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INTRODUCTION

This book is about a subject that has been overlooked or discreetly sidelined in Churchillian literature: his ardent and unswerving faith in the British Empire. His imperial vision was at the heart of his political philosophy. What Churchill called Britain’s imperial mission was both his lodestar and the touchstone which he applied to policy decisions when he was First Lord of the Admiralty, Secretary for War, Colonial Secretary and Prime Minister. Throughout his political career he was convinced that, together, the Royal Navy and the Empire were the foundations of British global power and great- ness. Imperial Britain was, he believed, uniquely qualified to further progress and enlightenment throughout the world.

As Churchill repeatedly insisted, the Empire was a precious asset, not just for Britain, but for civilisation as a whole. It existed in a Hobbesian universe in competition with other predatory empires whose ambitions and anxieties led to the First and Second World Wars, which were imperial conflicts in which all the protagonists were fighting to safeguard and extend territory and influence. This was so in 1914 and again in 1939, when the British Empire was directly threatened by Italy and Japan and indirectly by Nazi Germany. All three powers were engaged in imperial wars of conquest whose objectives included the elimination of British influence in the Mediterranean and Middle East and the annexation of British colonies in Africa, the Far East and the Pacific.

Throughout the Second World War, imperial geo-political considerations were, I have argued, always uppermost in Churchill’s mind whenever he had to make major strategic decisions. In both world wars and the inter-war years, he was also concerned with external and internal ideological challenges to imperial security. The danger posed by Pan-Islamism was the overriding reason why Churchill threw himself so enthusiastically behind the Gallipoli campaign in 1915. Likewise and with equal zeal, he backed military intervention to reverse the Russian revolution because he feared that Bolshevik subversion would undermine British power in the Middle East and Asia.

Churchill’s imperial preoccupations are central to understanding him as a statesman and a strategist. The kernel of his imperial creed was simple, enduring and frequently reiterated in his speeches, journalism and writing of history. The British Empire embodied the enlightenment of Western civilisation and, therefore, was a force for the redemption and regeneration of mankind. It was integral to that civilisation which Britain was defending between 1940 and 1945. In Churchill’s imagination, its enemies included Lenin, the tribesmen of the North-West Frontier, Hitler and, during the Cold War, Stalin.

Churchill loved the Empire with the same intensity as he loved individual liberty and the principles of parliamentary democracy. His two mistresses were incompatible, for the Empire withheld freedom and the right to representation from nearly all its subjects. This contradiction was overridden by the unwritten contract by which the governed forfeited their freedom in return for a humane, fair government which kept the peace and set its subjects on the path towards physical and moral improvement. Sophistry came to his rescue when, during the war, an American journalist asked him about Indian protests against imperial rule. Churchill wondered which Indians she had in mind. Were they the American Indians who languished in reservations and whose numbers were dwindling, or were they the Indian subjects of the British Raj who were thriving and whose numbers were rising.

Churchill’s Empire was never static: he regarded it as an evolving organism, although he was determined to frustrate any development that, however remotely, would diminish Britain’s status as a world power. Anxieties on this account as much as his personal loathing for Hinduism impelled him to wage a prolonged political campaign against Indian self-government during which he contemplated ruling India by force, a policy that seemed to contradict his essential humanitarianism.

I have traced the roots of Churchill’s essentially liberal imperialism to his birth, upbringing and early political education. He was part of the patrician elite of late-Victorian Britain and was imbued with that high-minded altruism which distinguished so many young men from his background. Public life was public service and a chance to do good, and the Empire offered abundant opportunities; Churchill’s heroes were the soldiers who pacified frontiers and tamed their wild inhabitants, the engineers who built railways across deserts and the district commissioners who brought stability to areas of endemic disorder and governed their inhabitants with a firm and even hand.

By his mid-twenties, Churchill had absorbed the current racial dogma that identified the Anglo-Saxon race as uniquely qualified to rule and share the blessings of a civilisation. American on his mother’s side, he convinced himself that the United States was psychologically and morally a perfect partner in this global enterprise. This conceit dominated his wartime and post-war dealings with America and made him enemies in both countries. American statesmen and soldiers were repelled by the notion of using their country’s power to prop up the British Empire and their counterparts resented their country’s subjection to American interests.

Churchill stubbornly refused to countenance the possibility of any divergence in interests and objectives between Britain and America. He clung tenaciously and often in the face of reality to his grand vision of the British Empire and the United States sharing the responsibility for guiding the world towards a happier future.

These are topics and themes that I have explored and interwoven in a narrative that follows the chronology of Churchill’s career from the Battle of Omdurman in 1898 until his resignation as Prime Minister in 1955. Domestic matters have been included only when they intruded on Churchill’s imperial preoccupations. There was of course no boundary between imperial and foreign policy since, as Churchill always insisted, Britain was a global power only because she possessed a vast territorial empire and a huge navy. At various stages and in order to place the subject within a wider historical context, I have paused to examine the nature of the British and other empires and the ideologies that were contrived to legitimise them.

Wherever possible I have avoided the academic and political post mortem that followed the death of imperialism and empires. A forensic exercise has mutated into a rancorous debate over the virtues and vices of the old empires that shows no signs of flagging. To an extent, public rows about the nature of vanished supremacies have some relevance to the modern world since great powers are still trying to impose their will on weaker nations; the inhabitants of Tibet, Chechnya, Iraq and Afghanistan can be forgiven for believing that the age of empires has not yet disappeared. One by-product of the post-imperial debate over empires has been the growth of an ancestral guilt complex which has taken root in Britain. This angst adds nothing to our understanding of the past, which it distorts by imposing contemporary concepts and codes on our ancestors.

In writing this book I have endeavoured to navigate a passage between the extremes of triumphalism and breast beating. I have avoided drawing up a debit and credit with, say, the Amritsar massacre balanced against the establishment of a medical school at Agra. The quantification of one bad deed against a good one achieves nothing beyond reminding us that virtue and vice co-existed within the Empire, as it does in every field of human activity. As for Churchill, I hope that readers who feel the need to judge him will do so according to the standards he set for himself and the Empire.


PART ONE

1874–1900
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Jolly Little Wars:

Omdurman

General Sir Herbert Kitchener, commander-in-chief of the Anglo-Egyptian army in the Sudan, loathed all journalists and in particular Lieutenant Winston Churchill of the 4th Hussars. He had joined Kitchener’s staff in the summer of 1898 to witness the last phase of the campaign against the Khalifa Abdullahi and report on its progress for the Morning Post. Kitchener had objected strongly to Churchill’s appointment, but he had been outwitted by Lady Randolph Churchill, who had enlisted her high society friends and charmed elderly generals at the War Office to procure her son’s attachment to Kitchener’s staff. Her success was galling since Kitchener, the son of a retired army officer with modest means, had had to rely on his own merit and hard graft to gain advancement.

Yet the general and his unwelcome staff officer had much in common. Both served and believed passionately in the British Empire and each was an ambitious self-promoting egotist. The general knew that a glorious victory in the Sudan would propel him to the summit of the Empire’s military hierarchy. The subaltern treated imperial soldiering as the means to launch a political career. In the previous year he had fought on the North-West Frontier of India and had written an account of the campaign that had impressed the Prince of Wales and the Prime Minister Lord Salisbury. For Churchill, the Sudan war was an opportunity to acquire another medal, write another book and remind the world that he was a gallant, talented and capable fellow who deserved a seat in the House of Commons. Voters were susceptible to what he later described as the ‘glamour’ of a dashing young officer who had proved his mettle on the frontiers of their Empire.

On 2 September 1898, Kitchener was about to deploy 23,000 British and Sudanese troops and a flotilla of gunboats against more than twice that number of Sudanese tribesmen commanded by the Khalifa on a plain a few miles north of Omdurman. Kitchener proceeded cautiously. European armies in the tropics did not always have things all their own way. Two years before, the Italians had been trounced at Aduwa by an Abyssinian host, admittedly equipped with some modern weaponry. Churchill knew this and the night before a battle a brother officer noticed that he was ‘less argumentative and self-assertive than usual’. He voiced anxieties about a night attack which could easily have tipped the odds in favour of the Khalifa.1

The Khalifa relied on the fervent Islamic faith of his warriors who, thirteen years before, had defeated a modern Egyptian army, broken British squares, stormed Khartoum and cut down the commander of its garrison, General Gordon. At Omdurman the Dervishes stuck to their traditional tactic of frontal assaults by spear and swordsmen. The Krupp cannon and Nordenfelt machine-guns captured from the Egyptians were left behind in the arsenal at Omdurman, although some tribesmen carried obsolete rifles. Discipline, training and overwhelming firepower gave Kitchener the advantage in a conventional battle. Artillery, Maxim machine-guns and magazine rifles created a killing zone that was theoretically impassable.

Attached to an outlying cavalry picket, Churchill watched with amazement the advance of the Sudanese horde which stretched back over two miles of desert. The oncoming mass of camelry, horsemen and infantry with their white jibbahs, banners, drums, war cries and sparkling spear points aroused his historical imagination. Was this, he wondered, how the army of Saladin must have appeared to the Crusaders? The spectacle was filmed from the deck of the gunboat Melik by the war artist Frederick Villiers in the knowledge that scenes of the battle would fill cinemas across the world. Sadly, his cine camera was knocked over by a shell case and his footage was lost. It was left to photographers, artists and journalists like Churchill to satisfy the British public’s craving for vivid images of the Battle of Omdurman.

Kitchener’s lines were protected by a zeriba, an improvised hedge of prickly mimosa branches. No Dervish ever reached it. At 3,000 yards the attackers were hit by shells, at 1,700 by Maxim fire and at 1,500 by rifle volleys. A scattering of survivors got to within 500 yards of their enemies, although Churchill was struck by the suicidal courage of one brave old man, carrying a flag’ who got within 150 yards of the zeriba. Successive onrushes came to the same end. ‘It was a terrible sight,’ Churchill thought, ‘for as yet they had not hurt us at all, and it seemed an unfair advantage to strike thus cruelly when they could not reply.’ His feelings were shared throughout the army. Corporal George Skinner of the Royal Army Medical Corps observed that: ‘Nothing could possibly stand against such a storm of lead, in fact no European would ever think of facing it in the daring way these fanatics did.’ Over 10,000 Dervishes were killed and an unknown number died from their wounds.

The Khalifa’s army began to disintegrate and Kitchener was determined to deny it any chance to regroup. A pursuit was ordered and Colonel Roland Martin and four squadrons of the 21st Lancers were instructed to harass the flanks of the Dervishes who were fleeing towards Omdurman, the Khalifa’s capital. After advancing one and a half miles the horsemen encountered what was thought to be a party of about 150 skirmishers who were covering the Sudanese line of retreat. Roland’s horsemen came under fire and he ordered a charge to drive off the tribesmen. ‘The pace was fast and the distance short,’ Churchill recalled. Suddenly and to their horror the riders found themselves galloping pell-mell into a dried-up wadi, crammed with over a thousand Dervish spearmen and cavalry. ‘A score of horsemen and a dozen bright flags rose as if by magic from the earth. Eager warriors sprang forward to anticipate the shock,’ Churchill wrote afterwards. With a ‘loud furious shout’ the horsemen crashed into their adversaries and there was a bloody scrimmage in which the Dervishes hacked and slashed their enemies. At last they were on equal terms, sword against sword and lance against spear. Churchill, who had proclaimed to his family and brother officers his ardent desire for the risks of the battlefield, preferred to have the odds in his favour. He had armed himself with the most up-to-date technology, a ten-shot Mauser automatic pistol, with which he killed at least five tribesmen before riding out of the mêlée.

The lancers extricated themselves, rode on, halted, dismounted and scattered the tribesmen with carbine fire. Out of the 320 men who had charged, 20 had been killed, 50 wounded and 119 horses were lost, casualties which provoked the future Field Marshal Haig to accuse Colonel Roland of criminal recklessness with other men’s lives. Churchill thought otherwise; the 21st Lancers had shown splendid bravery. His judgement was shared by Queen Victoria, who honoured the Lancers with the title ‘The Empress of India’s Own’, and by the press and the public. Omdurman may have been a victory for modern, scientific warfare, but the lancers’ charge was signal proof that the British soldier was more than a match for the Dervish on his own terms. ‘My faith in our race and blood was much strengthened,’ Churchill wrote afterwards.2 He never forgot the charge and until the end of his life would enthral anyone who cared to listen with his recollections of those terrifying few minutes.

Imperial glory was followed by imperial shame. Injured Dervishes were left to die a lingering death on the battlefield, or were shot and bayoneted. Kitchener’s subordinate Major John Maxwell organised death squads to eliminate prominent supporters of the Khalifa during the occupation of Khartoum. Hitherto, Churchill had admired Kitchener as a good general even if, as he privately admitted, he was not a gentleman’. His callousness after the battle appalled a young man with a quasi-religious faith in a humanitarian Empire, as it did many of his fellow officers and that section of the public which mistrusted imperialism.

Churchill confided to his mother that the victory at Omdurman was disgraced by ‘the inhuman slaughter of the wounded’.3 There were rows in the press and the Commons, but the government rallied to Kitchener, who received a peerage and a gift of £30,000. He proceeded onwards and upwards to become commander-in-chief first in South Africa in 1900 and then in India. On the outbreak of war in 1914 he was appointed Secretary of State for War. The nation had an almost mystic faith in the imperial hero who had defeated the Sudanese and the Boers. Posters showing his martial moustache, staring eyes and accusatory finger helped persuade a million young patriots to enlist.

Churchill too did well out of Omdurman. He wrote another bestseller, The River War, and made his formal political debut by unsuccessfully contesting Oldham as a Conservative in July 1899. His version of Omdurman glossed over the mistreatment of the wounded which had so distressed him at the time, although his readers’ memories and consciences may have been stirred by his bald statement that, after Omdurman: All Dervishes who did not immediately surrender were shot or bayoneted.’ In the Sudan and elsewhere, momentary brutality was soon redeemed by the benefits of imperial government. Many years afterwards, Churchill flippantly recalled the wars of conquest of his youth: ‘In those days, England had a lot of jolly little wars against barbarous peoples that we were endeavouring to help forward to higher things.’

The Battle of Omdurman brings Churchill’s imperial creed into sharp focus. It was another victory for the British Empire and, it went without saying, another stride forward for civilisation. The two were synonymous for Churchill. This is what he declared on the hustings at Oldham and would continue to say for the rest of his life. The British Empire was a dynamic force for the regeneration and improvement of mankind. It brought peace to areas of chronic instability, it provided honest and just government, it invited backward peoples to enrich themselves by joining the modern world of international trade and investment, and it offered the blessings of Europe’s intellectual and scientific enlightenment to all its subjects. It also made Britain a world power. In the last chapter of The River War, Churchill reminded readers that Omdurman had secured Britain’s grip on the Nile and the Red Sea and facilitated the expulsion of the French from a strategically vital region.

Omdurman had been an exhilarating experience for Churchill the romantic and Churchill the historian. He was already steeped in history and he believed that he could identify its primal impulses and where they were leading mankind. The battle had been one of those moments of high drama which appealed to Churchill’s sense of the theatre of great events. They were the raw material for the rich and evocative style of prose which he was already cultivating. Here, from The River War, is his account of an incident in the 1885 Sudanese campaign in which a British square is attacked by Dervishes:

Ragged white figures spring up in hundreds. Emirs on horses appear as if by magic. Everywhere are men running swiftly forward, waving their spears and calling upon the Prophet of God to speed their enterprise. The square halts. The weary men begin to fire with thoughtful care. The Dervishes drop quickly. On then, children of the desert!

War fascinated Churchill. In 1898 it still had an afterglow of Napoleonic glamour which, he was shrewd enough to realise, was about to fade away for ever. ‘The wars of the peoples’, he predicted in 1900, will be more terrible than those of the kings.’ Of course he was right. Many of his brother officers, including Haig, would command armies in the trenches, fighting the industrialised warfare of the masses and mass casualties. At Omdurman, Churchill experienced a battle that could still be considered as glamorous, not least because it contained an episode which epitomised (in the imagination if not the reality) all the romance of war, a cavalry charge. Churchill thought that he had been very lucky to have taken part in such a stirring anachronism.

Churchill’s history was always selective. Lingering over the slaughter after Omdurman would at the very least have compromised the moral elements in his wider imperial vision. He was discovering the power to control history and, through his version of it, harness it to promote his own version of Britain’s imperial destiny. His accounts of the 1897 Malakand campaign, the Sudan war and early operations during the Boer War of 1899 to 1902 commanded national attention. They also established Churchill’s reputation as a pundit on the art of war who understood the military mind and had mastered the technicalities of strategy and tactics. His authority in such matters was enhanced by his graphic prose and dazzling rhetoric. Churchill understood and implicitly believed in Disraeli’s aphorism ‘It is with words that we govern men’. At every stage of his career, he wrote compelling histories which described the events he had witnessed and, most important of all for an ambitious politician, how he shaped them. The results were subjective, occasionally misleading and always gripping.

War was part and parcel of imperialism. Territory was acquired by victories and imperial rule was sustained by the use of maximum force whenever resistance occurred. Yet, as Churchill came to appreciate, the expediencies of the battlefield drove exasperated commanders to jettison those moral codes which, he believed, defined Britain as an agent of civilisation. Writing home in 1897 after a bout of hard fighting on the North-West Frontier, he mentioned that the Pashtun ‘kill and mutilate’ captured or injured men, and that in retaliation we kill their wounded’. He added that he had not ‘soiled my hands’ with such ‘dirty work’.4 Here and at Omdurman, Churchill had had a foretaste of the predicaments he would later encounter as a minister responsible for the actions of frustrated and vengeful subordinates who suspended the moral principles which he believed were the foundations of the Empire.


   2   

He’ll Be Prime Minister of England One Day:

A Subaltern’s Progress

Churchill’s presence at Omdurman was an outcome of his carefully calculated plans to get himself elected as a Conservative to Parliament, where he was confident that his merit would quickly propel him on to the front benches. He had taken an eccentric course, for soldiers, particularly young ones, were rare in the Commons. Other young Tories of his background who shared his ambitions followed the conventional trajectory that passed through Eton and Oxford, which was then the nursery for aristocrats with political aspirations. This path had been taken by Winston’s father, Lord Randolph Churchill who, after graduating, had been provided in 1874 with the seat of Woodstock, which was still in the gift of his father, the sixth Duke of Marlborough.

This road was closed for Churchill. He passed through two preparatory schools and then to Harrow where his talents remained undetected. Churchill showed no interest in or capacity for what he later called ‘those combinations of Latin words and syllables which are perhaps as useful or harmless a form of mental training as youth can receive’. In 1889, when he was fifteen, Churchill’s schoolmasters relegated him to Harrow’s army class, a refuge for dunces flummoxed by parsing and gerunds. These deficiencies were overlooked by Sandhurst, whose entrance exams were less rigorous than those of Oxford and Cambridge, although the army was considered a proper and honourable profession for men of Churchill’s background.

Churchill’s imperial education was informal and far more stimulating than that offered by his schools. It had begun when he was five and had been captivated by the vivid engravings in the illustrated weeklies of scenes from the 1879 Zulu War. Firm-jawed Tommies faced what he remembered as ‘black and naked’ Zulus armed with assegais. At his first prep school Churchill had followed the fortunes of the expedition sent in 1884 to rescue General Gordon from Khartoum. He envied another pupil who had received a gift of tin soldiers dressed in the new khaki uniforms which were worn in the desert. Churchill soon amassed his own miniature armies and engaged his younger brother Jack in battles, always taking care that his forces had greater numbers and better equipment.

Churchill’s boyhood Empire was an intriguing land of the imagination, filled with excitement and opportunities for adventure. It was the Empire of G. A. Henty’s schoolboy fiction in which plucky lads displayed their resourcefulness and won the respect of the natives through their courage and sense of fair play. They were needed, for, during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Britain was engaged in a new bout of overseas expansion, fighting campaigns of conquest and consolidation across Asia and Africa. Like Henty’s young heroes, Churchill was keen to participate and risk his life for the Empire.

In January 1894 he was commissioned into the 4th Hussars, a fashionable and dashing regiment in which rich, blue-blooded officers were expected to ride hard and relax extravagantly. With considerable reluctance and apprehension, Lord Randolph agreed an allowance to cover his son’s indulgences. So far, Winston had shown none of those virtues cherished by Victorian parents and pedagogues. He had been a rumbustious boy who possessed an enormous curiosity, a vibrant imagination and an independence of mind and spirit, qualities his education had been contrived to suppress. Moreover, the young Churchill chose to obey authority out of respect rather than duty.

Sandhurst tempered his waywardness and he congratulated himself on having been mentally, morally and physically improved’ by what he had learned there. His grandmother the Duchess of Marlborough reported that the College had done wonders for Winston, who had quietened down and become nice mannered’, although she was displeased to discover that he smoked cigarettes. They were soon replaced by cigars.

A photograph of Churchill in his elegant hussar’s uniform with its gold lace shows an insouciant and perhaps disdainful young beau sabreur destined for the polo field and ready to throw himself into the raffish life of a mess which was a martial version of P. G. Wodehouse’s Drones Club. Yet his mind was already set on two immediate objectives. One, worthy in a soldier, was to make a reputation for courage on the battlefield, and the other, uncommon for cavalry subalterns, was to study history, economics and political philosophy. Both would assist Churchill to follow his father into politics and succeed where he had failed so disastrously. Lord Randolph, once the brightest star in the Conservative firmament, had burned himself out politically and physically. Since his resignation from Lord Salisbury’s cabinet in 1886, he had wandered in the political wilderness and by 1894 he was clearly dying. There is a valid case to be made that his son was desperate to vindicate his memory and perpetuate his populist but unorthodox programme of ‘Tory Democracy’. Acutely aware of his ancestry, Churchill may also have wanted to resuscitate the genius of the Churchills which had remained submerged since the death of the first Duke of Marlborough in 1722.

Churchill exploited his family’s social and political connections for all they were worth in his attempts to place himself in the field of fire. His mother’s string pulling secured him leave from his regiment to visit Cuba as a war correspondent covering the islanders’ rebellion against their Spanish rulers. In August 1896 an imperial campaign beckoned and he badgered his mother to mobilise ‘her influential friends’ and ‘those who would do something for me for my father’s sake’ (Lord Randolph had died the year before) and arrange him a posting to Rhodesia [Zimbabwe], where the Ndebele had risen against the British South Africa Company.1

Despite his father’s erratic career, the Churchill name still counted for something in Conservative circles. Marlborough money was available to fund his election expenses and all that was needed was a chestful of medals and, in his own words, Churchill would be ready to ‘beat my sword into an iron despatch box’. He boasted to his brother officers of the glittering future that lay ahead of him. Some were taken in, although his bumptious self-confidence often grated on the nerves of a caste which traditionally prized reserve and understatement. Major Aylmer Haldane, who met Churchill in India in 1897 and again in South Africa in 1899, was among those impressed. His friend seemed set to become the Secretary of State for India ‘before long’. Their commanding officer at Ladysmith, General Sir George White, once pointed Churchill out and remarked: ‘That’s Randolph Churchill’s son Winston: I don’t like the fellow, but he’ll be Prime Minister of England one day.’2

Imperial campaigning was a godsend for Churchill’s friable finances. ‘The pinch of the matter is that we are so damn poor,’ he complained to his mother, who allowed him £400 a year. It failed to cover his annual outlay in India and she reproached him for his fecklessness: ‘If you had any grit and are worth your salt you will try to live within your means.’ The trouble was, as he realised, that they were both spendthrifts; there was a painful equation between his £100 polo pony and her £200 ballgown. Relief came with Churchill’s posting to the Malakand Field Force in September 1897 which had been arranged by a family friend, the force’s commander, General Sir Bindon Blood.

During the next three years Churchill achieved solvency. He boasted that his journalism and campaign histories had earned him £10,000, some of which was spent easing the rigours of campaigning.

When he landed at Durban in October 1899, his baggage included 18 bottles of whisky (a lifelong taste which he had discovered on the North-West Frontier), 16 of St Emilion and 6 of thirty-year-old brandy. Churchill did not have the opportunity to enjoy his portable cellar, for within four weeks he had been taken prisoner by the Boers after the ambush of an armoured train near Chieveley in Natal.

He and the train’s commander Major Haldane were conveyed to a prison compound for officers in Pretoria, from which Churchill famously escaped. His fellows officers were uneasy about his flight, which, they feared, would antagonise the Boers and make them tighten their hitherto relaxed security. ‘You are afraid’, was Churchill’s response, ‘I could get away any night.’ Audacity, which included an element of carelessness about the fate of others, paid off and the immense publicity his escape attracted helped secure his election for Oldham in 1901. He had been extremely lucky, for the thrilling story of his flight from Pretoria to Laurenço Marques in Portuguese Moçambique had been a heartening distraction from the cheerless newspaper reports of British reverses on every front in South Africa. During 1900 the tide turned against the Boers and Churchill returned to the front line as an officer in a volunteer cavalry regiment and journalist.
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A Dog with a Bone:

Lieutenant Churchill’s Imperial World

Churchill announced his single-minded devotion to the British Empire and his views on its place in the scheme of things in his first political speech, made to the local Tory Primrose League during their annual fête in the grounds of Cannington Hall in Somerset in 1897. It was Jubilee year and so he reminded his rural audience of ‘the splendour of their Empire’ and the value of the Royal Navy. Battleships, dominions and colonies made Britain a great power and together were the guarantee that our flag shall fly high upon the sea’ and that our ‘voice shall be heard in the councils of Europe’. Finally, he invoked Britain’s mission of bringing peace, civilisation and good government to the uttermost end of the earth’.1

The Empire was a responsibility that had to be taken seriously by everyone. In June 1899, Churchill told the electors of Oldham that: ‘The consciousness of dominion over subject races must alone increase the self-respect of every Englishman. Be he rich or be he poor, or whatever his fortune may be noblesse oblige has a meaning to every man of British birth.’2 This assertion was rooted in his father’s Tory Democracy, which had been a programme for national regeneration largely invented by Lord Randolph to make his party attractive to the newly enfranchised working classes. Tory Democracy was a blend of social reform (at Oldham Winston announced his support for old-age pensions), Disraelian one-nation Conservatism and patriotism.

It was in the name of Tory Democracy that Churchill invited the millhands and shopkeepers of Oldham to think of themselves as bound by that essentially aristocratic notion of ‘noblesse oblige’ by which a landlord had moral obligations to his tenants. Churchill’s Empire was an accumulation of overseas estates and it was the duty of every Briton to see that they were well managed and that their inhabitants were well treated. This was why he would later refer to Britain as an ‘Imperial Democracy’. In a wider context this national responsibility was what Rudyard Kipling called the white man’s burden’ in a poem written in 1900 to prepare Americans for their imperial duties to the people of the recently annexed Philippines.

The United States was shouldering part of a global burden. Its weight was unevenly distributed between nine other imperial nations which possessed colonies in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific. They were Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Russia, Japan, the Netherlands, Spain and Portugal and, by 1900, their combined empires covered 85 per cent of the world’s surface. This partition of the globe had been under way for the past four hundred years and had always been accepted as natural, legitimate and, on the whole, desirable for both rulers and ruled.

Churchill’s British Empire was a paradigm which set a noble example to the world. It contrasted favourably with the unloved and brutal Spanish administration of Cuba, which he briefly visited in 1895. Afterwards, he remarked that under British rule the island would have evolved into a ‘free and prosperous’ country with just laws and a Cuban cricket XI that might have played at Lord’s. Moreover, and this would have pleased both Churchill and the voters of Oldham, Cuban cigars would have been exchanged for Lancashire cottonware.

The British Empire was the largest empire. In 1900 the red bits on the world map added up to 1.8 million square miles which were home to 294 million people, nearly two-thirds of whom were Indian. There were over 13 million British colonists, most of whom were first- or second-generation immigrants who had settled in Canada, Newfoundland, Natal, Cape Colony, Australia and New Zealand. The white dominions were the British Empire’s greatest success story to date. They had started their lives as outlets for Britain’s and Ireland’s surplus (and often unwanted) population and, within one hundred and fifty years, the fledgling settlements had evolved into stable, sophisticated, modern democracies. All had thriving and expanding economies based upon minerals and agriculture. Britain was fed and clothed by the dominions. Since 1885 Canadians had converted 775,000 square miles of prairie into the world’s largest wheatfield and, by 1900, four million Australians shared a continent with 54 million sheep whose fleeces supplied the woollen mills of Yorkshire. Growth on this scale was a magnet for capital and British investors poured money into railways, banks and harbours. The dominions were fiercely loyal and a military asset. In 1885 units of Canadian and Australian volunteers had joined the Sudan expeditionary forces and larger contingents from all the dominions fought in the Boer War.

British imperial diversity was a product of geography and history. Territories had been occupied and in some cases settled for a wide variety of economic, political and strategic reasons. From the seventeenth to the early nineteenth centuries profit had been the driving force behind expansion and it had led to the conquest of the West Indian sugar islands and the annexation of Singapore and Hong Kong. The big money was to be made in India and its ruthless pursuit transformed the East India Company from a commercial enterprise into a political and military power obsessed with regional security and stability. In the 1750s the Company had begun to conquer territory and establish a network of alliances with tractable or cowed local princes. In the process, three political principles were established which would be repeatedly applied elsewhere in the Empire: never temporise with local opposition; apply superior force whenever prestige was in jeopardy; and make as many friends as possible among the indigenous elite. These stratagems worked and, by 1849, Britain had total mastery of the sub-continent. Although he doubted the existence of God, Churchill found it possible to represent Britain’s accumulation of territory as the workings of a benign Providence and evidence of a unique destiny to improve the world.

India was Britain’s prize possession. Its piecemeal subjugation had transformed an industrial nation with a powerful navy into a global superpower. India gave Britain status, wealth and a reservoir of soldiers. Their wages were paid by the Indian government and they could be deployed anywhere in the world. In 1877 Disraeli ordered Indian troops to be shipped to Malta to checkmate the Russian threat to Constantinople. In return for manpower and prestige, the British gave Indians an administration which was humane and just. School and college syllabuses were contrived to open the Indian mind to the European intellectual and scientific Enlightenment. Lessons in history, political philosophy and English law might qualify Indians to rule themselves at some date in the far distant future, which was the goal of the Indian National Congress founded in 1885. The notion of Indian self-government was always abhorrent to Churchill. His two years in India had implanted in his mind an unshakeable conviction that a thousand or so British administrators and a garrison of 60,000 British and 150,000 Indian soldiers were all that stood between the sub-continent and a holy war between the Hindu majority and Muslim minority.

India’s greatest gift to Britain was prestige, a truism which Churchill would repeat throughout his political career. Prestige was hard to quantify with any precision, but it mattered enormously for all the imperial powers. Its magic bewitched politicians, newspaper proprietors and voters in Britain, America and the Continent. Perceptions of national prestige facilitated the grafting of imperialism on to the intoxicating nationalisms that had emerged among the middle and working classes during the middle decades of the nineteenth century. It was, therefore, relatively simple for politicians, journalists and lobbyists to claim that their country’s status in the world would be enhanced by the accumulation of overseas territories and the frustration of other powers with similar motives.

British prestige was buttressed by India and the Royal Navy. Maritime supremacy had made the creation of the British Empire possible and remained the key to its survival. So long as Britannia ruled the waves, Britain’s overseas commerce, investment and widely dispersed territories were safe, which had been the historic lesson of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century wars against the Netherlands, France and Spain. ‘Command of the sea is everything,’ Churchill told his mother in 1896 and, with variations, this assumption remained a favourite theme of his speeches for the next thirty years. Of course it made sense since, as he was so fond of saying, Britain was an island nation. As he once observed, ‘our lives, our liberties, our peaceful industry and our democratic progress’ ultimately rested on ‘naval supremacy’.

Commanding the seas was an expensive and complex business which presented Britain with a series of geo-political problems. Battlefleets and squadrons relied upon a string of fortified harbours, dockyards and coaling stations across the world. Gibraltar and Malta made the Mediterranean a British lake. Halifax (Nova Scotia), Hamilton (Bermuda), Freetown (Sierra Leone), the Falkland Islands and Simon’s Bay (near Cape Town) dominated the Atlantic and Aden, Bombay, Singapore, Sydney and Hong Kong secured the Red Sea and the Indian and Pacific Oceans. These outposts and the warships they served gave Britain the ability to transport troops anywhere in the world; the Royal Navy protected the transports which carried dominion forces to South Africa between 1899 and 1902.

Wherever British maritime supremacy appeared to be in jeopardy governments took fright. In 1854 Britain (backed by France) invaded the Crimea to besiege and demolish the Russian naval base at Sebastopol. Its existence challenged the Royal Navy’s dominance in the eastern Mediterranean which made it easy for Britain to overawe the Ottoman Sultan. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 created new strategic fixations which led to the conquest of Egypt in 1882 and the imposition of a government under the thumb of British bureaucrats. Alexandria became a British naval base and a British garrison guarded the Canal.

The coup de main against Egypt did not produce peace of mind for Britain’s diplomats and strategists. They pored over maps and decided that the safety of one waterway was permanently endangered by another, the Nile. Whoever controlled the river controlled Egypt and so, in 1896, Kitchener began his conquest of the Sudan. Further south, Britain occupied Uganda and secured the headwaters of the White Nile. And just in time, for a tiny French detachment commanded by Commandant Jean-Baptiste Marchand had marched across central Africa (he travelled by bicycle) and camped at Fashoda on the Upper Nile. He was politely evicted by Kitchener, who turned up on a gunboat with superior forces. The cavalry charge of Omdurman had been one incident in a sequence of intrigues, campaigns and annexations stretching back over sixteen years and whose underlying purpose had been the security of the Suez Canal. The effort and expense (the Egyptian Treasury footed part of the bill) were justified in terms of imperial communications and, of course, naval supremacy.

Churchill’s study of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and Admiral Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power upon History had taught him that successful empires always needed to be ready to defend themselves. Empires were transitory phenomena which could succumb to internal stresses, failures of willpower and stronger, predatory rivals. All these factors had contributed to the decline of the Spanish, Portuguese and Ottoman Empires which, by 1900, seemed to be in irreversible decay. The future of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (the only one confined to Europe) also looked uncertain thanks to clamorous nationalist movements in its Polish, Czech and Balkan provinces.

By contrast, three old imperial powers, Britain, France and Russia were healthy, virile and hungry for new lands, as were four newcomers, Germany, Italy, the United States and Japan. All were competitors in a race for Asian and African territory, which had been gathering pace since the early 1880s, when Britain’s occupation of Egypt had alerted other powers to the need to claim as much as they could as fast as possible. Contemporaries explained this rush for land in terms of Darwin’s evolutionary theories. The fittest and most adaptable of the great powers would survive and grow stronger at the expense of the enfeebled. Britain had what was commonly called ‘the lion’s share’, which aroused the jealousy of its rivals. As Churchill observed in 1899, ‘the position of England among the nations is the position of a dog with a bone in the midst of a hungry pack.’3

There was still some meat available, but it was being gobbled up quickly. After a brisk, one-sided war in 1898 the United States had acquired Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines from Spain. Japan had snatched Formosa [Taiwan] from China and, after defeating Russia in 1905, prepared for further penetration of Manchuria and the annexation of Korea. During 1912 and 1913, Greece, Serbia, Romania and Bulgaria seized the Ottoman Empire’s outlying Balkan provinces and Italy invaded its last North African possession, Libya. At the same time, Germany was contemplating the purchase of Portugal’s African colonies of Angola and Moçambique, and Russian strategists were preparing for a pre-emptive coup to seize Constantinople and the Straits.

The British Empire was never directly imperilled by these developments. American, Japanese, Italian and German annexations were tolerated, for they did not infringe British interests and were the consequence of the perfectly legitimate aspirations of those nations. Such leeway could never be allowed to Russia, which had been Britain’s rival in the Near East and Asia throughout the nineteenth century. Since the time of Catherine the Great, Russian armies had been thrusting southwards and eastwards, first towards the Black Sea, then into the Caucasus and, from 1830 onwards, into Central Asia. Its independent khanates were subjugated and newly built railway lines carried more soldiers further eastwards towards China. Seen from London and Calcutta, the tracks that snaked across Central Asia towards the Persian and Afghan frontiers directly threatened India. By 1880 Russian armies could, theoretically, be transported to Afghanistan from where they could launch a mass invasion of the sub-continent. At the very least, British prestige would be severely jolted by an incursion and scaremongers predicted that the Russian arrival would encourage popular uprisings across India.

British fears were fuelled by the periodic outbursts of various Russian generals who boasted that one day the Czar’s armies would conquer India. This was the vodka speaking. The ramshackle logistics of the Russian army and the extreme unlikelihood that the Afghans would permit it to pass through their country made the venture a gamble in which the odds were stacked against Russia. Nevertheless, the mere hint of any Russian interest in Afghanistan provoked a massive armed response, designed to persuade the Afghans that Queen Victoria was to be more feared than the Czar. Afghanistan was invaded in 1838 and again in 1878, but each time the British withdrew, leaving its inhabitants badly mauled but still defiant. For the next thirty years British intelligence officers played the ‘Great Game’ in the Himalayas, snooping for signs of imminent Russian aggression. Their fears and activities were portrayed in Rudyard Kipling’s novel Kim which appeared in 1901 and had been written as a warning to the British public of the danger to India.

In that year the concentration of most of Britain’s white troops in South Africa prompted a fresh bout of hysteria, which was made worse by Whitehall war games based on the hypothesis that a Russian army reached the Khyber Pass. It was calculated that Czar Nicholas II could deploy 180,000 men on the Afghan frontier. If he did, then the Empire’s manpower (including Indians, Australians and New Zealanders) would be stretched to breaking point and might not reach the front in time to repel the Russians.4 Informed guesswork by staff officers as to the course of an Anglo-Russian war took on board the possibility that Britain’s other major imperial rival, France, might join in the fight. At one fell swoop a Franco-Russian armada would attack the Suez Canal and isolate Britain from all its Asian, Far Eastern and Australasian possessions. This was ridiculous, since the Franco-Russian alliance of 1892 would only be activated if one of the signatories was attacked by two or more powers, but then reason seldom intruded into Admiralty and War Office plans for future wars. France had nothing to gain from involvement in a war to help Russia conquer India and there was no advantage for Russia in fighting Britain in support of French claims to the Sahara Desert. Flying the tricolour over sandy wastelands was a matter of national pride to French right-wing nationalists and Anglophobes who clamoured for war during the confrontation at Fashoda. Their hullabaloo was ignored by the level-headed French Foreign Minister Théophile Delcassé who feared that a conflict with Britain over who owned the Nile would be a one-sided affair in which the Royal Navy would cripple France’s overseas trade, cut off its colonies and, perhaps, annex them. An Anglo-French war in 1898 would be a repeat of the Seven Years, Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars in which France had lost nearly all its colonies.

The outcome of Fashoda fitted a contemporary diplomatic pattern by which disputes between the great European powers over the ownership of stretches of desert, jungles and coral islands were settled by diplomacy, despite the ritual snarling and sabre-rattling by chauvinist newspaper editors and politicians. Talks were convened, lines drawn on maps and national honour was satisfied. To an extent, Churchill stood aloof from the Cassandras; like his father he thought that Russia was entitled to Constantinople and the Straits and, for a time, he considered that Germany should extend its empire in Africa. Hungry powers were dangerous and their appetites deserved to be satisfied so long as British possessions and interests were not jeopardised. The French could have the Sahara, but not the Nile.

Economic impulses played a significant part in the rush for land. Those on the left, most notably Lenin, mistakenly imagined that capitalism was in a crisis that was driving the industrialised nations to acquire new markets, resources and outlets for surplus capital. This was so, but only to a very limited extent. Most of the investment which flowed out of Europe avoided newly annexed colonies and went towards stable nation states such as Canada, Australia, South Africa, Argentina and Russia. All possessed dynamic economies and were, therefore, safe bets. Canny investors in London knew that they would get good returns from, say, Argentinean railways which conveyed meat and grain to Buenos Aires for shipment to European markets. French financiers felt the same way about investing in Russian industrial ventures.

Newly acquired territories in the tropics aroused little enthusiasm in Europe’s money markets simply because the investment risks were too great. Nevertheless, optimists predicted bonanzas of the kind which had occurred in South Africa after the discovery of diamonds in 1870 and gold in 1885. There were plenty of rumours of minerals in the still largely unexplored and newly annexed colonies in the African interior, but sound money never followed hearsay. In 1905 the Economist urged its readers to be wary of ‘nebulous’ tales of ores allegedly waiting to be mined in Central Africa. Such warnings were hardly needed; The Stock Exchange Official Intelligence for the previous year contained a list of British colonial enterprises which were moribund, slithering into insolvency, or kept afloat by government subsidies. Typical was the Rhodesia Railway Company (founded in 1893) which was a million pounds in the red, had never paid a dividend and was dependent on an annual subsidy of £35,000 paid by the British government and the British South Africa Company.

State subsidies propped up all of Germany’s new colonies which, in 1914, contributed one per cent to the country’s gross national product. In 1913 the French taxpayer picked up a bill for £425,000 to pay the wages of 350 white officers and 4,000 black askaris whose job it was to police the 669,000 square miles and estimated ten million inhabitants of French Equatorial Africa. One wonders how effectively they performed their duties in the region adjacent to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, or, more importantly, what returns France received from their exertions. Britain too had its colonial backwaters that struggled to get by on taxation raised from impoverished populations. In the early 1900s the revenues of British Honduras and the Gambia were just £50,000 each and barely met the costs of their administration. Education in the Seychelles was funded entirely by sales of the colony’s postage stamps to collectors.5

Colonial economic growth was slow and fitful. During the first decade of the twentieth century, Malayan tin and rubber were making profits, as were oil wells in the Dutch East Indies [Indonesia]. Elsewhere, there were thin pickings, although they did not stop imperial enthusiasts from predicting a glittering future for new colonies. Churchill was among the optimists; after his East African tour in 1908, he felt confident that ‘piece goods made in Lancashire’ would soon cover the ‘primordial nakedness’ of the Kikuyu and Masai. How these subsistence farmers and stock-raising nomads would find the cash to pay for their cotton shirts was, as yet, unclear.

While Churchill was fighting frontier wars and starting his political apprenticeship, each of the imperial powers was fulfilling what they claimed were their national destinies. It was a form of vanity with a strong quasi-religious element which suggested that Providence favoured certain nations and turned its back on others, usually because they lacked the requisite moral qualifications to rule others.

French imperialists puffed their country’s ‘mission civilisatrice’ while German imperialists praised their countrymen’s superior culture and efficiency, which made them ideal colonists, unlike the grasping British who were just after a quick profit. A capacity to rule others had become part of national self-esteem and a source of self-congratulation, particularly in Britain. These arguments justified the occupation of territories, the subjection of their inhabitants and their integration into economic systems that favoured their rulers.

These arrangements included the imposition of linguistic supremacy with school and university syllabuses which used the language of the imperial power, an important feature of the British, French, German, Russian and American empires. Indian schoolchildren studied Shakespeare and Milton, Senegalese learned about the heroic Gauls and the American high school system was transported to the Philippines.

Local cultures and religious rites that were judged barbaric or subversive were uprooted or placed under tight supervision. Imperial overlordship also required the adoption of imported legal codes, or the redrafting of indigenous ones. Wherever possible and in the interests of stability, the imperial powers made a point of integrating new regimes with traditional sources of secular and spiritual authority. Britain, France and Russia made accommodations with their Muslim subjects by which the state respected and safeguarded Islam so long as its princes and clergy cooperated with the imperial authorities. Domestic slavery, common in Muslim states and the tribal polities of West and Central Africa, was outlawed and its extirpation was widely advertised as proof of the humanitarianism of the imperial powers.

The intended result was always the same. The cobwebs of ignorance and superstition were swept away and the subjects of the new empires were taught to admire and emulate the achievements and virtues of their rulers. In 1897 Churchill hoped that educational changes’ in India would gradually extinguish the Hindu ‘faith in idols of brass and stone’ and so pave the way for the emancipation of the Indian mind.

Planned and unplanned social changes occurred in many regions under imperial rule. Frenchmen and Italians were encouraged to settle in Algeria, where they were offered the most fertile lands, and over one and a half million Russian peasants and artisans were transplanted into Central Asia. Local labour shortages provided the stimulus for other migrations. After the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910, 700,000 Koreans were forcibly transported to work in Japanese factories and mines. Within the British Empire, thousands of Indians were tempted to work as labourers on the sugar plantations in the British West Indies after the end of slavery there in 1838. Smaller numbers of Indians were induced to work as navvies on the Uganda railway sixty years later. Many stayed on after its completion and, during his 1908 visit to East Africa, Churchill was impressed by the thrift and industry of the Indian traders who had shown an economic superiority’ over the indigenous blacks. He was, however, worried that the Indians would teach the Africans evil ways’, by which, presumably, he meant forming groups to campaign for political rights and legal parity with Europeans, as was happening in South Africa.6

In the third part of his History of the English-Speaking Peoples, which was published in 1957, Churchill wrote of the Britain of his youth as occupying the summit of the civilised world’. The prevailing wisdom, to which he subscribed, was that some races had proved themselves better at mastering their environment than others. Their capacity to do so dictated their place in what Churchill and many of his contemporaries regarded as a layered, racial hierarchy. Some races had distinctive qualities. British officers in India, including Churchill, talked themselves into believing in the innate courage of warrior races’ such as Sikhs and Gurkhas, which was replicated by the Hausas of West Africa. Racial definitions often tended to perpetuate ludicrous prejudices; during the First World War a military intelligence officer insisted that the genetic ‘instability’ of the Maltese made them highly susceptible to enlistment by German spies.7

Churchill swallowed these surmises. In 1901, he told the Commons that the ‘fighting races’ of India and the Sudanese askaris respected and admired British officers who, it went without saying, were all gentlemen. German officers in East Africa [Tanganyika] were not, according to a later intelligence report from a British officer in Nyasaland [Malawi]. They won few hearts because they lied to the natives and were not sportsmen, preferring to command their askaris to kill big game with volleys, rather than stalk them alone.8 The African instinctively recognised a cad.

Churchill had grown up in a world in which the majority of people were governed by foreigners, an arrangement of which he approved, so long as their rule was humane. By 1900 the imperial dispensation of power was deeply entrenched, largely unchallenged and appeared to be permanent, at least for the foreseeable future. He had absorbed the contemporary ideology which legitimised empires as the engines of progress that were adding to the sum of human happiness. Strangely, for a man who had studied history and was guided by it, Churchill failed to understand that, like other historical phenomena, empires were transient. For a variety of reasons, they flourished, decayed and passed away, and, in 1900 there were pessimists who wondered whether what seemed to be an overstretched British Empire would follow this pattern. Churchill rejected this possibility; throughout his career he spoke and acted as if the British Empire was unique in that it had a peculiar permanence.


PART TWO

1901–1914
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An Adventurer:

Questions of Character

There were striking parallels between Churchill’s political and military careers. The thrusting and flamboyant subaltern became the fearless, ambitious and self-promoting MP who was always game for a fight. He fought to win and, therefore, was a good man to have on your side and his career flourished accordingly.

His performances in the Commons and on the hustings were spell-binding displays of analysis, argument and waspish humour. Churchill was a tigerish debater and there were moments when listeners could be forgiven for imagining that the speaker was again a young cavalryman who galloped at his opponents and floored them with a few deft strokes of his sabre. His spontaneity was sometimes misleading, for his speeches were always painstakingly prepared and rehearsed.

In 1901 Churchill had been elected as a Conservative on the liberal wing of a party in which he was never wholly comfortable. In his early speeches, he voiced his unease, once accusing the Tories of disregarding working-class voters and neglecting ‘the improvement of the condition of the British people’. This indifference, he argued, had encouraged the growth of class warfare, evidence of which was the emergence of the Labour Party, which Churchill loathed. He also had private misgivings about the Conservative leadership which he once confided to his mother. Arthur Balfour, who became Prime Minister in July 1902, was a ‘lazy, lackadaisical cynic’ and Lord Curzon the Viceroy of India was ‘the spoiled darling of politics – blown with conceit – insolent from undeserved success – the typification of the superior Oxford prig’.1

Like his father, Churchill had the knack of goading monochrome and pompous political hacks, irrespective of their political allegiance. One of his earliest targets was his fellow Tory St John Brodrick, the stolid Minister of War. Using his recent experience in the Boer War, Churchill denounced his cheese-paring measures which had deprived the army of adequate equipment and endangered soldiers’ lives. It was the first of Churchill’s attacks on the bureaucratic mind which abhorred imagination, venerated the proprieties of form and preferred procrastination to action. Furthermore, as his behaviour on the Conservative benches showed, Churchill did not subscribe to that sterile canon which elevated blind allegiance to a party and its leader as public virtue. He judged arguments on their merits rather than submitting them to the litmus test of official party dogma.

Impatience and frustration hastened Churchill’s departure from the Tories. It was an imperial issue which had finally prompted Churchill to ditch them in 1904. During the previous year they had fallen out with each over whether or not Britain remained a Free Trade nation. Dissidents led by the former Liberal Radical Joseph Chamberlain argued that Free Trade was responsible for present economic stagnation and made British products vulnerable to its more competitive rivals, Germany and the United States. In place of Free Trade, Chamberlain proposed a system of imperial preference to create an imperial free trade zone. Tariffs would be imposed on foreign imports, including food, and the money raised would fund a far-reaching programme of social regeneration and colonial investment.

Churchill was unconvinced. He stood by old economic shibboleths contained in Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations which had provided his and earlier generations with the formula that had been the key to Britain’s economic power and prosperity, Free Trade. It had delivered cheap imports and, through competition, stimulated efficient methods of production. The results were sound profits, full employment, high wages and cheap food. All had been self-evident during the heyday of Britain’s industrial growth, but, by 1900, the good times had passed and the economic future looked unpromising with slumps alternating with booms. Unemployment spiralled and social tensions intensified. Both would disappear, if, as Chamberlain argued, Britain treated its Empire as an economic asset.

Churchill the Free Trader disagreed and launched an offensive against Chamberlain and the Tariff Reform League. Its protectionist measures would not reinforce imperial bonds, for the ‘gossamer threads of Empire’ were already pliant as elastic’ and as ‘tense as steel’, which had been amply proved by the recent dominion war effort in South Africa. India, Churchill believed, would be alienated by prohibitions on its imports and exports. As for raising cash for social reform, it was nonsense to imagine that dominion goodwill in the form of favourable trading arrangements could be bought by bribes taken from the pockets of the ‘poorest of our own population’, who would be further squeezed by higher food prices. Turning on the former manufacturer Chamberlain and his industrialist backers, Churchill argued that their case was permeated by a demeaning commercialism which seeks to run the British Empire as if it were a limited liability company’.

Chamberlain had started a civil war within the Conservative Party and given Churchill the opportunity to restart his career in more ideologically congenial company. With hindsight, it could be argued that he had never been a Tory at heart, but had entered the party out of filial devotion and dynastic tradition. Free of this obligation, he had at last found himself in congenial company. As he told an enthusiastic audience in Manchester’s Free Trade Hall, he was now in a party which considered that ‘the condition of a slum in an English city is not less worthy of the attention of statesmen and of Parliament than a jungle in Somaliland’. There were loud and extended cheers.

Churchill had backed a winner. In December 1905 Balfour resigned and in the general election of February 1906 the Liberals won a landslide victory.
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Humbugged:

The Colonial Office 1905–1908

Churchill was delighted by Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman’s offer of the Under-Secretaryship of State for the Colonies in December 1905. The Prime Minister had qualms about appointing a young man in a hurry and some Liberals questioned the sincerity of his recent conversion. But in Churchill’s favour were his political flair, eloquence and recent wartime experience of South Africa, whose future stability was a major preoccupation for the new ministry. Once behind a desk, Churchill revealed how he could channel his energy, adapt to humdrum routines and cope with petty and tiresome human and administrative problems. Churchill worked hard, mastered complex subjects and argued his department’s case cogently at the despatch box. When he left the Colonial Office in April 1908, he believed that he had performed his duties well and characteristically said so.

Early apprehensions as to Churchill’s temperamental suitability to office were offset by his rock-like senior partner, the ninth Earl of Elgin, the Colonial Secretary. Elgin was an archetypal aristocratic public servant: he was high-minded, industrious, aloof and taciturn. In private, he was a countryman more interested in forestry than in the London-based social world of politics. As Viceroy of India between 1894 and 1899, Elgin had built railways and vainly attempted to avoid punitive frontier campaigns, which he deplored. His commonsense would balance Churchill’s foolhardiness and occasional flights of fancy. The pair did not always see eye to eye, but there was mutual respect and Elgin often refused to give way to Churchillian charm or petulance. ‘These are my views,’ Churchill once wrote on a memorandum. ‘But not mine,’ remarked Elgin with his usual terseness, and he got his way.

Elgin and Churchill were served by a small staff of sixty civil servants whose analyses and recommendations provided the raw material for ministerial decisions. Like Elgin, these men were Oxford or Cambridge classicists and could be somewhat sniffy about Churchill, the autodidact who was once unaware that what he imagined as his original ideas were in fact those of Aristotle.1 Officials and ministers shared another form of snobbery, that of a sophisticated, metropolitan elite for colonial politicians who were shifty and had larrikin manners. There was also a general mandarin impatience with native races who seemed forever susceptible to all kinds of collective insanity, chiefly religious. When Jan Smuts, a lawyer-turned-Boer general and co-leader the Transvaal Het Volk [The People] party, visited London in 1906, one colonial official remarked that he had all the cunning of his race and calling’. Sayyid Muhammad Ibn Hassan the Somali resistance leader was simply the ‘Mad Mullah’.

Headstrong and wayward colonial administrators were another departmental bugbear. Some lost their nerve and others panicked, causing embarrassment to the government and tarnishing the reputation of the Empire at home and abroad. Churchill gave short shrift to these miscreants. He secured the sacking of Sir James Swettenham the Governor of Jamaica after he had publicly insulted an American admiral whose sailors had helped in relief operations after a local earthquake. Telegraphic communication had reduced but not eliminated the capacity of the man-on-the-spot to get himself and his masters into a pickle.

In terms of overall colonial policy, Churchill had always been sympathetic to the Liberal brand of imperialism with its strong emphasis on the moral responsibilities of Empire. Britain was a benevolent and compassionate trustee for its colonial subjects who were entitled to the same legal protection as Britons. The colonies provided an opportunity for the application of traditional Liberal values and the world would take note of how a humane nation ruled others without compromising its own high moral standards.

In 1905 the leading Liberal Imperialists H. H. Asquith, Sir Edward Grey and R. B. Haldane dominated Campbell-Bannerman’s cabinet, but they had to contend with a residual hostility to imperialism from the radical wing of their party. In the past many Liberals had been unhappy with the concept of empire which, for all its good intentions, rested on the denial of individual liberty.

Following Gladstone’s cue, Liberal critics of the British Empire summed up imperialism as the coercion of the weak by the strong and identified its prime beneficiaries as big business and glory-seeking generals and proconsuls. Imperialism, in particular the Conservative variety, was leading the country astray by persuading the masses that conquering and ruling other peoples’ countries were the true measure of Britain’s greatness, rather than its moral rectitude and love of freedom.

During the 1890s questions about the nature and future of British imperialism entered the political arena. The Tories declared themselves the natural party of Empire, determined to keep Britain ahead of its rivals in the race for colonies. Those who objected were dismissed as ‘Little Englanders’ and accused of lacking patriotism and vision. Soon after he had parted company with the Tories, Churchill alleged that they had spent the past ten years insinuating a want of patriotism’ to everyone who had disagreed with them. Yet chauvinism had proved a Tory trump card. Outbursts of mass jingoism marked the first phase of the Boer War and reached fever pitch with the spontaneous street celebrations after the relief of Mafeking in May 1900. Four months later, the Tories wrapped themselves in the Union Jack and won the ‘Khaki’ election during which they claimed that all Liberals were open or covert pro-Boers.

Churchill and the Liberal Imperialists were disturbed by this cynical manipulation of patriotism. War and the willingness to wage it in the face of the slightest provocation had become integral to Tory imperial policy. There had been frontier wars in India, Nigeria, the Gold Coast [Ghana] and, in 1903, the invasion of Tibet, which Churchill denounced. ‘What parity is there between the delinquencies of Tibet and the revenge of Great Britain?’ he asked Glaswegian Liberals in November 1904. ‘We have done wrong, we have taken life without justification’; there were cheers. As Churchill spoke, British forces were engaged in another fruitless and expensive campaign to subdue Somaliland. What was to be gained, he asked some years later, from the conquest of ‘a country valueless to all except the wild inhabitants who live in it, and to them it is dearer than life’.2

These conflicts were overshadowed in terms of costs and casualties by the Boer War which had ended in May 1902. It had been fought to establish British paramountcy in South Africa which required the extinction of the Boer republics of the Transvaal and Orange Free State. The former produced a quarter of the world’s supply of gold, which made cynics wonder whether the war had really been waged to protect British investments. Churchill saw the war as the unavoidable outcome of a power struggle in which Britain had no choice but to fight and ‘curb the insolence of the Boer’ although he admired their patriotism and was not afraid to say so during his maiden speech.

Both sides had claimed provocation, which was true enough. Nevertheless, the intrigues of the Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain, Britain’s High Commissioner in Cape Colony Sir Alfred Milner and the diamond magnate Cecil Rhodes plainly showed that they were prepared to stop at nothing, even war, to get their way. At the very end of 1895 and with the tacit connivance of Chamberlain and British officials in Cape Town, Rhodes had plotted a coup de main against the Transvaal. Troopers from his private army the British South Africa Company Police rode to Johannesburg, where they mistakenly imagined they would join forces with local insurgents drawn from the non-Boer, gold-mining community. The Jameson Raid was a fiasco, but this did not prevent the Tory press from praising the patriotism of Rhodes and the daring of Jameson and his filibusterers. Their exploits were put to verse by Alfred Austin the poet laureate who once defined bliss as reading newspaper reports of British victories overseas.

Anti-imperialists were shocked. Journalist J. A. Hobson conjured up a conspiracy theory that alleged that control of Britain and its Empire had been hijacked by a coterie of financiers and newspaper proprietors keen to enrich themselves. The backstairs influence of these schemers had propelled Britain into the Boer War to safeguard their share portfolios. This fantasy was believed by Little Englanders, socialists and anti-Semites (some of the guilty moneybags were Jewish) and was later elaborated on by Marxist historians.

By no stretch of the imagination did capitalism benefit from the Boer War. It had inflicted enormous damage to the infrastructure of South Africa and caused the mass dislocation of its population. Agriculture and mining were disrupted; Transvaal’s gold exports fell from £16.4 million in 1898 to £7.3 million in 1902. Perhaps most frightening of all, the war had profoundly unsettled the black majority, who were showing signs of restlessness. Blacks had played a significant part in what has been wrongly described as a white man’s war; they laboured for both armies and were hired by the British as armed frontier guards and scouts. In remote districts of the Transvaal, independent bands of Zulu partisans harried Boer forces. During peace negotiations in 1902, Boer representatives demanded that once the war was over, they should be allowed to keep their rifles to defend themselves against the blacks.3

South Africa was in a mess and its political and economic reconstruction had been placed in the hands of Milner. He was a dedicated servant of the British Empire, possessed a formidable administrative mind and believed that the best solutions to political problems were imposed from above by men of his intellectual eminence. Milner knew best and mistrusted democracy and compromise. He had set his heart on the creation of a united, self-governing South Africa in which the majority of whites were emotionally and politically attached to Britain and the Empire. This too was Churchill’s dream; during a brief visit to the United States in 1900 he told journalists that once the war was over South Africa would emerge as a united, self-governing dominion like Canada.

To accomplish this the Boers first had to be persuaded to forgive and forget. Churchill knew that this would be a very difficult and slow process. During the war he had praised them for their dogged defence of their independence, customs and identity. Military defeat did not dissolve Boer patriotism. Falling back on their Calvinism, the Boers treated their recent misfortunes as a penalty imposed by a stern Jehovah for their collective sins. Like the Old Testament Jews, the Boers saw themselves as a chosen race and pinned their hopes on Divine mercy and a future deliverance. All was not lost. In 1905 the Cape politician J. X. Merriman reflected a resurgent optimism when he wrote: ‘Milners may come and Milners may go, but Afrikanerdom, in the wide sense of the word, is not to be broken.’

Hopes for the future could not exorcise the horrors of the war from the historic memory of the Boers. Churchill appreciated this and, when his colleagues were discussing plans for granting independence to the Transvaal in 1906, he reminded them that 20,000 Boer women and children had died from diseases in camps into which they had been herded by the British army during the second phase of the war.4 This measure, combined with the burning of farms and the destruction of crops and livestock had been instigated by the commander-in-chief Kitchener in order to deprive Boer guerrillas of supplies and intelligence. By May 1902 there were 117,000 Boer women and children behind barbed wire and an unknown number of their black slaves.5 The whole ghastly business caused revulsion at home and a wave of anglophobia across Europe and America, but Kitchener was concerned with results and did not give a damn for public opinion.*

Milner believed that he could bypass the antipathy of half a million Boers by contriving constitutions for the Orange Free State and the Transvaal which were tilted in favour of a minority of what he called the politically British’ voters. His ruses included fixing the franchise qualification to exclude poor, landless Boers, attracting British immigrants with promises of land and including Rhodesia with its 15,000 settlers in his projected South African union.6 The sums did not add up and, when Churchill arrived at the Colonial Office, there was no blueprint for the future of the old Boer republics which were still technically British colonies.

South African nationalists gave a guarded welcome to the Liberal government, although J. X. Merriman feared that the Liberal Imperialists were as inclined towards ‘arrogant meddling’ as the Conservatives had been. He was wrong: the new ministry wanted a quick, negotiated settlement and accepted the principle of one [white] man, one vote and were ready to dispel Boer anxieties about their national identity.

Milner’s activities in South Africa provided the Colonial Office with another headache: the welfare and future of the estimated 52,000 Chinese indentured labourers currently working in the goldmines.7 The High Commissioner had allowed the mining companies to recruit these workers to offset a shortfall in the black and white labour force that was impeding gold production. Both Alfred Lyttelton Conservative Colonial Secretary and star cricketer (W. G. Grace called him ‘the champagne of cricket’) and Milner’s successor Lord Selborne approved this measure.

They had made a gross miscalculation, for they had delivered the Liberals a cause with which to arouse the moral conscience of the nation. In simple language of political polemic, the Conservatives had condoned ‘slavery’ (Churchill used the word in several speeches) and turned a blind eye to systematic brutality. The Chinese coolies were confined to compounds, where company-enforced celibacy was alleged to have driven them to mass sodomy. Flogging was the normal punishment and it was inflicted frequently and wantonly without a murmur from local officials who were answerable to the Colonial Office.

The mistreatment of the Chinese coolies in the Transvaal ignited passions similar to those which had been generated in France a few years before by the Dreyfus affair. Conservatives accused the Liberals of exaggeration, of seeking to sabotage the recovery of South Africa’s economy and whipping up class hatred against the rich in general. The Liberals responded by orchestrating public indignation. Enslaved to a handful of city moneybags, the Tories had turned a blind eye to slavery and dragged Britain’s name through the mud. During his December 1905 election campaign in Manchester, Churchill hired men dressed as coolies (presumably with pigtails) who were driven through the streets by slave-drivers wielding whips. This early version of agitprop street theatre helped to win him the seat. It was one of the rare occasions in which a colonial issue had a powerful and direct impact on a domestic election.

Repatriation of the Chinese had been part of the Liberal manifesto, and Elgin and Churchill had to devise ways to implement this policy. Selborne and the men-on-the-spot were uncooperative and Churchill soon discovered their callous indifference to the maltreatment of the coolies. One case came to Churchill’s attention in October 1906 after the Colonial Office had demanded a transcript of the trial of one R. H. Witthauer, whom a magistrate had acquitted of thrashing a coolie. Chinese evidence had been ignored, as was Witthauer’s boast of how he beat coolies. Churchill was appalled by a ‘meagre and unsatisfactory’ report, which he summed up as ‘tissue of falsehood’. He and the Colonial Office had again been ‘humbugged by the officials on the spot’. Cruelty had gone unpunished, justice had been denied and Empire had been tarnished in the eyes of its humblest subjects. Churchill wanted to make more of this case, but his colleagues did not. He sadly minuted: ‘However as everyone seems to relish this treatment, I feel unable to undertake a crusade.’8

Nevertheless, it was the fervent hope of Elgin and Churchill that the restoration of responsible government in the Transvaal and Orange Free State would relieve the Colonial Office of such wearisome local problems as the repatriation of the Chinese. Negotiations proceeded swiftly and a constitution that enfranchised all white males was agreed. The Afrikaans language was assured parity with English, and Boer traditions and culture were guaranteed protection. These were important matters to the Boers who, after three hundred years separation from their home country the Netherlands, had developed their own distinctive national identity. This was acknowledged in 1906 and with it the tacit assumption that the Boers could never have the same emotional ties to Britain as say Australians. Nevertheless, Churchill believed that the arrangements made for the self-government of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State would generate goodwill towards the British Empire. He was confident that, over time, Boer cooperation would become loyalty. His hopes were justified by the example of Canada, where sensitive treatment had won over the French Canadians whose dislike of Britain had been as bitter as that of the Boers.

Elections held in January and February 1907 gave the Het Volk party a small majority in the Transvaal and the Orange Unie party won a landslide in the Orange Free State, where Christian de Wet, the former Boer kommando general, became Prime Minister. Afrikanerdom was reviving. There were compensations for Britain, for there was every reason to believe that opinion in the former Boer republics was swinging towards combining with Cape Colony and Natal to form a Union of South Africa. The Liberal spirit of conciliation was turning old enemies into new comrades.

Churchill had contributed to the evolution and implementation of a policy that had seemed to conciliate Boer nationalism without injuring imperial interests. A friendly or at least compliant South Africa was necessary for the security of the Cape route to India; Suez Canal charges were steep and it was foolhardy to imagine that it could always be kept open, come what may. Independence for the Orange Free State and the Transvaal had far-reaching consequences, not only for South Africa but for the Empire as a whole. Through patience and a willingness to understand historic grievances, a way had been found to appease local nationalism without endangering imperial solidarity. For the rest of his life Churchill was extremely proud of the South African settlement, which was signal proof of a tolerant Empire that had within it the capacity to generate goodwill between former enemies.

 

* The 1941 Nazi propaganda film Ohm Krüger showed one of these camps with Churchill as its commandant. This film was being shown in South African cinemas as late as the 1960s.
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Tractable British Children:

More Native Questions

Like all self-governining dominions, the Tranvaal and Orange Free State were legally free to deal with their native subjects as they saw fit. This was good news to the Colonial Office, which had found itself squeezed by two inflexible pressure groups. On one side were representatives of the South African white population which sought to perpetuate the unconditional subordination of the negroes. On the other were the predominantly Christian lobby groups in Britain which had close links with the Liberal Party and demanded humane treatment for native populations everywhere. This was why in March 1906 Churchill found himself answering a Parliamentary question about the use of the sjambok [a rhino-hide whip] on black servants in the Transvaal and Orange Free State.1 Such enquiries and the spirit behind them were resented by South Africans as examples of what J. X. Merriman called ‘the benevolent and ignorant interference of England’.2

According to the 1904 census there were 1.1 million whites and 3.4 million blacks in South Africa. Their present subjection was the consequence of an extended sequence of wars during the first eighty years of the nineteenth century and the local consensus was that, if controls were slackened, the negro would rise against his masters. The ‘kaffirs’, as whites disdainfully called the blacks, were indispensable to the South African economy as workers in the mines, in agriculture and the service industries. Smuts wanted these helots to become consumers, who would be sucked into the labour market by discovering new ‘wants’.3 Yet buying the white man’s clothes, crockery and furniture would not transform the status of the negro. Their own experience and that of southern states of America convinced South Africans that negro inferiority was genetic, permanent and would never be changed by contact with Europeans.

Pleading for even minimal black rights would have been incompatible with the spirit of Anglo-Boer conciliation. When peace had been signed in 1902, Kitchener had solemnly affirmed that Britain would perpetuate ‘the just predominance of the white race’, a pledge that satisfied the most basic need of the Boers. The demands of realpolitik clashed with the wishes of the humanitarian lobby in Britain, but its voice was weaker than in the past. Fifty or so years before, it was widely believed that the negro occupied the lowest rung of the racial ladder, but missionaries and their domestic supporters argued that he could easily move upwards with a helping hand from Europeans.

Racial attitudes had subsequently hardened and Churchill echoed the modern view of the global racial dispensation when he spoke of ‘the gulf which separates the African negro from the immemorial civilisations of India and China’. This did not mean that the black man should be exploited or mistreated. Rather, Churchill argued, he should be left alone and undisturbed. ‘Large reservations of good, well watered land’ should be found where ‘the African aboriginal, for whom civilisation has no chance, may dwell secluded and at peace’.4

Neither isolation nor peace was on offer for black men in South Africa. Racial dogma and economic imperatives condemned them to tight supervision under a legal system which denied them the rights of Europeans. However regrettable, this fact was no longer the concern of Britain. The Transvaal and the Orange Free State had become self-governing dominions and a part of what was now becoming known as the ‘Commonwealth’. It was axiomatic that dominions took care of their own affairs through elected assemblies. This independence was a source of immense pride and the dominions objected to any form of interference, however well intentioned, from Britain.

In 1906 Elgin and Churchill broke the rules when they tentatively criticised the racial policies of Natal. Early in February two white police officers were murdered near Pietermaritzburg in Natal and, as Churchill later told the Commons, their Zulu assailants ‘dipped their spears’ in their victims’ blood. Panic, paranoia and bloodlust successively seized a colony in which 904,000 blacks outnumbered 97,000 whites. With the approval of the local assembly the governor, Colonel Sir Henry McCullum, declared martial law, imposed press censorship and mobilised the militia. Twenty-two suspects were arrested and later tried by courts martial which sentenced twelve to be shot. Zulu resistance spread and within a few weeks Natal was faced with a widespread insurrection.

During the first stage of the campaign the Colonial Office was closely informed about developments. Elgin and Churchill were prepared to steady the nerves of the Natalians by ordering a battalion of the Cameron Highlanders to Pietermaritzburg to act as a strategic reserve. By late March, both men were alarmed by the precipitate and violent reaction of the local authorities and they cabled the governor with pleas for the utmost caution’, asked for transcripts of the trials, called for a suspension of the executions and recommended retrials in the civilian courts. This was blatant interference in the internal affairs of a dominion, but Elgin and Churchill argued that it was legally justified. Imperial forces were serving in Natal and, at some later date, the Crown would have to issue an indemnity to the militia officers who had passed the death sentences. Natal would have none of this. The governor and the assembly simultaneously threatened to resign and gave the go-ahead for the shootings, which were carried out on 2 April.

Alarm bells rang in other dominions. There were protests from Australia and New Zealand who insisted that the Colonial Office had overstepped the mark. There was also a predictable outcry from the Transvaal, Orange Free State and Rhodesia, and an angry row in the Commons. A Tory repeated the false rumour that white women and children had been massacred and another insisted that the settlers in Natal knew best how to handle the natives and should be left to get on with the job. Churchill back-pedalled, arguing that Britain did have some moral responsibility, but that he was now satisfied that the courts martial had been fair. He concluded by accusing the Tories of making political capital out of the crisis, which provoked uproar.

There had been some discussion in the Commons about the causes of the uprising. Blame was laid on Natal’s poll tax, a levy which was in large part intended to push Zulus towards the cash economy by forcing them to find paid work in the mines. There were attempts to link the insurgency to the subversive doctrines of messianic, African ‘Ethiopian’ churches. Lord Selborne the High Commissioner in the Cape suspected that the root of the trouble was a surplus of ‘lusty’ and ‘idle’ Zulu males with time on their hands, which chimed in with the Natalian view that the blacks in general were becoming truculent.

Liberated from the Colonial Office, the Natal government launched a punitive campaign which dragged on into July. ‘No prisoners were taken … dum-dum [expanding] bullets were extensively used,’ recalled one participant.5 Police and militia columns burned villages, looted and summarily flogged hundreds of Zulus. Mohandas Gandhi, an Indian barrister with strong imperial sympathies who had joined an ambulance unit, was forbidden to treat wounded Zulus. ‘This was no war’, he wrote later, ‘but a manhunt.’6 The statistics said it all: 3,000 blacks were killed and 4,000 were rounded up for internment while government forces suffered less than twenty dead.

Churchill was incensed by what he called the ‘disgusting butchery of the natives’. He was desperate to intervene and ‘bring this wretched colony – the hooligan of the British Empire – to its senses’. He vainly hoped that the Colonial Office could somehow restrain ‘our colonists (who so thoroughly understand native war) from killing too many of them’. When the Natal government requested permission to deport twenty-five ringleaders to Mauritius or St Helena, Churchill took a close interest in their welfare and was shocked to find that their diet in captivity was fit only for ‘the lowest animals’. After the war, when Elgin proposed to give a medal to the 7,000 participants in the campaign, Churchill objected, calling it a ‘silver badge of shame’. Elgin defended his decision with words that would have ominous echoes later in the century: the medal would be ‘worn by men who did their duty in obedience to their orders, and did it well’.7
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