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Thank you for joining me as we explore Kitchener’s influence in the First World War in Africa and 
consider some of the issues around logistics.1 My preference is to talk about the Great War, but the 
terms First World War and World War One are used interchangeably. I know there’s a small group 
who think World War One is inappropriate – that is a British view. World War One is predominantly 
used by the United States of America while the rest of the world use combinations of all three  and 
invariably in Africa, one has to get creative when trying to trigger memories of the 1914-1918 war by 
using descriptors such as the ‘first big war between the white men’, the ‘fight between the great white 
kings’ or even the ‘great white king against the great white queen’ – Victoria still resonates. The war 
of thangata or the carriers are other appropriate descriptors. 

Africa effectively became involved in the Great War when its controlling powers went to war. 
However, the extent to which the various African territories participated depended largely on the local 
senior government official or military commander, depending on who had the stronger personality. 
Added to this, the outbreak of war and resulting confusion of the early days allowed for local vendettas 
to be avenged. In essence, Africa fell into war, which meant that predetermined arrangements to keep 
areas such as the Congo Basin and East Africa out of any conflict failed. 

[SLIDE] The British African territories had been warned at the end of July 1914 that war appeared 
imminent, but no action was required and further information would be sent once and if war was 
declared. This further information never materialised. London, Whitehall or the British government, 
again take your pick of term, had other priorities. The result was that each country made its own 
decision based on the circumstances it found itself in, while the British Navy acted in accordance with 
the blue book instructions on the declaration of war. This led to the bombing of Dar es Salaam on 8 
August 1914. Four days later, in response to British and French forces having entered German 
Togoland and Cameroons, the first British rifle shots of the war were fired: in Togoland by Gold Coaster 
or Ghanaian Alhaji Grunshi and in Taveta in East Africa in response to an attack by the German forces. 
The latter led to the occupation of the only British territory of the war by German forces, for 18 
months, Elsewhere in Africa, the Germans around the same time and then again about a month before 
the war ended in 1918, invaded British Northern Rhodesia or Zambia and in 1917 Portuguese East 
Africa (Mozambique). 

Thus, by the time the German request to declare parts of Africa neutral during the war was received 
by the USA in September 1914, Britain and France had determined it was too late - too many violations 
of neutrality had occurred on all sides, and it no longer suited their interests. 

Would things have been different had London been more prepared and if Lord Kitchener had taken 
up the post of Secretary of State for War even a day or two earlier than he did? Kitchener officially 
assumed post on the afternoon of 5 August 1914. He had been stopped from returning to Egypt on 
the 3rd and whilst he and Prime Minister Asquith were discussing the terms of his appointment, he 
attended the planning meetings which determined the BEF go to Europe and other aspects of the war. 
He knew what was happening but because he had no official post, did not attempt to influence 
proceedings. This put him on a slight backfoot when he officially took up the mantle of Secretary of 
State for War. This trait of Kitchener’s to not get to not interfere unless in an authorised role put him 

 
1 Unless specified, information is drawn from Kitchener: The man not the myth, and my various World War 1 in 
Africa publications especially Britain, South Africa and the East Africa campaign 1914-1918: the Union comes of 
age. 
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in a few tight corners during the war. Although he had no say regarding where the forces went, he did 
over which forces went, and this concerns us today.  

Kitchener had a strong sense of duty which governed when and how he acted. It placed him in some 
tight corners, some tighter than others and which he could not get out of. His relationship with John 
French and staffing the Dardanelles being two examples, neither for discussion today. For today we 
consider how this impacted on the war in Africa. 

Kitchener inherited a department that was far from war-ready, at least for a war the scale Britain was 
embarking on. Charles Callwell was to write in 1919 that ‘some day, no doubt, an illuminating record 
of what the War Office achieved in transforming this country into a great military power under the 
inspired, if unorthodox leadership of Lord Kitchener, will make its appearance.’ In my opinion, that 
study is still waiting to be done. However, Callwell provides some insight into the man in question and 
what he was up against. Lord Birkenhead noted that on arrival at the War Office, Kitchener had no 
officer ‘of the General Staff in high rank and continuous employment at the War Office capable of 
working out a Staff plan for [his] consideration.’ There were 8 unemployed General Officers on the 
Army List, none of whom were familiar with modern warfare methods. His CIGS, Charles Douglas, died 
in post on 25 October 1914 from strain and overwork, and was replaced by James Wolfe Murray who 
had recently returned from Imperial Garrison service in South Africa. As a result, Kitchener took on 
much of their work leaving little time for strategic consideration. Against this backdrop, he had to 
contend with politicians who had spent the previous five years trying to keep him out of office and 
were now taking a huge risk in appointing him, and a war being fought in areas he thought were 
unnecessary and distracting, such as Africa.  

[SLIDE] Although the British African territories were all managed by the British Government, in reality 
various departments were responsible for different aspects of the war and local administration. Whilst 
most African territories had moved in recent years from Foreign Office to Colonial Office control, the 
Foreign Office remained involved through having to deal with neighbouring colonial powers such as 
Portugal Belgium and France. Those territories with greater white settler populations such as South 
Africa, Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), British East Africa (Kenya) and Nyasaland (Malawi) had more 
say in their involvement than the protectorates and other colonies. All territories, irrespective of level 
of independence were required to pay their own way, and in this regard the senior civil servant, either 
the Governor or Governor General and the Colonial Office were responsible to the Treasury.  

Militarily, West Africa, had a long tradition with the War Office which supplied army officers for the 
West African Frontier Force, formed in 1900. These units were more independent and developed as 
seen by the attacks on Togo and Cameroon soon after the declaration of war as the necessary 
infrastructure was in place. In East Africa, the military force was not as developed as in West Africa. 
The Colonial Office was still responsible for what were called internal policing actions and had a small 
black local force with white officers called the King’s African Rifles. Across East and Central Africa there 
had been four battalions, however, in 1911, one had been disbanded for economic reasons. The men 
from this unit had joined the German forces, and later during the war many were to return to the 
British ranks. Any expansion of the King’s African Rifles required the Colonial Office to approve funding 
and as the colonies were not yet self-sufficient, officials were reluctant to give the War Office carte 
blanche. They had the added concern of potential internal uprisings, particularly if whites were seen 
killing whites, thereby threatening the administration. Maintaining the status quo was therefore 
preferred in what they thought would be a ‘white man’s war’. 

In the white settler territories, other than in South Africa where the Union Defence Force had come 
into being in 1912, none of the territories had standing armies to protect their borders. The most 
recent defence plans were still focused on internal threats. To maintain internal peace, the territories 
were protected by police forces, comprising black ranks and white officers, although rifle associations 
where settlers could maintain military type skills were allowed. On the outbreak of war these men 
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were to enlist into voluntary units to help protect borders, such as the East African Mounted Rifles 
and the Nyasaland Volunteer Reserve. Appointments to military positions were secondments through 
the Colonial Office, not the War Office, but with the declaration of war more men were needed and 
so requests were put to the War Office to assist. With Kitchener’s focus on the Western Front, his 
priorities did not include providing troops for Africa. 

Added complexities, included India. Traditionally the Indian army was the first port of call for 
additional forces on the African continent when required, especially East Africa. The British West 
Indies Regiment assisted in West Africa. This was mainly due to proximity, but also there were 
similarities with terrain and environment for both external forces. India was to supply troops to both 
the Western Front and to East Africa, whilst also being the main supplier of material and equipment 
to the East African theatre; Kitchener having played a role in India becoming militarily self-sufficient 
when he was Indian Commander in Chief. The final player influencing or impacting on what was 
happening in Africa and the other theatres which Kitchener and local authorities had to deal with, was 
the Navy or Admiralty. The Navy was important for moving troops vast distances between the 
different locations – it could take a week to get between Kilindini in Mombasa and Durban, South 
Africa. It was also required to effect blockades to prevent German supplies getting through and had 
to arrange for material to be transported from India to Africa and elsewhere. Logistics were therefore 
crucial. Military action could not take place if the forces and their equipment were not in place and 
that required co-operation with the Navy; a situation made more challenging when convoys were 
reintroduced. 

At the start of the war, the Defence Committee, determining Britain’s priorities for the war were 
agreed that action in Africa was to be for defence purposes only, to disable German wireless stations, 
deprive Germany of its ports and to protect the shipping lanes. However, this decision, as mentioned 
earlier, was not communicated to the African territories. It was, though, in keeping with Kitchener's 
view. For him, Europe was the key. That was where the enemy was and where the main fighting would 
take place. The outcome in Europe would determine what happened elsewhere, so for Kitchener it 
was pointless expending manpower and material anywhere else.  

[SLIDE] His attitude became apparent when the Germans in East Africa crossed the border into British 
East Africa at Taveta near Kilimanjaro on 15 August 1914. Reinforcements were required. The natural 
port of call was India, but he was hoping to get the majority of Indian troops to Europe. The result was 
what appears to be a seesaw discussion in London between Kitchener and the recently appointed 
Indian military secretary Edmund Barrow, as to which forces to send and how many. Kitchener and 
Barrow had not seen eye to eye when they were both in India, which did not help in 1914. In the end, 
as expected, the main Indian forces were sent to Europe, with composite groups put together for 
Africa. This included Imperial Service Troops raised by local maharajahs and funded by them. Two 
Indian Expeditionary Forces were put together, one to defend the British East Africa border and the 
other to launch a coastal attack on German East Africa. Both Expeditionary Forces failed in their 
objectives.  

Reasons for the failure included vacillation over which forces were to go to east Africa and exactly 
when, which impacted on preparation. Troops had received no training for disembarking from ship 
onto the battlefield and had no time to acclimatise, many never having been on a ship before. By all 
accounts, the equipment had also been packed backwards for how it was needed on land. In addition, 
the commander AE Aitken, apart from being over-confident, was constrained by previous agreements 
made locally by the navy and German land forces which had not been ratified by the Admiralty. The 
local naval commander refused to take his ships into Tanga bay until the local German forces had been 
notified of the truce not being accepted. In addition, he wanted to sweep for mines. As a result, the 
element of surprise was lost. 
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The outcome of the British defeat at Tanga on 4 and 5 November 1914 saw the War Office take control 
of the military aspects in East Africa on 22 November, leaving India to continue supplying equipment. 
Kitchener’s immediate response was to ban offensive action, only defence was permissible. However, 
if an opportunity presented itself which absolutely guaranteed success, he was prepared to consider 
it. This he did, when Richard Wapshare presented a case for an attack on Jasin in December 1914, but 
by the end of January 1915, that too had failed. 

With the continued demand by the Governor and thus the Colonial Office for reinforcements, 
Kitchener arranged in January 1915 that his 68-year-old brother Henry (HEC) Kitchener see what local 
forces could be raised. Henry Kitchener was a retired officer with the rank of Colonel who had served 
in the West Indies prior to retiring to Jamaica in 1903. His arrival in Nairobi on 13 February 1915 with 
Lord Cranworth, a settler of East Africa, was viewed with suspicion, the governor and settlers believing 
he had been sent to spy on them and to feedback to Lord Kitchener. While Cranworth felt the King’s 
African Rifles could be expanded, Henry reported this was not possible. Henry, new to the colony, 
relied on the views of those he met such as Lord Delamere, a leading farmer and settler; and with the 
Governor being against war, to the extent that in September 1914 he was instructed by the Colonial 
Office to respond to the War Office, and the fear of internal uprisings, Henry fed back the majority 
feeling that no further white recruits could be obtained in-country and did not favour recruiting more 
black men. However, it was felt that a thousand Ugandans could possibly be raised but the time 
required to train them made this an unfeasible option as the war would likely be over by the time they 
were ready. In mid-March, Henry suggested going to Madagascar to raise troops there, an idea 
seemingly planted by Charles Callwell. However, Lord Kitchener overrode this following consultation 
with the Colonial Office. Reasons included French procrastination but also a tacit agreement between 
France and Britain that France would concentrate on West Africa and Britain on East Africa.  

Apart from the time required to train raw recruits to a minimum standard for bush warfare, there 
were insufficient officers in Africa to train and manage new recruits. This had been caused by 
Kitchener’s commandeering of officers on leave in Britain for service in Europe rather than allow them 
to go back to their regiments in Africa or India. For example, Arthur Reginald Hoskins, Inspector 
General KAR who married in England on 6 August was sent to 8th Battalion as AAQG (assistant adjutant 
quartermaster general) on 19 September 1914.2  

With little left to do on the recruiting front, Henry’s role was changed to that of Inspector of Railway 
Defences effective 10 May 1915.3 He stayed in East Africa for the remainder of the war in a military 
capacity taking over the title of Lord Kitchener in June 1916 and was later to die on his African farm, 
aged 90, in 1937. 

[SLIDE] Meanwhile, a solution to Kitchener supplying troops to East Africa arose in the form of Patrick 
Driscoll and the Legion of Frontiersmen. Driscoll had been hounding the War Office to allow the 
Legion, a para-military group set up in 1906 and still operational today, a role in Europe from soon 
after war broke out. Members of the Manchester unit were already serving with the Belgian army 
from before the BEF arrived in Europe, however this was not in an official capacity nor as a military 
unit. Driscoll, who had served with distinction in South Africa leading Driscoll’s Scouts, offered the 
services of 1,000 men all with frontier experience, many of whom had served in 1899/1902 war in 
South Africa. The problem with this group was that many were over the age limit and did not meet 
army recruitment requirements: some were overweight, others over age and others missing limbs.4 
Kitchener was very aware that the nature of this group was not suited to the discipline required of the 
British army in Europe but had not been sure what to do with them. Driscoll’s suggestion in September 

 
2 https://thesamsonsedhistorian.wordpress.com/2018/01/15/myfanwy-hoskins-sad-tale-of-a-generals-wife/ 
https://www.thegazette.co.uk/London/issue/28933/supplement/8116 ; 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/warstudies/research/projects/lionsdonkeys/d.aspx 
3 https://www.thegazette.co.uk/London/issue/29571/supplement/4530 
4 Alex Balm dissertation, 2021 
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1914 that the Legion be sent to East Africa was declined both by the War Office and Colonial Office. 
The Indian army would see the job done. Within four months, however, the situation had changed in 
East Africa, particularly after the defeat at Jasin. This provided an ideal outlet for this obscure group 
and reduce one headache for Kitchener. Recruitment started in February 1915 and to regularise the 
unit, they were allocated 25th Royal Fusiliers Service Battalion (Legion of Frontiersmen). Alex Balm 
who recently completed a study into the 25th Royal Fusiliers, Legion of Frontiersmen to test their title 
‘the old and the bold’ found that of the 10 per cent (114) men he sampled, the average age was 45 or 
49 years old depending on whether they enlisted giving a true or false age. Over 38 had served in a 
previous war: 31 in the 1899/1902 war, 2 in Sudan, 1 in 1906 Natal and 1 on the Indian Frontier. As a 
result, the regiment was sent to East Africa without any prior training. 

They left for Africa on 10 April 1915, and after arriving on 4 May were to serve as a unit until well into 
1917, obtaining the third African and second East African VC when William Dartnell was killed at 
Maktau on 3 September 1915 protecting other injured soldiers. Another notable incident for this 
group was the death of one of the oldest British soldiers in the war, that of hunter Frederick Selous, 
at the age of 65 in January 1917 to a sniper bullet.5 Captain Selous, as far as I can make out was the 
second oldest serving soldier, below Major, to have lost his life and the oldest in battle. The other was 
a training officer in London’s Temple Inn. Selous had finally got to serve when he joined the 25th Royal 
Fusiliers. His earlier application to serve had been turned down by Kitchener himself. MP HJ Tennant 
informing Selous that Kitchener ‘thought your age was prohibitive against your employment here (UK) 
or at the seat of war in Europe’.6 The 25th Royal Fusiliers were to be the second and last British Army 
regiment to serve in Africa during the war, the other was the 2nd Loyal North Lancs who had arrived 
in East Africa as part of Aitken’s Indian Expeditionary Force to attack Tanga, the Lancs having been 
posted to the Indian Army for a period before war broke out. Others from Britain served in existing 
African units. 

As a result of the War Office, and in particular Kitchener’s, position that Africa was to be on the 
defensive and that so many departments were involved in managing the campaign, little was done to 
organise a General Staff or centralised administration with the result that records of this early period 
are spread out across countries with little available in London unless it was part of required reporting 
to the Colonial Office or India Office (and has survived the WW2 fire and other culling in the case of 
India Office records). More significant for the time and those on the ground was the lack of co-
ordination and a coherent approach in East Africa. This contrasted with West Africa which as 
mentioned earlier had a longer history of War Office procedures. How much was due to people like 
Lord Lugard, Governor of Nigeria, having served in the Sudan campaigns of the 1880s is yet to be 
determined. As an aside, there’s a study calling out to be undertaken mapping the trajectory of the 
Colonial Army development from the West Indies to West and then East and Central Africa. Richard 
Smith has done the British West Indies, it now needs extending to Africa. 

[SLIDE] Back to 1915. This year was to see a major change in the war policy concerning the African 
theatres. The Legion of Frontiersmen, despite the sacking of Bukoba, had shown what could be 
achieved against the Germans in East Africa, but remained on the defensive. Togoland in West Africa 
had fallen to the allies at the end of August 1914, the first allied victory of the war, allowing the troops 
from there to focus on Cameroon which continued as a military theatre until February 1916, most of 
the territory being under allied control by the end of 1915. Further south, in South West Africa or 
today's Namibia, the South African forces under the command of Louis Botha, the Prime Minister, 

 
5 https://25throyalfusiliers.co.uk/formation.html ; one of 5 VCs. First was John Butler, in 1914 Cameroons, 
Henry Ritchie in November 1914 on HMS Goliath in GEA – list at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_First_World_War_Victoria_Cross_recipients 
6 Surrey in the Great War quoting Millais biography on Selous. 
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were to cause the Germans to surrender on 9 July 1915. As this campaign was coming to an end, South 
Africa sought to find other avenues where its troops could serve. 

Discussions with London began. Kitchener wanted the mounted Boer forces for Europe. He somehow 
saw a role for mounted forces on the Western Front – not in the traditional sense but in revised 
format. To this extent he had introduced training in the Indian cavalry units to cope with carbines 
firing when Commander in Chief India. However, what he envisaged for the Western Front does not 
seem to have survived other than mention by MP Dr Arthur Lee of a tirade by Kitchener about the 
‘preposterous waste of ammunition’ and being aghast that the ‘British Tommy could not be relied on 
to advance and attack with the bayonet unless the enemy has first been battered into a state of 
insensibility’.7 He did not see the point in bombardments prior to attacks, regarding them as a waste 
of money and lives. His attempt, though, to get the Boers to Europe failed, although he did get South 
African infantry to Europe and approval for black labour, the SANLC. These discussions were taking 
place at the time Kitchener's standing amongst the politicians and newspaper owners in London was 
waning. Before the final decision was made about the use of South African participation in the war, 
especially in East Africa, on 3 November 1915, Prime Minister Asquith determined that Kitchener be 
sent to the Dardanelles to confirm in person the decision that a withdrawal from that theatre be 
affected. This would confirm the cabinet decision already made. Whilst he was away, Prime Minister 
Asquith took over as Secretary of State for War in order ‘to put things on a better footing’ without the 
‘immediate supersession of K as War Minister’, so he told Lloyd George and it is through 
correspondence related to this, that we get insight into Kitchener’s view towards the war in Africa. 

[SLIDE] During Kitchener's absence, it was finally agreed that South Africa would send a contingent to 
East Africa. Initially, this force was to be managed in the same way as South West Africa had been, 
however due to internal political issues in the union the South African government decided it could 
not fund a force and so the troops for East Africa, as well as those in Europe, were paid for by Britain 
making them Imperial Service Troops. The troops for East Africa tended to be those South Africans 
who wanted to protect the union but who did not associate that closely with Britain, although a few 
senior officers had been pre-warned not to enlist for Europe as a better opportunity would be 
forthcoming. With the decision made to send the East African Expeditionary Force, it was agreed that 
General Horace Smith-Dorrien would command. He had been without a role since John French fired 
him from the Second Army in spring 1915. Smith-Dorrien was felt to be the most suitable British officer 
to command a group of men who effectively had been at war against Britain 15 years before. Other 
options for the command had been South African Jan Smuts who felt he could not leave South Africa 
at the time because of the political situation, and Winston Churchill.   

Kitchener returned to London and resumed his role as Secretary of State for War. On 6 and 13 
December, Smith-Dorrien met with Kitchener asking for an increased entertainment allowance 
because he had heard that entertaining in Nairobi was more expensive than doing so on the Western 
Front. He also requested equipment. Smith-Dorrien diarised that Kitchener ‘is very cussed about my 
expedition because it was agreed by Asquith and Bonar Law in his absence,’ and ‘is quite impossible 
and throwing every difficulty in the way of my command in East Africa.’8 As a result on 20 December, 
Smith-Dorrien wrote tellingly to Asquith that ‘Lord Kitchener’s attitude is that you were the SoS who 
decided on the campaign, that he does not approve of it, and does not consider himself bound by the 
conditions under which I accepted the command.’ Kitchener had no idea what the government’s 
intentions were regarding the theatre, but would comply with Asquith’s instructions.  

[SLIDE] So why did Kitchener not approve of re-igniting the African theatre? Quite simply, he did not 
see any point in fighting for something Britain had previously determined was not important. A 
decision had been made back in 1890 that Kilimanjaro, and in effect German East Africa, had no 

 
7 Kitchener: The Man not the Myth, p193 
8 Kitchener: The Man not the Myth, p203 
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strategic importance for the British Empire and that it could be given to Germany. This was in exchange 
for Heligoland. Kitchener had been party to this decision having been a member of the 1885 Boundary 
Commission representing the Foreign Office in Mombasa where he engaged with the local Arabs to 
the annoyance of the French and German delegates. Kitchener had been the only soldier on the 
commission.  

Further, Kitchener then visited the territory in 1911 on his world tour, travelling overland around Lake 
Victoria-Nyanza, while he was looking to buy a farm. This he did together with Humphrey Leggett, 
Arthur McMurdo and Oswald Fitzgerald when they bought Songhor Estates in Muhoroni on the 
Uganda Railway. Kitchener’s plan was to spend the British winters in Africa and the summers at 
Broome in Kent which he bought the same year. The African purchase had been approved by his 
friend, the Governor of British East Africa, Percy Girouard, who was soon to lose his post when it 
became known that he had awarded more land than he was allowed and that some of this had been, 
like Kitchener’s, in reserve territory. Kitchener never spent time on the farm, but was involved in its 
running. Days before he was due to go to Russia, he signed papers authorising a limited company to 
manage the farm and raise finance. Leggett, who had been on Kitchener’s staff in South Africa, was 
the man on the ground managing the farm and keeping Kitchener updated.  

When I first discovered back in 2000 or so that Kitchener owned a farm in Kenya my initial reaction 
was that he was reluctant to go to war in the theatre to protect his retirement investment. This was 
supported by the fact that the farm was just within raiding distance of the German border and the 
reputation I had grown up with surrounding Kitchener: that is someone only out for himself. However, 
the discovery of the correspondence with Smith-Dorrien and the fact that Kitchener was out of the 
country at the time the decision was made to launch the campaign challenged this view. Other 
discoveries helped clarify matters. One of the conditions Kitchener placed on being appointed 
Secretary of State for War back in August 1914 was that he wanted to be present at the peace treaty 
discussions when they finally happened. His reason was to ensure that Germany retained its colonies. 
This was to ensure a longer lasting peace by maintaining a balance of power. I can’t help but wonder 
what would have happened at Versailles if Kitchener had not died in June 1916. 

[SLIDE] This apparent magnanimous approach to the vanquished was a consistent trait throughout 
Kitchener's time as a commanding officer. It is seen in his dealings with the Dervishes, writing to the 
Madhi before the battle of Omdurman suggesting he surrender to protect the lives of women and 
innocents given the imbalance in the forces. This was turned down with the resulting loss of over 
10,000 lives. Again in the 1899/1902 South Africa war, Kitchener had attempted in 1901 to negotiate 
peace as he foresaw unnecessary loss of life in prolonging the campaign and then again in 1902 he 
negotiated with Louis Botha and the other Boers to surrender unconditionally as it would be likely 
they would achieve their aim when there was a change in British government. That Kitchener had 
befriended the Boers or had at least gained their trust was seen at the conclusion of the signing when 
some Boers refused to shake hands with Lord Milner, the Governor. Kitchener had also tried to honour 
the Boers in his design of the memorial at Chatham suggesting a frieze containing images of the 
1879/81 Boer victory over the British. This was turned down by the military authorities as they did not 
think the families of British soldiers would appreciate the sentiment. Finally, in India at the end of his 
term there, Kitchener announced in one of his farewell speeches that he was grateful not to have 
fought a war in India, probably the first general not to do so. Instead, he saw the role of a general 
being to prepare for war in the fullest and then to do everything in his power to prevent it happening. 
Kitchener’s drive was long-term peace. Other evidence for this can be found in his management of 
Egypt as Consul or Agent. 

One of Kitchener’s motives for not escalating the conflict in Africa was his concern about unnecessary 
loss of life. The closest he came to articulating this in regards to East Africa was refusing offensive 
action. There are numerous instances of his trying to save lives, or preserve what he saw as the most 
expensive weapon in the army – man power. For example, his cautious approach to weapons 
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manufacture where he insisted on the best quality being available. He had witnessed far too many 
men lost because of defective swords and guns. His insistence on solid training, even of the existing 
Territorial Army, before deployment and that the men serve under those who had trained them, was 
another. The Legion of Frontiersmen is probably the only unit not to have undergone set training 
before embarking for the front. For me, it is further evidence of Kitchener’s reluctance to engage with 
non-Western Front theatres although Alex Balm suggests it was because of the experience the force 
already had. Although many of the recruits were new to the Legion of Frontiersmen, a number had 
previously served together and trained in the UK. This perhaps, is another area for further study. The 
Legion also had to pick up weapons along their journey as there had not been enough to equip them 
before they embarked. 

So, Kitchener’s decision or attitude to the war in Africa was that it should not happen. As a result, he 
did the bare minimum to balance local requests or concerns with what he felt were the priorities for 
winning the war. This meant his focus was on Europe and the Western Front in particular. The 
consequence of this stance was that there was no one individual strong enough to take overall 
command and coordinate the African theatres. While West Africa resolved itself in the short term, and 
Egypt had a commander who reported into the War Office and was part of its plans, the lack of co-
ordination had a major impact on the East Africa campaign.  

[SLIDE] So far, we’ve focused on British East Africa in the north of the theatre, however there were 
actions happening on the southern German East Africa border with Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. 
The Germans raided into the latter in late August 1914 causing the Belgians to come to Britain's 
assistance, much to the annoyance of the Colonial Office. Each territory in the south was under 
different command and military conditions. Nyasaland had a Governor while the Rhodesias were 
managed by administrators and the High Commissioner in South Africa who was also the South African 
Governor General. The Rhodesias were chartered company territory and not allowed to have a 
standing army, so were completely dependent on the British South African Police and Northern 
Rhodesian Police as well as volunteers, including in Nyasaland. After the February 1915 uprising by 
John Chilembwe in Nyasaland, 200 South Africans were sent to support the forces there with more 
arriving later. But it was only in late 1915 that any co-ordination was brought to bear on this theatre 
with the appointment of General Edward Northey who had been recuperating after injuries sustained 
on the Western Front. Northey was appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Nyasaland-Northern 
Rhodesia Field Force in November 1915, a move which appears to have been initiated by High 
Commissioner Buxton. While there was from early 1916 co-ordinated action in the south, there 
remained little co-ordination between the northern front, Lake Tanganyika which Northey was to be 
responsible for, and the south until Smuts, who had replaced Smith-Dorrien, and Northey decided to 
collaborate and share information.  

Both appointments were authorised or approved by the War Office at about the same time, yet it does 
not appear that any consideration was made to link the two fronts. The only logical explanation seems 
to be that this was the time Wully Robertson was appointed CIGS in the move to undermine 
Kitchener’s control at the War Office. Robertson approved Smith-Dorrien’s battle plan for East Africa 
on his, Robertson’s, first day in office – talk about hitting the ground running. The division of 
responsibility between Colonial Office and War Office also played a part, Northey was a Colonial Office 
appointment, although nominated by the War Office, while Smith-Dorrien was a War Office 
appointee. Each force had its own payrolls and supply lines, little being co-ordinated except through 
the Admiralty which played a linking role.  

Another interesting aside, at least for me, is that according to AC Martin, historian of the Durban Light 
Infantry, the same broad approach was taken for the attack on Salaita Hill in February 1916, that is 
Smith-Dorrien’s plan, as that by the South Africans at Okosongora (Kalkfeld). It worked in South West 
Africa but failed in East Africa: the terrain perhaps being a determining factor, although numerous 
military experts talk of the confidence of the South Africans in East Africa. It will be interesting to see 



9 
 

if David Katz has addressed this in his forthcoming book on Jan Smuts as a military commander during 
the First World War. The battle of Salaita was commanded by Michael Tighe with Smith-Dorrien’s staff 
effectively managing the situation from South Africa where command had been transferred to Jan 
Smuts on 5 February, it having been determined that Smith-Dorrien was too ill to proceed as 
Commander in Chief. Smuts officially took over command on 12 February, the day of the battle and 
landed in East Africa on 19 February. There is no indication of how involved Kitchener was in any of 
these changes, but given Robertson’s arrival on the scene and his approval of the plans, he was the 
likely person responsible for authorising the change in personnel. 

It was effectively the arrival of the East African Expeditionary Force from February 1916, to be led by 
Smith-Dorrien and ultimately Smuts, that saw the introduction of a General Staff and some sort of 
military order. It cannot be said, though, that Kitchener had any hand in this as he had not approved 
the action but rather the process and normal functioning of the British army. The General Staff in East 
Africa had a tough time in implementing order as Smuts made personnel changes, introducing more 
South Africans to the Staff and also disregarded many of the accepted procedures and routines.  

It was also around this time that a War Office liaison with special responsibility for Africa was 
appointed to support the Colonial Office who remained nominally in control of the theatre. It does 
not appear that this liaison officer9 got involved in anything more than answering direct questions 
from the Colonial Office. 

The big change in the East Africa theatre other than that of Smuts’ appointment and pushing the 
Germans back into their own territory and further south in 1916 happened after Kitchener’s death. 
With the campaign in West Africa finally ending in Cameroon in March 1916 and the realisation in East 
Africa that the terrain was not suited to white soldiers, it was decided to expand the East African force 
with men no longer required in West Africa and also from the British West Indian regiment who could 
be spared. Further reinforcements had come from India after troops were released from Europe 
during 1915. There were complaints of some troublesome Indian troops being sent to East Africa to 
keep them out of India but it does not appear that Kitchener had any say in this decision, those 
decisions were made by the Indian government under Viceroy Lord Harding. Also, in 1916/1917 moves 
were made to expand the King’s African Rifles which grew from three battalions to over 20 entering 
the field after a suitable period of training.  

Kitchener no doubt would have approved of this move. It had been part of his reason for sending his 
brother to East Africa in early 1915. Kitchener had realised the value of local troops fighting in local 
conflicts. Early in his career, when appointed to Cyprus and one of the reasons for his falling out with 
Lord Wolseley, was his suggestion that local Cypriots be recruited to form an army. While this was 
rejected, he went on to show the value of using local troops in his training of the Egyptian and 
Sudanese armies which were a mainstay of the attack against the dervishes. Early indications suggest 
that Kitchener was behind the idea of using black South Africans in an armed capacity in the 1899 to 
1902 war but more work needs to be done on this front. Kitchener was ahead of his time. Whether 
his motives were for saving costs or whether for any other reason is uncertain but it is clear that he 
would not have suggested such a move if he was not confident that they would succeed. He was not 
a man to embark on a venture unless the odds were strongly in his favour. 

[SLIDE] It was also at the time the King’s African Rifles were being expanded that a restructuring of 
forces on the Western Front occurred, which saw old Africa hands returning to the theatre, in 
particular that of Reginald Hoskins who had been Inspector General of the King’s African Rifles and 
who was to succeed Jan Smuts as Commander-in-Chief of the East Africa forces in January 1917. Many 
East African specialists speculate that the war in Africa would have progressed differently had Hoskins 
been allowed to return to Africa from leave rather than be sent to the Western Front.  

 
9 Must find his name! 



10 
 

During the last months of Smuts’ command, there was a change in fighting approach from more set 
battles to mobile warfare. Had Kitchener survived, I wonder what he would have made of the 
prolonged campaign especially after Smuts declared that all that was required were mopping up 
operations. The war continued for another two years and commanding officers Hoskins and Jaap van 
Deventer who followed him had to plead for additional equipment and men to be sent out. This was 
reminiscent of the situation Kitchener found himself in in 1901 when Lord Roberts left South Africa 
claiming effectively the same thing, leaving Kitchener to bring the war to an end. The result was that 
the war turned to guerrilla warfare and Kitchener gained the reputation he did over concentration 
camps and farm burning. That Jan Smuts never saw a similarity between the campaign he waged 
against Kitchener in 1901/2 and that which von Lettow-Vorbeck was waging against him in 1916. It 
will be interesting again to see if David Katz has addressed this in his forthcoming book. 

[SLIDE] This brings to the fore the issue of logistics – an aspect of the campaign which is calling out for 
someone experienced in military logistics to investigate. I’ve touched on the lack of co-ordination at 
senior level, but there was also the issue of continuity. Over the years of the campaign, the British 
army in East Africa saw 12 different officers in command in contrast to one on the German army side.10 
Of these, all but four were appointed under Kitchener’s watch. Let’s consider how much Kitchener 
was responsible for these changes:  

In the northern theatre of East Africa, Captain LES Ward being the most senior British officer in charge 
of the King’s African rifles on the outbreak of war who happened to be in country became the first 
commander by default – by all accounts he was on route to start his retirement when war broke out. 
From September/October, Generals James Stewart and AE Aitken had command, of IEF C and B 
respectively for the protection of the British East Africa border and the invasion of German East Africa. 
Following the defeat at Tanga where Aitken misread the situation, General Wapshare had command 
to his defeat at Jasin in January 1915. Wapshare was informed by a telegram from Kitchener that ‘you 
are entirely mistaken to suppose that offensive operations are necessary...’ Later the War Office 
telegraphed: ‘After careful consideration of the circumstances it is considered that for the present you 
should adopt a definitely  defensive attitude along the Anglo-German frontier from the Lake to the 
sea, keeping your forces concentrated at suitable points to enable you to act as required. Secretary of 
State desires you to understand that with heavy calls all over the world it is not practicable to meet 
requirements of East Africa at present, and that you must therefore bide your time.’ This was followed 
by the arrival of Henry Kitchener to advise on recruitment potential, the arrival of a squadron of Indian 
Cavalry and some Baluchis as well as authorisation for the 25th Royal Fusiliers to be raised. When India 
was to send more troops to Mesopotamia, Kitchener sent Wapshare to the theatre instead of General 
Stewart whom General Duff in India had requested. An unhappy Wapshare questioned his orders 
writing to Kitchener ‘I hope that it is not because you disapprove of what I have done here that I am 
being transferred to the Persian Gulf, I feel great anxiety in the matter’ to which Kitchener replied 
‘your transfer to Mesopotamia was not due to any dissatisfaction on my part at what you have already 
done in East Africa, but as active operations of some magnitude are taking place near Basra, and Tighe 
can carry on in East Africa were operations must be restricted, I thought it better that you should be 
transferred to Mesopotamia.’11 Despite Kitchener’s reassurance, he obviously felt it was better to 
remove Wapshare from the theatre given his constant attempts to find additional troops with which 
to tackle the Germans. 

Wapshare was duly followed by General Michael Tighe who continued through to February 1916 when 
Smith-Dorrien was expected to take over, soon being replaced by Jan Smuts. As mentioned earlier, it 
was the Cabinet and Wully Robertson involved in these appointments. 

 
10 https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2014/08/04/greatwarinafrica-why-were-the-britishallied-forces-unable-
to-dislodge-the-renowned-german-general-paul-von-lettow-vorbeck-in-east-africa/ 
11 www.wapshare.co.uk 
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In the south, prior to Edward Northey’s arrival there in January 1916, General AHM Edwards 
commanded the Rhodesian forces, not to be confused with WFS Edwards of the Uganda Police who 
accepted the German surrender in Abercorn (Mbala) in Northern Rhodesia on 25 November 1918, and 
Captain CW Barton of 1KAR in Nyasaland. Kitchener had no say in these appointments. 

[SLIDE] Much has been written of the over stretched communication lines and the suffering of the 
porters and carriers, but little has been done on the pioneer and engineers who were struggling to 
build bridges and roads, how best practice information was disseminated to the theatre such as the 
Mills Bomb, Lee Enfield Rifle and Serbian Barrel amongst other things. Surgeon General Pike 
complained that improved ration quantities for Indian troops had not been communicated to East 
Africa with dire consequences. Pike had been sent in late 1917 to investigate the medical situation in 
the theatre as too many deaths and losses were being reported. The theatre ultimately saw four 
medical enquiries undertaken from 1917 as a result. Pike’s report gives some indication of the 
complexities of logistics. Four medical and two nursing forces were involved as well as hospital ships 
and other support services. Each force was responsible for its corresponding military force but also for 
what happened in its locality. Replicate and overlay the organogram of the medical services with one 
for transport, lines of communication, engineers, labour, and other services such as prisoner of war 
camps as well as the armed forces and the various responsible departments and you’ll have some idea 
of what all needed to be co-ordinated. Orders in the GRO (general routine orders) indicate how fluid 
the situation was on the ground. Van Deventer, soon after taking command, instructed that men who 
had changed units, including labour, without authorisation be returned to their official unit and later 
reminded officers of the need to inform base administrators of men/labour recruited on the spot. 
While there was a system for rotating the men on the Western Front, there was no such luxury in East 
Africa, men serving for months on end without reprieve. Yet, within days of someone being admitted 
to hospital, a replacement was sent out – how was this managed when we hear of numerous men 
getting lost in the bush and maps being inaccurate? 

To what extent was equipment, material and provisions not getting through to the theatres because 
of the demands of other fronts, in particular the Western Front? – this was certainly the issue behind 
the supply of boots in West Africa in 1914 and guns/cannons and ammunition to South Africa at a 
similar time. 

Putting this talk together has reinforced for me that incredible achievement of the forces on the 
ground in spite of the chaos and politicking amongst those managing the war. 

Kitchener might not have articulated the issues and concerns raised here, but no doubt his reluctance 
to embark on active campaigning in Africa during the war was consciously or otherwise influenced by 
his own experiences of conducting major campaigns on both extremes of the continent, one planned 
in detail over numerous years, the other more spur of the moment, and his first-hand knowledge of 
the East Africa terrain. No one person can be held responsible for how the war in Africa panned out, 
in the same way that no one man could have prevented what happened, but I hope that by taking a 
broad look at an individual, in this instance, Lord Kitchener, some new windows have been opened on 
the Great War in Africa, specifically East Africa. And I leave you with the thought – what if Kitchener 
had been able to hold his ground against the politicians and power mongers in late 1915 and restricted 
Africa’s involvement in the war? 

Thank you. 


