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[OPENING SLIDE] Before we take a flying trip through World War One in Africa, 
with the focus on sub-Sahara Africa, I should let you know that some slides have 
quite a bit of detail on them – mainy urls. Although this is for copyright purposes it 
is mainly for future reference as the slides and referenced transcript, together with 
a link to any WFA recorded version, will be on my website in due course for anyone 
wanting to follow anything up. This is my standard practice. 

So onto the air war in Africa. To start, planes were used in North Africa, in Egypt 
and by the French, mostly bombing expeditions as a show of power, and to protect 
shipping in the Meditteranean. As it was a different kind of war to that further 
south, we’re not going to spend anymore time on the north.  

In West Africa, there were no planes in the British territories and the campaign 
against Togoland was over in a blink – by the end of August 1914, while to send 
any to Cameroon, eded 1916, did not seem to even be considered. In 1911 the 
Germans had considered sending planes out but felt Togo and Cameroon 
presented too many obstactles through surface structure, cover and climate 
conditions.1 Presumably the British felt the same. 

In the south and east of Africa, both German colonies there had planes: two in 
South West Africa or today’s Namibia and one in East Africa, today’s mainland 
Tanzania, the latter in private hands. In 1912, in SWA, the German SWA Aviation 
Club was founded in Keetmanshoop to promote the use of planes and airships in 
the colony.  By 1913, the Club was established in 10 towns. Bruno Buchner on his 
own accord, was given a biplane which arrived in Swakopmund in May 1914. The 
idea was that he would eventually fly across to East Africa. In July, Buchner had his 
plane shipped to Dar es Salaam following refusal by the Union of South Africa to 
allow him overfly rights. He was at Zanzibar when war broke out and offered his 
services to the German commander. Meanwhile the first German pilots arrived in 
South West Africa in May 1914 with a second plane arriving in June. These were to 
form the basis of Germany’s air force in two African colonies.2 

 
1 JOEO Mahncke, SAMHS The Fliegertruppe of the Imperial German Army, 1911-1916 
2 JOEO Mahncke, SAMHS The Fliegertruppe of the Imperial German Army, 1911-1916 



In neighbouring South Africa, the first plane, a glider, arrived in October 1908 with 
the first flight taking place on 28 December 1909 in a Voisin biplane. The first 
passenger flight took place on 19 March 1910 and the first SA successfully built 
plane flew on 2 May 1911 in Johannesburg with another for 8 and a half minutes in 
Kimberley a month later. The first mail flight, a distance of 13 kilometres took 7 
and a half minutes in the Cape on 27 December 1911. Progress was rapid but there 
was still some way to go. 

In 1913, South African Minister of Defence, Jan Smuts, had the foresight to start an 
air force in the Union, a year after the Union Defence Act had been passed. As part 
of the preparations for the Union air force, in 1912 Brigadier General CF Beyers 
technically the head of the Union Defence Force (later to turn rebel and drown in 
1914) visited Britain and Germany to investigate. Following his return, on 13 May 
1913 an advert appeared for men to join the South African Aviation Corps. They 
would be paid 17 shillings and 6 pence together with an aircraft allowance of 5 
shillings or £68.40 today.3 Under the auspices of the General Beyers,4 ten men first 
learned to fly locally in Kimberley with the Paterson Aviation Syndicate who had 
also trained the first female pilot in 1913, along with seven men before the school 
was forced by the war to close.5 Once trained as pilots, the men then underwent a 
military course at Tempe near Bloemfontein before going to Upavon, England for 
their final training. They were Captain Wallace, Lieutenant Kenneth van der Spuy, 
GS Creed, EC Emmett and BH Turner.  

They were still in England when war broke 
out in August 1914. After a stint on the 
Western Front taking part in aerial 
reconnaissance and artillery spotting 
missions, in November 1914, as members 
of the Union’s Permanent Force, they were 
recalled to the Union to form the Aviation 
Corps to serve in South West Africa under 

the command of Captain Wallace.6 

 
3 http://www.sapfa.org.za/history/1910-1920-early-flying-south-africa (15/2/2017) 
4 CJ Nöthling, Suid-Afrika in die Eerste Wêreldoorlog (1914-1918) (SAMHIK, Silverton, 1994) pp 59-61; HA Jones, 
The war in the air (1931) pp 15-16 
5 Ann Maria Bocciarelli, born Kimberley 1897 
6 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4; http://www.sapfa.org.za/history/1910-1920-early-flying-south-africa (15/2/2017) 
included in the training were three civilians – Ann Maria Bocciarelli being the first female pilot on the African 
continent. 



Everything for the South African Air Corps came from England: machines, 
transport, tools, material and 34 mechanics, all thanks to the Royal Naval Air 
Service. Six planes were sent: Henri Farman with engines being 135 HP Canton 
Unné. However, the two BE2Cs were found unsuitable for desert terrain because 
of their wooden frames.7  

Although the war had broken out in August 1914, and South Africa launched the 
South West Africa campaign in September that year for internal political reasons, 
the SAAC only got going in 1915 once the Boer Rebellion had been suppressed and 
all the pilots had been extracted from their duties on the Western Front. 

The first mechanics left for South Africa on 15 March 1915 whilst Wallace, his 
officers and eight mechanics left England on 3 April arriving at Walvis Bay on 30 
April. At this stage, including recruits sourced in South Africa, the squadron had 
eight pilots and three observers. They were armed as infantry. It was only later, in 
East Africa, that they had pistols rather than rifles. Transport was 25 HP six-cylinder 
Studebakers and they were assigned to General Head Quarters.8 
 
On 6 May 1915, the first sortie was undertaken by Kenneth van der Spuy from Walvis 
Bay to report on enemy ground movements to General Louis Botha who was 
commanding the Union Forces.9 We’ll come back to van der Spuy as he was to play 
a significant role in East Africa, Russia and after the war. The presence of the SAAC, 
who mainly flew reconnaissance missions, had the effect of grounding the German 
planes.  

The Germans had meanwhile been far more active in South West using their 
planes to drop bombs on the Union forces from 12 November 1914 as recorded by 
Corporal Douglas Scott King who diarised ‘German aeroplane passed over our 
heads before breakfast. My piquet never saw it – although we heard it. Fired on by 
camp.’ He recorded more on 29 November noting that ‘As it flew over us, it very 
calmly dropped two bombs and shells on us. One exploded and the other failed – 
no damage was done. But laugh! Pheeeuw! I’ve never laughed so much in all my 
life. The shell that exploded took 12 seconds to fall to the ground – and world’s 
records were broken by dozens wholesale. Fat omcers legging it for “dear life”.’ 
However, on 17 December two bombs fell, both exploding with ‘4 men hurt, one 

 
7 CJ Nöthling, Suid-Afrika in die Eerste Wêreldoorlog (1914-1918) (SAMHIK, Silverton, 1994) pp 59-61; HA Jones, 
The war in the air (1931) pp 15-16 
8 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4 
9 http://www.saafmuseum.org/exhib/other-exhibits/propellers/283-henri-farman-propeller (15/2/2017) 



killed and no guns damaged.’10  Member of Parliament and owner of a goldmine, 
Sir George Farrar wrote to his wife that 'one morning,’ a German plane dropped 
two bombs on the camp – Farrar was fifty yards away. ‘One good thing was they 
put a parachute on, and you could see the bomb drop.’ It killed one man and 
injured another nine. The following day another came and then not again. ‘I don’t 
think they will worry us much more, because they have only two aeroplanes and 
they can’t afford to lose one.’11 Farrar wrote this in January 1915. During the 
campaign, whilst the German planes were operational they dropped fifty bombs 
and reconnoitred taking photographs.12 
 
The Germans surrendered on 9 July 1915 and the squadron arrived back in Cape 
Town on 29 July leaving for England in stages. The last arrived in late November 
where they formed No 26 (South African) Squadron Royal Flying Corps. The Union 
was meant to supply 30 reinforcements a month but failed to do so resulting in the 
squadron constantly being short of manpower. 
 

 A month later, on 25 December 1915 they left England 
along with the new Commander in Chief for East Africa 
General Horace Smith-Dorrien, arriving in Kilindini, 
Mombasa’s harbour, East Africa on 31 January 1916.13 On 
1 February 1916 they arrived at Mbuyuni from where the 

attack on Salaita Hill near Taveta took place on 9 February. They returned to 
Aircraft Park at Mbuyuni in April to sit out the rains, before moving with the forces 
to Kahe and later to Morogoro on 31 August 1916, a distance of 300 miles. In 
September 1916, Aircraft Park was moved from Mbuyuni to Dar es Salaam, the 
move being completed in December. A shortage of shipping had caused the delay 
in moving the park. Flight B was sent to Tulo, A to Iringa becoming part of Edward 
Northey’s force operating from Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and Nyasaland 
(Malawi), and C to Kilwa. A and B eventually joined when the ground forces 
merged in late 1917.14 

 
10 S Monick, The Third Man: Willy Trück and the German Air effort in South West Africa in World War 1, SAMHS, 
1981, vol 5 no 3 
11 RH: MSS Afr s. 2175 George Farrar, Box 12/1, 3 Jan 1915 to Lady Farrar; S Monick, ‘The third man: Willy Trick and 
the German Air Force in South West Africa in World War One’ in South African Military History Journal 5:3 (1988) 
dates the attack as 17 Dec 1914; V Alhadeff, South Africa in two World Wars: A newspaper history (1979) p20  
12 JOEO Mahncke, ‘Aircraft operations in the German colonies, 1911-1916: The Fliegtruppe of the Imperial German 
Army’ in South Africa Military History Journal, 12:2 (2001) 
13 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4; Detail on East Africa is sourced from Peter Dye’s articles in Cross and Cockade unless 
otherwise specified. 
14 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4 



 
On 8 February 1918 the Squadron left East Africa arriving in Durban ten days later. 
Those from Nyasaland left via Beira in Portuguese East Africa, all eventually 
reuniting at a camp on Young’s Field, near Cape Town.15 
 
During its time in East Africa, 26 Squadron was involved in reconnaissance, 
dropping bombs and propaganda leaflets as well as conveying officers from one 
base to another in an emergency such as when Reginald Hoskins took over from 
Smuts as Commander in Chief during a battle in January 1917.16 It is recorded that 
Christmas 1917 the planes dropped cigarettes for those they could find. The 
German glee at thinking the British were bombing their own turned to dismay 
when they realised it was comforts being delivered and not ‘iron eggs’.17 On 31 
May, Union Day, the planes buzzed the South African forces letting them know 
they were not alone in the bush. 

During the East Africa campaign, 26 Squadron was to receive 193 recruits from 
South Africa, 72 reinforcements from England and 46 from Egypt. Officers came 
from England or Egypt. The planes in East Africa were BE2Cs and BE2Es. They had a 
mix of 80HP Wolseley-Renault and 90HP RAF engines. The Henri Farman’s had 
135HP Canton Unné engines. In total there were 12 planes, although one arrived 
late in May 1916. The distances the planes had to cover in 1917 resulted in the 
War Office approving an increase in the squadron from 287 men to 310 and later 
again to 352.18 

Meanwhile in 1914, planes had already been active 
in East Africa. The aim was to locate the German 
cruiser, SS Königsberg which was causing concern 
and fear along the East African coast. In addition to 
sinking the first British merchant ship of the war, 
City of Winchester carrying the first tea harvest of 

the year, Konigsberg had made a daring raid from its base in the Rufigi Delta to sink 
HMS Pegasus in Zanzibar harbour during September 1914. The decision was taken 
to locate and destroy the German vessel where she was blockaded as this would 
free at least 35 vessels for service elsewhere.  

 
15 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4t 
16 AMD Howes, ‘Some details of the first twenty-five years of flying in Tanganyika, 1914-1939 in Tanganyika Notes 
and Records, no 50 (Jun 1958) p 40; HA Jones, War in the air (1931) p 22 
17 E Paice, Tip and run (2007) p 204 
18 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4 



 
The services of Durban resident Dennis Cutler were sought. He had been born in 
Fulham, London and was working as a civilian aviator taking passengers on pleasure 
flights over the beach. He and his planes, two Curtiss F flying boats owned by Gerald 
Hudson, were recruited into the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) and sent via Cape 
Town to East Africa on Kinfaus Castle. The reason for detouring to Cape Town was 
to register at the Naval base in Simonstown. However, following a storm, the ship 
had to call at Durban for the plane to be repaired. It took from September to 6 
November 1914 for Cutler to get to East Africa.  

The first flight to locate Königsberg took place on 19 November 1914, the second 
on 22 November and a third on 4 December. Between, there had been numerous 
experiments with weights, take-off and landing because the atmospheric pressure 
of the tropics caused problems.  On 10 December 1914, Cutler was forced to crash 
land and became a prisoner of the Germans for the next three years,19 being 
released in November 1917 when the Germans crossed into Portuguese territory. 
Cutler’s Observer, a mid-shipman Mechanic Arthur Gallehawk managed to rescue 
the damaged plane which was sent to the Durban Local History Museum. In 1923, 
Cutler was back in London. 

Cutler’s being taken as pow, led to 4 Expeditionary Squadron RNAS being 
despatched under Flight Lieutenant John Tulloch Cull. He had a contingent of 20 
men and officers and two seaplanes Sopwith Type 807. They left Tillbury Docks on 
16 January 1915 and arrived at Zanzibar on 20 February, leaving almost 
immediately for a nearby island Niororo where they would be based. The local 
climate, thinner air in the tropics, played havoc with the flights – the Sopwith could 
only fly with a pilot and one hour of fuel and no bombs.20 The sun also played a 
part causing men to suffer sunburn, and skin to peel off the floats of the planes 
resulting in them half submerging on landing. It was eventually discovered that half 
filling the floats with water when onboard and reinforcing the outer skins with 
metal plates made from flattened petrol cans helped. In March the squadron was 
moved to Mombasa where further trials could be undertaken and in April the they 
returned to Durban where new planes and personnel were met. The new planes 
were three elderly Short Folders from the Isle of Grain. By 25 April, the first 
reconnaissance of Konigsberg was undertaken with Cull at the controls of Short 
122 and Leading Mechanic EHA Boggis as observer.  

 
19 Peter Dye, Cross and Cockade, pp163-4 
20 Peter Dye, Cross and Cockade, p165 



 
Observations continued until June when two monitors, Mersey and Severn, arrived 
which could access the delta. Arriving with the monitors were further 
reinforcements and four planes (two Henri Farman and two Caudron) which were 
now based at Mafia Island. By the time the planes for attacking Konigsberg were 
ready, one Henri Farman and one Caudron had been lost. On 6 July the attack on 
Konigsberg began but with little success. During the next attack on 11 July, 
Konigsberg was successfully disabled but both planes were lost, the last on landing 
back at Mafia. 
 
Konigsberg brought to bay, 4 Expeditionary Squadron RNAS was relocated to 
Mombasa where two Caudrons and 3 Short seaplanes joined the unit. The planes 
were offered to the Army which accepted. Leaving Mombasa on 8 September 
1915, Cull, together with the new planes moved inland to Maktau to join General 
Michael Tighe’s land forces. Commander Gordon who had taken command with 
the arrival of the monitors proceeded to Mesopotamia with the seaplanes. 
 

Cull had with him two Caudrons, two Bessonneu 
hangers, aviation spirit and stores. Their base was 
10 miles away from the enemy camp at Mbuyuni. 
An airstrip of 200 by 200 yards was constructed 
outside the camp perimeter although the planes 
were brought in every night to prevent sabotage 

by the enemy. Before a flight took place, the area was screened for snipers and the 
aerodrome dragged for hidden mines. The weather here, too, played a major part 
in flight plans. Mist and low cloud affected early mornings whilst the heat caused 
turbulence. Hills presented a hazard when taking off and landing. 
 
In October 1915 another Caudron and spares were received together with a 
workshop lorry. A delivery in November brought the number of planes to six, one 
of which was wrecked soon after. The crew consisted of 13 men including two 
pilots.  
 



Between 22 and 30 November 1915, 20 ratings 
and three pilots added to the ranks. A shortage 
of men resulted in Captain Carlo Bruno and 
Lieutenant Cherry Kearton being detached from 
the Army for service with the RNAS. Kearton’s 
wife Ada records that Kearton ‘took many 

photographs from the air, in planes of the 
Royal Naval Air Service, and later 
explored the shores of Lake Victoria 
photographing the Koenigsberg guns. On 
one occasion, Smuts sent for him 
personally to try and photograph a 
certain gun position that had remained 
undetected for twelve days. Within three 

hours Cherry had a well-defined picture of it.’ Kearton had ‘set up his dark-room 
in a large packing-case, which had once, contained an aeroplane. He developed 
and printed the films, which were taken by the pilots of the reconnaissance 
aircraft…’21 Otherwise they would have had to go to Cape Town or Cairo for 
development. The use of photography in the African campaigns is another side 
interest hence the cameras on your screen. These are examples of the types used, 
especially by Keaton, who was the forerunner to David Attenborough in filming 
wildlife. His photos, including during the war, are at the Natural History Museum. 

On 18 December 1915, AE Capell of 2 Rhodesia Regiment based at Maktau 
recorded ‘another plane fallen and come to grief, pilot uninjured; this leaves us 
five out of the eight we started with, it would appear they are most unreliable.’22 
Another crashed on 30 December 1915 and again the pilot was unhurt.23 On 27 
January 1916, a plane returning from Oldorobo was brought down by the German 
infantry whilst another successfully bombed Taveta. After this, they were used to 
track the Germans when the ground forces lost contact and in 1917, they dropped 
propaganda leaflets amongst the German askari and porters.  

A kite balloon arrived in April 1916 but it does not appear to have been used as it 
needed gallons of water on a daily basis – water which was in very short supply 

 
21 Norman Parsons Jewell (ed), On Call in Africa in War and Peace, 1910-1932 (Gillyflower, 2016) 
22 AE Capell, The 2nd Rhodesian Regiment in East Africa (1922) p 39 
23 AE Capell, The 2nd Rhodesian Regiment in East Africa (1922) p 41  



even for human consumption.24 On 12 May of that year, 100 personnel relocated 
to Mbuyuni. 

Meanwhile, 26 Squadron was based at Mbagui near the Tanga Railway. It received 
new aircraft during July 1916 – Henri Farmans which although underpowered were 
found to be more reliable than the BE2c. The squadron had a total of six aircraft. 
On 31 August the squadron moved to Morogoro with three serviceable planes and 
was based near Smuts’ headquarters.  
 
Generally materials and stores had to travel 900 miles to get from Mombasa on 
the coast to the base until Dar es Salaam was captured on 3 September 1916. By 
December the Airpark had been transferred from Mombasa resulting in shorter 
lines of communication for both the RNAS and RFC. In December Dar es Salaam 
became the Airpark base for the RFC with an airfield at Maneromango, 50 miles 
south east of the city.  

Transport in East Africa was initially 24 Crossley Light Tenders, 6 Leyland Heavy 
Lorries, Workshops, trailers and motorcycles in line with other RAF squadrons.25 In 
April 1916, a further 10 Leyland Lorries and a photographic lorry were sent to East 
Africa to supplement those already there, but a year later in January 1917 it was 
determined that the lorries would not be suitable for the terrain in the southern 
part of the German colony. Thirty-two Crossley Light Tenders were therefore 
supplied and the 10 Leylands transferred to Mechanical Transport for use at the 
base.26 

7RNAS 
The conditions being harsh, the Admiralty suggested the 
return of the RNAS men to Britain but Smuts refused 
and instead replacements of ten percent were sent out. 
According to 207 Squadron RAF, 7 RNAS was formed in 
April 1916 under command of Squadron Commander 
Eric Nansen to support van Deventer in his march on 

Kondoa Irangi. It was quite a journey according to the Official History, War in the 
Air: ‘On taking over […] Nanson at once made arrangements to send petrol and 
spares to Kondoa Irangi. Flight Sub-Lieutenant Gallehawk set out for Kondoa with 4 
mechanics and 1,000 porters. The party paused at Lol Kissale for four days to make 

 
24 CAB 45/218, p22 
25 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4 
26 TNA: AIR 1/1247/204/7/4 



the beginnings of an aerodrome and then pushed on to Kondoa where, after a 
hazardous journey during which 3 porters were eaten by lions, they arrived on 28 
May 1916. […] Gallehawk directed his men in cutting and burning mealie fields 
until a passable aerodrome resulted.” Pilots WG Moore and NG Dawson left 
Mbuyuni on 30 May in two Voisins for the new airfield but faulty maps led them to 
land on the Masai Plateau and proceed by foot (to the red spot) Ufiome. The 
planes were rescued and arrived at Kondoa on 6 June from where they undertook 
reconnaissance and bombing expeditions. By 12 June the airfield had received 53 
shells which resulted in a temporary relocation to Salim for safety, Kondoa Irangi 
being reoccupied on 26 June. Another two planes, BE2Cs added to the force 
bringing a total of four planes by 18 July in the southern sector.  

On 15 August 1916, 7 Squadron RNAS moved to Dodoma and on 12 August Cull 
and Gallehawk of 4 Squadron RNAS together with 34 ratings left for Cape Town for 
a well deserved rest before embarking on their next adventure. Squadron 
Commander FWI Bowhill from Mesopotamia took over from Cull and his, Bowhill’s 
report at Hendon is most insightful especially on the photography and storage of 
equipment. 

Towards the end of December 1916, a base was 
set up at Njombe in the south to support General 
Northey. The planes undertook reconnaissance, 
bombing of fortifications and camps. The men 
used rifle grenades and locally manufactured 16 
pound bombs. 

On 12 January 1917, with the restructure of the forces after Smuts and most of the 
South Africans had left the theatre the unit was instructed to hand over the 
aircraft, stores and transport to 26 Squadron which they did at the end of the 
month. They were to return to England, the result of Smuts’ announcement that 
the war in East Africa was over except mopping up operations. After 7 months in 
the field, 7RNAS had flown 53,000 miles without loss or serious breakdown. 
Average ground speed was said to be 60mph.27 It was at this stage that General 
Hoskins flew from Kilwa to Nairobi during an engagement with the Germans to 
confer with Smuts about the change in command.28 

 
27 www.207squadron.rafinfo.org.uk/ww1/africa.htm 
28 TNA: CAB 45/35, p 49 



8RNAS 
 
It all gets a little hazy now, as two squadrons seem to merge and give rise to a 
third. Back in February 1916, a group left England under Flight Commander Nanson 
with 4 Short Sunbeam Seaplanes and 4 Canton Unné Voisins. In January 1916, 
when Air Mechanic Jack Furniss joined them at the Isles of Grain which I’ve 
subsequently discovered was an RNAS base between 1912 and 1918 on the British 
Medway in Kent, the personnel already numbered approximately 150.29 I’m not 
sure how many eventually left but they disembarked at Zanzibar on 17 March 1916 
and joined 8RNAS.  
 

As already mentioned, on 9 May 1916, 
members of 4 Squadron under Cull left 
Mbuyuni for Mombasa and arrived at Zanzibar 
on 11 May. Here they joined Nanson’s 8 RNAS 
group. We have other RNAS units remaining in 
Dar es Salaam at the Air Park. From Stone 
Town 8RNAS moved to Chukiwani seven miles 

south. The p lanes had to be moved by lighter as they were too big for the narrow 
streets of Stone Town. Some material, including 10,000 gallons of petrol, had to be 
swum to shore as the tide was out when the lighters arrived. The Squadron 
consisting of carpenters, engineers, generals (who did everything), two writers, 
stores party and armourers, was to support the naval blockade of the coast, a 
length of 620 miles. Their armoury contained 65 and 16 pound bombs, 
incendiaries, petrol bombs and darts. It was supported by the supply ship, Laconia, 
the kite balloon ship Manica and the Himalaya which had been sent from service 
in the Dardanelles. I’ve included a picture of the Manica preparing to launch a kite 
balloon to give some idea of what it entailed. All three were equipped to take 
seaplanes. A contingent of two planes, pilot and a dozen ratings would cruise the 
coast for about ten days. Despite all this patrolling, they were unable to stop the 
arrival of two German blockade runners, Kronborg or Ruben and Marie30 who were 
able to successfully land most of their gear. 

A new base was set up for the RFC at Kilwa in December 1916 and after it took one 
Voisin two hours of difficult flying to arrive, the remainder of the planes were 
moved by sea. The planes were soon put into storage as the airfields were 

 
29 Peter Dye, Cross and Cockade, p160 
30 Marie & Kronborg (Ruben) http://www.kaiserscross.com/188001/476201.html 



waterlogged, it being the rainy season. In February 1917 the men left for Dar es 
Salaam returning to Kilwa in May to renew operations. They mapped the area in 
preparation for the land attack. Around January 1917 Himalaya was returned to its 
owner as kite balloons were no longer needed – the seaplane was found to be 
more than efficient. The Manica left in June. 

The RNAS had a base at Lindi, Zanzibar providing the overhauling facilities. The last 
RNAS flight in East Africa took place on 17 November 1917, two days after the last 
German prisoner had been released. On 6 December 1917 the squadron returned 
to Zanzibar as von Lettow-Vorbeck had moved over the border into Portuguese 
East Africa. On 9 January 1918 the Squadron was recalled to England which marked 
the end of planes being used in the war in Africa. 31 
 

The achievement of the RNAS and RFC was, in 
my opinion, absolutely remarkable. Air Vice-
Marshal Peter Dye was inspired to tell the East 
African air story based on AM ‘Jack’ Furniss’ 
photographs. My fascination was sparked 
reading of all the attempts by Cutler and Cull to 
get their seaplanes into the air and then Cherry 

Kearton’s photography as a member of the 25th Royal Fusiliers (Legion of 
Frontiersmen). The reasons Cutler and Cull gave resonated with my own 
experience of being a regular flight passenger travelling between England, Kenya, 
Tanzania and South Africa. It made sense why we always took so much longer to 
get off the ground in Africa than in Britain. For example, the altitude at Alt or Old 
Iringa was 6,000 feet above sea level. Guaranteed, there will be turbulence as you 
cross the equator at any time of day or night and that’s in a big plane. I couldn’t 
imagine it in a flimsy construction like a BE2c. 
 
In addition to these atmospheric challenges, there was the impact of rough terrain 
which had to be cleared, the mountains and hills which channelled wind in 
different directions with little warning and dust devils. Vegetation was often thick 
making clearing of landing spaces difficult and impeding vision. The rains caused 
airfields to become waterlogged and roads to be so churned that vehicles could 
not move without getting stuck or overturning. Hangars and protected workshops 
were scarce, the men often working in the open which meant dust got into plane 

 
31 HA Jones, The war in the air (1931) pp 21-68 also contains further exploits of the air services in East Africa 



parts affecting their efficiency and men were sunburnt. Earwigs caused concern 
although how and why is not specified. This could be to do with the myth that they 
burrow into people’s ears to lay their eggs or because they found resting places in 
plane crevices, eating the wood and emitting a foul smell when disturbed.32 
Malaria and other ailments affected the men too. In January 1917 it was reported 
that about one third of 7 Squadron RNAS was ill at any one time. 
 
It is quite remarkable, that so few of the RNAS and RFC were lost in action. On 29 
April 1916 the first RNAS fatalities occurred. In the Maktau area, Cecil R Terraneau 
and Italian Captain Bruno were forced down by engine trouble, and were shot 
before being captured. In January 1917, Richard Orlando Beaconsfield Bridgeman 
was killed when his plane crashed and he was washed out to sea. His companion 
Edward Roland Moon was taken prisoner on 9 January. He spoke of the kindness of 
his captor who provided him with clothing and food. He was also carried along 
when too ill to walk and noted that his colleague Commander Bridgeman was 
given a full military burial.33 
 
Despite these challenges, between the beginning of June and 8 September 1916, 
the Voisins had flown 6,500 miles and on 10 January 1917 William Geoffrey 
Moore, carrying additional fuel, was able to stay airborne for over five hours. This 
is quite remarkable when one thinks of the first flight in South Africa lasting twenty 
minutes and that in 1909. 

 
 There were others in East Africa who had 
planes as well. Once the British assumed 
control of Lake Tanganyika in what is known 
as the Lake Tanganyika Expedition or the 
Mimi & Toutou story, the Belgians were 
able to make use of two British-loaned 
planes with Belgian pilots to bomb Kigoma 

and raid into the west of the country. As a result of their flights, the Germans 
scuttled their newest ship on the lake, the Gotzen which had only made a few 
journeys since its completion in July 1914. This allowed the Belgians to send troops 
across the lake to clear the Germans out of what is today Rwanda and Burundi and 
occupy Tabora in September 1916. 

 
32 Earwigs: https://owlcation.com/stem/Earwigs-Facts-Myths-and-Natural-Pest-Control 
33 C Cato, The navy everywhere (1919) pp 54-57 



 
 At the start of the war, as mentioned right at the 
start, the Germans in East Africa had Bruno 
Buchner’s bi-plane which had recently arrived from 
GSWA. It crashed on its second flight killing the pilot, 
Lieutenant Henneberger, on 15 November 1915.34 
After being rescued and repaired by its owner, the 

plane was used to fly goods to Morogoro where he and his wife were later 
interned by the British.35  
 
Later, in November 1917, the German government sent out Zeppelin L-59 in an 
attempt to supply the German forces in East Africa. However, the attempt failed as 
the British supposedly intercepted communications about the flight and were able 
to convince the pilot that von Lettow-Vorbeck had surrendered. On 23 November 
the Zeppelin turned back.36 The real purpose for sending the Zeppelin remains 
unclear with W Lloyd-Jones and Ed Paice, noting that Lettow-Vorbeck denied any 
knowledge of the zeppelin except for having heard rumours from the locals at 
Lindi.37 GL King claims, based on ‘authentic, inside (unofficially supported) 
information and statements [...] that VonLettow (sic) was stated to take over 
relatively high command on the Western Front.’ The purpose of L-59 was therefore 
to fetch Lettow-Vorbeck back to Europe.38 L-59 was ‘three times the length of a 
Boeing 747, but it could only carry 14 tons of cargo: 11 tons were equipment and 
ammunition, including 30 new machine-guns, and the rest were medical supplies. 
In addition, it carried 22 tons of petrol fuel and 9 tons of water ballast. Its crew of 
22 lived under spartan accomodations [sic] and high-stress work conditions--each 
of the five propeller engines required a mechanic in attendance, and was shut off 
in turn for 2 out of every 10 hours for lubrication and maintainence [sic].’39 The 
crew had not slept for 92 hours and recorded the longest non-stop flight to date – 
4,200 miles.40 A version of the Zeppelin’s mission has been captured by Owen P 
Hall Jnr in Flight into the Abyss. 
 
The reaction to aircraft was mixed. CJ Thornhill notes that an old man, a mzee, 
believed that the King of England directed his men from the ‘four-winged bird’ 

 
34 JOEO Mahnke, ‘The Fliegerstruppe of the Imperial German Army: Aircraft operations in the German colonies, 
1911-1916’ in Military History Journal, 12:2 (2001) 
35 JOEO Mahnke, ‘The Fliegerstruppe of the Imperial German Army: Aircraft operations in the German colonies, 
1911-1916’ in Military History Journal, 12:2 (2001) 
36 Frank Contey to B Garfield, The Meinertzhagen mystery: the life and legend of a colossal fraud (Potomac: 
Washington, 2007) pp 126-127, 281-282 fn 17; R Anderson, The forgotten front (2004) p 249; E Paice, Tip and Run 
(2007) pp 347-350 
37 W Lloyd-Jones, KAR (1926) p 200 
38 GL King, A study of the operations in German East Africa during the World War 1914-1918 (1930, Fort 
Leavenworth) pp 14-15 
39 http://memoryofthisimpertinence.blogspot.co.uk/2009/07/strange-mission-of-zeppelin-l59.html 
40 http://memoryofthisimpertinence.blogspot.co.uk/2009/07/strange-mission-of-zeppelin-l59.html 



which flew over ‘making a loud noise’ and which, when it ‘lays [eggs] on the 
German camp’, they ‘explode and kill people.’ He continued, ‘Yes, I always had my 
thoughts that it was only a king who could manage so formidable a bird.’41 As the 
war progressed, and the local inhabitants became more familiar with the plane, or 
ndege (Kiswahili for bird), they learnt to avoid its ‘iron eggs’ by hiding. Every time a 
plane crashed, its prestige diminished and not just amongst the black population as 
recorded by Capell.42 Norman Jewell, a doctor who served in East Africa and 
became a friend of Cherry Kearton recorded:  
 

It was at Maktau that I saw an aeroplane for the first time and was 
intensely interested in its operations in contrast to the casual and 
resigned attitude of my personal servant. It was on our first 
morning in Maktau when there was a lot of noise and the plane 
rose and circled around the camp rising very slowly until it was high 
enough to leave and go out on reconnaissance. I was fascinated and 
asked Juma, who was preparing my bath, what he thought of it all. 
He glanced at the plane and said: ‘It is very like a bird. Your bath is 
ready.’ Later, I asked him if he was surprised to see a machine 
flying. ‘No,’ he said, ‘If you can make a cart go without something to 
pull it, then why not a cart that can fly?’ I could not follow the 
argument, but it seemed clear and concise for Juma.43 

 
Once you know what or who to look for, there are a 
surprising number of memoirs around. I’ve included 
a few here. The known list is on the GWAA site. The 
fascination of flight in World War 1 Africa has filtered 
through to the world of fiction and a number of 
novels have been published.  There are nearly as 

many as on the Lake Tanganyika Expedition. The most recent in 2014 is by Maya 
Alexandri. The Celebration Husband has a Denys Finch Hatton character combined 
with Kearton whose dog, Simba, joined him on the battlefield and on one occasion 
took to the air in search of his master. Prior to that, in 2012, Owen P Hall Jnr 
published Flight into the Abyss: Zeppelin operations in Africa 1917-1918. Despite its 
title, it is a work of fiction built around fact – the publisher is Merriam Press 
Military Fiction and there are a few obvious errors evident in the book. However, 

 
41 CJ Thornhill, Taking Tanganyika (2004) pp 146-147 
42 AE Capell, 2nd Rhodesian Regiment (1922) p 39; Lettow-Vorbeck in HA Jones, War in the air (1931) p 23 
43 Norman Parsons Jewell, On Call in Africa in War and Peace, 1910-1932 (Gillyflower, 2016) 



its detail on the zeppelin statistics and other technical aspects is incredible (if true 
which I think it is given the author’s background). Wilbur Smith’s 2009 Assegai 
features a dog-fight between a British plane and the German Zeppelin. Breaking 
with tradition, Smith has a female pilot. The fourth plane-dominated novel of the 
campaign is William Stevenson’s 1980’s The Ghosts of Africa which draws 
inspiration from the German planes and the Zeppelin. Others which deal with the 
Konigsberg will also invariably include the use of aircraft such as Shout at the Devil 
by Wilbur Smith published in 1968. 

 
 The war in the air was supported from Africa 
in Europe too and this is often more forgotten 
than the air war in Africa. Chiefs in Africa who 
couldn’t send manpower to Europe to support 
the King sent money and cows to be sold. 
Much of this went towards comforts but also 
to purchasing planes. For example, Egypt 8, 

Basutoland 28, Benin (Nigeria) 2, South Africa 41, Gold Coast 95, East Africa 
Protectorate 1, Gambia 7, Sierra Leone 3, Swaziland 3, Rhodesia 13, Zanzibar 73.44 
A total of 274 at a cost of £2,086 per plane.45 A remarkable contribution when one 
considers the economies today. 
 
Approximately 2450 South Africans served with the RFC during World War 1, 
known as Miller’s Boys following Major Alistair Miller’s recruitment drive.46 As part 
of his recruitment drive, Miller flew 850 kilometres from Cape Town to Port 
Elizabeth on 7 November 1917 in a BE2 plane. Quite a distance given the 13 
kilometres in 1911. On landing, however, Miller upended the plane on the 17th 
fairway of Port Elizabeth Golf Club.  
 
Captain AW Beauchamp Proctor was the first South African pilot to be awarded a 
Victoria Cross (VC) on 30 November 1918. He had been one of the first recipients of 
the Distinguished Flying Cross on 2 November. He claimed 54 victories in a SE5 in 
Europe and was the leading empire balloon buster. His war service ended when he 
was shot in the arm on 8 October 1918. He was to die in a training exercise for an 
air show at RAF Hendon on 21 June 1921. It is thought that South Africa had 45 ‘aces’ 

 
44 Thank you to John Hurst of Spitfire Organisation for supplying this information. 
45 https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Aircraft_Factory_R.E.8 
46 Miller had been born in Swaziland; http://samilitaryhistory.org/vol056dt.html; 
http://www.sapfa.org.za/history/1910-1920-early-flying-south-africa 



in the European theatre, an ace being someone who had shot down more than 5 
enemy aircraft. Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) had seven men serve in the RFC, one 
becoming an ace – Major GL ‘Zulu’ Lloyd who was also awarded the Military Cross. 
Another Rhodesian was to be the last victim of the Red Baron – DG ‘Tommy’ Lewis, 
on 20 April 1918. He survived to become a prisoner of war and died in 1978.47 

Kenneth van der Spuy and Pierre van Ryneveld were to serve in Russia as part of the 
British support of the Whites against the Reds there in 1919. On his return from 
serving in Russia, Pierre van Ryneveld successfully flew from London to Tanganyika 
and in February 1920 from Cairo to Cape Town. This achievement was to make the 
cross-continental railway redundant.48 After the war, South Africa received 113 
aircraft from Britain to start the South African Air Force (SAAF) at Zwartkops, near 
Pretoria. Pierre van Ryneveld, who had initially joined the Loyal North Lancs 
transferring to the Royal Flying Corps in 1915, was appointed its instructor on 1 
February 1920, the date regarded as the birthdate of the SAAF. Van Ryneveld was 
also the first South African to jump out of an aircraft with a parachute. He led the SA 
Air Force through World War 2 and retired in 1949. He died in 1972, aged 81.  

Van der Spuy became South Africa’s first qualified military pilot when he passed his 
exam on 2 June 1914 and granted the Royal Aero Club certificate. Although I’ve not 
touched on his direct service, he served in four theatres during WW1 – Europe, 
GSWA. EA and Russia. He was the first pilot into the South African Air Force on 1 
April 1921 marking the start of the flight establishment which became officially Flight 
1 at Zwartkop on 26 April that year and was to see action in the 1922 Rand Strike. 
Van der Spuy died in 1991, aged 99.  

Finally we turn to Britain. In April 1918 the two British air services, the RFC and RNAS 
amalgamated under Hugh Trenchard, the man tasked in October 1914 by Lord 
Kitchener to provide a battle-ready squadron immediately, a task he achieved in 36 
hours. The amalgamation was the result of a recommendation by South Africa’s Jan 
Smuts, the man who had the foresight back in 1913 to start the South African 
Aviation Corps and who, in 1920 was Prime Minister with the founding of the South 
African Air Force following Louis Botha’s death in 1919 from the Spanish flu. In 1917, 
as part of the British War Cabinet, having consulted over Britain’s home defence 
against air raids and existing aerial operations, Smuts recommended the 

 
47 Ross Dix Peek 
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establishment of an Air Ministry and Air Staff amalgamating the RNAS and RFC.  The 
man who had shunned a General Staff in 1916 East Africa had 18 months later 
changed his tune, and together with Trenchard is regarded as one of the founders 
of the RAF. 

And that in a nutshell covers the role of flight in World War 1 Africa and a bit of its 
legacy. For those interested, in Africa there were four DSMs, 10 DSCs and 4 DSOs 
awarded across the various units in East Africa49 and as with all aspects of World 
War 1 Africa, there are the generally unmentioned labourers and carriers who 
helped make it all happen. We may not know their names, but their contribution is 
not forgotten. All are remembered. 
 
 
 
  

 
49 All listed in Peter Dye’s articles. 
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