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The East Africa campaign of 1914-1918 is a microcosm of the war across Africa. It was the longest active 

theatre of the war, the first shot fired on 8 August 1914 and the last on 13 November 1918 with the 

surrender taking place on 25 November 1918.  

[SLIDE] It involved at least 27 countries as we know them today, 144 micro-nations, many with their own 

language. As a result of trade links and colonisation, the primary languages were English, German, French 

and Portuguese with Hindi, Swahili, Afrikaans, Arabic and Dutch being secondary. At the start of the war, 

mostly existing armed forces trained to follow the administrative language were used, including those 

from India, but as mobile warfare began to dominate, and uniforms became indistinguishable, identifying 

one’s colleagues became more difficult. This change coincided roughly with the need for reinforcements 

which saw the expansion of the King’s African Rifles as well as troops from West Africa and the Caribbean, 

and labourers from Seychelles and China being brought in following the end of fighting in the other major 

African theatres March 1916.  

[SLIDE] Apart from language and culture, there was a myriad of religious beliefs, the majority of the non-

European armed forces being Muslim with the non-African and non-Asian forces being predominantly 

Christian. There were also numerous local beliefs and religious practices which influenced interactions. By 

the end of the war, the religious composition of the forces had changed. The maps show current 

information. A hundred years ago, while the language or ethnic groupings would have been roughly 

similar, the religious map would have been quite different as Christianity was still young in East, Central 

and Southern Africa – 5% of the black South African population having been Christianised by 1911 with 

pockets in Central and even fewer in East Africa.  

With little done on the diversity of the forces in Africa, it is my aim today to scope the diversity of the 

forces in East Africa thereby dispelling the myth of a homogenised ‘Africa is a country’ view and 

challenging some of the current polarised racial interpretations of African campaigns. At the end of the 

war, participants recorded their experiences to varying extents and in different formats, with only a 

handful written down and even fewer translated. This leads to a question I’ve asked before: To what 

extent has the diversity of language been responsible for the apparent lack of memory of the campaign? 

To this, should be added: to what extent have different traditions in recording the past impacted on our 

existing knowledge of the 1914-18 war African theatres, in particular that of the East Africa campaign? 

[SLIDE] The territory under discussion is today’s Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi which together formed 

German East Africa. To the north we have Kenya, then British East Africa and Uganda which was also 

British, in the south Zimbabwe, Zambia and Malawi, and Portuguese Mozambique with Democratic 

Republic of Congo to the west. The administrative language of the British territories was English and the 

local King’s African Rifles with white British officers was instructed in English. When war broke out, the 

settlers in Kenya enlisted into the East African Mounted Rifles with a number forming Scouting units which 

undertook intelligence work and acted as frontline troops. The scouts were local, invariably because they 

spoke the language, understood the culture, and knew the terrain. Lord Delamere worked with the Masai 

and Archibald Wavell led the Arab Scouts. Charles Joseph Ross led a contingent of Somali Scouts until they 

were disbanded in January 1915 for causing unrest. On the outbreak of war, the British government asked 

the Indian Army to send out two expeditionary forces to safeguard the British territories and to launch an 

attack into German East Africa to prevent the radio stations being used by the German navy.  



In early November 1914, with the arrival of the Indian Army, one of the most well-known battles of the 

East Africa campaign took place, that of Tanga where the British forces took a severe beating due to poor 

planning, lack of intelligence and arrogance on the part of the commanders. The British force, under the 

auspices of the Indian Army, were mainly Indian following English instructions, but many were last minute 

recruits, had never been to sea before and had not been trained on amphibious landings. For six weeks 

they had not been on land. This performance was repeated in February 1916 when the unprepared South 

African forces experienced a similar thrashing at Salaita. 

[SLIDE] The Indian forces were diverse in their composition as seen by the ethnicities making up the Sadul 

Light Infantry, one of a number of Imperial Service units raised by Indian Maharajahs. In addition to the 

Indians from what is today India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, there were local Indians in Kenya and German 

East Africa who mainly worked on the railways and ran small businesses. Approximately 500 South African 

Indians, both Muslim and Hindu, served as stretcher bearers. While having numerous traits in common, 

their expectations and experiences differed depending on where they resided and whether they had been 

indentured labour or free emigrants. Evidence to date suggests few local Indians in any African territory 

desired to, or actually, served in an armed capacity. 

In contrast, the South African Cape Coloureds lobbied the South African government from the outbreak 

of war to serve bearing arms. Eventually in late 1915 after having sent 32 letters, and having petitioned 

the Governor General, they were allowed to serve in East Africa. Their commanding officer, Ivor Difford, 

recorded in the corps history that they had to be Christian to enlist. This was ostensibly for dietary reasons 

as it was already foreseen that providing specific rations for the different groups would be a challenge. 

How many of the Cape Corps converted from Muslim to Christian is yet to be identified, but I suspect it to 

be a significant number given that over 95% of the Cape Malay were Muslim and that the African People’s 

Organisation or APO led by Dr Abdullah Abdurahman which was behind the recruitment of the corps, was 

Muslim. 

[SLIDE] The relaunching of the campaign in 1915/6, this time to obtain land to bargain with, would require 

more specialist and diverse forces. As Assistant Adjutant and later Quartermaster General, Charles Fendall 

explained, the main work would be intelligence gathering ‘for which it did not seem likely there would be 

any too many men with the necessary qualifications: ability to speak the language and get on with the 

natives.’ An irregular corps of natives would likely be recruited and they would need to be officered by 

men with similar qualifications and in due course men would need to be able to control captured German 

territory.1 This led to a number of men on the Western Front who had previously served in Africa making 

themselves available to return to the African continent. For the first months of the war, the British forces 

were therefore operating with reduced quality leadership. 

Fendall records that the black soldier was a shrewd judge of character and that white officers had to be 

even better than officers of white battalions. With the shortage of officers, men were sent out from 

Europe but before they could be put into the field they had to learn the language: ‘An officer, or non-

commissioned officer, is not much good in the bush, where the platoon commanders are often obliged 

to act on their own initiative, unless he can understand reports brought to him by his company scouts.’2 

The officer who could speak the local language and understand the customs achieved more than others, 

 
1 CP Fendall, The East African Force, 1921, p 43 
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for example a Matron in Dar es Salaam who because of her knowledge of the local language employed 

native women to assist with the care of the Indian Officers. By all accounts they were a huge success.3 

From recorded experiences we gain insight into relationships and military organisation, or lack thereof. 

Lieutenant John Bruce Cairnie, of the King’s African Rifles, interviewing potential ‘personal boys’ or 

servants in November 1917, noted that he ‘came to a complete misunderstanding with them, We didn’t 

know that they were rationed by the Q.M. [quarter master] so we said they wd. have to buy their own 

posho [grain/food]. That was the bone of contention. My Swahili came in useful but leaves a great deal 

to be understood.’ On another occasion, ‘a tribal return had to be made out and the company was fallen 

in by tribes – 13 in all. As far as I could make out there was very little conformity to type within each 

tribe: tribal distinctions apparently consist in artificialities mainly, e.g. pulling out the lower incisors, 

scars etc.’ Having gone through the process of learning Swahili, Cairnie discovered ‘that about 20 of my 

platoon don’t understand Swahili and can’t have even the slightest idea of what I am talking about.’4 

Given that in East Africa a platoon consisted of about 30 men, it is quite a significant proportion who 

didn’t speak Swahili.5 

Not all officers were able to speak a local language as Aibu Chikwenga explained. ‘General Llewellyn was 

a well-mannered man, was quite kind, but because we could not understand his language, English, he 

used to shout at us and repeat himself to make sure that we understood what he was saying, and this 

gave him the appearance of being a fierce man.’6 

When in May 1917, General Jaap (Jacob) van Deventer, a South African, was appointed Commander in 

Chief East Africa, Fendall recalled that to start ‘he was very shy of talking English, and all business with 

his English speaking staff had to be carried on through an interpreter.’7 It makes for an interesting 

situation where the Commander in Chief needs a translator to conduct a campaign. It was for this 

reason that Kitchener had initially refused to allow separate Welsh regiments.8 In addition to language 

issues, the appointment of South African Boers or Afrikaners to positions of rank had presented 

problems especially under Jan Christian Smuts where the two distinct military cultures clashed, however 

van Deventer seemed better at adapting to British ways. This difference in approach continues today in 

military analyses of the campaign. 

The nature of the campaign, tramping through thick bush and heavy rains, meant that as time went on, 

being able to distinguish between friend and foe became more difficult, especially as clothing 

deteriorated and began to be appropriated by the stronger in an encounter. Tim Wright informs us that 

at Mpepo a German officer called out in English ‘Retire Retire!’ to confuse the enemy who were a little 

too close.9 The use of English by German officers in the southern part of the colony was nothing new. In 

1911 the British had disbanded 2 King’s African Rifles, many of whom had subsequently enlisted with 

the German Askari. Moyse-Bartlett says, ‘So many ex-KAR askaris were serving there that English bugle-

 
3 Geoffrey Hodges, Kariokor 
4 https://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/The_Great_War_Diaries_-_1917_(King%27s_African_Rifles) 
5 Harry Fecitt on military terminology, and The Long Long Trail, “What was a battalion of infantry?’ 
6 Aibu Chikwenga, ‘Aibu Chikwenga: An autobiography’ translated and edited by CA Baker, Society of Malawi 
Journal, 25:2, 1972, p 16 
7 The East African Force, pp 102-3, 129; Deneys Reitz, On Commando 
8 Anne Samson, Kitchener: the man not the myth 
9 Tim Wright, Northern Rhodesia Police in There came a time, p 95 



calls and words of command were in regular use.’10 The British used the same ruse as noted by Arnold 

Wienholt, an Australian hunter serving with the British forces in Africa.11 

[SLIDE] Most Africans followed an oral tradition but as previously alluded to the Arab slave trade and 

other economic encounters meant people moved and migrated. The arrival of white Christian 

missionaries and the introduction of Arab Islamic schools had resulted in local inhabitants becoming 

literate in ways recognised by the west. However, written records remain scarce. What we have are a 

few transcriptions and translations of interviews conducted with individuals in the post-war years: 

Melvin Page recorded veterans in Malawi – his translated raw interviews have recently been published 

by the Great War in Africa Association, while Gerald Rillings’ interviews with the Kikamba in Kenya were 

translated in 2014 and are with the Imperial War Museum and Geoffrey Hodges’ interviews with Kenyan 

veterans are at the Bodleian Library. Interpreters then and now play an important role in our being able 

to access accounts in languages not our own.  

Literate Africans who could speak English were in great demand and therefore able to do well. Corporal 

Tanganyika could write English so was sent with a patrol totalling six to Kitanda to report back,12 while 

Charlton records that three native scouts were chosen, not to fight but to get news: They had to be able 

to read and write,13 no doubt in English. Allan Chelemu, a Yao from Nyasaland, was a clerk in Fife at the 

outbreak of war,14 and was regarded by one of his employers as ‘the best African clerk he had ever had’. 

On relocating the boma, Chelemu was left behind to notify the outlying troops in case the Germans 

invaded on a particular night in 1915.15 Where local men were competent, they were appointed to posts 

of responsibility. This became more common with the expansion of the King’s African Rifles where men 

like Juma Chimwere were appointed non-commissioned officers. Although Mel Page’s Distinguished 

Conduct is a novel, the military career of Juma is based on fact.  

In addition to armed services, Labour was needed for the land war – carriers but also labour to repair 

bridges, build roads and camps – manning naval vessels on the lakes and working in the docks, and to 

support the use of planes for reconnaissance and dropping bombs. There were hospitals and military 

bases to cater for – cleaning and feeding. 

Managing the administrative system alongside the military was a challenge, accounting for differences in 

treatment and recruitment of labour as the war progressed. Oscar Watkins and John Anderson in British 

East Africa walked a fine line in getting the balance right but did not always have control over what 

others did. Depending on where one lived and whether they had paid their taxes, even within a territory 

as small as Malawi, determined whether a person became a soldier or a carrier, and whether a person 

enlisted freely or was conscripted – the latter often for a tour of duty to cover their hut tax which was 

outstanding. For subsequent tours, they were paid. This contrasts with other accounts where hostages 

were taken to force men to enlist. One of the recurrent comments when asked about treatment by 

whites and in particular white South Africans, was that there was no problem. People kept to their own, 

 
10 H Moyse Bartlett, King’s African Rifles, p 265. His source for this is ‘Notes on Neu Langenburg, 23 Dec 1908, 1911 
and 1913 in the Central African Archives, KAR, 3/1/1. 
11 Arnold Wienholt 
12 Tomlinson, p 16 
13 Cinderella’s soldiers, p 124 
14 http://www.nrzam.org.uk/Site%20Resources/NRJ/V4N4/AbandonedBomas/347.jpg 
15 http://www.spanglefish.com/northernrhodesiajournal/index.asp?pageid=561814 



– they ate together and were buried together, all in mass graves according to colour. Unlike today, it did 

not seem an issue. 

While fraternisation between different groups was discouraged, the nature of the war made it difficult 

to enforce separation with the result that men started to learn each other’s languages and many porters 

in this way learnt Swahili and hence about the wider world.16 Barton and Tomlinson speak of single 

language units at the start of the war, Angoni, Atonga, Yao and Matabele. Later they refer to 1 

Nyasaland Regiment, 1 Rhodesian Native Regiment and so forth, language and cultural identity having 

given way to a broader categorisation and greater mixing.  

[SLIDE] An East African Medical Corps stretcher bearer noted the diversity of person in camp: ‘We were 

a mixed group. There were Nubians, Gikuyus, Luos, Embus, even cannibals from northern Tanzania. 

Others from Tanganyika. Everybody was there. There were also Indians and whites. We ate different 

types of food. There was meat, rice, Ugali and other foods like dates. The food was brought by white 

people. We would all cook together. That was not a celebration. Some people cooked wherever they 

were while others cooked in the camps. We had to queue for food by company. When we picked 

wounded Germans, we treated them just like everyone else. We did not have a problem with them. We 

would treat them. After they had been captured, they were treated the same way as everybody. We 

only had a problem with them when they were fighting. … There was no time for newspapers in the war. 

Maybe the British received them but I did not see that. Times weren’t that good. We didn’t know what 

was going on at home. We did not receive letters either. Maybe the white people received information 

from where they were from but not us.’17 

Mbuvi Thyaka, Nyasaland Company at Embakasi mess says: ‘Only white soldiers and visitors visited the 

mess. … We didn’t know whether they were Boers or not. If they were white then they were 

Europeans.’18 It is left to the whites to distinguish between their various languages. Francis Brett Young 

records a patient who was a ‘very nice Boer (English speaking) who is on Brits’ staff’.19 Barton 

distinguished between white ethnicities in his diaries by going to ‘English church’ or ‘Scotch church’. 

The carrier corps raised on Zanzibar by Bishop Weston was thought to be the most literate, Weston 

organising postcards for the men to use.20 Of the contingents, Hodges notes that the Bishop was able, 

because of the trust he had imbued, to get the real names of those who served with him. This confirms 

that apart from officials recording names incorrectly, the men themselves gave incorrect names. This 

included fear of being called for later employment, paying taxes or in the case of some South African 

labour corps – avoiding being caught for crimes including murder. The more western educated the 

carriers, the less likely they were to suffer illness and disease on the march. An EA Missionary corps all 

returned alive after their stint as carriers. 

[SLIDE] Unravelling language, and hence diversity of experience, in the East African campaign is 

complex. There is little room for generalisation. Whilst most black Africans were taken to be illiterate, 
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there were whites who also fell into this category as noted by Brett Young: General Brits, the South 

African commander, could ‘scarcely read or write, let alone read a map.’21  

Language and different cultural practices were on occasion responsible for misunderstandings and 

people being incorrectly identified and treated as spies. This is the theme of the book Prisoners of Tsavo 

where Indian railway workers were thought to be spies. The author, Karen Blixen, a Dane, was believed 

to be a German spy having befriended von Lettow-Vorbeck on their way to Africa in early 1914, while a 

member of the Kagwa clan recalled the clan’s wartime experience where Mzee Kan had been identified 

as a spy for the British and was imprisoned by the Germans. ‘Kan and his sons were left go after finishing 

three years in prison. But all of Kan’s wealth was not returned when he got out.’ One of the Indian 

prisoners was not so lucky, he was executed.22  

While many who fought in the East Africa campaign might not have known what they were fighting for, 

and some were conscripted, exploring individual experiences opens new windows onto the current 

understanding of the war in Africa. Little has been said about the West African experiences in East Africa 

and of the West Indian Regiment and Chinese labour – these are groups whose individual involvement 

still needs to be explored. Apart from Blixen, Scandinavians such as Olsen and Sorrensen served with the 

Belgian Army, whilst the Germans employed Danes on their two blockade runners, the Marie and 

Kronberg. Greeks, Swedes and Italians were traders and farmers in the various colonies, many of the 

Italians being missionaries too, such as Verbi who joined the British Intelligence Corps in the north. From 

the Dominions, there were Australians, Canadians and Irish, while the odd American resident in the 

territory or out for adventure also joined the British forces. And while much, relatively speaking, has 

been written on white African involvement in Europe such as the South Africans at Delville Wood, there 

were a few black Africans who served in white regiments in Europe – Samson Jackson also known as 

Bulaya or Chief Luale served with 9 Middlesex and Frederick Njilima whose father was executed for 

treason during the 1915 Chilembwe uprising in Nyasaland served with the Royal Artillery earning a 

Military Medal.  

[SLIDE] The end of the war saw a German force of approximately 3,000 all told lay down their arms on 

25 November 1918. This, including carriers and women followers, was about 10% of the force which had 

started out in August 1914. Of this force which surrendered fewer than 200 were white officers and 

NCOs while 1,165 were Askari rank and file. The British force, 1/4 King’s African Rifles, and Northern 

Rhodesia Police were about half the strength, with a similar split between officers, NCOs and rank and 

file.  

Treatment was different for multiple reasons, some valid, some questionable – similar to actions on the 

Western Front depending on the personalities and economic class involved – yet there were no major 

uprisings or realisation of the fear amongst certain communities of arming black soldiers. We’ve only 

touched the tip of the Kilimanjaro here, however even this taster shows just how diverse the 

contribution of the dominions and colonies was in culture, language, religion, participation and action.  
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