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Introduction

The eyewitness reports and memoirs in this collection all aim at the same magical effect of giving the reader the sensation of being there at great and curious events, and with extraordinary people. This is the essence of storytelling ever since humans had the ability to communicate in speech and script.

I have chosen a selection of reports and testimonies from across the last century (with a handful before and after). It was a great time for news and for reporting, but this book is not exclusively about professional reporting and journalism. Some of the most poignant entries come from the private moments of confidence to diaries, letters and journals. Some tackle great and cataclysmic events; others speak of domestic joys and grief.

Much of the choice is coloured by my life over the past 43 years or so as a journalist, traveller and amateur historian. In some ways this is the scrapbook of imagination and memory. The pieces are chosen because of what they have conjured in the mind’s eye of people, places and happenings that fascinate in themselves, or fascinate in the manner of their telling. Each piece is either remarkable in the way it is related, or speaks of remarkable occurrences and personalities. I hope, too, that each tells a complete story in itself.

I believe that all good reporters, and storytellers, are born not made. Certainly professional reporters and correspondents must have some training in how to shape a report, observe the rules of grammar and the strictures of the law – especially on libel and defamation – and the peculiar customs and mannerisms dictated by the whims of an editor or a publication’s house style. But all good reporters need the same quality of driving curiosity, a dash of recklessness even, to find things out and then spill the beans as forcefully as possible.

This book teems with natural storytellers. Some are professional journalists and writers. Some of the very best are amateurs who found themselves in the right place, or the wrong one maybe, at the right time – and became highly accomplished reporters almost by accident. A favourite of mine is the Welsh poet W. H. Davies, the first minstrel hobo of the railway age. In the late nineteenth century he crisscrossed North America, illegally hitchhiking on freight trains. He came to grief when his leg was crushed by a train in Ontario; thereafter he was slowed down by a heavy wooden leg. He collected his memoirs in Autobiography of a Super Tramp, which with the generous backing of George Bernard Shaw was published in 1907. I have selected his description of the technique of ‘hopping box cars’. Davies shows himself a natural wandering troubadour of the railroad, an inspiration to generations including Bob Dylan and Jack Kerouac. The rock band Supertramp took their name as homage to his book.

Ernest Hemingway, a legendary reporter in every sense, shows the touch of the true storyteller in just a few lines. Take the opening of his most famous despatch from World War II, the D Day landings in Normandy, which was published a month later in Collier’s Magazine. ‘No one remembers the date of the battle of Shiloh. But the day we took Fox Green beach was the sixth of June …’ In just a few lines you are with him bouncing up and down in the landing craft in rough sea as it drives towards the beach, the faces of the GIs under their steel helmets turning grey with seasickness and apprehension.

Hemingway had a real reporter’s eye for detail. His account of the rout of hundreds of thousands of Italian soldiers in driving rain and mud at Caporetto in 1917 makes one of the most vivid passages in his novel A Farewell to Arms. These were scenes he witnessed as an ambulance driver on the Carso front; they are among the best of all surviving descriptions of that terrible war.

I have chosen a number of pieces that were written or composed well after the event, but they are great distillations of the experience of being there on the spot as it happened. John Dos Passos compiled in his documentary novel USA a brilliant account of the funeral of the silent movie divo Rodolfo Valentino – possibly the first tickertape funeral in history. It has all the punch and immediacy of a report in that morning’s newspaper.

Distillation of the moment is the key. Some of the pieces, the poetry especially, are chosen because they are items of testimony, and they bear witness in themselves, encapsulating the whole mood of the time. Isaac Rosenberg’s ‘Break of Day in the Trenches’ celebrates a fleeting thought that captures a whole experience. In a different way the Dust Bowl Ballads of Woody Guthrie chronicle the disaster and diaspora of a whole generation of poor dirt farmers of the American Midwest in the Depression.

Some, like the Dust Storm Disaster (14 April 1935), are remarkably accurate in their detail. This is all the more impressive as reporters are notorious for exaggeration. We all like to embellish stories, and there is a bit of Baron Munchhausen in most of us. Journalism of most cultures and languages has a maxim along the lines of the Fleet Street adage, ‘never let the facts get in the way of a good story.’ The Italian is somewhat more elegant and piquant: ‘Se non è vero, è ben trovato’ (if it isn’t true, it is none the less well found). With many great reporters it is hard to detect when the fine line, a wafer-thin caesura, is transgressed between strict fact and a touch of romancing and embellishment. One of the best storytellers, and reporters, I ever knew was René Cutforth. He’d been a schoolmaster, a professional soldier, and gun runner before he settled down, if that is the right word, and became a reporter for BBC radio Newsreel, which took him off to the Korean War. He saw himself more as a spinner of yarns and less a professional journalist, a ‘hack’. He was a freebooter who wouldn’t survive a second today in mainstream media with its codes of conduct and health and safety regulations. As he spun out his shaggy dog stories of reminiscence, fact and fiction merged, and the audience didn’t seem to care. He was a surprisingly sharp prose stylist, too. When the BBC asked him to narrate his autobiography for radio, somebody fortunately had the wit to put them into a small book, for the tapes of that unforgettable gravelly voice are long gone. I have included his electric description of the wild celebrations in the small German town of Lublar as the Second World War came to an end in 1945.

Reporters have suffered the same fate and reputation as the chroniclers of the Middle Ages, often portrayed as gossips at worst and purveyors of rough-hewn truths at best. What they write, according to some academics, can only be a first draft of what will become finely honed and considered history. The patronising term ‘scribbler’ or ‘hack’ says it all. What we reporters, yes ‘hacks’, deliver are graffiti on the walls of the collective memory. Our scribbles are to history, according to this point of view, as doggerel is to the sonnet or the epic poem. In the introduction to an anthology of reportage published in the 1980s, the editor, a professor of English Literature, suggested that reporting was too fleeting and ephemeral to be considered great art. I disagree.

Some pieces of eyewitness reporting in this book do reach the heights of great literary art and great history. They reveal a central truth about the human condition. None is more powerful than the telling of the experience of prisoners in Auschwitz by Primo Levi. Primo Levi wrote down his reflections on surviving the death camp and his long odyssey to reach home in Italy several years later and published them in two books, If This Is a Man and The Truce. They are among the greatest pieces of factual description and witness in the canon of western literature. Reporting by Levi’s pen becomes testimony, and great literature and history.

Coincidentally Primo Levi’s distant kinsman Carlo Levi also managed the same feat of alchemy, turning reportage into great literature in his memoir of exile by the Fascists in the 1930s to the depths of Italy’s impoverished south, Christ Stopped at Eboli. He describes the peasants of Aliano in Basilicata with their superstitions, witchcraft and spells, in poetic detail. Some 45 years later I visited Aliano. Some of Levi’s peasants were still living there, now a great age, and the buildings and the surrounding hills were exactly as he depicted them.

History, wrote the great historian and resistance hero Marc Bloch, consists of ‘momentary convulsions’ and ‘long developments’. Bloch proved himself a wonderful reporter when he described the collapse of the French forces in May 1940 in his searing polemic ‘Strange Defeat’, written weeks after his escape from Dunkirk and subsequent return to France.

How does the reporter capture the scale, the impact, the texture of a momentary, and momentous, convulsion? John Updike addressed the dilemma squarely in his brilliant account of the attack on the World Trade Center on September 11th 2001. ‘Suddenly summoned to witness something great and horrendous, we keep fighting not to reduce it to our own smallness,’ he begins. ‘From the view-point of a tenth floor apartment in Brooklyn Heights, where I happened to be visiting some kin, the Destruction of the World Trade Center twin towers had the false intimacy of television, on a day of clear reception.’

Giving the story some shape, getting to the heart of the matter, capturing the colour and momentum – these are the things uppermost in my mind whenever I report from the field. What is this really about, what is the truth at its heart, why does it matter – why is it news ? Like the late great journalist James Cameron I also worry that I am going to miss the crucial point entirely each time I open the laptop and hit the keyboard to create and file a new story. He put it more elegantly: ‘every time I put a new sheet in my typewriter, I think this time they’ll find me out.’

Generally I am as worried about what I have missed as I am about what I have uncovered, reported and revealed. Nearly thirty years ago I was witness to the first battle in the Falklands Campaign in 1982, at a sheep ranching settlement called Goose Green. The events were dramatic enough as battle ebbed and flowed for nearly 24 hours across an area roughly the size of three municipal golf courses. Given the small numbers involved, somewhat under 2,000 people all told, Argentine and British forces and some 120 Falkland Island settlers, one would imagine it is pretty easy to work out the details of exactly what happened that blustery autumn day, 28 May 1982. Yet to this day I have not met a single person who can tell me exactly what happened at every major juncture in that drama. Each person has a crucial detail, to be sure, but they are tiles in a mosaic whose outline is clear, but whose overall form and content remain a mystery.

The sense shared by many writers and reporters of not quite having the final word is neatly expressed by Hemingway at the end of his famous D Day despatch. ‘But if you want to know how it was in an LCV(P) on D Day when we took Fox Green Beach and Easy Red beach on the sixth of June, 1944, then this is as near as I can come to it.’ In one sentence he sums up the feeling shared by all good reporters that we can never be omniscient – only the most monumental egotists among us or the clinically insane would disagree.

Many of the pieces in this collection deal with war: the drama, the effects and victims, the aftermath. It is inevitable that this should be so in any panoramic reflection of the 20th century, named by the historian Eric Hobsbawm ‘the age of extremes’ with its two great global conflicts, strings of rebellions, terrible civil wars, and the ragged brushfire struggles of national liberation and insurgency. But the quieter moments, the odd pieces of eyewitness account of domestic life and social manners touch the heart and catch the inner eye as much as the sturm und drang of the battlefield. We eavesdrop, for example, on the private worries of Nella Last, from eking out rations to coping with her dreary marriage and her own depression, as she recorded them faithfully in her diary entries for Mass Observation, the extraordinary social scrapbook that recorded how people coped in the Second World War.

A similar favourite is the opening speech of the prosecuting counsel Mervyn Griffith-Jones in the trial of Penguin Books for obscenity for publishing the unexpurgated edition of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatter-ley’s Lover. Quite unintentionally it is a wonderful piece of testimony to a bygone age. Britain was on the cusp of the Swinging Sixties, miniskirts, the Beatles, the pill and psychedelia. ‘Would you approve of your young sons, young daughters – because girls can read as well as boys – reading this book? Is it a book you would have lying around in your own house? Is it a book that you would even wish your wife or your servants to read?’

A very different scene of domestic life is depicted in one of the last entries of the collection, the despatches via the Internet of the Baghdad housewife who called herself Riverbend. New media delivered some very remarkable eyewitness accounts of the last days of Saddam Hussein and the appalling aftermath in Iraq. Riverbend loses members of her family in the anarchy of kidnapping and sectarian revenge attacks as order fell apart in the Iraqi capital under American occupation. Yet she managed to keep the family together, and is still writing her e-mail diary to the outside world.

Equally remarkable is the journal, again transmitted via e-mail, of a man, an architect by profession I believe, who called himself Salam Pax, the Baghdad Blogger. He records the precise moment of the American forces entering the capital, and from the inside chronicles the cycle of elation and despair of his family friends as they realise that their deliverance is being overtaken by disaster.

Traditional mainstream media and journalism has been slow to grasp how the new means of communication – chat rooms and the net, text messaging and video phoning – has enfranchised a huge global pool of eyewitness reporters and ‘citizen journalists’ whose news and views otherwise would never have been heard. New means have brought new modes of conveying reports and reflections, the cryptographic styles of text speech by the telephone, and now the staccato paragraphs of Twitter. Twitter messages to and from Tehran and the other great cities of Iran made, or at least sustained, an incipient revolution during the elections of 2009. I have included several bursts of Twitter from Tehran gathered by a translator calling himself Nite Owl and relayed to the world on the Internet and by mobile phone. They are both eyewitness reports and testaments to a great drama, and a momentous convulsion for millions of young Iranians.

In collecting many of these pieces I have been travelling in the company of friends – and a few heroes. Among the heroes is Ernie Pyle, who told the story from ground level in the company of GI Joe, his emblematic American infantry soldier, slogging with him through the mud and rain of Northern Europe and dying with him within sight of the end of the Second World War at Okinawa in April 1945. Then there are the travellers like Eric Newby, a delightfully gentle character whom I met several times, and the great wizard of the tales of the exotic, from soccer wars to the wild life in Africa and Asia, Ryszard Kapuscinski. He is a companion of the imagination, in the manner of his tall stories and embellishments, and as great a romancer as René Cutforth, whom I knew well and found one of the most beguiling conversationalists I have ever encountered.

Friends and colleagues like Anthony Loyd of The Times, one of the bravest journalists around, Robert Fisk, Patrick Cockburn and John Simpson, companions of the road, are here. Their company and added insights as we have gone about discovering and then telling the story have made doing so all the more rewarding and exhilarating.

And that is why we do it. Reporters, the hawkers of the eyewitness business, do it because we are hooked on the sheer thrill of finding out, getting it straight, then getting the story back to the newsdesk and the readers. One of the greatest eyewitness reporters of my generation is Kurt Schork of Reuters, who was killed in Sierra Leone in the summer of 2000. Because he was a wire man reporting for an agency, his byline was hardly known to a world audience, though his words and despatches graced papers and journals and news stations by the thousand. He was fearless in body and spirit, and his prose from the field of action had a strange elegance. I have chosen one of his most famous pieces, the story of a Muslim and Serb couple shot by snipers in the no man’s land of the Siege of Sarajevo in May 1993.

Kurt led the life he did, because he liked it and it liked him. At times it seems more an addiction than a choice; the compulsion to tell it how it is.

Robert Fox
London, N1
2009


Editorial Note

The extracts selected for this book come from a wide variety of printed and manuscript sources. We have adopted a degree of standardisation so that the reader will not be unduly distracted by often markedly different forms and styles, and such things as typographical conventions, spellings, capitalisation and (to a lesser extent) punctuation have been gently harmonised. To avoid confusion, the names of individuals and place names have also been regularised as far as possible to the most commonly accepted forms. In those instances, however, where the style adopted seems particularly characteristic and a part of the flavour of the piece, the original forms have been left unchanged.

Minor cuts, for ease of reading, have been made silently. We have also excised chapter numbers and headings where they disrupt the narrative flow. Significant cuts, however, have been marked with ellipses and substantive emendations or editorial interpolations in quoted matter have been placed in square brackets. The footnotes are confined to elucidating otherwise obscure remarks in the eyewitness accounts, and are not intended to be in any way comprehensive.

Most of the material in this volume has been extracted from original sources, but inevitably there is some overlap with other anthologies. There are a number of famous eyewitness accounts that have earned their place in any such collection, and readers will expect to see them in this one. Three anthologies in particular were helpful in suggesting some of the set pieces included in this book: The Faber Book of Reportage (1987), edited by John Carey, The Mammoth Book of How it Happened (1998–2006), edited by Jon E. Lewis, and Eyewitness to America (1997), edited by David Colbert.


VISIONS OF THE FUTURE

The twentieth century was born on a tide of hope and apprehension. Europe was already locked in an arms race which many feared, and a manic few hoped, might lead to war, and both Europe and the United States continued to carve out new colonies and spheres of interest across the globe – in Africa, South America, the Mediterranean, the Pacific, the South Seas and Asia. World history happened in the midst of an explosion of new ideas and visions of the future.


Transatlantic Triumphs and Disasters

Two major scientific breakthroughs took place at the beginning of the century – radium and relativity. Radium, a radioactive metallic element which was to become vital in medicine, was discovered in 1898 by the French physicist Pierre Curie and his Polish wife, Marie. Working jointly, they finally managed to prove its existence in 1902 by preparing a decigram of pure radium and determining its atomic weight. Before that they had spent four years in a shed, sifting through tons of pitchblende, which contained both polonium and radium, and which had to be brought from the St Joachimsthal mines in Bohemia, where uranium salts were extracted for the making of glass. Pierre and Marie had to pool their savings to buy this material and transport it to Paris. The shed in which they worked at the Faculty of Medicine had an earth floor and was furnished with some old kitchen tables and a rusty stove. This is Marie’s description of their working life during that time.

We had no money, no laboratory and no help in the conduct of this important and difficult task. It was like creating something out of nothing, and if Casimir Dluski once called my student years ‘the heroic years of my sister-in-law’s life’, I may say without exaggeration that this period was, for my husband and me, the heroic period of our common existence …

And yet it was in this miserable old shed that the best and happiest years of our life were spent, entirely consecrated to work. I sometimes passed the whole day stirring a boiling mass, with an iron rod nearly as big as myself. In the evening I was broken with fatigue …

I came to treat as many as 20 kilograms of matter at a time, which had the effect of filling the shed with great jars of precipitates and liquids. It was killing work to carry the receivers, to pour off the liquids and to stir, for hours at a stretch, the boiling matter in a smelting basin …

At this period we were entirely absorbed by the new realm that was, thanks to an unhoped-for discovery, opening before us. In spite of the difficulties of our working conditions, we felt very happy. Our days were spent at the laboratory. In our humble shed there reigned a great tranquillity: sometimes, as we watched over some operation, we would walk up and down, talking about work in the present and in the future; when we were cold a cup of hot tea taken near the stove comforted us. We lived in our single preoccupation as if in a dream …

We saw only very few persons at the laboratory; among the physicists and chemists there were a few who came from time to time, either to see our experiments or to ask for advice from Pierre Curie, whose competence in several branches of physics was well known. Then took place some conversations before the blackboard – the sort of conversation one remembers well because it acts as a stimulant for scientific interest and the ardour for work without interrupting the course of reflection and without troubling that atmosphere of peace and meditation which is the true atmosphere of a laboratory.

The Curies began to talk about radium as if it were a child about to be born. Marie is reported to have wondered ‘what It will be like, what It will look like’, while Pierre hoped that it would have a very beautiful colour. Forty-five months after they had first posited the existence of the element, they found out. Returning on impulse after a long day’s work, they saw the particles glowing in the darkness with a phosphorescent bluish outline. As a couple they shared a Nobel prize in 1903, and after her husband’s death in an accident Marie was awarded a further Nobel prize in 1911 for isolating radium and polonium.

Meanwhile, in 1905 – ‘the miraculous year’, the physicist Albert Einstein proposed his special theory of relativity – the notion that the wavelength of light emitted by atoms was influenced by gravity. Though it would be another ten years before his general theory was formulated, 1905 marked the beginning of a huge advance in human understanding of the universe – equivalent in genius to the discoveries of Galileo and Newton.

On 17 December 1903, at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, the Wright brothers made the first powered flight. There were only a handful of witnesses, including the lifeguards at the Kill Devil Hills Life Saving Station, and at first the press did not believe the story. The plane weighed 745 pounds, less than half the weight of a modern car, and was powered by a 12- horsepower engine. This account comes from Orville Wright’s diary.

When we got up a wind of between 20 and 25 miles was blowing from the north. We got the machine out early and put out the signal for the men at the station … After running the engine and propellers a few minutes to get them in working order, I got on the machine at 10.35 for the first trial … On slipping the rope the machine started off increasing in speed to probably 7 or 8 miles. The machine lifted from the truck just as it was entering on the fourth rail. Mr Daniels took a picture just as it left the tracks. I found the control of the front rudder quite difficult on account of its being balanced too near the centre and thus had a tendency to turn itself when started so that the rudder was turned too far on one side and then too far on the other. As a result the machine would rise suddenly to about 10 feet and then as suddenly, on turning the rudder, dart for the ground. A sudden dart when out about 100 feet from the end of the tracks ended the flight. Time about twelve seconds (not known exactly as watch was not promptly stopped). The lever for throwing off the engine was broken, and the skid under the rudder cracked. After repairs, at twenty minutes after eleven o’clock Will made the second trial. The course was about like mine, up and down but a little longer over the ground though about the same in time. Distance not measured but about 175 feet. Wind speed not quite so strong. With the aid of the station men present, we picked the machine up and carried it back to the starting ways. At about twenty minutes till twelve o’clock I made the third trial. When out about the same distance as Will’s, I met with a strong gust from the left which raised the left wing and sidled the machine off to the right in a lively manner. I immediately turned the rudder to bring the machine down and then worked the end control … At just twelve o’clock Will started on the fourth and last trip.

The machine started off with its ups and downs as it had before, but by the time he had gone over 300 or 400 feet he had it under much better control, and was travelling on a fairly even course. It proceeded in this manner till it reached a small hummock out about 800 feet from the starting ways, when it began its pitching again and suddenly darted into the ground. The front rudder frame was badly broken up, but the main frame suffered none at all. The distance over the ground was 852 feet in 59 seconds. The engine turns was 1071, but this included several seconds while on the starting ways and probably about a half-second after landing. The jar of landing had set the watch on machine back so that we have no exact record for the 1071 turns. Will took a picture of my third flight just before the gust struck the machine. The machine left the ways successfully at every trial, and the tail was never caught by the truck as we had feared.

After removing the front rudder, we carried the machine back to camp. We set the machine down a few feet west of the building, and while standing about discussing the last flight, a sudden gust of wind struck the machine and started to turn it over. All rushed to stop it. Will who was near one end ran to the front, but too late to do any good. Mr Daniels and myself seized spars [uprights] at the rear, but to no purpose. The machine gradually turned over on us. Mr Daniels, having had no experience in handling a machine of this kind, hung on to it from the inside, and as a result was knocked down and turned over and over with it as it went. His escape was miraculous, as he was in with the engine and chains. The engine legs were all broken off, the chain guides badly bent, a number of uprights, and nearly all the rear ends of the ribs were broken.

On 15 April 1912 the liner Titanic, on her maiden voyage, hit an iceberg and sank. Though the ship was British, many prominent Americans were on board, and of 2,224 passengers, 1,513 lives were lost – mostly from among those travelling steerage. The ship, which her owners had boasted was ‘unsinkable’, went down in a matter of hours, and there were spaces in lifeboats and collapsible rafts for only 1,178 people. It was one of the biggest disasters, and scandals, of peacetime maritime history. Harry Senior, a fireman, described the first impact of the iceberg.

I was in my bunk when I felt a bump. One man said, ‘Hello. She has been struck.’ I went on deck and saw a great pile of ice on the well deck before the forecastle, but we all thought the ship would last some time, and we went back to our bunks. Then one of the firemen came running down and yelled, ‘All muster for the lifeboats.’ I ran on deck, and the captain said, ‘All firemen keep down on the well deck. If a man comes up I’ll shoot him.’

Then I saw the first lifeboat lowered. Thirteen people were on board, eleven men and two women. Three were millionaires, and one was Ismay [J. Bruce Ismay, managing director of the White Star Line; a survivor].

Then I ran up on the hurricane deck and helped to throw one of the collapsible boats on to the lower deck. I saw an Italian woman holding two babies. I took one of them, and made the woman jump overboard with the baby, while I did the same with the other. When I came to the surface the baby in my arms was dead. I saw the woman strike out in good style, but a boiler burst on the Titanic and started a big wave. When the woman saw that wave, she gave up. Then, as the child was dead, I let it sink too.

I swam around for about half an hour, and was swimming on my back when the Titanic went down. I tried to get aboard a boat, but some chap hit me over the head with an oar. There were too many in her. I got around to the other side of the boat and climbed in.

Harold Bride was one of the Titanic’s wireless operators. He gave this account to the New York Times.

‘We’ve struck an iceberg,’ the captain said, ‘and I’m having an inspection made to tell what it has done for us. You’d better get ready to send out a call for assistance. But don’t send it until I tell you.’

The captain went away, and in ten minutes, I should estimate the time, he came back. We could hear a terrible confusion outside; there was not the least thing to indicate that there was any trouble. The wireless was working perfectly.

‘Send the call for assistance,’ ordered the captain, barely putting his head in the door.

‘What call shall I send?’ Phillips asked.

‘The regulation international call for help. Just that.’

Then the captain was gone. Phillips began to send ‘CQD’. He flashed away at it and we joked while he did so. All of us made light of the disaster.

We joked that way while he flashed signals for about five minutes. Then the captain came back.

‘What are you sending?’ he asked.

‘CQD,’ Phillips replied.

The humour of the situation appealed to me. I cut in with a little remark that made us all laugh, including the captain.

‘Send SOS,’ I said. ‘It’s the new call, and it may be your last chance to send it.’

Phillips, with a laugh, changed the signal to SOS. The captain told us we had been struck amidships, or just back of amidships. It was ten minutes, Phillips told me, after he had noticed the iceberg, that the slight jolt that was the collision’s only signal to us occurred. We thought we were a good distance away.

We said lots of funny things to each other in the next few minutes. We picked up, first, the steamship Frankford. We gave her our position and said we had struck an iceberg and needed assistance. The Frankford operator went away to tell his captain.

He came back and we told him we were sinking by the head. By that time we could observe a distinct list forward.

The Carpathia answered our signals. We told her our position and said we were sinking by the head. The operator went to tell the captain and in five minutes returned and told us that the captain of the Carpathia was putting about and heading for us …

[Phillips] was a brave man. I learned to love him that night, and I suddenly felt for him a great reverence to see him standing there sticking to his work while everybody else was raging about. I will never live to forget the work of Phillips for the last awful fifteen minutes.

I thought it was about time to look about and see if there was anything to catch that would float. I remembered that every member of the crew had a special lifebelt and ought to know where it was. I remembered mine was under my bunk. I went and got it. Then I thought how cold the water was.

I remembered that I had some boots and I put those on, and an extra jacket, and I put that on. I saw Phillips standing out there still sending away, giving the Carpathia details of just how we were doing.

We picked up the Olympic and told her we were sinking by the head, and were about all down. As Phillips was sending the message, I strapped his lifebelt to his back. I had already put on his overcoat.

I wondered if I could get him into his boots. He suggested with a sort of laugh that I look out and see if all the people were off in boats, or if any boats were left, or how things were.

I saw a collapsible boat near a funnel and went over to it. Twelve men were trying to boost it down to the boat deck. They were having an awful time. It was the last boat left. I looked at it longingly a few minutes. Then I gave them a hand, and over she went. They all started to scramble in on the boat deck, and I walked back to Phillips. I said the last raft had gone.

Then, came the captain’s voice, ‘Men, you have done your full duty. You can do no more. Abandon your cabin. Now it’s every man for himself. You look out for yourselves. I release you. That’s the way of it at this kind of a time. Every man for himself.’

I looked out. The boat deck was awash. Phillips clung on, sending and sending. He clung on for about ten minutes, or maybe fifteen minutes after the captain had released him. The water was then coming into our cabin.

While he worked something happened I hate to tell about. I was back in my room, getting Phillips’s money for him, and as I looked out the door I saw a stoker, or somebody from below decks, leaning over Phillips from behind. He was too busy to notice what the man was doing. The man was slipping the lifebelt off Phillips’s back.

He was a big man, too. As you can see, I am very small. I don’t know what it was I got hold of. I remembered in a flash the way Phillips had clung on – how I had to fix that lifebelt in place, because he was too busy to do it.

I knew that man from below decks had his own lifebelt and should have known where to get it.

I suddenly felt a passion not to let that man die a decent sailor’s death. I wish he might have stretched rope or walked a plank. I did my duty. I hope I finished him. I don’t know. We left him on the cabin floor of the wireless room and he was not moving.

From aft came a tune from the band. It was a ragtime. I don’t know what. Then there was ‘Autumn’. Phillips ran aft, and that was the last I ever saw of him.

I went to the place I had seen the collapsible boat on the boat deck, and to my surprise I saw the boat, and the men still trying to push it off. I guess there wasn’t a sailor in the crowd. They couldn’t do it. I went up to them and was just lending a hand when a large wave came awash of the deck. The big wave carried the boat off. I had hold of an oarlock and I went with it. The next I knew I was in the boat. But that was not all. I was in the boat, and the boat was upside-down, and I was under it. And I remember realising I was wet through and that whatever happened I must not breathe, for I was under water. I knew I had to fight for it, and I did. How I got out from under the boat I do not know but I felt a breath of air at last. There were men all around me – hundreds of them. The sea was dotted with them, all depending on their lifebelts. I felt I simply had to get away from the ship. She was a beautiful sight then. Smoke and sparks were rushing out of her funnel. There must have been an explosion, but we heard none. We only saw the big stream of sparks. The ship was turning gradually on her nose – just like a duck that goes for a dive. I had only one thing on my mind: to get away from the suction. The band was still playing. I guess all of them went down. They were playing ‘Autumn’ then. I swam with all my might. I suppose I was 150 feet away when the Titanic, on her nose, with her afterquarter sticking straight up in the air, began to settle – slowly.

One of the passengers, Mrs D. H. Bishop, witnessed the last moments of the great liner from one of the lifeboats.

We did not begin to understand the situation till we were perhaps a mile or more away from the Titanic. Then we could see the rows of lights along the decks begin to slant gradually upward from the bow. Very slowly the lines of light began to point downward at a greater and greater angle. The sinking was so slow that you could not perceive the lights of the deck changing their position. The slant seemed to be greater about every quarter of an hour. That was the only difference.

In a couple of hours, though, she began to go down more rapidly. Then the fearful sight began. The people in the ship were just beginning to realise how great their danger was. When the forward part of the ship dropped suddenly at a faster rate, so that the upward slope became marked, there was a sudden rush of passengers on all the decks towards the stern. It was like a wave. We could see the great black mass of people in the steerage sweeping to the rear part of the boat and breaking through into the upper decks. At the distance of about a mile we could distinguish everything through the night, which was perfectly clear. We could make out the increasing excitement on board the boat as the people, rushing to and fro, caused the deck lights to disappear and reappear as they passed in front of them.

This panic went on, it seemed, for an hour. Then suddenly the ship seemed to shoot up out of the water and stand there perpendicularly. It seemed to us that it stood upright in the water for four full minutes.

Then it began to slide gently downwards. Its speed increased as it went down head first, so that the stern shot down with a rush.

The lights continued to burn till it sank. We could see the people packed densely in the stern till it was gone …

As the ship sank we could hear the screaming a mile away. Gradually it became fainter and fainter and died away. Some of the lifeboats that had room for more might have gone to their rescue, but it would have meant that those who were in the water would have swarmed aboard and sunk her.


Social Revolution in Edwardian Britain

When Edward VII came to the British throne following the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, not a great deal was expected of him. He was already close on sixty, was no intellectual and was easily bored. His liaisons were many, his tastes were raffish and his boon companions disreputable. Nevertheless he proved a success as king. He enjoyed company, got on well with foreign statesmen and looked good in uniform. In retrospect the Edwardian age has acquired a golden glow, a sort of Indian summer before the horrors of the Great War, but in fact it was a time of turbulence and increasing tension. The ‘Second Industrial Revolution’, from 1870 onwards, introduced ever more new technologies and mechanisation. The Education Act of 1902 raised hopes and aspirations. Trade unions and workers’ ‘combinations’ became increasingly active and powerful, using strikes to force concessions on pay and conditions of work. The women’s suffrage movement was becoming militant, and the Labour Party, returned in numbers for the first time at the general election of 1906, heralded a move towards class politics.

At Tonypandy in Wales, on 9 November 1910, the government sent in the troops to break up a strike by miners. They went in on the orders of the young home secretary, Winston Churchill. The special correspondent of the Manchester Guardian, J. V. Radcliffe, reported.

The centre stretch of the Rhondda valley, where it lies deep between mountain slopes all autumn brown and ashen grey, was in wild turmoil late last night and early this morning. Strikers and policemen were in furious conflict, stones were thrown in showers, truncheons were drawn and vigorously used, colliery property was smashed, and more than a hundred strikers and six or seven policemen were injured, some of them badly. What set the bad spirit abroad cannot be known. It seemed to fall with the gathering darkness. High above the Llwynypia pit is a frowning head of rock, which the clouds wrapped round last night in sullen gloom, and if they had distilled riot and fury down its threatening front the effect in the valley could scarcely have been more sombre and wild. The first mutterings of trouble were heard about nine o’clock. Four thousand men marched to the pit and halted at its gate. This was a repetition so far of the morning and midday marches, but the temper of the men underwent a sudden change. Some youths showed the first symptoms of what was stirring. They made a rush towards the gates, where the police kept guard. It was not a formidable movement, and the police withstood the shock without a tremor, but the repulse set more evil designs on foot. A sober-minded collier very bravely ventured to set himself against the current of feeling. Climbing a bank, he began a speech of counsel to his fellow workmen to act humanely and justly. The counsel was too quiet for distempered minds, and if it had any effect at all it was only to divert attention from the colliery gates and their police guard to the long line of palisading that shuts off the pit yard from the road.

One common motive actuated the thousands of men massed together. It was to get to the electric powerhouse, to drive out the men in charge and stop the machinery. The powerhouse since Sunday has been manned by under-managers and other officials of the Glamorgan Colliery Company, with Mr Llewellyn, the general manager, at their head. The regular engine-men and stokers have been frightened away. The power station is the citadel of the situation so far as the Glamorgan Company is concerned. It supplies the power for pumping and ventilating five pits. The pits, at any rate, will be in danger of flooding, the ventilation has already ceased, and as a consequence the fate of hundreds of horses is only a matter of hours. To stop every bit of work at the collieries, to stop the pumping as well as the ventilating, was what one man called the trump card that the strikers were now to play. They rushed at the palisading to tear it down. They dared not push it before them lest they should fall with it on the railway below. It had to come down on the road. Thick stumps were snapped and props and stays torn up by the pulling of thousands of hands, and the men began to swarm into the pit yard. The brightly lighted power station was in front of them, and to hinder their advance only the railway, a line of trucks, and a score or two of policemen advancing in scouting order. Not one of the strikers got behind the line of trucks. Big, active men more than their match physically drove them violently back, and they did not try that way any more. Worse things were in store. Stone-throwing began. The road that skirts the colliery is cut low down on the hillside. Another road descends the hill to join it fast by the colliery, and for 150 yards it overlooks the colliery entrance. A band of strikers had taken up places here as well as on the slope between the two highways. Stones were plentiful, and big and small, just as they came to hand, they were hurled at the policemen at the gates.

The policemen were unfortunately conspicuous. The light from the power station, without which the men there could not work, shone on the silver facings of their helmets and made them an easy mark. Man after man was hit, and when the line was weakened and another attempt was made to carry the pit by storm the policemen gave way, and the strikers were already within the gates when re-inforcements came from another part of the yard. These men had their truncheons drawn, and laying freely about them they drove the crowd beyond the gates and some distance along the lower road. The men on the higher road were at the moment beyond reach, but when the stone-throwing commenced Captain Lionel Lindsay, chief constable of the county, called his men together and led them in a charge up the hill. The attacking force consisted of 118 men, every one of them 6 foot tall or thereabouts. With their truncheons in their hands they advanced with long swinging strides. The colliers did not wait. They preferred throwing stones from a distance to a personal encounter, in which, indeed, they would have been completely overmatched. They scuttled off as fast as their legs would carry them, but not fast enough for all to escape the horrid thud of truncheons on their heads and shoulders. It was a wild, headlong flight for safety, only limited by the necessity for the policemen to remain in touch with their base. Even after this there was no quietness. The strikers re-formed once and again, and other though minor charges were made. The night passed into morning, and still the road was in turmoil. About four o’clock there was a second but this time half-hearted attempt to storm the powerhouse. It was easily defeated.

Daylight revealed in a striking manner the part of the conflict that darkness had hidden. Most fearful-looking of the wreckage was the litter of stones, half-bricks, and bits of rock that lay all about the colliery gate. It was appalling to think of enduring that merciless, invisible hail. In less profusion, the missiles lay a considerable distance along the road, and a walk up to the hill showed where the supply had come from and the commanding position the throwers held. The best-placed would be 30 or 40 feet above the heads of the police and scarcely more than a street’s width from them. Standing in a body, as they were obliged to do, and picked out by the colliery lights, the police were completely exposed, a mark for any coward who chose to aim from a distance.

The powerhouse itself, though it stands well back from the road, had not escaped scot-free. A number of its windows were perforated by stones, but no one inside was hurt. Those of its garrison who were struck were hit while passing to and from the boilers. Twenty men who are really prisoners in this building are waging a hard, unresting struggle against a flood of water in the mine. Amateurs at stoking as they are, they find it almost beyond their power to keep a sufficient head of steam to run the pumping machinery. None of them has slept since Sunday night, and weariness compels them to lie down sometimes on the hard concrete floor, but the rest is brief. They are doing all that men can do to save the pits, and are just keeping the water down. If it overflows the dam it will invade the steam coal pit, and incalculable damage may be done and some three hundred horses drowned. As it is three fates threaten the horses – by starvation, asphyxiation or drowning – and one can scarcely tell which is coming fastest …

There was hope for a time during the afternoon that troops would not be necessary to enforce order in the valley. The morning had passed quietly, and the afternoon was occupied chiefly, so far as the strikers were concerned, with a mass meeting at which ten thousand were present, and a huge parade round the district. The long delay in the arrival of troops known to have started for the coalfield caused wonder and surprise, and the explanation came later in the afternoon. The strike leaders received a telegram from Mr Winston Churchill inviting them to meet him in London tomorrow. The home secretary’s telegram added (according to a statement made by the strike leaders) that he was reluctant to have troops quartered in the valley, and that if quietness were maintained the troops on the way would not be sent to their destination. It was extremely unfortunate that this telegram had not arrived in time to be read at the mass meeting. The strike leaders met immediately afterwards to consider what reply they should send, and decided to accept Mr Churchill’s offer and to advise the men to keep the peace.

There were, however, no effective means of promulgating their decision, and tonight Tonypandy has been the scene for hours of a terrible uproar. Rioting broke out again as soon as twilight fell. It began down at the Llwynypia (Glamorgan Colliery) pit. The police in strong force were again on duty at the gates and in the yard concentrating their force so as to defend the powerhouse. A great crowd drew up in the road. All at once stones began to hurtle through the air. Another attack was made on the palisading, and the wreckage of last night was piled up in the road to prevent the mounted police from charging. The fusilade on the police was unendurable. The chief constable took advantage of a temporary cessation of the onslaught to make a last appeal for order. The reply was another volley of stones.

The chief constable himself was hit and knocked to the ground. There was a menacing rush to the gates, and the police replied by drawing their staves and charging. They drove the men before them until they had cleared a good space, and just the same as last night it was necessary to clear the higher road with truncheons. This space the police resolved to defend. Their line was weakened by being extended, but they were in a less vulnerable position. On each side of them was a desperate crowd, but for a time they won a breathing space. The tale of the injured has yet to be told, however. Nobody knows how many are injured, but news comes from the pit that nine constables are lying there in a serious condition. The riot is spreading throughout the town, and it is unsafe to venture into the street. A fellow journalist has just come in bleeding from a wound in the head, inflicted by a stone. He was a stranger, and that alone seems to account for the attack. A reckless crowd is marching through the streets. There seem to be no police about. The rioters swarm down the main street …

The town was awake all night. Excitement and fear kept many out of bed, and only the dawn scattered the prevailing alarm. All night long men were boarding up the shattered shop fronts and carts were going round for the sweepings of plate glass that littered the main street for three-quarters of a mile. Now and again there was the heavy tramp of large bodies of police going or returning from the Glamorgan pit at Llwynypia, but nothing occurred to remove or increase the anxious suspense. Today is also full of fear. The few shops that escaped damage yesterday are being barricaded today, and the night is awaited with dread. Soldiers have arrived. A squadron of the 18th Hussars reached Pontypridd early this morning, and after a rest a troop came here by road, a distance of 7 miles, while the other troop went to Aberdare. Their places at Pontypridd were taken by another squadron brought from Cardiff, where they had been overnight. The troop here rode through the town about one o’clock to their quarters at the New Colliery offices. The Metropolitan Mounted Constabulary have also arrived. Superficially there is nothing but curiosity in the minds of the slow-moving crowds that are in the streets, but the same could have been said yesterday, and those who know the temper of the Rhondda miners predict more trouble. Let us hope the prophets of evil are wrong.

The right to vote had always been contentious. As early as 1429, an Act passed in Henry VI’s reign declared that ‘great, outrageous and excessive numbers of people … of small substance and no value’ were voting at elections. By ‘people’ the Act naturally meant ‘men’. It was not until the Great Reform Act of 1832 – the first major step forward since the time of Cromwell – that the urban franchise was made uniform at the £10 householder level, and even then, while radicals were pressing for more, men like Lord Macaulay insisted that universal suffrage was ‘utterly incompatible with the very existence of civilisation’.

The campaign to give the vote to women was well under way by the later nineteenth century, but it was not until 1918 that this was granted, and then only to women over thirty. The term ‘suffragette’ was coined by the Daily Mail to describe the militant group of feminists led by Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia, who founded the Women’s Social and Political Union in 1903. They led an increasingly spectacular series of protests to gain votes for women. The authorities responded with arrests and prison sentences, the women with hunger strikes, leading to the notorious ‘Cat and Mouse’ Act of 1913, which allowed hunger-striking prisoners to be freed and then rearrested once their health had improved. It was as a demonstration against this Act that Emily Wilding Davison made a lone attempt to disrupt the chief event of the racing calendar, the Epsom Derby, on 5 June of that year. The Manchester Guardian recorded what happened from several eyewitnesses.

‘They had just got round the Corner, and all had passed but the king’s horse, when a woman squeezed through the railings and ran out into the course. She made straight for Anmer, and made a sort of leap for the reins. I think she got hold of them, but it was impossible to say. Anyway the horse knocked her over, and then they all came down in a bunch. They were all rolling together on the ground. The jockey fell with the horse, and struck the ground with one foot in the stirrup, but he rolled free. Those fellows know how to tumble. The horse fell on the woman and kicked out furiously, and it was sickening to see his hoofs strike her repeatedly. It all happened in a flash. Before we had time to realise, it was over. The horse struggled to its feet – I don’t think it was hurt – but the jockey and the woman lay on the ground. The ambulance men came running up, put them on stretchers and carried them away. Most of the other jockeys saw nothing of it. They were far ahead. It was a terrible thing.’

This was an account given to me [writes a representative of the Manchester Guardian] by a man who was standing behind the rails quite near to the place where the woman rushed out. It conflicts in some detail with descriptions given by other people in the tightly-packed crowd at the Corner. Another version has it that the woman did not come from behind the rails, but had managed to stay outside when the mounted policemen cleared the course, and had concealed herself by crouching down, and that she ran towards the horse bending low without trying to seize the reins.

All the accounts agree that she was struck with terrible force by the galloping horse, and that she rolled several yards before the horse lost its footing and fell upon her. The jockey, said one man, ‘flew from the horse’s back like a stone from a sling’, and it was doubtless only owing to his jockey’s skill in knowing just how to fall that he was not far more seriously injured.

Anmer was the last of the string, and the last but one was Mr Bronson’s Agadir, ridden by Earl. The woman just missed Agadir, and Earl was the only jockey who got a glimpse of what happened. The race had been over for some moments before the news reached the stands and the king learned what had befallen his jockey. He was standing in the Jockey Club at the time, and soon afterwards he looked on with great concern at the spectacle of the jockey, bleeding and with closed eyes, carried past on a stretcher towards the hospital. The king then went to tell the queen what had happened. The doctor afterwards reported to the king that Jones had had a wonderful escape. One of his arms was injured and he was bruised all over, and one of his ribs was broken.

The woman was far more seriously hurt, and the first report that spread about the course was that she was killed. She turned out to be one of the best-known of the militant suffragists, Miss Emily Wilding Davison. It is said that underneath her jacket was found a suffragette flag tied round her body. A house surgeon at the Epsom Cottage Hospital a couple of hours after the accident reported that she was suffering from severe concussion of the brain. ‘She has lain unconscious since the time of her admission,’ he said, ‘and it is impossible to say for a few hours whether her life will be saved.’*

The first clue to her identity was the finding of a paper in her possession bearing the words ‘WSPU Helpers’.

The people who were near enough to see what happened could not believe at first that the woman ran out deliberately. They thought she must have had the idea that all the horses had gone by, and had rushed on the course, as everyone does, as soon as the racers have passed. The only alternative to this theory in the mind of the crowd was that it was the deed of a mad person or a suicide, for it was about as dangerous a thing to do as it would be to throw oneself in the track of an express train.

The Manchester Guardian supported the cause of votes for women. In 1913 it promoted the inquiry into the conditions for women at work by the Women’s Industrial Council, and on 28 May 1913 published, from first-hand accounts, a report of women in domestic service, under the headline ‘The Most Despised Form of Employment’.

The servants were addressed by a set of twenty-four questions, of which two of the most striking were: (1) ‘Would you advise any young friend to go into service? If not, why not?’ and (2) ‘What do you think could be done to make domestic service a more desirable occupation?’ and the answers so far received, especially in reply to these cited questions, provide an unequivocal condemnation of our whole system of household organisation. The enquiries were sent forth broadcast throughout the United Kingdom, and have reached every grade of domestic service, from the ‘between-maid’ earning £12 a year to the butler who has visited fourteen countries, and who, according to his wife, a cook-housekeeper, ‘is an honoured correspondent of many of the intellectual giants of the world’. From these varying social levels the answer returned is clear, decisive and, for the most part, reasoned; the profession is felt to be undesirable, if not repulsive, under its present conditions.

A cook of twenty-four years who has been ten years at work laments: ‘When you are in domestic service you are not treated as human beings, and you are never able to go anywhere for a pleasure-trip the same as your girl friends, but have to stay in and work while your mistress takes her pleasure.’ And then, with unexpected organising instinct, she adds that Sunday work might be better arranged: ‘If they [i.e. the family] had cold supper we could have everything ready, and we could take it in turns and one come in early one Sunday and the other the next to clear and wash up, and then we should have Sunday a little different to a weekday.’

A children’s nurse, aged thirty-two, replies to the question: ‘How long holidays have you in the year?’ ‘One day in two years,’ and sets down as her ‘free time’ in the day, ‘An hour if the baby is asleep, not unless.’ A lady’s maid who has been fifteen years in household service, prompted thereto by ‘a great desire to travel in foreign countries’, remarks: ‘For many nights in succession I do not go to bed till the early hours of the morning, but the day’s work is expected just the same, and you are not expected to be tired.’ And in answer to the question: ‘How much free time have you each day in the house?’ she states laconically, ‘None.’ A maid in a country vicarage has no time to herself on Sunday, but is constrained to attend church three times in the day, which necessitates changing her dress eight times. She notes that she ‘cannot get out at all, not allowed even in an adjoining garden from the house’, yet she would advise any young friend to go into service when she ‘can get a little more liberty’.

Modern ‘unrest’ in the household can no longer be explained as an unreasonable revolt proceeding from elementary school education with a top dressing of Women’s Suffrage Movement since a high degree of thoughtfulness characterises these replies, while in some cases a remarkable impartiality in judgement and a sense of fair play are displayed. There is, moreover, frequent allusion to the ‘better living’ in domestic service and occasional recognition of the advantages of an employment which fits a woman for married life, ‘what lies before the majority of us’, as a young cook sagely remarks. Still, the unanimous opinion is that present restrictions render domestic service ‘the most despised form of employment’. ‘We are treated much as though we were in prison’; ‘we are kept in the house from week’s end to week’s end’; ‘servants have it continually impressed upon them that they are inferior, and eventually do come inferior to what they were’; ‘a girl in service is ignored by people in her own social scale’; ‘the servant girl has less chance of marriage than any other’ – such is the monotonous dirge that resounds through these papers.

A somewhat unexpected fact that comes to light is the resentment against the modern Sunday with its influx into the household of weekend visitors, varied entertainments and resultant extra work for the servants, and the desire for ‘a quiet old-fashioned Sunday where there is not so much company going on’ seems pretty general. Indeed, there appears to be a stirring of sentiment in several directions with regard to Sabbath observances. ‘A girl should be allowed to follow her own religion,’ remarks a kitchen-maid of twenty years, and a housemaid, aged twenty-one, says, ‘We should not be asked if we have been to church.’ Another young maid comments plaintively, ‘We should not be made to go to church in bonnets,’ and an upper housemaid of demurer years thinks that a servant ought not to be ‘compelled to wear black to go to church’.

A more serious indictment against the employers is voiced in the oft-repeated assertion that mistresses lack in consideration for and courtesy to their maids, complaints which culminate in such observations as: (1) A parlourmaid, who remarks, ‘I think in our days dogs are treated far better than human beings, as we are not allowed to use the bath, but in my last situation four dogs were bathed weekly and my share of the bath was to keep it clean after them’; and (2) a cook, who states, ‘My sister and I were in separate situations in the Midlands. Though we knew no one else, yet we were not allowed to have each other in the kitchen.’


Imperial Dreams in the Antarctic

The Antarctic was the setting for one of the last great dramas of the imperial age. While the theory of a great frozen zone around the South Pole was proposed by Greek geographers in the fifth century BC, the discovery of the landmass itself did not take place until 1820, when three different expeditions recorded sightings. Sealers, whalers and other commercial vessels visited the region throughout the nineteenth century but by the end of it even the outline of the coast was only vaguely comprehended, and no attempt had been made to penetrate the interior.

In 1895 the Sixth Geographical Congress identified Antarctica as the last great challenge for explorers, and the two decades that followed witnessed some of the most extraordinary feats of endurance in the history of exploration. There were no fewer than sixteen expeditions between 1897 and 1917, including de Guerlache’s Belgian expedition which explored the Antarctic peninsula and Borchgrevink’s British expedition which was the first to winter ashore on the continent. But what really fired the imagination of imperial nations was the race for the Pole.

Captain Robert Falcon Scott, of the British Royal Navy, was every inch the Victorian explorer-hero. Between 1901 and 1904 his National Antarctic Expedition made the first extensive land explorations on the continent, and he soon became locked in intense rivalry with his fellow explorers in the effort to be first to the South Pole. With him on that journey was Ernest Shackleton, who suffered badly from scurvy. They were forced to turn back well short of their goal, and subsequently, in the Nimrod expedition of 1907–9, Shackleton nearly scooped the prize himself, crossing the Ross Ice Shelf and making the first ascent on to the vast polar plateau before turning back only 97 miles from the Pole. When Scott set off for the Pole again in 1910, it was not only the pressure of Shackleton’s near-miss that drove him, but the fact that it had become a genuine race with the tough and thoroughly professional Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen, and while Scott’s Terra Nova expedition went equipped for a wide-ranging scientific and exploratory programme, Amundsen had only one goal – the South Pole itself.

The tragedy of the gifted amateur Scott, beaten to the post by a ruthless Norwegian professional, became part of the British national psyche for decades. After wintering at opposite ends of the Ross Ice Shelf, the two parties set out. Both suffered setbacks from the weather and frostbite, but Amundsen’s team of Arctic veterans, skilfully using dogs to haul their sledges, were always to have the advantage over the less experienced Britons who were man-hauling theirs. Amundsen completed his round land trip in ninety-nine days – he had scheduled one hundred. Here he describes reaching the Pole.

We had a great piece of work before us that day: nothing less than carrying our flag further south than the foot of man had trod. We had our silk flag ready; it was made fast to two ski-sticks and laid on Hanssen’s sledge. I had given him orders that as soon as we had covered the distance to 88°S, which was Shackleton’s furthest south, the flag was to be hoisted on his sledge. It was my turn as forerunner, and I pushed on. There was no longer any difficulty in holding one’s course; I had the grandest cloud-formations to steer by, and everything now went like a machine. First came the forerunner for the time being, then Hanssen, then Wisting, and finally Bjaaland. The forerunner who was not on duty went where he liked; as a rule he accompanied one or other of the sledges. I had long ago fallen into a reverie – far removed from the scene in which I was moving; what I thought about I do not remember now, but I was so preoccupied that I had entirely forgotten my surroundings. Then suddenly I was roused from my dreaming by a jubilant shout, followed by ringing cheers. I turned round quickly to discover the reason of this unwonted occurrence, and stood speechless and overcome.

I find it impossible to express the feelings that possessed me at this moment. All the sledges had stopped, and from the foremost of them the Norwegian flag was flying. It shook itself out, waved and flapped so that the silk rustled; it looked wonderfully well in the pure, clear air and the shining white surroundings; 88°23’ was passed; we were further south than any human being had been. No other moment of the whole trip affected me like this. The tears forced their way to my eyes; by no effort of will could I keep them back. It was the flag yonder that conquered me and my will. Luckily I was some way in advance of the others, so that I had time to pull myself together and master my feelings before reaching my comrades. We all shook hands, with mutual congratulations; we had won our way far by holding together, and we would go farther yet – to the end.

We did not pass that spot without according our highest tribute of admiration to the man, who – together with his gallant companions – had planted his country’s flag so infinitely nearer to the goal than any of his precursors. Sir Ernest Shackleton’s name will always be written in the annals of Antarctic exploration in letters of fire. Pluck and grit can work wonders, and I know of no better example of this than what that man has accomplished.

Scott reached the Pole a month after Amundsen. His exhausted and demoralised five-man party began the return journey which became a running battle against bad weather and bad luck. Scott’s journals, brilliantly and movingly written, were found in the tent on the Ross Ice Shelf where he and the remainder of his party perished shortly after 29 March 1912. By 16 March he already knew what the outcome would be.

Friday, 16 March or Saturday 17: Lost track of dates, but think the last correct. Tragedy all along the line. At lunch, the day before yesterday, poor Titus Oates said he couldn’t go on; he proposed we should leave him in his sleeping-bag. That we could not do, and we induced him to come on, on the afternoon march. In spite of its awful nature for him he struggled on and we made a few miles. At night he was worse and we knew the end had come.

Should this be found I want these facts recorded. Oates’s last thoughts were of his mother, but immediately before he took pride in thinking that his regiment would be pleased with the bold way in which he met his death. We can testify to his bravery. He has borne intense suffering for weeks without complaint, and to the very last was able and willing to discuss outside subjects. He did not – would not – give up hope till the very end. He was a brave soul. This was the end. He slept through the night before last, hoping not to wake; but he woke in the morning – yesterday. It was blowing a blizzard. He said, ‘I am just going outside and may be some time.’ He went out into the blizzard and we have not seen him since.

I take this opportunity of saying that we have stuck to our sick companions to the last. In case of Edgar Evans, when absolutely out of food and he lay insensible, the safety of the remainder seemed to demand his abandonment, but Providence mercifully removed him at this critical moment. He died a natural death, and we did not leave him till two hours after his death. We knew that poor Oates was walking to his death, but though we tried to dissuade him, we knew it was the act of a brave man and an English gentleman. We all hope to meet the end with a similar spirit, and assuredly the end is not far.

I can only write at lunch and then only occasionally. The cold is intense, –40° at midday. My companions are unendingly cheerful, but we are all on the verge of serious frostbites, and though we constantly talk of fetching through I don’t think any one of us believes it in his heart.

We are cold on the march now, and at all times except meals. Yesterday we had to lay up for a blizzard and today we move dreadfully slowly. We are at no. 14 pony camp, only two pony marches from One Ton Depot. We leave here our theodolite, a camera and Oates’s sleeping-bags. Diaries etc., and geological specimens carried at Wilson’s special request, will be found with us or on our sledge …

Monday, 19 March: Lunch. We camped with difficulty last night, and were dreadfully cold till after our supper of cold pemmican and biscuit and half a pannikin of cocoa cooked over the spirit. Then, contrary to expectation, we got warm and all slept well. Today we started in the usual dragging manner. Sledge dreadfully heavy. We are 15½ miles from the depot and ought to get there in three days. What progress! We have two days’ food, but barely a day’s fuel. All our feet are getting bad – Wilson’s best, my right foot worst, left all right. There is no chance to nurse one’s feet till we can get hot food into us. Amputation is the least I can hope for now, but will the trouble spread? That is the serious question. The weather doesn’t give us a chance – the wind from N to NW and –40° temperature today.

Wednesday, 21 March: Got within 11 miles of depot Monday night; had to lay up all yesterday in severe blizzard. Today forlorn hope, Wilson and Bowers going to depot for fuel.

Thursday, 22 and 23 March: Blizzard bad as ever – Wilson and Bowers unable to start – tomorrow last chance – no fuel and only one or two of food left – must be near the end. Have decided it shall be natural – we shall march for the depot with or without our effects and die in our tracks.

Thursday, 29 March: Since the 21st we have had a continuous gale from WSW and SW. We had fuel to make two cups of tea apiece and bare food for two days on the 20th. Every day we have been ready to start for our depot 11 miles away, but outside the door of the tent it remains a scene of whirling drift. I do not think we can hope for any better things now. We shall stick it out to the end, but we are getting weaker, of course, and the end cannot be far.

It seems a pity, but I do not think I can write more.
R. SCOTT
For God’s sake look after our people.

The rear party left by Scott at the coast had set out to find him but had narrowly missed doing so because of the blizzards. Their ship had to return to New Zealand before the pack ice closed in, but a number of the party, including Apsley Cherry-Garrard, stayed on through a third Antarctic winter. It was Cherry-Garrard who eventually found the bodies of Scott and his companions on 12 November 1912. He describes the moment in The Worst Journey in the World.

That scene can never leave my memory. We with the dogs had seen Wright turn away from the course by himself and the mule party swerve right-handed ahead of us. He had seen what he thought was a cairn, and then something looking black by its side. A vague kind of wonder gradually gave way to a real alarm. We came up to them all halted. Wright came across to us. ‘It is the tent.’ I do not know how he knew. Just a waste of snow: to our right the remains of one of last year’s cairns, a mere mound: and then 3 feet of bamboo sticking quite alone out of the snow: and then another mound, of snow, perhaps a trifle more pointed. We walked up to it. I do not think we quite realised – not for very long – but someone reached up to a projection of snow, and brushed it away. The green flap of the ventilator of the tent appeared, and we knew that the door was below.

Two of us entered, through the funnel of the outer tent, and through the bamboos on which was stretched the lining of the inner tent. There was some snow – not much – between the two linings. But inside we could see nothing – the snow had drifted out the light. There was nothing to do but to dig the tent out. Soon we could see the outlines. There were three men here.

Bowers and Wilson were sleeping in their bags. Scott had thrown back the flaps of his bag at the end. His left hand was stretched over Wilson, his lifelong friend. Beneath the head of his bag, between the bag and the floor-cloth, was the green wallet in which he carried his diary. The brown books of diary were inside: and on the floor-cloth were some letters.

Everything was tidy. The tent had been pitched as well as ever, with the door facing down the sastrugi, the bamboos with a good spread, the tent itself taut and shipshape. There was no snow inside the inner lining. There were some loose pannikins from the cooker, the ordinary tent gear, the personal belongings and a few more letters and records – personal and scientific. Near Scott was a lamp formed from a tin and some lamp wick off a finnesko. It had been used to burn the little methylated spirit which remained. I think that Scott had used it to help him to write up to the end. I feel sure that he had died last – and once I had thought that he would not go so far as some of the others. We never realised how strong that man was, mentally and physically, until now.

We sorted out the gear, records, papers, diaries, spare clothing, letters, chronometers, finnesko, socks, a flag. There was even a book which I had lent Bill for the journey – and he had brought it back. Somehow we learned that Amundsen had been to the Pole, and that they too had been to the Pole, and both items of news seemed to be of no importance whatever. There was a letter there from Amundsen to King Haakon. There were the personal chatty little notes we had left for them on the Beardmore – how much more important to us than all the royal letters in the world.

We dug down the bamboo which had brought us to this place. It led to the sledge, many feet down, and had been rigged there as a mast. And on the sledge were some more odds and ends – a piece of paper from the biscuit box: Bowers’s meteorological log: and the geological specimens, 30 pounds of them, all of the first importance. Drifted over also were the harnesses, ski and ski-sticks.

Hour after hour, so it seemed to me, Atkinson sat in our tent and read. The finder was to read the diary and then it was to be brought home – these were Scott’s instructions written on the cover. But Atkinson said he was only going to read sufficient to know what had happened – and after that they were brought home unopened and unread. When he had the outline we all gathered together and he read to us the message to the public, and the account of Oates’s death, which Scott had expressly wished to be known.

We never moved them. We took the bamboos of the tent away, and the tent itself covered them. And over them we built the cairn.

I do not know how long we were there, but when all was finished, and the chapter of Corinthians had been read, it was midnight of some day. The sun was dipping low above the Pole, the Barrier was almost in shadow. And the sky was blazing – sheets and sheets of iridescent clouds. The cairn and cross stood dark against a glory of burnished gold.

Cherry-Garrard was haunted for the rest of his life by the experience of finding Scott, and his account of the expedition in The Worst Journey in the World is a fitting memorial – a masterpiece of travel writing as enduring as Scott’s own journal.

A fittingly heroic climax to the period came with Ernest Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1914–17. The aim was to cross the whole Antarctic continent, and a separate party, in the Aurora, sailed to the Ross Ice Shelf to establish depots for Shackleton and his team, who were to begin their crossing from the Weddell Sea. They never even started. By January 1915, Shackleton’s ship, the Endurance, had become wedged in the pack-ice which was thickening for winter, and was eventually lost altogether. The crew had to make their way across the ice, dragging the ship’s boats until they reached Elephant Island, off the Antarctic peninsula, where they camped on a spur of land backed by soaring cliffs and glaciers in ever-worsening conditions. On this voyage Shackleton was to prove himself a born survivor and – more importantly – a born leader. Though he could not match Scott as a writer, his description of the ice closing in on the Endurance is a memorable one, and Frank Hurley’s photographs are, quite simply, unforgettable.

This morning, our last on the ship, the weather was clear, with a gentle south-south-easterly to south-south-westerly breeze. From the crow’s nest there was no sign of land of any sort. The pressure was increasing steadily, and the passing hours brought no relief or respite for the ship. The attack of the ice reached its climax at 4 p.m. The ship was hove stern up by the pressure, and the driving floe, moving laterally across the stern, split the rudder and tore out the rudder post and stern post. Then, while we watched, the ice loosened and the Endurance sank a little. The decks were breaking upwards and the water was pouring in below. Again the pressure began, and at 5 p.m. I ordered all hands on to the ice. The twisting, grinding floes were working their will at last on the ship. It was a sickening sensation to feel the decks breaking up under one’s feet, the great beams bending and then snapping with a noise like heavy gunfire. The water was overmastering the pumps, and to avoid an explosion when it reached the boilers I had to give orders for the fires to be drawn and the steam let down. The plans for abandoning the ship in case of emergency had been made well in advance, and men and dogs descended to the floe and made their way to the comparative safety of an unbroken portion of the floe without a hitch. Just before leaving, I looked down the engine room skylight as I stood on the quivering deck, and saw the engines dropping sideways as the stays and bed plates gave way. I cannot describe the impression of relentless destruction that was forced upon me as I looked down and around. The floes, with the force of millions of tons of moving ice behind them, were simply annihilating the ship.

Essential supplies had been placed on the floe about 100 yards from the ship, and there we set about making a camp for the night. But about 7 p.m., after the tents were up, the ice we were occupying became involved in the pressure and started to split and smash beneath our feet. I had the camp moved to a bigger floe about 200 yards away, just beyond the bow of the ship. Boats, stores and camp equipment had to be conveyed across a working pressure ridge. The movement of the ice was so slow that it did not interfere much with our short trek, but the weight of the ridge had caused the floes to sink on either side and there were pools of water there.

A pioneer party with picks and shovels had to build a snow causeway before we could get all our possessions across …

At midnight I was pacing the ice, listening to the grinding floe and to the groans and crashes that told of the death agony of the Endurance, when I noticed suddenly a crack running across our floe right through the camp. The alarm whistle brought all hands tumbling out, and we moved the tents and stores lying on what was now the smaller portion of the floe to the larger portion. Nothing more could be done at that moment, and the men turned in again; but there was little sleep. Each time I came to the end of my beat on the floe I could just see in the darkness the uprearing piles of pressure ice, which toppled over and narrowed still further the little floating island we occupied. I did not notice at the time that my tent, which had been on the wrong side of the crack, had not been erected again. Hudson and James had managed to squeeze themselves into other tents, and Hurley had wrapped himself in the canvas of No. 1 tent. I discovered this about 5 a.m. All night long the electric light gleamed from the stern of the dying Endurance. Hussey had left this light switched on when he took a last observation, and, like a lamp in a cottage window, it braved the night until in the early morning the Endurance received a particularly violent squeeze. There was a sound of rending beams and the light disappeared. The connection had been cut.

Morning came in chill and cheerless. All hands were stiff and weary after their first disturbed night on the floe. Just at daybreak I went over to the Endurance with Wild and Hurley, in order to retrieve some tins of petrol that could be used to boil up milk for the rest of the men. The ship presented a painful spectacle of chaos and wreck. The jib boom and bowsprit had snapped off during the night and now lay at right angles to the ship, with the chains, martingale and bobstay dragging them as the vessel quivered and moved in the grinding pack. The ice had driven over the forecastle and she was well down by the head. We secured two tins of petrol with some difficulty, and postponed the further examination of the ship until after breakfast. Jumping across cracks with the tins, we soon reached camp, and built a fireplace out of the triangular watertight tanks we had ripped from the lifeboat. This we had done in order to make more room. Then we pierced a petrol tin in half a dozen places with an ice axe and set fire to it. The petrol blazed fiercely under the 5-gallon drum we used as a cooker, and the hot milk was ready in quick time. Then we three ministering angels went round the tents with the life-giving drink, and were surprised and a trifle chagrined at the matter-of-fact manner in which some of the men accepted this contribution to their comfort. They did not quite understand what work we had done for them in the early dawn, and I heard Wild say, ‘If any of you gentlemen would like your boots cleaned just put them outside!’ This was his gentle way of reminding them that a little thanks will go a long way on such occasions.

The cook prepared breakfast, which consisted of biscuit and hoosh, at 8 a.m., and I then went over to the Endurance again and made a fuller examination of the wreck. Only six of the cabins had not been pierced by floes and blocks of ice. Every one of the starboard cabins had been crushed. The whole of the after part of the ship had been crushed concertina fashion. The forecastle and the Ritz were submerged, and the wardroom was three-quarters full of ice. The starboard side of the wardroom had come away. The motor engine forward had been driven through the galley. Petrol cases that had been stacked on the foredeck had been driven by the floe through the wall into the wardroom and had carried before them a large picture. Curiously enough, the glass of this picture had not been cracked, whereas in the immediate neighbourhood I saw heavy iron davits that had been twisted and bent like the ironwork of a wrecked train. The ship was being crushed remorselessly.

On Elephant Island the men lived in makeshift shelters provided by upturned lifeboats. Shackleton knew that they could survive only a few months at most, so he decided to sail one of the ship’s boats, the James Caird, to South Georgia, 800 miles to the north-east, to get help from the whaling stations there. Leaving Frank Wild, his faithful second-in-command, in charge of the Elephant Island party, and taking with him the one potentially mutinous member of the crew, Shackleton and his party set sail. Here the somewhat diffident executive officer of the Endurance, Frank Worsley, came into his own. He was a brilliant small-boat navigator, but even so the task was an almost impossible one: using only a sextant and intermittent sightings of the sun, he had to work out how to reach one small island in the vast space of the South Atlantic.

Worsley was a natural raconteur, and his account of perhaps the most challenging small-boat voyage in history is one of the best adventure stories ever. He knew only too well what he and the scratch crew of the James Caird were up against, as they fought their way through the most powerful ocean swells in the world, the rollers of the South Atlantic.

In the afternoon the swell settled and lengthened out – the typical deep-sea swell of these latitudes. Offspring of the westerly gales, the great unceasing westerly swell of the Southern Ocean rolls almost unchecked around this end of the world in the Roaring Forties and the Stormy Fifties. The highest, broadest and longest swells in the world, they race on their encircling course until they reach their birthplace again, and so reinforcing themselves sweep forward in fierce and haughty majesty. 400, a thousand yards, a mile apart in fine weather, silent and stately they pass along. Rising 40 or 50 feet and more from crest to hollow they rage in apparent disorder during heavy gales. Fast clippers, lofty ships and small craft are tossed on their foaming, snowy brows, and stamped and battered by their ponderous feet, while the biggest liners are playthings for these real leviathans of the deep, with a front of a thousand miles. Smitten, pounded and smothered by them, many a good ship has foundered with all hands; a tossing lifebuoy or a grating alone remaining to mark their grave.

At times, rolling over their allotted ocean bed, in places four miles deep, they meet a shallow of 30 to a hundred fathoms – the Birdwood Bank, near Cape Horn, the Agulhas off the Stormy Cape and others. Their bases retarded by the bank – their crests sweep up in furious anger at this check, until their front forms an almost perpendicular wall of green rushing water that smashes on a ship’s deck, flattening steel bulwarks, snapping 2-inch steel stanchions, and crushing deck-houses and boats like egg-shells. These blue water hills in a very heavy gale move as fast as 25 statute miles an hour, but striking the banks, the madly leaping crests falling over and onward, probably attain a momentary speed of 50 miles or more. The impact of hundreds of tons of solid water at this speed can only fairly be imagined. Even on deeper banks they may be seen ‘topping up’, for the disturbance of these huge rollers extends down a thousand feet at times. Born of the fierce, gloomy nor’wester, harrowed, combed and scourged by the devilish wrathful squalls of their sire, the sou’wester, they keep, in the main, to their easterly course. Even when meeting the sudden blast of the sou’easter’s fury they still hold mightily on their way, their great crests blown back in long white streamers – the manes of the galloping white horses. Their sou’east foe may lead the attack for two or three days, and apparently stay their career, but they are never quite subdued, for as the gale eases they can still be seen moving east, though slowly, and when their head wind has died away, there they are, still pressing onward, unbeaten. They had only been hidden and disguised by the surface tumult of the sou’easter.

So we held our way; in those valleys and on those ridges alternately. First, half becalmed – a hill of water ahead, another astern – the following hill lifts us, and the boat slides with increasing speed down the ever-steepening slope, till with a sudden upward swoop, the sea boiling white around and over us, we are on the summit with a commanding view of a panorama of dark grey and indigo-blue rollers, topped and broken with white horses. The crest passing leaves the boat apparently stationary, gravity now holding her back till the next hollow reaches us, and so on ad nauseam.

There was little variety, during bad weather, in our conversation. We spoke in set phrases: ‘What’s it like?’ – an enquiry regarding the weather from the watch coming on or someone below to the helmsman. ‘There’s a hell of a sea.’ ‘She steers like a Dutch galliot.’ ‘Eight bells.’ ‘The sun’s coming out, Skipper.’ ‘Look out for a big ’un!’ ‘Pump ship!!’ ‘Balers!!!’ ‘Reef the mainsail!’ ‘Keep her north-east.’ ‘Curse these stones.’ ‘And this is how the poor live.’ ‘A life on the ocean wave. Bah!’ ‘Hoosh!!’

Thanks to Worsley, the Shackleton party made South Georgia in just under a fortnight. Their troubles were far from over. They were forced to land on the west side of the island, in the uninhabited King Haakon Bay, which meant that to reach the whaling stations on the east side, they would have to climb the formidable Allardyce range of mountains that runs down the spine of South Georgia. This would have been a formidable task in daylight and good weather – with winter upon them and short of food and clothes it was well-nigh impossible. On 19 May, at 3 a.m., Shackleton, Worsley and Tom Crean set out for the saddle they had seen from the boat – the only possible crossing-point – and after many wrong turnings and retracing of steps in deep snow, they found themselves, at 6 a.m. the following day, looking down on Fortuna Bay, and beyond it some glimpses of Stromness Bay and their goal. It was three in the afternoon by the time the three men reached the whaling station, ‘ragged, filthy and evil-smelling: hair and beards long and matted with soot and blubber; unwashed for three months, and no bath or change of clothing for seven months. Fortunately’, commented Worsley, ‘we had no vermin.’

As a result of their epic journey, all Shackleton’s crew were eventually rescued. The Endurance adventure marked the climax of the heroic age – an exercise in sustained fortitude that never received the attention it deserved because, by the time it took place, the world was at war.


The Balkans and the Coming of War

The period leading up to the First World War was characterised by the growing strength of some of the European powers and the weakness of others. Following its defeat by Russia in 1876–7, Turkey had been forced to grant independence to Romania, Serbia and Bulgaria, and from that moment on the ‘Eastern Question’ – the future of the Ottoman empire – dominated and divided Europe. As Turkish power waned, Russia increasingly competed with the Austrian empire for influence in the Balkans, and ultimately for control of Constantinople. Tension rose in 1908, when the Austro-Hungarian empire annexed Bosnia, an Ottoman territory that had been under Austrian administration since 1878, and Europe came to the brink of war. Russia pulled back when Germany offered to support its Austrian ally, but there was to be no further compromise. Russia would resist any Austrian advance into the Balkans.

This bellicose jockeying for power in a historically unstable part of Europe went hand in hand with a rise in nationalism, fuelled by the emergence of an independent Greece in 1830, the rash of popular revolutions for political change in 1848 and the waning power of the Ottoman Turks. Among the reinvigorated nationalist causes was that of Albania, and one of its more exotic champions was an English spinster, Edith Durham. She travelled extensively throughout Albania and across the southern Balkans, giving, in her masterpiece High Albania (1909), a remarkable account of the lives of the mountain tribes living north of Scutari, who were governed, for the most part, by the notion of blood-vengeance and a distinctive oral code of law – the Canon of Lek.

For all their habits, laws and customs, the people, as a rule, have but one explanation: ‘It is in the Canon of Lek’, the law that is said to have been laid down by the chieftain Lek Dukaghin. Lek is fabled to have legislated minutely on all subjects. For example, a man told me that Lek had ordered that men should walk the length of one gun-barrel apart, lest in turning the barrel should accidentally strike the next man, for a blow even by chance must be avenged. And this law was to keep peace. Similarly women must walk the length of one distaff apart – they always spin on the march.

Of Lek himself little is known. His fame among the tribes that still bear his name far exceeds that of Skenderbeg, and the fog of mythology is thick round him. He has left no mark on European history – is a purely local celebrity – but must have been of insistent individuality to have so influenced the people that ‘Lek said so’ obtains far more obedience than the Ten Commandments. The teachings of Islam and of Christianity, the sharia and Church law, all have to yield to the Canon of Lek …

The most important fact in north Albania is blood-vengeance, which is indeed the old, old idea of purification by blood. It is spread throughout the land. All else is subservient to it.

‘What profit is life to a man if his honour be not clean?’ To cleanse his honour no price is too great. And in the mountains the individual is submerged in tribe. He is answerable, too, for the honour of his mehala, sometimes indeed of his whole fis.

Blood can be wiped out only with blood. A blow also demands blood, so do insulting words. One of the worst insults is the marrying of a girl betrothed to one man, to another. Nothing but blood can cleanse it.

Abduction of a girl demands blood, as does of course adultery. This does not appear to be common. It entails so much blood that ‘the game is not worth the candle’. The blood taken need not be that of the actual offender. It must be male blood of his house or tribe. The usage differs in various districts, and will be noted in the accounts of them.

A man is answerable, too, for his guest, and must avenge a stranger that has passed but one night beneath his roof, if on his journey next day he be attacked. The sacredness of the guest is far-reaching. A man who brought me water from his house, that I might drink by the way, said that I now ranked as his guest, and that he should be bound by his honour to avenge me should anything happen to me before I had received hospitality from another.

Blood-vengeance, slaying a man according to the laws of honour, must not be confounded with murder. Murder starts a blood feud. In blood-vengeance the rules of the game are strictly observed. A man may not be shot for vengeance when he is with a woman nor with a child, nor when he is met in company, nor when besa (oath of peace) has been given. The two parties may swear such an oath for a few weeks if they choose, for business purposes. There are men who, on account of blood, have never been out alone for years.

When the avenger has slain his victim, he first reaches a place of safety, and then proclaims that he has done the deed. He wishes all to know his honour is clean. That he is now liable to be shot, and, if the blood be taken within the tribe, to heavy punishment also, is of minor moment to him.

In the Dukaghini tribes the council has power not merely to burn his house, but to destroy his crops, fell his trees, slaughter his beasts and condemn him to leave his land unworked. An incredible amount of food-stuff is yearly wasted, and land made desolate.

The house is perhaps not merely the home of himself, his wife and children, but that of a whole family community, forty or fifty people. The law is carried out to the last letter. It crushes the innocent along with the guilty; it is remorseless, relentless. But ‘It is the Canon and must be obeyed.’

A man can save his house only if he can return to it and defend it successfully for three days, so that no one can approach near enough to set fire to it. A ‘very brave man’ was pointed out to me in Berisha, who has three times been condemned to have his house burnt, and each time saved it thus. A man can also save his property by inviting to the house the head of another mehala, who must then declare himself house lord and take command. The house is then, for the time being, his; he summons his own men to defend it, a regular battle may take place and the house be saved. But it is usual at once to call a council of elders to stop the warfare. In such a case it is usual to burn only the house, and spare the crop and other property (Berisha).

The Canon of Lek has but two punishments, fine and burning of property. Neither death nor imprisonment can be inflicted. Prison there is none. Death would but start a new feud. And Lek’s object appears to have been to check feud …

A woman is never liable for blood-vengeance, except in the rare case of her taking it herself. But even then there seems to be a feeling that it would be very bad form to shoot her. I could not hear of a recent case. I roused the greatest horror by saying that a woman who commits a murder in England is by law liable to the same punishment as a man. Shala is a wild tribe; it shoots freely. But a Shala man said, ‘It is impossible. Where could a man be found who would hang a woman? No mountain man would do it. It is a bad law. You must be bad people.’ He was as genuinely shocked as is a suburban mission meeting over the sacrifices of Dahomey. The tribe cannot punish bloodshed within the family group, e.g. if one cousin in a communal house kill another. The head of the house is arbiter. A man said naïvely on this subject, ‘How can such a case be punished? A family cannot owe itself blood?’ To him the ‘family’ was the entity; the individual had no separate existence. Marriage is arranged entirely by the head of the house. The children are betrothed in infancy or in utero. Even earlier. A man will say to another with whom he wishes to be allied, ‘When your wife has a daughter I want her for my son.’ A wife is always bought. The infant comes into the world irrevocably affianced, and part of the purchase-money is at once paid. She can marry no other man, is sent to her unknown husband when old enough, and the balance of the price handed over. The husband is bound to take her, no matter what she is like, or fall into blood with her family. The girl may – but it requires much courage on her part – refuse to marry the man. In that case she must swear before witnesses to remain virgin all her life. Should she break this vow, endless bloodshed is caused. If her father sell her to another it entails two bloods – blood between her family and her first betrothed’s, and blood between her husband’s and her betrothed’s. Should she make a runaway match there is triple blood, as her family is at blood also with her husband’s. In such cases the woman is furiously blamed. ‘She knew the laws, and the amount of blood that must be shed.’

The most singular part of the business is the readiness with which most youths accept the girl bought for them. I never heard of one refusing, though I met several ‘Albanian virgins’, girls who had sworn virginity to escape their betrothed.

The crisis unleashed by the Balkan Wars, during which Turkey lost almost all its European territories and the Balkan states divided up the spoils between them, began the slide into war, but it was not the trigger. The last day of ‘peace’ was 28 June 1914, the feast day of St Vitus, and a day of national celebration for Serbian nationalists. On that day the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, visited Sarajevo, capital of the recently annexed Bosnia-Hercegovina, and was assassinated, together with his wife, by Gavrilo Princip, of the Young Bosnia underground movement. Borijove Jevtic, one of the conspirators, describes how the plot was hatched and executed.

A tiny clipping from a newspaper mailed without comment from a secret band of terrorists in Zagreb, capital of Croatia, to their comrades in Belgrade, was the torch which set the world afire with war in 1914. That bit of paper wrecked old proud empires. It gave birth to new, free nations.

I was one of the members of the terrorist band in Belgrade which received it and, in those days, I and my companions were regarded as desperate criminals. A price was on our heads. Today my little band is seen in a different light, as pioneer patriots. It is recognised that our secret plans hatched in an obscure café in the capital of old Serbia, have led to the independence of the new Yugoslavia, the united nation set free from Austrian domination.

The little clipping was from the Srobobran, a Croatian journal of limited circulation, and consisted of a short telegram from Vienna. This telegram declared that the Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand would visit Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, on 28 June, to direct army manoeuvres in the neighbouring mountains.

It reached our meeting place, the café called Zeatna Moruana, one night the latter part of April 1914 … At a small table in a very humble café, beneath a flickering gas jet we sat and read it. There was no advice or admonition sent with it. Only four letters and two numerals were sufficient to make us unanimous, without discussion, as to what we should do about it. They were contained in the fateful date, 28 June.

How dared Franz Ferdinand, not only the representative of the oppressor but in his own person an arrogant tyrant, enter Sarajevo on that day? Such an entry was a studied insult.

The date of 28 June is engraved deeply in the heart of every Serb, so that the day has a name of its own. It is called the Vidovdan. It is the day on which the old Serbian kingdom was conquered by the Turks at the battle of Amselfelde in 1389. It is also the day on which in the Second Balkan War the Serbian arms took glorious revenge on the Turk for his old victory and for the years of enslavement.

That was no day for Franz Ferdinand, the new oppressor, to venture to the very doors of Serbia for a display of the force of arms which kept us beneath his heel.

Our decision was taken almost immediately. Death to the tyrant!

Then came the matter of arranging it. To make his death certain twenty-two members of the organisation were selected to carry out the sentence. At first we thought we would choose the men by lot. But here Gavrilo Princip intervened. Princip is destined to go down in Serbian history as one of her greatest heroes. From the moment Ferdinand’s death was decided upon he took an active leadership in its planning. Upon his advice we left the deed to members of our band who were in and around Sarajevo under his direction and that of Gabrinovic, a linotype operator on a Serbian newspaper. Both were regarded as capable of anything in the cause.

The fateful morning dawned. Two hours before Franz Ferdinand arrived in Sarajevo all the twenty-two conspirators were in their allotted positions, armed and ready. They were distributed 500 yards apart over the whole route along which the archduke must travel from the railway station to the town hall.

When Franz Ferdinand and his retinue drove from the station they were allowed to pass the first two conspirators. The motor cars were driving too fast to make an attempt feasible and in the crowd were Serbians: throwing a grenade would have killed many innocent people.

When the car passed Gabrinovic, the compositor, he threw his grenade. It hit the side of the car, but Franz Ferdinand with presence of mind threw himself back and was uninjured. Several officers riding in his attendance were injured.

The cars sped to the town hall and the rest of the conspirators did not interfere with them. After the reception in the town hall General Potiorek, the Austrian commander, pleaded with Franz Ferdinand to leave the city, as it was seething with rebellion. The archduke was persuaded to drive the shortest way out of the city and to go quickly.

The road to the manoeuvres was shaped like the letter V, making a sharp turn at the bridge over the river Nilgacka. Franz Ferdinand’s car could go fast enough until it reached this spot but here it was forced to slow down for the turn. Here Princip had taken his stand.

As the car came abreast he stepped forward from the kerb, drew his automatic pistol from his coat and fired two shots. The first struck the wife of the archduke, the archduchess Sofia, in the abdomen. She was an expectant mother. She died instantly.

The second bullet struck the archduke close to the heart.

He uttered only one word, ‘Sofia’ – a call to his stricken wife. Then his head fell back and he collapsed. He died almost instantly.

The officers seized Princip. They beat him over the head with the flat of their swords. They knocked him down, they kicked him, scraped the skin from his neck with the edges of their swords, tortured him, all but killed him.

Then he was taken to the Sarajevo gaol. The next day he was transferred to the military prison and the round-up of his fellow conspirators proceeded, although he denied that he had worked with anyone.

He was confronted with Gabrinovic, who had thrown the bomb. Princip denied he knew him. Others were brought in, but Princip denied the most obvious things.

The next day they put chains on Princip’s feet, which he wore till his death.

His only sign of regret was the statement that he was sorry he had killed the wife of the archduke. He had aimed only at her husband and would have preferred that any other bullet should have struck General Potiorek.

The Austrians arrested every known revolutionary in Sarajevo and among them, naturally, I was one. But they had no proof of my connection with the crime. I was placed in the cell next to Princip’s, and when Princip was taken out to walk in the prison yard I was taken along as his companion.
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