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There is very little reference to women in the official 
documents of World War 1. This is not surprising as it was 
regarded as a white man’s war. Emphasis on white and 
man. In the official documents there is also very little 
mention of black, Indian and coloured man compared to 
the white but mention is there as it was a man’s war; they 
feature.  

Some might argue that this is evidence of a patriarchal 
society and that women were pushed to the background – some would argue the position of 
woman is no different today, 100 years on. Perhaps, but I don’t buy it completely. There is 
evidence to suggest then and now, that woman, if she wanted to be heard would be heard and I 
can’t help but think Doris Lessing was right in what she was trying to convey in The Cleft. In short, 
I don’t buy into the current feminism and agreed to talk on the subject of African women at war 
only because it is the theme the National Army Museum has adopted for this year and the story 
of this minority voice needs to be told. I deal with topic as I do with all my others – what do the 
primary source documents say or not say? And how do we find the documents? 

Reflecting on this topic as an academic subject for today, has as usual, provided some 
valuable insights, so I thank the National Army Museum for ‘forcing’ me to take up this 
challenge. It is important to take cultural differences into account and this might well explain my 
earlier comment. When I think of prominent women who 100 years ago broke down barriers, I 
immediately recall Emily Hobhouse, Olive Schreiner, Gertrude Page, Elspeth Huxley, Karen 
Blixen, Ada Schnee, Ouma Smuts, Magdalene von Prince – all with an African link. Turning to 
Britain, it is the Suffragettes and Emeline Pankhurst. As a group, the German women were more 
prolific in writing and publishing their memoirs than British women, many of those I’ve 
mentioned, of all cultures, were authors in some way. 

 
Having identified this as a white man’s war, and there 

being very little, if anything, in the official sources on women, 
where do we look? Our main sources are letters, 
photographs and memoirs – both male and female. Private 
memoirs and manuscripts are starting to find their way into 
the public domain – for example, On Call in Africa recording 
the role of Doctor Norman Parsons Jewell who served in 
Seychelles and East Africa from 1910-1932. Although sparse 

on his telling of family tales, he sheds insight into moral values of the time noting that he had to 
marry his fiancé very soon after she landed in order to maintain respectability. Karen Blixen 
noted the same in her memoir Out of Africa. Also included in On Call is a section dedicated to 
Norman’s wife Sydney – a remarkable woman to whom we will return. 

We have three female novelists who were alive at the time of the war and who have recorded 
their experiences. Two books by Gertrude Page were published during the war, one a short story 
collection and the other a novel. Both deal with the pressures white colonists and settlers 
experienced in determining what to do – where to fight (Europe or Africa), or stay and develop 
their farms. Karen Blixen makes brief mention of the war in her famous book Out of Africa whilst 
Elspeth Huxley was about seven years of age during the war. She subsequently wrote a two-part 



biography on Lord Delamere (White Man’s Country) which covers the war and tales such as Red 
Strangers and The Flame trees of Thika touch on the war too.  

Since the war, there have been numerous books written (about 45) dealing with aspects of 
the East Africa campaign – in various languages (none on the other theatres). Only two of these 
have been written by women: Iron Love by Marguerite Poland in 2009 and more recently Maya 
Alexandri’s The Celebration Husband (2015) for which she researched into the life of Karen 
Blixen. All the novels have mention of women and in most, women play a central role.  Although 
not perfect historical documents, where it is known the author did their homework, such as 
William Boyd who spent three years researching an Ice-cream war, we can track clues to find the 
original source. Some authors are even willing to share their discoveries if asked politely. 

The increased interest in genealogical studies have helped open up the window on what 
women did during the war. Other sources are reports such as The Fate of the Prisoners which 
contains interviews with various prisoners – British, Belgian and German concerning their 
experiences, and returns – internee returns, nursing lists and medal cards. Newspapers too could 
provide an insight – not too much for East and West Africa but certainly for South Africa. 

It’s also worth pointing out that most material covers the East Africa theatre and South 
African home front. The reason being that West Africa did not have a large settler community 
and the local inhabitants tended to have an oral tradition (other than the elite who were mainly 
campaigning for the equal rights).  

Cameras were relatively new and cumbersome. They were also banned by the military. The 
campaign in West Africa used local forces from the start so photos would be more scarce than 
East Africa, by which time, mid-1916, small handheld cameras were more easily obtainable. 
West African photos tend to be posed. In South West Africa, most photos were taken by doctors 
and obviously journalists. The same goes for East Africa. Few women were allowed to go to 
South West Africa, they were mainly based in South African hospitals. We know Mrs Botha and 
her daughter visited Prime Minister Louis Botha who was commanding the South African 
campaign in South West Africa but otherwise it was women resident in the territory who got 
caught up in the war – mainly being interned especially if their husbands were serving in the 
armed forces. 

For East Africa we have two main sources of photos showing women – one is the Lake 
Tanganyika Expedition which had its own journalist/writer accompany the group, while the other 
is the German recorder, Walter Dobbertin who tended to take many social settings. So, with 
these limited sources, what did women do during the war? Before we go on to look at what 
women did, I want to put the African theatres into perspective. 

 
None of the Imperial powers had really thought about 

Africa when war was looming. Correspondence went out to 
centres saying instructions would be given in due course if 
war was declared. None were. The local authorities 
therefore had to rely on war plans and blue book 
instructions as well as what they thought would be best for 
the territory they were responsible for. Togoland in West 
Africa was the first German colony to surrender.  

South West Africa fell foul of South African expansionist ideas which developed on Britain’s 
request to put the wireless stations out of action to safeguard shipping. Eventually on 9 July 
1915, South West Africa surrendered. This is a fascinating campaign which needs more research: 
why did the Germans not do anything when South Africa put its invasion on hold to deal with an 
internal rebellion – more of this in due course. 



Cameroons put up a bit of a struggle, surrendering in March 1916. This allowed for troops 
from West Africa to be sent across to East Africa: troops who would not be allowed to fight in 
Europe because it was a ‘white man’s war’, although the French sent black African troops to fight 
in Europe much to the annoyance of Britain and Belgium. Africa was seen to be different, it was a 
subsidiary theatre for the Imperial powers, but not for those on the continent. 

The East Africa campaign which over the course of the war stretched from Kenya to 
Mozambique, Malawi and Zambia as well as into Belgian Congo, saw action on land, water and in 
the air. It came to an end on 25 August 1918, making it the longest campaign of the war (the 
East European and Russian conflicts being nationalist struggles which developed from the war). 
For those interested, the first British shot fired was in Togoland on 7 August 1914, the next on 
Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) on 8 August. Although Australians claim they had the first shot minutes 
after the ultimatum expired when they fired at a passing German ship. To put this in context, the 
British expeditionary force only arrived in Europe on 12 August. In East Africa, it is estimated that 
177 micro-nations including tribes, were involved, seven countries directly – men, women and 
children. The battlefield and the home-front for German East Africa (possibly Togoland, 
Cameroons and South West) at least, was indistinguishable and when the soldiers left, the 
environment – drought, floods and influenza took their toll on top of the usual tsetse fly, malaria, 
jigger flee and other daily challenges. 

 
In many instances the role of women in Africa was no 

different to those on the British and French home fronts, 
particularly the French home front which, depending on 
where you were, became part of the war front.  

In South Africa, with men enlisting, we hear of young 
Afrikaans girls going from the farms into the towns and 
cities to work and earn a living. This was the start of 
their liberation. It was also noted that as the war 
progressed and imports became more restricted, so 

skirts became shorter. This snippet of information was divulged in a letter home from a soldier 
who had stopped at Durban on his travels. As an historian I thank him for his perceptive 
comment.  

Those who supported the government and war effort, knitted and sewed making comforts to 
be sent to ‘the boys’. Particularly at Christmas, presents and gifts such as the Queen Mary gift 
box were sent.  During World War 2, South Africa’s First Lady, Ouma Smuts (Granny Smuts) as 
the wife of the Prime Minister was commonly referred to, organised for South African comforts 
to be sent to those serving. During World War 1, it was the Governor General’s wife, Phyllis 
Buxton who inspired and encouraged those loyal to the empire to do their bit. We read of young 
men receiving fruit cake and other delicacies from home which they shared and strict 
instructions being sent back to mothers of what was useful and what was not. Woollen socks for 
example, were not very practical in the African heat, but they were in France. Through 
organisations such as the Red Cross, patterns for useful items were distributed – one of them 
being the Kitchener Stitch or sock. Lord K generally gets a bad press, which in my opinion is 
unfair. In addition to trying to keep Africa out of the European conflict which we won’t go into 
today, he was involved in introducing the sock toe finish we know as grafting. In the past, socks 
were stitched at the tip of the toe which caused unnecessary pain when rubbed against the front 
of the shoe.  (http://techknitting.blogspot.co.uk/2007/05/easier-way-to-kitchener-stitch-
also.html) Add to this Trench Foot and life in the trenches would have been even more 
unbearable. In Africa, it wasn’t too much of a problem especially later in the war – getting shoes 
was an issue. 

http://techknitting.blogspot.co.uk/2007/05/easier-way-to-kitchener-stitch-also.html
http://techknitting.blogspot.co.uk/2007/05/easier-way-to-kitchener-stitch-also.html


Fundraising events such as concerts and teas were held to raise money, such as for the 
Governor Generals Fund. This money was used to provide events for the men and support the 
war effort including the purchase of planes (over 200 across Africa were bought). Women 
manned kitchens in the ports providing teas and refreshments for those travelling between 
theatres and home or hospital. In London, South African women helped run clubs for South 
African soldiers who were on leave from the Western Front but not able to go home. Mining 
magnate Lionel Phillip’s wife who had a reputation for being a trouble maker, Lady Buxton the 
Governor General’s wife and Sir George Farrar’s daughter Helen were notable names. Actively 
getting involved helped Helen get over her father’s accidental death in South West Africa when 
the train trolley he was travelling on collided with a train in 1915. 

As in Britain, women in South Africa also handed out white feathers to men they felt were 
shirking. 

Others objected to the war, such as the Boer women who supported their menfolk in a 
rebellion in October 1914. These women also held fundraising events – instead to pay the fines 
imposed on the men. In order to help protect husbands from their wives, Prime Minister Louis 
Botha quietly introduced conscription after the rebellion so that the men either served in the 
armed forces or went to prison according to their conscience and with a face-saving excuse for 
their wives. 

 Major Tudor Trevor in Forty Years in Africa sums it up: ‘I often wonder how the idea 
originated that women were the weaker sex and the least courageous. Listening to Boer women 
and reading the history of the Boer Voortrekkers I was always struck by the fact that it was the 
women who spurred the men on, the women who refused to retreat, and it was certainly the 
women who bore the greatest animosity both to the English and to the native races. 

I heard a Boer woman once say that if the English had taken her farm she would have been 
ruined, but if her husband had fallen she would have got another.’ 

In German South West Africa, the German Governor’s wife, Hildegard Seitz came up with the 
idea of an award for ‘deeds of bravery’ as medals couldn’t be obtained from Germany. She 
suggested that the ‘Women’s Section of the German Red Cross, Overseas’ hand-make 
decorations in the shape of the Iron Cross. It was known as the Hildegard Orden, and had been 
approved by Germany. (p90-91, Gordon McGregor and Mannfred Goldbeck, The First World War 
in Namibia, Aug 1914-July 1915) 

Further north, in Central and East Africa, similar activities took place – dances and social 
gatherings to break the monotony and give comfort to the men. In Nyasaland (Malawi), there 
was an ‘At Home’ at Headquarters House on Boxing Day and a dance at Zomba Hall on New 
Year’s Eve. Everyone enjoyed it immensely, not least the Nursing Contingent from South Africa. 
Two women went on a ‘little jaunt’ at Christmas on the Admiral’s flagship. (p35,36 In Zomba 
Now, 24 Jan 1916 in Karonga Kronikal, Vol 11, No 2) 

Others, such as Karen Blixen and Elspeth Huxley’s mother looked after multiple farms for the 
owners who had gone to the front to fight. Some women were looking after as many as seven 
farms. To give you some idea, Lord Delamere had roughly 50,000 acres or 20,235 hectares of 
land (38,000football pitches). 

The home front was a space where people mixed – as in all settled areas, people from 
different backgrounds gathered and as today, we experience fears associated with certain 
groups mentioned today, so it was then. Karen Blixen was believed by many of the British East 
African (Kenyan) settlers to be a spy because of her Danish surname. To make matters worse for 
her, she had travelled across to Africa on the same ship as the German commander Paul von 
Lettow Vorbeck in February 1914 and they had struck up a friendship. He gave her a photograph 
of himself and arranged that she would order horses for him – all done before thoughts of war, 
but ample ammunition for those who didn’t approve of her or her husband, Bror who by all 



accounts continued with his womanising after they were married. In Maya Alexandri’s novel, The 
Celebration Husband, she refers to Bror Blixen’s philandering. Although it’s a fictional account, 
the idea of local black women gathering information for the other side through liaisons is not far-
fetched. Pillow talk was as rife in Africa as it was in Europe. We know of men being double 
agents in the Moshi area and given the ease with which women could move between camps and 
not regarded as a threat, it is plausible. William Boyd alludes to women acting as agents too. 

In South Africa, the sister of General de la Rey, who was accidentally killed in September 1914 
before the rebellion, tailed the hunter Philip Pretorius who had been severely wounded in 
German East Africa near his farm on the outbreak of war.  With the support of some of his 
trackers and assistants, he made it home to South Africa. However, he was regarded as a spy by 
the Union Government and when the British asked for his services in tracking down the German 
cruiser Konigsberg, they gladly got rid of him. He later became the chief scout in East Africa for 
the allied forces. No official documentation has yet been found supporting Ms de la Rey’s role – 
we don’t even know her first name. We only have Pretorius’ memoir for this information. It can 
be true given the friendships that existed between Smuts (Minister for War and Deputy Prime 
Minister) and the de la Rey family following the Boer War. 

 
An enduring image is that of women waving their 

men off to war – at the station or port, flags waving, 
tears rolling and hugs and kisses being dragged out for 
as long as possible. In parts of Africa, this too was the 
experience, but not everywhere. For some, joining the 
army was a status symbol – a sign of power and 
standing, as somewhat depicted in the photography by 
Dobbertin of the askari bidding farewell to his family. 
This picture also features on the front of Michelle 

Moyd’s book, Violent intermediaries, which deals with the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours of 
the askari in the German schutztruppe. Michelle is now undertaking detailed research into the 
role of African women during the war. What is fascinating about this image and what is 
described in both Violent intermediaries and Lettow Vorbeck’s memoirs is that here we have a 
photo of an askari saying farewell, yet in the texts referred to, the Germans allowed wives to be 
camp followers.  Lettow Vorbeck in particular tells of brightly coloured human trains of women 
following his soldiers as they were wearing the materials captured from the Portuguese bases. In 
addition, we read of babies being born on the march. There was a purpose behind allowing wives 
(or mistresses) to follow the troops. It kept them loyal – unlike the British forces which had to 
deal with greater desertions at certain times of the year – planting and harvesting. Desertions 
increased the further away from home the men were.  

Having women ‘on hand’ meant the men were better cared for as the women saw to cooking, 
caring for the wounded and other needs. This no doubt reduced the amount of rape when 
troops moved through areas and for the army, more importantly, men being lost to venereal 
diseases, a condition punishable through court martial. It is somewhat reassuring to note that 
between 11 March 1916 (when mainly South African troops entered Moshi in today’s Tanzania) 
and 31 December 1917 (at about the time the British forces under South African commander 
Jaap van Deventer entered today’s Mozambique), ie 18 months, only 108 cases of venereal 
disease were recorded as being transported on the hospital ship Ebani from East Africa. This 
equates to 0.94% of all medical cases for that period. These were the most severe cases needing 
to be transported out of the theatre. It was an issue as noted by Dr Hanschell, who when asked 
by the War Office and Admiralty in 1917 about replacement medical stock for a doctor going 
out, specifically mentioned ‘anti-venereal remedies’. There is no mention of it in Norman Jewell’s 



memoirs and neither Temple Harris’s letters. What is significant about the last two mentioned is 
that they were doctors responsible for African and Indian Field Ambulances, that is the men they 
were treating were not white. I mention this specifically as it’s a question which has popped up 
before when I’ve given general talks about the East Africa campaign. 

Of possibly greater fear and concern for women and their families, was that of kidnapping or 
being held hostage. This appears to have been a common practise as the war progressed and 
more men were need for labour and porter purposes. From mid-1916 when conscription for 
white and black was introduced, the conditions of serving deteriorated and men joined because 
they were forced to. Their loyalty and reasons for fighting were obviously not as strong as those 
who had enlisted voluntarily. We therefore read of instances where on news of recruiting teams 
or soldiers arriving, villagers fled to the mountains and bush in the hope of not being found. If 
women were left behind as often they were to look after the farms, they would be held hostage, 
only being released when the man returned and enlisted.  

Life on the home front was hard for all, yet for some exciting. We are reminded of the 
hardship by the grave of young Muriel, aged 2 and a half buried in the Commonwealth War 
Grave Cemetery in Moshi. Muriel was the daughter of a British doctor who had been resident in 
German East Africa on the outbreak of war. She was born in 1916 and died in 1919. She’s buried 
in the cemetery because there was a military hospital nearby. How many others had to deal with 
the deaths of babies and young people as a result of the war, but which are not recorded? We 
get a glimpse of what it must have been like for both parents from correspondence Jan Smuts 
sent to his wife on hearing from someone else that she had lost a baby whilst in captivity during 
the Boer War. She didn’t want to burden him with her troubles whilst he had ‘bigger things’ to 
deal with whilst he felt guilty not being there to support her. 

On a lighter side, what did the young lady make of all these men, including her ‘daddy’ 
wearing uniform and posing, possibly with lots of excitement in the air? Did she realise that she 
wouldn’t see her daddy again for either a very long time or ever again? I don’t know who she is, 
other than belonging to one of the men in the Nyasaland Volunteers. I can’t recall any novels 
talking of children her age, but in The Lion and the Leopard by Brian (2016) Duncan we get a feel 
for what parents felt when their daughters joined the army nursing services. 

And then there were women such as Sydney Jewell who chose to join her husband in Africa, 
relocating during the war from Seychelles. She was a hardy, practical woman, having been one of 
the first graduates through Trinity College Dublin and undertaking a motor mechanic course 
which she felt would be helpful. 

 
The closest women got to serving or being on the 

front was to join one of the nursing contingents. 
We’ve already touched on camp followers taking on 
a caring/nursing role. Others, such as Lady Colville in 
British East Africa opened their houses as 
convalescent respites for men. She was quite 
disappointed when her house was designated for 
‘officers only’ later in the war. We don’t know much 
about her house, except that it was popular – both 
Francis Brett Young, the novelist and in the medical 

services in East Africa and Norman Jewell make mention of it. Brett Young found the library a 
wonderful place.  

The nursing services were provided in the main by Queen Alexandria’s Imperial Military 
Nursing Service (QAIMNS) and the South African Nursing Corps. The women served either in 
General Hospitals at home, near military bases such as the Richmond Park Hospital in London 



and Nairobi or port towns such as Mombasa and Dar es Salaam. A few served in Stationary 
Hospitals in villages and towns closer to the front. And others on Hospital Ships. In the photo of 
the Ebani, these nurses are off to South West Africa – presumably to escort patients back to the 
Union. 

Women already present in the fighting areas, found themselves working in the hospitals in 
different capacities. Where British women with nursing experience were caught in German 
territory, they were sent to work in local hospitals such as Korogwe. When the British forces 
moved into Korogwe, Dr Jewell found a British nurse looking after an English patient under the 
care of a German doctor, the latter, Lettow Vorbeck’s top surgeon, had been left behind because 
he was too ill to continue with the column.  The nurse eventually married her patient – the story 
is in the Imperial War Museum archive with Dr Jewell’s account in On Call.  In Tabora, German 
nurses continued to serve under Belgian doctors when that town was taken over in September 
1916. 

Apart from direct nursing, women were also involved in making bandages (the Germans 
experimented with using bark) and other necessary items for the hospitals. Cooking, serving and 
cleaning. Dr Jewell, whilst in Kisumu made use of Nandi prostitutes as ward-maids to replace the 
men who were serving in female wards. Norman was ‘impressed with their ability, keenness and 
intelligence’ and went on to tell a story of how they dealt with a primus stove fire using sand 
instead of water. 

 
White enemy women often found themselves 

interned in camps. A number from South West 
Africa were allowed to return to Germany during 
the war, however, depending on the role their 
husbands or fathers had played in the German army, 
they were sent to South Africa in the case of South 
West Africa or other camps around the empire if in 
East Africa until the end of the war. We read of 
women giving birth in the camps and often 
requesting to be posted to the same camp as their 

husband. This was not always possible, especially if the latter was a prisoner of war, ie had been 
captured in uniform. To help pass the time, particularly in the civilian camps, dances and 
concerts were held. 

There are numerous files in the South African archives in Pretoria containing letters from the 
Red Cross in particular regarding repatriations, deportations and the treatment of both civilian 
and military prisoners. A couple of historians have used some of these files in looking at the role 
of prisoners during war, but more needs to be done. 

In German East Africa when Tabora was occupied by the Belgians, it was felt inappropriate to 
allow the German women to return to their homes as they would be unprotected from the local 
inhabitants in South Africa, it was referred to as the ‘black fear’ or ‘Swart Gevaar’ but would also 
struggle economically as trade had all but ended. They could not all be returned to Europe, 
although some were sent to France where they were detained. A few statements about the 
journeys by those being deported or returned to Germany indicate the hardships of wartime and 
travel in Africa. ‘We had no bedding and had to sleep on the floor, despite arriving at 5pm’. ‘We 
had no place suitable to undress ourselves’. Other complaints concerned being required to do 
the chores that blacks or natives undertook such as cleaning latrines and fetching water. For 
white women this was seen to be demeaning, lowering their status – irrespective of nationality. 
Another complaint was that black askari were often used as guards over white women, again 
undermining the status of the women. Despite these complaints, the reports reproduced in The 



Fate of the Prisoners suggests that the German women in Tabora did not feel threatened by the 
Belgian Askari. A few did comment on their raucous behaviour when they first arrived but this 
reduced once the Belgian officers arrived. The askari were reportedly more of a hindrance to 
servants – although in what way was not specified.  

The German Governor’s wife, Ada Schnee records the greatest complaints about her 
treatment. The Belgians tended to take this with a pinch of salt, not believing much of what she 
reported. One of her claims was to write German poorly. This is plausible as Ada was British. She 
had been born in Ortega, New Zealand. Yet, her published memoirs of the war, the English 
translation proving elusive, was first published in German. The English myth states that she 
initiated the women staying in Tabora when Lettow Vorbeck moved south and Wintgens, the 
officer responsible for the Tabora region surrendered ill whilst Naumann took the men he could 
north. By allowing themselves to be captured the women would place an additional burden on 
the Belgian and Allied forces which would detract from fighting the Germans. It was for this 
reason too that Lettow-Vorbeck often left behind sick Germans and prisoners – he was released 
from having to tend to them. 

There is no record, found to date, saying what happened to black and Arab women who were 
caught during the war; local Indians tended not to participate in the war. One can only assume 
that the black and Arab women were allowed to remain or return to their farms/shambas if not 
employed militarily or they became camp followers and carriers. Presumably, where askari were 
captured, their accompanying wives were taken with them, becoming camp followers of the 
British forces where the men changed sides, preferring to be soldiers than carriers for reasons of 
status and greater pay. As the British didn’t allow camp followers in the same way the Germans 
did, I assume they were employed as carriers – I’ve purposefully included cartoons by two 
different artists as photos (British and German) of carriers and porters only show men. The two 
cartoonists who served in East Africa would not have drawn what they have if women and 
children were not present in at least some of the lines. So far, carrier records do not appear to 
show that women were employed and that is within keeping of colonial practice and social 
values of the day. However, local labour was employed (or commandeered – still to be proven or 
otherwise) on route as needs demanded and it is more likely that women and children were 
used in these circumstances. There were few men who hadn’t been caught up in the official cogs 
of the war. 

Women remained loyal to their men, and where they could, accompanied them, as Ada did 
until she settled in Tabora. 

 
Another notable German woman was Magdalena von 

Prince, the wife of Tom von Prince who was killed at the 
Battle of Tanga on 4 November 1914. As far as was possible 
she travelled with her husband, the photo apparently being 
taken shortly before the events at Tanga whilst the book 
cover dates to 1906/8. Von Prince had been the German 
officer in charge of the German attack on Taveta on 15 

August 1914, an attack near his farm, which allowed the Germans to occupy British territory – 
the only British territory to be occupied by Germans during the war. 

She remained in East Africa for the duration of the war, and some suggest she was the 
woman sniper in the baobab tree near Salaita Hill. The myth which remains strong in oral 
testimonies is that a German woman took up arms against the British when her husband was 
killed. If there was such a woman, Magdalene does seem the most fitting as she was the 
daughter of a German General, had married Tom who was already well known in Africa and 
moved there with him. She had as fierce a reputation as he did and was known to be a good 



shot. At the end of the war, she was expelled from the German colony and returned to Germany. 
Her family however, soon returned and her son was sent to a South African camp during World 
War 2 despite having aligned with Britain. We are eagerly awaiting the outcome of research by a 
German historian into Magdalene and the memoirs of her granddaughter (present here today?) 
to help complete the picture of this remarkable woman. 

As mentioned at the start of my talk, South African Prime Minister Louis Botha had his wife, 
Annie, join him in South West Africa. Louis had not been well at the start of the war, but insisted 
on leading the Government forces against the rebels and then taking the troops into South West 
Africa. He believed he was the only person who could unite both English and Afrikaans at the 
time. Annie and her daughter therefore visited the battlefront to see for themselves how well he 
was doing and naturally it turned into a publicity opportunity. She spent a month in South West, 
safely out of harm’s way, available if needed and providing a maternal presence for the young 
soldiers away from home. For others in South Africa, it was harder to follow their men than it 
was up north, purely because of the nature of war and the procedures one had to go through. 
Further north, these were almost non-existent as those of us discover time and time again in 
trying to locate source material. 

 
Sourcing women in campaign photos has been a 

challenge, except for one aspect and that is the Lake 
Tanganyika Expedition, where a writer, Frank Magee, 
was officially appointed to the expeditionary team 
and was allowed to take photos. The Admiralty 
papers at The National Archives include a small 
collection of photos showing women – more than in 
the Spicer-Simson collection at the Imperial War 
Museum. These photos and the accounts of the 
expedition are possibly the most comprehensive we 

have of women in official documents. The photos would have been taken along the route from 
Fungurume (Elizabethville) in the Katanga province of the Congo to Kalemie (Albertville) on the 
west coast of Lake Tanganyika. Water along the way was scarce, and on one occasion it was 
noted that local women walked eight miles one way to fetch water for the men and steam 
engines which were transporting two boats, Mimi and Toutou, across land. Given the size of the 
pots, I can only wonder at the number of women and trips involved to fill the engines – a tank on 
one of the trailers taking two-tons. The women were ‘bribed with trade-cloth’. On another day it 
was noted that 150 women walked 5 miles one way to carry water. The engineer notes in his 
diary ‘the native women are carrying water for the engines, old and young a pail on their heads if 
white women could see them they would thank the God above for being white.’ 

In Peter Shankland’s The Phantom Flotilla based mainly on interviews with Dr Hanschell who 
accompanied the expedition, there is mention of the women and others fêting Spicer Simson on 
his capture of the German vessel, Kingani. This is substantiated by the newspaper photo in a 
private collection (presumably from the London Illustrated). The images of these women carriers 
supports the local employment theory. All labour – over 500 men used to chop trees and build 
bridges were locally recruited. 

 



All in all, women in Africa were involved in war work 
in much the same way those in Europe were. The 
possible difference being the conditions under which 
they served and the extent to which some were 
allowed to remain with their menfolk – reminiscent of 
the Anglo-Boer War and Crimea where European 
women did travel with their menfolk in the British 
army. 

I leave you with some figures – by no means near 
accurate but what has been discovered to date and hope this has inspired at least one person to 
want to dig more into the role of women in Africa in war. Even as late as the Biafra war in 
Nigeria, women were still undertaking many of these roles with the battle and home fronts being 
indistinguishable. Similarly, in South Africa’s struggle for freedom and the Angolan war, women 
will have been found doing the same to varying degrees and today – one notable difference 
being that women now wear army uniform and enlist officially.  

Thank you. 
 


