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🕊️ Poem: “The Forgotten Tide”

They boarded with courage, from shores they had known,

East Africa’s sons, by the Empire called home.

With fire in their hearts and orders in hand,

They sailed from Mombasa to an unknown land.

The sea did not warn them, the winds did not speak,

Of shadows beneath that the brave never seek.

In minutes they vanished, no trumpet, no flame,

But etched in the silence is each soldier’s name.

From Tanganyika, Uganda, Kenya they came,

Their dreams drowned with honor, with no cry for fame.

Though the world may forget, their story will rise,

Like dawn on the ocean, like stars in our skies.

O you, who now walk where their footprints are gone,

Remember the fallen, and carry them on.

Not in sorrow alone — let history be stirred,

For silence is treason where truth is unheard.



🕊️ Inscription (for Memorial Use)

IN HONOR OF THE 996 EAST AFRICAN TROOPS

LOST ABOARD THE SS KHEDIVE ISMAIL

Sunk on 12 February 1944 in the Indian Ocean.

They gave their lives in distant waters,

Far from home, yet close to the cause of freedom.

Their names may not be written in every book,

But their sacrifice is engraved in eternity.

"From Kenya, Tanganyika, and Uganda they came —

May their courage never be forgotten."



🕊️ Commemorative Speech

Title: "In the Silence of the Sea, We Remember"

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Distinguished Guests,

And descendants of heroes whose names time nearly erased,

Today, we gather not just to remember —

But to restore.

To restore the memory of 996 East African troops —

Men from Kenya, Tanganyika, and Uganda —

Who answered a call not wholly theirs,

And yet served with valor beyond measure.

They boarded the SS Khedive Ismail from Mombasa

On a warm February day in 1944,

Not knowing that the sea would become both their battlefield and their grave.

In just two minutes — two eternal minutes —

Their lives were taken by torpedoes,

But not by time.

History may have been silent.

Textbooks may have passed them by.

But we — today — we speak their names,

We lift their story,

And we honor their memory.

This was not just the third-worst Allied maritime disaster.

It was the worst loss of female service personnel in the history of the Commonwealth.

And for us — for East Africa —

It was a tragedy of forgotten sons and unburied glory.

Let us commit ourselves

To preserving the stories of those

Who gave everything, even in anonymity.

Let their sacrifice live not just in stone,

But in curriculum, in song, in ceremony,

And in the conscience of a continent.

For if we do not remember them,

Who will?

To the 996:

You are no longer forgotten.

You are home.

And we will carry your names forward —

With pride, with reverence, and with love.

Thank you.

The Forgotten Tide

Chapter 1: Prologue — 127

The cemetery lay quiet on Ngong Road, tucked between the restless traffic of Nairobi and the silence of history. The rows of white headstones stretched in perfect symmetry, their faces pale in the noon light, as though they had been waiting for decades for someone to read them properly.

Vincent had come here by accident, or so he thought. His work in the archives had led him to a single number scribbled in the margin of a forgotten ledger: 996. At first, it seemed like an inventory figure—blankets, rifles, rations. But the deeper he searched, the number began to breathe. It appeared again in telegrams, again in casualty lists, and finally in a war diary where it was tied to a ship’s name: Khedive Ismail.

And now, here he was, standing among the dead who had no graves of their own.

The East Africa Memorial rose before him, a tall stone column inscribed with thousands of names, men from Kenya, Uganda, and Tanganyika who had marched under foreign flags. But among them, the number whispered louder than any name: 996.

He closed his eyes and let the figure turn over in his mind. Numbers, unlike words, had always spoken to him in a different tongue. Where others saw digits, he saw threads of a pattern, echoes of something ancient. He began to count the strokes of the letters carved into the stone. He whispered the ship’s name under his breath.

Khedive Ismail.

The letters clicked into place as though they had been waiting for him to ask. K = 11, H = 8, E = 5, D = 4, I = 9, V = 22, E = 5. That made 64. He whispered again: I = 9, S = 19, M = 13, A = 1, I = 9, L = 12. That made 63.

Sixty-four and sixty-three. Together: 127.

He froze. His chest tightened as he remembered the figure he had read in the naval records: 1,297 lives lost when the Khedive Ismail sank in 1944.

Was it coincidence? Or had the ship carried its doom inside its very name?

He looked up at the sky, where white clouds drifted like sails. Psalm 127 rose unbidden in his mind, words he hadn’t thought of since childhood: Unless the Lord builds the house, the builders labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the guards stand watch in vain.

The ship had been built in Cairo, named for an Ottoman ruler, and pressed into war service under the British flag. Whose house had been built? Whose watch had failed?

The verse hung in the air like smoke. He wondered if the men whose names were inscribed here had carried this code unknowingly, their fate sealed long before they boarded.

A chill swept through him, though the day was warm. He stepped closer to the memorial and ran his fingers across the smooth engravings: names he couldn’t pronounce, names from villages long swallowed by time. Achieng. Mutembei. Njoroge. Barongo. Kimario. Each one a door, each one a life folded into silence.

Yet the numbers did not stay silent.


	

	

	



They seemed to form a rhythm, a tide of their own. And as he listened, he realized the tide was pulling him somewhere, back to the very waters where steel and flesh had sunk together into darkness.
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The Forgotten Tide
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Prologue — 127 (continued)

The breeze rustled through the frangipani trees that shaded the Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery. Vincent stepped back from the memorial and tried to imagine it: the sound of boots on the stone path, the nervous chatter of young men who had never left their villages before, the taste of salt air on the Mombasa docks.

February 1944.

The numbers pulled him backward.



The harbor bustled with the tension of war. Dockworkers shouted over the clatter of cranes as they loaded crates marked with foreign stamps—London, Bombay, Durban. At berth, the Khedive Ismail loomed like a floating city, her black hull streaked with rust, her funnels coughing smoke. She was no warship, not in truth, but a troop transport pressed into duty. Still, for the 996 East African soldiers marching up the gangplank, she was as grand as any palace.

They were farmers and herdsmen, schoolteachers and clerks. Some wore uniforms too large for their thin frames, sleeves rolled, belts cinched tight. Others carried rifles slung awkwardly across their shoulders. Sweat glistened on their brows under the sweltering sun.

“Pole, ndugu,” one soldier muttered as he adjusted his kit, nearly stumbling on the plank.

“Haraka kidogo,” another whispered—hurry, before the officers bark again.

Above them, British sergeants shouted orders, their clipped voices lost in the roar of gulls. The men obeyed, but their eyes lingered on the water, on the city behind them, on the families waving from the shore. Mothers, wives, and children pressed against the barriers, shouting names, prayers, blessings.

Among the boarding nurses, a young matron clutched a worn Bible. Inside, underlined in ink, a passage: Psalm 127. She pressed the page with trembling fingers before tucking it back into her satchel.

The ship’s whistle blew. A long, mournful cry.

On deck, the soldiers leaned against the rails, watching Mombasa shrink behind them. Coconut palms faded into the haze, Fort Jesus stood stubborn against the sea, and the horizon widened like an endless promise. Some laughed nervously. Some sang old Swahili songs. Others stared silently, as though the ocean had already claimed them.

The Khedive Ismail joined her convoy—five transports escorted by HMS Hawkins, HMS Paladin, and HMS Petard. Their wakes braided across the Indian Ocean, white scars against deep blue.

For six days, the sea carried them steadily eastward. Days filled with drills, meals of hard bread and tinned meat, letters half-written and tucked away. Nights filled with the creak of the hull, the slap of waves, and the uneasy silence of soldiers too far from home.

But beneath the rhythm of the voyage, the numbers moved like an undercurrent.

996.

127.

1944.

As Vincent traced their patterns in his notebook, he felt a sudden weight in his chest. The ship was sailing still—not across the ocean, but through memory, through code. Every name on the memorial, every digit in the record, was part of a tide that refused to be forgotten.



He closed his notebook, realizing this was only the beginning. If the numbers had brought him here, they would surely pull him further—to the attack itself, to the torpedoes in the One-and-a-Half Degree Channel, to the desperate hours when steel and fire met saltwater.

And to the silence that followed.

The tide had begun to turn.

––––––––
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The Forgotten Tide

Chapter 2:  Prologue The Silent Port

The port of Mombasa did not sleep in wartime. From dawn until midnight, cranes swung heavy cargo over the harbor, ropes strained against bollards, and the docks thudded beneath the weight of boots and barrels. Convoys arrived from Durban and Bombay, tankers slipped in under cover of darkness, and railcars screeched to a halt bearing coal, sisal, and soldiers from the interior.

Yet on that humid morning of 6 February 1944, the port seemed strangely hushed, as though the city itself held its breath.

The Khedive Ismail loomed at berth, her black-painted hull streaked with rust. She was a massive vessel, 7,513 tons of steel built not for battle but for carrying men across oceans. Her decks bustled with sailors and officers, her funnels exhaled smoke that mingled with the haze of the morning sun. To many of the young soldiers watching from the quayside, she looked invincible, a fortress that could not be broken.

The East African Artillery’s 301st Field Regiment marched in file, boots clattering on the dock. 996 men—Kenyans, Tanganyikans, Ugandans—uniforms stiff with newness, rifles slung over nervous shoulders. They had trained for months under British officers, but few had ever seen the open sea. Their eyes darted from the ship to the horizon, then back to the crowds gathered to see them off.

Mothers, wives, children, and curious townsfolk pressed against the barriers. Women ululated blessings, their high cries piercing above the rumble of engines. Men raised hands in salute. Children waved palm fronds, too young to understand the gravity of the farewell.

The soldiers’ faces bore a patchwork of emotions: pride, fear, bravado, and a quiet longing. Some grinned and shouted to their families in Kiswahili:

“Tutarejea! We will return!”

“Mtuombee—pray for us!”

Others said nothing, staring at the ground, clutching their kits like anchors.



Among them, Corporal Musa Njoroge, a farmer’s son from Kiambu, whispered a verse his mother had taught him: “Maji hayana budi, ila kusafisha roho.” Water has no choice but to cleanse the soul. He repeated it like a shield, though he did not know why his hands trembled.

Nearby, Private Hamisi Barongo from Bukoba cracked a joke about how the British tea tasted worse than swamp water. His laughter drew smiles, but it rang hollow, too loud, as if he too sensed the silence beneath the bustle.

On the gangplank, the soldiers paused. From the deck above, British officers barked orders. The men obeyed, but before stepping aboard, many turned back one last time—to wave, to cross themselves, to lift fingers skyward. The tide tugged at the hull, impatient.

The nursing sisters boarded with quiet grace, skirts brushing against the planks. Among them was Matron Margaret Hollings, a Bible tucked in her satchel. Its thin pages fluttered open as she adjusted her bag. A line was underlined in blue ink: Psalm 127. She pressed it closed quickly, as though the wind itself might read it aloud.

The convoy’s escorts stood ready beyond the harbor mouth:


	
HMS Hawkins, a heavy cruiser, gray and lean.


	
HMS Paladin and HMS Petard, destroyers prowling like hunting dogs.


	
The other transports—City of Paris, Varsova, Ekma, and Ellenga—waited, their hulls dark against the water.




Together, they would form a moving fortress, steel bound to steel, heading for Colombo.



When the final whistle blew, it was a sound that cut through bone. The dockworkers fell silent. The crowd hushed. For a moment, all that could be heard was the slap of waves against stone.

The lines were cast off. The Khedive Ismail shuddered as her engines surged. Slowly, she eased away from the quay, her bow turning toward the open sea.

On shore, women cried out names. A boy sprinted along the edge of the dock, waving until the ship grew too far. An old man fell to his knees and raised his hands in prayer.

From the deck, soldiers leaned over the rails, shouting farewells until their throats grew hoarse. Some sang—soft at first, then louder. A Swahili hymn rose into the morning air:

Bahari ni kubwa, lakini Mungu ni mkuu.

The ocean is vast, but God is greater.

The song carried across the water, mingling with the hum of engines, until it was swallowed by the horizon.



Back at the cemetery, decades later, Vincent scribbled in his notebook:

996 departed.

127 in the name.

1297 to be lost.

The numbers were not random. They were echoes, carved into time, repeating themselves like waves against rock. He felt it now more than ever: the journey had not ended in 1944. It was still unfolding, waiting for someone to listen.

He closed his eyes, and in the silence of the cemetery, he could almost hear it—the whistle of the ship, the cries of farewell, the song of faith carried out to sea.

The tide was rising.
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Chapter 1. The Call of the Tide

[image: ]




The humid air of Mombasa clung to every surface, heavy with the scent of salt and clove oil. The port bustled with soldiers, sailors, and dockworkers who moved with urgent purpose. It was February of 1944, and the war that had once felt like a distant thunder was now roaring across every ocean, pulling men from villages, towns, and cities into its unforgiving grip.

Among the ranks gathered near Kilindini Harbour stood Private Juma Mwangi, a tall Kenyan with steady eyes. He carried little more than a worn satchel and the memory of his mother’s trembling hands as she tied a strip of red cloth around his wrist that morning. “For protection,” she had whispered, though her voice betrayed the fear she would not admit aloud.

At his side was Corporal Akech Ouma from Kisumu, a fisherman’s son with calloused hands and a sharp wit. He joked easily to mask his nerves. “Eh, Juma, when we reach Colombo, I will teach these British soldiers how to cook tilapia. They will forget their bread and beans.” The men around him laughed, but beneath the laughter lay a silence they all carried—a silence born from not knowing if they would ever return.

Nearby, Sergeant David Mugisha from Uganda stood apart, watching the waves strike the hulls of ships with a rhythmic certainty. He was older than most, hardened by campaigns in Ethiopia. He carried himself with the calm of a man who had seen death before, yet his eyes lingered on the horizon, as though he could sense something deeper stirring beyond the waters.

That evening, the soldiers of the 301st East African Artillery Regiment were lined up in neat formations. A British officer read their names aloud, his clipped accent stumbling over the rhythms of Kiswahili and Luganda. With each name called, another man stepped forward, his boots clattering against the worn wooden planks of the dock.
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