
[image: ]


ALSO BY SARA WHEELER

An Island Apart

Travels in a Thin Country

Terra Incognita

Cherry: A Life of Apsley Cherry-Garrard




Sara Wheeler



TOO CLOSE TO THE SUN

[image: Vintage Books]



Contents


	Cover

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Dedication

	List of Illustrations

	Maps

	Finch Hatton Family Tree

	Introduction

	1: Out of Trim

	2: Take Your Hat Off, Hatton

	3: Into Africa

	4: Huns in the Jungle

	5: Babylon, Mespot – Iraq

	6: My Wife’s Lover

	7: Daniel

	8: Stunting

	9: Ariel

	10: Too Close to the Sun

	Images

	Guide to Notes

	Notes

	Select Bibliography

	Acknowledgements

	Index

	Copyright






	i

	ii

	v

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Contents

	Begin Reading






FOR WGW AND RGW




Illustrations

1 Henry Finch Hatton, Denys’s father (family collection)

2 Nan Finch Hatton with her three children (family collection)

3 Denys and his mother (family collection)

4 Toby and Denys at Haverholme (family collection)

5 Denys golfing (family collection)

6 Topsy and Denys (family collection)

7 Haverholme Priory (family collection)

8 Julian Grenfell and Denys (courtesy of Lord Ravensdale)

9 Denys as a teenager, photographed by his mother (family collection)

10 Toby and the Haverholme gamekeeper (family collection)

11 Denys at Eton (family collection)

12 Nan, Henry and Margaretta in 1919 (family collection)

13 Denys, Nan and Henry at Haverholme in 1922 (family collection)

14 Toby, Ossie and Denys (family collection)

15 Toby and Denys (family collection)

16 Denys in 1910, before departure for Africa (family collection)

17 The Mara Triangle (courtesy of Eco-resorts: www.eco-resorts.com)

18 Nine hundred and fifty-three elephant (Peter Beard)

19 Denys with Rose and Algy Cartwright at Lake Naivasha (family collection)

20 Nairobi the 1920s (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

21 Denys, Jack Pixley, Tich Miles and Lady Colville (by kind permission of the Estate of Elspeth Huxley)

22 Denys with buffalo, Lake Jipe, 1927 (family collection)

23 Cole’s Scouts watering, 1915 (Lord Cranworth,Kenya Chronicles, 1939)

24 Berkeley Cole and Tich Miles (courtesy of Miles family)

25 Denys interrogating an askari during the East Africa Campaign, 1915 (private collection)

26 Tania with Dawn and Dusk (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

27 Tania and Blix on the farm (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

28 Tania in Denmark before leaving for Africa (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

29 Tania and the owl Minerva (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

30 Kikuyu moran outside the farm in 1922 (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

31 Tania and staff (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

32 The farm at the foot of the Ngong Hills (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

33 The beach house at Takaungu (author)

34 Denys on safari with Patterson (Frederick B. Patterson)

35 Denys driving through a swollen river (family collection)

36 Elephant photographed by Denys (family collection)

37 Denys and Edward, Prince of Wales, on safari in 1928 (family collection)

38 Beryl Markham (by kind permission of Pollinger Limited and the proprietor)

39 A ngoma on the farm, 1928 (The Archive of the Rungstedlund Foundation, The Royal Library, Copenhagen)

40 Denys in Kenya in the 1920s (family collection)

41 The Gypsy Moth (family collection)



[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]



The Finch Hatton family
[image: ]


Introduction

I had spent years thinking about the Antarctic, and more than half of one living in it. Then I went to Africa. After so many long white nights in a place where the sun never set I balked at the balsamic colours of an equatorial sunset, and after the biological haiku of the South Pole I was overwhelmed by the cauldron of life that foamed in East Africa. Kenya, Tanzania, Somalia, Uganda, Ethiopia: I followed Denys Finch Hatton there, though those countries were called by different names when he trekked across them. I had first noticed him in his lover Karen Blixen’s poetic memoir Out of Africa. His mysterious otherness caught my attention: he appeared as the eternal wanderer. I quickly discovered that he left few traces, and that I was at the end of a long line of women searching for the real Denys. But the real Denys has escaped into legend. (In the Hollywood version of Blixen’s book Robert Redford even gave him an American accent.) As he left no diaries and only a couple of dozen short letters, his inner life remains opaque. He died in 1931, so there is no one alive with adult memories. ‘The real Denys’ is unknowable. But through literature – Out of Africa, Beryl Markham’s West with the Night – he has become an iconic figure in the inner lives of millions. My aims in writing his life were threefold: to depict a figure in a landscape; to explore the universal themes threaded through his story; and to find out why he was an engine of myth. The character who emerged at the end of my researches was not the buccaneering adventurer I expected. To start with, he was as bald as a billiard ball.

This is an ordinary story of big guns and small planes, princes from England and sultans from Zanzibar, roulette, a famous divorce case, a Welsh castle and a Gilbertine priory, marauding lions, syphilis, bankruptcy, self-destruction and the tragedy of the human heart. It moves from the smoky orange lights of the Café Royal to the geometry of the desert hills in the Northern Frontier District, and it is infused alternately with the whiff of cordite, of elephant spoor and of a bucket of eau de cologne tipped over the linoleum of an Eton schoolroom. The action shifts between London, Paris, Mesopotamia and the steppes of the Rift Valley from Lake Baringo to Maasailand – what Martha Gellhorn described as ‘the paradise section of1 Africa’. Denys was there during the short-lived colonial phase, a period in which a previously protean assemblage of tribes was frozen into unnatural suspension by an imperial administration. I tried to see East Africa through his eyes. He responded profoundly to landscape, and many of the significant relationships of his life were with places, not people. But he never really settled in Kenya; he kept coming and going. Abrupt scene changes appealed to him, as did cultural chiaroscuro. He was divided by his love for worldly things and his desire to escape them, as I am. In terms of a career – positions held, books published, the shibboleths of success one lists in Who’s Who – there was nothing. Six feet three and a superlative athlete, Denys was vital and restless, and in his apparently paradoxical fusion of the rebellious and traditional he was a curiously eighteenth-century figure (in fact, he was born in 1887). Elegant and boisterous, simple and sophisticated, with a gift for gracious living and for the parsed existence of the wilderness, he would have been as comfortable in Hogarthian London as he was in the broken blue foothills of Mount Meru. He was a loose-limbed heartbreaker, and his defining characteristic was charm – he went about disarming the world before it could engage with him. ‘Charm’, Anthony Blanche warns Charles Ryder in Brideshead Revisited, ‘is the great2 English blight … It spots and kills anything it touches.’ In Denys’s case it killed ambition and purpose, at least until the final years. But he was not flighty, or in any sense superficial, and he had an immense capacity for friendship. He had a powerful effect on everyone he met. ‘The man with about3 the most impressive personality I have ever known’, wrote Bertie, Lord Cranworth, who fought alongside him and knew his share of big personalities. Again and again acquaintances spoke of Denys’s individuality; the usually weak adjective ‘unforgettable’ was applied regularly, but nobody ever did forget Denys. His servants spoke lovingly of him for decades after his death, in England, Wales and Kenya. Seventy-five years on his reputation rests chiefly on the romance of the white hunter, a beguiling enough subject for investigation, and on the portrait painted by Blixen in Out of Africa.

Working for three years with only the dead for company I excavated the sources, searching for clues among the unending clutter of hours and years. I was looking for scraps of illuminating detail among huge heaps of negligible things, something that would release currents of energy connecting Denys Finch Hatton to me, and his world to the one we inhabit. In this book I have sought to integrate the rainbow-like intangibility of personality with the solidity of fact. I followed Denys on a journey of self-realisation until he finally found some kind of purpose, and patterns did emerge from the mosaic of his life. But I had to subject the material to a process of rigorous questioning in order to sort myth from reality. Denys achieved legendary status in his lifetime, and as a result anecdotes were ceaselessly retailed and recycled, facts were reinterpreted and versions of Denys – oral and written – were layered one on the other like a palimpsest. He was a figure buried under his own reputation. But when I looked only at the primary sources, he rose to life again. Sifting through the versions, discarding the unreliable and the unprovable, I asked myself what we can know of a man, and increasingly I came to see the lack of material not as a biographical handicap but as a cipher for the unknowability of anyone else’s inner life (or of one’s own, for that matter). The absence of data itself stood for that fumbling search for certainties which so often stalls before arriving at a conclusion. This sustained me when I heard little but the sound of trees crashing across my path. Acceptance of the unknowable is a vital step on the human journey.

Denys lived through tumultuous times – from Lord Salisbury to Lady Chatterley. As the son of a peer (his father was the thirteenth Earl of Winchilsea and the eighth Earl of Nottingham) he witnessed at first hand the marginalisation of his class when agricultural interests were overtaken by economic modernisation. Throughout his life almost all the male members of his family struggled to shift their resources out of land, with varying degrees of success. Old privileges were eroded, and so were the social certainties of the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century. (When I went to inspect the family’s town house in a venerable London square I found a Ferrari parked outside, with a personalised licence plate.) The lack of conventional structure in Denys’s own adult life was a paradigm of modernism: fragmented, disordered and, for many years, ostensibly sterile. He went to look for a new world, and in Kenya found the colonial overspill of assumed suzerainty. It was neither the dream of fortune that drew him there, nor the quest for identity. It was a desire for freedom and danger. In the end he found something more profound and infinitely more valuable. Tragically, it turned out to be too late.

An unknown war slices through the middle of the story. Our notions of the First World War derive primarily from images of sodden trenches in France and Belgium – an iconography burned deep into the national imagination. The same war was fought for more than four years in East Africa, though not with tanks and mustard gas, and not on a line where success was measured in yards per week. It was an old-fashioned war involving bayonets, nineteenth-century smoking guns and hundreds of miles of unmapped bush in which men were as likely to be routed by a rhino as the enemy. It was also a unique theatre, with its own particular horrors. British East Africa was the only part of the Empire to be invaded by the Germans, and the campaign that ensued – as bitter and killing as all war – lasted longer than anywhere else in the fighting world, as news of the peace failed to reach the distant East African battlefields until after the Armistice. It was typical of Denys to find an obscure and unregulated front. Even the diligent official history cites ‘exceptionally scanty material’,4 as many non-regular units of the kind in which Denys began his military career kept no records at all. It happened like that not by chance, but because people who liked filing reports tended not to scarper to Africa. ‘We found accounts of5 battles [in East Africa]’, wrote a desperate historian toiling in the Official War History office in London, ‘which differed not only as to the hour, day and even week when they occurred, but also in every other possible detail.’

As far as the psychic landscape was concerned, I thought it was important to uncover layers of emotional and imaginative experience as well as the factual kind. Denys’s romantic life in particular can be viewed at best through a glass darkly, but I know that he never crossed that odd line between affection and addiction, and that seemed worthy of consideration. Karen Blixen, who found global fame as a fiction writer under the pen name Isak Dinesen, played an important part in the last decade of his life, and she left a detailed record of their relationship, published and unpublished. At first I disliked her intensely. But as I dug deeper I saw that like many monsters she had a loveable heart. Of Denys’s spiritual life I had a clearer glimpse, at least of its darker moments: at times he was almost pathologically convinced that life is stale and weary. But this is a story too about the redemptive power of landscape. The deep joy with which Denys responded to nature took him close to the mystery of it all, and gave him a gratifying awareness of the human need to reach out to the transcendental.

Many of the topographic descriptions in the book come from my own African travels. I wrote those passages late at night, when tiny comet-tailed geckos invaded the pages of my notebook and ostriches boomed in their peculiar hollow way not far from our camp. It was only when I flew low in a small plane over banks of purple delphiniums on the slopes of the Aberdares that I understood what it meant to Karen Blixen to take wing with Denys. Like landscape, grand passion can redeem. ‘It is worth having6 lived and suffered, been ill, and had all the shauries [difficulties], to have lived for this week,’ she wrote once after Denys had been on her farm between safaris. He left her; went off with someone else; was killed. But it was his love that enabled her to write a masterpiece. She had learnt from the classics that misery was the food of ancient heroes, bestowed by the gods to be transformed into something noble. Most people who fail, as Karen Blixen did in Africa, by any worldly standards, do not go on to smelt art from the crucible of disappointment. This was her great achievement. She recognised it. ‘No one’, she once wrote, ‘came into7 literature more bloody than I.’

Apart from the fieldwork, both in Africa and in Europe (and a couple of times in the USA), I worked with such written material as there was, among documents and shadows, and developed those of the emerging themes that interested me. Chief among these was the gap between character and accomplishment; being and doing. Almost everyone who knew Denys spoke of his greatness, yet he did little. I wondered if we are tyrannised by the need for achievement. I was also interested in the universal human dilemma between going and staying, a theme which Denys’s story seemed to throw into relief. It was the age-old choice between four walls and the open road, security and freedom, or, as Karen Blixen put it, the lion hunt and bathing the baby; a dilemma that dogged my own life for many years. My cast of characters, from the Marlovian Bror Blixen to the future Edward VIII, all made different choices at different times in their lives, as most of us do. But Denys never wavered. He was the open road made flesh.
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1. Henry Finch Hatton, thirteenth Earl of Winchilsea.
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2. Nan Finch Hatton with (left to right) Toby, Denys and Topsy, photographed in Sleaford in 1889.
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3. Denys and his mother.
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4. Toby and Denys at Haverholme.

[image: ]
5. Denys went on to captain the Oxford University golf team.
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6. Topsy and Denys.
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7. Haverholme Priory. Its poetry absorbed its absurdity.
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8. Julian Grenfell and Denys, puppeteering in POP at Eton, 1904.
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9. Denys as a teenager, photographed by his mother.
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10. Toby with the Haverholme gamekeeper.
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11. Denys at Eton: ‘Autocrat and democrat, an adored tyrant.’
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12. Nan, Henry and Margaretta at the Priory in 1919.
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13. Denys, Nan and Henry in Haverholme Park in 1922.
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14. (Left to right) Toby, Ossie and Denys. Denys always dressed in a hurry.

[image: ]
15. Toby and Denys
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16. ‘As for charm, I suspect Denys invented it.’
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17. The Mara Triangle. ‘He had seen what men with imagination cannot help seeing in a dream country like Africa.’
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18. Nine hundred and fifty-three elephant.
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19. Denys (left) with Rose and Algy Cartwright at Lake Naivasha.
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20. Nairobi in the 1920s.
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21. (Left to right) Denys, Jack Pixley and Tich Miles with (behind) Lady Colville in 1914.
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22. Denys with buffalo. On safari near Lake Jipe with a client, 1927.
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23. Cole’s Scouts watering close to the border between British and German East Africa, January 1915.
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24. Two of the Three Musketeers: Berkeley Cole and Tich Miles, serving in Cole’s Scouts in 1915.
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25. Denys, serving in Cole’s Scouts in the First World War. He is interrogating an askari suspected of spying for the Germans.
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26. Tania with Dawn and Dusk.
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27. Tania and Blix on the farm.
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28. Tania, photographed in Denmark before departing for Africa – and marriage.
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29. Tania, breakfasting with Minerva.
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30. Kikuyu moran outside the farm in 1922.
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31. Tania and staff. Farah is second from left in the front row.
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32. The farm at the foot of the Ngong Hills, with Tania in the foreground.
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33. The beach house at Takaungu.
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34. Denys on safari with his client Frederick Patterson, an American manufacturing tycoon. He was rarely photographed without a hat as he didn’t want people to know he was bald.
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35. Denys gets himself out of trouble.
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36. One of Denys’s own photographs. By the time he turned forty he was more interested in shooting with a camera than a gun.
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37. (Above) Denys (centre) and Edward, Prince of Wales (right), take a tea break during the 1928 royal safari.
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38. Beryl: not your run-of-the-mill Circe.
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39. Three thousand people gathered at the farm for the ngoma in honour of the Prince of Wales during his 1928 safari.
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40. ‘Denys’s eyes had that distant horizons look one often saw in Kenya.’
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41. Denys and the custard-yellow Gypsy Moth.
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All books published in London, unless otherwise indicated.

Abbreviations




	AFH
	Anne Finch Hatton (Nan)



	BB
	Bror Blixen



	BM
	Beryl Markham



	DFH
	Denys Finch Hatton



	GC
	Galbraith Cole



	GFH
	Guy Finch Hatton (14th Earl of Winchilsea; Toby)



	HFH
	Henry Finch Hatton (13th Earl of Winchilsea)



	KB
	Karen Blixen



	KR
	Kermit Roosevelt



	PoW
	Edward, Prince of Wales, later Edward VIII



	TD
	Thomas Dinesen



	 
	 



	KC
	Lord Cranworth, Kenya Chronicles, 1939.



	Letters
	Frans Lasson, ed., Isak Dinesen: Letters from Africa, trans. Anne Born, Chicago, 1981.



	OoA
	Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen), Out of Africa, New York, 1937. Page numbers refer to 1985 Penguin edition.



	SotG
	Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen), Shadows on the Grass, 1960. Page numbers refer to 1985 Penguin edition.



	WwtN
	Beryl Markham, West with the Night, New York, 1942. Page numbers refer to 1984 Virago edition.





Archival sources used in Notes




	Northampton
	Winchilsea & Nottingham Family Papers (Finch Hatton Papers), Northamptonshire Record Office



	RH
	Errol Trzebinski Archive (uncatalogued), Bodleian Library of Commonwealth & African Studies, Rhodes House, Oxford



	KBA
	Karen Blixen Archive, Det Kongelige Bibliotek (Royal Library), Copenhagen



	LoC
	Kermit and Belle Roosevelt Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC



	PRONI
	Enniskillen Papers, Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, Belfast



	PRO
	Public Record Office, London







Notes


Introduction

1 the paradise section of Introduction to WwtN, p. viii.

2 Charm is the great Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited, 1945, p.260.

3 The man with about KC, p. 190.

4 exceptionally scanty material C. Hordern and H. Stacke, Military Operations in East Africa (History of the Great War Based on Official Documents), vol. 1, 1941, p. iii.

5 We found accounts of KC, p. 180.

6 It is worth having Letters, p. 168.

7 No one came into ibid., p. xxv.


Chapter 1: Out of Trim

1 I saw him first Llewelyn Powys, Black Laughter, 1925, p. 168.

2 like one of his Evening Standard, 15 May 1931.

3 But if a man Harold Finch Hatton, Advance Australia!, 1885, p. 88.

4 only white man who Who’s Who, 1897–1904.

5 getting out of trim The Times, 22 August 1864.

6 so many imputations of ibid., 24 November 1864.

7 began to ‘take soundings’ Edith Craig and Christopher St John, eds., Ellen Terry’s Memoirs, 1933, p. 127.

8 He has remained with John Craigie, ‘Memories of Denys Finch Hatton’, dictated to Seton Gordon 1969, private collection.

9 Everything in the family HFH, Diary, 1 January 1887, Northampton.

10 to see to things ibid., 23 January 1887.

11 Alack, HP is a ibid., 10 February 1887.

12 No sale is possible ibid., 20 April 1887.

13 Hurrah at last! No ibid., 10 May 1887.

14 My darling Nan I ibid., 15 August 1887.

15 never had so much ibid., 12 November 1887.

16 So ends 1887, and ibid., 31 December 1887.

17 Poor dear old W. ibid., 15 June 1887.

18 the succession led to The Times, 8 September 1898.

19 Chix having a fine AFH, Diary, 30 June 1891, family collection.

20 I wish us all AFH, Diary, 1 January 1892, family collection.

21 il faut à la inscribed by King Léopold in 1861 on a paperweight he presented to the anticolonial Belgian Finance Minister. Paperweight now in
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Chapter 10: Too Close to the Sun
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Footnotes

1: Out of Trim


fn1 A Finch Hatton township, named after the brothers, still processes cane in the lush hinterland south of the Clarke range.

2: Take Your Hat Off, Hatton


fn1 Tatham fell to his death off an Alp in 1909.


fn2 The Winchilseas were proud of the role played by a distinguished ancestor in the making of English cricket. In 1787 the ninth earl, a generous sporting patron, had been the chief backer of Thomas Lord when he opened a private cricket ground on Dorset Fields in London’s Marylebone (Lord moved the ground to its third and present site in 1814). Winchilsea had guaranteed Lord’s investment, and without his support neither Lord’s, arguably the most famous cricket ground in the world, nor the hallowed MCC would have come into existence.


fn3 British East Africa was not named Kenya until June 1920. To avoid confusion, however, from now on the territory will be referred to in these pages as ‘Kenya’.


fn4 Antinous was a Greek servant boy who became a favourite lover of the Emperor Hadrian. He was beautiful, intelligent, witty, a great hunter and athlete – just like Denys. But he drowned in the Nile before he was twenty. In his grief, Hadrian had him deified – a poor boy transfigured by love, and the last great god to emerge from the Roman Empire.


fn5 In 1933 the Williams family sold the rocky, romantic peninsula to a cousin, Clough Williams-Ellis. On it, he built Portmeirion.


fn6 They were still at it when the author was a Brasenose undergraduate, though the vintage Pol Roger was long glugged.


fn7 John Julius Norwich counts Iris as ‘the only true bohemian36 I’ve ever met’.


fn8 The Fourth ceased to exist in 1967.


fn9 Denys still went to draughty Dunston, but it had become a sad place. Guy had gone up to Trinity College, Cambridge, and at the end of the first summer term travelled up to Scotland as usual for a week of salmon fishing on Loch Shin with his father. One morning, with a fish on the line, the twenty-year-old Guy lost his balance and fell heavily into the shallows among the boulders. The ghillie panicked and rushed along the bank to fetch Guy’s father. When they got back, Guy was dead.


fn10 An aristocrat who descended to trade, Rolls had imported French cars into Britain before teaming up with the engineer F. H. Royce and forming a manufacturing company.

3: Into Africa


fn1 No relation to Beryl.


fn2 A ‘boy’ (toto in Swahili), was used to refer to any African servant or porter. He was not necessarily young.


fn3 During the Second World War Somali troops resented being considered Africans at all, and demanded to be treated differently from the Bantu regiments.


fn4 Julian Grenfell made the most of the cattle-trading episode. Denys, he declared, had bought a million cattle in Arabia for half-a-crown a head and driven them across the Red Sea (‘presumably miraculously’,31 Grenfell’s biographer commented) before selling them for £150 a head in Nairobi. This was very far from the truth.

4: Huns in the Jungle


fn1 Queen Victoria gave the flat-topped Kilimanjaro to the Kaiser as a birthday present, as he had no snowcapped mountains in all GEA, whereas she, in Kenya and Uganda, had some to spare. Cartographers only had to draw a kink in the frontier, and Kilimanjaro was German.


fn2 Both sides viewed the indigenous people as expendable parts of the country they were fighting over. As one historian has said, ‘Lettow-Vorbeck’s brilliant campaign19 was the climax of Africa’s exploitation: its use as a mere battlefield.’


fn3 Meinertzhagen took a few pot shots while he was gathering intelligence at Tanga. One of the figures at whom he aimed, and missed, turned out to be von Lettow himself. After the war the pair became friends, and von Lettow recalled the incident in his autobiography. ‘This was my first26 social contact with my friend Meinertzhagen,’ he wrote of the shooting. During the Second World War, Meinertzhagen sent the general food parcels.


fn4 Meinertzhagen35 was eloquent in his condemnation. ‘Jollie is a decrepit37 old woman’, he wrote of one officer, ‘without the courage of a hedgehog or the energy of a guinea pig, and in saying that I am libelling two charming little creatures.’


fn5 Twenty years later the battle for Lake Tanganyika inspired C. S. Forester to write a novel called The African Queen.

5: Babylon, Mespot – Iraq


fn1 In the terrible months of January–March 1916, when hundreds of men lost their lives in the abortive efforts to relieve Kut, the usual incomprehension manifested itself in communications between base wallahs in Basra and soldiers on the ground. One officer, when asked during an artillery bombardment to report on the attitude of the enemy, dodged a volley of bullets to signal, ‘Hostile’.13 When asked by return to elaborate, he wrote, ‘Very hostile’.


fn2 A typical bit of forces’ doggerel went:


Is this the land of dear old Adam,

And beautiful Mother Eve?

If so, dear reader, small blame to them

For sinning and having to leave!16




fn3 British involvement in the region was not over. Between the Armistice and 1922, the cost of Iraq to the taxpayer was in the region of £100 million. One wonders if the cycle of war and massive expenditure to protect the god of oil will ever end.


fn4 In the Maasai age-set system, moran were young males between adolescence and marriage. Moran are usually described in English as ‘warriors’.


fn5 By special provision of succession made when Field Marshal (Horatio) Herbert Kitchener was granted a peerage for his performance in the Sudan, his elder brother (Henry Elliott) Chevallier Kitchener succeeded to the earldom when the former drowned in 1916. When Chevallier first arrived in Nairobi a woman he met at a Government House reception asked him if he were any relation to ‘the’ Kitchener. ‘Young lady’,52 he replied, ‘in my family I am “the” Kitchener.’


fn6 The idea that white women were constitutionally weaker than men and therefore unable to withstand the tropics persisted for decades. Well into the Thirties white female teachers were obliged to spend one year out of every three ‘resting’.

6: My Wife’s Lover


fn1 The terai was a felt hat, usually double-brimmed and usually worn by women. Men generally favoured the sola topi, made from the Indian sola plant.


fn2 Neither British nor American forces would have Thomas because he was a foreign national, so he made his way to Canada to enlist. At the recruiting station he was asked if he was a homosexual, the evidence being that he was wearing a wristwatch. He said he was not. There were no further questions.


fn3 After unseemly squabbling, both Britain and Belgium received mandates from the League of Nations in respect of German East African territory. In 1919 Urundi and Rwanda were ceded to Belgium and the rest to Britain, much to the displeasure of the German and Austrian farmers now returning in large numbers to properties they had worked before the war. Kenya itself was the only country whose people fought on the side of the Allies to lose land after the war. Jubaland, its north-eastern province, was promised to Italy in 1915 in return for that country’s participation in the conflict. In the mid-Twenties the deal was ratified.


fn4 She lived until 1988, and never learnt to boil an egg. At her funeral guests were kept waiting for the arrival of the coffin, as Cockie had stipulated that she wished to be late for the event. The last line of her obituary in the Daily Telegraph read, ‘Her species has become55 extinct.’


fn5 Some commentators have since introduced doubts as to whether Tania actually was pregnant in 1922, or just had a late period and mistook the signs. The important thing is that she believed she had been carrying a child.

7: Daniel


fn1 The massive disparity between African and European land ownership was a major cause of the (largely Kikuyu) Mau Mau uprising of the fifties. Kenyatta, a mission boy, was born Kamau wa Ngengi.


fn2 These lightning-like pains are classic syphilitic symptoms, and Tania experienced recurrent bouts in the Twenties. She was suffering from tabes dorsalis, or syphilis of the spinal cord, and although her treatment had been partially effective, small numbers of spirochaetes were still present in her body. (Some of her odd and undiagnosed symptoms represented a form of allergy to spirochaetes.) Even if all spirochaetes were ever cleared, which is possible, by the mid-Twenties Tania’s nervous system was irreversibly damaged. There is characteristically a fifteen-year hiatus between early syphilis and the tertiary neurosyphilis she was to endure.


fn3 Swahili was the lingua franca of all East Africa, though few settlers progressed beyond the kitchen version. The Leader ran a column, ‘Swahili as She is19 Spoke’, mocking the franglais of the day. The language evolved by white would-be Swahili speakers was classified as ‘Kisettla’. Denys was quite good at it.


fn4 Cockie Birkbeck, a confidante of Beryl’s, told two separate writers that she helped arrange an abortion for Beryl in England in April 1924. Another woman, Genessie Hamilton, told a third writer that she paid for this abortion, which was performed by an osteopath. The baby had been conceived at about Christmas time. Several men were paternity candidates, but both Genessie and Cockie stated that Beryl thought the baby was Denys’s. There is no proof, which is why I have included this material only in a footnote. But neither informant had a motive for making up the story.


fn5 In his brilliant book Hearts of Darkness, about an earlier period of African history, Frank McLynn notes ‘a very clear inverse49 relationship [in Victorian explorers] between intellectual calibre and enthusiasm for the hunting of big game’. The only contemporary parallel I can think of is size of sports car, and I believe in that case McLynn’s argument stands up.


fn6 Ingrid said that she did not recognise her own portrait in Out of Africa. She appears as a bizarre mix of ancient Swedish peasant and laughing Valkyrie. Tania had turned her into an archetype, as she did with many of her characters, including Denys.

8: Stunting


fn1 The region known as the Serengeti plains in Kenya, east of Kilimanjaro, is not the same as the more famous Serengeti National Park created in 1951 in today’s Tanzania, which is west of the mountain. The Serengeti ecosystem in fact covers an area in excess of 30,000 square kilometres – more than double the size of the national park – and it includes chunks of Kenya, for example the Maasai Mara game reserve. In Denys’s era the term ‘Serengeti plains’ was applied to large stretches of land on both sides of the border, east and west of Kilimanjaro.


fn2 In 1930 Tich’s posting as ADC to the governor expired, so he went back to Mega. He missed company and hated the job. It was a life sentence, and he was dead within four years. He was, as Grigg said, a slayer of dragons.


fn3 Husbands in those days seemed to consider it an honour if a king or his heir slept with their wives. It was not considered adultery. It did not count.


fn4 Denys also hired Andy Anderson, Pat Ayre and the war hero and game warden Monty Moore VC. To look after the Duke of Gloucester he hired Alan Black, and to back him up Sydney Waller. Bunny Allen helped out.

9: Ariel


fn1 Hunting was banned in Tanzania for five years in the seventies. This led to an explosion of poaching and a dramatic drop in government revenue, so it was reintroduced, on a strictly controlled basis.


fn2 John Evans-Freke, as he was born, became the tenth baron and third baronet Carbery at the age of six in 1898. The barony, as opposed to the family name, was spelled with one r. In 1920 he renounced the title and changed his name by deed poll to John Evans Carberry, with two rs. He was a tall, handsome and satanic figure who hated England so much that he became an American citizen (though he was deported from the US for bootlegging) and a Nazi sympathiser. His first wife divorced him for cruelty; his second, Maia, was an aviatrix who died when she crashed her plane near Ngong in 1928. In 1930 he married June Mosley; she dealt with the problem by drinking. Carberry flew with a pipe in his mouth. It was he who, at the bar of the White Rhino, dared Beryl to fly the Atlantic.


fn3 When he died Denys left nothing like the sum of £8000. His estate was valued at £1487 (£52,327 in today’s terms).


fn4 Sisal was introduced to East Africa in 1893 by an entrepreneurial German who imported 2000 bulbils from Florida. Sixty-four survived the voyage. But it was enough. In due course the crop became Tanganyika’s major export, and sisal plantations continue to flourish on the Kilifi section of the Kenyan coast.


fn5 Campbell Black was a great love of Beryl’s, though their affair had not yet taken wing. In old age she kept his photograph on the wall over her chair, and she told several people that he was the love of her life. But he went off with an actress without telling her. Beryl read about it in the press.


fn6 Later that year Toodles, about to go on holiday to America, asked her friend Wallis Simpson to look after the prince in her absence.


fn7 The Labour administration returned in 1929 served for what turned out to be a brief hiatus, and when the Conservatives came back to power in 1931 Sassoon was re-appointed Under-Secretary of State for Air, a post he held for a further six years.


fn8 The desert locust was bad; another species was on the way, the migratory locust, which arrived in 1931, the worst year of all. When oil from insects crushed on the line prevented trains from gripping, the swarms even disrupted the railway.


fn9 It happened to me once, on the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. I was hiking, and when I took the USGS map out of my pocket and looked at it I saw that I had reached a line the cartographer had drawn with a ruler and labelled ‘Limit of compilation’.

10: Too Close to the Sun


fn1 I worked in the archive in the basement of that Nairobi library while I was researching this book. I often peered into murky corners (and there were many), wondering if a broken-down chair had once belonged at Ngong.


fn2 Beryl told at least one author that Denys was bisexual. But she was an unreliable source. She claimed a lot of things, many of them contradictory. She suggested that Denys might have had a black child, and that Tania was sleeping with Farah. She said that she had an affair with Blix, and also that she didn’t. Self-dramatising tendencies were a smokescreen for lack of confidence. The suggestion that Denys was bisexual or homosexual has been repeated down the years, always by people who knew little of him. There is no evidence for either, and both seem to me unlikely. The idea originated, I believe, in a pedestrian misunderstanding of the magnetic effect Denys had on other men and of his capacity for intimacy with a range of figures from Philip Sassoon to J.A. Hunter.


fn3 Beryl’s 1942 autobiography, West with the Night, was her love letter to Africa, just as Tania’s Out of Africa was hers. To many tastes, West with the Night is the better of the two. There is some evidence that the book was written by Beryl’s third husband. The narrative regularly departs from the truth, whoever wrote it: key events of Beryl’s childhood are reorganised, events are conflated and facts distorted. But it is a brilliant book. Hemingway recommended it to Max Perkins. ‘This girl,’ he wrote, ‘who is,20 to my knowledge, very unpleasant, and we might even say, a high-grade bitch, can write rings around all of us who consider ourselves writers.’ He was aware that the book was economic with the actualité. ‘She omits some very fascinating stuff’, he commented, ‘which I know about which would destroy much of the character of the heroine; but what is that anyhow in writing?’


fn4 Two normally reliable sources told Mary Lovell, Beryl’s biographer, that Beryl was pregnant by Denys at the time. One source was Genessie Hamilton, who spoke on condition that what she said would not be attributed in her lifetime (she has died since publication of Lovell’s book). Beryl terminated the pregnancy. I have not included this in the text, as it is impossible to substantiate, but I believe it to be true.


fn5 Later that afternoon, she miscarried in shock.
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