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On 5 January 1918 the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, set out his
country’s war aims. Although eventually overshadowed by United States’ President
Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points address three days later, Lloyd George went far
beyond the American leader in the attention which he paid to colonial, and specifically
African, questions, and in his insistence that the principle of national self determination
applied outside of Europe. Whereas Wilson would merely say that the interests of
indigenous populations should be given equal weight with the claims of imperialist
powers, Lloyd George made African wishes paramount1:
The governing consideration, therefore, in all these cases must be
that the inhabitants should be placed under the control of an
administration acceptable to themselves, one of whose main
purposes will be to prevent their exploitation for the benefit of
European capitalists or Governments. The natives live in their
various tribal organisations under chiefs and councils who are
competent to consult and speak for their tribes and members, and
thus to represent their wishes and interests in regard to their disposal.
Educated Africans were making very much the same point. They asked: “What
difference is there in Germany trying to impose her authority over others and other
nations trying to impose their rule upon Asiatics and Africans who have not yet learnt
Europe’s dominant philosophy of force. [?] Wrong for one, it cannot be right for others”.
Application of the principle would2
mean that Africa will no longer be exploited by a ruling caste of
European overlords, that natives will no longer be crushed under the
heel of alien rule imposed by unrighteous force, that civilization of
Africa by machine guns and bad gin will cease and that government
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of the people by the people and for the people shall be the rule in
Africa as in Europe.
As yet nationalist strategy was to confront British colonial administrations with the
discrepancy between the principles which the home government professed, and used to
justify the war effort, and the realities of colonial practice. The demand was for a degree
of self government or home rule, rather than for outright independence; for greater
participation in the Empire rather than for its overthrow3. Even so, the men on the spot
and their administrative superiors in London could easily dismiss these as the opinions of
a small unrepresentative élite of agitators or trouble-makers such as “the extremely able
ex-convict [Herbert] Macaulay”4.
Disregarded in cities like London, such voices did not determine government policy.
Lloyd George’s speech was in no sense a response to pressures from black Africa.
Instead, it was a move in British wartime diplomacy, in particular, a response to the
Bolshevik decision to make peace on the socialist principle of no annexations, no
indemnities, and any transfer of territory to be on the basis of self determination, and also
to Lloyd George’s own continuing attempt to detach Austria-Hungary from Germany.
The speech was intended to “maintain our own public opinion and, if possible lower that
of our enemy”, to be “in accordance with the democratic principles enunciated by the
Bolsheviks and to some extent accepted by the enemy”, and to remove the impression
“that we are merely trying to annex more territory to an over-gorged Empire”5.
This meant that the question of the Germany colonies would have to be very carefully
addressed. The government wished to rule out their return to Berlin, but was chary of
using the strategic arguments which carried most weight in the inner circle. Lloyd
George’s influential private secretary, Philip Kerr, had already told Jan Smuts, whose
draft formed the basis of the African section of the Prime Minister’s speech, that it would
be “absolutely fatal to suggest that the German colonies must be retained because they
are essential to British communications. The U.S.A. won’t look at that for a moment….”6
Instead, London relied on two main arguments: that German rule had been too unjust and
repressive to allow its re-imposition, and that this was, in any case, strongly opposed by
the indigenous populations. A black book of German atrocities was duly compiled, but
the British were only too aware that even weightier indictments could be drawn up
against their Belgian, Portuguese, and Australian allies7. Although many in the Cabinet
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had qualms, emphasis on indigenous wishes and application of the principle of self
determination appeared to be the best card to play to prevent any restoration of
Germany’s overseas empire8.
As Lloyd George spoke, the Colonial Secretary, Sir Walter Long, despatched telegrams
to the concerned Dominions and colonies calling for evidence of native anxiety to live
under British rather than German rule. In Togoland, Kamerun, and East Africa this was
duly supplied9. As a colonial administrator in East Africa subsequently remarked: “Even
Africans are not so simple as to tell the victor that they prefer to be ruled by the
vanquished”10. Getting satisfactory replies from the territories conquered by Australia
and New Zealand in the South Pacific was more difficult. In German South West Africa
the Governor-General had to fall back on the argument that “thanks to the Germans there
are comparatively few natives”, and that applying self determination to the German
settlers, whose existence Lloyd George had overlooked, would be “politically
disastrous”. Nevertheless, the opinions which could be used to support the British cause
were collected and issued as a White Paper in November 191811.
The principle of self determination was advanced by London in an attempt to rule out
any return of African or Pacific colonies to Germany. The lines of the eventual settlement
would be determined by the imperatives of European diplomacy rather than by African
wishes. In several cases where these were known, and indeed were strongly expressed,
they were overridden. Paradoxically, in doing so the British were not trying to force
protesting Africans into the Empire against their will, but rather to ensure that they were,
with the least degree of fuss, handed over to France or South Africa in pursuit of a wider
imperial strategy.
London saw tropical Africa primarily as an area where concessions might readily be
made to establish good-will for negotiations covering more important parts of the world.
Such thinking particularly appealed to Lloyd George. In the first year of his premiership
he had been quite willing to contemplate the restoration of colonies to Germany if this
were to prove the price for a satisfactory peace in Europe12. His abandonment of that
strategy in January 1918 may have been because he now could tempt Berlin with
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ratification of its Baltic conquests, a far more alluring prospect13. At the peace conference
in 1919 there was no longer any question of finding something to offer Germany, but
Lloyd George would be more than ready to offer to Rome a vast empire in East Africa in
an attempt to divert it from dreams of expansion in the Adriatic14.
Over one part of Africa neither the Prime Minister nor any other British statesman
could contemplate concession either to European powers or to indigenous inhabitants.
The South African conquest of German South West Africa had to be irreversible. The
British war effort heavily depended on the willing participation of the white Dominions.
Therefore London had to underwrite the sub-imperialisms of Wellington, Melbourne, and
Pretoria. This was particularly the case with South Africa, where the Prime Minister,
Louis Botha, had faced a serious Afrikaner rising as he brought his country into the war.
German South West Africa offered his followers cosy administrative jobs and
opportunities for settlement15. Therefore London paid no attention to the protests of the
Rehoboth Basters, a distinct, well-organised community claiming an independence
recognised by treaty with Germany, who had nevertheless refused to fight against the
invading South Africans. Well aware of what rule by Pretoria was likely to mean, they
wanted to run their own affairs in the same way as Swaziland, Basutoland, and the
Bechuanaland Protectorate. However, London refused to contemplate the establishment
of another imperial enclave in southern Africa16. All of German South West Africa would
pass under South African control.
Pretoria had further expansionist aims which were reflected in its largely taking over
the hitherto hopelessly mismanaged East African campaign in 1916. Although Smuts
managed to launch a successful invasion, he failed to defeat the German commander, von
Lettow Vorbeck. Smuts would eventually go on to London and enter the Imperial War
Cabinet, but the heavy fighting in East Africa would be done very largely by black
African, especially Nigerian, troops17, and von Lettow would still have his army in being
at the end of the war. Even in 1916 London had been lukewarm toward the idea of
German East Africa as a new area of Afrikaner settlement18. It would continue to toy with
ideas of territorial readjustment involving the Portuguese colonies, but at the peace
conference it would leave such negotiations largely in the hands of Smuts and Botha,
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without, apparently, itself putting any pressure on Lisbon. By then it was more concerned
with limiting Belgian claims in Ruanda-Urundi so as to preserve a route for a Cape-toCairo railway19, and with considering proposals for East Africa to become area of Indian
settlement, if not an actual Indian colony20.
In assessing relative importance London always placed German South West Africa at
the top, followed by German East Africa. West Africa, by contrast, appeared as a zone
where concessions might, and should, be made to French wishes. Therefore, after the
Lloyd George speech of 5 January with its emphasis on self determination, the Colonial
Office noted that it did not want “evidence to show that the natives prefer the British to
the French, which we could hardly publish”21. The provisional partition of Togoland had
been made by the local authorities in August 1914. It had favoured the British in giving
them Lomé and the railway system. Metropolitan priorities were more clearly revealed in
Kamerun, as the decisions were made in London. In the provisional partition of February
1916 the French were allowed to draw a line which gave them eighty percent of the
country, and restricted the British to a narrow strip along the eastern border of Nigeria.
The Colonial Office negotiator pointed out that, as this line did not extend north of the
Benue, it therefore awarded to France German Borno (the Dikwa Emirate) which the
British had held since the beginning of the war. The French negotiator conceded this, but
no more. Bound by a Cabinet decision to give the French as much as they wanted, the
British negotiators could not press for anything else. In subsequent years the Colonial
Office and the Lagos authorities would examine in great detail possible improvements to
the 1916 line. They accepted that in the south it would be largely unchanged, but hoped
to gain the Adamawan sub-emirates stretching north from Yola to Madagali, and then
Mandara, which would fill the gap to German Borno. Although the Bornoan claim to
Mandara was weak, this was an area that the French were less likely to contest than the
territories along the Shari, to which Bornoan claims were stronger. While Lagos would
also have liked to press Adamawan claims along the Benue to Garua, the Colonial Office
knew that the French were most unlikely to concede any riverine territory22. The
strenuous activities of the Emir of Yola in the British cause would be very poorly
rewarded.
In the final discussions at the peace conference the French said that they would be very
demanding in Togoland but generous over Kamerun. By this they meant that they wanted
all of Togoland, but would continue to let the British have some of Kamerun. The poorly
informed French negotiator of 1916 had let the British adjust the boundary south of the
Benue so as to include what was generally considered to be the only route along which a
railway might be pushed to Lake Chad. Now Paris insisted on having it. London would
lose even more in the south. In the north the British would finally get the string of subemirates from Yola to Madagali, but only one third of Mandara. Pique at having had to
surrender so much seems to have been the only reason why the British, who had
previously stressed the unity of Mandara, insisted on hanging on to that third. The line
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was recognised to be unsatisfactory, but Paris could be blamed for it, and that was good
enough for London. Neither indigenous wishes, nor even what might be considered
indigenous interests, were considered in what was clearly one of the worst parts of the
settlement23.
In Togoland the French did not in fact get everything. Their acquisition of Lomé and
the railway was balanced by a revision of the line to favour Great Britain in the north.
This was justified on ethnic lines, and was the result of some indigenous pressure, for
instance by the chiefs of Kete-Kratchi, who “want it [the new border] to be made so that
we and our brothers who sit across the White River (Volta) be united, because we and
they were separated long ago”24. Northern Togoland was the only area in Africa where
indigenous wishes were seriously considered and significantly influenced the final
making of the frontier. However, metropolitan attention still focussed more on coasts and
their great commercial cities than on the interior. Here the advantage was all with the
French. They kept Douala and gained Lomé. As the British Colonial Secretary, Lord
Milner, noted: “The settlement is generous to France and … we can well afford to take
credit for it in any other negotiations with the French about territorial adjustment – in
Syria for instance….”25
Satisfying the French meant ignoring the wishes of the indigenous commercial élites of
Lomé and Douala. These had longstanding connections with Great Britain, and had
demonstratively welcomed British conquest in 191426. While Douala had passed to
French control in 1916, Lomé remained British throughout the war. Each feared the
implications of incorporation within a French empire which would impose direct taxation
and redirect trade to France. When, at the end of 1918, the French authorities tried to get
the Douala chiefs to sign a petition in favour of French rule, the chiefs consulted the
British Government Agent, an elderly trader named E.C. Holder, who told them “that
everything will have to be settled at home, and to sign nothing here, and they are only
praying and appealing to His Most Gracious Majesty King George to take this Colony
over”. Holder thought that there would be an exodus of the indigenous population if
French rule were finally imposed. His views were endorsed by the British Association of
West African Merchants, of which he was a member, and by John Holt, who wanted
Great Britain to take over everything north of the Nyong river. His agent in Kamerun
reported, “the natives wish to see the British here and they thought they would be
permitted to send delegates to a conference to voice the views of the people”27.
None of this had the slightest impact on London. As one of the British officials at the
peace conference minuted on Holt’s letter, “we cannot hope to take into the British
sphere all the people in the world who would doubtless like to enter it”. Holder was
discounted as a man of little education, low social standing, and no experience in
23
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consular work. He was warned to give no advice “which could possibly be interpreted as
encouraging them [the chiefs] to ask for British rather than French protection”28. They
would eventually send to the peace conference a petition calling for Kamerun to be
placed under a self-selected power and for communal self-government in Douala.29
However, by August 1919 the Treaty of Versailles had already been signed, and London
and Paris had long since settled the partition of Kamerun.
The Lomé protest was better organised, but developed in a significantly different
direction. At the end of the war a delegation met the commander of the British occupation
forces. It was led by the most distinguished of the indigenous businessmen, Octaviano
Olympio, who had been educated in England. The delegation hoped that “the British
Government will continue to protect us and we wish to tell them that Togoland must not
be divided when peace is made”. This claim for respecting the integrity of the pre-war
colonial boundaries was substantially in line with that made by the Douala elite.
However, one of the delegation’s members, A.D. Mensah, of the Anecho community in
Lomé, put forward an argument which could lead in a significantly different direction:30
Our country has never been divided except by the Germans; from
Anecho to the Volta River all the natives including the Awuna
[Anlo] and Peki peoples speak the Efe [Ewe] language and we are all
related to each other; we have the same fetishes and the same dislike
for German rule. We ask that we be now united under the English.
Lome cannot live without food from Anecho and the Efe peoples can
never develop properly if they are again put under different flags.
This was an ethnic claim: that the original partition had divided the Ewe peoples – a year
later this would become “the Ewe-speaking tribe”31 -, that this unity had been partially
restored by the British conquest of Lomé, and that it should be completed by including
the rest of the Ewe cultural area within the British zone. Asked to comment on the
representations from Lomé, Governor Clifford of the Gold Coast stressed that Togoland
was “not a natural Geographical or tribal area such as for instance Ashanti but is instead a
purely artificial creation of European diplomacy …,” and that “If the Colony is regarded
and treated as a separate entity without reference to its tribal or ethnological connections
a very grave injustice will be perpetuated which the tribes now ask should be rectified.”32
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The process of assimilation, adaptation, and indigenisation of originally European
patterns of political organisation in Africa would be neither simple nor straightforward.
Many possibilities were open. The decisions of the peace conference could be contested
either because they violated the right of self determination of the entire colony, for which
urban élites might be considered spokesmen, or because they divided an indigenous
ethnic entity whose wishes had to be respected. The principle of self determination could
be used to support each of these potentially conflicting claims. Much subsequent history,
in Togoland especially, would be about which of them would ultimately prevail. The
Lomé élite tried to create and appeal to a wider sense of Ewe identity which could be
used to reinforce their case for remaining within the British Empire. As the language of
the petitions suggests, this identity was in the first instance linguistic. Politically such a
move had the advantage of linking the Lomé cause with that of the Pekis of the Gold
Coast, who had claims over lordship over the Krepi areas to the northwest of Lomé,
which had also enthusiastically welcomed the British in 191433. As Paul Nugent has
recently reminded us, too much weight should not be placed on this early attempt to
construct an Ewe identity34, but it did provide a precedent which later politicians could
and would, though largely unsuccessfully, exploit.
At the time, despite the strong support of the British men on the spot, the Lomé protest
had no more impact on London than the Douala agitation had. In March, Olympio
petitioned the peace conference in favour of the continuation of British administration.
Inspired by Nelu Gaba, from an important Anecho family who had been deported to
Kamerun for having criticised the German administration, the Anecho community in
Lagos also petitioned for the extension of British rule to Anecho on the coast at the east
of the French zone, and for the need to consult local populations before any decision was
made concerning Togoland. Similarly, the African shipper James A. Dawson of Quittah
in the Gold Coast, in a letter passed on and largely endorsed by the British West Africa
Association, of which he was a member, stressed that it would be cruel if Togoland and
Douala were handed over to the French without taking into account the wishes of the
local population.35
The C.O. officials at the peace conference dismissed all this as “perfectly useless”36;
just as they discounted Garveyite proposals that the German colonies should “become a
Negro National Home and Government” as “ridiculous”. In 1919 they were largely
correct in claiming that Garvey then had “certainly no following in Africa”37, but, as
Dawson’s letter shows, the grievances of Lomé and Douala received a sympathetic
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hearing in the other coastal and commercial cities. When the National Congress of British
West Africa met for the first time in Accra in March 1920, it resolved:38
That the Conference views with alarm the right assumed by the
European powers of exchanging or partitioning Countries between
them, without reference to, or regard for the wishes of the people,
and records the opinion that such a course is tantamount to a species
of slavery.
That the Conference condemns specifically the partitioning of
Togoland between the English and the French Governments and the
handing over of the Cameroons to the French Government without
consulting or regarding the wishes of the peoples in the matter.
Little immediately came of this. The Congress did not long survive the economic
collapse of 1920, which particularly affected the African business élite. In the interwar
years the weakness of African nationalism would be more apparent than its strength. The
Dualas and the Anlos had to adjust to French rule, though they did not forget their
experience of petitioning. The colonial system would not be seriously challenged for a
generation. Above all, 1919 revealed how little African wishes counted in the European
scheme of things. Although Lloyd George had ostentatiously placed it at the centre of
British war aims, self determination had not shaped the peace settlement, and the
forcefully expressed opinions of those best placed to reach European ears had been
disregarded. Therefore the feeling persisted that the 1919 partitions were particularly
unjust. While other colonial borders would acquire a greater degree of legitimacy, those
defining Togo and the Cameroons remained much more open to challenge. Nationalist
rhetoric in Togo before the Second World War39, and in Cameroun/Cameroons after it,
would base itself on the premise that German colonialism had created a valid political
space which had to be restored. In the south of Cameroun/Camerooons this was done. In
Togo the main postwar political challenge would again be in terms of asserting the claim
of an Ewe tribe which had been unjustly divided. This claim would ultimately fail. The
1919 partition would be maintained, with the British portion absorbed into independent
Ghana and the French portion becoming an independent state. In these decisions the
wishes of the people concerned would be consulted, and would, at last, be respected.
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