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‘The art of war is of vital importance … Hence it is a subject of inquiry
which can on no account be neglected.’
(Sun Tzu, The Art of War, China: 5th century BCE.)
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The Missing Pages of WWI: Africans Soldiers at the Battle of the Somme
‘We are living in stirring times. We have seen the end of the greatest war in
the annals of history … Side by side with the British Army … our compatriots
from Africa, America, and the West Indies have been fighting on the fields of
France and Flanders against a foreign foe.’
John Archer, Presidential address African Progress Union, London: 1918, in,
West Africa, 4 January 1919, pp. 840, 842.

Friday 1 July 2016 marked 100 years since the start of the First Battle of the
Somme. This battle ended on 18 November 1916. It was one of the bloodiest
campaigns of World War I, with British forces suffering more than 57,000
casualties in the first day of fighting. By the end of the campaign there were
over 1.5 million fatalities.
However, it was not until recently that the contribution of soldiers of African
descent during the Somme campaign has been acknowledged. Unfortunately,
their sacrifices had been overshadowed by an idea that people of African
descent and other people of colour played no part in these conflicts. The
opposite is true and the sacrifice of the sons and daughters of Africa and the
Commonwealth helped to shape the course of the 20th century.

The Winds of War
At the beginning of the 20th century the political climate of Europe was
extremely volatile as many European leaders vied with each other for power.
Much of this tension stemmed from the destruction, sequestration and
annexation of African nations during the Berlin Conference of 1884. The last
independent African states collapsed, leaving only Ethiopia and Liberia not
directly colonised. Some European nations cemented their power and
established a hierarchy of influence not only over Africa and Asia but also

over Europe. There were first class Europeans that included Englishmen and
the French, and then there were second and third class Europeans that
included all the rest. Germans fell into the latter category and Germany was
an interloper into colonial politics. It secured a few colonial territories during
the Scramble for Africa. But German officials did not like their position as
second class citizens or the stigma of being interlopers in world affairs.
Unfortunately, for international relations, the way that Germany was treated
at the Berlin Conference highlighted Germany’s impotence and helped raise
tensions between them and leaders from Britain and France. War became
inevitable after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand by Gavrilo
Princip. Ferdinand was the heir presumptive to the Austrian-Hungarian
throne. Because Africa had been colonised by Europe it meant that a
European conflict would inevitably mean Africans would have to fight too.
Over 2 million soldiers of African descent would end up fighting all over the
world for both the Allied and the Central Powers.
As well as those soldiers that came directly from Africa, there were people of
African-Caribbean descent that were part of regiments such as the British
West Indies Regiment; and Black-British soldiers from Britain that were also
an integral part of many British regiments.
Before compulsory conscription was introduced in March 1916, many men of
African descent had already volunteered for the British army, some paying
their own way to travel to Britain to enlist only to be refused:
THE DOCKS – Black Men for the Front At West Ham Police Court
Today (Wednesday). (London: Stratford Express, 19 May 1915)
Nine Black men, natives of Barbadoes, West Indies, were charged
with being stowaways on the S.S. Danube. Mr J.W. Richards, who
prosecuted for the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, said that the
S.S. Danube made a voyage from Trinidad to England, and the day
after leaving Trinidad the ship called at Barbadoes. It was presumed
that the men came aboard there for the day … Mr Gillespie in court
said “In a dark corner, I suppose”? and the people in court laughed.
Mr Richards continued that the men were put to work, and they did

not cause any trouble. He was told that the men were desirous of
enlisting in the Army. Mr Gillespie in court said: “What, do they want
to enlist in the Black Guards”? and there was laughter in court.
Detective Sergeant Holby said he had made enquiries at the local
recruiting office and they told him they could not enlist because of
their colour, but if application was made to the War Office no doubt
they could enlist in some regiment of Black men. The accused were
remanded for a week.1
This court report suggests that there were no people of African descent
fighting in World War I. It also implies that their presence in the combative
forces was considered as ludicrous by people living at the time. We shall find
out that this article does not paint an accurate picture of the African
contribution to World War I, but it does highlight some of the racism of the
period.
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Race, Racism and Military Policies
By the start of World War I racism in Europe had not reached the level that it
would do in the 1930’s. It was then that fascism spread across the continent.
But there was still racial prejudice in Britain. Part of the reason for this was
because of the legacy of the British Empire where concepts such as the ‘white
man’s burden’ supported the ‘science of race.’ This placed white people as
masters over all other peoples, and through ‘manifest destiny’ as inheritors
of the riches of the world. Europeans from countries such as Britain and
France felt they had a responsibility to bring civilisation to the world. In other
words, that they had guardianship of all the world’s people and resources.
The free movement of people within the British Empire had been created to
facilitate the settlement of white English people into colonial territories.
However by the beginning of the twentieth century more people outside of
that demographic took advantage of the advances in transportation to come
to Britain. As a result British authorities began to restrict these movements.
In 1905, the Aliens Act was the first modern British legislation aimed at
controlling immigration into Britain. This act was aimed at limiting the
movement of Eastern Europeans including: Russian and Polish Jews fleeing
persecution, but later legislation was aimed at restricting the mobility of
people of colour within the British Empire. These restrictions also began to
affect soldiers of African descent and their descendants.
In Britain there also existed a colour bar. People of African descent in some
British cities were denied access to housing, jobs and educational
opportunities. There were restrictions regarding race that initially affected
recruitment into the British army. But, in 1915 it became apparent that the
War Office could not rely on white volunteers alone, and following
intervention by King George V, such restrictions were reduced. However,
those soldiers of African descent in Colonial and Native British regiments
tended to be allocated to their regiments on the basis of their place of origin.

For example, West Africans were recruited into the West African Frontier
Force that included the Gold Coast regiment for those born in the Gold Coast,
then part of the British Empire, now Ghana. In East Africa, the Kings African
Rifles recruited Africans from Nyasaland and British East African colonies that
are now the countries known as Kenya, Uganda and Somalia. Many of these
Africans were acknowledged by British officials for their courage but they
were also sometimes stigmatised as being primitive and mentally inferior.
Some African troops including those from South Africa (the South African
Native Labour Contingent) were restricted from bearing arms for fear of how
empowering them would affect South Africa’s racial policies when the war
was over. Often Colonial African soldiers were allocated roles that were
menial and dangerous such as carrying: artillery, weapons, provisions,
building materials and digging trenches and graves.
However in Britain, Black British soldiers were racially integrated into British
regiments. As the pan-Africanist and political activist John Archer stated upon
his election to become Mayor of Battersea and referring to his constituents,
‘You have shown that you have no racial prejudice, but
recognise a man for what you think he has done.’
(London: Wandsworth Borough News, 14 January 1913).
Soldiers of African descent sometimes took up positions of authority in the
army, in a similar way as Archer had done in politics. These positions were
often over their white counterparts. This included people such as David
Clemetson, Walter Tull and George Bemand, that all become commissioned
officers in British regiments, with Clemetson and Tull rising to the rank of 2nd
lieutenant. Other people of African descent fighting in a racially integrated
regiment included Arthur William David Roberts who served in the King’s
Own Scottish Borderers. Entries in his diary highlight the dangers many
soldiers faced, ‘The chap next to me was wounded and one of the chaps
behind me was killed and the fellow beside him was wounded … I completely

escaped. That was everyone round me were either killed or wounded. We
lost about a dozen all told.’2
However, those soldiers that were part of colonial or native regiments not
only had to face the dangers of the battlefield. If they were injured, they
were often sent to ‘native’ hospitals to receive treatment. The problems they
encountered there from inadequate medical care or neglect was often life
threatening, and their treatment was often worse than enemy German
prisoners in prisoner of war camps. Some of the African soldiers from these
colonial or native regiments were also given lower wages than their white
counterparts and this led to animosity between them that finally erupted at
the end of the war.

No Heroes’ Welcome
The Pan-African activist and established politician John Archer who was of
African descent put it this way
‘A war, [that is being fought] we have been repeatedly told, for
the self-determination of small nations, and the freedom of the
world from the despotism of German rule. The truth of that
statement will be proved by the way that the different countries
deal with their Negro subjects. That if we are good enough to be
brought to fight the wars of the country. We are good enough to
receive the benefits of the country. ‘
John Archer, presidential address African Progress Union, London:
1918, in, West Africa, 4 January 1919, pp. 840, 842.
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The 11th November 1918 was Armistice Day and the complicated task of
demobilisation and repatriation began. Eight BWIR battalions who had been
stationed in France and Italy were sent to Taranto in Italy. They were joined
by the 1st and 2nd battalions that had been serving in Egypt, Palestine and
other parts of Mesopotamia. The men were ordered to perform arduous,
menial jobs including building and cleaning latrines. The situation reached a
critical impasse when the African-Caribbean soldiers discovered that they
were no longer being paid for their military service whilst the white soldiers
were. On 6th December 1918, the soldiers mutinied, which resulted in 60
soldiers being tried with sentences ranging from three to five years in prison,
and one soldier receiving capital punishment. The regiment was also
unceremoniously disarmed.
The mutiny overshadowed the contribution of these soldiers to the war
effort. But it also strengthened their unity and resolve for equality and civil
rights, not just in the army but upon their return to the Caribbean. Over 150
senior non-commissioned officers of the regiment signed a petition to the
secretary of state addressing the pay issues, and the fact that they had been
discriminated against in the areas of promotions. This crisis led to many of
those soldiers becoming politically active. In the Caribbean organisations
such as the Caribbean League were created to address such issues and many
became influenced by pan-African ideologies, such as those proposed by the
founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) Marcus
Mosiah Garvey.
As soldiers and seamen began to return to Britain the competition for work
and the need for housing increased, so too did racial discrimination and
prejudice towards people of African descent, including some soldiers of the
BWIR who had been demobbed in Britain. In 1919 a series of racially
motivated attacks and riots took place in Liverpool, Cardiff and several other
British towns and cities. The British authorities blamed these disturbances on
the dissemination of what they called ‘inflammatory’ literature such as the
UNIA’s Negro World. The real cause was inequality and prejudice. The riots
saw several fatalities and the repatriation of some soldiers to West Africa and
the Caribbean. But in Cardiff, a group labelled as the ‘militant section’ by the
Cardiff chief constable David Williams, reportedly ‘would not entertain the

question of repatriation’ and ‘were insistent in claiming as British subjects
their right to equality of treatment and freedom to remain.’3

Fighting for Rights
African veterans cultivated a new cognizance of themselves, and a world view
shaped by their experiences of war. This world view helped them fashion a
political voice. In Britain, following the war many campaigners petitioned for
equality and agitated for improvements in the lives of people of African
descent. These activists included the founder of the League of Coloured
Peoples Harold Moody and John Archer Mayor of Battersea. It also included
the political pioneer John Alcindor, along with the Marxist writer and panAfricanist George Padmore. African people were no longer waiting for
change, they were demanding it.
It is ironic that the desire which soldiers of African descent showed in fighting
for their ‘mother country,’ helped shape the very philosophy that was later to
see an end to British and French imperial rule. Soldiers of African and Asian
descent were the initiators of the independence movements of the twentieth
century.
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Weapons of World War One
The armies of the major powers initially relied on nineteenth century fighting
tactics. Some senior officers even believed that one gallant charge by a
cavalry regiment or one ‘big push’ from an infantry battalion could win the
war. However the carnage wrought upon men and machines by the new
weaponry produced devastating results. Army regiments that relied on using
out dated military tactics were decimated. This slaughter took place along
the lines bordering France, Belgium and Germany. These lines eventually
became fronts. It was these fronts that were by September 1914 being
supported by trenches.

Trench Warfare
Trench warfare during World War I started in September 1914 near the
Chemin des Dames Ridge, northwest of Reims. The German VII Reserve Corps
halted an advance by the British I Corps. The German General Erich von
Falkenhayn ordered his men to dig shallow trenches to stop the Allied
counter attacks. From here the Germans were able to fire at British and
French troops and launch devastating shots
Trench warfare on this scale
from machine guns and rifles. The Allied
took place mainly on the
forces were unable to penetrate the German
Western rather than the
defences so they also dug trenches for
Eastern front. There was also
an absence of trench warfare
protection.
in the conflicts in Africa as
the fields of operation were
different.

By mid-October 475 miles of trench lines
stretched from the North Sea to the Swiss
Border. This line was known as the western
front as the trenches quickly grew from being simple shallow ditches, to
intricate interconnecting systems designed to protect men and machines.

Each side in the war were trying to find ways to counteract the other this was
called the arms race and new forms of killing were constantly being created,
by land, air and sea. Some of the most deadly weapons of war created were
the dreadnoughts or battleships.4

Conditions within the trenches
could also prove fatal.
Trenches were infested with
rats the size of cats that ate
human flesh. The trenches had
no toilets or running water. In
the summer the trenches were
stiflingly hot and dry and in
winter they were cold and
wet. Diseases such as
smallpox, dysentery, and
cholera proliferated.
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Artillery
Artillery are large calibre guns that are able
to fire explosives or shells from long
distances at an enemy that may be far
away. Artillery was used by both sides to
kill combatants in trenches, artillery units
and destroy communication lines. Several
types of artillery were used during the war.
One of the most famous guns was
nicknamed Big Bertha and could shoot
shells over 70 miles (113km).

For more on this see Roger Parkinson, Dreadnought: The Ship That Changed the
World (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014); and Robert B Durham, Supplying the Enemy: The
Modern Arms Industry & The Military Industrial Complex (Raleigh: Lulu. Com, 2015).

Poison Gas
Scientists have proved that chemical warfare began many thousands of years
ago. However it was not until World War I that scientists began to stockpile
synthetically created chemical weapons.
German chemists Fritz Haber and Walther Nernst began developing toxic
gases that could be used to flush enemy troops out of trenches.
Both sides soon began developing
poison gases and soldiers were
equipped with gas masks. Gas
attacks were successful in causing
dilapidation that often forced
combatants and support staff to
retreat or require medical attention.








Rifles
The main rifle used by British soldiers
was the Lee-Enfield bolt-action rifle.
The bolt-action rifle could shoot
approximately 15 rounds per minute
with a range of 600 metres.

Chlorine gas: Corrosive – lung
irritant. This had a pungent smell
and was green so it could be seen.
The British soldiers were given
cotton pads and respirators.
Phosgene: Irritant – for the skin
and mucous membranes. This was
more deadly than chlorine and was
colourless, and it smelt like mouldy
hay. This took 24 hours to take
effect.
Benzyl bromide: - Irritant that is
non-lethal
Chloromethyl chloroformate:
Irritant – Causes temporary
blindness. It also affects the lungs
and skin

Machine Guns
Machine guns came to epitomise the First World War.

In 1884 Hiram Maxim invented the first machine
gun (the Maxim) in the United States. This
machine gun and variations of it were adopted by
many European powers and they were lethally
effective. The maxim could fire about 600 bullets
per minute. Most of the 60,000 British casualties of the first day of the Battle
of the Somme were shot down by machine guns similar to the Hiram Maxim.
At least 4-12 men were
needed to operate
each machine gun.

Tanks
The first time that a tank had
been used during World War I
was on the 15th September
1916. The tank named Little
Willie weighed 14 tons and
could accommodate 3 men.

It travelled at 2-3mph and was not suitable to cross the trenches.
Little Willie was followed by ‘Big Willie’ an armoured vehicle. 36 tanks arrived
at the Battle Flers-Courcelette, they were lightly armed and had many
mechanical difficulties.

Mines
The British used 11 mines on the very first morning of the Battle of the
Somme. Although Germany had been making mines for hundreds of years
the British were manufacturing land mines that contained poison gas instead
of explosives and used them during World War I.

Source: George Metcalf Archival Collection, © Canadian War
Museum. Ref: CWM 19930012-397

Members of the Canadian Corps pose with ammunition before loading
it into tramway cars, during the First World War. Canada wa s a British
dominion until 1931 and therefore had to participate in the war.

Case Studies
Walter Daniel John Tull
28th April 1888 – 25th March 1918
Place of birth: Folkestone, Kent
Football teams Walter Tull played for:
 1908 -1909: Clapton F.C
 1909 – 1911: Tottenham Hotspur
 1911 – 1914: Northampton Town
Regiments (Football Regiments):
 17th Battalion of the Middlesex Regiment
 19th Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers
Promotion:
 Sergeant
 Second Lieutenant
At the outbreak of the war, Walter Tull was playing for Northampton Town
and was recruited into the army due to the Football Association and the War
Office coming together to utilise the popularity of footballers for propaganda
purposes.
After joining the army, due to his natural leadership skills, Walter Tull was
promoted to sergeant in 1916 and then became a commissioned officer in
1917. Walter went to serve in Italy from 1917 to 1918 and was mentioned in

dispatches for ‘gallantry and coolness’ while leading his company of 26 men
on a raiding party into enemy territory.

Walter Tull was killed on 25th March 1918 in the second Battle of the Somme
whilst leading his men across the Western Front. Due to the heavy firing,
soldiers were unable to return to the battlefield for him and his body was
never recovered.
He has a memorial plaque in Arras, France, a memorial at Sixfield stadium,
Northampton and a blue plaque is on the place where he lived in
Northumberland Park in Tottenham, London.
Black Poppy Rose laid its first wreath to honour Walter Tull on Saturday 7th
November 2015 at his memorial at Sixfield Stadium, Northampton.
(Picture below)

Norman Washington Manley
4th July 1893 – 2nd September 1969
Place of birth: Jamaica
Education:
Jesus College: Oxford University, England
Regiments:
Royal Field Artillery, Deptford, London
Promotions
 1915: Lance Corporal/Bombardier
 1916: Corporal

Norman Manley’s Birth Certificate
Norman Manley was born in Jamaica and moved to England in 1909. After
being awarded a Rhodes scholarship he studied law at Jesus College, Oxford
in 1914.
In 1915 Norman and his brother Roy Manley joined the Royal Field Artillery.
After four months of training he left for France in January 1916. Norman
spent three years on the Western Front on active duty, including at the Battle
of Somme and Ypres.

Whilst fighting at the Battle of Somme Norman described it as ‘one of the
bloody battles [fought over], … four months with a limited advance of about
six miles at a cost of half a million casualties.’
Roy Manley was killed on the 26th July 1917 at the Battle of Ypres. He was 21
years old. After the war Norman returned to his studies and in 1922 he went
back to Jamaica to become a successful barrister.
The war almost certainly affected Norman Manley’s perspective on the
world. In 1938 he and his cousin Alexander Bustamante founded the People’s
National Party (PNP) Norman became the first Chief Minister of Jamaica from
1955–1959, and Jamaica’s first Premier from 1959–1962. Norman Manley
was a key figure in Jamaica’s fight for independence.

George Edward Bemand
19th March 1892 - 26th December 1916
Place of birth: Jamaica
Education: Dulwich College, University College, London, University of London
Regiments:
 University of London Officers Training Corp
 30th (County Palatine) Divisional Artillery
 Royal Field Artillery
 148th Brigade’s Ammunition Column
 “Y” 5 Trench Mortar Battery (Attached to 5th Division)
Promotions:
 1915: Sergeant
 1915: Second Lieutenant
George Bemand arrived in England in 1908 on the ‘Lusitania’ at the age of 16.
George went to University College, London to study engineering in 1913.
When the war started he joined the University of London Officers Trai ning
Corps in October 1914 and in May 1915 applied for a commission in the 30th
(County Palatine) Divisional Artillery. The address George gave was 56 Sinclair
Road, South Kensington, close to Kensington Olympia Station.
In May 1915 Bemand became a Second Lieutenant in the Royal Field Artillery.
He went to the Western Front in August 1916. In October 1916, he
transferred to “Y” 5 Trench Mortar Battery, attached to 5th Division. On
Boxing Day 1916, he was killed by a shell.

George’s Application form for an army commission
Source: https://greatwarlondon.wordpress.com/2012/10/07/george-edwardkingsley-bemand-the-first-black-officer-in-the-british-army/
Interestingly, Bemand has described his ethnicity as being pure European.
This was untrue.

Brig-Gen Abdy’s confirmation that he would accept Bemand as an officer in his unit
Source: https://greatwarlondon.wordpress.com/2012/10/07/george-edwardkingsley-bemand-the-first-black-officer-in-the-british-army/

George’s brother Harold Leslie Bemand had also been at Dulwich and joined
the war serving on the Western Front. He died of his war wounds in Belgium
in 1917.

Eugent Clarke
1894 – 2002
Place of birth: Jamaica
Regiment:
 4th British West Indies Regiment (BWIR)
There are few available records concerning Eugent Clarke’s life as a solider.
Much of what we know comes from interviews with Eugent in a Channel 4
documentary and an article in the Telegraph in 2002 when Eugent was aged
108.
After being recruited into the BWIR, Eugent set sail for Europe in 1916. The
ship on which he travelled carried soldiers of African-Caribbean origin, many
of whom were not given adequate clothing and developed frost bite when
the ship was diverted to Canada to avoid German submarines. 200 soldiers,
including Eugent, were sent to Bermuda to convalesce for six weeks and were
eventually transported to Europe.
Eugent Clarke recalled his time serving at Ypres saying:
“The war was raging in Europe. The Germans never ceased fire. Night and
day, bombs. We had to live under the earth in dugouts. The Somme was bad,
man. You stuck in the mud. We had a rough time in that country. The wind

would cut you. How we cold. We had to have double socks. Every soldier had
to wear double or the cold would have killed us.”5
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Why We Remember
Recent events have once again brought instability to the nations of Europe the UK leaving the European Union, the rise in popularity of far-right political
groups and the migrant ‘crisis’ have contributed to migration, race, and
nationalism coming to the forefront of political agendas. In Britain stories of
hate crimes and xenophobia have increased, leaving many people of African
origin and those that are not born in Britain feeling vulnerable and fearful
about their future in the UK.
The history of African soldiers in WWI is fundamental in helping us to
understand current events. The African fight and the subsequent civil rights
movements that followed after World War I are important not only in helping
us fill in the missing pages of the war, but also justify the claims of the
descendants, no matter what their colour or religion to a land fit for heroes.
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