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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

What happens when we look at wars of empire, not to learn about the
wars themselves, but for what they tell us about the broader narratives
that sustained British settler and metropolitan societies? What connec-
tions can we draw between discussions of conflict abroad, and British
colonial and imperial feeling? What did settlers talk about when they
talked about war?

In September 1863, a leading New South Wales newspaper, the
Sydney Morning Herald (SMH), republished an article entitled ‘Natal’
from the Yeoman. The article praised the ability of British colonists to
‘reproduce the representative Briton’. Its writer assured those readers
unable to physically travel to the colonies that they too could witness this
development. Their knowledge, though, would come through ‘a some-
what easier process’. Namely, by ‘travers[ing] the seas of newspapers
which reflect our brethren and cousins in all their ways and phases, their
businesses and pleasures, their joys and sorrows, their downlyings and
uprisings, their goings in and comings out’.

The article noted that colonists faced hardships of a particular kind
in settling their lands. These difficulties notwithstanding, the ‘British
colonist remains intact; and he who has taken up the leading journal of
one colony and read through its pages may apply the larger portion of it,
with scarcely a variety, to any other of them’. In this light, ‘it is evident
that the effervescent fooleries and sparrings of mimic wars are but the
spray tossed up on the crest of the advancing billow’. It told its readers

© The Author(s) 2018 1
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2 S.HUTCHINSON

that ‘Slower or faster, but everywhere deep and strong, the wave of colo-
nial life presses on. As the white man advances the savages receded, and
a mimic London is born amid the stumps of the aboriginal wilderness.’!

Here, in pages designed for those whose livelihoods rested upon
their ability to wrench economic value from the soil, was a thumbnail
sketch of an epic global drama. The movement of British settlers to new
lands was a revolution in world affairs, one that not only transformed
the carth’s terrain, but that also, as the author of this article was aware,
clashed with other cultural, political, and economic systems.?

This spectacle was there for all to see through the materiality of a vast
communications network, and in the relationship between the elements
of the so-called British world that existed in its newspapers. As individ-
uals around the British Empire read their daily papers, they could par-
take in a dynamic that drew spatial connections between vastly dispersed
territories and the events occurring within them. The actions of settlers
in one part of the globe were compared with similar actions elsewhere.
Colonial identifications were formed and challenged across the empire
and between colonies.

Yet the confidence radiating from such passages could be brittle.
Beneath the surety of the prose were lingering doubts about the project
that settlers around the world had embarked on. This too was encour-
aged by the press. The same colonists who could read accounts of them-
selves as producers for their empire might turn the page to read of other
consequences caused by that same mode of production, and the political
and legal systems that underwrote it, in a neighbouring colony. Across
the Tasman, like-minded British settlers in New Zealand were engaged in
a bitter struggle with local Maori. Readers could then draw further con-
nections. If the process of settler ‘advancement into the wilderness” was
alike in cach location, how did this violence reflect on Australian colo-
nists? Who was in the right, and why?

The Yeoman article presented a prevailing view of what would soon
be known as the ‘expansion of England’, one that gestured towards the
violence of colonial expansion.? But there were other views. ‘It is in the
very nature of things that settlers and natives should quarrel’, wrote the
Timesin 1862.

That there is room enough for both does not affect the case in the least.
The savage will hang perniciously on to the frontier of civilization, and
he will provoke the settler by thefts and forays. The settler is necessarily
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clamorous for land, of which, in its primitive state, he requires large tracts
for his purposes, and in dealing with the native — the putative owners
of the soil — for the purchase of land he is likely enough to hold strong
opinions.

The Times concluded, ‘So the end is a war, in which the natives fight for
their monopoly of territory, and the colonists for the necessary extension
of their settlements, the conflict being aggravated by an infinity of small
encounters at every spot where a black man’s haunt touches a white
man’s farm.’*

Where the Yeoman celebrated the advance of barely distinguish-
able British settlers around the globe, the Times offered little more to
the reader than solemn resignation, the cuphemisms all the more arrest-
ing for their subject matter. As we will later see, the T7mes had cause for
restraint. While the differences in tone between these two passages are
casily registered, each shared a basic message. These quarrels belonged to
the order of nature. Any number of oppositions are set up to stress the
point and are familiar enough: savage and settler, primitive and civilised,
haunt and farm, fragility and permanence. The Times painted a picture
of unyielding extremes. The process it described was universal, providing
infinite encounters, at every spot. Above all, it was ‘necessary’, the word
twice chosen to add certitude to what was natural. If land is what settlers
need, and invasion is how they got it, war would ensue.

The many conflicts fought in the name of the British Empire in the
nineteenth century had in common an eager following in the British and
colonial press. More often than not, this coverage doubled as a key plank
in the architecture supporting colonial or British martial involvement.
This book examines the kinds of narratives that attended this involve-
ment. It looks at the interplay between material relationships underpin-
ning settler and imperial expansion, and the kinds of feelings, impulses,
and language that they stimulated. These narratives were increasingly in
demand as the century wore on, as newspaper readers demanded more
triumphant tales of empire, and as colonists took up arms overseas as fel-
low British settlers, budding nationals, and imperial partners. In other
words, the newspaper press acted to console readers that though one
portion of the British community might occasionally be challenged, ‘the
wave of colonial life presses on’.

The following chapters consider public commentary on the participa-
tion of Australian colonists in a succession of conflicts in New Zealand



4  S.HUTCHINSON

(1863-1864), the Sudan (1885), and South Africa (1899-1902).These
were conflicts that reverberated around the British Empire and which the
newspaper press reported at length. Martial enthusiasm had long stirred
the imaginations of Britons at ‘home’ and in the colonies. Participation
in war was seen as crucial to forming, and reassessing, community identi-
ties.> This book views Australian colonial involvement in these conflicts
not as isolated military histories, but as windows into patterns of rheto-
ric at crucial junctures in British colonial and imperial history. It traces
the shifting circumstances that shaped the coverage of each episode—an
approach that reveals a great deal about the broader moods animating
imperial and colonial societies.

The Waikato, Sudan, and South African conflicts were inseparable
from broader global processes linking the disparate parts of the British
Empire. Each conflict had its particularities. The Waikato War, fought
in the heart of New Zealand’s North Island, saw Maori hapii (sub-
tribes) and #wi (tribes) engage with British soldiers, colonists, and other
Maori in a classic settler struggle for land and sovereignty. The Sudan
crisis, by contrast, was an early phase of the ‘scramble for Africa’, and
was embroiled in late Victorian imperial strategy. The South African
War was a curious mix of the two. Undertaken with the geostrategic
and economic impetus of African partition in mind, the South African
War also saw the singular circumstance of British imperial and colonial
troops fighting other non-British white settlers in a land with a largely
African population. In each instance Australian colonists participated for
a range of reasons. As much as each instance was unique, however, it is
the recurrences in their representation that stand out.

Nineteenth-century British and Australian newspapers responded to
these military crises with vigorous debates over the nature of the set-
tler colonial project, using each occasion to rally the rationales under-
pinning colonial and British societies. At one level, this book explores
the capricious and ambivalent process of community identification,
whereby peoples come to classify themselves as belonging to certain
groups in relation to, and against, others. It demonstrates the unstable
ways that identities are incessantly produced, reproduced, and struggled
over in public speech. What emerges during these military engagements
is a complex and fascinating modulation between, at the broadest level,
imperial British and settler self-consciousness.

The following chapters also offer an account of the stories settlers
told themselves to circumvent the hard questions of their own histories.



1 INTRODUCTION 5

Their silences and omissions spoke to historical anxieties. These anxieties
were grounded in the colonial predicament, caught as they were between
professed pride in social, political, and economic achievements, and a
reluctance to see that these achievements derived from violent territorial
appropriation. This book aims to bring a focus on settler colonial pro-
cesses and sensibilities together with war narratives, and to hold them in
a single conversation.

Imperial wars occasioned the forceful assertion of settler ownership
of what they saw as their portion of the British Empire. Through their
actions, colonists sought to repay the maternal gift of their territory
and governance, and to fashion a narrative that resisted challenges to it.
Reconstructing public debates in, across, and between the colonies and
Britain allows us to track how public rhetoric was accepted, modified,
and challenged. In doing so I hope to offer an alternative vantage point
from which to respond to old questions, and to generate new ones.

I have focused on iterations of speech found in documents explicitly
prepared for public consumption, and to be shared among diverse—
if often select—audiences. The sorts of public texts I look at call for a
particular kind of attention to language. They aimed to convey not
just information, but to capture and express outward feelings, and to
give those feelings form and direction, often in an attempt to arouse
those same feelings in others. They aimed to persuade, and often, to
manipulate.

The conflicts I examine were and remain eclipsed in the antipodean
imagination by the Great War that would set the world aflame. It is not
my intention to suggest any Whiggish march from the mid-nineteenth
century to 25 April 1915; from gold to Gallipoli as it were. I prefer to
view the elements that would subsequently constitute the so-called
Anzac legend as being largely in place in these earlier occasions, awaiting
only a fitting moment for their expression. I see each instance as encir-
cling recurring historical problems rather than as stepping stones to the
Dardanelles.

WAR AND PRINT

Why focus on the press? It is hard to exaggerate the central place the news-
paper held in nineteenth-century British society, or the depth of its impact
on the worldview of its readers. It was for most Britons their only window
into other societies, and one that shed light on the preoccupations of their
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own. Reading the press was, as scholars have pointed out, how the average
Victorian Briton made sense of their world.® In colonial Australian society
too, newspapers were a ‘necessity of life’, though they have received less
attention from historians.” In 1903, British-born novelist Ada Cambridge,
reflecting on three decades of colonial life, noted that ‘his daily newspa-
per is as necessary as his meals to the average citizen’.% Australia, remarked
journalist Richard Twopenny two years prior to the 1885 Sudan crisis,
was the ‘land of newspapers’.” British travellers in the colonies routinely
noted the advancements of the Australian press and the culture of reading
there.! In the mid-1890s, a prominent French commentator, in a well-
publicised travelogue, ‘wondered with amazement” at the high quality and
quantity of Australian newspapers.'! Australian writers aiming at a British
readership said much the same.

Australian settlers were forever talking about their progress and pros-
pects for it. A self-conscious desire for improvement, and growing politi-
cal awareness buoyed the significance of colonial print culture. They had
cause for satisfaction. They were, by all accounts, readers. Well before the
end of the century, white Australians could boast of world-leading ninety
percent adult literacy rates, and by national federation in 1901 they
could claim universal literacy.!?

Those desirous of political and economic power sought it—and often
found it—in the press. Throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century, publications representing a range of interests and ideologies
came and went. In mid-century New South Wales, the number of titles
surged.!3 By 1892 there were approximately 600 newspapers across all
six Australian colonies catering to a population of just over three mil-
lion.'* This was a ratio of daily and weekly publications per capita well
surpassing that of Britain.!> At the outbreak of the South African War
in 1899, a population of 3,726,480 was, according to contempo-
rary statistics, represented by over 800 newspapers.'® In that year, over
37,000,000 newspapers were transmitted within New South Wales alone
(population 1,356,000), another 7,500,000 between the colonies, and
a further 2,000,000 internationally.!” It was said that in 1899 approxi-
mately 106,165,000 newspapers went through the postal services of
all the Australasian colonies including New Zealand, or 24 per head of
population.!8

For some observers, the sophistication of their press system itself was
enough to exhibit colonial progress.!? An 1899 statistical review claimed
that ‘Few things show more plainly the social superiority of a civilized
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people than a heavy correspondence and a large distribution of newspa-
pers. In these respects all the colonies of Australasia have for many years
been remarkable.’??

Print culture was seminal in facilitating colonisation. This could be
overt, as in the process of writing legislation or drawing up maps. It
could also be more mundane. Just as each conflict examined here worked
to normalise and legitimise settler presence, the simple act of perusing
a daily newspaper and mulling over the issues affecting them, reminded
readers of their participation in their communities. It allowed them to
communicate shared meanings, fears and ambitions. Alan Atkinson has
noted the strange dynamic whereby paper and print confidently wrote
colonial communities into being, telling colonists who they were, only
for that same paper to be rendered obsolete by the day’s end.?! So too
did frequent references to the empire naturalise the idea of it.?? The
movement of colonial newspapers—themselves modelled on the British
format—across lands and oceans acted as connective threads for peoples
living in varied locations.?® Simon Potter has also underscored the com-
mercial importance of the press in drawing together different levels of
social groups.?*

Newspapers across the colonies and the empire thus allowed com-
munities, or at least representatives of community sectors, to converse
with one another, looking both inward and outward as they did so.
Newspapers played their part in fostering links between communities
narrower and broader than the individual colony or nation. They showed
the connections between local and international news and events. For
Atkinson, the press acted ‘as mirrors on mirrors’, such that Australian
readers could see themselves in their papers, leading to a ‘self-overhear-
ing’ that shaped ideas of themselves and others.?®

The emotional capital generated by the press, then, could match its
commercial equivalent. On the whole, as Julie Codell has written, the
international press system was ‘the most popular and powerful determi-
nant for bridging “home” or “mother” country and its colonial periph-
eries’.2® For this reason, it is instructive to read Australian and British
newspapers with and against one another.

The passions stirred by colonial conflicts can be attributed in large
part to the greater efficiency of war reportage gained through railways,
steamships (and the canals designed for them), and the crucial inno-
vation of the telegraph. As was noted at the time, these developments
‘annihilated’ space and time, so that mother country and colony had ‘an
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intimate connexion such as was impossible in the past’.?” This connec-
tion was explicit in the way that editors and journalists selected, copied,
and shaped news content so as to inculcate British imperial affection
in the colonies.?® As British press historian Alexander Andrews wrote
in 1859, ‘At whatever part of the world the British flag waves, there
flourishes in security beneath it the newspaper. The stout, sturdy Saxon
carries with him into the backwoods and the primeval forests of the
Antipodes ... his faith in the power and protection of the press’.?’

Editorials and letters from colony and metropole were often framed
in relation to other publications. A double-page spread of an Australian
paper might offer contributions from its own writers and correspondents
amid a cocktail of reports from other colonial papers, side-by-side with
British commentary and responding letters. Australian articles were in
turn reproduced by British papers that would cut, paste and reprint these
and similar reports. These could then filter back through the colonies.3?
This network or ‘web’ of knowledge throughout the so-called British
world helped to shape the various ways that empire was imagined in dif-
ferent places.?!

The telegraph system, that by the end of the 1860s had internally
connected most of the capital cities (excepting Perth), streamlined colo-
nial communications. The overland telegraph line from Port Augusta in
South Australia up to Darwin further connected the continent. By the
end of 1872 the Australian colonies were officially wired to England,
meaning information could travel from London to the colonies in days
or hours rather than weeks or months.?> Communities separated by
vast expanses of desert could now be connected by sentiment, wire, and
paper. This created a simultaneity of global news awareness in the col-
onies and Britain, and a heightened sense of familial belonging to the
empire, a phenomenon perceived by contemporaries.33 The press was
also connected to other arenas of public discussion including popular
books and parliamentary debates, long sections of which were printed in
the dailies. These papers were then quoted in parliament, and, in cyclical
fashion, were duly reported on the following day.

The Victorian-era press, a product of the rise of nineteenth-century
commodity culture, was tailored to meet the demands of immediacy
and, to varying degrees, populism.?* Economic constraints compelled
editors and owners to define their audience, give them what they
thought they wanted, and entice new readers without alienating current
ones. John Stuart Mill recognised early in the century that ‘Periodical
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literature depends upon immediate success’, and that it ‘must, there-
fore, patronise the opinions which are now in vogue, the opinions of
those who are now in power’.3® In Australia, Ada Cambridge knew that
the ‘Press of a country leads it, but it follows also, if only for the rea-
son that it has its living to earn’.3¢ Editors courting public disapproval
could either dig in their heels, or succumb to the pressure to regain lost
readers.

It pays to remember then, that although newspapers did not neces-
sarily represent public sentiment, they were likely to use the rhetoric and
form that their presumed readers could appreciate, or at least tolerate.
We need only contrast the rugged, workaday poetics of Sydney’s nation-
alist Bulletin, and the staid prose of the SMH. Radical, populist, con-
servative, even feminist papers, such as they were, had to balance their
self-proclaimed duty of speaking for the public, with speaking to their
concerns. And we can try to gauge some of the feelings readers had in
responding or writing back to papers through the letters to the editor, or
in the public reports of the reception of some dramatic news.

Commentary disseminated through the press certainly elicited a wide
variety of responses. Given the high literacy rates, this should not be sur-
prising. If the letters pages are any guide, readers engaged deeply and
reflectively, even combatively, with their various papers. Many wrote to
express agreement with editorial positions, others took grave exception,
and hastened to offer alternatives. Though there is ultimately little telling
what most readers did with the messages they were offered, newspapers
helped to set the bounds of civil discussion.

While the appeals of the press frequently rested on shared, if often
tacit, cultural understandings, they expressed no unanimity of feeling.
Emotions were heightened on occasion, but not flattened. Though wars
of empire were accompanied by rhetoric more bellicose than in times of
comparative peace, the analytic value of these moments lies in the way
they freeze-framed, in the relative spontaneity of daily papers, sensibilities
that were likely latent at other times.

Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose have claimed that the ‘extraordinary
is present within the everyday, but it is only at particular moments—
instances of disruption or some intense experience—that it provokes
conscious awareness and the possibility of critique’.3” And after all,
what is more everyday than the daily newspaper: What experiences
are more intense than those of war? The connection was not lost on
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owners and editors who were well aware of the selling power of battle
reports and daring deeds. The reflectiveness of journalists is noticeable
in references to their wartime function, where they publicised not only
the importance of unfolding events but the significance of the medium
itself.38

It remains something of a paradox that so visceral an activity as
warfare entered most people’s everyday lives through the perfunc-
tory medium of mechanically produced script stamped on cheap paper.
Although all three conflicts examined below were palpably real and
occurred irrespective of their representation, it was the struggle over
competing interpretations in public speech that determined what these
conflicts meant.3* Newspapers did not so much distort the reality of war-
fare as shape the manner in which that reality could be apprehended.
This was evident even in their serial form, where each daily edition solidi-
fied the boundaries of what constituted cultural experience, the terms in
which to understand society, and the elements of it that were open for
debate.

READING THE VICTORIAN PRESS

Powerful media players could shape events as well as narratives. A com-
mentator on the Australasian press was speaking specifically of the
Melbourne Age’s David Syme when he said that it was ‘no exaggera-
tion to say that the Age can, at its own sweet will, make and unmake
Governments in the Colony of Victoria, and its influence permeates also
through Australia and the adjacent colonies of ... New Zealand’.#? The
Scottish-born Syme had arrived in Victoria in 1852, aged 24 and looking
for gold. Under his control, and over the period covered by this book,
the Age’s circulation soared from around 2000 to well over 100,000—
becoming ‘the largest circulation of any daily in the British Empire out-
side London’.#*! For the visiting Beatrice Webb, the influence of the
Age on members of parliament was such that Syme effectively governed
Victoria.*?

While the political power of newspaper editors, owners and jour-
nalists is important, the more pressing task is to understand the larger
structures of feeling that they operated within, and the context in which
newspapers characterised certain manners of speech at particular histori-
cal moments.*3
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To test the margins of commentary, and the diversity of influence,
political position, popularity, and geographical range available to read-
ers, it is useful to read agenda-setting metropolitan papers alongside
those of other regions (and in the British case its component nations),
and political persuasions. Circulation is, of course, not all. The Times
saw its circulation halved from 71,000 in 1866 to 35,000 in 1903.4*
Yet despite being increasingly outsold by more popular, and populist,
rivals, its influence in elite business and political circles—the ‘upper ten
thousand’—remained high.*> For papers such as the Times, it mattered
less how many people were reading it, than whom. The same might be
said in Australia of the Age’s conservative Melbourne competitor the
Argus, christened by William Westgarth ‘the Times of the Southern
Hemisphere’.#6

The formal qualities of the newspaper affected contemporary culture
in ways still underappreciated. Newspapers were and remain structured
on modern ideas of linear time that aligned with a belief in steady pro-
gress. The regular unfolding of events, day after day, gave a semblance
of order to the unpredictability of lived experience. C. John Sommerville
argues that newspapers were designed only to stimulate consumers to
dispose of a prior edition and to purchase the following one.*” Obvious
as it may seem, the basic fact that each issue depended on the one pre-
ceding it, while anticipating the one to follow, conformed to and con-
firmed ‘the rhythm of modernity ... establishing the patterns of everyday
life>.#8 For Benedict Anderson, famously, it was the scheduled progres-
sion of daily editions rather than the continuance of specific content
that assisted readers in imagining themselves as members of a broad
community.*’

The historical study of newspapers is left dealing with an irony. As
documents of the past, newspapers are archived for posterity. Yet for
their producers and their readers, they were typically defined by their
ephemerality, deliberately fleeting in a way that many public texts were
not. Unlike the novel, individual papers were less intended for repeated
contemplation than for extracting information. For those interested in
recovering the cultural flavour of the past, it is the urgency with which
editors and commentators were forced to commit their thoughts to
print, the fact that time constraints worked against careful deliberation,
that gives newspapers their value.
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Equally distinctive is the newspaper’s narrative style, devoid of any
grand conclusion, offering only a ceaseless succession of subplots and
micro-resolutions. Or, in Anderson’s memorable phrasing, ‘Reading
a newspaper is like reading a novel whose author has abandoned any
thought of a coherent plot’.>® Whereas a novel’s plotting normally con-
cludes by revealing an internal logic after a careful pacing of events, press
reports typically do not prolong mystery, but eliminate it in an instant
revelatory moment. Newspapers organise incidental and disparate hap-
penings into a form deemed newsworthy (marketable), coherent, and
conforming to accessible and mutually reinforcing codes and conven-
tions. Readers must consider their content, by definition, new. But each
paper must also fit this novelty within the existing presuppositions of
their readers, to draw from an accessible patchwork of references close to
hand.

All studies of Victorian-era newspapers must reckon with their pleni-
tude, and make sense of their diversity. Given their contradictory pres-
entation as both self-contained documents and a miscellany of parts and
(often anonymous) voices, there is an analogy between newspapers and
the idea of community given in the following chapters. By gathering
unrelated fragments, and presenting them as unified, newspapers paral-
lel the fictional cohesion of, say, a nation or an empire. Both offer the
comforting illusion of solidity. So too is the corporate identity and insti-
tutional weight of an individual publication (say, the Times), as with the
symbolic community (Australia, empire, etc.), a prerequisite for allowing
its internal disorder and profusion of voices to be contained.

SETTLER COLONIALISM, EMPIRE, AND FANTASY

Scholars of social identity argue that all societies strive in vain for a full
and cohesive community, and any appearance of wholeness is illusory.>!
Ernesto Laclau reminds us that public proclamations of social unity are
never free of ambiguity and are better read as competing interpreta-
tions of society. Yet for Laclau, the impossibility of attaining this unity
only compels its assertion.®? Perpetuating an illusion of social harmony
demands impressive feats of rhetorical maintenance. It calls for ways to
allow people to perceive and tolerate reality.

Jacqueline Rose has thus argued that understanding the workings
of ‘fantasy’, far from applying only to private individuals, is essential to
understanding collective political identities.>® This is a view that can
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supplement materialist approaches to questions of social motivation.
In short, the role of fantasy is to render social antagonisms bearable.>*
‘Fantasy’, for Joan Wallach Scott, ‘is at play in the articulation of both
individual and collective identity; it extracts coherence from confusion,
reduces multiplicity to singularity, and reconciles illicit desire with the
law. It enables individuals and groups to give themselves histories’.> A
fantasy narrative aims to surmount adversity, not escape it altogether.>¢ It
masks an array of class, gender, religious and ethnic differences and divi-
sions—often by supplying an alternative, common point of reference that
can contain and subsume this difference.5” We see this dynamic play out
in the following chapters.

Processes of community identification are also not easily separable
from material matters of communal loyalty. Can we really suppose that
citizens of self-governing Australian colonies so enthusiastically sacri-
ficed their lives and treasure to the imperial cause only out of rational
self-interest rather than devotion to the empire? A fundamental lesson
the North American colonies demonstrated at the end of the eighteenth
century, a lesson only too well known to London’s elites, was that trade
and consanguinity alone were insufficient to prevent a severing of the
imperial cord. As Barbara Penny contended back in her 1967 study of
Australian reactions to the South African War: ‘Imperialism is a belief as
well as a political phenomenon, and one can often come closer to under-
standing it by exploring the emotions underlying significant events than
by describing the events themselves’.>8

The ways people find consolation in ideas about their communities are
profoundly subject to historical context; they shift and fluctuate accord-
ing to circumstance.’® Emotional responses to events are, moreover, not
simply attributes of atomised individuals, but are, according to Derek
Hook, shaped by a ‘backdrop of historical values, meanings, roles and
similar symbolic designations’.®® Lived social experience is formed by
shared and instinctive understandings that guide behaviour and action in
everyday life.%! This process is productive, dynamic and, in the pages of
the press, performative.

Colonial Australian society, and its habits of custom, language, law,
and shared history, fashioned how its citizens imagined and identified
with one another, their various ‘others’, and the different collectives
of colony, nation and empire. This was so even if the actors themselves
were unaware of their affective baggage. As they appeared in public writ-
ing, colonial responses to their historical situation could be earnest and
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tender, at other times overwrought, anxious, or spiteful. The language
could be ornate, but it could also be disarmingly demotic. It touched on
the different traditions, pasts, and geographies of a culture straining to
define itself.

Recent imperial histories have stressed the wide-ranging, emotive, and
tenaciously linked nature of the white societies formed by British colo-
nial expansion, as well as the mutual formation and circulation of colo-
nial and imperial knowledge.? The best of this work complements an
economic and political focus with close attention to issues of language,
identity, race, gender and culture.%3 It stresses the conflicted and contin-
gent nature of empire.%* Indeed, the spectacle of settler societies fighting
overseas to ‘defend’, consolidate or swell portions of Britain’s territories
was notable for the ways in which different modalities of empire allied
with and challenged one another.%®

Settler colonialism is now recognised as a distinct mode of colonial
expansion. Patrick Wolfe’s influential formulation captures the essence of
this analytical shift. As opposed to colonial regimes based primarily on
conquest, trade, labour exploitation, and resource extraction, the set-
tler colonist ‘come[s] to stay—invasion is a structure not an event’.%¢
That is, given the primary desire of settlers for land over the use of
‘native’ labour, settler colonies were, and remain, premised on eliminat-
ing Indigenous social, political and economic orders through a range
of shifting and adaptable strategies.®” As Wolfe’s phrasing suggests, the
category of ‘settlers’ broadly designates the constituents of an endur-
ing process that structures social, legal, political and economic institu-
tions, as well as the feelings of individuals. The enduring process in this
case being the establishment of the nominally white British colonies on
Aboriginal territory, and the replacement of an Aboriginal connection to
their land with the alternative conceptions of the newcomers.

Drawing on this work, much of what follows takes its cue firstly from
the suggestion that ‘the Indigenous presence [is] an absent centre that
structures settler discourse even in contexts that do not manifestly con-
cern things Indigenous’.%® Secondly, it draws on the ‘mutuality’ that binds
global imperial and economic structures to local expressions of affect. That
is, the ways that history shapes how people feel and experience events.®

Lorenzo Veracini has also paid close attention to characteristic narra-
tive themes in settler texts, the ambivalent relationship of settlers to their
histories and historiographies, and their affective dispositions and anxi-
eties.”? In his critique of this approach, Tim Rowse says he is troubled
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by the ‘attribution of affect to the settler colonial mentality’ as it ‘pre-
serves the idea of a singular collective settler agency, as if settler colonies
are persons’.”! Rowse argues that a ‘more impersonal analysis enables
us to move from anxious agents to contending structures’. The call for
nuanced readings of multiple and geographically diverse structures is
welcome. Yet there is no need for a strict division between an account
of affect and the more impersonal social account ‘in terms of structures
and tendencies to which agencies get recruited’.”? Reading the responses
of settlers to specific events might well reveal that they displayed certain
affective traits. If these are a common and recurring feature we can, by
paying careful attention to their historical and cultural context, try to
understand why this might be.”3

Though the language examined in the following chapters shares some
consistency, it cannot represent the feelings of every individual. Little
is gained by mass denunciations of, or sweeping apologies for, these
extraordinarily complex societies. Many, of course, were vocally critical
of the colonial enterprise. However, even grudging or unwitting suc-
cessors of settler colonial processes could perpetuate and benefit from
them.”* Any reference to Indigenous peoples likewise risks homogenis-
ing divergent groups and kinships. As a white, non-Indigenous citizen
of Australia and New Zealand myself, I am ill-equipped to speak for
the experience of Indigenous peoples. Instead, I look at how they were
occasionally spoken of and alluded to in colonial and British newspapers,
often at the margins of quotidian textual samplings.

OVERVIEW

The core of this book is a detailed look at public responses to the three
conflicts I have introduced, with each conflict the subject of two com-
plementary chapters. The following chapter places the Waikato, Sudan
and South African conflicts in their colonial and imperial context. It out-
lines the differing ways that colonial Australians identified themselves,
and how this created both attachment and tension in their relationship
with Britain, and with Britons. The chapter is premised on the idea that
the three conflicts, read together, reveal an underlying set of concerns
characteristic of settler societies, not least the knowledge of the violent
dispossession on which these societies were (are) grounded. War pro-
vided one means of fashioning a new story of colonial origin, and one
that could be performed for an international audience. Conversely, it also
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shows the changing response to the settler colonies in Britain as their
geopolitical position shifted over the second half of the century. Here,
the settler colonies came to play an increasingly important role in impe-
rial narratives.

Chapters 3 and 4 address the Australian and British newspaper com-
mentary attending the approximately 3000 men that left the Australian
colonies to engage in the Waikato War (1863-1864). Chapter 3 intro-
duces the context in which Australian colonists came to participate in the
war in New Zealand. It argues that the war presented Australian news-
papers with a chance to assert the purpose and validity of the settler pro-
ject. They did this primarily through appeals to the language of British
rights, the necessity of British investment in colonial material production,
and assumptions about land ownership denied to Indigenous peoples.
They also emphasised the trans-settler interests and patriotism of antip-
odean colonists. The question of whether Britain should invest in the
colonies, or whether they were more trouble than they were worth was
fervently debated in the British press. This debate was anxiously read by
Australian colonists wanting assurance that they would receive Britain’s
protection and funding in future conflicts of their own.

Chapter 4 continues from Chapter 3 to note that the discussion held
in British and Australian newspapers also drew on ideas of racial thought,
particularly the perceived fate of Indigenous peoples in the settler col-
onies. The chapter argues that the war was an occasion for Australian
commentators to petition against humanitarian meddling in colonial
affairs while urging British military defence of the Tasman region. This
moved beyond matters of fiscal expense and material production. Rather,
settlers were validating the moral basis of their societies, and respond-
ing to external critiques of their behaviour towards the ‘natives’ whose
territory they had acquired. The colonial response to critics of settler
society elicited a defensive posture best understood by looking at expres-
sions of settler feeling. Australian newspapers were compelled to reject or
deflect criticisms that the global settler colonial project was incompatible
with Indigenous welfare. Often they employed ‘humanitarian’ rhetoric
of their own. The chapter argues that settler sensitivity to criticism was
grounded in emotional bonds relating to their particular ‘way of life’.

Chapters 5 and 6 examine the response to the 1885 Sudan crisis.
Chapter 5 shows how the New South Wales offer of troops to assist
the British campaign in North Africa sparked heated discussions in the
Australian press over Australia’s imperial role. The crisis occurred in
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the context of Australian fears of German encroachment in the Pacific
region, and followed Queensland’s abortive annexation of south-east-
ern New Guinea. The New South Wales contingent became a symbol
through which the press could make claims about imperial unity. The
desire to be noticed by Britain exposed the pressures of a society seek-
ing to declare its own importance. In Britain, the contingent affirmed
the white colonies as flag bearers for the empire’s future, seemingly
returning the investment in them that was debated during the Waikato
War. It also advertised to the wider world the global interconnections of
‘Britishness’ and the loyalty of the white settlers. At the same time, the
colonies were seen to be strong precisely because they bucked the trend
of ‘unmanly’ progressive political fashions.

Chapter 6 argues that assertions of imperial unity during the Sudan
crisis were troubled by the difficulties of demarcating a colonial iden-
tity within white Britishness. Australians were compared favourably to
the ‘Arabs’ of the Sudan in their ruggedness, but could not risk stray-
ing far from the Britishness that defined them. Colonial writers won-
dered whether Britons at ‘home’ would confuse their ‘native’ military
contingent of white settlers with Aboriginal Australians. Justifications
for involvement in the war also ran into awkward associations with
Australian history. The diversity of the press left room for radical chal-
lenges to the mainstream, but even these challenges could be contra-
dicted by the assumed morality of colonial expansion. The chapter
argues that much of the rhetoric surrounding the contingent can be
better grasped by understanding the need to vindicate colonial history
and repay the mother country for the gift of land and self-governance.
As such, the Sudan crisis allowed for the creation of new historical
memories.

Chapters 7 and 8 build on the analysis of the Sudan coverage to com-
prehend the discussions around the South African War. Chapter 7 intro-
duces the significance of the war in imperial and colonial narratives, and
the importance of the media and journalists at this time. It discusses
attempts to secure an Australian identity at a time of imperial alarm. It
describes the opportunity this panic provided for the Australian colo-
nies, fighting together overseas on the verge of national federation, to
make a further case for their imperial value. By contrast to the cover-
age of the Waikato War, British papers largely complemented the colonial
view. Here, the colonies had progressed from being imperial dependents
to proven partners. Following the disastrous defeats of ‘Black Week’, the


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63775-4_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63775-4_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63775-4_8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63775-4_7

18 S. HUTCHINSON

efforts of the colonies were seen to console British readers. However, the
same transnational press system that circulated this joyous news equally
allowed for dissenting ideas to be read by British readers, and overheard
by colonial observers.

Chapter 8 looks at the peculiarly Australian anxieties over racial and
cultural decay in relation to the South African War. Attempts to relieve
these anxieties saw recourse to tropes of superior Australian land pro-
ductivity and territorial inheritance. Local newspapers compared settler
Australians to their Chinese, Boer, African, and Aboriginal others. But
this rhetoric became ensnared in contradictions of racial origin and terri-
torial possession. These comparisons also exemplified the shifting nature
of race in both sustaining and weakening historical narratives. The chap-
ter shows how narratives of British racial superiority and land produc-
tivity were related to ideas of the manly colonial soldier and gendered
concerns over the maternal bearers of white Britishness.
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CHAPTER 2

Symptoms of Empire

In THE COLONIES

What, then, were the circumstances informing the discussion of conflicts in
New Zealand, the Sudan and South Africa? By the 1860s, British colonists
in Australia—the continent’s overwhelming demographic majority—were
to varying degrees imbued with feelings of local and regional belonging,
colonial and imperial loyalty, transnational settler solidarity, and an embry-
onic national awareness.! These layers of identification were subsumed
under a pervasive belief in British racial progress. Though they wavered
in relative importance, affinities within and between different groups
were interwoven rather than independent. Seeing oneself as, say, British,
Australian, and Tasmanian—whatever these terms meant to those claim-
ing them—were not mutually exclusive decisions. They worked through
one another. This fluidity is reflected in press reports where, depending
on the situation, Australia is referred to in terms of its individual colonies,
together as a nation, in tandem with New Zealand as Australasia, or collec-
tively with all the white British settler colonies.?

Although colonists often retained their English, Scottish, Welsh, and,
more problematically, Irish, identities, they could also be incorporated
under a broader British identity. Migrant Britons might even feel their
‘British’ ties more acutely on the margins of empire, such that Australians,
New Zealanders and Canadians extolled their exemplary Britishness. The
farther away from their traditional homes they got, the stronger the need
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to cling to their heritage, and to assert and preserve their sense of them-
selves.3 The often dire circumstances compelling Britons to emigrate saw
a marked divergence between often doubtful colonial loyalty to the British
Government on the one hand, and an avid attachment to being British on
the other.* Beyond the vagaries of imperial politics and legislative contest,
a communal sense of Britishness was, as Russell McGregor has argued, the
ground on which Australian-ness could be cultivated.?

Similarly, British settlers held a resolute belief in the idea of empire.
When dispute came it usually did so from a position of allegiance to
the broader British community, enhancing a sense of participation in it.
It was, in other words, an understanding of their imperial lineage that
permitted colonists to critique specific imperial actions and actors.®
At all times these moves were discussed, challenged, and publicised in
newsprint.

Tensions between the settler colonies and London were frequent,
and evident in debates over matters of imperial military funding and
defence, interference in immigration laws, and sub-imperialism in the
South Pacific. These tensions framed debates during the Waikato, Sudan
and South African conflicts. During the second half of the nineteenth
century the Imperial Government weighed often bothersome colonial
demands against broader strategic imperatives. Throughout the century
the Australian colonies were seldom the top priority of British officials.
Though Australian colonists could conceive of themselves as unique,
when viewed from London they existed amid a welter of other, fre-
quently more pressing concerns.

Grasping the ideological purchase of Britishness also requires under-
standing the ways that racial thought conditioned ideas of colonial,
national, and imperial belonging. There is a clear difference between
those—including Aboriginal people—who could theoretically claim the
rights of British subjecthood, and those who proclaimed their innate
Britishness.” A requisite whiteness marked (and continues to mark) a
sense of advantage in Australian society.

As the nineteenth century progressed, this racial coding—whether
applied to Britons or the broader category of Anglo-Saxons (includ-
ing Americans or even other Europeans)—acquired greater potency.
Contrary to ideas of its silent presence, British settlers bombastically—
if anxiously—pronounced their whiteness as they defined themselves
against a range of ‘others’.® This accompanied an observable tendency
to link race with stories of origin. Often this meant a strict policing of
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colour categories, especially where nativeness could not be presumed. In
1872, the visiting future MP, George Smyth Baden-Powell, brother of
South African War hero and Boy Scout founder Robert Baden-Powell,
felt compelled to note that ‘It is a common crime with “new chums”
to call the blacks “natives”, thereby insulting many a true native within
hearing: for be it known that blacks are “blacks,” or more politely abo-
riginals, whereas “natives” are of good English stock, doing full jus-
tice to their ancestors; and they are moreover proud of their title of
Natives.’

Bill Schwarz has argued that ideas of the embattled white man on the
colonial frontier shaped how whiteness was imagined and culturally pro-
duced in the metropole.!® Whiteness was conceptualised, sustained, and
tested as the needs of the moment demanded, and these needs differed
by location. Whiteness could take on altered meanings when discussed
with reference to Australians in different parts of Australia, or in New
Zealand, South Africa or the Sudan. Though frequently inconsistent and
illogical, the language of race could also be pragmatic. It was deeply and
dynamically entangled with material acquisition, migration flows, and the
maintenance of political and cultural power.

By constructing hierarchies of people, racial thought rationalised in
advance the seizure of land and the subjugation of peoples, and vindi-
cated these acts in retrospect. Its rhetoric of exclusion solidified internal
social bonds, guarded against threats to organised labour, and provided
psychological comfort. Increasingly, supposedly scientific theories were
seen to give credence to racial ideas. One’s biology came to natural-
ises—rendering indisputable—disparate access to wealth and authority.
For such reasons, Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds suggest that set-
tlers were passionately attached to, and defensive of, the whiteness that
‘at once global in its power and personal in its meaning’, bequeathed to
them their privilege.!!

The global diaspora of British emigrants, many of whom landed on
Australian shores in great waves between 1850 and 1890, was such that
by the turn of the century, Melbourne, Sydney, and Adelaide had quad-
rupled their populations from the 1860s.12 By 1890 there were more
than three million Europeans living in Australia. In the period of this
study alone the Australian colonies received some 1.2 million British
immigrants.!® This demographic surge bolstered emotive connections
between ‘mother country’ and colony. The Australian colonies could,
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however, be internally fractious, and intercolonial competition was
notorious. The 1850s brought Victoria (1851) and Queensland (1859)
political separation from New South Wales. The opposing economic
ideologies of protectionist Victoria and free market New South Wales
reflected an intense rivalry amounting to distinct visions of the conti-
nent’s future.!* This rivalry was largely conducted in the pages of the
press, with David Syme’s brazenly proselytising Age the platform for his
pro-tariff convictions.!?

Newspapers could echo intra as well as intercolonial rivalry, exempli-
fied in bitter feuds between the liberal Age and the conservative Arngus
in Victoria, or South Australia’s Advertiser and Register.'¢ Rival papers
would stake their ideological territory and define themselves against
one another.!” Alliances were also evident in the cable news cartels
such that, during the 1885 Sudan crisis, the SMH, Argus, and Adelaide
Register aligned with Reuters, while the Age, the Daily Telegraph and the
Adelaide Advertiser formed a rival grouping. By the time of the South
African War these competing factions had merged their operations.!8

LAND AND PROGRESS

The communal bonds of race and ethnicity competed with social and
historical tensions. Colonial society was, throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, riven by historical animosity between its Protestant English and
Catholic Irish immigrants, and by class, gender, and sectarian disputes. It
was also stubbornly unable to shake the remaining ignominy of the con-
vict stain. Most fundamentally, there was the ongoing and violent dispos-
session of the continent’s original population to make way for its new
one. Mass immigration and land usurpation were in this sense compo-
nent parts of a broader imperial process.

In the decades after 1788, convict labour stocks in New South Wales
and Tasmania rose dramatically to lay the foundation for the colonial
economy and its infrastructure. With the dismantling of systematic con-
vict transportation, beginning in the eastern colonies from 1840 (last-
ing in labour-scarce Western Australia until 1868), many who had served
their time joined others seeking land on which to build a new life. Later,
large numbers of Chinese, Pacific Island, and Indian labourers, among
others, replaced convicts as the cheap labour source of choice. They pro-
vided much of the man and woman power of the colonies, adding to
the atmosphere of racial antagonism in those areas where they worked
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among whites. As settlement spread, demand for land pushed against
Aboriginal resistance.

Though Aboriginal labour holds a still under-recognised place in
Australian history, it was, excepting the continent’s northern regions,
ultimately Aboriginal land rather than their backs that settler soci-
ety was built on. The resulting dispossession and violence was a defin-
ing feature of colonial society, touching even the upper reaches of urban
centres.'” The innovations of political freedoms and hard-fought victo-
ries for workers and women that colonists would rightly celebrate were
grounded in a prosperity derived from the territory of Aboriginal British
subjects, whose own political rights were severely curtailed.??

Migrant Britons brought with them material innovations forged in
Europe over preceding generations. Access to technologies of warfare,
when combined with sheer weight of numbers could devastate less
equipped societies. Exported commodity goods were produced accord-
ing to imported economic philosophies. The capacity—and the dis-
position—to produce material wealth led Europeans to see potential
prosperity wherever they looked; above the ground, on coastal pastures,
and in the resources beneath it. This was a prospective, preordained
vision that saw in the fertile Port Phillip region ‘grassy parks ... prepared
by nature, as it were, for sheep’.?! It was also a vision blind to Aboriginal
land management practices that had created much of these same grass-
lands. Rapid wealth and population increases after the mid-century gold
rush, when added to extensive wool production, seemed to prove the
inherent worth of the settler project. The colonies could now be seen as
a source of self-perpetuating material abundance. This view of the colo-
nies was used to promote to Briton’s their potential ‘new homes’.?2

Development, improvement, and progress were ideals endlessly
recited by colonists and overseas visitors alike, and were crucial in jus-
tifying possession of the continent. Commentators included those inti-
mately connected to events covered in the following chapters. Howard
Willoughby was a 24-year-old Argus war correspondent in the Waikato
in 1863, a leading journalist and champion of Victoria’s General Gordon
statue at the time of the Sudan crisis, and editor of the Azgus during
the South African War.2? In 1886 Willoughby wrote of the steady suc-
cession of pastoral stations that ensured that ‘settlement creeps on’ and
‘Progress, though slow and unsensational, is sure’.?* The importance of
pastoralism exceeded economic concerns. It sustained the self-belief in
what settlers were predisposed to do. Land itself could be an object of
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passion. Settlers envisaged that this new terrain, if properly developed,
could replicate their ancestral homeland, creating a tangible connec-
tion to Home. Willoughby impressed on his readers ‘the vast new world
where Saxons and Celts are peacefully building up another Britain’.?®
Yet this animating drive to production was troubled by descriptions of
Aboriginal violence towards settlers.

The flipside to the obsession with progress was the abhorrence of
stagnation, embodied in the stereotype of the idle native. Later, a not-
unsympathetic Willoughby wrote that though the ‘European had a right
to conceive that the land was not in an occupation that need be respected
... more consideration for the original tenants might have been and ought
to have been shown’.2¢ Ultimately, ‘So soon as the black has been dispos-
sessed, and has ceased to be dangerous, the heart of the white man relents
towards him’.2” As it would. By the late-1850s, there had been a cata-
strophic drop in Victoria’s Aboriginal population, from between 10,000-
15,000 in 1835, to some 2000 fifteen years later.?® This was accompanied
by the explosive growth in the numbers of sheep grazing the lands that
the rapidly rising population of settlers and squatters called their own.

Settler-Indigenous violence was hardly unknown in nineteenth-
century Australia. Press reports often documented, however
euphemistically, the occurrence of frontier conflict.?? Popular books
could be brutally candid. Future South African War correspondent for
the Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) and the Angus, Donald MacDonald,
in a widely purchased 1887 volume on Australian nature and rural
living, wrote, ‘The reason we know so little about these aborigines is,
that instead of studying we shot them.” MacDonald oversimplified but
his message was clear; the settler invasion and their violence towards
Aboriginal groups was the cause of their calamitous population decline.
This sorrowful situation, he wrote, was ‘surely our handiwork’.3%

George Rusden’s 1883 History of Australin similarly contained long
and harrowing accounts of settler-Aboriginal violence. For Rusden, the
colonial propensity to ignore the Aboriginal matter was something of a
necessity, especially when courting external spectators. It also conformed
to more personal inclinations. ‘It may’, he wrote, ‘have been thought
prudent to be silent on a subject on which praise was impossible; or
silence may have been caused by sympathy with the general neglect.”?! He
spoke of a collective conscience of the colony of Queensland, haunted by
the shrouding of ‘dark deeds’ in secrecy.3? This haunting would emerge in
settler narratives in various ways, intruding into even the most celebratory
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events. As Rusden’s site-specific reference suggests, the different histories
and political frameworks of the colonies conditioned local responses to
settler-Indigenous violence.33 Wholesale frontier conflict in Tasmania
was by the 1860s a troublesome memory, while in Queensland it was,
if anything, on the rise.3* The pattern varied around the continent over
time.

As might be expected, the stories colonists told (and tell) them-
selves tended to pardon the negative consequences of their settlement.
Historians have long understood the need to fashion a consolatory rela-
tionship with a society’s past. In 1973, Charles Rowley, on the back of
a trilogy of pioneering books on settler-Indigenous relations, claimed
that colonists, as “usurpers’, could not ‘rest easy while the original occu-
pier survives and refuses to concede and recognize his superior claim’.3
Rowley suggested that this ‘consciousness of usurpation by both parties
has far more lasting effects ... than even the most extreme violence’.3¢
The resulting interplay between a determined amnesia and an unabating
memory ensnared settler histories in a process where traumatic acts were
simultaneously acknowledged and absolved.?”

Everyday life in settler societies entailed what Mark Rifkin, drawing on
the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, has called ‘perceptual editing’, that
tolerated Indigenous dispossession in ways that normalised settler pres-
ence.38 The issue was not whether hostilities had occurred, but the prob-
lematic place they occupied in settler narratives. This was more complex
than simply easing guilt. It was learning how to assimilate the brute facts
of colonisation into the need to take pride in one’s society.

Resolving this problem called on a variety of claims about Aboriginal
people: their inefficient land use, their mandatory redemption by
Europeans, and predictions of their impending demise. The latter ration-
ale was particularly insidious. The only substantial differences in the
common belief that Indigenous peoples were destined for extinction
were whether this was a result of colonisation, or of something more
mysterious. That it was a global view mitigated feelings of local responsi-
bility. The position held on the matter would decide whether Aboriginal
disappearance was to be regretted, celebrated, or quietly accepted.®”

In the colonies, however, pseudoscientific racial thought also
raised disturbing implications. Tom Griffiths has written that the
‘same Darwinism that comforted colonists about the destruction
of the Aborigines created dark suggestions in their minds about the
consequences of their own convict beginnings’.*® The sensitivity of
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Australian settlers to their history compromised tales of progress. This
led to a paradox. Given the need to skirt around the more discomforting
aspects of Australian colonial origins, history was a source of anxiety. Yet
incorporating these origins into the grander cause of British expansion
meant historical narratives could also help evade contemplation of
unpleasant local chapters.*! We can understand much of the commentary
on the Waikato, Sudan, and South African conflicts as attempts to resolve
these tensions.

The often rapturous public reception of overseas military campaigns
in the Victorian age contrasted with the response afforded to contem-
poraneous Aboriginal resistance to settler invasion*2. The poet and jour-
nalist for several prominent Sydney publications, John Farrell, writing
in the late-nineteenth century, captured the ambivalence of colonial
involvement in domestic and foreign conflict. On the one hand Farrell
wrote evocatively of the violence between squatters and ‘blacks” over the
land and the lingering anxiety over the destructive cycle of assault and
revenge. On the other, he could give a starry-eyed account of his coun-
try: ‘We have no records of a bygone shame, / No red-writ histories of
woe to weep.” Rather God had ‘hid her where the rage of Old World
wars / Might never break upon her virgin feet.” Importantly, the mate-
rial payoft was to come. For the almighty had also ‘decked her with His
bounties manifold / Of teeming mine and yearning unsown field, / And
left her dreaming, till the years should yield / Their splendid dower of
corn and wine and gold’.*3

Awareness of violence on the frontier also announced problems of
legitimacy in Britain. In the mid-1850s the Colonial Office granted
self-government of internal matters to settler governments in New
South Wales, Tasmania, Victoria and South Australia, while Britain
retained control of defence and foreign policy. Queensland was unique
in being born into self-government upon separation from New South
Wales in 1859 (though Western Australia would wait until 1890). The
empire-wide trend of white, land-owning, male colonists gaining self-
government had its genesis in the 1839 Durham Report that aimed
to prevent another North American-style colonial rupture in Canada
through the transfer of representative, then responsible government
(while mollifying British taxpayers at home).** This development could
equally appear to licence the seizure of Aboriginal land as colonists saw
fit.
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Land reform followed self-government in Selection Acts in Victoria
(1860) and New South Wales (1861). These acts facilitated the official
passing of Crown land, still used by Aboriginal people, into settler hands.
As Mark McKenna has shown, the same legislation, empowered by talk
of British birthrights, both authorised the seemingly progressive meas-
ures of breaking up squatter monopolies, while legitimising Aboriginal
dispossession and legal invisibility.

In Australia, then, control over land law and Aboriginal affairs was
transferred to colonial authorities despite frontier violence being widely
publicised in local and metropolitan reports, and in the face of clear con-
flicts of interest between settlers and Aboriginal people.*® Travelogues
such as Charles Dilke’s widely read Greater Britain told British readers,
if they chose to listen, of the violence still occurring in Queensland, and
of unnerving attitudes towards Aboriginal people in the decade after the
colonies gained responsible government.*”

This problem exercised the minds of commentators in Britain and
the colonies. Dilke himself, in a remarkable passage in his 1890 follow-
up to Greater Britain, tried to soothe consciences about ‘the treatment
of [Queensland’s] aboriginal Australian blacks’ by running through
the gamut of narrative strategies. He denigrated Aboriginal people as
‘extraordinarily backward’ and practically beyond help, claimed they
were dying out, suggested their shooting might not have been unjusti-
fied while noting that whites were also killed by blacks, stated that vio-
lence was now ‘a matter of the past’ and, finally, informed readers that
colonists themselves despised and regretted these acts.*® Anthony
Trollope, writing of his travels to Australia and New Zealand in the early
1870s simplified the matter, concluding that in the question of colo-
nist versus Aboriginal in Queensland, ‘the Australian black man ... has
to go’.*? Even philanthropists who quite sincerely argued for humane
modes of settlement preferred not to realise they often benefitted from
the same processes they decried.>”

Despite often disingenuous metropolitan finger-wagging, this was not
simply a case of a benevolent metropole staring down malevolent settlers.
Zoé Laidlaw notes in a different context that ‘metropolitan elites had an
interest in distancing themselves and the imperial state from their colo-
nial counterparts, even whilst implicitly endorsing their actions’.>! The
push of private interests, metropolitan investors, and settler lobbyists to
expand their commercial and political horizons entailed the pacification
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of those who would threaten this expansion. The options for imperial
elites in Britain were acquiescence (often in the face of humanitarian
protest), asserting imperial control through force, or funding colonial
defence.

Ultimately, humanitarian influence notwithstanding, the desire to sal-
vage Indigenous bodies and souls could not outweigh the need for their
land and resources. For historian Tony Barta, the fundamental issue was
that while most honest policymakers in London could well have anticipated
the consequences for Australia’s Aboriginal people of colonisation and
large-scale immigration, they could not bring themselves to halt this pro-
cess.”? In this sense, frontier conflict was less a regrettable deviation from
imperial attempts to spread civilisation, than it was a symptom of empire.>3

Blaming specific circumstances was more comforting than coming to
terms with the essential question of how the colonial economic system
precipitated settler-Indigenous conflict. As they appeared in the press,
these oversights enacted a basic ideological habit of news reportage: the
discounting of systemic social features in favour of anomalies. That is,
seeing the singular over the structural.

THE COLONIAL PERFORMANCE

Just as communities experience collective pride in celebratory stories of
the past, they can also be bound by shared feelings of a more troubling
kind. The relations between settlers and Indigenous populations played
an important part in collective identifications throughout the British set-
tler world.>* A bond rooted in this process of solidarity—the emotional
investment of being iz it together—was something these communities
were likely to feel intensely.>® For these reasons we cannot dismiss affec-
tive language as mere rhetorical embellishment. Sentiment mattered.>®
This was especially so when colonists felt judged by the observ-
ers that mattered most. Alan Lester has argued that, from the first, set-
tler colonies saw the press as a site of contest over what it meant to be
British.>” Besides being used to defend the principles of capitalist expan-
sion, settler newspapers defended their societies from condemnation.
Buoyed by their successes in undoing slavery, humanitarians turned to
protecting the Indigenous populations in sites of British settlement, ini-
tiating a campaign that reached its apogee with the 1837 Report of the
Parliamentary Select Committee on Aborigines. Settlers on the ground
saw this as a direct threat, and humanitarian critiques clashed with their
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idea of Britishness. Any challenge to the Britishness of settlers jeop-
ardised their access to the British martial and economic support they
required.>®

Settler papers spoke on behalf of wealthy and free white settler men
across and between the colonies, and often against governing classes and
imperial elites in Britain. They also seized on contentious moments to
present a particular version of colonial identity.>® Rebecca Wood shows
how the Sydmney Herald’s editorials on the hanging of seven white men
following the 1838 Myall Creek massacre sought to smooth over divi-
sions between squatters and the New South Wales governing class. An
idealised Australian settler was depicted as beset by naive humanitarians
who critiqued settlers for defending themselves, their families, and their
property from violent Aboriginal raids.®® In 1902, Queensland-born
novelist Rosa Praed recalled an elderly visitor who had been in Myall
Creek at the time of the massacre, and who, giving the ‘squatters’ side
of the question, spoke of ‘the evils of humanitarianism’.%! Particularly
galling was the betrayal that settlers felt over the lack of protection
offered to them as they toiled to produce the empire’s commodities.%?
Kenton Storey has also shown how in Canada and New Zealand in the
1850s-1860s, humanitarian discourse persisted after its supposed peak in
the 1840s in the hands of often cynical newspaper editors who put its
lofty language to use in wartime.%3

In light of their global identifications, and the influence of impe-
rial elites in London, it is little wonder that colonists were fixated on
their image.%* The mother country’s approval was especially necessary.
That the Australian ‘passion’ for England, as Robert William Dale put
itin 1889, made ‘them extraordinarily sensitive to the criticisms of the
English press’ was well understood by contemporary visitors.®> So too
was the resulting tendency to overcompensate for a ‘dread of inferiority’
by the incessant boasting memorably observed by Anthony Trollope.%®
When directed at colonial misdemeanours, metropolitan scrutiny was
wholly uncomfortable. It had to be refocused on features less detri-
mental to settler reputations. The performative role of newspapers was
crucial. In the pages of the press the colonies presented themselves for
observation, a dynamic facilitated by local stories being shipped to other
parts of the empire for their information and entertainment.

It is worth stressing that much Australian press rhetoric was motivated
by how colonists perceived themselves from Britain’s point of view.
Though settlers looked inwards to their own social features to assess
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their value, it was only through external endorsement that this value
could be fully registered. Howard Willoughby recognised that, as an
Australian resident, his praise of the colonies required the verification of
‘some traveller of repute’.%”

The military involvements in New Zealand, the Sudan, and South
Africa can in this light be understood not only as axes around which
meaning coalesced, but as moments when the position of the Australian
colonies vis-a-vis Britain could be more clearly ascertained. This helps to
explain the insistent questions Australian newspapers seemed to be ask-
ing, even if obliquely, in their commentaries: what did Australia mean to
Britain? Where did they fit into the imperial scheme of things? What did
Britain want from them? The answers to these questions had significant
implications for how Australian newspapers reacted to British commen-
tary on colonial affairs, and how British papers responded in kind.

IN BrrtaiN

What could not be doubted was that the Australian colonies were part
of a momentous broadening of British power and influence. The con-
ditions for the British Empire’s vast global expansion lay in a precari-
ous geopolitical balancing act where considerations of prestige rivalled
those of economics.®® Of prime concern was India, described by Ronald
Hyam as the ‘piece of genuine imperial real-estate’ held by Britain that
‘validated her claims to be a world power’.%? Although France and Russia
would persist as Britain’s chief imperial rivals, the naval menace posed by
the French had, since the end of the Napoleonic wars, ceased to tie-up
British resources, manpower, and finances. After 1815, the configuration
of European power politics had shifted, leaving Britain in the prime seat.
Other mid-century geopolitical factors stood in Britain’s favour in
protecting its material interests.”® Chinese disorder and Ottoman weak-
ness, though concerning to imperial strategists, sidelined two poten-
tial contenders for global supremacy.”! An expansionist post-Civil War
United States, ever-threatening in the minds of British elites, was, like
Japan, not considered an overt rival to British power until the end of
the century.”? It was the internal state of Europe, however, with its exist-
ing imperial powers locked in diplomatic stalemates or preoccupied
with local matters, which had created the conditions for Britain to take
advantage of its massive industrial might, its naval power, its financial,
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communications and migration networks, and the vast colonial labour
and military forces at its disposal.”3

This situation was already changing by the time of the Waikato
War in 1863. The mid-century period saw several crises of empire; in
India, Morant Bay, New Zealand, and Southern Africa, among others.
Back at home, reform movements culminating in the 1867 and 1884
Reform Acts, built on the 1832 Reform Act to further amend the social
order. Reform challenged the received wisdom over the kinds of people
who could have a say in political affairs. These questions were themselves
bound up with issues of imperial power and British citizenship rights.”*
Later, related questions of imperial federation arose: should ‘Greater
Britain’ be formally federated? Were the ties of sentiment enough? Or,
were colonial nationalists to have the day?”® Partly in response to ideas
that the colonies might conceivably separate, the Imperial Federation
League was founded in London in 1884, and its Australian branch in
1885. These issues gained prominence through a series of highly influen-
tial texts including Charles Dilke’s Greater Britain (1868), John Seeley’s
The Expansion of England (1883), James Froude’s Oceana, ov, England
and Her Colonies (1886), and Dilke’s, sequel, The Problems of Greater
Britain (1890) All these works to some degree intuited, and promoted,
the emotive and racialised connections across the so-called British
world.”® Their ideas were debated in colonial and British parliaments,
and reviewed and discussed at length in the press.

Yet what was happening outside of Britain’s Empire was at least
as important as what was happening within it. The realignment of
European power relations would accelerate following the Prussian vic-
tory over France in 1870. Britain could now add Italy and, more sig-
nificantly, Bismarck’s Germany (both unified in the early 1870s), to its
list of potential imperial adversaries.”” By the 1890s, Britain’s relative
dominance was in decline.”® The mid-Victorian period has for this reason
been considered the high point of British imperial (relative) self-confi-
dence, if not reaching the militaristic fervour of the century’s end.

As John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson famously argued many dec-
ades ago, the gulf between the mid-Victorian and late-Victorian periods
can be exaggerated.”” Severe crises of confidence certainly occurred in
the former period, most notably after the devastating Indian rebellion
that erupted in 1857. And just as there were many who maintained a
sense of assurance in the empire throughout the latter period, territorial
expansion was not confined to the high imperial moment. We need only
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note the 1840 annexation of New Zealand, among Queen Victoria’s first
major territorial acquisitions, and the aggressive internal expansion in the
south-castern Australian colonies.8¢

The geopolitical situation that initially allowed for the preferred sys-
tem of ‘informal empire’ had altered by the late-nineteenth century.
Increased imperial competition hastened measures to secure and con-
solidate existing territory. This led to the fitful and defensive taking of
new territory.8! It was this phase, the acceleration of an existing pattern,
which was famously accompanied by a more vocally aggressive aspect in
public communications, a show of self-confidence that masked deeper
unease.8?

British anxieties throughout the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury frequently found expression in discussions over the empire’s role in
the world. The idea of empire gave a sense of permanence to a shift-
ing arrangement of divergent enterprises, relationships, and processes
that could be both dominant and frail. There was no single view of
what empire meant, or should mean. Attitudes towards it were diverse
and keenly debated among a wide variety of interest groups, religious
activists, political and military opponents, businessmen, and outspoken
ideologues. If something like consensus was to be found, it was in the
ostensibly natural fact of its existence, and a vague faith that the progress
it entailed might just redeem past sins. Imperial proponents proclaimed
its virtues, and critics raised questions of the morally corrosive effects of
imperialism in the British metropolitan ‘home’. But, for most Britons,
most of the time, empire ‘was simply part of life>.33

Understandably, nothing could better draw attention to debates
over the empire than challenges to it, perceived or real. These chal-
lenges were of increasing concern as the century proceeded, and were
not the sole preserve of the bureaucratic elite. The British public had
increasingly come to equate imperial health with that of the nation, usu-
ally through reports supplied by the press. If British news was eagerly
received by readers in the colonies, however, colonial news in Britain
often amounted to intermittent background noise, relevant mostly for
practical and commercial matters (the latest information on markets and
prices, for instance), or for news of migrated family members.3* Yet the
manner in which the colonies were seen to fit into the empire’s fortunes
also shifted according to the geopolitical situation.

Despite increasing awareness of the benefits the colonies offered, and
notwithstanding the promotional literature aimed at potential emigrants,
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prominent mid-century British commentators commonly deplored
British settlers for their costly demands and their treatment of ‘natives’.8°
By the 1880s, the colonies had undergone something of a recovery in
British public commentary.3¢ This was attended by a developing con-
stellation of metaphors. From seeing the colonies as embarrassing and
expensive children who were undermining claims to British liberality, by
the end of the century Britons could increasingly read of maturing sons
and daughters, and later of sisters and brothers sharing a more equitable
family relationship.8”

Colonists in turn claimed that the territories they were ‘settling’ were
the solution to emasculating metropolitan industrialism.8% The period
from the 1860s to the late Victorian era thus saw the Australian colo-
nies become a crucial element in imagining white British supremacy. By
the century’s end commentators saw the emergence, as Oxford historian
Hugh Edward Egerton put it in 1897, ofa ‘new spirit’ in the relations
between the mother country and the colonies, one based on a shared
sense of responsibility, unity, and mutual value.8? This new spirit gained
momentum as perceived threats to racial purity gathered force.”?

Still, until the end of the century, the colonies largely existed in British
newspapers as they existed in imperial geography: peripherally. In 1869,
John Martineau could assert that, ‘It seldom happens that English news-
papers find space to notice Australia, or that English people care to make
themselves acquainted with Australian affairs.”! The point, though, I am
suggesting, was that the colonies came to be invested with recuperative
qualities in times of need.

The Waikato War (1863-1864) occurred during a moment of relative
imperial optimism, the Irish question aside. The concurrent American
Civil War claimed page space from events in New Zealand and, even
when Australia was given attention, this usually concerned other affairs,
most notably the transportation of convicts to Western Australia.”? A
characteristic two-sentence snippet from the Blackburn Standard in
1863 could merely note: “The intelligence from the Australian colonies
is of little interest beyond the fact that the colonists still continued zeal-
ous [sic] in sending volunteers to New Zealand. The working of the gold
fields has been much interrupted by floods.”® Put simply, the threats to
the empire that would occasion anxious assertions of imperial and racial
solidarity at the end of the century were more manageable in its middle
decades. The result was that the Australian colonies were less required to
bolster British confidence than they would become.?*
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Though Gary Magee and Andrew Thompson suggest that little news
from the colonies would have been ‘deemed worthy of telegraphic trans-
mission’, it is perhaps more precise to say that this news was muted until
such moments when the colonies became ‘worthy’.”> When the colonies
offered positive stories they allowed British newspapers not only to avert
their gaze from internal troubles or external threats, but also to discuss
the function of settler societies, a discussion eagerly overheard in the
colonies.

As it happens, the historical timeframe of this book also marks in
Britain what Aled Jones has described as the ‘transformation of the pop-
ular newspaper from a fugitive literature which prowled the margins of
social consciousness, to a professional and pervasive form of communi-
cation’.”® Through their dispersal in reading rooms, cafes, libraries, and
public houses, newspapers were increasingly accessible to all classes and
levels of literacy.”” The development of the press over this period fol-
lowed the extension of education, reduced outlays after the removal of
newspaper taxes, and decreasing costs in newsprint. More disconcertingly
for middle and upper-class contemporaries, it also entailed the growing
public participation of hitherto marginalised sectors of society, now tar-
geted by sensationalist, radical, and feminist publications.”®

This dilation of the public sphere expanded the scope of what news-
papers could offer. By the time of the South African War, populist papers
such as the Daily Mail embodied a format, style and tone that simply did
not exist during the time of the Waikato War. These papers aimed for a
more popular readership and were boosted by an increasingly jingoistic
atmosphere encouraged by war reportage.”®

By the late nineteenth century, the generally accepted civil function of
newspaper journalism had changed. The conceptions of the ideological
role of the press had shifted since mid-century from being a didactic
‘improver’ of the public to being its democratic mouthpiece.!%
This change came in three main waves. Firstly, the democratic ‘free
exchange of ideas’ in the 1860s followed the successive abolition of the
advertisement duty (1853), the stamp duty (1855), and the paper duty
(1861). Secondly, the transitional period in the 1880s saw increasingly
concentrated ownership, dependence on advertising revenue, and a mass,
though diversified, readership. Lastly, by the century’s end there was the
populist content and more accessible format of ‘New Journalism’, itself
both influencing and influenced by the social upheavals of the time.10!
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Consequently, the idea that publications such as the Times, the Daily
News, and Reynolds’s Weekly Newspaper all spoke to, let alone repre-
sented, a homogenous public is clearly erroneous. Different papers
appealed to different sections of society. They did so not only by way
of political sympathies (conservative papers such as the London Daily
Telegraph & Melbourne Argus; liberal papers such as the Manchester
Guardian & Melbourne Age, and labour/radical papers such as
Reynolds’s Weekly and the The Worker), but increasingly through varia-
tions in format and price. Coverage of the British Empire within these
papers differed in quantity, which generally increased from the 1880s, as
well as in subject matter and tone.

Globally too, the cross-border exchanges facilitated by the press offer
a salient example of an ‘imperial commons’.19? We should nonetheless be
cautious in celebrating reader agency. Despite providing avenues for con-
testation, newspapers remained largely elite vehicles rather than neutral
mediums of exchange.!% White middle and upper-class males were vastly
overrepresented. The working classes, women, and, perhaps most of all,
Indigenous peoples, were all spoken about far more than they were able
to speak.!%* The following chapters necessarily, if unfashionably, focus
on the voices of elites over radicals, men over women, colonisers over
colonised.



CHAPTER 3

The Waikato War: Settler Rights
and Production

In 1863-1864 up to 3000 men, including some 2500 military recruits,
left the Australian colonies for New Zealand to assist the war effort in,
and thus the colonisation of, New Zealand’s North Island.! The Waikato
War was the largest of the New Zealand Wars that took place between
1845 and 1872. It was fought between local Maori and British soldiers,
settlers from New Zealand and Australia, and other Maori who, for rea-
sons of strategic self-interest, tribal affiliation, or loyalty to the Crown,
participated alongside British forces.

The 10-month contest in the Waikato was marked by the tenacity
of Maori resistance. For some time, the outcome was startlingly uncer-
tain for British and settler forces expecting swift success. The eventual
British and settler victory, culminating in the infamous Battle of Orakau
in April 1864, had more to do with troop numbers and supply than with
their unique martial talent.> Conflict then spread elsewhere in the North
Island, before morphing into a cycle of guerrilla warfare and vicious
retaliation that would fester in the collective memories of Maori and
Pakeha (New Zealanders of European descent).

Retrospectively, the war can be seen to mark the decisive shift in the
balance of demography, territory, and authority of settler society over
Maori.? Colonists from Australia played a role in this. It has even been
argued that the New Zealand Wars might be better characterised as
Australasian wars.* Jeff Hopkins-Weise has detailed the role of Australian
colonists in readily providing finance, transport, logistical support and

© The Author(s) 2018 37
S. Hutchinson, Settlers, War, and Empire in the Press, Cambridge

Imperial and Post-Colonial Studies Series,

https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-319-63775-4_3



38 S. HUTCHINSON

supplies, as well the men to survey, subdivide, populate and ‘settle’ the
lands being cleared of Maori resistance.

More to the point of this book, conflict in New Zealand also presented a
chance for prominent colonial and imperial voices to negotiate the relation-
ship between metropolitan Britons, settlers, and the place of the ‘native’. It
is not the purpose of this and the following chapter to chronicle the events
of the war itself, but to discuss the larger questions raised over the course
of 1863-1864. Though the focus is on the Waikato War, the discussion
ranges from coverage of New Zealand in the months leading to the war,
to its aftermath when hostilities spread elsewhere, and when proposals for
punishing Maori ‘rebels’ were being hotly debated in Britain and the colo-
nies. This timespan is partly due to the months-long interval between events
occurring in New Zealand and knowledge of them in Britain. The same
delay was repeated as colonists waited to learn of, and respond to, what the
metropole was saying about them. In any case, in Australian and British
papers, the essential ideas were often not contained by precise geographic
locations or the timing of battles. Rather, war gave colonial newspapers an
opportunity to assert the purpose and legitimacy of the settler project.

The vast majority of men who left the Australian colonies for the
Waikato were part of an official military force recruited by the New
Zealand Government. Many were drawn by a military settlement scheme
designed to persuade colonists from Australia and parts of New Zealand
to serve in exchange for promised plots of confiscated Maori land. At
the end of July 1863, New Zealand Premier Alfred Domett composed
a memorandum to Governor George Grey regarding the plan to ‘intro-
duce an armed population, to be located on land taken from the enemy’.
For Domett, the Australian and Otago goldfields now held precisely the
type of men required, namely, those who were ‘hardy, self-reliant and
accustomed to a bush life’. Families of soldiers from across the Tasman
would follow to form enduring settler communities in the mid-North
Island.” The scheme, in short, highlighted connections between settler
mobility and sympathies, the primacy of land for settlers and for Maori,
and the military protection required to safeguard this land and the
British sovereignty claimed over it.3

Colonial officials justified the proposal to confiscate Maori land as
the salvation of ‘the Maori race’, while offering the security required
for ‘colonization to go on’ and to maintain New Zealand as ‘a British
possession’.? It is also likely the promotion of confiscation had some-
thing to do with the speculative real estate investments of leading colo-
nial politicians and settlers themselves.!? Rhetoric notwithstanding, the
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eventual outcome of the punitive—if innocuously titled—New Zealand
Settlements Act 1863 was the taking of some 3.2 million acres of ‘rebel’
Maori territory in various parts of the North Island as punishment.!! In
theory, the colonial government could take the land not set aside for mil-
itary settlers and sell it at a high return, recouping war costs. The British
Government balked at the proposal but were ultimately more concerned
with the efficient removal of imperial troops.

The idea of trading martial service for land was appealing to many in
Australia. However, there were also less materially-minded motivations for
involvement. These included the potential for imperial adventure, fraternal
loyalty, and concerns over the consequences of neighbouring British set-
tlers being defeated by ‘natives’.!? Early local excitement over the troops
to New Zealand soon waned. Prominent colonial newspapers, after initial
enthusiasm, opposed further troop deployment, fearing a demographic
drain that would compromise the defence and settlement of the Australian
colonies.!? As we will see, similar fears recurred later in the century.

Though the availability of Australian troops could occasionally act
as a rhetorical palliative to fretful reports of Maori violence, we rarely
encounter the narrative pathos that would accompany events in the
Sudan in 1885 and South Africa from 1899.1% The Sydney Morning
Herald (SMH) estimated that on 27 August 1863, Sydney’s Patent Slip
Whart overflowed with some 5000 spectators waiting to see off 80 vol-
unteers to Auckland. For many this was a moving event in itself. Still, it
was a far cry from the reported 200,000 that assembled twenty-two years
later to bid farewell to the New South Wales contingent to the Sudan.!®

It was the war’s rationale that retained a strong emotional hold in
the colonies. Australian newspapers became heavily invested in the com-
peting narratives that accompanied the war’s progression. Historical
attention paid to Australian involvement in the New Zealand Wars has
generally been of a military or nationalist persuasion.'® We should, how-
ever, read the Waikato War in its broader colonial context to understand
the debates that attended it.

While newspaper accounts seldom questioned the British Empire as
such, the reasoning and methods of settler colonists were frequently
discussed.!” Australian press commentary on the war in New Zealand
allowed comparisons to be drawn, seeing mutual settler affinities based
on common histories. Threats to one were potential threats to another.
It is perhaps for this reason that Australian papers seldom directly com-
pared the nature of events in New Zealand with Australian frontier con-
flict. This was, it would seem, an increasingly discomforting parallel.



40 S. HUTCHINSON

BACKGROUND

To understand the coverage of the war requires understanding the
circumstances leading to Lieutenant-General Duncan Cameron’s cross-
ing of the Mangatawhiri River to invade the Waikato on 12 July 1863.
With its verdant pastures and proximity to the growing Auckland settle-
ment, the Waikato region was a valuable prize for settlers whose liveli-
hoods relied on access to productive land.!® Yet the oft-noted clash
between the settler craving for land and the Maori desire to retain it had
been a source of growing animosity and occasional conflict well before
the Waikato War.!?

The wars of the 1860s were, fundamentally, a violent extension of
the disputes over the principles of land possession, sovereignty, and gov-
ernance so problematically expressed in the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi
between Maori rangatira (chiefs) and Crown representatives.?? The very
existence of the Treaty (as with the treaties in other settler colonies) is an
obvious point of difference between the founding and subsequent histo-
ries of British settlement in Australia and New Zealand. Aboriginal peo-
ples in Australia, unlike Maori, were offered neither formal recognition
of their land rights, nor any semblance of consent for the imposition of
British sovereignty. But these differences were accompanied by similari-
ties in the mode of settler colonisation.

Since the early 1800s, Europeans, many from neighbouring Sydney,
had come to New Zealand to exploit its resources. In the decades that
followed, European and Maori saw mutual advantage in trading goods,
and exchanging services and knowledge. Maori engagement with
Europeans had a long history, and different groups engaged with settlers,
sealers, whalers, sawyers, and traders for a host of reasons. Maori and
European intermarriage was increasingly common. Religious missions
built a strong presence, especially in the north, and would come to have
a crucial influence on the manner of settler-Maori interactions there. In
the years leading up to 1840 (and in parts of the country long after),
relations between Maori and Pakeha occurred in circumstances where
Maori asserted their authority, and had the ability to enforce it.

Yet by the late 1830s land-hungry Britons increasingly saw oppor-
tunities for settlement and speculation in New Zealand, in part due to
regulations that increased the costs of purchasing land in New South
Wales. The British Crown, at the height of humanitarian influence,
saw a need to curtail—or at least be seen to be curtailing—some of the
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worst excesses of this speculation. It also needed to maintain a show of
authority and order by responding to reports of conflict.

The British government at this time preferred to avoid the unneces-
sary expense and responsibilities of formal empire. However, increas-
ingly agitated reports from Crown officials and missionaries of growing
disorder in New Zealand, together with concerns over French ambi-
tions, humanitarian lobbying, and the New Zealand Company’s deter-
mination to purchase land to finance its settlement scheme, forced the
Crown’s hand. The British Government, accepting the ‘fatal necessity’ of
colonisation, resolved to formally acquire sovereignty over New Zealand
through a Treaty of ‘cession’.?!

From the British perspective, the Treaty, first signed at Waitangi on
6 February 1840, guaranteed Maori the possession of their land, for-
ests and fisheries so long as they wished to keep them, in exchange for
the cession of their sovereignty to the Queen. Maori were to be ‘pro-
tected’ and afforded the rights of British subjects. The Crown kept for
itself the sole right to purchase Maori land (‘pre-emption’), allowing it
to onsell land to settlers at a profit. In this way, the Crown could shore
up, in theory if not in practice, its claims to exclusive and centralised
sovereignty in the new colony, while generating revenue to defray the
costs of establishing further settlement and colonial infrastructure.

The Maori perspective of the Maori-language copy they actually
signed—1T¢ Tiriti o Waitangi—differed significantly.>?> Here, Maori con-
ceded the power of kawanatanga (loosely ‘governance’) to the Queen,
but retained their ‘tino rangativatanga’; or their full tribal authority over
their people and lands. As historians have noted, the idea that Maori will-
ingly surrendered their sovereignty is improbable at best, particularly in
a context where they vastly outnumbered the British in New Zealand.?3
Maori often encouraged the arrival of European settlers in order to
secure economic and political advantages. The more credible view is that
Maori saw the Treaty as a pragmatic power-sharing arrangement, one
where their rights to, and autonomy over, their land was secured.?*

Contradictory wording and inadequate oral explanations of the
Treaty(s) aside, subsequent years of unscrupulous government and set-
tler land purchasing activities had by mid-century hugely diminished
Maori landholdings in many regions. They had also severely eroded the
tino rangatiratanga that Maori saw as personally guaranteed by Queen
Victoria. To many Maori, the lofty rhetoric of the Queen’s ‘protection’
had—as some had long predicted—proven hollow. The conflict between
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British endorsement of land acquisition on the cheap, while purport-
ing to respect and protect Maori rights and interests, was increasingly
evident.

Though initial assertions of imperial authority were largely focused
on forestalling the claims of other imperial powers, the ability to exer-
cise real authority over Maori on the ground accrued gradually over
time and place. Concessions to Maori authority were necessary when
and where demographic and military imbalances demanded, or in areas
where European settlement was not prioritised. When put to the test—as
in the ‘Northern War’ in the upper North Island just five years after the
signing of the Treaty—the Crown jealously enforced the sovereignty it
proclaimed. Mutual resentment between Maori and settlers swelled and
became the catalyst for Maori to take a new approach to the rapidly
changing situation they found themselves in.

In the 1850s, relentless government and settler pressure to part
Maori from their land, and the escalating immigration of settlers into
the North Island, led to the formation of the Maori King Movement,
or the Kingitanga. The Kingitanga arose out of a growing sense of pan-
tribal affiliation in response to the European presence, and was created to
offer a more united Maori voice. A principal aim was to check European
land purchasing activities.?> To this end, the Waikato chief Potatau Te
Wherowhero was proclaimed the first Maori King in 1858.

For settlers, the Kingitanga threatened the region’s stability and their
supply of cheap land, as well as the immigration and trade on which their
nascent societies depended. These threats were borne out in the Taranaki
War of 1860-1861, sparked when Governor Thomas Gore Browne
enforced the surveying and purchase of a disputed block of land in the
face of firm opposition from senior Maori right-holders. The unresolved
nature of the Taranaki War helped to trigger its reprisal in the Waikato
two years later.2°

The Taranaki War was seen by many in Britain as a needless fiasco
and Governor Browne was soon recalled to London. The Imperial
Government selected George Grey to serve for the second time as
Governor (his first tenure was in 1845-1853) to resolve the New
Zealand trouble. Grey was previously Governor of South Australia
(1841-1845), and returned to New Zealand on the back of a stint at
the Cape Colony (1854-1861) that toughened his view on how to
deal with ‘natives’. Grey’s long career came to personify the tensions of
Victorian imperialism, with its expansionist impulses and humanitarian
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inclinations and rationales.?” According to Keith Sinclair, it was the King
Movement’s refusal to ‘bow to his prestige’ that Grey was determined to
subdue.?8

Grey had long seen the Waikato as key to forcing Maori submis-
sion and had planned for invasion since the beginning of 1862. The
Governor was adept at exploiting his position as a conduit between
the British and colonial governments. In a series of despatches to the
Colonial Office suggesting impending Maori attacks on Auckland,
he convinced the Imperial Government to supply ships and troops. In
this way he provided a pretext for his authorisation of ostensibly pre-
emptive British incursions.?’ Days before the invasion in July 1863,
Grey delivered a proclamation calling on local Maori to swear allegiance
to the British Crown.3® When British troops crossed the threshold of
Kingitanga territory, war had begun.

In his seminal study, James Belich said the causes of the Waikato
War cannot be reduced to settler land grabs, important as these were.
Rather, the wars were “a series of British attempts to impose substantive,
as against nominal, sovereignty’ on Maori.3! It was, he argued, the ideo-
logical affront to British authority manifested in the King Movement’s
power to withhold land, rather than simply the yearning for land itself,
that was unbearable. The King Movement hardened pre-existing declara-
tions of Maori independence and ‘raise[d] its profile to a point the myths
of empire could not tolerate’.3? For Belich, ‘the persistent stereotype of
the fat and greedy settler has always been a scapegoat for less tangible
factors’.33 Rather, ‘British expectations arose, less from individual greed,
than from the racial and national attitudes that were part of the Victorian
ethos.”34

As Belich has it, British belief in the inevitability of Maori defeat often
distorted understandings of actions on the ground. When events contra-
dicted British assumptions, they were explained away in a manner tol-
erable to British or settler consciousness. This resulted in ‘a traumatic
shock” when Maori military achievements, and British inferiority, could
no longer be ignored.?® For Belich, ‘The tension between expecta-
tion and reality was, perhaps, the most fundamental cause of the New
Zealand Wars.”36

This is an appealing illustration of the ideological context of the wars,
and Belich rightly disputes the influence of ‘individual greed’ in caus-
ing the Waikato War. When reading the justifications for war from an
Australian perspective though, it is worth paying closer attention to the
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collective settler impulse for procuring and securing land—greedily or
otherwise. Settler desire for land was, as it remains, a structural affair,
prevailing over the whims of singular actors, or even single locations.

In seeing motives beyond mere ‘land hunger’, Belich included
Australian newspapers among those who championed the wars despite
having ‘no interests in Maori land’.3” But as the following two chapters
argue, the fellow-feeling expressed between colonists either side of the
Tasman had a great deal to do with their affective investments in their
assumed right to land, and in sustaining a shared ideology of territorial
belonging.3® This was an ‘intangible factor’ felt with particular intensity
at the margins of empire. Australian papers might not have been espe-
cially invested in specific blocks of Waikato territory. They were very
much invested in seeing the material and ethical bases of British settler
land possession upheld across the empire, and in jointly repudiating rival
‘native’ systems of land tenure. And they needed to make a clear state-
ment of their imperial value.

Reading the war’s presentation in Australia and Britain highlights
further connections between ideas of sovereignty, race, trans-settler and
imperial ideologies, and land ownership. Understandably, the assertion
of imperial sovereignty and the settler push for land were priorities held
differently, though not exclusively, in British and settler papers. In the
British press, the need to affirm imperial power clashed with frustrations
over the local handling of affairs. In the settler press, acquiring author-
ity and territory were complementary goals, informed by local histories.
Material and ideological factors—economic and emotional attachments
of settlers to land and their way of life—were deeply entwined with the
rights they saw as guaranteed by British sovereignty.

Wuo CaAN PRODUCE A BETTER T1TLE THAN OURS?

Colonial responses to the war were often provoked by disputes over
whether the Imperial Government could justify funding colonial defence.
The wars in New Zealand were costly and, with growing commit-
ments in India, were gaining increasingly negative publicity as British
taxpayers were asked to foot the bills for naval and military support.3®
The Governor held charge of British forces, and the New Zealand
Government did not accept substantial ‘self-reliance’ for its own defence
until the end of 1864 (though the last imperial troops remained until
1870). British parsimony also likely reflected the lack of urgency during
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a relatively optimistic geopolitical moment.*® Despite persistent fears of
lingering European hostilities following the Crimean War of 1853-1856,
and notwithstanding the brutal shock of the Indian rebellion and other
conflicts, imperial elites could, as John Darwin notes, remain confident
that, ‘As long as Europe was “quiet” ... they could deal with the threats
to their imperial authority posed by local resistance.”*!

The growing tension between the colonies and the metropole was
exacerbated by the uncertainty over just who was responsible for what.
Although New Zealand formally exercised responsible government from
1856, Britain retained hold of Native Affairs there—marking a further
distinction from the Australian colonies, which were granted control of
Aboriginal affairs in the same decade. While the Governor was increas-
ingly to act under advice from his Ministers, control of Native Affairs
only passed to the New Zealand Government in stages between 1861
and 1865. This delay was partly due to British concerns over the con-
sequences of settler government for Maori. Responsibilities were in this
way divided between the Colonial Office, the Governor, and colonial
ministers.*?

Frustrations grew. The Imperial Government said that settlers wanted
the spoils of war in the form of land and autonomy, without the expense
or the fallout. They started the war and, the argument ran, it was for
them to fund it and to end it. Leading Britons were caught between
publicly desiring to protect Maori from settlers, while wanting to be rid
of the problem by letting settlers learn the hard way what responsible
government entailed. Settlers, by contrast, said the Imperial Government
sought to avoid its responsibilities. They said they were trying to colo-
nise the land for the good of the empire and the Imperial Government
was obliged to guard them in doing so. Leading New Zealand colonists
felt sure that London’s prioritising of ‘that omnipotent penny’ over both
its ‘philanthropical ideas’ and it obligations to her ‘progeny’, would
harmfully affect their fellow colonists in Australia.*3

For their part, the Australian colonies, less than a decade after achiev-
ing responsible government (Western Australia aside), were in an ambiv-
alent mood towards the mother country. They were eager to assert
their political independence but reluctant to forego the benefits of their
defence being a British responsibility. They wished to maintain access
to martial aid, while avoiding the reproach of metropolitan onlookers.
Colonial solidarity conflicted with imperial fidelity.
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Australian newspapers needed to show the worth of the settler
colonies. To do so they invoked the primacy of British population growth
and pastoral enterprise.** The role of the press was critical. When the
chance arose to defend settlers in New Zealand, Australian papers voiced
their frustration at how London placed its own interests above those of
their fellow colonists. This regularly came in the form of a justificatory
rhetoric of settler industry and production. Australian papers refuted
denunciations and deflected criticisms by emphasising the invaluable con-
tribution of colonists to the expansion, production and profitability of
the British Empire. This was a rhetorical move that framed self-regard as
moral imperative.*®

A May 1863 Brisbane Courier article, reproduced from the Awustralian
and New Zealand Gazette (a paper summarising colonial news for the
metropole), exemplified this critique of imperial policy. It excoriated
what it saw as the undermining of racial loyalty. New Zealand’s settlers
were congratulated for opening new markets for British manufacturing
and developing new supplies of the raw materials for British industry. Yet
in spite of this service to the empire, settlers were caught between the
dual threat of the ‘native’ and the betrayal of the Imperial Government:

the British government, finding it expensive and somewhat difficult to
repair the blunders of the Colonial Office, cooly [sic] propose to withdraw
their forces, and leave the protestation of the lives and property against
infuriated savages entirely to the small handful of Englishmen, who relying
on the performance of its duties by the home government, have embarked
their fortunes in this colony. We can conceive of nothing more unjust, and,
we had almost said, cruel and unprincipled, than this mode of treating
British subjects.*

This line of argument—common at the time—relied on the assumption
that colonists, as both English and as British subjects, had inherent rights
to imperial defence as they went about being productive settlers. More
fundamentally, it also assumed inherent rights to the land on which their
production was based.

Over a year later, a South Awustralian Register article compared the
New Zealand situation with Australia, saying the mere thought of
Indigenous land title was enough to invite ridicule. ‘It would be absurd’,
asserted the Register, ‘to say that the founders of South Australia had
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no right to take possession of the millions of acres of land forming the
colony without permission being first obtained from the handful of abo-
riginal inhabitants scattered over some portions of it.”*” As a statement
of what Mark Rifkin has labelled ‘settler common sense’, this passage is
characteristic.*® That British settlers—wherever they happened to be—
should acquire land without ‘native’ consent was of such mundane nor-
mality that any attempt to question it was necessarily ridiculous. Any
challenge to this assumption compelled repeated assertions of the colo-
nial ‘right’ to be on, if not of, the land.*’

A September 1863 Angus editorial captured the tensions embedded
within Australian press critique and merits extended quotation:

As to the sentimental side of the question, involving the abstract ques-
tion of whether one nation has a right to invade another and to settle on
its lands, it is useless and absurd to raise it at this stage of the struggle
between the Maori and the Englishmen. The right of a civilized race to
colonize a barbarous country is not worth disputing about. If necessary,
it might be justified upon the very highest grounds. The earth was given
to man at large, to use and to cultivate. It was not portioned out among
various tribes or races, in separate lots and for eternal possession. Our right
to New Zealand is precisely what our right was to New Holland, or to the
continent of North America.>®

For something as apparently self-evident as the right of colonial set-
tlement, there is a restless need to itemise just why it was beyond dis-
pute. The Argus reasoned that with fighting underway, dissent had to
be avoided and minds concentrated on the task at hand. This was clearly
more than a local undertaking. Coming from a Melbourne publication,
the collective designation of ‘our rights’ was defined not by colonial bor-
ders or incipient ideas of nationhood, but a shared sense of British settler
feeling.

The binary distinction of ‘English settler’ and ‘Maories’ collapsed spe-
cific Australasian colonial histories into a generic narrative of land annex-
ation from undeserving occupants. The Azgus continued:

Who can produce a better title than ours? By what right do the Maories
themselves occupy the Northern Island of New Zealand? They are only
colonists like ourselves, although of older date. Their title does not go fur-
ther back than some two hundred and fifty or three hundred years, by their
own admission. And it is absurd to pretend that is a sort of title which
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gives them the right of excluding for ever all other races. They cannot pre-
tend that the lands which they own they are able to occupy or make any
use of. That land was of no appreciable value to them before the English
colonization, and it has only been considered worth quarrelling about
since the English settlers arrived. It is we, in fact, who have given a value to
the lands of the Maori, by our presence in the island, by the introduction
of the arts of civilization, by the institution of British law and order, and
the establishment of the British sovereignty.>!

Cloaked in the language of the rule of law and private property rights,
prior Indigenous presence was here simply re-narrated as preparing the
way for imminent European arrival. Australian papers did not have to dig
deep for such arguments. The bringing of British civilisation to savage
and idle lands had long justified the dominant position of settlers in the
Australian colonies, and the lowly Aboriginal one. The debates around
self-government were grounded in just this kind of language.>? Viewed
as a collective settler concern, we can see that while the timing and loca-
tion had changed in this case, the reasoning remained strikingly similar.

Yet an Australian publication arguing for the primacy of origins to
justify the settler legal order faced obvious hurdles. The implication that
exclusive Maori title should be denied on the basis that they were neither
the original owners of the land, nor had carried out some requisite
term of occupation placed Australian settlers in an invidious position.
Aboriginal people would by the same reasoning qualify for land ‘title’ on
both counts.

In essence, the Argus sought to defend the legitimacy of the British
settler presence in New Zealand and in Australia. And it did this by
conflating the very different histories of Australia and New Zealand,
explicitly or implicitly. The point was not historical precision, but narra-
tive consistency. As Bain Attwood argues, when communities tell them-
selves stories to make sense of their world, ‘A good deal of story-telling

. concerns the origins of things, among the most important of which
are property.”®® For the Argus, it was not only Australia, New Zealand,
or North America that was the property of ‘Englishmen’ but, expanding
the Lockean rationale, any part of the earth not being properly used. It
was the effort to normalise claims of possession that, in the well-worn
myth of settler historiography, drew Maori into the dual position of col-
onisers, yet the wrong kind of colonisers. The Angus first drew a like-
ness between an abstracted morality of colonisation. Then, by signalling
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British settler distinction, it affirmed the natural way in which an original
model of colonisation was superseded by a more efficient one.

The seizure of territory needed for material production ignited the
conflict from which settlers had to be protected. Settler rhetoric thus
strained to displace the reasons for necessitating imperial protection
(invasive territorial expansion) onto the process by which it justified its
protection (capitalist wealth production). That British settlers should
make the land productive was essentially tautological. If they could not
prove their productive capacity, and demonstrate the sacrifice that came
with it, they risked forfeiting their rights to the land and their status as
bona fide settlers.>*

For settlers to continue in their role, they required—so they
claimed—imperial assistance. Settler aims consequently conformed to an
understanding of the harmony between the component parts of empire:
the metropolitan need for territory driven by global finance and markets,
and the scttler desire for vacant land to inhabit, cultivate, and transform.
The outcome was that any concern for Maori as a people was second-
ary to New Zealand as a productive territorial entity. Any impediment
to progress could therefore be framed as a reversion to barbarism and
grounds for expulsion.

The local context of these debates is important. The Argus certainly
knew its subject well. Melbourne’s own violent foundation in 1835 was
justified through quite similar public rhetoric, a pointed reminder that
colonial language had physical consequences.®® Though it would soon
be overtaken in circulation and, arguably, influence, in the early 1860s
the Angus was still Victoria’s most important paper. It was the Azgus that
in the early 1850s under Edward Wilson’s ownership, before its con-
servative turn, made its name in crusades against the lieutenant-governor
Charles La Trobe to ‘unlock the lands’ and break open squatter monop-
olies.?® The elitist stance later taken by the Azgus would create space for
Syme’s Age to become the paper of choice for ‘the masses’.>” Whatever
their politics, matters of land ownership and use remained an abiding
concern for both papers.®® In the aftermath of the free selection move-
ment, the source of lively debate in the colonial press over settler ter-
ritorial governance and ownership, the idea of extending these rights to
Aboriginal people was never likely to be taken seriously.>”

By September 1864, the Argus found itself defending New Zealand’s
settlers against the Times, then edited by John Thadeus Delane. It had
to tread carefully. It distanced itself from the Times while allying itself
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with New Zealand on the grounds of its more intimate knowledge of
its neighbour’s trying circumstances. Yet it affirmed its British loyalty by
framing settler interests as a collective, racial concern. The Times ‘allega-
tions’, the Argus wrote, ‘from first to last, are a libel not only upon the
colony of New Zealand, but upon our common Anglo-Saxon race’.?

It defended settlers against the ‘odious accusation’ of greed by claim-
ing that the hostilities were begun by Maori, and the only alternative set-
tlers had to fighting was to relinquish British sovereignty and possession
of New Zealand. In any case, the Imperial Government themselves had
selected Governor Grey to quell hostilities. Talk of settler ‘selfishness’
was annulled by casting settlers as mere participants in broader impe-
rial designs. ‘Is it “selfishness”,” the Angus asked, ‘for a colony to ask for
defence against a foreign enemy, which disputes its very existence?” In
the last instance, ‘the quarrel is one which the colony owes to the fact
of its being a portion of the empire’.%! The negotiation between sub-
ject positions here is impressive, shifting between incorporation within an
imperial collective, yet existing apart by virtue of an empathetic defence
of a fellow settler society.

In a similar gesture, the Hobart Mercury had earlier rejected the need
to comply with Maori assertions of sovereignty.®> Framing the problem
as an ultimatum, the Mercury warned that if British authority was not
affirmed:

the work of colonisation in New Zealand must be undone; the field must
be evacuated; the British flag lowered; and as fine a piece of territory as
GOD has created be once more given over to barbarism, after having been
planted with seeds that promised the richest fruits of civilisation and chris-
tianity. A fatal slur would thus be cast upon what we have deemed our spe-
cial glory as a people exulting in the strength of peace — our aptitude for
reclaiming and settling the waste places of the earth.%3

It is again difficult not to read this as a displaced conversation about the
Australian colonies, and one aimed as much at readers in Britain as in
the colonies. This account saw the justification for initial invasion as con-
tinuing to justify permanent settlement. As James Boyce has observed in
the context of the 1835 scttler invasion of the Port Philip district; the
prevailing logic was that colonisation ‘could not be stopped because it
should not be’.%* The Mercury’s use of the future tense is doubly reveal-
ing. The reader with one eye to the future could see not only the
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imperial potential of the colonies, but the dystopian consequences of not
dealing with barbarism.

Though the Mercury acknowledged the more magnanimous treat-
ment that New Zealand had settlers afforded Maori compared to the
Australian case, Maori had squandered this generosity. The corollary
was that if even racially superior New Zealand ‘natives’ in the best of
circumstances had failed, there could be no remorse for seizing unused
Aboriginal Australian land. Yet the concern underwriting this position
was implicit in the Mercury’s declaration that the ‘question at issue is one
of more than local interest’. ‘It would be a humiliation’, it continued, ‘to
the whole of the colonies if, in the great north island of New Zealand,
the enterprize [sic] of colonisation itself were defeated.’®®

To strengthen their position, colonial achievements in remaking
their lands were crucial. Yet it was insufficient for these achievements
to merely occur. They had to be recognised externally. This led to the
uneasy dynamic of colonists presuming what London wanted from them.
To the extent that these presumptions went unanswered, Australian press
rhetoric was riddled with self-doubt.

What is more, the colonial desire to be seen by Britain as integral to
the empire’s growth meant the colonies’ productive value threatened
an emotional distancing from the mother country. To a certain extent,
colonial collaboration in the expansion of British capital sustained the
image of unity between the colonies and Britain. However, this was a
relationship dependent on material gain and utilitarian production rather
than on a relationship of unconditional and spontaneous affection. As
we will see, this differed markedly from rhetoric heard during the Sudan
crisis and the South African War, where there was noticeable public fer-
vour for campaigns in which Australia could prove its intrinsic imperial
partnership.

BRETHREN IN ARMS

If the settler-imperial relationship was being tested at this time, what
of trans-settler affection? Here it can be hard to disentangle the mate-
rial and immaterial incentives of settlers. Certainly, in public narratives,
themes of family ties prevailed. If public reports can be believed, set-
tlers in Australia often did not differentiate between themselves and their
New Zealand neighbours. At least in the war’s initial stages, the empha-
sis was on British settler allegiance rather than any individual colonial
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competition. Jeff Hopkins-Weise has even argued, somewhat tenuously,
that men from the Australian colonies provided a precedent for the
future Anzac relationship between Australia and New Zealand.%¢

There was undoubtedly a need to announce the mutual sympathy
between the colonies. The SMH saw the Australian and New Zealand
settlers as one ‘community of feeling’. “They who are bound together
in a time of trial’, it said, ‘are united by a stronger bond than any law
could create’. Importantly, for the SMH this instinctive reaction relied
on the understanding that New Zealand’s settlers had ‘been forced into
this war by powers over which they had no control’. Consequently, there
was now only a stark choice between ‘the surrender of colonisation’, and
‘the thorough assertion and vindication of her Majesty’s supremacy’.
The SMH saw the need for ‘a strong hand’, and promoted the idea that
Australian recruits be secured through the promise of land grants.%”

For the SMH, the contribution of troops from the Australian colo-
nies made it ‘the first time in our history when the common interest of
the Southern world has made Australians brethren in arms’.%® This edito-
rial, as with others of its kind, was reproduced in New Zealand papers,
indicating the material circulation of this feeling.®® Likewise, for the
Argus, the ‘war in New Zealand brings home to us very forcibly the
vitality of that common bond of interest and of race which connects the
Australian system’.”? Shared feeling thus supplemented shared trade.
As the colonial commentator and politician William Westgarth noted
in 1864 in the context of New South Wales and Victorian aid to New
Zealand, commercial ties between New Zealand and Australia were ‘hap-
pily not incompatible with those personal dangers and sacrifices that are
sometimes necessary in order to acquire and to maintain our common
civilization”.”!

British press reports discussed Australia alongside its neighbour-
ing settler colony as dual representatives of the Tasman branch of the
British world. The Times conceded that New South Wales had reason for
direct interest in New Zealand and ‘sympathy for the perplexities of its
inhabitants’. Since so many settlers had migrated from Australia to take
up farmland in New Zealand, ‘it is to Australia that they would return if
their pasturages should fall permanently into the hands of the Maories’.
After noting the prompt Australian military aid to New Zealand, the
Times recognised that the ‘intimate relations between the two groups of
colonies extend to the press’, and the fulsome coverage of New Zealand
affairs in Australian papers.”?
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Yet ideas oftrans-settler solidarity were not always so straightforward.
In the recently concluded Taranaki War, similar expressions of colonial
sympathy abounded and the Waikato War had seemingly renewed this
feeling. As the war dragged on, and as new hostilities began outside of
the Waikato, these ties were tested. Indeed, for certain New Zealand
papers, the Australian press could give British readers a false impres-
sion. The Canterbury Press, for example, reproduced an Azgus editorial
that argued for British defence of a besieged New Zealand. The Press
objected, faulting the Azgus and other New Zealand papers on matters
of logic, practicality, and historical fact.

The Press advocated autonomy over local affairs, but saw no sense in
infuriating Britain to the point that it would remove its forces and with-
draw its funding completely. The Press acknowledged that Britain should
pay some of the costs for New Zealand’s defence. But the idea that set-
tlers could not defend their own societies without British military help
was, it said, erroneous and bound to backfire. For ‘England can only
be thoroughly ashamed of a child which one moment blusters for self-
government and the next whines for protection.””® The Press noted the
Argus’ ‘ultra-colonial view’, but worried about the effect when such arti-
cles, purportedly representing the settler cause, were read in England.
Evidently, there were strategic and tactical differences in the messages
that settlers wished to convey to the mother country. For the Press, the
support of the Argus, when publicised abroad, was doing more harm
than good.

Nor was trans-settler loyalty unconditional. Offers of land to
Australian military settlers could be challenged by New Zealanders ques-
tioning why confiscated land should go to other colonists before them-
selves.”* The Brishane Courier also expressed the limits of trans-settler
solidarity, stressing its own colonial interests and, more subtly, the need
to keep a clean conscience. By February 1864, with New Zealand colo-
nists supposedly no longer in grave danger, it said the time had come to
halt military recruitment. The Brisbane Courier now perceived the aim of
the war as only ‘the extermination of the Maories as landed proprietors,
and the forfeiture of their lands to the Crown’. It continued: ‘however
this may appear expedient as a part of Imperial policy, and as an act of
justice to settlers whose territorial rights had been guaranteed, we cannot
regret that no more Australian settlers are to be called upon to share the
spoil’.7?
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Other Australian papers drew a clear difference between aiding New
Zealand settlers, and continuing the colonising work in their own back-
yard. In early 1864 the Angus was also growing concerned about recruit-
ment drives for further volunteers to New Zealand. Though it wished
New Zealand settlers success against ‘the Maories’, it urged limitations to
colonial generosity. It continued, ‘We may supply soldiers, but it is surely
a little too much that we should be asked to contribute colonists’, as ‘this
is precisely the one article which we want ourselves.””%

Opinion was changing with the times. And yet, from a broader view,
such statements show that though local settler interests were not undi-
vided, their broader motivations were essentially like-minded. As a rule,
the antipodean colonies wanted settlers to fill the land, while need-
ing to suppress Indigenous violence in order to facilitate land procure-
ment. Disputes arose when one colony was seen to advance towards
this goal at the expense of another. Rivalry was therefore ever-present.
Depending on the circumstance, individual colonies appealed at differ-
ent times to their colonial, British, or imperial solidarities. Generally,
though, Australian newspapers felt compelled to answer critiques of
New Zealand’s settlers, showing the affinities between colonists who saw
themselves, and their land, as under siege.”” In this they found support-
ers and adversaries alike in the papers at ‘Home’.

WHAT Is THE USt oF THE COLONIES?”8

The following chapter further explores colonial sensitivity to external
criticism of their societies, and other ways that Australian newspapers
sought to defend colonial reputations. To understand the feeling gen-
erated in Australia over British discussions of settler societies requires a
reading of the British position during the war. What kind of commentary
could have so raised colonial ire? Examples are not difficult to come by.
Take the assessment of the I//ustrated London News (ILN) in mid-1864,
which expresses British frustration towards the colonies, embodied as
troublesome children. Here we see the reluctant accommodations made
in London to colonial demands. The ILN would have none of the argu-
ment that Maori ‘savagery’ caused the wars. On the contrary, to the ILN
it was ‘impossible to talk away the fact that the real or the occult cause
of the war is to be found in the coveting of their neighbours’ land by the
English settlers’. The ILN complained that parliament was asked to sup-
ply a large loan to colonists to fund a war that was ‘unrighteous, at least,
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in its objects and origins’, and ‘which is being carried on for the benefit
of settlers who find the ordinary process of money-making which a new
country affords too slow’.”?

It is clear why British colonists might find this attitude perturbing.
Colonists were charged with offering ‘specious inducements’ and of hav-
ing ‘curious audacity’ in their requests. Then, relinquishing all respon-
sibly for the conflict, the ILN stated: ‘As to the argument that this
country cannot in justice allow the colonists to bear the whole weight of
the burden which this war entails, the simple answer is that it is purely a
colonists’ war, originating in a purely colonial policy.”8 Read against an
Australian press narrative, the ILN’s shifting of responsibility for the war
to colonists was the inverse of claims that colonists were merely fulfill-
ing the imperial will. The ILN concluded ominously that, ‘the time is
not far distant when Parliament will have to decide whether we in this
country are not paying too dearly for those bright gems in the Crown of
England, as our self-governing and generally half-rebellious colonies are
fancifully termed’.8!

For the ILN, however, it was not always thus. Nine months prior,
it had in a less exasperated state argued for the protection of Britain’s
colonial investment in New Zealand: ‘Obeying, as it would seem, an
inevitable law of their existence, the English race still pushes on, and its
ramifications continue to extend.” Indeed, it considered that ‘matters
have at length arrived in that settlement at a point when the interests of
40,000 British men, women and children, firmly and ineradicably estab-
lished in the provinces of that section of the Australasian territory, must
be the first consideration’.8?

This earlier position was framed as an ultimatum unbettered in its all-
or-nothing defence of settler colonialism: ‘We have to choose between
two interests ... the very existence of a large body of our fellow-country-
men, and the more or less doubtful rights of a race which seems to have
relapsed into its primitive savagery.’®® In the last instance, ‘it is impos-
sible for Englishmen to have two opinions with regard to [the war’s]
nature and extent’. With volunteers now ‘going over from all parts of
Australia ... the colonists seem determined to take the matter into their
own hands, and to carry on a war which will determine, once and for
ever, the question of English supremacy in New Zealand’.8* As such, it
concluded: ‘Let such steps be taken as will secure now and for ever the
safety of a large, industrious, and well-conducted British population from
murder and spoliation.”$> This shift of opinion between 1863 and 1864



56 S. HUTCHINSON

indicates the growing impatience felt as renewed conflict arose elsewhere,
and as the question of land confiscation took centre stage. But frustra-
tions with settler attitudes and actions in New Zealand existed in other
British papers before and during the war, as in the Taranaki War before
it.8 The point is that Australian commentators who had followed British
coverage of New Zealand over the last few years were familiar with the
tone of critique captured by the ILN in 1864. They could then draw
equivalences that relied as much on their common identification and
experiences as settlers of the South Pacific than as separate colonies or
nascent nations.

Similar concerns would recur later that decade. Charles Dilke, in
Greater Britain (1868), discerned the ‘one-sided nature of the partner-
ship which exists between the mother and the daughter lands’. Dilke
complained that ‘we at present tax our humblest classes, we weaken our
defences, we scatter our troops and fleets, and lay ourselves open to pan-
ics ... in order to protect against imaginary dangers the Australian gold-
digger and Canadian farmer’.%” Dilke concluded that ‘the colonies are
a source of military weakness to us, and our “protection” of them is a
source of danger to the colonists’.88 As we will see, this rhetoric, if not its
economic rationale, would shift dramatically later in the century.

British commentary was also, however, far from unanimous.
Opposing those who argued that the colonies should finance their own
conflicts were voices advocating imperial expenditure to defend New
Zealand’s settlers. This tension was apparent in the conflicting edito-
rial positions in mid-1864 of two illustrious publications: the Standard
and the Times. A June 1864 Times editorial, echoing the later ILN pas-
sage, rejected the significance of the fiscal link between the colonies
and Britain. The Times distinguished between the two, complaining
that ‘whenever a set of land-jobbers in New Zealand find it conveni-
ent to appropriate a new tract of land the people of Middlesex are ...
called upon to pay for the vicarious luxury the colonists are thus allow-
ing themselves at the antipodes’, and in their defence against ‘recalcitrant
savages’.8?

This position would harden. Some months later, the TZmes compared
itself to ‘a parent with a number of grown-up children’, wishing to split
from his ‘impetuous’ and ‘petulant’ ‘youngsters’ before finally regain-
ing a sense of ‘natural affection’.”? The Times pleaded to devote capital
and men to developing land already held by antipodean settlers instead
of paying to fight over new land. It bemoaned that ‘Our blood and our
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treasure are expended not at our own will, but under the direction of
colonists whose interests have nothing in accordance with our own.”!
Such claims served further notice to colonists reading on that imperial
unity had its limits.

The Standard, by contrast, could not abide objections to imperial
assistance to the colonies. It rebuked those such as the Tzmes who ‘coolly
weigh[ed] the blood of their women and children against the gold
which helps to protect them from a savage massacre’.”? ‘Cold, indeed,
is the philosophy’, scowled the Standard, ‘and wretched the statecraft
which can deal grudgingly with those stems of the parent tree which
have taken root on distant shores.”® It asserted that there ‘is an affin-
ity among nations as well as among persons. The transfer of a Cockney
to Wellington, Otago, or Auckland, does not forthwith make him an
alien and a foreigner’. ‘Fiscal purposes’, the Standard explained, ‘are not
the only ties which can bind England to her colonies. It may be that the
Englishman in Middlesex has kith and kin on the borders of the Waikato
district.”%*

Though impassioned, this exchange over the responsibilities for colo-
nial defence took place within a common set of assumptions regarding
the naturalness of empire. Up for dispute was only the course it should
take to maintain the supremacy and the right to rule that both publi-
cations accepted in advance. Where the Times saw the costs of footing
the bill as prohibitive, the Standard saw it as the requisite long-term
investment for the benefits the colonies provided. More to the point,
this debate both influenced and relied on similar discussions in Australia.
Australian papers appropriated editorials such as those of the Standard to
further their own cases, while influential voices in the British press seized
upon and lifted arguments made in the settler press to give authentic-
ity to their accounts.”® To Australian editors reading British accounts the
issue was clear cut—the colonisation project, which all agreed was nec-
essary for the expansion of global capital, required the pastures owned
by natives, from whose inevitable aggression colonists required protec-
tion in turn. Though this was a debate over funding, it called upon the
broader justifications and anxieties of settler societies.

The Standard sustained its defence of imperial assistance to colonists
in global terms, seeing the settler colonial project as a worldwide, rather
than provincial, development. It chastised those who argued against
funding the conflict: ‘It is a narrow policy which reckons up the money
value of every Imperial bayonet that defends New Zealand civilisation
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against aboriginal barbarism, and declare it to be all loss.” It reasoned
that “The home country has been rendered great by her colonial empire.
Wherever the English colonist has been able to find a resting-place
for the sole of his foot thither has he summoned the manufactures of
Manchester and Birmingham.’

The conversion of wilderness into profit, the building of towns and
manufacturing districts, the creation of booming commercial enterprises,
were all ‘elements of material grandeur for which we are indebted to the
hardy pioneers who have gone forth from our shores and transferred the
habits and requirements of civilisation to the prairie, the savannah, the
jungle, and the bush’. And they were the factors ‘to be borne in mind
whenever the cost of defending our colonies comes under discussion. We
owe a debt of gratitude to our distant relatives—the advanced guard of
the civilised world—the outposts of trade and commerce’.?® Presented
for the reader was no less than an outline of the ‘settler revolution’, with
its productive urges and spatial expansion transplanting civilisation to
whole swathes of the earth’s surface.”” As we have seen, this was a view
to complement the colonists’ own.

Crucially, the vindication of settler land acquisition rested on analo-
gous illustrations of it. Sympathetic British papers thus evoked the
example of Australia. In another editorial, the Standard reduced New
Zealand’s colonisation to a fundamental and familiar query: ‘The prob-
lem is, in fact, whether we have or have not a right to colonise the waste
or sparsely-peopled spaces of the earth.’®® To resolve this problem the
Standard, mirroring Australian editorial reasoning, pointed to a com-
parison: ‘Technically Australia was the property of the aborigines, not
one jot the less indubitably than the lands of New Zealand belong to
the Maori nation.”” The application of the past tense here rhetorically
stripped Aboriginal Australians of land ownership, seeing their property
rights as an abstraction that need not be taken seriously. According to the
Standard, it Maori sovereignty over their land was to act as a precedent,
it followed that ‘all America was the hunting-ground of the Red Indian,
and New Guinea is the inheritance of the woolly-headed Papuan’.100

The Standard drew an equivalence that reduced Indigenous diversity
to the essential element of their sovereign land claims, or lack thereof,
thereby undermining Maori rights. Yet, reversing this rationale led to
a more uncomfortable conclusion. If New Zealand’s colonisation was
unlawful, so too might previous acts of colonisation be retroactively
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discredited. For this reason, as in Australian papers, such suggestions
required swift dismissal and anxious disputation in the same breath.

For both the Times and the Standard, affective rhetoric was not
absent so much as secondary to material concerns. The praise for the
colonies strengthened the idea that, despite platitudes evoking ‘kith
and kin’, the benefit of the colonies was more economic than filial. The
Standard recognised that the search for wealth that compelled colonial
expansion was buoyed by the recent discovery of the gold that ‘has been
immensely augmented by the “diggings” of our embryo empires’. This
was a teleology that positioned the white colonies as not only members
of the current empire but as incubators of a future one. But it did so pri-
marily in a functional sense. Even racial differences between colonists and
Indigenous populations were presented in financial terms, with different
subgroups assessed for their monetary value and as markets for English
goods. ‘An English colonist’, it continued:

is a very different customer from a naked savage. Even the polished
Hindoo is a poor purchaser. The native inhabitants of India are only worth
about sixpence a head to the home market, while the colonists of Australia
and New Zealand may be calculated as good for four or five pounds
a-piece. 101

So too did the Standard praise the ability of the colonies to provide space
for Britain’s surplus population. Sentimental as it may have been in oppos-
ing the Times, the Standard could not overlook the utility of the colonies
which ‘have served to draught off our superabundant population’. This
population had, moreover, been put to good use: ‘It is far better’, observed
the Standard, ‘to have customers abroad than paupers at home.”102

The tendency to contrast the colonies’ positive attributes with the
metropole ran up against other problems. Namely, a moral panic over
the prevention of British decay accompanied the demographic and eco-
nomic gains of the colonies. ‘Would to Heaven’, the Standard beseeched,
‘we could transform more of our starving seamstresses into emigrant
housewives, rearing hearty young families of Anglo-Saxons in Canada,
Australia, or South Africa, instead of tottering on the verge of prostitution
at home.’1%3 It would be difficult to locate a more summary statement
of the interconnections between the global reach of colonialism, and
questions of class, gender, and domesticity than this Wakefieldian plea.
The Standard presented the colonies as locations of exported whiteness,
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wealth production, and domestic reproduction in perpetuity, thereby
redeeming the threat of metropolitan degeneracy.

The white settler woman was here doubly sexualised. The replace-
ment of the original population with the settler one, if settlers were to
claim themselves as ‘native’, was primarily a project of energetic biologi-
cal reproduction.!®* Yet metropolitan prostitution stressed the darker
shadow of industrial capitalism and signalled the potential for white racial
degeneration if it did not expand. In the Australian case at least, the strict
division between metropolitan sexual excess and colonial domesticity,
with its class connotations, was clearly strained. Not only did Australia’s
colonial population largely derive from the surplus of Britain’s metropol-
itan labour force. The fantasy that contrasted the debauched metropoli-
tan figure with a pure, white colonial one was also undercut by rumours
of miscegenation (a term coined in 1863) in the colonies, and the gen-
eral depravity said to be inherited from the convict stain.

Metaphorically, given that the ownership of property required the
addition of labour to land, the gendered nature of settler colonialism
took on a distinctly aggressive aspect. If Indigenous inhabitants’ passive
existence on the land nullified their rights to it, European land claims
were upheld in proportion to their territorial penetration.!%®> As Beenash
Jafri has suggested, settler colonialism is naturalised through a set of ‘set-
tling down’ practices. The presentation of normative Victorian family
relations in the colonies sanitised the violence of settler colonialism ‘such
that the calls to own property or start a (nuclear) family become delinked
from their historical contexts and reconfigured as natural, innate, ahis-
torical desires’.106

In this sense, the ephemeral, detached exploitation of metropolitan
prostitution stood in for the alienating forces of capitalism that warranted
colonial expansion. The wholesome ‘family rearing’ of the colonies, by
contrast, offered a pleasing alternative to the squalor of British cities. The
irony was that the illicit economy of metropolitan prostitution at least
implied paid labour while the ‘legitimate’ economy of labourious marital
family relations was, it would seem, to be voluntary.!%” There was thus
an uneasy editorial balance between seeing the colonies as central to the
imperial economic system, and imagining them as innocent of its adverse
effects. Invisible here was the removal from the land of its original inhab-
itants, with the resulting rupture of their social and familial relations, to
make way for this new idealised settler family.!%® For British observers,
the Indigenous presence elicited an altogether more conflicted response.



CHAPTER 4

The Waikato War: Philanthropy and the
Settler Fantasy

The Australian colonies retained a presence in the British press at this
time partly because they allowed certain racial comparisons to be made.
The primacy of land and production provided ample rationale for this.
In purely practical terms, this makes sense. The crucial point was that
Maori claims to their land, or their presence on it, would not halt the
productive transformation and incorporation of this land into the settler
economy. Enlisted as part of this process, the language of race ration-
alised and resolved the contradictions between settlement and senti-
ment. It also fed into critiques of settler attitudes and behaviours towards
Indigenous populations, and, in turn, settler defences of their socie-
ties. This chapter builds on the last, but alters the focus from matters
of material gain and utility, to the way that settler papers engaged with
and responded to arguments that challenged the moral basis of their
existence.

The Waikato War occurred during a moment of ideological contest,
as meanings of race multiplied. Besides race as a synonym of national
and cultural descent, with subjects capable of progressive change, stood
an idea of a rigid hierarchy of innate biological differences, with related
behavioural and moral traits.! This change has been attributed to frus-
trations over evidence of ‘native savagery’ discerned in a confluence of
imperial crises, including the New Zealand Wars and the Indian rebel-
lion.? Yet there was always a large degree of ambiguity between vari-
ous schools of racial thought. The slippage in conceptions of race
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characterised much Victorian writing.® This had implications for the
kind of language heard in settler societies, where ideas of inborn racial
essences were particularly convenient.

The exchange of racial ideas between the colonies and Britain could
be fluid.* British readers browsing a range of newspapers in the early
1860s met an array of racial categories in which to understand stories
of empire. These could be extreme, as in the venom of one letter writer
for whom the inability of Maori to adapt to British culture and language
meant ‘if every one was removed from the face of the earth, [it] would
be a boon inestimable to the human race’.® Portrayals elsewhere were
usually more ambivalent.® Some descriptions even went the other way.
An article in London’s conservative Morning Post saw Maori physical and
moral qualities overall as potentially ‘equal if not superior to the white
man’.” The Dundee Courier & Argus described Maori as ‘savages’, yet
at the same time, ‘a race of men who are the equals of the Europeans
in natural faculties, whether physical or mental’.® Such claims complicate
James Belich’s contention that the ‘European monopoly of the higher
mental facilities was the inner tabernacle of Victorian racial attitudes’,
and that “To question it was to question a whole world view.”® Further
muddying any binary racial division, this same article saw the real dan-
ger to New Zealand’s composition less in Maori than in the admission of
‘strange, wild-looking’ Australian volunteers. The true question, one that
surely made any Australian readers wince, was whether it was ‘desirable
to introduce such a class into one of our more reputable colonies’.1?

When Maori resistance clashed with notions of British supremacy,
readers could be offered more optimistic appraisals of the settler colo-
nies. Here, New Zealand and Australia’s rhetorical association might
refocus on monitoring the racial purity of the colonies, an obsession that
continued later in the century. New Zealand in particular had appar-
ently achieved a level of Anglo-Saxonness unmatched even by other
white colonies, Irishness remaining the disqualifying trait. The Bristo/
Mercury recorded that: “No other colonies, so far as we are aware, have
a population so homogenous and so purely Anglo-Saxon as those of
New Zecaland.” It then clarified, ‘The Irish race abounds in Canada and
Australia, and the German element is largely visible both in the American
settlements and at the Cape of Good Hope.’!! Such statements existed
in a time of anxiety over the make-up of a unified British polity and
the growing number of ‘internal others’, a category itself created by
empire.!?
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More often, though, racial thought aided the ideological heavy lifting
of empire. Managing the tensions of colonial expansion often meant dis-
avowing the reasons for Indigenous resistance. This could entail the wil-
ful elision of history itself. Reviewing the year 1863, the Daily Telegraph
declared that the ‘Maori War in New Zealand is absolutely devoid of
Imperial significance’.!® More bluntly, a Times editorial of the same day
offered the following summary: “The colonies have for the most part
happily avoided any contribution to contemporary history.’* To clarify,
the Times observed that the ‘Australians of New South Wales and of
Victoria are highly prosperous, and they have neither an aristocracy to
envy nor even an aboriginal race to fear or to exterminate’.!®> However
illusory this historical account actually was—and counterexamples were
only too easy to come by—the point was to emphasise Australia’s role as
a prospective utopia for British readers.!®

In the same editorial the T7mes contrasted the Australian situation to
that of New Zealand where, unless Maori submitted to their defeat at
the hands of New Zealand’s settlers, that ‘savage race ... will probably
within a few years have ceased to exist’.!” Australian settlers, by contrast,
were silently productive, necessitating no external military commitments.
Though the comparison was outwardly complimentary, for colonial read-
ers this depiction could reinforce the view that London was disinclined
to fund their military protection.

Other British accounts drew on the Australian experience. In a
morose register, references to settler violence towards Australia’s
Aboriginal population could frame the rhetoric of Maori subjugation. In
August 1863, the Standard predicted that the ‘blacks of Australia, and
the grand Maories of New Zealand, will be alluded to by the next gener-
ation as beings of the past’.!3 In its confusion of historical tenses, a sense
of hope tempered regret. The Standard peered into the future to predict
the past, anticipating history from the view of the predicted victors of
racial conflict.??

The rhetorical purchase of this idea was considerable. If the fate
of Maori was sealed in advance and their disappearance inevitable, the
white man’s march, unjust though it may be, could not be countered.?’
Regret and anticipation were codependent. To regret Indigenous demise
in the face of sustained resistance to British force, one first had to fan-
tasise the demise to be regretted. Through this ‘proleptic elegy’, to use
Patrick Brantlinger’s phrase, mourning for Indigenous peoples could



64 S. HUTCHINSON

proceed concurrently with the taking of their land. The ‘native’ could
appear in settler narratives without subverting them.?!

And yet colonisation was also widely recognised as the cause of this
lamentable fate. Both Australian and British newspapers grappled with
this same dilemma. Given the impossibility of relinquishing settler ter-
ritory, but faced with anticipated Indigenous ‘disappearance’, it is lit-
tle wonder that opposing rationalisations were forthcoming. It is little
wonder too that these matters generated intense dispute as papers passed
between Britain and the colonies.

In much British public rhetoric, Maori were routinely perceived
as being higher up the evolutionary order than Aboriginal people.
Commentators might cite Maori racial distinction and the singularity of
the Treaty of Waitangi, but they could equally empty the New Zealand
conflicts of their specificity to draw lessons outside of the circumstances
of that colony. The interplay between the global and the parochial recon-
textualised historical moments.?? For the Huddersfield Chronicle and
West Yorkshire Advertiser, the ‘trial of might’ in the Waikato was prede-
termined on the grounds of British racial supremacy. To prevent any pro-
tracted suffering, Maori subjugation should be merciless. ‘In Tasmania’,
the article reminded its readers, ‘the aboriginals have wholly disappeared

. extirpated by the European settlers as so much vermin’.?3 It was this
‘same fate, by a slower and less reprehensible process, [that was] befalling
the native Australian’.?* Despite apparent Maori racial advantages over
‘the nude savage of Van Diemen’s Land’, it was this end that was being
cautioned against.?®

However, the same article summoned Australia again to authorise the
acquisition of Maori land. For if the ‘principle’ of the Treaty of Waitangi
was to hold, it might as well be ‘that the few black natives ought to have
been allowed, if they chose, to forbid the formation of a single British
settlement in the vast Island-continent of Australia. Such doctrine is
manifestly absurd’.2® This position, as discussed in the previous chap-
ter, was commonly expressed. The point to note here is that this single
article had twice appealed to Australian settlement, the first to warrant
Maori suppression so as to avoid the Tasmanian experience, the second
to equate the ‘absurdity’ of permitting Indigenous resistance to British
colonisation in either Australia or New Zealand.

Sections of the British press could, then, call on the Australian case
to present a message that, though bleak, could be tolerated by colonists
reading these same messages. Other accounts gave no such comfort.
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According to the prominent analyst of the war, John Eldon Gorst,
Australian colonists had provided an instructive warning to Maori of the
nefarious intentions of British settlers. This was a British commentator
who did have experience in dealing with Maori. A future member of the
House of Commons (including in 1885 during debates over the Sudan
crisis), Gorst was closely involved in local New Zealand politics as a resi-
dent magistrate, then civil commissioner. In his twenties he had spent
the opening years of the 1860s in the Waikato, drawing on his experi-
ences to pen a still-respected history of events there.?” For a short time
before he was expelled from the Waikato by the Kingitanga in April
1863, Gorst also edited a Maori newspaper, 1z Pihoihoi Mokemoke, to
rival the pro-Kingite 7¢ Hokioi. After his expulsion, and the removal of
his printing press, Gorst reluctantly accompanied the Minister of Native
Affairs, Francis Dillon Bell, to Australia to recruit military settlers for the
Waikato.

In a widely circulated letter to the Times, Gorst asserted that the ‘fate
of the Tasmanian and Australian black is well known to [Maori]’, such
that they ‘say that as the English dog and rat have entirely exterminated
the native dog and rat, so the Englishmen will destroy them’.?® Gorst
himself wanted to see the back of the Kingitanga, but he also deplored
the violence settlers were seemingly intent on. His letter sparked a swift
response in the New Zealand press, eager to guard against Gorst’s ‘trea-
sonous wish ... to enforce an erroneous impression of the colonists in
the English mind’.?? In turn, Australian colonists sent letters with New
Zealand press cuttings to Australian papers.3® Yet Gorst himself was
aware of the ‘care’ taken by the colonial press in vetting, altering or sup-
pressing, information sent to England from the colonies ‘for fear of the
effect which those letters and facts, if copied into English newspapers,
would produce’. For this reason, Gorst argued that ‘the Maori story can
only be got in full from the Maoris themselves’.3! Unsurprisingly, then,
ideas of race were intimately connected with the contestation of humani-
tarianism, and to debates over settler violence towards ‘native’ popula-
tions in the colonies.

THEIR DELICATE PHILANTHROPIC SENSIBILITIES

We saw in the previous chapter the need for Australian newspapers to
find allies in the British press, and to defend the colonies against detrac-
tors. This was one thing when weighing up issues of fiscal expense and
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material production; it was another when dealing with fundamental criti-
cism of how settlers dealt with those whose territory they had taken. The
ensuing response of colonial papers to critics of settler society elicited a
defensive posture best understood by looking further at collective settler
feeling.

It is clear that settlers had long faced regular opposition from certain
humanitarian and elite quarters of Britain on the subject of land and
relations with Indigenous peoples.3? British dailies accommodated this
opposition. What is now receiving growing examination is the response
of the settler press in writing back to these charges and in doing so for-
mulating and ratifying collective identities.33

Alan Lester and Fae Dussart argue that British Government officials
could not permit explicit settler violence towards Indigenous societies,
publicly at least, for several reasons. These included an ingrained mythol-
ogy of moral exceptionalism, and the ‘modern state’s imperative to
control, regulate and as far as possible monopolize the violence of colo-
nization’. In addition, British officials felt it necessary to avoid the pres-
sure of humanitarian lobbying.3+

As observed, the British humanitarian movement, and the connec-
tions it built across time and place, rose to prominence on the back of
successes in combating slavery. The movement aimed to extend these
successes to ameliorating the plight of Indigenous peoples in the colo-
nies.3® This was part of an expansive project of disseminating the civilis-
ing properties of Britishness, one consequence of which was supposedly
to soften the nefarious tendencies of settlers.3¢ Yet the perceived humani-
tarian interference in settler societies was the cause of much opprobrium
in the 1840s. Settlers loathed humanitarian defiance of their land grabs
and their moral authority. This feeling was sharpened by the evident fail-
ure of the movement to redeem Maori.?” These well-publicised failings
formed the basis of a settler press campaign to equate ‘resistance to the
British civilising mission with resistance to civilisation per se’.38

At this time, humanitarians appeared in public rhetoric more often
as ‘philanthropists’, or pejoratively as ‘sentimentalists’. These were
blanket terms used for a range of actors including mission workers,
Aborigines’ Protection Society affiliates in Britain, and various lobby-
ing groups. These labels and others (‘philo-Maori’ in New Zealand),
could describe individuals or groups purporting to promote a measure of
Aboriginal protection or rights. They were also used, more loosely, as short-
hand for anyone expressing conscientious discontent with settler activities.
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‘Humanitarianism’, then, had a capacious meaning, but it represented
a set of beliefs that many influential Britons, and colonists, at least paid
lip-service to, even after its heyday in the 1830s-1840s.3° Though the
1860s are seen as an era of decline in the history of humanitarian criti-
cism of settlers, this period saw no scarcity of critique, or of colonial
response to it.*? The following discussion looks at the perceptions that
settlers held, rather than analysing humanitarian policy or doctrine.*!
Here, the figure of the humanitarian focused settler rhetoric by con-
densing a host of deeply felt colonial concerns. This holds true for the
Australian press.

Clearly, the newspaper press was a fractious system, where interests
and identities were constantly negotiated across vast distances. This
allowed something of a dialogue, in which Australian newspapers tried
to moderate impressions of the colonies for British readers, and correct
misinformed metropolitan sources.*> Australian papers like the Sydney
Morning Herald (SMH), for example, sought to counter the ‘calumni-
ous diatribe” and ‘the audacious and heartless attack’ on New Zealand
settlers coming from the editors of British papers such as the T#mes in the
months leading up to the Waikato War.*3

The most disconcerting aspect of this was the potential spread of
British caricatures of the colonies.** Local newspapers needed to con-
trol what the colonies meant in Britain and, via the global circulation of
wire and print, what colonists could overhear about themselves. That this
control was never absolute was a source of frustration. Martial contests
were ideal opportunities to negotiate these meanings in moments when
the mother country was known to be looking on. Papers like the SMH
knew they were speaking to foreign as well as national audiences, while
the information shared between Britain and her colonies prevented a
strict demarcation of their press networks.*>

In the previous chapter we saw the Argms campaigning in early
September 1863 on behalf of New Zealand’s colonists for the validity
of British settler ‘title’. This editorial was initially provoked by a criti-
cal letter composed by “Victorian Colonist’, which offered a power-
ful moral critique of the Argus’ position. The letter reasoned that the
New Zealand conflicts could be described as ‘unjust” and ‘tyrannical’. A
peculiar parallel also hinted at a more localised anxiety. Considering the
moral justification ‘in taking possession of a savage land and enforcing
our laws’; ‘Victorian Colonist” asked: ‘how would we meet an attempt by
the Chinese to come here in force—where we have comparatively a weak
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title—and, as a people considering us outer barbarians, to improve us off
the face of the earth?’#¢ This ‘Chinese question’ was particularly acute in
the aftermath of anti-Chinese riots (the extreme violence of the Lambing
riots were barely two years past), and heated debates over anti-immigra-
tion laws. As we will see, concerns over the weakness of this title would
surface at other moments in the century.

The Argus, however, saw this sort of talk as exemplifying the ‘spirit
of perverse and morbid philanthropy’, typical of an ‘enemy of the
nation’.*” This editorial response prompted an impassioned second let-
ter from ‘Victorian Colonist’ that closely evaluated the terms of Maori
‘sovereignty’ and agency. Sharply countering the Azgus’ assertion that
Maori happily gave up their land rights, “Victorian Colonist’ observed
that the ‘best proof that the Maori never understood what he parted
with, or rather assented to, is that upon practical experience he rejects
it, whether rightly or not’.*8 In other words, the obvious fact that Maori
were taking up arms made nonsense of the suggestion that they accepted
the terms of colonial authority and law. Moving on to graver implica-
tions, ‘Victorian Colonist’ reminded the Azgus that the responsibility for
the ‘passing’ of the native lay solely with British colonists: ‘we can only
lament that wherever the white man plants himself, those of a duskier
colour pass away, forgetting that the white man is the cause, and there-
fore responsible for that passing away’.*’

For the Angus, however, ‘natives’ required no motive for violence.
Their savagery was inherent, while the settler was by contrast dutifully
defending his imperial contribution. Letters such as those of ‘Victorian
Colonist” reversed this narrative by granting ‘natives’ rationality and
agency, and attributing to settlers the capacity for brute violence and
rapacity. Unsurprisingly, the debate between the Azgus and ‘Victorian
Colonist’ circulated beyond Victoria. The South Australian Advertiser
drew on it to conclude that the overthrow of the Queen’s authority was
not an option.>°

The settler defence against humanitarian protestation was, as
observed, often informed by racial animosities. As impatience and anxi-
ety over Maori resistance grew, racial thought hardened, often into
outright hostility, in the Australian colonies as in New Zealand. In an
extreme example, the liberal Sydney Empire (onetime soapbox of Henry
Parkes, whom we will encounter later), let go a stream of invective after
reports of settlers being murdered by Maori. In a breathless polemic it
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exclaimed: ‘It is high time that the romantic halo thrown by pious mis-
sionaries and enthusiastic philanthropists around these bloodthirsty irre-
claimable savages was dispelled, and the last rag which covers the hideous
nakedness of the Maori character stripped off.” For the Empire, ‘the lead-
ers of missionary and philanthropic movements’ care more for the ‘dirty,
degraded, and nearly naked cannibals, who infest New Zealand’ than the
starving millions in Britain.>!

More often, the to-and-fro between the newspapers of the colonies
and Britain was more subtle. In countering humanitarian critiques, the
South Australian Register, in one of the more common tactics of the set-
tler press, discredited distant critics who misunderstood the motives for
land confiscation:

It is easy enough for gentlemen ‘who live at home at ease’ to lay down the
law which ought to govern the conduct of the colonists towards the abo-
rigines, and to denounce their fellow-countrymen for their alleged injus-
tice and cruelty towards a helpless race. But perhaps a closer contact with
the Maories might alter their views.?2

The Brisbane Courier, by contrast, had some months earlier belittled
the humanitarian narrative as merely one of several possible, ultimately
rejected, alternatives. Upon noting how the ‘New Zealand war has
become a stock subject with journalists’, the Brisbane Courier summa-
rised numerous plots available to newspaper readers to make sense of
events in New Zealand. These plots ranged from discussions of native
rights, to sympathising with Exeter Hall philanthropists such as Bishop
Selwyn, to criticising General Cameron’s tactics.® Each plot held out
possibilities for alternative interpretations, showing the gap between
reported facts and their exposition. The Brishane Courier concluded
instead by simply affirming that ‘Once and for all; they [Maori] must
be conquered and be made to feel their inferior position.’>* Similarly,
Hobart’s Mercury, in the lead up to the war, endowed itself with impar-
tiality by citing the unanimity of ‘leading journals’ of other colonies. It
asserted that ‘no discussion of the merits of the quarrel between the abo-
riginals and the colonists of New Zealand is now pertinent. The whole
question resolves itself into one of supremacy. It is a war of races.’
Others strove to uphold the reputations of settlers against a range
ofcritics. ‘Australasian’ wrote to the SMH on the subject of land confis-
cation. They objected to what they described as the ‘outcry raised by the
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English Press, Parliament, and philo-Maori defamers of the much-injured
and long-suffering colonists of Northern New Zealand’.>® Similarly, the
Melbourne Age had earlier declared that ‘If New Zealand is to become a
seat of British colonisation, there must be an end to this maudlin sympathy
with “noble savages”.” Maori ‘nobility’, only created ‘the greatest impedi-
ment to their sinking into that inferior position which is alone compatible
with the pretentions of the white man’. For the Age, “The Maories, like the
North American Indians [Australia’s Aboriginal population went unmen-
tioned], will die out before the advance of civilisation.”” The following
month the same paper, reflecting on the mistaken policy of philanthropy
and the need for ‘speedy colonisation’, concluded that “The Maories must
atone with their lives for the trouble they have given, and their broad lands
will be seized to indemnify their conquerors.’®®

The Age’s position altered as conflict continued and land confisca-
tion became the key question. ‘We cannot refuse to the Maories pity’, it
wrote in September 1863, ‘even when we urge their subjugation, or, if it
must be so, extermination.” It said ‘The interests of our race and of man-
kind forbid that we should abandon the northern island of New Zealand
to its aboriginal owners’, but it hoped ‘their inevitable lot may be accom-
plished mercifully and speedily’.> By late 1864, the Age still saw English
attacks on settlers as ‘both ignorant and unfair’; as blame sat ultimately
with the Colonial Office. But it also warned against confiscation of more
land than was necessary, and urged consideration of ‘the natives’.%" The
Age, in essence, struggled to square the necessity and logic of settler col-
onisation with the declared wish to act humanely.

It is worth noting that commentators in Melbourne around this time
often voiced concerns over of the visible effects that colonisation had on
local Aboriginal people—even as they urged Maori defeat.®! There is no
necessary contradiction here. The Aboriginal population of Melbourne was
no longer considered an overt physical threat to settler society.%> This was
in contrast to much of Australia’s northern regions where the European
population was sparse, andconflict endemic. The situation in New Zealand
similarly required an altogether different response. Security of British set-
tlement was the first priority; mourning Indigenous lives could come later.

Quite often, humanitarian language was turned against itself. South
Australia’s Border Watch berated a policy that goes ‘under the specious
names of humane, enlightened and christian [that] is the most cruel that
can be imagined’.%® This paper compared events in New Zealand with
the Indian rebellion, a regular refrain at the time. Like the Sepoys, Maori
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had been ‘pampered and petted’.%* A missed opportunity of ‘breaking
the back bone of the Maori power’ and thereby preventing prolonged
bloodshed, had been ‘lost through the maudlin sentimentality and offi-
cious intermeddling of Bishop Selwyn and the missionaries’.%> The Maori
racial disposition saw them taking advantage of ‘British forbearance” and
had precipitated ‘a war of vengeance’. It noted that even ‘philanthro-
pists’ admitted the lawfulness of initial colonisation, so there was ‘noth-
ing for it but to treat [Maori] with what some would call unchristian
harshness’.%¢

The Angus, in a show of solidarity, described how a ‘perfect storm of
abuse is showered on the unfortunate colonists, both in the Press and in
the Parliament’.%” Listing the alleged crimes attributed to New Zealand
colonists, the Argus deconstructed a Times editorial, accusing the Times
of giving incompatible reasons for advocating New Zealand’s independ-
ence. The Times, it was implied, cynically exploited the rhetoric of both
humanitarianism and economic dependency to curtail imperial involve-
ment in New Zealand. ‘It is difficult to know what it is that The Times
wants’, the Argus complained. ‘Between its feeling for the “noble sav-
age”, and its regard for the pockets of the British public, it is unable to
give us any coherent idea of what our policy should be.”® It then refor-
mulated the Times’ position as an ultimatum. ‘Let us know precisely
what it is that The Times desires—whether economy or philanthropy.
The two luxuries cannot be enjoyed together by the British people.” The
Argus then upped the stakes, cautioning: ‘If [Britain] will not pay for
having the war conducted regularly and humanely, they must be pre-
pared to see the colonists taking it in hand in a manner which will some-
what startle their delicate philanthropic sensibilities.”®”

The Argus was on to something. Two years earlier, in 1862, the Times
recognised that the British position was fraught. The British public were
anxious about the increased taxation that colonial dependence entailed.
Yet, ‘if the colony were left entirely to its own governance’, the Times
argued, the ‘logical consequence ... [would] amount to the extermina-
tion of the brown man and the occupation of his place by the white’.”?
In essence, the Times understood that the choice was between giving
settlers free rein and allowing Maori to succumb to the ‘natural law’ of
colonisation, or permitting colonial dependence on British forces at tax-
payer expense. A choice, that is, between the imperial ideal and the impe-
rial treasury.
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Cut to December 1864 and the Times was drawing connections
between Australia and New Zealand. It pondered the ‘destruction of
the race in Tasmania’, and conceded: ‘The truth is that, at any rate in
pastoral countries, there is a never ceasing war between the settler and
the native.” Though this war had been evident in Tasmania, the New
Zealand example had shown that this method was not how ‘aboriginal
races can be exterminated’. Rather, ‘the settler finds means surer and
more inglorious. He imbibes a hatred for the whole native, and learns to
treat them as wild beasts, to be hunted down wherever found—as ver-
min to be exterminated without mercy whenever caught.””! As with the
colonial papers, the T7mes was torn between the seeming inexorability of
settler colonisation and its consequences.”? Depending on one’s perspec-
tive, readers in the Australian colonies and Britain could see a three-sided
struggle between needy settlers, a metropole seemingly more concerned
with its purse than with the lives and safety of its white subjects, and a
Maori population stubbornly refusing to submit to their fate.

Further illustrating the logic driving the refutation of ‘humanitarian-
ism’, the Azgus had earlier commented on New Zealand’s land confisca-
tion policy. It conceded that the ‘notion of punishing a rebellion among
savages by the forcible confiscation of their lands, is not altogether rec-
oncilable with the principles of abstract justice’.”3 However, it continued,
‘no one pretends that abstract justice ever is, or ever can be, the rule of
public life’. Rather, ‘We live in a world in which we are compelled to do
evil that good may come.””* The Argus, for the greater good of the set-
tler project, conjured a moral code that superseded ordinary principles.
For such reasons, the Argus declared: “We ... deprecate the intervention
of the sentimentalists at this particularly critical juncture.’”®

The Argus’ ‘sentimentalists’ included New Zealand’s influential
Anglican Bishop George Augustus Selwyn. Selwyn, who counted William
Gladstone as a personal friend, had long maintained that it went against
Christian principles to elect for war (though his view shifted to accept the
inevitability of the Waikato War).”® The Azgus challenged humanitarians
like Selwyn on their own terms: ‘On the abstract ground of humanity, to
pause in the career of conquest, to stop short of utter and complete sub-
jection, would be inhuman’, both ‘to the native, whose hopes it would
excite to a fresh struggle, to be followed by another defeat; and to the
settler, who has suffered so much that it would be cruelty to ask him to
suffer more.””” The Arngus presented the following prognosis: ‘How far
we can arrest them in their progress to self-extinction, and regenerate
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them in character as well as in numbers, will depend upon the solution
of the present crisis.””® The best hope of averting this predestined Maori
‘vanishing” was thus their immediate subjugation. This much was clear.
For the Argus, the Maori had only ‘been chastened for his own benefit,
and he has been subjected to the chances of partial annihilation that he
might be rescued from total annihilation’.”?

The inconsistencies of this editorial are apparently resolved through
the imminence of Maori defeat assigned to them in the same passage.
Humanitarians were framed as well intentioned but ultimately harm-
ful, as the deficiencies in Maori culture and civilisation required sterner
correction.8” The editorial concluded with one last ‘consideration’. The
Argus knew that the war’s termination would only result in net gains
for New Zealand, observing that the ‘war will be to her only a rougher
mode of colonization. The lands she has conquered, the telegram
tells us, have all the requisites for settlement.”®! The Asngus was quick
to remind its readers that New Zealand remained indebted to those
Victorian volunteers who had assisted her and who aimed to collect their
plot of land.

Through the rhetoric of humanitarianism and ‘abstract justice’,
the editorial returned to land possession as the core aim for both New
Zealand and Australian colonists. By embracing the language and les-
sons of the humanitarian to achieve antithetical ends, the A»gus co-opted
the challenges of its opponents. This was a manoeuvre likely undertaken,
as Kenton Storey has perceived, to allay ‘anxieties related to metropoli-
tan surveillance and the understanding that colonial executives operated
with an implicit humanitarian mandate’.3? Rather than denying the value
of acting with ‘humanity’, the Azgus simply reorganised its meaning
through an alternative rationale. Those readers identifying themselves
as humanitarians, as many did, now had to contend with (or perhaps
be comforted by) an opposing idea of what this entailed. Drawing on
a time-honoured rhetorical device, to not conquer and subjugate Maori
was to be lacking in humanity.

This reasoning was, of course, hardly confined to New Zealand,
and it had a long history in the Australian colonies.33 In this case it is
instructive to look at what the A»gus’ influential owner Edward Wilson
wrote publicly on Aboriginal matters. Wilson himself had in earlier years
been considered a political radical, a disposition that would later place
him in conflict with his conservative editors. He famously promoted
Aboriginal policy reform and would continue to criticise British conduct
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towards Aboriginal populations into the 1870s.84 In his 1859 travelogue
Rambles at the Antipodes, Wilson struggled to justify settler use of the
land he had earlier campaigned to ‘unlock’ from squatter leases, while
also advocating Aboriginal protection. ‘Acknowledging that we have the
right to take their lands from these people’, Wilson wrote, ‘I have never
been able to see anything to justify our stealing them, and virtually mur-
dering their original possessors.’8?

Wilson thought the land would be gladly sold by Aboriginal peo-
ple at high prices if the ‘blacks’ were ‘as powerful and intelligent as the
British’. Alternatively, he thought they would trade the land for goods
if they could equal Maori in intellect and power. Yet, since Aboriginal
people were but ‘helpless as children ... we stoop to steal what we would
otherwise be glad to purchase’, thereby consigning ‘the entire race to
a miserable and degraded extermination as the natural consequence of
an inevitable law,—cowards, tyrants, swindlers that we are!’8¢ These were
clearly not the statements of a man whose social conscience was fully at
ease. In the final analysis, Wilson acknowledged that settlers may be ‘an
instrument in the hand of Providence for the extermination of this race’.
But, ‘if the Australian native is to perish irretrievably before us, let us
take steps to enable him, like Caesar, to gather his robes about him, and
to fall with decency’.8”

When attention turned to New Zealand a few years later, Wilson’s
editors were in no mood for such delicate composure. The emotion of
the press debate could see editorials framing threats posed by humani-
tarian interference in settler affairs as an existential crisis. In an editorial
devoted to defending New Zealand’s settlers, the Azgus warned:

The speeches of Mr. Mills, Mr. Buxton, and Mr. Selwyn ... on the war pol-
icy of the New Zealand Government, are a capital illustration of the kind
of obstacles which beset colonists at a distance from the mother country in
simply solving the problem of their existence.38

The Argus again petitioned against external moral prohibitions, laying
the blame for settler actions at the feet of the imperial, rather than the
colonial, government. In defence of colonial ‘existence’, the Azgus noted
that New Zealand was only the premeditated acquisition of the Imperial
Government that both ‘founded the colony, and invited settlers’, and
which had ‘occupied the islands, purely for Imperial purposes’.3® The
‘colonists of New Zealand may fairly complain both of their assailants
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and their defender’.? As ‘to the theory that this is a war got up merely
out of lust of territory, or from vindictiveness, it can only exist in the
minds of that morbid race of philanthropists in whose eyes the white
man is always wrong and the dark man is always right’.”! Variations on
this theme found their way back to New Zealand so that papers on either
side of the Tasman could support one another in colonial aims as white
British settlers.”?

This worked both ways. Just as settlers shifted the blame from the
frontier to London, so did London, however disingenuously, see set-
tlers as acting against official sanction to instigate the destruction of
Indigenous populations. Each case suggested an unspoken, perhaps
unconscious, agreement that, though distasteful, these acts offered the
only alternative to abandoning the British settler enterprise.”3

The writings of one of the more conspicuous irritants to the colo-
nial press, British liberal historian and polemicist Goldwin Smith, illus-
trate the complexities of this dynamic. Smith was, according to Duncan
Bell, thought by his contemporaries to be an opponent of empire, ‘a man
renowned and reviled in equal measure for his clarion call to “emanci-
pate” the colonies’.?* For this reason Smith was described, imprecisely,
as a ‘Little Englander of the Little Englanders’.> This label became syn-
onymous with a brand of anti-imperialism, and it led Smith to openly
clash with the TZmes. In fact, Smith was anxious about the fate of Britain
and its global dominance. While Smith later said he saw the loss of the
colonies as ‘happily impossible’; he grew frustrated with their political
and economic dependence on Britain.”® Smith saw a formalised imperial
system as an unnecessary burden when informal sentiment and Anglo-
Saxon racial ties were sufficient to keep the relationship between the
white settler colonies and the empire secure.””

Fame came to Smith through the publication of a series of provocative
letters on the British Empire to London’s liberal Daily News between
1862 and 1863, later revised and published as a book.”® In his letters,
Smith ruminated on the situation in New Zealand and voiced his criti-
cisms of official policy. He argued for colonial independence for the
good of both the colonies and Britain.”® He also saw a missed oppor-
tunity in dealing with New Zealanders whom he considered ‘the very
flower of our Colonists, tainted by no convict ancestry’.1%0 ‘If we have
reason to expect just and liberal treatment from any Colonists’, Smith
wrote, ‘it is from them.”1%! These letters predictably generated lively dis-
cussion in Australia.
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In early November 1863, the Mercury published a lengthy editorial
response to a letter Smith had written on the New Zealand Wars. Smith’s
letter was itself a reply to an article in the Quarterly Review.'%? He backed
himself with examples, including New Zealand’s Canterbury Press which,
as we saw earlier, opposed the editorial position of other New Zealand
and Australian papers. Through a carefully selective reading, Smith drew
on the opinion of the Press to critique British imperial policy. He took the
Times to task for urging the military participation of those ‘loose adven-
turers in Australia’.1%® Beside the polemical punches landed by Smith,
the key point was his dependence on, and the oscillation between, New
Zealand and British newspapers as his twin points of reference.

The Mercury would have none of it. It belittled Smith’s argument as
ignorant and illogical. Moreover, it resented the fact that Smith, so far
from New Zealand, was trying to make the British public sympathise
with the ‘natives’. ‘No one here’, it said, ‘looks upon the New Zealand
natives as at all entitled to sympathy’. It was, after all, ‘the Maories [who]
have been the aggressors’.104

The Angus also took aim at Smith’s letters. In one hostile editorial, it
claimed authority through its authenticity and its pragmatism. ‘It is not
very easy’, grumbled the Azgus, ‘to grapple with a gentleman who writes
out of a sentiment so purely abstract, and so little connected with mat-
ter [sic] of fact, as Professor Goldwin Smith, the advocate at once of the
British tax-payer and the “noble savage™.105 Yet the true insult to the
Argus was the apparent wholesale questioning of settler society:

The great object with Mr. Goldwin Smith seems to be, to prove that the
founding of colonies is in itself both a crime and a blunder in an old coun-
try; that the distribution of the British name and the British race over the
world is detrimental both to the countries colonized and to the parent
nation — that the colonial system is equally injurious to the mother coun-
try, the colonists, and the aboriginals, who are displaced to make room for
the settlers.!06

The defensiveness of the Argus’ rhetoric was not based exclusively on
events in New Zealand, but on the threat that these ideas presented to
settler colonial legitimacy. The Angus accused Smith of exploiting the
‘ignorance and prejudices’ of ‘the British tax-payer ... who is also an
attendant at the Exeter-hall meetings, and a member of the Aborigines’
Protection Society’, and ‘is perhaps about the worst possible referee on
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any question connected with the British Imperial management of the
colonies’.1%7 For these people, ‘every native is a dark man, and every dark
man is a slave, who ought to be a brother’.108

The Argus sought to distance itself from disreputable colonists on the
frontier, yet it also realised the necessity of imperial defence for the colo-
nies. Since the Azgus considered any notion of calling oft the British set-
tler project as self-evidently ‘absurd’; settlement had to be undertaken
in a manner that was secure, efficient, and less scandalous. In this light
we can read the conflicted movement whereby colonial commentators
could at once champion settler interests, pay lip service to humanitar-
ian rhetoric, and denigrate perceived detractors such as Smith. The point
was that despite their seemingly different aims, ‘humanitarians’ and fig-
ures such as Smith each represented a threat to the colonial project as the
Argus understood it. Each position threatened to undermine the ration-
ales underpinning settler society. And it was this implied abuse that goes
some way to explaining the tone of much Australian press rhetoric at that
time.

TuE SETTLER WAY OF LIFE

Editorials warning of threats to colonial ‘existence’ evidently saw com-
mercial and physical hazards to the survival of settler societies, hence
their appeals to British protection.!® Fear had long accompanied sto-
ries of violence on the Australian frontier, fear that seeped into town
and city life.!1? This could have lasting effects. Responses to the war in
New Zealand came only a few years after a sequence of high-profile sta-
tion massacres in Queensland, at Hornet Bank (1857) and Cullinlaringo
(1861), where attacks on settlers by local Aboriginal parties triggered
vicious reprisals and rancorous responses in the press. These events were
publicised elsewhere in the continent by the SMH editorials of John
West, whose earlier history of Tasmania had been harshly critical of the
behaviour towards that island’s Aboriginal population.!!!

By mid-century, most densely populated urban areas of settlement
were free of the threat of Aboriginal attack. Yet incidents such as those
in Queensland inflamed feelings among the settler population and bred
anxiety of future bouts of violence. Rumours persisted. That these
often turned out to be based on imaginings rather than reality did lit-
tle to ease apprehensions at the time. Some undoubtedly held reasonable
fears that this violence might threaten their economies, their property
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and possessions, and the lives of themselves and their families. This was
undoubtedly the case in New Zealand. Some sixteen years after the end
of the Waikato War, John Featon, in a highly partisan account, could still
say that had Governor Grey not initiated the war, the settlers would have
needed to, with ‘their very existence as a body being menaced’.!? This
statement no doubt contained a good dose of retrospective justification
for measures taken to crush Maori resistance. But such statements were
also symptomatic of the fears that, so to speak, came with the territory
for settlers on the frontier.

Fears of physical threats were understandable in 1860s New Zealand.
And Australian settlers expressed concerns about Australian security and
British prestige if parts of New Zealand were lost to ‘the natives’. To
understand the sympathy felt by neighbouring Australians—some dis-
tance from the dangers they were discussing—requires attention to other
less material features of colonial society. As we have seen, the distance
between colony and metropole was often used by commentators as a way
to highlight sympathetic connections between the shared understand-
ings of settlers and the ignorance of those in Britain. The proximity of
Australia and New Zealand bred associations between experiences that
only settlers really knew how to deal with.

Dirk Moses has argued that the ‘deep structure of settler colonial-
ism becomes incarnated in settler consciousness when security fears are
triggered by the inevitable indigenous resistance’.!'® Any impression
that outsiders sympathised with this resistance would have been deeply
unnerving. Yet, in the cities where much press rhetoric originated, this
was also likely to have been a performance for an intended audience.
Settlers wanted their interests known, and their complaints aired. They
wanted British protection and approval, not humanitarian interference
from those who knew nothing of what they were up against. The feeling
that major British newspapers showed little sympathy to similar threats
faced by settlers elsewhere no doubt contributed to the acrimony of
Australian press reactions.

In his examination of transnational settler press discourse in the 1830s
and 1840s, Alan Lester argues that by threatening to disregard settler
demands, humanitarians also threatened settler colonists’ “political and
military dependence on metropolitan support’.!1# For this reason, Lester
suggests, ‘settlers struggle[d] to avoid such marginalization by establish-
ing and promoting their own ideas of legitimate British colonial inter-
vention’.!15 Lester hints at the affective bonds roused by humanitarians.
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He observes that ‘the sense of outrage occasioned by such humanitarian
accusations was perhaps one of the most emotive and powerful of reac-
tions binding settlers at a number of sites’.!16 Yet this was more than just
a ‘war of representation’.11”

I think Lester’s claims can be pushed further, even if speculatively.
The figure of the humanitarian, along with other critics of settler soci-
ety, endangered more than merely the discursive positioning of settlers.
Indigenous resistance to colonial invasion disturbed settler narratives and
called for their societies to be simultaneously, and repeatedly, defended
and justified. As such, a more fundamental motivation underscored the
conflicted positions taken by settlers towards external critique. They elic-
ited affective responses to the potential dissolution of the sustaining fan-
tasy of settler societies.!!8

Recent accounts of nationalism have used theories of affect to explain
the tone of political and nationalist language that cannot be accounted
for by material motivations alone.''® This work proposes that nation-
alist fantasies of social harmony rely on an imputation that an outsider
threatens the unconscious, affective bonds of a community. These bonds
are discernible in the unique elements understood as a group’s ‘way of
life’, and which supply it with ‘plenitude and vivacity’.!?° The common
identification with these emotional elements of national social practices
constitutes the deep attachments of nationhood, without which the com-
munity might disintegrate.!?!

If this proposition can be extended to settler communities more
broadly, as 1 am suggesting, we can better understand the objections
aired by Australian commentators against those who through ignorance,
neglect, or naivety, disrupted British settlers’ conceptions of their soci-
cties as exceptional and legitimate.'??> As Anthony Moran has claimed,
if group formations are a defensive mechanism for its constituents to
allay or displace their anxieties, any perceived attack on them is ‘likely to
unleash anger, fear, and despair as the particular fusing of individual and
social form breaks down’.123

Defensive settler rhetoric might be seen as stemming in part from
an ambivalent relationship to the mother country. That is, an Imperial
Government that encouraged settler endeavours while condemning how
these were undertaken, and then equivocated over protecting settlers
from the resistance their actions provoked.!?* But this defensiveness per-
tained to emotional as well as somatic threats. If critics challenged the
moral basis of settler livelihoods, if they prompted collective guilt rather
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than pride, settler self-identification was weakened. Rather than positive
representations being the endpoint of settler aims, these representations
were only the textual inscription of deeper feelings. In the case of settler
societies, these feelings did not relate simply to the way settlers used their
land, but also to their relationship to the country they claimed as their
home, and to their means of acquiring it. The messages in the press var-
ied considerably—accommodating a great deal of ambivalence. This is not
surprising given the conflicts inherent in securing settlement at all costs,
while defending the humanity and ‘Britishness” of settlers themselves.

Settlers positioned themselves as contributing to more than the mate-
rial production of the British Empire. They often believed—or wished
to believe—that they were obeying a moral imperative, even a Biblical
injunction. This was a position to which even the laws of nature seemed
to comply.!?® The necessity of this undertaking meant that any harm
inflicted could be pardoned. That is, they might ‘do evil that good may
come’. These were undoubtedly materially self-serving beliefs. At the
same time, they could also be deeply felt values, ingrained in the identi-
ties of those holding them. They could not be given up without suffering
major loss.

While settlers disdained moral or overly restrictive external inter-
ference, they also lobbied for state-directed martial aid to assist them
in colonial conflicts (‘protecting them from savages’). The latter was
needed, they claimed, for the colonial process to continue efficiently
and, less convincingly, humanely. This was true of New Zealand and the
Australian colonies at different times. If Australian colonists sympathised
with the pleas of New Zealand’s settlers, it was partly because many had
sought (and often had not found) government backing on the frontier in
the past, and in some cases the very recent past.!2¢ Settlers could defend
their participation in these conflicts by saying they were only implement-
ing a London-directed colonisation process.!?” Yet the colonial request
for government aid also came with the condition that broader settler
aims be achievable without external obstruction or stricture.!?8 They
sought an ideal balance of autonomy when able and external interven-
tion when necessary.

The antagonist to colonial society existed in the form of those who,
like the Times, or Goldwin Smith, or vaguely defined ‘philanthropists’,
were seen to thwart settler wishes through economic, political, or
humanitarian agendas. In their turn, settler newspapers could use these
same reasons to suit themselves. Where critics claimed the colonies to
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be overly expensive, counterarguments demonstrated that they were in
fact the productive basis for global British prosperity. Where they were
accused of harming ‘natives’; it was rebutted that the immediate suppres-
sion of Maori was the more humane option. With circular logic, settler
claims about their inherent British rights and land tenure were necessar-
ily true because the validity of their societies depended on their truth.
Once the naturalness of colonial occupation of foreign land was taken
for granted, it remained only to ensure that the settler project continue
uninhibited.

It was the idea, however illusory, of realising a morally vindicated, ide-
alised British settler community that led colonial commentators to assert
stronger ties to Britishness, while emphasising the distinctive character-
istics of colonial societies. These were questions of community feeling
facilitated by the global circulation of commentary between the colonies
and Britain. They would take on new inflections when the Australian col-
onies got their next chance to fight overseas.



CHAPTER 5

The Sudan Cirisis: Displays of Unity

The embarkation of some 770 colonial troops from Sydney on 3 March
1885 to aid the British military campaign in the Sudan is, as with the
volunteers to the Waikato, seldom commemorated.! This is unsurpris-
ing given the retroactive muting of Australian military history prior
to 1915. Australian military historiography acknowledges the New
South Wales contingent’s (NSW contingent) achievement of being the
first self-raised, self-funded, and self-equipped infantry force sent over-
seas by an Australian colonial government in a British imperial war.?
However, as these historians also customarily remind us, the NSW con-
tingent saw minimal ‘action’ in the Sudan.? What is more, though several
Australasian colonies would offer troops, London accepted only the ini-
tial New South Wales offer, lending the story to more localised accounts.
In other words, if mentioned at all, historians generally assign Australian
involvement in the Sudan the status of a peculiar historical footnote.

It is productive to see the NSW contingent as more than a curiosity.
When a reported 200,000 spectators, some two-thirds of Sydney’s popu-
lation, witnessed the troops on the day of their embarkation, ebullient
newspaper evocations of heaving crowds portrayed a society that had
reproduced a thriving British community half a world away.* Meanwhile,
running descriptions of troop preparations confirmed colonial adminis-
trative and technological advancements for both local and foreign read-
ers. We might well conclude that the emotion on display demonstrated
a fondness for spectacle, government manipulation, or a carnivalesque
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release from Victorian formality.® Yet newspaper rhetoric on the eve
of the troop’s embarkation reached such fever pitch that it should be
further explored, not dismissed.

Ann Laura Stoler has in another context cautioned against the tempta-
tion to disregard affective language as mere ‘distractions from both the
“real” workings of colonial authority, its underlying agenda, and its true
plot’.¢ Rather, sentimental language in nineteenth-century sources, prop-
erly contextualised, can be carefully read on its own terms to better grasp
colonial compulsions. In doing so, we can also mark a shift in register
from the commentary attached to the Waikato War.

Taking sentimental rhetoric seriously, if critically, is not to suggest a lack
of hyperbole. The overblown tenor of the rhetoric was criticised in print
and in parliamentary speeches at the time. All the same, there is ample
evidence to suggest that people at the time believed in the unprecedented
and epochal nature of this moment. The Sudan episode was a highly
emotive affair, but the emotion was largely focused at the community
level, abstracted from the corporeality of the solider himself. It was also
emotion shared through and between different layers of community,
and assisted by the newspaper press. This created a common feeling of
participation that seemed to turn a local issue into one of global moment.

One must remain cautious when extrapolating mass sentiment from
the purple prose of late Victorian press reports. The subjectivity of the
reading experience precludes any final judgement of how individual
readers engaged with their papers. Writers too could use sentimental
language for varying reasons, including to affirm allegiances, or
consolidate community ties. Yet it can be safely assumed that the
rhetorical zeal of Australian newspapers in the carly months of 1885
at least partially characterised a general public mood, if only because
economic imperatives meant appealing to a sympathetic readership. In
Australia’s case this meant a recurrent refrain of displaying the worth
of the colonies as both imperial partners and as self-governing entities.
This, however, came with complications.

The mid-1880s are a tantalising period in which to examine ambi-
guities in ideas of community belonging. Whereas the Waikato War
saw clear antagonisms between commentary in Britain and in the set-
tler colonies, new crises in relations in the 1880s were met with a dif-
ferent response. Three years prior to the centenary of the landing of
the First Fleet, and two years before Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee,
the Sudan crisis would anticipate emotions roused by both events.
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The flowering of so-called colonial nationalism within a period of high
imperialism—captured in increasing talk of continental federation
of the colonies on the one hand, and the burgeoning idea of imperial
federation on the other—meant that community feeling was a balanc-
ing act. This dynamic was more subtle than ‘a clash of imperialism and
nationalism’.” By reading about the NSW contingent, Australians could
reflect more broadly on the idea of their societies and their relationship
to the empire, its history, and their own.

TaE ANx1toUsNESSs WHICH YOUNG COMMUNITIES
FEEL ABoUT THEIR POSITION

From the outset, press rhetoric and community identification merged
in the coverage of General Charles George Gordon, whose death
prompted, at least superficially, the New South Wales offer of troops.®
Yet the events subsequently seen to have led to General Gordon’s death
were, in their genesis, complex. The Sudan held a curious geopolitical
position. It was under Egyptian administration, and while Egypt had
colonial ambitions of its own, it remained, technically at least, part of the
Ottoman empire. However, Egypt was also from the 1870s increasingly
subject to British and French political and economic influence through
their strategic investments in the Suez Canal.

What would appear as Sudanese religious and nationalist resist-
ance against Ottoman-Egyptian control, must be seen in the geopo-
litical context of Britain’s protection of its routes to India. In 1882, an
Egyptian nationalist revolt led by Arabi Pasha erupted, at least partly
to counter the European sway over Egyptian affairs. As a result, many
believed Britain’s de facto authority in Egypt to be threatened. William
Gladstone’s Liberal Government, heavily pressured, made the reluc-
tant and diplomatically delicate decision to ‘temporarily’ occupy Egypt
through military force. This was done to protect the Suez Canal, shield
British investors and bondholders, and prevent foreign competitors gain-
ing a foothold in this region of strategic necessity.’

Meanwhile, the extended Egyptian subjugation of the Sudan had
led to a growing sense of injustice there, and helped to spark a series
of uprisings under the leadership of the mystical figure of Muhammad
Ahmad, the self-appointed ‘Mahdi’ (guided one). The Mahdi wanted
to purify an Islam that he perceived as being corrupted. He and his



86 S. HUTCHINSON

followers embarked on something of a Holy War. For Western powers,
the growing influence of this insurgency in the Sudan ‘threatened to
destabilise Egypt’s politics still further and spread rebellion in its upper
provinces’.!? A flagging Gladstone, wanting nothing to do with the
unfolding chaos, argued against further intervention. He prevented
Egyptian reprisals, saying the Sudanese were only ‘struggling rightly to
be free’. Instead, he organised a plan for the Egyptians to evacuate the
territory.!!

The Pall Mall Gazette’s famed editor W.T. Stead led a successful cam-
paign to have his personal friend, General Gordon, implement the evacu-
ation.!? Characteristically exceeding his mandate, Gordon ill-advisedly
tried to crush the rebellion.!3 Massive media attention followed. Winston
Churchill would later recount how, following Gladstone’s submission to
the ‘intense agitation’ for the campaign drummed up by the conservative
press, the ‘dramatic character of the enterprise and its picturesque and
original features fascinated the nation, and the advance was watched with
breathless interest’.!

Newspapers presented readers around the empire with increasingly
dramatic reports of Gordon’s predicament. A frustrated Gladstone
had delayed sending a relief force for months. When he finally did, the
belated distribution of British reinforcements, led by General Garnet
Wolseley, saw their arrival just days too late. After ten months withstand-
ing the Mahdi’s siege, British and Egyptian forces folded. On 26 January
1885, when white Australians could commemorate ninety-seven years
of European colonisation, Gordon, surrounded in Khartoum, was killed
and decapitated. The Madhi had taken Khartoum.

Near-unanimous Australian and British press portrayals of Gordon’s
imperial martyrdom called for a scapegoat. One was found in the Prime
Minister’s dithering response. Gladstone’s political stock plummeted,
receiving even the Queen’s personal reproach. Gladstone initially bowed
to the only option available to save his political skin. He reversed his
position, licensing Wolseley to crush the Mahdi, with an aim to restore
British prestige. When the Russian threat reared its head in central
Asia, attention turned from the Sudan to that other gateway to India,
Afghanistan. Gladstone then changed tack again, gladly returning to his
policy of withdrawal from the Sudan.!® But the damage had been done.
The ‘Grand Old Man’ would resign in June, replaced by Lord Salisbury’s
Conservatives.
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When news of Gordon’s death reached Australia, the acting Premier
of New South Wales, William Bede Dalley, seized a rare opportunity.
Dalley suggested that his friend, the retired British army officer (and
1860s New Zealand War veteran) Edward Strickland, float an offer of
a military contingent to the Sydmney Morning Herald’s (SMH) editor.
The editor happened to be the London-born ‘unabashed imperialist’,
Andrew Garran.!® This was a stellar act of media relations. As Ken
Inglis tells it, ‘any scheme to preserve or extend the empire had a good
chance of attracting Garran’s enthusiasm’, while at the same time gain-
ing public support prior to the official offer.!” Garran had Strickland
compose a letter that he published in his paper the following day.!® In
this way Strickland’s idea reached ‘perhaps one in five of the breakfast
tables of New South Wales, including practically all of those occupied
by the men who composed the colony’s political public’.!® The next
day, 13 February, Garran printed an editorial approving of Strickland’s
suggestion, coinciding with Dalley’s oftfer of troops.

The spontaneity of Dalley’s offer meant it bypassed the required pro-
cess of parliamentary approval, a fact that opponents sought to leverage.
For its majority of supporters, the illegal haste of the offer made it all
the more patriotic. After all, they said, many of history’s most momen-
tous acts had been impulsive, unconstitutional, and unprecedented. For
a short time, New South Wales parliamentary members seemed to want
to discuss almost nothing but the contingent. For other colonies this was
a lesser matter, though still attended by rhetorical heights and vigorous
debate.

Victoria, Queensland, and South Australia followed Dalley’s offer
of troops, but only the New South Wales offer was accepted.?’ While
outwardly celebrating the apparent proof of colonial loyalty, London
had accepted the offer partly out of imperial etiquette. The diplomatic,
it awkward, decline of subsequent colonial offers spurred a brief surge
in intercolonial rivalry.?! Telegraphs flowed between Britain, and the
Australian, Canadian and New Zealand colonies, urging acceptance of
troops, competing for praise and congratulating one another on offers of
service as cooperative sons and daughters of the empire. British officials
in turn offered polite and tactical responses.??

Several months after its embarkation, and after ‘much sweat but lit-
tle glory’, the NSW contingent returned to a rainy Sydney and markedly
less fanfare than had seen them off. As if to justify their original fervour,
Australian newspapers around the continent did their best to imbue the



88 . HUTCHINSON

whole episode with lasting meaning.?? Attention then duly turned back
to the old threat of Russia on the Afghanistan frontier.

To grasp the significance of the media response to the Sudan crisis,
however, we must view it alongside the events with which it shared page
space. The date of 26 February 1885 marked the close of the three-
month-long Berlin Conference that apportioned influence in the African
continent among the European powers. The Berlin agreements that
hastened this so-called scramble for Africa, saw 1885 become a water-
shed in the unabashed assertion of the European right to conquer. These
events deeply embedded the NSW contingent within the high imperial
moment.?*

A series of invasion panics also amplified imperialist and nationalist
feelings within the Australian colonies. Prevalent ‘Russian scares’ kept
in mind the Great Game between Britain and its great rival. Indeed, it
was popularly believed that Russia was to use Britain’s distraction in the
Sudan to invade Afghanistan.?®> These fears coexisted with Australian agi-
tation for British control of nearby islands in the Pacific.

Following press reports in 1883 of the imminent German annexation
of north-eastern New Guinea, Queensland Premier Thomas Mcllwraith,
broadly supported by the other Australian colonies, unilaterally claimed
for his colony—and thus for the British Empire—south-eastern New
Guinea. To the dismay of the Australian colonies, this move was over-
ruled in London where New Guinea was viewed as a key geopolitical
‘bargaining chip’ to trade with Germany.?® The New Guinea predica-
ment revealed a clear tension between Australian ambitions, interests,
and ‘perceived strategic vulnerability’ in the Pacific on the one hand,
and high imperial strategy on the other.?” It was also a sharp reminder of
colonial subordination to British control over their foreign affairs.?8

This global view illuminates the connection between events in Africa
and the South Pacific.? Gladstone’s intervention in Egypt forced him to
weigh the embarrassment of withdrawal against risking war with Britain’s
European rivals.3? These strategic concerns influenced British compliance
with German designs in New Guinea.?! This did not prevent many in
Australia seeing London’s acquiescence to Germany as British neglect
of colonial security.3? Further, colonists in Victoria harboured suspicions
over French intentions in the New Hebrides and New Caledonia where
it was understood that French criminals would be stationed too close to
Australian shores and, perhaps, closer still to colonial sensitivities over
their own ancestry.33
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Crucially, and by contrast with news transmission between Australia
and Britain during the Waikato War, improved communication technol-
ogy in the mid-1880s meant Australian colonists could engage almost
simultaneously with events, and emotions, felt in Britain.3* This effect
was perceived to usher in historical precendents. Melbourne’s A»gus rec-
ognised that the separation of the American colonies from Britain a cen-
tury prior was based on ‘the constant and often unconscious assumption
that the native-born colonist was inferior in grade to the Englishman’.3%
However, the chief reason that the Australian colonies would not fol-
low this revolutionary route was that ‘easy communication, rendering
constant intercourse possible, has quite done away with jealousies and
suspicions and assumption [sic] of superiority’.3® ‘Ignorance breeds mis-
understandings’, it claimed, ‘But the electric telegraph, the steamship,
and the printing press have well-nigh abolished the disadvantages of dis-
tance, and men in all parts of the Empire now read the same news and
discuss the same ideas at the same time.”3”

In such ways the ‘proof” of ‘colonial merit’ seen in British publicity of
the NSW contingent had ‘allay[ed] the anxiousness which young com-
munities, as well as young people, are apt to feel about their position”.38
Yet as this last sentence implied, it was just this uncertainty over their
publicised position in the eyes of the mother country that engendered

these anxieties in the first place.

THE UNITY OF NATIONAL FEELING
AT BotH ENDS OF THE EARTH

And if the World, with scoffing smile,
Say, ‘Why thy handful fighting here—
Is not thy home Australia’s Isle?’
Then answer with defiant cheer,
‘We are the Empire’s children! — not
Mere stepsons of the ‘Southern Cros [sic]|
And with our parent cast our lot,
To manful share her gain or loss.
What though a world-wide ocean flood
Divide us? — we in soul are one!
And warm as ever, British blood

Beats in our veins, from sire to son!’3?
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Of all the tropes read in Australian newspapers at this moment, none
were more pervasive than the incantations of national and imperial unity.
General Gordon here symbolised a truly transnational identity. Even
before his assignment to the Sudan, Gordon was a Victorian cult figure.
In the late 1870s, as Governor-General of the Sudan, he famously endeav-
oured to suppress the slave trade. In the early 1860s ‘Chinese Gordon’
assisted the Chinese government in subduing the Taiping Rebellion.
Beyond his celebrity, Gordon, according to John Mackenzie, personified
a heroic myth of empire, carrying a ‘psychic power ... through the col-
lective consciousness of its citizens’.*? Denoting the peak of an idealised
Britishness, Gordon was an emblem of muscular Christianity.

Figures like Gordon offered ordinary readers the kind of imagina-
tive investment in the idea of empire that political-economic affairs sim-
ply could not provide. Positioned beside financial tables and agricultural
reports were adventure stories seemingly recounted in real-time. Each
incoming report ‘of that all engrossing topic’, brought with it the exhila-
ration of following an underdog warrior enlightening the dark continent,
and his subsequent betrayal by ineffectual politicians.*! His death, Ken
Inglis writes, ‘was mourned more intensely than any other Englishman
in the whole of the nineteenth century’.*? Expressions of grief following
Gordon’s death were intensely emotional. Insofar as public expressions
of this grief dominated, they were also largely male, tying ‘manly” martial
heroism with masculine sentimentality.

The pervasiveness of Gordon’s exploits was further assisted by their fit
within the ‘one-day best sellers” of the newspaper press.*3 Narrative func-
tion was inseparable from market forces. The activity of daily newspaper
reading transformed Gordon’s death into a public mourning ceremony
shared between the colonies and Britain. An Australian correspondent
for the Times typified this procedure:

It is impossible to give your readers even the slightest notion of the thrill
of pain, and heart-felt sorrow with which the news of the death of the
late General Gordon was received throughout the length and breadth of
this island continent ... it is no exaggeration to say that every morning
for weeks before the final catastrophe the first thing looked for and with
hourly increasing anxiety, was some telegraphic intelligence that Gordon at
any rate was safe.**
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In Australia, a typical memorial column in the liberal Melbourne Age
described Gordon’s death as a ‘national calamity’, before noting that ‘It
is when we are as it were gathered round a grave like this, and can in
imagination gaze into the faces of so many different peoples, gathered
from all climes, and from every quarter of the world, that we are able
to realise the vastness of England’s possessions.”® A letter to the same
paper two days later understood Gordon’s demise as a chance to admire
the joint belonging and grand scope of their cooperative empire.*® Not
to be outdone, the Age’s conservative competitor, the Angus, claimed
Gordon on behalf of the Australian colonies as ‘the great hero of all
English speaking people throughout the world’.#” In New South Wales,
the SMH painted Gordon as Christlike in life and death, uniting the
British imperial family through a shared religious heritage and reminding
readers that Australia identified itself for Christian civilisation and against
the ‘Saracens’.*8

Predictably, Dalley’s subsequent offer of troops saw a further out-
pouring of comment in newspapers throughout Australia.*> The SMH
saw Dalley’s offer as dissolving the geographical distance between Britain
and the Australian colonies insomuch as ‘the unity of national feeling at
both ends of the earth has been displayed in the most natural and unmis-
takable way’.>® For Sydney’s Evening News the response to the offer
‘prove[d] as nothing else could so well prove how deeply seated the love
for England ... [is] in this far away Dominion of the Empire’.?! The
effect of this love was to ensure that among ‘all Australians ... petty dif-
ferences are forgotten; and from the highest to the lowest one spirit of
volunteering animates the whole community’.5?

Similar rhetoric could be read in the initially more equivocal cover-
age of the offer in other colonies. The South Australian Advertiser felt
that ‘In the mind of every Australian will be the recognition ... of the
practical share of these colonies in the duty and privilege of represent-
ing and contributing to the unity of the Empire, and of forwarding its
enterprises.’®® Despite stating its ‘practical’ application, it was the sug-
gestion that every Australian held these ideas that tactfully presented a
national harmony for Australian and British readers alike. Such declara-
tions limited the range of responses to the contingent, rendering dissent
unpatriotic.

This language extended to metaphors of ‘home’ and ‘family’ that
pervaded official and public language. In an increasingly familiar mode,
a SMH editorial the morning after the contingent’s embarkation
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announced that New South Wales, ‘not yet a hundred years old,
put forth its claims to be recognised as an integral portion of the
British Empire, just as much as if it had been situated in the county of
Middlesex, instead of being at the very opposite side of the globe’.5*

Imagining New South Wales as innately British had the advantage
of binding its subjects together with a comforting sense of pride, while
familial metaphors sourced colonial maturity to maternal descent. This
choice was understandable. If imperial theorists and colonists were seek-
ing an affective model for the Greater British relationship the obvious
candidate was the collection of Victorian family ideals centred on matu-
ration and bequest.?® As Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose have argued,
familial images of empire were clearly marked by gender roles that rein-
forced a naturalised and harmonious hierarchy where each member
played their allotted part, either in subservience or authority.?® Through
the mutual association of blood relations, the ideas of nation and family
rendered each other ahistorical. And it was the recourse to familial blood
that justified and sanctified the emotional impulses that drove men to kill
and be killed.>”

Still, locating the proper place for the colonies within this hierarchy
depended on whether they were seen vertically as subordinate to Britain
or, horizontally, as equal partners.”® As Australia’s future inaugural
Prime Minister Edmund Barton put it to a cheering crowd at a Patriotic
Meeting in support of the contingent: ‘I want to ask you whether we
regard ourselves as a portion of the English nation or as mere hewers of
wood and drawers of water?’®® The Argus claimed of the troop’s embar-
kation: ‘Without a great stretch of the imagination it might be said that
today Australia comes of age’. But it could not stop itself from slipping
between images of proven maturation and filial dependence.®?

Comparable statements proliferated and need not be compiled.
Beyond platitudes of imperial and national union, however, it pays to
recognise the performativity of declarations that fervently affirmed what
was ostensibly natural. More than mirroring self-evident facts of impe-
rial relations, editorials strained to make it so. This was no side effect.
The symbolic opportunity for colonial newspapers to promote Australia’s
relative position within the empire was its core function. This helps to
explain why comparatively little mention was made of the Sudanese peo-
ple themselves who, if discussed at all, were typically embodied in the
metonymic figure of the Mahdi, or through their historical casting as
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‘brave Saracens’.®! The Mahdi and Gordon were two sides of the same
coin. Just as the Mahdi stood in for what was not British civilisation,
Gordon stood in for what was.

Where individual colonies sat in the imperial order was informed
by whom they were measured against. The intercolonial rivalry of
the time can be gauged by the observation of a Melbourne correspond-
ent in the Brisbane Courier who claimed: ‘Never more than during the
past week have the people of Victoria been set seriously thinking of
its relative position as one of the Australian colonies.”®? Colonial
enmities, chiefly between New South Wales and Victoria, could else-
where be looked upon by other Australia colonies, such as South
Australia, with ‘amusement’ and as undermining high talk of colonial
federation.%3

And yet when set against Canada, this rhetoric could shift to that of
Australia as a national whole. Competitive national gestures were made
following a mistaken Times report that the Canadian Government had
offered troops for the Sudan.* It had in fact done no such thing.%®> As
the date of the NSW continent’s embarkation crept closer, this pattern
continued. When a threat was presented to the empire as a whole, the
rhetoric shifted to an abstracted Britishness (or ‘Englishness’) that tran-
scended national borders.

Often these layers of feeling were codependent. When a letter-writer
to the Age announced that Gordon’s name was ‘not more dear to the
heart of the millions who teem in the mother country than it is to the
lonely dwellers in the far west of Canada, or the but yet sparsely popu-
lated plains of Australia’, he drew attention to colonial distinction while
also—with the pregnant disclaimer ‘yet’—locating the Australian col-
onies in a teleology of British expansion.®® Even in New Zealand, MP
George Fisher could describe the NSW contingent as unprecedented in
the history of the British Empire in ‘rais[ing] the status of the colonies
in the estimation of the British people’.%” Sir George Grey, now a New
Zealand MP, saw the New South Wales offer as ‘one of the very greatest
movements which have taken place in modern times’.®8 The reasons why
this movement was seen to be so great becomes clearer when we look at
who its intended audience was.
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To ADpVERTISE THESE COLONIES

As with the Australian colonial contribution to the Waikato War before
it, the NSW contingent to the Sudan prompted local newspapers to
speak to a British readership. Rather than explicitly defending the settler
enterprise as in the early 1860s, coverage of the Sudan episode saw the
initiation of a more harmonious and mutually advantageous collabora-
tion. Examples of this were frequent and diverse. In the lead up to the
contingent’s embarkation an Azgus editorial declared:

The effect of the offers of troops for the Soudan cannot fail to have a
strong effect on the popular imagination in England, and to ‘advertise’
these colonies — a difficult and costly process — in the metropolis itself ...
The most hopeful sign of the day is that Australia has been ‘discovered’,
and that her local ambition and her Imperial sympathies are at last being
understood.®’

Leaving aside the historical resonance of Britain’s ‘discovery’ of
Australia, an imperial appreciation of the colonies was here understood as
a key achievement of the contingent. Days earlier, the Azgus had hoped
Dalley’s offer would end Britain’s ‘chilling indifference’ to colonial inter-
ests, and would acquaint Britain ‘with the real sentiment of these colo-
nies’.”% In Queensland, the Brisbane Courier recognised the opportunity
to present Australian loyalty to the mother country: ‘Nothing would
make our fellow-countrymen in England understand us better, or ena-
ble them to appreciate at once the genuine attachment of Australia to
the Empire, and its claim to be treated as an important section of that
Empire’ as the sending of troops.”! Likewise, upon learning of Dalley’s
offer, the SMH assured its readers that not only did they now have a cap-
tive English audience, but that the emotional response was reciprocal:
‘If the news of the Egyptian difficulties created a deep impression here’,
wrote the SMH, ‘the news of our offer of assistance has created a deep
impression there.””? Even Sydney’s radical nationalist Bulletin, for all its
criticism of the contingent, had to concede that ‘as an advertisement its
value is probably incalculable’.”3

This was not merely publicity for its own sake, but the expression of
a vital message. Three months later, deflecting criticism of the contin-
gent’s financial cost, the SMH noted: ‘It has been common to remark
that the colony has been advertised, and there is a vulgar sense in which
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that word is used to which no one would desire to attach any great
importance.””* ‘But’, it continued, ‘it has been important to bring closely
home to the British mind the political weight which these great and
growing colonies are destined to exercise.””® Beyond self-promotion, the
press coverage of the contingent responded to how the colonies could
see themselves from Britain’s perspective. It was through acts of warfare
that colonists believed they could surpass previous efforts to prove their
worth. While reminding its readers that colonial sporting exploits had
provided some evidence ‘that the Australian climate was not ruinous to
the English physique’, the SMH knew that nothing had yet satisfied the
British imagination as had the export of colonial troops.”®

Evidence of this satisfaction lay in scrupulous monitoring of British
newspapers. ‘It is impossible’, the SMH continued, ‘to read the notices
in the English press without becoming aware that the English mind has
wakened up on the subject’, and ‘that the history of the British Empire
has entered on a new phase’.”” Eager colonists could in turn see a thor-
oughly agreeable reflection of their importance. Superlative accounts of
the troops from, among others, the St James’s Gazette, London’s Daily
Telegraph, and the Pall Mall Gazette, were reproduced with consecutive
passages praising the colonists’ masculinity, their unified patriotism, their
progress, and the moral and racial boost they offered the empire.”® Even
the widely reproduced speech of the Governor of New South Wales,
Lord Augustus Loftus, reminded the troops that: “The eyes of your gra-
cious Queen will be bent upon your exertions, and in every part of the
world where your flag floats, men, women, and children will eagerly read
of your exploits.’”?

Individual colonists were in this way invited to imagine British readers
appreciating a united Australian feeling, and comprehend their emerg-
ing nationhood through British eyes. That is to say, only through its
endorsement by the mother country could this colonial gesture achieve
its aim. For communal identity to be beholden to external approval,
however, also meant vigilantly guarding against external reproach.
Colonial unease over British condescension was widespread and noto-
rious.8? Positive commentary on the contingent became all the more
necessary if colonists were to overcome this irksome sensitivity.

This was no simple task. A May 1885 Asgus cditorial attempted to
manage these concerns, but ended up producing its own tensions. It
began by stating with outward relief that ‘England is apparently a great
deal happier than it was because of the Australian contingent to the
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Soudan’. It then offered a densely figurative sketch of the contingent’s
British reception:

This is the last military baby of the nation, or perhaps it should be said the
first grandchild. The child is a fine one. That we all know. And quite the
usual course has been followed of calling in the experts to pinch the little
arms and feel the little weight, and to extol the merits of the interesting
stranger.8!

This oddly triumphant infantilising of the contingent can be contrasted
to other depictions of colonial maturation, a disparity again capturing the
dual ideas of colonial dependence and independence.

The complexities of this illustration are better understood by refocus-
sing on how the contingent united the sparring colonies under British
inspection. Speaking of acting-Premier Dalley, the Azgus wrote: ‘We
trust that it is not a fly in his ointment that no one in England ever
seems to refer to his corps as other than the “Australian Contingent”,
its identification with New South Wales being either quite forgotten or
completely ignored.’$? It is the variation in tone here from an earlier edi-
torial that is striking. In February of that year, the Azgus had indignantly
rejected British accounts charged with ‘ignoring’ Victoria. The thought
of New South Wales being singled out for praise due to Britain’s sole
acceptance of their troops had at that time bordered on the incompre-
hensible.®3 “The messages from England’, the Argus wrote:

speak of a desire to ‘compliment the colony’. The use of the singular form
of the word is, we may presume, accidental, as it would be felt by many to
be somewhat of a rebuff if, while New South Wales is favoured, Victoria,
which was really the first to show the way with her gunboats, should meet
with another refusal 84

Returning to the Argus May editorial, this tension was now seem-
ingly resolved. However, the key point is that this resolution occurred
at the rhetorical level through ‘English’ reference to the contingent as
‘Australian’ rather than belonging to New South Wales alone.8?

The Argus understood that acceptance of colonial unity by readers
in Britain demonstrated not just the success of the contingent but also
metropolitan ignorance. ‘England deals with us broadly’, it continued,
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it ‘knows little or nothing of our local distinctions, and this is one of
the great lessons taught by the contingent.’8¢ Acting Premier Dalley’s
alleged original motivation—for NSW to get one over her more pros-
perous southern neighbour—is acknowledged only to be superceded by
the meaning accorded to the contingent in Britain: ‘We do not know
whether Mr. Dalley merely meant to do good for New South Wales,
but the fact is that in sending the contingent he achieved greatness for
Australia.’” The Angus conceded that the contingent’s real significance
lay not in its performance on the battlefield, which would indeed prove
to be negligible, but the continued satisfaction of the mother country.88
Crucially, this satisfaction was not the result of events on the ground,
but rather the result of British misrecognition of the intricacy of colonial
affairs.

Still, the heterogeneous nature of the colonial press thwarted any con-
clusive statement on the matter. An editorial in Tasmania’s Mercury took
a more pragmatic stance. It granted that the contingent had ‘caused an
outburst in the London Press’, and that the British view of the colonies
had greatly improved from being that of a ‘nuisance’. Belying the same
evidence the Argus had drawn on, the Mercury found this praise exces-
sive. Of the contingent’s importance the Mercury felt that ‘the London
Press has said a great deal more than has been heard in the Colonies’.%?
It quoted the London Daily Telegraph’s excited proclamation praising
the emergence of Australia as a world power, before adding that this
bore little resemblance to fact. It cited instead colonial disunity:

If the contingent had been an Australasian one, if the Colonies had
joined together to send a force to help the Mother-Country in the hour
of her need, the fine writing would have also been true writing, but as it
is, the fact remains that New South Wales stands alone, and appears to be
resolved to so stand.?”

The Mercury said that though the New South Wales action was to be
praised, ‘very much more remains to be done before the Empire will
be consolidated as a whole’. Such passages demonstrate the competing
claims that limited narrative cohesion in the newspaper press. However,
the Mercury still foresaw the potential for this unity to be realised,
glimpsing its possibility through the global system of telegraph com-
munications: “The whole earth now vibrates with messages of moment
from one portion of the British Empire to the other ... Surely, when
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such things exist, it is folly to declare that no new national organisation is
possible.”! But if this was the colonial take on their own achievements, it
remains to see how their great advertisement was received by the mother
country.

THEIR FIRST WARLIKE OPERATION

Long I have dreamt of them, growing greatly,

The lads I love, getting big and bright;

And the way they have shot up and strengthened lately

Must fill a father with fond delight.
‘My Boys” (A Carol for Our Colonies), Punch,
28 February 1885, 102.

The Sudan question was of much greater practical consequence in
Britain that it was, or nceded to be, in the Australian colonies. The
potential damage to Britain’s prestige as a result of events in Egypt and
the Sudan prompted major political debate in the first half the 1880s. It
was partly for such reasons that there arose a noticeable change in British
attitudes towards the colonies.

Whereas British newspaper commentary on Australian troops in New
Zealand reflected wider debates over the costs and benefits of the set-
tler colonies, British press responses to Australian involvement in the
Sudan almost unanimously praised colonial loyalty to the empire. Put
simply, British commentary on the NSW contingent served to reassure
readers that all was well with the empire, while giving a timely reminder
of global British solidarity to imperial challengers. This was an idea bol-
stered by communications networks. In 1885, a New South Wales cor-
respondent for the Tzmes told his readers that far from the colonies being
‘cut off from the old world’, the ‘daily telegrams announcing the pro-
gress of the expedition up the Nile were looked for with eagerness’.?? As
Simon Potter has noted, a key function of the press system connecting
the white colonies to Britain at this time was to encourage the reader
to ‘think imperially’.?® The Times thus somewhat superfluously reminded
its readers: ‘Just now hardly a day passes without the colonies being
brought before our notice in some prominent way.”?*

The issue of imperial expenditure was an obvious difference between
responses to the Waikato and Sudan conflicts. So too was the nature of
the conflict itself. In New Zealand in the 1860s, the reluctance of impe-
rial elites to fund what they saw as the unnecessary conflicts of avaricious
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colonists meant that colonists needed to frame these conflicts as neces-
sary, and as ultimately beneficial to the empire.

In 1885 the circumstances were ripe for a reappraisal of the colonial-
metropolitan defence relationship. The last of the British regiments had
left Australian shores in 1870, a development that distressed many in
the colonies. The fact that a settler colony had now offered a fully self-
funded contingent that was to aid an imperial-directed foreign conflict
meant the offer was welcomed in Britain almost entirely without reser-
vation. Compared with the lengthy and animated debates in Australian
colonial parliaments, there was little discussion in the British parliament
of the NSW contingent beyond its happy reception.

The imagined thrills of empire certainly aided public interest in the
conflict. Accompanying the latest phase of imperial aggression was a
renewed enthusiasm for the excitement that war and travel were thought
to offer. In the pages of the press the exotic existed in the everyday. If
adventure tales were, in Martin Green’s words, ‘collectively, the story
England told itself as it went to sleep at night’, newspaper reports of
empire were what greeted it each morning upon waking.”®

More than this, though, a mounting set of social anxieties within
Britain provided an opportune moment in which to welcome the offer
of colonial support.”® The soothing reiterations of the empire’s unity
coincided with a set of concerns that had grown since mid-century—
concerns over perceived threats to British supremacy from rival powers,
democratic ideas ‘infecting’ the public, and racial contamination from
colonised peoples. As these ideas intensified, so had the need to consoli-
date white Britishness.””

These apprehensions were, again, rooted in history. What was
emphatically not allowed to happen was another splintering of the
empire as had occurred during the American Revolution. In a speech
reproduced widely in British and colonial newspapers in carly 1885,
Gladstone, himself often denigrated by rivals as a little Englander and an
opponent of imperial federation, spoke to this fear. The Prime Minister
saw in the contingent ‘a most gratifying contrast’ to ‘the shock of a great
dismemberment of the Empire’, that had accompanied the loss of the
North American colonies.”® As we have seen, compounding memories of
this division was the recent New Guinea crisis where Britain’s equivocal
response to Australian lobbying efforts and German aggression gener-
ated concern that the perceived disloyalty to Australia had weakened the
imperial bond.”?



100  S. HUTCHINSON

For advocates of imperial federation, the colonial offers of troops to
the Sudan were events of momentous historical importance, undermined
only by the missed opportunity of accepting only the New South Wales
offer.!% Others hoped in vain that, even after London’s blundering
rebuft over New Guinea, the ‘triumph of loyalty over exasperation’ rep-
resented by the NSW contingent would hold true in years to come. But
they could not be sure. Again, the spectre of the American Revolution
loomed large.!°! One English visitor to Melbourne perceived that impe-
rial loyalty could only withstand so many ‘snubs’—further showing the
divide between a precarious loyalty to the British Government and an
unbending devotion to Britishness.10?

The irony was that both Australian and British papers articulated
the same anxieties over how to maintain colonial ties to Britain.!%3
And vyet, following fiery remonstrations in the Australian press after the
New Guinea incident, there was soon felt a boom in patriotic sentiment
towards the empire. To the Times Australian correspondent, the reasons
for this volte-face were clear: ‘A week ago we were all grumbling at the
mother country; to-day we are fired with enthusiasm to help her. It is
General Gordon’s death which has effected the transformation.’1%4

The value of the NSW contingent for both Australian and British
newspapers, was to enact a two-way gesture of reassurance, to publicise
a mutual understanding that tensions had been resolved, and to return a
sense of wholeness to a state of rupture. The crises in the South Pacific
had alerted the colonies to their complicated standing within the impe-
rial hierarchy. The contingent gave Australian newspapers a chance to
assert a fundamental loyalty unshaken by colonial complaints, while the
British response allowed this sentiment to be publicly accepted.

Rather than seeing the colonies as a burden, as had often been the
case, or feeling the need to justify expenditure upon them, British edito-
rials could now fit the settler colonies into a new and triumphant impe-
rial narrative.!% Australians could also bask in the admiration of their
British spectators. Just as Australian newspapers saw colonial progress as
growing from strong imperial roots, prominent British papers saw the
martial enthusiasm of its young colony as a statement of lasting tradi-
tion. The British reading public could then identify an improved version
of British society in the colonies whose loyalty was untainted by political
expediency. In each case the press acted as a site on which to imagine a
particular vision of social stability.
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THE PoLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF IT MARKS AN ERA IN HISTORY

The potential of the colonies to distract from problems besetting Britain
was evident in the days leading up to the news of the New South Wales
offer. Referencing imperial federation in the context of the Sudan crisis,
the liberal Daily News in February 1885 recognised that: “The impor-
tance of the colonies meets the modern politician at every turn. The
manner in which they have settled or are settling the relations of the land
and the people is worthy of the most attentive study.’!%® More than loca-
tions of bemused curiosity, disdain or encumbrance, the colonies were
now a place where encouraging lessons could be learnt. These ideas
increasingly located the settler colonies as an ever-more central compo-
nent of the empire. They emphasised the virtues of emigration, and the
benefits of territorial expansion. Doubts were suggested only by the hesi-
tancy over whether the colonists had finally ‘settled’ the relations of the
land and its people.

What was undoubted was that the diffusion of Britishness should
benefit not only its recipient localities, but the empire as a whole. The
colonies established by British migrants verified the empire’s forward-
looking, progressive elements while negating its dishonourable ones.
Rather than demonstrating the aggressive logic of settler colonial expan-
sion, the forceful taking of Indigenous territory could be understood
as a mere side effect of the grand project of circulating the British race.
This assignment required thinking of the empire as an organic and uni-
fied body in which each part performed a specified role. If a narrative
of imperial improvement was to be convincing, it was critical that it be
seen as natural, inevitable, and immanent.!?” Newspapers and periodicals
served a pivotal role in this. Regular potted histories, editorials and let-
ters reinforced the idea of a British imperial community and reminded
readers of the vast interconnected scope of the empire of which they
were a part.}9 Often this entailed a revised narration of past events and
the New South Wales offer of troops to the Sudan provided an oppor-
tune occasion for this.

A London Daily Telegraph editorial dedicated to the NSW contingent
(reprinted in Australian newspapers), spotted a chance to write a paral-
lel story to that of losing the American colonies. It saw the arrival in the
Sudan of the Iberin and its military cargo of Australian ‘bearded white
men’, as a historical moment echoing that of the arrival of the Mayflower.
The arrival of the contingent, wrote the Telegraph, ‘speaks to our
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imagination as few recent events have done’. Such was ‘the birth of a new
power in the world — the debut of Australasia on the stage where nations
play their part’, that ‘Never in history had the like been witnessed’.1%?

If Australians needed proof that their martial gesture had secured
the correct response they were to receive it here in an emotional torch-
passing, marking a distinct break with the kind of assessments made in
the 1860s. The Tezlegraph noted of Australia that although ‘She had
counted for little before; she has ever to be reckoned with in future’.
The extravagance of this rhetoric was tied to its familial aspect. Thus,
‘With almost paternal interest the home-staying Briton dwells upon
the apparition of the new Australian force side by side with the historic
regiments of the old land’. This interest was in large part owing to their
‘admirable physique, and of the fact that they are men, not boys’. This
was a depiction supplemented by a collective display that characterised
the ‘enthusiasm, and almost recklessness, of national youth’.110

The signs offered by the contingent had, for the Telegraph, global
significance. ‘The great drama now in progress’, it declared:

may have in reserve far more momentous acts than any yet played. Its stage
may widen indefinitely, and its scenes be shifted from African deserts to
Asiatic steppes; but in proportion to the urgency of the case will be the
assurance that the British Empire ... is one, indivisible and invincible.

Now that the colonies had established their worth, their participation in
the empire would prove decisive in its expansion and defence. Implicitly
conceding the symbolic limits of the daily press, the Telegraph even antic-
ipated artistic representations of the empire’s unity, seeing in the contin-
gent ‘a theme for the poets and painters of the future such as those of
the present might envy from their hearts’.1!!

Such views were not uncommon. The Leicester Chronicle and the
Leicestershive Mercury also marked the NSW contingent’s embarkation
as a day ‘memorable in the history of the Australian colonies’.!'? What
made this particular account interesting was its view from the future. In
a hopeful prophecy the article foretold: “When, a century hence, the rise
of the great Southern Empire shall be matter [sic] of history, foremost
amongst the deeds of its founders will be their first warlike operation.’13
These mixed tenses, whereby readers could comprehend actions of the
present read in the future as a great moment of the past, again spoke to
a wish to control a particular teleology. The NSW contingent could clear
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from the British imagination escalating imperial worries, with bygone
troubles recast as the necessary means to an end.

Much British commentary was, as Australian commentators were well
aware, made without direct experience of the local situation. But there
were notable exceptions. James Froude, the eminent Oxford historian
was visiting Australia at the time of the Sudan crisis, and was urged to
give his thoughts on the colonies.!'* In his famous account, Froude
reflected on the reasons for the offer of the contingent: “The New South
Wales colonists cared nothing about the Soudan. They were making a
demonstration in favour of national identity.”!!> He was equally sure that
the imperial spirit burned brightly in the colonies, noting, without con-
tradiction, that the contingent was a ‘practical demonstration in favour
of Imperial unity’.116

Froude visited a Sydney overcome with ‘the Soudan business’ and
cagerly awaiting London’s reception of their offer.!” As a recent mem-
ber of the Imperial Federation League, he saw the contingent as the col-
onists’ answer to the scepticism of Goldwin Smith and his ilk.!''® Despite
being impressed by the colonists” emotive display, Froude could not help
but wonder whether it was only a fleeting excitement which the reali-
ties of conflict would soon dissipate.!'® For Froude, the question was
whether the events surrounding the contingent were ‘a mere ridiculous
outburst of vanity and sentiment ... or a wise and generous act, good in
itself, and promising to lead in future to greater good?*12°

Froude’s book and lectures caused a splash in the colonies and in
England. Reviews discussing Froude’s comments on the excitement felt
in the colonies over the Sudan episode were printed in the British press,
then reprinted in the colonies.!?! Other articles censured Froude.!??
Later commentators produced books to correct his supposed inaccura-
cies or fawning embellishments, and the Australian press commented
on him at length.!?®> What could not be disputed was that the contin-
gent marked a moment when British eyes were on the colonies, and the
colonies were doing all they could to ensure the right messages were
received.

TaE WHOLE WORLD WILL UNDERSTAND

As far as Britain was concerned the NSW contingent fulfilled its function
in the very immediacy and publicity of William Dalley’s offer. In fact,
the understanding that the contingent’s impact rested not on its martial
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utility but on its ‘moral value’ only magnified its meaning.!?* Precisely
because it was not required for practical purposes, the contingent show-
cased for British readers the instinctive familial spirit of the white col-
onies. This much was conceded by the British papers that understood
that the significance of the contingent lay not in numbers alone, but the
‘community of interest’ it represented.!?

Crucially, this idea advertised the global nature of British imperial
defence to would-be challengers. As a letter to the Pall Mall Gazette
expressed it:

We are not exulting so much over the colonial offers of aid because colo-
nial soldiers are actually wanted in the Soudan, but because the spirit
shown in such offers may come in the light of a much-needed revelation
to the European Bears, Eagles, and other insects of prey, which have for
some time past been casting greedy glances on Mother England’s little
domicile.12¢

The contingent, in other words, was political theatre for a European
audience.

The assignment to better promote this progressive view of the colo-
nies was taken up by articles such as those in the series titled ‘A Tour in
Australia’; published in The Essex Standard. The author, W.H.P. Arden,
described the articles as part of a mission to educate British readers.
Shrewdly capturing the concerns of Australian commentators, Arden
observed that the ‘dark ignorance existing among the British public of
anything pertaining to Australia is lamentable and amusing’.!?” This
was primarily ‘because it causes indignation amongst the Colonists,
and tends to show them that they and their country are not appreci-
ated as they have a right to be, forming, as they do, an integral portion
of our Empire’.12% Arden showered the Australians with praise. He also
pronounced their difference, revising proclamations of racial homo-
geneity for Britons around the globe: ‘For they are distinctly a race by
themselves.”!??

Again, these distinctions were complicated by the Irish question in
the colonies. Reflecting the ongoing Home Rule political crisis within
Britain, which reached a crossroads in this period, British newspapers
took up and disputed the Irish racial composition of the New South
Wales population. When the Pall Mall Gazette described New South
Wales as: ‘the most English and most thriving of the States that have
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sprung from [England’s] loins’, a correspondent wrote in to say that
New South Wales was, in fact, the ‘most Irish of the great colonies, a
third of the population being Celts and Catholics’. The letter even cited
William Dalley’s own Catholicism and Irish heritage. Although, out of
ignorance or courtesy, the fact that Dalley’s parents were also convicts
went unmentioned.!30

The exchange was not lost on the Irish nationalist press. The follow-
ing day Freeman’s Journal accused Dalley of being ashamed of his Irish-
Catholic background, ‘Judging by the Anglicised edition of his name’.13!
From this evidence the article deduced that: ‘If the rest of the Irish in
the colony are of the same stamp it is easy to understand these effusive
professions of loyalty to England.”!3? It is here that, perhaps in spite of
itself, Freeman’s Journal got to the heart of the matter. Despite the tone
of condescension, the implication was clear—the NSW contingent and
the gushing patriotism of the colonies derived, in part, from their histori-
cal embarrassment.

Returning to Arden’s ‘Tour in Australia’, we see that the distinction
of the colonies only increased their importance to the empire. A shaken
metropolitan society looked to celebrate an exceptional offshoot
untouched by the problems beleaguering Britain. The colonies acted as
a space in which British readers could imagine a virile and rehabilitated
idle. But Arden’s presentation of Australia’s uniqueness was made within
the confines of Western racial categories. As such, Australia remained a
secure object of knowledge. Arden balanced colonial idiosyncrasies with
the shared British concepts of commodified pastoral production and
ideas of private property, ideas that marked Australian colonists off from
an Aboriginal population representing a more radical distinction. Arden
commented on colonial difference, but only as a subcategory of white
Britishness.!33

To truly demonstrate the strength that would appear revivifying to a
British readership, Australian enthusiasm for empire had to appear auton-
omous. The unspoken clause was that this spontaneity was useful only if
the colonies remained at Britain’s bidding should the need arise. Arden’s
key concerns were again the New Guinea affair and the delicate matter
of the rejection of offers of troops from other Australian colonies. He
warned of the urgency with which ‘Englishmen belonging to all grades
of society must take a deep interest in this great southern Continent, and
they should exert themselves to maintain the connection between it and
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the mother country.”!3* Reversing fears heard in the Australian colonies,

Arden obliquely referenced the traumatic moment of American separa-
tion from the empire to claim that it would be England that would lose
most ‘if that connection were severed’, while ‘Australia being isolated
from the civilized world, would lose little’.135

We need not labour the point to notice a shift in rhetoric from the
1860s to the 1880s.13¢ Ubiquitous familial metaphors took on new sig-
nificance, symbolising the growing prominence of the colonies in the
imperial imagination.!3” The ground these metaphors were expected to
cover, however, saw them frequently lapse into ambiguity.!3¥ The colo-
nies provided some solace to metropolitan anxiety. Yet this solace came
only with the knowledge that the colonies were complying with British
expectations. For the comforting image of the colonies to have its effect,
they had to occupy the dual position of independent, martially equipped
saviours, but also that of deferential children. Premonitions of imperial
decline meant that where Britain embodied the worst aspects of youth
and of aging, the colonies represented the best of both.

The instability of familial roles was evident also in the gendered
images attributed to the NSW contingent.!3® A Standard editorial from
7 March saw the NSW contingent as ‘compensation’ for the ‘period of
stress and storm through which this country is passing’. As such, it could
‘gratify the patriotic imagination with a vision of the remote but related
resources’ of the empire.!#? Any hint of retreating from military threats
was variously ‘unmanly’, ‘feminine’ and ‘womanish’.}#! With its edito-
rial focus on colonial progress and masculinity, the Standard’s readers
could see in colonists an exemplification of the imperial ideal. Yet British
depictions of NSW as, by turns, the mother of the Australian colonies, a
maturing son, a young daughter, and all the while remaining eminently
manly, epitomised the flexibility, and the uncertainty, of the metaphors
that colonists embodied.

Inseparable from much of this rhetoric was more overtly politi-
cised language praising the Australian colonies for their so-called tradi-
tional values. The same Standard editorial cited above suggested that
Englishmen should be proud to belong to the same ‘kith and kin” as the
Australians. This was credited to their proving that ‘the old traditions
still survive’, with Australians retaining belief in their ‘Imperial duties’.1#?
More specifically, colonists had ‘formed their ideas ... before the wave
of modern Liberalism, with its shallow humanitarianism and feminine
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ideals, had obtained vogue’. This was timely: ‘for they speak at a moment
when the theorists who would fain have destroyed the British Empire in
the name of imaginary blessings to mankind are shamed into silence’.
But, crucially for the Standard, ‘our flesh and blood in the Colonies
are not content with speaking. They likewise act’. Precisely because of
Australian colonists’ spontaneous patriotism, the Standard could confi-
dently record that colonists had not ‘degenerated’ from their forebears,
but had improved on them. Lest the reader be in any doubt as to the
Standard’s allegiance, it concluded: ‘In times of difficulty there is only
one motto for an Englishman who loves his country. It is “One Empire,
one People”.”143

Resembling a pattern demonstrated in coverage of the Waikato War,
the Standard took umbrage at humanitarian interference into imperial
affairs. The colonies represented everything that the Standard under-
stood to be dissipating in the metropole. The colonist, previously held as
an inferior figure against whom metropolitan Britons could assert their
superiority, was now at the forefront of the empire, establishing manly
virtues due to Ais lack of humanitarian qualms. This representation
caught an irony found in varying degrees in conservative British newspa-
pers and their coverage of the NSW contingent. The Australian colonies
represented progress via tradition.

The Standard viewed the Australian colonies as having improved
upon their British forebears in a tale of racial progress. In doing so, they
had halted fears of colonial degeneration. But the Standard, in its con-
servatism, could do this only by claiming the colonies had maintained
the traditional British temperament and had not succumbed to what
it saw as philanthropic and liberal trends. It was just this difficultly of
squaring liberalism with settler morality that had caused headaches in the
past.!** In other words, Australian imperial principles were of the past,
and thus offered direction for the future.!4?

This idea was not confined to England. On 5 March, shortly after the
embarkation of Australian troops, an article in the Welsh Western Muail
sung the praises of the contingent and noted the Australians’ apparent
lack of moral concern over events in the Sudan. ‘It is’, the Western Mail
affirmed:

instructive to observe that the Colonists of New South Wales are tortured
by none of those misgivings as to the righteousness of making war upon
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the people of the Soudan which vex the souls of those English electors
who are chiefly distinguished by their idolatry of the Divine Gladstone.

The reasons offered by the Western Mail are telling:

Whether it is that they have not yet been educated up to the pitch of
understanding the rights of man, or that the Imperial spirit burns more
brightly in young and vigorous communities, whose circulation has not yet
been enfeebled by old age, the Australians certainly seem to have had their
imaginations fired in an extraordinary degree by the prospect of fighting
side by side with English soldiers.!4

The deficit of history in the colonies, read in Australia as a source of
anxiety, was for the Western Mail a source of virtue and vigour. Their
youthful imperial passion had overwhelmed liberal fashions. The writer
regretted the lack of imperial feeling elsewhere and urged Britain to
absorb the salutary lessons offered, with some irony, by Australian colo-
nists not yet fully educated in such things. It was the political innocence
of the colonies that remained most significant. Of the reasons given for
New South Wales’ celebrated act of ‘imperial spirit’, youthfulness sat
alongside an ignorance of the sarcastically-branded ‘rights of man’. In a
passage of impressive doublespeak, Australia had proved itself an exem-
plar of British racial progress precisely by remaining loyal and pragmatic
traditionalists.

IT P1cTURES TO THE IMAGINATION OUR VAST EXTENT
OF EMPIRE

A letter published in the Manchester Times neatly expressed some of the
meanings captured by the NSW contingent in the British press. The
correspondent was Verax (truth teller), a pseudonym of one Henry
Dunckley. Dunckley was the editor of another Manchester newspaper,
the Manchester Examiner and Times, under the same publisher and man-
ager, Alexander Ireland. That he wrote letters and editorials in related
publications ostensibly allowed Dunckley to employ different ‘voices’,
and to corroborate his own views.

For Verax, the evident centrality of threats to British supremacy
necessitated a forthright assertion of power and intent. He used the lat-
ter half of his long letter to rationalise the presence of other empires in
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the Pacific. He based this on the confidence created by the actions of
the Australians. ‘Why should we make ourselves uncomfortable over a
few thousand acres of African sand’, Verax inquired, ‘when the best
part of the world is filled with our rising commonwealths?” In a nod to
the recent New Guinea crisis, he asked, ‘why should these same com-
monwealths grow uneasy if Germany or France settles down upon some
uninhabited island in their neighbourhood and hoists its flag?*14”

Verax evoked both the inexorable march of British imperialism and
the rejuvenation of the empire by granting the young colonies the
responsibilities of consolidating their influence in the region. In any case,
he declared, in an extravagant imperial fantasy, the ‘die of empire is now
cast, and the Australian and New Zecalander are the future lords of the
Pacific’.148

Verax saw the colonists as willing offspring who ‘take our conclusions
on trust’. He claimed this innocent fidelity to the empire as the culmi-
nation of a linear progression from the ‘horror’ and ‘terrors’ of ‘penal
settlement’, through to the building of the city of Sydney. From here,
‘Verax’, like Charles Dilke and Goldwin Smith before him, viewed the
mechanics of imperial federation as superfluous given the sentimental
links between the colonies and Britain demonstrated by the contingent.
Yet he claimed the troops’ impact came from their impulsive display of
independent affection. As such, he assured his readers, it was something
‘we’ can be proud of. Indeed, ‘there has been nothing like it in the his-
tory of the world”.1#?

Aware of his rhetorical flourishes, ‘Verax” had earlier acknowledged
that:

I have perhaps worked up this picture a little too elaborately, but I have
done so for a useful purpose, and in small matters of rhetoric the end may
be held to justify the means.'>°

Even so, why the hyperbolic claim that: ‘No grander incident in its way
has occurred in the long annals of England’? At one level the answer
lay in the need for a radical break with history, to assert the encourag-
ing novelty of the colonies and the distinctive emotive connections of
Greater Britain. The following sentence offered yet another explanation:
the contingent ‘pictures to the imagination, and almost to the eye, our
vast extent of empire’.!®! Verax saw the NSW contingent as signalling
such a momentous event not because of the military aid it offered, nor of
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any tangible consequences, but the effect it had on the imperial ‘imagi-
nation’. Precisely because its composition was imagined rather than phys-
ical, its potential meaning was unlimited.

The point of framing the colonies in this way was to grant them a
more historically laudable position. During the Waikato War, the vio-
lence of antipodean colonists on home soil had been cause for condem-
nation, their imperial ambitions an irritation. By the time of the Sudan
crisis, British papers were increasingly framing the colonies as expedient
and worthy partners in a new era of British expansion.!®> The colonies
lent a hand in imperial conflicts rather than instigating embarrassing
predicaments on their own frontiers. This repositioning of the colo-
nies, however, also highlighted a contradiction at the heart of the British
Empire. This was the coexistence of the empire’s proud promotion of
progressive political ideals domestically with the necessary violence of
consolidating foreign territorial gains.!®® The settler colonies, far from
London, were key sites in which this contradiction played out.

Read as part of the British response to Australian involvement in the
Sudan, the broader point was that the NSW contingent worked as a sym-
bol rather than a ‘fact’.!® The contingent represented colonies at once
manly and feminine, childlike but strong. They were bereft of education
and knowledge, yet well aware of their imperial duties. They apparently
exuded conservative tradition by eschewing progress, yet represented the
way forward for the empire. They acted independently so as to prove
the empire’s strength, while demonstrating its unity by being at Britain’s
beck and call. Not least, they showed that the colonies were of one
blood with the mother country, but remained a race apart.



CHAPTER 6

The Sudan Cirisis: Creating Historical
Memories

If there was a sense in Britain that the NSW contingent went some way
towards realising a predestined history, there was also an evident need
in the colonies to fashion a history where one did not yet exist. Local
papers and parliamentarians fell over themselves estimating the signifi-
cance of the event in future historical reckonings.! Parliamentarian Philip
Gidley King, grandson of the prominent first fleeter and NSW Governor
of the same name, said of the contingent: ‘I have called this event an
epoch in our history. It is more, it is an epoch in the history of Great
Britain. It is still more, it is an epoch in the history of the world.”> He
concluded: ‘We have leaped from infancy to national manhood at a
bound.” Notably, he also said this event followed the last important
‘epoch’, when colonists were entrusted with the governance of their ‘vast
Crown estate’. Lawyer and legislator Louis Francis Heydon also saw
in the contingent the moment when ‘our history may be truly said to
begin. We are making history’. This was, for Heydon, the creation of his-
torical memory. He prophesised that ‘when we have 200,000,000 people
in this island, the historian in tracing our history will point to this act of
the Government, and this debate, as the turning point in the career of
the country’.*

There is something quaintly parochial in such statements, as if send-
ing a small military contingent from a single British colony could have
worldwide historical ramifications. But it is worth asking what ideological
work this language was undertaking.
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Public commentary shaped and consolidated the mainstream consen-
sus of the meaning of the NSW contingent. It allowed the Australian
colonies to resituate themselves out of an encumbered past, into to a cel-
ebratory fulfilment of collective destiny. This called for a judicious retell-
ing, and forgetting, of history.® But there is no inconsistency in this. Two
conceptions of history confronted settlers. The first was ‘History’ as the
undeclared trauma of a society born of violent usurpation of Aboriginal
land and the brutality of convictism.® The second was the triumphant
narrative that attempted to work around these origins. These were mutu-
ally dependent ideas. The resilience of a disturbing past spurred repeated
attempts to overcome it.

This was a project to create a ground zero for the colonial story, the
summoning of a ‘new era>—one that could displace other rejected or
suppressed accounts of the past.” As we have seen, there was certainly no
absence of recognition of violence in colonial history, but this was not
the kind of violence that could offer strong narrative foundations. For
the Maitland Mercury, New South Wales’ engagement in warfare before
this time had been ‘mimic’, its ‘sword is maiden. It has not as yet drunk
blood’. Australians needed ‘to create memories of military daring’.8

This process of memory-creation was a delicate one, and it called for
daring measures. It was to represent both a culmination of steady pro-
gression, and a radical historical rebirth. The Melbourne Age held out
grandiose visions of historical renewal:

In the histories and schoolbooks of the future, the preliminary chapters
will tell of the early voyages of Dampier and Cook, of convict settlements
and explorations, of deeds of violence from the old scum of the English
gaols, of the discovery of gold, the vast fortunes of pastoralists, of the
rise of manufactures, and the framing of Constitutionalists for separate
colonies, and of the preliminary steps for the federation of these into one
federal state. The remainder of the history will start from the 3™ March,
1885.7

The attempt to reset the colonial narrative from the sending of the con-
tingent was neatly progressive. It was, however, not enough to skirt
frontier conflict and Aboriginal dispossession, with muted references
to ‘deeds of violence’ attributed to ‘old scum’. The new take on colo-
nial origins had to be more explicit.
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It continued:

It has been the duty of the historian to trace the successive steps which led
a plundering race to the founding of great cities, and the consolidation of
great empires, the rise, decline and fall of which constitutes the whole of
what is called history — that is to say, every great nation with a history has
arisen with the accompaniment of military oppression and slavery. Australia
has never known either.

Rather, ‘she has pursued her way undisturbed by the squabbles of the old
world. Her prizes of gold and merchandise have been wrung by sturdy
arms, not from the hoardings of a vanquished people, but from mother
carth. But now the trumpet has sounded’.1?

This version of history was echoed in sections of the British press.
The London Telegraph granted that while ‘we have conquered as much
as we have colonised’, this admission pertained only to certain locations.
Though the empire had ‘picked the glittering diadem of India from the
trampled soil of hard-fought fields’, the Telegraph breezily claimed it
owed its hold on ‘Australia to the arts of peace’.!!

A similar overlooking of Aboriginal resistance to frontier expansion
can be read in the contrast with New Zealand described by the New
South Wales Times correspondent. He noted—in a passage recalling that
of the Times in 1863—that: ‘Hitherto this has been the peaceful portion
of the world; New Zealand has had its native wars, but Australia has not
even had that trouble.’!? Here, despite ample evidence to the contrary,
the textual removal of Aboriginal ‘trouble’ allowed a proud settler his-
tory to be slipped into the venerable story of British martial glory.!® The
contingent functioned to replace a disturbing ‘first warlike operation’
with a more tolerable one.

What was called for then, was an explicit rewriting of imperial history
for colonial purposes. In this we can see the connections between set-
tler colonial violence, material production, and the vindication offered
by imperial war. Those charged with producing colonial narratives could
sense in the NSW contingent the act that enabled them to feel confident
in moving on from a history they wished to suppress.
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MEeN FuLLy EQUAL TO THE ARABS

The previous chapter noted the sense of rivalry between British colonists
in expressing their imperial loyalty. But any differences between or within
white settler societies were surmountable in ways unavailable to their
racial ‘others’.'* The structural relationships of empire were reflected in
the racial categorisation that remained of irresistible psychic support for
British colonists. However, even this racial divide could be blurred when
colonial papers cast their gaze inward.

Part of the historical assignment of Australian colonists was to sustain
the purity of the British race in a new land, even as they expressed a bud-
ding nationalism. Articulating colonial difference within a homogenous
Britishness meant converting old ideas of colonial inferiority into illustra-
tions of settler advantage. We can read descriptions of the physical fit-
ness and manly appearance of colonial troops in this light, inverting the
common association of Australian uniqueness and negative environmen-
tal effects on ‘Englishmen’.'® This shift in thinking could raise new ques-
tions about the composition of the Australian solider.

Queensland’s Brishane Courier, anticipating the South African War’s
‘bushman’ soldier, emphasised that were the Australian colonial govern-
ments to ‘raise and discipline a corps of bushmen’:

they would, no doubt, succeed in producing a body of men who would be
specially fitted for a campaign in such a country as the Soudan; men fully
equal to the Arabs in power of endurance and withstanding the fervid heat
of the country, and able to fight as coolly and as well as the best of the
unacclimatised Englishmen, who fill the ranks of the British army.!¢

This editorial was answered three days later by a letter describing the
physical superiority of men from select Australian regions, transforming
the issue of climate into one of potent racial feeling and competition:

How much better could they stand it than the South Staffordshire boys,
who had never left England before! A Victorian, Tasmanian, or New
Zealand contingent might not be so suitable, but the men of Western
Queensland, Western New South Wales, and South Australian territory, are
as sundried and hardy as any Soudan Arab can be, as inured to severe heat
as any Sepoy or Sikh troops, while imbued with that white bulldog ‘devil’
that is ever lacking in black troops of any kind.!”



6 THE SUDAN CRISIS: CREATING HISTORICAL MEMORIES 115

The ideal soldiers for Africa were colonists who could mix a toughness
gained from harsh environmental conditions, but who remained within
the fold of an exclusively white Britishness. As if his description edged
colonists too close to racial difference, the correspondent amended his
categories, concluding that General Gordon’s mistake was to ““trust the
niggers”, as no Australian bushman would do; for all niggers from yellow
to black, are treacherous once you get away from the white skins’.!® The
true dichotomy was only white and non-white.

Colonial Australians therefore required a distinct identity while
simultaneously needing a sanctifying ‘white” component to avoid racial
degeneration.!” The evocation of the bushman could occupy this mid-
dle ground. This could be a precarious balance. Colonial difference
could neither abate, nor swing too far towards the pejorative connota-
tions of being a mere colonial. The problem was, according to Beverley
Kingston: “The more assertive their Australianness, the more colonial
they seemed.”?® More troubling still, the options to replace the ‘English’
element in colonial narratives were either a historical focus—which
would mean confronting convictism and Aboriginal dispossession—or
the unhappy alternative of Australian identity being defined by a histori-
cal void.?! Tt was in ameliorating this problem that war, when coupled
with a reaffirmation of Australia’s white racial heritage, offered a prime
opportunity.

Concerns that Australian troops might be understood by Britons as
something other than members of an uncontaminated racial family were
repeated more explicitly on several occasions. In a blunt statement of
the racial sensitivity attending the contingent, a letter reproduced in
the Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate (owned by radi-
cal NSW Legislative Assembly member James Fletcher), and apparently
received from an Australian in Sudan, said: “They are very glad to see us.
Many of the British soldiers expected to see us all blackfellows, and were
very much surprised to find us white.”?> Another local paper seemed
to confirm this idea, informing its readers that: ‘the English troops at
Suakim [sic] were delighted to find that the New South Wales men were
not “niggers”, and they congratulated them on the colour of their skin,
and the comparative civilisation of their manners’.?3 One need only note
the apparent relief of even this qualified praise to sense the concern that
was felt. Was simply being not-black sufficient acclaim? How civilised
were they exactly? Compared to whom?
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A banquet speaker was similarly reported by the Sydney Morning
Herald (SMH) to have described the common British belief only fif-
teen years ago, ‘that Australia was peopled entirely by blackfellows’,
but, thanks to Dalley’s offer, the ‘people of England, in future would
not require to look upon their chart to discover where Australia was,
or to study a book to see what Australians really were’.?* Needless to
add, what they were was “British to the backbone’.?> Given the wealth
of migrant letters, travelogues, press accounts and other communications
between the colonies and Britain for decades before the 1870s, it is hard
to credit this speaker’s depiction of British beliefs. Though this kind of
talk cannot be taken too literally, it does point to an evident need for col-
onists to remind one another of their racial progression in British eyes.

Similar expressions were found elsewhere—often with more than a
dash of irony. A wit in Sydney’s Catholic Freeman’s Journal, almost cer-
tainly the Bulletin’s John Ignatius Hunt, saw the offer of the contin-
gent as quashing the ‘notion that we are a lot of gohanna-chewing [sic]
blackfellows’. Rather, in an inimitable gesture of settler historicism, the
writer claimed: ‘Australia has been discovered for the second time, so
to speak.”?® One sardonic letter to South Australia’s Advertiser, repro-
duced in a local Victorian paper, expressed satisfaction (perhaps too great
a satisfaction) that other Australian colonies had not succumbed to New
South Wales” unthinking donation of men. The letter-writer delighted
in the thought that Britain had likely accepted the offer only by misun-
derstanding ““[t]he Australian Troops” to mean the aboriginal natives’,
seeing entertainment value in ‘the spectacular effect of 700 New South
Wales blackfellows dressed up in their war paint’.?” The writer illustrated
the predicted British shock when Australian troops were found to be
white after all.

These thoughts were seldom expressed so brazenly. But that they
were mentioned at all hints at the uncertainty colonists evidently saw
in themselves when, one hundred years after Arthur Phillip unloaded
his unsightly cargo on Eora country on Port Jackson’s shores, there
remained little confidence in what outsiders made of them. They were
faced with an unsettling, atavistic vision that publicly equated them with
the very people they had measured their progress against. Whether spo-
ken out of fear, jest, or derision, the idea that Australians could be mis-
perceived by Britons continued during the South African War, as we will
see.
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The colonial replacement of the Aboriginal population, in other
words, had lingering effects on the settler imagination. It is this language
that demands a consideration of foreign and frontier conflicts side by
side—the emotional celebration of the former, the muted response to
the latter. Aboriginal people were largely absent from the imperial stories
that settlers aimed to embed themselves within. But history stubbornly
intruded. The original violence that allowed settlers to claim continen-
tal authority could now be validated through participation in foreign
warfare.

CONQUER ME 1¥ NECESSARY

Whereas the subject of commentary on the Waikato War was a cor-
responding settler colony, the Sudan crisis provoked responses to a
different mode of empire building. Though structurally distinct, the jus-
tifications for imperial intervention in the Sudan could be invoked to vin-
dicate settler histories.

In one such editorial, the SMH’s stated rcasons for intervention
in the Sudan conveniently exonerated the history of its own colony.
Taking it on itself to justify colonialism through ‘broad principles’, the
SMH conceded that ‘We have no right anywhere if the claim of prior
occupation is to hold—no right in India, Australia, South Africa, or
New Guinea unless we found our right upon a broad conception of
our mission.”?® Having set up the problem, the SMH’ solution is
telling. ‘And what higher mission is there ahead of Anglo-Saxondom, as
represented by the British Empire’, it asks, ‘than to answer the cry of the
savagedom of the world—Take me, conquer me if necessary, but govern
and instruct me?” The SMH then drew the requisite link with the current
campaign: ‘And where is the cry more loud and more urgent than at
present from all the wild tribes of the Soudan?’%?

Lorenzo Veracini has discerned in this kind of rhetoric a logic
whereby ‘Prior occupancy becomes ... a mere historical accident, and
while indigenous peoples have arrived earlier they have no qualitatively
better claims than those of later arrivals.”3® The SMH’s reasoning here
reveals little that is new. What should be stressed is the tension between
what it saw as requiring justification and its rationale in providing it. The
SMH oftfered a moral grounding for what it accepted in advance was
otherwise immoral. The crucial move was less in finding the solution to
its problem, than the statement of the problem itself. For the SMH, the
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act of justifying the ‘rights’ of invading and occupying foreign territory
assumed these rights pre-existed and simply required elaboration.

This strained attempt to reconcile forceful military incursions with
ideals of English liberalism and freedom from tyranny again showed the
expediency of racial thought. One of the more cynical ways of pardon-
ing acts of conquest was, as above, to first construct invaded peoples as
‘savage’ and then impute to them the desire to be aggressively possessed.
Needless to add, if ‘wild tribes’ were fully alert to, and pleading for, their
need to be governed and instructed, they were unlikely to necessitate
‘conquering’. Yet it was this expansionist impulse that had to be rewrit-
ten into a story that invited the reader to experience their nation, or col-
ony, as participating in a noble quest, an onerous duty that would find its
classic expression in Kipling’s White Man’s Burden.

The emotionally weighted language the SMH used—the sampling
of conquered lands, the talk of rights, prior occupation, mission, sav-
agedom, the need for government and so forth—carried an affective, if
implicit, charge, gained over time through accreted historical connota-
tions.3! The curse of ‘Savagedom’ was a condition to be expelled by usin
a historically benevolent mission to implant civilisation and governance
for them. It was the communal identification with these histories that
gave them their power.

Pairing race and colonial warfare came with other complications for
public commentary. This commentary included that of the Brisbane
Counrier, edited at this time by Carl Feilberg, whose ironically-titled
1880 pamphlet “The Way We Civilise’, was one of the more confront-
ing and forthright critiques of settler treatment of the Aboriginal popula-
tion.3? Regions of Queensland, especially in its sparse north, were sites
of the most malicious Australian frontier engagements of this period,
arguably peaking in the mid-1880s.33 This much was widely accepted.
As George Rusden put it at the time: ‘If there be any pre-eminence in
evil, Queensland must bear the stigma of deserving it.”3* It was there-
fore not uncommon for Aboriginal-settler conflicts there to be acknowl-
edged in the local press, even if implications for settler legitimacy were
downplayed.3> As ever, the question was one of framing. Frontier con-
flicts were more socially acceptable when dismissed, alternately, as the
result of provocations by aberrant troublemakers, vindicated as necessary
(if unfortunate) measures of self-defence, or as demonstrating the inev-
itabilities inscribed in racial doctrine. These justifications were likely to
be especially necessary when colonial editors had their British readers in
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mind. More problematic were comparisons between frontier conflict and
overseas wars of empire.

A Brisbane Courier editorial two weeks prior to the NSW contingent’s
embarkation made reference to its historical lineage. The intention was
to excise any niggling doubts over Australia’s racial heritage. The edito-
rial invoked Australian military involvement in New Zealand. After their
participation in ‘warfare between the whites and Maories’, Australian
colonists could put paid to the charge that they were only ‘degenerate
descendants of the grand old fighting races from which the colonists and
the Britisher are alike descended’.3¢ It connected Australians with other
white settlers from New Zealand and America who had also forcefully
colonised their territories. Five days later, the same paper more forth-
rightly affirmed that because of the NSW contingent there ‘is no breach
of race unity yet, no dimming of the sentiment which makes us regard
England still as a country for which a man should leave home and chil-
dren and go forth without a murmur to die’.3”

However, readers could encounter a diversity of messages in their
daily papers. In this case, attempts to rescue colonists from racial ero-
sion through their martial pedigree can be read alongside a later report
published in the Brisbane Courier comparing Aboriginal Australians with
the Sudanese: ‘Our native blacks were just as difficult (in a small way) to
deal with as the savage hordes on the Soudan.’®® The writer concluded
that ‘War should be declared against them until they were entirely sub-
dued.’®® The exterminatory rhetoric underlined not only the contem-
poraneous violence within Queensland. The native ‘difficulties’ also
suggested a resistance equivalent to that occurring in the Sudan, a resist-
ance credited elsewhere as entirely legitimate.*0

Elsewhere, the contingent could offset the more offensive features of
colonial life. The middle chapters of a memoir by ‘the very oldest native
Queenslander’, John Zillmann, brim with tales of frontier violence and
highly-charged racial depictions of every aspect of Aboriginal life. These
passages are at the core of Zillman’s book. And yet, for the benefit of his
English readers, Zillmann prefaces his comments with a gushing note on the
wonderful progress of the colonies he had recently visited for the first time.
Here Zillmann recognised the symbolic effect of the ‘spontaneous outburst
of Australian loyalty to the Empire’ that was the NSW contingent.*!

Similar connections could be made elsewhere. A correspondent for
Sydney’s Evening News reported around the same time that ‘the cost of
the expedition is considered too great by some, while others sympathise
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with the Arabs as an oppressed race, and compare them with our own
aboriginals’.*? The intimation of ‘native wars’ of resistance contradicted
references noted elsewhere, including in the British press, to a peace-
ful Australian history. At a time when mutual exchanges of press reports
between Britain and Australia were already common, and when martial
sacrifice denoted national birth, the foundational warfare occurring con-
currently on Australian soil offered a more incompatible case.

Just as there was a discrepancy between the celebratory accounts
of Australians in foreign wars and the commentary afforded to settler-
Indigenous conflicts, there was also a tension in the relationship between
territorial inheritance and martial sacrifice.*® The nexus existed in the
pervasive image of blood as a justification for Australian involvement in
the Sudan.** In one particularly excessive example, a special supplement
in Sydney’s Echo commemorating the embarkation of the troops warned
that national maturity did not come through peace, but rather:

Principles are rained in blood; virtues are nourished by blood; and bap-
tised in blood we do become regenerate, born anew to a consciousness of
a duty in ourselves, and a recognition on the part of others of our willing-
ness to perform that duty, which at once purifies and clevates, broadens
and illuminates, makes us more to ourselves and for the first time much to
all neighbours and beholders.*>

Such statements, elaborate as they were, were premised on a basic omis-
sion. Deborah Bird Rose has written of the connection of blood with
kinship and with sacrifice. She argues that ‘the linking of British blood
with sacrifice in warfare could enlist a different notion of blood and
still exclude the Aboriginal people whose blood was massively shed in
the conquest of the continent’.*® Although the Echo credits the contin-
gent with attaining ‘national distinction’, it stresses that Australia should
be seen by outside observers to ‘suffer no severance from the patria’
felt towards England. ‘Closer to our mother’s side’, it continued, ‘as
clearer in the eyes of the world; closer in incorporation as prouder in
distinctiveness.”*”

Though the Echo claimed that ‘We had lived almost a century thus
in one monotonous routine of peaceful prosperity’, this absence of a
martial tradition had created a gap in the national story which the NSW
contingent could now fill. And yet, the Echo’s baroque moralising not-
withstanding, it was not the lack of bloodshed in colonial Australian



6 THE SUDAN CRISIS: CREATING HISTORICAL MEMORIES 121

history that called for ‘baptism’ and ‘purification’ ‘to all beholders’, but
the excess of it.*3 Attempts to articulate Australian distinction within the
imperial family were again burdened by history. If blood spilt ‘defend-
ing’ one’s community retroactively granted that community’s legitimacy,
where did that leave Aboriginal Australians?

References to blood summoned not only feelings of kinship but, more
subtly, the history underlying the geographical distribution of that kin-
ship, and the relationship of blood ties and land rights. The blood ties
of settler rhetoric called forth the recognition of biological ancestry
while disavowing that this bloodline was predicated on the replacement
of an original one. White Australians’ increasingly assertive claims to
nativeness clashed with the affirmation of bloodlines deriving from the
British on the other side of the world.** The relationship between a racial
Britishness, warfare, and territorial acquisition was framed in terms of
inheritance. A gendered bequest of blood—*from sire to son’—was now
accompanied, as we will see, by the bequest of soil and the authority to
rule over the land.

THiS MAGNIFICENT ESTATE

In the days and weeks following Dalley’s offer, members of parlia-
ment rose to voice their feelings regarding the NSW contingent. Most
defended Dalley’s decision, but a vocal minority did not. Among the
views expressed was the overt reasoning that colonists, having inher-
ited their homeland at little or no expense, were beholden to offer
recompense.

When the ageing conservative William Adams Brodribb praised the
sending of the contingent, against opponents such as Henry Parkes,
he hardly cut against the grain. Yet his reasons for support were strik-
ing. Brodribb first ran through a list of figures on the Australian popu-
lation and land acreage for each colony. After recounting these figures,
and impressing upon his fellow members the grandeur of the country
they shared, he declared: “The mother country has handed over to us
without any charge this magnificent estate, with responsible govern-
ment, to do as we like with this valuable property. Surely, under all these
circumstances, we are bound in honor to assist old England out of her
troubles.”>0

The convergence of self-governance and a distinctly territorial basis
of rule are clear. What is more notable is a colonial mentality that saw
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the necessary repayment in assisting colonisation elsewhere. This, to be
sure, consolidated a sense of joint participation in the empire among
Australian colonists. It also likely reflected the gratitude of those such
as Brodribb whose own shift from successful pastoralist to colonial leg-
islator mirrored a broader pattern whereby squatters’ claims to vast runs
were retroactively legalised by acts of parliament. It was this conversion
of Aboriginal land to private property that, for Brodribb, provided the
necessary context for the offer of colonial help to the mother country.

As it happened, two years prior to the Sudan expedition the London-
born Brodribb had published an account of his own experiences as a
younger man transforming the land in his Recollections of an Australian
Squatter. Brodribb’s recollections were mainly concerned with offering
his conservative views on the ever-pressing subjects of emigration, land
legislation, and the difficulties encountered in making the land produc-
tive. He recalled the ‘millions and millions of acves situnted north of the
Murray unoccupied, capable of feeding and fattening sheep and cattle to
any extent’.! Though Brodribb and his party benefitted greatly from the
help of an Aboriginal guide on a journey to Gippsland at the start of the
1840s, he also considered it apt to recall his experiences warding off the
attacks of ‘natives’. In doing so he gave ample evidence of the regular
resistance given to settler incursions and displays of manly authority, and
the anxiety this provoked.>?

Brodribb recalled the need to be ‘always well armed with rifle and
ball, so as to be prepared for any attack by the natives’.>® He knew that
‘From old experience ... it was necessary to keep the Australian savages
at a distance’; and they had be kept 100 yards from the hut Brodribb’s
party had recently built. He said that, at one point, when a man from
a local tribe reached for the pipe in Brodribb’s pocket: ‘I pushed him
back, and held my fist in his face’.* Embarking on his journey after a
recent attack, Brodribb advised a ‘well armed’ overseer that in the event
of another such attack, it was necessary not to shoot over the heads of
‘natives’, but at their legs and ‘if hard pressed, to kill one’. ‘My experi-
ence tells me’, he continued, ‘under such circumstances, half measures
will not do. Show them you are determined not to trifle with them, and
above all, keep them at a distance. They are never to be trusted in a new
and unexplored country’.5® It was this country that Brodribb would con-
tinue to assert and defend his rights to, in one way or another. And he
was grateful for the opportunity.
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That one could profit from colonial land legislation was, of course,
no guarantee of support for the contingent. But it did colour the debate
in other ways. A reply to Brodribb was forthcoming from Italian-born
pastoralist Leopold Fane De Salis, who opposed the contingent. De
Salis countered that though Brodribb was correct in saying the English
Government had gifted colonists land, this did not entail repayment.
Rather, it was England who should be grateful to colonists. De Salis’s
reasoning pitted colonial productivity against Aboriginal idleness. For, he
continued, ‘if England had not given us the land, what would it have
been now? It would have been a barren wilderness, and the abode of the
blackfellow. We, the squatters and settlers have made it what it is, and
England has something to thanks us for.”*® Creating value from land was
the common reference point. The only dispute was over who could be
credited with enacting this progress, and what should be exchanged in
return.

It was Brodribb’s position, not De Salis’, which prevailed. In a simi-
lar rhetorical gesture, Ezekiel Alexander Baker, addressing the proposed
costs of the contingent, said: ‘I am not one of those who can forget the
magnificent gift made by Great Britain to the people of these colonies
when she surrendered to them the whole of the Crown lands, with their
vast mineral riches.” Though not feeling pressured to say so, Mr Baker
nonetheless freely suggested that the costs of the contingent should be
borne by the colony.’” Baker’s specific mention of the land’s mineral
wealth was, again, unlikely to have been a coincidence. He had arrived
in New South Wales in 1853 as a mineralogist before becoming a figure
of note among diggers and prospectors on the goldfields. He publicly
spoke up for the rights of miners after the anti-Chinese Lambing Flat
riots (Baker himself had no appetite for anti-Chinese violence). Baker
continued his mining career throughout his life.58

A selective historical memory was called on to similar ends. Here
colonial conflicts of the past were directly connected to vindicate partici-
pation in other colonial conflicts in the present. In a reversal of the kinds
of rhetoric the Australian press provided readers with during the Waikato
War, John Macintosh spoke pensively of the debts owed to the Mother
Country and her nurturing and protection when earlier sending soldiers
to New Zealand. That colony, he said ‘would have had to be abandoned
by our people if it had not been for the blood and treasure which Great
Britain gave to support them’. In New Zealand, Macintosh continued,
British soldiers ‘repressed the insurgent natives, among whom our people



124 S. HUTCHINSON

had been encouraged to settle down’.5? Clearly, attitudes had changed
since the 1860s.

Perhaps the most instructive statement of this position came from
another prominent gold miner and mine owner, Henry Copeland.
Copeland spoke fondly of his British patriotism, as he would do again
during the South African War. He said his colonial forebears ‘came
into possession of an estate larger than any known since the discovery
of America’, and then ‘took possession of the land’ before ‘the British
Government gave them absolute right in fee-simple to this glorious terri-
tory’. For Copeland, the ‘possession of the country by a generous parent
government’ required reimbursement.®?

As Mark McKenna has shown, claiming the right to colonial (male)
self-government relied heavily on assertions of white (male) British
progress of the kind defined in contradistinction to what settlers saw
as Aboriginal stasis.®! When earlier campaigners invoked their right to
responsible government they were in large part asserting their right to
do as they wished with their land. Indeed, the ‘gift’ of territory and gov-
ernance was founded on the use of force to clear the land of Aboriginal
claims to it. Insofar as self-government was cited as a rationale for send-
ing the NSW contingent, we can draw connections between martial rhet-
oric supporting colonial defence of the empire in overseas conflicts, and
forceful Indigenous dispossession internal to the Australian colonies. Yet
Copeland went further, erasing settler-Aboriginal violence completely.
Rather, his forebears had acquired the land:

without shedding a drop of blood; it did not cost them a sixpence; they
had no difficulty; they had not to fight for the territory at sword’s length
with a foreign enemy. The colony was handed over to them in a full, free,
generous spirit, as part of the British Empire, with a view that it should be
held for Britain and the children of Britons.%?

Similarly, in a speech approving of the contingent, Mr Heydon compiled
a long list of reasons why colonists were indebted to the mother coun-
try. These reasons included ‘the common natural tie of kinship’, the
institutions which were ‘a direct gift to us’ and for which colonists are
‘indebted’, the ending of convict transportation after colonial requests,
and the fighting of costly wars to protect the empire and its members.%3
Heydon’s speech was, in substance, unremarkable. Others were say-
ing much the same. Yet at the moment he noted the acquisition of the
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Australian continent ‘freely, and without any conditions’, the radical
John McElphone, vocal supporter of the New South Wales Aboriginal
population, loudly objected. For McElphone, this acquisition was ‘At the
expense of the aboriginals!’®*

The key question was this: if the colony was indeed the endowment
of the mother country, was the colonists’ inheritance legitimate? Though
the narratives supporting the debate over the Sudan did much, con-
sciously or not, to support the settler social order, McElphon’s interjec-
tion serves as a jolting reminder that this legitimacy was still occasionally
open to dispute. There remained those ready to unsettle the story being
written. Yet these reminders could also haunt public discussion in less
overt ways.

WHO ARE THE PATRIOTS?

It is generally accepted that genuine dissent towards the offer of the NSW
contingent was rare in Australian newspapers.®> While reading even a few
days’ worth of papers will uncover enough evidence to complicate this view,
it is true that editorials around the country were largely in agreement. They
were, moreover, quick to curtail oppositional responses. This foreclosing
of debate was exemplified by a Brisbane Courier editorial that had a dif-
ferent take on colonial unity:

Now the time is past for differences of opinion; the offer having been
accepted it is our business — the business of all Australians — to make it
evident that our proffered help was worth accepting ... no ebullitions of
local feeling should be allowed to interfere with its success.%®

Though narrative options for discussing events in the Sudan in the major
dailies were slim, dissenting voices can be found there, particularly in
the letters pages. The most famous example came from the pen of New
South Wales elder political statesman Henry Parkes who, while dying five
years prior to continental federation, would be memorialised as its father.
After the offer of the NSW contingent, the SMH published a series of
letters by the ever-provocative Parkes. These letters were hailed as the
chief nonconformist presence in the major dailies, not least by Parkes
himself. As he explained: ‘from the first moment [of the acceptance of
Dalley’s offer] all my faculties of common-sense and discernment, all my
feelings of patriotism and loyalty to the Empire, were opposed to this



126 S. HUTCHINSON

movement, which I looked upon as uncalled-for, unjustifiable, and quix-
otic’.%” And though Parkes’ position had the sympathies of a substan-
tial subsection of New South Wales society, he also faced a barrage of
condemnation from the press. In Parkes’ recollection, his opinions led
to ‘all the papers published in Sydney set[ting] upon me like ravenous
wolves’.%8

Parkes’ letters were undeniably significant for the correspondence and
commentary they provoked.®® They also revealed much about the privi-
leged access to the public sphere for those with the standing and name
recognition of the (then) three-time Premier of New South Wales.”?
Newspaper letters, as opposed to private epistolary engagements, were
explicitly intended as public performances. Parkes, who turned 70 in
that year, used the press as a political stage to oppose Alexander Stuart’s
Government. Dalley’s offer provided a chance for Parkes to return to the
political arena after his voluntary retirement the previous year for finan-
cial and political reasons. Dalley’s grand gesture notwithstanding, Parkes
would soon leapfrog his long-time rival in contemporary assessments of
their relative historical importance.”! Even Froude, after his travels, won-
dered if those sympathetic to Parkes’ opposition to the contingent would
overtake those in favour of the contingent.”? Yet Parkes’ accusations,
grounded chiefly in practicality and legislative legality (not to mention
cynical politicking), inadvertently captured the complexities of appealing
to both colonial nationalism and imperial patriotism.”3

Parkes declared that there ‘can be no greater folly than to foster a spu-
rious spirit of military ardour in a country like ours, where every man is
wanted to take his part, in some form or other, in colonising work’.”#
Parkes, seemingly oblivious to the Australian historical referent, por-
trayed the Egyptian war as one of invasion against ‘barbarous tribes who,
in comparison with us, are fighting on their own soil’. He then argued,
in a much-quoted passage, that: ‘With the right hand we are expend-
ing our revenues to import able-bodied men to subjugate the soil, while
with the left hand we propose to squander our revenues to deport men
to subjugate Sir Edward Strickland’s “Saracens”.””® Yet looking at the
relationship between local settler colonialism and imperial adventures
overseas tends to complicate the view that Parkes was rejecting British
imperialism.”® The ‘subjugation of the soil’ and the establishment of
vast numbers of white British immigrants were constitutive settler colo-
nial acts. Though a budding nationalist movement was increasingly
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contrasted to a tub-thumping imperialist idiom, the two cannot be extri-
cated from the broader project of British global expansion. As we have
seen, they were connected in more ways than one, as was well recognised
by supporters of the contingent.

To prevent the reader mistaking Parkes’ loyalties, he concluded that
he ‘yield[s] to no man in attachment to the throne and institutions of
England. But my notion of loyalty is a steady and consistent performance
of duty as citizens of the Empire’. If war should come, Parkes said ‘our
first duty will be to hold inviolate the part of the Empire where our lot
is cast; and, this sacred trust secured, to give life and fortune freely, if
we have them to spare, beyond our own shores’.”” Indeed, the previ-
ous year Parkes had urged in a major metropolitan periodical for British
recognition of the colonies as imperial partners in a united expansion of
Britishness. He was eager for Britain not to dismiss the Australian colo-
nies as inferior and subordinate.”® Parkes was more concerned with con-
solidating colonisation than with opposing imperialism. He wanted to
get back to the fundamental British values he saw as being undermined
by actions in Africa.

In desiring to protect Australia first in the event of war, Parkes less
challenged loyalties than negotiated between them. In the emotional
aftermath of Gordon’s death, any sane political figure would have been
highly alert to accusations of being anti-empire. Hence Parkes could tell
his readers that, through his dissent, he was in fact more pro-empire,
even if his idea of loyalty needed qualification. To understand Parkes’
position, we have also to appreciate that Dalley’s offer took place within
a particular field of social relations. This was a commonsense patriotic
militarism befitting good imperial citizens. It was the force of this con-
sensus that made Dalley’s offer so logical. To this extent at least, Parkes,
ever the politician, was restricted in his opposition.

Dissenters were more readily accommodated in the radical press.
James Fletcher, radical coalminer and owner of the Newcastle Morning
Herald and Miners’ Advocate (cited above), also opposed the contingent
and admonished Britain’s claims to moral authority. He recalled not only
Britain’s relationship to the slave trade but also their sanctioning of the
law permitting the ‘slavery’ of the black labour trade in Queensland.3?
Yet, even after pointing to a raft of contradictions and ethical infelicities
in British and colonial actions, Fletcher continued:

79
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If we wanted to show our undying loyalty to the mother country the better
way would have been to publish to the world the fact that while living in
peace with the nations of the earth ... we value this territory of New South
Wales so dearly that if any one were to attempt to take one inch of it they
would have to take it over the dead bodies of every man in the country.3!

Even this perceptive critic seems to have missed the connection with the
foundations of his own country.

The Bulletin, perhaps the most singular and irreverent periodical in
Australian history, was under no illusion as to the power of its main-
stream rivals in defining the terms of debate. As Sylvia Lawson under-
stood, the hostility that papers such as the Bulletin showed to the major
dailies was a concession to the ‘potency’ of the latter.3?

Perhaps no other publication was so vocally and openly reflective of
the respective positions of itself and its competitors in colonial society.
This alone did much to subvert the tone of authority of the SMH and
its ilk. This was more than moral outrage. The Bulletin, raucous,
pugnacious, and proudly colonial from its inception, revelled in its
hostility to the stately and respectable publications of urban Sydney and
Melbourne. The bushman’s bible, as it became known (despite also being
published in Sydney), attempted to give voice to marginalised rural and
working-class concerns over an elitist mainstream. The Argus, the Age,
the Daily Telegraph, and especially the SMH would all come under fire
from the Bulletin’s editorials, poems, cartoons, satirical prose, and letters.

Its imprudent acknowledgment of, among other things, cruelty
towards the Chinese, and the enduring legacy of Australia’s convict
origins also made the Bulletin a particularly discomforting presence in
polite society.83 In 1885, when the mainstream papers were rhapsodising
over the Sudan expedition and the virtues of fighting and dying for the
empire, the Bulletin attacked this position at its core.’* Perhaps more
than any other publication, the Bulletin hacked at the NSW contingent’s
moral roots.®> Unforgiving in its iconoclasm, it delighted in subverting
what it saw as an obsequious consensus in order to test the boundaries
of public speech. Where the medieval Crusades were evoked by the SMH
to stress a shared and sacred heritage of Christian Anglo-Saxonness, the
Bulletin insisted the Crusades belonged to the ‘barbaric age’.8¢ Where
many saw the donation of the meagre savings of ‘A little boy at Manly” as
poignantly symbolising colonial patriotism, the Bulletin saw a metaphor
for a naive and reckless jingoism.3”
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The story of the Bulletin’s paradoxes has been well told.?® Yet one
particular editorial on the power of press language to frame debate mer-
its further attention. It asked ‘Who are the Patriots?’ It opened by not-
ing that supporters of Dalley’s ‘martial coup have enjoyed a very distinct
advantage over their opponents’, namely, ‘their audacious assumption
that to be excited by a warlike fervour is patriotic, whereas a delibera-
tive and judicial ... attitude is unpatriotic, if not actually treasonable’.3?
It explained: ‘Jingo partizans ... have appropriated such terms as patriot-
ism, national honour, prestige, valour, and glory, to themselves, and have
taunted the dissentients from their craze with being meanly pitifully defi-
cient in these splendid attributes and emotions.”®® In other words, these
terms, in the hands of the mainstream press, attained specific meanings
only through placement in their imperial context, and their relationship
to British loyalty.

Having drawn out the ideology of conventional press reportage,
the Bulletin offered its redefinition of these terms. That is, patriotism
for the Bulletin meant not showing blind allegiance to the empire. The
Bulletin understood that by attacking this rhetoric it had to first unfix
the connotations they had acquired before replacing these with its
own. With new meanings secured, its argument could proceed. As the
mainstream press retained a firm grip over these words, however, the
Bulletin was left to snipe from the sidelines, defining itself in opposition
to the SMH. It seemed to recognise that the position of the major dailies
gave them a particular kind of influence—the kind that worked best
when noticed least. These papers, as conceded by the Bulletin’s position,
could present their own interests as those shared by society as a whole,
turning its specific values into collective ones.

What the Bulletin missed in offering its counter-definitions was that
even if successful in redefining the language, it simply substituted one
set of conditional terms for another. As the Bulletin’s argument itself
implied, there was nothing preventing other meanings arising in different
circumstances. Any consensus had to be maintained and reasserted. The
Bulletin overlooked this in seeing the play of meaning ceasing once the
truth of these words, hitherto obscured, was ascertained. It struggled
to square its implicit concession to the slipperiness of language with
the maintenance of its own definitions. The real issue was not of fixing
forever the true meaning of these terms—patriotism, glory, honour,
etc.—but the more limited aim of combating the way their meaning had
come to be naturalised in public speech.”! This semantic contest reveals
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the different truths granted to these terms by the SMH and Bulletin,
each sustained by opposing ideologies. The SMH and the Bulletin
existed in contending discursive communities, competing for dominance.

Yet perhaps this portrays their differences too strongly. Even in its
seemingly radical dissent the Bulletin’s rhetoric of national loyalty was
redefined only within strict limits. The fundamental idea of patriotic vir-
tue itself remained unchallenged, perhaps unchallengeable. The object
of patriotism was simply shifted from the empire to the nation, and its
nobility refurbished. Nor was the anti-empire line quite as self-evident
as it appeared. The Bulletin remained caught between opposing impe-
rialism and championing its legacy of exclusive white settler control of
the land and its first inhabitants. The Bulletin’s definition of Australia
itself was by turns confidently asserted and conflicted.”? Its conception
of national unity was just as internally fragmented, just as dependent on
marginalisation, as its mainstream rivals. Just as the mainstream press
found unity in excluding aberrant ‘radicals’, the Bulletin saw unity in
restrictive white working-class nationalism.

Excoriating as it could be with reference to Australia’s convict herit-
age, the Bulletin’s position shared a key characteristic with its adversar-
ies. Two weeks after the embarkation of troops from Sydney, a member
of the New South Wales legislative assembly claimed that through the
imperial acceptance of the contingent, ‘his country was glorified, and
that the disgrace of Botany Bay was being washed out in the waters of
the Nile’.”3 This was precisely the kind of penitence the Bulletin poked
fun at. The Bulletin drew upon the lurid history of convictism and its
victims to score its own anti-imperial points.”* As Terra Walston Joseph
has suggested, however, ‘the figure of the convict does not serve as a
criticism of the ideology of imperialism ... it whitewashes settler colo-
nialism’.”® The focus ‘on dispossessed and disenfranchised white immi-
grants ... rewrite[s] Australian history as a white story’.”¢ What resisted
either atonement or easy ridicule was the struggle on and over Australian
soil between Aboriginal people and settlers, including early convicts. The
acknowledgement of one sordid past worked to elide another.

Such blind spots can even be seen in the Bulletin’s basic position
regarding the Sudan crisis. Condensed in an editorial line at once strik-
ingly logical and conspicuously absent from the mainstream editorials, it
asked:
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If it be noble and elevating for Britons in Australia to offer their lives and
their fortunes (nobody has yet done the latter) for their mother country’s
sake, is it not noble and elevating also for the Arabs of the Soudan to lay
down their lives and fortunes for the love of #hei» mother country?®”

By directly questioning British and Australian moral authority, the
Bulletin challenged a core premise of imperial ideology. Nonetheless,
historical echoes can be heard. The Bulletin’s critique of the NSW con-
tingent did not openly explore the parallels between the Sudan expedi-
tion and the origins of invasion and Aboriginal resistance in Australia,
even though these were subjects later tentatively broached in its pages.”®
As Sylvia Lawson concludes on the matter, ‘very often’, for the Bulletin,
‘unlike the Chinese, the first Australians were editorially invisible, out-
of-print’.?? Yet its logic remains clear, though displaced. The illegitimacy
at the root of settler society is sharply articulated by the Bulletin, only
removed to the safety of a different setting.



CHAPTER 7

The South African War: Trying Again

Of all the foreign conflicts during the long reign of Victoria, the South
African War (1899-1902) had perhaps the deepest resonance in the settler
colonies and in Britain. Events in the Sudan in 1885 and other comparable
small wars gave little warning of the unprecedented scale of the challenge
that would confront the empire in South Africa. All told, approximately
440,000 troops were raised by Britain, including some 20,000 Australians
from all six colonies, more than 7000 from an initially hesitant Canada,
and over 6000 in ten New Zealand contingents.! It would be the deadliest
of the Victorian wars, in which claims of heroism were tempered by mili-
tary blunder and moral embarrassment. By the war’s belated end, marked
by the Treaty of Vereeniging in May 1902, tens of thousands of lives—
African, British, Boer, Australian, Canadian and New Zealand among
them—were lost. It was costly in other ways too, with British taxpayers
alone put out of pocket upwards of 200 million pounds.?

The war occupies a unique position in imperial historiography. It con-
cluded the century of unquestioned British dominance and ushered in
the era of its gradual eclipse by emergent powers.?> On the eve of the war,
itself the capstone of the ‘scramble for Africa’, the territorial sweep of the
British Empire had never been greater. Yet unease was pervasive. The jin-
goism the war famously occasioned was, in its own way, a slightly frantic
signal of the growing lack of confidence in Britain’s imperial project. As
if to symbolise the transition, the aged Queen herself died during the
war. Her death occurred only weeks after the federation of the Australian
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colonies on the first day of 1901, an event that itself appeared to mark a
more forthright proclamation of an individual Australian character even
as it bombastically announced its imperial loyalties.*

The Australian contribution to the war came in waves. Prior to the
war, as tensions grew, the individual Australian colonies equivocated over
offering troops. On 10 July 1899, three months before the outbreak of
war, the Queensland Government offered an initial contingent of troops as
a show of imperial loyalty. The first colonial contingents were sent to South
Africa in October 1899. A second wave of troops from the various colonies
were sent, with a greater sense of urgency, after a sequence of British losses
in December 1899. The second contingents built on the first and allowed
the colonies to credibly claim to be giving practical rather than symbolic
assistance. In subsequent months, ‘Bushmen’ troops were raised. Imperial
Bushmen contingents — financed by the imperial government — followed.
Other contingents were sent as the war dragged on, including, from 1901,
the first contingent raised by the Australian federal government.

TaE ORIGINS OF THE WAR

The pretext for British military intervention in South Africa was the need
to secure political and civil rights for witlanders (foreigners), the appel-
lation applied to the mostly British (with a large colonial component)
migrant workers in the Transvaal goldfields.” Here, settler self-government
again raised thorny questions for imperial elites. In reality, though, the
uitlander issue was seen by the Governor of the Cape Colony, Alfred
Milner, and Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain, as an effective way to
drum up British support to finally tackle more fundamental issues.

The underlying origins of the South African War remain intensely
debated.® Beyond the uitlander issue, the war was undertaken with the
immediate aims of safeguarding African territory to achieve three main
goals: fortifying buffer regions against internal threats; acquiring ter-
ritory for markets, trade and resources (including the world’s largest
known goldfields); and pre-emptively capturing these territories before
other European powers could.”

Controlling the Cape and the sea route to India was strategically cru-
cial, not least for protecting the Indian military reserves on which the
empire, including the Australasian colonies, potentially depended.®
Indeed, the war’s deeper origins can be traced to British determina-
tion to forestall French control of the Cape during the Napoleonic
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Wars. In 1795 and again in 1806 the British seized the Cape from the
Dutch for this purpose, later declaring it a permanent British colony.
In this way Britain came to control a great territory peopled by a large
and diverse African population, and a minority population of Afrikaans-
speaking descendants of Dutch settlers—the Boers. From the 1820s,
British settlers began to arrive en masse to territory taken from its Xhosa
owners. Yet the British remained outnumbered by Afrikaners as the
white population in southern Africa.’?

In the 1830s around 15,000 Boers, disgruntled at the importation of
British rule and British subjects, began their Great Trek into the north and
north-east, violently clashing with and dispossessing Indigenous Africans
in the process. The so-called Voortrekkers first established themselves in
Natal. Following the British taking of Natal in 1843, trekkers continued to
the central regions that would become, in the early 1850s, the Transvaal
Republic and the Orange Free State. Bitter resentment over British
annexation of the Transvaal in 1877 spurred the leaders of the Transvaal
Republic, headed by Paul Kruger, to declare war on the British, begin-
ning the so-called ‘First Anglo-Boer War’ of 1880-1881. The war reached
its climax with the Boers’ stunning defeat of the British at Majuba Hill in
February 1881, after which the Republic asserted its independence.

By the late 1880s the discovery of the Rand goldfields, when added to
the discovery of diamonds in the late 1860s, had transformed the South
African economy. Along with vast gains in wealth and power came the
means to set a dangerous precedent of independence from Britain. Yet
the very wealth that granted this power attracted enough British and
colonial speculators to potentially overwhelm the Boers, threatening
their claims to sovereignty, and generating racial animosity between the
country’s two principal white minorities. This ‘sudden conjuncture of
ethnic, economic and geopolitical tensions’, according to John Darwin,
soon ‘turned South Africa, almost overnight, from a colonial backwater
into the most volatile quarter of the Victorian empire’.1?

Humiliating memories of Majuba Hill were stirred fourteen years
later by the farcical Jameson Raid in late December 1895 to early
January 1896. This was a botched attempt by Cecil Rhodes’ acolyte
Leander Starr Jameson to foment an #itlander rebellion to encourage
British annexation. The British needed to showcase their dominance.
For Prime Minister Salisbury, ‘the real point to be made good to South
Africa is that we not the Dutch are Boss’.!! In New South Wales the
Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) grasped this same point, with its own
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racial inflections, in an editorial at the war’s outset. The wuitlander
issue, it claimed, was surpassed in import by the ‘main question’, that
is, ‘whether British rule is to be paramount and unquestioned in South
Africa or not, and if the divided counsels of a divided race are to be
superseded by a governing force which will not be Uitland, nor colonial,
nor Afrikander, but simply British’.1> On the one hand, the Boers
claimed to be defending their homeland against political, economic and
cultural intrusion. On the other, the British, according to two leading
imperial historians, resented Boer nationalists because they ‘disputed the
rules of the game’ being drawn by ‘gentlemanly capitalists in London’
for Britain’s economic and political gain.!3

Ultimately, as Shula Marks has argued, although the South African War
was to an extent a war of colonial autonomy, ‘it was also a war for the
survival of a settler society, and about the credibility and international rep-
utation of the British Empire, raising major moral issues of global impor-
tance’.'* From a longer historical view, Stanley Trapido has said the war
that commenced on 11 October 1899 ‘was the culmination—if not an
inevitable one—of a hundred years of British domination of the region’.!3

At the time of the war, South Africa consisted of two Boer-controlled
republics—the landlocked Transvaal and Orange Free State—and the
coastal British colonies of Natal and Cape Colony, amid African territo-
rial fragments. British observers had long recognised the rule of a domi-
nant white minority over an overwhelming black majority was potentially
explosive. And yet Africans were generally of secondary consideration
to Boers, imperial politicians, British #itlanders, and British settler colo-
nists alike. Rather, the racial problem defining the South African War for
British contemporaries was that existing between the two major white
Christian populations. The approximately 100,000 Africans involved in
different capacities on either side, however, belied the official line that
this was a ‘white man’s war’.!'¢ South Africa’s demographic imbalance
between its white and black populations also troubled British imperial
narratives in ways that other white settler colonies did not. South Africa,
unlike Australia, New Zealand and Canada, resisted easy incorporation
into an imagined Greater Britain.!”

The war is conventionally divided into three stages. Calamity struck
early for the British when the Boers inflicted on them a series of startling
reverses. The most shocking occurred during December 10-15, 1899,
‘Black Week’, when British forces sustained three routs at Stormberg,
Magersfontein, and Colenso at the cost of some 3000 British soldiers.
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Contemporaries sensed that perhaps the sun could set on their empire
after all. The extended Boer sieges of Ladysmith, Mafeking, and Kimberley
seemed to confirm as much. Throughout 1900, however, British imperial
forces, under Lord Roberts, regrouped and relieved highly publicised Boer
sieges, while capturing enough Boer towns and cities to claim the conven-
tional war won. But from September 1900 to May 1902, a protracted and
brutal guerrilla conflict took place between the Boers and imperial troops,
now under Kitchener’s command. This conflict spiralled into the depths of
scorched earth policies and concentration camps at previously unthinkable
cost to civilian lives. This was clearly not another passing African military
undertaking for British and colonial troops. And yet the war was also a cri-
sis that, from a certain perspective, came with an opportunity.

MEN OF THE PEN

The disasters and triumphs of the war penetrated British and colonial
imaginations as deeply as they did through ubiquitous media coverage.
Though modern media had influenced the direction and representation
of conflict since at least the mid-century Crimean War, events in South
Africa were mediated to an unprecedented extent. The South African
War was thus arguably the first ‘media war’.!® This created obstacles and
openings for the war’s promoters and detractors alike, giving a second
life to news reports recycled in interviews, poems, visual imagery, and
theatrical and music hall translations.!® The rise of the celebrity jour-
nalist saw such figures as Arthur Conan Doyle, Winston Churchill, J.
A. Hobson, Kipling, and Mark Twain giving the war, and themselves,
greater global publicity.?? From Australia, Harry ‘Breaker’” Morant and
Banjo Paterson, among others, reported or commented on the war.?!
Journalists themselves were prone to vocational introspection, acutely
conscious of their own importance. They recognised and promoted
the significance of the media to the public understanding of what was
happening in South Africa. Newspapers not only represented events,
but detailed how they did so. Conveying the element of danger gave a
taste of battleground realism, provided journalists lived to tell the tale.
William Reay, correspondent for Melbourne’s Herald and the South
Australian Register, recalled with a healthy dash of machismo that on
leaving for South Africa his superiors reminded him to ‘not get shot’ as

‘dead men furnish no copy’.??
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Australian war correspondent A.G. Hales was a case in point. The
Adelaide born Hales” experiences as a war reporter would later inspire his
fictional work. His 1900 memoir is written with a rough swagger drip-
ping with casual racism towards ‘the niggers’ and an often condescend-
ing camaraderie regarding the Boers.?? In contemporary press accounts,
Hales was noted for his ‘colonial” critiques of Britain’s military conduct.
His criticism of the British army was the subject of debate in Britain,
earning him the rebuke of a young Winston Churchill who was gaining
prominence as a reporter in South Africa for London’s Morning Post.**

An interview with the Daily News on Hales’ return from South Africa
illustrated the interplay between media and politics. The interviewer
described Hales’ controversial writings as ‘quoted far and wide; they have
furnished the text for more than one angry half-hour in the House’.?®
His texts were said to possess a realism that substituted for participation
in the war itself, hailing readers as vicarious actors in the events. This
earned him fame and notoriety in Britain. One letter to London’s
Daily News praised the corporeal quality of Hales’ reports: “They palpi-
tate with life, they are alive. To have read them is to have been to bat-
tle ... to have smelt the hot blood, the dust, and the sweat of the poor
horses.”?¢ Hales certainly knew the dangers of the front, witnessing first-
hand the death of his friend W.J. Lambie.?” Lambie had been injured
before when accompanying the NSW contingent in 1885 for the SMH.
He went on to become a correspondent for the Age, the Advertiser and
the Daily Telegraph in South Africa. There, following a Boer ambush,
Lambie became the first Australian journalist to die on duty in a foreign
conflict.?® Hales himself was also wounded and imprisoned by the Boers,
further adding to his reputation for audacity and pluck. Such incidents
lent an authenticity and pathos to his accounts that met a growing
demand for adventure tales.

It is not incidental that the press regularly invoked ‘theatre’ and
‘drama’ to describe the war.?? Theatrical performance was, after all,
central to sustaining a consistent readership. The SMH applauded the
reports of correspondents: ‘it is clear that the men of the pen are taking
a very active share in the thrilling events that are being enacted, and so
direct is the narrative that we can vividly follow all that is taking place’.39
It catalogued a series of comparable events where correspondents took
the place of the traditional war hero. The mediation of war had seem-
ingly reached a tipping point. Journalists were the action.
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More prosaic, if ultimately of greater influence, was the role the of
the wire telegraph. The key advantage of the telegraph, especially for
those far from Britain, was its speed. For example, the major British
anti-war organ was the Manchester Guardian, and it was this publica-
tion that informed like-minded colonial dissenters. Yet, while Australian
colonists had to wait up to seven weeks to receive each edition by mail,
they were the recipients of the Colonial Office’s pro-war telegrams
within hours. We can only speculate as to how this contributed to
Australian attitudes to the war, but given the appetite for the freshest
news available, outdated opinion would likely have registered only with
partisan devotees.3!

Moreover, the telegraph and the papers it informed tended to offer
a unified view of events and impart a feeling of community consensus.
If we can believe certain official voices, the war was an obsession for
Australian colonists in its early months, cutting across social divisions.
In March 1900, the Tasmanian Governor claimed: ‘Each morning the
newspaper offices are surrounded by crowds of people anxious to learn
the latest news from the seat of the war, and the telegrams daily posted
outside these offices are eagerly read by all classes.”®?> Chris Connolly
has, however, questioned the extent of support for the war, arguing that
though most New South Wales papers supported the war, these reflected
one portion of colonial society only.33

As we will see, support for the war and its rationales was never
complete, either in Britain or the colonies. Irrespective of dissent on
the ground, press narratives generally purported to speak for the social
whole. This was an ideological role that aimed to smooth over disa-
greements and present a united response on behalf of the empire and
its subjects. Paula Krebs has, in the British context, similarly described
the reporting of the riotous celebrations of the relief of the Boer siege
on the otherwise unremarkable town of Mafeking.3* The seven-
month Mafeking siege was the subject of restless coverage in Britain
and Australia.?® It seems that earlier British military catastrophes had
prompted a catharsis in the revelries that spontaneously broke out
(begetting even its own verb: ‘mafficking’) following this minor success.
Papers in Britain and the colonies captured an outpouring of emotion.
As Krebs points out, British reporting on Mafeking muddied the division
between a respectable middle-class patriotism and a crude working-class

jingoism to construct a broader notional ‘public’.3¢
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In Australia too, the imperial mood was said to even surpass that
evident during the Crimean War. This was due to the shared ‘commu-
nity of feeling’ created by the news that ‘circles the world” through the
telegraph. This news, ‘as it passes gives to each British community the
same feelings, a common joy, a common sorrow, but no common doubt,
no common fear, as to what the end will be’.3” The idea that press and
telegraph systems had shrunk the British world was by this time com-
monplace. As were the perceived implications of this. ‘If community of
sentiment is not enough to make a nation without consciousness of that
community’, Leo Amery wrote in his 1905 Times history of the war,
‘then indeed the electric telegraph and the Press have been no small fac-
tors in revealing the British Empire as a living whole to the consciousness
of the individuals that compose it.”38 Still, Amery also knew that imperial
sentiment coexisted with a burgeoning colonial nationalism.

The imperial press system was, moreover, deeply inter-reliant.
Australian newspapers depended on their British counterparts for reports
from South Africa, while the British press itself relied on South African
organisations. Australian readers gained the bulk of their information on
the war itself from the reports of a select few British journalists.3 The
result was a discernible standardisation of coverage of events, with a dis-
tinctly British bias.*?

Contemporary opponents of the war such as Victorian liberal and
future Attorney General Henry Bournes Higgins, said that propagandistic
press machinations distorted information and censored letters to favour
a narrow, elite pro-war perspective. Speaking in parliament, Higgins
saw ‘information which comes exclusively from one source’ as giving a
limited portrayal of events and placed members of parliament in a ‘false
position’—a position he tried to counter in his speeches.*! In the same
session John Murray similarly felt that “The press here is doing ... all it
can, to arouse a military craze in this country on behalf of the South
African war, and I am glad to say that their efforts are attended with only
a very small measure of success.”*? In fact both the ‘efforts’ and the rela-
tive ‘success’ of the press in this regard were, and remain, disputed. And,
as we will see, the narratives crafted by Australian papers drew on a more
complex store of cultural and historical references than is implied by look-
ing at pro or anti-war arguments alone.

In any case, the prominence of the press was undeniable. Throughout
colonial parliamentary debates members cited passages from their
favoured papers at one another without regard for national boundaries.
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Exemplifying the worldwide circulation of the press system, papers from
South Africa, Britain, and the colonies alike were quoted and debated
in the House; the Cape Times alongside the London Times*3 It was in
these chambers of public debate—in impassioned speeches, in column
after column of reportage and commentary across a range of publica-
tions, and in books from polemicists, politicians, and journalists—that
the meaning of the war played out. And the mediation of the war pro-
vided chances to consolidate ideas of national and imperial identity. But
the same system of communication also allowed more unsettling themes
to surface. These too were circulated far and wide.

To Try AGAIN

Australian historiography has often noted the South African War’s coin-
cidence with Australian federation.** At the time, the expectation that
war would forge their new nation suffused the colonies.*> In his ‘Song
of the Federation’, Banjo Paterson saw the youthful Australia’s martial
involvement as her key to entry into national ‘sisterhood’.*® John Hirst
has since argued that the gratification felt in British praise for Australian
troops, and the effect this had on national self-perception, made feder-
ating the colonies a less urgent matter.#” On the other hand, dissidents
cautioned that the war’s timing would stain ‘our hitherto peaceful and
bloodless hands by participating in an unjust war’, and was ‘a very bad
omen indeed for the federation of Australia’.*® Both perspectives per-
ceived the importance of this latest imperial episode in recasting national
origins.

As during the Sudan crisis, a premium was placed on the emotional
value of the colonial war effort. In the Victorian parliament, immediately
before the outbreak of war, James Moloney saw the question of send-
ing colonial troops to South Africa as a sentimental one, immeasurable
in financial terms: ‘I say that if you wipe sentiment out of British history,
if you wipe sentiment out of the history of any nation that has achieved
great things, you will leave but a very small part of history indeed.’*?
Erstwhile pastoralist Donald McLeod made a similar appeal against
those claiming that support for the war was ‘mere’ sentiment. He argued
that though ‘A good deal has been said about this being only a mat-
ter of sentiment ... what great deed has ever been done in the world
without sentiment? On what is filial affection founded but sentiment?
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What is religion but sentiment? What is love for our mother country but
sentiment?’%0

This type of language signalled a depth of feeling commonly derided,
then as now. But its prevalence in public rhetoric also indicates its wide-
spread appeal and social acceptance. Henry Reynolds, in his treatment
of debates leading to the war, sees probable harm in the language of
imperial sentiment, which he contrasts with the solidity of reason. For
Reynolds, talk of sentimental ties ‘cloaked the real basis of colonial
dependence’ and therefore ‘served the interests of Britain rather than
those of the dominions’. Here, ‘Hard thought was softened by senti-
ment. Loyalty existed in a realm out of the reach of reason.’! In this
analysis colonists are little more than dupes, blind to their national
interests through the fog of unthinking imperial devotion.®? But impe-
rial sentiment cannot be considered only ‘martial grooming’ devised by
imperialists to mislead colonists and undermine colonial nationalism.>3

Perhaps, for these colonists, sentimental connections were stronger
than those of finance, trade, and defence alone.’* They were after all
born into, raised, and educated in a society where they absorbed disposi-
tions and inclinations that appeared part of the very nature of things.?®
This was a kind of spontaneous, instinctive mode of thinking and feel-
ing that, if shaken, shook an entire system of belief. Obviously not all
Australian colonists shared the same perspective, but this sensibility did
shape how many spoke publicly. As Reynolds acknowledges, the force of
the idea of Greater Britain in the colonies clearly cannot be attributed to
external imposition.>®

A discussion of colonial interests should further engage with,
rather than dismiss, the fundamental need for colonists to see in their
British heritage a secure identity, one whose origins could not be easily
questioned. Reynolds, like many at the time, tends to see hard-headed
republicans pitted against naive and sentimental imperialists.”” But
things were, as he notes at other points, more complex.’® These feelings
were interdependent. Imperial loyalty and a faith in the shared blood
and heredity of white Britishness created the foundations for national
thought to develop.

Reynolds further notes the ‘adhesive power’ of empire and race, ask-
ing if imperial loyalty had ‘been worth it?” That is, ‘Had it been a good
investment in blood, treasure, emotional commitment and intellectual
energy?’® Questions such as these assume—even advocate—a rational
cost-benefit analysis, as if at some point Australians made a considered,
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and mutually exclusive, decision to choose empire over nation.®® But we
can more profitably see emotion and reason working together in such a
way that complicates a division between dangerous sentiment and con-
structive rationality.°! The question then becomes why public declara-
tions of emotion and shared feeling were deemed necessary, rather than
how they blocked the road to reason.

The affective nature of the war in the colonies extended beyond rhet-
oric. As in Sydney in March 1885, the huge crowds flocking to bid fare-
well to their troops hinted at Australian public enthusiasm for the war.
Between 250,000 and 300,000 of Sydney’s citizens were said to have
lined rain-soaked streets for two miles leading to Circular Quay, sing-
ing imperial anthems, waving ribbons, and shouting patriotic slogans.%?
Unlike in 1885, each colony now supplied their own troops, encourag-
ing the replication of similar scenes throughout the country’s main city
centres.%

Yet within Australia, as in Britain, anxiety was widespread. New social
movements tested the social fabric. Feminists and suffragettes con-
tested patriarchal politics. More startling still, the financial depression
of the early 1890s created often extreme poverty and signalled the end
of Australia’s ‘long boom’ beginning in mid-century.®* The 1890s saw
the first labour parties arise out of organised strikes and union agitation
among shearers, wharfies, and miners. These developments, forcefully
articulated in working-class newspapers, alarmed the middle and upper
classes.®> Radicals and reformists alike began to seek political office,
unnerving elites who saw their rightful social position as endangered.
Each side of the class divide was unwavering in their cause. A calamitous
drought followed the depression and further sank the colonial mood,
underscoring the ambivalence toward the environment that had long
marked Australia’s distinction from Britain. What the soil had given in
grassland, it had taken away as it sucked the moisture from crops and
livestock.

By the turn of the century, the majority of the population were white
Australian-born ‘natives’, as they had taken to calling themselves.®® This
demographic consolidation strengthened the movement to formalise the
racial purity of white Britishness on which Australia’s future cultural and
economic progress was thought to depend. Commonwealth laws were
drawn up to build on existing colonial legislation. The Pacific Isiand
Labourers Act 1901 and the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 , corner-
stones of the so-called White Australia policy, were among the first pieces
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of federal legislation passed. The first was designed to deport Pacific
Island labourers, the other to prevent the importation of non-British
(and particularly Chinese) immigrants. The Imperial Government, eager
not to unduly aggravate relations with important non-European subjects
and allies, opposed explicitly race-based immigration laws.

In this context it is unsurprising that the South African War pre-
sented another chance to demarcate a coherent Australian identity within
the empire, compounding existing invasion anxieties and complicat-
ing notions of white supremacy and imperial belonging.®” Given the
inability of the Sudan crisis to generate any lasting martial mythology,
events in South Africa allowed Australians, in T7mes correspondent Leo
Amery’s words, to ‘try again’.%% The imminence of the war prompted
the Australian press to reaffirm beneficial ties between the colonies and
Britain. This was to be expected. With Australia’s own sense of superi-
ority resting on British ascendency elsewhere, Australian newspapers
saw the paramount importance of maintaining this supremacy. The
prevalence of this view led to official British war policy being, for the
most part, safe from editorial scrutiny. Australian editorials also saw that
British revitalisation could best be secured with colonial assistance.

Attempts to promote Australianness alongside Britishness drew from
history. In late October an Azgus article described the march of troops
through Melbourne. It opened with the emotional reminiscence of an
elderly woman who as a child had watched with her mother the imperial
troops’ return from Waterloo with ‘the same spirit which animates the
young community just awakened by the call to arms’.%’ The value of
seeing this ‘young community’ as part of a glorious historical lineage
lay in replacing an ignoble past with one grounded in Britain’s martial
tradition. The Argus grasped this point well: ‘the feeling that the event
is a historic one animates all, and parents who are linked in memory with
some outstanding event of the past wish to give their children a land-
mark of national importance on which to fix their backward gaze’.”® The
Argus, on the eve of continental federation, celebrated the building of a
national memory for future generations.

With their backward gaze secured, colonists could turn to tales of
improvement in the here and now. In a manner similar to any number of
travelogues and booster literature of this and earlier periods, newspaper
articles detailed the colonies” material contribution to the empire with
imposing statistics. Lengthy compilations of the empire’s acreage, popu-
lation, revenues, exports and imports were offered to readers. The point
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of these statistics was mostly to reiterate what was generally known.”!

Readers in the colonies, thumbing through their morning newspaper,
could casually absorb the confidence and satisfaction that came with
belonging to the empire. The exactitude of these figures was less impor-
tant that the force of the impression left on readers’ minds. The West
Australian, upon one such stocktaking, suggested: ‘In the first place
it is well to be occasionally reminded of what the Empire exactly is.’
Displaying a daunting array of numbers, it contended: ‘These figures are
particularly worthy of remembrance at a time when there is a tendency
in some quarters to take a pessimistic view of Australasian progress and
prospects.”’? Lest the reader misunderstand the implications of such a
remembrance, the article later framed the figures in the rhetoric of white
racial ‘responsibilities’ and explicit reference to Rudyard Kipling’s ‘latest
poem’ on the white man’s burden.”3

Literary allusions were not uncommon. A SMH article aiming to slot
Australia into Britain’s martial ancestry through nods to figures from
Shakespeare to Kipling recognised the force that literature had in forg-
ing transnational ties. On seeing the patriotic celebration of Australian
troops leaving Circular Quay, the SMH reasoned: ‘Probably, if that
enthusiasm were analysed it would be found to have been largely fed by
the battle-literature of our race, and particularly by what the poets have
said and sung in all ages in celebration of British prowess.””* In a passage
suggesting the ‘banal nationalism’ analysed by Michael Billig, the SMH
asserted that these

war-notes have insensibly entered into the national mind and influenced it,
perhaps only to be awakened into recollection in times like the present, but
always in readiness at the back of the national consciousness to inspire and
inform the patriotic ardour of the race.”®

It saw the influence of poets such as Kipling forming the ‘traditions of
the race to which it is our boast to belong’. The emergence of war and
its widespread mediation here allowed the reader

to comprehend what a nation-making force they have exerted, and how
masterfully they have welded and shaped that national sentiment which
makes so powerful an appeal at a time like this, when we wait hour by hour
for news of the progress of our soldiers in the field.”®
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It is unsurprising that a popular newspaper would suggest that the
national sentiment accompanying the war relied on textual representa-
tion. Thinking historically, the collection of canonical images sustain-
ing a community’s culture was presented as an inventory compiled over
time, a well of sentiment from which ‘national consciousness’ was drawn.
Though the press delivered news in the present, comprehending this
news required knowing the literature of the past. This was more so given
the growing fluidity between ‘lowbrow’ popular news and so-called seri-
ous literature. The images and memories of the nation were there to be
picked up and deployed in a symbolic grammar to hail readers as belong-
ing to that heritage. The SMH strained to place Australia within this
order but was undermined by the knowledge that the colonies had yet to
earn their own martial story.

Ideas of temporal progression had other benefits. Seeing colonial
progress as British racial development meant that previous events could
be understood as forming the end of an epoch. As the SMH asserted in
a later editorial, the ‘old order of things is changing and giving place to
new’, while the ‘events of the past few years form a sufficiently eloquent
prelude to the probable revelations of the future’.”” The reasons for
this renewal were rarely far from the surface: “The momentous uprising
of the British race in all parts of the world’, it continued, ‘called forth
by the war now in progress in South Africa is an event which we may
take for granted will have already struck the key-note of the future so
far as concerns the part to be played by our own race and kin in its
development.””8

This identification with the British race then shifted to a localised
nationalism: “This year 1900 should not close before Australia is feder-
ated, so that we may look to enter on the new century equipped and
ready at all points for the responsibilities of our national life.”” Others
combined the distinction between nations with the racial heritage that
united them in their future endeavours. In his account of Australian war
experiences, journalist and author J.H.M. Abbott described walking
around Pretoria where he noticed that ‘always forcing itself upon one’s
mind ... was the consciousness of Empire, the vague realisation that we,
the English, and the Canadians, and the Australians, were a race that
overran the globe, and that its inheritance was ours’.8? Whether impe-
rial, national, or trans-colonial, temporality was evoked to grant inevita-
bility and order to chaos. The colonies could now be cast in this imperial
drama not only as a repository of the ‘British race’, but its vanguard.
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Just as during the Waikato and Sudan episodes, Australian com-
mentary on the South African War demonstrated the desperation for a
British audience to notice and approve of Australian actions. This could
be expressed in ideas of sacrifice and martial display, most notably dur-
ing the embarkation of troops. In its ‘Farewell to the Contingent’,
the Brisbane Courier recognised that the ‘knowledge that the Empire
is looking on makes us desire to show that the willingness to help the
mother-country has genuine grit and ability behind it’.3! Such feelings
emphasised the requirement to perform on the battlefield for their imag-
ined spectators. Yet desire could get you only so far. What colonial news-
papers required was more first-hand proof that Australia weighed heavily
on British minds.

In December 1899, the Advertiser atforded a chance for Australian
readers to overhear what Britons were saying about them through
an interview—itself a recent journalistic innovation—with the proud
imperial loyalist William Henry Fitchett.3? Fitchett, the eminent English-
born Australian writer and editor of the Australian Review of Reviews,
had recently returned from a trip to London where he was highly
regarded. In 1896 the Azgus had commissioned him to pen a series of
patriotic accounts of famous British military adventures later compiled
as the international publishing sensation Deeds that Won the Empire.
That book was written, Fitchett said, ‘not to glorify war, but to nourish
patriotism’. His concern was to educate imperial subjects on their martial
history, and ‘to renew in popular memory the great traditions of the
Imperial race to which we belong’.8% Through the colonial press, he now
had the chance to inform Australian readers how highly those in Britain
regarded them.

He confirmed that in London he witnessed how:

The British people are proud of Australia, and, of course, they have rea-
son to be. ‘Australia’ in English ears just now has a magic sound. While
England does not need the troops we are sending, the fact of our offer
thrills the public mind with delight. Although England is very prosper-
ous, I don’t think Australia has reason to envy her or any other part of the
Empire. The social opportunities for freedom of environment and every-
thing that makes civilised life worth having are greater in Australia.3*

The recognition that colonial troops were in fact unnecessary only
stressed their performative element. The Advertiser itself was intended
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primarily for South Australian eyes, yet the appeal of this article lay in the
idea that Australians could witness the approval given to them and their
land by British observers. The important point, in other words, was not
simply the message, but the respective locations of its utterance and its
reception.

A report from the SMH’s London correspondent similarly testified to
the significance of colonial activity for British readers. The correspond-
ent ventriloquised London opinion to situate Australian and Canadian
colonists as imperial partners. It reported: “What are they thinking,
and what are they doing in Australia and in Canada, in this supreme
moment in the fortunes of the Empire?” is a question asked in effect
often enough and with genuine concern.’®® Later, the correspondent
claimed that an English ‘man in the street’ knew the ‘signs of the unity
of spirit throughout the Empire which anyone can read’.3¢ Australian
readers were thus treated to an account of their uniqueness in the eyes
of Londoners who knew ‘that in a war which requires sharp-shooting
and knowledge of bush-fighting, the Australian troops will be “just the
chaps for the Boers™.8” This enactment of British observation presented
Australian readers with a self-generating fantasy image of themselves as
bush-trained martial forces from their most important observers. The
reasons why exactly they were assumed to have experience in sharpshoot-
ing and bushfighting was not elaborated on.

Dissent towards the war was still common if one knew where to look,
but the narrative of unity ultimately carried the day in Australian news-
papers.88 To better understand these feelings we can examine the role of
the colonies in British narratives. That is, if the colonies were so eager to
overhear conversations in which they were discussed, what were British
commentators actually saying?

THE BriTisH VIEW: COLONIAL CONSOLATIONS

Where the 1885 NSW contingent was ideally timed to soothe British
readers shaken by General Gordon’s death in the Sudan, events at the
turn of the century at the other end of Africa saw renewed British atten-
tion to the settler colonies. Here, Australians fighting alongside fel-
low British colonists from Canada and New Zealand personified the
idea of Greater Britain.3? As the Boers demonstrated to the world the
limits of both the empire’s strength and rectitude, British newspapers
invoked the white colonies to provide a measure of solace. Yet just as
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the communicative channels of the so-called British world were accessed
to promote imperial affection, they could also be used to challenge this
feeling.

The timing of events is important. Even before the period of crisis hit,
papers such as the Daily News could say that colonial loyalty had ‘shown
that the Empire is no mere fortuitous concourse of political atoms, but
a vital organism in which we are all members one of another’.?® This
idea would soon take on far greater meaning. In November 1899 the
Times, following a shock reversal in Ladysmith in the British colony of
Natal, recognised the benefit of turning to the white settler colonies. ‘At
a moment when the whole nation is lamenting a serious reverse in the
field’, the Times wrote, ‘it is consoling to turn to the action of our colo-
nies and to dwell upon the enthusiastic loyalty with which they are send-
ing contingents to fight side by side with the Imperial troops’.”! As in
1885, the importance of these troops, at least initially, lay less in their
military proficiency than in redirecting the reader’s attention to their
imperial devotion at a historical juncture. This was no time for uncer-
tainty. The Times had to control the direction of its commentary.

Perturbing as the setback in Ladysmith was, it was the succession of
routs during Black Week six weeks later that would leave an enduring
impression. British forces had, with notable exceptions, become accus-
tomed to quick victories over foreign peoples with lesser military means.
More to the point, the British public had become accustomed to reading
of these victories.”? Black Week ruptured this complacency. Though dif-
ferent publications covered the defeats in differing ways, blaming a vari-
ety of actors and causes, the reverses could not be ignored. British papers
could, however, attempt to ameliorate the effects of these defeats on the
public. To this project the white colonies were indispensable.

More than a silver lining on an ominous cloud, contemporary editori-
als positioned the white colonies as arguably the essential meaning to be
drawn from Black Week. This was true for Alfred Harmsworth’s (later
Lord Northcliffe’s) Daily Mail, established in May 1896. This famous
paper took full advantage of the war, both encouraging and drawing
on imperial loyalty to grow from an initial circulation of approximately
200,000 to just under 999,000 by 1900, making it the most popular
in the country.?® For the Daily Mail, the ‘national outlook’ in the early
months of the war was ‘darker and more threatening than any within the
memory of living man’, and was ‘brightened only by the loyalty of our
colonies’ and characteristic British tenacity.”* In such ways military losses
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could be framed as a temporary setback, while colonial unity was the
story that could screen the trauma of defeat. Through the recurrent ‘col-
onies as consolation’ theme, a disturbing event could be tolerated and
even incorporated within a revised imperial story.”®

When British editors wrote of the colonies, the rhetorical register
could shift to a level of abstraction beyond day-to-day events. The war
commanded reflection on the evolution of the white colonies, both in
and of themselves, and in relation to the empire. This evolution could
be measured in demography and wealth, as the colonies reaffirmed belief
in an injection of fresh blood to regenerate a tiring Britain, strained by
continuing troubles over Indian and Irish nationalisms, and internally
burdened by social division and economic decline.?® The Welsh Western
Muil presented an article devoted to the ways the settler colonies could
reassure British readers. The article, ‘Britain of the Future’, explained:
‘From Australasia the same tale comes—a tale of loyalty and support in
times of need ... Where, it may be asked, can our enemies find any sign
of decay or weakness in an Empire which throbs with fresh and vigorous
life at all points?*®7

Press accounts also saw in colonial progress the potential to tap the
well of patriotic sentiment in future wars, an idea that doubled as a warn-
ing to aspiring imperial contenders. The Western Mail later recognised
that the power the empire did have depended on colonial loyalty:

Great Britain stands alone as a Colonial Empire, and stands alone also as
the one Power, cither in ancient or modern times, which has lived in the
affections of its Colonies. This, really, is the source of our strength, and it
is unnecessary to add that to the extent we are strong we are envied by our
jealous neighbours.”8

Duncan Bell has argued that in the late nineteenth century it was increas-
ingly important for Britons to look to the future rather than the past.
As was known to every classicist (as imperial elites usually were), empires
invariably declined and fell.?” By proclaiming the singularity of Britain’s
Empire this fate might be avoided—past patterns need not hold true for
phenomena without precedent.

Conservative intellectuals understood that besides any material advan-
tages the mother country might gain from her colonies, it was the ‘glory’
acquired through their possession that was the greatest advantage of all.100
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However, while a cause of unparalleled strength, and therefore of envy for
rival powers, the white colonies equally placed Britain in an awkward posi-
tion. Though concessions to self-government might have been necessary
to guarantee colonial ‘affections’, the concern remained over whether they
would be instinctively committed to future conflicts. The lessons of his-
tory taught the peril of granting excessive colonial autonomy.!?! Colonial
independence had to be textually contained, most often by reiterating its
subservience to imperial passion. The Daily Mail offered a useful reminder
of this passion in reporting on the reception of its late 1899 publication of
Kipling’s ‘Absent-Minded Beggar’. Written to encourage fundraising for
British troops, the verse was said to have aroused ‘wild frenzied enthusi-
asm’ in the colonies, ‘ringing from end to end of the island-continent as
never a war-song rang in the ears of Australia before’.102

Primarily, though, the key motif was the importance to the Mother
Country of, as the Standard put it, the ‘virile young Colonies which
have voluntarily sent their sons to fight beside the troops of the Mother
Country’.19 The weight of the adjectives describing the colonies sup-
plemented their military role. The youthful vigour of the colonies, and
the receptiveness of readers to this, was their function. Whatever this
communal manliness amounted to in practice, for British newspapers it
was a statement of the narrative role of the colonies. Black Week losses
required a declaration of virility to offset the evident impotency of British
forces. 104

Others were more circumspect. Noting the emotional response in
English provinces and the British colonies, Arthur Conan Doyle, in his
book on the war, also sought the upside of Black Week, noting that
‘Misfortune had solidified us, where success might have caused a senti-
mental opposition.’!% The ‘gallant’ Australians from ‘the great island
continent’ were singled out for praise by the novelist.!0 It was just
such a demonstration, superfluous during the Waikato War, which was
increasingly essential. Unsurprisingly, Australian accounts were likely to
endorse this impression.

Similarly, the Morning Post, perhaps conceding the incredulity of read-
ers receiving too positive an account, dealt with Black Week by grant-
ing its worst effects before offering a palliative. Upon sketching a sober
assessment of the war and predicting a prolonged struggle, it wrote: ‘we
have drawn the picture thus blackly with the conscious desire of leav-

ing no feature untold which could invalidate our next remarks’.10”
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Plausibility intact, the Morning Post did not deny the ‘gloom’ of recent
events, but saw cause for optimism: ‘We see the country’s response
to her call; we see the Empire knit together by the eager loyalty of its
Colonies.”!%8  Military setbacks, moreover, were not just mitigated
through colonial devotion, but a necessary catalyst for the ‘nation to
change its mood’. ‘An easy victory,” the editorial continued, ‘would
have spared many husbands and many widows’ sons. It would not have
strengthened the sense of patriotism, nor have touched the soul of the
Empire, nor yet have brought home to a prosperous people the duty of
holding their own.’10?

The Morning Post reconfigured battlefield defeat as central to the
fibre of imperial and national patriotism. Blood was spilled for the
greater good in an act that confirmed British supremacy. More insidi-
ously, the reminder of Britain’s ‘duty’ and ‘prosperity’ also contained an
implicit instruction for the Morning Post’s readers to be grateful for the
wealth they had, resting as it did on contested imperial possessions. The
muted suggestion was, if readers enjoyed their prosperity, they would do
well not to complain if blood was spilt to defend it or, perhaps, to atone
for it.

For the Standard, Australia and its fellow settler colonies provided an
imaginative transfer of idealism far from the waning exuberance in the
imperial metropole. Although ‘In the Mother Country itself ... there is
no slackening in the resolute intention to achieve success, there is some
rebound from the jubilant enthusiasm with which the campaign opened.’
‘But’, the Standard continued, ‘the Colonies are young peoples, with all
the elastic spring of youth, and they are still in the buoyant stage with
which they first welcomed the opportunity of fighting side by side with
the Imperial troops.”!10

Positively conflating enthusiasm for war with youthful innocence
allowed the Standard to not only relocate imperial passion, but also to
speak for the colonies for the benefit of British readers. This editorial col-
onisation, so to speak, was necessary to weave together loose ideologi-
cal strands. The Standard redrew British losses as a source of strength,
stressing the portable attributes of Britishness. The white colonies could
exist as the best of both worlds; situated far from the troubles plaguing
Europe, apparently free of internal conflict, and preserving a pure British
essence to be called upon when needed.!!!

This in turn required balancing consolation for imperial losses with
future hopes for the mother country. The Standard noted the war was
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actually ‘England’s war’ (or ‘Britain’s>—the two were used interchange-
ably), not the colonies” war. It oscillated between conceptions of the
imperial relationship as one of unity and one of distinction. Hinting at
the angst of metropolitan weakness, the Standard warned that ‘it would
scarcely restore British prestige in South Africa, if it could be said that
we had to get our Colonists to beat the Boers for us’.!1? There was a
troubling circularity in this. Where Britain was felt to be weak the colo-
nies offered consolation and diversion, yet through this same consolation
British weakness was accentuated.

Elsewhere, the Morning Post turned to the past to view colonial con-
tributions to South Africa as part of a continuum, beginning with the
NSW contingent to the Sudan which had displayed the progression of
‘feeling’ that had the likelihood of accumulating.!'® The 1885 NSW
contingent ‘was the first expression of a growing feeling, which has
gradually swollen to gigantic proportions, [and] is now big with the for-
tunes of Empire’. And this feeling had ‘found its finest exposition in the
amazing response of the Colonies to the call of the Mother Country’. 114
Indeed, such a position appeared to vindicate claims made in 1885 of the
historical significance of the NSW contingent. That gesture had clearly
retained rhetorical purchase for British commentators monitoring colo-
nial development.!1?

The editorial shifted from military to political matters to review
local affairs. Connecting the NSW contingent to national federation,
the Morning Post claimed: ‘It may almost be said that the federation
movement in Australia took its first practical impulse from that patri-
otic outburst.’!1® In the context of the Commonwealth Bill, of which
the Morning Post approved, Australian federal ambitions were contrasted
with the Canadian example. To the Morning Post, Australia’s stated
lack of social division gave it a decisive advantage over the Canadians,
that of racial unity. As the Morning Post reminded its readers, ‘there is
no racial problem in Australia’. It clarified: the ‘[Australian] continent
is British—peopled by men of English, Scottish, and Irish blood—and
there is no difficulty of language or religion. Shall we give to Canada a
high trust, and deny it to a nation wholly of our blood?’'!” That is to
say, by contrast to Canadian antagonisms between its British and French
populations, Australia had no other non-British white population of any
political consequence, despite Irish Catholics continuing to complicate
this assessment. 18
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Admiration for the white colonies blended easily with rhetoric flat-
tering the unique physicality and unsophisticated masculinity of colonial
troops, providing a timely antidote to the perception of Britain’s physical
‘decay’.!!? Fears of bodily deterioration were seemingly borne out by sci-
entific evidence. In 1900 medical reports appeared to show that military
recruits had literally shrunk in average height from fifty years prior.129
By contrast, the Daily News observed: ‘A fine, stalwart set of men are
these Australian soldiers ... They want more drill, more experience, but
their physique is magnificent.”!?! The general mood animating the colo-
nies even traversed gender boundaries as the article praised Australians
for their ‘warlike spirit” which had ‘laid hold even of the women’. These
characteristics had peculiarly antipodean origins: ‘Bronzed by the sun
until their faces shine a dull red, they swing along with an easy independ-
ence that speaks of bush life.”!?? Their climate and rural habitation had
thus conditioned colonists’ distorted whiteness.!?3

A broader category of Britishness again accommodated declared dif-
ferences. According to the Morning Post, Australians had demonstrated
through their fighting in South Africa that they were ‘men of our own
blood’. Australians were positioned as inheritors of the tradition of hero-
ism and adventure, where mythical notions of soldierly virtue lived on. It
continued:

We have lately seen in South Africa that the Australians have the same
fighting qualities with which we proudly credit ourselves; they have great
physical strength, and wonderful powers of endurance; they love danger
for the very pleasure of it, and adventure to them, as it was to our forefa-
thers and their descendants, is the very breath of their nostrils.124

These intangible qualities, rather than the mechanics of imperial federa-
tion, were to the Morning Post the authentic signs of imperial unity.!2?
Yet these were also based on racial exclusion. “The Empire is consoli-
dated’, it pronounced, ‘not by hard and fast laws which can be broken
as easily as they are made, but by a community of interests and sympathy
and the sentiment of brotherhood which is possible alone to men of the
same blood.”!2¢ In their ostensibly ‘progressive’ impulses the settler colo-
nies were to have an edifying effect on the mother country. The Dasly
Muil, reflecting on the losses of Black Week, avowed that Britain ‘must
catch something more of the progressive spirit of communities which our
fathers planted overseas, if these communities are not to be ashamed of
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us’.1?” In a seeming inversion, it was imperial Britain that was here cager
to receive colonial endorsement. The lessons of the empire now went the
other way. Crucially, the progressive feeling attributed to the colonies
was rooted not simply in political ideology, but in emotional and histori-
cal ties.

In her account of nineteenth-century British travel texts, Anna
Johnston suggests that ‘the addressee of most travel writing texts is the
home reader whose experience of colonial difference is comfortably
mediated by print’.1?8 We can witness something to this effect in read-
ing a Daily News interview with Liberal temperance champion Arthur
Sherwell titled “The Colonies through English Eyes’. The interviewer
portrayed Sherwell as having discussed colonial and imperial issues with
‘leading men of Australia’, and as having returned with ‘very definite
impressions’ of life in the colonies and the potential colonial contribu-
tion to the empire’s future.!? Yet in order for these colonies to assist
the empire they had to be seen ‘through English eyes’. Here Sherwell’s
selective viewpoint would stand in for that of the readers of the Daily
News.

‘For some months’, the interviewer began, ‘you must have been looking
at the Empire through a Colonial atmosphere and at Colonial life
through English eyes. Has this double vision made you more hopeful or
more despondent about the future of the Empire?” In this aspect at least,
Sherwell was pleased with his visit, upholding his belief ‘in the English-
speaking race’. Sherwell urged imperial elites to visit the colonies: ‘Men
who have to govern an Empire should at least have a practical knowledge
of the subjects with which they must deal.” Sherwell also wished to edu-
cate himself and his readers. And, as Antoinette Burton has argued, the
education that British ‘reform-minded tourists’ received from the colonies
could have real influences on policy and ideas in metropolitan Britain.!39
Given the widespread British ignorance of colonial life, Sherwell also saw
the comprehensive understanding of the colonies as the key to maintaining
British strength.!3! In Sherwell’s estimation, to know the colonies was to
see the future of the empire.

The antipodean response to the South African War had revealed to
Sherwell the promise of untapped imperial resources. Asked of his
greatest impression of Australasia he responded: ‘The great latent pos-
sibilities which lie buried in the Colonies ... the future belongs to these
great undeveloped countries.’!3? He continued: ‘You can have no idea
in England of the intensity of the enthusiasm for the Empire which is
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everywhere prevalent in Australia and New Zealand. The Transvaal War
has been an opportunity of expressing that feeling.”!33 Sherwell then
affirmed that although in their domestic politics the colonies ‘are a great
reservoir of Liberal principles’, in imperial policy colonial sympathies
lay steadfastly with British conservatism.!3* This, it would seem, was
the distinction of colonial progressiveness. It was also, as we have seen,
a feature of colonial politics that British commentators had discerned in
earlier periods.

For Sherwell, the empire was the paramount fact of colonial social
life: ‘In Australia’; he asserted, ‘you feel that the Empire is a reality. You
are conscious that it is one of the great forces of the world’s life. You
completely lose the impression, the result of academic discussion in the
Old Country, that the Empire is merely an idea.’'3> Herein lay an irony.
Sherwell and the Daily News unfolded for their readers, in the manner
of an imperial ethnographer, the notion that the colonies represented
imperial feeling in practice, existing beyond intellectual conceptions. Yet
the colonies also had to remain an ideal. This was not merely because
most Daily News readers would never get beyond textual descriptions
of Australia and so would have to take Sherwell’s (among others) word
for it. Rather, as with Henry Dunckley’s ‘Verax’ in 1885, for Sherwell,
Australia was of imaginative value because it existed also as a fantasy,
where the realities of empire could be displaced and transformed.

Sherwell’s ‘double vision’ appeared to permit him to be both the
empathetic visitor viewing the empire from a colonial perspective, and
an Englishman dutifully examining the colonies. In fact, his perspective
constituted a single imperial vision. Sherwell’s panoptical view aimed to
understand Australia in order to best manage its role within the empire.

If need be, images of colonial troops could be called on to perform a
more localised function by educating and unifying an internally divided
London. Some months earlier, the Daily Mail reported on the departure
from London of the New South Wales Lancers to South Africa. “The
occasion’, it wrote, ‘was an epoch-making one, and the scene itself gave
English men something larger to think about than the mere spectacle of
troops bound for the scene of imminent war.”!3¢ Rather, ‘the history of it
will awake in England’s children overseas a feeling of kinship such as no
diplomacy could evoke’. For the Dazly Mail the celebration of Australian
troops crossed class and gender lines to make for a harmonious London:
‘Working men, ladies, and silk-hatted City people clustered shoulder
to shoulder and joined in the ... chorus of welcome.” One particularly
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overcome woman, representing the ‘enthusiasm’ of the crowd, was
‘almost blinded by tears, and with her bonnet awry, thrust tiny bunches
of flowers into the men’s hands’.137

Though the rhetorical value of the colonies was most valuable in
the early stages of the war, they would continue to perform important
ideological work. In mid-1902, at the Colonial Conference in London,
Joseph Chamberlain famously addressed representatives of Australia,
New Zealand, Canada, the Cape Colony and Natal. While he gladly
recognised the material aid of the colonies over the past years of crisis, he
attached greater import to their ‘moral support’. Where foreign nations
had competed in the ‘campaign of malignant misrepresentation’, Britain
had found a ‘splendid answer’ in being ‘able to point to the unbiased
testimony’ of the colonies. The empire’s unifying link was ‘sentimental
in its character’ and it was in this sentiment that Chamberlain saw the
empire’s children bearing the weight of the orb under which ‘the weary
Titan staggers’.138

In such ways the Australian troops offered one rhetorical solution to
the domestic and imperial problems faced by Britain. In the anticipa-
tory vision of ‘something larger’ the colonies could plaster over divisions
in British society. This vision could then be extrapolated to bind those
other British societies across the seas.

TuaE CorLoNIAL Troors AMUSE Us MosT OF ALL

Just as in the Australian press, an idealised colonial presence in British
papers did not go unchallenged. Though the bulk of British publica-
tions were faithfully pro-imperial and pro-war, dissent could be located
casily enough.'®® One particularly cutting letter to the Pall Mall Gazette
saw imperial unity in an altogether different way. It charged Australian
and Canadian troops with assisting the British army in carrying out what
would now be termed genocide; that is, ‘exterminating’ and ‘slaughter-
ing a small nation of husbandmen and shepherds, who never did them,
nor anyone else, any harm’.1#% Even more disconcertingly for colonial
readers, the same letter mocked Britain’s supposed civilising mission
by pointing to the drastically reduced number of Aboriginal people in
Australia.

Tellingly, an editorial annotation attached to the bottom of this letter
labelled it a sample of the ‘rabid rubbish which passes as a truthful state-
ment of the facts’ among certain groups.!*! The letter was apparently
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a step too far for its editor. It seems the letter was published with the
proviso that it be simultaneously discredited. Still, it gave a powerful
critique of the war, indicating the changing mood in Britain and antic-
ipating the furore initiated by Emily Hobhouse’s report to the British
Government describing the appalling conditions in the camps for dis-
placed Boer families.

War critics could find greater latitude in working-class papers.
Reynolds’s Weekly, for one, saw Australians as both a population hood-
winked by a malign jingoism, and as cynical opportunists:

The colonial troops amuse us most of all. In our Colonies there is a fearful
want of employment. These Australian ‘bushmen,’ that is, cattle drovers,
are generally the ne’er-do-wells of this kingdom. They have been starving
on about 15s in the Colonies. It was a perfect God-send to them to get
engagements in South Africa at the fancy price of about five times as much
as is being paid to Tommy Atkins. 42

The feted imperial ‘bushmen’ are here recast as ordinary members of an
exploited working class, their mythic patriotism mere economic pragma-
tism. The following month another Reynolds’s article addressed the per-
ceived decline of the British race itself, comparing it unfavourably with
the Boers, whose ‘race is not deteriorating like our own’.1*3 Such opin-
ions subverted the reasoning of mainstream papers, substituting class
priorities for those of racial solidarity and reversing the preferential allo-
cation of British whiteness in favour of the Boers. Ideas of economic and
racial exploitation surfaced freely on the pages of the radical press. In
their connection to the Australian colonies, these critiques could dimin-
ish claims of imperial harmony so prominent elsewhere.

That Australia’s own press gatekeepers seldom countenanced
such attitudes was suggested by a correspondence to Reynolds’s from
Kalgoorlie, Western Australia, by ‘Cas-Hamba’, the pen name of Mrs
A.E. McDonald, herself the owner and editor of a local mining newspa-
per.'#* ‘Cas-Hamba’ wrote to the British press to refute the praise of the
colonies. She complained: ‘the average Colonial newspapers absolutely
refuse to open their columns to a word in opposition to the war. They
have run mad, in a measure, over enthusiastic demonstrations about
what they call “patriotism”.’14> She felt obliged to write to a British
paper to be heard at all. ‘Cas-Hamba’ then spoke the truth of colonial
‘patriotism’ as she saw it, namely, the class issues and dire economic
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circumstances that compelled Australians to offer themselves as soldiers
in a foreign land.!*¢ In such ways the same circulation-animating expres-
sions of worldwide patriotism also allowed it to be challenged.

The mediation of this balance is illustrated by an episode in the
Welsh Western Mail. In a July 1900 letter, an Australian correspond-
ent wrote that his friends in Cardiff had two months earlier sent him
an article, published in May 1900, containing a conversation between a
Canadian and an ‘Australian-Scot” about England and Australia’s rela-
tionship vis-a-vis the South African War. Two Welsh readers then mailed
this article to their Australian acquaintance who, in turn, wrote back to
the Western Mail.

In the original May article, the ‘Australian-Scot’ explained to the
Canadian why he voted for the Australian Commonwealth Bill:

It’s the objection of a grown man against outside interference. Why should
England want a finger in our pie when we can make it and bake it and eat
it ourselves ... She is at the Boers now; it may be our turn next. For we are
only Boers in a way ... An Australian is a better man than an Englishman
... We are federating so that we can become independent of England.14”

The Canadian responded that this was surely not the representative view
in Australia. The reply of the ‘Australian-Scot’ was sharp: ‘don’t you
make the biggest mistake of your life, my friend. Australia is against this
war’, 148

In his July letter, the Australian acquaintance responded by disput-
ing the ‘Australian-Scot’s’ claim of Australian opposition to the war: ‘I
assert Australia is at one with the Motherland on the war, and very much
$0.”149 As proof he asked his readers to ‘Witness the eight thousand
troops she has sent, and the only difficulty we have met with has been in
restraining the ardour of those who wanted to take a hand in it, and the
rejoicing over every victory.’ 130

Prominent among this correspondent’s concerns was the potentially
negative Australian image available to other members of the imperial
family if the wrong message was transmitted. Noting the ‘Australian-
Scot’s’ plea for independence, the correspondent worried that, ‘if this is
published in the Canadian papers what will our brother Canadian think
of us?’ He then declared that Australia’s loyalty to the empire surpassed
even that of the British themselves.!5!
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Though it was not unusual for Australians to debate their role in the
South African War, that this was done through a Welsh newspaper, high-
lighted its transnational scope, and the reach that mediated discussions
could have. The concern was that the idea of Australia circulating in
print would ultimately become the one imagined throughout the British
world. As if to force the point, the writer requested the Western Mail
publish a corroborating speech by a New South Wales colonial secretary
printed in the Stas, ‘a respectable paper’.!®? In negotiating Australia’s
place in the empire, the subject may have been the war, but its final
meaning was fought on the battleground of the newspaper press.



CHAPTER 8

The South African War: Points of Fracture

Much Australian academic assessment of the South African War has
focused on public responses to it. It has seen arguments range from
claiming near-unanimity of support for the war on the one hand, to,
on the other, the suggestion that this alleged enthusiasm was merely
‘manufactured spontaneity’. In this latter view, Australians were misled
into fighting in South Africa. Rather than ‘imperialist fervour’ explain-
ing Australian support for the war, Chris Connolly has suggested that it
was instead a product of the intentional influence of the British Colonial
Office.!

Craig Wilcox, however, suggests that Black Week marked a turn-
ing point in attitudes that resulted in the scotching of most public dis-
sent, including that of the working class.> The Bulletin seems to have
misread the public mood by adopting an anti-war position, and it paid
the price. In an apparent reflection of public attitudes, this tactic led to a
sharp drop in circulation.? It even briefly disavowed its anti-war platform
after Black Week to proclaim: “The empire, right or wrong.’* Yet it later
‘regained its truculence’, once the British had recovered ground.®

This wave of imperial support was followed by a period of scepticism.
This turned to profound disillusionment as the harrowing facts of the
later guerrilla phase of the war, with its brutal civilian camps and shock-
ing casualty rates, including the deaths of over 20,000 Boer women
and children, came to light. Newspaper correspondents began to leave
South Africa, and jaded readers turned their attention to other matters,
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including the Boxer Rebellion in China, for which South Australia, New
South Wales and Queensland had sent a 500-man naval contingent.

Important as these studies of opinion are, far less scholarship exists
on the relationship between Australian press responses to the war and
broader patterns of colonial thought and feeling, including the varied
rationales underpinning, and unsettling, settler narratives. These
narratives included attempts to relieve anxieties over gendered and
racial decay through ideas of Australian land productivity and territorial
inheritance. Yet those ideas held their own tensions.

FURTHER SOILING OUR SOULS

In the colonies, dissent towards the war was, as with the Sudan crisis,
never entirely absent. The historian Bobbie Oliver has argued that dis-
senters could be grouped into four categories: those for whom the war
was an unjust attempt to secure goldmines and territories; pragmatists
who felt those departing to South Africa would leave Australian defences
too sparse; those morally opposed to reported human rights abuses; and
radicals decrying capital’s undermining of labour interests.®

Some framed their dissent as loyalty to the true vision of the empire.
Others rubbished the claims of overweening imperialists who would hap-
pily sacrifice the lives and wealth of Australians and rot the moral foun-
dations on which Britons stood. These critics saw in the South African
War only imperial tyranny over the liberty of European settlers, and the
protection of gold prioritised over the protection of a poor, independent
people. To the modern sensibility, the positions of dissidents are often
the more persuasive arguments. Their opposition now appears admirable,
as it did to many at the time. But what else can a close reading of the
press reaction to the war tell us of the broader narratives supporting and
unsettling Australian society? This section briefly discusses some of the
ways that dissidents presented themselves, and the difficulties they faced.
What follows looks at the complex relationship between support for the
war, and the racial, gendered, and historical complications that arose.

In debates attending the war, other similarities to the Sudan cri-
sis are evident. In colonial parliament, just as the ‘precedent’ of the
NSW contingent to the Sudan was raised to support the sending of the
South African contingents, it could also be raised by opponents.” As
in 1885, it was in the radical press, and again the Bulletin, where dis-
sent was most overt. The Bulletin’s vocal ‘pro-Boer’ opposition to
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the war predated Australian involvement and was based on theories of
elite financial intrigue, as well as nationalist ideology and pragmatism.
The Bulletin also promulgated anti-capitalist conspiracy theories in the
idiom of an ugly anti-Semitism that targeted the ‘large financiers’ of
‘Jewhannesburg’.”

Likewise, perhaps the most significant dissenting letters to a main-
stream publication were those of renowned University of Sydney History
Professor, George Arnold Wood who, reminiscent of Henry Parkes
in 1885, sparred with pro-war rivals in Sydney’s Dazly Telegraph. The
exchange carried out in the pages of the Telegraph between Wood and
his fellow Professor, Mungo William MacCallum, indicated the bound-
aries of acceptable debate.!® Wood’s letters critiqued supporters of the
war, though this was support that he conceded was advocated by the
‘majority of those persons in this colony’.!

These letters stirred controversy and were countered by the
Telegraph’s editorials and letters pages. On the grounds that his distaste-
ful views were ‘unworthy of a professor of history’, even his own univer-
sity censured Wood.!? Yet, as with Henry Parkes, Wood was ultimately
arguing against a narrow conception of the ‘unjustness’ of the war, while
highly supportive of his own idea of the empire. As he reminded another
respondent to his letters:

There are few persons in this colony who feel towards England a love
stronger than I feel: few who value more highly the great work that
England has done and is doing in the world, few who more ardently hope
that the future of the Empire will be even more glorious than the past.!3

Later broadening his audience, Wood wrote to the Manchester Guardian
to claim that dissent was far more prominent in Australia than the main-
stream press was letting on.'* To complete the exchange, an unnamed
Alfred Deakin assured readers of the Morning Post that Wood’s
view was ‘not an Australian growth’.!®> Indeed, of the many famous
Australian commentaries on the war, among the most striking remain
those of the future Prime Minister Deakin who wrote anonymously on
Australian matters for the Morning Post during the war and continu-
ing until 1914.16 Deakin’s articles, where he could refer to himself—an
actor in the events he described—in the third person, offered a promi-
nent channel through which Britons could receive positive information
of Australia. They also provided a corrective to British ignorance of the
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colonies.!” Though Wood’s and Deakin’s were the most conspicuous
cases of Australian attitudes to the war being negotiated in the press,
there were less celebrated examples that are no less interesting.

Letters to the editor often presented the most visible challenges to
orthodoxy. One such was authored by the prominent Irish-born suf-
fragette and political activist Mary Lee, who was rarely shy of publicis-
ing her controversial opinions.!® Lee sparked a skirmish within the
Advertiser of her adopted hometown of Adelaide by challenging the rea-
sons for sending Australian men to South Africa. She wrote to explic-
itly condemn the war. Her chief grievance was the death of young men,
‘our bravest, best, noblest young man-blood—their grand young limbs
picked to the bones by vultures, whose hellish avarice, in its furious
hunger of selfishness regards neither God nor man’.!® Her address was
not directed towards the editor of the paper but to her fellow colonial
women in an appeal to act against current policy. To this readership Lee
urged: ‘Oh England! Mother of peoples, where is your motherhood
now? ... Mothers, wives, sisters, daughters of South Australia! Arise! I
say, and protest with one voice against our further soiling our souls and
our hands in this most infamous jobbery.”2%

Lee’s enlistment of maternal metaphors helped her campaign against
a military involvement that was itself justified by the familial bonds of
colony and mother country. For Lee, the high-minded civic virtue of the
colonial son fighting for the imperial mother at a figurative level jarred
with the maternal appeal to mothers to protect their flesh-and-blood
sons from battlefield injury and death. In other words, contested mean-
ings of motherhood highlighted the tension between legitimising war
through talk of patriotism, and realising the actual aims of warfare—to
injure and kill human beings for political, territorial and cultural-sym-
bolic reasons.?! The very idea of motherhood shifted along class, racial,
and cultural lines, and according to historical circumstance.?? This con-
test was played out in the following days with Lee’s rhetorical device
earning her a spiteful response.

The next day’s Advertiser contained a letter dismissing Lee as ‘hysteri-
cal’, in the familiar language of feminine excess. Though conceding that
the war no doubt caused unnecessary deaths, the respondent appealed
to the greater good by considering, without irony, ‘the beneficial results
that will arise from the occupation of South Africa by so progressive and
fair dealing a race as the British, who protect the natives and give every
white man worth his salt a fair show to make his living’.?3 The writer
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mocked Lee for not failing to ‘enjoy ... the advantages of colonisation
here’, implying that she should consider herself lucky that Australia was
colonised by the British rather than the French. The writer also noted
the irony that Lee’s complaints rested on knowledge only made possible
by the British colonisation that allowed the transcontinental telegraph to
register ‘the pulse of the whole civilised and uncivilised world’.>* That
is, without colonisation there would be no telegraph and so no timely
awareness of the war for Lee to campaign against.

Lee’s letter received further replies in the following days, two from
women who both chided her on grounds of gender and race. Both let-
ters confronted Lee on her own terms, the first labelling herself ‘A
Soldier’s Mother and Sister’, and the second ‘Englishwoman’. Both also
attempted to demarcate positions of authority from which to overrule
Lee. The first writer presented herself as ‘a true-born Englishwoman’,
who spoke back to the nation’s mothers in the idiom of bloodlines and
racial lineage. She wished to ‘advise the mothers of Australia to proclaim
to the world that they are descended from the same stock that bred the
boys of the bull dog breed that made Old England’s name, and also that
they mean to help her keep it’.?

‘Englishwoman’ similarly rehearsed the idea of Lee’s ‘hysteria’, only
to shift from gender to ethnic heritage: ‘No, Mrs. Lee, your appeal is
useless. We are English, thank God—(I very much doubt if “Mary Lee”
is)—and it is to such brave boys as those who are falling ... to whom we
owe the splendid liberty that no other nation enjoys’.?¢ The point here
is not to suggest that ideas of patriotism always trumped gender or vice
versa, but that these categories could be used in conjunction as practical
tactics, employed in often conflicting ways to manage particular tensions.

The references to the liberty of Australia, used to justify war
enthusiasm, sat uneasily both with Australia’s carcereal past (if somewhat
easier with South Australia’s convictless founding), and the ongoing
dispossession of the Aboriginal population. These were contradictions
grounded in a historical context that remained unresolved (perhaps
unresolveable) and that no amount of rhetoric asserting social unity
could fully mask.
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TaE MoTHER NATION’S GIFT

In debating why Australian colonists should go to South Africa, prag-
matic political statements abounded. Troops were being offered as an
imperial insurance policy, or they were building credit for future protec-
tion by British forces. The press undoubtedly had some influence in this.
Members of Parliament were well aware of the ridicule certain organs of
the press reserved for ‘pro-Boers’. And MPs regularly backed up their
respective speeches with reference to the day’s news—playing one pub-
lication off another. Yet expediency could also be hitched to more sen-
timental justifications, in the kind of language that inferred rather than
explicated, language that reached for thoughts that resisted full expres-
sion. The previous chapter noted the colonial desire to link their history
to something larger. But there were other, more discomforting ways that
history interrupted a narrative of colonial and British progress.

In the immediate prelude to the war, the Angus tried to simplify
the matter of national identification by connecting Britishness to
Australianness, reframing national belonging as racial legacy. ‘It is a great
thing’, the Angus proclaimed, ‘to be British in blood and brains, in cour-
age and purpose, and to have inherited British laws and literature. We are
heirs to the civilisation of a splendid people.’?”

Yet, attempts to assure readers that they were self-evidently British
inadvertently hinted at nagging questions about settler history. Offering
a defence of any future Australian involvement in the impending war, the
Argus continued:

The continent we live on is the mother nation’s gift, and with it her
Australian children have received complete political liberty. Also, under the
British flag Australia has enjoyed absolute security for more than a hun-
dred years. We have not had to repel an invader; we have not dreaded the
earth hunger of European powers, who, if ever they looked in this direc-
tion, saw the British flag floating in the breeze, and thenceforth sought to
gratify their territorial ambitions in other parts of the globe ... And for the
future our progress and prosperity are bound up with the stability of the
empire.?8

The Argus’ conceit of gift giving and receiving between two con-
senting parties rendered the bequest of the Australian continent
uncontroversial — after all, one cannot distribute a gift belonging to
someone else. Invisible, of course, is the third party to this transaction.
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In its celebration of the lack of invasions on Australian soil, the
Argus overlooked that the national ‘gift’ itself was born of the same
‘earth hunger’ and ‘territorial ambition” it condemned. The irony in sug-
gesting that the land came with ‘political liberty’ and security against
the invasion of predatory European powers spoke to the recognition
that control of the continent was precarious. It also carried a haunting
implication—if the land had only recently been occupied and overrun
by outsiders, could history repeat itself?? This spectre of invasion would
trouble Australian public discourse in years to come.3? As such, the idea
of the ‘gift’ of the Australian continent was a more comforting method
of assimilating violent conquest into the story of colonial origins.

Even so, receiving the gift of another people’s landmass entails at the
very least some form of reciprocation. There was, in other words, a debt
to be paid as white Australians proved themselves worthy recipients of
the land. But how does one repay the gift of a continent? What kind of
social bond does this entail? Further, how do the recipients of this gift
square the history of Aboriginal dispossession with the duelling narra-
tives of hard won settler possession of the land on the one hand, and
its passive reception on the other?

Besides the obvious assumptions of benign white ownership, and
Aboriginal absence, the metaphor of the gift is interesting not least in
denying Australian settlers’ own contribution to claiming the continent.
A common rationale for boasts of settler progress was the heroic taming
of an unforgiving land. This triumph over adversity was seen to validate
territorial occupancy as the settlers made the land their own.3! Here,
though, the land is simply bestowed from mother to child, bespeaking
a natal dynasty at odds with a well-earned right of exclusive occupancy.
This sort of language relied on a logic that, as we shall soon see, was
more problematically applied to the Boers. Those purporting to speak
for Australian colonists faced a dilemma. To validate their presence on
the continent, national evolution was celebrated and its achievements
publicised to the outside world. At the same time, colonial origins
required their history to be woven into a British story. Much Australian
press rhetoric relating to the South African War transpired between the
poles of self-congratulation and denial.

This exposition might seem a lot to hang on a turn of phrase in one
conservative newspaper editorial. But rhetorical gestures of land and
self-governance as ecither gift or inheritance recurred both in 1885,
as we have seen, and during the South African War. The metaphor of
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inheritance was particularly well chosen. As John Ferry has argued,
looking at inherited wealth demonstrates how capitalist structures are
premised on the intergenerational transfer of prosperity. Studies of inher-
itance, Ferry suggests, can show how a social order persisted and repro-
duced itself over time.3? The simple reference to wealth and succession
invoked, and thus rendered timeless and bloodless, an entire system of
Western law and tradition, allowing no space for alternatives. The fact
that settler inheritance was based on an original theft of Aboriginal land
was seamlessly avoided. The Australian colonies, born into the imperial
family, had received their due, and were now maturing.

In 1897, journalist and self-confirmed Anglo-Australian ‘Imperialist’,
George Cathcart Craig, published a well-received book urging the con-
solidation of the Australasian defence system. This system, he said, would
enable the colonies to play their part in imperial defence and expan-
sion.33 He noted the productivity and value that the colonies added to
the empire, and the costs borne by Britain in assisting the colonies.?* The
very existence of the Australian colonies was said to be brought about
by ‘the love of adventure and colonization, by that race which has con-
quered in every clime’. And yet ¢ We have never yet had to fight, like colo-
nists at the Cape, Canada, or in New Zealand, for the integrity of our
rich and glorious possessions, but it is beyond human ken when we shall
have to fight to preserve the great inheritance bequeathed to us by our
Anglo-Saxon fathers.”3® Craig’s selective use of the past set up a contrast
with other settler colonies, ignoring history while depending on it. This
was a not an especially novel idea. As Simon Ryan has noted, inheritance
was a metaphor used by earlier European explorers of the Australian con-
tinent, with recent European arrivals seen as heirs to a vast fortune.3¢ By
the 1890s their legatees were wanting to pay their own way.

Drawing from their shallow pool of military experience, Australian
politicians and journalists invoked both the New Zealand Wars and the
NSW contingent to the Sudan in different ways. In a fiery speech in the
New South Wales parliament during the debates over sending Australian
troops to South Africa, the future wartime conscriptionist Prime
Minister, the irascible William (Billy) Hughes, recalled the contribution
of the 1885 NSW contingent in mocking terms.?” In reply to Hughes,
Henry Copeland also invoked the memory of the NSW contingent, for
which he had argued passionately in 1885. Copeland’s aim was to dem-
onstrate how the colonies were required to display their loyalty.3® For
Copeland, it was not the men that Britain wanted, but a tangible show
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of colonial fidelity. Copeland asserted that if one wanted the advantages
of the empire one must also share its burdens. To support this proposi-
tion, he drew on a recognisable historical parallel familiar from the early
1860s, and again in 1885:

What right have we here, if a strong nation has no right to say to the weak
party, the possessors of the land, you must make room for us? Why do
we not bundle up our traps and leave this country to the black-fellows?
What right had the people of New Zealand to take that county? Look at
the monstrous war which raged in that country ... Will any man tell me
that the Maoris of New Zealand are not as brave a race as the Boers of
South Africa?®

Copeland answered himself that ‘the Maories’ were ‘every whit as
brave’. Indeed, ‘If we are to adopt the policy of those hon. Members
who oppose the motion, we are bound to abandon this country to the
aborigines, and the New Zealanders are bound to abandon their country
to the Maoris. So we might go to all parts of the empire which Great
Britain has acquired from time to time.”*? Clearly, old ideological habits
died hard.

Copeland then near-replicated his 1885 parliamentary speech to the
effect that the Australian land mass was acquired without costing colonists
a drop of blood. That is, Australians owed the British for ‘this free gift
of more than one-cighteenth of the whole land surface of the earth’.#!
In this way, and in defence of colonial participation in a foreign war, a
declaration of undisturbed settler property ownership was fervently per-
formed in houses of colonial legal power, the very sites where the denial
of Aboriginal land rights and sovereignty was legislatively sustained.

In the Victorian parliament, a few weeks after Black Week, even the
liberal former premier William Sheils spoke extravagantly of ‘the imperi-
ous duty we owe’. Sheils justified his support for sending further troops
not by any necessity or practicality, but in gratitude for the ‘gifts’ received
from the mother country, including the continent they stood on.*? At the
thought of this munificence Sheils became ‘lost in wonder’ while his heart
‘thrilled with emotion’. Anyone thinking the colonial war effort necessar-
ily summoned stift-lipped rugged manliness need only imagine Sheils as
he spoke: ‘the motherland stood by our cradle in infancy, tending, nurs-
ing, watching over us with ceaseless care, and, when we were in the mere
swaddling-clothes of infant nationhood, endowing us with a great and
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marvellous continent as our patrimony, to own and to use as we liked,
stipulating for no material advantage for herself”.*3

Quaint as this language now sounds, it is worth considering for the
ways in which intimate feelings bolstered the most visceral imposition of
force. The repayment the mother country was to receive for its nurtur-
ing support was, it would seem, for the matured nation to be baptised
in blood. Inherited property rights from mother to child—*‘to use as we
liked’—prompted shows of loyalty that manifested in public narratives
as physical displays of affection. But the question remained: would this
be enough to confirm that the land truly belonged to them? Could they
finally be settled enough to enjoy their gift at ease?

In his two most recent books, Henry Reynolds focuses on the century
long Aboriginal-settler ‘war’ for land and sovereignty, and, as already
noted, the South African War. In both books, Reynolds raises the ques-
tion of whether frontier conflict had any discernible impact on colonial
understanding of their imperial position, and he notes that contempo-
raries saw force as legitimate in securing the continent ‘as the exclusive
domain of the “white race”.** Beyond this, though, he largely chooses
not to put his two latest projects in conversation, or to offer any sus-
tained attempt to relate the rhetoric attending the South African War
to conflicts fought over the Australian continent.*> It is true that direct
references to Aboriginal people were largely absent in discussions of the
war in South Africa. But the rationales given for Australian involvement
in it, were—as Reynolds does note—drenched in a language of national
birth, redemption through blood sacrifice, performing before others, and
repaying debts. All of these, I am suggesting, are connected to a histori-
cal narrative that is otherwise unspeakable. Seeing precedent in British
history, legality, and morality permitted colonists to disregard prior
Aboriginal claims to land and sovereignty.

The point is not to rue an absence of colonial calculation, but to rec-
ognise the necessary means by which settler society could comprehend
itself. Identifying with Britishness or Australianness was not a clear-cut
choice. Each was underwritten by a common identification with white
settler sovereignty.*® There was more at stake for settlers at the turn of
the century than a narrowly defined national self-interest in military or
economic terms. The assumption of proprietorial rights emboldened
Australian settlers to pursue the fight for British territorial sovereignty
overseas, and to consolidate it in Australia. What entailed in public
debates was a negotiation of how and why to prioritise the two.
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To PRESERVE THIS CONTINENT FOR THE WHITE RACES OF THE
FuTure

In the years preceding the South African War, fears arose that the sparse-
ness of the Australian continent would be seen by countries to the north,
most notably China, as an invitation to seek territory for surplus popula-
tions.*” This reached fever pitch in the likes of Oxford historian Charles
Pearson’s influential 1893 tome, National Life and Character: A Forecast.
Pearson foresaw the white man’s preeminent position in world affairs
being usurped by the unceasing numbers of the ‘black and yellow races’.
The Chinese ‘problem’ was particularly acute. For some of his esteemed
readers, future Australian Prime Ministers Edmund Barton and Alfred
Deakin among them, Pearson’s book was a cautionary tale, giving white
men notice that they could not take their relative progress for granted.*8

Pearson’s was a much more anxious vision than that of the celebratory
prophets of Greater Britain before him. He warned that white settlers
would be overrun by people hitherto regarded as ‘lesser races’. Whereas
‘the Aboriginal Australians have been weak and few’, the Chinese were
growing and, if the British population were not vigilant, could usurp the
position of the white race and threaten the settlers’ grip on the conti-
nent.*” The prevalence of these and similar views heightened the need of
Australian colonists to further justify their territorial gift.

When the parliament of the newly federated nation was debating
the Immigration Restriction Bill in 1901, the recently-elected Western
Australian politician and newspaper editor and owner John Kirwan
explicitly linked Australian involvement in the war with the need to
purify Australia of ‘Asiatics’. For Kirwan, this was ‘a matter affecting our
national existence’. ‘We are here’, he said, ‘to preserve this continent as a
heritage for the white races of the future’. Kirwan noted that Australian
troops had provided aid to Britain in her time of need in South Africa,
but the ‘question of a white Australia is of more importance to Australia
than were the issues involved in South Africa to the Empire’. For this
reason, Kirwan ‘believed that the Imperial authorities will support us in
connexion with this matter in the same way that we supported them in
the Transvaal’.5

Kirwan was essentially hoping that Britain would help keep Australia
white as a reward for colonial assistence in wartime. Though the pro-
posed trade-offs were not always so simple, the logic followed in
much public commentary resulted in racial comparisons that stressed
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Australia’s intrinsic Britishness. There were ample opportunities for this
during the early stages of the war. Here too, the fusion of history and
racial dogma led to awkward conclusions.

In early 1900 the Mercury grappled with ‘an argument advanced in
certain pro-Boer papers’, namely, equating the oppression and exclusion
of Chinese immigrants in Australia with Boer treatment of ‘Outlanders’
in South Africa. When the Mercury promptly dismissed this equiva-
lence as fallacious and disloyal, its logic was revealing, resting chiefly
on ancestral and racial differences between Australia and South Africa.
“The Chinese’, the Mercury wrote, ‘never rescued [the Australian colo-
nies| from the attacks of the natives ... but Great Britain did.” Moreover,
‘these colonies’:

never invited the Chinese to come, but the Boers did expressly invite the
British to develop their country. There were no Chinese in these colonies
when they were acquired by the British, but there were British subjects in
the Transvaal when it was given back on conditions, and the rights of those
subjects were expressly secured by stipulating for the equality of all white

men.%!

For the Mercury, the lack of ‘invitation’ went some way to legitimising
Australian exclusionary policies towards the Chinese. This reasoning,
and the suggestion of native violence from which settlers required rescu-
ing, also saw the Mercury uncomfortably evoke Australia’s foundations.
Underscoring this was the need to expel those others who compromised
the racial purity of the settler social order. By reverting to racial truisms,
the Mercury’s assertion of difference belied its confidence. ‘But there is
another and absolutely conclusive difference’, the Mercury continued:

The Chinese in these colonies occupy the position of the dark races in
Africa, that is, they are apart from white civilisation, and cannot be made a
part of it. Every country has, beyond doubt, the right to protect itself from
the influx of an alien and dissimilar race, and it is agreed in Africa that the
black races must be treated as inferior.>?

This weaving of the Chinese ‘problem’ into questions of national rights
indicates how Australian colonial thought melded ideas of race, land,
and self-government. Asserting control over borders and demographic
composition is, after all, among the baldest ways of asserting powers of
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territorial governance. Connecting this to the war in South Africa pro-
vided another platform to affirm the inherent rights of British subjects
around the globe. We need not dwell on the contradictions in compar-
ing the position of Africans in Africa and Chinese in Australia. The aim
of such passages was not historical consistency or faultless logic. Rather,
it was to loudly proclaim the non-whiteness of others, to emphasise the
exclusive properties of colonial whiteness, and to justify British and colo-
nial actions abroad and at home.53

Barring Asian immigrants was not only fundamental to colonial ideas
of self-government. As Marilyn Lake has argued, racial exclusion was also
ingrained in a form of colonial liberalism that characterised a new wave
of colonial politics in Victoria, personified in the likes of Alfred Deakin,
Charles Pearson, and the Age’s David Syme. This colonial liberalism and
all it stood for was to be the preserve of white men, and based on exclu-
sive access to the land taken from its original owners. For this version
of colonial liberalism, ‘Equality required exclusion; democracy demanded
discrimination.”®* For Lake, racial qualifications marked who was capable
and worthy of self-government. The point of these proprietorial claims,
however, was their assertion at the very moment they were considered
most under attack.®®

Although Chinese and Aboriginal people occupied different struc-
tural positions within Australian society, their similar negative relation
to the white settler is important. Just as Chinese and Aboriginal labour
was opportunistically exploited by Australian settlers, so too did they
both present a social threat. On the one hand, the Chinese threatened
the wages of Australia’s white labour force. As Pearson put it, no-one
who had studied the situation in Australia had ‘the smallest doubt that
Chinese labourers, if allowed to come in freely, could starve all the white
men ... out of it, or force them to submit to harder work and a much
lower standard of wages’.>® On the other hand, the Aboriginal popula-
tion posed rival claims to sovereignty and land possession, however dis-
regarded these claims were in practice. In each case, there was the need
to shift them out of view—the Chinese to be legislatively excluded for
being too many, and Aboriginal people to be imagined away as being too
few. Any story of harmonious and pure settler-nationhood, in unqualified
belonging and possession of its territory, struggled to incorporate their
presence.

The sometime Bulletin contributor and songwriter Perce Abbott
also made the comparison between the Chinese population in Australia,
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and British emigrants to South Africa. Abbott, speaking up for wuit-
lander rights in Sydney’s Evening News, complained that a ‘Chinaman
is supposed to be the worst-treated of all the aliens in English-speaking
countries, but the Celestial is an honoured guest here compared to
the Britisher in South Africa’.>” Again, Abbott’s reasoning becomes
problematic when applied elsewhere. He drew a historical narrative to
impugn the Boers and vindicate the war effort. ‘Let there be no senti-
mental nonsense about “robbing the Boers of their country”’, Abbott
implored. ‘The Dutch waded breast high in the blood of the innocent,
harmless natives of the soil.” After several lurid examples of this blood-
letting, Abbott concluded that British conquest of the Boer would be
‘poetic justice’. He then recounted the extenuating scenario:

The Boer found a picturesque and moral savage on the land; he killed him
off, turned his land into a pig farm, and squatted his own filthy carcass
with its nameless offences against decency and morality. The Briton comes
next, and turns the pig farm into an El Dorado.

Then, ‘Having brought about this state of affairs, the Briton naturally
wants a say in the ordering of them’, even if, ‘in the process of objecting
to it, the Boer follows the exterminated nigger’.>8

Where was Australia placed within a parallel historical synopsis? Were
Australians, with their treatment of outsiders and ‘natives’, equally candi-
dates for invasion? Or did their land productivity as fellow Britons nullify
the analogy? Any such comparison was surely inadmissible for Abbott or
his readers, but it did reveal a potentially disturbing rationale for fight-
ing the Boers. The position of those such as Abbott was fraught, caught
between identifying with Britishness and the empire, and ignoring the
structural similarities between Australian and Boer territorial expansion.
It was perhaps for this reason that the ‘anti-Boer’ language in Australian
newspapers could take on a startling spitefulness, leading to the double
movement of denigrating the Boers in racial terms and comparing Boer
and Australian land tenure.

THE TwaNG OF FOREIGN DuTcH 18 HATEFUL TO OUR EARS

Perce Abbott’s polemic shows that even where comparisons between
British and Chinese were historically problematic, they at least retained
a sharp racial division. Contrasting Australians to the Boers blurred even
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this clarity. As with events in 1885, Africans themselves were seldom
discussed in comparison with white actors. During the war, it was the
Boers whose lifestyles were analysed and disparaged, with articles and
books given over to fascination with a white race that had succumbed to
African degradation. The belittling of the Boers in the Australian press
drew on a long lineage of British rhetoric that had gained force following
the first Boer War in 1880. By the turn of the century, British vilifica-
tion, even dehumanisation, of the Boers had a practical element. It gave
psychological aid to those making war on Boer communities and, later,
herding Boer families into camps. In Australia, it served other purposes.

An article in the West Australian at the beginning of 1900, repro-
duced from the British periodical, The Nineteenth Century, returns us
to the Argus’ depiction of Australian land as Britain’s gift discussed ear-
lier. Though a conscious comparison might have been unlikely at the
time, juxtaposing the two pieces reveals a telling contrast between ideas
of Boer and Australian territorial possession. Where for the Angus the
basis of Australian growth and progress was the bestowal of land, read-
ers of the West Australian could now discern that the unplanned acqui-
sition of South African land was an indication that the Boers did not
deserve to keep it all for themselves. Any potential Boer accomplish-
ments were mere by-products of a historical accident. “The Boers’, the
article suggested, ‘are said to have been the pioneers of civilisation; but
in fact they were only refugees from the levelling-up influence of a civi-
lised community.” The resources of the land had simply fallen into Boer
laps:

In self-sought isolation they have tried to escape the tide of civilisation.
But in vain. Through no fault of theirs, they have become the owners of
a fabulously rich mineral country. Through no fault of theirs, the hidden
wealth was discovered. Without effort on their part Johannesburg has
sprung up, and the gold mining industry has been firmly established.*”

No struggle for land, no coerced labour or exploitation. Only a spon-
taneous sequence of events mistakenly credited to the Boers, who pas-
sively received their bounty rather than producing it through their own
industry.

The key difference between Australian and Boer settlers was the
fruitful use of this nature.®® This had further implications for claims to
whiteness. In the exchanges with Mary Lee discussed above, one of the
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letter-writers mentioned the virtues of the British in South Africa over
the Boer. Whereas the Boer ‘is content to lie in a disreputable shanty
all his life, with a cow-dung floor ... the Briton opens the country to
the teeming millions of the world to do as our South Australian pio-
neers did with this fair land, which for centuries was the black man’s
hunting ground.’®! Similarly, in May 1899 the Age argued that ‘It never
occurs to him [the Boer] that if he had the right to take the land from
the natives in the interests of a semi-barbarous settlement, Great Britain
has the same right to supercede the Boer in the interests of a higher
civilisation.”®?

The parallel for the Australian colonies is obvious, and on rare occa-
sions was publicly pointed out, creating a deeply unsettling picture.
In the Queensland parliament in mid-October 1899, the trade union-
ist and Labor politician ‘Harry’ Turley denounced his fellow members
for conveniently expressing moral outrage at Boer treatment of ‘natives’
while ignoring comparable Australian cases. Turley asserted that a
speaker before him ‘did not give us any idea of the atrocities commit-
ted by pearlshellers on the blacks not very long ago in Western Australia

. [nor] the treatment meted out to the natives of this colony on the
mainland in North Queensland’. Indeed, Turley said, ‘The Government
knew for years that those atrocities had been going on in Northern
Queensland...”®® This was just the sort of narrative that most colonial
politicians and the mainstream press spent some effort guarding against.
Doing so meant isolating elements of Australian colonial history that set
it apart from that of the Boers.

At the war’s onset, the Age published an editorial referring to numer-
ous Boer transgressions. These included their audacious issuing of an
ultimatum to their British superiors, their injurious treatment of the
mother country’s sons, their oppression of the local black population,
and their seemingly irreparable stagnancy in the march to civilisation.
Of the latter two points, the Age was clear that any distinction between
South Africa’s black and white populations was collapsing: ‘As a peo-
ple, [the Boers] are quite as unprogressive as the black laborers who are
virtually their slaves.”®* The more egregious offence to the Age, how-
ever, was the lack of productive use to which the Boers had put their
supremely ‘fertile’ soil. The editorial went to some effort to provide evi-
dence not only of the Boers inherent inability to use their inherited land,

but to show that this was tantamount to relinquishing their claims to
(65
1t.
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This failure was clear when set against Britain and the Australian colo-
nies. A roll call of witnesses and historical statistics stressed the point.
We learn, for example, that ‘in the year 1892, while Victoria exported
wine to the value of £63,000, the Cape Colony exported only £17,000
worth’. The difference between British and Boer use of ‘Nature’s boun-
ties’ in recent history was roundly demonstrated. A comparative table
showed ‘the difference in placing great natural resources within reach
of the unprogressive Boer and of the enterprising Anglo-Saxon’.%¢ The
respective successes of two European populations in plugging their con-
quered lands into the global economic system was translated directly into
the language of race. The significance of the comparison went beyond
Britain. It was to benefit ‘civilisation’ as a whole. Ultimately, ‘In the
interests of humanity the Boer has no more right to lock up these great
resources of nature than had the Bantu race which he displaced.”®”

Needless to say, Australian settlers’ own rights to their resources were
self-evident. And yet the implication was that the productive use of these
appropriated resources must be constantly proved and proclaimed lest
they leave themselves open to their usurpation in turn. Etching deeper
the boundaries between ‘pure’ white Britons and other more aberrant
whites eased the precariousness of this position.%8

It is therefore unsurprising that a theme of Australian commentary on
South Africa was the hierarchical racial positioning of Australians above
Boers. Boers, like the Irish in British accounts, tended to confuse sim-
ple racial categorisation. As also with British representations of the Irish,
commentators got around this by imputing ‘black’ characteristics to
white skins, showing the gap existing between physical appearance and
the psychic charge of race.

An Argus editorial in the lead up to the war in July 1899 did this most
explicitly in an overt comparison of South African Boer and ‘native’.
The Argus, consistent with the familiar discourse of impending ‘native’
extinction, frankly concluded: the ‘Boer is a vanishing quantity. In one
sense he is an aboriginal, to be put up with because he is disappearing.”®®
The defining characteristic of Aboriginality was thus not their prior
possession of the land, but their tendency to vacate it. Similarly, in the
NSW parliament, Henry Copeland delivered a speech defending white
Australian and New Zealand land rights. He concluded that

it is one of the laws of nature — a predestination — that the better type
of humanity should displace the lower type. I have no hesitation in saying
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that the Boer is the lowest type of white humanity. You cannot name to
me any other race of white people so low in the scale of humanity as the
Boer.”?

Other accounts were more considered, but with similar effect. Some
months later an Azgus article titled “The Boer and his Habits’, described,
in ethnographic mode, the Boer’s ‘primitive’, ‘superstitious’, and ‘back-
ward’ nature. The writer spared no insult. Their religious rituals were
curious and naive. They had a ‘lively dread’ of ‘the blacks’, but in ritual
and custom African and Boer were, it was implied, closer to one another
than were Boers to the British. The conflation of Boer and African was
emphasised in a passage describing how the Boers ‘still retain the medi-
aeval belief in witches and witcheraft’, and although ‘Europe no longer
knows these old delusions ... they survive in Africa’.”! The Boers had
succumbed to primitivism, left behind by the march of progress and
ill-suited to bring civilisation to the world. Tainted by Africa, they had
become hybrids, surrendering their racial purity to the British. The flip
side to this was that Australians were progressively white and therefore
justified in assisting the British in maintaining supremacy in South Africa
for the good of the civilised world. The Argus’ favourable positioning
of the Australian over the Boer was a reassuring, if predictable, com-
parison for Australians aware of their own non-European landscape and
Aboriginal population.

The key feature of all this was the degradation of the Boers despite
their whiteness. As in the Irish case, pale skin pigmentation was no bar to
racial inferiority. Whiteness could lose or accrue value in different social
and cultural situations, and in different locations. This fluidity had the
unsettling potential to threaten Australian racial privilege, but its reversal
offered promise. If the superiority of whiteness could be stripped of a
people, it could also be earned. Australian readers might well infer that
though European ancestry alone was insufficient to secure their place
on the upper rungs of the racial ladder, through their deeds they could
prove themselves white, and, crucially, whiter than the Boers. We can
here read the unsteady movement between needing to maintain a muta-
ble identity, and of freezing it at expedient moments. It was this ambi-
guity that motivated the meticulous and repetitious cataloguing of the
Boer’s supposedly repellent customs.

Aversion to the Boer extended to other symbolic practices. In a let-
ter to the Sydney Morning Herald (SMH), ‘Patriotism’ wrote to express,
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in an oddly emotional tone, the hope ‘that the Transvaal and Orange
River colonies will be British not merely in a political sense but also in
name’. The writer then clarified, ‘When I say “name”, I mean that every
town, district, or place should be rechristened with an English baptism,
and the faintest twang of foreign Dutch removed for ever. It is hateful to
our ears.”’? Paul Carter has illustrated the significance of the naming and
renaming of place to the British colonial enterprise.”? Here, the problem
was less the discrepancy between existing European categories and the
unknown of the colonial landscape, than the attachment of the wrong
European names. Although South Africa might well succumb to British
military and political domination, it had also to be captured symbolically.

Elsewhere, the anti-Boer narrative was challenged.”* At times, as we
have seen, the Boers were directly, and sympathetically, compared with
Australians. In the Western Australian parliament, which was generally
more concerned with the Commonwealth Bill than the war, the Irish-
Australian Charles Moran only supported sending troops with reluctance
since “The Boers are a race of men who have created a home for
themselves in the wilderness of Africa, and are, after all, only imitating
the British race, the greatest colonisers in the world.” For Moran, it was
‘hardly to be hoped that Australian solders will be called on to shed the
blood of people who, after all, are fellow colonists carving a home for
themselves’.”®

For radical papers such as the Worker, meanwhile, the war boiled
down to class divisions. A crude jingoism had been summoned to drum
up support for a capitalist racket at the expense of hapless or ignorant
workers, and of the Boers—¢a nation of simple, old-fashioned farmers’.”¢
Likewise, on the first day of 1900, Louisa Lawson’s feminist Dawn
reproduced an article from the Transvaal Committee of Manchester. It
stated: ‘South Africa is often spoken of as an “English Colony”.” Yet, it
corrected, ‘It is not an English colony. It is a conquered colony which
we seized as the prize of war, against the will of its inhabitants.””” The
aggrieved ‘inhabitants’ for this article, of course, were not Africans but
the ‘Dutch’. In fact, in a two page article on the ‘Story of the Boers’,
Africans surfaced twice, in each case cast as antagonists to the expansion
of the Dutch as they ‘gradually subdued the wilderness, planted trees,
built farmhouses and towns, and spread civilization over an ever-growing
territory’, all the while thwarted by the English.”®

We can reasonably guess why Dawn elected to reproduce this piece.
Besides its proffered rationale that ‘knowledge of South African history
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is essential to a right understanding of the present difficulties’, Dawn
was explicit in its choice of ‘pro-Boer’ material. C.P. Scott, Liberal MP,
and editor of the prominent ‘pro-peace’ Manchester Guardian, helped
establish and run the Transvaal Committee of Manchester, and likely
influenced this article.” More than anti-war radicalism, however, there
is also an explicit pro-settler rhetoric suggesting transnational sympathies
with another colony struggling against a harsh environment and external
interference in dealing with its ‘natives’. Many Australian settlers identi-
fied with witlanders as fellow British settlers, as opposed to their racial
others in the form of the Boers. But the existence of ‘pro-Boer’ articles
implied a still broader settler fraternity that complicated the Boer-British
division.

Usually far less complex were the distinctions made between British
and black ‘natives’. But even these seemingly unshakeable racial categories
could occasionally cause unease. Doubts arose about the motivations of
soldiers, while others saw a threat to the very make-up of colonial society.
This was despite, or perhaps because of, attempts to exhibit the singular
nature of Australian martial aptitude.

THE UNPLEASANT Risk OF CONFUSION

Barbara Penny has suggested that approximately one-third of Australian
troops to South Africa were Bushmen, ‘that is, mainly amateurs at sol-
diering, supported by public subscription, and from backgrounds con-
forming roughly to the demands of the popular vision’.89 The aptness
of this designation for an increasingly urbanised Australian populace
did not go undisputed, especially in the letters of those writing back to
correct more romantic perceptions.®! Still, the Australian soldier was a
catalyst for concerns over racial heritage, Australian affinity with the
mother country, and colonial masculinity. Though the war encouraged
a celebration of the colonial contribution to Britain’s global project, the
embodiment of this progress in the bushman figure lent Australia its dis-
tinctiveness. In his atavistic, rough-hewn image lay the myth of white
Australian nativity.

This mythology was problematic. On the one hand, the bush was a
nostalgic symbol of Australian origins. On the other it remained, in
Bernard Smith’s description, a location in which to project ‘fear and
guilt’.32 The bush, in its very vastness and impenetrability had long been
a source of unease for Australian colonists. This was so in practical terms,
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for example in the risk of getting lost or being attacked by ‘blacks’. The
bush also designated areas either unassimilable into the agricultural and
pastoral economy, or at least in need of clearing. Again, the ideal of
unlimited space also implied an obligation to fill it, use it, and protect it
from external threats. The depiction of the land as potentially threaten-
ing complicated the exceptional qualities with which the bush endowed
its white inhabitants. This was especially so given the supposedly intimate
territorial bond held by Aboriginal Australians. But if the bush was per-
ceived by settlers as a potential location of fear, shame, or loathing, what
was to be made of its soldierly oftspring?

No better proof of the positive difference of the bushman soldier
was found than his (always his) aesthetic physicality and his origins on
the land. A retrospective account by Major-General Alexander Tulloch
drew a direct connection between his admiration of the Victorian sol-
diers under his command, their refreshing lack of restraint to author-
ity, and the hard labour performed with their ‘masters’ in plots of ‘tens
of thousands of acres’.33 As an Advertiser editorial had earlier claimed:
“The “back blocks” produce pretty well the only romantic figure left in
colonial life.’* In imagery that would recur in future descriptions of
the Anzac digger, the editorial described the ‘hundreds of rough but
picturesque fellows, deficient no doubt in some of the urban graces
and refinements of civilisation, a bit “free” occasionally in many hours
of relaxation, but brave and manly to the core’.8® For the Advertiser:
‘No body of troops we can send to the war will be more distinctively
Australian. It will be thoroughly racy of the soil’.3¢ It was these char-
acteristics that offered ‘splendid proofs that Australia is breeding a race
of men capable of holding its own against any foe’.” The act of war
offered a chance to reverse any remaining doubts over colonial inferior-
ity. Though the bodily features of the soldiers were sometimes described
as differing by colonial location, there was a widespread and general fas-
cination with observing and remarking on these exemplars of colonial
manhood.88

Alongside the assured statements lay doubts. At the end of the
same editorial attempts to define colonial identity by conflating envi-
ronment, masculinity, and race began to break down. This began with
a question over whether ‘bushman’ was the most appropriate label for
Australian troops. The Advertiser reported how a ‘Sydney legislator ...
raised the curious and not unimportant point that the word bushman
may be misunderstood in South Africa, and cause undesirable prejudice
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against the corps’. ‘What is feared’, the article continued, ‘is the unpleas-
ant risk of confusion with the African “bushmen” or bosjesmans, one of
the lowest and most degraded races in the world, which is held in gen-
eral contempt.”® Before suggesting less ambiguous name changes, the
Advertiser cautioned: ‘We do not wish to give anyone the impression
that we are sending aboriginals.”®® This was not an entirely baseless con-
cern. According to a later account, this was exactly the expectation of a
crowd in Port Elizabeth who had turned up to see the disembarkation
of Australian ‘Bushmen’, such that ‘our complexions and comparative
respectability rather disappointed them’.%!

As during the Sudan crisis, this was an unusually overt apprehension
that the British and South African onlooker might wrongly identify the
Australian solider as racially compromised.”? In describing Australian
soldiers as uniquely able to flourish in the South African environment,
Australians risked existing in the British imagination not only as too close
to the Boers who, though supposedly embodying a retrograde white-
ness, were nominally white nonetheless. They also exposed themselves
to being conflated with unequivocally inferior ‘natives’. This was doubly
awkward given the bushman’s territorial distinction. For if the Advertiser
attributed the singularity of the Australian race to their environment, it
only made sense that the greatest beneficiaries of these blessings would
be those ‘natives’ who had dwelled in that environment the longest.

As the war progressed, new suggestions exacerbated these concerns.
A series of editorials and letters notified readers that the proud colonists
who had left Australian shores for South Africa might elect to stay there
and ‘settle’ a different British colony.”® What the reports initially saw
as the harmless prerogative of young men taking advantage of accessi-
ble land, turned to mild panic when restated in often racial terms that
compared South Africa and Australia. One of the more compelling deter-
rents for Australians seeking work in South Africa was that by compet-
ing with low wage African labour, colonists might be perceived as only
‘white Kaffir(s)’, who would therefore ‘sink in the public estimation’.?*
The primary fear was that Australia might lose its best men overseas, car-
rying grave implications for Australian ‘stock’. This fear was probably a
hangover from uneasiness over the colonial birth rate in the years leading
to the war.?® Letters reprinted from Britain indicated the geographical
reach of this notion.

Complicating this view was the balance to be kept between the
assumed right of British settlers to seize foreign land, and fears that the
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migration of young men would slow the consolidation of colonial gains.
Recalling debates regarding volunteers to New Zealand in the 1860s,
the thought that the same soldiers lauded for proving Australia’s worth
in battle might eschew their labour at home for individual reward else-
where was troubling. Again, local concerns conflicted with British impe-
rial plans. Privately, Alfred Milner wanted the South African problem
solved precisely by having Australian and other British settlers move to
South Africa. For Milner, the burning need was to populate South Africa
with Britons. Though he thought colonists well suited to the task, their
national affiliation was of lesser import to his broader imperial vision of
demographic redistribution.”®

Yet, viewed from Australia, concerns over men migrating when there
was so much empty space left to make productive hinted at anxieties over
the vastness of the territory that required domesticating. As one letter
writer had it:

Tens of thousands of square miles now lying idle and uncultivated are
available for distribution. To no nobler purpose could a land grant be allot-
ted than to be the means of inducing these brave and most desirable colo-
nists to make their homes in the land of their birth, within our own great
territories. Australia needs them.?”

Similarly, renowned pastoralist William Sawers of the NSW legislative
assembly questioned the instinctive sending of troops on the grounds
that “We have the work of colonisation to do — the work of opening up
and improving a vast virgin territory.”*® Yet, again, this was a position
internal to a broader imperial patriotism, not one of a discrete national-
ism.?” The very supposed rights to this ‘virgin territory’ both assumed an
Aboriginal absence and expressed an impatience for colonising work to
fill this absence in.

Just as in the case of the Waikato in the 1860s, interests in land acqui-
sition ran up against less tangible imperatives in colonial and imperial
narratives. The material and ideological aspects of empire could seldom
be separated. The perceived need to seduce Australian troops back to
their ‘native land’ raised questions over their loyalty and made explicit
the economic primacy of the colonial venture. Wealth, material produc-
tion and land rights were, in some cases, and despite widespread claims,
apparently prioritised ahead of patriotism. This was more than a political
issue. For if Australian settlers could not affirm their intimacy with the
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land, if they were happy to swap one home for another, on what grounds
could they claim indigeneity?

Moreover, the notion that Australia was breeding a fitter and more
masculine race than the decrepit variety emanating from the old country
captured a uniquely modern paradox.1%? It was, according to one school
of British thought, through its pre-industrial yeomanism that Australia
held the potential to improve the British race. But this was now threat-
ened by the same technological advancement crucial to the national nar-
rative of progress. As the SMH noted earlier in 1899, ‘nothing is more
common than to hear that neither we in Australia nor the members of
the race from which we spring are as virile and physically robust now as
the race was in former times’.1%! In Britain’s case this was put down to
the increasing mechanisation and urbanisation that were ‘draining the
manhood of the country districts, and enfeebling it amid irksome con-
ditions of life, laborious occupations in enclosed spaces, and insanitary
dwellings and surroundings’. To the SMH these trends had resulted in
‘the stunted and weedy types of men familiar in the London slums and
the manufacturing quarters of towns like Birmingham and Sheffield”.10?
Countering this tendency, Australia was avoiding this trajectory through
the vibrancy evident in recent sporting successes. More than this, the cel-
ebratory British response to the Australian Lancers that had paraded in
Queen Victoria’s 1897 Diamond Jubilee celebrations were reported on
and read in Australia with extreme satisfaction.!03

By way of appraisal, the SMH assured its readers that, ‘It is quite cer-
tain that a group of average Australians would satisfactorily stand the test
of comparison with a corresponding group of those new arrivals from
England with which our population is yearly recruited.’1%* Still, the SMH
concluded pessimistically by seeing a future decline resulting from defi-
ciencies in climate, food, and to urbanisation, but also to the ‘defective
vitality of Australian women’. In the final instance it warned: ‘if women
in general fail to lead healthy and natural lives ... degeneration of the
Australian type as a whole would follow sooner or later as a matter of
course’. 10

This was a considerable problem. Jane Carey has documented the role
of women in propagating a physically and mentally fit white Australian
race, and the scientifically informed obsession with ‘preventing white
racial degeneracy’ in the early twentieth century. As Carey points out, if
settler colonialism was driven by the need to eliminate the native popula-
tion ‘then the imperative of vigorous white propagation was its necessary
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corollary’.1% Here the panic of maternal failure can be read alongside
the parallel fear of England failing to supply the strongest British citizens
to the colonies. The ‘mother’ was both the carrier of the race and the
potential source of its dissipation.

In February 1900, one year after this pre-war editorial, we can read
another which saw a dramatic shift in the importance of women to
the war effort. Far from warning that women might be at the root of
Australian deterioration, the SMH now solicited the women who ‘serve
as spurs to the martial instincts of mankind’ in support of the war:

Woman herself is one of the most active forces in the stimulus towards war,
as well as in its maintenance. She it is who glories in martial ardour, and
by none is the thrill of heroic deeds more acutely felt. She does not merely
suffer her son, brother, or husband to go to the war, she buckles on his
sword in an ecstasy of proud emotion and sends him forth thrice armed in
the consciousness that those nearest and dearest to him are in the strongest
sympathy with his mission.!0”

An idealised masculine solider is then described as the longed-for object
of women’s libidinal energy, helpfully outlining the characteristics
Australia’s men should embody if they wished to receive these affections:

All that pertains to the soldier — smartness, healthy physical development,
and the doing of daring deeds — finds a response in the heart of woman,
and she indicates in a decisive way her preference for the type of man pos-
sessing these qualities over the slothful peace-loving civilian.1%8

Female agency was here confined to her relationships with a certain
kind of man. Though an ‘active force’, the role of women was in fact to
arouse their would-be warrior’s gallant conduct, and motivate his trans-
formation from sloth to soldier. That is, women’s agency is secondary
to their role as incubator and lover of the nation’s troops. The feminine
presence fluctuated between being a (potential) scapegoat for Australia’s
racial failings, to the very reason for Australia’s (potential) martial glo-
ries. More than simply managing colonial anxicties, the possibility of
other conceptions of the role of women suggested uncertainties over
what progress was to mean. It also called for the removal of this uncer-
tainty from ideas of Australian manhood.



186 S. HUTCHINSON

Stepping back, the striking feature of all this is the convergence of
ideas of race, gender, martial exploits and settler colonial processes that
are called into play in the case of the South African War. We can see
here the entangled rhetoric relating to Africans, white British settlers,
(less) white Boers, Chinese, and, more obliquely, Aboriginal Australians.
Where British settler-affinities were evident in New Zealand in the
1860s, in South Africa different European settlers fought against one
another. Each was marked by distinct racial qualities, and by conflicting
and shifting loyalties. The various ‘others’ of the settlers were themselves
of a mutable blackness or indigeneity, in turn moderating the racial char-
acteristics of Australian settlers. British settler-colonists were negotiating
between feelings of colonial nationalism, British patriotism, and co-set-
tler feeling. They were also justifying their possession of the land.



CHAPTER 9

Conclusion

In May 1900, London’s conservative Morning Post published an edi-
torial devoted to Queen Victoria’s birthday. The editorial attempted
to anchor a plurality of meaning in the Queen as the metonym of the
British Empire. The experience of reading about the monarchy had
become a routine part of imagining a global British community, as it was
around the Queen’s image that the empire’s scattered parts revolved and
cohered.! She was not just a sovereign but a maternal figure extending
care and blessings to her family. The Morning Post perceived that:

Such a personality as the great Queen-Mother is required to draw distant
Colonies nearer to the heart of the Empire, and those who have conversed
with Canadians and Australians know full well that the QUEEN in her
long and glorious reign has been slowly and surely building up the great
fabric of a united British Empire.?

Superficially, this reads as a rote recitation of platitudes. But we can
dismiss this kind of affective language only by discounting its popular
appeal to its assumed readers.? The choice of familial metaphors was an
effort to mark a particularly emotive and reciprocal relationship between
the colonies and the mother country. This was a far cry, it would seem,
from less affectionate and more economically-minded attitudes towards
the colonies held during the Waikato War. The settler colonies had long
identified themselves with the figure of the Queen and all she embodied.
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But now, the colonies were also crucial for British readers in imagining
the global scale of the empire.

The Morning Post celebrated the loyal manner in which colonial
men ‘fling down the tools of their trade, part from their wives and chil-
dren, and go gladly forth to meet the QUEEN’s enemies with a cour-
age unsurpassed in the ages of romance and chivalry’.# This vision of the
colonies drew on a mediaeval past to portray compliant soldiers united
in their patriotism and ready to sacrifice themselves for their Queen. But
this was a vision that sceptical Australian contributors could themselves
complicate, as we have seen. °

The image is then further domesticated. ‘Her picture’, the editorial
observed, ‘hangs on the timber walls of the shearer’s shed and in the
rancher’s homestead at the foot of the Rocky Mountains. Her name is
the signal throughout the Empire for men to spring to their feet and
invoke GOD’s blessing on her days.”® The Queen’s gaze, that is, over-
looks and monitors the labour of settlers as they go about the business of
making productive the lands they inhabit. Making nature productive is,
after all, what good settlers do.

For their Queen these settlers unite as the ‘great fabric’ of empire (a
literal fabric, given the nod to Australian wool production), to defend it
from those who would dispute this same global project. The casual refer-
ence points of ‘ranch’ and ‘shed’ signal specific environments and modes
of labour. They offer just enough detail to hail readers as partaking in a
common imperial community, while dodging any referent of its violent
foundations. The shed and the ranch are simply there.

The permanence accompanying ideas of the homestead and the
shearer’s shed evoke ideas of private property that were guaranteed by
the same legal order that denied sovereignty to Indigenous peoples. The
presentation of settler property ownership as natural and ‘ethically neu-
tral’, in Mark Rifkin’s words, worked to ‘reconcile conflicts over land
tenure, access to political and economic resources, personal identity, and
membership in the polis’.”

That the image portrayed by the Morning Post was explicitly not
that of rapidly urbanising colonial societies was partly the point. The
ideas of the shed and the ranch promoted a fantasy view of the colo-
nies. They also connected familial intimacy to several assumptions that
underwrote the global structure of settler colonialism: the unques-
tioned ownership of territory; the necessity of Indigenous displacement
and replacement; the territorial expansion of labouring settlers who
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had been ‘gifted’ land on which to supply Britain with its raw materi-
als; and the provision of foreign markets for its final product, all while
soaking up the excess metropolitan population. The Morning Post
acknowledged that the economic utility of the colonies was exceeded
only by actions inspired by imperial fidelity. Australians, Canadians, and
New Zealanders alike were partners in globally-linked commerce and
defence.® These matters of political economy were manifested in the
individual colonist’s childlike loyalty to his Queen-Mother. This loyalty,
moreover, was no longer a matter of conjecture. Rather, the ‘war in
South Africa attests to it’."

This was an uplifting story to tell, and it had a therapeutic effect on
British imaginations. The matured settler colonies could no longer be
written off as a drain on imperial resources. The investment in them
had seemingly paid off, as British papers like the Standard had implied
it would in the 1860s. Not only had the productive venture of settler
pastoralism endured, but the colonies could now repay Britain the favour
of military protection. Resistance to acts of British expansion in South
Africa offered the chance for the colonies to showcase the unity of the
British Empire. Imperial structure and sentiment were entwined.

We have seen in the three conflicts discussed—in the Waikato, the
Sudan, and South Africa—an evolution in the ways that the Australian
and the British press treated the export of colonial troops to foreign
theatres. This book has aimed to draw out in commentary on these epi-
sodes the textual expressions of certain social and historical ways of feel-
ing. Often, these revealed anxieties can be discerned in the dissonances,
elisions, and ambiguities characterising press narratives of the British
Empire in general, and Australian settler colonialism in particular. In
this sense, newspapers are something of a cultural palimpsest, where
suppressed histories are perceptible in representations of emotional
community events. Knowledge of these representations was also facili-
tated by the materiality of the newspaper form, and the technologi-
cal developments that enabled the circulation and contestation of the
printed word.

Newspapers brought the speeches of politicians, celebrities, and travel-
lers—sometimes one and the same—into the reading rooms, living rooms,
and public houses of people otherwise cut off from the political sphere.
They circulated the ideas of humanitarian critics, radical journalists, and
intellectual dissidents. They also gave voice to the everyday letters of
unknown but concerned citizens. The relatively cheap material nature of
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newspapers allowed for thoughts, opinions, and feelings to move between
readers in the colonies and around the world. And, at certain moments,
newspapers could be the embryo of lasting historical memory.1?

My approach in this book has been to pay close attention to the rhe-
torical responses to particular events, and to read these against the his-
torical and social circumstances from which they arose. It has focused on
often elliptical and muted historical inferences, as well as emphatic pro-
nouncements. It has placed these episodes in their imperial setting—not
to discount national history, but to complicate it, and to tease out dif-
ferent levels of community belonging and points of fracture. It has tried
to situate a study of language within an understanding of the material
manifestations of power.

The Waikato War of 1863-1864, as we have secen, occurred in a
moment of relative imperial confidence regarding external threats to
the British Empire. This situation gave leading British newspapers little
incentive to pander to settler complaints about a lack of imperial protec-
tion from ‘natives’. Other British papers, by contrast, took a more pro-
settler view. They saw the long-term economic gains of the colonies, and
their shared Britishness, as outweighing any immediate costs involved in
funding the military defence of British possessions.

The Australian press, for its part, spoke for settler colonists across the
Tasman who were embroiled in the costly and fretful process of consoli-
dating territorial gains in the face of Maori resistance. Australian news-
papers found in their British counterparts both supporters and critics of
the war’s rationale, which they saw as protecting and facilitating antipo-
dean settlement. Leading Australian papers bristled at suggestions made
in prominent British publications that this project might be, to put it
bluntly, more trouble than it was worth. They saw in contemporaneous
events in New Zealand a chance to uphold Australian colonial interests.
They loudly proclaimed their inherent right to seize territory from their
racial inferiors who, they said, were for better or worse historically and
culturally incapable of competing with British progression. Something
had to give and, for the empire’s own good, it could not be the colo-
nists. So they claimed.

Settlers spoke as diasporic fellow Britons, and against those seen to
threaten their distinct ‘way of life’ far from the mother country. The press
conversation between those representing settler, British Government, and
humanitarian interests highlighted the multifarious nature of the British
Empire, and indicated the scope of debate acceptable within it. Colonial
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identifications were formed not only in collusion with, or in contrast to,
metropolitan homelands. They were formed across and between colonies
to sustain a trans-settler consciousness in the era of self-government. This
was truly a ‘community of feeling’, as the Sydney Morning Herald had put
it in 1863. Though the source of this mutual bond was probably more
ambivalent, and more unsettling, than contemporary reports suggested.

The cases of the Sudan and South Africa shared closer similari-
ties, roughly bookending the era of high imperialism in Africa. One
response to concerns in the 1860s over British reluctance to pay for colo-
nial defence was a countermovement urging increased imperial unity.
British imperial worries, and the need to manage them, rose in propor-
tion to awareness of emerging competitors, internal social troubles, and
fears over racial composition. During the Sudan crisis of 1885, tensions
between British strategic imperatives and Australian subcolonial ambitions
in the South Pacific coincided with the spectacle of General Gordon’s
misadventure in Khartoum. This timely conjuncture spurred fervent
claims of national and imperial unity embodied in the offer of a New
South Wales military force. The offer of troops appeared to mark a histor-
ical epoch—the potential for a clean break with a past that many colonists
would have preferred to forget. But the political, racial, and historical ten-
sions within imperial and colonial rhetoric subverted claims of unity, even
as the NSW contingent pointed towards the future of the empire.

Though the reaction to the Sudan crisis was in a sense particular to
New South Wales, it was seen in other colonies and in Britain as rep-
resenting national and imperial sentiment. The NSW contingent
allowed these feelings to come to the fore in public life, to be tested and
adjusted. This process would continue in the next war Australian colo-
nists felt compelled to enter.

By the time of the South African War, the Australian colonies were verg-
ing on a continental federation defined by racial exclusion. They sought
to attest to their national credentials by fighting in an imperial campaign
against other white Christian settlers in Southern Africa. For many in the
colonies, the demands to prove their exemplary racial attributes led them to
measure their productivity, and their cultural and material progress against
European settlers of a supposedly inferior whiteness. Yet even as British
observers recognised Australia as a substantial partner-in-empire, the nar-
rative of patriotic celebration raised uneasy social and historical questions.
The years 1899-1902 witnessed a heightening of racial rhetoric at a time
of pessimism for many in Britain. At the very moment when British readers
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required assurance of imperial progress, they could seek solace in evidence
of colonial camaraderie in South Africa. This consolatory gesture was itself
made problematic by the range of Australian identifications resting on often
unsteady assumptions. The idea of British imperial harmony being realised
through the maturing settler colonies was both adopted and contested in
newspapers exchanged between Britain and the colonies.

In sum, in 1863-1864 Australians could read British newspaper debates
of the worth of the settler colonial project. Often, at best, this worth was
said to be primarily material. At worst, their financial costs outweighted
even this value. In 1885, colonial onlookers could recognise their new
standing in British eyes. Yet the concurrent dismay over their apparent
subordination in British strategic calculations tainted even this value. By
1899, colonists could see themselves and their emerging nation repo-
sitioned as not only a necessary cog in the imperial machine, but as the
embodiment of British imperial ideals. They possessed an agreeable blend
of political progressivism at home, and conservative values when looking
abroad. The settler colonies, seemingly unburdened by the hesitancies that
weighed on vacillating liberals in Britain, could largely get away with una-
pologetic imperial romanticism. They were the future of Britishness, the
location of renewable white racial purity and imperial loyalty. Colonial
rehabilitation, in some British eyes at least, was seemingly complete. This
view—expedient at the best of times—paid less attention to how colonial
values aligned with the treatment of Aboriginal populations.

Throughout the period, the Australian colonies were variously por-
trayed in their own papers and in Britain’s as pragmatic settlers of
Greater Britain, as quarrelling colonies, as devoted members of the impe-
rial family, and as a separate nation on the threshold of federation. These
portrayals, in other words, shifted according to circumstance. Where set-
tlers felt under attack, settler identity came to the fore. Where an impe-
rial identity was seen as key, this took precedence. The order of priority
of each mode of identification rose and fell as needs demanded. The
point is not to pin down a single source of identity in a ceaseless flux, but
to understand how and why certain events were treated as they were in
the colonies and in Britain at different times.

One of the patterns in the coverage of each conflict is the sense in
which colonial editors, correspondents, and letter-writers either imag-
ined, or cited directly, the ‘view from home’. That is, with how the impe-
rial centre regarded the military exploits of its colonists. When settler
society was subject to critique, the response could be overtly defensive.
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At other times, colonists basked in the glow of metropolitan praise. This
attitude could influence how colonists defined themselves as a collective,
where their allegiances lay, and what attributes they were to ‘advertise’ to
others.

Commentators repeated a refrain that sending troops to fight for
the empire solidified imperial federation and fortified colonial defence.
Others said that since colonial martial commitments had proven these
ties, formal imperial federation was now unnecessary. Warfare was a way
of physically performing the maturity that had been legislatively granted
first through self-government, then national federation. The colonies
could now display how they would wield their new responsibilities in
repaying their mother country for their territorial and governmental gift.

In each moment, we can read a tension between the outward ration-
alising imperatives of empire, and powerful affective currents. The same
geostrategic and global economic circumstances that made Britain’s
imperial supremacy possible, also called upon a familiar repertoire of
arguments and sentiments to justify belief in the empire. Yet these argu-
ments were also challenged in public commentary by those identifying
with other class, ethnic, gender, or religious interests. Global affairs and
colonial history coloured local expressions of feeling.

It is also clear that the structural drivers of capital were rarely discon-
nected from emotional rhetoric. For British observers and colonists alike,
the potential to exploit land and resources in the colonies offered oppor-
tunities to validate settler colonisation. By the South African War, which
had much to do with British investment in gold and diamonds, British
commentators recognised the ‘latent’ commercial, martial, and emo-
tional possibilities of the colonies. As James Froude had earlier observed
amid the excitement in Sydney in carly 1885, the true lesson of the NSW
contingent was in the promise it symbolised. That is, a ‘contingent of
700 men was nothing in itself, but it was a specimen from an inexhaust-
ible mine’.!!

The convergence of Indigenous dispossession, ideas of territorial and
governmental inheritance, and feelings of colonial obligation, played
important roles in mediating between honour and dishonour. Putting
these histories in conversation with one another, we can sce that colonial
foundations in land expropriation, and the compulsion to help conquer
other lands and peoples were, unsurprisingly, related.

To overlook the passionate public rhetoric at these moments is to
disregard a way of understanding the emotions that contemporaries felt
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compelled to broadcast. We cannot say for sure how deeply felt these
displays of sentiment were. We can say they were performances deemed
worthy of display. The values expressed changed over time, for different
reasons, and varied within groups. But in each case they were understood
to resonate with a particular audience. Dissidents appealed to emotions
too, and if not conforming to social norms, were reacting against them.

The language I have traced could also have real effects. It influenced
decision-making, and affected those at the pointy end of British arms. In
New Zealand, the strategically communicated pressure that ‘men on the
spot’ placed on the British Government went at least some way to con-
vincing officials, however grudgingly, to supply troops to the Waikato. In
New South Wales in 1885 the consistent appeals to British imperial loy-
alty drowned out those who criticised the lack of constitutional approval
to send troops. In 1899, the circulation of similar appeals to patriotism,
and the restricted information available to colonists, smoothed the way
for those eager for war in South Africa.

Sentimental rhetoric was useful when asserting ties between settlers
or between colony and mother country. It could be positively harm-
ful when applied to the treatment of Indigenous people. The colonies
were extolled for their instinctively emotional response to national and
imperial perils. They were also applauded for their pragmatic eschewal of
sentimentalism when it came to dealing with ‘natives>—wherever in the
world they might encounter them. The general shift from the colonial
view during the Waikato War of the reckless folly of elite humanitarian
sentimentalism, to the effusive displays of collective sentiment during the
Sudan and South African crises, had something to do with the changing
times, but more to do with the subjects in question. Trumpeting white
imperial and national feeling, and offering paeans to British martial sac-
rifice was one thing. Gushing over Indigenous rights while they resisted
settler encroachment was quite another.

The distinction was starkly put in a prominent history by (future
Argus journalist) Alexander Sutherland in 1888. For Sutherland, the
ethical problem of whether Europeans rightfully or ‘wickedly’ displaced
the ‘immemorial occupants of the soil” was irresolvable. Rather, it was
ultimately “a question of temperament; to the sentimental it is undoubt-
edly an iniquity; to the practical it represents a distinct step in human
progress, involving the sacrifice of a few thousands of an inferior race’.
The relative rhetorical value of sentiment and practicality depended on
where one stood, and who was being spoken of.!? It bears repeating
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that whether in print or parliament, there was a distinct scarcity of public
Aboriginal voices to speak back to interpretations of colonisation, a nec-
essary absence if settler and imperial narratives were to hold.

Ignoring affective language of the past also risks missing its continuity
in the present. The descendants of the settlers that form the subject of
this book still enter foreign wars out of a sense of communal loyalty, still
work hard to re-narrate Australian history and origins, still debate their
national position vis-a-vis Aboriginal people, still are preoccupied with
external approval, and still contest these matters in the media.

LOOKING AHEAD

From an Australian standpoint the focus on martial themes is an apt, if
obvious, choice. At the risk of further fortifying the idea, it remains a
truism that war holds a ‘sacred’ place in Australian society. Well before
1915, it was during foreign conflict that colonial and imperial identifi-
cations found their fullest expression. In the late nineteenth century
Australian colonists seemingly craved a war to be proud of, one to sub-
stantiate their claims to deservedly occupy their vast continent. They
wanted to play a meaningful part in world affairs. Not until 1915 was
the sacrifice deemed great enough. After this great slaughter, who could
question their right to their homeland? Yet even then an emotionally-
driven imperial loyalty was a pervasive impulse, however much later
nationalist commentary suggests otherwise.!3

Aboriginal dispossession, unlike convictism, stubbornly resists incor-
poration into stories of Australian origins. This makes sense. The con-
vict ‘stain’ now belongs to a strange and curious past. Descendants of
convicts, once embarrassed, now commonly take satisfaction, even pride,
in their lineage. The circumstances of settler-Indigenous relations offer
Australian historiography no such closure. Though the sun formally set
on Britain’s empire some time ago, the structure of settler colonisation
continues. Modern Australia remains a product of Aboriginal disposses-
sion. Subsequently, Raymond Evans writes, ‘Australia’s substitute found-
ing myth, the Anzac legend sees public service, to a marked degree, in
diverting attention from the country’s “darkling plains” to the grim clifts
and beach-heads of Gallipoli’.'* Writing this in the aftermath of the cen-
tenary of the 1915 Gallipoli campaign, it is hard to disagree. Ultimately,
it was this historical memory that many Australians settled on as their
collective story of origin. But we can also read earlier commentary on
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troops in overseas wars as attempts to displace the war within, and over,
the Australian continent. I have drawn some connections between them.

With a focus on identification also comes an emphasis on how artic-
ulations are made and comprehended from certain vantage points. In
2017, focussing on the easy target of Victorian jingoism might seem to
convey a too-tidy temporality, as if the structural basis of Australian set-
tler colonisation were not still in place. What requires further considera-
tion is the resilience of this structure to individual volition, now as well
as then.'® Many settlers in the British colonies in 1863, 1885, and 1899
may have deplored the consequences their settlement had on Indigenous
populations. Many only landed on foreign shores under duress or out of
necessity, and their descendants given little choice but to remain. Many
today see these as problems of the past, not affecting the present.

A future task is to continue tracking how historical differences across
settler colonies have shaped contemporary debates over the debts that
successive generations owe to their forebears, and to those who have
been dispossessed. This requires understanding the routine emotional
investments made in narratives that rendered opaque individual settler
relationships to colonial structures. Tracing the affective character of
settler colonial language can help to clarify the continuity and the con-
tingency of its various defences, as well as the way these defences were
assisted or hindered by the circulation of this language in print.

The idea I have found captivating is that although the processes of
settler colonialism are beyond the scope of any individual, its manifes-
tations can be poignantly captured in turns of phrase, metaphors, and
manners of argumentation within everyday speech. In this speech we can
glimpse the kind of apprehensions and logics that attended, sustained,
and occasionally defied these broader processes. The corollary being that
by pointing to these features and submitting them to critique we might
be better placed to understand, and challenge, their persistence.
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