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Any guesses as to how many novels have been written involving World War 1 in East Africa?  

41 novels are currently known.1 The first was 

published in 1915 (Follow after by Gertrude 

Page) and the most recent in February 2016 

(The lion and the leopard by Brian Duncan).  

I’ve done a rough categorisation of the novels 

into themes which we’ll look at and then I’ll 

go into more specifics about how I have used 

novels in my work. 

 

The first novel, Follow after by Gertrude Page is rather fitting as it tells the story of Southern 

Rhodesian settlers struggling to decide what they should do – stay in Africa and fight, protect 

their farm or return to England to support the motherland. This theme is explored more widely 

in Page’s book of five short stories, After the limelight which was published in 1918. In addition 

to being the first author of the campaign in East Africa and Africa in general, she was also the 

first of four women to have published. The others being Elspeth Huxley, Marguerite Poland and 

Maya Alexandri.  

Each of the books on going to war tells of a different theatre: Page looks at Southern Rhodesia, 

David Bee at Nyasaland, Margurite Poland at South Africa and Brian Duncan at Nyasaland and 

the Rhodesias. The books by Francis Brett Young and Balder Olden are non-fiction accounts by 

two men who served in East Africa during the war. Olden was a transport driver in German East 

Africa who got caught up in the early skirmishes along the border in 1914 and is his tale of 

survival. Jim Redlake tells of a young man born in Britain who goes to South Africa to work for 

his uncle. When war breaks out he has to stay on the farm whilst the farm manager who is a 

Boer is allowed to enlist. There are clear parallels between this novel and the non-fiction 

account Brett Young wrote called Marching on Tanga. Brett Young notes in his Letters to Jessie 

from Tanga that he wasn’t able to say what he truly felt in Marching on Tanga but could do so 

more easily through novels – his other being The Crescent Moon, which takes us onto the next 

theme of battles, love and adventure. 

                                                           
1 See Bibliography on GWAA 



 The battle for Tanga in November 1914 

features a fair bit in Novels, two of which have 

the name in their title. The other ‘battle’ 

account although not necessarily obvious from 

the cover is The King’s shilling which covers the 

early battles in Tsavo, a theme which is set and 

built on using the famous Maneaters of Tsavo, 

Alan Scholefield’s Lion in the evening. 

Despite these books being about war, women play a central part in many of them: De Weisse 

Jagerin or The white huntress, a story of a German woman who moves to East Africa shortly 

before the outbreak of war to get away from her husband whom she’d caught having an affair. 

In The ghosts of Africa we have the German General having an affair with Karen Blixen who 

joins him on the march. The Booker Prize shortlist novel, the only one on East Africa in World 

War 1, An ice-cream war tells of a love affair which develops between a German nurse and her 

English patient. Finally, Chui and Sadaka is about twin girls who undertake intelligence work for 

Richard Meinertzhagen – a theme we return to towards the end. 

Our next theme is the most popular and concerns water. 

From this slide – any guesses on which 

topic has featured most in novels of the 

East African campaign? Officially 5 

novels have been written dealing with 

the Lake Tanganyika Expedition. 

Unofficially, we could possibly include 

Giles Foden’s Mimi and Toutou go forth 

and the different versions of The African 

Queen. There are 3 book versions: one 

British pre-film version published in 

1934, an American version published in 1935 which has a different ending as the Americans 

wouldn’t allow Alnut to be a bigamist and then the post-film version. 

However, the very first version of The African Queen which was a serialised edition had nothing 

to do with Lake Tanganyika but rather with the Konigsberg and if you follow the journey of The 

African Queen (the book, not the film) carefully and note how they planned to sink the Gotzen, 

it is very reminiscent of how the Konigsberg was sunk. This brings us to the more well-known 

book on the sinking of the Konigsberg, Shout at the devil, which despite Smith’s protests is 

based on the South African hunter Philip Pretorius. In this collection too, we have a novel 

written by someone who was involved in the war – Percy Westerman. Although he did not see 

service in East Africa, he was based at a south England naval base where he heard all the news 

as men and ships came in. With this knowledge he was able to write Rounding up a raider 

which included reference to the Konigsberg which had sunk the first British merchant ship of 



the war containing the year’s tea harvest. Our first Danish, but not Scandinavian, book appears 

in the form of Blockade and Jungle which tells of the Marie’s journey to East Africa and Nis 

Kok’s subsequent war adventure making bombs and ammunition for the Lettow-Vorbeck’s 

forces. One of my favourite reads is that by Alex Capus – A matter of time which takes us back 

to the Lake Tanganyika Expedition but from the German perspective following Liemba as she is 

today from her first construction in Germany. 

Moving swiftly on, we have a series of books which look at relationships and have some 

element of anthropology 

thrown in. The two books 

without images are the 

only two I couldn’t source 

online. What is rather 

interesting here, is the 

book Am Kilimanjaro – you 

can see I’ve added in a 

plate from the book – any 

takers on what is wrong 

with the image given it’s 

supposed to be World War 

1? The soldiers look more 

like Zulus to me than askaris or any of the tribes who live on and around Kilimanjaro. I haven’t 

had a chance to read the book yet so cannot comment any further on it.  

Within this collection we 

have Elspeth Huxley’s 

Red Strangers looking at 

the relationship 

between black and 

white in Kenya – Huxley 

was a young girl in 

British East Africa when 

war broke out but was 

soon sent to England. 

She returned after 

peace had been 

declared.  

MG Vassanji includes the war in his telling of the lives of Asians living in Dar es Salaam and 

elsewhere in East Africa, whilst The Bridge Builders tells of Swedes who are caught up in the 

war and Peter Hoeg has Norwegian characters. In Speak Swahili tales of the war form an 

interest of a young boy living on the edge of one of the lakes. The shortest reference to the East 



African campaign, so far identified, is in Stuart Cloete’s How young they died – only one 

mention. 

Our final theme is that of Intelligence 

– it is a feature in other novels too, 

but these I specifically want to focus 

on. Two of the books, both published 

in 1918 were ‘Boy’s Own’ – tales of 

daring and adventure. Terms which 

catch the eye are Frontiersmen and 

Scout – both of whom played 

important roles during the campaign. 

We know Westerman didn’t serve in 

East Africa so his accounts are constructed from what he heard – Wilmshurst is quite a German 

sounding name and in the context of the British war effort hints at the eccentricity of the Legion 

of Frontiersmen who were incorporated into the 25th Royal Fusiliers. However, our chap 

Dudley Wilmshurst first served in West Africa before moving across to East Africa. As an 

historian, the topics, regiments and events which feature in the book give me an idea of what 

was prominent in English news of the time and what the men who were returning to England 

felt most strongly about. This was how CS Forester got to write about the Konigsberg. At the 

time the Konigsberg was causing consternation in England, Forester was a young lad of 7. In the 

1930s when he was asked by his agent to write another story, he was travelling down one of 

the escalators in London’s underground system and spotted a map of ‘darkest’ Africa. This 

reminded him of the ship he’d heard about as a child and around which he wrote the story in 

twenty minutes on the way home. Later research resulted in the changes alluded to earlier. 

Our next book is Tom Willoughby’s Scouts. During the war Willoughby took armed cars to East 

Africa. The scouts played a crucial role in intelligence gathering and providing a first line of 

defence as they were out patrolling. In this account, Willoughby is out in German East Africa 

before the outbreak of war checking on his inheritance. With a trusty servant, and having 

recovered from an injured ankle, he makes his getaway collecting other local inhabitants who 

are not happy with German military command. Again, how the authors of this story came to 

know the detail will prove interesting. It appears that the author – Herbert Strang was actually 

two people: George Herbert Ely and C James L’Estrange who worked for Oxford University Press 

– never saw war service.  Of interest in this tale are the references to the Hermann von 

Wissmann at the start of the war, with smatterings of Philip Pretorius’ escape through German 

territory and attacks on Abercorn. 

Having focused on Boys’ Own, we move on a hundred years – to Wilbur Smith and Maya 

Alexandri. These two books, written around the same time although published a few years 

apart are similar in theme and unbelievability. Both have female heroines and aeroplanes. 

Smith’s is set in German East Africa whilst Alexandri’s is British East Africa. The former plays on 



the role of the local tribes and their loyalty whilst the latter is inspired by Karen Blixen and her 

supporting the war effort at the request of her husband Bror Blixen. The interplay of Somali, 

Arab and Maasai is also a feature of Alexandri’s The Celebration Husband. Intelligence gathering 

is a mainstay of both – tracking down the German zeppelin L-59 and map-making.  

The novels are products of their day. They reflect the values and interests of the day. For the 

two Boys’ Own books, it was adventure and getting one over the Germans and learning about 

masculinity. A hundred years later, the focus is on women being as capable as men and 

emphasising the role of non-whites who in the past were generally forgotten in the narratives.  

Examining the dates and accounts of 

the different novels provides 

historians with an insight into the 

priorities and dominant interests of 

the day which forms part of memory 

studies. Significantly there were no 

novels published in the 1950s – in 

fact between 1943 and 1964, a period 

of nearly 20 years and only three 

during the war. The question is 

‘why?’. Following the work of other cultural historians such as Jay Winter it becomes apparent 

that in these post-war years there was a concerted effort to ignore war. There had been too 

much. Further, many of those who had served through World War 1 were dying and the next 

generation had yet to discover the First World War as parents and grandparents seldom spoke 

about their experiences in the days of the Second World War. The books which start to make an 

appearance are those to do with water – Lake Tanganyika and the Konigsberg. The general 

trend until 2005 was for about four books to be written per decade, with almost a five-year gap 

between groups of books. In the last eleven years, 2005 through to 2016, there has been a total 

of twelve books published, three of which appeared in 2011 of which two had a very African 

centred approach – Chui and Sadaka, and Speak Swahili, Dammit!. The other has passing 

mention suggestive of the Western view that the East Africa campaign was a side-show. The 

later novels are more graphic in the violence which aligns with film portrayals of war and the 

novels of the Western Front. Part of this started as anti-war statements, think of those books 

published around the time of Vietnam, but has become acceptable and part of daily life. The 

question is: do novels reflect society or does society dictate the novel? This moves out of 

history into philosophy so we’ll leave that point there. 

Novels opened up aspects of the campaign to me which I hadn’t really considered although 

might have been aware. For example, The Ghosts of Africa by William Stevenson introduced me 

to the use of civilian aircraft in the campaign and brought home the mobile nature of the war 

with women following their man. This has subsequently been reinforced by Wilbur Smith’s 

Assegai and Maya Alexandri’s The Celebration Husband. William Boyd’s Ice-cream war opened 



up the inter-relatedness of the two communities with both sides nursing the others’ men. It 

brought the medical aspects of the campaign to the fore, also covered in Brett Young’s Jim 

Redlake.  

My experience of reading Shout at the devil was one which has played a pivotal role in my 

subsequent interest in novels. It was one of the early novels I read and in all honesty made my 

blood boil. Despite Smith denying any similarity to real persons, there is clear overlap with at 

least two. My reaction as a purist reinforced my principle that I write anything about an 

individual I am not prepared to say to them, alive or dead. The other positive of reading this 

book was that it got me thinking about the role of the novel in relation to the historian and 

historical fiction. I have come a long way since I first read Smith and now accept literary licence. 

Where authors recognise that they have changed material and acknowledge this somewhere in 

their book, is always a huge plus. I think it’s also important given how many people have said to 

me they became interested in the First World War in Africa because they read Wilbur Smith’s 

Shout at the Devil. It was the result of people commenting on novels that got me looking into 

the themes. When people tell me they’ve never heard of the First World War being fought in 

Africa, mentioning The African Queen, Shout at the Devil and An ice-cream war usually provides 

a starting point. Very few people in Europe, America and white Africans haven’t heard of at 

least one of them. 

Similarly, novels provide historians with 

accessible references and frameworks to 

explain to readers of academic texts social 

and other aspects which are not always 

possible to record from documents. For 

example, in my book Britain, South Africa 

and the East Africa campaign, I refer to 

Doris Lessing’s The grass is singing to try 

and give British readers a flavour of what 

the ‘swart gevaar’ was like. Hamilton Wende’s battle or skirmish scenes in the first part of The 

King’s Shilling provide as realistic an account of armed encounters as many of us who have 

never experienced combat will get. Before using this as an example, I confirmed my views with 

GWAA members I knew had had military experience and knew the history of the area covered. 

Olden’s Kilimandsharo is used to illustrate how the African territories fell into war and how many 

were caught unaware while Jim Redlake by Francis Brett Young and Gertrude Page’s books 

provide insight into the tensions colonists experienced about protecting their livelihoods or 

fighting for their homeland. For a different view of Spicer-Simson, the eccentric commander of 

the Lake Tanganyika Expedition, I recommend Alex Capus’ A matter of time and think it a more 

realistic account of the struggle for the lake than Giles Foden’s Mimi and Toutou – a fact borne 

out by the recent primary source publication by the GWAA on the expedition. Maya Alexandri’s 

The Celebration Husband gives a flavour of how the home front continued once all the settlers 

had enlisted. The role of intelligence was a theme all the way through the novel, giving insight 



into the different types and how both sides kept an eye on each other. The book also touches 

on the differences between the women who lived on their farms and the men serving on the 

front-line compared with those in administrative roles and the capital cities. 

As an historian, I work on the principle that the authors have done some research or have some 

knowledge about what they are writing. I have already touched on Forester’s inspiration for The 

African Queen, whilst both William Boyd and Alex Capus have indicated in interviews that they 

spend about three years researching a topic and Capus actually visited Tanzania. Through 

correspondence, I know Maya Alexandri spent time with James Willson of Guerrillas of Tsavo 

fame whilst researching The Celebration Husband as well as using the Blixen archive in 

Denmark.  Similarly, Brian Duncan who wrote The lion and the leopard spent quite some time 

researching the book and had members of GWAA proofread the book before publication. This 

lends some credibility to the accounts and when new ideas feature in a novel, it is likely to have 

appeared somewhere in the research journey. For example, in The Celebration Husband, a dog 

ends up in an aeroplane. Sounds a bit odd to start with but anyone aware of Cherry Kearton’s 

involvement as an observer at Maktau would know that his dog Simba ended up taking a flight. 

Literary licence has moved the dog from Kearton to the Denys Finch Hatton character in the 

book. As I start working through German material so mapping the British-German East African 

border will be something I keep a look-out for. 

I might not always agree with the novel and I might not enjoy it – Chui and Sadaka, Lord of the 

Loincloth and The Alpha Raid are amongst the weakest I’ve read so far and I still have a block 

against Shout at the devil – Assegai is a better read. But novels provide a different 

interpretation to what I find in the documents, filling a gap I couldn’t imagine to do myself and 

provide some light relief from detailed academic texts. If you haven’t thought of reading some 

historical novels around the East African campaign, I strongly recommend you do. And that 

concludes my journey through the novels of the East African campaign.  


