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Chapter
One – Our Friend Jafar (Early British contact with the Sultanate of
Wadai)


In July
1827, the small expatriate community in Alexandria played host to
an African prince. For the European consuls and merchants in
Alexandria, described in one account as “nothing more than a
Turkish town...wretched,”(1) the arrival of Jafar the son of the
Sultan of Wadai (an independent kingdom in what is now Chad), would
have been a welcome distraction from their daily struggle to help
the nationals under their protection and the visiting ships that
flew their countries’ flags.

Henry
Salt, the British Consul-General in Egypt, reported to London that
“Prince Jaffer, as he is called, is about 22 years of age, without
pretensions, with a very interesting countenance, polite in his
manners and from his superiority of mind likely, should he ever
return, to be of great use to his countrymen.”(2) Salt’s deputy,
the Consul John Barker, with whom the prince stayed while in
Alexandria, was even more effusive in his report to the Foreign
Office, describing the prince’s features as showing “a
sprightliness and vigour of intellect, which, accompanied by a
modest and dignified demeanour, gained him the goodwill of my
family, and an introduction into some very respectable houses in
Alexandria.”(3) After 17 days with Barker’s family and having been
warmly received by the Austrian and Sardinian Consul-Generals,
provided with a new set of clothes by Anthony Harris, a leading
British merchant, and furnished with the sum of 180 Spanish dollars
(£39), raised by subscription from seven members of the British
community, the prince departed for Cairo on his way back to Wadai
via Sudan. (4)

Or so it
would have seemed. For there are question-marks over the royal
visitor who was feted and painted in Alexandria and his favourable
reception there was perhaps as much due to European aspirations for
a Saharan trade route to the imagined wealth of Central Africa as
it was to the prince’s character and behaviour. But while Jafar’s
story may now seem too good to be true, it is understandable why
Salt, Barker and their foreign colleagues would have seen Jafar as
the answer to their problems.

Jafar had
first come to British attention over a year before his arrival in
Alexandria, when he was treated for wounds in the castle of Yusuf
Karamanli, Bashaw (Pasha) of Tripoli, by the Bashaw’s personal
physician, Dr John Dickson, a retired Royal Navy surgeon. Dickson
was, by all accounts, a straightforward and likeable man, in
contrast to the more complex and ruthless Yusuf Karamanli for whom
he had worked for more than ten years. Dickson was a close friend
of Hanmer Warrington, the British Consul in Tripoli, and may well
have discussed with him Jafar’s virtual imprisonment by the Bashaw.
Warrington (formerly Colonel Warrington) had also been over a
decade in Tripoli. The year before he met Jafar, he had sent a very
polite letter to his London employers (in Tripoli’s case the
officials of the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies),
drawing their attention to the fact that he had been 13 years
“constantly at his post” in Tripoli and applying for a few months
leave.(5) However, Warrington’s politeness with London masked a
much more robust manner in Tripoli, one which at times could be
very successful at securing Britain’s interests with the Bashaw but
which could also lead Warrington into interminable disputes with
his fellow Consuls, triggering formal complaints from their
governments to the British Foreign Office.

With his natural forthrightness and with his son Frederick
acting as his Arabic interpreter, Warrington had pressed hard to
promote Britain’s interests from Tripoli. In particular, he saw it
as his duty to assist British attempts to explore the interior of
Africa, with the aim of trade as much as science. The African
Society, founded in London in 1788, had sponsored Mungo Park to
follow the course of the Niger, and Frederick Horneman to accompany
a desert caravan from Cairo to Murzuk in southern Libya. For his
part, Warrington had supported the unsuccessful attempt by Captain
George Lyon and the surgeon Joseph Ritchie to reach Timbuktu
overland from Tripoli, a mission which ended with Ritchie’s death
in Murzuk and Lyon turning back 100 miles south of Murzuk. In 1823,
Warrington had assisted Dr Walter Oudney, Lt Dixon Denham and Hugh
Clapperton on their mission from Tripoli through Murzuk to the
Sultanate of Bornu, south of the Tibesti Mountains. Two years
later, Warrington had facilitated a second British attempt to
travel south from Tripoli to Timbuktu. This mission, however,
became personal as well as professional when the Scots explorer in
question, Major Gordon Laing, fell in love with Warrington’s
daughter Emma in the months he was detained in Tripoli awaiting the
Bashaw’s permission to set out. Warrington, as Consul, agreed to
marry the couple before Laing left Tripoli but only after Emma had
attempted suicide to force her father’s hand and only on condition
that the couple should not consummate the marriage until it was
performed again by a Church of England clergyman after Laing’s
return, a condition made more bizarre by the fact that Warrington
reported it in a despatch to London.(6) Laing reached Timbuktoo, having been attacked and seriously
wounded by Tuareg en route, and spent five weeks there before being
murdered by Tuareg on his return journey. Colonial Office and
Foreign Office files in subsequent years are full of Warrington’s
despatches reporting his attempts to establish Laing’s fate and
that of his important ‘papers’, the notes Laing would have written
on his journey, papers which were never found and which Warrington
(without evidence) steadfastly argued had found their way into
French hands via the Bashaw’s pro-French Foreign
Minister.


Warrington’s introduction to Jafar of Wadai in 1826 came at a
time when he was struggling with the professional and personal
aftermath of Major Laing’s death and looking for new ways to
promote the British government’s and the African Society’s aims in
Central Africa. Friendship with the Sultanate of Wadai might offer
a new route for British attempts to explore and trade with the
African interior.


Warrington, presumably with the help of his interpreter
Frederick, took pains to help Jafar and to listen to his story. In
a despatch to the Earl Bathurst, Secretary of State for War and the
Colonies, in October 1826, he submitted “a short narrative” for his
Lordship’s “perusal and consideration”. (7) Warrington described
how “Jaffer, the eldest son of the late king of Wadey” , “a fine
young man of 18 years old”, was now under British protection.
According to Warrington, Jafar had been in Tripoli for eleven
years. His father, the Sultan of Wadai, had sent the seven year-old
Jafar with a desert caravan from the capital Wara en route for
Mecca where Jafar was to be educated. The well-provisioned caravan
carrying “merchandise adequate to the payment of every expense” and
including “ivory, ostrich feathers and small gold bars” lost its
way in the desert when the caravan’s guide died. After wandering in
the desert for five months and having been forced to eat most of
their camels and abandon much of their treasure, the caravan
reached “Kuaffra near Ougela”. Shortly afterwards they were
attacked by members of the “Sad Suliman” tribe who initially took
them prisoner but released them and led them to Benghazi on the
Libyan coast when they found that a royal prince was among the
party. One of Jafar’s servants with the caravan was sent back to
Wadai to inform the Sultan. The latter immediately despatched a
courier with money for Jafar and his party. But when the Sultan
died shortly afterwards and when the mother of Jafar’s four
year-old younger brother took power on her son’s behalf as Regent
of Wadai, troops were sent to intercept and kill the courier. The
Bashaw of Tripoli issued orders for Jafar to be brought from
Benghazi and, when he learnt that Jafar’s father was dead, detained
Jafar and “made slaves of his people”. When older, Jafar was taken
into the Bashaw’s castle as a bodyguard but was harshly treated,
receiving on one occasion 450 “bastinados”. Jafar had subsequently
learnt that his mother and brother in Wadai had been sending the
Bashaw payments which, Jafar suspected, were attempts to induce the
Bashaw to have him killed.

In
describing his own contact with Jafar, Warrington wrote that he had
interested himself much on Jafar’s behalf. While the Bashaw was
currently offering to send Jafar back to Wadai by Fezzan, Bornu or
Benghazi, Jafar remained suspicious of the Bashaw, believing that
the latter would have him killed on the way. Jafar was determined
to sail under the protection of the British flag to Egypt and from
there travel to Mecca where he might meet “maraboots” (mullahs)
from his own country and return to Wadai with them. To secure
Jafar’s safety in Tripoli, Warrington had taken him onto the
British Consulate staff as a dragoman and supplied him, at
Warrington’s own expense, with a horse, clothes and pistols.
Jafar’s assertion, wrote Warrington, was that he would be
well-received as “lawful king” on return to Wadai and that “any act
of kindness of the British flag would command the future gratitude
of himself and his kingdom.” Warrington concluded, “He is a very
fine intelligent young man, and probably may be of some service, in
assisting the views of your Lordship as to the interior of
Africa.”

Some
flavour of Jafar’s role as Warrington’s dragoman can be seen from a
guide for newly-arrived British Consuls written by one of
Warrington’s predecessors in Tripoli in 1767.(8) Beginning with a
description of the Tripoli government as “altogether despotic”, the
guide offered useful advice on doing business with the Bashaw and
his Ministers, dealing with fellow Consuls and carrying out the
routine business of assisting visiting British ships and nationals.
In a section on the responsibilities of the Consulate dragoman, the
guide states that the dragoman must “let no Turk, Moor or Jew into
the house, unless he knows them and their business.” The dragoman
should attend the Consul when outside the Consulate as well as
carry messages back and forth between the Consulate and the
Bashaw’s castle and collect ship’s passenger-lists and letters from
visiting merchant ships. In addition to his salary, the dragoman
should receive “perhaps a gown and jacket or a pair of
drawers...once a year.” For Jafar, however, the main advantage of
his position as dragoman to Consul Warrington would have been the
immunity it provided from arrest by the Bashaw.

Less than
a year after his appointment as dragoman, Jafar finally got his
chance to leave Tripoli. In a despatch to London on 10 July 1827,
Warrington reported that he had assisted the departure of the
“young King of Wadey” to Egypt “without having the smallest ill
will or unfavourable impression on the mind of the Bashaw.”(9)
Warrington would claim from “the disbursement account” the 40
Spanish dollars paid to the ship’s captain for Jafar’s passage and
provisions but would not charge London for the clothes and support
he had given Jafar over the preceding year. “If,” Warrington
concluded, “he arrives safe at Wadey and gains the sovereignty, we
shall have an able and sincere friend in that quarter.”

In
sailing for Egypt, Jafar carried with him a letter of introduction
written by Warrington to his colleague John Barker, the Consul in
Alexandria.(10) Making clear that he, Warrington, was acting “by
directions of His Majesty’s Secretary of State for the Colonies”,
Warrington informed Barker that, “the bearer, the young King of
Wadey, is shipped off from this to Alexandria on his way to Mecca,
where he hopes to find some of the maraboots of his own country,
with whom he intends to return.” Warrington described how Jafar,
whom he had “invariably found a steady, honest and good man”, had
“placed himself under the protection of the British flag” in
Tripoli. Warrington stressed that, by helping Jafar, “we shall
certainly contribute greatly on the score of humanity.” In
addition, should Jafar be successful in returning to Wadai and
“assume the sovereignty of it”, then “political events may arise
highly advantageous to the future research of the interior.”
Warrington clarified that, while he had paid for Jafar’s passage to
Alexandria, he was not authorised to say that Jafar’s further
expenses should be paid by the British government.

John
Barker was clearly delighted to receive such an interesting guest.
Born in Smyrna (Izmir) in Turkey in 1771, Barker had spent a
colourful and eventful 25 years as Consul of the Levant Company in
Aleppo in Syria, before becoming Consul in Alexandria the year
before Jafar’s arrival. His move to Alexandria followed the
transfer of the Levant Company Consuls to Foreign Office control
and the different, drier, Foreign Office style can be seen in
correspondence from London criticising Barker for failing to number
his despatches correctly.

On 10
July 1827, Barker wrote an excited letter to his superior, the
Consul-General Henry Salt, reporting the arrival of “a young
African Prince called King of Wadey.”(11) The prince’s aim, said
Barker, was not to travel to Mecca but “to return as fast as
possible through Cairo and Darfour to his native land.” “In
execution of the order of His Majesty’s government”, Barker had
welcomed the prince into his family, paid his living expenses and
would provide the
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