Have accounts of life in the trenches on the Western Front overshadowed the experiences of British servicemen and women in other theatres of war, to the detriment of our understanding of the conflict?
In order to be able to fully appreciate the actions of our predecessors, it is crucial to have an accurate understanding of the actions which they took during the warfare that shaped the world in which we live in. The First World War, by Europeans, is viewed from the one-sided perspective as being confined to the continent; contrary to the name of the conflict, service outside of Europe is rarely taken into account. As can be observed with the movies All Quiet on the Western Front and 1917, as well by books such as Private Peaceful, modern Britain significantly better remembers action on the Western Front than any other theatre of the war. To a certain extent it could be argued that life in the trenches of the Western Front overshadows the experiences of British servicemen and women who served in other theatres. This is due to the fact that the service of colonial troops in Africa is not taken into account with regards to memory of the war. On the other hand, it could also be argued that life in the trenches of the Western Front does not overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women who served in other theatres as World War One was a conflict of European politics, merely occurring outside of Europe due to its colonies. However, the action of Indian soldiers fighting for Britain on all fronts, especially in the crucial Mesopotamian Campaign would prove vital with regards to the acquisition of British oil supplies. Moreover, more British servicemen and women served on the Western Front than in any other campaign, and as such was the typical accounts of a British soldier in World War One. Finally, the role of the Royal Navy, with regards to ensuring that the British army on all fronts could be constantly resupplied, is not taken into account. In conclusion, the account of life in the trenches of the Western Front does overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women in other theatres of the First World War because the role of those who fought in other theatres is neglected in memory, despite the significance of the European theatre politically and historically.
To examine the extent to which accounts of life in the trenches of the First World War have overshadowed the experiences of British servicemen and women in other campaigns, the works of numerous academics has been analysed. With regards to African soldiers who served in the East African Campaign, professor of African history at Tennessee State University Melvin E. Page is an expert in the subject. His 1987 book, Africa and the First World War, provides an insight into the struggles which Africans faced during the First World War. Adding on to this, British historian George Morton-Jack is a specialist with regards to the contributions of Indian servicemen and women in the First World War, writing numerous works on the subject. His book, Army of Empire: The Untold Story of the Indian Army in World War I provides an in-depth analysis of the role of Indians towards all fields of the war, with The Indian Army on the Western Front: India’s Expeditionary Force to France and Belgium in the First World War specifically concentrating on the role of Indian soldiers on the Western Front. Author A.J. Baker adds on to this with his work The Bastards War: The Mesopotamian Campaign of 1914-1918, providing a look at Britain’s role in the Middle East during the First World War. Furthermore, Lawrence Sondhaus, Associate Professor of History at the University of Indianapolis, is a professional regarding naval warfare during the First World War. The Great War at Sea: A Naval History of the First World War explores the role of each naval power toward the war effort. Finally, with regards to action on the Western Front, a look into Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary at the start of the war, through his work Twenty-Five Years: 1892-1916 provides an account as to the necessity for British involvement in the European Front. Expert on European history, Zbyněk Zeman, provides an in-depth analysis of the politics of the First World War in his book A Diplomatic History of the First World War. Adding on to this, the British War Office in 1922 provided an account as to the numbers who served in Britain’s war effort in Statistics of the military effort of the British Empire during the Great War, 1914-1920.
First and foremost, the accounts of life in the trenches of the Western Front overshadow the experiences of colonial servicemen and women who fought for the preservation of the British empire in Africa. Fighting for Britain to be able to maintain its colonies from Germany’s imperial ambitions, Africans served in the British army. Providing an insight, Page asserts that one million volunteered in the East African Campaign, stating that with regards to casualties, 
G.W.T. Hodges attempted to reconstruct service statistics for the East African campaign and arrived at the figure of more than 100,000 deaths in the British forces alone, nearly 10 percent of the Africans who served in the campaign.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Melvin E. Page, Africa and the First World War (USA: Macmillan Press, 1987), p.14.] 

These soldiers would prove vital in Britain’s war effort on the continent, with their service being pivotal to the outcome of the campaign. Page continues that, 
the campaign in east Africa resembled, more than any other on the continent, the war in Europe. First, there was its length … it was, by a day or so, the longest campaign of the entire war. … The bulk of the campaign, however, was borne – sometimes literally – by Africans. … The askari serving in the numerous battalions of the British King’s African Rifles (KAR) were recruited from the local populations of British East Africa Uganda, Nyasaland, Northern Rhodesia, and even Mozambique. … These African soldiers, especially those of the KAR, took on almost all of the fighting during the last two years of the campaign as first Europeans, then South Africans and Indians, were withdrawn for service in other theatres.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Page, Africa and the First, p.12 & p.13. ] 

This means that the service of Africans fighting for the British army was crucial in order to achieve victory in this theatre. As such, the vast number of Africans fighting for Britain was vital to its war effort on this front. Therefore, the accounts of life in the trenches on the Western Front overshadow the experiences of colonial troops in Africa who fought in service of Britain, with their necessity in this theatre being cast aside.
On the other hand, it could also be argued that the accounts of life in the trenches of the Western Front do not overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women in other theatres of the war, and as such provides an accurate understanding of the conflict. This is due to the fact that World War One, being centred around European geo-political tensions, started and ended in Europe; from the British perspective the conflict was fought in order to stop a rival empire from expanding, thereby preserving the status-quo. Illustrated by the then British Foreign Secretary, Edward Grey, who stated in his 1925 book that, of the war, 
The French thought of it as the possible end of the history of France as a great Power; to the Germans it must have seemed a possible step forward in the history of their Empire.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Edward Grey, Twenty-Five Years: 1892-1916 (USA: Frederick A. Stokes Company, 1925), p.24.] 

This means that if Germany had been successful in defeating France, they would have risen to become the most powerful nation in Europe. Such a position would threaten Britain’s own, as explained by Zeman who states that the United Kingdom
Fought the war for the security and extension of the empire. … German Mitteleuropa plans had their concomitant in Mittelafrika ambitions – an empire, that is, stretching from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Z.A.B. Zeman, A Diplomatic History of the First World War (UK: The Chaucer Press, 1971), p.318 & p.319.] 

This means that European rivalries were the cause of the conflict in theatres outside of the continent, as the war was fought over territorial expansion. As such, the war outside of Europe was of a secondary importance with regards to battlefield success, as victory at home would determine the outcome of the war; through the defeat of Germany in Europe, territorial expansion abroad would cease. Therefore, the account of life in the trenches of the Western Front do not overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women who served in other theatres of the war as Europe was the main battleground of the conflict, whose politics are the reason for the warfare in other geographical areas, being pivotal to the ultimate victory.
Adding on to this, the accounts of life in the trenches on the Western Front have overshadowed the experiences of Indian soldiers who served Britain as their action in combat is largely forgotten. Indian servicemen and women were vital to all theatres of the war with their numerical advantage being crucial to the war effort. Morton-Jack explains that, 
India in fact provided seven overseas expeditionary forces for the British war effort. Besides IEFA … (Indian Expeditionary Force A), who served on the Western Front, … there were IEFs B and C to East Africa, D to Mesopotamia, E and F to Egypt, and G to Gallipoli.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  George Morton-Jack, The Indian Army on the Western Front: India’s Expeditionary Force to France and Belgium in the First World War (USA: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p.1.] 

As 1.5 million Indians fought in total,[footnoteRef:6] with 8.7 million soldiers serving in the British army overall, Indian soldiers accounted for almost 1 in 9 of Britain’s manpower, proving vital in notably instances, such as in the Mesopotamian Campaign. In this theatre, in order to be able to preserve its supply of oil from a hostile Ottoman empire, Britain became militarily involved in the Middle East, utilizing Indian troops due to their geographical proximity. Baker explains that,  [6:  George Morton-Jack, Army of Empire: The Untold Story of the Indian Army in World War I (New York: Basic Books, 2018), p.2. ] 

in Whitehall, an expedition to Mesopotamia had already been discussed at the end of September … (1914) … when a memorandum entitled ‘The role of India in a Turkish War’ was submitted to the British Government by Sir Edmund Barrow, the Military Secretary of the India Office. … Such action would serve to protect the refinery at Abadan … important since oil interests were becoming the prime concern of Britain’s economy.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  A.J. Baker, The Bastards War: The Mesopotamian Campaign of 1914-1918 (USA: The Dial Press New York, 1967), p.22.] 

Under the command of John Nixon, the Indian Expeditionary Forces landed near the city of Abadan on the 23rd of October to secure British oil fields. After the Ottoman Empire officially entered the war on the side of the Central Powers, on November 6th, 1914, an Indian infantry division under the command of General Barret landed near the city of Fao, capturing it on November 8th.[footnoteRef:8] Despite the importance of this theatre, and the key role which Indian troops played in it, the Mesopotamian Campaign is largely brushed aside in memory of the First World War in favour of the Western Front. This means that their role in securing Britain’s supply of oil, fundamental to the war effort, is cast aside. Therefore, accounts of life in the trenches on the Western Front have overshadowed the experiences of Indian troops who served in all theatres, crucially in the Mesopotamian Campaign, as their service was vital to the preservation of the British empire, an action neglected in modern memory of the First World War. [8:  Baker, The Bastards War, p.24 & p.25.] 

Moreover, it could be argued that the accounts of life in the trenches of the Western Front do not overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women in other theatres of the war because substantially more soldiers served in the former rather than in that of the latter as a result of its political importance. According to the official British government survey conducted in 1922, roughly 650,000[footnoteRef:9] British soldiers died in France and Flanders, including colonial troops; by contrast 115,418[footnoteRef:10] died serving in all other fronts combined. This is due to the fact that substantially more men served on the Western Front than in any other theatre, with 5,400,000 British troops having served in this campaign,[footnoteRef:11] whereas 890,000 fought in Mesopotamia[footnoteRef:12] and 2,687,000 battled in all other fronts.[footnoteRef:13] As such, this means that the Western Front was the typical experience of British servicemen and women who fought in the First World War, whereas other campaigns were the uncommon perspective, thereby resulting in modern Britain having more of an attachment with this theatre. Consequently, the reason as to life on the Western Front is better remembered than the experiences of soldiers who served in other fronts is because their perspective of the war was that of the typical British soldier. Therefore, the accounts of life in the trenches of the Western Front do not overshadow that of British servicemen and women in other theatres of the war because the former was the average experience of First World War soldiers fighting for Britain and is subsequently better remembered. [9:  The War Office, Statistics of the military effort of the British Empire during the Great War, 1914-1920 (UK: His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1922), p.238 & p.239.]  [10:  The War Office, Statistics of the military, p.238 & p.239.]  [11:  The War Office, Statistics of the military, p.65. ]  [12:  The War Office, Statistics of the military, p.65.]  [13:  The War Office, Statistics of the military, p.65.] 

Furthermore, the accounts of life in the trenches on the Western Front overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women who served in the naval campaign. The defeat of Vice Admiral Maximilian von Spee’s line in the Falklands in December 1914, followed by the subsequent Allied conquest of Germany’s Pacific colonies resulted in the complete destruction of the German East Asiatic Squadron, ensuring that the Germans could not operate beyond the Western Front without the use of U-boats. Making clear the significance of this, Sondhaus explains that, 
In addition to allowing the partition of Germany’s Pacific colonies, it facilitated the free movement of troops from India to Africa and to the Middle East, where they shouldered much of the burden of the Allied war effort there, and additional millions of men from the British dominions. … In general terms, it allowed the Allies free movement of food, fuel, and other materials on a global basis.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Lawrence Sondhaus, The Great War at Sea: A Naval History of the First World War (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p.70 & p.71.] 

This means that the navy played a crucial role in the war effort as the actions of British servicemen and women who fought at sea assisted those fighting in the theatres on land, including on the Western Front; through destroying Germany’s global sea fleet, soldiers on the ground could receive a continuous supply of food, raw materials, and reinforcement. Therefore, the accounts of British servicemen and women fighting on the Western Front have overshadowed the experiences of those who fought in the navy because the latter’s role in the conflict ensured that Britain and its Allies could resupply itself unchallenged, a crucial function toward the running of the war which has been forgotten. 
In conclusion, the accounts of life in the trenches of the Western Front do overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women in other theatres of the war, causing a detriment of modern understanding of the conflict with regards to geography and combatants. The account of Indian soldiers, vital to campaigns such as that in Mesopotamia, of African servicemen and women, crucial toward campaigns such as that in East Africa, and of the Royal Navy in controlling the seas is cast aside in favour of those who served on the Western Front, meaning that their sacrifice is not remembered by modern Britain. Although the Western Front was central to the politics of the war, the role which British servicemen and women such as Indians played in the Mesopotamian campaign, vital to ensuring that Britain had a constant resupply of oil, was crucial toward the war effort. Adding on to this, the navy’s part in guaranteeing that theatres such as that in the Western Front were restocked with men and raw materials played a key role to the ultimate victory. Furthermore, although more soldiers served in the trenches of the Western Front, the exclusive focus only on their service does overshadow the experiences of British servicemen and women in other theatres, as their account is not remembered as a result. Despite the fact that campaigns such as that in Africa are of secondary importance to the war effort, men still served and died in this theatre and as such should be remembered.
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