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‘Two young West African soldiers shipped halfway across the world in 1943 to fight for the British in Burma find themselves abandoned – wounded, starving and sick – in the unmapped jungle of the Arakan. Their astonishing adventures are reconstructed here in gripping detail… A real-life thriller with sobering implications for the British reader – but I found it impossible to put down.’

    Hilary Spurling
author of Burying the Bones

    ‘Barnaby Phillips has uncovered a tale which touches the world in every sense. The story is a deceptively simple one, of a lanky boy who runs away from his dusty Nigerian village to join the British Army and is left for dead thousands of miles from home in the Burmese jungle. The miraculous sheltering and survival of Isaac Fadoyebo not only make an irresistible human drama. They also illustrate the terrifying global swirl of the conflict. Told with warmth and colour, this account of a forgotten soldier in a forgotten army in a forgotten war will not itself be easily forgotten.’
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‌Prologue

    
2 March 1944
Burma

    Isaac Fadoyebo would always remember the Kaladan as a wide and calm river, as silent as a graveyard. They had been drifting down it for four days. Trees lined the banks and monkeys played in the branches that reached above them. They were some ninety soldiers, British officers and their West African men, equipment heaped precariously high on the little fleet of bamboo rafts. Most of the West Africans could not swim. When Lance Corporal Felix Okoro fell in a couple of days previously, he had drowned. His body had washed up on the far bank the following morning, and, by the time the burial party reached him, vultures had already started to tear away at the flesh. It had been a horrible accident, Isaac thought, although not one that had created a feeling of impending disaster. He had woken that morning with no sense of foreboding. He didn’t know that, for the rest of his long life, he would always think in terms of before and after this day.

    The officers and men were taking breakfast together around a campfire. A simple affair of bread and tea, washed down with plenty of sugar, but no milk. This would be their last day on the river. That afternoon they hoped to arrive at the town of Kyauktaw, which the 81st Division had captured only the week before. They were a medical unit, trying to keep up with the advance. At Kyauktaw, they’d been told, they would be setting up a small field hospital for the division, because the Japanese were expected to put up more of a fight to the south. There would be casualties, and they would be responsible for them.

    None of the men on the riverbank that morning could have been described as battle-hardened. The officers were doctors, almost all from Scotland. They were volunteers, and most had only signed up after war was declared. The West Africans were from Nigeria and Sierra Leone, and had joined the Army in the last couple of years. They’d been trained in first aid and nursing, but given only the most rudimentary of fighting skills. The few that carried guns probably hoped they’d never have to use them. Their unit’s name precisely determined their role in the great British Army’s attempt to recapture Burma: they were the 29th Casualty Clearing Station (CCS), and they belonged to the 6th West African Brigade, part of the 81st Division of the Royal West African Frontier Force.

    It sounded grand, put like that, but the truth was that the 29th CCS was an odd assortment of men of variable quality. When they’d crossed the border from India, they’d heard artillery, and seen British planes strafing enemy positions on distant hills. On one occasion, they’d even treated some injured Japanese soldiers who had been captured by the frontline soldiers. But that was weeks ago now. There were some who’d begun to hope quietly that the Japanese had pulled out of the Kaladan Valley altogether.

    The men dawdled. Most were wearing only vests and shorts. Many were barefoot. If they were going to spend another day back on the rafts, they asked, why bother to put boots on? Some ambled down to the water, to wash their faces. Others wandered off in the direction of the nearby village, a line of bamboo and thatch huts strung along the riverbank. When they’d arrived the previous evening, they were relieved to see that it was an Indian settlement. Indians, that’s what they called the Muslims, because that’s what they looked like. They could be trusted; the officers had drummed this into the men before they’d set out, and it was turning out to be true. It was the others, the Arakanese Buddhists, or Burmese as they called them, who were slippery. Why, they even looked Japanese. The Africans asked the Muslims what name they gave to their village. ‘Mairong,’ they replied.

    The commanding officer, Major Robert Murphy, looked at his watch. Half-past seven, time to load up the rafts. The mist over the river had burnt away, revealing the outline of the trees on the far side. He wondered if he should tell the men to make less noise. He didn’t like this complacency. Looking down the sloping muddy bank, he saw Isaac sipping his tea and chatting to Company Sergeant Major Archibong Bassey Duke, a fellow Nigerian. There are two young men who seem to be enjoying this adventure, thought the Major.

    That morning, Bassey Duke was warming to one of his favourite themes: life after the war. When it was all over, he told Isaac, they’d return home with some money to spend, and some stories to tell. Bassey Duke was a giant of a man. He wore blue shorts and a white vest, and would have been easily visible from the far side of the river. It was the end of the dry season, so the opposite bank was only a hundred or so yards away. Behind it, the sun was rising over the steep hills, the dark jungle still in shadow.

    Bassey Duke jerked and spun, and only then did Isaac hear the shots. He watched his friend fall to the ground, still clutching his red enamel mug. Tea spilled from it and trickled down the bank. There were flashes of light in the jungle on the opposite side of the river. Bullets buzzed past Isaac’s head. Like angry wasps, he thought. He fell face down into the reeds. His heart thumped against the cold ground. They were in a terrible position, exposed on the steep, slippery bank. Machine guns had opened up now. How many? One, at least, probably two. He caught a glimpse of Major Murphy stumbling past, walking like a drunk. That was strange. From higher up on the bank, he could hear screaming. Then he saw that Major Murphy’s head was covered in blood. The shooting stopped. Someone nearby was gasping in a quiet voice. ‘Take me, O God, take me, O God.’ It sounded like Private David Essien, but Isaac could not be sure. He tried to crawl towards the voice, but as soon as he moved the shooting resumed. More angry wasps spun through the air. The Japanese had Isaac in their sights, and bullets ripped through the reeds around him.

    When the shooting stopped a second time, Isaac reached out with his left hand for Essien, who was no longer gasping. It was strange how still Essien was, how cold he felt, for Isaac could see no blood on his uniform. Isaac tried to crawl up the bank, but one of his legs did not seem to be working properly. He looked down and saw that his khaki trousers were soaked with blood. So was his shirt. He closed his eyes and said to himself, ‘Is this me? Is this really me, boy?’ He saw his father Joshua, sombre and pained, sitting on the veranda of the family house in the village, pleading with him to run away from the Army before it was too late. Good advice, he thought now, but at the time he had shrugged his father away. ‘I am in trouble, I am in deep, deep trouble.’ His leg had started to ache, sending spasms right through his body. Tears rolled down his cheeks. Tears of fear or pain? He didn’t know. He was sure of only one thing: he was going to die.

    Many hours must have passed, because the next thing he can remember is that the sun was low in the sky, and a kind white face was looking down at him. A miracle. It was Captain Brown, who seemed to be unhurt. He was smiling, and still trying to talk like one of the soldiers. ‘Ebo, my boy, you are down o!’ Ebo, the affectionate name the Captain always used for Isaac because, so he explained, Fadoyebo was too long to pronounce. The others must have all run away, but the Captain had stayed, or maybe even come back, to try to help the injured. As far as Isaac could see, Captain Brown did not even have a scratch on him. Isaac reached feebly out towards his officer. ‘I’m thirsty, so thirsty,’ he said.

    The Captain went away, and Isaac could see he was fetching a flask of tea from one of the bamboo rafts that were still tied up on the riverbank. He came back and urged Isaac to sit up, take a sip. He was talking fast, telling Isaac that Major Murphy was badly hurt, he’d been shot in the head, and that he’d been dressing his wounds. It sounded like Captain Brown didn’t think Major Murphy would make it. Now he wanted to take a look at Isaac. He took a knife to Isaac’s trousers, and carefully cut them open, to reveal a bloody mess of a right leg. The Captain was saying something about bullets and a fractured femur, and how he was going to put together an improvised splint. Isaac struggled to raise his head to drink the tea, when he saw the Japanese soldiers running up the bank towards them, bayonets pointed at Captain Brown.

    They had crossed the river.

    The Captain turned around in surprise and jumped to his feet. He remonstrated with the Japanese. ‘I am Captain Richard Brown, a medical officer,’ he said. He did not even reach for the pistol at his waist.

    His words made no difference. The Japanese surrounded him, and led him away. For some time after they’d disappeared from his view, Isaac could still hear the Captain, protesting.

    Isaac watched other Japanese soldiers as they tore through the equipment on the rafts. One of them carried the flag of the rising sun. Then they turned to the dead bodies – there seemed to be two or three near Isaac – and took guns, ammunition, even clothes. They seemed desperate, taking whatever they could get their hands on. Only after they’d finished their plundering did they show any interest in him.

    They spoke so quickly he couldn’t understand. But they repeated a phrase again and again: ‘English people, English people,’ they seemed to be saying. Were they asking him whether there were any other officers? Did they want to know where the survivors were hiding? Now they were gesturing for him to stand up. One of them pointed a rifle at his head. They were saying something else, it must have been ‘Get up, get up,’ but Isaac could not even sit. He wondered at the idiocy of it all. Did they think that, if he could get up, he would still be lying here?

    He knew what was coming. The Japanese, take a prisoner? A white man, like Captain Brown, perhaps, but a black man? No chance. That was not how they did things. He closed his eyes and waited to be shot.

    ‌


‌Part I

    
‌Sacrifice

    ‌


‌1

    
‌One big man


    All they knew was that one big man was quarrelling over God-knows-what with another big man in the whiteman’s land, somewhere far away…One of them was called Hitler. No one knew the name of the other, although it was rumoured that he was related to the District Officer.


    Jolasanmi Olaleye Falore, 
The Life and Times of Moses Oni Ayeko-Falore‌*

    
December 1941
Owo, Nigeria

    Isaac Fadoyebo’s journey to the Burmese jungle began here, by the gates of the palace of the Olowo, in December 1941. An olive-green army lorry groaned and slid up the sandy streets to the meeting place under the palace walls in the small hilltop town of Owo, in the British Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria. Market women, squatting on the ground beside their little piles of beans or soap or palm oil, or black coils of smoked fish, looked up. An excited crowd gathered and swelled around the vehicle. From a gramophone came the distant, tinny voice of Winston Churchill.

    Everybody in Owo knew about the war. For two years now, they’d seen the posters all over town. Some depicted stern and merciless German soldiers shooting a group of defenceless Africans lined up against a wall. Others showed the same Germans, wearing big black boots, whipping the Africans who laboured for them. The Germans displayed no emotion, but the Africans were depicted as terrified. ‘Hitler has already said that ALL AFRICANS MUST BE SLAVES FOR GERMANS!’ the posters screamed in red letters.*

    People had looked at these posters in morbid fascination. It was true that everyone now called it ‘Hitler’s War’. That the Nazis were ‘wicked people’, and that Hitler was behaving like a wild beast, was beyond dispute. Well, almost. One woman in the market had been overheard saying that this Hitler must be a real man, if all of Europe was so afraid of him. The woman was shouted down. Not only at the market, but also at church, most people agreed that, if Britain fell to this man Hitler, they would come under ‘Ja’man’ control, and that would be a bad thing.

    Some even argued that what Hitler really wanted was Nigeria itself. They said, ‘He knows all about our gold, our precious stones, our cocoa and our groundnuts, and now he wants to take them.’ This seemed to fit with another rumour that a trader had heard in Lagos, that Their Majesties the King and Queen had fled there from London, and were now living in Government House. They went for short walks along the Marina after dark, apparently, taking some care not to be recognised.

    It was hard to know what to make of it all, or of the way the colonial government was becoming ever more insistent in its appeals for contributions towards the war effort. The Oba, or king, of the mighty city of Benin had let it be known he was donating ten pounds a month from his salary. Lesser chiefs said they would give whatever they could afford. The district officer was urging farmers to grow more palm oil and rubber. One school, in the nearby town of Ondo, had scraped together some shillings and pennies to send to London, specifically to help those poor children who had been made homeless in the bombing. At the local school, the pupils had composed their own rude ditty about Hitler:

    
Adolf Hitler ma se o

Ani ko ma se, ani ko dara, o ranri

Abe o titi iwo se tire o

Mase, mase olo o se

O de buse

O te na

Adolf Hitler, don’t do it.

We asked you not to do it, we told you it’s not good,

But you were obstinate.

We begged you for a long time, but you did what you wanted to do.

Don’t do it, don’t do it, but you said you would

And now it’s all over, you’re disgraced.‌*



    
    So it was on this December day that the smartly dressed man took up his position by the Olowo’s palace, and began his speech. He was talking about what Hitler might do to Africans, but that wasn’t all. He was urging the men who’d gathered round him to sign up and fight. Not just for Owo, but for Nigeria, the British Empire and King George. At that, someone in the crowd cheered, and Isaac’s curiosity got the better of him.

    He was barely sixteen, but he was an imposing boy, already almost six feet tall, and he knew his own mind. He pushed his way through, closer to the lorry, so he could better hear what the recruiting officer was saying. Nigerians faced a stark choice, said the officer: to live under British justice, ‘the finest system in the world’ he called it, or to be slaves under Hitler. It was a hot day, and the officer knew he would not have his audience’s attention for long if he only stuck to rhetoric. People needed to hear practicalities. Join up, he said, because the pay is good, the uniforms are dashing, and, when the war is over, you will be first in line for all the good jobs, maybe even in government service. The officer kept his message simple, as he’d been told to do, and he was rewarded with murmurs of approval.

    It was in faraway London that Churchill’s government fretted over the bigger picture. The African colonies were a vital source of raw materials – food and rubber and gold. The Royal Navy relied on the ports along the African coast – Freetown, Lagos, Cape Town and Mombasa – as refuelling stations and bases so that Britain could keep control of the Cape and Suez shipping routes. Britain needed an African army, a large one, to protect these colonies. These were matters of global strategy that a crowd in a country town like Owo could not be expected to understand. The recruiting officer himself probably struggled with some of it.

    Hitler didn’t really feature at all, at least not directly in sub-Saharan Africa. The threat in East Africa had originally come from the Italians, whose African territories bordered the British colony of Kenya; in West Africa, it came from the Vichy French, whose territories sat between and above the four British colonies spaced along the coast. To complicate things further, the recent news from the Far East, of a Japanese attack on Malaya, suggested an ominous new danger to British interests in the Indian Ocean. However, it was Hitler who everyone had heard of, and for that reason British officers in Nigeria felt it was best to keep the focus on him. And so the message that Isaac got that day was maybe somewhat simplified, yet it contained one fundamental truth: in the dark days of December 1941, Britain needed Isaac Fadoyebo, and thousands of other Africans like him, to defend its Empire.

    Not so long ago, the land around Owo had been covered in forests of towering trunks and buttressed roots, thick with tangled creepers and vines. There were elephants, buffalos, leopards and chimpanzees. The first road-builders, in the early years of the twentieth century, had to put up red signs that read ‘Elephant Pass. Beware’. When Isaac Folayan Fadoyebo was born, in December 1925, those forests were still largely intact, although the loggers and their teams were methodically selecting and cutting down the greatest trees, shooting out the game as they went. There were many who said the old way of life was disappearing.

    Isaac’s birthday, to be precise, was 5 December 1925. Not many families recorded dates then in the small village of Emure-Ile, but Isaac’s father Alago was an unusual man. Some twenty years earlier, Alago had been a small boy in the village, when the first schools opened in Owo, which was the nearest town, a few miles away. Most parents were suspicious of these schools. Send children away when they need to be taught how to plant yams and look after goats? What if, at the end of it all, they don’t want to come back and farm? In the end, Alago’s mother and father only let him go because they feared he was too lazy for the farm. When they took him to the fields, he sat crying while his brothers did all the work. He was ‘a good for nothing boy’, so what was there to lose, they thought.

    So off Alago went, to Owo, to try to enrol at the new government school. He didn’t have a birth certificate – nobody did – but the teachers had their own crude method of assessing whether a little boy or girl was old enough to start lessons. All the children were asked to stretch their left arm over the top of their head, and see if they could reach as far as their right ear. Then, they had to repeat the exercise with their right arm and left ear. On this basis, Alago was enrolled. He was the first child from the village of Emure-Ile to get a modern education, a distinction he carried proudly for the rest of his life.

    The British had established control over Lagos, on the coast some two hundred miles away, in the 1850s and ’60s. The British professed noble ideals, but they were prepared to use ruthless methods. Royal Navy ships had shelled Lagos in 1851, after the Oba refused to stop trading in slaves. A sailor on board one of the British ships said, ‘the town burnt famously all night’.* A colonial official would write many years later that the burning of the Portuguese barracoons was ‘the final act in the long struggle to suppress an infamous traffic that had brought profit to many and credit to none’.* However, the Victorians’ anti-slavery fervour did nothing to stifle the British appetite for imperial expansion, nor their growing conviction of racial superiority. If anything, quite the opposite. Slavery, they had decided, was sinful, but it was also an impediment to progress: the British Empire had a duty to promote free labour and commerce instead. Thus, it pursued enrichment and took over new territories, confident in the morality of such actions. In 1894, the Liberal MP Wilfred Lawson said in the House of Commons that ‘formerly we stole Africans from Africa, and now we stole Africa from Africans’.*

    By the closing years of the nineteenth century, the British were remorselessly extending their influence into the hilly and forested interior, into the heartland of the Yoruba people. In 1897, they sent a punitive expedition to the neighbouring kingdom of Benin, some seventy-five miles to the south of Owo, to seek revenge for the killing of several British soldiers. The Oba tried to ward off the invasion with many human sacrifices, but this seemed to have little effect on the advancing enemy, nor his maxim guns and seven pounders. The British were horrified by what they found in Benin – pits filled with bodies, piles of human heads – and they burnt the city to the ground. But first they helped themselves to its treasures: the executioner’s swords with silver handles, the ivory leopard carved from the tusks of five elephants, and the thousands of bronze sculptures. All these were carted back to London, while the Oba was sent into exile in distant Calabar. With the fall of Benin, the British were now masters of a vast area that they would soon declare was Southern Nigeria. Not long afterwards, missionaries and civil servants, exuding an air of brusque confidence, began arriving in towns and villages the length of Yorubaland and beyond. To say the British brought change to these unsuspecting communities scarcely does justice to the jarring rupture their arrival announced.

    The British had also crushed the last resistance in the very different territory to the north. In 1903, British soldiers captured the ancient cities of Kano and Sokoto, the capital of what had once been a great Fulani empire. Despite these violent beginnings, British officials quickly came to feel very much at home in what they called Northern Nigeria. They loved the open, dry landscape, the small isolated rises of kopjes on the plains, which stretched all the way to the edge of the great Sahara. It was perfect horse-country, good for hunting, and reminded some imperial old hands of northern India. The British found the North’s lingua franca, Hausa, both pleasing and relatively easy to learn, whereas in Southern Nigeria they complained that the ‘pidgin’ was a demeaning and debased version of English. And in the autocratic emirs of the North, the British saw noble and courteous aristocrats – kindred spirits, they liked to think, with their own ruling class. A cosy and mutually advantageous relationship developed between the emirs and colonial officials, sealed on the polo field. The emirs were allowed to stay in their palaces and enjoy their revenues, provided they heeded the discreet advice proffered by the British. In time, British officials came to speak of the ‘Holy North’, a place where empire building was a romantic pursuit.

    In 1914, the British amalgamated the territories of Northern and Southern Nigeria, their very different peoples brought together in a single protectorate. It was a fateful decision. The North already lagged far behind the South in education and economic development, and in the subsequent decades that gap would only grow. But for all ‘Nigerians’, as they were now called, the world was being turned upside down by the power of new imported beliefs and technologies.

    In 1897, the same year that Benin was sacked, the first British person was seen in Owo.* The local king there, the Olowo, had a more acute sense of which way the wind was blowing and understood the need to come to some sort of accommodation with the newcomers. The British governor in Lagos had recently described the practice of human sacrifice as ‘detestable, abhorrent, disgraceful, cruel and revolting’.* The Olowo freed his slaves and declared an end to human sacrifice, and the British allowed him to stay in his sprawling palace, with its many shrines, and to keep all his wives.

    However, Owo would be transformed by the arrival of the British. First, the missionaries gave out bibles, and built a church. Next came the administrators. The district officer – As∙oju O∙ba Ilu Oyinbo, or ‘Agent of the King of the Land of the White People’ to give the literal translation of the Yoruba version of his title – positioned his house on a hill just to the north-west of the town. This, the people were told, was the ‘Reservation’, where neither loitering nor noise was allowed after 6pm. Next to the Reservation was the barracks, the Bareke, soon crowded with clerks, soldiers, prison warders and interpreters as the new government took root.

    By 1903, Owo had two schools, a courtroom and a post office, and, by 1906, an upwardly mobile trader or clerk could go to the post office and make a phone call to Benin, or even Lagos. In the market, the traders now preferred the silver shilling coin bearing the bearded king’s head to the old cowrie shells. Some of the more prosperous families had a sewing machine, perhaps a bicycle, and had replaced their palm-thatched roofs with the corrugated iron, or ‘pan’, that was already fashionable on the coast and in the bigger towns.

    People in Owo thought the district officer had some very odd habits – he was said to dine alone in a special white coat, served by his steward, who also wore white but with a red sash – but they grudgingly admitted that he also made himself useful. He had ordered that a clean stream be dammed, so that piped water flowed into two large concrete tanks. The women and children queued up by these every morning and evening, waiting to fill the empty kerosene tins that they carried on their heads.

    This was the Owo that Alago arrived in when he started at the government primary school. He was taught English, and how to read and write. He also learnt about Christianity, and converted to this new religion. He changed his name to Joshua, which was how he would be known for the rest of his life. However, school was not always a happy experience. When Joshua failed to learn the difference between ‘steal’ and ‘steel’, a master beat him severely with a cane. Covered in blisters, he refused to return the following day. His school days were over. He took a job as a clerk in a timber company, but his parents urged him to return to Emure-Ile, so that he could get married. He agreed, and, to his delight, discovered that his few years of education and formal employment commanded some respect in the village.

    In his absence, Christianity had arrived in Emure-Ile, brought by the traders who moved from town to town. A group of converts met each Sunday in the house of a village elder. In 1913, with the encouragement of a British priest in Owo, they built a small Anglican church, with mud walls and a thatched roof. They called it ‘Our Saviours’. Joshua was appointed ‘scribe’, a position that brought modest remuneration but some prestige, and one that he would hold until his death. His young bride, Isaac’s mother, had been christened Lydia, but she always preferred to be called by the Yoruba name her parents had first given her, Ogunmuyonwa. She had received no education, and she would never learn to read or write.

    Emure-Ile in the 1920s was a place of red-dust streets and a few rows of rectangular mud houses, with modest courtyards, shaded by mango trees. The people grew yams and maize in the surrounding fields, hacked and burnt out of the great forest. In more recent years, many had started to plant cocoa trees, as traders returning from further west brought stories that this new crop could bring wealth. The nights in the village were dark and quiet, illuminated by a handful of paraffin lamps and countless stars. But, when the moon was full, the villagers gathered in front of their houses to hear women sing and perform plays, sometimes accompanied by the metallic rhythms of the oteye, a simple instrument comprised of a metal rod, which makes a rasping sound when scraped by a smaller stick.

    People in Emure-Ile had adapted to the arrival of Christianity in their pragmatic way. Adopting new beliefs did not mean discarding old ones, and the pantheon of Yoruba gods retained a powerful hold over the villagers. Joshua’s modest position in the Anglican Church did not stop him from acquiring six more wives. He was good-looking, tall and slim, and his womanising ways sometimes got him into trouble. There were brawls in the village, and a court case. On one occasion, a local chief, the El-Emure, was so upset with Joshua that he put a curse on him, saying he ‘would not reap what he sowed’. Ogunmuyonwa gave birth to five boys, but they all died in infancy. So, when she became pregnant again, she decided to travel to a neighbouring village to have the delivery there, beyond the reach of any curse. In later years, she would always say she’d made a wise choice, because this time the precious boy, Isaac, survived.

    On the day of Isaac’s birth, Ogunmuyonwa’s mother, Aleke, went to see a fortune-teller, to see what portended for him. ‘This boy will be a soldier, and will raise his family up and shine a light on them,’ the fortune-teller said, and advised that Isaac’s arrival be celebrated with the slaughtering of a goat, shared among everyone in Emure-Ile. Joshua would eventually have ten children, but Isaac, as the eldest surviving son, was always a favourite.

    Isaac’s first lessons took place besides the Anglican church in Emure-Ile, where the pastor gathered the younger children together and taught them basic literacy. Soon, Joshua and Ogunmuyonwa were in bitter disagreement over whether Isaac should go on to primary school. Joshua had seen enough to know that a new society was taking shape, and that to ‘go school’ was the key to economic and social success. Ogunmuyonwa thought in the old way and struggled to see beyond the confines of the village. A boy, she said, was a useful pair of extra hands on the farm. It took the special pleading of an uncle for her to give way. Sometime in the early 1930s, after Joshua had saved up enough money, Isaac went to stay with relatives in Owo, and enrolled at St George’s Anglican School. He was not yet ten years old.

    Discipline was harsh at St George’s. The children were caned and flogged. Their teachers were African, but British inspectors would pass by on regular visits. Each time this happened, the headmaster would produce the brown leather book he kept in his desk, and the inspector wrote down his observations in a beautiful flowing hand. This was always done with great solemnity. Sometimes, to the dismay of the teachers, the British officials could be terse in their comments. On 13 September 1936, the Acting Chief Inspector of Education for the Southern Provinces, L.W. Wakeman wrote, ‘it is to be hoped that a little pressure will be brought to bear upon parents to leave the children in school for the full infant course’. The education officer for the province, G. Waterfield, regretted that the school had ‘a good African band, but the Yoruba school boy does not seem to judge the music so much by the sounds produced as by the rich glitter of the brass on the more expensive powerful instruments imported from abroad’.*

    Anthony Enahoro was growing up in Owo at the same time as Isaac. He was the son of the headmaster at the government school, just up the road from St George’s, and he remembered that the school inspectors were treated like demi-gods, their visits awaited with great anticipation; ‘flowers were trimmed, paths cleaned, sanitary blocks washed out, the garden was weeded, rotten fruit picked off the trees in the orchard, uniforms…washed and ironed afresh and the school band played God Save the King and Rule, Britannia to near perfection’.* But not, apparently, near enough to the satisfaction of G. Waterfield.

    Isaac and his classmates didn’t have exercise books, instead writing their lessons on small wooden slates with pieces of chalk. The teachers taught in English, and imposed fines of half a penny on any child caught speaking Yoruba. Isaac, who had already picked up some English by reading his father’s collection of books at home, was never fined, and was always near the top of the class. He learnt not only the Englishman’s language, but also his history and geography. Likewise, Enahoro wrote of his Owo schooldays that he became ‘as familiar with the famous sites of London as with the streets of Owo. The measure of one’s education…was one’s degree of familiarity with the English language, English culture and English life, of which I came to know far more in my boyhood than I knew of parts of Nigeria outside my own.’* The children in Owo sang English songs, and learnt about heroic white explorers who discovered lands inhabited by barbarous and black natives.

    On Empire Day, at the end of May each year, Isaac competed in the high jump and pole vault. He had inherited his father’s strong, athletic body. The celebrations were especially elaborate in 1937, to mark the coronation of George VI, the colonial masters’ new king.

    At least once a week, Isaac’s favourite younger sister Adedeji would meet him at the school gate after classes ended in the early afternoon. She often went to the forest to pick leaves for wrapping pounded yam, which she had discovered could be sold in Owo market for a few pennies. She shared her small earnings with her brother. Isaac would show his gratitude by accompanying her halfway home to Emure-Ile. The two children walked barefoot through the forest groves, and then the open patches of yam and cassava lined with banana trees and palms. Flocks of hornbills and plantain-eaters glided overhead. Then, every Friday afternoon, Isaac would walk the entire journey to Emure-Ile, to spend the weekend in the village with his mother and father, and young brother and sisters, before returning to Owo on Sunday. They were happy days.

    School opened Isaac’s eyes. He started to imagine a wider world, one that stretched far beyond the fields on the edges of Emure-Ile and Owo. The first motorcar had arrived in Owo in 1927, and, when Isaac started at St George’s, there were still only four in the entire town. They were owned by the town’s elite: a rich businessman, an agent of the John Holt trading company, the district officer (of course) and the Olowo, who insisted that a bugler march in front of his Model T Ford whenever he was taken for a drive. But by the mid-1930s vehicles passed through Owo on a regular basis. Travelling salesmen arrived, hawking little packages of quinine and castor oil, which, they said, could cure every ailment known to man.

    The more entrepreneurial people in Owo were also beginning to take advantage of new opportunities, some even going as far as Lagos. The distant city had a romantic allure. Trams ran through the streets, it was said, and two- and three-storey buildings were powered by electricity. There were any number of Oyinbos, or white people, in Lagos, and great ships docked at Apapa wharf. ‘The Liverpool of West Africa’, some of the Oyinbos had been heard to call it. A 1924 guidebook for British businessmen described it as ‘the most modern and civilised town amongst the English possessions on the West African Coast…where one can indulge in almost every kind of sport, including horse-racing and polo’.* But, for the humble trader from the interior, the attraction of Lagos was not polo, but the opportunity to make a few pennies, selling traditional cloth and bush-meat.

    From Owo, the journey took more than twenty-four hours. Travellers would hitch rides on the back of the timber lorries, which jolted slowly along a sandy track under the dark-green forest canopy all the way to the town of Osogbo, some seventy miles to the north-west. There, after arriving in the evening, exhausted and coated in dust, they would wait for the morning train to Lagos, struggling to catch some sleep on the station platform during the long night. The train was reliable but slow, proceeding as it did at a dignified pace through the hills and towns, through the thick bush and cocoa trees and oil-palms of Yorubaland, stopping frequently at small stations, each one an impromptu market, before finally arriving in the capital late in the afternoon.

    It must have been the traders who brought the newspapers back from Lagos. In the pages of the Daily Comet, Owo’s teachers read about the Italian invasion of Abyssinia, and wondered why the British were not doing anything to help the brave Abyssinians. The teachers were dismayed to learn that Europeans were dropping bombs, even poisonous gas, on their fellow Africans. They launched a ‘Help Abyssinia Fund’. Even in this sleepy town, deep in the backwaters of a West African colony, the rise of fascism in Europe caused agitation. They were small ripples, only felt in a tight circle, but they were ripples nonetheless.

    The city was where Isaac had set his heart on. If not Lagos, he thought, at least Ibadan, which already had a reputation as a centre of reading and learning. He’d heard of the prestigious secondary schools: King’s College Lagos, Government College Ibadan, and so on. Each was self-consciously modelled on English public schools and designed by the British to produce a local elite who would absorb the values of fair play, discipline and selflessness; perhaps some of these pupils might go on to play a role in running the colony. King’s College had even taken to calling itself, with just a touch of grandeur, ‘The Eton of Nigeria’, and announced it was committed to producing not just fine cricketers but also ‘gentlemen of polite learning and a liberal education’.* The pupils at King’s College wore blazers in class, and a boater or cricket cap and tie whenever they stepped ‘beyond the gates’ and out into the streets of Lagos.

    Isaac understood very well that entry to one of these schools would transform his prospects in life. And he felt he stood a good chance of gaining admission. Older boys from Owo who’d taken the entrance exams in Ibadan brought back the question papers, which the teachers would then copy up on the blackboard. Isaac typically scored 95 percent. He was sure he had the brains. The only obstacle was money.

    Isaac argued his case passionately with Joshua, but to no avail. His father had already made up his mind. He had been paying Isaac’s school fees for several years, and saw no need to carry on. He wanted a return on his investment, and he wanted his favourite son closer to hand. Besides, he could sense resentment brewing in his large family. Every day, working on the farm, Joshua worried about whether the other children were jealous of the sacrifices he had made for Isaac. Secondary school in Lagos or Ibadan would cost a lot more than the primary school in Owo. The boy’s demands were impossible.

    The problem was that father and son saw things so differently. For Isaac, a primary school education had been merely the beginning of a long journey. For Joshua, it was an end in itself. Isaac’s education at St George’s was enough to secure a local job at a respectable salary. Joshua told Isaac he should sit exams for the position of ‘pupil teacher’ in the Anglican missionary schools. This job paid fifteen shillings a month, which was, as far as he knew, as much as anyone in Emure-Ile had ever earned. Reluctantly, Isaac did as he was told. He enrolled for the pupil teacher exams. His sense of pique was only heightened when, to his surprise and embarrassment, he finished just outside the top ten percent, and was not offered a position straight away.

    He was a young man in a hurry, not used to failure, and full of pride and frustration. He was sure of one thing: he had no time to sit in the village of Emure-Ile and rot his life away. He began looking for ways to escape.

    The Army propaganda team rolled into Owo a few days after Isaac received the disappointing news about his exams. Standing by the palace of the Olowo, he had listened intently to what the recruiting officer had to say. The following morning, he waited until Joshua and Ogunmuyonwa had gone to the fields and then approached his favourite sister, Adedeji. He asked whether he could borrow some money, explaining that he had a meeting with friends in Akure, the provincial capital, and said that he would pay her back. It was a strange request, because, as far as Adedeji knew, Isaac had no friends there. Still, she suspected nothing, and gave Isaac a couple of shillings.

    Isaac set out for the road and got on a lorry that was passing through Akure, but he did not get off there. He stayed on board as the lorry continued west, all the way to the town of Abeokuta. There, he signed up with the Royal West African Frontier Force, swearing an oath of loyalty to King and Empire with a Bible pressed to his forehead. He had become a British soldier.

    When the news of Isaac’s deception reached Emure-Ile, Joshua wept bitter tears. He was sure it would end in misfortune. This war, he said, it has already gone on for two years. Where will it take my son?

    ‌
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‌Let this bayonet drink my blood


    If I am disloyal or show fear in battle, 
let this bayonet drink my blood.


    British Army swearing-in oath for African followers of traditional religions; taken while kissing a bayonet

    
1942
West Africa

    John Hamilton was an ambitious and clever young man. The son of a London policeman, he had won a scholarship to Christ’s Hospital School and then Balliol College, Oxford. The political atmosphere at Oxford University in the late 1930s was highly charged, a heady cocktail of disgust with the older generation, fear of the threat of fascism and growing dread of what would have to be done to stop it. Hamilton joined the Communists, he said, ‘largely because no other party at that time seemed to have any serious intention of opposing Hitler’.* He enlisted just three days after Britain declared war on Germany in September 1939. After officer training, followed by a frustrating hiatus kicking his heels in barracks, Hamilton was surprised to be told he was going to West Africa, a place he knew nothing about. The Army gave him a khaki uniform and inoculated him against yellow fever, but provided little information on what he would be doing in Africa. He was, however, told to buy a topee hat from the renowned tropical kit specialists Humphrey and Crook, on Haymarket.

    In 1942, he travelled by boat from Liverpool to Britain’s smallest African colony, the Gambia, on the very western tip of the continent. As the boat approached the coast, Hamilton could see a line of single-storey whitewashed buildings under the palm trees, mud huts roofed with thatch and an old slaving fort. The long white beaches were pounded by Atlantic surf. This was Bathurst, the capital of the Gambia. Hamilton was far from the action he wanted to see, and yet he would learn that even this imperial outpost could not escape the Second World War.

    In peacetime, the Gambia’s tiny military had amounted to 150 local men and a handful of British officers, little more than a lightly armed gendarmerie to deal with internal security. Now the British were expanding this force some thirty times, to more than 4,000 men. One night, shortly after Hamilton arrived in the Gambia, the governor ordered a clean-sweep of all the ‘corner-boys’ who loitered on street corners. Four hundred were rounded up in MacCarthy Square, put on lorries, and driven to the barracks. The following morning, Hamilton spent a few hot and busy hours enlisting them as soldiers. The reluctant recruits, all Muslims, swore their loyalty to King and Empire on the Holy Koran, but the press-gang was not a success. Within weeks, three-quarters of the men had run away, taking with them the most coveted items of clothing and equipment. It was a salutary lesson. Volunteers, Hamilton concluded, would certainly make better soldiers.

    Hamilton was as much bemused witness as active participant, but what he experienced in Bathurst was just one small act in the great recruitment drive that was happening all across Britain’s African colonies. In towns and villages, from the Gambia on the Atlantic to Kenya’s warm coast on the Indian Ocean, the Army was hurriedly trying to build up its fighting forces.

    Until the early 1930s, the British Army in Africa, excluding white-run South Africa, had numbered a paltry 15,000 men. By the end of the war in 1945, some 500,000 Africans had worn the British uniform. Some, like the corner-boys of Bathurst, had been forced into joining. And it wasn’t only in the Gambia that the British used coercion, or even trickery, to get Africans to join a fight of which they had little understanding and defend an Empire for which they might have little affection. A British officer in the West African colony of Sierra Leone remembered an African sergeant asking a new recruit whether he was prepared to serve for the duration of the war. ‘What war?’ came the answer.* A thirteen-year-old boy from Nyasaland left a pathetic account of white missionaries going from classroom to classroom, pulling out any schoolboy who looked old enough to go off to war. Before he knew it, the boy himself had been signed up to the King’s African Rifles.* A young man from Tanganyika was picked up on the streets of Kampala, in neighbouring Uganda. He was thrown in jail, and the next day he and many others were put on a train, ‘packed…like firewood’, before eventually arriving at an enlistment centre in Kenya.* One British lieutenant in Nigeria was taken aback to discover his entire platoon were former inmates of Kano jail, handed over to the Army at the emir’s instruction.* There was a general assumption, officers in West Africa recalled, that war provided local chiefs with a useful opportunity to get rid of their undesirables.

    Coercion was not the whole story. As the fiasco in Bathurst showed, it wasn’t in Britain’s interests to field an army of reluctant conscripts. Volunteers, the British authorities believed, were less likely to desert, and would be more reliable when the fighting started. And volunteers there were, aplenty. Not that the distinction between those who joined the Army willingly and those who felt compelled to do so was necessarily obvious. The British system of indirect rule, practised with the co-operation of emirs and chiefs, could be used to exert formidable social pressure. In an eastern region of the Gold Coast, women mocked men who refused to sign up with the derogatory term kosa-ankobifour (‘those who refuse to go to war’).* However, there were also signs that many of the men enlisted with genuine enthusiasm. A British officer recruiting in the north of the Gold Coast was encouraged that ‘vast numbers of men came forward prepared to serve anywhere for the duration of the war’.*

    Robert Kakembo, who signed up for the Army in the British protectorate of Uganda, was one of them. In his 1944 pamphlet on his experiences in the Army, he recalled, ‘The recruiting officers worked from early in the morning to well beyond dusk. They saw all sorts of people, varying in education and intelligence and standard of living, from ex-students…down to half-naked men, all eager to help.’ Kakembo’s pamphlet, entitled ‘An African Soldier Speaks’,* was seen as so subversive by the British that they initially only allowed the release of a few hundred copies, with a warning stamped on the front page: ‘Confidential, Not for Publication or Circulation’. Yet Kakembo was not much of a dissident: his main argument was that the majority of African soldiers had not signed up to fight for King George VI or to defend the Empire, but to help the Europeans they had come across in their own lives, perhaps ‘a certain kindly lady missionary or a good District Commissioner whose wife plays with their children’. But there were also African soldiers, he says, who could see a bigger picture. They’d heard about Nazi theories on race, sometimes even read extracts from Mein Kampf, where Hitler had described black people as ‘semi-apes’. As a result, they were ready to fight ‘that accursed man’s ideals and save themselves and their children from cruelty and permanent bondage’.

    It’s an attractive idea; an ideological commitment to the fight against fascism, born out of an understanding of what victory for Hitler and Mussolini might mean for black Africans. Esther Salawu, who was at boarding school in Nigeria during the war, said four of her uncles volunteered to join the Army. ‘We thought that the Germans then wanted to rule the world and didn’t like black people,’ she said. ‘And it was true. So people eagerly joined. Everybody was “up” to finish this thing.’*

    In Sierra Leone, John Henry Smythe volunteered as soon as the war broke out. Born into the Creole elite, a descendant of freed slaves who had been transported by the British from North America to Africa, Smythe read Mein Kampf at school, and Hitler’s philosophies had shocked him. ‘It was a book which would put any black man’s back up and it put mine up. I grew up with hate for this man and his cronies and was pleased when I had the opportunity to fight against him.’* Smythe became the first black officer in the RAF, flying bombing missions over Germany. In 1943, his plane was shot down, and he was brutally interrogated by the SS. He spent the final eighteen months of the war in a prison camp on the Baltic coast.

    And then there was Isaac Fadoyebo, whose motivation for signing up was both more obvious and, in its way, more banal. Isaac became a British soldier because it seemed the best job available to him at the time. In this, he was surely typical of the majority of recruits. He’d seen the British propaganda in Nigeria and he had listened carefully to what the recruitment officer had to say on that December day in Owo. He’d not been impressed by all the talk of loyalty and patriotism, and he certainly wasn’t joining the Army for the sake of anybody else. Even the oath to King and Empire meant little to him. But if, as the recruitment officer had said, the Army offered the chance for a young African man to better himself, well, that was another thing entirely.

    The officer had promised that soldiers were to be paid one shilling a day. That was a head-spinning amount of money, twice what Isaac would earn if he took his father’s advice and became a teacher. And there were tangible enticements. Soldiers were given smart uniforms, sturdy boots and regular meals. Isaac had heard that some were being taught to drive, to do bookkeeping, even to operate radios. He’d caught glimpses of the modern world, but if he joined the Army he would have the chance to see much more. Becoming a soldier offered the prospect of travel, the chance of participating, if only in a walk-on role, in the historical events that were shaping the faraway places that he’d read about at school. Isaac had a spirit of adventure. He had no idea where the Army might take him, but he’d enjoyed his geography lessons, and had pored over maps of Europe and America. He was young and there was much that he couldn’t possibly know or understand. But he saw other men around him joining up, and he too decided to take his chance.

    His primary school education marked Isaac out as an unusual recruit. He was literate, and that put him in an exclusive minority. A British officer in Isaac’s brigade estimated that about one in every hundred African soldiers under his command could read and write.* Nigeria was Britain’s most populous African colony with a population of more than twenty million, a complex mosaic of dozens of ethnic groups, languages and different religions that had little in common. The British, just as they had in India and other African colonies, quickly developed firm theories as to which Nigerians were best suited for military service. Until the 1930s, recruitment had taken place almost exclusively in the North. Here the British were pleased to discover that their close relationship with the emirs ensured a steady supply of well-built fighting men. Northern Nigerian soldiers had served with distinction in the First World War, fighting in the German colonies of Cameroon and Tanganyika. When John Hamilton eventually met Hausa soldiers from Northern Nigeria, his assessment was typical of the British officer class: ‘even if not particularly sophisticated in thought and word…[they] were cheerful and willing, seldom complained and had very good physique’.*

    At the beginning of the Second World War, the British again turned to Northern Nigeria for the bulk of their recruits. The Hausa, it was agreed, made loyal and dependable soldiers. Southerners, on the other hand, were too ‘savvy’, thanks to their access to some education. They were potential mischief-makers, too clever by half. But the sheer size of the force required from Africa, as well as the changing nature of warfare, forced the British to take a different approach. Modern armies needed engineers, drivers, nurses, signallers and clerks. Clearly, some of these tasks required education. And so the recruitment drive was expanded to include Southern Nigeria.

    When Isaac enlisted in Abeokuta, he was told he would be trained as a medical orderly. He was sent to a nearby military hospital where he was lectured on the basic principles of nursing. He was being taught how to administer first aid to wounded troops on the battlefront.

    Britain’s African soldiers were told they were defending freedom against fascism, but there was never any doubt that the Army would be comprised of white officers in charge of black men. As recently as 1938, Army regulations had stipulated that an officer who held a King’s commission had to be ‘of pure European descent’.* This condition was dropped soon after the beginning of the war. Nonetheless, when the first West African, Seth Anthony from the Gold Coast, was made an officer in 1942, his appointment caused a sensation. Anthony rose to the rank of major by the end of the war, but he never forgot that some of the Rhodesian and South African officers in his own battalion never addressed a single word to him in all those years.* He remained a lonely black face in the officers’ mess; only one other West African in the entire Army had been made an officer by 1945. The vast majority of British soldiers simply could not imagine, or countenance, receiving orders from a black man. Many Africans were promoted to the non-commissioned ranks of corporal and sergeant, but they were quick to notice the difference between their pay packets and those of white colleagues of theoretically equal standing whom they had to address as ‘Sir’.

    Isaac had never questioned the racial underpinnings of Empire before, and it did not occur to him do so now, even when he was being asked to risk his life for it. The British officers that he came across impressed him with their education. Many had been to Oxford and Cambridge. He respected them for their knowledge, and, by and large, their humane treatment of the men who served under them. But there was also a minority who carried a haughty air of racial superiority. Isaac and his fellow recruits grumbled that these officers looked down on them, considering them, as he put it, ‘as little better than black monkeys from the jungle’. A particular sergeant major, a notorious bully who was later transferred back to Britain, loved to taunt Isaac as he passed by on his way to the prayer meetings that had been arranged by a devout officer. He would laugh, and ask in a loud and mocking voice, ‘Praying? Praying?! You think that prayers are going to save you from a bullet?!’ Isaac had an education, and he was a volunteer, but the sergeant major held all his African soldiers in contempt.

    The combined force of the four British West African colonies, known as the Royal West African Frontier Force, had only numbered some 5,000 men in 1930, spread across the four colonies of Nigeria, the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone and the Gambia. West Africa had the reputation of being something of a military backwater. A posting on ‘the Coast’ brought with it the risk of disease, so officers were discouraged from bringing their wives, and young children were prohibited. The staff at Humphrey and Crook would ensure that the young men heading out on the Elder Dempster ships got all the elaborate kit they would need for Africa, from a tin hipbath to polo gear. They were also happy to arrange for copies of the Daily Telegraph and Horse and Hound to be sent on. ‘Everything had to be portable in 60 lb loads, in order to be carried on carrier heads,’ recalled one officer.*

    Indeed, one of the pre-war highlights of service for officers in West Africa were lengthy expeditions through remote frontier lands, accompanied by trains of porters carrying an array of personal possessions. The officers had ample time for shooting game and leisure. In Northern Nigeria, polo became an obsession, as it had been for colonial administrators and emirs for a generation. Many Army officers kept several ponies so that they could play at least three days a week. An officer who served in the Gold Coast in the 1930s remembers, ‘we took an enormous amount of exercise, either golf, cricket or polo and evening consumption of alcohol was considerable – half a bottle of gin or whisky per person was not considered excessive, but whisky was occasionally consumed at breakfast from a teapot as camouflage to deceive higher authority.’* Morning parades were followed by long siestas. Sunday lunches of groundnut stew were washed down with so much gin that officers frequently retired to bed by teatime.

    It was an idyll, of sorts, but with the advent of the Second World War the Army was forced into a painful period of expansion and adaptation. Some of the new British officers were hurriedly enlisted ‘Coasters’ – the traders, administrators and policemen who already lived in West Africa. These men, at least, knew something of the languages and customs of the region, and many had some sympathy with, and interest in, the Africans who served under them. There were also white Rhodesian volunteers sent to West Africa, typically as non-commissioned officers. Tough men, undoubtedly, but they brought with them the ugly racial attitudes of the South. John Hamilton was surprised to find that his Rhodesian company commander referred to all Africans as ‘bloody Kaffirs’. Another British officer, in the Gold Coast, also found the Rhodesians’ attitude a bit ‘off’, although he soon noticed that their contempt for ‘silly munts’ did not preclude them striking up close friendships with local women.*

    Hundreds of officers, like John Hamilton, were also arriving from Britain itself, with orders to command men with whom they could barely communicate. They disembarked at Bathurst, Freetown, Accra or Lagos, then travelled on by train or road to a hastily constructed training camp. It was a shock for many. There were officers who confessed they’d never even seen a black person before landing on the West African coast.* They had to adjust to the humid and energy-sapping climate, prickly heat rashes, the bitter taste of quinine, water shortages and any number of venomous creatures. Still, there were consolations to these punishments. Queues of Africans formed outside camps as soon as word spread that a British officer had arrived. They were vying for the position of ‘boy’, a sort of batman who ensured an officer’s clothes were clean and neatly pressed, his shaving water always warm, and his pink gin mixed just right.

    The Army provided a special booklet, ‘Meet the West African Soldier’, to help officers fresh off the boat understand the men who were suddenly in their charge. Respect and loyalty, the booklet said, had to be earned; swearing, shouting or hitting an African soldier was not acceptable. Racist abuse was a definite no. Officers were advised to spend a good deal of time listening to their soldiers’ problems, learning their customs, ensuring they were well fed – and making them laugh. Familiarity, however, should only be taken so far; it was best to ‘avoid too easy fraternisation with the African for he, like you, is suspicious of those who attempt to make friends among people not of their own colour’. The officers might have been disheartened to read that an ‘African cannot reason things out for himself, and is not mechanically minded…Every simple little thing that is self-evident to us must be explained and demonstrated’, but at least they were forewarned. They were perhaps more encouraged to learn that, where the African ‘has not been spoiled by living in large coastal towns, he has an instinctive respect for position and authority’.*

    One British sergeant, Arthur Moss, arriving on the Gold Coast at the beginning of 1943, found a stifling culture of dreary racism among his colleagues.* ‘We were one army firmly divided by colour,’ he wrote with regret in his old age. In the sergeants’ mess each night, he heard the talk of idle, lying and thieving ‘wogs’. Moss was suspected of having liberal views and was himself labelled a ‘white wog’, a sobriquet he thought ‘applied more in pity and amusement than in contempt’. Whenever the white officers gathered to watch a film outdoors, their Africans soldiers had to make do with the reverse image, seen from behind the screen.

    Moss felt attitudes improved over time, and mutual respect built up between the British and Africans. But prejudices endured. As a military convoy set sail for India in late 1944, one ship was held up off the coast of Freetown when an alert lookout shouted, ‘Man Overboard!’ ‘One bloody African’, a British engineer grumbled in his diary, ‘why couldn’t they have let him stay in the water instead of sending a destroyer to pick him up?’*

    There were rich experiences to enjoy in West Africa, if a British newcomer was only willing to look for them. On a Sunday morning outside Freetown, a group of junior officers, among them a man called Fred Clarke, were lured by music towards a clearing in the forest, where they found a simple church, decorated with a bamboo cross. The men slipped inside and joined rows and rows of Africans dressed in all their finery. One officer, a talented musician, volunteered to play the organ, while the others joined in the singing of hymns. As the harmonies rose and the mutual smiles widened, Clarke, a former postal worker from Taunton, said that ‘the men and women who had lived all their lives in that jungle clearing realised that the white men who came from England, Australia and Canada were singing the same songs that they knew’.* It was an unexpected but wonderful moment of mutual recognition. Also on a Sunday morning, a young Catholic officer, Hugh Lawrence, cycled into Accra, capital of the Gold Coast, in search of the cathedral. He was astonished to find a packed congregation singing the entire mass in Latin with great enthusiasm, at a time when many in Europe were complaining that they could no longer understand the liturgy.

    Good officers, of course, knew that their success, perhaps one day their very lives, would depend on commanding the respect and affection of their men. Language was often the key, and in Nigeria the majority of soldiers spoke Hausa, and no English. A British captain, Charles Carfrae, found himself in the northern garrison town of Kaduna, a place that, he felt, ‘echoed Rawalpindi and Dar-es-Salaam, Rangoon and Colombo’ in its neat bungalows, boozy parties and other staple ingredients of imperial life. There were ‘petty snobberies and assumptions of gentility, the talk of Home, the clothes no longer quite in fashion’, and the same handful of old records, played again and again at the European Club’s Saturday-night dances.* It was a suffocating atmosphere. But Carfrae was more interested in the men he was drilling on the parade ground and whom he would one day lead into battle. They were tall and, to his eyes, mysterious, with their jet-black skin, fine physiques, lines down their cheeks and closely shaven heads. He quickly realised that ‘without some knowledge of Hausa one had no hope of becoming an influential commander’, and so he knuckled down to months of hard study. On lengthy marches through the surrounding bush and hills, Carfrae forged a bond with his men. He was unusual. In the hot and drowsy afternoons, he would sit the soldiers down in the shade of a tree and attempt to explain, in his halting Hausa, the wider progress and ramifications of the war. Often, he would notice his men gently dozing off during these lessons, exhausted from their drills. He continued just the same, for the benefit of the few who remained alert.

    Today, Carfrae’s attempts come across as well intentioned, but paternalistic. But, as one officer stationed in Sierra Leone reflected years later, ‘we regarded the troops as our children, while they, fed, clothed, housed and paid by the army, were content with the regularity of army life.’* In this, he had taken to heart the advice of the ‘Meet the West African Soldier’ booklet, which explained that officers had to play the role of ‘father and mother’ to their men. In his old age, the Catholic officer Hugh Lawrence saw things a little more cynically. ‘I’d been sent to pick up cannon fodder for the Empire in West Africa,’ he said. ‘But after all, there was no conscription, most joined the army because they wanted to…and a lot of them were not averse to fighting either.’*

    Isaac’s horizons began to broaden in his first weeks of training. Abeokuta, just fifty miles north of Lagos, made Owo seem dull and provincial. It boasted more schools, more churches, and more commerce than Owo, and even had a bookshop, with a chalkboard outside, advertising Baker and Bourne’s Algebra, Shakespeare for Secondary Schools and Longmans Latin. Isaac felt intimidated in that bookshop; he had no money for books, and no understanding of Shakespeare or Latin. In fact, he often felt inferior in Abeokuta. Many of the town’s elite were Creoles, who had migrated from Sierra Leone. Saros, the Nigerians called them. They had names like Macaulay, Coker and Crowther, and they dressed and spoke like Europeans. Some even preferred European food. Their houses had pan roofs and were built of brick and stone. In comparison, Isaac felt like an ara-oko, a country-boy. He envied the Saros’ class and sophistication, but even the British were impressed by Abeokuta society. When the local king, or Alake, arrived at the barracks in a large car, the officers had admired his flawless English and his robes of spotless white silk with gold clasps on the sleeves. His crown, one visitor noted, was equally impressive, something between a bishop’s mitre and a duke’s coronet.* The Alake stood on a leopard skin, which in turn was laid on top of a small Persian carpet. A stern policeman had the specific task of carrying the skin and the carpet, while an official umbrella carrier ensured His Majesty always remained in the shade. As the Alake passed by, local people prostrated themselves on the ground. ‘For to them he is more important than King George VI,’ wrote a British soldier to his wife back home in England, evidently surprised by this discovery.*

    In the military hospital, Isaac was busy, helping the doctors treat soldiers for malaria and any number of sexually transmitted diseases. He also saw many sufferers of the dreaded Guinea Worm, a parasite that grows inside its victim, and eventually emerges through a blister in the skin, causing an excruciating burning sensation. Isaac watched as the doctor carefully wrapped the worm – long, thin and white, resembling a wriggling piece of cooked spaghetti – round a stick, so as to extract it faster. The patient often screamed in agony.

    When Isaac wasn’t in the hospital, he was invariably in the barracks. The British officers slept in wooden huts with thatched roofs, but the ‘African Lines’ were comprised of rows of simple communal tents. The ‘Cookhouse’ was not much more than a grass roof on poles, but at least the food that was boiled up in its great steaming vats was edible enough. The cooks served it up twice a day, piles of mashed cassava called eba, over which they poured a stew of meat and vegetables.

    On Sunday afternoons, Isaac escaped from his soldier’s life, hitching a ride on an army lorry to the town centre. From there, he climbed the steep path up the Olumo Rock, the great granite inselberg that rises over the town. He clambered past the entrances to several caves, too frightened to stop and see the shrines inside. From the top of Olumo, he saw the silver band of the Ogun River running through the red roofs before disappearing into the dark green of the forests beyond. On clear days, he imagined he could see as far as Lagos, as far as the Atlantic Ocean. Briefly, he had time to dream, to wonder where this adventure would take him, before he had to hurry back to barracks.

    Officers had more freedom than their men. There was a cinema in Abeokuta, run by a Lebanese man, who dutifully played ‘God Save The King’ at the end of each evening. The British noted his loyalty, although they were invariably left feeling like awkward dummies, standing rigid as the Nigerians filed around them and out into the night while the anthem was still playing. Then there was the European Club, where an officer described one bleak evening as ‘the usual dreary drinking session…a certain amount of singing, one or two brawls, and bodies quietly folding up in corners’.* For the more adventurous, there was a far more joyful option: local society dances, where Creoles in immaculate tails and evening jackets mixed on the dance floor with Yoruba chiefs in magnificent robes of indigo, canary and jade. A gramophone blared foxtrot and boogie-woogie, and Africans jitterbugged and did the conga. Then the band would take over. The musicians, dressed in flowing white robes, played their drums and guitars with such pulsating rhythms that the British officers could not resist. Briefly, they were carried away in oblivious enjoyment, and, for once, the sense of escape was not fuelled by drink.

    In Lagos, there were still more temptations for those British officers who could get down to the city for a day or two. There were boat trips across the harbour to Tarkwa Bay, its protected waters perfect for swimming, with little thatch cabins on the beach for shade. Officers gathered on the roof of the Bristol Hotel at sunset to enjoy the cool breeze off the lagoon. They drank beer and admired the view over the eucalyptus and palms of the Marina to the docks at Apapa. Then, later in the evening, in back streets that stank of animal droppings and sewage, some of those officers would file sheepishly into a dingy brothel, where they were warmly greeted by heavily painted madams, and presented with a choice of taciturn girls.* ‘You need jig-a-jig? Come see my sistah, is she good for you?’ the madam would ask. And, although the movement of ships in wartime was in theory ‘Top Secret’, many noticed a strange thing: it was the madams who had the best intelligence on the imminent arrival of the Royal Navy convoys, better even than the Harbour Master. But, as the war dragged on, and more American ships refuelled at Lagos, the ladies of the night reached their own judgement on who made the best customers, captured in cutting verse:

    
Me-no likee English sold-ier,

Yank-ee soldier come ashore;

Yank-ee soldier plenty mon-ey,

Me-no jigajig for you no more.‌*



    The Army could be cruel, and unfair, as many African soldiers were discovering. A British major in the Gold Coast remembered what he called ‘an unfortunate phase’, when it was commonplace for new recruits to be ‘hit or beaten for apparent stupidity and idleness’. He attributed this to the sheer frustration of trying to teach the uneducated.* Corporal punishment, known as ‘Six for Arse’, was widespread. Typically, it was administered by African sergeants or corporals, but some British officers joined in.

    In his old age, Albert Carpenter liked to sit in his well-tended Hertfordshire garden, and think about the past. He wrote adventure novels set in West Africa during colonial times, and played Mozart and Paganini on his classical guitar. He was a tall, handsome man, a little stooped, with silver hair and a moustache. In 1942, he was a young sergeant major in a remote bush camp in Northern Nigeria, an Islington boy suddenly tasked with getting a motley group of African recruits ready for war. He led forced route marches through the bush, and came face to face with lions and hippopotamus.

    At first, spirits were high; many of Carpenter’s men, after all, had walked for days from distant villages so that they could join the Army. But he was worried about one soldier in his platoon, the driver, James Abuji, who spoke a little English, and whom he gradually came to see as a poisonous influence. Abuji, he learnt, was extorting money from other soldiers, intimidating them by boasting of his juju, or black magic prowess. Carpenter decided that Abuji was a threat to morale and needed to be dealt with. In the heat of the midday sun, he had the men tie Abuji, spread-eagled, to the metal roof of an army truck. Then he placed the bleeding carcasses of chickens around him. Vultures soon appeared in the sky, and, when they swooped down to the truck to tear at the chicken flesh, their talons passed within inches of Abuji’s face. Abuji screamed with terror. When he was eventually untied, by now delirious with thirst, he fell weeping on the ground. Then Albert ordered the rest of the platoon to urinate on him, taunting him as they did so. ‘You want water, Abuji? We come, we give,’ they said.

    Abuji had been made a laughing stock, and hatred festered inside him. He waited two years to take his revenge. In the confusion and noise of a jungle battle in Burma, he rushed towards Carpenter with a grenade, yanking the pin out with his teeth. Another Nigerian solider, Musa Pankshin, saw what was happening, and wrestled Abuji into a ditch. The grenade exploded, killing both Abuji and Musa. Of all his experiences during the war, this was the one Carpenter thought about the most in his old age. ‘I probably did overdo it, looking back over the years,’ he said with a shake of his head as if to convince himself that he’d done nothing wrong. ‘He was a dangerous man, that one, and he was destroying my men one by one. Something had to be done. No, I don’t regret it.’

    When Isaac was transferred from Abeokuta to Enugu, in eastern Nigeria, to an Infantry Training Centre, he had his own taste of how uncomfortable military life could really be. He was no longer spending his days with nurses, doctors and laboratory technicians in a hospital, or his Sundays scrambling over the Olumo Rock. Instead, he was drilled under a scorching sun, from dawn until dusk. Quick steps, slow steps, eyes right, eyes left, for hour after hour. And when he wasn’t being drilled, he was sent on gruelling exercises. The men were ordered to swing themselves along suspended rope ladders, sprint across fields with heavy packs on their backs, and crawl through oil drums, taking care to avoid the metal spikes and broken glass that had been strewn inside them.

    Isaac had little contact with British officers, but the African sergeants and corporals in his unit were ruthless. Their English did not seem to extend beyond a few words of abuse. One sergeant major at Enugu, known by the soldiers as Werewere – ‘Quick, quick’ in Yoruba – had an especially vindictive streak. The men said he was tougher than thunder. He could hurl abuse, or flog for mouf, with the worst of them, but he liked to use his fists as well. He was a hulking man, with blood-shot eyes, and he seemed to reserve a particular hatred for any recruit with a semblance of education. His favourite punishment was to make an errant soldier dig his own grave, barehanded, in a nearby cemetery. That way, Werewere used to laugh, the burial would be nice and easy, should the feeble recruit not survive the training course.*

    For Isaac, the drill and fitness training was a chastening experience but one that taught him valuable lessons. For the first time in his life, he had ventured outside the Yoruba lands of southwest Nigeria. He was mixing with Hausas from the North, Tivs from the Middle Belt, and Igbos from the East, picking up words from all their languages. He met Muslims, other kinds of Christians and followers of traditional beliefs. Isaac was beginning to understand the diversity and complexity of this territory the British had so hastily constructed. ‘Se o ri bi ti won ti gbin obi n’ile Hausa? Abi ti won tin sin maalu n’ile Yoruba?’ asked a Yoruba recruit whom Isaac met in Enugu. ‘Have you seen where they plant kola nut in the North? Or where they rear cattle in the South?’ His point was that each of the different peoples of Nigeria gratefully consumed what others could produce.

    The Hausa soldiers nicknamed Isaac Dogonyaro, or tall youth. His schooling attracted opprobrium, but it also brought advantages. For a modest fee, he could help his fellow soldiers by writing handsome letters home on their behalf. ‘Dear Wife’, the letters might begin, and they would often be signed off with a final flourish: ‘I hope this finds you swimming in the ocean of good health’.

    There was another benefit to those months in Enugu, one that Isaac would only appreciate with hindsight. He was being toughened up, in mind and body, being taught to obey orders, but also to endure hardship. He could not have imagined the ordeal that lay ahead, but one day he would surprise himself by looking back with something approaching gratitude towards the bullying sergeants whom he had once cursed so bitterly.

    After six months in Enugu, Isaac travelled by train to Lagos with hundreds of other recruits. They saw nothing of the city he had heard so much about, but were taken straight to the wharf at Apapa. They were ushered onto a troopship, and taken to their cramped compartments down below. Only now did Isaac learn where they were going: to Freetown, Sierra Leone, more than a thousand miles along the West African coast. But nobody told him what they would be doing in Sierra Leone, or how long he would be there. He was a tiny cog in the vast machine that was the British Army, a machine that rarely accounted for its workings to the hundreds of thousands of little moving pieces trapped inside it. If Isaac had been in any doubt about this beforehand, he now understood it plainly. Better, he philosophised, to accept the machine’s mysterious ways and allow it to take him where it decided to go. In fact, he was excited. As the ship pulled away from the wharf, the soldiers rushed back up to the deck and waved goodbye to the people on the quay below. Isaac looked down from that ship and felt a sudden thrill: he was leaving Nigeria for the first time.

    The journey up the coast lasted several days. Everything was new: the crashing of the waves against the hull, the dolphins and strange fish with wings that leapt out of the sea and flashed in the sunlight, the jellyfish swaying just beneath the surface, the tang of salt in the air, the cool breeze that made standing on the decks so refreshing. Between nine and ten o’clock in the morning, there was ‘boat parade’, when everyone assembled, wearing lifejackets, at a designated emergency position and awaited inspection by a senior officer. They did the drill again and again, until Isaac could do it with his eyes shut. ‘You put the jacket over your head like this,’ the officer said, miming the actions with his hands, ‘you tie one knot here, one knot here, you pull this cord here, and you jump. And then you pray.’

    One morning, they came into Freetown harbour, sailing past King Tom Point, and came to dock in the bay. Green mountains trailed away to the south in a series of great folds. It was time to disembark. They travelled on a railway up into the mountains, crossing ravines and passing waterfalls, before eventually arriving in a village tucked into one of the valleys. It was a place of flaming hibiscus and banana trees, bright-blue houses, Victorian lace curtains and old wooden churches. The village was called Regent.

    It was here that Isaac was finally assigned to his medical unit: the 29th Casualty Clearing Station. Most of its one hundred men were Sierra Leoneans, but he and several other Nigerians had been drafted in to bring it up to strength. The commanding officer, Major Moynagh, explained the purpose of a CCS. It was a sort of mobile military hospital, where the sick and wounded who came in from the front were assessed, given emergency treatment and then evacuated to a general hospital further back down the lines. The Major had twelve British officers working under him, all medical doctors, including some surgeons. Most of the Africans would work as nursing orderlies and operating theatre assistants.

    Major Moynagh was a mild and pious man. He organised prayers every morning, which Isaac dutifully attended. Several of the officers urged the Major to be strict with the Africans when they stepped out of line, but he always replied that justice should be tempered with mercy. Isaac and the other Africans joked that the Major was like a vicar without a vicarage, a man who would have been happier in the clergy than in an army.

    The 29th CCS was working in a military hospital in Regent, treating British and African soldiers who were sick or had been injured in jungle training exercises. On his days off, Isaac and his friends from the unit would travel down to Freetown. The familiar Yoruba names on the shop fronts – Ayodele, Abimbola, Taiwo – made them feel at home. But the Creoles that brushed past them on Freetown’s pavements appeared, if anything, even more refined and intimidating than the ones Isaac had admired in Abeokuta. They were called Krios here, ‘sabby boys’. Some had studied medicine and law in England and they spoke loudly in what Isaac imagined to be an Oxford accent. Their wives had fantastic names like Venus Bonaparte Smith and Kissy Black Jones.* Not everything was familiar.

    A few weeks later, Major Moynagh called the 29th CCS together, and told them that they would be travelling back down the coast to Nigeria. The night before they left, the men staged a concert in the Major’s honour. They had composed a special song for him, ‘Major Moynagh wa o, omo olola, ope; Iba f’alaga oni o, iba o’ – ‘We thank our dear Major Moynagh of noble birth; We doff our hats for the chairman of today’s occasion.’

    The next day, the wives and families of many of the Sierra Leonean soldiers came to the barracks to say goodbye to their men. The women cried and wailed, and one beat the ground with her fists. The soldiers tried to reassure their families: they were only moving to another part of West Africa; they were not going to the war. Some, no doubt, believed what they were saying. But others, even as they did their best to comfort their loved ones, must have suspected that Nigeria would not be their final destination.

    The Royal West African Frontier Force was now a valuable asset to the British Army. Many of its units had been training for more than a year. At some point, surely, the politicians and generals in London would look at bringing it into the fray. Rumours, shared by officers and soldiers alike, swept through the ranks in those first weeks of 1943. The suspicion grew that they were not going to be sitting on the sidelines much longer. The focus of the war was changing.

    The German invasion of Britain that had seemed imminent in 1940 was now considered to be a remote possibility. From the summer of 1941, following Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union, the crucial battles in Europe were being fought on the Eastern Front. Initially, the Germans had made sweeping advances, but they could not crush the Soviets, and by late 1942 they were on the verge of surrender at the Battle of Stalingrad. The tide had also turned in North Africa, where, in November 1942, the British defeated the German army at El Alamein, raising the prospect of an Allied invasion of southern Europe. Britain’s African colonies, apparently so vulnerable at the start of the war, appeared much more secure. The Italians were defeated in Abyssinia and Somaliland. The Vichy threat to West Africa, the original impetus behind the expansion of forces in the British colonies there, had never materialised. And, after the Allied landings in Algeria and Morocco, the French West African territories had capitulated. Thousands of Africans had already served in the British Army as labour and pioneer units during the campaigns in North Africa and the Middle East, but, at the end of 1942, for the first time, it became possible for Britain’s generals to contemplate using African soldiers further afield. Their eyes turned to the one theatre of war where the outlook was still extremely bleak.

    The Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor and invaded British Malaya in December 1941, just a few days before Isaac had enlisted. In the following weeks, they had swept down the Malayan peninsula towards Singapore. British strategy in the Far East was based on the assumption that Singapore, with its huge garrison and naval base, was an ‘impregnable fortress’ that guaranteed protection to the surrounding colonies and Australia to the south.

    However, the British had been far too complacent. Their propaganda portrayed Japanese soldiers as small, buck-toothed men, with slitty eyes and glasses – untrustworthy, but no match for their British counterparts. The British military attaché in Tokyo complained that ‘our chaps place the Japs somewhere between the Italians and the Afghans’,* and his warnings about Japanese military competence fell on deaf ears. When the Governor of Singapore, Sir Shenton Thomas, was told about the Japanese landings on the north-east coast of Malaya, he is alleged to have said, ‘Well, I suppose you’ll shove the little men off.’

    The truth was that the Japanese infantry was highly trained, able to march long distances with heavy loads, surprisingly mobile in dense jungle and formidable in battle. Belatedly, the British were confronted with the folly of their prejudices, but they were in no position to respond. They had more troops, but their morale was low, their equipment poor and their leadership unimaginative. Furthermore, British aeroplanes were obsolete, and, with no control of the skies, British ships were hopelessly vulnerable. Singapore surrendered on 15 February 1942. Some 100,000 British troops, most of whom were actually Indians and Australians, were taken prisoner. They would endure appalling conditions during their long captivity. It was the greatest defeat ever suffered by the British Empire. A Japanese soldier remembered the giddy sense of disbelief of the victorious army. ‘The Japanese did not expect that a stronger and richer country like Great Britain would be conquered so easily,’ he wrote. ‘The Japanese felt they were the Shining South. All the fears and worries at the outbreak of the war disappeared. Now Japan had the south in her hands…pretty soon Japan would be on top of the world.’* Suddenly, these ‘little men’ appeared to be invincible.

    The next prize for the Japanese, another British colony, lay to the north-west. Burma had oil, rubber, tin and rice – all resources the Japanese coveted. Northern Burma was also a vital supply route for the Chinese, longstanding enemies of the Japanese, who were receiving American weapons from British India. The Japanese wanted to cut this route, which they believed would tilt the war in China in Japan’s favour. They had bombed the Burmese capital, Rangoon, in December 1941, killing hundreds of people, many of whom had innocently stepped outside to watch what they thought was an air display. The Japanese advanced rapidly on the city, which the British abandoned in early March 1942.

    British generals had learnt some lessons from the debacle in Malaya, but their men were still no match for the Japanese in jungle fighting. The British Army fell back to the Indian frontier. Its units were largely intact but utterly demoralised. If the myth of white supremacy was the confidence trick that kept the Empire going, in South-East Asia it had been all but shattered in the space of just a few disastrous months. In this moment of crisis, the British had proved themselves incapable of defending those they ruled over. They had cut and run. Britain’s dependants, those who served the Empire as policemen, clerks and domestic servants, were abandoned and betrayed. The Japanese were poised, should they wish, to launch an invasion of India itself, the jewel of a badly dented imperial crown.

    In Delhi, General Archibald Wavell, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in India, was acutely worried that he did not have enough soldiers to defend India, let alone recapture territory in Burma and Malaya. And so he cast his eyes over the Empire for a source of fighting men. On 9 December 1942, he wrote to the War Office in London, saying, ‘I have been considering use of African troops for operations in Burma or Eastwards. Advantage of West African troops is that they are used to jungle and to moving with Porter transport which would be invaluable in certain parts of Burma and Malaya.’* African troops, including West Africans, had fought well in Abyssinia, he said, and should be able to ‘compete’ with the Japanese.

    The suggestion went down well in London. A senior civil servant wrote that it would ‘be in accordance with the general Colonial Office policy of associating Colonial peoples actively in the war’.* The final decision to send both East and West African soldiers to India was taken at a Chiefs of Staff Committee meeting in London on 30 December. The generals concurred that there was now no realistic threat of invasion to Britain’s West African territories. They also noted the West Africans’ supposed familiarity with jungle conditions and immunity from malaria. And so approval was given. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Alan Brooke, agreed ‘that these resources released from West Africa would be most useful’.*

    Isaac and his colleagues sailed back to Lagos at the beginning of 1943. From the capital, they travelled to a camp called Ede, near Osogbo. By this time, some of his officers had made their own deductions, based on the state of the war, that they would soon be going to Burma to fight the Japanese. A British attempt at a counterattack there, launched at the end of 1942 in the coastal region of Arakan, was running into difficulties.

    In January 1943, the War Office in London formally notified West African HQ that it would need two divisions to serve in Burma.* This amounted to some 56,000 soldiers from the West African colonies alone, perhaps more when supporting units were included. Time was not on Britain’s side. The African army needed to be trained quickly, if, as the War Office demanded, the first of these two divisions was to embark for Burma by the middle of the year.

    A British brigadier called together the officers at Isaac’s camp. ‘I cannot tell you where you are going to go, gentlemen,’ he said, trying to strike an upbeat note, ‘but I can tell you this. You are very lucky people. You are going to fight the Japanese.’

    Some of the officers were privately dismayed by the brigadier’s words. A largely untested West African force was being sent to fight the hitherto invincible Japanese. It was a daunting prospect. Trevor Clark, a young lieutenant, who was fresh out of Oxford and had been in Africa only a few weeks, felt that he knew little about his men or his fellow officers, and that their training had been basic at best. He worried that they would be ‘the virtually naked led by the largely clueless’, and no match for the Japanese.*

    The generals’ theory, expounded in Delhi and London, that Africans were ‘used to jungle’ and would therefore be good jungle fighters was based on equal measures of ignorance and optimism. Trevor Clark ruefully remarked that he might as well have been defined as a street fighter because he ‘had been brought up in cities’. In fact, the majority of African recruits, not least from Nigeria, which would provide the greatest number of troops, came from dry savannah and semi-desert areas. But John Hamilton, who ended up fighting alongside Clark in Burma with the Gambian battalion, did believe that West Africans ‘jungle-reared or not…had senses more acute than those of Europeans, sharper hearing, quicker eyes and more far-sighted’.*

    Meanwhile, Isaac and his friends talked excitedly of joining the Allied armies in North Africa, for an eventual push into Italy or France. This, after all, was the war front the recruitment officers had described when they scoured the villages looking for young men. And they were sure they would be travelling soon. Their conviction only hardened when they were suddenly granted a month’s leave, and advised to go home and see their families.

    For the first time since he had run away to join the Army, Isaac was on his way to Emure-Ile. He was greeted in the village with delight and relief by his parents; it seemed that some relatives had worried that he might already be dead. Instead, Isaac found himself to be something of a local hero. He had tales to share. He knew the workings of the great British Army from the inside; he’d seen the sea and travelled on a ship all the way to Sierra Leone.

    After three weeks at home, Isaac was called into his father’s bedroom late one evening. Joshua sat in the dark room, with a candle on the bare table in front of him. He had heard the stories that Nigerian soldiers would soon be shipped abroad, and this worried him. The British were going to send his eldest son far away, to an unknown place, to fight a war the meaning of which he still did not understand, let alone care for. No other boy from Emure-Ile had enlisted. What was his son playing at?

    Never mind, thought Joshua, he did not wish to berate the boy. For he was about to make him an offer that he was confident would be accepted. Joshua explained that he’d saved enough money to pay for a secondary education, should Isaac gain admission to a good grammar school. Isaac was speechless. He’d always wanted to complete his education, but, faced with his father’s offer, he realised that he had changed in the time he’d been away from home. He felt the pull of a new loyalty, one that he had scarcely been aware of before, to the officers and colleagues that he’d been training with for more than a year now. Soon, he believed, they would be setting off together on a great adventure. He sensed the shame and disgrace that would come from deserting the Army almost on the eve of their departure. He’d be branded a coward, and would spend months in prison if he was caught. No reputable school would want to admit him after that.

    ‘Me, not go back to the Army, to my unit, to desert?’ he said. Isaac surprised himself with how he was talking to his father. His voice grew louder. ‘I’m not going to desert. I’m going with my unit!’

    A few days later, Isaac left Emure-Ile to go back to his barracks. Joshua, deeply saddened, did not go to the edge of the village to say goodbye.

    ‌
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‌A calabash in the wind


    Since the day we left Lagos, we saw nothing but long stretches of water like the wide world, we saw no living creatures except ourselves on the steamship. Although the ships were such big ships, they were tossed about like a piece of calabash in the wind of the water.


    Letter from a Nigerian soldier 
on board a troopship*

    
July 1943
Lagos

    In the early hours of 10 July 1943, Allied landing craft ploughed through heavy seas towards the beaches of Sicily. In the skies above, American paratroopers and British gliders from the 8th Army were blown badly off course by the strong winds, and many landed miles away from their intended destinations. But, for all the confusion, the Allied invasion of Italy had begun, and the initial resistance by German and Italian troops was not as fierce as Eisenhower and his generals had feared.

    That same morning, in Lagos harbour, another chapter of the Second World War was opening. It was a damp grey day and a convoy of six troopships and four destroyers cut through the leaden waters of the lagoon and out towards the sea. The men on the troopships would take part not in the war against fascism in Europe, but the one to defend the British Empire in Asia. They were the very first West African troops to set sail for Burma.

    The Royal West African Frontier Force’s 81st Division comprised some 28,000 men. To move them around the African coast and across the Indian Ocean was an enormous operation, involving three additional convoys and several weeks. As Isaac and his colleagues set off that Saturday, there were no military bands on the Apapa docks playing jaunty tunes, no reporters or photographers to capture the scene, no cheering crowds waving little Union Jacks. They were slipping out, unannounced and uncelebrated, after a couple of nights in a transit camp by a swamp on the edge of the city.

    When they had left for Sierra Leone a few months earlier, the soldiers on board Isaac’s ship were boisterous and full of bluster. This time, they were quiet and pensive. Everyone understood that this was a journey of a different magnitude. Many lingered on the decks, gazing sadly back at the shore. The cathedral, the red-brick secretariat, the square white façade of the governor’s mansion and the other handsome buildings along Lagos Marina were growing smaller and smaller by the minute. They glided past the mouth of Five Cowrie Creek, and the mangrove swamps of Victoria Island, and the little fishing villages where men squatted by canoes, mending their nets. Maybe the ‘fish mammies’, the stout ladies who sat under the palms sorting through the catch, looked up and saw the ships go by. If so, they must have wondered where all those young men were being sent, and how many would come back. Then the convoy was past the mole, with its barbed-wire cover and the little machine-gun post at its end, and into open water. Already Lagos had all but disappeared, the coastline a vanishing smudge of green on the horizon. There was no turning back now.

    During their final days in Nigeria, the pace of training at the camp in Ede had quickened. More troops poured in, not just from Sierra Leone but also from the Gambia and the Gold Coast. They slept in long marquees, their bunk beds closely packed. The Sierra Leoneans, unhappy at the absence of their preferred staple, rice, complained of ‘belly palaver’ as they struggled to adapt to garri, the Nigerian cassava flour. The rain came down in buckets. The bullfrogs kept up a ferocious chorus throughout the night, and the recruits were up before dawn, setting off on a series of route marches wearing full battle dress. The infantrymen spent days on the rifle range, being taught to clean and fire their weapons. The soldiers spent their precious few off-duty hours in nearby Osogbo. British officers turned a blind eye to the trucks that came back from town carrying women as well as men. The officers themselves were known to spend evenings in Osogbo’s Syrian Club, enjoying beer and chicken, before retiring behind a curtain, where there was said to be dancing, sometimes more.

    The men of the 29th CCS ran for hours through forests and up steep hills, carrying mock casualties on stretchers. They practised putting up and taking down their bulky ward tents, and assembling the portable operating theatre. They packed, and unpacked, their medical equipment, until the officers were satisfied that every man knew his own little role to perfection, and that every action was being done as fast as possible. To the disappointment of many in the unit, the gentle Major Moynagh was removed from the command. He was a much-loved officer, though it was also true that Isaac and the others had wondered whether he really had the qualities to lead men into war. His replacement, Major Robert Murphy, was more remote.

    The 29th CCS now belonged to the hurriedly assembled 81st Division, formally proclaimed in March 1943. The 81st Division would be the first of two West African divisions to go to Burma. It would be joined by the 82nd Division in late 1944.

    The 81st was put under the command of a forty-nine-year-old veteran of the First World War, Major General Christopher Woolner. John Hamilton wrote that Woolner was ‘known to his peers as “Kit”, to the Europeans of 81 Division as “Father” and to the Africans as “Pappa”’.* He had a reputation for being a stern disciplinarian, trim and smartly dressed and always clean-shaven. Woolner had clear blue eyes, and could deliver a cold stare of disapproval to soldiers and officers alike when he felt they had fallen short of his exacting standards.

    General Woolner had spent five years in West Africa before his appointment, but, if he appeared well qualified for his new position, in private he had many doubts and worries. He was concerned that his troops had had little time for jungle training, that they did not have enough equipment, and that his divisional headquarters was short of experienced officers. He fretted that many of his officers had only arrived from Britain just in time to embark for Burma, while large numbers of the African recruits had been drafted in ‘at the last moment to replace men found unfit on mobilization’. On 19 March 1943, he prepared a secret training policy document for his officers. He warned them that the Japanese soldier ‘really does fight to the last man and the last round’, and that the 81st Division needed to think of the jungle not as a hindrance, but as ‘a friendly cloak, that enables us to close with our enemy and kill him’.*

    Woolner chose a black spider on a yellow background as the divisional badge, and one of these was sown onto each soldier’s uniform. The spider represented Ananse, from Ashanti mythology. It was a cunning animal spirit that could change form, and used its wits to achieve apparently impossible feats and overcome larger enemies. He hoped that his men would take his choice to heart.

    ‘Prepare for six weeks at sea’ was all Major Murphy told the men of the 29th CCS. This was not going to be another short run up the coast. When the men were issued with warm clothes, the mystery deepened. Some argued that this proved that they were going to Europe, to fight the Nazis. Others, who’d overheard talk in the officers’ mess, had a more intriguing and more accurate explanation. Everyone would need to keep warm, they said, because they would be travelling around Africa’s cold, southern Cape. From there, they would sail to India, and then march to a country called Burma. Boma, some of the Africans pronounced it. Few of them had ever heard of it before.

    They had no official confirmation of their destination, even after boarding the ship at Lagos. The officers knew it had become received wisdom, however, that the ship was going to India, and they had not denied the rumour. In the days before their departure, one British officer remembered a Sierra Leonean soldier asking the more critical question that lurked at the back of everyone’s mind: ‘Sir. Which time dis war done finish?’* Perhaps some of the men noticed an unfortunate omen as their ships moved away from the docks that July morning. A Royal Navy destroyer was coming into Lagos harbour, carrying the survivors of a torpedoed ship, gathered in weary, blanketed huddles on the decks. The soldiers’ war had just begun.

    At the docks, Isaac’s ship, the Staffordshire, had towered above the men as they waited to board, but now, out in the blue expanse of the Bight of Benin, it seemed small and vulnerable. Isaac could just make out the silhouettes of the other troopships in the convoy, spread out over several miles in front and behind the Staffordshire, as well as the Navy destroyers sailing by their side. The Staffordshire was soon dipping and lurching in the white-capped waves, and by the early afternoon many of the soldiers were overcome with nausea. The decks were full of miserable, frightened men, staggering to the railings, and emptying their guts over the side of the ship. One soldier was heard suggesting that seasickness could be cured by eating raw chilli, but most simply prayed for deliverance, to Muslim, Christian and other, older gods. As the day wore on, a few men even said they wished they’d taken the advice of friends or family, and deserted just before they’d left Lagos. But there was no more land to be seen now, only an ocean without end.

    Conditions on board the Staffordshire were basic. The officers had shared cabins. Trevor Clark, who was on the Staffordshire, remembered how his Gambian platoon came up to admire his four-berth cabin, so fine they called it ‘a house’. The Africans, for their part, slept in their hundreds in the dark hold, not in beds, but in rows and rows of hammocks. The first nights were stifling, and the men stripped down to loin-cloths or shorts. Were any of the British officers who saw that gloomy hold of near-naked black bodies struck by an uncomfortable similarity with the past? Africans had been taken from this same coast before, and packed onto ships for an unknown destination. Only this time the Africans would be fighting for the white men, not labouring to produce their wealth. Many of the men pleaded to be allowed to sleep on the deck, and, when the captain agreed, Isaac and the others took it in turns over subsequent nights. They all preferred to be out in the open. After dark, they peered over the ship’s railings and marvelled at the filigree lines of phosphorescence in the bow waves. Then they laid out their blankets, and fell asleep beneath a vast tableau of stars.

    If accommodation was wanting, at least the food was plentiful. General Woolner had ensured there were fifty days’ worth of rations on board all the convoy’s ships, more than enough for the journey. There was rice and beans, as well as garri and meat, and the occasional apple.

    It was a journey of many discoveries, both great and small. Some of the soldiers who came from more remote communities had never seen, let alone used, a flush toilet before. Shortly after leaving Lagos, an African sergeant approached his puzzled British counterpart to say that his men were worried that the wells on the ship were nearly empty, and the water inside them tasted salty.* Eventually, a British soldier had to arrange a practical demonstration of lavatory use, complete with hand gestures, which seemed to dispel the confusion.

    Another revelation was the ship’s crew. They were white men, plainly, yet they wore dirty overalls, laboured with their hands, and were even observed to give passing Africans a friendly slap on the back. Most West Africans had never seen, let alone experienced, anything like this. They had always known the white man as a remote figure, part of the small ruling class. He was a missionary, a civil servant or a military officer. He assumed, and wielded, authority, and he invariably lived in a large house surrounded by servants. He had his own club, where he socialised with other whites. If he was sometimes admired for his knowledge and apparent incorruptibility, he was also resented for his austerity and attitude of superiority. But these sailors, with their strange Cockney, Liverpudlian and Glaswegian accents, assumed no airs. They were quick to share both jokes and cigarettes with their African passengers. There may have been a few Africans on the Staffordshire who reached a startling conclusion; for the first time in their lives, they were meeting white men who were less educated than they were. And at mealtimes some of the African soldiers could not resist peering through the saloon windows, for the thrill of seeing white stewards waiting on the officers.

    As the convoy approached Cape Town, the seas grew more turbulent. On 21 July, just after breakfast, someone caught a first sight of Table Mountain. Hundreds of men rushed to the port side of the Staffordshire, which began to list. The mountain was draped in its cloth of silver cloud, but the city was laid out in bright sunshine beneath. The more distant jagged peaks of the Hottentots Hollands were capped in snow. The air was cold and fresh, the light had a piercing clarity. The soldiers could see seals plunging off the rocks of Robben Island, into water, they said, as dark as the indigo of aro.* Was this really Africa? A place that looked so fine, said one Nigerian, that ‘dis place ebe Englan, nobbe Blackman country’.*

    They spent four days in Cape Town harbour, as the convoy took on food, fresh water, fuel and other supplies. The British officers were given a warm reception onshore. Cape Town’s whites queued up at the quayside in their cars to take their visitors on sightseeing trips of the surrounding countryside, into the Winelands and forests of umbrella pines at the foot of Table Mountain. They invited the officers to their homes for dinners and parties. Months later, sheltering from the rain in the jungles of Burma, the officers would remember picnics in the Kirstenbosch botanical gardens, dinners at the Mount Nelson Hotel, alluring women at Delmonico’s nightclub, and wonder if it had all really happened.

    For the African troops, the Cape was seductive, and yet also cold-hearted. Most, like Isaac, were not even allowed off the ships. Eventually, some of the men were given permission to go ashore, but the local authorities received them only grudgingly. After much negotiation, they were allowed to march in the outer suburbs, but were ordered to leave their weapons on the ship. One lady, seeing a British captain with his African men, asked, ‘But you don’t arm these monkeys, do you?’* The captain replied that they were, in fact, frontline troops, at which the woman walked away, wondering aloud what the Empire was coming to.

    They were the first West African convoy to land at Cape Town. Some of the ships that came in later weeks were given a slightly warmer reception. A Nigerian soldier remembered parading through the streets, marching to the beat of the drums, the enthusiastic crowds cheering wildly. He saw trams, and tarred roads, and splendid houses. It was only later, back on board the ship, that he and his fellow soldiers wondered why they’d seen so few black faces on the streets of Cape Town.*

    Durban, further east on South Africa’s Indian Ocean coast, was generally friendlier to the passing West Africans. Here, too, the officers had a wonderful time. The white residents, of overwhelmingly British descent, embraced them with open arms. Captain Charles Carfrae would remember being ‘spoilt almost to death for ten days of eating, drinking and lovemaking. In retrospect Durban appears as a golden city, a southern paradise, the stuff of sensuous dreams: and I for one have never forgotten its delights’.* This was a city of ‘well-lit and well-stocked shops and lovely weather’,* a salutary contrast with the grim conditions in wartime Britain. Another contrast that the British officers noticed, however, was the difference between their well-built West African soldiers, and ‘the undernourished and ill-dressed native blacks’.*

    One contingent of West Africans was allowed to wander around Durban under the supervision of a British officer. They soon found themselves being chased out of a ‘Whites Only’ public toilet, and then got into a vigorous argument in the Woolworths department store over the price of oranges. Employing the skills they used at home, they could not understand why the girl behind the counter refused to be drawn into negotiations over the price. A crowd gathered to see what was happening. The misunderstanding was resolved when an older white woman intervened and bought oranges for all the soldiers.* As the troopships sailed away from Durban, Africa slipped out of view. It was too much for one soldier from the Gold Coast. He stared at the receding coastline, and was heard to cry, ‘I cannot leave my homeland.’ Then he leapt overboard. The ship did not stop, and so the Gold Coast Regiment recorded its first casualty since setting out for the war.*

    When Isaac’s ship entered the warm, calmer waters of the Indian Ocean, a British officer noted that the sea was ‘like a huge sheet of glass, across which our convoy chugged like stately swans’.* The days began to merge into one another. Every morning after breakfast, a Catholic priest held a well-attended prayer session on the deck, always starting with a rendition of ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’. Never mind that many of the soldiers were Muslims; they joined the hymn-singing with gusto. The officers arranged boxing tournaments on the deck. In the heat of the afternoon, some of the African soldiers who had been to school gave literacy lessons to their colleagues, using primary school books that one of the British officers had bought in Cape Town. ‘One would see them huddled in small groups here and there, studies in concentration as they painstakingly wrote down three letter words with a grimy stub of pencil,’ he wrote.*

    Otherwise, the men had nothing more to do than sit and talk and talk. The Gambians on the Staffordshire spoke in Mandingo and Wolof. The Sierra Leoneans spoke in Krio. And the Nigerians spoke in Hausa, Igbo and Tiv, although a handful, including Isaac, spoke in Yoruba. Everyone found those who shared their tongue, and did their best to communicate with the rest. They talked about where they’d come from, and they tried to imagine where they were going. Sometimes they would sing. These great ships, said a Yoruba man from Ekiti, were gliding across the endless sea like the vulture glides through the sky.

    
E i lo dee E i lo dee

Ogongo baba eiye

E i lo dee ‌*

It’s gliding away, it’s gliding away

The vulture, the king of birds

Is gliding away.



    
    The Sierra Leoneans answered with a song of their own:

    
When shall I see ma home?

When shall I see ma native land?

I shall never forget ma home,

Home again, home again.

When shall I see ma home?

When shall I see ma native land?

I shall never forget ma home.



    Sometimes the Africans would talk about death and the possibility that they would not come home, or the changes that would take place while they were away. One Igbo man put it bluntly: ‘No be say all people where de for house na him go de when we come back o. Whe our fathers, whe our fathers father De no die?’ – ‘Don’t think everyone we left at home will be there when we come back. Where are our fathers, and our father’s father? Did they not die?’*

    According to a British officer on Isaac’s convoy, ‘as the weather grew warmer, the drums beat, and the Africans danced’.* It was a way to break up the tedium. The officers arranged their own evening entertainment. They gathered in the crowded, hot lounge, its windows blacked out for safety reasons, and cheered on amateur dramatics and cabarets gamely performed by their peers and the ship’s crew.

    Richard Terrell was a lieutenant who travelled in the same convoy as Isaac, an LSE graduate who’d already noticed that some of his fellow officers disapproved of his leftish views. He gave lectures to the Africans, not only about the war, but also about geography, different civilisations, and the relationship between the earth, the moon and the solar system. Terrell had plenty of experience of lecturing bored British soldiers who, he said, invariably ‘sat glumly waiting to be dismissed’. The Africans, in contrast, saw any chance of self-improvement as ‘a real treat’. Terrell found himself trying to answer innumerable questions, as the men thrust their hands in the air, eager to catch his attention and learn more.* When Charles Carfrae made the same crossing two months later, he too gave lectures, although these were more narrowly focused on the battles that he feared were to come. The Japanese he said ‘are the King of England’s enemies, and yours too. If they are not defeated, they will enslave many – perhaps even yourselves.’ He found the Nigerians scornful of this possibility, and confident that the Japanese in Burma would prove no more dangerous a foe than the Italians in Abyssinia had been at the beginning of the war. ‘This unclouded confidence disturbed me,’ confessed Carfrae.*

    There was a daily boat parade on the Staffordshire, not only to keep the men busy, but also to remind them of the very real dangers that lurked beneath the waves. The convoy steered a zigzagging movement through the ocean, led by a Navy destroyer at the front. This was intended to throw enemy submarines off course, although it also caused confusion among some of the Africans, especially after many days without any sight of land. An officer on Isaac’s ship recalled one of the Gambians saying to him, ‘One thing doubt me, sah. I watch the small scout boat yonder for a long time. Now he go look this side, now he go look that side, but he never able for find proper road. I think we all lost.’*

    The threat from the Japanese may have felt improbable on those calm days and balmy nights in the Indian Ocean, but the lookouts were on twenty-four-hour alert for the dreaded sight of a periscope poking out of the water. One night, the men were woken abruptly by the wail of the siren. In wordless fear, they hurriedly put on their lifejackets, stumbled onto the deck and got to their stations. This was the scenario they had trained for, again and again. The destroyers were scanning the surrounding ocean with powerful lights, trying to find the suspected submarine, occasionally firing into the blackness. Amid the melee and the noise, Isaac could see the tension on the faces of the British officers. He tried to imagine what the explosion of a torpedo would feel like; the violent rocking of the ship that would follow, the panic on the decks and the cold water gushing up from the hold until it enveloped him. Then the shooting stopped and the siren fell silent. The men waited on deck for another half-hour, before someone shouted, ‘Stand down!’ and they all went back to the hold.

    A few months later, disaster did strike another British troopship in the Indian Ocean, this one carrying East African soldiers to Ceylon. On 12 February 1944, the Khedive Ismail, with 1,511 people on board, was sailing in bright sunshine through placid waters near the Maldives, when it was hit by torpedoes fired from a Japanese submarine. There were two enormous explosions. The Khedive Ismail went down in just two minutes. Its passengers made frantic efforts to escape, but the vast majority were trapped inside; 1,297 people drowned. Of the 996 East African soldiers and British officers on board, only 143 survived. It was one of the worst sea disasters of the Second World War. A sailor on board a Royal Navy destroyer who helped pull survivors out of the water remembered that the Africans ‘were utterly bewildered by the whole episode. Many were experiencing their first trip at sea and most of them had probably never even heard of submarines.’* The sailor offered the exhausted Africans milk and sugar with their tea. A junior officer intervened, arguing that they should not get used to such comforts, given the hardships that lay ahead.

    As a medical orderly, Isaac assisted in the running of the clinic on the Staffordshire. In the damp and crowded conditions of the troopship, especially in the colder seas off the Cape, the British were worried that disease could spread quickly. They were especially concerned about meningitis, pneumonia and other chest infections. On Charles Carfrae’s ship, there were several fatalities, ‘the sufferers became frightened, abandoned hope, closed their eyes and quietly died’.* Another British officer on the same convoy as Carfrae said Nigerian soldiers were ‘dying almost like flies’, apparently convinced they were the victims of witchcraft, as a result of being cursed by enemies back home. During the port call at Durban, they ‘took them all off and put them in a transit camp and medicated them – what medication there is for witchcraft I don’t know – but at any rate they were alright after that’.*

    The Staffordshire, for its part, recorded only a single fatality during the journey to India. It was announced one morning at boat parade, and that afternoon, at two o’clock, Isaac and all the other soldiers and sailors on board lined the decks and stood at attention. The body of the young African soldier had been sewn in canvas with lead weights, and then wrapped in the Union Jack. It was placed on a platform slide amidships. As the Staffordshire’s engines came to a halt, the ship’s captain led the men in prayers, and everyone doffed their hats. Then the captain pulled a rope that released the body down the slide and off the side of the ship. It landed in the ocean with a dull splash before sinking out of view in the deep water. A full ten minutes passed before the engines of the Staffordshire hummed back into life, and the ship moved gently forward once more.

    As the convoy approached its destination, the air grew clammy and humid, the skies greyer. The monsoon rains were still falling, not with the violent intensity and thunderstorms and wind gusts of previous weeks, but with a dismal constancy. On 14 August, a soggy day of low skies, they reached Bombay. Thousands of West African soldiers in khaki uniforms filed off the ships, onto the quayside next to the Gateway to India. They made for an exotic sight, and Indians gathered to stare. The Africans stared back. Isaac absorbed it all: the rickshaw pullers forcing their way through the crowd, the officers waving papers above their heads, shouting to make themselves heard, and the rows of women crouched over little charcoal stoves, offering up fried snacks. He was only seventeen, but he had come far from the red dusts and thatched huts of his village. He might have been a mere ara-oko, but he had travelled across the world, and arrived in a strange new land.

    ‌
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‌The generals are met


    The Generals are met. The scene is Delhi
Upon the wall a map of Arakan
And thus the C in C; ‘Oh Woolner, rehelly
Where shall I put your soldiers African?’
And Woolner spoke; ‘I’ve heard it’s hot and smelly
Unfit for Sepoys in the Kaladan’
‘Then that’s the place, I will not keep you longer:
Oh, Colonel! Send a sweeper for my tonga’


    Captain David M. Cookson, 
De Bello Kaladano: An Unfinished Epic‌*

    
August 1943
Bombay

    Throughout the weeks at sea, the West Africans had tried to imagine this famous city of Bombay, but now that they had finally arrived they were not impressed by what they saw. The labourers in dhotis who unloaded the ships on the docks were thin and lethargic, and the emaciated beggars who gathered round the West Africans imploring, ‘Baksheesh, sahib, baksheesh,’ had desperation in their eyes. Beggars were almost unheard of in West Africa. Even the Lagos boys, the ones who came from the tough and crowded backstreets of Olowogbowo and Isale Eko, had never seen anything like this. They wondered what sort of place it was, this India, which they were supposed to defend. ‘Are these people India people? Then we fine past them’ – ‘Are these really Indians? Then we are better than them,’ they said.

    The Africans marched through the cleared streets, from the docks to the Gothic glory of the Victoria Terminus, while the crowds watched on in silence. At the station, the soldiers boarded the trains waiting to take them past the bleak housing estates on the edge of Bombay into the interior, then up a forested escarpment, before coming to a stop at Nasik, on the Godavari River, where a single conical basalt hill rose from the plateau. It was a holy place, they learnt, with a temple two-thirds of the way up, which could be reached by climbing five hundred steps. The divinities of Shiva and Parvati, Rama and Sita, Ganesh, Vishnu and Krishna were carved into the local canyon walls. They were escorted to their camp, three miles away at Deolali, by a unit of horse-mounted Indian Engineers who played the bagpipes and wore magnificent uniforms of scarlet, blue and white. But the camp itself was only half built. Ragged labourers were still working on the roads, latrines and cookhouses. There was mud everywhere. The Africans saw women and children scavenging for food scraps from dustbins on the edge of the camp, and boys trying to sell tea through the fence, shouting, ‘Garam cha, garam cha!’ Kites and crows circled above. The soldiers were assigned to bell-tents, each one housing six men, and on that first night they slept long and hard, despite the heavy rain that fell outside.

    Isaac would spend over four months in India, before crossing into Burma. It took that long for the 81st Division to assemble its forces; the last convoy did not dock in Bombay until November 1943. General Woolner, who had flown to India with a handful of senior colleagues, wanted his men to use this prolonged pause to build up their fitness and do more jungle training, in conditions he hoped would replicate those they would encounter during the fighting to come. The 81st Division went for long marches in the Western Ghats, through deep gorges, and up and down hills and valleys of thick forest. The monsoons carried on late that year, and the soldiers spent their days toiling up steep slopes on muddy paths, carrying heavy loads, often in torrential rain. The Africans also went for long runs before breakfast, cleared fields of rocks so they could play football, and shooed away the donkeys that wandered around camp with a proprietary air, defecating and urinating everywhere.

    Isaac spent much of his time working in the military hospital at Deolali camp, with his colleagues from the 29th CCS. The doctors had named the various wards after their hometowns in Scotland: Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen. They treated the soldiers for skin diseases, malaria, food poisoning and hookworm.

    When the days ended, the British officers and the African men gathered round their respective log fires, exhausted but relaxed, and talked. In the flickering light, black and white faces alike grew softer, more child-like. The sunsets at Deolali were magnificent, and, as the giant red ball of fire sunk below the hills, one officer was known to bring out his wind-up portable gramophone. The men crowded round to listen to Deanna Durbin or their favourite, Paul Robeson singing ‘Ol’ Man River’. On one heavenly night, a band from an Indian village far below emerged out of the growing darkness, played their strange instruments under the countless stars, then disappeared.

    Some evenings, officers and men would wander into Nasik town. The officers gravitated to the gold- and silversmiths, where they bargained for jewellery. The Africans preferred to spend their few pennies at the tailors, commissioning jackets, trousers and new shoes. John Hamilton remembered that they asked for their new clothes to be ‘starched and pressed, to the highest degree of smartness, with razor edged creases’.* Richard Terrell enjoyed going to the cinema in Nasik, and would often see African soldiers there. Neither they, nor he, could understand the Hindi and Marathi movies, but they liked the music, and would recite the songs in camp later.
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