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  Introduction


  
    
      A journalist who writes truthfully what he sees and knows on a given day is writing for posterity. The scepticism and criticisms that I met in some quarters during the
      Spanish conflict made me feel at times that I was working more for the historical record than for the daily reader.


      Herbert Matthews of the New York Times,


      A World in Revolution (1971).

    

  


  Reporting is an art form which has sometimes been mistaken for a science. People who read the news in the paper or on a website, who listen to a radio bulletin or who watch
  television news, usually imagine they are getting something approaching the truth. Instead, they are merely getting a version of what has happened. Anybody who has witnessed an event, and then come
  across a news report of it afterwards, knows how inaccurate the reporting can be. There are mistakes of fact, of understanding, of interpretation. Journalists are like portrait painters: their work
  will be accurate and fair, or inaccurate and distorted, according to their individual capability.


  So a book about the way journalists reported the events of the twentieth century is likely to be a detailed study of human inadequacies. Sometimes these are great, sometimes surprisingly small.
  Occasionally, very occasionally, someone will be found to have been exactly right about something he or she has reported. Those are times to celebrate; but for the most part this book will not be a
  celebration. All the same, it certainly does not set out to be a wholesale condemnation either. Perhaps because I am one myself, I have not started with the assumption that all journalists of the
  twentieth century must automatically be establishment hacks, bigoted, lazy, and blinded by their class and ethnic limitations. There are, indeed, plenty of those in
  the pages that follow, but, to use Oscar Wildes phrase, there are also marvellous exceptions.


  And so, reading through the narrow columns of print from past decades, peering at awkward photocopies, I found that most reporters were much like the journalists I have known in my own time;
  just limited human beings trying to find their way through a dense forest of uncertainty, with the light fading and a deadline approaching fast. I found it hard to be too judgemental, having been
  stuck in the same forest so many times myself.


  These journalists are not emotionless recording machines, or supermen, or psychics. They are simply doing their best to puzzle out what on earth is going on, then trying to fit their
  interpretation of it all into an unrealistically small number of words, before spending a disproportionate amount of time working out the technicalities of getting their material transmitted back
  home. As everyone who has ever done the job can testify, reporting, especially from abroad, isnt so much a first draft of history as a form of escapology.


  All the same, there are plenty of villains in this book: journalists who through laziness or conceit or ideological tunnel vision chose not to find out what was really going on. There is Bennet
  Burleigh of the Daily Telegraph who, without actually bothering to go and check out the facts, assured the nation that there was no truth in the stories that Boer women and children were
  dying like flies in the British concentration camps in South Africa. There is the charming yet unlovable Beach Thomas of the Daily Mail, who knowingly lied about the terrible disaster of the
  first few days of the Battle of the Somme. There are correspondents who preferred not to notice the activities of Hitlers or Stalins thugs, who saw cruelty and violence close up but
  said nothing because it might put people off the cause they themselves believed in. There are tabloid journalists of our own day who make up stories because they are pretty sure no one will sue,
  and who sometimes wreck peoples lives in the process.


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


  Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett managed almost single-handedly (he was helped by, of all people, the father of Rupert Murdoch) to put a stop to the disaster of the Dardanelles campaign. The man from the
  Daily Mail, of all papers, revealed to people in Britain the brutality of the Black and Tans in Ireland. The man from the Daily Express, of all other
  papers, reported with great courage about the cruelties being visited on the Jews in Hitlers Germany. In 1979 the Daily Mirror, at the urging of John Pilger, devoted an entire edition
  to reporting on the horrors of Cambodia, and  such is the desire that people sometimes demonstrate to understand what is really going on  every single copy of it was sold.


  So alongside the acts of moral and intellectual cowardice, the laziness of thought and action, there are also clear signs from time to time of a stubborn determination to tell people honestly
  and openly what is really going on. It shines out of the browning pages of the newspaper files and the transcripts of broadcasts right down to our own times. I wish there were more instances than
  there actually were; though I have had to leave out some of them. Sadly, too, I have not been able to refer to the work of some of the journalists I personally most admire. Being mentioned here is
  not at all like being mentioned in despatches.


  There are plenty of depressing elements in twentieth-century British journalism: the baleful influence of many of the big press barons, from Northcliffe and Rothermere to Rupert Murdoch; the
  implosion of once vibrant titles like the Express; the rise of celebrity news, and the day of the blogger. Yet by and large neither the trade of journalism nor the position it occupies in
  the national life seems to have changed a great deal in the course of a century. Prime ministers in the 1920s and 1930s tried to keep on the right side of Lord Rothermere; now they go on their
  knees to News International.


  And there are those ludicrous incidents which always seem to hover round journalists, like flies in a souk: how Hitler raised a cricket team to play an English eleven, for instance, but decided
  that the game was too soft; or how a star Fleet Street journalist arrived to cover the Spanish Civil War with his brand-new wife and a Siamese cat, and left after twenty-four hours to report a
  massacre which hadnt actually happened. Evelyn Waughs Scoop remains as accurate an account of journalism now as it was when it was first published.


  To write an account of the journalism of a century in a single volume is a big undertaking, and I have sadly found it necessary to focus on a number of specific subjects, ignoring many important
  and fascinating events altogether. It has been a humbling experience. Compared with many of the people whose work I have examined, my career has mostly been spent in the shallows, covering small
  wars, forgettable politics, and toytown presidents and prime ministers. The heroes of this book, and there are quite a few of them, were giants who saw far more and far worse things than the
  correspondents of my time have had to endure. By comparison with them, my generation and I have had it easy. For that, and for much else, I honour them.


  This is a journalists book, which has largely been written on the road. I have got up at impossible hours of the morning in Tehran, Mexico City, Johannesburg, Urumchi and Kabul in order
  to peer at the photocopies my peerless researcher, Kathryn Beresford, has sent me by post or email, and tried to make sense of British politics, Irish troubles or Nazi thuggery  or why on
  earth Tony Blair should have helped to invade Iraq. I bashed away on my laptop late at night during a power cut in the Chimanimani mountains of Zimbabwe, when my colleagues and I had slipped
  illegally across the border to report on the problems of the present. Great drops of sweat landed on my keyboard in an army hut in Basra with the temperature at 115 degrees. None of it has made the
  writing of this book any easier, and it cant possibly have made it any better; but it has certainly made it more atmospheric. Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, Alan Moorehead and (most especially)
  Martha Gellhorn would, I hope, have approved.


  


  My long-suffering producer Oggy Boytchev had to work around my inattention and my late appearances in various part of the world. Kathryn Beresford worked marvels to send me the
  newspaper extracts I needed, and struggled through the various chapters to check that I had got my facts right. If I havent, the fault is mine alone, though I should add one caveat. Until
  the 1930s newspaper headlines generally ended with a full stop, but some papers persisted in the habit until much later. Apparent inconsistencies are thus, in fact, faithful reproductions of what
  actually appeared. Ann Baker was extremely helpful in digging out extra material when Kathryn was overloaded with the research. My dear colleague Dr Joanne Cayford was full of helpful ideas and
  advice, and so was Jeff Walden, the archives researcher at the BBCs written archives centre at Caversham. Professor Jean Seaton, with whom I had a memorable lunch in the garden of the
  Chelsea Arts Club, gave me some excellent leads, all of which have their results in this book. Two good friends, Dr Mark Billinge of Magdalene College, Cambridge, and David Reddaway, the British
  ambassador to Turkey, came up with a number of valuable ideas (and cups of tea) in the idyllic setting of a Sicilian villa overlooking Mount Etna.


  My long-term friend, the author and journalist Andrew Taylor, was kind enough to read through the manuscript, suggesting cuts and changes and pointing out some of the especially boring parts.
  Vin Ray, the head of the BBCs Journalism College, gave me the benefit of his thoughts, some of which I have passed off as my own here. My colleague Malcolm Balen, with great dedication, read
  through the manuscript to check that I had not diverged from the BBCs rules of balance and fairness, and made a number of suggestions, each of which was an improvement on the original; I
  incorporated them all. My agent, Julian Alexander, was full of help and ideas, and looked after me with the greatest of care; as ever, ours is an enjoyable partnership and I owe him a great deal.
  Georgina Morley was, as ever, a powerhouse of support, and proved very forgiving as (in best journalistic tradition) I missed successive deadlines.


  My wife Dee (once a reporter herself) had to endure two years of my ramblings about reporters and reporting, and I think I can honestly say I took every piece of advice she gave me. As for my
  four-year-old son Rafe, he was sheer delight: chattering away while I was trying to write, accompanying me to the London Library (where the staff treated him, and me, with remarkable tolerance and
  care), and everlastingly trying to lure me away from my laptop to come and watch DVDs of Charlie Chaplin or Spongebob Squarepants with him. Whenever I caved in, I confess I preferred it
  greatly.


  
    London, November 2009

  




  
    
  


  1


  THE VOYAGE OF THE DUNOTTAR CASTLE


  As the RMS Dunottar Castle sailed out of Southampton on the afternoon of Saturday 14 October 1899 and headed for the Atlantic, there was one overriding fear on board:
  that the war would end before the ship could reach Cape Town. Sir Redvers Buller, the general in command of the British forces, sixty years old, bluff, reserved and energetic, was travelling with
  his staff, 1,500 soldiers, and half a dozen war correspondents, each accredited by the War Office to cover the fighting in South Africa. All were anxious to get the two-week voyage over quickly, so
  they could play their part in the fighting and get whatever share of the credit might be available. The correspondents, like journalists in general, were a mixed bunch. One, H.S. Pearce of the
  Daily News, had only just managed to catch the ship in time. The previous afternoon, according to an admiring article in Harpers Magazine of New York, English
  War-Correspondents in South Africa, published in the July 1900 edition, he had strolled late . . . into his office. Things are looking more serious in South Africa. You had better get
  out as soon as possible. Ill just have time to catch the train for the South-African mail, he replied. He caught his train, and within three weeks was in the
  battlefields of Natal.


  Most of the other journalists on the Dunottar Castle had covered the small colonial wars which Britain had fought over the previous decades. They knew how fast the British army could
  move, and how effective it usually was against an inferior colonial enemy. The general opinion among the war correspondents, and among General Bullers staff, was that the Boers would be
  little better than the various native armies Britain had fought and defeated. The experience of the First Boer War, in 18801, did not seem at all conclusive. The Boers had defeated the
  British at Majuba, but it had happened more because of the failings of the British commander than because of the Boers military skills. Before the defeat could be avenged, the incoming prime
  minister in London, W.E. Gladstone, who was deeply opposed to colonial adventures, halted the British column under Roberts as it marched against the Boers, and agreed
  a peace deal instead.


  The most famous journalist on board was the youngest and least experienced of them all: the glamorous, showy, yet oddly unselfconfident Winston Churchill, at twenty-four the accredited
  correspondent of the Morning Post. He was well-connected socially, and was closer to many of Bullers staff in terms of class and age than were the other correspondents, and the
  officers found him easy to talk to. Churchills fame had grown with his unsuccessful campaign to win a parliamentary seat at Oldham, three months earlier. In the days immediately before the
  Dunottar Castle sailed, it had increased as a result of the release of pre-publication copies of his highly opinionated but impressive second book, The River War, about the Sudan
  campaign in which he had taken part. Its scheduled publication date was 6 November, a week after the Dunottar Castle was due to arrive at Cape Town. He called it, grandly but with his usual
  touch of self-mockery, my magnum opus (up to date).


  In spite of his notorious pushiness, Churchill was a pleasant travelling companion. Before leaving, he had proclaimed loudly that the Morning Post was paying him 250 a month, for a
  guaranteed minimum of four months. This was astonishingly high for a man so young: the largest amount, probably, that any newspaper had ever paid a war correspondent. Yet once aboard the
  Dunottar Castle, Churchill managed to get on good terms with the other journalists. They were older, mostly middle class, and instinctively suspicious of aristocrats, of flashiness, and of
  other journalists who put on airs.


  The correspondent of the Manchester Guardian, John Atkins, got on well with Churchill and later gave the impression in his autobiography Incidents and Reflections that Churchill
  shared his stock of brandy, Bordeaux, Scotch and Roses lime cordial with him and the other correspondents on board. (He may even have occasionally shared the information he extracted from
  his sources on Bullers staff.) Atkins described Churchill on the Dunottar Castle as . . . slim, slightly reddish-haired, pale, lively, frequently plunging along the deck . .
  .


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


  
    
      17 October [1899] Madeira


      en route


      South Africa


      My dearest Mamma,


      We have had a nasty rough passage & I have been grievously sick. The roll of the vessel still very pronounced prevents my writing much, and besides there is nothing to
      say. Sir R. Buller is vy amiable and I do not doubt that he is well disposed towards me. There are a good many people on board  military or journalistic  whom I know and are all
      vy civil  but I cannot say that I am greatly interested in any of them . . .


      Ever your loving son,


      Winston

    

  


  Privately, Churchill was less concerned than the other correspondents about the need for haste. He was sure that Buller would not be in any great hurry when he reached South
  Africa. On Wednesday 25 October, eleven days into the voyage, he wrote to his mother to tell her of a briefing he had received from one of Bullers staff officers.


  
    
      The main campaign  as I learn on the best possible authority  for who can foresee such things  will begin about the 25th December and we should be at
      Pretoria via Fourteen Streams and Bloemfontein by the end of February.

    

  


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


  A war artist for the Illustrated London News was travelling on board, and during the voyage he sketched Buller and his ADC, both dressed in civilian clothes, in deep discussion on the
  promenade deck. Churchill, wearing a cap, is standing behind them, listening to another staff officer. Perhaps this was the moment when he heard about Bullers plans.


  Another Illustrated London News artist on board was a difficult, self-promoting character called Melton Prior. At fifty-four, he was one of the longest-serving, most battle-hardened
  journalists out of the lot. Short, bald, with a shrill laugh and a high-pitched voice, Prior was known at the Savage Club in London, where he held court, as
  the screeching billiard-ball. He had first met General Buller during the Ashanti campaign twenty-six years before. After that Prior followed and sketched almost all of the colonial
  wars the British army had fought, together with the Russo-Turkish War, the Graeco-Turkish War, and revolutions in Latin America.


  Between 1873 and 1904 he only spent an entire year, 1883, in Britain. As happens with so many foreign correspondents, his private life was badly affected by the unstructured nature of his work,
  and his marriage eventually broke under the strain. Prior always had two sets of suitcases and equipment ready packed at home; he called them his hot and cold outfits. If his editor
  asked him at short notice to go to Novaya Zemlya or Timbuctoo, he once said, he would simply wire his servants to deliver the appropriate set of cases to Charing Cross railway station in time for
  the next available train to the Continent, and he would head off. It would save an entire days packing.


  Like the young Churchill, Prior was a convivial travel companion, and the Illustrated London News equipped and paid him lavishly. He was one of the few journalists covering the war in
  South Africa who were paid anything like as much as Winston Churchill. His editor at the ILN once called Prior the Illustrated Luxury, and he had brought with him, as ever,
  large amounts of whisky and even larger quantities of tins of Moyers Irish stew. According to his carefully phrased obituary in The Times, in 1910, he was a Rabelaisian
  humorist [with] a certain roughness of metaphor in his own speech.


  Translated, this seems to mean that Priors language was coarse and loud. Yet by the time he boarded the Dunottar Castle for South Africa, in October 1899, Prior represented a phase
  of British journalism which was fast coming to an end. The press camera, together with better methods of reproducing photographs on the page, were heralds of a new era, which was to last throughout
  the entire twentieth century. War artists were beginning to seem faintly anachronistic: the Daily Mail, one of the most advanced newspapers in the world, no longer had a full-time war artist
  on its staff. Yet for the time being they had an important function to perform, since it was still very difficult to take usable photographs in the height of action. As a result Melton
  Priors sketches provided the ILNs readers with a much better sense of a battle or a grand occasion than any photograph could. His coolness under fire was legendary  not
  least because he told everyone about it  and he had developed an impressive speed in first sketching and then refining a drawing for engraving, transmission to
  London, and printing on the ILNs cover.


  The sketchpad was well suited to the small-scale colonial wars which men like Prior were used to covering. The situations were easy to grasp, and usually limited in scope; in most cases, a
  single battle fought in one location, which brought the entire campaign to a successful close. The large-scale war which was just starting across the full expanse of southern Africa would prove to
  be far harder to cover in the fashion that newspapers had adopted during the previous half-century: a single report of several thousand words by a correspondent and one or two page-sized drawings
  by a war artist. The Boer War would demand new approaches to reporting.


  War reporting was changing in other ways. When, in 1904, Prior went to Japan to cover the war with Russia, the military authorities in Tokyo would not allow him anywhere near the front line. He
  left Japan in disgust: a war artist who was not allowed to see the war for himself had, he felt, no part to play in its coverage. Prior increasingly seemed like a figure from the past. There had
  been no moral or intellectual question about most of the wars he had covered. There was only one side that mattered, and that was the British side. He was more than willing to take up a gun and use
  it against the enemy, since he saw himself as being as much a part of the war effort as the soldiers themselves. Guns were a necessary part of the war correspondents equipment: during the
  Zulu War, for example, they had to ride long distances alone through hostile territory, in order to reach some isolated centre of civilization from which they could transmit their report. The
  journalist, under these circumstances, was in no sense an objective onlooker, but also a participant.


  The man who invented the profession of war correspondent, William Howard Russell, had shown an impressive independence of judgement during his reporting of the Crimean War. Russell liked to
  spend his time with the junior officers and the ordinary soldiers, rather than with the generals and their staff; and he often showed as much sympathy for the sufferings and privations of the
  Russian soldiers as he did for those of the British. But the onward march of imperialism during the nineteenth century hardened the attitudes of newspaper correspondents. By the mid-1860s, new men
  were taking over from Russell and were setting a different tone: more opinionated, and increasingly more nationalistic. Russells great rival, Archibald Forbes, for instance, the hero of
  dozens of dashes on horseback, skirmishes with the enemy, exciting escapes, and subterfuges, legitimate or otherwise, introduced a more personal style, in which the
  adventures of the reporter off the battlefield as well as on it began to play a much greater part. Many people grumbled that Forbes was too often the hero of his own reporting, and he was sometimes
  accused by his colleagues of stealing their stories. He usually scooped them (the noun scoop was already in use by the 1870s, as was its synonym, beat) by his sheer
  energy and his clever use of the available technology.


  Forbess patriotism was noisier than Russells. He was usually accurate, even if he had borrowed some of the facts from his colleagues; but he had none of Russells instinctive
  sense of balance and objectivity. Everything he wrote was intended to further the national cause; he saw his reporting as essentially a patriotic duty. If the British forces behaved discreditably,
  or failed in their task because of the incompetence of their superiors, this would not appear in his reporting; not, at least, in the way they had in Russells despatches from the Crimea a
  generation before. Then, the British public had become angry at the incompetence in the command structure, and the armys entire approach to warfare had been reassessed. The success of
  Forbess style of reporting changed things. The tone of war reporting in the last quarter of the nineteenth century became unquestioning, even fawning.


  Archibald Forbes was sixty-one in 1899, seven years older than his friend Melton Prior, but he did not head off to South Africa with him to cover the Boer War. He was critically ill back in
  London, and died five months later. Forbess death closed the door on an entire era.


  Probably the only non-imperialist on board the Dunottar Castle was the Manchester Guardian correspondent, J.B. Atkins  the man who drew a favourable pen-portrait of
  Churchill walking along the deck. He had been hand-picked both for his views and his journalistic skill by his redoubtable editor, Charles Prestwich Scott, who had made the Manchester
  Guardian a strong, though balanced, opponent of the war in South Africa. Scott had impressed upon Atkins that the Guardian was the voice of calmness, accuracy and truth, at a time when
  the British press in general had been hijacked by lies and pro-war hysteria. For Atkins, as for Scott, the Boer War was symptomatic of everything he most disliked: in particular the growing
  influence of unscrupulous plutocrats, expressed through the excitable and unreliable journalism of newspapers like the Daily Mail, which had been founded only
  four years earlier. Such papers, Scott believed, stirred up the masses to irrational, jingoistic hatreds by demonizing Britains enemies instead of promoting a calmer, clearer understanding
  of them.


  Nevertheless, once the war had begun, Scott treated it as something which, while regrettable, had to be got through as quickly and humanely as possible. He was clear that Britain must win the
  war, but the editorials in the Manchester Guardian, which he either wrote himself or approved personally every evening, insisted that clear and specific political aims were required.
  Inevitably, he and his newspaper came in for a great deal criticism as a result. The Unionist government (a coalition between the Conservatives and Liberal Unionists, elected in 1895), which had
  manoeuvred Britain and the Boer Republics into war in order to extend British power to the whole of South Africa, regarded Scott and the Guardian as particular enemies, especially after
  Scott became MP for Leigh in 1895. In the Khaki election of 1900, a year after the war began, an anonymous pamphlet was circulated, apparently by the local Conservative Party office,
  accusing him of being pro-Boer and antiBritish, and of encouraging President Kruger of the Transvaal to resist British demands before the war began. Scott did not sympathize with the Uitlanders who
  were demanding greater democracy in the Transvaal, the pamphlet said, because, of course, they were only Englishmen, and not Mr Scotts friends the Boers.


  In addition, Scott received a large amount of hate mail from the ordinary public. Someone who claimed to have been a Guardian reader for twenty-five years told him to go to
  Hell. Someone else said the Guardians leader showed a continued disloyal line. More aggressively, someone who signed himself A Yorkshire Lad wrote:
  I dare not shoot you, or blow up your premises, as you deserve, so I will punish you in the only way I can . . .  presumably by refusing to buy the newspaper any more. None of
  this had any effect on Scott.


  On board the Dunottar Castle, his chosen correspondent, J.B. Atkins, knew that his editor would be watching his despatches with particular interest. Yet once the war began, Scott allowed
  Atkins to show a broad support for the war effort. In South Africa, Atkinss reporting would never be shrill, and he stuck faithfully to the facts even when they did not necessarily suit the
  C.P. Scott approach. He was a man of quiet, pleasant humour and a disciple of William Howard Russell, whose biography he later wrote. His account of the siege of
  Ladysmith, published the following year, was the best and most balanced of a slew of books by eyewitnesses there.


  A few correspondents were still willing to blur the distinction between being an onlooker and being a participant, but there was a growing disapproval of journalists who were willing to fight
  alongside the troops. Several of Winston Churchills fellow-reporters criticized him for carrying a gun, and for badgering Buller into allowing him to take an officers rank in a South
  African regiment, while he was an accredited reporter for the Morning Post.


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


  

  The Boer War was the first twentieth-century war, and not merely in chronological terms. It lasted for more than two years instead of the expected weeks, and required
  mobilization of troops from around the world. It employed new weaponry and new strategies looking forward to the First World War rather than back to the small colonial wars of the later nineteenth
  century. It developed into a fierce guerrilla war which led to new and deeply controversial counter-insurgency tactics. Civilians were no longer innocent onlookers; they played a part in the
  fighting, were duly targeted by the soldiers, and died in concentration camps in appallingly large numbers. The war became a major focus for anger in the rest of the world, and there were popular
  demonstrations from Paris, Berlin and St Petersburg to New York and Sydney, of a kind that would become familiar much later in the century.


  The British themselves were bitterly divided by the war, even though its outright opponents were few in number. As it progressed, it proved to the outside world, and to the British themselves,
  that their superpower status was on the wane. It was the first war to be fought out in full view of the mass media. And it was to be an early test bed for a new kind of reporting.


  As the nineteenth century drew towards its close, the British press felt itself to be at its peak. The great editors of the period, men like J.L. Garvin and C.P.
  Scott, insisted that the press had established its complete independence, and now constituted the fourth estate of the realm. Yet in practice most newspapers noisily echoed the
  patriotic, imperialist and unionist values of the Conservative government. For the first time in British history, the opinion of the masses was becoming a dominant factor. The press delivered the
  support of public opinion, right across the class spectrum, for the Boer War.


  The new journalism was first introduced in the 1880s by a group of pioneering and crusading editors, of whom the most enduring was W.T. Stead of the Pall Mall Gazette. It
  reached its full flowering with the Harmsworth newspapers in the 1890s, and created a new mass market among the increasingly better-educated, more prosperous lower-middle and working classes. The
  established press still devoted immense, carefully crafted articles, sometimes 15,000 or 20,000 words long, to serious subjects, but these needed long hours of concentrated reading by people with
  plenty of leisure. Such newspapers had little attraction for the new readers, who were attracted to the new journalism: short, emotive articles with catchy headlines, illustrated with line drawings
  or, increasingly, with photographs. Bright, sharp, opinionated, full of what newspapermen called colour, they proclaimed that they were produced for the busy man. They
  made the news more comprehensible and more palatable.


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


  Among the innovations he introduced in the Daily Mail was the banner headline which ran right across the front page, instead of merely across a single column. Human interest stories,
  usually avoided by the more traditional newspapers, abounded. Their snappy headlines were designed to intrigue: Was it Suicide or Apoplexy?, Another Battersea Scandal,
  Bones in Bishopsgate, Hypnotism and Lunacy, and Killed by a Grindstone. There were features for women about cooking, entertaining, clothes, the care of
  children, the management of domestic finances, but the Mail was aimed primarily at lower-middle-class men, clerks and office workers in London and the other big cities. Lord Salisbury, the
  Conservative prime minister, looked down his nose at it and said it was run by office boys for office boys. The established editors disapproved too, but the sales showed that there was a big and
  growing demand for this kind of journalism.


  Sometimes Harmsworths pursuit of the sensational led his correspondents and editors to get too far ahead of the truth. In July 1900, for instance, when
  the Boer War seemed for a time to be over and there was a need for some other exciting source of news, the Daily Mail reported an entirely fictional massacre of white men, women and children
  in Peking. This kind of thing gave his newspapers a reputation as scandal-sheets among more serious newspapermen. But the Mails readership was unaffected. At its height during the
  Boer War it sold 989,255 copies, and never dropped below 713,000. Harmsworth at first allowed his newspapers a degree of political independence. But as the crisis in South Africa unfolded, the
  Mail became stridently imperialistic. So, to a greater or lesser degree, did almost all the main London newspapers.


  

  On 10 October 1899, four days before the Dunottar Castle sailed, the British government had received the text of an ultimatum from President Paul Kruger, the elderly,
  homespun but crafty president of the Republic of the Transvaal. He was certainly not against the idea of fighting a war. If the British could be defeated, as they had been at Majuba nineteen years
  earlier, they could perhaps be driven out of most of the territory they controlled in South Africa.


  But more immediately the crisis had been engineered by the British, and more particularly by a coalition of interests that included Joseph Chamberlain, the colonial secretary in the Conservative
  government of Lord Salisbury, Cecil Rhodes, whose meteoric career had brought him immense riches from the diamond mines of Kimberley and the premiership of the Cape Colony, and Sir Alfred Milner,
  the British proconsul in South Africa. Milner, an effective intriguer who nevertheless possessed a startling degree of honesty and self-awareness, had a fierce disdain for the kind of jingoism
  those in politics and the press (who most supported his policy towards the Boers) were inclined to show. All three men wanted to see Britain extend its control over South Africa and absorb the two
  Boer Republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. The gold mines of the one and the diamond fields of the other were, naturally, major incentives to press ahead with the enterprise.


  Again and again the Guardian challenged the governments version of the origin of the war, which was that the Boer Republics had unreasonably
  resisted Britains demand that the foreign settlers in Johannesburg (Uitlanders in Afrikaans) should be given the vote in the Transvaal and thereby end Afrikaner rule in the
  Transvaal. The Uitlanders were mostly English-speaking settlers, attracted to the Rand by the lure of gold. The Guardian was the only leading British newspaper to point out regularly that
  whenever the Boers had tried to compromise over the British demands, the British pro-consul in South Africa, Sir Alfred Milner, had changed the demands. According to the Guardian, Sir Alfred
  had wanted war right from the start.


  For the most part, though, the British press had accepted the official government view that this was a war for the democratic rights of the Uitlanders. A poorly planned effort in 1895, headed by
  Rhodess close friend and follower Dr Leander Starr Jameson, to invade the Transvaal from across the Bechuanaland border and establish a pro-British regime in Johannesburg failed
  humiliatingly. President Kruger, having defeated the Raid, sent Jameson for trial in London rather than in Pretoria. It was a clever move. All sorts of unsavoury details came out in court about the
  advice and support Jameson had received from Rhodes, whose career as prime minister of the Cape was finished as a result.


  The entire episode was imperialism in its rawest form: the annexation of valuable territory, occupied by an inferior, even mongrel race, for the greater good of Britain. It was justified on the
  grounds that British citizens were being denied the political rights they demanded. And it received the full support of British society and press. Rhodes at first asked the Times
  correspondent Captain Francis Younghusband to lead the Raid. Wisely, he refused.


  Even W.T. Stead, who later became a fierce supporter of the Boers, approved of the Jameson Raid in his Review of Reviews. Imperialism was a broadly based national enterprise, and the
  romance of it all enthused large numbers of people back in Britain. The idea that war was an integral part of the great national adventure of the British people is inescapable in the writings of
  most of the leading journalists who reported from South Africa in the early stages of the crisis.


  In 1895 this feeling was at its height; and the correspondents of the British press, many of whom were leading devotees of the imperialist ideology, spread their gospel through their reporting.
  The year before, in 1894, Germanys gross domestic product had overtaken Britains, and although this received relatively little attention at the time,
  it contributed to a faint background sense that things were not entirely going Britains way. It is not difficult to detect a distinct sense of anxiety in the hectic outpouring of joy and
  loyalty when Queen Victoria celebrated her Jubilee in 1897. The weaknesses were there, and the Jameson Raid had shown them up. The only way to compensate for the humiliation of the Raid would be to
  go through with the job of annexing the Boer Republics.


  In the aftermath of the Jameson Raid, Chamberlain, deeply embarrassed, sent Alfred Milner to South Africa as Britains high commissioner. Both of them wanted to extend British control to
  the Boer Republics, but Milner was more single-minded about it than Chamberlain, and clearer about the methods required. He understood that the only way to make it happen was through war, and set
  about manoeuvring the Boers into a position where war would be inevitable. In the end, President Kruger provoked it himself by issuing an ultimatum which he knew the British would not accept, so
  that he could strike the first blow by invading British territory.


  In a remarkably frank letter to Field Marshal Lord Roberts at the end of the first phase of the war, on 6 June 1900, Milner confessed his part in the affair: I precipitated the crisis,
  which was inevitable, before it was too late. It is not a very agreeable, and in many eyes not very creditable piece of business to have been largely instrumental in bringing about a big
  war. Apart from the Manchester Guardian and one or two smaller newspapers, the British press showed no interest in analysing the real reasons for the war. Yet, sometimes, even among
  some of those who were most vocal in their support for British imperialism in South Africa, there was an understanding, even if half-smothered, that cruder and greedier motives were involved.


  The young Winston Churchill, for instance, was a firm believer in the rightness of Britains imperial mission. Churchill thought he was destined to die early, as his father had four years
  earlier, and he felt a need to make his mark on history quickly. Self-centred, more than a little unscrupulous, and a lifelong romantic imperialist, he could have been expected to proclaim that
  this was a war for principle, rather than for territory, diamonds and gold, as the wars opponents insisted. Yet seven months later, in May 1900, when he stood beside the bodies of eighteen
  Gordon Highlanders laid out for burial after British troops had stormed the ridge at Doornkop outside Johannesburg without the help of covering fire, Churchill
  admitted he could not help scowling at the tall chimneys of the Rand where the gold-bearing ore was treated.


  In other words, he understood perfectly well what lay behind the decision to go to war with the Boers, and the manner in which he wrote made it clear that he knew his readers would understand
  what he meant too. Yet it would not have occurred to him to put such thoughts into his reporting. Neither his editors nor his readers would have approved, at a time when imperialism was the
  dominant political ideology in Britain, and the army was not doing well in the war.


  For the Daily Mail, to question the war was a betrayal of the soldiers who were fighting and dying on the front line. It was the voice not just of imperialism but of jingoism, condemning
  as unpatriotic any doubts about Britains right to impose her control throughout South Africa, regardless of the opposition. The Mail was noisy and aggressive. This is a typical
  quotation, from 18 September 1899, a month before the Dunottar Castle left for South Africa:


  
    
      The outcry of the Little Englanders awakens no response in the heart of the people. The time has come to show the world and Mr Kruger that we are as good as our word 
      that when we have put our hand to the plough we do not turn back because the soil is stony and difficult.

    

  


  More than the Daily Mail, indeed more than any other newspaper, The Times had encouraged and nurtured the war. And, remarkably for the 1890s, its policy was run by
  a woman. Flora Shaw, a senior executive on the paper, was forty-six when the war broke out. She had received no formal education, and had started out as the author of a number of books for
  children. Her strength was her powerful intellect, yet she was highly sociable and a pleasant dinner companion, and had a number of well-placed friends  among whom was John Ruskin. Another
  friend, the novelist George Meredith, suggested that she should take up journalism. As a result she began writing for the Pall Mall Gazette.


  In 1888 she went to Egypt to work as the Cairo correspondent for both the Gazette and the Manchester Guardian, and came to know the Times correspondent there, Charles
  Moberly Bell. He admired her intelligence and force of character. If you were a man, he told her, you would be Colonial Editor of The Times tomorrow. When he was
  called back to London to become the papers assistant manager he was in a position to make this happen. Flora Bell wrote a series of highly influential
  reports for the paper from South Africa, going down into the gold and diamond mines to interview the miners, and meeting the leading British and Afrikaner politicians. In particular, she
  established a firm friendship with Cecil Rhodes.


  Impressed by Flora Shaws despatches and by Moberly Bells assessment of her abilities, The Times offered her a place on its permanent staff in London, with the title of
  Colonial Editor and a salary of 800 a year. This made her the only female newspaper executive in Britain, and one of the best-paid women journalists anywhere. In 1897, though, her close
  involvement with the Jameson Raid proved damaging for her and for The Times. She was called to appear before a House of Commons select committee investigating the Jameson Raid, and had to
  face some difficult questions about the highly revealing telegrams that had passed between her and Cecil Rhodes, some of which had been found when Jamesons papers were abandoned at the time
  of his capture.


  It seemed clear that she had been the link between Rhodes and Joseph Chamberlain in the planning of the Raid. But she answered the MPs questions well, and nothing was proven against her.
  The press, for the most part lacking any experience of, or appetite for, investigative journalism, chose not to take it further. Editors and proprietors did not see it as the function of their
  journalists to look into the motives or practices of government, and their readers would almost certainly have disapproved.


  Yet if the British press had brought itself to examine the details of the Jameson affair more critically, and had placed the blame for it where it belonged, there would have been a major
  scandal, and the Boer War itself might not have been fought. But with only the radical press to question the origins of the Raid, and all the mainstream newspapers following The Times in
  supporting it, the British government was not held to account. When war came, the authoritative and outspoken support of The Times, as well most of the rest of the press, ensured that it
  would be popular with the public, and would remain so even after the early disappointments and disasters.


  

  Battlefield reporting was a very different matter from political reporting. Dozens of journalists from around the world were heading for the
  front line, and their reporting  fast, racy, opinionated  would be of a completely different order from anything that had gone before. With them went a revolutionary, if still
  entirely experimental, form of technology. The Boer War gave the infant British newsreel industry, which would one day metamorphose into television news, its first opportunity to operate from the
  front line.


  Below decks on the Dunottar Castle, in second class, was stored the Biograph camera, an immense, imposing and cumbersome affair made of mahogany, leather and brass. When fully mounted, it
  weighed a thousand pounds. Cinematographic cameras had been in existence only since Thomas Edison started making films seven years before, but during that time the art of film had made remarkable
  advances. After some discussion with the War Office, and with the reluctant agreement of General Buller, the Biograph team had been given permission to sail on the Dunottar Castle.


  The role of director, producer and cameraman was performed by William Kennedy-Laurie Dickson, an Englishman who had spent much of his life in the United States and had previously worked with
  Edison. In 1888 Edison had appointed Dickson to be a leading experimenter for the Kinetoscope, which he described as an instrument to do for the Eye what the phonograph does for the
  Ear.


  Dickson was soon to prove himself adventurous and brave on the battlefield, always conscientious in trying to get as close as possible to the action. But he was not a domineering figure like
  Melton Prior. In the presence of British officers he seemed awkward and naive, and more than a little ingratiating. When the Dunottar Castle reached Madeira, for instance, he and his team
  went ashore to stretch their legs and do some filming. Coming back, they shared a boat with some of General Bullers staff.


  
    
      . . . [A]s we were about to shove off, a native, without any apparent authority, stopped the boat and demanded that the payment should be made to him and not to the boatmen.
      As he was very insolent the officer nearest to him shoved him into the water, when the fun commenced . . . It would make a very funny picture to sketch the man being caught by the throat as he
      was about to step into the boat, and being thrown overboard, while underneath the sketch should be written the remark made by his victor: Go and get a
      wash, you filthy beast.

    

  


  No doubt Dickson shared the same sense of humour as the officer; but he also had professional reasons for laughing so ingratiatingly. When they reached South Africa, Dickson,
  with his unwieldy equipment and his team of three, would be entirely dependent on Buller and his staff. He would need a huge, slow-moving Cape bullock-cart to get his camera from one place to
  another, and he had to have the armys help to move around. Without Bullers specific approval, the Biograph team would not be able to go anywhere near the front line; and if Dickson
  could not obtain film of the battles that lay ahead, their entire effort would be wasted. He could not afford to offend any of the officers in Bullers team. On board the Dunottar
  Castle, he kept a diary which went towards The Biograph in Battle (published in 1901). Its tone was obsequious, as if he were already getting into practice for keeping in with Buller. He
  quotes the ships barber (our tonsorial friend), who had just cut Bullers hair, as saying the General is a gentleman, sir, and as kind as he can be. Some
  days later, the Dunottar Castle sights another ship, and Dickson wants to film her, or Biograph her as he puts it.


  
    
      We quickly got the Bio in position, but finding the lighting rather poor I asked the Captain, would he change the course of the boat, so that we should pass
      the steamer on our left instead of on the right; and, as usual, he accommodatingly gave the order.


      Just then Sir Redvers came tramping up the steps and gazed intently at the vessel. The camera was focussed on the General. The General tried to shove the Captain in the way, taking him by
      the shoulders to do so. When I had secured three or four [shots] he called out to me: Thatll do; if you take any more Ill throw you overboard.

    

  


  It was presumably a joke, but after what he had seen in the boat at Madeira, Dickson did what he was told. In his book he publishes a still photograph from this episode, showing
  Buller glowering and grabbing the Captain and trying to push him in front of the camera to block the shot.


  Despite his appearance, Buller was an intelligent general, and popular with ordinary soldiers, with whom he was always happy to mingle. His blimpish appearance
  and abrupt manner covered a sharp mind and a considerable degree of shyness. He was experienced, having fought in China, Canada, the Ashanti campaign, the Zulu War, and the first Boer War. He was
  fiercely aggressive, and personally brave; he was awarded the Victoria Cross while fighting the Zulus. But, under pressure in South Africa, he had a tendency to make hasty decisions, and sometimes
  even to show signs of panic.


  Buller disliked the press intensely, and made no secret of it. In this, he followed the views of his mentor, Sir Garnet Wolseley, who had hand-picked Buller to be one of his officers in the
  Ashanti War of 1873. That made him a member of the Wolseley Ring, which was to dominate the British army for the rest of the century. In 1869 Wolseley had famously if ungrammatically described war
  correspondents in The Soldiers Pocketbook as those newly invented curse to armies who eat the rations of the fighting man and do no work at all.


  Wolseley was too arrogant to worry that journalists might observe his mistakes and report on them; he merely thought they had no worthwhile function to perform on his campaigns, since his own
  official despatches were clearly going to be better informed and more valuable than the comments of a group of amateur onlookers. Let the newspapers print his own accounts in preference to the
  report of their correspondents; people at home would be much better informed if they did.


  Field Marshal Roberts, who would soon take command when Bullers campaign stalled, preferred the opposite strategy. More subtle and less openly arrogant, he realized that by taking the war
  correspondents into his confidence and explaining his strategy to them, he could mould public opinion at home, influence government thinking, and help win his arguments with other commanders in the
  field. At times, too, the press could be valuable in floating suggestions which could confuse the enemy. There were useful career advantages as well. Because of the way Roberts had treated
  journalists over the years, the press looked on him favourably. As a result, he had become far and away the most popular military commander Britain had. This popularity had fed through to his own
  soldiers, who came to believe he was invincible.


  Before hostilities began, no one  from the soldiers who were to fight the war, to the journalists who would report it, to the politicians who provoked it
   seemed to understand that it would be different from everything that had gone before. It was not simply imperial hubris which led most people in Britain to expect that the war would be over
  by Christmas; it was the experience of dozens of military actions around the world. Even if, as in Zululand or Afghanistan, these wars began with a defeat for the British forces, they invariably
  ended with a resounding success in battle, a victory parade in the capital, and the awarding of medals and titles.


  The international view was that the British army was as good as any in the world, with the possible exception of the German army. Its equipment was impressive: the soldiers
  LeeMetford and LeeEnfield Mark II rifles might not have performed quite as well as the Mausers that the Boers used, but they were still accurate and fast-firing. The British had
  adequate numbers of Maxim guns which, though not new, were formidable weapons. Their field guns and howitzers were effective, and fired Lyddite shells which, though they proved to be less effective
  than the experts thought, were completely up to date. British artillerymen were thoroughly experienced as a result of the small wars they had fought in half a dozen countries. On paper, therefore,
  the British army was an impressive fighting force.


  Yet the problem lay in the quality of the average British infantryman. He was inadequately paid, fed and clothed, and subjected to harsh discipline, so it had long proved difficult to recruit
  men of good quality. At this stage British soldiers were not encouraged to use their own initiative; instead, they were trained to follow parade-ground discipline in battle. Their tactics,
  developed in a dozen small wars, were to fire devastating, highly disciplined volleys to break the enemys formation. As a result, there was no great emphasis on marksmanship. British
  commanders tended to rely on the old-fashioned tactics of advancing and attacking en masse. This was precisely the wrong way to fight what was essentially a fast-moving, individualistic force of
  men, well-armed, highly motivated, and accustomed from childhood to operating in the veld. As for the British forces which were based in South Africa, there were only 14,500 of them when the war
  broke out. Until that point South Africa had been regarded as relatively safe, so the garrisons scattered across the country were small and ineffective.


  On board the Dunottar Castle there was an air of quiet confidence about the coming war  until, after fifteen days at sea, she passed a White Star
  liner, the Australasia, heading for Southampton. Several people aboard the Australasia held up a huge blackboard which read BOERS DEFEATED  THREE BATTLES 
  PENN-SYMONS KILLED. It was the first news the ship had had since leaving Madeira, and it came as a shock to everyone on board, from Buller and his staff to the journalists.


  Major General Sir William Penn-Symons had met his death commanding his troops at the Battle of Dundee, in Natal. Aware of the shortcomings of his soldiers, he had ordered them to carry out a
  frontal attack, in full view of the enemy. Deliberately showing himself to the Boers in order to rally and encourage his men, he had been mortally wounded and died an agonizing but heroic death. To
  say that the Boers had suffered three defeats was hardly accurate; yet even from the seven words chalked in big letters on the blackboard and hung over the Australasias side, it was
  manifestly clear that the British had failed to achieve the easy successes they had expected. By the time the Dunottar Castle docked at Cape Town in a rainstorm on the evening of Monday 30
  October, the basic pattern of the wars opening phase had been established: and it was not a comforting one.


  The war correspondents made their way ashore as fast as they could, desperate to find out what had been happening; not a particularly easy thing to do on a wet Monday night at the Cape. General
  Buller and selected members of his staff stayed on board, waiting for the latest intelligence report from army headquarters. As they stood on deck in the pouring rain, the news was read out to them
  quietly, so that no one else would hear.


  The three supposed defeats of the Boers had just been hit-and-run attacks in which both sides had lost a lot of men. But the latest news, just a few hours old, was far worse: 1,000 British
  troops had lost heavy casualties earlier that day at the Battle of Nicholsons Nek, and were likely to surrender in the next few hours. General Sir George White, commanding the main British
  force in South Africa, some 12,000 men, had managed to stop the Boers advancing to Durban but had then been forced to take refuge with his troops in Ladysmith, where they were now surrounded by a
  much larger force of Boers. Mafeking was also besieged.


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


  No previous conflict, including the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, had attracted so many front-line correspondents. At the height of the Boer War there were at least seventy
  accredited journalists from Britain in South Africa. But after the collapse of formal Boer resistance, with the annexation of the Orange Free State on 28 May 1900, the occupation of Johannesburg on
  31 May, and the flight of President Kruger and many of his officials on 5 June, the great majority of the journalists came home.


  Histories of the Boer War, and of war reporting, have tended to regard the British correspondents essentially as cheerleaders who ignored the frequent failures of the officers and the occasional
  poor performance of the troops. There are, certainly, moments of unguarded enthusiasm which can be embarrassing a century later. The published diaries of William Dickson sometimes show an almost
  adolescent innocence.


  
    
      Sunday, February 4th [1900]  The battle was to have been fought today, but the General has promised that it shall take place tomorrow instead. All are jubilant. It
      makes me proud to hear the plucky chaps swearing, with flashing eyes, to raise hell with the brutes, and to punish them for their lost comrades. Not a thought of self and the
      horrors with which they are about to deal.

    

  


  It is Dicksons excitability, rather than his facts, which is hard to accept. Men like the soldiers he describes shared his values and world view. There is no reason to
  doubt that they behaved as he described.


  More sophisticated writers sometimes strike a similar note. Bennet Burleighs account of the Battle of Tugela River, published in the Daily Telegraph on 24 January 1900, is often
  quoted as an example of ludicrous jingoism:


  
    
      Our indomitable soldiers walked erect and straight onward. Not Rome in her palmiest days ever possessed more devoted sons. As the gladiators
      marched proud and beaming to meet death, so the British soldiers doomed to die saluted, and then, and with alacrity, stepped forward to do their duty  glory or the grave.

    

  


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


  
    
      Perhaps there may be occasions when the sight of men coming on so steadily in the face of almost certain death, will try the nerves of their antagonists; but my own view is
      that, save where men have to get to within running distance of a few lines of trenches, the system of rushes from cover to cover by small squads is far less wasteful of life.

    

  


  Bennet Burleigh was an interesting, if flawed, figure. Although he worked for the Daily Telegraph, the most Conservative of newspapers, he was a lifelong socialist, and
  never concealed his radical opinions. He stood unsuccessfully for Parliament three times, and he led a distinctly bohemian existence with his wife, Bertha, a sculptress. He was tall and heavily
  built, with fierce blue eyes, a walrus moustache, and (like so many foreign correspondents, then and later) a loud, assertive voice. Difficult, aggressive and often controversial, Burleigh was a
  strong supporter of the freedom of the press.


  In his twenties (he was born around 1840) he went to the United States at the time of the American Civil War and served with the Confederate forces. He was twice captured and sentenced to death,
  and escaped both times. In 1878 he returned to London and once disguised himself as a gas fitter in order to get into the lobby of the House of Commons and report on one of the big stories of the
  day. His career as a war correspondent began in 1882, when he covered the Egyptian campaign and achieved at least one remarkable scoop  the fall of Cairo. On the strength of that, he was
  hired by the Telegraph, for which he reported for more than twenty wars.


  Two years later, in the Sudan, Burleigh covered the Battle of Tamai when the Hadendowa (tribesmen from Kiplings poem Fuzzy-Wuzzy, as in
  So eres to you, Fuzzy-Wuzzy, at your ome in the Soudan;/ Youre a pore benighted eathen but a first-class fightin man) broke a British
  infantry square. Burleigh turned instantly from reporting to fighting, and helped to rally the surviving British soldiers. His friends claimed that he deserved a Victoria Cross. But he was never a
  tame reporter, willing to write what the army wanted. The Boer War provided the high point of his career, but he continued to report wars and crises for another ten years; his last campaign was the
  1912 Balkan War, when he was seventy-two. He died two years later.


  

  The correspondents who covered the Boer War inevitably saw things from the British national perspective, and some, like Burleigh, were deeply nationalistic; this did not mean
  that they believed they had an obligation to cover up British disasters. After the defeat at the Battle of Magersfontein on 11 December 1899, where General Wauchope and 270 of his Highlanders were
  killed, the despatch written by the Globes correspondent, Gilbert Sackville, the eighth Earl De La Warr, was heavily censored. Nevertheless a good deal of what he wrote and thought
  was transmitted, and the passion still pours out from the yellowing pages in the files:


  
    
      It is useless to disguise the fact that a large percentage of our troops are beginning to lose heart in this campaign. Can you blame them? A close succession of frontal
      attacks on an invisible foe securely intrenched, where retaliation is almost impossible, will shake the nerve of the bravest. Our men have fought well; their conduct under most trying and
      adverse circumstances has been admirable. But they have been asked to perform miracles, and, being human, they have failed.

    

  


  The censor did not allow De La Warr to say who was to blame, but the despatch is a clear indictment of General Lord Methuens tactics. Magersfontein was one of the three
  defeats during Black Week, 1015 December 1899, the others being Stormberg and Colenso. De La Warr was overwrought when he wrote his despatch. He was horrified at the pointless waste of life; Methuen had had no idea where the Boer defences were, and did not reconnoitre their positions properly.


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


  
    
      Men were staggering along alone, or supported by comrades, or crawling on hands and knees, or carried on stretchers. Corpses lay here and there. Many of the wounds were of a
      horrible nature. The splinters and fragments of the shell had torn and mutilated them in the most ghastly manner. I passed about two hundred while I was climbing up. There was, moreover, a
      small but steady leakage of unwounded men of all corps. Some of these cursed and swore. Others were utterly exhausted and fell on the hillside in stupor. Others again seemed drunk, though they
      had had no liquor.

    

  


  The writer was Winston Churchill, published in the Morning Post on 17 February 1900. He was subject to military censorship, like everyone else, but this passage is a
  reminder that a great deal of what they wrote made it through to print. No one who read the Post that morning can have had any doubt at all of the unpleasant reality of the war.


  A.G. Hales, an Australian journalist reporting for the Daily News, wrote with furious anger about the lack of proper cleanliness and medical care for wounded soldiers. After the airing of
  the scandal in the press, the army introduced the rudiments of better hygiene, but it took an effort reminiscent of William Howard Russells reporting from the Crimea to bring any sort of
  change. Hales, as we shall see later, was an outright racist; but he was also a fierce defender of the interests of the ordinary soldier.


  It has often been suggested that the British correspondents showed no interest in the poor state of medical care available to the army in South Africa. Yet William Burdett-Coutts, staff
  correspondent to The Times and a Unionist (i.e. Conservative) MP, wrote: The men are dying like flies for want of adequate medical attention. A Royal Commission set up to
  investigate quickly found that his accusations were broadly correct. The Army Medical Services were subjected to a thorough shake-up, and better systems of care and hygiene introduced.


  Even the more conventional war correspondents made no attempt to hide the disturbingly high level of British casualties. J.B. Atkins of the Manchester
  Guardian was less concerned with grand strategy and more interested in the experiences of the ordinary soldier. At the Battle of Colenso on 15 December 1899 he described


  
    
      men with waxen grey faces and clotted bandages swathed about them; men who smiled at their friends and instantly changed the smile for a gripping spasm; men who were
      clinched between life and death; men who had died on the way and were now carried hurriedly and jerkily, since it no longer mattered; men who bore a slight pain contentedly because they were
      glad that they would be tucked away safely in a hospital for the rest of the campaign; men of a different constitution who took it ill that so slight a pain should cause them so great an
      incapacity; men who were mere limp, covered-up bundles, carried on stretchers through which something dark oozed and dripped.

    

  


  Atkinss sympathy extended to General Buller as well.


  
    
      Buller, having lost the Battle of Colenso, had decided to withdraw rather than continue fighting. A weaker man, a less heroic soldier, would have carried the position with
      an appalling loss of life. Bullers decision to retire was a proof of his bravery and good generalship.

    

  


  Back in London, the government did not agree. Bullers role as commander-in-chief was stripped from him, and Lord Roberts appointed. Lord Kitchener joined him as his chief of staff. The
  steamroller, as the press called it, was about to start moving.


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


  

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


  
    
      Picture the newsboys at the corners (I was going to the London Library) shouting Terrible Reverse of British Troops  Loss of
      2,000. Imagine the rush for papers as we all stood about the streets  regardless of all appearances, reading the telegrams with breathless anxiety. Carriages stopped at the corner
      for papers to be bought  bus conductors rushed with handfuls of pennies as deputation for their passengers . . . The War Office is besieged  no one goes to the theatres 
      concert rooms are empty  new books fall flat  nothing is spoken of save the war . . .

    

  


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


  Were the sieges of the Boer War an attempt to divert attention from the defeats of Black Week and reassure public opinion that British determination and pluck were undiminished? That, certainly,
  was the effect, and the news from Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking duly cheered up a nation which had suffered a serious blow to its self-esteem. But was it deliberate? That is to say, did the
  editors of The Times, the Daily Mail and the rest collude with the government in offering an alternative and more positive subject in order to distract the British people?


  Not in any literal sense. At the end of the nineteenth century the British government had no effective system of influencing the press, and there was more independence among newspaper editors at
  the start of the twentieth century than at the start of the twenty-first. Yet newspaper editors do not have to speak to each other to find themselves devoting large amounts of attention to the same
  subjects. The effect can be the same, but it arises from competition more than from collusion. And there is no doubt that their readers wanted something more positive from South Africa.


  The sieges were a godsend to editors desperate to keep the public attention on a war which had entered a dour and depressing phase. When written up in the newspapers, they provided a winning
  combination: bulldog courage, a particularly British sense of humour, and a few leading celebrities. When the facts got in the way of the story, they were sometimes brushed away.


  None of the British newspapers had a correspondent in Kimberley when the siege there began. The Times drew on accounts from Reuters of skirmishes
  near Kimberley, but carried no reports from the town itself. The only journalists actually inside it during the siege worked for the local Diamond Fields Advertiser. This was significant,
  since the most prominent person bottled up in Kimberley was Cecil John Rhodes; and he owned and controlled the Advertiser. Ever since the Jameson Raid, Rhodes was no longer the political
  force he had been, but he was still a potent symbol of imperialism.


  From his point of view, the lack of independent reporting was a considerable relief, since no word reached the outside world of Rhodess appalling behaviour during the siege. The
  presumption was that the atmosphere inside Kimberley was one of gallantry and steadiness under fire, inspired by Rhodess own behaviour. This was not true. Rhodes carried on a series of
  sometimes hysterical rows with the long-suffering Colonel Robert Kekewich, who commanded the Kimberley garrison. Partly, no doubt, the military censorship was to blame. Probably the correspondents
  themselves felt that it would be disloyal and unpatriotic to report the divisions between the two key men in Kimberley. After the siege was over, The Times carried one or two brief reports
  which touch lightly on the fierce disagreements; but given the well-known links between Rhodes and the papers colonial editor, Flora Shaw, it
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