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1 Introduction 

 

Although Edgar Wallace used to be one of the best-selling British authors with supposedly one out of 

every four books sold in England in the 1920s being ‘an Edgar Wallace’, his pragmatic style of 

writing and his intuition for sensations meant that his works have never achieved high literary esteem. 

In the more recent decades, his fame has been prolonged by the filmic adaptations of his novels rather 

than the books themselves. This led to a fundamental shift in the perception of Wallace’s oeuvre since 

the British as well as the German Wallace films focussed almost exclusively on the author’s output of 

crime and detective fiction (“The Ringer”, “The Dark Eyes of London”, “The Door with Seven 

Locks”, “The Squeaker” etc), while the all-rounder’s works are actually characterised by a much 

more diverse mixture of literary and writing genres ranging from crime stories to comedies, from 

adventure stories to historical and military non-fiction as well as from theatre plays to poetry. 

One of the genres that has come to be neglected in this process is Wallace’s take on the African 

adventure story. Collected in eleven compendia between 1911 and 1928, Wallace published a total of 

141 short stories and a stand-alone novel (cf Kramp) detailing life in British African colonies and 

often centering around one of the three main protagonists Sanders, Bones or Bosambo. A majority of 

these stories stem from the early period of Wallace’s bibliography and while the tales enjoyed large 

success at their time of publication, they have ceased to boast large readerships since, as Wallace 

biographer Neil Clark puts it, “the Sanders stories are, out of all of Wallace’s work, the most 

uncomfortable to read today” because “for today’s readers, the books are [...] marred by their 

patronising view of the ‘natives’ and the way that Sanders and the author treats them like children who 

need looking after” (both 117). 

On close examination, the stories reveal an even more drastic change in the approach towards the 

indigenous population and their setting because they are relicts of the time of Imperialism thoroughly 

pervaded by “the ‘mainstream’ attitudes towards the British Empire of that era” (Clark 118). This 

paper will address the question of which imperialist, racist and misogynist discourses can actually be 

found in the very first Africa short story, “The Education of the King”, published in the “Sanders of 

the River” collection from 1911. The analysis will be achieved by proving the following three theses 

on the primary text as well as considering the historical and literary context with the help of secondary 

literature: (I) The position of the main character of Commissioner Sanders and his behaviour towards 
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the indigenous is an overt description, and even glorification, of the British imperial reign along with 

its ususal racist and condescending undertones. (II) The story depicts both British and African 

women in a questionable light and thereby proclaims the adventurous nature of the story as only suited 

to male adaptational, organisational and venturous talent and strength. (III) The description of the 

African continent and of key scenes serves the purpose of creating suspense and excitement rather than 

raising a claim to realism. 

 

2 Racist and imperialist content 

 

As the leading seafaring nation, Britain was one of the most influential and extensive colonial powers, 

manifesting its long-term colonisation of the African continent with its allocation of the South African 

Cape Colony and other territories as a result of the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The matter of course 

in which political and economic heteronomy affected the colonised areas and which at the same time 

helped foster the notion of Britain’s imperial power is frequently mirrored in the literature published at 

that time. 

The Wallace story “The Education of a King” is not an exeption—in fact, it pressed imperialist 

discourses with their racist implications forward in particular boldness by establishing an 

insurmountable difference in civilisation and rationality between the main protagonist, the British 

governmental official Sanders, and the indigenous people from the central west of the African 

continent. While the characterisation of Sanders will be analysed in the following chapter, the gist in 

regard to the natives is easy to grasp: Wallace explicitly equals them to children who cannot be trusted 

entirely and remain of irrational conviction (cf 1)—a verdict which serves to justify the exercise of 

imperial power over what is regarded an immature population. Although there is an approach in the 

story to differentiate between the single tribes and their peculiarities, these characterisations include 

fervent stereotypes and generalisations which eg allege a connection between the peoples’ clothes and 

their traits of character (ibid). One of the most striking comments in this regard is that “the browny 

men of the Gold Coast, who talked English, wore European clothing and called one another ‘Mr’, were 

Sanders’ pet abomination” (ibid). Apart from the obvious derogatory referral to skin colour in this 

context, what this passage conveys is a deep-rooted mistrust of those Africans who transgress the 

romanticised state of savageness. 

But imperialist connotations are just as blunt in the very title of the short story, referring to young 
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King Peter’s education as commanded by Sanders in what is despite the age of the king less of a 

youth-adult relation but more of a demonstration of colonial power. The new tribal leader is taught 

obedience and co-operation with the British officials in their sense, leading to the king serving as the 

vicegerent of British politics in the colonisers’ absence. The way in which this ‘education’ is delivered 

includes detailled descriptions of threats and corporal punishment as means of demonstrating ‘who’s in 

charge’: “The king rose reluctantly, and Sanders grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. Swish! The cane 

caught him most undesirably, and he sprang into the air with a yell. Swish, swish, swish! Yelling and 

dancing, throwing out wild hands to ward off the punishment, King Peter blubbered for mercy” (10). 

The use of violence is reminiscent of the Welsh explorer Henry Morton Stanley’s observation: 

“Stanley’s Africa is a land of savage beauty and rude wealth but mainly of savage resistance to 

civilisation and progress: it needs to be whipped into shape, as a horse-trainer would his colts or a stern 

Victorian father his children” (Bivona 48). 

 

2-1 Commissioner Sanders, the handyman of Imperialism 

As a commissioner for the British forces in an unnamed colony in the central west of Africa, Sanders 

naturally assumes a position of loyalty for the imperialist cause. However, what sets him apart from 

other officials are both the conveyed notion of his ‘understanding of the native’s mind’ and his assertive 

decision making. Sanders is portrayed as an unscrupulous custodian of the indigenous, particularly 

prone to proving his point through force and violence (“the Isisi called him ‘Ogani Isisi’, which means 

‘The Little Butcher Bird’, and certainly in that time Sanders was prompt to hang”, Wallace 2) while 

simultaneously retaining an elevated position as compared to the Africans. These assertions of supe-

riority indicate disrespect towards the local peoples who are renounced of their power of judgement: 

“Hesitation to act, delay in awarding punishment, either of these two things would have been mistaken 

for weakness amongst a people who had neither power to reason, nor will to excuse, nor any large 

charity” (ibid). In his master thesis on colonialism, imperialism and racism in Wallace’s African short 

stories, Philip Knauer supports this view of Sanders whose rigour is used to depict him as an antihero 

even in the 1920s readership’s eyes whose main principles of work are arbitraryness and despotism (cf 

pp 40). Knauer’s analysis is based on a broader variety of stories than this essay could possibly 

provide and may thus be understood as a more generalisable character description. 

Although the empathy for his ‘subordinates’ leaves much to be desired, Sanders is very able to act 

strategically clever, avoiding conflict and sustaining the permanent power of his position against 
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influences like tribal kings and the Ethiopian mission. The success of his practice is demonstrated in 

the court scene in which the former untrustworthy and childish king delivers judgements which seem 

pragmatic to both Sanders and the readership at the time of publication (cf Wallace pp 12), the moral 

conclusion of the story being that Sanders’ education of the king has succeeded in overcoming the 

alleged selfishness and short-sightedness of the indigenous. The newly-discovered humanitarian side of 

King Peter leads the boy-king to save Sanders—in a final acknowledgement of his status—from the 

attack of the rivalling tribe by offering up his own life instead after calling Sanders an irreplacable 

“father of the people” (15). 

 

2-2 Political geography in “The Education of the King” 

As most of Wallace’s African short stories, “The Education of the King” is set in unnamed territory, 

which seems less of an attempt to avoid unwanted implications rather than tribute to Wallace’s poetic 

licence. It is this freedom he takes that allows him to portray constantly on-going fights between the 

individual tribes of Sanders’ region, ensuring there’s always enough conflict for the next story to 

embellish. The problems are in turn solved by Sanders’ idiosyncratic sense of diplomacy in a way that 

appeals to the British much rather than the natives or, as Wallace puts it, “these were all settled to the 

satisfaction of Sanders, but by no means to the satisfaction of the subjects” (12). 

It is reported in the beginning of the story that Commissioner Sanders arrived at his then-current 

post after working for the British government in Angola and south of there, which enables the 

informed reader to work out an interesting parellel between the literary figure of Sanders and 

Wallace’s real-life background. Both of them seem to have started their African career in the very 

south of the continent, possibly in connection with the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902), in 

which British and imperial troops fought and won over South African republicans and supporters of 

the Orange Free State. After having joined the Royal West Kent Regiment on 27 December 1893, 

Wallace was stationed in Simonstown—about 20 miles from Cape Town—in 1896 when “the blue 

touchpaper for the second and deadliest Boer War had already been lit by [the aggressive imperialist] 

Cecil Rhodes[, keen to expand British domination over the region,] and his co-conspirators” (Clark 

44). The fact that Wallace reflects shreds of his own biography in the Sanders figure might suggest 

that, apart from the mere entertainment the stories were supposed to provide, their protagonist incor-

porates more of Wallace’s own standpoints than the author’s smug diction makes believe. 

An insightful take on the British perception of Africa—one which might also explain the success of 
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Wallace’s stories—is provided on page 5 of “The Education of  the King”, which reads as follows: 

“The story of the taking of Isisi village, and the crowning of the young king, was told in the London 

newspapers, and lost nothing in the telling. It was so described by the special correspondents, who 

accompanied the expedition, that many dear old ladies of Bayswater wept, and many dear young ladies 

of Mayfair said: ‘How sweet!’”. The back coupling of Sanders’ actions in the British press poignantly 

exposes both the journalists’ and the authors’ tendency to romanticise Africa into a thoroughly wild 

and dangerous continent, but also one in which ‘fairytales’ like the crowning of a child could actually 

become reality. The glorification of the ‘ambassadors’ of British colonialisation in their homeland often 

went hand in hand with this distortion of African life. 

 

3 Misogynist content and the reaffirmation of male adventure 

 

As a consequence of the above-mentioned newspaper articles, the artist and governess Miss Clinton 

Calbraith travels to Africa in order to teach and chaperone the child-king. Although the governess is 

the most prominent female figure of the story (and the only one that is both referred to by name and 

allowed to utter direct speech), the only reason for her inclusion is to demonstrate how illusional her 

aesthetic ideas of both life in Africa in general and the king in particular are. Imagining that she can 

treat him like a British child of the period, she is horrified by what Wallace shows as reality: “‘A king? 

It is disgraceful! He lives in a mud hut and wears no clothes. If I’d known! [...] Of course, I knew he 

would be black,’ she went on; ‘and I knew that—oh, it was too horrid!’” (pp 6). 

This moment of blunt comic relief compromises both the king and the ‘gentlewoman’ by suggesting 

that the former is ‘savage’ and “messy” (7) and the latter unworldly and oversensitive. By portraying 

the central female character as unable to face practical difficulties in a different culture, Wallace 

advocates the inequality of the sexes and strengthens the notion of the ‘African adventure’ as a prefe-

rably male business. It should, however, be noted that this harsh judgement of (non-)suitability is by 

no means characteristic for all of Wallace’s work, since he was—in other fields and particularly in 

crime novels—known to produce rather progressive prose considering his times and proletarian back-

ground, eg portraying successful women detectives (“The Square Emerald”), adventurers (“Four-

Square Jane”) and enterprisers (“Barbara on Her Own”). In his essay on “The Colonial Vision of 

Edgar Wallace”, Wheeler Winston Dixon notes that “[t]here are at least two strands in Wallace’s 

fiction: Wallace the colonial exploitationist, a racist and homophobe whose public pronouncements in 
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these areas (as well as in other contested sites of social discourse of the era) were entirely in tune with the 

‘othering’ project inherent within British colonialism; and Wallace the surreptitious social critic, within 

whose texts one finds surprising endorsements of feminist self-determinism and racial equality, condem-

nations of socially inequitable structures and a clear vision of his own limitations as a writer and as a 

person of circumscribed social / political self-construction” (pp 72). 

Returning to the analysed story itself, it is particularly eye-catching that indigenous women are not 

portrayed more favourable either, stressing that the men of the Ochori tribe value their female counter-

parts lower than goats: “‘If,’ said their spokesman, ‘they will return our goats, they may keep the 

women, because the goats are very valuable’” (Wallace 2). A similar kind of objectification occurs in 

one of the court trials later in the story in which a husband and a father of a disappeared woman 

bargain over the dowry rather than discuss the act of or the reasons for her leaving. These touches, 

albeit just in relation to unspecified characters, clearly reveal this African short story to be related to 

the first of Wallace’s two ‘faces’ as identified by Dixon. 

 

4 Mechanisms of suspense-building 

 

The detailled analysis of “The Education of the King” up to this point judged the story as if it were a 

grave and influential piece of literature of primarily political nature. Yet, it should not be neglected 

that, like most of Wallace’s other stories, the entries into the “Sanders of the River” compendium were 

written to merely serve light entertainment. This does not make their colonialist and imperialist, racist 

and misogynist flavour any less vexing, but it might help reconstruct why Wallace might not have seen 

much harm in the matter. The German edition of the stories is supplemented with an introduction by 

Eberhard Späth who argues that “after all, Wallace was not concerned with an ethnologic documentary 

but with entertaining his readers through adventure stories placed in an exotic environment; we still find 

them ‘lively’and ‘gripping’ to this day”1 (8). 

When looking at the way of storytelling from this perspective, serveral of the anecdotes presented in 

“The Education of the King” appear to be included foremost for entertainment purposes. To an 

audience in the distant United Kingdom, the setting itself was an important point of intrigue. Conse-
                                                 
1 translation by the author, original quote as follows: “Wallace ging es schließlich nicht um eine völkerkundliche Dokumen-

tation, sondern um die Unterhaltung seiner Leser durch Abenteuer, die in einem exotischen Milieu spielen; als ‘lebendig’ 

und ‘packend’ empfinden wir diese Erzählungen gewiss auch heute noch” 
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quently, Wallace—much in the vein of the writers of African travellers’ fiction—uses descriptions of 

the scenery to create a range of feelings from sheer wanderlust to impending doom, sometimes even 

combining two very different impressions. Eg in the paragraph leading up to the court scene, the view 

at an otherwise idyllic landscape is foiled by the unexpected mention of dangerous animals: “There is a 

hillock behind the town. A worn path leads up to it, and atop is a thatched hut without sides. From this 

hillock you see the broad river with its sandy shoals, where the crocodiles sleep with open mouth; you see 

the rising ground toward Akasava, hills that rise one on top of the other, covered with a tangle of vivid 

green” (12). 

Another startling trait of the story is its recounting of tribal violence which, in its pointed literary 

realisation, cannot dissemble certain black humour. In an attempt to justify Commissioner Sanders’ 

strict military ethics, Wallace contrasts his rigorous actions with those of a talkative humanitarian 

colleague. Both the colleague’s name and cause of death provoke the reader to smile inappropriately: 

“headquarters despatched in the course of time Mr. Niceman [...] to morally ‘suade’ the king of the Isisi. 

From such evidence as we have been able to collect it is evident that the king was not in a melting mood. 

It is an indisputable fact that poor Niceman’s head, stuck on a pole before the king’s hut, proclaimed the 

king’s high spirits” (4). Finally, apart from curiostiy for the unknown, humorous and shocking ele-

ments, the story also appeals to the emotional side of its readers through its penultimate scene in which 

young King Peter dies instead of Sanders. This well-calculated mixture is proof that Wallace utilised 

the peculiarities offered by the setting and the people moving within it in order to create a piece of 

entertainment and diversion rather than an explicit political statement. “Wallace would certainly not be 

concerned with influencing his readers in favour of British colonial politics, even though he probably 

accepted them uncritically. He was an author of trivial subjects who used the colonial setting for his 

purposes—just like another author would use a science-fiction or a medieval setting”2 (Späth 9). 

 

4-1 A reflection on Wallace’s stylistic trademarks 

A look at one short story cannot possibly offer a full picture of the quality and workmanship of an 

author’s total output. For this reason, it is a revealing exercise to compare the story’s traits as identified 

                                                 
2 translation by the author, original quote as follows: “Wallace dürfte es kaum um die Beeinflussung seiner Leser im Sinne 

der britischen Kolonialpolitik gegangen sein, obwohl er dieser prinzipiell vermutlich unkritisch gegenüberstand. Er ist 

Unterhaltungsschriftsteller, der das koloniale Milieu für seine Zwecke verwendet, so etwa, wie man als Autor auch ein 

typisches Science-Fiction-Milieu oder ein mittelalterliches Ambiente verwenden mag” 
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in the previous chapter with other works of Wallace’s. The most obvious recurring stylistic device in 

his ouevre is the ironic and humouresque quality which has also been identified in “The Education of 

the King” and which mostly breaks way in unmasking, if not even compromising character descrip-

tions. Looking at a broader scope of stories, Knauer calls irony “Wallace’s formative device”3 (77) 

and a proof for his talent as a writer, even though his use of humour in the African short stories seems 

badly distributed at the expense of serious and multidimensional native protagonists (cf pp 77). 

When classifying Wallace as a writer of light fiction, it is safe to claim that his aim to heighten 

personal experience or aesthetically pleasing accounts with the help of suspense, shock and overstate-

ment is also frequently found in his other works. In particular, Wallace’s technique of fading out of the 

action at its most critical point and returning to it from another angle or at another place on the time-

line of the story is one of his key trademarks heavily employed throughout his crime novels. The rescue 

of Sanders in “The Education of the King” and the abrupt change to the hospital for the last scene is 

just one of many examples for this modus operandi. It shows that, despite claims that Wallace lost 

sight of the stylistic quality of his storytelling because of his rapid output, he was even aware of his 

writing trademarks in the most basic of short stories. 

 

5 Conclusion 

 

In answer to the occurrance of imperialist, racist and misogynist discourses in “The Education of the 

King” by Edgar Wallace it can be concluded that the main issue with the story is its blatant display of 

British imperial superiority over the indigenous population who is derogatorily referred to as childlike 

in mind and by way of stereotypes and generalisations towards the individual races, nationalities and 

tribes. Commissioner Sanders, a regular protagonist in Wallace’s African short stories, is the sheer 

personification of strict colonial rule and imperialist ambitions. Figuratively speaking, his mission is to 

‘tame the wild’ with violence and intimidation, but also with a cunning that speaks of many years’ 

experience. The story boasts parallels between Sanders and its author Wallace and references the 

romanticised portrayal of Africa in the British press. The misogyny of the story is expressed through 

the character of the governess Miss Calbraith who fulfils the function of revealing the indigenous as 

savage and women as too timid to deal with them. 

                                                 
3 translation by the author, original quote as follows: “das prägende Mittel von Wallace” 



H E N R Y  B E C K M A N N  ( 7 5 7  2 6 5 )  9 

Wallace uses the African subject to embellish his otherwise rather simple and episodic story in 

order to appeal to a broad readership with a mixture of exotic lure and deterrence. His style of writing 

is characterised by his overt use of irony and humour which sometimes ease the zeitgeisty tendencies of 

the story, but sometimes also contribute to it. Despite all its flaws, however, the story must be under-

stood as light prose for entertainment purposes, which means that questionable content is likely not to 

be deliberate malice but merely a lack of criticism towards the mainstream approval of the British 

imperial cause. Späth’s classification of the shortcomings of Wallace’s African stories seems a fair 

compromise: “They belong to our culture’s history which we can neither rewrite according to today’s 

norms nor simply ignore. It is probably more sensible to unterstand these texts as products of their time’s 

spirit, but to also be aware of the distance to our current historical standpoint”4 (8). 
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