
 



 

   

 

 

 

 At the start of World War One, a quarter of the world’s countries were part of the British Empire,   

 which encompassed some 434 million people. 

 The Dominions - Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa were largely self-governed. 

 What were then referred to as “The Colonies” - many parts of Africa, the West Indies and  

 Far Eastern regions were partially of wholly governed from Britain. India also included a number   

 of princely states. 

 

 By August 1914 there were Black and Asian recruits in all branches of the armed forces. 

 Black Britons volunteered at recruitment centres and were also joined by a number of West  

 Indian volunteers. 



 



 

   

 INDIA: 

India made a major contribution to the war effort, supplying rice, cotton, tea and meat, as well as 

military recruits. There was already a large well organised and disciplined British Indian Army. 

The timing of the outbreak of war was unfortunate as many of the British Indian army officers 

were at home and a large proportion of troops were on leave. However there will still many units 

available for instant service, numbering some 239,000 troops - importantly from the standpoint 

of the British Government - the Indian Army was self-financing. 

 

The British military focus was on the Western Front. Indian forces provided backup in other  

regions such as Mesopotamia (Iraq). However by September 1914 four Indian divisions were 

based in France - these were the first contingent of imperial troops. 

 

1.5million men volunteered to support the Allied cause during World War one. Large scale  

recruitment drives were not needed - 500,000 men volunteered from the Punjab—73,000  

Gurkhas also served with the Indian Army. A further 600,000 non combatants - porters, carriers, 

railwaymen and technicians also kept the railways open for food and munitions supplies. 

 

Of the 140,000 men on active service on the Western Front, 90,000 were front-line Indian corps, 

with a further 50,000 in auxiliary battalions. 

 



 



 



 

 

  

 

 

Punjabi forces in Mombasa were needed to reinforce the King’s African Rifle and to protect the 

Ugandan railway from falling into German hands. The 29th Punjabi Regiment arrived to prevent 

its seizure and these were the first Indian troops to see action during the war. 

The Indian Lancers also took part in the Battle of the Somme - after November 1915 they and 

non combatant personnel were the only Indian troops stationed on the Western Front—the  

remainder were serving in Iraq. The British generals hoped to use the cavalry at the Somme and 

the 20th Deccan Horse Regiment and the 19th Lancers inflicted casualties on German forces 

near High Wood - however they were at great risk from German machine guns and trench    

warfare. 

 

Indian transport troops also played an important part in supplying food, equipment and  

ammunition during the Battle of the Somme. 



 



 



 

  

 

 

 The 9th Hodson’s Horse Regiment, part of the Indian Lancers and Cavalry, saw action near   

 Roissel during the German withdrawal from the Hindenburg Line. They faced many challenges   

 from gas attacks, to enemy tactics and demolition which made it hard for the horsemen to      

 proceed. 

 

 After years of frontline service, illness and casualties, the Indian Army was reduced to the point   

 where it had to be withdrawn from the Western Front. 700,000 men then served in the Middle  

 East, fighting Turkish forces in Mesopotamia, East and West Africa and China. 

  

 13,000 medals were awarded to Indian troops, including 12 Victoria Crosses. 100,000 Gurkhas  

 also served in the four year conflict 2 of whom were also awarded the V C. 

 Disabled soldiers continued to support the war effort, knitting socks for troops abroad. They also   

 received training, food, clothing and help to find a post-war trade. 

 

 By 1918 47,746 Indian troops were dead or missing in action and 65,126 were wounded. 

 This figure refers to men from the countries now known as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and  

 Sri Lanka. 



 



 



 

   SEPOY KHUDADED KHAN, 129 Battalion, Duke of Connaught’s Own Baluchi Regiment. 

  Khan was born in Punjab in 1887. He joined the British Indian Army as a sepoy or private  

  soldier, eager for regular pay, honour and glory. 

  By October 1914 his regiment was amongst the 20,000 Indian troops on the front line in   

  France. Their orders were to help the exhausted British Expeditionary Force to fight off 

  German advances and to stop the seizure of the ports of Boulogne and Nieuwpoort which were  

  vital for Allied food supplies. 

 

  The Baluchis faced the enemy from waterlogged trenches and barbed wire - there was little  

  shelter, few men for the defensive line and few remaining grenades. Outnumbered 5 to 1, they  

  were pushed back by an assault on 30 October but Khan’s machine gun team prevented an  

  enemy breakthrough. Their other gun was disabled by a shell and eventually Khan’s team was  

  overrun.  

 

  All the men were killed with bullets and bayonets apart from the badly wounded Khan, who  

  pretended to be dead. Once alone, he managed to get back to his regiment despite his  

  wounds. His courage and that of his comrades held the line long enough to allow British  

  reinforcements to arrive and prevented the loss of the ports. 

 

  Khan took 3 months to recover from his injuries and became the first Indian recipient of the     

  Victoria Cross. He continued to serve in the army and died in 1971 aged 84. 



 



 



 

 SUBEDAR MANTA SINGH, 2nd SIKH ROYAL INFANTRY 

 Born in the Punjab in 1907, Manta left school and joined the 2nd Sikh Royal Infantry.  

 By 1914 he had risen to the rank of Subedar, (a similar rank to Captain but between  

 Commissioned officers and non commissioned ranks, ) and was part of the Indian  

 Expeditionary Force in France. 

 

 In March 1915 the Allies attached Neuve Chapelle to break the German lines.  British and  

 Indian troops captured the town on the first day but there was a counter attack by 16,000  

 German reinforcements, followed by three days of fighting, resulting in 13,000 casualties. 

 Ammunition ran out, forcing Allied troops to retreat. 5021 Indian troops died - 20% of the original  

 contingent. Manta Singh was injured in action after helping to save the life of an injured officer,  

 Captain Henderson.  

 

 Manta recovered in Brighton - his legs needed amputating due to gangrene but he refused to  

 countenance going back to India without his legs, as he felt he would be no use to his family. 

 Sadly he died of blood poisoning three weeks later and was cremated in the UK according to 

 Sikh tradition.  

 

 In a strange twist of fate, Manta’s son and the son of Captain Henderson served side by side   

 during World War II and became lifelong friends, as did their own sons, who still meet each  

 year. 



 



 



 



 



  

 GABAR SINGH NEGI V C 

 Born in 1895 near Chamba, part of the Himalayan region of India, he joined the 2nd Battalion   

 of the Garwhal Rifles, British Indian Army, in 1913.  

 Following the outbreak of war, the 39th Garhwal Rifles was part of the Indian Expeditionary  

 Force, destined for the Western Front in France. By October 1914, the regiment was on the  

 frontline during the First Battle of Ypres. 

 

 In March 1915, the 7th Meerut Division was selected for the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, which  

 called for an assault on the German lines. The Indian troops were to force a gap for Cavalry to  

 exploit. On 10 March Negi's 2nd Battalion was attacking to the southwest of Neuve Chappelle;   

 an earlier artillery barrage had proven ineffective and the German trenches were still well  

 defended. Negi was amongst the bombing parties sent to clear the enemy trenches. 

 When the commanding officer was killed, Negi took over, leading from the front as the party  

 took control of the German trenches. He was killed in action  but his courage was recognised  

 with a posthumous Victoria Cross. 

 

 Negi's VC was sent to the India Office to be forwarded to his wife, Satoori Devi. The original  

 medal was kept by his regiment and a replica was sent to Devi, together with a  letter of  

 condolence from Queen Mary. The medal was a source of pride for Negi's widow, who would 

wear it until her death in 1981. 

  



 



 



 

  

 INDRA LAL “LADDIE” ROY DFC 

 Born in 1898, the son of the Director of Public Prosecutions in Calcutta, Roy came from a  

 distinguished family in East Bengal. His maternal grandfather was one of first Indians to be  

 trained in Western medicine. Roy’s brother served in the Honourable Artillery Company. 

 

 When the First World War broke out, Roy was attending St Paul's School, Hammersmith. 

 Initially rejected by the Royal Flying Corps on the grounds of poor eyesight, he paid for a  

 second opinion from a leading eye specialist, and the decision was overturned.  

 Five months after turning 18, he joined the RFC, and was commissioned as a second  

 lieutenant on 5 July1917. After training and gunnery practice at Vendôme and Turnberry, he  

 joined No. 56 Squadron on 30 October.  

 

 Believed to be the first and only Indian flying ace of World War One, Roy downed nine enemy  

 aircraft in just thirteen days. He was shot down in December 1917 and mistaken for dead by  

 the French. Having managed to free himself from the hospital morgue, he was transferred 

 back to England. He was shot down and killed just four months before the war ended, whilst 

 flying a daring sortie over the trenches in Carvin, France.  He is buried at Estevelles  

 Communal Cemetery, Pas-de-Calais, France and was awarded a posthumous Distinguished  

 Flying Cross in September 1918 - the first Indian officer to receive this award. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St_Paul%27s_School,_London
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Flying_Corps
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_lieutenant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_lieutenant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vend%C3%B4me
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Turnberry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No._56_Squadron_RAF
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Estevelles


 



 

 AFRICA: 

 In 1914 much of Africa was ruled by European states and Britain, with a number of  

 Protectorates governed from European capitals. A large ex-patriate community from Britain,   

 Germany, Portugal and Belgium took the war back to their states, drawing soldiers and  

 supplies for the war effort. There was fighting in Togoland, the Cameroons, German Southwest  

 Africa and German East Africa. Money and supplies were donated to the Allied case, as well  

 as troops from the King’s African Rifles (East Africa) and the West African Frontier Force.   

 African carriers and porters were also recruited to transport ammunition and food. 

 

 British West Africa - Nigeria, the Gold Coast (Ghana), Sierra Leone and Gambia provided oil, 

 coca, bauxite and manganese for munitions, plus £1,208, 966 in donations for the war effort. 

 East and Central Africa ( including Kenya ) provided skins, rubber and grain. Cotton and  

 coffee were supplied by Uganda and tobacco from Nyasaland ( now Malawi. )  

 Lead and copper were contributed from Northern Rhodesia 9 now Zambia, plus donations of 

£184,692. In all - British African territories donated nearly £14,000,000 to the war effort. 

 

 The transport of supplies was tricky due to the terrain and there was a reliance on human  

 carriers - some 30,000 were operating in Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) with a death rate of 50  

 per 1000. Many porters covered up to 450 miles and only one load in 15 made its target due to   

 enemy action, difficult terrain and disease. 

 



 



 

  The 28th Cape Coast volunteers, part of the West African Frontier Force, fought in Togoland,  

 the Cameroons and East Africa. The King’s African Rifles saw action in German East Africa. 

 Terrain here varied from mountains and deserts to marsh and thick bush. Heavy rain put  

 troops at risk of malaria and sleeping sickness - many troops died as a result of the terrible  

 conditions. Transport became grounded as motors were useless, animals died and carriers  

 had to wade through deep water - rations were also limited. 

 

 The 3rd Nigerian Battalion travelled between Calabar and Cape Town and fought in the  

 Cameroons before being sent to East Africa. Over 13,000 men faced a hazardous sea voyage, 

 at risk from U boat attack. 

 

 The Gold Coast ( Ghana ) Machine Gun Corps fought with the West African force of 9980  

 men, helping to conquer German Togoland and the Cameroons. 

 

 Thousands of African fought as part of the Allied armies during World War One. 

 Many travelled to defend the interest of the “Mother Country” at their own expense. 

 Recruits from Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone and Gambia defended the borders of British  

 territories adjoining German colonies and worked to remove German forces from Africa. 

 60,000 Black South Africans served and a further 120,000 Africans joined Labour units. 

 

 166 medals were awarded, including 38 Distinguished Conduct Medals and 24 Military Medals 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 WEST INDIES: 

 The strength and power of British institutions, culture and language in the Caribbean led to a   

 staunchly loyal community of “Black Britishers” in the West Indies.  During the First World War  

 the Caribbean gifted thousands of pounds worth of run, sugar, oil, cotton, rice, wood and 9  

 aircraft towards the war effort. 11 ambulances, including their ongoing maintenance and the  

 equivalent of £2 million ( £60 million today ) were also donated to the British Government and 

 war charities, despite the wartime hardships inflicted on the islands themselves 

 

 The Jamaican Times reported that those opposed to the war should receive no mercy. 

 There was some opposition to the “white man’s war” in Trinidad, Grenada and British  

 Honduras, however the islanders also recognised the potential for reform in return for offering  

 their support. The Governors of the West Indies pushed the need for participation in the war   

 effort; initial resistance was worn down further by news of Allied losses. 

 

 The return of unfit of invalided Caribbean servicemen caused hardship, as no plans or  

 provision had been made for their welfare. No pensions were offered and there were also 

 long delays for those entitled to support. Many veterans were offered a few shillings, cheap   

 clothes and free transport home but major delays in provision led to destitution and  

 unemployment amongst Caribbean ex-servicemen. 



 



 

  

 

 

In 1915 there was a call for a West Indian contingent to aid the war effort - this led to the  

formation of the British West Indies Regiment, the first black unit in the British Army.  

After basic training in Sussex, the 3rd Battalion arrived at Plymouth in 1916. Other troops were 

sent direct to Alexandra in Egypt in March 1916. 

 

 IN 1916 a Jamaican contingent including 25 officers and 1115 rankers was en route home 

from the UK aboard the Verdala. Enemy submarine activity forced them to divert to Halifax, 

Nova Scotia - here blizzards, inadequate heating and warm clothing left 5 men dead and 600 

suffering from exposure - this event led to a temporary suspension of recruitment in Jamaica. 

Conscription was passed but never enforced, so all Jamaican troops were volunteers. 

 

 West Indian servicemen also experienced racism from other ranks - the practical application of 

army regulations was not always enforced and when they tried to approach the Press, many 

were forced into acquiescence. 



 



 



 



 15,204 men served in the British West Indies Regiment during World War One. The majority    

 were from Jamaica but there were also recruits from Trinidad & Tobago, Barbados, 

 British Honduras, Grenada, British Guiana ( now Guyana ), the Leeward Islands, St.Lucia and  

 St. Vincent. Most of the regimental officers were white and the troops had non combatant roles   

 in Egypt, Iraq and Europe.   
 

 By July 1916 the 3rd and 4th Battalions were employed as ammunition carriers. They carried   

 out dirty and dangerous work such as loading ammunition and laying phones wires, but were  

 not given the honour of fighting as a battalion. The frustration of this situation was expressed  

 In the “Black Soldier’s Lament.” 
 

 Stripped to the waist and sweated chest 

 Midday’s reprieve brings much needed rest 

 From trenches deep towards the sky 

 Non fighting troops and yet we die. 
 

 Of the 1,700,000 Caribbean population, 1200 men were killed or died on active service during  

 the First World War and 2500 were wounded. 81 bravery medals were awarded and 49 men  

 were mentioned in dispatches. 
 

 The First World War led to strikes in the West Indies from 1916-1919.Returning troops had   

 been disgruntled by prejudice, poor promotion and pay - this led to ongoing links with the  

 campaign for a separate West Indian identity and the independence movement. 



 



 

 WINSTON CHURCHILL MILLINGTON MACHINE GUN CORPS, 

 BRITISH WEST INDIAN REGIMENT, DCO 

 Winston was born in Barbados in 1893 but moved to Trinidad in 1897 with his father, who was  

 a teacher. By 1911 he was working at a secondary school in the capital, Port of Spain. 

  

 Winston was amongst the first contingent of volunteers from Trinidad, Guiana and St. Vincent  

 to join the British West Indies Regiment. They set sail for Alexandra in December 1916 to fight  

 in the Palestine campaign. Here the fighting against the Turks was ferocious and the machine  

 gun crews of the West Indies Regiment were praised for their coolness and discipline under  

 fire. 

 

 Their commanding officer praised the corps for “working exceedingly well...showing keen  

 interest in their work, cheerfulness, coolness under fire and the ability to carry it out under  

 difficulties.” General Allenby wrote to the Governors of Jamaica and the neighbouring islands  

 to tell of the “excellent conduct of the machine gun section of the BWIR during two successful  

 raids on the Turkish trenches. All ranks behaved with great gallantry under heavy fire and  

 contributed in no small measure to the success of the operation.” 

 

 During the Turkish attack, Winston’s machine gun crew were killed - he continued to fire his  

 gun single-handed and was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Order for gallantry and  

 coolness under fire. 



 



 

  

 

 

 

 

BRITISH RECRUITMENT 

 Most of the recruitment of black servicemen in Britain was centred around the more diverse  

 cities of Cardiff, Liverpool and London which had established black communities. 

 However they were still in a minority, partly due contradictory information about whether 

 black men were allowed to enlist. The British Manual of Military Law stated that a person of  

 colour should be classed as an alien, meaning that only one in fifty could join the military. 

 This led to chaos following the introduction of conscription in 1916, as it was then illegal not to 

 Serve.  

 

 The War Office did not actively encourage black men to join the army - some were rejected as 

“unfit,” sent to join the West Indies Regiment or encouraged to join the Canadian army. 



 

  LANCE SERGEANT WALTER TULL, DUKE OF CAMBRIDGE’S MIDDLESEX REGIMENT. 

 The grandson of a West Indian slave, Walter was born in Folkestone in 1888, the son of  

 carpenter Daniel Tull, who came to the UK in 1876 and married Alice Palmer of Kent. 

  

 Walter was one of six children - his mother died of cancer when he was 7. His father then  

 married Alice’s sister, Clara and the couple had a daughter. Daniel died of heart disease three  

 months later and unable to cope, Clara agreed for Walter and his brother Edward to be sent to 

 a children’s home and orphanage in Bethnal Green. Their eldest brother, William, was working  

 to support the rest of the family. 

 

 Walter spent two years in the orphanage. To get the boys back, Clara would have had to pay 

 8 shillings per week, multiplied by the length of their residency - an impossible task. 

 

 The Wesleyan orphanage taught a strong moral code, provided a basic education and  

 equipped inmates with a trade. The orphanage choir went on singing tours to raise money and  

 Edward Tull was adopted by the Warnock family after being seen during a Glasgow  

 performance.( He later became one of the first practising black dentists, a skilled golfer and  

 baritone. ) 

 

 Walter was devastated by the separation from his brother but the family kept in touch and he  

 was occasionally allowed to visit the Warnock home in Scotland. 



 

  

 

 

 

 



 

  Walter became a printer’s apprentice at 14 and hoped to find employment on a newspaper. 

 A member of the orphanage football team, aged 20 he had a trial for the Clapton amateur   

 team and was selected for the first team in October 1908. Clapton then son the Amateur Cup,  

 the London Senior Cup and the London Amateur Cup - Walter was described as the catch of   

 the season. Four months later Walter was signed by Tottenham Hotspur, one of the most  

 Important clubs in the UK. He was only the second black man to play professional football in  

 Britain ( following Arthur Wharton of Preston North End, 1886 ) 

 

 Walter was described by the Daily Chronicle as showing “perfect coolness...accuracy of  

 strength in passing… [ and being ] very good indeed.” In October 1909 he scored his first goal  

 against Bradford City and was “in a class superior to that shown by most of his colleagues.” 

 

 After racial taunting during a subsequent match against Bristol City, the Daily Chronicle  

 reported that “Tull is so clean in mind and method as to be a model for all white men who play  

 football whether they be amateur or professional.” Possibly due to social pressures, Tull was  

 dropped to the Spurs reserve team after seven games. In the 1910-11 season he played 3   

 games and scored against Manchester City. 10 goals followed in 27 reserve games, then Tull  

 was transferred to Northampton Town. Nurtured by manager, Herbert Chapman, one of the 

first coaches to talk tactics before a game, Walter thrived. He played in 110 games as wing   

 half, or inside forward and even scored 4 goals in one match, securing the title of most popular  

 player. 



 

  

 

 

 

 



 Walter was about to transfer to the Glasgow Town team when war broke out. He volunteered 

for service on 1 December 1914 and became the first Northampton Town player to join the  

 Football Battalion ( 17th Battalion, Middlesex Regiment. ) 
 

 Tull’s leadership qualities were quickly recognised and he was promoted to Sergeant.  

 By November 1915 he was based at Les Ciseaux, France, 16 miles from the front line,  

 however his unit did not see much action until 1916. In May he was sent home with acute  

 mania ( possibly shell shock ) but returned to action in September and survived the horrors of  

 the Somme offensive. In December 1916 he was struck down by trench fever and sent home. 
 

 On the recommendation of senior officer, Walter was recommended for promotion and sent for   

 Officer training in Scotland. Despite military regulations forbidding any person of colour from   

 becoming an officer,  he was commissioned in May 1917 - the first black combat officer in the  

 British army. 
 

 Sent to the Italian front, Walter led his men through the Battle of Piave and was mentioned in  

 dispatches for his gallantry and coolness under fire. His commander wrote “ You were one of  

 the first to cross the river Piave prior to the raid on 1st-2nd January 1918 and during the raid  

 you took the covering party of the main body across and brought them back without a  

 casualty in spite of heavy fire.” 
 

 On 25 March 1918 Second Lieutenant Tull was ordered to lead an attack on German trenches 

at Favreuil, France. After entering No Man’s Land he was shot through the head and killed. 



   
  

 

 

 

 

 Memorials to Walter Tull in Folkestone and 

 Northampton. 



   

  

 Despite the best efforts of his men, Walter Tull’s body was never found. On 17 April 1918,  

 Lieutenant Pickard of the Middlesex Regiment wrote to Edward Tull: 

 

 “allow me to say how popular he was throughout the battalion. He was brave and  

 conscientious; he had been recommended for the Military Cross and had certainly earned it. 

 The Commanding Officer had every confidence in him and he was well liked by the men. 

 Now he has paid the supreme sacrifice; the Battalion and Company have lost a faithful soldier; 

 personally I have lost a friend. Can I say more, except that I hope that those who remain may  

 be true and faithful as he.” 

 

 The Tull family never received Walter’s Military Cross - the MOD claimed to have no record of  

 the recommendation - possibly to avoid drawing attention to having commissioned a black  

 officer against army regulations. Since then there has been an ongoing campaign to issue a  

 retrospective award - however posthumous Military Crosses were not authorised till 1979 and  

 there was no provision for retrospective awards. For this reason Tull has still been denied the  

 honour - however he has been commemorated on the Arras Memorial, Folkestone war  

 Memorial and with statues and plaques  in Tottenham and Northampton. 
  

 

 


