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THOMAS MORLANG, Askari und Fitafita: ‘Farbige’ Söldner in den
deutschen Kolonien, Schlaglichter der Kolonialgeschichte, 8 (Berlin:
Christian Links Verlag, 2008), 200 pp. ISBN 978 3 86153 476 1. €24.90
MARIANNE BECHHAUS-GERST, Treu bis in den Tod: Von Deutsch-
Ostafrika nach Sachenshausen—Eine Lebensgeschichte, Schlaglichter der
Kolonialgeschichte, 7 (Berlin: Christian Links Verlag, 2007), 208 pp.
ISBN 978 3 86153 451 8. €24.90

It is a commonplace to note that for the last fifteen years or so, the his-
toriography of German colonialism has been booming, becoming
thematically highly diversified in the process.1 An example of this re-
awakened interest is the series Schlaglichter der Kolonialgeschichte,
initiated by the Berlin publisher Christian Links in 2001, to which
both books under review here belong. The comparatively short and
well-researched books which make up this series are addressed to a
general public with an interest in colonial history and are compre-
hensibly written, something that cannot always be taken for granted
with German history books. This, however, goes along with a rela-
tively low degree of abstraction and a neglect of the wider historical
context. Moreover, in both volumes under review, this reader misses
an overarching argument or approach.

Despite the renewed interest in German colonial history, little
attention has so far been paid to the military component of Ger -
many’s overseas presence up to 1918, although armed force was the
primary instrument for conquering and securing its colonies. As a
rule, the historiography only mentions German armed forces over-
seas in the context of major rebellions against German rule, in partic-
ular, in connection with the 1904–5 Herero war in German South-
West Africa.2 Thomas Morlang is the first to investigate those who
made up the mass of Germany’s colonial forces—the African, Asian,
Micronesian, and Melanesian rank-and-file soldiers and non-com-
missioned officers in the German colonies. He looks at all the non-
Europeans in the German forces, from the Askaris in Cameroon and
1 See the excellent research report by Ulrike Lindner, ‘Plätze an der Sonne:
Die Geschichtsschreibung auf dem Weg in die deutschen Kolonien’, Archiv
für Sozialgeschichte, 48 (2008), 487–510. 
2 An exception to this rule so far has been Eric J. Mann, ‘Mikono ya damu—
Hands of Blood’: African Mercenaries and the Politics of Conquest in German East
Africa 1884–1904 (Frankfurt, 2002). 
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East Africa, to the police-soldiers of Togo, New Guinea, and Samoa,
and the little-known indigenous auxiliaries in Kiaochow and German
South-West Africa. Apart from German South-West Africa, where
the healthy hot, dry climate meant that the German colonial force
was made up almost entirely of Europeans, and Kiaochow, which
was under naval rule, in all of Germany’s other colonies, only the
officers and some of the NCOs were Germans. Like the colonial pow-
ers Britain and France, whose colonial troops have been the subject of
research for decades, Germany preferred to rely on indigenous mer-
cenaries in its tropical colonies. They seemed to be better adapted to
the climate, and it was cheaper for the colonial powers to hire them
than to send soldiers out from Europe. Morlang estimates that between
1884 and 1918, 40,000 to 50,000 Africans, Asians, and Pacific Islanders
served the Germans voluntarily as soldiers and policemen. By far the
majority of these belonged to the relatively large colonial forces in
Cameroon and German East Africa, where they also provided the
mass of soldiers during the First World War, which lasted until 1916 in
Cameroon and 1918 in East Africa. By contrast, in China, Togo, and the
Pacific Islands there were only a few hundred non-Germans in uni-
form. Organized as police troops, they quickly lay down their arms in
the face of the Entente’s military superiority.

For the Germans, the deployment of non-Europeans was always
an expedient dictated by the climate and financial constraints. Until
1914, the Germans treated mercenaries with a certain degree of mis-
trust, expressed, among other things, in the idea of making it obliga-
tory for former Askaris to register. The Germans preferred to recruit
from ethnic groups which lived not in their own possessions, but in
neighbouring countries, in order to prevent any fraternization be -
tween the civilian population and the colonial power’s armed forces.
However, after the turn of the century this proved to be increasingly
difficult, especially in Africa, because the other colonial powers no
longer tolerated recruitment of this sort. As a result, on the eve of the
First World War, most soldiers and policemen were from Germany’s
own colonies. In some of Germany’s possessions, such as Cameroon
and German East Africa, finding enough volunteers was not a prob-
lem, but in Togo and Germany’s Pacific colonies it was more difficult.

Morlang correctly describes these soldiers and policemen as mer-
cenaries because their main motive for serving the colonial power
was the relatively high pay they received. Some of them had been
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slaves, and serving the colonial power enabled them to buy their
freedom from their former masters. The military collaborators of the
colonial power were frequently feared because the often extremely
brutal excesses they visited on the civilian population were rarely
punished by their German superiors. But their proximity to power
and relative prosperity also conferred on them a certain social status
in the indigenous societies of Africa and the Pacific. They were
sought after as marriage partners who could afford servants of their
own. After the end of German colonial rule, many mercenaries
offered their services to the armed forces of the Entente powers who
succeeded Germany; for others, the sudden ending of their careers in
German service meant a sharp social decline. A number had to flee
from Togo to neighbouring colonies after the end of German rule
because their brutality had made them unwelcome there. Inter -
estingly, Morlang’s explanation for the ‘loyalty’ the black Askari
mercenaries showed to their superiors in Cameroon and German
East Africa during the First World War, of which much was made in
Germany, is that they had not been accustomed to taking prisoners
during the colonial wars against the black population before 1914.
They therefore expected a similar fate should the German units sur-
render to the Entente troops, and were thus reluctant to obey their
German superiors when told to lay down their arms.

The sources dictate that Morlang’s account depends primarily on
perceptions of the ‘coloured’ soldiers and policemen recorded in
German documents and ego-documents, with the result that we find
out relatively little about how Africans in the colonial forces saw
themselves, the everyday life of the military, or the circumstances
that led an African, for example, to join the colonial forces. Another
reason for this is that the German actors at the time took little trouble
to see their subordinates as individuals. Superiors avoided interfer-
ing in the everyday life and customs of their ‘coloured’ subordinates.
And although they might have served together for years, the domi-
nant sentiments were a lack of interest and racial prejudice. Morlang
attempts to break through this Eurocentric perspective by interspers-
ing the text with a number of short biographies of ‘coloured’ soldiers
and police. These convey an impression of the large degree of social
and geographical mobility that came about as a result of colonization.
This was partly imposed by the colonial power, and partly seized by
the indigenous people who saw it as an opportunity.
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Morlang’s book provides a sober, balanced, and knowledgeable
account. He neither disparages the mercenaries and their German
employers, nor glorifies the idea of serving the colonial power. Nor
does he see the auxiliaries as mere victims of colonialism. Rather, as
we read, the whole breadth of individual destinies, chances, and mis-
demeanours in German service unfolds. The lives of the indigenous
forces, who were indispensable for Germany to conquer and main-
tain its colonial empire, simply resist any overall judgement after the
event. However, this reader would have welcomed a conclusion at
the end of the book. This could have discussed the most important
aspects of the topic, going beyond individual possessions and mili-
tary formations, and looked at similarities and differences in relation
to the practice of other colonial powers.

In its African possessions, Germany preferred to recruit sons of
Askaris in the hope of creating an indigenous military elite whose
first loyalty, based on family tradition, would be to the colonial
power and not to the African civilian population. Mahjub bin Adam
Mohamed, born in German East Africa in 1904, was such a case. The
Africanist Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst has written his biography. His
father was a Sudanese mercenary, originally recruited by the founder
of the colonial force in German East Africa, Hermann von Wissmann,
in 1889, along with 600 other soldiers in Egypt. Since then, he had
lived in the south of the colony, where he married. His son Mahjub
joined Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck’s colonial force as a child soldier in
1914, when his father was re-commissioned for the same force. While
his father served on the German side as an NCO and was killed in the
First World War, Mahjub was wounded and taken prisoner by the
British. By a circuitous route he ended up in Berlin in 1929. He was
thus one of a small group of ex-Askaris, numbering between thirty
and fifty, who ended up in Germany before 1914 or after 1918. For
them, Germany had become a sort of spiritual home, although they
were confronted with popular and official racism on a daily basis.
The German campaigns of the 1920s against the ‘schwarze Schmach’
(black shame), directed at African soldiers who were in the
Rhineland as part of the French occupying forces and who allegedly
raped white women, represented a considerable increase in the level
of racism as compared with the period before 1914. After the Nazi
seizure of power, the position of Africans in Germany became even
more difficult, even if they were never subjected to the same sort of



systematic persecution, with the ultimate aim of physical annihila-
tion, as the Jews or Sinti and Roma. Thus, after 1933, almost all
Africans—and, as in Mahjub’s case, their German wives—received a
Fremdenpass (passport issued by the German Reich to aliens). From
the end of 1935, the Nuremberg Laws were applied to ex-mercenar-
ies. Ultimately, they were the undoing of a promiscuous Mahjub,
who had been married to a woman from Berlin since 1933. In
September 1941 he was sent to the concentration camp at Sachsen -
hausen for the crime of Rassenschande, that is, an adulterous affair,
and died there of an illness in November 1944.

The protagonist of this biography, like other Africans who had
been members of the colonial forces, cleverly made himself available,
as an ever ‘loyal’ Askari, to the political associations agitating for
colonial revisionism during the Weimar Republic and the Third
Reich. With their help, the Entente’s claims that Germany had bru-
tally suppressed the inhabitants of its colonies, which had been used
to legitimize Germany’s loss colonies in 1918–19, were to be refuted.
This meant that there was a niche for these men, even after 1933, in
the racist Nazi state, which pursued the aim of restoring Germany’s
former colonies even more enthusiastically than the Weimar govern-
ments. While Nazi Party officials, fearing sexual encounters between
Africans and German women, would have liked to expel all Africans
from Germany, or at least remove them from public view, for the
German foreign office, the ex-Askaris were a valuable asset in their
quest for colonial revision. Thus by comparison with other Africans
in Nazi Germany, they had a relatively privileged position. And as
the example of Mahjub shows, they were sought after as extras in
colonial exhibitions and films, or as waiters in exotic restaurants,
both before and after 1933. Between 1934 and 1941, Mahjub had
minor parts in twenty-three German films as an Askari, servant,
waiter, liftboy, and plantation worker.

The scarcity of sources means that Bechhaus-Gerst’s account of
Mahjub’s years in German East Africa are fragmentary. Her book
therefore casts little light on how Africans lived and died in the serv-
ice of the German colonial forces. However, Mahjub’s years in
Germany are astonishingly well documented, and the author has
reconstructed them with the aid of painstaking detective work.
Mahjub’s constant financial problems—he was a confident man who
liked to live well, was fully aware of his rights vis-à-vis employers,
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and claimed his pension and military honours from the German
authorities as a veteran of the world war—meant that he left a sub-
stantial paper trail in the archives. The author makes convincing use
of surviving photos of Mahjub from his years in Berlin to decipher his
behaviour and self-image, but also to clarify the roles that his white
environment assigned him. At the same time, the biography switch-
es between recording the smallest, least significant details of his life,
and wild speculation about, for example, who denounced him in
1941 and had him sent to Sachsenhausen.

The author uses the biography of Mahjub to write against the
grain of the image that predominates in the colonial literature, name-
ly, of Africans passively suffering their fate, by restoring to her pro-
tagonist his dignity as a confident, active subject. Unfortunately,
however, this means that the book turns into historical reparation for
the African victims of colonialism and National Socialism, with the
result that it presents a black-and-white picture in the truest sense of
the term. The crafty, shrewd Africans as victims of the times are con-
trasted with the mostly racist and base Germans. The biographer her-
self admits to a ‘ganz unakademische Betroffenheit’ (totally unacad-
emic concern, p. 10) for Mahjub’s case, which does not necessarily
make enjoyable reading for a sober historian.

ECKARD MICHELS teaches German history at Birkbeck. His most
recent book is the biography ‘Der Held von Deutsch-Ostafrika’: Paul von
Lettow-Vorbeck—Ein preußischer Kolonialoffizier (2008).
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