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'She is a fine, handsome, bright, upstanding young woman, 
as clever as they make them, capable of any immense 
amount of work, as hard as nails and talking like a Times 
leader all the time.... She is imbued with the modern form 
of public-imperialism. Jt js her religion.'2 

Thlfwoman described is Flora Shaw, colonial editor of the Times of London. 
The words are those of the African traveller Mary Kingsley, whose sharp-
edged remarks reflect the fact that she held Shaw responsible for the news
paper ignoring her books about West Africa. How did Flora Shaw come to 
hold such an elevated position in the world of British journalism in the 
1890s? She grew up appreciating the military and political contributions 
to the British nation made by her Anglo-Irish forbears. She also under-, 
stood from that tradition that if an upper-middle-class daughter wished 
to realize her ambition to become a writer, she would have to negotiate 
the conventional expectations of her family and class. Shaw's mother's 
death and her father's remarriage, when she was 19, provided her with her 
first opportunity to strike out on her own. She left home for an extended 
visit with her mother's relatives in France. This proved to be the first of a 
lifetime of choices based on the principle that if one pushed resolutely at 
the outer boundaries of what was possible, the next set of choices would be 
wider. Shaw's background shaped her adult values in important ways. Shaw 
learned to use both her class position and her gender to open doors. She was 
willing, and eager, to do the intellectual work and take the necessary risks to 
achieve success. Learning to become an effective Journalist led to her com
mitment to Imperial expansion, which in turn led to world-wide fame. Her 
vision of journalism as active politics helped shape the public perception of 
the British Empire and influence British imperial policies. 

Born in 1852, Flora Shaw grew up in a military family in Woolwich, the 
site of the Royal Military Academy. Both her great-grandfather and grand
father, baronets in Ireland, served in the Imperial parliament. A younger 

110 



w 

Flora Shaw and the Times: Becoming a Journalist, Advocating Empire 111 

son, her father chose a military career, retiring as a major general. Her 
French mother, born on Mauritius, married George Shaw, accompanied him 
to England and bore him 14 children over a period of 20 years. When she 
died in 1871, Flora was 18 and took charge of 8 younger siblings until her 
father remarried the following year. The Shaw children spent summers on 
their grandfather's estate in Dublin. From him, Shaw learned that if one was 
born a 'gentleman', one had a natural responsibility for those who were 
less privileged. The more cautionary lesson she learned from her mother was 
that an early marriage could lead to unending domestic'duties, leaving no 
time for any other ambition. 

And Flora Shaw was ambitious. From an early age she taught her 
younger siblings, spinning stories and dreaming of becoming a writer. 
As a high-spirited girl, both charming and intelligent, her ambitions 
attracted a succession of valuable male mentors. John Ruskin, who lectured 
at Woolwich, met her just before she turned 17 and was entranced. He 
encouraged her education, allowing her to buy books and charge them to 
his account at his London bookstore.3 He supported her desire to become 
a writer by urging her to write down the stories she told. When she was 
24, in 1877, she published Castle Blair, about an unconventional family of 
Anglo-Irish children caught up in the struggles of landlords and tenants. 
Ruskin gave it enthusiastic public praise. His words, 'the best description of 
a noble child ... that I ever read; and nearly the best description of the next 
best thing—a noble dog', became a standard encomium for advertising the 
book in Britain, and in the USA, where it was promptly republished.4 In 
1883 Ruskin invited Shaw to visit him at Brantwood, his Lake District home. 
There she met Charles Eliot Norton, the American literary and art critic, 
with whom she began a lifetime correspondence. 

\ Another valuable mentor was Colonel Charles Brackenbury, a family 
friend and a cousin by marriage who wrote on military subjects for the 
Times. After her year in France, Shaw no longer wished to live at home. As a 
proper-upper-middle-class single young woman, however, it was out of the 
questionMo work for wages. Colonel Brackenbury and his wife welcomed 
Shaw to live with them, manage their large household, and teach their 
children. This^arjangement gave her enough time and space to practice her 
craft. By 1881, Sfiaw ŝ career as a writer was launched and she vyas listed by 

-the Census as a 'visitor^and 'authoress novelist'. / ' 

At the Brackenburys' dlnnerjable Shaw met the novelist-George Meredith, 
an old friend of Colonel Bracfenbury. They^jraulcfbecome neighbours 
in 1883, when Shaw l̂eft the Brackenburys for a 'room of her own' in a 
cottage in Abinger, Surrey. By this lime she had written three novels aimed 
at younger readers. Her experiences in southern France and living with the 
Brackenburys at the Royal Gunpowder Factory in Waltham Abbey became 
the backgrounds for her second and third novels.5 She had̂  learned from 
Ruskin how to observe the world in minute detail: people and places, objects 
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and their settings. In her novels, essays, and journalism, she would use her 
ability to describe a scene swiftly and focus in on its significant aspects. 
When Meredith introduced hefto his circle oniterary friends, he described 
her as someone 'to know wftom is to look through an Eyetet on the prom
ised Land.... She is Irish and French, that's why. Quite ... delightful to talk 
with ...'.6 \ \ 

Her next mentor, W.T. Stead, entered her life in 1886 when her fourth and 
fifth novels failed to provide her with sufficient income to live on. Meredith 
introduced her, suggesting that Shaw try earning money from journalism, 
as he had done some years before.7 Stead, the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, 
was making his name as a new kind of audacious journalist, exposing sex-* 
trafficking of very young girls and writing about journalism as a form of poliA 
tics. Nearer her own age than Shaw's earlier mentors, Stead opened up the 
world of journalism to Shaw, promising to publish anything of political inter
est she found in her travels and giving her a variety of assignments when she 
was in England. Their relationship shifted gradually from a mentoring one to 
that of colleagues in the profession of journalism.8 When Shaw wintered in 
Cairo in 1888-1889, Stead commissioned her to report regularly as a 'Special 
Correspondent'. When he left the Pall Mall Gazette to publish the monthly 
Review of Reviews, he asked her to review the major French periodicals. Shaw 
did not always agree with the positions Stead espoused. She no longer wrote 
for him after 1891, but they became serious antagonists only in the last years 
of the 1890s over the question of British policy in South Africa. 

Shaw's first newspaper story appeared on the front page of the Pall Mall 
Gazette in June 1887, when she was 34, under the by-line, 'A Lady's Interview 
with the Captive Chief. The by-line suggests Stead did not yet take her seri
ously as a journalist, but he recognized the newsworthy nature of the story. 
Zebehr Pasha, a Sudanese merchant believed to be a notorious slave trader, 
had been exiled to Gibraltar in 1885 by the British authorities in Egypt.9 

The previous year, when General Gordon suggested that once the Sudan 
was evacuated by its Egyptian rulers, Zebehr should become its Governor, 
Stead had led the opposition against Zebehr in the Pall Mall Gazette. Shaw's 
interview allowed the merchant to defend himself. He denied trading in 
slaves, claiming his aims were always to keep the peace by discouraging 
slave trading in the region and to bring in 'civilization' by promoting long
distance trade in local resources, He had bought slaves, but only in order to 
train them as soldiers; he had never sold them himself. Shaw laid out his 
defence in a longer, three-part version of the interview in the Contemporary 
Review that fall.10 Shaw and Zebehr both believed that his release later in 
1887 was a direct result of her interview. From the beginning, therefore, like 
Stead, Shaw was convinced that journalism could provide a writer who had 
a cause with a powerful political voice. 

Shaw worked steadily thereafter writing freelance journalism for the Pall 
Mall Gazette, the Manchester Guardian, and Stead's new Review of Reviews. 
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By late May 1890 she began to write for the Times, inaugurating a fortnightly 
'Colonies' column for them in November. By this time Shaw's journalistic 
identity had become inextricably interwoven with her thoughts about and 
commitment to British imperialism. As a novelist, Flora Shaw was not a 
committed imperialist; quite the contrary. Despite growing up in the British 
military world, she did not think the use of arms constituted the first or 
best resolution of conflict. Learning from Ruskin, the young Shaw viewed 
the expansion of the British Empire as the result of the spread of 'civiliza
tion' by Britons to 'empty' or 'savage' lands. Shaw's core values, depicted in 
her novels, featured boys who understood the honour and responsibilities 
of being born a 'gentleman' as well as clever girls who loved independence 
and 'adventure'. The message that privilege meant both responsibility and 
courage would also inform the conception of empire she came to champion 
in her journalism at the end of the 1880s. 

At the beginning of that decade, Shaw was still exploring these values 
in her own life. Between 1881 and 1883, swept up in Ellis Hopkins' idea 
of 'rescuing* young women from turning to a life of prostitution, Shaw 
worked in the slums of London's East End with Mary Steer. After two years 
she gave up her rescue work, concluding that only a national solution, like 
government-sponsored emigration, could root out such endemic problems.11 

Later, when she became an advocate of empire and travelled to Australia, she 
called for involving young women in the emigration process, but by then her 
appeal involved cultivated middle-class women, not the urban poor.12 

Shaw was aware that the British government in the early 1880s, a time 
of domestic agricultural depression, would not soon be subsidizing emigra
tion efforts for the poor. However, it had found the funds for an. expeditio
nary force to quell a nationalist uprising in Egypt in order to safeguard its 
investment in the Suez Canal. In the last novel she wrote, Colonel Cheswick's 
Campaign (1886), a British expedition to teach the Egyptians 'a lesson' 
provides an ever-present background to the action. Her protagonist, a 
strong-willed, capable young woman, has a beloved military father whose 
campaign at home is to ensure that his daughter married another soldier, 
the man he believes to be the best choice for her. What it means to be a 
soldier and whether or not it is important to fight for a cause are explored 
in the dialogue. When her father is called away to do military duty, the 
daughter admonishes him sternly: 'your sense as a man forces you to admit 
that the Egyptians have a grievance—as a soldier you want to go and kill 

\hem for it'.13 / 

'This acerbic comment about the unjust use of military force was not an 
isolated one. Shaw sounded it again in a letter from Gibraltar written late 
in 1886: / 

... our guns^stand row on row with muzzles threatening Spain.... English 
bugles bray oetiYeen the cactuses.^ng1ish soldiers swarm ... we sound the 
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0fth war note as though we were still in the heart m the middle-ages. They tell 
me ... that English prestige depends upon her Eastern Empire, her Eastern 
Empire upon such possessions as Gibralta/.... Our true Eastern Empire is 
the civilization which we have spread and that depends on other forces 
than the force of cannon. Fancy how thd Spaniards must hate us!14 f 

i 
During that winter on Gibraltar, while interviewing Zebehr Pasha, Shaw 

also visited Morocco, continuing to search for stories that Stead might 
publish. She was aware of increasing tensions between European powers, 
especially France and Spain, over their influence in Morocco. Specifically, 
she was aware of the privileges Europeans had obtained to protect their own" 
citizens and the Moroccans with whom they traded from the penalties of 
Moroccan laws concerning crime, taxes, and debts. She investigated claims 
that this power was being abused and was often for sale, interviewing the 
European consuls in Tangier about their use of these extra-territorial privile
ges. She came away with the sense that the British ought to help redress 
what she saw as wrongs against Moroccan sovereignty. Stead not only 
agreed to publish her story about Zebehr, but also a series of articles about 
the situation in Morocco in the fall of 1887, this time with the by-line, 'From 
an English Correspondent'.15 When the Morning Post published a series of 
letters about the growing urgency of the situation in 1889, Shaw used her 
knowledge of the situation to offer a political analysis, under her own name, 
in a Letter to the Editor: 

Sir.- If the deluge of blood in Morocco be indeed within measurable dis
tance, as your Correspondent points out in the Letter you publish this 
morning, is this not an argument of urgency for cordial co-operation 
between the non-Mussulman powers within that empire?... if by a long 
course of provocation we have put ourselves in a position in which in 
the event of internal disorders, popular fury might with some show 
of justice... be turned against us and the protiges we are pledged to 
support... would it not be politic as well as just to withdraw from it 
before the dangerous crisis is reached?16 

As in the case of the Egyptian uprising, Shaw sympathized with the 
Moroccans who resented European interference. She wanted European ' 
representatives in Morocco to act to avoid a conflict and find a peaceful 
solution to a threat looming in international relations. By 1889, Shaw's 
willingness to express her opinions about current events in her own name in 
published letters and journal articles is a measure of how far she had come 
in claiming a strong, confident journalist's voice. 

Part of finding a strong journalistic voice was Shaw's new commitment to 
imperial politics. At the end of the 1880s, two critical experiences awakened 
in Shaw a new and powerful reframing of her position on empire, a position 
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significantly shaped by her journalism. Arriving at Shepheard's Hotel in 
Cairo in 1888, accompanying elderly friends wintering in Egypt, Shaw was 
called upon with great fanfare by Zebehr Pasha, still grateful to her for his 
release.17 With a letter of introduction from Stead, Shaw consulted the man 
who was in charge of British control over Egypt, the British consul-general, 
Sir Evelyn Baring. He offered to see her two or three times a week to keep 
her informed about British plans and activities. Although Baring, like other 
mentors, may have received her warmly in response to her class and gen
der, the promise of her journalism was of critical importance to him. For 
the British government to maintain their control over Egypt they needed a 
'favourable public opinion at home; to achieve that, they needed a favour
able press. 

Baring plied Shaw with official papers, carefully pointing out what the 
British administration was attempting to do on behalf of the country and 
its inhabitants. According to Sir Evelyn, the British were aiding the Egyptian 
peasants by ending the corvee or labour tax, reorganizing Army conscrip
tion on a more equitable basis, developing new irrigation systems, putting 
an end to the legal status of slavery, and trying to find a solution to Egypt's 
staggering debt problem. He recommended she speak with the other British 
officials in charge of these activities.18 She interviewed all the major French 
and Egyptian players in Cairo as well. Her ability to fill in the background 
of all she was investigating was helped by meeting the Times correspondent 
in Egypt, C.F. Moberly Bell. They immediately formed a strong and lasting 
friendship. Bell, a fierce advocate of Britain's 'civilizing mission' in Egypt, 
admired Shaw's work and they both enjoyed sparring over politics.19 In 
Egypt, interviewing the men in leading positions and writing weekly news 
columns for the Pall Mall Gazette, Shaw was learning about imperialism and 
practical journalism. 

When Shaw returned to London-in the spring of 1889, she was still 
uncertain about her way rorWard.JiVriting for the Pall Mall Gazette in Egypt 
had earned her^a-'total of £13 for nine weekly columns, and her expenses 
amounted to-'£12.10. 'That is a handsome result is it not', noted Shaw 
dryly, 'fpftwo months of constant work'.20 Despite the work she had done, 
she remained hesitant about laying claim to being a professional journa

list. When Stead suggested she write a leader for the Pall Mall Gazette, she 
demurred: 'What a compliment! Write a leader and be mistaken for you! No 
alas not yet. You have taught me a great deal ... but you have not brought 
me on so far as that.' Similarly, returning a form he had sent her, she 
confessed: 'I leave the Profession blank because I have not the impertinence 
to call myself anything. A year hence I might perhaps know better.'21 That 
prediction would come true. 

Shaw's concern about earning a living from her writing remained para
mount. The financial failure of her last novel in 1886 underlay that anxiety. 
Looking for other sources of income that year, she had sent Charles Eliot 
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Norton in America a short story, which he placed the New Princeton Review. 
This news came with a cheque whose amount impressed her. While con
sidering her next step, she wrote a critical essay on Meredith's novels and 
sent it along to Norton, telling him that she was aware of a new interest in 
Meredith in the United States. To her immense satisfaction, it too was pub
lished in the New Princeton Review and brought her a cheque for £8.22 During 
the next three years, as she explored journalism, she economized by spend
ing the winter months accompanying elderly friends who sought health in 
warm spots around the Mediterranean. In addition to finding news stories 
.for Stead, she made use of these visits to write a series of travel articles.23 The 
period between late 1886 and late 1889, therefore, proved pivotal for Shaw's 
determination not only to find a way of making a living as a writer, but also 
to find a distinctive voice. 

Influenced by the positive view of empire opened to her by Baring in 
Egypt, by June 1889 Shaw's imperialist ideas were taking shape. She wrote 
to Norton: 'The work in Cairo was different from anything that 1 have done 
before and I think I learnt something from it. I find myself taking certainly 
a more close and practical interest in public questiqns than I did before and 
I am glad of it.'24 At this point, Stead introduced her to a charismatic figure 
whose intense imperialist convictions complemented her new thoughts 
about the positive benefits involved in the expansion of British power. Talks 
over the summer with Cecil Rhodes, a millionaire politician from South 
Africa, reinforced that new vision and helped shape the direction of her 
writing career. Emigrating from England to the Cape as a young man, he 
had become wealthy from mining investments. He now shared with Shaw 
his imperial dreams of how he proposed to use that wealth in the service 
of the British Empire. Rhodes was in London seeking^a royal charter for 
his new South African Company, as a way of claiming British protection 
while exploiting the mineral rights granted to the company by local African 
chiefs. The region involved lay north of the Zambezi River, just beyond 
the Boer republics in South Africa. Rhodes' clearly stated political aim was 
to expand British imperial power over the entire southern portion of the 
continent. Shaw thought him 'a man of evident power' as he paced up and 
down the two rooms of her London lodgings, committing himself to 'render 
myself useful to my country'.25 He spoke of a British Empire made up of self-
governing colonies straddling the globe to bring law, order, and prosperity 
to all within its reach. 

For Shaw; Rhodes's vision both captured her imagination and gave her 
pursuit of journalism a new sense of mission. She began to see journalism 
as a way of awakening public attention to what was the right course for 
the nation, not just to remedy grievances in Egypt or Morocco but to act 
positively around the world in the name of the British Empire. To actively 
encourage such policies would give her the opportunity to fulfil the concept 
of 'honour' she had imbibed from her grandfather. By means of this kind 
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of journalism, she too might serve the empire. Stead had taught her that 
journalism could be an active form of politics. Shaw now saw it as a form of 
politics that she, as a woman, might successfully pursue. 

Two articles Shaw wrote for the Fortnightly Review in the fall of 1889 reveal 
how her recent experiences had set her imagination on fire, providing her 
with a new lens through which to see the world. The first, 'Dry-Nursing 
the Colonies', is a dramatic announcement of her new position regarding 
empire. Her energies had been galvanized; from her references to current 
events, she had begun an intense study on what was happening in the 
colonies and in Africa, From the topics raised in the article, it is clear that 
Shaw was reading colonial newspapers and had sought out information 
at the Colonial Office. In energetic terms, she condemned the 'blunders' 
being made all around the world by 'Downing Street'. The phrase embraced 
every arm of policy-making at that location. On the one hand, she faulted 
the Colonial Office for interfering too much in decisions made by self-
governing colonies, and on the other, she took the Foreign Office to task for 
not more strongly supporting the efforts of British agents trying to increase 
the influence of their nation in Africa. She laid down the gauntlet: 'Is our 
Imperial policy to be friendly or antagonistic to our Colonies?'26 

Like Stead, Baring, and Rhodes, Shaw was convinced that a successful 
forward policy depended on arousing British public opinion. '[W]e shall 
have to enlarge our common conception of Imperialism', she announced, 
'or be content to ... see our Colonies withdraw one after the other from 
an Empire grown too small for them'.27 In such statements Shaw was, in 
fact, laying out her agenda for the next decade, and beyond. Her follow-up 
article, 'The British South Africa Company', hailed Rhodes's newly chartered 
company, which she predicted would spread 'civilization' to a new portion 
of southern Africa while increasing imperial wealth and trade.28 An impe
rial enthusiast had been born. With a deep belief that the British 'race', 
a term she often used, was at its best characterized by the high-minded ide
als she valued, she dedicated herself to work through journalism to expand 
its reach. A century later, looking back on the creation of Rhodesia (now 
Zimbabwe) Shaw's failure to give sufficient weight to the way the imposition 
of power carries with it the potential for ill as well as for good is apparent. 
But she was a new convert, certain that she had found the truth and eager 
to share it with the world. 

As Shaw expressed it much later, 'I never thought of my work exactly as 
journalism, but rather as active politics without the fame'.29 As a Victorian 
woman, she could not follow directly in the footsteps of her grandfather 
and great-grandfather and enter parliament. By her journalism, however, 
she might influence imperial politics and policy-makers. That became her 
goal. Almost immediately after writing these articles in the fall of 1889, 
she had an opportunity to put her new vision to work. The editor of the 
Manchester Guardian, C.P. Scott, who had agreed to publish a number of her 
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letters from Egypt, now asked her to report from Brussels on the Anti-slavery 
Conference being convened there that November. This meeting of European 
powers was to reach agreements that would help close down the continued 
trade in slaves in eastern Africa. 

Shaw found herself the only woman journalist at the conference. 
Undaunted, she brought to bear the knowledge she had acquired about the 
slave trade before arriving in Brussels. Once there, she honed her interview
ing skills to tease out information from reluctant delegates. To the delegates 
she appeared as an elegantly dressed young woman, tall and slender with 
a poised bearing and clear blue eyes. Dressed in black silks with high 
necks and sleeves to the wrist, she conveyed a mixture of femininity and 
professional propriety marked by inner discipline and self-confidence. As 
she wrote to Stead, with whom she maintained a private correspondence, 
she judged by their silences what part of the agenda the delegates were 
currently engaged in debating behind closed doors. She wrote to Stead 
about her frustrations at the way the conference was going, especially as 
she became aware of the diplomatic games being played. In particular, she 
believed France was manoeuvring to ensure the weakening of any new 
regulation of the arms trade or any agreement which would allow their 
own vessels to be boarded in a search for slaves. Because she was now con
vinced that the press could and should play an important role in influenc
ing policy, she wrote an editorial on the subject and asked Stead to publish 
It. Her experience at the conference had emboldened her to write her first 
leader. 'Should France Block the Way?' appeared in the Pall Mall Gazette 
December 10, 1889.30 

Shaw also wrote indignantly to Stead that the journalist covering the 
conference for the Times seemed to care nothing at all about its outcome. 
She was unhappy that because the Manchester Guardian was an afternoon 
paper, her telegrams were not being picked up by the London morning 
papers. She declared she wished she could replace the Times correspondent 
herself, and half in jest asked Stead to help her.31 To write for the Times was 
beginning to take shape for her as an explicit goal. 

When Moberly Bell was recalled from Egypt in March 1890 to aid the 
manager of the Times, he immediately sought her out. Just as he had been 
her local informant in Cairo, so she was a local source of information for 
him in London. They discussed how to reinvigorate the newspaper's falling 
circulation.32 Bell wrote Sir Robert Herbert, permanent undersecretary at the 
Colonial Office, for a recommendation for a possible 'colonial correspon
dent'. Shaw had regularly been consulting Herbert about colonial affairs 
since 1889. Bell then wrote her a formal letter, telling her that Herbert 'gave 
us your name', and asked her for a 'specimen column for next week'.33 'The 
Egyptian Debt' was published 29 May 1890. It was such a clear exposition 
of the complicated and tangled Egyptian financial situation that the editor 
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and proprietor immediately assumed that it had been written by Moberly 
Bell himself. At this stage, Bell introduced Shaw to the editor, George Earle 
Buckle, but thought it better not to reveal her gender to the proprietor, John 
Walter, who had strong views about women journalists. Bell enthusiastically 
informed her, 'If you were a man you would be Colonial Editor of The Times 
to-morrow'.34 Shaw discovered over the next two years that it was an impor
tant caveat, and only after she wrote her brilliant Letters from South Africa 
"did John Walter learn the truth. 

Shaw received two or three assignments for the Times in each of the next 
several months. In connection with one, she needed an introduction to 
General Joubert of the South African Republic (the Transvaal). She consulted 
the Agent-General of the Cape Colony in London, Sir Charles Mills, who 
had introduced Stead to Cecil Rhodes the previous year. Mills reported the 
incident to a friend at the Cape, his description making clear how Shaw had 
learned to approach important men to get an interview. She not only used 
her affiliation with the Times and her class position as a 'Lady', she also 
displayed an intellectual mastery of the situation she was writing about. 
According, to Mills, General Joubert 'was delighted with her, and could not 
believe that a Lady should know so much, and ask such searching ques
tions'. Mills described her as 'an exceedingly clever, fascinating lady', who 
'has thoroughly studied and mastered South African politics'.35 

Yet Shaw continued to find that real barriers existed between her and a 
salaried position on the Times. When she approached Moberly Bell on the 
subject at the end of 1891, he confessed that he would still find it difficult 
to convince the editor and proprietor to add a woman to their all-male staff. 
The Manchester Guardian was now offering to hire her, but not as a special
ist on the colonies. Faced with this decision and stressed from overwork 
doing freelance reporting for three editors, Shaw collapsed with influenza. 
Contemporary medical wisdom ordered rest in a warm climate for those 
who could afford it. Bell convinced the editor of the Times that Shaw was 
just the person to send to the Cape as a Special Correspondent to write a 
series of letters on that colony and its energetic new premier, Cecil Rhodes.36 

Still convalescent, she sailed for South Africa in April 1892. 

Shaw's series of six 'Letters from South Africa', the first published in mid-
'July 1892, attracted worldwide press attention and praise. While at the Cape 
less than a month, she had decided to investigate the diamond and gold 
mines in Kimberiey and Johannesburg and to assess the commercial, agricul
tural, and political situation throughout the region. She called upon Cecil 
Rhodes and his Railway minister for advice; from them she received both 
transport aid and letters of introduction. In what was becoming her char
acteristic style, Shaw's letters first drew her readers in by describing the vast 
distances to be travelled in southern Africa. Gradually she shifted the read
er's eye down to the ground, where they could find evidence of the changes 
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taking place over time. Then she sketched in the people and places she 
observed and visited, giving graphic details and making .comparison with 
objects and scenes familiar to them at home. Shaw not only provided care
ful descriptions of the workings of the mines she visited, but gave specific 
details about their geology, current financial situation, and attempts to solve 
labour needs. She also visited an innovative farm in the Transvaal and wrote 
glowingly of the agricultural potential of the land. Her overall message was 
clear: South Africa was a vast territory with enormous possibilities for the, 
investment of capital in economic development. 

The impact of Shaw's letters on the British political and literary scene was 
extraordinary. Shaw's sister Lulu wrote to her, 

The World this week quotes your opinions about the mining in a series of i 
important articles lately appearing in the Times. They of course call you 
He. They can't imagine She is doing anything so good.37 

The editor and proprietor of the Times were very impressed, both by the 
articles themselves and their tremendous reception. More importantly for 
Shaw, they were ready to agree that she would be an important addition to 
the staff of the newspaper.38 Bell immediately wrote Shaw, '... never have 
I so often heard the term "Remarkable" applied so generally & by so manyi 
different sorts of people as to your letters'.39 He delightedly described to a* 
colleague the proprietor's reactions: 

i 

He has a horror of females doing anything. He was struck by the first 
letter, but when he learned it was by a Miss Shaw it nearly killed him ... 
but the fourth bowled him over, and he got so far as 'most remarkable.'1 

At about the sixth he began to lose his head, compared them to 
Wellington's dispatches (to him the Bible of all Literature) and now he-
revels in his apostasy....40 

As a result, Miss Shaw, clearly an exception to her sex, was sent a year's 
contract and asked to report on the Australian colonies. , ? 

Shaw had taken a calculated gamble when she decided on her own " 
initiative to travel out of Cape Town to report on the political situation and 
economic prospects of South Africa. Her goal was full time employment, but 
she was reluctant to join the Manchester Guardian as a generalise She had to 
prove to the Times her value as a specialist on the colonies, so she made her 
plans quickly to avoid any instructions from Bell to stay put. It was a risk, 
but it paid off. By late August 1892, when she set sail for Australia, Bell was 
writing to Australian newspaper editors to introduce her and to alert them 
that on her return to Printing House Square, Flora Shaw would be in coin-/ 
plete charge of colonial news.41 

i 
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An important question in journalism is how ideological commitments 
affect how a story gets reported. Shaw consciously brought to her writing 
her class background, her values, and her enthusiasm for imperial expansion 
and colonial economic development. Her attitudes regarding class, gender, 
and race reflect the dominant attitudes that flourished in her contemporary 
world, and on the Times. The 'Letter' she sent to the Times from Australia 
on the sugar industry in Queensland provides an example of how her class 
and racial attitudes could affect her journalism.42 

Arriving in Brisbane, Queensland's capital, in late September 1892, Shaw 
stayed by invitation with the Governor. There she was aided by officials and 
businessmen to plan a tightly scheduled trip around the colony. Her first 
task was to investigate the controversy raging for some years about the use 
of Kanakas, South Pacific contract labour, in the sugar industry. These dark-
skinned labourers did the hot, dirty, exhausting work of cutting the ripe 
sugar cane. In the previous year, the highly organized white labour unions 
in Australia had tested their strength by organizing a series of devastating 
strikes in the sheep and shipping industries. Organized labour was vocifer
ously opposed to the importation of cheap, non-white labour, seeing it as 
a ploy to bring down wages. Sugar planters complained to Shaw that no 
white man would take the job at any wage. In the meantime, she sought to 
report on the current condition of the Kanakas, visiting the workers in the 
field and where they lived. She reported that the heavy meat diet allotted 
them was a regime which any English labourer would have treasured, and 
she observed some pleasant cottages with small children who happily ran to 
welcome home their parents at the end of the day. 

Her observations led Shaw to inform the readers of the Times that the 
exploitation and abuse of Kanaka labour no longer existed, and that British 
investment in the sugar industry could expect good returns. She even pre
dicted the plantation economy would replicate the traditional class system 
at home. Modern scholarship, however, makes clear that Shaw misread some 
elements of what she 'saw'. She had no way of knowing that the nutritional 
needs of these workers, based on a different way of life in Melanesia, were 
hot being met. Her visit to the cottages of the few married couples in the 
labour force left invisible the actual predominantly male, dormitory-housed 
composition of the Kanaka work force. What Shaw thought representative 

,was actually the exception, a fact that did not emerge from her quick visits. 
Possible continued abuse in the hiring and transporting of this labour was 
similarly beyond the scope of her journalism. Finally, the post-federation 
development of the sugar economy would shift from large plantations to 
small sugar farms and sugar mill cooperatives.43 Shaw did not recognize the 
early signs of this development. Significantly, though she had misread the 
situation, her views resonated with the contemporary management and 
readers of the Times. Rather than conclude from this example that Shaw's 
journalism was regularly biased, however, it would be necessary to examine 
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it, in all its complexities, over the next ten years of her professional life.*4 

What is clear is that Shaw both reflected and sought to shape the public 
attitudes of her day. 

By any number of measures, Shaw's journalistic success was extraordi
nary. As the colonial editor of the Times, Flora Shaw became the highest 
paid woman journalist of her day, earning an annual salary of £800. Once 
embarked on journalism, she began to move in the circles of other well-
known writers. She was one of the first five women invited to join the 
Society of Authors in 1889.45 She became acquainted with suffrage advo-, 
cate Millicent Garrett Fawcett, dined with her sometime before she left 
for South Africa, and sent Fawcett a ticket to listen to her read a paper on 
'Colonial Expansion' at the Royal Colonial Institute'in November 1894.46 

In January that year Shaw, having returned to London six months before, 
became the first woman to address this all-male institution, speaking on 
the 'Australian Outlook'. This accomplishment made news. Reporting her 
remarks, the Queen and the Gentlewoman both emphasized Shaw's call for 
younger sisters to accompany brothers who were planning to emigrate to 
the colonies.47 

Shaw was one of a 14-member committee of women in 1897 who planned 
a 'Women's Jubilee Dinner and SoireV in honour of Queen Victoria's 
Diamond Jubilee. The committee included Fawcett and her sister the 
physician Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, Classics scholar Jane Harrison, 
African explorer Mary Kingsley, novelist Mrs. Humphry Ward, and society 
hostess and writer Lady Jeune. The dinner for 'One Hundred Professional 
Women' and an equal number of .men of matching professions was held 
on 13 July. Just 11 days earlier Shaw had appeared for a second time to give 
testimony before a Parliamentary Select Committee examining the political 
scandal called the Jameson Raid in South Africa, a challenge she had car
ried off with success, though it added to her notoriety. The Queen, reporting 
on Shaw's presence on the Jubilee committee and at the dinner, called her 
'a writer, a journalist, and a political thinker'.48 

-Shaw also joined the women's Writers' Club, founded in 1892, where 
she served at one time as 'chairman of committees'. Among the women 
who became members was Marie Belloc Lowndes, the daughter of one of 
the founders of the Englishwoman's Journal, a journalist and writer whom 
Shaw met when working for Stead on the Pail Mall Gazette and the Review of 
Reviews. Other members included Flora Annie Steel, who wrote novels set in 
colonial India, and Mary Cholmondeley, the author of Red Pottage, a novel 
that caused a sensation in the 1899 season. Cholmondeley became a good 
friend of Shaw's, as did Lady Jeune.49 

While Shaw knew many leading women activists, her contribution to 
contemporary debates on gender is complex. The Englishwoman's Review 
noted in 1893 the republication of Shaw's Letters from South Africa by the 
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Macmillan Press, though the title page listed the author only as 'The Times 
Special Correspondent'. Many people knew her identity, of course, but no 
by-lines were ever used in the Times. The Englishwoman's Review, explicitly 
citing Shaw's authorship, added an anecdote about her attributed to Sir 
Evelyn Baring. He had expressed his surprise when, 'having expounded 
to a journalist upon some "financial details", he found in print not some 
"loose... generalization" but "an exposition of the case ... at once lucid, 
detailed, and absolutely correct"'.50 Women's journals claimed Flora Shaw 
as a model of a successful professional woman. Her career exemplified the 
desire of feminist journals of the 1890s for women to speak out publicly 
about the burning issues of the day. In Shaw's case, however, it was not a 
voice raised 'regarding women's status', but a voice explaining important 
colonial and imperial issues, intent on rousing the public to a concern equal 
to her own.51 

On a number of occasions Flora Shaw did express criticism of the gender 
system of her society, but she never took the next step of endorsing any 
collective attempt to change that system. If late-Victorian feminism may 
be defined as an awareness of the problems and barriers that women faced 
and a cfoncern for that situation, Shaw might be labelled a feminist, but 
she would have rejected that label for herself. In 1908, asked by Sir Evelyn 
Baring, by then Lord Cromer, to sign a petition against parliamentary 
suffrage for women, she complied, agreeing that women were not yet ready 
for the right to decide on the fate of the empire. Yet, while still living with 
the Brackenburys in 1883, she wrote to Charles Eliot Norton about the 
need for time to develop a skill and the unending tasks usually expected 
of women in a household. She sounds much like Florence Nightingale in 
'Cassandra': 

Sunday afternoon and all duties done. People staying in the house walked 
with and talked with, sick old ladies visited, tea dispensed in the drawing 
room.... Day after day in a household like this something arises which ... 
becomes mine because no one else is attending to it . . . till the days are 
filled up and stronger more continuous lines of work & thought are 
pushed on one side. This is the woman's difficulty....52 

On another occasion, on her way to Egypt in 1888, Shaw met an American 
man who expressed great distress to hear that she would be spending her 
days working as a journalist. Writing to Norton from Cairo, she reported on 
the encounter: 'What he thought so especially devilish is on the contrary 
a comfort to me. It is that every woman who does public work makes it 
easier for those who come after her to work in their turn.'53 Shaw was clear; 
she supported women's efforts to earn a living and believed it honourable 
for them to do so. She worked hard at acquiring the writing skills that 
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would earn her a living and was proud of the independence she gained by ' 
doing so. 

After a very full and rewarding career as a journalist, Flora Shaw agreed to 
marry Sir Frederick Lugard, High Commissioner of Northern Nigeria. Before 
they married, the Times sent her one more time to report on the continu
ing war in South Africa. From Johannesburg in February 1902, she wrote to 
Lugard, reflecting on the gender differences encouraged by society. It echoed 
the same analysis she had made two decades before: 

From the cradle a boy is taught... that he must infuse his individuality on$ 
his surroundings [,] that he must make his own decisions and go his own 
way[,] that he must have the courage to say No when other people want 
him to do things... it is inevitable that he should learn to think himself 
a being of some serious importance. The girl on the contrary is from the 
beginning taught that the sweet and nice thing for her to do is to put her
self and her tastes on one side and to hold herself at the disposal of any
one who wants her.... Inevitably in her case the habit grows of ... doing 
things just as well as may be convenient not as well as she could.54 

Shaw's understanding of the barriers women had to overcome to achieve 
ambitious goals still stopped short of a commitment to seeking a political 
remedy. Instead, looking forward to her own marriage, she saw couples 
balancing each other's strengths and weaknesses. 

The announcement of Shaw's marriage to Lugard in June 1902 provoked 
another woman journalist, writing for the Lady's Pictorial, to comment with ' 
enthusiasm on Shaw's successful career on the Times: . 

Miss Shaw is as charming personally as she is gifted intellectually. One . 
might write a great deal of her services to the Empire without being 
exhaustive. Nowadays we are all interested in the Colonies, and the 
Colonies in us. But it is no exaggeration to state that the development 

- of this interest dates from the moment when Miss Shaw began to write 
so helpfully, hopefully and informatively about the Colonies In the 
columns of the Times.55 

i 
As the wife of a leading colonial administrator, Lady Lugard did not stop 
trying to influence public views about empire. When, however, she earned 
one of the first official Honours awarded British women, becoming a Dame 
Commander of the Order of the British Empire in 1918, it was for her con
tribution to Belgian Relief work during World War 1. 

As a journalist of empire, Flora Shaw earned worldwide acclaim. Her deter
mination to earn her living as a writer shaped her career. After a decade writ- ' 
ing novels, she needed to change direction, and experimented with literary 
and travel essays before focusing on journalism. To her writing about empire 
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she brought her narrative and analytical skills. Week by week she followed 
the economic and political stories of the colonies, directing the public's 
attention to their significance. She negotiated the gender conventions of 
her day to establish a professional career and encouraged other women to 
develop their talents. Committed to the importance of empire, she came to 
agree with those who were concerned that women's suffrage might pose a 
threat to vital imperial policies. The last decade of the nineteenth century 
saw an increased public enthusiasm for empire. As a journalist, Shaw played 
a significant part in building that enthusiasm. However we evaluate, in 
hindsight, the nature and consequences of imperialism, we need to under
stand the ways in which journalism fostered it. Shaw's role on the Times in 
helping to shape public attitudes and imperial policies is a vital part of that 
history. 
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