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In memory of my father, William Dixon Lunn (1923-1978),
whose last words to me were a request for a copy
of the as yet unrecorded interviews
on which this book is based.
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“To MEeT DEATH FAR
AWwAY”’: THE SENEGALESE
IN THE TRENCHES

Nearly 140,000 West Africans served as combatants in Europe during the
First World War. Their presence on the western front, as well as their pur-
ported conduct in the fighting, aroused intense controversy at the time, while
the use made of them by French generals has been the subject of ongoing
debate ever since.

The ferocious image of the Senegalese tirailleur brandishing his coupe-

~coupe and beheading Germans in behalf of la patrie was widely dissemi-
nated by the French in an effort to terrify their adversaries and boost the
morale of metropolitan forces. The Germans, for their part, eagerly repeated
allegations of African brutality.! It was also frequently asserted that French
officers regarded the Senegalese primarily as “cannon fodder” and system-.
atically employed them as assault troops with the deliberate intention of sac-
rificing their lives in order to spare French ones.? This charge was denied by
- the government. Rather, they portrayed their willingness to use African sol-
diers as an example of the nonracist character of French society that was
consistent with the egalitarian principles of French Republicanism.?

In addition to the myths and controversy surrounding Senegalese participa-
tion in the fighting, the nature of the soldiers’ experience in the trenches has also
remained enigmatic. The combat experience of the Senegalese in Europe can be
assessed by examining how African troops were deployed at the front and ex-
ploring their interpretations of their ordeal and motivations for fighting. With
respect to their use, a new interpretation of the evidence will show that during
the last two and a half years of the war, the casualties suffered by Africans were
indeed significantly higher than those incurred by the French. Moreover, it is
maintained that this was not accidental but rather the product of a calculated
policy concerning their use on the part of many French commanders. Senegalese

N



'F A e ™ - RNNENSERESS -

«Tp Meet Death Far Away” 121

recollections of the. Great War thus paint a compelling picture of the nature of
(heir combat experience from their particular vantage point in the frontlines.

“LES TROUPES DE CHOC”

The Use of the Senegalese at the Front

The use that the French made of the Senegalese in combat between 1914
and 1918 fell into three distinct phases. During the first year and a half of the
war, the French High Command, imbued with the erroneous belief that the
conflict would be brief and often skeptical about the military value of the
Senegalese, generally opted to use them as garrison troops to release French
units in North Africa or in secondary operations outside of France, notably at
the Dardanelles and later in Thessaloniki.* In the wake of the disasters suf-
fered during the first year of the fighting, French policy toward the Senegalese
was revised in late 1915. In light of the inescapable evidence that the war
would be both bloody and protracted, massive recruitment was authorized in
West Africa, and the new formations raised there were combined with preex-
isting units and deployed in large numbers on the western front. In this ca-
pacity, over 30,000 West Africans were engaged on the Somme between July
and October 1916 and also at Verdun, where a “tactical group” composed in
large measure of tirailleurs and originaires participated in perhaps the most
celebrated French military action of the war, the “retaking” of Fort
Douaumont.’ Erench policy thus crystallized, and thereafter Senegalese troops
were extensively used in France.

With the near collapse of the French army a year later after the debacle on
the Aisne, the use of the Senegalese (who had suffered extensive losses in
the fighting there) entered its final phase. From mid-1917 onward, Africans
were dispersed along the front to serve as the tactical spearheads for larger
French units.® In this role, Africans served in the frontlines—notably in the
counterattacks at Reims and in the assaults against Villers-Cotteret and St.
Mihiel—until the armistice.”

Organizational Principles

Just as the use of African troops went through distinct phases, so t00 did
the principles governing the organization of Senegalese formations in com-
bat undergo continual modification between 1914 and 1918. The French High
Command was presented with two main options regarding the organization
of African troops: they might be grouped with European and other colonial
soldiers within squads to form fully integrated units in the Armée coloniale,
or they could be segregated in separate battalions or regiments composed
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(with the exception of their French cadres) exclusively of Sénegalese
addition, they entertained a third possibility, which was to retain the .,
ciple of segregation of the Africans except in combat. When fj
can units of various sizes—companies, battalions, or regime
temporarily “amalgamated” (amalgamée) or “juxtaposed”
other similar sized formations in the Colonial Army to cre
either in “variegated” (panaché) or mixed (mixte) units of
ments, or brigades.®

With the exception of the Senegalese originaires, who Were usually jpte.
grated at a company level with French soldiers in the Colonja] Army, the
first option was never considered by the military authorities? Instead, the
Tirailleurs sénégalais—which accounted for over 96 percent of the Africap
combatants in Europe—were systematically “isolated” in units behind the
lines and, frequently, during combat.' The third option was, neverthelegs,
also employed by the army. Never formally systematized by the High Com-
mand, which, depending on particular situations, left the tactical organiz,-
tion of combat formations largely to the discretion of unit commanders, the "
range of African-European alignments utilized during the fighting varied in
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ng its small French cadre, which amounted to
about 11 percent of its complement'>—should remain inviolate, E

The decision to utilize large numbers of Senegalese troops on the western
front in 1916 initiated a period of ongoing experimentation that continued
throughout the war. During 1916, African units were deployed by the Colo-
nial Army in one of three types of combat formations: in regiments com-
posed entirely of Senegalese battalions; in regiments consisting of both
Senegalese and European battalions; and, much more rarely, in battalions or
“tactical groups” that interspersed African companies among other compa-
nies of colonial infantry." Regardless of how they were deployed, all Afti-
can combat units used during 1916 also contained a very high percentage of
soldiers recruited from “warrior races " -

After General Charles Mangin’s rise to a position on the High Command
in 1917, Senegalese units were concentrated in order to maximize their
“shock” power. Two organizational patterns predominated. Senegalese bat-
talions were temporarily assigned to régiments “blancs” to create a fourt_h
battalion for assault, or they were grouped into exclusively African regi-
ments.'* Limited experimentation was also conducted with the panaché of
units, whereby Senegalese and European battalions placed in line next to
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each other exchanged one company apiece.'s These measures, however, failed
to achieve the desired result.

In the aftermath of the mutinies that erupted in May 1917 following the
disastrous attacks on the Aisne, the High Command’s general policy con-
cerning the deployment of Senegalese troops was again revised. Though still
assigned primarily to the Colonial Army, African battalions were also dis-

ersed among metropolitan formations for the first time. During the last year
and a half of the war, these latter units were temporarily “loaned” to French
infantry divisions as “tactical groups” of two or three battalions whenever a
«determined” attack (or counterattack) was planned.'” Their cadres had been
increased to about one-fifth of their complement by this time, and the varie-
gation of Senegalese and French battalions was often (though not exclusively)
practiced by divisional and corps commanders.'®

french Tactical Doctrine

French tactical doctrine about how best to use the Senegalese in combat,
no less than military opinions about their value, was sharply divided at the
beginning of the war. This internal dispute represented a continuation of ear-
lier disagreements within the army about the efficacy of undertaking expanded
recruitment in West Africa in 1912, and it remained largely unresolved dur-
ing the first two years of the war. Thereafter, when it was decided to deploy
the Senegalese in large numbers on the western front, controversy continued
over the question of their qualities as soldiers, while the tactical principles
concerning their employment were subject to ongoing experimentation and
revision. Nevertheless, military doctrine governing their use was conditioned
throughout by French racial preconceptions about Africans."

Early advocates of the policy of deploying the Senegalese as combatants
in Europe stressed their hereditary qualities as “warriors.” Ranking the com-
parative martial prowess of West Africans according to “race,” they sought—
by means of apportioning appropriate combinations of these groups within
infantry formations—to exploit their “natur » combativeness to maximum
advantage. Though conceding their alleged intellectual inferiority to Europe-
ans, this faction argued that several of the more “advanced” races were ca-
pable of providing the requisite number of N.C.O.s for their units and that
the remainder, if they were provided with proper French leadership, made
excellent soldiers. Moreover, their comparative lack of “nervousness” made
them ideal for use as “shock troops.” Their tactical role was thus envisioned
from the outset as primarily an offensive one.”

While those who advocated using Senegalese troops emphasized their
innate fighting qualities, detractors laid stress on their “limited intellectual
faculties.”' Because of the perceived “simplicity” of their languages, pre-
venting their comprehension of complex instructions in French, it was sug-
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