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		‘Crawley, I congratulate you.’

		‘What do you mean?’ said the Colonel.

		‘It’s in the Observer and the Royalist too,’ said Mr. Smith.

		‘What?’ Rawdon cried, turning very red. He took up the paper and, trembling, began to read …

		
			‘Governorship of Coventry Island. – H.M.S. Yellowjack, Commander Jaunders, has brought letters and papers from Coventry Island. H. E. Sir Thomas Liverseege had fallen a victim to the prevailing fever at Swampton. His loss is deeply felt in the flourishing colony. We hear that the Governorship has been offered to Colonel Rawdon Crawley, C.B., a distinguished Waterloo officer. We need not only men of acknowledged bravery, but men of administrative talents to superintend the affairs of our colonies, and we have no doubt that the gentleman selected by the Colonial Office to fill the lamented vacancy which has occurred at Coventry Island is admirably calculated for the post which he is about to occupy.’

		

		Coventry Island! Where was it? Who had appointed him to the government? The next moment, an official arrived from the Colonial Office.

		‘You have seen this gratifying announcement in the papers this morning, Colonel? Government has secured a most valuable servant, and you, if you accept office, as I presume you will, an excellent appointment. Three thousand a year, delightful climate, excellent government-house, all your own way in the Colony, and a certain promotion. I congratulate you with all my heart. I presume you know, gentlemen, to whom my friend is indebted for this piece of patronage?’

		
			Thus Becky Sharp’s husband, Rawdon Crawley, is disposed of in Vanity Fair by William Makepeace Thackeray, first published in monthly parts in 1847–8.

		

	
		Introduction

		I am a white child of the British Empire, a descendant of a family which emigrated – seven of them, from three generations – from an old whitewashed stone house in Cumbria to the wilderness of southern Ontario in Canada around 1837. They took up a piece of Crown land near the little town of Port Hope, soon after the first handbooks on how to be a pioneer began to be published in England. They cleared the land, and built a log cabin. My great-grandmother baked loaves of bread for the Indians, which she would leave on the fence at the edge of the woods. How hard their life must have been, how huge the shock of dislocation, from the soft light and gentle rains of the Cumbrian hills to the harsh rock and deep forest, big snows and long winters of Canada, has been lost in time.

		But I sometimes wonder how they might have felt had they been present, more than 125 years later, when my class at school in the small Ontario town of Kingston would meet for history and geography lessons. Before us at the front of the room was a big map of the world, dominated by a large pink bit: Canada. Other pink bits – Australia, New Zealand, India and South Africa; large chunks of central and east Africa, and in the west of that vast continent, places like Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra Leone; most of the West Indies, Fiji, Tonga and dozens of other islands around the globe – were all part of the British Commonwealth, we were told, the countries with which we, as Canadians, had more in common than any other places in the world. At its head was Queen Elizabeth, and Britain – one of the smallest, most obscure pink bits, tucked in on the edge of Europe – was in charge. On other maps you could see Britain, from where thick lines of shipping routes (it
			was too early for flight paths) and undersea cables emanated and spread around the world.

		Twenty-five years later I was living in Britain – having myself endured the dislocation of making a new life across the Atlantic – browsing through files in what was then the old Public Record Office in London’s Chancery Lane for an article I was writing on the history of Government House in Hong Kong. It was then that I came across four bound volumes, intriguingly classified as ‘Miscellaneous’, among the vast series of nineteenth-century Colonial Office files. They contained the answers to an early survey: a two-page printed questionnaire that had been dispatched in March 1879 by the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Michael Hicks Beach, to British governors around the globe.

		The questions were simple, detailed and copious. How much are you paid? Describe your house/gardens/carriages/horses. How many servants do you have? Does your house have heating and lighting? How much land is there? Is there a country house available? How much, Hicks Beach wanted to know, does your establishment cost to maintain? Finally, the big opener: please supply ‘any other details which it may be useful for a Governor to know’.

		As I read the answers, an unknown world unfolded. You hardly need to go beyond the indexes of all the volumes that have been written about the history of the British Empire to discover how little has been written about the men who governed the colonies. Even in local histories they appear as little more than ciphers, remembered as founders or innovators or villains, in the names of towns or, more usually, streets.

		By 1879 Britain had more than 300 years of colonial experience, which had begun with a first (failed) attempt at an overseas settlement in Newfoundland in the time of Queen Elizabeth I in 1583. This was followed by success at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. Meanwhile, from the beginning of the seventeenth century, the East India Company had begun establishing a network of ‘factories’, or warehouses, throughout the south and east of Asia. For the next 150 years, Britons settled new colonies along the eastern seaboard of today’s United States and Canada, and in the islands of the West Indies, where they built plantations to grow sugar. Gibraltar was captured in 1704. The defeat of France in the Seven Years War in 1763 brought Britain Quebec; seven years later Captain Cook claimed Australia for King George III. By the time Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837, besides having assumed a firm hold on the Indian sub-continent, Britain
			also held much of southern Africa, Mauritius and other assorted islands.

		The reasons for this series of apparently random acquisitions were primarily commercial, spurred by private enterprise and the quest for riches – gold, sugar, cotton, spices. Safeguarding them became political. There had never been any government strategy of building towards Empire, and by the middle of the nineteenth century, after conducting a major fight to abolish slavery and its trade, the acquisition of any more overseas responsibility was viewed with a jaundiced eye. ‘These wretched colonies will all be independent, too, in a few years,’ Prime Minister Disraeli famously declared in 1852, ‘and are a millstone round our necks.’ By the 1870s he was in power again, and although Britain continued to colonize new lands – in west Africa, Malaya and the southern Pacific – it was with considerable reluctance.

		The survey of 1879 which I found myself reading 100 years later was the first attempt in almost three centuries of imperial administration to gather information on the private life and day-to-day concerns of the men sent to run these strange places. Here was a brave and solitary military man living in a ‘mean and sordid’ farmhouse in Griqualand West (next door to the province of the Transvaal in today’s South Africa); here another who had adapted thoroughly to the lazy pace of the lovely Caribbean island of St Vincent, where Lieutenant Governor George Dundas, formerly of the Rifle Brigade and one-time member of parliament, aged sixty, lived with his wife in a ramshackle bungalow ‘more or less rotten throughout’ called ‘The Garden’. They looked out to sea from their verandah in the midst of one of the world’s earliest botanical gardens – stocked by Captain Bligh of the Bounty from islands in the Pacific in 1793 – which Dundas maintained with the help of a convict gang. His bath, he delighted in reporting, was 13½ feet by 8 feet and 4 feet deep. ‘Water, of which there is an ample supply of excellent quality, runs continually through it.’

		In Newfoundland – the vast island on the eastern seaboard of Canada, past which Arctic icebergs flow in summer – you find a whole household sick with typhoid, scarlet fever, diphtheria and blood poisoning caused by the squalid conditions in Government House. The Governor, Sir John Glover, past hero of the ferocious Ashanti wars in the Gold Coast, complained: rain beat through the walls whenever there was a strong gale. Not only had the state of the house ruined the health of his wife, but it was ‘far too large for the salary of the Governor unless half of the house only be in occupation’.

		The frankness of the governors’ remarks amazed me. Some sounded appropriately disdainful: the costs of maintaining the Governor’s household in Jamaica were ‘those of a large gentleman’s establishment anywhere’. Others maintained ludicrous expectations – such as the need for a perfectly trained English butler in the diamond rush of South Africa’s Transvaal. There, thirty-six-year-old Colonel Lanyon was living in nothing more than a small rented bungalow lit by oil lamps and candles, with an earth closet and tents for his servants outside. Or, in the warmth of the Bahamas: ‘A governor should import, through a licensed importer, all his Wines … There is … fine sailing’ – but ‘unfortunately there is no good yacht’. None of these were the dry and dignified remarks that I expected of a governor. Many sounded exhausted, beleaguered and ill. Most were
			surprised that London took any interest in their personal situation at all.

		Some reports spoke of extreme isolation. Dr John Treacher, aged sixty-four, was the colonial surgeon and acting governor of Labuan, a tiny triangular island six miles off the coast of Borneo – today a popular diving destination in eastern Malaysia. ‘Neither stores nor servants can be procured and there is no hotel of any kind,’ he wrote. ‘There is a communication every three weeks by steamer with Singapore, on which Labuan is dependent for supplies. Servants (Chinese), horses and carriages can be obtained there. With the exception of the officials and of one or two Gentlemen in the Service of the Coal Company, there is no European society.’

		What visions of lost dreams were going through Treacher’s mind as he penned his reply? No British governor ever went to Labuan willingly. It had been ceded in perpetuity by the Sultan of Brunei in return for naval protection against pirates in 1846, and Treacher had been there as a doctor ever since. With its rich seam of coal and a fine natural harbour, Labuan had seemed to London to be an ideal coaling station for ships en route to Hong Kong – an island that had been taken from China for the merchants operating there. Only later was Labuan’s fundamental drawback revealed: the place was so stifling, fever-ridden, and covered in pestilential swamp that even local fishermen regarded it as uninhabitable.

		But Treacher had, in the phrasing of the time, long since ‘gone native’. A former naval surgeon with a penchant for Sarawak girls, his fitness to be medical officer for the colony had been queried with London by an earlier governor. A morning of doctoring exhausted him for the rest of the day. Treacher was white-haired and jolly, but he suffered from frequent attacks of malaria and rheumatism, and was unable to walk or ride any distance. Now he was filling in, until a proper candidate could be found to govern remote and deadly Labuan at a salary of £800 a year – about £60,000 today.

		Henry Fitzhardinge Maxse, at twenty-two, was the gilded aide-de-camp to Lord Cardigan, who carried the fatal order from Lord Lucan to launch the disastrous Charge of the Light Brigade. Now he was Sir Henry, full-faced and choleric, the governor of a pinprick of an island in the North Sea that today is known as Helgoland – ‘Holy Island’ – tucked into the armpit of the German Bight at the foot of Denmark. Seized from the Danes in 1807, and formally ceded to Britain under the Treaty of Vienna in 1815, Helgoland is distinguished by precipitous cliffs, a vertical stack of red rock on its northern tip, and a flat plateau on the top. It takes less than ten minutes to walk its length. Sir Henry spent his days translating Bismarck’s letters to his wife and sisters into English. By 1879, ‘Heligoland’, as the British called it, was ‘five minutes sail’ from a second tiny island, with a fine sandy beach
			that had become a fashionable English bathing place. ‘The Governor’s expenses are considerable,’ wrote Maxse. ‘He has to buy everything in the dearest market almost anywhere, viz. Hamburg, and convey his things over 100 miles of sea and on arrival, everything has to be carried up the cliffs on men’s backs, and for which no light charge is made … with Royal Highnesses, Generals etc etc constantly calling, it is impossible to avoid a great deal of entertainment for which there is NO ALLOWANCE.’
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			In 1879 Britain’s smallest possession was the North Sea island of Heligoland, off the south-west coast of Denmark
		

		Together the governors’ replies added up to a snapshot of Empire. The sheer diversity of Britain’s colonies around the globe – and the characters who governed them – was to me astonishing. India did not figure here – nor does it in this book. The place was so vast and complex, it was in a class of its own. It was also governed differently. After the Rebellion of 1857, Britain took over the responsibilities of the East India Company for governing India. In 1858 a separate government department, the India Office, was created.

		Elsewhere, there were governors all around the globe: in the Gold Coast – now Ghana – in Sierra Leone, Singapore and exotic provinces of today’s Malaysia. There were a number in the Mediterranean: the military bastions of Malta and Gibraltar, and the blissful Ionian Islands. Far to the east were Hong Kong and Ceylon – today’s Sri Lanka. Deep in the south Atlantic were St Helena, where the Emperor Napoleon was condemned to spend his last days, and the Falkland Islands. The former slave islands of the West Indies, and the great dominions, the settler colonies of Canada, Australia and New Zealand: each place was as different from the others as it was possible to be in climate, peoples and character.

		The finest government houses, in places the nation regarded as the most important, were wonderfully grand. With smoking and billiard rooms, libraries and schoolrooms, and offices for the Governor and his staff, they were reminiscent of the English country houses they imitated, often self-sufficient, with extensive kitchen gardens, stabling, dairies, and laundries. In Melbourne, Australia, in 1879, Government House was newly built. When the Queen was told that the ballroom was to be as big as Buckingham Palace’s, she was not pleased. In Hong Kong the heat, white ants and mildew led to the design of a plain, stone-built Greek Revival house, with vast high-ceilinged bedrooms, each with its own bathroom (and large stone-built bath tubs which drained through open holes in the walls), and special drying rooms to preserve linen, books and shoes against mould. Rideau Hall in Ottawa, Canada, had a hot air furnace, three conservatories, and two skating
			rinks. At the King’s House in Jamaica, a pretty two-storeyed house with open verandahs and curlicue trim, there were twenty-six rooms for black under-servants, and a large swimming bath. A dispatch cart ran between the King’s House and the Colonial Secretary’s office daily – and ‘a Telephone erected between these two places’.

		A clear hierarchy of governorships emerges from the questionnaires. Ottawa and Melbourne, the capitals of fully-fledged, self-governing dominions, came top, with salaries of £10,000 a year – the equivalent of around £750,000 today. Next Ceylon and New South Wales on £7,000 (£525,000) a year, followed by Jamaica, Malta, Hong Kong, Singapore, the Cape and Gibraltar at £5,000 (£375,000). The Falkland Islands were worth £1,200 a year (£90,000), and then things descended to the West Indian islands, where a governorship fetched a few hundred a year.

		These were jobs not unlike those of today’s top chief executives. But wherever you were, flying the flag did not come cheap. From Tasmania, Governor Weld (salary £3,500; and the income from his considerable sheep stations in New Zealand) replied to the questionnaire on 6 June 1879. Government House was twenty years old, a handsome neo-gothic country house built of rosy sandstone, with seventy-three rooms and forty acres of ground. He had twelve children, and an aide-de-camp who misused the Governor’s household account. In four years he had spent more than £10,000 over and above his pay and allowances to entertain, travel, keep up the garden and cover his ordinary living expenses. In his opinion, ‘it would not be advisable for anyone to take the position who is not prepared to find £2,000 a year out of his own pocket’ – around £150,000 at today’s prices.

		As time went on, details in the four volumes of files were updated, and information on other, more recently acquired, colonial possessions was added: Zomba, the home of Rider Haggard’s People of the Mist, in British Central Africa, now Malawi – gloriously set on the slopes of a forested mountain, where a ‘hammock crew’ was kept; and on Zanzibar, Nairobi and Entebbe, Uganda, newly acquired outposts in the 1890s. In October 1894, Francis Winter wrote from Port Moresby, in today’s Papua New Guinea, then notorious for its man-eating inhabitants: ‘Without a little additional explanation some of the answers might be misleading to a gentleman whose life had … been spent in civilised parts of the Globe.’ Government House was built on piles and walled with galvanized iron. It did for ‘a couple of single men but is hardly adequate for a family’. There was not a complete set of
			furniture or domestic utensils in the house. Vehicles of any description were practically useless and the only servants, while ‘good-tempered and pleasant’, were ‘unskilled and careless’.

		‘Clothing: probably the same as is worn in India or Africa will do. Sun not so dangerous here as I understand it is in India. No tailors, shoemakers, barbers etc in the Possession.’

		The fast-paced, crowded, multicultural London that I came to live in was so unlike the empty wildness of provincial Canada where I grew up that I was struck, reading what these governors had to say, by how tumultuous it must have been for a man to find himself suddenly catapulted into the position of governing a place of which he knew nothing, away across the seas. Who would do the job? How was he chosen? What was he like? What did he think? What was he actually doing, so far away from home?

		I began to dig: Colonial Office dispatches, private letters and diaries, nineteenth-century memoirs and dusty biographies from the early twentieth century. The people that I began to uncover were nothing like what I expected. Men like John Glover, who left home at the age of eleven to go away to sea, and by the age of twenty-five was in the forefront of the fight against slavery, in charge of Lagos. Arthur Charles Hamilton Gordon, cosseted younger son of the fourth Earl of Aberdeen and prime minister of England, confounded expectations as the first British governor of Fiji, living in a house made of reeds and thatch alongside chieftains who twenty years before had been cannibals. Yet he declared them every ounce his social equal, and devised a system of liberal government that uniquely combined their traditions with British justice. Then there was fifty-year-old William Bloomfield Douglas, first resident of today’s Darwin in
			northern Australia, reported as a hard-drinking bully to his subordinates. Yet he recorded a relentless battle against fever, dysentery and mental illness in his diary. There was no typical Victorian governor.

		In fact our picture of the British colonial governor – haughty, stoic and pristine, in smart dress uniform, helmet topped with waving plumes – is an Edwardian stereotype. Most governors before the First World War grew up in modest circumstances, many in the colonies or in Ireland, and were officers in the army or the navy, members of parliament who had failed to be re-elected, or – emerging during this period – young administrators who started out as colonial clerks or magistrates and worked their way up. Only in Singapore and the Malay States, Hong Kong or Ceylon, where entry to local service was, like in India, by examination, was a young man offered training as an ‘Eastern Cadet’. They were very few.

		Once in post, governors had few resources – a handful of troops and not much cash. Written communications with London took weeks. Many lived surrounded by potentially hostile inhabitants. The best governors came to terms with them, accepted and understood them. In west Africa they led an ongoing fight against slavery. In the West Indies, and colonies like Mauritius and British Guiana – today’s Guyana – governors had to stand up for the rule of law, defending the weak against the power of the few, often facing a costly personal battle with the vested interests of white planters and businessmen who used powerful connections to raise protests at home in the newspapers and in parliament. Other times their actions provoked riots and even wars.

		In spite of its unvarnished confidence in British racial superiority, the Colonial Office in London, to whom the governors were responsible, consistently stood up for what the officials saw as fair play and justice towards subject peoples. When Anthony Trollope dined in Jamaica in the winter of 1858–9 the Governor’s table was the only one in the colony where black and white dined together. It is striking how many governors of the period should call attention to the abusive connotation of the word ‘nigger’; how many deplored the offensive behaviour of ordinary white men in the presence of other races, to the extent that, in Fiji in the late 1870s, the Governor insisted in keeping them away from any ceremony of importance. ‘The whole tone of the white population of the Colony … shows a complete indifference to [the] tradition of honour,’ wrote Hugh Clifford, as he tried to grapple with the issues of
			racial tension as acting governor in Trinidad in 1906.

		The picture of the colonial governor that began to emerge was one of a man operating with his shirt sleeves rolled up, working long hours, living by his wits, riding hard, commissioning surveys and systems of sanitation, negotiating with tribesmen, drafting laws that would form the basis of a society to come, and losing sleep at night. The danger of disease was a constant theme in memoirs and letters: these were men obsessed with their health. No one knew what caused malaria and other tropical fevers. Large doses of quinine, the remedy of the time, were almost as painful as the attacks themselves. For scores of governors recurring illness took a terrible toll, and permanently ruined their health.

		But their freedom of action was remarkable. Many governors had exceptional power to make of a place what they would. They laid out towns, built railways, created assemblies, drafted laws, set up schools, hospitals, galleries and learned societies: things that we now take for granted, but which defined the character of places and the societies that came after them. Some drank too much, or were irascible or difficult. Others were weak and incompetent. But – surprisingly – scarcely any were corrupt.

		Power was the attraction, but the personal costs were high. Everything the Governor said and did was noted and discussed. It was one thing for a junior officer in the colonies to conduct a liaison with a local girl; another for the Governor, the leader of society. Governors tended to marry late – when on home leave, well into their forties. Many then spent months, even years, separated from their wives and especially their children, who were sent back to relatives or to school in England. Many suffered heartbreaking loneliness. They were exasperated with the formality of their lives and the requirements of precedence. All agreed that no one in London understood their jobs, or appreciated the difficulties that they had to face.

		‘Why, some of them seem to think that you can govern a West Indian colony with a fiddle and a ham-bone,’ Sir Courtenay Knollys remarked to a fellow governor when he arrived to take over Antigua in 1895. Finally, the job was expensive, and it often cost a good deal of private income to keep the flag flying.

		Meanwhile back home in England, the Colonial Office rested in the shadow of the India Office. The loss of the American colonies in 1776 had been a huge blow to its prestige. In 1801 responsibility for the colonies – hitherto administered by a committee of the Privy Council called the Board of Trade and Plantations – had been united with the war department. However, the gravity of the Crimean War, which broke out in 1854, called for a dedicated Minister of War. A separate post of Secretary of State for the Colonies was created.

		Unlike India, most of the places the Colonial Office administered were regarded as beyond the pale of civilization – if anyone had heard of them at all. Its mandate was to administer the nation’s overseas dependencies with as little trouble and expense as possible. A position as governor in the colonies had nothing like the glamour of India, with its vast wealth and vice-regal status. With the exception of governor-general of Canada, the Cape, or commander-in-chief of Gibraltar or Malta, a colonial governor was usually seen as someone who had been passed over at home, relegated to a small provincial society of second-raters abroad.

		Thus, when at last they returned home to Britain to retire, governors found themselves unacknowledged. From high command and travel around the Empire, their worlds had shrunk. Few in England cared in the least who they had been, what sights they had seen, or what they had achieved.

		This book is about what it was like to be a governor – ‘the officer appointed by the Crown to administer’ a British colony between 1857 and 1912, during the years when Britain was still shopping for raw materials and looking for new markets, of ad hoc regulation and uncertain policy, fervent exploration, and free-for-all acquisition of territory – especially in Africa. The reluctance of the Disraeli government which fell in 1880 to add to Empire was swiftly overcome when an international scramble for central and eastern portions of that great continent began. It was a time when horizons were vast and much of the world was still pristine, the last time that a governor, acting alone, could still put his personal stamp on a town, a region, or a country.

		By 1901, when Queen Victoria died, the idea of a unified British Empire was firmly established. In the Colonial Office an eight-year regime under the Birmingham businessman Joseph Chamberlain, as Secretary of State, increasingly rationalized and streamlined the administration of the colonies. In 1906 the office of colonial governor reached its zenith. He became ‘the single and supreme authority responsible to, and representative of His Majesty’.

		The first protestors against British rule began taking to the streets more than 100 years ago. Today any discussion of colonialism is fraught with controversy; talking about the men in charge, who created its legacies, is even more so. But the Empire happened. Extant material from those who were governed during this time is scarce; this is necessarily ‘white man’s’ history. This is a book about ordinary men, set down in strange places, among strange peoples, facing circumstances and events they could never have imagined – and how, for better or worse, they made attempts to order them. Like us, they made promises they did not keep. Their views are not our views, and many of their actions cannot be condoned. But it is in the details of their lives, and with a knowledge of who they were, that we can begin to understand our own world better.

		In the period between 1857 and 1912 there were over 300 governors, or lieutenant governors, administrators, high commissioners and presidents, as they were called, depending on where they served. I wanted to look at the impact of personality on situations and places and policies; to give the reader a sense of the randomness and accident that I was uncovering beneath the surface of the history of Empire as we have come to know it, by looking at brief episodes in the careers of a variety of men.

		My search for characters began with the fifty-nine men who answered Michael Hicks Beach’s questionnaire in 1879. From these, I selected an initial seven: Thomas Callaghan, the son of an Irish woollen draper from rural County Cork, ordinary, unremarkable, the backbone of the service; John Glover, swashbuckling hero of the Ashanti wars, who became known as ‘Oba Golobar’, King Glover, on the west African slave coast; and Arthur Gordon, son of a prime minister, gawky, conceited, and compulsively fascinated by the people of Fiji whom he governed. Sir Bartle Frere, enormously eminent after a lifetime of service in India, set off one of the bloodiest encounters with Zulu warriors Britain had ever seen while resident at the Cape in South Africa. John Pope Hennessy, selfish, disastrously impetuous and devastatingly charming, carried on a career as a governor so wildly erratic it would be impossible to make up. The Marquess
			of Lorne, in Canada, was married to Princess Louise, the daughter of Queen Victoria. Romantic, naïve, and probably gay, he set off on a modern royal progress across the prairies complete with a press corps to hold councils with the Indians, to try to save them from extinction. Later, Henry Hesketh Bell, an amusing and compulsive diarist, built a stockbroker Tudor government house at Entebbe while serving in Uganda, where he wiped out a pandemic of sleeping sickness.

		Bell’s rival in East Africa was Sir Percy Girouard, a Canadian railway engineer who gave away the lands of the Maasai to the British. Frank Swettenham, Frederick Lugard (with his formidable wife Flora Shaw) and Hugh Clifford were huge figures in the colonial pantheon. Venerated as model governors even after the demise of the Empire in the 1960s, they were powerful, effective, vain, righteous, highly intelligent and deeply complicated men. Meanwhile I could not resist finding out more about Sydney Olivier, a founding member of the Fabian socialists and close friend of George Bernard Shaw, who went to be governor in Jamaica. Next to nothing is known of George Strahan, whose few letters from the Gold Coast, telling of men dying of fever, I found in the private correspondence of the Secretary of State, Lord Carnarvon. Hallam Tennyson had no qualification to be a governor other than that he had been private secretary to his father, Alfred, the
			poet laureate – but it was his wife Audrey, quiet, unassuming, who wrote long letters to her mother when they served in Australia, that caught my eye. I wanted these people to speak for themselves.

	
		1 Dispatch

		To the nerve centre of Empire, the Colonial Office: in 1857, a crumbling warren of offices at the end of Downing Street, where the steps now run down to St James’s Park. Numbers 13 and 14 were like numbers 10 and 11 today, venerable seventeenth-century houses. Twenty years before, a survey had declared them unsafe and beyond repair. Now, passages had been knocked between the two buildings on the first and second floors to provide the offices of the Secretary of State and two under-secretaries, their private secretaries and the senior clerks. Up in the attics were the junior clerks and servants, while the basement was inhabited by copyists, bookbinders, the library and the living quarters of the housekeeper. Rain poured through the roof and the sky was visible through cracks in the walls. Ceilings bulged, fires smoked and foul smells rose from a medieval sewage ditch nearby. The following year, when twenty-six-year-old Lord Carnarvon arrived
			to take up his post as Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, the department did not possess a decent map – or even enough chairs and tables to operate properly.

		Fifty colonies (or so) around the world: in London there were sixty-two employees. Of these, nine were copyists, five were messengers and four were porters. Only six people were graded above the level of assistant clerk. Boys – ‘drawn from a rank in society to which liberal education & cultivated address belong as a matter of course’ – came into the office from school and after ten or fifteen years of poor pay (a fourth-class clerk began on £100 a year, considerably less than it took to live as a gentleman in London), copying, sorting papers, and running errands, they gradually worked their way up. The office operated with pens and ink, paper held together with pins and files bound up with red tape. Staff normally worked a five-day week, from eleven to five. From this, time off was taken for lunch, ‘prepared in the kitchen and carried up to the gentlemen between two and three – and for tea’. This was still the normal
			pace in 1873, when the Permanent Secretary directed that clerks must arrive at work no later than twelve. Annual vacations – of several weeks – were liberal.

		Even the most senior clerks were not too sure of all the places the nation had laid claim to over the past 250 years, much less how they were run. The first official attempt to catalogue ‘Her Majesty’s Colonial Possessions’ was in 1839; a second was begun in 1860. Such was the difficulty experienced in collecting information from the colonies that the clerks viewed their efforts – published two years later in the first edition of the Colonial Office List (an annual publication that would go on until 1966) – as only ‘an approximation of what they at first expected to achieve’. They tried to codify and sort: North America with the West Indies, Europe – which besides the military bastions of Gibraltar, Malta and Cyprus also included little known outposts in Africa. The Indian Ocean possession of Mauritius was slightly muddled with Australia, while Hong Kong and the Falkland
			Islands were tucked in at the end. As Herman Merivale, the Permanent Under-Secretary, said in a lecture on colonies and colonization in 1861: ‘so strangely various are the circumstances of the colonial societies … so powerful is that taste for piecemeal legislation, so instinctive that dislike of systems and uniformity, which have ever characterized the political mind of England’, that the scale and character of colonial government was nowhere the same.

		Colonial Office ministers were junior, and they changed frequently. Office routine was geared to periodic work crises provoked by the arrivals and departures of the monthly mails, and the demands of parliament. From the point of view of the Secretary of State the most important issues of the day were based in the white settler colonies of Canada, Australia and South Africa: how to manage emigration, how best to settle them, and once settled, to organize them with forms of constitutional government. The affairs of lesser colonies – especially those populated by people who were not white – were negligible, remote, usually disease-ridden, and generally regarded as dreadful spots. At any time, though, tensions could explode. Spain encroached on Gibraltar; the French claimed the fisheries of Newfoundland; scandal, corruption and race riots would erupt in the West Indies. The fight against slavery, corruption and disease in west Africa was unending.
			Colonies were expected to be self-supporting; the cost of a garrison, or funds awarded for other purposes, had to be repaid out of local taxes, customs revenues and other fees.

		Governors were not easy to procure. True, the position had a certain social cachet – but even for plum posts, men were difficult to find. Especially to the tropics, the prospects of isolation, the climate and the dangers of drink, combined with disease, malarias and other fevers, made the most promising posting seem like a death sentence.

		The India Office had a system of recruitment inherited from the East India Company, which began with a two-year training course at Haileybury College. This led into a formal career structure administered in India. In the Colonial Office, making appointments came under the title of ‘Patronage’, granted ‘at the pleasure of the Crown’, which meant effectively that all posts were in the personal gift of the Secretary of State. Indeed, it was virtually impossible to become a governor unless you were known to him, or, at the least, one of the permanent secretaries.

		The top three appointments in any colony – the governor, the chief justice and the colonial secretary – were all controlled from London. Once in post, the Governor’s powers of hiring and firing his officials were limited: any suspension from office, and the appointment of anyone who was paid more than £100 a year, had to be referred to the Secretary of State, who could substitute someone else instead. There was no sense that good work in one colony necessarily brought promotion to another. Magistrates in the West Indies, for example, could be assigned to the same remote district for an entire career. In 1869 the Colonial Office introduced a competitive examination to recruit a very few young men to train as ‘Eastern Cadets’ in Ceylon, the Straits Settlement and Hong Kong – territories previously regarded as part of India’s purview. Until well after the First World War, the functions of what we would today call
			‘Personnel’ were decidedly vague and ramshackle.

		In spite of these drawbacks, day after day petitions arrived in Downing Street from the parents or friends of hopeful young men seeking appointments in the colonies – most of them unsolicited and invariably rejected. ‘His Lordship regrets that the vacancies are very few and the list of candidates is already long.’ A former acting governor from the Gold Coast – ‘a well meaning gentlemanlike man with some small amount of talents fitted for a small place’ – who had been unemployed for four years as a result of ‘noxiousness of the climate’ was given ‘the usual answer’ (if an opening occurred he would be advised) when he requested another appointment. Widows whose husbands’ pensions had never been paid could wait in vain for help from the Colonial Office.

		Sir Rawson Rawson, Governor-in-Chief of the Windward Islands, based in Barbados, was passed over, admittedly at the age of sixty-four, after a lifetime working his way up through clerkships in the Board of Trade, to civil secretary to the governor-general of Canada, colonial secretary of the Cape of Good Hope and governor of the Bahamas. He was told he had been in subordinate positions too long to make a satisfactory chief. His colleague, William des Voeux, then administrator of St Lucia, saw his principal defect as fearing responsibility, ‘but this he has in common with several special favourites of the Colonial Office and he is at least a gentleman, which is for governors evidently not a sine qua non’.

		In the case of a governorship, when mistakes could be so costly, it was immensely comforting, enormously helpful, to appoint someone the Secretary of State knew personally. Explorers, military commanders, former politicians and experienced local administrators all basically qualified. A governor’s term was limited to six years. The best way to find one, when there wasn’t someone suitable close to hand, was the old boy network.

		Two months after he took up office as Secretary of State for the Colonies for the third time, in 1874, Lord Carnarvon wrote to Sir Bartle Frere at the India Office for his advice on whom he would recommend for the tricky assignment of governing the Gold Coast, where the noble kingdom of the Ashanti had been freshly sacked by British troops, and warring tribes continued to fuel the slave trade with captives.

		‘There could be no better school for frontier war than that of the Punjab,’ Frere replied. The kind of man Carnarvon required was at his best aged thirty to forty, ‘or 45 at the outside’, for ‘if they have not the ballast and discretion you require at 30 or 35, they will never have it’. Frere went on to produce a list of candidates that reads like a racing card from the Grand National:

		
				Major Brabagon Pottinger: Cadet of season 1857. Married, an excellent officer with plenty of ability and sound common sense – served for sometime in command of the Sind Frontier Artillery – a nephew of the defender of Heart, and like him in character –

				Captain C. S. Reynolds: Bombay Staff Corps. Married. Cadet of Season 1859. Serving with the Sind Horse and as assistant political on the Sind Frontier. An officer of good ability and sound good sense. He has shewn great tact and temper on several occasions in his present appointment … well acquainted with the Sind system of managing the wild frontier tribes.

				Captain W. Reynolds … Plenty of common sense – with great perseverance and steadiness of character and always ready for work.

				Captain A. L. McNair … Steady, with plenty of energy in him –

		

		But by the time Carnarvon received this list from Frere, it was too late: time had been too critical. Carnarvon had no choice but to choose the man closest to the troubles, and transfer the man in charge of Lagos.

		Once selected, the name of a prospective governor was submitted to the Queen. She took an interest: of some she would have heard, a few she might have met. A governor, unlike a Foreign Office minister to even the most obscure nation, was almost never summoned to an audience. Her Majesty’s agreement secured, the governor’s letters patent would be issued in her name: ‘Victoria, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, Queen, Defender of the Faith, to Our Trusty and Well-beloved …’ And so would commence the pages of the new governor’s instructions, in rolling Elizabethan phrases, ‘and further know you, that We reposing especial trust and confidence in the prudence, courage, and loyalty of you … Our Governor … in and over Our said Settlement of …’ each adapted according to the place he was to govern.

		This was heady stuff. To the governor was given overall responsibility for law and order, revenue and expenditure, and leading society in his colony. He had the power to prorogue legislative bodies and pardon criminals. At all times he was to make sure the Secretary of State knew what was going on. He was to tour the country, open new buildings, confer honours. Most governors were given one or two overriding tasks to perform. His job was to succeed and generally leave a place better than when he arrived.

		There were different classes of governor. Governors-in-chief or governors-general were responsible for several colonies. Those answering to them might be lieutenant governors, administrators, or presidents of councils. Workloads varied enormously depending on where a man was going – ‘in inverse rather than in direct proportion to the importance of what is governed’, drily observed Sir William des Voeux after his experience in five governorships. ‘The higher the place in the official hierarchy, the more capable as a rule are the subordinate workers; the lower the place, the greater is the amount of drudgery to be undergone by the administrator, who is obliged to do much which is ordinarily done by subordinate officers, and has also to exercise a much closer supervision over his assistants.’

		In Canada and Australia, and the Cape and Natal in South Africa, parliamentary governments had been established. Here a governor walked a razor’s edge. He was like a constitutional monarch, his powers ‘brittle if too heavily pressed, a shadow if tactlessly advertised, substantial only when exercised discreetly in the background’, wrote the author John Buchan – who would later hold the office himself – of the governor-generalship of Lord Minto in Canada from 1898 to 1904. In places like Ottawa, the governor-general had so little power that he could scarcely order a lock for a door in Government House without the authority of the Department of Public Works, much less make appointments. It was even becoming unusual for him to have the power to pardon prisoners, or commute a sentence of death.

		The most taxing jobs were in the Crown colonies, where, with few exceptions, the ruling white Briton was vastly outnumbered by people of other races. Here the governor was personally responsible for every decision and the work of all government departments, often operating virtually on his own. At the Colonial Office there was a long-standing principle that the governor, their man on the spot, should be supported in almost any situation not covered in his instructions. Everywhere, however, the day-to-day manner of government differed.

		On important issues the governor of a Crown colony was instructed to consult his Executive Council, an advisory body of the most senior government officials in the colony: the chief justice, ranked next to him in precedence; the colonial secretary, the head of the bureaucracy and his real number two, who stepped up to act for him if he was taken ill or away on leave; the treasurer and the attorney-general. Their mandate, however, was purely advisory. The governor’s say was final.

		Des Voeux is frank. To grant suffrage to the ‘non-European races’ in Crown colonies would ‘render the position of Europeans precarious, if not altogether untenable’. To give the vote to the Europeans, however, ‘would almost certainly be prejudicial to the interests of the majority’; hence, the widespread instrument of the Legislative Council. Chaired by the governor, it was made up of the members of the Executive Council, plus a number of ‘unofficial’ members, representatives of key interest groups in the colony – nominated by the governor. ‘Unofficials’ were never permitted to outnumber ‘officials’ of the government: for it was the governor, and his servants, who were to speak on behalf of the great, unrepresented, non-white, majority of the population. Thus did the white man pick up his burden.

		A governor’s support system was slim. In his own office he would have a private secretary or two, often a relative he brought with him. His aide-de-camp (ADC) was his adjutant, perhaps his younger brother or that of his wife. The ADC took charge of the smooth running of Government House, and of protocol: placing the guests, introducing them, making sure no one monopolized the governor.

		Signing the contract for a governorship involved paying substantial fees and stamp duties in connection with the appointment. A governor’s passage and that of his private secretary and their servants were paid, and their travelling expenses within the colony – but not those of his wife and family. No presents were to be accepted. Beneath him, his colonial secretary was not paid until he had produced the annual ‘Blue Book’, the report of the colony laid before parliament every year. The same applied to the treasurer until he had rendered the accounts. Leaves of absence of up to a year, when only half salary was paid, confined as far as possible to cases ‘either of serious indisposition or of urgent private affairs’, were discouraged until the end of a term. Otherwise, officials were permitted six weeks holiday a year. Pensions were first introduced in 1865.
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			Governor’s dress uniform: black silk cocked hat dressed with plumes of white swan over scarlet feathers; a ‘coatee’ of blue cloth with scarlet collar and cuff s trimmed with silver embroidery. In the tropics, a coat of white drill trimmed with gold braid topped with a white helmet did for ordinary ceremonial occasions
		

		All sorts of checks and balances seem to be in place: a host of rules and regulations accompanied the governor – from how dispatches should be written, to what uniform he should wear when, to how and when he should fly the flag. Elaborate tables of precedence were supplied, which dictated in what order which people should process in to dinner, and who was to be seated next to whom. ‘Persons entitled to precedence in the United Kingdom or in Foreign Countries, are not entitled as of a right, to the same precedence in the British Colonies …’

		‘I have elaborate instructions from the Colonial Office as to the custody of treasure,’ wrote Arthur Gordon when he first moved into his house of reed and thatch in Fiji in 1875. ‘It ought to be kept in a fireproof stone vault with three different locks, each key in the keeping of a different person. As a fact, the treasure boxes I brought down are piled close to my bed, in a room which would burn like flax … and which has no key. But on the top of the pile is a basket containing Snip and her puppies …’

		The Colonial Office kept in constant touch with its governors through a stream of circulars, keeping them up to the mark on responding to dispatches within a month, giving them news on new postal routes, instructions on how to handle deserters from merchant seamen, repatriating pauper lunatics (they could not recommend any general system) and assigning new badges to colonies. Many issues had come before the Queen herself in Council, and circulars would be headed as if they had come directly from the Court at Windsor, giving governors the sense of a direct link with the monarch herself.

		Governors were to be on the lookout for important escaped prisoners and Fenian outlaws from Ireland. Every assistance was to be given to the artist Miss Marianne North on her visit to Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and Mauritius to make paintings ‘of remarkable trees and plants’ for the Royal Gardens of Kew. They were kept up to date on the latest findings on leprosy, advances in sanitation, and instructed in detail, courtesy of the director of public gardens in Jamaica, on sowing plantations of cinchona, the tree from South America that produced quinine.

		In 1881 Secretary of State Lord Kimberley wrote that several examples of ‘revoltingly botched executions’ had come to his attention, which ‘in the interest both of humanity and decency’ had to be prevented. He attached a detailed memorandum on ‘the Execution of Prisoners by Hanging with a long Drop’. That year too, governors had received instructions to hold a census in April, as in Britain, and according to identical methodology. Sample enumerator forms, laying out names and addresses, professions and occupations, from the British Registrar-General were enclosed.

		The results were shambolic. Only Canada managed properly to comply, while across the globe, governor after governor adapted the instructions to his own circumstances. In Western Australia the Governor forgot to include the Aborigines, which made nonsense of his crime figures. The Gold Coast’s figures were based on the Governor’s estimate; in a subsequent attempt, he enlisted the help of his native kings: calabashes filled with Indian corn were used to count the males; cowries for females.

		However inaccurate the numbers, the single table that resulted, placed at the back of the 1881 Census of England and Wales, brought the true enormity of what the Colonial Office and its governors in the field were dealing with into focus for perhaps the first time. ‘The territory occupied by the 254,187,630 inhabitants of the British Empire is estimated as consisting of slightly over eight millions of English square miles, – an area more than twice as large as Europe, larger than North America, almost half as large as Asia, and not very far short of one-sixth of the land surface of the earth.’

		In 1875 the Colonial Office moved into substantial – if plain – new offices in the corner of the grand building on Whitehall which George Gilbert Scott had built for the Foreign and India Offices. The workload increased. Britain had acquired the Straits Settlements – today’s Singapore and Malaysia – while the laying of telegraph cables both east and west prompted a series of reorganizations. By 1879 work was divided into three departments: ‘Eastern and West Indian’, ‘North American and Australian’ and ‘African and Mediterranean’. Thus, bizarrely, Jamaica and British Honduras (today’s Belize), as well as Hong Kong, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Mauritius and the Falkland Islands – all fell under the eye of the Permanent Under-Secretary, Charles Cox, who had risen through the Colonial Office from his appointment as a clerk, fifty years before. In spite of a near doubling in scale of the amount of correspondence,
			by 1890 the number of staff had increased by only three. Before long, typewriters would come into use, and the powerful Joseph Chamberlain, with his business brain and sense of imperial mission, would come into office as Secretary of State in 1895.

		Governors in post kept a constant watch on openings that appeared, writing repeatedly to Downing Street for news of possible chances for promotion. Most of them knew their contemporaries – if not personally, certainly by reputation. Service in the islands of the West Indies brought many governors together. When in London, they gravitated to hotels or rooms near St James’s, close to clubs like the Travellers, the Athenaeum and the Carlton and within walking distance of the Colonial Office, where they would call in to discuss affairs with the under-secretary and clerks with whom they had been corresponding. In 1887 the first conference of colonial governors from around the globe was held in London. Gradually a new breed of professional governor was emerging. Whereas in the 1850s only three men had risen through the ranks of colonial administration in different colonies to become governors, by the 1890s, half had done so.

		‘Up to now I have been entitled, as Administrator of Dominica, to wear the Civil uniform of the third class; a rather simple affair of dark-blue cloth with gold-embroidered cuffs and collar. But now that I am, to all intents and purposes, a pukka Governor I can wear the uniform of the second class, which is a much more imposing suit,’ wrote Henry Hesketh Bell as he anticipated his promotion to Governor of Uganda in 1905. ‘There is a good deal of gold lace on the chest and coat-tails, and it costs, I find, a pretty penny. There is also a white undress uniform, for the tropics, which will be a great comfort in Uganda. A white helmet with a plume of scarlet and white feathers goes with it together with a Court sword …’

		The moment a governor heard his name had been submitted to the Queen, it was time to prepare to move. Unless he happened to be in England on leave, there was no time for a briefing beforehand. Many went directly to their posts from somewhere else in the Empire. They culled their information about their destination from government Blue Books and headlines in the newspapers.

		The Army & Navy stores, shirt-makers and tailors were ready for the departing colonial servant. Recommended, more or less for everywhere, was the following list:

		
			
				COMPLETE
			

			
				INDIA OUTFIT
			

			
				FOR
			

			
				£45
			

			
				
						12 White Shirts, Linen Fronts
						1 rug
				

				
						24 “Collars
						1 Soiled Clothes Bag, Frame & Lock
				

				
						6 Saratta Shirts, Collars on
						1 Housewife [sewing kit]
				

				
						6 Flannel Shirts
						1 Cabin Portmanteau
				

				
						6 Sleeping Jumpers
						1 Overland Trunk
				

				
						6 Pair Sleeping Pyjamas
						12 Towels
				

				
						12 Gauze Banians [a loose fitting jacket]
						4 Bath Towels
				

				
						6 Pair Gauze Drawers
						2 Pair Canvas Shoes
				

				
						12 Pair Merino Socks
						1 Mosquito Curtain
				

				
						12 “Cotton“
						Sponge and Bag
				

				
						2 “Braces“
						1 Coloured Flannel Suit
				

				
						24 Irish Cambric Handkerchiefs
						1 Serge “
				

				
						1 Anti-Cholera Belt [flannel waistband]
						2 Brown Holland “
				

				
						1 Pith Helmet
						2 “ Extra Trousers
				

				
						1 Felt Hat
						 
				

				
						2 Puggaries [cloth that goes round the brim of a hat]
						 
				

			

		

		Advertisers in the colonial press offered every kind of stationery and portable writing case, inkpots and stands, stamping presses and seals; seeds; tobacco, cigarettes and snuff; ‘Ellis & John’s new long cloak, made of patented “Solaro”, the new sunproof cloth’ was ‘a wonderful combination of bed, hammock and stretcher, in a great coat’. There were ‘Tents for All Climates’, ‘Watertight boxes’, pianos – ‘specially constructed for extreme and trying climates’, safes, shipping, hotels and insurance. No one could do without Dr Collis Browne’s chlorodyne, one of the period’s most popular patent medicines for the treatment of cholera. A potent mixture of laudanum, tincture of cannabis and chloroform, it was also recommended for a host of other ailments, from sleeplessness and ‘calming the system’, to consumption, asthma, bronchitis,
			diarrhoea and whooping cough.

		And then there were sad, sad, sad advertisements like this one, laid out across a half page in the front of the Colonial Office List for 1879, in soft Kate Greenaway style typeface: ‘Mrs Jacob, The Close, Salisbury, offers a home to little girl or boy as companion to her own two children. Beautiful large old House and Garden …’ for the children of the governors who could not go with them, or had to be sent home to be schooled.

		With experience, the challenge of tackling Africa and other tropical locations began to be collected into handbooks that started to appear in the 1880s. ‘Look upon the sun as an enemy, and never go into the direct rays without having the head covered by a pith helmet,’ the newcomer was advised. Such headgear, ‘light in weight, with a broad brim, and made so that they afford shade to the back of the neck’, was essential, along with mosquito nets, hot water bottles (indispensable in the treatment of malaria) and water filters. While governors often revelled in feasts of local produce – Lady Glover reports eating bullfrogs, land crabs and cabbage palms, ‘each dish costing the life of a tree’, as well as turtle, flying fish, and ‘yams and fruit of every kind’ when she was wife of the Governor in Antigua – it was considered impossible to live without European staples. For Africa a European provision order
			for a year would include tins of meat and fish, fruit, jams and biscuits; plain biscuits such as ‘water’ and ‘soda’ often took the place of bread on the march. ‘In a country like Africa every person should take a tepid bath at least once a day.’ It was necessary however to guard against chills of every kind. Only flannel was to be worn next to the skin, under a white cotton suit. ‘To protect the region of the abdomen from constant chills … the flannel belt or “Kamarbund” is usually worn …10 inches wide, 6 feet long, unshrinkable flannel – wound around the waist at least twice.’

		William Denison was forty-two when he went with his pregnant wife, Caroline, and their five young children to his first post as governor to Van Diemen’s Land. The only way for the Denison family to travel to Tasmania in 1846 was via a regular trader by way of the Cape of Good Hope. Their experience was little different from the Gordons travelling to Fiji in 1875, the Freres to the Cape in 1879, or the Tennysons to Australia in 1899. Vast preparations had to be made for long voyages and stays away from home that could last for many years. Denison packed up his library of nearly 2,000 books. ‘Every article of furniture, plate, crockery, glass, household utensils, saddlery, harness, etc., had to be purchased, for I was told that it would not be wise to trust to the local market for the supply of these.’ No allowance for this expenditure – some £2,000 – was provided by the government.

		At last, having seen their servants and their household goods – ‘no small portion of the cargo’ – on board, ‘we bade adieu to those whom we were not destined to see again for very many years’, Caroline Denison wrote sadly. They set sail from the Port of London, on the greasy brown waters of the Thames.

		For days the Denisons were becalmed in the Channel. Ten days out from Portsmouth, they ran into a ‘fearful gale’ that lasted three days and nights. At its height, a heavy sea struck the ship and washed over the deck, carrying away a foresail, and a man off the jib-boom. ‘I shall never forget the impression of horror produced by the awful sound of the sea striking the ship, followed almost instantly by the terrible cry, “a man overboard!” Everything was done that could be done, but it was of no use; in such a tremendous sea, one felt there could be but little hope,’ wrote Caroline. A month later, the pain of leaving England and everything she knew had not left her. ‘Alas!’ she wrote after an evening spent star-gazing on the deck, days south of Madeira. ‘Our northern stars are fast descending in the sky and soon we shall have lost sight of them … the last link between us and England.’

		The Denisons, like generations of governors, before and after, were now on their own.
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