenial to Milner.


High society provided an emollient conspicuously lacking in his official life as an administrator. Eight years before, as a thirty-seven-year-old financial secretary in Egypt, he had fallen in love for the first time. The girl was Margot Tennant and Milner asked her to marry him.59 She had chosen his Balliol friend instead – Henry Asquith, the future Prime Minister. Milner had tried to shrug off the unrequited affair. ‘Dear Blessed Old Boy,’ he had told Philip, ‘Don’t “take on” about it. There are no bones broken. I have not been eaten by an ogress …’60 But the rebuff intensified the struggle against the romantic yearnings of his father’s temperament. Where could he now give them a better (and safer) outlet than in the towered and castellated homes of the great hostesses, in bicycling with Lady Alice Portal and punting with Ettie Grenfell? And even if he was hopeless at bridge, his welcome was assured. Alfred not only talked brilliantly about his imperial mission. He was a brilliant listener.61


That evening, 18 November, at eight, the special saloon coach carrying Milner steamed into Vauxhall Station. He took a cab to his bachelor chambers at 47 Duke Street. He had his ‘old cave’: the big red room on the ground floor. He was too tired to dine at Brooks’. A stack of letters awaited him, a deluge of invitations. Everyone wanted to hear about South Africa.62


Four days later Milner crossed the palatial courtyard of the Colonial Office in Whitehall on his way to see Chamberlain. He had every reason to feel depressed. It was not only that row of deceased proconsuls sculpted on the east façade, whose numbers included (like a kind of Bluebeard’s gallery) the heads of D’Urban, Smith and Frere. He had also just heard the news from some friends in the CO: the Master – Chamberlain – was sticking to the ‘no-war policy’.63


His own mind was made up. There were only two ways out of the abyss in South Africa. Either Kruger must make political reforms in his ramshackle republic or there must be a ‘row’. To put it bluntly, the choice was between reform or war. And of the two, he believed ‘war was more likely’.64




CHAPTER 2


Nods and Winks


London,
22 November – December 1898






‘A war in South Africa would be one of the most serious wars that could possibly be waged. It would be in the nature of a Civil War. It would be a long war, a bitter war and a costly war … it would leave behind it the embers of a strife which I believe generations would hardly be long enough to extinguish … to go to war with President Kruger, to force upon him reforms in the internal affairs of his state, with which [we] have repudiated all right of interference – that would have been a course of action as immoral as it would have been unwise.’


Joseph Chamberlain, speaking as Colonial Secretary in the House of Commons, May 1896








Earlier that day, 22 November, the Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, had briefed himself for Milner’s visit. He worked, we are told, smoothly and efficiently in his office like an imperious machine.


His biographer has described with awe the Chamberlain of this period. Every day he arrived by cab from his home in Princes Gardens. In the Private Secretary’s room – a sort of ante-chamber between the main corridor and the blue baize door of Chamberlain’s room – three or four distinguished-looking men in frock-coats are awaiting his arrival. These are the hierarchy, the high priests of the Colonial Office. They warm their hands at the coal fire; one of them goes to the brass rack on the mahogany table and picks up a file; it is tied up in the proverbial red-tape, and the spidery sequence of minutes culminates in the welcome initials, ‘J.C.’. Now there is the ring of the table bell and the blue baize door opens. The Master has arrived. ‘The machine is ready to take some more,’ he says to the Private Secretary, who shuffles in with the files. He is only half in jest. ‘The sleeping city wakened at his touch,’ as one of his admirers put it.1


From his desk Chamberlain eyed the world through his eye-glass, and it was no wonder if the world trembled. Queen Victoria was the symbol of the mother country, the Empire made flesh; Chamberlain seemed to epitomize its other side, the dreadnought spirit. There he sat, the self-made man from Birmingham, with a home-grown orchid in his button-hole and a diamond pin in his stock, his face as cool and handsome as a piece of his own Birmingham steel. His right hand rested on the huge brown globe, traced with the spider’s web of cable routes and steamer lanes. It was this strong right hand that would pull the Empire together.2


Such was the impression Chamberlain liked, no doubt, to convey, and he conveyed it brilliantly. Yet there was another Joe Chamberlain, better known to his political colleagues than to his office staff or the public: emotional and impulsive, moody and sometimes despondent. For the frustrations of the last two and a half years at the CO had left their inner mark on him, not to speak of the wrangles in the Cabinet – and, of course, the searing experience of the Raid.


Yet the central trauma of Chamberlain’s life was none of these. It had occurred twelve years earlier, and it haunted him still.


In 1886 Chamberlain was President of the Board of Trade in Gladstone’s cabinet, and his prospects were dazzling. He had risen from the bed-rock of the British middle-class by way of a successful industrial career to the commanding heights of politics.3 Head and shoulders above his fellow radicals, he could expect, when Gladstone retired, to be the next Liberal Prime Minister: perhaps one of the greatest of Britain’s Prime Ministers. Then, in 1886, the Irish Home Rule ulcer burst and engulfed the Liberal Party, and he discovered he was that strange hybrid, both a radical and an imperialist. With Lord Hartington (later Duke of Devonshire), he founded the Liberal Unionists, and for nine long years he was in the wilderness.4


To Chamberlain the sacrifice seemed devastating. As he later blurted out to Lord Selborne, the son-in-law of Lord Salisbury, the ‘dream of his life’ had been to be Prime Minister; for the sake of principle he had sacrificed ‘all his ambitions, all his hopes, all his dreams … they had gone for ever into limbo’. Now he was exposed to the attacks of both parties, there were ‘venomous and malignant attacks’ from the right of the Tory party, while from his old friends among the radicals he had been abused as ‘no public man before him ever had been’.


In April 1895 he had seriously considered resigning from politics. In the event, of course, he thought better of it; he had been impulsive; besides, the Tories were anxious to smooth his ruffled feathers.5 A couple of months later the working agreement between Liberal Unionists and Conservatives took shape as a formal coalition. And one afternoon in June, the Parliamentary majority of the Liberal rump, now led by Lord Rosebery, vanished in a puff of smoke (it was actually during a debate on the supply of cordite). Chamberlain had come in from the cold. Lord Salisbury, the Tory Prime Minister, then offered him virtually any office he cared to name: the Treasury, Foreign Affairs, the War Office. The whole field was open to him. He chose the Colonies. The appointment was welcomed.6 Yet it surprised those who, like Salisbury, had imagined he was only a ‘theoretic imperialist’, or thought him too ambitious to choose what had hitherto been a minor Cabinet post.’7


The ensuing partnership had borne fruit much as might have been predicted: a measure of success, and a good deal of frustration for everyone.


On taking over, Chamberlain found the Colonial Office was almost a parody of a Whitehall department. Behind the glittering Roman façade, commissioned by Lord Palmerston, the place was unbelievably drab: miles of brown dado and lead-lined staircase. ‘We must have all this smartened up,’ Chamberlain told his Private Secretary, peering through his eye-glass at the worn carpet and the broken-down mahogany furniture in his room. Some fresh paint was eventually extorted from the Office of Works and electric light was installed to replace the candles and supplement the gaslights.8 Yet the office remained bleak enough for a romantic like Chamberlain, whose own house at Highbury, in a Birmingham suburb, was filled with the gleam of Morris glass and the glow of Burne-Jones tapestries.9


Still more negative than the atmosphere of the building, Chamberlain found, was the spirit of its occupants. Like Milner, Chamberlain believed the new imperialism demanded of Britain a double task: to make a Greater Britain out of the white Empire, and to develop the black one. But how to achieve anything with an office staff of ninety-nine men (including the messengers) dedicated to the Treasury virtues of thrift and prudence?10 The truth was that the Treasury allocation for the Empire (excluding India and Egypt) was a shoe-string – a mere £130,000 when Chamberlain took over the Colonies.11 No wonder that the CO staff tended to look on their job with a certain cynicism, and any talk of the ‘great estates’ overseas had a hollow ring.12


His Cabinet colleagues were delighted for him to make speeches about imperial unity.13 They seemed less anxious to take any practical steps to achieve his objects – especially if they cost money. And the second part of the imperial task – developing the black Empire – would hardly be cheap. In due course, Chamberlain had succeeded in persuading his cabinet colleagues to raise the Colonial Office budget to £600,000, but this was largely spent on the pacification of Uganda and a project in Cyprus.14 It was a shocking fact, as Chamberlain admitted in public, that the great majority of the black colonies for which Britain was directly responsible had still, after a century, received no real benefit from imperial membership.15


Still, one must not exaggerate Chamberlain’s own frustrations at this period. He had to admit that he found both Lord Salisbury and Arthur Balfour, his nephew and deputy, the soul of politeness. They recognized that his imperial ideas were a substitute for the lost dream of being a great radical Prime Minister. They flattered him in their languid, aristocratic way by reminding him of how he was indispensable to the party alliance – though this was only partly flattery. They supported him, to some extent, against the penny-pinching spirit of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Michael Hicks Beach. Above all, they saved him when his career seemed likely to be brought to an untimely end by that tornado from South Africa – the Jameson Raid.


The Raid. Chamberlain, too, had found this an extraordinary business. And if Milner felt baffled about the part Chamberlain had played, it was nothing to what Chamberlain sometimes felt himself. After one and a half years of public enquiries and private heart-searching he confessed to an admirer, ‘The fact is that I can hardly say what I knew and what I did not.’16


Yet the evidence was there, whether Chamberlain liked it or not, locked away in those ministerial red boxes in his office. And, eighty years later, we can see that, if published, this evidence would have been the end of Chamberlain and might well have changed the course of history.17


The dilemma that faced Chamberlain when he took over the Colonies in 1895 was a delicate one. He shared Milner’s view of South African policy in the past: that it had been one long blunder from the imperial standpoint. He recalled ruefully that he had served in Gladstone’s cabinet, which made the culminating blunders of Majuba, the Pretoria and London Conventions and ‘peace-under-defeat’. He shared Milner’s distaste for Rhodes and the buccaneering of the Chartered Company.18 But he had inherited from Lord Ripon, the outgoing Liberal Secretary of State, a passive leave-it-to-Rhodes policy for South Africa, which was supposed to result in federation. Soon after Chamberlain took up the seals of office, Rhodes pressed for new negotiations. And here was the dilemma. Chamberlain learned that an Uitlander coup was expected in Johannesburg, organized by Rhodes and Beit. Could the British government safely leave it all to these two men to handle? What if the coup resulted in an Uitlander republic under its own flag? Paradoxically, this would be even worse for Britain than the Boer republic. For it could postpone for ever the chance of creating a British federation of South Africa, built up on the gold of the Transvaal.19


Chamberlain’s response to the dilemma was to adopt a course not unknown to political opportunists: he would take care ‘not to know too much’. If the plot failed he could plead official ignorance; if it succeeded he could share (privately) the credit with Rhodes and Beit.20 But this was not merely a policy of opportunism; it was extremely dangerous. To have knowledge, without complicity in the plot, was to tread a moral and political tightrope. Who but a brave man (or a lunatic) would share a tightrope with Cecil Rhodes?


On that fateful day when Jameson set out on his ride, Chamberlain was at home in Birmingham, waiting anxiously for news of the coup.21 Characteristically, he had kept the Prime Minister and Balfour almost completely in the dark. The first the Prime Minister knew about the plot, it appears, was when he was told by Chamberlain, a week earlier, that a rising was imminent and they must ‘watch the event’ as it might ‘turn out to their advantage’.22 A few days later Chamberlain informed him that the rising was going to ‘fizzle out’ – partly because of the tiresome way in which the Uitlanders would not agree to exchange the Boer republic for a British colony.23 Two days later, Chamberlain received the astonishing news that, despite everything, Jameson was going in. It was the night of the servants’ ball at Highbury, and he was dressing for dinner when the special messenger arrived. He rose to the occasion. ‘If this succeeds, it will ruin me,’ he is supposed to have told his family, clenching his hands. ‘I am going up to London to crush it.’24 He dashed off in a cab from the servants’ ball at midnight like the hero of a novel by Ouida.


In fact, when Rhodes fell from the tightrope, he nearly brought Chamberlain down with him. The policy of official deafness proved unworkable. At both ends of operations – in London and the Cape – members of Chamberlain’s staff had been fully briefed by Rhodes and the plotters, and had taken action to help Rhodes which amounted to complicity. Chamberlain himself had become caught up in the web of half-knowledge and half-truth. Not only would it be most discreditable if those nods and winks ever came to light.25 He had also personally intervened at one crucial moment in the plot – this was the time of a crisis over Venezuela – to remind Rhodes of the international situation, and a cable had been sent to ‘hurry things along’.26 And soon, after the opening of Bobby White’s trunk, the whole world was buzzing with stories of the British government’s complicity.27


Chamberlain’s part in the great cover-up that followed Jameson’s Raid – Jameson’s break-in, so to speak – was not, one would imagine, an episode on which he looked back with any great pride. To Lord Salisbury he wrote a long memorandum in tones of injured innocence.28 In Parliament he was his usual bland and masterful self, the Pushful Joe of the cartoonists. He gave as good as he got. Yet to his inner circle of friends, he made no secret of the fact that he had his back to the wall. ‘I don’t care a twopenny damn,’ he said, ‘for the whole lot of them.’29 But how to suppress, or neutralize, the evidence that would come before the Parliamentary Committee of Enquiry? In the event, Lord Salisbury showed his confidence in his Colonial Secretary by insisting that he should himself serve on the Committee.30 And in addition, certain other arrangements were made which effectively saved his bacon.


First, Chamberlain came to a sensible arrangement with Rhodes, Beit and their men. Jameson was secretly visited in prison by Chamberlain; and Jameson kept his mouth shut.31 On their part, Rhodes and Beit agreed not to produce in court the so-called ‘missing telegrams’. These were the cables from Rhodes’s London office to Cape Town and the most damning evidence against Chamberlain outside his own red boxes. They detailed the course of his dealings with the Colonial Office and included the ‘hurry-up’ telegram, which especially implicated Chamberlain.32 In return for Rhodes’s and Jameson’s good sense, Chamberlain agreed not to tamper with the charter of the Chartered Company, which could have been revoked as a result of the revelations about Rhodes’s part in the Raid.33


Second, Chamberlain found someone on the Colonial Office staff who was prepared to offer himself as a scapegoat. This was Sir Graham Bower, the Imperial Secretary at the Cape, who had personally handled negotiations with the plotters. Out of patriotism – ‘naval standards’, he called it – he agreed to pretend he had not told his chiefs about the Jameson plan. His reward was swift: censure by the Committee and the ruin of his career.34 Another possible scapegoat was also considered by Chamberlain: Bower’s counterpart, Edward Fairfield, who had handled the London end of the negotiations, including the ‘hurry-up’ telegram. But Fairfield apparently did not feel like being sacrificed. It was fortunate for everyone that, shortly after he was told what was expected of him, he had a stroke and died.35


And so Chamberlain was able to appear at the London enquiry, and say with his hand on his heart, ‘I had not then and … never had, any knowledge, or, until I think it was the day before the actual raid took place, the slightest suspicion of anything in the nature of a hostile or armed invasion of the Transvaal.’ And he went on to pay eloquent tribute to poor Fairfield; how sad it was, he could say, somehow keeping a straight face, that Fairfield had misunderstood his orders, being so unusually deaf.36


In fact, it needed more than Chamberlain’s eloquence, Fairfield’s stroke, Bower’s quixotic self-sacrifice and the deal with Rhodes and Beit to save the Colonial Secretary. He was saved by his enemies.


A few days after the Raid the Kaiser committed a blunder almost as colossal as Rhodes’s, Beit’s and Jameson’s. He sent a telegram to congratulate Kruger on his escape. This immediately invested the Raid with the status of an international incident. In England, it provoked a storm of anti-German feeling. What infernal cheek, people said, for the Kaiser (Wilhelm II) to meddle in our sphere of influence. Queen Victoria wagged her finger at her impertinent grandson Willy. And everyone swung back behind the government. The fleet was mobilized before the sudden squall subsided. As for Jameson, instead of having to endure the expected jibes about the White Flag, he was the hero of the hour. From his prison cell he learnt that his ride had been set to music. ‘Then, over the Transvaal border,/And gallop for life or death,’ sang Alfred Austin, the Poet Laureate.37 Jameson’s statue was cast in Staffordshire clay. Grim-faced on his black stallion, he rode across a thousand mantelpieces.


Some of the admiration for Jameson did not fail to rub off on Chamberlain. Certainly it compounded the problems of Chamberlain’s chief political enemies – the radical wing of the Liberal Party. How far could they go in pressing the charge of complicity against Chamberlain? With public opinion in this mood, they would be on dangerous ground. Moreover, there were all sorts of other reasons why Liberals were squeamish about pressing the charges. The leading Liberal imperialist, Lord Rosebery, was believed to have heard about the Raid from Rhodes’s own lips much too early for Rosebery’s own good. The leading radical, Sir William Harcourt, was a personal friend of Joe’s and, apart from this, there was the call of patriotism. Who wanted to wash their dirty linen in front of the world?38


So Joseph Chamberlain appeared at the parliamentary enquiry and was met by a barrage of silence. The enquiry itself passed into folk-lore as the Lying-in-State at Westminster.39


What were the effects on Chamberlain of this two-year ordeal? His discomfiture certainly made him no more conciliatory to Kruger. He now had a personal score to settle with the old man – ‘an ignorant, dirty, cunning and obstinate man who had known how to feather his own nest and to enrich all his family and dependants’. But nor had his sympathy for Kruger’s opponents – the Uitlanders – increased with the Raid. He found them ‘a lot of cowardly, blatant, selfish speculators who would sell their souls to have the power of rigging the market’. As for their leader, Cecil Rhodes, whom he had always privately distrusted, he now regarded him not only as a ‘blunderer’ who had alienated the Cape Afrikaners, but as a ‘blackmailer’ who had threatened to publish the missing telegrams if the Charter was revoked. ‘What is there in South Africa,’ he burst out, ‘that makes blackguards of all who get involved in its politics?’ Yet these were the men who, since the Raid, were Britain’s only allies in South Africa.40


One can well imagine Chamberlain’s feelings of frustration. The Raid had made him keener than ever to have a go at the Transvaal. By alienating the Cape Afrikaners, however, it had also deprived him of the means. In short, the effects of the Raid were not unlike the effects of drink, as described by the Porter in Macbeth: ‘It provokes and unprovokes; it increases the desire and takes away the performance.’41


At 2.30 p.m. on 22 November Chamberlain received Milner in his room beyond the blue baize door, and Milner put the case for ‘working up to a crisis’.42 There is no record on the Colonial Office files of the interview, but we know the two men’s lines of argument. The gap between them was still as wide as ever.


Time fought on the side of the enemy, Milner claimed. Kruger had returned after his re-election as President ‘more autocratic and more reactionary than ever’. Now he was arming for the coming struggle with Britain. ‘He has immense resources in money and any amount of ammunition of war, to which he is constantly adding.’ No doubt he ‘suffered from megalomania’. But either his government – a ‘race-oligarchy’ – or the Uitlanders must rule in the Transvaal, and Milner saw no sign of Kruger’s government removing itself. Indeed, if Britain went to war with its European rivals, Kruger might seize the chance to attack the Cape.43


To this, Chamberlain repeated his conviction: the only policy now available was the policy of patience. First, because there were the political effects of that ‘accursed Raid’. It had placed the country in a ‘false position’; the Afrikaners at the Cape had been alienated; he must wait until they resumed their confidence in him. Second, there were positive advantages in playing the waiting game. British influence was increasing all the time; internal opposition to Kruger must develop by reaction and Kruger himself was not getting any younger.


Third and fourth, there were arguments against war. Chamberlain believed that military victories would be self-defeating: their ultimate aim was a union, in every sense, in South Africa. War would only arouse hatred and leave a legacy of bitterness. If war had to come, Kruger must be the aggressor and the Afrikaners at the Cape – or at least a large part of them – on the side of the Empire. War would be ‘extremely unpopular’ in Britain unless Kruger’s behaviour was ‘outrageous’ and he put himself blatantly in the wrong. To do this he would have to make a ‘serious breach’ of the London Convention.44


Give Kruger enough rope, Chamberlain seemed to be saying.45 To which Milner’s reply was in effect that the old President had proved himself far too cunning to hang anyone, least of all himself.


* * * * *


Milner returned to his chambers in Duke Street with the result of his mission to see Chamberlain an apparent anti-climax. Yet Milner was not depressed. He had taken a hint from Joe – from one of those nods and winks – that London’s ‘no-war policy’ did not tie Cape Town’s or Johannesburg’s hands. To ‘get things “forrarder” by my own actions,’ was how he described his policy after the interview.46 It was in South Africa that a way of working up to the crisis must be found.


Meanwhile, he threw himself into the task of softening up public opinion at home, by stamping ‘on rose-coloured illusions about South Africa’. It proved an awful rush. It was delicate work, too, for he had to catch up ‘with all the leading politicians and pressmen – without seeming to run after them.47


Fortunately, Milner could rely on his network of friendships – that finely spun web that stretched from Balliol to the Cabinet room by way of The Times in Printing House Square, Brooks’ Club and Panshanger. At his first political house party that month, a weekend with Lord and Lady Cowper at Panshanger, he bumped into Arthur Balfour, the Deputy Prime Minister, George Curzon (it was a fortnight before Curzon left England to be Viceroy in India) and St John Brodrick, Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office. Curzon and Brodrick were Milner’s own Balliol contemporaries, together with a third, Willie Selborne, and Austen Chamberlain; these were the ‘Arthurians’ (as young Winston Churchill was to call them), the men who would soon come to dominate the Tory Party under Balfour’s leadership.48 Already they were a hard, bright centre within the party. No wonder Milner enjoyed the weekend at Panshanger, even if he preferred the long political talks over the port to the party games, like ‘the truth game’, that were such a ‘dangerous’ feature of the Panshanger Friday-to-Monday.49


The guests that weekend also included Margot and Henry Asquith. It was now nine years since Margot had rejected Milner’s proposal of marriage, and the scars had long healed. The Margot he had wooed beside the Pyramids (with what ‘grace and poetry’ she had danced the pas seul at Lady Baring’s Christmas party)50 was now Margot the political hostess, the Margot who shocked everyone by smoking cigarettes on the steps of the House of Commons, the Margot whose ‘colossal indiscretions’ made her such a delightful companion.51 In fact, she had again become one of his most intimate friends. She would drop in to his chambers in Duke Street when he was in London and stay gossiping for hours. It was all absolutely innocent, of course, but not idle gossip by any means on Milner’s part. Henry Asquith was now the leading Liberal in the party after Campbell-Bannerman and it was essential, if Milner were to woo the Liberals, that he should keep in with Henry Asquith. And not only with Henry and the Liberals. For Milner’s aim was to spread the word about South Africa as widely as possible. And if you wanted something shouted from the house-tops, you had only to tell it in strictest confidence to Margot.


It was a ‘delightful’ excursion, Milner confessed, that weekend at Panshanger. It had set the pattern for the rest of Milner’s trip. He saw George Buckle of The Times, and Spenser Wilkinson of The Morning Post.52 (He found the ‘wobbly Liberals’ of The Manchester Guardian ‘very rotten’ by contrast.’)53 He was invited everywhere: by the Roseberys of Mentmore, the Rothschilds of Tring, not to mention the Queen, the Prime Minister and the Prince of Wales. He found these visits, too, ‘delightful’.54


He would apologize to his friends for troubling them with his ‘boring screed’. ‘You may think me a bore,’ he told Lord Rosebery, the leading Liberal Imperialist, ‘but I should like to tell you some things about that little corner of the imperial chess-board I am especially concerned with. It does not attract much attention at present. Heaven be praised!’ And then he would go on to explain, for the hundredth time, the dangers of ‘Krugerism’; how he wondered if the British government’s ‘policy-of-patience’ would ever heal the South African ulcer, and yet how he himself would exhaust every effort in his search for peace.55


Of course, Milner’s real policy – of ‘working up to a crisis’ – was kept secret from Margot and the Liberals.56 Only a few intimates, like Philip Gell, knew these arcana imperii. And there was another secret of Milner’s character that has remained locked till today in his private papers.


Incongruous as Milner’s figure might seem in High Society, this shy, donnish figure in the boisterous world of drawing-rooms and gun-rooms, these jollities were an accepted by-product of Victorian official life. Still more incongruous – and a great deal less safe – was Milner’s friendship with a girl called Cécile, whose lodgings in Brixton were paid for by him. The story of this strange affair has never been told – or even hinted at. But a careful scrutiny of Milner’s unpublished diary shows that Milner had set up Cécile in a house near, but not too near, his bachelor chambers at Duke Street. It was an ardent friendship that had lasted at least nine years already, and cost Milner about a quarter (at an average of £450 a year) of his free income.57 Together they bicycled over the South Downs; they went punting on the Thames, staying Friday to Monday at a hotel in Marlow; they played piquet and whist when he came to stay in her lodgings. One obvious rule had to be kept: Cécile never came to his chambers, let alone met him in public. Apparently she never met one of his friends.58 Perhaps even Philip Gell never knew of Cécile’s existence.


Milner’s diary makes it clear that his friendship with Cécile was one of the dominant themes of his life, even during that working holiday in England. In the first week of December – the busiest phase of his English tour, when he was only able to snatch a few hours successively with Chamberlain at Birmingham, with Salisbury at Hatfield, and with Queen Victoria at Windsor – Milner vanished into the blue on a six-day bicycling trip with Cécile.59


The idea may seem a little absurd today: a middle-aged Viceroy, his mistress, and two bicycles vanishing on a mid-winter’s tour of the South Downs and letting the South African crisis go hang for a week. But then there was nothing absurd about a bicycle in those days. Indeed, the bicycle was the sports car of the nineties, the sporting symbol of the age. (It added spice not only to love, but to politics. Cabinet ministers like Balfour – the ‘divine Arthur’ of the Panshanger set – went dashing down to Hatfield on their bikes to see the Prime Minister. It was on his bike that ‘Pom’ McDonnell, Salisbury’s urbane Private Secretary, had sped from Hatfield to Osterley one sunny weekend in 1895 with the glorious news for Arthur: the Liberal government had fallen.)60


On their own wintry excursion, Milner and Cécile stayed in a Hampshire hotel. Although they had a private sitting-room where they ‘played piquet till bed-time’ (as Milner primly recorded in his diary)61 the risk of exposure must have been considerable. A scandal might have ruined Milner. True, Victorian society winked at men-about-town who kept mistresses. But Viceroys had to avoid any hint of scandal. And the special moral and intellectual position that Milner had built up for himself – the austere ‘civilian soldier of the Empire’,62 the dedicated philosopher-king – would have vanished like a puff of smoke. His enemies, who now thought him a prig, would have written him off as a humbug. His friends would have had a dangerous insight into his character – into that Bohemian side of him that he struggled so hard to control.


Perhaps the risk of discovery, the brinkmanship, added spice to the adventure. Certainly one of the features of the week that Milner must have felt most was its dream-like incongruity. What other great Victorian proconsul could vanish from the side of his Queen at Windsor and re-emerge at the side of his mistress in a seedy back-street of Brixton?


Indeed, there was an extraordinary episode on the fourth day when Milner had to return to the official world for a few hours to celebrate a great ‘hooroosh’: a send-off for George Curzon. He deposited his bike at Vauxhall Station, and took a cab to his chambers in Duke Street. He dealt hastily with the backlog of official letters. He dressed in his white tie; an hour later he was sitting in the Hotel Cecil between the Hon. Mrs Maguire and Lady Ulrica Duncombe at the table of the Duke of Marlborough. ‘It was a most brilliant function and I greatly enjoyed it,’ he recorded.63 At eleven o’clock the party began to break up, and his companions drove off westwards to Mayfair. Milner walked alone across Waterloo Bridge, and then, when the coast was clear, hailed a cab and drove back to the other world south of the river.


It was all recorded in his diary – in the style of a maiden aunt describing a picnic. ‘In most beautiful weather,’ he wrote on 8 December, ‘we rode by the Devil’s Punch Bowl from Milford to Liphook, taking a late lunch at the Royal Hants Hotel and reaching Liphook just at sunset. It was really a wonderful day, more like mild autumn than winter, and the view from the top of Hind Head splendid.’64


Yet there were other splendid views from the top Milner had to consider – and they included the view from Government House. Perhaps Milner already knew in his heart that this was the last adventure with Cécile. On 23 January, two days before leaving for South Africa, he was to write in his diary in his meticulous italic hand, ‘To Brixton … to see C.’ Then he added three words, curiously emotional words in that prim, dry record of facts, crossed them out and then scrawled them again in the margin of the page: ‘to say goodbye’.65


Meanwhile, a new political strategy had taken shape in Milner’s mind after the interview with Chamberlain. The ‘no-war policy’ did not tie his hands. Everything depended on the British subjects in the Transvaal. If they could be ‘bucked up’ and given competent leadership; if Wernher, Beit and the other ‘gold-bugs’ could be brought into line, too; if both their grievances could be presented to the British public in the correct light, in short, if the Uitlanders could be manoeuvred into the right, and Kruger into the wrong, then they could still ‘screw Kruger’.66 In other words, if Milner supplied the plan and the horse, that ‘idiot’ Jameson could ride again.


To arrange this himself he would have to wait till he reached the Cape. In the meantime he must pray to the Higher Powers that General Sir William Butler, the acting governor, acted with discretion, and that a premature crisis did not blow up in his absence.




CHAPTER 3


Champagne for the Volk


Pretoria,
23–29 December 1898






Geologist to Kruger in 1886: ‘Mr President, the conglomerate gold-beds and enclosing sandstones and quartzites were sea-shore deposits formed during the subsidence of a coast line in …’ Kruger to his wife: ‘Mama, meet the gentleman who was there when God made the earth.’








A fortnight after Milner had attended the great ‘hooroosh’ for George Curzon in London, another kind of celebration took place in Pretoria, six thousand miles away: a victory banquet for burghers and government. The conquering hero was the Transvaal Commander-in-Chief, Commandant-General Piet Joubert, and they were not giving him a send-off, like Curzon’s; they were celebrating his safe return. Joubert and his commandos had just marched back to Pretoria after subduing, with the help of their Creusot artillery, a troublesome African chief called Mpefu.1


For the battle-hardened commandos, it was the triumphant end to half a dozen native wars in nearly as many years. No wonder that in the Grand Hotel, Pretoria, that evening the candlelight playing on the blue-and-gold uniforms of the state artillery and the green sash of the President reflected a certain swagger – a kind of imperial glow, Afrikaner-style – that would not have been out of place in the Hotel Cecil, London. The champagne, too, was excellent in Pretoria. Since they had grown rich on the profits of the Rand, the Boers had come to recognize how imported French wine, like imported French artillery, could add to the success of most occasions.2


Oom Paul (‘Uncle Paul’, as the burghers affectionately called Kruger) spoke briefly at the banquet. For the last few years he had been visibly failing in health, plagued by eye trouble and other infirmities. Still, he remained a prodigy. At seventy-three he was a national monument in his own lifetime, a heroic survival from the Great Trek.3 It was those days he recalled in his speech. He told the story, as he loved to tell it on every possible occasion, of his own part in crushing Dingaan and the Zulus at the Battle of Blood River.


‘I do not say what I have heard,’ he said, speaking the taal (Afrikaans) in his gruff, jerky voice, ‘but what I have seen with my own eyes.’ He went on to describe the battle in his homely way: the circle of covered wagons chained together in the laager; the gaps between the wagons closed by bundles of mimosa thorn; the attack of the Zulus, the air thick with assegais; the children melting down lead for bullets; the women hacking off the arms of the Zulus who tried to break through the thorn bushes. And the Lord, praise the Lord; He had given His people a great victory.


Kruger’s extraordinary life had spanned the whole life of the State from the Battle of Blood River to Jameson’s defeat at the Battle of Doornkop. It was now nearly the third anniversary of that victory. Kruger, under doctor’s orders, retired early from the banquet, after receiving an ovation, to his small, whitewashed house in Church Street.4


It was in this same modest house that the news of the Raid had reached Kruger three years before, when Jameson was riding to Johannesburg. It was ten o’clock; his friends had found him asleep; a single sentry on duty at the gate; the house in darkness, apart from one electric bulb. On hearing the news, Kruger reluctantly agreed to have a horse saddled ready in case he had to leave Pretoria in a hurry. But had he already guessed what was afoot? He showed no sign of excitement. After agreeing to call out the commandos, he went back to sleep as if nothing had happened.5


To mark the anniversary of the Raid, people had now suggested that the government set up a monument. There was even talk of celebrating Jameson Day, equivalent to the Englishman’s Guy Fawkes.6 Kruger let it be known that he frowned on the latter idea. They had already one day of national rejoicing, Dingaan’s Day (16 December) to celebrate the destruction of the Zulus. Perhaps Kruger added with characteristically heavy humour that it was not the moment – not yet, at any rate – to celebrate the destruction of the British.


The chief speech at that night’s banquet was given by General Joubert. He rose to his feet, his Majuba medal agleam on his scarlet uniform, tall, bearded, suave, the leading Boer of his generation after President Kruger, and the runner-up in three presidential contests. Although he, too, had witnessed the Great Trek, as a child, Joubert presented a striking contrast to Kruger. If Kruger was the archetypal Boer of the backveld, Joubert typified the Boer of the towns. Not for him the baggy black suits of the old President, the clouds of smoke puffed from an enormous pipe, and the habit of underlining his words by spitting on the ground.7 Joubert dressed like a gentleman, and was known for his progressive ideas. He had taught himself to read and write English as well as Dutch. His business acumen had earned him the name of ‘Slim (Clever) Piet’ as well as investments in land and gold shares that totalled, after his death, £230,000 – a tidy sum even by the standards of the Rand.


If Joubert had a weakness it was, the Boers said, his lack of moral courage. As a general, he hated imposing unpopular duties on the burghers; as a politician, he shrank from standing up to Kruger in the Raad (the Volksraad, alias the Transvaal Parliament). Not that he could be accused of being soft towards Africans, any more than any other ‘Progressive’ politicians. On the contrary, in both the Raad and on the battlefield he had proved himself a firm advocate of keeping the Kaffirs in their place.8


Tonight Joubert was almost apologetic as he explained why there had been so little fighting in the campaign against Mpefu. There was no need to kill many Kaffirs. They fled into their caves. Mpefu fled across the Limpopo. Yet the war was just and necessary. Mpefu, the so-called ‘Lion of the North’, had the impertinence to call himself the King of Zoutpansberg, and claim some white settlers as his subjects. So the government sent the burghers and stopped the Lion’s roar for ever.


There was cheering in the hall as Joubert reached his peroration: the usual patriotic appeal for unity. They must stand shoulder to shoulder against all opposition in the struggle for the ‘land’. They must shed the last drop of blood for the ‘volk’. Before midnight, the banquet concluded with the customary cheers, three times three, for the guest of honour and his wife. The Boer national anthem, the ‘Volkslied’, was played by the hotel band, the state artillerymen presented arms, and the guests trooped out into the city, where a picturesque contrast presented itself: the backveld Boers, in Pretoria for their Christmas pilgrimage, camped there in their covered wagons;9 while high above the wooded valleys, throwing monstrous shadows in the moonlight, were three enormous forts, the pride of the Transvaal army, equipped with searchlights and the latest European artillery.10


It had been a triumphant evening for Joubert, the conquering hero, and Oom Paul, the father of the republic.


Of course, political realities are never so simple, least of all in a country like the Transvaal, which had leapt two centuries in the space of a decade. Kruger was neither so unyielding nor so secure as he appeared. Joubert, the picture of the loyal general, deeply resented Kruger’s idiosyncratic methods of government and opposed much of his policy. Behind Joubert there had gathered the ‘Progressives’ (the young Turks) mustering about a third of the Raad. They were determined to modernize the ramshackle republic before it was too late.


Hence it was not true to say, as Milner had told Chamberlain, that there was no sign of the Transvaal reforming itself. Change was in the air, radical change, and supported (if reluctantly) by Kruger himself.


Chamberlain had called Kruger an ‘ignorant, dirty, cunning’ old man (borrowing the words, incidentally, from a private letter of that unusual Foreign Office official, Roger Casement).11 Foreigners consistently underrated Kruger. It was partly a matter of style. The massive frame, the puffy features, half-covered by a mat of grey hair, had their counterpart in the gruff voice and the strange syntax.12 Here was the epitome of the peasant; one of Brueghel’s rustics escaped from the sixteenth century; an ‘ugly customer’ indeed (as Disraeli once called him in private) at the helm of government.13


It is true that in some ways Kruger appeared extremely crude. Joubert, who was also self-educated, adopted the European conventions of public speaking; he had mastered the art of saying nothing in a great many words. Kruger often said too much before he had spoken a sentence. And not only that, he actually seemed to believe much of what he said: that the earth was as flat as the Bible said,14 that the Boers were the people of the Book, chosen by the Lord, and (as a kind of corollary) that the rooineks (English) deserved to be damned. Yet to people who knew Kruger well, it was clear that the old man’s mind, like the Rand gold-mines, had its deep levels; that he was complex as well as crude.


He had been born in 1825 somewhere inside the borders of Cape Colony, the third child of an obscure trekboer (a migrant farmer) whose ancestors had come from Germany a century before. When he was ten, the family joined a pioneer column led by Andries Potgieter and set out on the Great Trek. His education was left to the Good Book and the rifle: the Bible read aloud by his father at the supper table, the rifle used to such effect that before long he had shot half a dozen lions. At seventeen he was deputy field cornet, and he did not disappoint his admirers. To his tally of lion, he added a list of African chiefs whom he subdued: Secheli, the Bechuana chieftain, Mapela of Waterberg and Monsioia. And at twenty-six he served on the Boer council of war which negotiated with Britain the Sand River Convention, recognizing Transvaal independence. At thirty-six he was Commandant-General.15


After 1877, when Britain had annexed the Transvaal and Sir Bartle Frere controlled it, Kruger emerged as the national champion. Twice he was sent to London to try to persuade the British to cancel the annexation. He failed, of course. But the First Boer War that followed (regarded by the Boers as the First War of Independence) brought him a double triumph: in the battles that culminated in Majuba, and in the diplomatic victories that followed. It was Kruger who helped persuade Gladstone to settle for peace, subject to the Convention. He was then elected for the first of four terms as President.16


The veld had bred in him the unusual qualities that made a man a successful leader in hunting lions or black men: the mixture of animal strength and human cunning, of self-reliance and faith in the Lord, and the steely will, strong but flexible, equally serviceable in advance and retreat.


But the veld had also bred in Kruger serious defects which emerged in time of peace. He was headstrong and autocratic and tactless.17 One of his political opponents once described the extraordinary methods he used to woo the opposition: ‘First he argues with me and, if that is no good, he gets into a rage and jumps round the room roaring at me like a wild beast … and if I do not give in then he fetches out the Bible and … he even quotes that to help him out. And if all that fails he takes me by the hand and cries like a child and begs and prays me to give in … Say, old friend, who can resist a man like that?’18 But many Boers, quite apart from the British, did not find these methods irresistible at all.


Among the Progressives, Kruger’s reputation had suffered in the years of peace after Majuba. His diplomatic policies were dealt a near-fatal blow by British success in encircling the country during the scramble for Africa. Many Boers, including Joubert, believed in the 1880s that the Transvaal should expand northwards across the Limpopo; Rhodes trekked there first. The Boers also had their eyes on Tongaland as an outlet to the sea; the British took Tonga-land. Kruger had to be content with a railway link to Lourenco Marques in Portuguese territory, which took years to build.19


By 1893 – two years before this railway was opened – Kruger’s stock in the Transvaal had fallen so low that he almost lost the presidency to Joubert. Joubert’s supporters in the Progressive Party maintained that he had won a majority of the votes, but the poll had been rigged. Joubert failed, characteristically, to insist on new elections.20


Joubert’s party continued to harry Kruger inside and outside the Raad throughout the next three years. In their party newspaper Land en Volk they hammered home the message: ‘Krugerism’ was corrupt, inefficient and a ridiculous anachronism; high time Kruger was put in a museum. They baited Kruger for giving his country away to foreigners: the plum jobs were given to the Hollanders (Dutch immigrants) who acted as the administrators and technicians of the young state; the railway monopoly given to a foreign company, the Netherlands Railway Company; and the dynamite monopoly given to foreign speculators, the German and French shareholders of two foreign arms-manufacturing companies. In a country where the mines had such an insatiable appetite for dynamite, this monopoly was to make nearly £2 million profit, almost a licence to print money. Even some of Kruger’s staunchest supporters thought this monopoly indefensible.21


By 1895 Kruger seemed to be coming to the end of his tether.22 And then rescue came – from Dr Jameson.


The first great debt that Kruger owed Dr Jameson was that Jameson united the volk behind the Transvaal government. At a stroke, the fumbling old President became the hero of the Raid. The sneers of the Progressives were forgotten for the moment, and when the backveld burghers were cheerfully planning to hang Jameson and the Reformers (on the famous beam from Slachter’s Nek) it was Kruger who showed studied moderation.23


The second great debt that Kruger owed Jameson was that the Raid rallied the volk outside the borders of the Transvaal – especially in the Orange Free State. The Free State was the sister republic of the Transvaal, the first of the twin homelands founded by the voortrekkers. And how enviable was its history in comparison with the Transvaal’s. The British had long regarded it as a model republic: a show-piece of tolerance and good sense. For half a century – ever since the Bloemfontein Convention of 1854 – they had recognized it as a fully independent nation. On their part, the Free State Boers welcomed foreign immigrants and treated them well when they came. The Uitlanders in the Free State had all the political rights denied their counterparts in the Transvaal. But then how easy it was for everybody to behave impeccably in the Free State. Not an ounce of gold had been found – in those days – under its rolling veld. Only a trickle of immigrants came: no threat to its independence or national character.24


Now, since the Raid, a subtle change had come over the arcadian state. The President elected in 1896 was Marthinus Steyn, dedicated to closer union with the Transvaal. In 1897 a military pact had been concluded between the two  republics, and Steyn had set the seal on this pact by visiting Pretoria in November 1898. In diplomacy, President Steyn could be expected to exert a moderating influence. But, if all failed, blood was thicker than water.25 No wonder Kruger fêted President Steyn in Pretoria with a brass band and a State banquet; and in his official speech, Kruger brought the house down. It was his favourite kind of clowning: ‘I’m just an old simpleton,’ compared to those ‘brilliant educated gentlemen from the Free State’. Kruger had every reason to celebrate. With the new military pact, he had pulled off a diplomatic coup. If it came to the crunch, the Free State could add fifteen thousand burghers to the Transvaal army of twenty-five thousand.26


These were two of the political effects of the Raid: uniting the volk inside and outside the Transvaal. But Dr Jameson’s crowning achievement was to teach Kruger how deplorable was the state of his own burgher army.


True, when the call came, the burghers had answered it in their fashion. As Joubert reported: ‘When the telegram was received that Jameson had crossed the border I would not believe it possible, but I sent round the country calling the men to arms. Each man jumps on his pony and rides off. He does not wait… but goes as he is.’ Of course, it was easy for the six thousand burghers who had mobilized to round up Jameson’s six hundred. But what if a real army had invaded the country? What if the British government had supported Jameson? The facts that the Raid brought to light were a scandal. By law, every burgher had to provide himself with a rifle and ammunition. Of the 24,238 burghers liable to be commandeered, 9,996 were found to have no rifle; the rest had old rifles or new rifles of an old pattern. There was only enough ammunition to make war for a fortnight. The country, concluded Kruger, was ‘practically defenceless’ at the time of the Raid; ‘the burghers had neglected their sacred duty to arm themselves’.27


Now it was Kruger who proceeded to re-equip the Transvaal army at a cost of over £1 million. Joubert had stupidly ordered thirty-six thousand British Martini-Henry single shot rifles and six thousand Austrian Guedes rifles.28 These had been superseded nearly ten years before by the new small-bore magazine rifles, the Lee Metford in Britain and the Mauser in Germany. Kruger told Joubert to buy a second rifle for each burgher, and made him import thirty-seven thousand Mausers from Krupp’s factory in Germany.29


The best that could be said for Joubert was that he was building up an excellent artillery corps. He was to order twenty-two of the most modern pieces of artillery from Europe: from Creusot in France, four of the latest 155-mm heavy guns (later to be known as ‘Long Toms’) and six of the 75-mm field guns; from Krupp’s, four of their 120-mm howitzers and eight of the 75-mm field guns. He was also buying from Maxim-Nordenfeld in Britain twenty of the experimental 1-pounders (‘Pom-Poms’) that were not yet in service with the British army.30 But the State Artillery Corps was still a midget by European standards. Joubert was told they needed another eight of the 75-mm Creusots. He procrastinated till it was too late. ‘What can I do with more guns?’ he asked when pressed in the Raad, ‘Have we not already more than we can use?’31


Kruger on his part had made some equally strange decisions. He commissioned those four elephantine fortresses, Despoort, Klapperkop, Schanzkop and Wonderboompoort, commanding Pretoria and the Rand. They cost over £300,000 – £1½ million according to one estimate.32 What were they for? Militarily, it was hard to imagine. They offended the first principle of Boer tactics: mobility above all. Kruger’s object seems to have been political: to overawe the Uitlanders. But the fortresses at Johannesburg had become the symbol of ‘Krugerism’, and the lesson the Uitlanders drew was the one Kruger least of all wished them to draw. They were too weak to beat Kruger alone, they must summon the help of the imperial government.33


Despite this blunder, and despite Joubert’s bungling, Kruger had transformed the Transvaal’s army since the Raid – just as Milner had warned Chamberlain. The burghers could mobilize in a week: twenty-odd commandos armed with the most modern guns and rifles, an effective force of over twenty-five thousand fighting men – forty thousand including their allies from the Free State. The combined army was four times the size of the British garrisons in the two colonies and the largest modern army in the entire sub-continent.34


These, then, were the main results of the Raid, as it affected Kruger: to strengthen his grip on the Transvaal, to rally the Free State to his side, to make his country a real military power. Yet the future was still ominous. The Raid had given him a breathing space, but the basic dilemmas remained. He must modernize the republic without alienating his deeply conservative burghers. He must make concessions to the Uitlanders without risking his country’s independence. Above all, he needed a new convention with the British government in order to realize the voortrekkers’ dream of fully independent nationhood.


His first task was to try to sweep clean what Milner described (and many Progressive Boers would have echoed him) as the ‘Augean Stables’ of the Transvaal administration.35 Jan Smuts was the man on whom Kruger now relied to help with the task. That year, 1898, Kruger had displaced one of the Hollander immigrants and Smuts was appointed State Attorney, chief legal adviser to the government. It was a bold appointment; Smuts was only twenty-seven and totally inexperienced. But he had a reputation for academic brilliance combined with tact; though a stranger to both qualities, Kruger held no prejudice against them.36 Smuts would now have to work fast if he was to pre-empt the attack of the Progressives, the Uitlanders and the imperial government. In fact, nothing would have astonished Milner and delighted Chamberlain more, had they known that Kruger, like Chamberlain, believed time fought on the side of the British.


Kruger’s choice of Smuts showed all the old President’s shrewdness. Yet how incongruous the partnership appeared. Smuts was an Afrikaner from the Cape; his first language, for the purpose of writing, was English, his favourite poets were Shelley, Shakespeare and Walt Whitman. He was tall and slight and absurdly young-looking, with his curly flaxen hair and a complexion that was always ready to flush like a girl’s. His introduction to Kruger had been chilling. Smuts had just married his childhood sweetheart, Isie, and brought her to the President’s house to meet him. ‘Whatever were you doing to marry such an ugly woman?’ asked Kruger. A moment passed before Smuts realized this was a sample of the old man’s elephantine humour. It was impossible to imagine Smuts himself playing the fool. There was a frightening intensity about him; the grey-blue eyes were strained and hard.37


As for his intellectual qualities, he had a record as dazzling as Milner’s. Like other clever colonials, he had gone to Cambridge; there he earned a string of prizes, and took a double First in Law. These were golden years for Cambridge. It was the Cambridge of the philosophers Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore. But little of this gold had rubbed off on Smuts, and he had lived for nothing but work. When he came home at last, he embarked on a legal career, writing political articles in his spare time. The keystone of his political faith, like that of other Afrikaners at the Cape, had been the idea of South African unity under the British flag.38 Here was the ‘great Temple of Peace and Unity’ in which both white races would assemble, ‘joyfully’ accepting their differences, until they finally coalesced into a single great white nation spanning South Africa from the Zambezi to the Cape. And Rhodes was the man, Smuts had fondly imagined, who would help build the foundations of the temple.39


When it turned out that Rhodes was after all what his enemies claimed – a plotter and a traitor – Smuts’s feelings can well be imagined. ‘The man we had followed, who was to lead us to victory, had not only deserted us; he had … betrayed us.’40 Overnight Smuts transferred his hero-worship to Kruger. He shook the dust of the Cape off his feet and headed north to the Transvaal, where he practised at the Johannesburg Bar.41


By December 1898 Smuts had been State Attorney for six months. He flung himself into the work with his usual single-mindedness. As chief legal adviser to the government, he had to attend all the meetings of the Volksraad and most of those of the Executive Council, as well as to advise all the government departments. In fact, he had become the general factotum, not merely the legal adviser, to the government. But his main task, as Smuts saw it, was reform, and the first priority was to try to tackle the shortcomings in the administration – to ‘clean up’ the place, as he put it bluntly in a letter to a friend.42


How far and how fast could Smuts go in cleaning up corruption? The trouble was that, at the root of most of the corruption and inefficiency, was the system of monopolies and concessions. This system was, in Kruger’s eyes, not a means of feathering his own nest, or his supporters’; it was, as he said, a ‘cornerstone of his country’s independence’. There was a purpose in allowing most of the £2 million profits of the dynamite monopoly to pass to German and French dynamite rings. By this means Kruger had built up one of the largest explosive factories in the world at Johannesburg. And apart from the military potential of this industry, Kruger could point to the useful political friends he had bought with that £2 million: German and French Uitlanders, foreign financiers and their governments. Kruger had in fact played off one set of Uitlanders, and one set of governments, against another.43 Smuts decided to try to arrange for the question of monopolies to be settled as part of a great deal with the capitalists of the Rand.44


In another field Smuts could act swiftly: towards the regular Transvaal police. ‘The new State Attorney,’ one government-sponsored newspaper cautiously announced that autumn, ‘is clearly bent on checking the indiscriminate reckless firing by foolish constables.’45 In fact, there had been several recent instances when the ‘Zarps’, as the police were called (‘Zuid Afrika Republik’ was written on their shoulder flashes), had shot unarmed men when making arrests, and their victims were not confined to Kaffirs. Part of the trouble was that the six hundred Zarps were recruited almost exclusively from the poorest of urban poor whites. Obviously raw Boers of this particular minority – the six thousand-odd landless Boers in Johannesburg – would need tight discipline if they were to serve as police in a city whose other population numbered over forty thousand Uitlanders and fifty thousand black and coloured workers. In general, as one would expect, the Zarps reserved the worst of their treatment for the latter. That autumn the Zarps were alleged to have raided and beaten up a number of Cape Coloureds in Johannesburg. Smuts immediately suspended the official responsible. In the government enquiry that followed unpleasant facts came to light: forty coloured people had been dragged from their homes in the middle of the night, accused of breaking the pass law; some of them had been ill-treated; a sick girl had died, possibly as a result of the raid. The enquiry conceded that certain ‘irregularities’ had been committed. But no action was taken against the official responsible.46


Smuts now had a new political problem. The cause of the coloured people, who were British subjects, had been taken up by the acting British Agent in Pretoria, Edmund Fraser. Smuts decided to go and see Fraser about the matter and try to settle it man to man. He could hardly have guessed the extraordinary course the interview would take.


The two men met in Pretoria on 23 December 1898, the same day as the great victory banquet given for General Joubert.47 Smuts must have been in a friendly mood, as there was a report in the Pretoria newspapers about a most conciliatory speech delivered in Grahamstown by General Sir William Butler, who was holding the fort while Milner was away on leave in London. Butler was quoted as saying, ‘Unity is strength, but it should be a union of hearts, not a union forced by outside pressure…. To my mind South Africa needs no surgical operations, it needs rest and peace….’48 The sentiments would have been unexceptional in most countries. But it was strange to hear such conciliatory talk from a British High Commissioner – and the not-so-veiled reference to the Raid. Smuts was all the more unprepared for his interview with Fraser.


After the two men had discussed the affair of the Cape Coloureds amicably enough, Fraser suddenly launched into an extraordinary outburst. The course of the dialogue, according to Smuts’s notes, went something like this:






Fraser: ‘We have now sat still for two years because our own officials put us in a false position in the Raid. The time has now come to take action.’


Smuts: ‘Action? Could you explain what you mean?’


Fraser: ‘Well, you see. Gladstone made a great mistake in handing you back the Transvaal after Majuba and before [instead of] defeating your army. It encouraged your idea of a great Afrikaner republic throughout South Africa. If you ask my opinion the time has come for us to end this nonsense by striking a blow. We’ve got to show who’s the boss in South Africa….


Smuts: ‘But, whatever would give you occasion for this?’


Fraser: ‘England’s fed up with the maladministration in this country, and especially with the ill-treatment of British subjects. This is the point on which England will take action. I know perfectly well that England won’t go to war over abstract subjects like suzerainty – that means nothing to the man in the street. She’ll go to war about things that everyone can understand.’49








Go to war…. Smuts was left gasping by the interview. What was the meaning of these threats? Had Fraser gone mad, or was this a hint of the opening of a new and extremely dangerous phase in the endless wrangle between the two governments? Were the British looking for a casus belli? If so, this could not be the ill-treatment of coloured British subjects, whose plight would hardly wring the heart of everyone in England, let alone of their allies in South Africa.50


Smuts had not long to wait to learn the meaning of the puzzle. Already reports were reaching his desk of a great protest meeting arranged to take place next day in Johannesburg. The British Uitlanders were in uproar. A young Englishman called Edgar had been shot by a trigger-happy Zarp.51 But that was not all. The Uitlanders intended to petition the British government to intervene on their behalf.


It was little in itself, but it was the pebble that starts the avalanche.




CHAPTER 4


‘Voetsak’


Johannesburg,
23 December 1898 – 28 March 1899






‘He has lost all confidence in Kruger…. He said we must at first present our case to the world in a dignified & strong manner & that if no attention is paid to it, the only way to work on is a kind of revolution …’


Georges Rouliot to Julius Wernher, 21 January 1899, describing a talk that week with J. B. Robinson, one of the Uitlander millionaires who had previously sided with Kruger








The news of the shooting of Tom Edgar had reached the leading Uitlanders a few hours before it came to Smuts. This was the weekend before Christmas and a party had gathered at Hohenheim, the suburban villa of Percy Fitzpatrick, a Cape-born Uitlander who worked for the great mining house of Wernher-Beit. There was a heatwave that weekend – it was almost too hot for tennis. The guests played croquet, or they sat in the shade of the jacaranda trees. Perhaps they discussed that strangely conciliatory speech by Milner’s stand-in as High Commissioner at the Cape, General Sir William Butler; Butler, an Irishman, must be a ‘Krugerite’. The burning topic was the great demonstration to be held that afternoon to protest at the killing of Edgar.1


Hohenheim might have belonged to a Surrey stockbroker. Built in ‘Rand-lords Gothic’, it commanded the hillside on which lay Johannesburg. In the old days no one had bothered about this brown, windy hillside. The place was not even close to the stage-coach route from the Cape to Pretoria. There was no village, just a couple of whitewashed farmhouses and a kraal for the Kaffirs. And there was nothing much to see from the ridge – a splash of mealies, perhaps, and an occasional clump of eucalyptus. Otherwise there was just the veld, the great inland sea, quiet, poetic, melancholy.2


That was before the discovery of the gold-fields. Today, people who came to Hohenheim saw one of the sights of Africa: an archipelago of townships, of red-brick slums and green suburbs; a line of mine-wheels, mine-batteries and mine-chimneys spouting smoke and steam across thirty miles of the Rand.3


It was a geological phenomenon – too good to be true, it seemed at first. The other great gold-fields so far discovered – in the Klondyke, in California, and in Australia – were notoriously fickle. The ore of the Rand conglomerate (nicknamed ‘bankét’ after a local sweet, a kind of almond rock) was not of a high grade, but its quality was uniquely uniform. And the sheer size of the ore body beggared belief. The main reefs stretched for thirty miles along the Rand; the outliers would be traced for 130 miles. But what was most extraordinary about the reefs was their depth. After a short interruption, the gold-bearing beds continued again downwards, 1,500 feet, 2,000 feet – and the mines followed them down.


The Rand seemed, almost literally, to be a bottomless pit. Although it was the outcrop mines that accounted for most of the marvellous increase in output (and the equally marvellous increase in dividends; from £2.5 million in 1897 to £4.8 million in 1898), it was becoming clear that the future lay with the deep-level mines. Already the gold mines of the Transvaal, producing £15 million worth in the current year, 1898, had left the diamond mines of the Cape far behind. Internationally, too, the Transvaal had broken every record at a time when monetary policies had transformed the world’s demand for gold. By 1898, the Transvaal had overtaken Russia, Australia and even America. Now it was the greatest gold power in the world, expected to produce over £20 million in 1899, with reserves conservatively estimated at £700 million – of which £200 million would be clear profit for someone.4 It was, said a British minister, accurately enough, the ‘richest spot on earth.’5


And nature, so prodigal with her gold in the Transvaal, had added other largesse: a vast coalfield around Johannesburg, a vast pool of black and brown labourers all over South Africa.


If the Rand was a prodigy, so was Johannesburg – an infant prodigy of a city. After fifteen years its population exceeded fifty-thousand Europeans, and there were perhaps as many again living in the townships scattered over the Rand. It was the greatest concentration of Europeans in the whole sub-continent. The place had begun as a mining camp, a kind of Dodge City on the veld. White tents sprang up beside the diggings. The diggers looked as diggers should – big men in riding-boots and shirt-sleeves with wide-awake hats and revolvers in their belts. There were cheap hotels with pretty wooden balconies, and even prettier hostesses. But all that was soon changed once the mines became organized. The gold-rush died – to be replaced by an orderly stream of emigrants, pale-faced clerks and artisans from the depressed industrial towns of Britain, and Jewish shopkeepers from the ghettoes of Eastern Europe. Almost overnight the mining camp became an industrial centre, Dodge City became Salford.


Streets were laid out – broad, dusty, colonial streets with sober British names like Anderson Street and Commissioner Street. The centre of the city became solid and respectable, a place of stone-faced commercial buildings in the classical style, and broad pavements lit by gaslights. Beautiful it was not. The Golden City was still too raw and drab and dirty for that. But it was a real city, no one could deny it, and a homely place in its fashion.6


There was, however, another Johannesburg, a city in itself – the African location where the ‘mine boys’ lived. The mines had an unquenchable appetite for cheap labour; eighty-eight thousand Africans were employed on the Rand during that year, 1898. This other Johannesburg was, by all accounts, an appalling place: full of typhoid, pneumonia and, what was nearly as bad, illegal Johannesburg-made liquor. Hundreds of miners would be found dead drunk every Monday morning and some would be actually dead, killed in drunken weekend rioting.


Nearby, in more comfortable circumstances, lived the mixed-race community, the Cape Coloured people, who straddled the social scale between the African labourers and the Europeans. They were the carpenters and the tram-car drivers, the carters and the craftsmen; their wives worked as servants and washerwomen. Finally, there were a couple of hundred Indians from Natal. They ran cheap shops and stalls in the market, and the poor whites depended on them.7


Yet, under these cosmopolitan layers, Boer and Jewish, black and brown, Johannesburg still felt British – more British than either Cape Town or Natal. In short, it felt like a British colonial city. It was this feeling that lay close to the heart of the grievances of the Uitlanders.


It was Fitzpatrick (‘Fitz’), the owner of Hohenheim, who constituted the leading political mind among the Uitlanders. Years later he was to be famous as the author of a sentimental children’s book, Jock of the Bushveld. At this time he was a fair-haired, thirty-six-year-old Irish Catholic from the Cape – a charmer. He had headed north during the gold rush and had knocked about the gold-fields, making and losing fortunes like other diggers, until he attracted the attention of Alfred Beit’s firm. Since then he had come to play a role for Wernher-Beit something like the one Jameson had originally played in Rhodesia. He became, here on the Rand, the firm’s political watchdog. He had the better half of Jameson’s gifts – that contagious enthusiasm and the political ambition – without the schoolboy heroics.


At present, however, he had one crippling (if temporary) disadvantage. Like other leading ‘Reformers’ – the Johannesburg revolutionaries – he had been gaoled for a couple of months after the Raid, and only released on condition that he kept out of politics for three years. The other leaders had chosen to leave the country. Fitzpatrick was back with Wernher-Beit, but under parole: no politics, not a whisper against the government until May 1899. That was the promise, but you could no more keep Fitzpatrick from politics than his dog, Jock, from a rat.8


All the grievances that had inspired the Raid remained; some had intensified. The overwhelming anxiety of Fitzpatrick’s employers, Wernher-Beit (acting through their South African subsidiary, Eckstein’s, which in turn controlled Rand Mines), was the high cost of mining. It was a paradox that this should be the concern of the men who had captured the richest slice of the Rand; their company, Rand Mines, had roughly a third of the total output (compared with the tenth that belonged to Rhodes’s company, Consolidated Goldfields). But Alfred Beit and Julius Wernher were the first financiers to recognize that the Rand’s future lay with the deep levels.


The first of these deeps, Geldenhuis Deep, had come into production a few months before the raid; others had swiftly followed; they were profitable. But the deeps were especially vulnerable to increases of mining costs. Their ore was of low grade, like the ore of the upper-level mines. In addition, disproportionately more time and money were needed to bring them into production. It could take up to five years and millions of pounds before a mine produced a penny in return for the investment. Once in production, the deeps were more sensitive to increases in mining costs, as they needed disproportionately more dynamite and African labour. Both these vital commodities, according to Wernher-Beit and the Chamber of Mines which the firm dominated, were ruinously expensive in the Transvaal. Already the profit margin on good mines was slim enough: the Boers were now adding a five per cent profits tax.9 Hence Wernher-Beit’s instructions to Percy Fitzpatrick: try to make a deal with liberal Afrikaners in the government, men like Jan Smuts.


Fitzpatrick’s response was complicated by the fact that he had his own political ambitions to reconcile with his work for Wernher-Beit. However, he believed there was no conflict of interest. His plan was to rebuild the old Reform Movement, to recreate that odd-looking alliance between international financiers and the British industrial proletariat on the Rand, by which Rhodes and Beit had planned to take over the Transvaal at the time of the Raid. In fact, the alliance was not so incongruous. Both mine owners and their white employees had a common interest in lowering the cost of living on the Rand. At present ‘cruelly high’ custom duties made it one of the most expensive countries in the world; ‘outrageous’ monopolies raised the costs still further. The price of lowering the cost of mining would be paid largely by Africans. For it was the ‘ridiculously’ high cost of African mining wages (though a fraction of white wages, man for man) that was the mine owners’ constant source of complaint. The direct cause was that Africans did not want to work underground, because of the dangerous conditions. According to a newspaper report, there was a twenty per cent. annual death rate, mainly due to disease, among black miners. But the employers blamed the Boers for their incompetent method of recruiting labour, and the corrupt way they let the niggers drink themselves to death on illicit liquor.10


The political grievance which added to the bitterness was the fact that very few British Uitlanders had even now, in 1898, been given the vote. Under the original Transvaal franchise law, they would have had this option after five years’ residence. By now the majority of the estimated sixty thousand male Uitlanders would have been able to exercise it, if they chose. This would have given them individual political equality with the thirty thousand Boer voters; and collectively they could have controlled the state. For obvious reasons, Kruger had changed the franchise law in 1888, raising the residence qualification from five to fourteen years.


Hence Fitzpatrick now, like the Reformers in 1895, decided to put ‘franchise first’. It was the key to everything. But how could they force Kruger to disgorge the vote, and so let the control of the Transvaal pass to the British?11


Put your faith in the imperial government, was Fitzpatrick’s answer. The idea of an ‘Uitlander republic’ had died with the collapse of the Reform Movement at the time of the Raid. In fact, its collapse had proved how right were Rhodes and Beit to insist on the Union Jack and the imperial connection. Since then,’ that £1–2 million spent on Boer rearmament excluded any chance of an internal revolt. The Uitlanders must appeal to Caesar, in the shape of the British government, to intervene on their behalf, the ‘oppressed’ British subjects of the Rand.


But how was Fitzpatrick to start the Uitlander ball rolling, so to speak? As the croquet balls sped across the lawn at Hohenheim, a new strategy was taking shape in Fitzpatrick’s mind, that coincided with Sir Alfred Milner’s (though neither man was then aware of this). The South African League – a new pro-imperialist pressure group, started by British professional men – had recently been protesting about harassment of coloured British subjects on the Rand. The case against the Zarps for persecuting the Cape Coloureds was in fact legally (and morally) a strong one, and topical, too. Only that week, on 20 December, the Zarps had launched a new wave of raids on Coloured cab-drivers, in which not only Cape men, but a dozen from St Helena, not subject to the pass laws, had been thrown in the tronk (gaol).12 Later they had been fined, in clear breach of the law. Hence the visit of Jan Smuts that day to talk things over with Fraser, the acting British Agent. Fitzpatrick, however, was unimpressed by the League’s tactics. The League would provide a convenient front behind which he could reconstitute the old Reform Movement. But the League must play down the grievances of coloured British subjects against the Zarps.13 Britain will intervene, Fraser warned Smuts that day (presumably Fraser had been talking to Fitzpatrick) ‘about things that everyone can understand’. So they must play up the Uitlander’s own grievances for all they were worth – and more.


Five days earlier the chance had come.14


The shooting of Tom Edgar, a boiler-maker from Bootle, Lancashire, might seem an odd choice to work into an international incident. In fact, he had been shot by a Zarp as a result of a drunken brawl between two Uitlanders. The brawl would not have been out of place in Bootle. But the real circumstances of Edgar’s life (like those of Jenkins’s ear in the eighteenth century) were hardly relevant. What mattered was the effect on the British community. To many Uitlanders his shooting seemed like murder after they heard the first reports. The real story, as it emerged later, was less clear-cut.


It was after midnight, said his widow, Bessie Edgar, when she had heard her husband coming back up the alley-way. He had been out for a drink with his mates. He seems to have been a typical British Uitlander, except for his size; he was six foot six in his boots. He worked at Tarry’s, the big engineering works in Harrison Street. Bessie said he was a quiet, respectable working man. He earned £26 a week, four times what he would get in good old England. They lived at Florrie’s Chambers: a collection of tin-roofed bungalows down a little alley-way near the Salisbury Mine.


As Edgar walked home there was the flump-flump from the mine battery and the crash of stones being unloaded from a skip. When he reached the end of the alley-way, he met two of his neighbours, one of them stripped to his underclothes because of the unusual heat. ‘Voetsak,’ said Foster, a little grasshopper of a man. ‘Who did you say Voetsak to?’ asked Edgar. ‘Voetsak’ is a rude word in Afrikaans which you use if you want to drive away a dog.


It was too dark to see very much, but if Edgar had himself had less to drink he might have noticed that Foster was tipsily talking to his dog, while relieving himself against the wall of his house. Edgar did not enquire further. With a single blow, he knocked Foster to the ground. The other neighbour, thinking Foster dead, ran off to get help. His cries of ‘Police! Police!’ echoed down Harrison Street.15


Edgar sat on his bed in his shirt-sleeves, waiting for the police to arrive. ‘Impudent’ was what he called Foster.16 Perhaps he also gave Bessie his views on the Zarps. In that English-looking town they stuck out like a sore thumb. It was one of his workmates’ main grievances. That and the high cost of living caused by the high taxes. ‘Vampires’ was the only word to describe the Boers.17


At that moment, Bessie heard shouts: ‘Oopen op, police.’ Someone rattled on the lock. Outside the door, in the darkness, stood four Boer policemen. To add to the Englishness – and incongruity – one of them was called Jones. Jones was distinguished by a moustache and a black macintosh. He drew his revolver, then threw himself against the door, which burst open.


According to Jones, Edgar then struck at him twice with an iron-shod stick. This was probably true, as a stick of this sort was later found in the doorway. But Jones was hardly grazed by the blows, if touched at all. He made no attempt to arrest Edgar, not an impossible job for four stout policemen. Instead, he raised his revolver at point-blank range. A bystander saw the flash of the gun and heard a woman scream. For a moment Edgar stood silhouetted against the lighted doorway. He reeled backwards and forwards. Then, his blood pouring on to the black macintosh of PC Jones, Edgar pitched forward into the arms of the second policeman.18


Such was the lurid story of the shooting of Edgar that was to emerge from evidence at court hearings. It differed in several ways from the account that had so far reached Fitzpatrick and his friends at Hohenheim. They did not yet know these mitigating facts: that Jones had been led to believe that Edgar had killed Foster, and that Edgar had probably struck Jones with a stick. To Fitzpatrick it seemed a clear-cut case of murder – and a chance not to be missed. The morning after the shooting, his friend William Hoskens, a close colleague from the old Reform Movement, took statements from Bessie Edgar and her friends. (Fitzpatrick himself could not play a direct part.) The statements were printed in The Star, the Rand newspaper subsidized by Wernher-Beit. An ‘Edgar Relief Committee’ was formed with the help of the League.19


And now luck sent the croquet ball rolling straight through Fitzpatrick’s hoop. Jones was at first sent to gaol on a murder charge. The public prosecutor, a German immigrant called Dr Krause, then reduced the charge to manslaughter and released Jones on bail of only £200, less than the figure often levied on Uitlanders for trifling offences. The news reached Smuts too late. He ordered his colleagues to rearrest Jones.20 But Fitzpatrick’s friends had stirred to fever pitch the feelings of the British community. The shooting touched on a specially raw nerve, the belief that an Englishman’s home was his castle – even in Johannesburg. Since Jones’s release from gaol, it seemed to expose the rottenness of the whole Transvaal legal system.


By 3.30 p.m. that same afternoon, Christmas Eve, a crowd of nearly five thousand Uitlanders packed into the upper end of Market Square, the chequered straw hats of the artisans standing out among the bowler hats of the professional men. They had come to assert their rights as British subjects; they had been treated ‘like helots’ long enough.


Half an hour later, the procession reached the Standard Buildings in the heart of the city’s business quarter, where the British vice-consul had his office. It was a large, grey stucco pile in the classical manner, flanked by a barber’s shop and a billiard saloon. On the balcony, the members of the Edgar Relief Committee, Reformers and Leaguers, stood bare-headed to hear the reading of the petition. Below, the streets were sealed off by the immense throng of straw-hatted demonstrators.


The secretary of the South African League, an engineer called Dodd, began to read from the crumpled piece of paper on which someone had scribbled the Humble Petition to Her Britannic Majesty, Queen Victoria, from her loyal subjects resident on the Witwatersrand Goldfields. It begged her to instruct her representative to secure a ‘full and impartial trial’ of PC Jones, to extend her protection to their own lives and liberties and to take such other steps ‘as might be necessary’ to terminate the present ‘intolerable state of affairs….’21


It was a melodramatic new beginning, this appeal to Caesar from the British subjects in the Transvaal. But at first it seemed to have ended in farce. Caesar, in the shape of Milner’s stand-in, General Sir William Butler, sympathized with the Boers. He flatly refused to accept the petition. Privately he informed Chamberlain that it was ‘all a prepared business’ worked up by the South African League, who were the ‘direct descendants’ of the Reformers. He warned his chief, equally correctly, that the Raiders were once again on the warpath. What he had not grasped was that it was Beit’s man, Fitzpatrick, who was the moving spirit behind the Reformers reformed. He blamed Rhodes. At any rate, despite the efforts of Fraser, the acting British Agent, to help the Leaguers, Butler refused to transmit the petition to London.22


Characteristically, it was the Transvaal authorities who now saved the situation for Fitzpatrick. First, they arrested his friends who had organized the Edgar demonstration on Christmas Eve on a technical charge, and assessed their bail at £1,000, five times that of PC Jones. The case against them fizzled out. But the Uitlanders were furious. They poured out for a second protest demonstration. This time they took care to get permission from the authorities. The demonstration took place on 14 January in an amphitheatre outside the city – a large wood-and-iron building normally used for circuses. Once again Fitzpatrick could only be grateful for the reaction of the Boer authorities. Six or seven hundred Boers from a road-mending gang at the Main Reef – described even by a pro-Boer newspaper as ‘whipped up’ for the occasion – broke up the peaceful meeting, and beat up the Uitlanders with chair legs. The Zarps simply stood by. People claimed later that two Zarp lieutenants had been carried in triumph by the Boer mob and these two commended them for ‘doing their duty’.23


Finally, when the trial of PC Jones at last took place in Johannesburg, the Boer judge had gone out of his way to help the League. He was a callow youth of twenty-five called Judge Kock; his father was a member of Kruger’s Executive. He virtually directed the jury to acquit, after a long, rambling summary of the case. He added a phrase that was uncannily like the words the Zarps were said to have used at the amphitheatre meeting. After thanking the jury, he commended the police; he hoped that ‘under difficult circumstances, they would always know how to do their duty’.


This was enough to keep the Uitlanders in uproar. By the end of February Fitzpatrick judged it time to circulate, privately, a second petition for imperial intervention. But Jan Smuts, the State Attorney, chose this moment for a dramatic strike. To forestall imperial intervention, Smuts made a dazzling offer, with Kruger’s authority behind him: a general settlement with the mining companies that came to be called the ‘Great Deal’. To show his personal confidence in Fitzpatrick, he was prepared to waive Fitzpatrick’s parole and let him act as principal negotiator. It was a difficult stroke to counter. For three weeks Fitzpatrick played a double game in every sense, trying to get a deal for both mining companies and the Uitlanders, and determined to fail. On 28 March he leaked the confidential terms of the Great Deal to The Star and negotiations collapsed. Then Fitzpatrick took a train to Cape Town. In the same train travelled a large cardboard box containing the petition, signed by twenty-one thousand British subjects of the Rand, calling on the British government to intervene. Milner, now back in Cape Town, was being asked to forward this second petition to London.24


As the train clanked over the Orange River Bridge into British territory next day, Fitzpatrick crossed his Rubicon. The Raiders and Reformers had failed because they were divided and isolated. What Fitzpatrick could offer Milner was a powerful triple alliance: Britain, the mass of the Uitlanders and Wernher-Beit, the giant of the Rand.




CHAPTER 5


‘Working up Steam’


Cape Town,
31 March – 9 May 1899






‘If only the Uitlanders stand firm on the formula “no rest without reform”, we shall do the trick, my boy … And by the soul of St Jingo they get a fair amount of bucking up from us all one way and another …’


Milner to his colleague, the Imperial Secretary George Fiddes, 3 January 1899








Milner had returned from England in buoyant spirits, despite General Butler’s astounding decision, while Milner was away, to reject the first Uitlander petition.1 (Butler ‘is really superb’ was Milner’s comment. To have him ‘out-Krugering Kruger’ was just ‘too Gilbertian’.)2 Fortunately, the Uitlanders had paid no attention to Butler. And Milner was ‘well pleased’, he told his friends, with the results of his own trip to England, even if he had ‘hardly a moment’s’ holiday3 (no mention, of course, of the five days’ bicycling with Cécile). He had got a wink, so to speak, from Chamberlain. And he had managed, in his quiet way, to tell a number of influential people about his ‘little corner of the imperial chess-board’.4 Now he heard the latest developments on the Rand from Percy Fitzpatrick’s own lips.


That evening, 31 March, Fitzpatrick had arrived in Cape Town hot-foot from the Johannesburg train. He was exhausted, so he said, by the strain of keeping the negotiations with Smuts ‘on the right lines’ – making sure they failed. But there in Milner’s bleak, grey, gaslit study in Government House the two men talked far into the night, as Fitzpatrick poured out the story of the Great Deal.5


First, Kruger was offering direct inducements to the mining houses, concerned with preferential mining rights and more acceptable mining taxes. Second, he was offering a major concession to the Uitlanders in general. He promised to recommend to the Raad that they should restore to the Uitlanders their right to vote after five years’ residence in the Transvaal – although this was only to date from the time they applied for Boer citizenship.


In exchange, the Rand firms were required to make some concessions to Kruger: most important, they must acquiesce in the continuation of the hated dynamite monopoly (Kruger’s source of Transvaal-made explosives). They were also being asked for pledges on three political matters: to back the Transvaal’s stand against the claims of the Cape Coloured and ‘Coolie’ (Indian) traders, to damp down the agitation of the anti-Boer Press, and to repudiate those ‘political mischief-makers’, the South African League.6


It was ‘astonishing’, Kruger’s offer, everyone agreed. But could the old fox be trusted? In London, Chamberlain gave him the benefit of the doubt. ‘My own opinion is that the Government of the SAR [South African Republic; that is, Transvaal] are anxious to settle … their financial difficulties, the strength of the South African League, their position with regard to the Dynamite Monopoly, the loss of support from Germany, the altered position of England since Fashoda – all make in favour of a settlement …’7 Milner instinctively took the opposite view.8 Now it turned out that Fitzpatrick, without any prompting from Milner (and only a few encouraging messages passed by way of Greene, the British agent in Pretoria), had taken precisely the same line as Milner.


The Great Deal, said Fitzpatrick, might be genuine as far as the Boer civil servants, like Smuts, were concerned. But Kruger himself had no intention of giving a fair deal to the Uitlanders. And, anyway, the Volksraad would never agree to the concession, whatever Kruger said. In short, the offer was a ‘spoor, as Fitzpatrick had explained in a speech to a private meeting of all the Rand leaders.9


His own first step had been to sound the views of his principals, Alfred Beit and Julius Wernher, and here there was no disagreement. Early in March, Wernher went to see Lord Selborne, Under-Secretary at the Colonial Office, and Wernher’s view coincided with Fitzpatrick’s: he was puzzled by the terms of the offer, he said; he thought part of the explanation was that Dr Leyds, the Transvaal’s Foreign Secretary, had been rebuffed on his recent travels in Holland, France and Germany with the words ‘why don’t you settle with these people?’ But for precisely the same reason as Fitzpatrick, Wernher believed that ‘nothing would come of the overture’.10


The next step was to get agreement with the other great firms on the Rand, especially Rhodes’s firm, Consolidated Goldfields, whose head office, like Wernher-Beit’s, was in London. It was Rhodes’s firm, as Milner expected, that gave Fitzpatrick the greatest headache. The firm had sacked their engineer, Wybergh, for the part he had played in the Edgar affair as President of the South African League. And in London, when the chairman of the firm, Lord Harris, came to see Chamberlain a few days after Wernher had seen Selborne, the atmosphere was chilly. Earlier that year Rhodes had flirted with the idea of giving Kruger a loan. Now Lord Harris told Chamberlain that on their part they were inclined to accept the terms of the Great Deal. Chamberlain’s reply was blunt: they could go ahead, of course; it was their own business; but he ought to know what the British public would say – ‘the Financiers had sold their cause and their compatriots, and sold them cheap …’11


Meanwhile, Fitzpatrick had broadened the base of his campaign. To unite the mass of the Uitlanders behind the capitalists, he addressed a meeting of twenty-four Rand men, including the leaders of the South African League, at a private dinner on the Rand, and explained the course of the negotiations.12


Perhaps the political support that he had thus demonstrated tipped the balance in Fitzpatrick’s favour when he came to deal with the other capitalists’ representatives in the Rand, including ex-supporters of Kruger like J. B. Robinson. At any rate, by 27 March they had agreed on a joint resolution. The keystone of this was the demand for the restoration of the original five-year franchise; this must be retrospective – be offered at once to all Uitlanders who could prove five or more years of residence. Despite opposition from Rhodes’s local manager, the new ‘Declaration of Rights’ was handed over to the Boer authorities by the three firms negotiating on behalf of the Rand, before Fitzpatrick gracefully caused the negotiations to collapse.


Such was the inside story of the rise and fall of Kruger’s Great Deal. To Milner these details came as a revelation: not only that Fitzpatrick was working along precisely the same lines as himself, but that Beit and Wernher had backed him at every stage. In reply, Milner was perfectly frank with Fitzpatrick. He told him, according to a note Fitzpatrick wrote to Wernher that week, ‘that in you and Mr Beit he has found quite a new and astonishing kind of millionaire – men with some higher conception than the piling up of money’. He congratulated him on the ‘consummate statesmanship’ with which he had handled – and broken off the negotiations. And he admitted that, even in his ‘most hopeful moments’, he had not considered it possible that they should have been able to present a unanimous front ‘in such a strong attitude’.13


Milner then opened his heart to Fitzpatrick in a way that both astonished and dazzled the Uitlander. Milner explained that the next phase of their campaign would lie with the Press in Britain. The rejection of the first petition by Butler had been a ‘terrible mistake’, which Fitzpatrick and his friends had, by ‘an effort which is beyond all praise, turned to the best possible account. Now all hinges upon the treatment accorded to the [second] petition and that depends on the Press.’ He begged Fitzpatrick to back him up there. And then he repeated to Fitzpatrick what he had told only his most intimate friends: ‘The biggest real danger I have is that Chamberlain might get the idea I want to rush him.’ If Milner himself tried to ‘touch up’ the Press, Joe might get this idea, and he would ‘see me damned before he moved a finger’. So it was left to Fitzpatrick to ‘do the Press’; he must try to ‘get before the House and the public the mass of damning evidence that was in the petitions … You must not allow the petition to fizzle.’14


Next, Milner discussed the possible replies of the imperial government. If the new petition was rejected, he would resign at once; but, fortunately, this possibility need not be considered. At the opposite extreme was the chance that the imperial government would choose to send an ultimatum threatening war; but this would only be done if publication of the petition ‘should so fire public opinion as to make it imperative’. The third possibility was the most likely. Chamberlain would accept the petition, but postpone an ultimatum till Kruger had had more time to consider a climb-down.15


Milner begged Fitzpatrick to make a ‘heroic effort’ to hold together his new Reform Movement until they were ready for the ‘great day of reckoning’. It might take time to get the imperial government ‘up to the mark in principle’; and then they must be ready to strike ‘within 24 hours – swift and instant’. Whatever the Uitlanders did – by holding protest meetings or anything else – they must keep within the law.


Milner concluded with one last, disarming indiscretion: ‘Remember, it is the chance of a lifetime. You have got something now which you may never have again – a man here who is with you heart and soul – as keen as the keenest of you. I have just got letters from Fiddes and Greene [the Imperial Secretary and the British agent in Pretoria] – very excited. I have to pour cold water on them and it breaks their hearts. They think I am not keen enough, but it is not that – I am not going to let Joe think I want to rush him.’16


The next five weeks were a nerve-racking period for Milner. As he had predicted, British public opinion did not lash itself into a frenzy over the Uitlanders. The British Press, it is true, took a broadly anti-Kruger line – even the Liberal Daily Chronicle, well known for its anti-imperialist views. But South African affairs did not long command the headlines in any party’s newspapers. And every Tuesday, when the mailbag reached Cape Town with the London papers of three weeks earlier, Milner was forced to admit that what to himself and his staff was an ‘all over-shadowing nightmare’ – the threat to British supremacy in South Africa – was in England still a ‘matter of faint interest exciting only a very small degree of attention’. How odd, he told Selborne, that this should be so. After all, people should think of the ‘enormous material value of the thing involved’ (presumably the importance of South Africa’s £700 million gold industry for the British economy) and also the ‘plainness of the moral issues’.17 But there it was. No doubt Chamberlain would eventually publish a Blue Book with all the damning evidence against the Boers – including his own public despatches.


All Milner could do in the meantime was to keep the Uitlanders ‘pegging away’. ‘The game has been played admirably so far,’ he told Greene, ‘and with steady persistence’ the Uitlanders could expect to win ‘almost universal support’ in Great Britain.18 In effect, this meant that Greene had to keep the pot boiling on the Rand and keep it well publicized. Hence Greene encouraged Fitzpatrick to channel the Uitlanders’ grievances into public protest – and Fitzpatrick needed no encouragement. From mid-April there were mass meetings at mines all along the Rand to demand restoration of the old five-year franchise, and Fitzpatrick planned to organize delegates for an ‘Uitlander Parliament’, not to negotiate a settlement, but to attract still more publicity for their plight.19


Once again, the most dangerous threat to this massive exercise in public relations came from Cecil Rhodes and his firm, Consolidated Goldfields. Despite their agreement to remain neutral, expressed in their having combined with Wernher-Beit in rejecting Kruger’s ‘Great Deal’, the local directors passed a resolution censuring the meeting held by the miners in the recreation hall at the Village Main Reef Mine. They made no secret of their opposition to Fitzpatrick’s policy of feeding the unrest; and they wrote to the directors of the Jubilee Mine to persuade them to censure their own business manager for taking the platform at one of the miners’ meetings. ‘Nice little beast,’ retorted Fitzpatrick in private to Wernher and Beit in London.20 Meanwhile, also from London, there were new tales of Rhodes’s personal antics; at a dinner party attended by Arthur Balfour, he had spent the evening singing Kruger’s praises, according to one of Milner’s old colleagues in Whitehall, saying that Kruger was a splendid old man, who had ‘defended his wicket against all comers’.21


As tell as ‘getting things “forrarder” locally’, Milner had to work up the pressure on the British Cabinet to persuade them to accept the second petition. Hence the box-loads of secret despatches to Joe Chamberlain that the Wednesday mail-boat carried back to Whitehall. They were masterly documents – the first set at any rate. No one could have guessed the intensity of Milner’s commitment to British intervention, when they read these urbane and detached despatches. For example, in his despatch welcoming the second Uitlander petition, and the consequent ‘revival of the Reform Movement’ temporarily extinguished by the Raid, he expressed surprise that this revival had taken place so soon, and declared it was still ‘too early to say whether it is a passing and more or less fictitious agitation, or the expression of a deep and widespread popular sentiment’. He praised the ‘statesmanship of the mining’ magnates’, yet modestly declared that he did not know who was their leader, but felt that there was ‘some wise head or heads directing their action’. He asked no more than that the Reform movement should not be discouraged by Britain’s ruling out interference at any time in the future under her moral right as a Paramount Power.22


In his next secret despatch, he took up the slogan ‘franchise first’ as the point on which all Reformers were united. Privately, Milner well knew that to take up the franchise was to place a time-bomb under Kruger, as it would in due course mean the end of the Boer majority in the Transvaal23 But in putting his case officially to Chamberlain, Milner affected to believe that this reform might only result in the election to the Raad of ‘Boer members of a more liberal type’, that might be ‘equally and perhaps even more useful’ than the election of Uitlanders. The Uitlanders’ franchise was, however, he added, a ‘stirring battle cry’ which would excite sympathy all over the Empire – as opposed to the grievances of Cape boy cab-drivers, Indian traders and so on, about which it would be ‘impossible to get the world generally to take any interest’.24


By mid-April, as the British public continued to take no interest in any South African issue – even the franchise – Milner’s despatches became less urbane. He drew attention to the public meetings of working-class Uitlanders then taking place up and down the Rand. He warned Chamberlain that it could be a ‘serious, perhaps irretrievable mistake if we did not take the present opportunity of definitely ranging ourselves on the side of the Reformers’. He conceded that there was a risk of war. But then the Boers would yield to ‘nothing less than the threat of war, perhaps not even to that…. [But] If we succeed we shall get rid of this nightmare for ever.’ And he threw down a challenge to Chamberlain (with a hint of blackmail): ‘What has become of the intervention of the High Commissioner … which was certainly contemplated, if not absolutely promised’ at the time of the Raid, and which my predecessor was allowed to postpone but never instructed to abandon?’25


Fortunately for Milner, these taunts brought no response from Joe, for the despatch took a fortnight to reach London, and by this time a new phase of the struggle was about to open. By then even Chamberlain himself had become disturbed by the lack of public interest in his South African policy, and an urgent request was sent to Milner for a despatch publication in Chamberlain’s forthcoming Blue Book.26


It was the chance that Milner had been waiting for. Not for nothing had he once been the Assistant Editor of The Pall Mall Gazette. A few days later he cabled back one of the most flamboyant despatches ever sent by a Viceroy, one that came to be known as the ‘Helot Despatch’. ‘The case for intervention is overwhelming…. The spectacle of thousands of British subjects kept permanently in the position of helots … calling vainly to Her Majesty’s Government for redress … a ceaseless stream of malignant lies about the intentions of the British government.’27


For months Milner had been longing to rub ‘some vitriol’ into one of his public despatches;28 but the part he had been forced to play had precluded it. Now, it was his job to ‘break the crockery’, as he told Philip Gell, even if it would seem a strange metamorphosis for the ‘calm and conciliatory diplomatist’ to be the ‘firebrand’ spurring the British public to action. He saw no choice. Everything depended on arousing the public – on ‘stiffening the wobblers’, as he put it.29 He alone could do the job. By nailing his own colours to the mast, he would also nail the government to his own policy.


It was 9 May when the British Cabinet was expected to decide whether to commit themselves to intervention. Milner’s staff at Government House had been on tenterhooks for days. It so happened that the drains at Government House had chosen this moment to give trouble. What with that, and the endless cold downpours of rain – for winter had now come to the Cape – it proved a difficult time.


Milner could hardly snatch a moment away from the endless slog at the official boxes. The sheer quantity of work was ‘really too awful for words’, declared the faithful Ozzy, his Private Secretary.30 The Chief would have to sell the race-horse he’d bought in a moment of euphoria, and later christened ‘Chamberlain’ (you couldn’t rush him); no hope of having time to go racing.31 And the bicycle Milner had shipped out from England (chosen for him by Cécile) had been put away, sad relic, in Government House.32


Milner himself admitted to being ‘rather knocked up’ by the strain of these last few days, according to his diary. He could not sleep properly; his heart seemed to be playing up. Still, he had bravely taken up a new sport – archery. He was given a few lessons by Mrs Hanbury Williams, the wife of his Military Secretary; she fancied herself as a toxophilite. He did not show any particular promise. But he got a breath of air, as the arrows hummed across the lawn of Government House and plumped into the red, white and blue concentric rings of the straw target. It was the long hours he was cooped up at this desk that ‘really killed him’.33


What if Chamberlain failed to persuade the Cabinet to accept the call for intervention on the side of the Uitlanders? ‘I will take risks – big risks – but not silly ones,’ Milner had confided to Fitzpatrick a month before. ‘If I go smash… I can go back to something else.’34 Perhaps his mind was already turning to what he would do if he was recalled, like those earlier advocates of a forward policy in South Africa. He might give up politics altogether – by now he had saved enough to live on – and live a life of ‘contemplative obscurity’. That was one of the great ambitions of his life, as he had decided years before, when he had stopped in Athens (it was after being rejected by Margot Asquith) and wandered alone at the foot of the Parthenon.35


The morning that Milner expected to hear the Cabinet’s decision, he took his ADC, charming, pink-cheeked Bendor Belgrave, for a ride up the path that led from Cecil Rhodes’s eyrie, Groote Schuur, towards the heights of Table Mountain. The dismal weather of the last few days had suddenly evaporated.’36 A cold south-easter scraped bare the grey flanks of the mountain. At their feet lay the whole Cape peninsula. It was one of Rhodes’s favourite haunts, the kind of place where a man can mistake himself for a colossus.


When they returned, the cypher cable from Chamberlain had arrived: ‘The despatch is approved. We have adopted your suggestion.’37 It was as brief and as blunt as that.


So he had won that round after all. The Cabinet had agreed to intervene – peacefully at present – on the side of the Uitlanders. But Milner was allowed no respite. A fortnight later he heard of another peaceful intervention: by Kruger’s allies. Hofmeyr and Schreiner, leaders of the Cape Afrikaners, proposed that Milner should go and meet Kruger and try to settle matters face to face; President Steyn offered Bloemfontein, the Free State capital, as the meeting-place. Milner regarded the conference as premature. He was waiting eagerly for the publication of the Blue Book containing Chamberlain’s official reply to the Uitlanders’ second petition – and to his own ‘Helot Despatch’. He would have liked to postpone negotiations till after this Blue Book was published – and both the British public and Kruger were properly briefed about the seriousness of the situation. Now it was the Blue Book that would have to be postponed. If they had rejected Steyn’s invitation, ‘it would have been too likely to lead to an outcry both here and in England that we wanted war’.


Milner promised Chamberlain to be ‘studiously moderate’ at Bloemfontein. But he wrote to Philip Gell with a hint of triumph. When the ‘Helot Despatch’ was published, ‘never again would people reproach him with discretion.’38




CHAPTER 6


‘It is Our Country You Want’


The Orange Free State,
30 May – 6 June 1899






‘The conference goes on its rather weary way … meanwhile our Uitlanders will lose patience, and upset the game. We preach them the doctrine of faith in my chief, and of patience for some time after the conference is over …’


Major Hanbury Williams (Milner’s Military Secretary) to British Military Intelligence from Bloemfontein 31 May 1899








The special train left the siding in Kroonstad a couple of hours before dawn on Tuesday 30 May. Then it resumed its journey steaming south down the single-track railway into the heart of the Free State. Before it reached the Zand River, the sun rose out of the mist, painting the mealie patches a rusty yellow and wiping the hoar frost off the metal sleepers.


It was a winter dawn, the hour when the veld shivered like a Canadian prairie. A silent landscape, except for the hiss and rattle of the steel wheels and the honk of the engine. An empty landscape, too, except for the inevitable African children watching the train go by: two wooden carriages and a ribbon of dun-coloured vapour trailing from the tall smoke-stack and cow-catcher back to the horizon.1


You could see this was no ordinary special. The engine was flying three flags: green stripes each side of the cow-catcher, orange on the boiler. They were the stripes of the Transvaal vierkleur and the Free State flag respectively. The same flags saluted the train at each station it passed, even the smallest wayside halt.2


In the first saloon carriage, dressed in his usual baggy black suit and hidden behind drawn blinds, sat President Kruger with his staff, including the State Attorney, Jan Smuts. Kruger’s eyes blinked painfully behind his small gold spectacles. He would need a carriage closed against the cold wind when they reached Bloemfontein.3


At Vereeniging, the frontier post, they had received on the previous evening a parting address from members of the Transvaal Executive. Kruger replied with one of his homely parables. The present franchise law, he said, was like one of those farmers’ dams that only let through the clean water: ‘The clean water is the trusty Uitlanders and through our laws they shall come to join us, and the dirty water is the untrustworthy Uitlanders; they shall stay outside.’ Kruger firmly repeated that he desired ‘peace not war’ and he ‘yearned from his heart that the Conference, now planned to secure peace, should not fail’.4


The President had always been able to respond to a crisis. Now he was like an old war-horse scenting battle. Although he had accepted President Steyn’s invitation to come to Bloemfontein for the conference, he was pessimistic about the outcome. Not that the truth about Milner was yet guessed by the Boers or other Afrikaners. The fiery ‘Helot Despatch’ was still locked away in Chamberlain’s red box at the Colonial Office. But Kruger was intensely suspicious of Chamberlain, and Milner was one of Chamberlain’s men. Kruger remembered the occasion in 1877, when he had met Sir Bartle Frere, then British High Commissioner. Kruger had then discovered, he said, that there were two separate men called Frere: one Frere, the charming diplomat with whom he spoke; the other Frere, the man who was planning to subdue the Transvaal. Now, in 1899, as Smuts put it, the same question could be asked of Milner as of Sir Bartle Frere: ‘Which Milner do you mean?’5


In the current crisis, Kruger leant heavily on the support of his young State Attorney. As far as Smuts could judge, Kruger now believed ‘war is unavoidable or will soon become so – not because there is any cause, but because the enemy is brazen enough not to wait for a cause’. Smuts, by contrast, thought the English would probably not be so stupid as to launch an ‘unmotivated’ war. ‘If England,’ he wrote to his old friend and political patron at the Cape, Jan Hofmeyr, ‘should venture into the ring with Afrikanerdom without a formally good excuse, her cause in South Africa would be finished.’6


He did not believe that the Uitlanders’ franchise could possibly give England a casus belli. He imagined England was ‘stoking up’ unrest on the Rand in order to ‘make us lose our heads and so make a wrong move’. He thought that Chamberlain was understandably terrified of the current of Afrikaner solidarity sweeping the whole sub-continent. Still, he found the general situation very ‘obscure and puzzling’.7 He implored his Afrikaner allies in the Cape to try to persuade the British government to stop harassing the Transvaal.


In the event it was Smuts, not Milner, whom the Cape Afrikaners had tried to persuade. For weeks they had begged Smuts to placate the British government by making concessions to the Uitlanders. ‘Do endeavour, my dear brother,’ wrote William Schreiner, the Cape Prime Minister since the defeat of Rhodes’s party in 1898, ‘to secure reasonable concessions. If you have done that it will be an immense service to South Africa. Imagine the joy with which Rhodes and Co. would welcome the fact, if the President and Raad should be stung into an attitude of refusing to do what is reasonable …’8 From Jan Hofmeyr, Smuts received a shower of cabled advice: ‘time for pouring oil on stormy waters and not on fire. Do not delay… situation is serious and time precious.’ Hofmeyr also sent Smuts a warning: he must ‘cherish no illusion about Colony’. Hofmeyr meant that if hostilities did break out Smuts must not expect the Cape Afrikaners to ‘rush en masse to arms’, especially as ‘most of them know nothing about the bearing of arms’.9


As Smuts oscillated between the concilatory mood of his friends at the Cape and the pessimism of his own venerable chief, the two Cape statesmen stepped up their peace offensive. Schreiner begged Smuts to use ‘infinite patience’ at the conference. He must peruade Kruger to improve his offer; recently Kruger had promised the Uidanders the franchise after nine instead of fourteen years.10 Smuts agreed to try. But doubts about Chamberlain’s real motives still haunted him.


Suppose the whole conference were to be a sham, a piece of political theatre arranged by Chamberlain for the benefit of audiences at home and in the colonies? If that was the case, why humiliate themselves by making concessions? Indeed, they had already humiliated themselves. By the London Convention, England had specifically bound herself not to meddle in the internal affairs of the State. Now Chamberlain was sending Milner to Bloemfontein to wag his finger at Kruger for his supposed ill-treatment of the Uitlanders.


Smuts returned again to the overwhelming question: did Chamberlain really intend to try to reannex the Transvaal, quite regardless of public opinion? Was it to be war? Then the ‘sooner the better’. His feelings boiled over. ‘Our volk throughout South Africa must be baptized with the baptism of blood and fire before they can be admitted among the great peoples of the world.’ And they would win. ‘Either we shall be exterminated or we shall fight our way out… and when I think of the great fighting qualities that our people possess, I cannot see why we should be exterminated.’11


Yet war seemed a world away as the special steamed into the station at Bloemfontein. It arrived punctually at ten o’clock. The whole town was en fête, as though the crisis was over. A triumphal arch spanned the main street. A great white banner draped the station: ‘God leide uwe beraadslagingen’ – ‘God direct your counsels’. In the place of honour beside the Transvaal’s vierkleur was the Union Jack.12


Kruger shuffled from the train, peered through his gold spectacles, and began his reply to the address of welcome. I shall give ‘everything, everything, everything’ for peace, he said, grimly repeating the Dutch word alles. But if ‘they touch my independence, I shall resist’.13


The same dawn that found Kruger’s special train steaming south to Bloemfontein found a second special, flying two Union Jacks beside the cow-catcher, steaming north to the same destination.14


Sir Alfred Milner had woken half an hour earlier after a shaky night in the front carriage of the train. He looked at his watch. It was only six; the sky was still hardly distinguishable from the veld, but the train was already approaching De Aar Junction. At De Aar he was to meet, secretly, Percy Fitzpatrick’s closest political ally from the Rand, H. C. Hull, an Uitlander solicitor. He would reassure Hull. HMG really did mean business this time.15


In fact, what were Chamberlain’s own aims in the coming crisis? It was a question that preoccupied Milner and his Uitlander allies quite as much as Kruger and Smuts – and is puzzling even today. Milner knew the official (if private) answer. Since that crucial cabinet meeting on 9 May, both Chamberlain  and the government were committed to Milner’s policy of imperial intervention on behalf of the Uitlanders16 – of ‘turning the screw’ on the old President till a ‘climb-down’ was achieved.17


But what did Chamberlain mean by a ‘climb-down’? British demands restoration of the five-year franchise, with a larger minority of seats in the Raad allocated to the Rand – might give the British Uitlanders individual political equality. It would not give them immediate collective supremacy. No one knew how many British Uitlanders there were in the Transvaal, nor how many of them would opt for Transvaal citizenship.18 So the peaceful take-over of Kruger’s state, on behalf of the Empire, might not be accomplished for years not till after Milner’s term as High Commissioner had expired. Would Chamberlain allow Milner to stiffen his demands? Not if Kruger conceded the five-year franchise, Milner had reason to believe. Chamberlain aimed at a diplomatic coup for himself, but only a limited settlement for the Uitlanders. It was all British public opinion would accept.19


It was Chamberlain’s dependence on public opinion that filled Milner with a frustration bordering on despair. Of course, it was not Chamberlain’s fault, he knew that. Joe was ‘magnificent’, he assured one of the Cabinet – a real ‘imperial statesman’.20 But British party politics, as he confessed to other, still closer friends, were ‘rotten’.21 He explained that ‘for really big and crucial things, the weakness and the compromise, which it [party politics] involves, even with the strongest government, must ruin any settlement.’22 Milner himself had no intention of compromising with Kruger. He had committed himself ‘heart and soul’ to the Uitlanders. The game was the ‘great game for mastery in South Africa’. He intended to win.23


His plan was to annex the Transvaal. He would rule it as a Crown Colony, much as his old chief, Cromer, ruled Egypt. It was all part of the larger game of federating the white Empire. He would achieve ‘a place in history as big as the man who made the American Constitution, or the authors of the United Germany’.24 These were the dreams of Milner’s life and he saw no reason to abandon them now because of one obstinate (and obsolete) old man in South Africa. But how to prevent Chamberlain ‘wobbling’ and ruining everything by compromise? A delicate tactical plan, whose object had to be kept as secret from Chamberlain as from Kruger, was taking shape in Milner’s mind.


Chamberlain wanted a ‘climb-down’ by Kruger leading to a settlement. Milner wanted a war leading to annexation. But these opposite strategies could be served by the same tactics. Chamberlain would agree to Milner turning the screw progressively tighter until Kruger climbed down. Milner would argue that to get a peaceful settlement they must first send out enough troops to frighten Kruger. Together the two screws – increased political demands and increased British garrisons – would precipitate the war. This was, in essence, the scenario that Milner had designed.25


Hence the Bloemfontein conference was not, as many people later came to believe, staged by Milner as a piece of political theatre, a sham conference he intended should fail. On the contrary, it was Milner’s first step, according to his agreement with Chamberlain, in ‘screwing’ (Milner’s phrase) Kruger.26 At this stage, Milner would pitch his demands low enough – he would be ‘studiously moderate’, as he had promised Chamberlain. But once he had Kruger publicly seeking a settlement, the screw would tighten till it became unbearable.


Such were Milner’s ideas. It was a trap for old Kruger out of which there was no escape, except to precipitate a hopeless war – unless, horrible thought, Kruger picked up the offer of the five-year franchise and accepted a settlement there and then.


The special train had by now left De Aar Junction far behind and was toiling upwards to Naauwpoort, astride the main watershed of the northern Cape, nearly five thousand feet above sea-level. The last time he had come that way – on a trip to Basutoland – he had found the Great Karoo green with rain.27 But now look at the veld! The grass was burnt grey by sun and frost; there would be no forage for the burghers’ horses till September. Well, no doubt that was all to the good. No forage meant no war – no invasion by the Boers, at any rate.


From Colesberg, it was downhill all the way to the Orange River and the frontier. The train steamed into Bloemfontein at five o’clock, true to the minute. President Steyn welcomed them much as he had welcomed President Kruger seven hours earlier: with a twenty-one-gun salute of detonators under the rails, and ‘God Save the Queen’. Milner sprang down from the train, a clean-shaven, debonair figure in a morning suit and a grey topper. South Africa seemed to be at his feet. Here was the man, said the Boer newspapers, who would go down into history as one of ‘the greatest of Englishmen’. He could bring ‘peace with honour’ to South Africa.28


Bloemfontein (‘Flowers-in-the-Springs’) was then a delightful place, with jacarandas lining the main street and a picturesque old British fort built on a commanding kopje. Its wealth was based on the single-track railway from the Cape to the Rand completed in 1892.29 Appropriately, the conference was to be held beside the railway station – in the only room with a round table large enough for the dozen men of the two delegations.30


When proceedings opened on Wednesday 31 May the omens seemed encouraging. President Steyn made a joke, perhaps not intentionally. He introduced the two men with ‘this, Sir Alfred, is Mr Kruger, of whom you have probably read in the newspapers …’ Kruger did what was expected of him, playing the fool and digging Milner in the ribs, according to the papers, ‘with many hoarse salutes of affection and respect’.31


But despite Steyn’s goodwill, Kruger’s good humour and Milner’s good manners, there was to be no meeting of minds at Bloemfontein.


The conference, according to Milner’s Military Secretary, was like a ‘palaver with a refractory Chief’.32 That was hardly the way Milner would have described it. Whatever miscalculations he had made, he prided himself on not having underrated the old man at the other side of the round table. Kruger was an anachronism – and a giant. Yet Milner planned to undermine the giant with the franchise. He would force Kruger to disgorge a ‘substantial and immediate’ instalment of political power to the Uitlanders. Then, and only for a short respite, would the old beast be allowed to regain his feet.


Throughout the first day of the conference, Milner played his part admirably. He had no wish to ‘apportion blame’, he said, in this ‘deplorable situation’ in which both countries found themselves. But it was his ‘personal opinion’ that the increasing tension between the governments was caused by the Transvaal’s policy towards the Uitlanders. Clear this out of the way; then other outstanding questions could be settled amicably. He put his hand on his heart. Britain had no designs on the independence of the Transvaal. Far from it. If only the Transvaal would treat the Uitlanders better, the Uitlanders would cease to call for Britain to intervene. This would ‘strengthen the independence of the Republic’, as well as re-establishing the ‘cordial relations which we desire’.33


Kruger, promising to be brief, took most of Wednesday afternoon to reply. (Milner to Chamberlain that night: the old gentleman ‘rambled fearfully’.)34 The nub of Kruger’s case was that the political demands of the Uitlanders conflicted with the national rights of the Transvaal. In other countries there was no threat of new burghers out-voting old burghers. Given the same franchise policy in the Transvaal, ‘in a very short time those who are brought in can turn the laws topsy turvy, and do as they like and, with that, my independence would fall’. So he must let the newcomers in gradually: ‘If we give them the franchise tomorrow we may as well give up the Republic.’ Milner was left once again protesting his sincerity. He was not threatening the Transvaal’s independence. ‘I do not want to swamp the old population,’ he declared in a phrase that his enemies would recall later; all he asked was an ‘immediate voice’ for the Uitlanders.35


Thursday, the second day, followed the same pattern: Milner, polite and generous to a fault, protesting his sincerity, and Kruger yielding nothing, and gaining nothing. True, Kruger scored a debating point when someone mentioned military preparations. Who could blame the burghers for arming themselves after the Jameson Raid? His Excellency, said Kruger, could ‘follow their spoor’ since the Great Trek. They had never been attackers, always defenders. They followed the words of the Lord: ‘Accursed be he who removeth his neighbour’s landmark.’36 (Major Hanbury Williams to Intelligence Department: ‘How the old man wept crocodile tears about the Raid!’)37


But Milner soon brought the discussion back to the franchise, and now put his first trump on the table. He asked Kruger to go the whole hog: give the Uitlanders back the five-year franchise, and make it retrospective. Any man who had settled in the Transvaal before 1894, and had enough property to qualify – sixty thousand to seventy thousand men, according to Kruger – would thus have the vote for the asking. Back from Kruger came the dogged refrain: no chance of a five-year franchise at all; it would be political suicide for the volk.38


On Friday, the third day, the President stopped stone-walling, and negotiations seemed about to begin. He sprang a surprise. He wanted to meet Milner as far as possible on the franchise, and he laid on the table a ‘complete Reform Bill, worked out in clauses and sub-clauses’ (as Milner reported back to London) that he must have had ‘in his pocket all the time’.39 In return, he wanted Milner to meet him on three outstanding questions: the Raid indemnity, the Boers’ control of Swaziland and, most important, arbitration on rival interpretations of the London Convention of 1884. He added, not without pathos, that he had to think of his burghers: ‘If I have to go back and convince them on matters, I must tell them something has been given in to me, if I give in to something.’40


If Milner had wished to do business with Kruger, here was the golden opportunity. He had been given a remarkably free hand by Chamberlain. He could certainly have offered Kruger something to show his burghers. Chamberlain had agreed in principle that the Chartered Company must pay substantial damages for the Raid. It remained for the sum to be fixed; the Transvaal was claiming £1,677,938 3s. 3d. including £1 million for ‘moral and intellectual damages’.41 (In fact, Beit and Rhodes would have to fork out from their own pockets, as the Chartered Company was too near bankruptcy since the Matabele and Mashona revolts.)42 Both the Swaziland and the arbitration questions were more complicated. But here again, Milner could certainly have helped Kruger’s difficulties with his burghers. Indeed, Chamberlain specifically empowered Milner to humour Kruger about arbitration.43


In return, Milner was being offered a deal on the franchise which he admitted in private was a ‘great advance’ on the existing position.44 Kruger was prepared to slash the residence qualification from fourteen to seven years. True, Milner had all sorts of objections to the way the proposal would work. It would not give, as he had stated it must, ‘substantial and immediate’ representation to the Uitlanders. For it was to be only partially retrospective, and the length of delay would vary according to a sliding scale. And Kruger was only offering a total of five out of twenty-eight seats in the Raad for the gold-mining districts, compared to Milner’s proposal for these districts to have a minimum of seven seats.45


Yet, despite everything, could it not have been bridged, that gap which now divided the two men: five years for the franchise against seven: seven seats for the Raad against five? So it would, without a doubt, if Milner had aimed to negotiate, and not to ‘screw’ Kruger.46


Milner brushed aside Kruger’s Reform Bill. It was a ‘Kaffir-bargain’. He made a counter-offer that could only infuriate the old man: what about some form of self-government for the Rand?47 Kruger knew enough about English politics to see the irony in this. Chamberlain had broken with the Liberals because he refused, on principle, to accept Home Rule for Ireland; here he was trying to impose Home Rule on the Rand. Inevitably, the offer was rebuffed by Kruger, who said the Uitlanders were ‘like naughty children’. ‘If you give them a finger they will want the whole hand, then an arm, then a head, and then they want the whole body bit by bit.48


It was now Saturday, the fourth day of the conference, and the stalemate was unbroken. Milner had sat up half the night preparing an endless list of objections to Kruger’s Reform Bill. He plumped it on to the table and the conference adjourned till Monday. The same afternoon he cabled to London: ‘It seems that the conference will fail…. I have been studiously conciliatory …’49


Next day Milner and his staff, in plain dress, attended a service in the Anglican Cathedral, and heard the Dean’s sermon, ‘Blessed are the Peacemakers’. To the Boer public at large the conference still appeared a triumphant success. ‘Peace Assured – Sir A. Milner’s Statesmanship’, ran the headlines of The Standard and Diggers’ News. ‘Forebodings dispelled.’50 In fact, Milner himself was exhausted by the strain of the last few days. He had failed to ‘screw’ Kruger, but he had not been outmanoeuvred himself. Next day he would have to break off the conference, unless Kruger suddenly caved in. For there was always the danger that Kruger might offer other illusory concessions. ‘If we went on and on,’ he later confessed to Chamberlain, ‘we might get a little more and a little more, each concession being made to appear very big, and finally feel unable, after so many concessions, to break off, and yet find we had a perfectly hollow scheme.’51


Milner’s cabled warning that he might have to break off the conference did not reach Chamberlain till Sunday. Chamberlain immediately replied: ‘I hope you will not break off hastily. Boers do not understand quick decisions…. I am by no means convinced that the President has made his last offer, and you should be very patient and admit a good deal of haggling before you finally abandon the game.52


But before this cable reached Milner, the curtain had already fallen at Bloemfontein. Kruger, his eyes watering, had stood there for the last time, repeating, ‘It is our country you want.’53 Milner had closed the proceedings with the chilling words: ‘This conference is absolutely at an end, and there is no obligation on either side arising from it.’54


What lesson did the antagonists take away with them from the conference, as their two specials steamed back the way they had come?


In Milner’s eyes, the moral was obvious. He had failed to trap Kruger because he had failed to frighten him sufficiently. Now they must turn the ‘war-screw’.55 Before the conference he had warned Selborne privately that they might have to:






If I fail, it will then be your turn… assume at once the diplomatic offensive and back it with a strong show of [military] force…. All the Afrikaners and all the mugwumps will howl at us…. I don’t care. My view is that (I) absolute downright determination plus a large temporary increase of force will ensure a climb down. It is 20 to 1. And (2) that, if it didn’t, and there was a fight, it would be better to fight now than 5 or 10 years hence when the Transvaal, unless the Uitlanders can be taken in, in considerable numbers, will be stronger and more hostile than ever. Bold words these, you will say. But remember I myself am risking a lot – indeed everything.56








Specifically, Milner wanted the War Office to replace General Butler as Commander-in-Chief. He also wanted some competent officers sent out to organize the Cape border towns, like Mafeking and Kimberley. He also wanted an overwhelming force – the exact number was for military experts to decide, but he thought it might be as high as ten thousand men – pushed up into the dangerous northern triangle of Natal, where General Colley had come to grief at Majuba, both to frustrate a Boer attack and to prove ‘irresistible’ as a political lever. Unless they took the right military precautions ‘before the crash’, they might find themselves involved in ‘not only a biggish war, but much civil dissension afterwards’. However, he maintained ‘in spite of all those alarms and excursions, that if we are perfectly determined we shall win without a war or with a mere apology for one.’57


In short, Milner’s advice to London boiled down to detailed advice on three crucial military questions. First, how many soldiers to send out to guard the Cape and Natal. Second, whom to appoint to organize and lead them. Third, how far forward to station them. If his advice was taken, he assured the Cabinet – disingenuously – there would be no war.58


Kruger was, predictably, less reassured. His suspicions of Chamberlain were confirmed by what he had seen at Bloemfontein. Fortunately, his war preparations were nearly complete – apart from an important consignment of seventy-two field-guns from Creusot which Joubert did not agree to order until July (when it was in fact too late for them to be delivered).59
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