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  Introduction




  

    

      A journalist who writes truthfully what he sees and knows on a given day is writing for posterity. The scepticism and criticisms that I met in some quarters during the

      Spanish conflict made me feel at times that I was working more for the historical record than for the daily reader.




      Herbert Matthews of the New York Times,




      ‘A World in Revolution’ (1971).


    


  




  Reporting is an art form which has sometimes been mistaken for a science. People who read the news in the paper or on a website, who listen to a radio bulletin or who watch

  television news, usually imagine they are getting something approaching the truth. Instead, they are merely getting a version of what has happened. Anybody who has witnessed an event, and then come

  across a news report of it afterwards, knows how inaccurate the reporting can be. There are mistakes of fact, of understanding, of interpretation. Journalists are like portrait painters: their work

  will be accurate and fair, or inaccurate and distorted, according to their individual capability.




  So a book about the way journalists reported the events of the twentieth century is likely to be a detailed study of human inadequacies. Sometimes these are great, sometimes surprisingly small.

  Occasionally, very occasionally, someone will be found to have been exactly right about something he or she has reported. Those are times to celebrate; but for the most part this book will not be a

  celebration. All the same, it certainly does not set out to be a wholesale condemnation either. Perhaps because I am one myself, I have not started with the assumption that all journalists of the

  twentieth century must automatically be establishment hacks, bigoted, lazy, and blinded by their class and ethnic limitations. There are, indeed, plenty of those in

  the pages that follow, but, to use Oscar Wilde’s phrase, there are also marvellous exceptions.




  And so, reading through the narrow columns of print from past decades, peering at awkward photocopies, I found that most reporters were much like the journalists I have known in my own time;

  just limited human beings trying to find their way through a dense forest of uncertainty, with the light fading and a deadline approaching fast. I found it hard to be too judgemental, having been

  stuck in the same forest so many times myself.




  These journalists are not emotionless recording machines, or supermen, or psychics. They are simply doing their best to puzzle out what on earth is going on, then trying to fit their

  interpretation of it all into an unrealistically small number of words, before spending a disproportionate amount of time working out the technicalities of getting their material transmitted back

  home. As everyone who has ever done the job can testify, reporting, especially from abroad, isn’t so much a first draft of history as a form of escapology.




  All the same, there are plenty of villains in this book: journalists who through laziness or conceit or ideological tunnel vision chose not to find out what was really going on. There is Bennet

  Burleigh of the Daily Telegraph who, without actually bothering to go and check out the facts, assured the nation that there was no truth in the stories that Boer women and children were

  dying like flies in the British concentration camps in South Africa. There is the charming yet unlovable Beach Thomas of the Daily Mail, who knowingly lied about the terrible disaster of the

  first few days of the Battle of the Somme. There are correspondents who preferred not to notice the activities of Hitler’s or Stalin’s thugs, who saw cruelty and violence close up but

  said nothing because it might put people off the cause they themselves believed in. There are tabloid journalists of our own day who make up stories because they are pretty sure no one will sue,

  and who sometimes wreck people’s lives in the process.




  But there are others who managed to let us know something of what was really going on, in spite of censorship or the fear of official retaliation. Philip Gibbs tried to report on the reality of

  the Somme and Passchendaele, rather than parroting the official version.




  Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett managed almost single-handedly (he was helped by, of all people, the father of Rupert Murdoch) to put a stop to the disaster of the Dardanelles campaign. The man from the

  Daily Mail, of all papers, revealed to people in Britain the brutality of the Black and Tans in Ireland. The man from the Daily Express, of all other

  papers, reported with great courage about the cruelties being visited on the Jews in Hitler’s Germany. In 1979 the Daily Mirror, at the urging of John Pilger, devoted an entire edition

  to reporting on the horrors of Cambodia, and – such is the desire that people sometimes demonstrate to understand what is really going on – every single copy of it was sold.




  So alongside the acts of moral and intellectual cowardice, the laziness of thought and action, there are also clear signs from time to time of a stubborn determination to tell people honestly

  and openly what is really going on. It shines out of the browning pages of the newspaper files and the transcripts of broadcasts right down to our own times. I wish there were more instances than

  there actually were; though I have had to leave out some of them. Sadly, too, I have not been able to refer to the work of some of the journalists I personally most admire. Being mentioned here is

  not at all like being mentioned in despatches.




  There are plenty of depressing elements in twentieth-century British journalism: the baleful influence of many of the big press barons, from Northcliffe and Rothermere to Rupert Murdoch; the

  implosion of once vibrant titles like the Express; the rise of celebrity news, and the day of the blogger. Yet by and large neither the trade of journalism nor the position it occupies in

  the national life seems to have changed a great deal in the course of a century. Prime ministers in the 1920s and 1930s tried to keep on the right side of Lord Rothermere; now they go on their

  knees to News International.




  And there are those ludicrous incidents which always seem to hover round journalists, like flies in a souk: how Hitler raised a cricket team to play an English eleven, for instance, but decided

  that the game was too soft; or how a star Fleet Street journalist arrived to cover the Spanish Civil War with his brand-new wife and a Siamese cat, and left after twenty-four hours to report a

  massacre which hadn’t actually happened. Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop remains as accurate an account of journalism now as it was when it was first published.




  To write an account of the journalism of a century in a single volume is a big undertaking, and I have sadly found it necessary to focus on a number of specific subjects, ignoring many important

  and fascinating events altogether. It has been a humbling experience. Compared with many of the people whose work I have examined, my career has mostly been spent in the shallows, covering small

  wars, forgettable politics, and toytown presidents and prime ministers. The heroes of this book, and there are quite a few of them, were giants who saw far more and far worse things than the

  correspondents of my time have had to endure. By comparison with them, my generation and I have had it easy. For that, and for much else, I honour them.




  This is a journalist’s book, which has largely been written on the road. I have got up at impossible hours of the morning in Tehran, Mexico City, Johannesburg, Urumchi and Kabul in order

  to peer at the photocopies my peerless researcher, Kathryn Beresford, has sent me by post or email, and tried to make sense of British politics, Irish troubles or Nazi thuggery – or why on

  earth Tony Blair should have helped to invade Iraq. I bashed away on my laptop late at night during a power cut in the Chimanimani mountains of Zimbabwe, when my colleagues and I had slipped

  illegally across the border to report on the problems of the present. Great drops of sweat landed on my keyboard in an army hut in Basra with the temperature at 115 degrees. None of it has made the

  writing of this book any easier, and it can’t possibly have made it any better; but it has certainly made it more atmospheric. Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, Alan Moorehead and (most especially)

  Martha Gellhorn would, I hope, have approved.




  §




  My long-suffering producer Oggy Boytchev had to work around my inattention and my late appearances in various part of the world. Kathryn Beresford worked marvels to send me the

  newspaper extracts I needed, and struggled through the various chapters to check that I had got my facts right. If I haven’t, the fault is mine alone, though I should add one caveat. Until

  the 1930s newspaper headlines generally ended with a full stop, but some papers persisted in the habit until much later. Apparent inconsistencies are thus, in fact, faithful reproductions of what

  actually appeared. Ann Baker was extremely helpful in digging out extra material when Kathryn was overloaded with the research. My dear colleague Dr Joanne Cayford was full of helpful ideas and

  advice, and so was Jeff Walden, the archives researcher at the BBC’s written archives centre at Caversham. Professor Jean Seaton, with whom I had a memorable lunch in the garden of the

  Chelsea Arts Club, gave me some excellent leads, all of which have their results in this book. Two good friends, Dr Mark Billinge of Magdalene College, Cambridge, and David Reddaway, the British

  ambassador to Turkey, came up with a number of valuable ideas (and cups of tea) in the idyllic setting of a Sicilian villa overlooking Mount Etna.




  My long-term friend, the author and journalist Andrew Taylor, was kind enough to read through the manuscript, suggesting cuts and changes and pointing out some of the especially boring parts.

  Vin Ray, the head of the BBC’s Journalism College, gave me the benefit of his thoughts, some of which I have passed off as my own here. My colleague Malcolm Balen, with great dedication, read

  through the manuscript to check that I had not diverged from the BBC’s rules of balance and fairness, and made a number of suggestions, each of which was an improvement on the original; I

  incorporated them all. My agent, Julian Alexander, was full of help and ideas, and looked after me with the greatest of care; as ever, ours is an enjoyable partnership and I owe him a great deal.

  Georgina Morley was, as ever, a powerhouse of support, and proved very forgiving as (in best journalistic tradition) I missed successive deadlines.




  My wife Dee (once a reporter herself) had to endure two years of my ramblings about reporters and reporting, and I think I can honestly say I took every piece of advice she gave me. As for my

  four-year-old son Rafe, he was sheer delight: chattering away while I was trying to write, accompanying me to the London Library (where the staff treated him, and me, with remarkable tolerance and

  care), and everlastingly trying to lure me away from my laptop to come and watch DVDs of Charlie Chaplin or Spongebob Squarepants with him. Whenever I caved in, I confess I preferred it

  greatly.




  

    London, November 2009
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  THE VOYAGE OF THE DUNOTTAR CASTLE





  As the RMS Dunottar Castle sailed out of Southampton on the afternoon of Saturday 14 October 1899 and headed for the Atlantic, there was one overriding fear on board:

  that the war would end before the ship could reach Cape Town. Sir Redvers Buller, the general in command of the British forces, sixty years old, bluff, reserved and energetic, was travelling with

  his staff, 1,500 soldiers, and half a dozen war correspondents, each accredited by the War Office to cover the fighting in South Africa. All were anxious to get the two-week voyage over quickly, so

  they could play their part in the fighting and get whatever share of the credit might be available. The correspondents, like journalists in general, were a mixed bunch. One, H.S. Pearce of the

  Daily News, had only just managed to catch the ship in time. The previous afternoon, according to an admiring article in Harper’s Magazine of New York, ‘English

  War-Correspondents in South Africa’, published in the July 1900 edition, he had strolled late . . . into his office. ‘Things are looking more serious in South Africa. You had better get

  out as soon as possible.’ ‘I’ll just have time to catch the train for the South-African mail,’ he replied. He caught his train, and within three weeks was in the

  battlefields of Natal.




  Most of the other journalists on the Dunottar Castle had covered the small colonial wars which Britain had fought over the previous decades. They knew how fast the British army could

  move, and how effective it usually was against an inferior colonial enemy. The general opinion among the war correspondents, and among General Buller’s staff, was that the Boers would be

  little better than the various native armies Britain had fought and defeated. The experience of the First Boer War, in 1880–1, did not seem at all conclusive. The Boers had defeated the

  British at Majuba, but it had happened more because of the failings of the British commander than because of the Boers’ military skills. Before the defeat could be avenged, the incoming prime

  minister in London, W.E. Gladstone, who was deeply opposed to colonial adventures, halted the British column under Roberts as it marched against the Boers, and agreed

  a peace deal instead.




  The most famous journalist on board was the youngest and least experienced of them all: the glamorous, showy, yet oddly unselfconfident Winston Churchill, at twenty-four the accredited

  correspondent of the Morning Post. He was well-connected socially, and was closer to many of Buller’s staff in terms of class and age than were the other correspondents, and the

  officers found him easy to talk to. Churchill’s fame had grown with his unsuccessful campaign to win a parliamentary seat at Oldham, three months earlier. In the days immediately before the

  Dunottar Castle sailed, it had increased as a result of the release of pre-publication copies of his highly opinionated but impressive second book, The River War, about the Sudan

  campaign in which he had taken part. Its scheduled publication date was 6 November, a week after the Dunottar Castle was due to arrive at Cape Town. He called it, grandly but with his usual

  touch of self-mockery, ‘my magnum opus (up to date)’.




  In spite of his notorious pushiness, Churchill was a pleasant travelling companion. Before leaving, he had proclaimed loudly that the Morning Post was paying him £250 a month, for a

  guaranteed minimum of four months. This was astonishingly high for a man so young: the largest amount, probably, that any newspaper had ever paid a war correspondent. Yet once aboard the

  Dunottar Castle, Churchill managed to get on good terms with the other journalists. They were older, mostly middle class, and instinctively suspicious of aristocrats, of flashiness, and of

  other journalists who put on airs.




  The correspondent of the Manchester Guardian, John Atkins, got on well with Churchill and later gave the impression in his autobiography Incidents and Reflections that Churchill

  shared his stock of brandy, Bordeaux, Scotch and Rose’s lime cordial with him and the other correspondents on board. (He may even have occasionally shared the information he extracted from

  his sources on Buller’s staff.) Atkins described Churchill on the Dunottar Castle as ‘. . . slim, slightly reddish-haired, pale, lively, frequently plunging along the deck . .

  .’




  Despite his salary, and all the attention he received, Churchill still wrote home like a young boy.




  

    

      17 October [1899] Madeira




      en route




      South Africa




      My dearest Mamma,




      We have had a nasty rough passage & I have been grievously sick. The roll of the vessel still very pronounced prevents my writing much, and besides there is nothing to

      say. Sir R. Buller is vy amiable and I do not doubt that he is well disposed towards me. There are a good many people on board – military or journalistic – whom I know and are all

      vy civil – but I cannot say that I am greatly interested in any of them . . .




      Ever your loving son,




      Winston


    


  




  Privately, Churchill was less concerned than the other correspondents about the need for haste. He was sure that Buller would not be in any great hurry when he reached South

  Africa. On Wednesday 25 October, eleven days into the voyage, he wrote to his mother to tell her of a briefing he had received from one of Buller’s staff officers.




  

    

      The main campaign – as I learn on the best possible authority – for who can foresee such things – will begin about the 25th December and we should be at

      Pretoria via Fourteen Streams and Bloemfontein by the end of February.


    


  




  This was one piece of information Churchill did not, apparently, share with the other journalists on board.




  A war artist for the Illustrated London News was travelling on board, and during the voyage he sketched Buller and his ADC, both dressed in civilian clothes, in deep discussion on the

  promenade deck. Churchill, wearing a cap, is standing behind them, listening to another staff officer. Perhaps this was the moment when he heard about Buller’s plans.




  Another Illustrated London News artist on board was a difficult, self-promoting character called Melton Prior. At fifty-four, he was one of the longest-serving, most battle-hardened

  journalists out of the lot. Short, bald, with a shrill laugh and a high-pitched voice, Prior was known at the Savage Club in London, where he held court, as

  ‘the screeching billiard-ball’. He had first met General Buller during the Ashanti campaign twenty-six years before. After that Prior followed and sketched almost all of the colonial

  wars the British army had fought, together with the Russo-Turkish War, the Graeco-Turkish War, and revolutions in Latin America.




  Between 1873 and 1904 he only spent an entire year, 1883, in Britain. As happens with so many foreign correspondents, his private life was badly affected by the unstructured nature of his work,

  and his marriage eventually broke under the strain. Prior always had two sets of suitcases and equipment ready packed at home; he called them his ‘hot and cold outfits’. If his editor

  asked him at short notice to go to Novaya Zemlya or Timbuctoo, he once said, he would simply wire his servants to deliver the appropriate set of cases to Charing Cross railway station in time for

  the next available train to the Continent, and he would head off. It would save an entire day’s packing.




  Like the young Churchill, Prior was a convivial travel companion, and the Illustrated London News equipped and paid him lavishly. He was one of the few journalists covering the war in

  South Africa who were paid anything like as much as Winston Churchill. His editor at the ILN once called Prior ‘the Illustrated Luxury’, and he had brought with him, as ever,

  large amounts of whisky and even larger quantities of tins of Moyer’s Irish stew. According to his carefully phrased obituary in The Times, in 1910, he was a ‘Rabelaisian

  humorist [with] a certain roughness of metaphor in his own speech’.




  Translated, this seems to mean that Prior’s language was coarse and loud. Yet by the time he boarded the Dunottar Castle for South Africa, in October 1899, Prior represented a phase

  of British journalism which was fast coming to an end. The press camera, together with better methods of reproducing photographs on the page, were heralds of a new era, which was to last throughout

  the entire twentieth century. War artists were beginning to seem faintly anachronistic: the Daily Mail, one of the most advanced newspapers in the world, no longer had a full-time war artist

  on its staff. Yet for the time being they had an important function to perform, since it was still very difficult to take usable photographs in the height of action. As a result Melton

  Prior’s sketches provided the ILN’s readers with a much better sense of a battle or a grand occasion than any photograph could. His coolness under fire was legendary – not

  least because he told everyone about it – and he had developed an impressive speed in first sketching and then refining a drawing for engraving, transmission to

  London, and printing on the ILN’s cover.




  The sketchpad was well suited to the small-scale colonial wars which men like Prior were used to covering. The situations were easy to grasp, and usually limited in scope; in most cases, a

  single battle fought in one location, which brought the entire campaign to a successful close. The large-scale war which was just starting across the full expanse of southern Africa would prove to

  be far harder to cover in the fashion that newspapers had adopted during the previous half-century: a single report of several thousand words by a correspondent and one or two page-sized drawings

  by a war artist. The Boer War would demand new approaches to reporting.




  War reporting was changing in other ways. When, in 1904, Prior went to Japan to cover the war with Russia, the military authorities in Tokyo would not allow him anywhere near the front line. He

  left Japan in disgust: a war artist who was not allowed to see the war for himself had, he felt, no part to play in its coverage. Prior increasingly seemed like a figure from the past. There had

  been no moral or intellectual question about most of the wars he had covered. There was only one side that mattered, and that was the British side. He was more than willing to take up a gun and use

  it against the enemy, since he saw himself as being as much a part of the war effort as the soldiers themselves. Guns were a necessary part of the war correspondents’ equipment: during the

  Zulu War, for example, they had to ride long distances alone through hostile territory, in order to reach some isolated centre of civilization from which they could transmit their report. The

  journalist, under these circumstances, was in no sense an objective onlooker, but also a participant.




  The man who invented the profession of war correspondent, William Howard Russell, had shown an impressive independence of judgement during his reporting of the Crimean War. Russell liked to

  spend his time with the junior officers and the ordinary soldiers, rather than with the generals and their staff; and he often showed as much sympathy for the sufferings and privations of the

  Russian soldiers as he did for those of the British. But the onward march of imperialism during the nineteenth century hardened the attitudes of newspaper correspondents. By the mid-1860s, new men

  were taking over from Russell and were setting a different tone: more opinionated, and increasingly more nationalistic. Russell’s great rival, Archibald Forbes, for instance, the hero of

  dozens of dashes on horseback, skirmishes with the enemy, exciting escapes, and subterfuges, legitimate or otherwise, introduced a more personal style, in which the

  adventures of the reporter off the battlefield as well as on it began to play a much greater part. Many people grumbled that Forbes was too often the hero of his own reporting, and he was sometimes

  accused by his colleagues of stealing their stories. He usually scooped them (the noun ‘scoop’ was already in use by the 1870s, as was its synonym, ‘beat’) by his sheer

  energy and his clever use of the available technology.




  Forbes’s patriotism was noisier than Russell’s. He was usually accurate, even if he had borrowed some of the facts from his colleagues; but he had none of Russell’s instinctive

  sense of balance and objectivity. Everything he wrote was intended to further the national cause; he saw his reporting as essentially a patriotic duty. If the British forces behaved discreditably,

  or failed in their task because of the incompetence of their superiors, this would not appear in his reporting; not, at least, in the way they had in Russell’s despatches from the Crimea a

  generation before. Then, the British public had become angry at the incompetence in the command structure, and the army’s entire approach to warfare had been reassessed. The success of

  Forbes’s style of reporting changed things. The tone of war reporting in the last quarter of the nineteenth century became unquestioning, even fawning.




  Archibald Forbes was sixty-one in 1899, seven years older than his friend Melton Prior, but he did not head off to South Africa with him to cover the Boer War. He was critically ill back in

  London, and died five months later. Forbes’s death closed the door on an entire era.




  Probably the only non-imperialist on board the Dunottar Castle was the Manchester Guardian correspondent, J.B. Atkins – the man who drew a favourable pen-portrait of

  Churchill walking along the deck. He had been hand-picked both for his views and his journalistic skill by his redoubtable editor, Charles Prestwich Scott, who had made the Manchester

  Guardian a strong, though balanced, opponent of the war in South Africa. Scott had impressed upon Atkins that the Guardian was the voice of calmness, accuracy and truth, at a time when

  the British press in general had been hijacked by lies and pro-war hysteria. For Atkins, as for Scott, the Boer War was symptomatic of everything he most disliked: in particular the growing

  influence of unscrupulous plutocrats, expressed through the excitable and unreliable journalism of newspapers like the Daily Mail, which had been founded only

  four years earlier. Such papers, Scott believed, stirred up the masses to irrational, jingoistic hatreds by demonizing Britain’s enemies instead of promoting a calmer, clearer understanding

  of them.




  Nevertheless, once the war had begun, Scott treated it as something which, while regrettable, had to be got through as quickly and humanely as possible. He was clear that Britain must win the

  war, but the editorials in the Manchester Guardian, which he either wrote himself or approved personally every evening, insisted that clear and specific political aims were required.

  Inevitably, he and his newspaper came in for a great deal criticism as a result. The Unionist government (a coalition between the Conservatives and Liberal Unionists, elected in 1895), which had

  manoeuvred Britain and the Boer Republics into war in order to extend British power to the whole of South Africa, regarded Scott and the Guardian as particular enemies, especially after

  Scott became MP for Leigh in 1895. In the ‘Khaki election’ of 1900, a year after the war began, an anonymous pamphlet was circulated, apparently by the local Conservative Party office,

  accusing him of being pro-Boer and antiBritish, and of encouraging President Kruger of the Transvaal to resist British demands before the war began. Scott did not sympathize with the Uitlanders who

  were demanding greater democracy in the Transvaal, the pamphlet said, ‘because, of course, they were only Englishmen, and not Mr Scott’s friends the Boers’.




  In addition, Scott received a large amount of hate mail from the ordinary public. Someone who claimed to have been a Guardian reader for twenty-five years told him to ‘go to

  Hell’. Someone else said the Guardian’s leader showed a ‘continued disloyal line’. More aggressively, someone who signed himself ‘A Yorkshire Lad’ wrote:

  ‘I dare not shoot you, or blow up your premises, as you deserve, so I will punish you in the only way I can . . .’ – presumably by refusing to buy the newspaper any more. None of

  this had any effect on Scott.




  On board the Dunottar Castle, his chosen correspondent, J.B. Atkins, knew that his editor would be watching his despatches with particular interest. Yet once the war began, Scott allowed

  Atkins to show a broad support for the war effort. In South Africa, Atkins’s reporting would never be shrill, and he stuck faithfully to the facts even when they did not necessarily suit the

  C.P. Scott approach. He was a man of quiet, pleasant humour and a disciple of William Howard Russell, whose biography he later wrote. His account of the siege of

  Ladysmith, published the following year, was the best and most balanced of a slew of books by eyewitnesses there.




  A few correspondents were still willing to blur the distinction between being an onlooker and being a participant, but there was a growing disapproval of journalists who were willing to fight

  alongside the troops. Several of Winston Churchill’s fellow-reporters criticized him for carrying a gun, and for badgering Buller into allowing him to take an officer’s rank in a South

  African regiment, while he was an accredited reporter for the Morning Post.




  With a new century approaching, journalism was starting to change in many ways. The Boer War, fiercer and longer than any other war the British army had fought since the Crimea, would shortly

  witness as great a revolution in reporting as it would in military affairs.




  §




  The Boer War was the first twentieth-century war, and not merely in chronological terms. It lasted for more than two years instead of the expected weeks, and required

  mobilization of troops from around the world. It employed new weaponry and new strategies looking forward to the First World War rather than back to the small colonial wars of the later nineteenth

  century. It developed into a fierce guerrilla war which led to new and deeply controversial counter-insurgency tactics. Civilians were no longer innocent onlookers; they played a part in the

  fighting, were duly targeted by the soldiers, and died in concentration camps in appallingly large numbers. The war became a major focus for anger in the rest of the world, and there were popular

  demonstrations from Paris, Berlin and St Petersburg to New York and Sydney, of a kind that would become familiar much later in the century.




  The British themselves were bitterly divided by the war, even though its outright opponents were few in number. As it progressed, it proved to the outside world, and to the British themselves,

  that their superpower status was on the wane. It was the first war to be fought out in full view of the mass media. And it was to be an early test bed for a new kind of reporting.




  As the nineteenth century drew towards its close, the British press felt itself to be at its peak. The great editors of the period, men like J.L. Garvin and C.P.

  Scott, insisted that the press had established its complete independence, and now constituted the ‘fourth estate of the realm’. Yet in practice most newspapers noisily echoed the

  patriotic, imperialist and unionist values of the Conservative government. For the first time in British history, the opinion of the masses was becoming a dominant factor. The press delivered the

  support of public opinion, right across the class spectrum, for the Boer War.




  ‘The new journalism’ was first introduced in the 1880s by a group of pioneering and crusading editors, of whom the most enduring was W.T. Stead of the Pall Mall Gazette. It

  reached its full flowering with the Harmsworth newspapers in the 1890s, and created a new mass market among the increasingly better-educated, more prosperous lower-middle and working classes. The

  established press still devoted immense, carefully crafted articles, sometimes 15,000 or 20,000 words long, to serious subjects, but these needed long hours of concentrated reading by people with

  plenty of leisure. Such newspapers had little attraction for the new readers, who were attracted to the new journalism: short, emotive articles with catchy headlines, illustrated with line drawings

  or, increasingly, with photographs. Bright, sharp, opinionated, full of what newspapermen called ‘colour’, they proclaimed that they were produced for ‘the busy man’. They

  made the news more comprehensible and more palatable.




  Alfred Harmsworth, who was born in Ireland of an Anglo-Irish family, began as a magazine publisher, bought the Evening News in 1894, and founded the Daily Mail in 1896.




  Among the innovations he introduced in the Daily Mail was the banner headline which ran right across the front page, instead of merely across a single column. Human interest stories,

  usually avoided by the more traditional newspapers, abounded. Their snappy headlines were designed to intrigue: ‘Was it Suicide or Apoplexy?’, ‘Another Battersea Scandal’,

  ‘Bones in Bishopsgate’, ‘Hypnotism and Lunacy’, and ‘Killed by a Grindstone’. There were features for women about cooking, entertaining, clothes, the care of

  children, the management of domestic finances, but the Mail was aimed primarily at lower-middle-class men, clerks and office workers in London and the other big cities. Lord Salisbury, the

  Conservative prime minister, looked down his nose at it and said it was run by office boys for office boys. The established editors disapproved too, but the sales showed that there was a big and

  growing demand for this kind of journalism.




  Sometimes Harmsworth’s pursuit of the sensational led his correspondents and editors to get too far ahead of the truth. In July 1900, for instance, when

  the Boer War seemed for a time to be over and there was a need for some other exciting source of news, the Daily Mail reported an entirely fictional massacre of white men, women and children

  in Peking. This kind of thing gave his newspapers a reputation as scandal-sheets among more serious newspapermen. But the Mail’s readership was unaffected. At its height during the

  Boer War it sold 989,255 copies, and never dropped below 713,000. Harmsworth at first allowed his newspapers a degree of political independence. But as the crisis in South Africa unfolded, the

  Mail became stridently imperialistic. So, to a greater or lesser degree, did almost all the main London newspapers.




  §




  On 10 October 1899, four days before the Dunottar Castle sailed, the British government had received the text of an ultimatum from President Paul Kruger, the elderly,

  homespun but crafty president of the Republic of the Transvaal. He was certainly not against the idea of fighting a war. If the British could be defeated, as they had been at Majuba nineteen years

  earlier, they could perhaps be driven out of most of the territory they controlled in South Africa.




  But more immediately the crisis had been engineered by the British, and more particularly by a coalition of interests that included Joseph Chamberlain, the colonial secretary in the Conservative

  government of Lord Salisbury, Cecil Rhodes, whose meteoric career had brought him immense riches from the diamond mines of Kimberley and the premiership of the Cape Colony, and Sir Alfred Milner,

  the British proconsul in South Africa. Milner, an effective intriguer who nevertheless possessed a startling degree of honesty and self-awareness, had a fierce disdain for the kind of jingoism

  those in politics and the press (who most supported his policy towards the Boers) were inclined to show. All three men wanted to see Britain extend its control over South Africa and absorb the two

  Boer Republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. The gold mines of the one and the diamond fields of the other were, naturally, major incentives to press ahead with the enterprise.




  Again and again the Guardian challenged the government’s version of the origin of the war, which was that the Boer Republics had unreasonably

  resisted Britain’s demand that the foreign settlers in Johannesburg (‘Uitlanders’ in Afrikaans) should be given the vote in the Transvaal and thereby end Afrikaner rule in the

  Transvaal. The Uitlanders were mostly English-speaking settlers, attracted to the Rand by the lure of gold. The Guardian was the only leading British newspaper to point out regularly that

  whenever the Boers had tried to compromise over the British demands, the British pro-consul in South Africa, Sir Alfred Milner, had changed the demands. According to the Guardian, Sir Alfred

  had wanted war right from the start.




  For the most part, though, the British press had accepted the official government view that this was a war for the democratic rights of the Uitlanders. A poorly planned effort in 1895, headed by

  Rhodes’s close friend and follower Dr Leander Starr Jameson, to invade the Transvaal from across the Bechuanaland border and establish a pro-British regime in Johannesburg failed

  humiliatingly. President Kruger, having defeated the Raid, sent Jameson for trial in London rather than in Pretoria. It was a clever move. All sorts of unsavoury details came out in court about the

  advice and support Jameson had received from Rhodes, whose career as prime minister of the Cape was finished as a result.




  The entire episode was imperialism in its rawest form: the annexation of valuable territory, occupied by an inferior, even mongrel race, for the greater good of Britain. It was justified on the

  grounds that British citizens were being denied the political rights they demanded. And it received the full support of British society and press. Rhodes at first asked the Times

  correspondent Captain Francis Younghusband to lead the Raid. Wisely, he refused.




  Even W.T. Stead, who later became a fierce supporter of the Boers, approved of the Jameson Raid in his Review of Reviews. Imperialism was a broadly based national enterprise, and the

  romance of it all enthused large numbers of people back in Britain. The idea that war was an integral part of the great national adventure of the British people is inescapable in the writings of

  most of the leading journalists who reported from South Africa in the early stages of the crisis.




  In 1895 this feeling was at its height; and the correspondents of the British press, many of whom were leading devotees of the imperialist ideology, spread their gospel through their reporting.

  The year before, in 1894, Germany’s gross domestic product had overtaken Britain’s, and although this received relatively little attention at the time,

  it contributed to a faint background sense that things were not entirely going Britain’s way. It is not difficult to detect a distinct sense of anxiety in the hectic outpouring of joy and

  loyalty when Queen Victoria celebrated her Jubilee in 1897. The weaknesses were there, and the Jameson Raid had shown them up. The only way to compensate for the humiliation of the Raid would be to

  go through with the job of annexing the Boer Republics.




  In the aftermath of the Jameson Raid, Chamberlain, deeply embarrassed, sent Alfred Milner to South Africa as Britain’s high commissioner. Both of them wanted to extend British control to

  the Boer Republics, but Milner was more single-minded about it than Chamberlain, and clearer about the methods required. He understood that the only way to make it happen was through war, and set

  about manoeuvring the Boers into a position where war would be inevitable. In the end, President Kruger provoked it himself by issuing an ultimatum which he knew the British would not accept, so

  that he could strike the first blow by invading British territory.




  In a remarkably frank letter to Field Marshal Lord Roberts at the end of the first phase of the war, on 6 June 1900, Milner confessed his part in the affair: ‘I precipitated the crisis,

  which was inevitable, before it was too late. It is not a very agreeable, and in many eyes not very creditable piece of business to have been largely instrumental in bringing about a big

  war.’ Apart from the Manchester Guardian and one or two smaller newspapers, the British press showed no interest in analysing the real reasons for the war. Yet, sometimes, even among

  some of those who were most vocal in their support for British imperialism in South Africa, there was an understanding, even if half-smothered, that cruder and greedier motives were involved.




  The young Winston Churchill, for instance, was a firm believer in the rightness of Britain’s imperial mission. Churchill thought he was destined to die early, as his father had four years

  earlier, and he felt a need to make his mark on history quickly. Self-centred, more than a little unscrupulous, and a lifelong romantic imperialist, he could have been expected to proclaim that

  this was a war for principle, rather than for territory, diamonds and gold, as the war’s opponents insisted. Yet seven months later, in May 1900, when he stood beside the bodies of eighteen

  Gordon Highlanders laid out for burial after British troops had stormed the ridge at Doornkop outside Johannesburg without the help of covering fire, Churchill

  admitted he could not help ‘scowling at the tall chimneys of the Rand’ where the gold-bearing ore was treated.




  In other words, he understood perfectly well what lay behind the decision to go to war with the Boers, and the manner in which he wrote made it clear that he knew his readers would understand

  what he meant too. Yet it would not have occurred to him to put such thoughts into his reporting. Neither his editors nor his readers would have approved, at a time when imperialism was the

  dominant political ideology in Britain, and the army was not doing well in the war.




  For the Daily Mail, to question the war was a betrayal of the soldiers who were fighting and dying on the front line. It was the voice not just of imperialism but of jingoism, condemning

  as unpatriotic any doubts about Britain’s right to impose her control throughout South Africa, regardless of the opposition. The Mail was noisy and aggressive. This is a typical

  quotation, from 18 September 1899, a month before the Dunottar Castle left for South Africa:




  

    

      The outcry of the Little Englanders awakens no response in the heart of the people. The time has come to show the world and Mr Kruger that we are as good as our word –

      that when we have put our hand to the plough we do not turn back because the soil is stony and difficult.


    


  




  More than the Daily Mail, indeed more than any other newspaper, The Times had encouraged and nurtured the war. And, remarkably for the 1890s, its policy was run by

  a woman. Flora Shaw, a senior executive on the paper, was forty-six when the war broke out. She had received no formal education, and had started out as the author of a number of books for

  children. Her strength was her powerful intellect, yet she was highly sociable and a pleasant dinner companion, and had a number of well-placed friends – among whom was John Ruskin. Another

  friend, the novelist George Meredith, suggested that she should take up journalism. As a result she began writing for the Pall Mall Gazette.




  In 1888 she went to Egypt to work as the Cairo correspondent for both the Gazette and the Manchester Guardian, and came to know the Times correspondent there, Charles

  Moberly Bell. He admired her intelligence and force of character. ‘If you were a man,’ he told her, ‘you would be Colonial Editor of The Times tomorrow.’ When he was

  called back to London to become the paper’s assistant manager he was in a position to make this happen. Flora Bell wrote a series of highly influential

  reports for the paper from South Africa, going down into the gold and diamond mines to interview the miners, and meeting the leading British and Afrikaner politicians. In particular, she

  established a firm friendship with Cecil Rhodes.




  Impressed by Flora Shaw’s despatches and by Moberly Bell’s assessment of her abilities, The Times offered her a place on its permanent staff in London, with the title of

  Colonial Editor and a salary of £800 a year. This made her the only female newspaper executive in Britain, and one of the best-paid women journalists anywhere. In 1897, though, her close

  involvement with the Jameson Raid proved damaging for her and for The Times. She was called to appear before a House of Commons select committee investigating the Jameson Raid, and had to

  face some difficult questions about the highly revealing telegrams that had passed between her and Cecil Rhodes, some of which had been found when Jameson’s papers were abandoned at the time

  of his capture.




  It seemed clear that she had been the link between Rhodes and Joseph Chamberlain in the planning of the Raid. But she answered the MPs’ questions well, and nothing was proven against her.

  The press, for the most part lacking any experience of, or appetite for, investigative journalism, chose not to take it further. Editors and proprietors did not see it as the function of their

  journalists to look into the motives or practices of government, and their readers would almost certainly have disapproved.




  Yet if the British press had brought itself to examine the details of the Jameson affair more critically, and had placed the blame for it where it belonged, there would have been a major

  scandal, and the Boer War itself might not have been fought. But with only the radical press to question the origins of the Raid, and all the mainstream newspapers following The Times in

  supporting it, the British government was not held to account. When war came, the authoritative and outspoken support of The Times, as well most of the rest of the press, ensured that it

  would be popular with the public, and would remain so even after the early disappointments and disasters.




  §




  Battlefield reporting was a very different matter from political reporting. Dozens of journalists from around the world were heading for the

  front line, and their reporting – fast, racy, opinionated – would be of a completely different order from anything that had gone before. With them went a revolutionary, if still

  entirely experimental, form of technology. The Boer War gave the infant British newsreel industry, which would one day metamorphose into television news, its first opportunity to operate from the

  front line.




  Below decks on the Dunottar Castle, in second class, was stored the Biograph camera, an immense, imposing and cumbersome affair made of mahogany, leather and brass. When fully mounted, it

  weighed a thousand pounds. Cinematographic cameras had been in existence only since Thomas Edison started making films seven years before, but during that time the art of film had made remarkable

  advances. After some discussion with the War Office, and with the reluctant agreement of General Buller, the Biograph team had been given permission to sail on the Dunottar Castle.




  The role of director, producer and cameraman was performed by William Kennedy-Laurie Dickson, an Englishman who had spent much of his life in the United States and had previously worked with

  Edison. In 1888 Edison had appointed Dickson to be a leading experimenter for the Kinetoscope, which he described as ‘an instrument to do for the Eye what the phonograph does for the

  Ear’.




  Dickson was soon to prove himself adventurous and brave on the battlefield, always conscientious in trying to get as close as possible to the action. But he was not a domineering figure like

  Melton Prior. In the presence of British officers he seemed awkward and naive, and more than a little ingratiating. When the Dunottar Castle reached Madeira, for instance, he and his team

  went ashore to stretch their legs and do some filming. Coming back, they shared a boat with some of General Buller’s staff.




  

    

      . . . [A]s we were about to shove off, a native, without any apparent authority, stopped the boat and demanded that the payment should be made to him and not to the boatmen.

      As he was very insolent the officer nearest to him shoved him into the water, when the fun commenced . . . It would make a very funny picture to sketch the man being caught by the throat as he

      was about to step into the boat, and being thrown overboard, while underneath the sketch should be written the remark made by his victor: ‘Go and get a

      wash, you filthy beast.’


    


  




  No doubt Dickson shared the same sense of humour as the officer; but he also had professional reasons for laughing so ingratiatingly. When they reached South Africa, Dickson,

  with his unwieldy equipment and his team of three, would be entirely dependent on Buller and his staff. He would need a huge, slow-moving Cape bullock-cart to get his camera from one place to

  another, and he had to have the army’s help to move around. Without Buller’s specific approval, the Biograph team would not be able to go anywhere near the front line; and if Dickson

  could not obtain film of the battles that lay ahead, their entire effort would be wasted. He could not afford to offend any of the officers in Buller’s team. On board the Dunottar

  Castle, he kept a diary which went towards The Biograph in Battle (published in 1901). Its tone was obsequious, as if he were already getting into practice for keeping in with Buller. He

  quotes the ship’s barber (‘our tonsorial friend’), who had just cut Buller’s hair, as saying ‘the General is a gentleman, sir, and as kind as he can be’. Some

  days later, the Dunottar Castle sights another ship, and Dickson wants to film her, or ‘Biograph’ her as he puts it.




  

    

      We quickly got the ‘Bio’ in position, but finding the lighting rather poor I asked the Captain, would he change the course of the boat, so that we should pass

      the steamer on our left instead of on the right; and, as usual, he accommodatingly gave the order.




      Just then Sir Redvers came tramping up the steps and gazed intently at the vessel. The camera was focussed on the General. The General tried to shove the Captain in the way, taking him by

      the shoulders to do so. When I had secured three or four [shots] he called out to me: ‘That’ll do; if you take any more I’ll throw you overboard.’


    


  




  It was presumably a joke, but after what he had seen in the boat at Madeira, Dickson did what he was told. In his book he publishes a still photograph from this episode, showing

  Buller glowering and grabbing the Captain and trying to push him in front of the camera to block the shot.




  Despite his appearance, Buller was an intelligent general, and popular with ordinary soldiers, with whom he was always happy to mingle. His blimpish appearance

  and abrupt manner covered a sharp mind and a considerable degree of shyness. He was experienced, having fought in China, Canada, the Ashanti campaign, the Zulu War, and the first Boer War. He was

  fiercely aggressive, and personally brave; he was awarded the Victoria Cross while fighting the Zulus. But, under pressure in South Africa, he had a tendency to make hasty decisions, and sometimes

  even to show signs of panic.




  Buller disliked the press intensely, and made no secret of it. In this, he followed the views of his mentor, Sir Garnet Wolseley, who had hand-picked Buller to be one of his officers in the

  Ashanti War of 1873. That made him a member of the Wolseley Ring, which was to dominate the British army for the rest of the century. In 1869 Wolseley had famously if ungrammatically described war

  correspondents in The Soldier’s Pocketbook as ‘those newly invented curse to armies who eat the rations of the fighting man and do no work at all’.




  Wolseley was too arrogant to worry that journalists might observe his mistakes and report on them; he merely thought they had no worthwhile function to perform on his campaigns, since his own

  official despatches were clearly going to be better informed and more valuable than the comments of a group of amateur onlookers. Let the newspapers print his own accounts in preference to the

  report of their correspondents; people at home would be much better informed if they did.




  Field Marshal Roberts, who would soon take command when Buller’s campaign stalled, preferred the opposite strategy. More subtle and less openly arrogant, he realized that by taking the war

  correspondents into his confidence and explaining his strategy to them, he could mould public opinion at home, influence government thinking, and help win his arguments with other commanders in the

  field. At times, too, the press could be valuable in floating suggestions which could confuse the enemy. There were useful career advantages as well. Because of the way Roberts had treated

  journalists over the years, the press looked on him favourably. As a result, he had become far and away the most popular military commander Britain had. This popularity had fed through to his own

  soldiers, who came to believe he was invincible.




  Before hostilities began, no one – from the soldiers who were to fight the war, to the journalists who would report it, to the politicians who provoked it

  – seemed to understand that it would be different from everything that had gone before. It was not simply imperial hubris which led most people in Britain to expect that the war would be over

  by Christmas; it was the experience of dozens of military actions around the world. Even if, as in Zululand or Afghanistan, these wars began with a defeat for the British forces, they invariably

  ended with a resounding success in battle, a victory parade in the capital, and the awarding of medals and titles.




  The international view was that the British army was as good as any in the world, with the possible exception of the German army. Its equipment was impressive: the soldiers’

  Lee–Metford and Lee–Enfield Mark II rifles might not have performed quite as well as the Mausers that the Boers used, but they were still accurate and fast-firing. The British had

  adequate numbers of Maxim guns which, though not new, were formidable weapons. Their field guns and howitzers were effective, and fired Lyddite shells which, though they proved to be less effective

  than the experts thought, were completely up to date. British artillerymen were thoroughly experienced as a result of the small wars they had fought in half a dozen countries. On paper, therefore,

  the British army was an impressive fighting force.




  Yet the problem lay in the quality of the average British infantryman. He was inadequately paid, fed and clothed, and subjected to harsh discipline, so it had long proved difficult to recruit

  men of good quality. At this stage British soldiers were not encouraged to use their own initiative; instead, they were trained to follow parade-ground discipline in battle. Their tactics,

  developed in a dozen small wars, were to fire devastating, highly disciplined volleys to break the enemy’s formation. As a result, there was no great emphasis on marksmanship. British

  commanders tended to rely on the old-fashioned tactics of advancing and attacking en masse. This was precisely the wrong way to fight what was essentially a fast-moving, individualistic force of

  men, well-armed, highly motivated, and accustomed from childhood to operating in the veld. As for the British forces which were based in South Africa, there were only 14,500 of them when the war

  broke out. Until that point South Africa had been regarded as relatively safe, so the garrisons scattered across the country were small and ineffective.




  On board the Dunottar Castle there was an air of quiet confidence about the coming war – until, after fifteen days at sea, she passed a White Star

  liner, the Australasia, heading for Southampton. Several people aboard the Australasia held up a huge blackboard which read ‘BOERS DEFEATED – THREE BATTLES –

  PENN-SYMONS KILLED’. It was the first news the ship had had since leaving Madeira, and it came as a shock to everyone on board, from Buller and his staff to the journalists.




  Major General Sir William Penn-Symons had met his death commanding his troops at the Battle of Dundee, in Natal. Aware of the shortcomings of his soldiers, he had ordered them to carry out a

  frontal attack, in full view of the enemy. Deliberately showing himself to the Boers in order to rally and encourage his men, he had been mortally wounded and died an agonizing but heroic death. To

  say that the Boers had suffered three defeats was hardly accurate; yet even from the seven words chalked in big letters on the blackboard and hung over the Australasia’s side, it was

  manifestly clear that the British had failed to achieve the easy successes they had expected. By the time the Dunottar Castle docked at Cape Town in a rainstorm on the evening of Monday 30

  October, the basic pattern of the war’s opening phase had been established: and it was not a comforting one.




  The war correspondents made their way ashore as fast as they could, desperate to find out what had been happening; not a particularly easy thing to do on a wet Monday night at the Cape. General

  Buller and selected members of his staff stayed on board, waiting for the latest intelligence report from army headquarters. As they stood on deck in the pouring rain, the news was read out to them

  quietly, so that no one else would hear.




  The three supposed defeats of the Boers had just been hit-and-run attacks in which both sides had lost a lot of men. But the latest news, just a few hours old, was far worse: 1,000 British

  troops had lost heavy casualties earlier that day at the Battle of Nicholson’s Nek, and were likely to surrender in the next few hours. General Sir George White, commanding the main British

  force in South Africa, some 12,000 men, had managed to stop the Boers advancing to Durban but had then been forced to take refuge with his troops in Ladysmith, where they were now surrounded by a

  much larger force of Boers. Mafeking was also besieged.




  It was a sobering arrival in Cape Town. When they finally managed to find out what had happened, the British press corps from the Dunottar Castle agreed among themselves to call it

  ‘Mournful Monday’.




  

     

  




  2




  THE BOER WAR




  No previous conflict, including the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, had attracted so many front-line correspondents. At the height of the Boer War there were at least seventy

  accredited journalists from Britain in South Africa. But after the collapse of formal Boer resistance, with the annexation of the Orange Free State on 28 May 1900, the occupation of Johannesburg on

  31 May, and the flight of President Kruger and many of his officials on 5 June, the great majority of the journalists came home.




  Histories of the Boer War, and of war reporting, have tended to regard the British correspondents essentially as cheerleaders who ignored the frequent failures of the officers and the occasional

  poor performance of the troops. There are, certainly, moments of unguarded enthusiasm which can be embarrassing a century later. The published diaries of William Dickson sometimes show an almost

  adolescent innocence.




  

    

      Sunday, February 4th [1900] – The battle was to have been fought today, but the General has promised that it shall take place tomorrow instead. All are jubilant. It

      makes me proud to hear the plucky chaps swearing, with flashing eyes, to ‘raise hell with the brutes,’ and to punish them for their lost comrades. Not a thought of self and the

      horrors with which they are about to deal.


    


  




  It is Dickson’s excitability, rather than his facts, which is hard to accept. Men like the soldiers he describes shared his values and world view. There is no reason to

  doubt that they behaved as he described.




  More sophisticated writers sometimes strike a similar note. Bennet Burleigh’s account of the Battle of Tugela River, published in the Daily Telegraph on 24 January 1900, is often

  quoted as an example of ludicrous jingoism:




  

    

      Our indomitable soldiers walked erect and straight onward. Not Rome in her palmiest days ever possessed more devoted sons. As the gladiators

      marched proud and beaming to meet death, so the British soldiers doomed to die saluted, and then, and with alacrity, stepped forward to do their duty – glory or the grave.


    


  




  Yet, whenever this is quoted, the passage which follows immediately afterwards is invariably left out. Burleigh goes on to make it clear that he disapproves of frontal attacks

  like these:




  

    

      Perhaps there may be occasions when the sight of men coming on so steadily in the face of almost certain death, will try the nerves of their antagonists; but my own view is

      that, save where men have to get to within running distance of a few lines of trenches, the system of rushes from cover to cover by small squads is far less wasteful of life.


    


  




  Bennet Burleigh was an interesting, if flawed, figure. Although he worked for the Daily Telegraph, the most Conservative of newspapers, he was a lifelong socialist, and

  never concealed his radical opinions. He stood unsuccessfully for Parliament three times, and he led a distinctly bohemian existence with his wife, Bertha, a sculptress. He was tall and heavily

  built, with fierce blue eyes, a walrus moustache, and (like so many foreign correspondents, then and later) a loud, assertive voice. Difficult, aggressive and often controversial, Burleigh was a

  strong supporter of the freedom of the press.




  In his twenties (he was born around 1840) he went to the United States at the time of the American Civil War and served with the Confederate forces. He was twice captured and sentenced to death,

  and escaped both times. In 1878 he returned to London and once disguised himself as a gas fitter in order to get into the lobby of the House of Commons and report on one of the big stories of the

  day. His career as a war correspondent began in 1882, when he covered the Egyptian campaign and achieved at least one remarkable scoop – the fall of Cairo. On the strength of that, he was

  hired by the Telegraph, for which he reported for more than twenty wars.




  Two years later, in the Sudan, Burleigh covered the Battle of Tamai when the Hadendowa (tribesmen from Kipling’s poem ‘Fuzzy-Wuzzy’, as in

  ‘So ’ere’s to you, Fuzzy-Wuzzy, at your ’ome in the Soudan;/ You’re a pore benighted ’eathen but a first-class fightin’ man’) broke a British

  infantry square. Burleigh turned instantly from reporting to fighting, and helped to rally the surviving British soldiers. His friends claimed that he deserved a Victoria Cross. But he was never a

  tame reporter, willing to write what the army wanted. The Boer War provided the high point of his career, but he continued to report wars and crises for another ten years; his last campaign was the

  1912 Balkan War, when he was seventy-two. He died two years later.




  §




  The correspondents who covered the Boer War inevitably saw things from the British national perspective, and some, like Burleigh, were deeply nationalistic; this did not mean

  that they believed they had an obligation to cover up British disasters. After the defeat at the Battle of Magersfontein on 11 December 1899, where General Wauchope and 270 of his Highlanders were

  killed, the despatch written by the Globe’s correspondent, Gilbert Sackville, the eighth Earl De La Warr, was heavily censored. Nevertheless a good deal of what he wrote and thought

  was transmitted, and the passion still pours out from the yellowing pages in the files:




  

    

      It is useless to disguise the fact that a large percentage of our troops are beginning to lose heart in this campaign. Can you blame them? A close succession of frontal

      attacks on an invisible foe securely intrenched, where retaliation is almost impossible, will shake the nerve of the bravest. Our men have fought well; their conduct under most trying and

      adverse circumstances has been admirable. But they have been asked to perform miracles, and, being human, they have failed.


    


  




  The censor did not allow De La Warr to say who was to blame, but the despatch is a clear indictment of General Lord Methuen’s tactics. Magersfontein was one of the three

  defeats during ‘Black Week’, 10–15 December 1899, the others being Stormberg and Colenso. De La Warr was overwrought when he wrote his despatch. He was horrified at the pointless waste of life; Methuen had had no idea where the Boer defences were, and did not reconnoitre their positions properly.




  The correspondents could be frank about the way ordinary soldiers behaved in defeat, too. This, for instance, is an account of the disaster at Spion Kop on 25 January 1900, with nothing much

  omitted:




  

    

      Men were staggering along alone, or supported by comrades, or crawling on hands and knees, or carried on stretchers. Corpses lay here and there. Many of the wounds were of a

      horrible nature. The splinters and fragments of the shell had torn and mutilated them in the most ghastly manner. I passed about two hundred while I was climbing up. There was, moreover, a

      small but steady leakage of unwounded men of all corps. Some of these cursed and swore. Others were utterly exhausted and fell on the hillside in stupor. Others again seemed drunk, though they

      had had no liquor.


    


  




  The writer was Winston Churchill, published in the Morning Post on 17 February 1900. He was subject to military censorship, like everyone else, but this passage is a

  reminder that a great deal of what they wrote made it through to print. No one who read the Post that morning can have had any doubt at all of the unpleasant reality of the war.




  A.G. Hales, an Australian journalist reporting for the Daily News, wrote with furious anger about the lack of proper cleanliness and medical care for wounded soldiers. After the airing of

  the scandal in the press, the army introduced the rudiments of better hygiene, but it took an effort reminiscent of William Howard Russell’s reporting from the Crimea to bring any sort of

  change. Hales, as we shall see later, was an outright racist; but he was also a fierce defender of the interests of the ordinary soldier.




  It has often been suggested that the British correspondents showed no interest in the poor state of medical care available to the army in South Africa. Yet William Burdett-Coutts, staff

  correspondent to The Times and a Unionist (i.e. Conservative) MP, wrote: ‘The men are dying like flies for want of adequate medical attention.’ A Royal Commission set up to

  investigate quickly found that his accusations were broadly correct. The Army Medical Services were subjected to a thorough shake-up, and better systems of care and hygiene introduced.




  Even the more conventional war correspondents made no attempt to hide the disturbingly high level of British casualties. J.B. Atkins of the Manchester

  Guardian was less concerned with grand strategy and more interested in the experiences of the ordinary soldier. At the Battle of Colenso on 15 December 1899 he described




  

    

      men with waxen grey faces and clotted bandages swathed about them; men who smiled at their friends and instantly changed the smile for a gripping spasm; men who were

      clinched between life and death; men who had died on the way and were now carried hurriedly and jerkily, since it no longer mattered; men who bore a slight pain contentedly because they were

      glad that they would be tucked away safely in a hospital for the rest of the campaign; men of a different constitution who took it ill that so slight a pain should cause them so great an

      incapacity; men who were mere limp, covered-up bundles, carried on stretchers through which something dark oozed and dripped.


    


  




  Atkins’s sympathy extended to General Buller as well.




  

    

      Buller, having lost the Battle of Colenso, had decided to withdraw rather than continue fighting. A weaker man, a less heroic soldier, would have carried the position with

      an appalling loss of life. Buller’s decision to retire was a proof of his bravery and good generalship.


    


  




  Back in London, the government did not agree. Buller’s role as commander-in-chief was stripped from him, and Lord Roberts appointed. Lord Kitchener joined him as his chief of staff. The

  steamroller, as the press called it, was about to start moving.




  The correspondents at the front had hidden nothing about the disaster. The patriotic certainty with which many correspondents had approached the war quickly faded and the result was a remarkably

  honest account of what was really happening.




  §




  Morale in Britain was seriously shaken. Bertha Synge wrote to Sir Alfred Milner on 3 November 1899 about the way the news was received in London:




  

    

      Picture the newsboys at the corners (I was going to the London Library) shouting ‘Terrible Reverse of British Troops – Loss of

      2,000.’ Imagine the rush for papers as we all stood about the streets – regardless of all appearances, reading the telegrams with breathless anxiety. Carriages stopped at the corner

      for papers to be bought – bus conductors rushed with handfuls of pennies as deputation for their passengers . . . The War Office is besieged – no one goes to the theatres –

      concert rooms are empty – new books fall flat – nothing is spoken of save the war . . .


    


  




  British public opinion needed some form of reassurance, and the press soon found it in the three big sieges of the war: Ladysmith, Kimberley, and, most sensational and

  interesting of all, Mafeking.




  Were the sieges of the Boer War an attempt to divert attention from the defeats of Black Week and reassure public opinion that British determination and pluck were undiminished? That, certainly,

  was the effect, and the news from Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking duly cheered up a nation which had suffered a serious blow to its self-esteem. But was it deliberate? That is to say, did the

  editors of The Times, the Daily Mail and the rest collude with the government in offering an alternative and more positive subject in order to distract the British people?




  Not in any literal sense. At the end of the nineteenth century the British government had no effective system of influencing the press, and there was more independence among newspaper editors at

  the start of the twentieth century than at the start of the twenty-first. Yet newspaper editors do not have to speak to each other to find themselves devoting large amounts of attention to the same

  subjects. The effect can be the same, but it arises from competition more than from collusion. And there is no doubt that their readers wanted something more positive from South Africa.




  The sieges were a godsend to editors desperate to keep the public attention on a war which had entered a dour and depressing phase. When written up in the newspapers, they provided a winning

  combination: bulldog courage, a particularly British sense of humour, and a few leading celebrities. When the facts got in the way of the story, they were sometimes brushed away.




  None of the British newspapers had a correspondent in Kimberley when the siege there began. The Times drew on accounts from Reuter’s of skirmishes

  near Kimberley, but carried no reports from the town itself. The only journalists actually inside it during the siege worked for the local Diamond Fields Advertiser. This was significant,

  since the most prominent person bottled up in Kimberley was Cecil John Rhodes; and he owned and controlled the Advertiser. Ever since the Jameson Raid, Rhodes was no longer the political

  force he had been, but he was still a potent symbol of imperialism.




  From his point of view, the lack of independent reporting was a considerable relief, since no word reached the outside world of Rhodes’s appalling behaviour during the siege. The

  presumption was that the atmosphere inside Kimberley was one of gallantry and steadiness under fire, inspired by Rhodes’s own behaviour. This was not true. Rhodes carried on a series of

  sometimes hysterical rows with the long-suffering Colonel Robert Kekewich, who commanded the Kimberley garrison. Partly, no doubt, the military censorship was to blame. Probably the correspondents

  themselves felt that it would be disloyal and unpatriotic to report the divisions between the two key men in Kimberley. After the siege was over, The Times carried one or two brief reports

  which touch lightly on the fierce disagreements; but given the well-known links between Rhodes and the paper’s colonial editor, Flora Shaw, it is not surprising that nothing of the true

  flavour comes out:




  

    

      Mr Rhodes . . . felt that, in view of the uncertain duration of the siege, it was necessary to get rid of as many mouths as possible. This idea had been at first opposed by

      the military authorities, but they gave way eventually, and he managed to get rid of some 8,000 out of the 10,000 natives in the compounds.


    


  




  The result was, predictably, starvation, disease and death on a shocking scale. The Africans who were ejected by the British were predictably refused help by the Boers, and,

  unable to leave the area, sickened and died in large numbers. There was no mention of any of this in The Times.




  Nor did it report the fact, well known in Kimberley, that Rhodes started to believe that Kimberley was about to fall. He panicked and, without telling Colonel Kekewich, telegraphed General

  Buller to demand immediate help: something Buller could not provide. Later in the siege, Lord Roberts gave Kekewich the authority to arrest him if necessary; though

  it never came to that. When the siege finally ended, Rhodes managed to get Kekewich dismissed. Some weeks later he was quoted as saying: ‘Kekewich? Who’s he? You don’t remember

  the man who cleans your boots.’




  Afterwards, The Times continued to cover up for Rhodes by serializing the siege diary of the Hon. Mrs Rochfort Maguire, which was full of sugary praise for him. If tough, self-confident

  correspondents like Angus Hamilton or Bennet Burleigh had been in Kimberley, it is hard to think that these things would have gone unreported. The journalists of the Diamond Fields

  Advertiser chose not to anger their proprietor, and kept quiet.




  Several top journalists were caught up in the siege of Ladysmith, but it was a gloomy affair, boring and largely without incident. The garrison commander; General Sir George White, failed to

  provide much leadership or initiative. The Boers seemed to have no desire to take on the defenders in an all-out attack, and chose to pepper Ladysmith with artillery shells instead. The occasional

  assaults were fierce enough, but they were never successful.




  The most famous of the correspondents was George Warrington Steevens. He represented an important development in the history of ‘the new journalism’. Alfred Harmsworth, keen to give

  the Daily Mail a touch of intellectual distinction, had recruited Steevens from Pembroke College, Oxford, where he was a young classics don with a splendid record of intellectual

  achievement. He was amusing and charming, but Harmsworth spotted another quality in him: a boyish, slightly wayward willingness to take risks, to sacrifice himself, which was so much a part of the

  ethos of late Victorian imperialism. Later, on 22 January 1900, the Mail described him as ‘Modest, almost shy, alert, amazingly industrious, most amiable, and true as steel, of a

  curious and original humour in speech and literary style.’




  Steevens proved to be an adventurer, as well as a quick and vivid writer. He took naturally to danger and discomfort, and to the making of fast and not always well-based judgements; all things,

  in other words, that an Oxford don might have been expected to avoid. One of his old university friends, Anton Bertram, plainly jealous of the glamorous life Steevens now led, wrote to the leading

  academic Oscar Browning on 26 December 1898: ‘He has made himself the hero of the British clerk & shopkeeper . . . [H]is most prominent qualities seem to me those of the jingo, the cynic,

  & the philistine.’




  Steevens’s writing style was wiry, tough and conversational with a biting wit lying concealed in it. He followed Kitchener’s Sudan campaign in 1898,

  and described him in his book With Kitchener to Khartoum in deeply unflattering terms.




  

    

      His precision is so inhumanly unerring, he is more like a machine than a man. You feel that he ought to be patented and shown with pride at the Paris International

      Exhibition. British Empire: Exhibit No. 1, hors concours, the Sudan Machine.




      It was aptly said of him by one who had closely watched him in his office, and in the field, and at mess, that he is the sort of feller that ought to be made manager of the Army and Navy

      Stores.


    


  




  No wonder Kitchener detested him even more than he hated most journalists. He would surely never have been able to forget that last savage taunt. From a twenty-eight-year-old

  whose job was to bring him into regular contact with Kitchener, not a forgiving man, the whole passage shows an immense self-assurance. His books on the Sudanese and South African campaigns sold

  phenomenally well, and are a familiar presence on second-hand bookstalls to this day.




  Everyone forecast the most brilliant future for Steevens. But in Ladysmith, besieged with the rest, with inadequate sanitation, he caught typhoid fever. He died on 15 January 1900 and was buried

  in the rapidly growing cemetery. His talent, charm and wit died with him.




  §




  On 23 March 1900, the Daily Mail gave pride of place on its front page to an article which had been smuggled out of the third besieged town, Mafeking. Everything about it

  was sensational, including the name of its author.




  OUR LIFE IN MAFEKING




  SOME CURIOSITIES OF THE SIEGE




  

    

      (By LADY SARAH WILSON)




      Three lunar months to-day (I write on January 4 and despatch this by a trusty native through Rhodesia, in the faint hope that it may escape the Boers

      and reach the ‘Daily Mail’) since this town was invested, and we are still cut off from all communication with the outside world, except what can be

      carried on by the uncertain means of native runners . . .




      I think it may interest friends at home to hear how a handful of Englishmen and Englishwomen have passed the last three months in this little town on the bare veldt, closely invested by a

      force which at first outnumbered the besieged by about ten to one.


    


  




  It did indeed interest them, not least because Lady Sarah Wilson was the daughter of the Duke of Marlborough, and therefore (though she was only thirty-five) Winston

  Churchill’s aunt. Beautiful, adventurous and brave, she had gallantly managed to reach Mafeking in order to join her husband, Captain Gordon Wilson of the Royal Horse Guards, and experienced

  with him the often difficult conditions of the siege. Once she was captured by the Boers, and was indignant at being exchanged for ‘a common horse thief’. After she had arrived in

  Mafeking, the Daily Mail made contact with her and recruited her to be its correspondent. Her despatches caused a sensation whenever they arrived in London.




  More than Ladysmith or Kimberley, Mafeking ensured that the mass of newspaper readers regarded the war as part of the nation’s imperial adventure, rather than something questionable and

  potentially disastrous. Yet the sieges were not merely an exercise in British damage-limitation: they had a certain military value. They prevented the Boers from winning a stunning early victory,

  before British reinforcements could arrive to bolster the small garrisons. By sitting down in front of Mafeking, the Boers allowed themselves to be diverted from moving in force into the Cape

  Colony. Similarly, the siege of Ladysmith blocked them from capturing Durban.




  It was a period which wanted, and perhaps needed, heroes. Late Victorian Britain had at least a dozen weekly magazines for men and boys which extolled the spirit of manly adventure. The leading

  titles were the Boy’s Own Paper, which contained writing by people such as Arthur Conan Doyle and G.A. Henty, and the Wide World Magazine.




  Robert Baden-Powell, who wrote for the BOP, stressed the importance of living ‘clean, manly and Christian lives’; Cecil Rhodes continued to read the magazine enthusiastically

  when he was in his forties. Boyish adventurousness was a peculiarly imperial quality; it was one of the things that distinguished the British, with their public

  school ethos and their emphasis on team sports, from other European nations. And in the last quarter of the nineteenth century adventurousness seemed to centre particularly on Africa, through the

  novels of Rider Haggard, Bertram Mitford, Grant Allen and others, and the real-life adventures of men like Alfred Beit, Barney Barnato and Rhodes himself.




  And so when war broke out in South Africa British newspaper readers wanted stories that were exciting and uplifting. Mafeking seemed to offer them.




  At the heart of it all was the curious, entertaining figure of Baden-Powell himself. He was a successful cavalry officer, as good at polo as he was at drawing or singing; he could make audiences

  weep with laughter with his comic songs, and he was the centre of attention at any party. As early as July 1899, realizing that war was probable, Lord Wolseley ordered him to South Africa. He was

  given the title ‘Commander-in-Chief, NorthWest Frontier Forces’; the frontiers in question being those of the Transvaal, Cape Colony and Bechuanaland. In the local Tswana language the

  word ‘mafikeng’ meant ‘the place of stones’. With its population of 1,200 whites and 7,000 blacks, it was the only town of any size for hundreds of miles around.




  After it was all over, an irritable captain in the relieving force, H.P. de Montmorency, wrote:




  

    

      To me the whole affair of the siege was at the time, and always has been, an enigma: what in the world was the use of defending this wretched railway-siding and these tin

      shanties? To burrow underground on the very first shot being fired in a campaign, and to commence eating his horses, seemed to me the strangest role ever played by a cavalry leader with his

      regiment of mounted men . . .


    


  




  This is true, if uncharitable, and it became the standard judgement on Baden-Powell by his fellow soldiers. To his credit, the man himself agreed. Over the years he made a

  number of disarmingly self-deprecating comments about his efforts at Mafeking. In his book Sketches in Mafeking and East Africa, published in 1907, he wrote: ‘[T]he so-called siege has

  from various causes been given an exaggerated reputation when it was in reality an investment – of rather a domestic kind at that.’ Twenty-seven years

  later, in Adventures and Accidents, he went further: ‘Mafeking was, as an actual feat of arms, a very minor operation which was given an exaggerated importance.’




  In many ways, it was not much of a siege. The Boer forces under General Piet Cronje numbered 8,000 at first, though the number dropped sharply later. A concerted effort to capture the town might

  eventually have succeeded, given the small numbers and lack of experience of Baden-Powell’s defence force, but it never happened; the Boers seemed too lethargic. As a result the siege lasted

  217 days. Yet it was not without its dangers. The Daily Chronicle man, E.G. Parslow, was lucky to escape with his life when a shell landed on the Mafeking Hotel, just feet from where he was

  standing. He was hurled into a woodpile and was unharmed. But his luck ran out a few days later. During an argument in the bar of Dixon’s Hotel he told an artillery lieutenant called

  Murchison that he was no gentleman. Murchison pulled out a gun and killed him.




  Correspondents in the town sent back long reports about the way the British were holding up under siege. They made no effort to pretend the siege was anything more than an often boring,

  uneventful waiting game. Baden-Powell himself, in his official despatches which were reprinted in the British press, often set the tone.




  

    

      One or two small field guns shelling the town.




      Nobody cares.


    


  




  Or:




  

    

      Four hours’ bombardment. One dog killed.


    


  




  The reaction in Britain (and around the world, since the interest in Mafeking was vast and international) was one of enjoyment at Baden-Powell’s efforts to make light of

  the whole business. His chirpiness was one of the things people most admired him for.




  And he could be quite funny. He would get his signallers to send endless messages to non-existent reinforcements. He wrote thoroughly misleading letters about the high morale of the defenders to

  his close friend, Kenneth McLaren, who was held prisoner by the besieging Boers. He ordered civilians of all ages and states of health to stand-to and give the impression that the defending forces

  were much larger than they really were. Best of all, from the journalists’ point of view, he organized games of cricket on Sundays because he knew it

  infuriated the puritanical Boer commander in the besieging trenches.




  At times the Boer bombardment could be distinctly unpleasant. Angus Hamilton described what it was like to be under fire in The Times of 25 October 1899:




  

    

      With a terrific impact the shell struck some structures near the railway, and the flying fragments of steel spread over the town, burying themselves in buildings, striking

      the veldt two miles distant, creating a dust, a horrible confusion, and an instant terror throughout the town.


    


  




  Yet Hamilton did not deliberately exaggerate the nature of the siege. Emerson Neilly, of the Pall Mall Gazette, said quite clearly in the book he wrote immediately after

  the end of the siege: ‘Frankly, our defenders’ pluck did not save Mafeking, great and heroic though that pluck was. The cowardice of the enemy saved us.’




  Baden-Powell censored the Mafeking correspondents’ despatches himself. Hamilton and the others must have had a disturbing feeling that there were very clear limits it was unwise to cross.

  If the press corps had issued regular critiques, Baden-Powell could have thrown them out of the town, and their newspapers would have terminated their contracts.




  For the modern reader, the worst aspect of the siege was Baden-Powell’s treatment of the Africans. Offhand racism was displayed in much reporting of the Boer War, and even though it was

  regarded by both sides as exclusively a white man’s conflict, the casualties among the black population were disturbingly large.




  A.G. Hales, the Australian correspondent for the Daily News who exposed the poor state of hygiene among the British forces, wrote an account of his experiences called Campaign

  Pictures: Letters from the Front (1900). He was obsessively hostile to Africans, and his book makes unpleasant reading:




  

    

      Every Division was accompanied by swarms of niggers, who drew from Government £4.10s. per month and their food. These niggers had a gentleman’s life. They waxed

      fat, lazy, and cheeky. Four-fifths of them rode all day on transport waggons, and never earned a fourth of the wages they drew from a sweetly paternal

      Government . . . [T]he saucy niggers led the lives of fighting-cocks . . .


    


  




  Yet in Mafeking itself, the suffering of the black population was not ignored by the journalists. Angus Hamilton, like most other British people at the time, probably regarded

  the Africans as being of a lower order than Europeans. But his reports for The Times show a genuine awareness of their plight:




  

    

      We have had many more natives killed than whites . . . They lie about under tarpaulins, behind zinc palings, wooden boxes, and flimsy sheds . . . and perhaps for days their

      shelter may escape the line of fire; but there comes a moment made hideous by the scream of a shell as it bursts in some little gathering of dozing, half-listless natives. At such a moment

      their bravery is extraordinary – is indeed the most fearful thing in the world. The native with his arm blown off, with his thigh shot away, or with his body disembowelled, is endowed

      with extreme fortitude and most stoical resolution.


    


  




  Baden-Powell harboured strong feelings of European racial superiority which were characteristic of the era, and placed a far higher value on the lives of whites than on those of

  blacks. He tried to force the African population out of Mafeking, with the exception of those he had recruited for the town’s defence. He cut down savagely on their rations, and made them pay

  threepence each for a pint of soup made from horsemeat: money which few of them possessed. Large numbers of Africans died of hunger.




  Some of the defenders sympathized strongly with them, and demanded that rations set aside for the white population should be shared with the Africans. Baden-Powell called these people

  ‘grousers’, and announced he would be grateful if anyone who heard them expressing their views would ‘apply the toe of the boot’. Angus Hamilton wrote angrily in The

  Times:




  

    

      There can be no doubt that the drastic principles of economy which Colonel Baden-Powell has been practising in these later days are opposed to and altogether at variance

      with the dignity and liberalism which we profess . . .


    


  




  This was passed by Baden-Powell himself, in his capacity as censor. By contrast, Lady Sarah Wilson scarcely mentioned the subject when writing

  for the Daily Mail. Nor did F.D. Baillie, Churchill’s colleague on the Morning Post. As a former professional soldier he tended to see things from a strictly military point of

  view, and no doubt felt that the Post’s readers would not be interested in the plight of the Africans. Yet other members of the Mafeking press corps spoke out as strongly as Angus

  Hamilton. Vere Stent of Reuter’s reported that the medical teams in Mafeking were treating Africans badly, and he accused a Doctor Hayes of operating on them without the use of

  anaesthetics.




  The picture that has sometimes been presented, that timidity on the part of the correspondents, censorship in Mafeking, and self-censorship by newspaper editors combined to keep the British

  public in the dark about the realities of the siege, is incorrect. Instead, several of the Mafeking correspondents were prepared to write about some of the worst aspects of Baden-Powell’s

  conduct of the siege.




  At the time, Emerson Neilly’s reporting for the Pall Mall Gazette was more guarded. But when, only a few months later, he published a book about his Mafeking experiences

  (Besieged with B.-P.) he held nothing back.




  

    

      [W]ords could not portray the scene of misery; five or six hundred human frameworks of both sexes and all ages, from tender infant upwards . . . standing in lines, awaiting

      turn to crawl painfully up to the soup kitchen where the food was distributed. Having obtained the horse soup, fancy them tottering off a few yards and sitting down to wolf up the

      life-fastening mass . . .


    


  




  Within a few months of the ending of the siege, the darkest side of what had happened at Mafeking was fully exposed. If there was no public outcry it was because the great

  majority of people in Britain did not care. On 11 May 1900, in the last days of the siege, there was a full-scale battle at Mafeking involving around three hundred attackers. They crept into

  Mafeking through the ‘native’ village and captured Game Tree Fort. Among their prisoners was Angus Hamilton. Colonel Baden-Powell counter-attacked, and eventually the invaders were

  overwhelmed and their prisoners freed. At least thirty-six men on the Boer side were killed or wounded.




  Lady Sarah Wilson had been awakened by shooting on the far side of the town:




  

    

      To this awe-inspiring tune I dressed, by the light of a carefully shaded candle to avoid giving any mark to our foes . . . I had a sort of idea that any moment a Dutchman

      would look in at the door, for one could not tell from which side the real attack might be. In various stages of deshabille people were running around the house looking for rifles, fowling

      pieces, and even sticks, as weapons of defence . . . The Cockney waiter, who was such a fund of amusement to me, had dashed off with his rifle to his redoubt, taking the keys of the house in

      his pocket, so no one could get into the dining-room to have coffee except through the kitchen window.


    


  




  The Mail’s readers loved this kind of nonchalance, and they always enjoyed Lady Sarah’s habit of describing what she and everyone else was wearing.




  Thanks in part to the efforts of the Canadians and Australians in Colonel Herbert Plumer’s relief column, the siege came to an end six days later, on 17 May 1900. Inside the town a total

  of 71 Europeans and 329 Africans had been killed.




  Angus Hamilton, Emerson Neilly and Vere Stent had been frank about the sometimes disturbing behaviour of Baden-Powell, and open about the sufferings of the Africans. Given the exaggerated status

  of Baden-Powell, and the extraordinary passions which the relief of Mafeking gave rise to when it was reported in Britain, this is not a bad record.




  §




  Winston Churchill and Bennet Burleigh could have joined the others in Ladysmith, but they decided to continue reporting the war as a whole. Churchill caused a sensation by being

  taken prisoner. (The Boer officer who captured him was Louis Botha, who later became a firm friend of Churchill’s during the First World War when he was South Africa’s prime minister.)

  Churchill soon escaped from a prisoner-of-war camp which was established in a school building in Pretoria. There was always a suggestion that Churchill had let his

  fellow prisoners down by carrying on with their plan to get out, when they had taken the decision not to go that night. But his escape made him a hero in Britain.




  By the middle of 1900, the entire course of the war had changed. Field Marshal Lord Roberts, with a cleverly executed feint, had destroyed the last big Boer army in the field at Paardeberg. The

  Union Jack was raised over Pretoria, and President Kruger fled to Europe. In traditional fashion, the war was declared over. Most of the newspapers brought their correspondents home, glad to be

  free of the cost of keeping them in the field; and the correspondents were delighted to go. Soon Lord Roberts handed over to Kitchener, and sailed back to Britain to accept the plaudits of his

  country.




  Yet the war wasn’t over, after all. Some of the Boer generals reappeared at the head of guerrilla bands and waged a renewed campaign against the British. The newspapers in Britain were

  inclined to leave the reporting of this second phase to the news agencies. As a result, they missed one of the most discreditable episodes in modern British military history.




  Reuter’s correspondent was H.A. Gwynne who became Kitchener’s preferred channel for disseminating information. Every newspaper was now dependent on Reuter’s for breaking news.

  Since the remaining correspondents were heavily censored, this gave Kitchener considerable control over newspaper copy.




  The war had always had its savage side. The Boers did not play the game according to the rules, and were inclined to ignore the niceties of white flags and red crosses. The books, letters and

  interviews of British soldiers abound with stories of Boer treachery. The newspaper correspondents – this is from a Times correspondent on an incident at the Battle of Belmont on 25

  November 1900 – reported these things, but were usually more restrained than the soldiers:




  

    

      One of the saddest incidents of the fight was the death of Lieutenant Blundell, of the Grenadier Guards. Seeing his men firing at a man above him whose foot had been broken

      by a bullet, he called out to them to cease firing and went forward to help the Boer. The latter’s only answer was to raise his rifle and shoot him through the body.


    


  




  Edward Knight of the Morning Post, a talented and likeable journalist, was injured when a Boer officer raised the white flag. Knight

  stood up to get a better view, and someone shot him. He survived, but his arm was amputated.




  Entire Boer families would take the oath of allegiance to their new British overlords and be given permission to stay on their farms as a result. Then, directly the British soldiers left, they

  would break their oath by continuing to supply and shelter the guerrillas, and help them in their attacks on the army. The British saw all this as treachery of the worst kind. Their armed forces

  were trained to follow the rules more closely than any other Western army did. For them, playing the game and doing the right thing were of immense importance.




  Aside from Bennet Burleigh of the Telegraph most of the journalists who reported this new stage of the war were South Africans. Edgar Wallace, for instance, was a twenty-five-year-old

  working-class boy who had escaped his illegitimate background by becoming a soldier. He started to write professionally at the same time and bought himself out of the army in 1899, joining

  Reuter’s and then moving on to become a Daily Mail correspondent in 1900. He was clever, sharp, prickly, and not overburdened with principles. And his time in South Africa had given

  him an intense dislike of those Boers who refused to cooperate with the British after the surrender.




  His despatches were heavily influenced by Kipling’s Soldiers Three stories, which were written in Cockney, Northern English or Irish dialect; though Wallace’s ear for the

  spoken word was nowhere near as accurate as Kipling’s. His articles would start off as reports of battles or advances, but then turn into tales by the soldiers involved; though Wallace may

  have made some of them up. That, certainly, is what many journalists and soldiers believed.




  One story told to Wallace was about a Boer who was allowed to live on his farm provided he gave in his arms. The British camp commander, ‘not the fool his eyeglass and his drawl led you to

  believe’, realized that the Boer farmer was laying land-mines in a nearby culvert so British explosives experts set up a counter-trap for him. That night, while the farmer was going round

  setting up another land-mine, he tripped on the wire the British had laid for him. And: ‘Well, this blank blank Boer was found in a dozen different places the next morning.’




  It is hard to read Wallace’s despatches with much enjoyment. Yet they were highly popular at home: the readers of the Daily Mail enjoyed the feeling

  of angry retribution which characterizes them.




  His most virulent article was in the Mail on 13 August 1901. It was called ‘Woman – The Enemy’, and was about the Boer women who helped their husbands fight on. The best

  answer, he maintained, was to shoot them.




  

    

      There have been many occasions since the war started when I have wished most earnestly that . . . the exact status of woman had been made equal to that of man. I have often

      wished her all the rights and privileges of her opposite fellow. The right to wear his clothes, and adopt his freedoms, to earn money, smoke cut cavendish, and wear a ring on her little finger.

      Also to share a man’s trials and hardships and responsibilities. To lead men into action, to be always eligible for the Victoria Cross, to be honoured for her gallantry – and shot

      for her treachery. Especially shot for her treachery.


    


  




  The liberal press in Britain was outraged. The Daily News, which had been bought by Lloyd George’s anti-war syndicate, wrote:




  

    

      That chivalrous, and humane product of the twentieth-century civilisation, Mr Edgar Wallace, surpassed himself in the Daily Mail yesterday morning . . . Mr Wallace

      supports his villainous proposal by a medley of those unverified second-hand stories in which this gentleman revels. Perhaps if Mr Edgar Wallace would manage to see a battle and describe it at

      first hand – though we admit there are certain risks to be run in the process – he would be doing better work than by writing this ruffianly stuff from the safe retreat of

      Johannesburg.


    


  




  For rather different reasons, Lord Kitchener also hated Edgar Wallace. He thought he was a counter-jumper, and he was stung by Wallace’s fierce attacks on the censorship

  system he had set up. He also shared the Daily News’ contempt for Wallace’s way of working. Other war correspondents went to the front line and shared the risks the soldiers

  experienced; Wallace did not. But in the second phase of the war there were far fewer front lines, and Wallace roamed around, picking up stories from ‘Tommy

  Atkins’ and passing them off as fact.




  In the summer of 1901 Wallace was in Pietersburg in the Northern Transvaal, when he heard that there had been a battle at Vlakfontein, 200 miles away. The British wounded were being taken by

  train to Krugersdorp, and Wallace headed off to talk to them. One of them told him that the Boers had been shooting the British wounded wholesale at Vlakfontein.




  Wallace wrote it up without seeking further confirmation, and took it to the censor’s office in Johannesburg. It was, as he had expected, virtually obliterated. In the normal way, that

  would have been that. Journalists had to sign a form promising not to evade the censorship procedures. But Wallace sent a copy to London by post. This was strictly forbidden.




  The despatch took a month to reach the Mail’s offices, but it caused a sensation. It was vintage Wallace:




  

    

      Abandoning the old methods of dropping the butt end of a rifle on the wounded soldier’s face, when there was none to see the villainy, the Boer has done his bloody

      work in the light of day, within sight of a dozen eyewitnesses, and the stories we have hardly dared to hint, lest you thought we have grown hysterical, we can now tell without fear of

      ridicule. The Boers murder wounded men.


    


  




  There was uproar in Parliament, and the Secretary of State for War cabled Kitchener, asking for his opinion. Kitchener, enraged, cabled back without bothering to investigate

  that the entire story was a lie. The British army had found from experience that although the Boers were sometimes inclined to break the rules of war, and often looted the bodies of the dead, they

  were usually generous and helpful to the British wounded, caring for them as well as they cared for their own casualties.




  But this time there was something more to Wallace’s story than poorly sourced rumour and his own imagination. Four days later, Kitchener was obliged to cable the War Office again in some

  embarrassment: a Lieutenant Hern had come forward to say that he had seen a Boer soldier shooting the wounded at Vlakfontein. But since the British command had

  taken the side of the Boers against the British press, the War Office decided to sit on Kitchener’s retraction.




  It seems likely that Wallace’s story was partly true, and partly exaggerated. The Times History of the War, published in 1907, investigated and concluded: ‘The evidence, when

  sifted, proves that a man called Van Zyl, who was wounded himself, crawled about and shot at least three wounded men before he could be stopped. Otherwise the behaviour of the Boers was

  good.’




  §




  Yet the British themselves were committing very real atrocities at this time; not intentionally, but through overwork and poor administration and lack of proper concern. The

  terrible death-rates from disease among Boer women and children in the concentration camps proved to be one of the most disturbing aspects of the war.




  The correspondents who remained in South Africa were often furiously partisan and unwilling to find out what was really going on. And back in London, pro-war newspapers like The Times,

  the Morning Post, and the Daily Mail simply swept the reports about the concentration camps under the carpet or tried to discredit them. Bennet Burleigh, the lifelong socialist, made

  no effort to investigate the scandal, and poured scorn on those who wrote about it. It was British journalism’s greatest single failure of the war, and a lasting national reproach.




  There had often been a tendency on the part of the British war correspondents to turn a blind eye. When they burned the farms of Boers who were on commando, for instance, and took away the

  families’ animals and even their furniture, there was a tendency to be forgiving. The cult of ‘Tommy Atkins’, the much-suffering foot-soldier with a heart of gold, had taken over.

  In the Daily Mail on 1 January 1901, Edgar Wallace, the man who advocated executing women for treachery, wrote about ‘. . . brave, good-hearted Tommy – the man who would gladly

  lay down his life to protect any woman in the world, whether she were Dutch or English or Japanese’.




  The gap between sentimental romanticism and ugly fact was a wide one, and no British journalist wanted to draw attention to it. A Central News Agency correspondent, Alfred Kinnear, who was

  invalided back to Britain early in the war, wrote with apparent approval in his book To Modder River With Methuen, published in 1900, of the behaviour of

  soldiers when they descended on the Boer homesteads of women and children who were supposedly protected by the laws of civilized warfare:




  

    

      After the battle of Modder River, ‘Tommy’ would a-looting go, and many were the odd prizes that he brought into camp. A fat turkey and a good capon dangling from

      the sporran of an Argyll presented an appetising picture to the men of his company. But anon you would meet a Northumbrian carrying a birdcage and a Scot wheeling a perambulator

      ‘lifted’ in one of the Boer houses on the river bank. A Lancer was making heroic efforts to reconcile his charger to a squealing sucking-pig hanging from his holster. But what that

      young soldier meant to do with a child’s bassinet, or that other with a toilet table, who shall say?


    


  




  It was a politician, Lloyd George, and not a journalist, who informed the nation that General Bruce Hamilton had burned down the town of Ventersburg and then posted up a notice

  saying that the women and children of the town should go and ask the Boer commandos for food.




  The decision to set up concentration camps where the wives, families and servants of Boers who had refused to surrender would be interned, was Kitchener’s. It was a typically forthright,

  unsentimental approach to the problem of guerrilla warfare, where the enemy crept back constantly to his home for supplies and comfort. Burn the farms, imprison the families, and the guerrillas

  would starve: eventually his policy succeeded in putting an end to the guerrilla campaign – but at a high cost.




  Soldiers are rarely good at looking after civilians. The British army in South Africa did not set out to be brutal, but that was the result. For officers and men deluged with administrative

  problems, the families of their enemy did not receive priority. And so hundreds, sometimes thousands, of men, women and children, black and white, in open trucks, would be left in railway sidings

  for days and nights at a time, without food, water or shelter, because the main lines were required for military traffic. When they finally reached their destination, they would be housed in tents

  with no clean water, no way of washing the bed-sheets after someone had died of dysentery, no sanitary facilities other than a single pail per tent, and often no trenches for the disposal of human

  waste; and this in temperatures which were sometimes as high as 90 degrees Fahrenheit.




  This was how the British army had run its own camps, until the campaign in The Times. But for the Boers the results of this new system were

  indistinguishable from a policy of genocide. Kitchener kept sending back reassuring accounts of the camps, without actually investigating them. Each month the death toll rose, until in October

  1901, the worst month of all, the deaths numbered 3,156 out of the camp population of 111,619. Fortunately, the weather later cooled down and the figures began to drop; but it was no thanks to the

  British military.




  Kitchener refused to allow any journalists to visit the camps. Leo Amery, the Times correspondent, of whom better might have been expected given that he was personally friendly with many

  Boers and spoke reasonable Afrikaans, played the army’s game by reporting that new camps were helping and the death rate was rapidly decreasing. In fact it would continue to rise for another

  four months.




  At this time someone who actually knew the truth was doing the rounds in London, telling everybody what the real situation was. Emily Hobhouse, a short, plump Cornishwoman of forty-one, with a

  pleasant but determined face, had earlier pulled all sorts of strings to travel to South Africa with twelve tons of supplies donated by concerned anti-war groups in Britain.




  When she returned to London in May 1901 her story shocked everyone who was prepared to listen. After meeting her, the Liberal leader, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, asked his famous riddle,

  ‘When is a war not a war? When it is carried on by methods of barbarism in South Africa.’ C.P. Scott, the editor of the Manchester Guardian, had already devised the phrase

  ‘concentration camps’. It was not a neutral expression, as is often suggested; Scott took it from the terrible reconcentrado camps which the Spanish had created in their recent

  war in Cuba. The British concentration camps were at least as bad, said Emily Hobhouse:




  

    

      When the 8, 10 or 12 persons who occupied a bell-tent were all packed into it, either to escape from the fierceness of the sun or dust or rain storms, there was no room to

      move, and the atmosphere was indescribable, even with duly lifted flaps. There was no soap provided. The water supplied would not go round . . .


    


  




  No wonder when dysentery and enteric fever struck, people died like flies. The interviews Emily Hobhouse gave, and her articles in the

  Guardian, were dismissed by the pro-war press as Boer propaganda. Bennet Burleigh continued to deny in the Daily Telegraph that any problem existed. So did Edgar Wallace in the

  Daily Mail. The Times tried to counter Emily Hobhouse’s reports by commissioning articles from women who claimed to know South Africa. Mrs Sarah Heckford, for instance, who had

  lived on a farm in the Transvaal for many years, wrote:




  

    

      When . . . Miss Hobhouse harrows her own feelings and endeavours to harrow the feelings of others by describing what she imagines to be hardships to Boer women and children

      in the concentration camps, she provokes a smile from those who know the habits of the Boers. Overcrowding is habitual among them to a shocking extent; so is indifference to what would strike

      Miss Hobhouse as the elements of comfort, and even decency, among rich as well as poor Boers.


    


  




  But Emily Hobhouse was too aggressive in her approach to be really effective. Even her friend, General Jan Christian Smuts, wrote that she had a ‘strong and vivid personality which at

  times made her difficult to work with’. She was entirely right about the concentration camps, but she could not persuade her political opponents to believe her.




  It took a group of formidable women to investigate the situation. The Fawcett Commission, self-appointed, was six in number, and there was a distinctly feminist air about it; Mrs Millicent

  Fawcett was the head of the women’s suffrage movement in Britain. In the second half of 1901 the commission travelled widely through South Africa, visiting camp after camp. When they saw the

  reality of the measures Kitchener had introduced, they were horrified.




  At Heilbron, for instance, they found that a group of women and children infected with measles had been sent to the camp there. The report later read: ‘There is barely language too strong

  to express our opinion of the sending of a mass of disease to a healthy camp; but the cemetery at Heilbron tells the price paid in lives for the terrible mistake.’




  At Mafeking things were worse still. The Commission had warned the superintendent of the camp that his neglect of hygiene would cause problems. He took no

  notice. When the members came back in November, people in the camp were dying at the rate of thirteen a day. ‘Grossly culpable neglect’, the commission called it.




  The women of the Fawcett Commission succeeded, as Emily Hobhouse had not, in forcing the British government, the army, and the civilian administration in South Africa, to realize that something

  had to be done. Basic, sensible measures the commission proposed were put into practice. In February, during the southern hemisphere summer, the annual death-rate fell to 6.9 per cent. Soon it had

  dropped to a figure lower than that of many big British cities.




  Perhaps 26,000 whites and 12,000 black people died. Many Afrikaners still refuse to believe that this was not a deliberate policy, and the deaths played the biggest part in keeping an angry,

  embittered Boer nationalism going. One day, when Jan Smuts finally fell from power in 1948, it would lead to the victory of the National Party, which would, over a period of forty years, introduce

  the repressive structure of apartheid, which would cost even greater misery. In the long run Kitchener’s quick, easy and cheap solution to the guerrilla war was neither quick, easy nor

  cheap.




  The correspondents in South Africa who could have stopped all this failed to do so. It remains one of the worst lapses of decent, honourable journalism in the entire twentieth century.




  §




  It was Edgar Wallace who scored the last victory of the Boer War.




  Peace negotiations started in earnest in April 1902, after the disasters of the concentration camps and the destruction of thousands of Boer farms by the British army. Kitchener set up a camp

  for the Boers, and another for the British. Barbed-wire fences guarded by armed soldiers surrounded them, and the world’s press corps were kept, complaining and angry, in another compound,

  some way away.




  The final phase of the negotiations lasted fifteen days. The Boers were still demanding independence for their republic, and the British were still refusing to agree. At this moment, the

  Daily Mail splashed across its front page that a peace agreement could be expected within days. No one could work out how the news, which was broadly correct, could have leaked out.




  Kitchener suspected Edgar Wallace, whom he now regarded as a personal enemy. But Wallace wasn’t even in the journalists’ camp; he was sometimes seen

  in the area, but mostly seemed to be travelling back and forth to Pretoria by train. Kitchener sent him a warning: if he were found to have been involved, he would be punished severely. Blandly,

  Wallace pointed out that he had been visiting Pretoria, looking after his investments.




  And then, on 31 May 1902, the Boer delegation finally agreed to accept the British terms. They went to see Kitchener in total secrecy to tell him. In London that afternoon, only a couple of

  hours after Kitchener had been told the Boers’ decision, the Daily Mail produced the biggest scoop in the newspaper’s short history. ‘PEACE IS SIGNED’ it trumpeted,

  and it hit the streets at the very moment when the delegates were putting their names to the agreement in Pretoria.




  The British press, as much in the dark as ever, condemned the Mail for pretending that its completely unfounded speculation was fact. An editorial in the Daily Telegraph said

  witheringly ‘All the pretended revelations which have been given to the world are the veriest guesswork of speculation.’




  But they weren’t. The next day the government announced the peace agreement in the House of Commons, and the Mail’s scoop was shown to have been entirely true.




  There were accusations in some papers that the Mail had bribed a civil servant in London. A few days later, in order to end these suspicions the Mail decided to come clean.

  Wallace, it said, had a contact within the camp, a soldier. This man – unnamed – had been a sentry at the camp, and had agreed to let Wallace know by a series of signals how the talks

  were going. If he brandished a red handkerchief, that meant that the talks were stalling. A blue one indicated that they were making progress, and a white one that the treaty was definitely going

  to be signed. The train from Pretoria to the Vaal River passed close by the camp and Wallace made the journey several times a day. When the sentry came off duty he would walk down to the

  barbed-wire fence beside the railways tracks, wait for the train, and blow his nose – using the appropriate handkerchief. Wallace then contacted a Johannesburg stockbroker called Caesar

  Cohen. Using another code based on the buying of stocks, he would telegraph a message to the Mail in London, thereby avoiding the military censor.




  It was Wallace’s final revenge on Kitchener, and on the journalists who had always disapproved of his work. Altogether, it was a fine example of

  journalistic enterprise. Officialdom was deeply offended, and Wallace received this letter.




  

    

      Censor’s Office, Johannesburg




      July 1, 1902




      Dear Sir,




      I have been instructed to write and inform you that in consequence of your having evaded the rules of censorship subsequent to the warning you received, you will not in future be allowed to

      act as war correspondent: and further, that you will not be recommended for the medal.


    


  




  Wallace didn’t care. He was soon to be made editor of the brand-new Rand Daily Mail.




  How much of an achievement was it to have scooped the rest of the world’s press by twenty-four hours? Not much, in the context of a terrible war that had seen hundreds of thousands killed,

  wounded or made homeless, and in which Britain had abandoned some of the key principles which its citizens thought were basic to its existence. Edgar Wallace, like the other journalists, could have

  had a far greater and more admirable scoop if they had uncovered the scandal of the concentration camps; but they chose not to.




  British journalism changed radically as a result. The potential of the mass market, the opportunity to speak directly to ordinary people and enlist their support for causes the editors and

  proprietors believed in, the chance of making big profits, the opportunity to force governments to alter their policies: all these things now became more possible than before. But would the basic

  reporting become more honest and open? On the evidence of the latter stages of the Boer War, it seemed depressingly unlikely.




  

     

  




  3




  ALIENS




  At the start of the twentieth century British newspapers rarely spoke openly of the country’s decline, any more than American newspapers would a century later. Yet it is

  impossible not to notice the signs of gloom and nervousness which had settled over the country. Comparisons with the way other countries did things abounded.




  

    

      In his speech at New York on Tuesday, Mr Hay uttered words which British statesmen would do well to lay to heart. The attitude of American diplomacy, he said, is diligence

      and ‘attention to business’ . . . This is a rule the importance of which was long since understood in Germany . . . In England, however, the importance of knowledge has never been

      unequivocally recognised . . .




      (Daily Mail, 21 November 1901)




      The building of the German Dreadnoughts is a menace to our country. The German nation thirty years ago was a boy; today it is a man; tomorrow it will be a giant. The

      revival of the Holy Roman Empire, if the Pan-Germans have their way, is at hand.




      (Daily Mirror, 16 August 1906)


    


  




  The Times of Wednesday 25 November 1908 quotes with anxiety an editorial in the Paris newspaper Le Temps:




  

    

      For England to be sure of the morrow, for her to be qualified to become an ally, it is necessary and it is sufficient for her to equip herself with the army she does not now

      possess. It is necessary and it is sufficient that she should remember that that army, in comparison with other European armies, was better a century ago than it is today . . .


    


  




  These are merely random quotations from the press over a period of seven years, but they represent a constant undertone of insecurity: that

  Britain has been far too careless about itself and its security, and that trouble is building up both at home and abroad. The mood is a new one: the editorials of the last quarter of the nineteenth

  century, when the British Empire reached its zenith, were very different in tone. The Boer War had shown up big failings in the British military system. Germany and the United States had both

  overtaken Britain in terms of gross domestic product during the 1890s. Disturbing new threats were appearing, both at home and abroad. The gloom was often justified, as the next couple of decades

  were to show. But the perception of the world as a more dangerous place owed a good deal to ‘the new journalism’. The press, appealing now to a much broader audience, played up the

  dangers: sometimes responsibly, sometimes not.




  The term ‘yellow press’ was borrowed from America to describe the attention-grabbing, scandal-mongering, rabble-rousing, exaggerated, often misleading but always lively form of

  journalism pioneered by Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst in America, and C. Arthur Pearson and Cecil Harmsworth in Britain. The phrase was coined by the New York Press, and came from a

  comic strip called ‘The Yellow Kids’, which appeared in both of the Press’s down-market rivals, Hearst’s New York Journal and Pulitzer’s New York World.

  It managed to emphasize both the childishness of much of the popular press, and the fact that the newspapers which belonged to it often seemed like carbon copies of each other.




  In the first decade of the twentieth century the Mail, the Express and the Mirror appealed to different levels of the same broad social grouping: conservative-minded members

  of the upper working class and the lower middle class, better educated than their parents and with greater social ambitions. Not surprisingly, therefore, the three papers competed in presenting

  very much the same news agenda. And high on that agenda was the perceived threat from immigrants.




  The British tabloid press a hundred years later displays much the same agenda. Harmsworth’s Daily Mail had shown the way, and a new, much livelier press emerged in the years

  immediately after the Boer War. Harmsworth himself founded the Daily Mirror in November 1903. ‘I intend it,’ he wrote in its first issue, ‘to be really a mirror of feminine

  life as well on its grave as on its lighter sides . . . to be entertaining without being frivolous, and serious without being dull.’




  But it had a hard time getting established. It gave up its emphasis on women’s matters, and a year later it dropped the traditional, advertisement-covered, front page in favour of a big

  headline and a single large engraving, with photographs inside. A year later its circulation was close to half a million.




  The Daily Express was already in existence, having been founded in 1900 by Arthur Pearson. It had pioneered the idea of printing the most important news on its front page. Its articles

  were eye-catching, often remarkably trivial, and seemingly obsessed with sudden death.




  

    MURDER BY REQUEST


  




  TWO SISTERS KILLED IN A TRAGIC MANNER




  

    BEATEN TO DEATH


  




  KILLS SEVEN NAVVIES IN A FEW MINUTES




  

    MAD BULL HAMSTRUNG


  




  KILLS ITS KEEPER AND INJURES FOUR OTHER PERSONS




  A closer look at these sensational stories, which appeared on 22 March 1906, shows that the sisters were murdered in Germany, the murderous foreman was in New York, and the mad

  bull rampaged in Paris. The intention was to attract readers, not necessarily to keep them informed. (This, after all, was the newspaper which sent the explorer Hesketh Hesketh-Prichard to

  Patagonia at great expense in 1900 to investigate reports that a giant hairy mammal had been spotted there. The reports turned out to be wrong.)




  But another front-page story in the Express that day was home grown, and altogether more serious.




  

    OVERRUN BY ALIENS




    FOREIGN AREA IN EAST LONDON STEADILY EXTENDING




    BRITONS OUSTED


  




  Although the Jews were certainly the most distinctive group of immigrants, the 1901 census indicates there were over 630,000 Irish immigrants in

  England, Scotland and Wales, many of whom faced ethnic and religious prejudices. The presence of Irish people in Britain had fomented anxieties about aliens on a much smaller scale as far back as

  the 1820s and 1830s.




  The Jewish population of Britain rose from something like 60,000 in 1880 to something like 300,000 by 1900. These figures are inevitably vague, since census figures are unreliable in indicating

  ethnic groupings and religion, particularly with Jews; many Poles and Russians were assumed to be Jews, even if they were not. Colin Holmes, in John Bull’s Island: Immigration and British

  Society 1871–1971, estimates that in 1875 the British Jewish community numbered 51,250. The 1901 census indicates that there were around 250,000 to 300,000 Jews in the UK, and over

  100,000 of these had recently arrived from Eastern Europe.




  Particular influxes were linked to savage waves of repression by the imperial Russian government, which also controlled Poland. These culminated in the pogroms of 1903–6, when an estimated

  2,000 people were murdered. The British press scarcely reported the attacks. But the inevitable aftermath, a massive inflow of immigrants, attracted great attention in the newspapers, most of it

  deeply hostile. The press, and particularly the yellow press, was starting to create a national ideology defensive in character, feeding on and disseminating an obsession with race and fears about

  the decline of the racial stock. The pattern, much discussed in Britain then and in later decades, was that the best and most self-reliant Britons were emigrating to the white, English-speaking

  dominions, and to a lesser extent to the United States, and their places were being taken by people of physically and mentally inferior types; in this case, from Eastern Europe: the Daily

  Express of 25 November 1901 fulminated:




  

    

      Nobody has a word to say for the unrestricted admission of this rubbish, except a few amiable people who have no knowledge of the modern immigrant alien, and whose ideas

      upon the subject are based on vague recollections of respectable Huguenot refugees or exiled Italian patriots of the Garibaldian days . . .




      The East End of London and other crowded districts are filled with people who naturally have no British patriotism, and who only feel contempt instead of

      gratitude towards the country that admits them. A vast proportion of the foreign immigrants to this country could never be of the slightest use to us. On the contrary, they have become an

      intolerable nuisance.


    


  




  The Times of 28 January 1903 printed an article ‘from our special correspondent’ straying into open anti-Semitism:




  

    

      It is the invasion of foreign Jews, because of their habit of congregating in the East-end of London, which attracts most attention. They are not, in many respects, a

      pleasant community. They have a way of squeezing Christians out of houses and districts in which they obtain a foothold; and there is some ground for complaint that the laws against

      overcrowding are not enforced against them. They are at the onset the victims of the ‘sweater’, and the more active among them become ‘sweaters’ in their turn.


    


  




  Robert H. Sherard, writing in the Daily Mirror of 14 December 1903, explained how well British Jews had integrated into Britain, how clean they were, and how well they

  brought up their children. But – articles like these always contain a ‘but’ – the influx of foreign Jews was causing immense problems. He quotes ‘an officer with

  twenty-five years’ experience of the East End slums’ as saying:




  

    

      . . . [A]fter a period of life in this country, the alien develops into a good citizen. But his presence prevents our English children from developing. When he first lands

      in this country he brings nothing with him but vermin and vice. He has no cleanliness. He has no sense of morality . . .


    


  




  The Express was almost comically virulent, looking for every possible way of stirring up feeling against the immigrants. On 1 August 1903 it ran a set of front-page

  headlines that made startling reading:




  

    

      NATION MADDER.




      CAUSES OF INCREASING INSANITY.




      MENACED BY ALIENS


    


  




  

    

      As a nation, we are growing madder and madder. This unfortunately is proved beyond a doubt by the appalling figures of the new annual report of the Lunacy Commissioners . .

      .




      Whereas in 1859 there was one insane person for every 536 sane, there is now one to every 293 . . .




      What is the cause? What is the remedy?


    


  




  The Express, naturally, knows. It has consulted Dr Ernest W. White, professor of psychological medicine at King’s College London, who thinks it is the result of

  immigration.




  

    

      With the increase of population the best kind of aliens have not been encouraged to settle in London, to intermarry with our people, and to infuse new blood into the race.

      On the other hand, we have received unlimited numbers of the worst kind of aliens – needy town-dwellers, with poor bodies and poorer minds, sapped often by disease; of the criminal type,

      and in many cases with neurotic inheritances. If no stop is put to this, the stability of the race, mental as well as physical, will be undermined.


    


  




  The editorial staff of the Express were clearly under instruction to get the word ‘Alien’ on the front page as often as possible, in as alarming a context as

  possible. Some examples:




  

    English Expelled.




    East-End Captured By Foreigners.




    ‘Alien Insolence’


  




  –12 December 1902




  

    The Alien Peril




    ‘World’s Riff-Raff’


  




  –13 January 1903




  

    Alien Horde for Great Britain




    80,000 Foreigners Ready To Land This Year


  




  –5 April 1906




  

    Alien Horde Coming




    7,000 Outcasts To Be Imported From Germany


  




  –16 May 1906




  The Daily Mail carried a regular feature entitled ‘Our Foreigners Day By Day’, with sub-headings like ‘Remarkable Facts About The Criminal

  Alien’. The Mail drew a connection between the immigrants and the rise in burglaries and attacks in London, though the link with the recent Jewish arrivals and crime was undercut by

  the fact that most of the criminals who were named in court had German surnames, rather than Polish or Russian Jewish ones.




  The newspapers of ‘the new journalism’ competed with one another to put pressure on the government to come up with a bill to curb immigration; but ministers talked louder than they

  acted, and the Alien Immigration Bill of 1904 was mild enough. The criteria for allowing foreigners to enter were largely unchanged; if they could show that they had money to support themselves,

  and an address to go to, or that their lives were in danger in their homeland, they were usually allowed in. While the pogroms continued, therefore, so did the wave of immigration; as the Daily

  Mirror reported on 29 December 1904.




  

    MORE ALIEN HORDES.




    Fresh Army of Russian Jews Descending on England.




    ORGANISED INVASION


  




  It was usually the subeditors rather than the reporters who wrote about foreign immigrants, even though the East End was, as one newspaper

  pointed out, only fifteen minutes by hansom cab from Fleet Street. This was an issue on which the newspapers of ‘the new journalism’ chose to editorialize, rather than to seek out

  information which might prove to be inconvenient. A century later, the Sun, the Mirror, the Daily Express and the Daily Mail were doing exactly the same about the issues

  they felt strongly about; one of which, of course, was the immigration of foreigners (into the same areas of the East End, among others) who, they said, brought disease, crime, poverty and

  dangerous political and religious beliefs with them.




  A front-page article in the Daily Express on 22 March 1906 (‘Overrun by Aliens’) describing how local people are being forced out by Jewish immigrants, contains many

  statements (‘Among the British residents of the East End there is growing anger at what they consider their betrayal by the Government’) but no quotations from these residents, no

  account of how their lives have changed, nothing in fact except a long interview given to ‘an “Express” representative’ with a member of the Immigration Board, which existed

  to limit immigration. The cross-heads separating the article into sections are even more inflammatory than the text: ‘Strangled!’ (though in fact it is the Immigration Act which is

  described as having been strangled) and ‘No Room For Englishmen’.




  

    

      From Whitechapel to Bow Bridge, along Mile End Road – about a couple of miles – there is now scarcely an English shopkeeper left. Even the Jewish shopkeepers of

      old standing are being ruined by the newcomers, who get their clothes, boots and furniture made by their fellow workmen instead of going to the shops.


    


  




  Yet on the few occasions when ordinary, non-polemical journalism was given its head, it was quite favourable to the immigrants. For the edition of 11 April 1904, for instance,

  the Express actually decided to send a reporter on the cab drive to the East End. Perhaps the news editor thought the reporter would uncover more evidence of hideous poverty and racial

  threat; but, when the article appeared, even the front-page headline indicated a milder approach.




  

    ALIENS ON STRIKE.




    JEWISH BAKERS’ CRUSADE IN THE EAST END.




    PICTURESQUE SCENES


  




  And the scenes were picturesque indeed. A bevy of dark-eyed Jewish tailoresses, bearing banners inscribed with Hebrew characters; a red-coated band of Jews playing the

  ‘Marseillaise’; a small banner covered with Russian letters; a long, fantastic crowd of short, pale aliens singing snatches of something to the air of the great French hymn in strong

  guttural staccato – these were the chief features of the strange and striking demonstrations.




  The reporter for the Express did not trouble to find someone who could translate the Hebrew or Russian. One speaker addressed the audience in English. It was the novelty of the

  demonstration. Yet there was no account of what he said. Still, the reporter’s interest was engaged, and the colour of the occasion drove out the desire to make a judgement:




  

    

      Hebrew patriarchs with white and flowing beards; precocious children; women in gaudy sky-blue and red; pretty faces, framed in high attic windows; squat men, suffering

      victims of European oppression, lounging in doorways or joining in the long procession – all added to the interest and force of the crusade.


    


  




  ‘Crusade’ might not have been the mot juste, but although the scene must have seemed deeply foreign to readers of the Express, it was not quite the

  dirt-riddled, diseased vision which the Express’s habitual reporting would have led them to expect. And the strikers’ demands, a twelve-hour day with a minimum wage of one pound,

  six shillings a week and one day off in seven, were scarcely revolutionary. They were roughly similar to most industrial demands at the time.




  A curiously hybrid article was published in the Daily Mirror on 10 December 1904, containing some first-hand reporting and at the same time a lot of contrasting material inserted by a

  subeditor who was following the newspaper’s editorial line. The headlines were the usual ones:




  

    ALIEN INVADERS.




    Russian Reservists Swarm Into London




    STRIKING FIGURES


  




  Yet in complete contradiction to this, the reporter has stumbled on an interesting news story: the number of young Russian Jewish men coming to England to escape serving in the

  Tsar’s army is actually dropping. The article starts like this:




  

    

      Russia-in-England is full to overflowing, but the rush of reservists from the country of the Tsar is diminishing.




      A long time was spent yesterday by The Daily Mirror among the refugees with a view to investigating the alien side of the question.




      For the most part they are able-bodied men who have run away from their homes to avoid service . . .




      There they were yesterday, crowding the sawdust-strewn floors of the Jewish shelter in Leman-street, vociferously stating their views of life in little groups of five or six, bursting into

      tears as they remembered their wives and families, then, as the sun went down and Sabbath approached, turning their faces to the wall and saying their prayers as good Jews should.




      The secretary of the shelter said that no questions were asked. If a deserving Jew, immigrant or transmigrant, knocked at the door he was admitted.




      The whole cost was borne, he continued, by the Jews, whose endeavour was to pass the people on to their destination.




      The reason, he declared, that they came through London was that it was the cheapest route. The Jews were as anxious they should not stay as the English. The cost was very heavy and they had

      enough to do to support and find work for their community already.




      The Russian rush would soon be over, and hundreds of those here sailed away two or three times a week, and everyone who came was booked through another country.
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