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Kenya Afric a 

 

British Milita ry Stra tegy in Kenya  

The British forc es in Kenya  emp loyed  the tried  and  tested  tac tic s whic h had  worked  so well in 

the c ounter-insurgenc y opera tions in Ma laya . The p rob lem was to ba lanc e the wea lth of 

knowledge with the flexib ility of response, a llowing the knowledge of past experienc e to meld  

with what was needed  in the thea tre, but not to rig id ly app ly tha t knowledge to the exc lusion 

of ingenuity and  ind ividua l experienc e. This knowledge da tes bac k to the Boer War and  

beyond  to c olonia l opera tions.  

This wea lth of ac c umula ted  knowledge by no means made the British Army's task easy and  

c omfortab le. The first step  in the British stra tegy was, as in Ma laya , to estab lish strong p roper 

rela tions between the administra tion and  the Milita ry b ranc hes of the government. In the British 

a rmy's wa r aga inst Mau Mau it was evident from the sta rt tha t both b ranc hes of the 

government were agreed  tha t "Mau Mau had  to be suppressed ; politic a l negotia tions were 

tota lly inc onc eivab le."  

After the dec la ra tion of the Sta te of Emergenc y it soon bec ame c lea r tha t the c olonia l 

government had  no stra tegy for dea ling  with the revolt and  unrest. The governor requested  

and  ob ta ined  British and  Afric an troops inc lud ing the King 's Afric an Rifles. The troops were 

c omposed  of:  

1st Lanc ashire Fusiliers (from the Cana l Zone)  

4th KAR (from Uganda)  

6th KAR (from Tanganyika )  

Loc a l KAR Ba tta lions.  

Other KAR units were engaged  during  the c ourse of the c ampa ign. The initia l assignments were 

in random searc hes and  harassment exped itions whic h were eventua lly c a lled  genera l sweeps. 

Up  to 1953 these troops with a  fast expand ing polic e forc e strugg led  to c onta in the unrest by 

demonstra tions of forc e, with the British troops assigned  to the European domina ted  a reas and  

the KAR troops assigned  to the Afric an domina ted  a reas of the Centra l Provinc e.  

In January 1953, Ma jor Genera l Hinde was appointed  as d irec tor of opera tions, a lthough the 

efforts lac ked  any rea l c oord ina tion and  strong influenc e by the c ontentious settlers were 

strong ly a ffec ting  the task of formula ting  a  c oherent polic y. This was further c omp lic a ted  by the 

c omp lete lac k of milita ry experienc e of the Governor, Sir Evelyn Baring . The Governor was a lso 

genera lly weak, sic kly and  often seen as indec isive, influenc ed  by his desire to build  an 

amic ab le rela tionship  with the administra tion and  settlers.  

The situa tion in ea rly 1953 d id  not improve, the troops fa iled  to isola te the Mau Mau guerrillas 

and  the territory of Na irob i remained  c ontested  throughout 1953. In this a reas troops genera lly 

ha rassed  the populac e, a rresting  and  deporting  la rge numbers of Kikuyu. Night ra ids a lso 

bec ame c ommon, c ollec ting , ha rassing and  sc reening the residents of the slums.  

Also in 1953, the Government enac ted  severa l dec rees restric ting  movement and  c ommerc ia l 

ac tivities of the Kikuyu, Embu and  Meru peop le in the c ity. The Government was suffering  

p rimarily from lac k of intelligenc e about the Mau Mau and  aga inst this bac kground  of 

frustra tion, the British Government appointed  Genera l Sir George Erskine as c ommander-in-

c hief of the c olony's a rmed forc es in May 1953. Erskine was b ig , flamboyant and  with the 
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persona l bac king of Winston Churc hill, had  the bac king to render him a lmost ind ifferent to the 

pec ulia r milita ry wishes and  instruc tions from the voc a l settler c ommunity. Erskine sta rted  to 

imp lement his own stra teg ies towards the end  of 1953, having  warned  the government tha t 

"the c ampa ign will be longer than orig ina lly thought." Pic tured  right is a  Spec ia l b ranc h offic er 

searc hing a  suspec t for Mau Mau razor c uts  

The milita ry orders c ontinued  to be imp lemented  through the system of emergenc y 

c ommittees throughout the p rovinc es and  d istric ts. Coopera tion was not a lways ha rmonious 

but order was a t least b rought to bear on tha t aspec t of the emergenc y opera tion. The Spec ia l 

Branc h was expanded  under the d irec tion of British Intelligenc e offic ia ls. Milita ry intelligenc e 

expanded  through the work of Field  Intelligent Assistants c oord ina ted  by British a rmy offic ers. 

Intelligenc e was ga ined  p rimarily through interroga tion, whic h yielded  va luab le intelligenc e as 

Erskine worked  his way through the d istric ts systematic a lly.  

Perpetua l ha rassment and  infiltra tion by tra ined  sp ies and  informers further weakened  the 

p rotec tive c over of Mau Mau adherents. The there were the d readed  sc reening teams. These 

teams had  been g ive a  pa rtic ula rly forebod ing qua lity by pa rad ing a rrested  persons before 

hooded  loya lists, who pointed  out Mau Mau ac tivists for the sec urity forc es. Add itiona l 

information c ame from Afric an Loya list Home Guard  and  c onfessions of c ap tured  guerrillas, but 

still remained  p rimarily inc omp lete. Espec ia lly lac king in deta ils of the organiza tiona l struc ture of 

the Mau Mau forc es and  without this c ruc ia l tac tic a l information, it was impossib le for the British 

a rmy to p lan an effec tive offensive aga inst Mau Mau.  

 
Image c ourtesy of the IWM 

Photographer: Gowers B S (Sergeant) 

Desc rip tion: A Da imler a rmoured  c a r and  c rew of the East Afric an Independent Armoured  Car 

Squadron a fter returning from pa trol. 
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This situa tion c hanged  d rastic a lly with the c ap ture of Waruhiu Itote (Genera l China ) on 15th 

January 1954. He was the most senior Mau Mau guerrilla  leader c ap tured  by the government 

sinc e the sta rt of the emergenc y in 1952. After a  b rief hosp ita liza tion for wounds suffered  in the 

ba ttle whic h led  to his c ap ture, he was dec la red  fit for interroga tion. China  was interroga ted  

for a  tota l of 68 hours a t the offic e of the Spec ia l Branc h of the Kenya  Polic e. After some initia l 

p rob lems he revea led  deta iled  information about the Mau Mau c ommand  struc ture and  his 

own sphere of influenc e.  

The interroga tion a lso revea led  the fac t tha t the Mau Mau was suffering  from an ac ute 

shortage of ammunition, whic h hampered  their ac tivities. Food  was being supp lied  by a  

passive wing in the reserve and  tha t no food  was grown in the forest and  tha t the two a rmies of 

the Mau Mau were la rgely independent and  there was little ac tive c oopera tion between 

them. Genera l China  a lso helped  the Government and  Mount Kenya  (Mau Mau) forc es in ta lks 

whic h were named the China  Peac e Overture, whic h lasted  three months but were destroyed  

in the end  by mistrust and  ill will. The three month lull in the fighting  was used  by the intelligenc e 

units to ga ther extensive intelligenc e about the passive wing of Mau Mau in the reserve. 

Pic tured  right a re Mau Mau suspec ts wa iting  tra il.  

This intelligenc e was so extensive, tha t in the three days immed ia tely fo llowing the b reakdown 

of ta lks, more than a  thousand  terrorists and  supporters lurking  in the reserves were p ic ked  up . 

These a rrests and  detentions of suspec ted  Mau Mau supporters led  to c ollapse of mora le, 

politic a l and  domestic  support as their supporters began to be rounded  up  by the government 

and  sec urity forc es.  

Opera tion Anvil opened  on 24th Ap ril 1954 a fter weeks of p lanning by the a rmy with the 

approva l of the War Counc il. The opera tion effec tively p lac ed  Na irob i under milita ry siege and  

the oc c upants were sc reened  and  the Mau Mau supporters moved  to Langa ta . Na irob i 

rema ined  under siege for the rest of the year, with the members of those tribes assoc ia ted  by 

the Mau Mau having to p rove their innoc enc e or be sent to detention c amps. The British Army's 

offensive c ontinued  throughout the c ountry, c lea ring  d istric t by d istric t. With the Roya l 

eng ineers c onstruc ting  easier ac c ess routes and  the RAF p rovid ing  a ir support the British Army 

had  grea ter ac c ess to the d istric ts. May 1953 a lso saw the Home Guard  offic ia lly rec ognized  as 

a  b ranc h of the Sec urity Forc es. The Home Guard  formed  the c ore of the Government's anti-

Mau Mau stra tegy as it was c omposed  of loya list Afric an and  not an outside forc e like the 

British Army and  KAR.  

By the end  of the Emergenc y the Home Guard  had  killed  no less than 4,686 Mau Mau, whic h 

amounted  to 42% of the tota l. The Home Guard  was responsib le for undermining and  

neutra lizing the Mau Mau organiza tion through their spy network and  punitive measures. Other 

measures inc luded  the setting  up  of c ontrolled  villagers as a  punitive measure aga inst a reas 

suspec ted  of being solid ly behind  the Mau Mau. By ea rly 1955 over a  million Kikuyu had  been 

settled  in these villages.  

By 1955, however, c orrup tion and  b ruta lity had  reac hed  sc anda lous levels in the Home Guard , 

with the White c olonia l and  na tive troops being equa lly guilty of b ruta lity aga inst c ivilians. The 

amnesty of 1955 absolved  the Home Guard  from any impend ing p rosec ution and  gave Mau 

Mau guerillas a  c hanc e to surrender.  
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This amnesty was p roc eeded  by p rotrac ted  peac e ta lks but they c ollapsed  on 20th May 1955, 

and  left the Aberdare-based  guerrillas in d isa rray. The Government embarked  on its last 

offensive in the mounta ins a fter the amnesty. After 1955, the most effec tive weapon used  by 

the government aga inst the Mau Mau were the 'pseudo gangs' c omposed  la rgely of former 

guerrillas whic h were la ter renamed the Spec ia l Forc e Teams. Up to 1955 these units had  been 

led  by whites, and  were led  by loya l Afric ans therea fter whic h would  go into the forests on seek 

and  destroy exped itions aga inst the Mau Mau hideouts. Kimathi's c ap ture on 21st Oc tober 1956 

in Nyeri and  signified  the ultimate defea t of the Mau Mau and  essentia lly ended  the milita ry 

offensive aga inst the Mau Mau.  

Two following photographs loaned  to the Tank Museum rec ord  the ac tivities of the East Afric an 

Armoured  Car Squadron a t the time of the Mau Mau terrorist up rising  in the 1950’s 

 

Drawing its offic ers and  senior NCOs from the Roya l Armoured  Corps and  other troops from the 

King 's Afric an Rifles the squadron was equipped  with Da imler Dingo sc out c a rs, Series I 

Landrovers and  Morris MRA1 truc ks, whic h opera ted  as troops. 

 

They were equipped  to undertake 1,000 mile pa trols whic h lasted  a  week through threa tened  

a reas but their enemy were skilled  ‘ bushmen’  and  they had  nearly as muc h troub le from the 

loc a l wild  life, pa rtic ula rly elephant and  rhino. 
 

 

Image c ourtesy of Bovington Tank Museum 

Photographer :Unknown 

Desc rip tion: On Pa trol in Kenya , not the tow rope, im not sure whic h vehic le is towing whic h. 

As Dingos a re not designed  for towing it would  seem likely tha t a  fa ilure had  oc c urred . 
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Image c ourtesy of Bovington Tank Museum 

Photographer :Unknown 

Desc rip tion: The ring , a round  the top  of some Dingos, was not an improved  rad io aeria l but a  

slip  ring  for a  Bren gun, enab ling  the vehic le to deliver fire quic kly in a ll d irec tions  
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Image c ourtesy of the IWM 

Photographer: Cha ten (Sergeant) 

Desc rip tion: A Da imler a rmoured  c a r of the East Afric an Independent Armoured  Car Squadron 

on pa trol. 
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Image c ourtesy of the Tank Museum Bovington 

Photographer: Unknown 

 

Desc rip tion: Sold iers of the  King 's Afric an Rifles.  on Patrol in Dingo  F47381, 14 ZS 65 in Masa iland . 

 

As c an be seen the ring  is a  ra rely used  Bren Gun mounting , made to a llow quic k traversing  of the 

weapon. 
Autumn 1954  
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Image c ourtesy of the Tank Museum Bovington referenc e 6140-A6 

Photographer: Unknown 

 

Desc rip tion: Sold iers of the  King 's Afric an Rifles on Patrol in Dingo  F47915 16ZS67 in Masa iland . 

Autumn 1954  

 


