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o doesn’t remember the memorable movie The African Queen,
in which the characters played by Bogart and Hepburn struggle
mightily in their attempt to sink the fictitious German warship

Marie-Louisa as it sails around a large lake in Africa? The colonial conflict
during WW1 is the historical context underlying this famous film.

Many of us grew up watching films such as Sergeant York or All Quiet On
The Western Front and saw WWI as the clash of massive armies facing each
other across a hellish European landscape of trenches, blast craters, barbed
wire and enormous death. Millions of soldiers were mired in the trenches
of France for four long years. While we may know that many colonial troops
(especially from French colonies) did fight in Europe, it is less well known
that the conflict naturally spilled over into European colonies in Africa.

Prior to WWI, French, Belgian, Italian, Portugese and, of course, German and
English colonies were geographically intermixed and freely traded with each
other in relative peace. However, with the start of hostilities, inter-colonial
conflict commenced as European powers saw the opportunity for colonial
expansion and executing the strategic goals of cutting off natural resources
and drawing critical forces from Europe for defense.

WWI in Africa saw fighting between small numbers of colonial troops led

by European officers, colonial police and deployed European troops. The
fighting consisted mostly of raids by small units equipped with outmoded
rifles and a few machine guns across a jigsaw of colonial frontiers. Since
there was little interior transport infrastructure such as roads and
especially trains, however, all food, weapons and medical support often had
to be carried by porters over tough jungle terrain. Disease ravaged transport
animals and people alike. Nearly one million porters died from disease and
malnutrition in carrying supplies compared to about 200,000 colonial and
European troops who died during combat.

In this course, we will explore the historical context and actual events of
WWI in Africa through lectures, photographic and film elements, as well as
in-class discussion.
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