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Extract 1

The fear of invasion

• Article by: Mike Ashley

• Published: 15 May 2014

In the 19th century, the British feared invasion by the French, Germans, terrorists and even 

aliens. Mike Ashley explains how these concerns were reflected in literature.

In the 19th century, Great Britain might have had the greatest navy in the world and ruled the 

waves, but the potential of new military technology, such as aerial bombardment or powerful 

artillery, made the British Isles increasingly vulnerable.

Invasion by tunnel

At the height of the Napoleonic wars between Britain and France, both Britain and France staged 

farces such as La descente en Angleterre (The Raid on England, 1797) by Jean-Corisandre Mittié 

and the anonymous The Invasion of England (1803).  It was the new technology, though, that 

was most alarming. The French had first crossed the English Channel by hot air balloon in 1785, 

and the threat of an aerial invasion fleet was ever present in English minds. This was further 

aggravated by the idea of a Channel Tunnel, which Napoleon had considered and for which plans 

had been prepared by Albert Mathieu in 1802.

The Battle of Dorking

In 1871 Lieutenant-Colonel George Tomkyns Chesney caused uproar with the publication of his 

story ‘The Battle of Dorking’. Chesney believed that Great Britain was unprepared for an armed 

invasion from Germany, especially after Germany’s unexpected victory in the Franco-Prussian 
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War of 1870-71. The story is told in retrospect from 50 years in the future when a soldier recounts 

the terrible events to his grandson. Using a powerful new weapon, the German navy destroys 

the British fleet. They march upon London and the final battle is at Dorking in the Surrey Hills. 

Germany takes control of Britain, and the Empire is disbanded.

The reaction to the story was immediate. The British, having grown complacent with their military 

superiority, were horrified, and the government had to reassure the public that plans to review 

the army were already in hand. Chesney’s alarmist story had catapulted the genre of future-war 

fiction into the public arena.

The terrorist threat

The twin ideas of the super-inventor and future war came together at the end of the 19th century 

with a number of novels in which a scientist creates a machine with which he is able to hold the 

world to ransom. Jules Verne had sown the seed for this with Vingt mille lieues sous les mers 

(20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, 1870) where Captain Nemo uses his submarine, the Nautilus, to 

attack British ships in his hatred of the British.

The ultimate threat

It was left to H G Wells to develop the popularity of the invasion-threat novel by having the ultimate 

invader, the Martians, in The War of the Worlds (1898). Wells’ Martians are technologically superior 

to anything Earth can throw at them and show that, in the future, whoever is the most scientifically 

advanced will hold the upper hand in any combat.

This is an abridged version of The Fear of Invasion by Mike Ashley. The original version is licensed 

under CC BY-NC 4.0 and can be found here: https://bit.ly/2KsPy3q

https://bit.ly/2KsPy3q
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Extract 2

In the following extract from the fictitious invasion story ‘The Battle of Dorking’ by George Chesney 

(published in 1871), an old man is talking to his grandchildren about how the UK was conquered when 

he was a young soldier.  Read the text and answer the question at the bottom.

The danger did not come on us unawares. It burst on us suddenly, ‘tis true; but its coming was 

foreshadowed plainly enough to open our eyes, if we had not been wilfully blind. We have only 

ourselves to blame for the humiliation which has been brought on the land.

Fools that we were! In our blindness we did not see that we were merely a big workshop. We were 

so rich simply because other nations from all parts of the world were in the habit of sending their 

goods to us to be sold or manufactured…it might have lasted, if we had only taken proper means 

to keep it; but, in our folly, we were too careless even to insure our prosperity.

…If ever a nation had a plain warning, we had. If we were the greatest trading country, our 

neighbours were the leading military power in Europe. They were driving a good trade, but it was 

on their army that they prided themselves most. And with reason. They had beaten the Russians 

and the Austrians, and the Prussians too, in bygone years, and they thought they were invincible. 

A scheme of army reform was brought forward by the Government. It was a half-and-half affair 

at best; and, unfortunately, instead of being taken up in Parliament as a national scheme, it 

fell through. It was in organisation and forethought that we fell short, because our rulers did 

not heartily believe in the need for preparation. So army reform was put off and the militia and 

volunteers were left untrained as before, because to call them out for drill would “interfere with the 

industry of the country.”

Complete text available at: http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks06/0602091h.html
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Extract 3

The following extract from The War of the Worlds (1897) is taken from ‘Chapter One: The Eve of the 

War’:

No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth century that this world was being 

watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man’s and yet as mortal as his own; 

that as men busied themselves about their various concerns they were scrutinised and studied, 

perhaps almost as narrowly as a man with a microscope might scrutinise the transient creatures 

that swarm and multiply in a drop of water. With infinite complacency men went to and fro over 

this globe about their little affairs, serene in their assurance of their empire over matter. It is 

possible that the infusoria under the microscope do the same. No one gave a thought to the 

older worlds of space as sources of human danger, or thought of them only to dismiss the idea of 

life upon them as impossible or improbable…

Hundreds of observers saw the flame that night and the night after about midnight, and again the 

night after; and so for ten nights, a flame each night…

…All unsuspected, those missiles the Martians had fired at us drew earthward, rushing now at a 

pace of many miles a second through the empty gulf of space, hour by hour and day by day, nearer 

and nearer. It seems to me now almost incredibly wonderful that, with that swift fate hanging 

over us, men could go about their petty concerns as they did … For my own part, I was much 

occupied in learning to ride the bicycle, and busy upon a series of papers discussing the probable 

developments of moral ideas as civilisation progressed.
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