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Abstract
This thesis examines the experience of displacement in Africa of refugees from Poland during
and after the Second World War. Existing scholarship incorporates this little known episode
into the heroic national history of Poland. Polish government authorities and their subject
citizens created 'oases of Polishness' in the African wilderness. This thesis resets the focus
and investigates the same episode from the perspective of the refugees. It demonstrates that
British colonial Africa and Africans played important roles in determining how the refugees
experienced and gave meaning to their displacement. While the focus of the historiography to
date has been on the nation, this study focuses on refugees and their lived experience of
displacement. Seen 'from below', the lives of the women and children in Africa ran different
courses, the former reflecting an imagined past, the latter absorbed in the present.
Drawing on a range of English and Polish, archival and published sources, and
including a small oral history project with former child refugees, this research explores the
everyday lives of the refugees to see how they lived and made sense of their lives. The
opening chapter provides historical context by describing where the refugees came from, the
circumstances of their removal, and their multiple displacements on the way to Africa.
Chapter Two examines British colonial policy on refugees, arguing that the refugees'
experience of displacement was governed by the institution of the camp. The following three
chapters investigate how the camps were constructed materially and socially, how the
refugees lived, how they acted and reacted to the order of the camp, how they were able to
shape their own lives. The final chapter follows the refugees into the arena of post-war
international refugee relief, illustrating both the longevity and opportunity of displacement.
This study contributes to the new histories of displacement and the Second World War
that take quite different experiences into account. It is a history of one group of people swept
up by war, repeatedly displaced, and ultimately dispersed to every continent on earth except
Antarctica. Its focus is on women and children, an under-represented demographic in studies
of war. It challenges the nation-centred approach to the writing of history, lying as it does on
the border between the fields of transnational history, refugee history and the history of the
Second World War.
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Introduction
One morning, a green line appeared on the horizon. This was Africa. We
gazed at the inevitable in silence ... The ship laid anchor and we found
ourselves floating on a barge towards the shore. It felt as though I had died
and Charon was ferrying me across the River Styx to a place from which I
would never return.1 Anna
The train speeds through rolling savannah. Herds of giraffe, antelope, zebra
and gazelle graze on the yellow grasslands … The beauty of this untamed
land is irresistible ... Am I reading an adventure story or am I dreaming?
Because if I am dreaming, I don't want to wake up.2 Barbara

This thesis examines the experience of displacement in the lives of refugees from Poland in
British colonial Africa during and after the Second World War. The voices of Anna and
Barbara quoted above, register two very different responses to arriving in Africa. Anna, the
wife of a doctor and Polish military officer to whom she had bid farewell when his military
unit was mobilised in September 1939, arrived in Africa with her two infant daughters and
mother. Deported from Poland by the Soviets in April 1940, they had endured two years of
extreme hardship in the central Asian Soviet Republic of Kazakhstan before the July 1941
amnesty granted to all Polish citizens detained in the Soviet Union allowed them freedom of
movement. They fled and joined the evacuation to Persia of the newly-formed Polish army in
1942. Anna was recovering from typhus, her children were severely malnourished, and her
mother's mental state was fragile since the death of her husband, Anna's father, in exile. In
Persia, along with tens of thousands of other evacuated Polish women and children they were
fed, clothed and given medical care by the occupying British forces before being moved to the
most unlikely of destinations, British colonial Africa. Anna's description of her arrival in
Africa conveys her sense of helplessness and hopelessness at her prolonged and seemingly
endless exile.
Barbara was thirteen years old when she arrived in Africa with her mother and older
sister. They too had been deported and survived two long and difficult years in Kazakhstan
without Barbara's father, Lwów's Chief Commissioner of Police, whom the Soviets had
arrested and imprisoned. They were all released under the amnesty. Barbara's father joined the
1

Anna Wiciak-Suchnicka, Drewniane Motyle: Wspomnienie (wojna, wygnanie, osiedlenie), London, Veritas
Foundation Publication Centre, 1987, p. 200.
2
Barbara Porajska, From the Steppes to the Savannah, Port Erin, Ham Publishing, 1988, p. 102.
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Polish army forming in the Soviet Union and he and his family were evacuated to Persia. Her
father left for Iraq with the army while Barbara, her sister and mother found themselves in
Africa. In contrast to Anne's sombre mood, Barbara's description of the train journey from the
port of Mombasa in Kenya to the family's destination in Uganda tingles with excitement and
promise.
Anna and Barbara were just two of an estimated sixty million Europeans uprooted by
the Second World War. 3 Displacement took many forms. People took flight ahead of
advancing armies. They fled in every direction to wherever they believed there was greater
safety than at home.4 Some fled from one part of the country to another, from city to city or
from cities to the countryside. Others crossed borders, leaving behind not only home but also
homeland. However, it was state policies of forced population movement that accounted for
the vast majority of the displaced. Both Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia used population
displacement as a weapon of war, a means of achieving political, economic and military
goals.
Under the terms of the August 1939 German-Soviet Non Aggression Treaty, Hitler
and Stalin divided Eastern Europe between them. In the Polish lands newly incorporated into
the Reich, expulsions of Poles, Jews and Gypsies ran parallel with plans for the 'voluntary'
resettlement of millions of Volksdeutsche from Eastern Europe (Poland, Ukraine, the Baltic
states, Romania).5 The German foreign labour programme would later bring millions of
workers, male and female, from all over Europe to Germany.6 At the end of the war, almost
eight million French, Russian, Polish, Belgian, Dutch, Czech, Yugoslav, Italian and Baltic
foreign workers, slave labourers, liberated prisoners of war and concentration camps inmates
were displaced in Germany alone.7 In the Polish territories annexed by the Soviet Union,
deportations of 'anti-Soviet elements' during the first twenty-one months of the war saw
hundreds of thousands of Polish citizens (Poles, Jews, Ukrainians and Byelorussians) forcibly

3

Malcolm J. Proudfoot, European Refugees: 1939-1952, A Study of Forced Population Movement, Evanston,
Illinois, Northwestern University Press, 1956, p. 21.
4
For example between 200,000 and 300,000 Jews are estimated to have fled eastward from Western and Central
Poland ahead of the German advance. See Maciej Siekierski, 'The Jews in Soviet-Occupied Eastern Poland at the
end of 1939: Numbers and Distribution', in Norman Davies and Antony Polonsky (eds.), Jews in Eastern Poland
and the USSR, 1939-1946, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 1991, pp. 110-115; Proudfoot,
European Refugees, p. 35.
5
Christopher R. Browning, 'Nazi Resettlement Policy and the Search for a Solution to the Jewish Question,
1939-1941', German Studies Review, vol. 9, no. 3, 1986, p. 502.
6
Ben Shephard, The Long Road Home: The Aftermath of the Second World War, London, Vintage Books, 2011,
pp. 11-29.
7
Ibid., p. 59.
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removed to the Soviet interior. 8 Following the Soviet invasion of Estonia, Latvia, and
Lithuanian, tens of thousands of Balts met with the same fate.9 The scale of population
displacement during the war was unprecedented and massive upheavals continued in its wake
as people returned home voluntarily or under population exchange agreements between newly
defined states.
The wartime trajectories of some Europeans carried them not only away from home
and homeland but also away from Europe. The largest category of people who were displaced
from one continent to another were prisoners of war. Over a million Italian prisoners of war
were dispersed worldwide to places such as North America, India, and Australia.10 Refugees
too crossed continents to find safety. In 1940, up to six thousand Jewish refugees fled the war
in Europe for the Far East having secured transit visas for Japan from the Japanese Consul in
Lithuania. They crossed the entire expanse of the Soviet Union by rail, a distance of some
five thousand miles, and from Vladivostok sailed for Kobe in Japan, many ending up in
Japanese-occupied Shanghai.11 In 1940 and 1941, tens of thousands of Greeks fled first the
Italian and then the German invasions of their countries, sailing to the Middle East, where
they were maintained by the British military in six refugee camps spread across Syria,
Palestine and Egypt.12 In 1942 twenty thousand Polish deportees who had been evacuated
from the Soviet Union to Persia were provided with wartime domicile in British colonial
Africa.13 These last refugees are the subjects of this study. This thesis will investigate their
experience of displacement in Africa to see how they were able to live and give meaning to
their lives.

Literature Review
Historians have been slow to engage in the study of refugees. It was not until 1985 that
Michael Marrus produced the first major historical work with refugees at its centre.14 Marrus's
work traces the evolution of the refugee phenomenon in Europe beginning in the late

8

Stanisław Ciesielski, Grzegorz Hryciuk and Aleksander Srebrakowski (eds.), Masowe deportacje ludności w
Związku Radzieckim, Toruń, Wydawnictwo Adam Marszałek, 2003, pp. 206-247.
9
Pavel Polian, Against Their Will: The History and Geography of Forced Migrations in the USSR, New York,
Central European University Press, 2004, p. 120.
10
Bob Moore, 'Enforced Diaspora: The Fate of Italian Prisoners of War during the Second World War', War in
History, vol. 22, no. 2, p. 174.
11
Chiune Sugihara, https://www.ushmm.org/collections/bibliography/chiune-sugihara, (accessed 15 April 2017).
12
Proudfoot, European Refugees, pp. 44-46, 95-96.
13
Janusz Wróbel, Uchodźcy Polscy ze Związku Sowieckiego 1942-1950, Łódź, IPN, 2003, pp. 136-176.
14
Michael M. Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 1985.
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nineteenth century. He is concerned with the movement of refugees into, out of, and across
Europe and the impact of that movement on relations between nation states. The development
of the European state system, he argues, is inextricably linked to the emergence of mass
population displacement, the defining characteristic of modern refugee movements. Some
twenty years later, Philip Marfleet called for an end to 'the absence of refugees from most
historical work, and the low profile of history in the nascent field of Refugee Studies' arguing
that the mass population displacements that are a permanent feature of our contemporary
world, need to be understood as historical developments, and that an historical perspective has
much to contribute to the current discourse on refugees.15 This call has been echoed by
historians such as Klaus Neumann, Tony Kushner and Peter Gatrell.16
Over the past decade, the historiography of displacement has grown considerably.
Peter Gatrell's recent global history on the making of the modern refugee pursues many
central themes of refugee studies, promoting the concept of 'refugeedom' as an
interdisciplinary matrix for interrogating the 'problem' of refugees outside national
frameworks.17 Others such as Daniel Cohen, Anna Holian, Ben Shephard and Tara Zahra
have focussed on European population displacement in relation to the Second World War,
documenting and interpreting the huge wartime and post war flows of people into and out of
Germany, the social and political worlds of DP camps, the impact on national and
international relations of millions of people 'out of place', the birth of international
humanitarianism, and the rebuilding of the lives of lost children.18 Then there are histories of
places such as that by Adam Seipp of the small German farm town of Wildflecken, the site of
15

Philip Marfleet, 'Refugees and History: Why we must address the past', Refugee Survey Quarterly, vol. 26, no.
3, 2007, p. 136.
16
Klaus Neumann, Refuge Australia: Australia's Humanitarian Record, Sydney, University of New South
Wales Press, 2004; Tony Kushner, Remembering Refugees: Then and Now, Manchester, Manchester University
Press, 2006; Peter Gatrell, 'Population displacement in the Baltic regions in the twentieth century: from "refugee
studies" to refugee history', Journal of Baltic Studies, vol. 38, no. 1, March 2007, pp. 43-60.
17
Peter Gatrell, The Making of the Modern Refugee, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2013. Other works
include, Peter Gatrell, 'Population displacement in the Baltic regions', pp. 43-60; Peter Gatrell, 'Introduction:
World Wars and Population Displacement in Europe in the Twentieth Century', Contemporary European
History, vol. 16, no. 4, November 2007, pp. 415-426; Peter Gatrell, 'Displacing and Re-placing Population in the
Two world Wars: Armenia and Poland Compared', Contemporary European History, vol. 16, no. 4, November
2007, pp. 511-527; Peter Gatrell, 'Refugees - What's Wrong with History?', Journal of Refugee Studies, vol. 30,
no. 2, 2016, pp. 170-189; Peter Gatrell, 'Refugees and Refugee Studies', Nationalities Papers, The Journal of
Nationalism and Ethnicity, August 2017, pp. 1-10; Peter Gatrell and Nick Baron (eds.), Warlands: Population
Resettlement and State Reconstruction in the Soviet-East European Borderlands 1935-1950, Houndmills,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.
18
Gerard Daniel Cohen, In War's Wake: Europe's Displaced Persons in the Postwar Order, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 2012; Anna Holian, Between National Socialism and Soviet Communism: Displaced Persons
in post war Germany, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 2011; Ben Shephard, The Long Road Home;
Tara Zahra, The Lost Children: Reconstructing Europe's families after World War II, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
Harvard University Press, 2011.
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multiple comings and goings of armies and displaced persons during the Second World
War.19
Scholarship on population displacement has recently taken a transnational or global
turn as historians acknowledge the limitations of viewing this subject solely through a
national lens.20 Paradoxically, it has also been lamented that 'far too many insights about
individual refugee crises and responses remain packed away in national boxes, where they are
inaccessible to all but a handful of specialists'.21 This study set out to remove a particular
refugee episode from its nationalist box and in the process discovered a transnational history.
A review of the literature directly relevant to this thesis begins with scholarship
published in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, when the fall of communism and the
restoration of Poland as an independent and democratic state led to a surge of historical
enquiry into the Second World War, the Soviet invasion and annexation of Eastern Poland
and the displacement of large sections of the Polish population eastward through military
capture, conscription, civilian arrest and mass deportation. 22 Of the substantive body of
literature covering these events, studies by Jan T. Gross and Katherine R. Jolluck are
particularly relevant to my research as they cover the first of several displacement experiences
of the Poles who would end up in Africa, and their work is primarily based on testimonies of
people who experienced this displacement. Both historians made extensive use of the archival
19

Adam R. Seipp, Strangers in the Wild Place: Refugees, Americans and a German Town, 1945-1952,
Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2013.
20
Pamela Ballinger, 'Impossible Returns, Eduring Legacies: Recent Historiography of Displacement and the
Reconstruction of Europe after World War II', Contemporary European History, vol. 22, no. 1, 2013. p. 128.
21
Matthew Frank and Jessica Reinisch, 'Refugees and the Nation-State in Europe, 1919-1959', Journal of
Contemporary History, vol. 49, no. 3, 2014, pp. 479. Further on international history see Jessica Renisch,
'Introduction: Agents of Internationalism', Contemporary European History, vol. 25, no. 2, 2016, pp. 195-205.
22
Daniel Boćkowski, Czas nadziei: Obywatele Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej w ZSRR i opieka nad nimi placówek
polskich w latach 1940-1943, Warszawa, Neriton, 1999; Anna M. Cienciała, Natalia S. Lebedeva and Wojciech
Materski, Katyn: A Crime without Punishment, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2007; Stanisław
Ciesielski, Polacy w Kazachstanie w latach 1940-1946: zesłańcy lat wojny, Wrocław, W Kolorach Tęczy,
Wrocław, 1997; Stanisław Ciesielski, Grzegorz Hryciuk, Aleksander Srebrakowski, Masowe deportacje
radzieckie w okresie II wojny światowej, Wrocław, Prace Historyczne, 1994; Stanisław Ciesielski, Wojciech
Materski i Andrzej Paczkowski, Represje sowieckie wobec Polaków i obywateli polskich, Warszawa, Ośrodek
Karta, 2000; Albin Głowacki, 'Jeńcy polscy w ZSSR, wrzesień 1939 – lipiec 1941', Wojskowy Przegląd
Historyczny, 1992, no. 3; Albin Głowacki, O deportacji osadników wojskowych w gląb ZSSR (w świetle
materialów NKWD), Mars, 1994, vol. 2, pp. 111-144; Albin Głowacki, Sowieci wobec polakow na ziemiach
wschodnich II Rzeczypospolitej 1939-1941, Łódz, 1998; Jan T. Gross, Revolution from Abroad: The Soviet
Conquest of Poland’s Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia, 2nd edn., Princeton, Princeton University Press,
2002; Aleksander Gurjanow, Cztery deportacje 1940-41, Warszawa, Karta, no. 12, 1994, pp. 114-136; Katherine
R. Jolluck, Exile and Identity: Polish Women in the Soviet Union During World War II, Pittsburgh, University of
Pittsburgh Press, 2002; Julian Siedlecki, Losy Polaków w ZSSR w latach 1939-1986, London, Gryf Publications,
1987; Keith Sword (ed.), The Soviet Takeover of the Polish Eastern Provinces, 1939-41, London, Macmillan,
1991; Keith Sword, Deportation and Exile: Poles in the Soviet Union, 1939-1948, Houndmills, Bassingstoke,
Palgrave Macmillan, 1994; Piotr Żaroń, Ludność polska w Związku Radzieckim w czasie II wojny światowej,
Warszawa, Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1990; Zbigniew Żaroń, Wojenne losy ludnośći polskiej na
obczyźnie w latach 1939-1947, Warszawa-London, Unicorn, 1994.
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holdings of the Hoover Institute at Stanford University, California, which contain tens of
thousands of personal testimonies written in response to a series of questionnaires that men,
women and children were asked to complete upon evacuation from the Soviet Union to
Persia. This information was gathered by the Documentation Division of the Polish Army in
Exile and is a unique first-hand record of the personal experiences of the deportees both under
occupation and in exile.
Gross's landmark study of the experience of ordinary people of the Soviet seizure of
power and the imposition of totalitarian rule remains unsurpassed in its description and
analysis from the 'bottom up' of developments in Eastern Poland in the first twenty-one
months of the war. The subjects of this thesis, Polish refugees in Africa, experienced the
sovietisation of which Gross writes at first hand. They were participants in a new and lawless
world, an unpredictable and fearful world, where as Gross posits, the public realm was
privatized and state authority was administered through the pursuit of private interests. The
simple tool of denunciation made everyone simultaneously powerful and vulnerable, subjects
of a state of pervasive and random terror.23 Gross's study covers the destruction wrought upon
people and society by Soviet programmes of imprisonment and deportation. He details the
four mass deportations that took place in 1940 and 1941 removing hundreds of thousands of
Polish citizens to the Soviet Far North, Siberia and Central Asia, including the Poles who
were to be refugees in Africa.24
Jolluck has contributed to the scholarship on women's experiences of war arguing that
the idea of war as a struggle between two military forces is a myth which denies the reality of
women's central involvement. 'Experiences of deportation, forced labour, rape, struggling to
keep children alive, and maintaining one's identity in the face of attempts to erase it are not
incidental to war, but … integral to its full story'.25 In her study of Polish women deported to
the Soviet Union, Jolluck observes that the lives of the deportees bore little resemblance to
those in interwar Poland. Instead of family homes they were crowded into communal living
spaces with strangers. The role of breadwinner was now a joint responsibility, with women as
well as men required to work long hours at physically demanding jobs in forests, mines and
on farms so as to earn meagre food rations for themselves and their children.26 In Polish
society, gender roles were steeped in tradition, history and religious belief. A woman’s place

23

Gross, Revolution from Abroad, pp. 116-122.
Ibid., pp. 187-224.
25
Jolluck, Exile and Identity, p. xiv.
26
Ibid., pp. 37-43, 85-86, 139-141.
24
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was in the home as wife and mother. Jolluck argues that the loss of home and the imperative
of work challenged the sacredness of the family unit and the deportees' sense of self.27
Jolluck is primarily concerned with identity, with the multiple threats to identity
presented by a life in exile, and the reactions and transformations which occur in response to
these threats. She argues that deported women employed the intertwined concepts of gender
and nationality to make sense of what was happening to them and to maintain their
'Polishness'. They differentiated themselves from 'others', refusing to fit in with foreigners,
defined by ethnicity and religion as different and inferior. Jolluck argues that Polish women
emerged from Soviet exile with a strengthened belief in the God-ordained natural order of
things and renewed commitment to fulfilling the traditional female role in the home and in
society.28
The scholarship on the Poles who in 1942 were evacuated from the Soviet Union to
Iran follows the trail of the Anders' Army, recounting its adventures and exploits.29 By
contrast, the civilians, mainly women and children, who were evacuated from the Soviet
Union with the army have received little scholarly attention. It appears that wartime civilian
evacuees granted domicile in Iran, Africa, India, Mexico and New Zealand do not fit well into
Poland's heroic national history. Though memoirs and autobiographies have been written,
photographic albums have been published, and oral histories have been recorded, it has often
been left to the refugees themselves to document their experience.30

27

Ibid., pp. 91-98.
Ibid., pp. 217-219, 242-244, 276-278.
29
Norman Davies, Trail of Hope: The Anders Army, An Odyssey Across Three Continents, Osprey Publishing,
2015; Halik Kochanski, The Eagle Unbowed: Poland and the Poles in the Second World War, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 2012; Harvey Sarner, General Anders and the Soldiers of the Second
Polish Corps, Cathedral City CA, Brunswick Press, 1998; Melchior Wańkowicz, Bitwa o Monte Casino,
Warszawa, Prószyński i S-ka, 2009; Zbigniew Wawer, Armia Generała Władysława Andersa w ZSSR 19411942, Warszawa, Bellona SA, 2012; Piotr Żaroń, Armia Andersa, Toruń, Wydawnictwo Adam Marszałek,1996.
See also Michael Peszke, 'An Introduction to English-Language Literature on the Polish Armed Forces in World
War II,' The Journal of Military History, vol. 70, no. 4, 2006, pp. 1029-1064.
30
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The leading authority on the civilian evacuees is Polish historian, Janusz Wróbel, who
began publishing on this topic in the early 1990s.31 His 2003 book, Uchodźcy Polscy ze
Związku Sowietskiego 1942-1950 (Polish Exiles from the Soviet Union 1942-1950), published
by the Polish Institute of National Remembrance, remains the definitive text on the subject. A
separate chapter is devoted to each of the countries to which the evacuees were transferred
including a chapter on Africa. Wróbel gives an overview of the political and institutional
aspects of the Polish Government-in-exile's involvement in the administration of the refugee
camps in Africa. His sources are predominantly Polish government records and publications
by Polish government officials. Though the Public Records Office (PRO) London is listed as
an archival source, British records are seldom cited. Neither is the African context explored,
with little information provided about the political, economic or social background of African
host territories. Finally, the refugee perspective is largely absent from Wróbel's work.
Nevertheless, his scholarship on the topic of the Polish evacuees from the Soviet Union and
their worldwide dispersal remains highly important and includes a detailed and
comprehensive account of the political and administrative aspects of the sojourn of Polish
refugees on African soil. It provides a solid base for further examination of the topic.
A number of historians have focussed on the plight of the children evacuated from the
Soviet Union.32 The standard depiction is of children's lost innocence and stolen childhood as
a result of deportation and confinement in the Soviet Union. The literature focuses on the
efforts of the Polish Government-in-exile to provide the children with a Polish upbringing, to
educate and train them to be loyal Polish citizens, and to prepare them for taking an active
part in the reconstruction of Poland after the war. A recent article by Ewa Stańczyk
interrogates the stereotype of passive victimhood as applied to children and their experiences
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of war and displacement.33 Using the memoirs and reminiscences of Polish children in exile
in Persia, India, Africa, New Zealand and Mexico, Stańczyk argues that children were not
passive victims but active agents 'able to build peaceful, happy environments away from
home often with the help of local populations'.34 The question of children's experiences of
displacement in Africa continues to be of interest to scholars.
Lynne Taylor's work also focuses on Polish children, in particular, on a group of
orphans who migrated from Africa to Canada.35 In addition to the extensive use of British,
Canadian, UNRRA and IRO archives, Taylor interviewed a number of surviving 'children'
who shared with her their personal experiences of deportation and displacement. The use not
only of official archives but also of oral histories giving voice to the refugees themselves is a
distinguishing feature of Taylor's work. What emerges is quite a different view of camp life
than that recorded by Polish authorities 'from above', or indeed from that found in memoires
written by 'children' who were not orphans. The harsh discipline of the orphanages and the
feeling of 'always being hungry' are stronger memories than going to school or being a scout.
The breaching of the camp boundary and participating in life on 'the other side' are also
revealed to be part of the everyday lives of teenage boys who had learned to be independent
and distrusting of authority as survival techniques in the Soviet Union. This is a unique view
into an 'orphan' world of overwhelming loss and seemingly endless challenges. Taylor's study
is mainly concerned with the period after the war, when the Poles in Africa were faced with
the unenviable task of choosing whether or not to return to Poland. She examines the
entanglement of the IRO, the Polish Government, the colonial authorities, Catholic clergy and
Polish camp officials in the drama that unfolded over the fate of the Tengeru orphans.
A different approach has been taken by Anna Hejczyk, who has recently written an
illustrated social history of one of the camps, Tengeru in Tanganyika, based on interviews and
material evidence collected worldwide by the Centrum Dokumentacji Zsyłek, Wypędzeń i
Przesiedleń Uniwersytetu Pedagogicznego w Krakowie (Centre for the Documentation of
Deportations, Expulsions and Resettlements at the Teacher Training University in Krakow).36
Oral history and secondary literature are the bases of this study with little use of official
33
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archival sources. Nevertheless as a study of everyday life in the microcosm of one camp it is a
welcome contribution to scholarship in this field.
Historians have begun to address the issue of the ethnic diversity of the refugee
population in Africa.37 The majority of Polish citizens forcefully removed to the Soviet Union
were ethnic Poles. However ethnic Poles were a minority population in Eastern Poland where
they were outnumbered by Ukrainians, Byelorussians and Jews all of whom, regardless of
their ethnicity or religion, were swept up in the forced removals. The ethnic minorities were
recruited to Anders' army and were evacuated to Persia with their families, despite disputed
Polish recruitment practices and shifting Soviet definitions of who was and was not a Polish
citizen. The literature on the Byelorussians in Africa foregrounds the way in which nationalist
politics and troubled relations between ethnic Poles and ethnic Byelorussians of Orthodox
faith in interwar Poland resurfaced in the refugee camps.38 However, scholarship on ethnic
Ukrainian civilians evacuated to Persia and moved to Africa has not been located during the
course of this research despite this ethnic groups was represented in the Anders' army and
their families being eligible for evacuation. 39 There also appears to be an absence of
scholarship on the Polish Jewish deportees who became refugees in Africa though primary
sources testify to their presence there.
Polish historians have produced most of the scholarship on Polish refugees in Africa.
However, historians of and from Africa have also engaged with this topic. African scholars
are not concerned with administration of the camps or the ways in which the Polish
government cared for children in exile, but with relations between the refugees and their
hosts, both British colonial and African. Samwiri Lwanga-Lunyiigo examines the presence of
Polish refugees in Africa during the Second World War in the context of the history of
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Uganda as a host and a source of refugees.40 His findings present an entirely different view of
the Polish refugee experience to that found in the Polish historiography. He interprets the
selection of remote locations for the Polish camps as an intentional move on the part of
colonial authorities to isolate the refugees from the centres of population as 'an inferior type
of white person'. In Lwanga-Lunyiigo's view, this plan failed spectacularly due to the attitude
and actions of the refugees, which included engaging in inter-racial sexual relations. In his
opinion, the Poles, though white, were not racist and 'saw Africans simply as human beings'.41
Peter Mwangi Kagwana traces the development of the phenomenon of refugees in
British East Africa over the period of the twentieth century.42 One of his case studies from the
colonial era is that of Polish refugees during the Second World War. He looks through the
lens of race and ethnicity at the ways in which the refugees were governed and finds that the
desire of colonial authorities to maintain power, prestige and privilege took precedence over
humanitarian concerns in determining refugee policies and practices. Mwangi Kagwana
describes the Polish refugees who were women, children, and the elderly and disabled, as
presenting a 'triple challenge' to British authorities 'related to the fact that they constituted an
extraordinary ensemble of femininity, infantility and infirmity'.43 He argues that it was this
perceived triple threat that determined where the refugees would be settled and how they
would be governed.44 A number of articles have also appeared focussing on the African
territory of Southern Rhodesia (today's Zimbabwe) as a host territory for Polish refugees.
They examine the racial underpinning of the territory's treatment of refugees from an
administrative, propaganda and immigration perspective and conclude, that Southern
Rhodesia's post war immigration policy discriminated strongly against Poles who sought to
permanently settle in the territory.45
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The extant literature incorporates the study of Polish refugees in Africa into a wider
study of Polish exiles. It is primarily written by historians of and from Poland in the Polish
language and views this episode of displacement through a nationalist lens focussing on the
political and institutional aspects of the Polish Government-in-exile's role in creating 'oases of
Polishness' in the refugee camps in Africa.46 The literature specifically on Polish refugees in
Africa is mostly concerned with the lives of children in exile and the efforts of the Polish
government to train them to be loyal Polish citizens through its educational institutions and
organisations. Primary sources used in the writing of all of the above are almost exclusively
those held in official Polish government archives. Taylor considerably broadened the source
base to include oral histories of former child refugees plus the archives of international
organisations and governments thus adding a totally new perspective to this history. Hers is
also the only English-language study. Although Hejczyk's work is a micro-history of one of
the camps, it is based primarily on the memories of people who were child refugees thus
indirectly making this study about children too. In summary, the Polish Government-in-exile's
role in the political and administrative structure that governed the camps and the theme of the
Poles as a nation in exile are well covered in the literature. There is a strong emphasis on
children in the scholarship, either because they are the focus of the research itself or because
they are the primary source base.
There are two distinct areas that have been under-researched. The first area relates to
the refugees themselves. The largest demographic group making up almost half of the
population in the camps were women. The focus in the literature on the children has relegated
women to the background, leaving their experiences largely unexplored and giving the
impression that there were no differences between the way women and children experienced
and gave meaning to displacement. The smallest demographic groups in the camps,
Byelorussians and Jews have also received little scholarly attention resulting in promotion of
an image of national unity in the camps that is open to question. The second under-researched
area relates to Africa itself. Although Africa is present as a landscape and a 'zoo', the people
of Africa are largely absent and seemingly irrelevant in the scholarship. The nationalist lens
has failed to capture the presence and importance of key actors, British colonial and African,
in the lives of the Polish refugees. At the time the refugees arrived in Africa, it was a
continent on which the British imperial project had politically and economically subjugated
large sections of the local populations and introduced hierarchical and racially defined
46
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systems of governance. African historians have raised important issues in relation to PolishAfrican relations, and the racist and/or discriminatory policies and practices of British
colonial authorities towards the refugees which call for further investigation. This thesis
places refugees at the centre of the study so as to address the gaps and issues identified in the
literature and come to a better understanding of the lived experience of displacement.

Scope
The subjects of this study are twenty thousand Polish citizens who were granted wartime
domicile in Africa by British colonial authorities following their evacuation from the Soviet
Union to Persia. They, and over three hundred thousand others, had been forcibly removed to
the Far North, Siberia and Central Asia after the Soviet invasion and annexation of Eastern
Poland. They were evacuated with the Polish army which had formed in the Soviet Union
following German aggression against the USSR. The army was assigned to serve with the
British in the Middle East: the civilians were an unanticipated 'problem'. They were almost
entirely women and children, including orphans and were a cross section of Polish society
ranging from professionals to illiterates, the elderly to infants, rural and city dwellers,
Catholics, Orthodox and Jews.
Geographically this project is located in sub Saharan Africa within the borders of the
British colonial territories of Kenya, Uganda, Tanganyika (now Tanzania), Northern Rhodesia
(now Zambia), Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), and the Union of South Africa. The
territories encompassed a diversity of political, economic and social structures and were home
to a myriad of African cultures. Closely connected through the British imperial project, they
adopted a cooperative and largely uniform approach to the maintenance and control of
refugees.
The period under examination spans almost a decade from 1942 when the first group
of Polish refugees arrived in Africa by sea from Iran until the International Refugee
Organisation (IRO) closed its Nairobi office, leaving a handful of the refugees in British care.
The period of displacement in Africa can be divided into two phases. The first phase, during
the war, was a building phase when not only huts, schools, hospitals and churches were
constructed but also communities of people. It was the period when the Polish government in
exile had a role in the administration of the camps under colonial control and the refugees
lived in the belief they would return to a liberated and free Poland. The second phase covers
the period after the war when the Polish Government-in-exile was no longer recognised by the
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Allies and the refugees found themselves under the administration of the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) and then the IRO, urged by colonial
authorities to leave and by the communist Warsaw government to repatriate.

Sources
This research draws upon a wide range of both archival and published sources, in English and
Polish. Material concerning the British and colonial governments' activities has been drawn
predominantly from the files of the Foreign Office (FO) and Colonial Office (CO) in The
National Archives (TNA), Kew. The equivalent information for the Polish government in
exile and Polish authorities on the ground in Africa was located in the Archive of Modern
Records (AAN), Warsaw, primarily in the files of the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare
(MPiOS) of the Government of the Republic of Poland (in exile) London. I regret being
unable to carry out research in the national archives of the African territories which hosted the
refugees, where the work of historians from Africa has indicated there are additional relevant
holdings.
Material in the British and Polish national archives was used extensively to construct a
comprehensive picture of the framework within which British, Polish and colonial
governments operated in regard to refugee policy and administration. Minutes of meetings of
the East Africa Governors' Conference, and the Directors of Refugees in the territories, as
well as monthly reports by Polish school inspectors, doctors and priests, all yielded detailed
information about the everyday lives of the refugees and the inner workings of the camps,
sometimes in surprising detail. Meal menus, instances of fires and earthquakes, rates of pay,
births and deaths, YMCA programmes, and much more information is contained in these
archives. Finally, the archives of the IRO at the Archives Nationales (AN) in Paris were the
source base for the period after the war when for over four years the IRO maintained the
refugees in Africa and strove to resettle them overseas.
The holdings of the archives of the Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum (PISM) in
London which contain files on the African camps, were also included in the primary research
pool. These provide a picture of daily life in the camps with chronicles, histories, concert
programmes, reports and correspondence written by various officials and camp residents. The
holdings include photographs of various activities in the camps, and children's school work poetry, essays and drawings. The British Library (BL), London, and the National Library
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(BN), Warsaw, provided access to English-language and Polish-language newspapers
published in the 1940s in Nairobi, Kenya.
Published memoires and oral histories are important historical tools for reconstructing
the lives of 'ordinary' people and were used in this project in addition to official archival
material. The voices of refugees who are the subjects of this study are heard in these sources
and offer insight into the subjective experience of displacement. They act as a counterpoint to
the voice of authority found in political and administrative records, and are concerned more
with creating meaning than revealing facts.47 The oral histories of some of the Poles who
experienced the refugee camps in Africa are available from a number of sources.48 Paul
Sendziuk's work is particularly relevant as all of his interviewees were refugees in Africa,
though it is also limited in that interviewees recall whole life stories of which Africa features
as a relatively small part. This limitation together with the ready availability and accessibility
of former Polish refugees from Africa in my home town, led me to conduct an small oral
history project focused exclusively on the experience of displacement in Africa. Participants
were recruited from the Koło Sybiraków (Polish Siberian Group) in Western Australia of
which I was an associate member. Ten women and two men, aged in their eighties, agreed to
take part. The participants were invited to describe their experiences of the material and social
world of the refugee camps during a semi-structured interview based on open-ended questions
(see Appendix). The oral history project provided the opportunity to hear personal accounts
and impressions and to engage in conversation pursuing particular lines of enquiry with
former refugees on everyday matters not always deemed interesting or important enough to be
included in memoires. Memoires of former refugees who were adults in Africa are scarce.
The same applies for oral histories. Unfortunately, this is a gap that cannot now be filled. The
available oral sources mostly give voice to one section of the refugee population, children.
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A final source of information was photographs. There must have been several avid
photographers among the refugees because photographs of the camps and their residents
engaged in a wide range of activities abound. Some are highly staged formal photographs
while others offer a more relaxed and casual view of camp life. Participants in the oral history
project all possessed photographs from Africa and two tomes have been published in recent
years by the Fundacja Archiwum Fotograficzne Tułaczy (FAFT) in Warsaw that contain a
wealth of visual evidence bearing witness to everyday life in the refugee camps.49 One of the
areas in which the photographs were particularly informative was in revealing the presence
and involvement of the African population in the refugee camps. While there is little evidence
in government archives and personal memoires of the Africans who lived in neighbouring
villages or who were employed in the camps, photographs bear witness to their presence and
involvement in the lives of the refugees.

Definition of Terms
The terms 'refugee' and 'refugee camp' are commonplace in the contemporary world where
68.5 million people are displaced globally, 25.4 million of them refugees, and nongovernment relief agencies conduct the business of humanitarian relief on an international
scale.50 In this thesis the definition of 'refugee' is construed broadly and not confined to
particular legal terminologies. There was no universal definition of a refugee in the 1940s.
The Covenant of the League of Nations (1919-1946) did not mention refugees, neither did the
Atlantic Charter (August 1941) or the UN Declaration (January 1941).51 The definition of the
Geneva Convention relating to the status of Refugees was not formulated until 1951. It states
that a refugee is:
'any person who … owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection
of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the
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country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.52
Polish citizens forcibly removed to the Soviet Union travelled through categories
acquiring different labels with each consecutive displacements. Initially they were prisoners
of war, conscripts, arrestees, and deportees. Upon evacuation to Persia they were at first
referred to in official British government documents as 'war evacuees'. In mid 1942, due to
the increasing number of Poles and Greeks fleeing to the Middle East and the potential risk
that they posed to military operations, the British military created the Middle East Relief and
Refugee Administration (MERRA) based in Cairo for their administration. From then on,
British authorities used the term 'refugees' in relation to civilian Poles in Persia and Africa.
The same year, colonial authorities created the East Africa Refugee Administration (EARA),
based in Nairobi, which also gave primacy to the term 'refugee'. In the period after the war,
UNRRA and the IRO continued to use the term 'refugee' although strictly speaking once
registered with these organisations, they became Displaced Persons. The term DP was seldom
applied to the Poles in Africa.
The Polish term commonly used in official documents and secondary literature to
describe the Poles in Africa is 'uchodźca'. This can be translated as either 'displaced person,
refugee, emigrant, or exile'.53 The most commonly used translation is 'exile'. Another word
which appears in the Polish literature on Poles in Africa is 'tułacz' meaning 'homeless,
wandering, exile'.54 In terms of self-perception then being 'wanderers in exile' is how the
Poles in Africa saw themselves. One of the participants in the oral history project that is part
of this project strongly objected to the use of the word 'refugee' to describe herself. It was a
word she associated with flight, and stated quite categorically that she had not fled Poland but
had been forcibly removed, therefore she was not a refugee.55 The word 'refugee' today carries
many negative connotations. We might well ask,
What has been done to the word refuge? In the beginning the word sounded
beautiful. A refuge meant 'home'. It welcomed you, protected you gave you
warmth and hospitality. Then we added one single phoneme, one letter, e,
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and the positive term refuge became refugee, connoting something
negative.56
This study uses the term 'camps' to describe the places where the refugees were
assigned to live. In primary sources of British origin such as colonial reports and official
correspondence, the word 'camp' is commonly used, though occasionally, the word
'settlement' appears. For example, in Southern Rhodesia, the title of the person responsible for
refugee affairs was the Director of Internment Camps and Refugee Settlements. The norm
however was for colonial authorities to use the word 'camp' not 'settlement'. The reverse is
true of primary sources of Polish origin where the word 'osiedle' appears more frequently than
the word 'obóz' in official government and departmental documents. The issue here is not one
of translation but of intent. As this study will show, colonial authorities viewed the refugees
as a threat to the 'colonial order of things', a threat that needed to be contained and controlled,
in camps.57 On the other hand, the Polish Government viewed its refugees as 'the nation in
exile', a nation that needed to be settled, revived and sustained until returning to the
homeland. This difference in the outlook and aims of colonial and Polish authorities is
demonstrated throughout this study. In memoirs and oral histories, former refugees use both
terms, interchangeably, whether speaking or writing in English or Polish.
The word 'settlement' has a rather general meaning being 'the act of going to live in a
new place where few people have lived before, or the place where people have come to
live.'58 'Settlement' does not adequately describe either the places where the refugees came to
live or the process by which they came to be there. Characteristics such as the lack of choice
in deciding where to live, being assigned to live in a place that had a visible boundary and a
guarded gate as the only sanctioned point of entry and exit, the requirement to obtain a pass to
leave the camp or to be employed outside the camp, the person in charge being called a Camp
Commandant and wearing a military uniform, identical housing, food rationing - these are just
some of the features that define these places as camps. As this study will show, communities
grew within the camps, schools and hospitals and churches were built, and a society
resembling that of interwar Poland evolved. However, there is no mistaking that these
communities were inside camps. The function of the camp was to contain and control a group
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of people who were temporarily present in a territory and whose place in the social order was
indeterminate. They were thus perceived to be a threat, potential disruptors of the 'colonial
order of things'. This study argues that the policy of encampment adopted by British colonial
authorities had a significant impact on the lived experience of the refugees in Africa that
cannot be minimised or sanitised by eschewing the use of the word 'camp'.
The 'camp' has been and continues to be theorised from many different perspectives
by countless scholars from multiple disciplines. Reading the literature on 'refugee camps'
especially that coming from the nascent field of refugee studies has been a most informative
and interesting exercise. This study does not however aim to apply or adopt any one theory to
its analysis of the camps for Polish refugees in Africa. If there was one theory that informed
my thinking more than others it is that of Erving Goffman on total institutions.59 For Goffman
living in a total institution meant living, working and socialising in the same place, with the
same people, at the same time, under the same authority, in accordance with a single overall
plan. The parallels with the refugee camps for Poles in Africa are striking.60
Finally, the term Siberia is used in this study to denote the specific province in Russia
that is east of the Ural Mountains and comprises most of Northern Asia. When placed in
parentheses, 'Siberia' is used symbolically to mean 'a place of exile'. The words Persia and
Iran are used interchangeably in this study. The Reza Shah Pahlavi as part of his
modernisation campaign changed the name of Persia to Iran in 1935. However, during the
Second World War the Allies continued to use the name Persia in communications so as to
clearly differentiate the two neighbouring countries of Iran and Iraq. In practice both names
appear in source documents while the refugees themselves tend to favour the use of the word
'Persia'.

Survey of Chapters
This thesis begins by providing a brief historical background to the origins of the refugees
who are the subject of this study and the circumstances under which they came to be
displaced. It covers interwar Poland, the beginning of the Second World War and the forced
removal of hundreds of thousands of Polish citizens to the Soviet Union, the Polish-Soviet
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Agreement under which the Poles were amnestied and a Polish army was formed on Soviet
soil, the evacuation of the army and accompanying civilians to British-occupied Iran, and the
decision to provide wartime domicile to twenty thousand of the civilian evacuees in British
colonial Africa.
Chapter Two focuses on British colonial Africa and the territories that agreed to host
the refugees. It examines the motivations and concerns of British colonial authorities in
relation to the presence of refugees in their territories, and the policies and practices that were
agreed upon to manage the 'problem' of refugees. This chapter interrogates the policy of
encampment, identifying it as a core factor in determining the kinds of lives the refugees were
able to live and the meanings they gave to their displacement. It further examines the role of
the Polish Government-in-exile in the making of these crucial early decisions, and the
division of responsibilities for the refugees between these British, colonial and Polish
authorities.
The following chapter is the first of three chapters that investigate the ways in which
the refugee camps were constructed materially and socially. Chapter Three focuses on the
responsibility of colonial authorities for the provision of the essential needs of shelter, food
and clothing. It examines the challenges presented to the women, who made up almost half of
the population in the camps, in recreating homes and restoring families in the primitive living
conditions and confined spaces of the camp.
Chapter Four focuses on policies and practices in relation to employment, health care,
and law and order, and identifies the obstacles and opportunities they presented for the
refugees to recover a state of physical and psychological well-being. It examines how these
policies and practices influenced the society that evolved within the camp, and despite the
containment of the camp, the kinds of behaviours and relations that refugees engaged in
outside the limits of the camp with a broad cross section of the wider population.
In Chapter Five, the investigation into the material and social construction of the
camps concludes with an analysis of educational services, and the place of religion and
culture in shaping the lives of the refugees. These areas were the responsibility of Polish
authorities who saw their role as leading 'the nation in exile' and keeping the essence of that
nation alive through promoting Polish language, history, literature and culture.
Chapter Six covers the period after the war when a policy of 'wait and see' was
adopted by many of the refugees as they were faced with the difficult decision of whether to
return to a Poland that was not the Poland they had imagined, or remain, as they saw it, in
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exile. It examines their absorption into the new international system of refugee care and
control, and discusses the factors that influenced their future paths.
The aim of this thesis is to explore the lived experience of displacement in Africa of
refugees from Poland. Gaps in the historiography have indicated that there is a need for
research into this phenomenon from new perspectives and in new directions. The following
chapters take the refugee perspective and focus on the institution of the camp to illustrate the
specificity and complexity of refugee life and the multiple meanings that can be ascribed to
displacement. We begin with a survey of the multiple displacements that led to Africa.
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Chapter 1

Historical Background

A study of how refugees experience displacement, in this case refugees from Poland in British
colonial Africa, begins with knowing something of the place from which they came, and the
circumstances of their removal. The purpose of this chapter is to provide that background. It
is ordered chronologically and divided into four parts. The first part briefly reviews the
political, economic and social situation in Poland in the two decades prior to the Second
World War with particular reference to Eastern Poland. Part two focuses on the Second World
War and the forced removal of hundreds of thousands of Polish citizens from Eastern Poland
to the Soviet Union. The third part of this chapter covers the amnesty and evacuation of Poles
from the Soviet Union to Allied-occupied Persia in 1942. It examines the motivation of
British authorities in deciding to move the evacuees out of Persia to Africa. Finally, this
chapter traces the refugees' journey from Persia to Africa via India, focussing on their
experience of and responses to British military care and control.

Interwar Poland61
The refugees in Africa were citizens of the Second Polish Republic (1918-1939). This
Republic, invaded by Germany and the Soviet Union in September 1939 was a fledgling state.
It had rise from the ruins of the First World War and the collapse of the three European
empires that had partitioned and ruled over the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (15631795) for over a hundred years. 62 The Second Polish Republic's borders were highly
contested. Numerous plebiscites were held and wars fought before its final lines were drawn.
The war over the eastern border was perhaps the most contentious as the battle there was the
latest manifestation of a centuries-old struggle between Poland and Russia over control of the
lands that lay between them.
The Polish-Bolshevik War (1919-1920) was fought on and over the kresy, the broad
sweep of land that extends from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Black Sea in the south,
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through modern day Lithuania, Byelorussia and Ukraine.63 The word kresy is more than a
geographical designation.64 It refers to the historical and cultural heartland of Poland during
the era of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and was particularly dear to the Second
Republic's Commander-in-Chief, Józef Piłsudski, who dreamed of uniting these lands into a
federation of independent states capable of resisting Soviet expansion. The Bolsheviks on the
other hand saw the kresy as their land link to Europe, 'the bridge over which the Revolution
would have to march if it was to spread and survive.'65 The Battle for Warsaw, in which the
Red Army was 'miraculously' defeated was the decisive battle of the war. The Soviets sued
for peace and agreement was reached on the new Polish-Soviet border in the Treaty of Riga.
The border was drawn neither as far east as Piłsudski desired nor as far west as the Soviets
wished. The kresy remained a contested space. The humiliating defeat at Warsaw was not
forgotten by the Soviet leadership. Stalin was the Red Army's Commissar on the South-West
(Ukrainian) front during the decisive battle for Warsaw and his military decisions were
considered to have contributed to the loss. He resigned his post in protest over criticism of his
performance by his superiors, including Lenin.66
Meanwhile, pandemonium reigned on the Polish political stage. Representatives of
almost a hundred different parties stood for election to the first parliament in 1919 and
coalitions formed and fell apart with alarming speed.67 Parliamentary instability, factionalism
and radicalism were the norms of political life. By the end of 1920, the country had sworn in
its fifth Prime Minister and in 1922 the first freely elected President was assassinated. The
nation lacked a common and unifying vision for the future. Instead, two opposing visions
were tearing it apart. One was a nationalist vision of 'Poland for the Poles' espoused by
Roman Dmowski and the National Democrats. The other was a vision of a pluralist Poland, a
multi-ethnic nation of loyal Polish citizens, inspired by the Polish Commonwealth era and
championed by Piłsudski.68 By 1925, Piłsudski, frustrated by lack of economic and social
progress, and concerned at the growing influence of the political right, staged a military coup
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that brought parliamentary democracy to its knees and left it there for the remainder of the
interwar period. He effectively ruled the country from behind the scenes until his death in
1935, when his Sanacja (return to health) regime was inherited by his Generals.
Piłsudski championed the osadnictwo wojskowe, a soldier settlement scheme proposed
during the Polish-Bolshevik War to fulfil several goals.69 Its immediate aim was wartime
mobilisation as the Polish Army was outnumbered five to one by Bolshevik forces. In
addition, it was a post-war repatriation scheme designed to ease returned soldiers into civilian
life. From an economic perspective, it was part of a major overhaul of the agricultural sector
based on nationwide land reform. Finally, it aimed to colonise the kresy, with its vast tracts of
fallow and abandoned land devastated by war, and so secure Poland's eastern border against
future threats from the East. The December 1921 parliamentary bill enacting the scheme
patriotically passed unanimously and over ninety-nine thousand soldiers lodged applications
for land. Nine thousand were successful before the scheme and plans for wider land reform
came to a grinding halt.70
According to the census of 1921, Poland's population was twenty-seven million, sixtyfive per cent of whom were impoverished peasants, working plots of land too small to sustain
a single family. At the same time, one per cent of land owners owned fifty per cent of
agricultural land.71 Plans for agricultural reform faltered. Political instability, the dire state of
the nation's finances, and the political influence of wealthy estate owners and land owning
institutions, combined to frustrate its implementation. In 1939, Poland's population had risen
to thirty-five million while the percentage of impoverished peasants was still sixty per cent.72
Limited land acquisition and parcellation had a negligible impact on the structure and
productivity of the agricultural sector and this in turn hampered the state's overall economic
development. Throughout the interwar period, Eastern Poland was referred to as Polska B,
second class Poland.
Interwar Poland was a multi-ethnic, multi-religious, multi-lingual state. Two thirds of
the population were ethnic Poles. The remaining third were Ukrainian (14 per cent), Jewish (9
per cent), Belorussian (3 per cent), German (2 per cent) and other smaller minorities.73 The
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minorities were concentrated in Eastern Poland where the demographic composition of the
population was the reverse of the national picture i.e. ethnic Poles were one third of the
population and the national minorities two thirds. In Eastern Poland which had for a hundred
and twenty years been part of the Russian Empire, poverty among the national minorities was
extreme. By contrast, Polish inhabitants of the kresy were traditionally upper and middle class
land owners.74
Land reform such as that carried out under the soldier settlement scheme did little to
right the injustice of unequal land distribution. Although seventy per cent of the osadniki
(soldier-settlers) came from farming families, only fifteen per cent originated from Eastern
Poland. Furthermore, ninety-eight per cent of the osadniki were Catholic indicating that the
beneficiaries of the scheme were ethnic Poles from Central and Western Poland, not the
minorities native to the kresy.75 The osadniki were a privileged group, granted allotments
between eighteen and forty-five hectares in size, plots large enough for the operation of
commercial farms. The soldier settlement scheme also had a strong colonising character; the
soldiers were charged with establishing model farms and 'bringing civilisation' to the kresy.
Non-military colonisation was also encouraged with land in the east being more affordable
than elsewhere in Poland. By the 1930s, approximately three hundred thousand ethnic Poles
had moved to the Ukrainian populated kresy alone.76
The rebirth of Poland had raised the hopes of the minorities for an improvement in
their economic situation and the state's failure to deliver on land reform, raised ethnic tensions
and added fuel to the fire of nationalist movements. During the Ukrainian revolutionary era
(1917-1920) several attempts to establish an independent Ukraine coinciding with peasant
uprisings.77 The rights of the minorities were enshrined in the Polish Constitution of March
1921. It guaranteed 'to all, without distinction of extraction, nationality, language, race, or
religion, full protection of life, liberty, and property'. It recognised every citizen's right 'to
preserve his nationality and develop his mother-tongue and national characteristics', and
stated that 'freedom of conscience and of religion is guaranteed to all citizens'.78 Despite such
freedoms guaranteed by the constitution, on a practical level, the minorities remained an
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economically disadvantaged sector of society. The Ukrainian separatist movement grew in the
interwar period and the sabotage and murder campaign undertaken by its illegal military arm,
drew vicious reprisals from state authorities in the 1930s. The state was equally suspicious of
Byelorussian politicisation, closing down Byelorussian schools and Orthodox churches, and
extending its pacification campaign north, to cover the whole of Eastern Poland.79
Interwar Poland was home to the largest concentration of Jews in Europe with a
Jewish population of around three million. Of these, 1.3 million lived in Eastern Poland where
they made up ten per cent of the population. Their characteristics differed to those of other
minorities. Most Jews were urban dwellers, unassimilated, and Yiddish speaking. Between
twenty-five and forty per cent of the inhabitants of Poland's major cities, Warsaw, Łódź,
Krakow, Lwów and Wilno were Jewish and in smaller towns, the percentage was often much
higher. There was a small, prosperous Jewish elite, well-represented and highly visible in the
entrepreneurial (finance, banking and insurance) and professional classes (medicine, law and
publishing), though the majority of Jews were self-employed artisans living in poverty. AntiSemitism has a long history in the Polish lands which were part of the Tsarist imposed Jewish
Pale of Settlement. In the interwar years, it took increasingly virulent forms and by the 1930s
included segregation, economic boycotts and extreme violence, all of which increased after
Piłsudski's death in 1935.80 Paradoxically, the Second Polish Republic had also provided an
environment in which Jewish political and cultural life developed a richness and diversity
unparalleled elsewhere in the Europe.81
The majority religion in the Second Republic was Roman Catholicism as most, if not
all, ethnic Poles were also Catholic. The national minorities were Protestants, Uniates (Greek
Catholic), Orthodox Christians, and Jews. Though the 1921 Constitution did not declare
Catholicism as Poland's official religion, Article 114 acknowledged its 'chief position among
enfranchised religions'.82 The two decades of the Second Republic provided the Church in
Poland with conditions under which it was able to recover as an institution after the troubled
years of the partitions. Politically, the Catholic clergy tended to support the right wing
National Democrats who linked their rallying cry of 'Poland for the Poles' to identifying a true
Pole as a Catholic Pole and attacking the minority faiths, especially the non Christian Jews. It
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assumed a highly adversarial stance against perceived enemies of the church and state socialism, Freemasonry and Judaism.83
Apart from the big question of defining what kind of nation-state Poland would be,
there were a multitude of other issues that needed to be addressed in order to integrate the
three areas of partitioned Poland - issues relating to the law, health, finance, transport, and
postal services, to name but a few. Though limited progress was made in some areas, one area
in which much was achieved, was education, with the introduction of free universal education
and mandated primary school attendance. While in the Prussian zone education had been
compulsory and ninety-nine per cent of children attended school, in the Russian zone it had
been voluntary and only one in five children attended primary school. The Second Polish
Republic built schools, trained teachers and the rate of illiteracy gradually declined.84 In 1931,
twenty-eight per cent of the population in the villages was illiterate, though the rate was
higher in the kresy.85 By the end of the 1930s, the national illiteracy rate had been lowered to
eighteen per cent.86

World War II and forced removal to the Soviet Union
On 23 August 1939, just over a week before Hitler’s invasion of Poland, Germany and the
Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact, vowing not to attack each other or offer assistance
to each others enemies in the event of war.87 The pact contained secret clauses outlining the
terms under which the two signatories would soon carve up Eastern Europe. The Soviet
Union invaded Poland on 17 September 1939 occupying and subsequently annexing over fifty
per cent of its territory and assuming control over 11.5 million of its citizens, comprising 4.5
million Ukrainians, 4 million Poles, 1.5 million Byelorussians, 1.3 million Jews, and smaller
groups of Lithuanians, Germans and Czechoslovakians.88 The Soviets justified their actions
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by declaring that the Polish State and its Government had ceased to exist, and they were
acting in their own defence and the defence of their Ukrainian and Byelorussian kin.89
Within a week of the German attack, Poland's President, the Commander-in-Chief, the
Polish government and administration, and their families, departed Warsaw for south-east
Poland. Much of the army too retreated eastward. On the night of the 17 September following
the Soviet invasion, the Polish Government entourage crossed the border into Romania
followed by tens of thousands of Polish soldiers and civilians in the days and weeks that
followed.90 One officer wounded and captured while fighting his way south to the border with
his troops was General Władysław Anders. For almost two years he would be incarcerated in
the notorious Lubyanka prison.91
The Soviets acted quickly to try to legitimize their rule in the newly conquered
territories, holding a plebiscite to incorporate Eastern Poland into the Soviet Union as
Western Byelorussia and Western Ukraine in October 1939. They also acted to pre-empt any
real or perceived opposition to communist rule from those it labelled as 'anti-Soviet
elements'.92 Arrests were widespread. People were arrested not because of anything they had
done but because of who they were. Key figures in the political, economic and cultural life of
the Second Polish Republic were arrested. Government employees, members of political
parties, clergy and church officials, doctors, lawyers and teachers, journalists, authors and
publishers, police officers and prison guards, were arrested. Capitalists and so-called 'class
enemies' such as wealthy landowners, bankers, industrialists, and merchants were arrested. It
is estimated that between September 1939 and June 1941, the NKVD arrested 108,000
people. Of these, 40 per cent were Poles, 22.5 per cent were Ukrainian, 22 per cent were
Jewish, and 7.5 per cent were Byelorussian.93 These were interrogated, charged, tried and
sentenced to terms in local prisons or the gulag.
Soviet plans for silencing opposition went further than arrests. In the Tsarist tradition,
people classified as 'enemies of the state' were deported en masse to the Far North, Siberia
and Kazakhstan. The first and largest of four mass Soviet deportations of former Polish
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citizens targeted soldier-settlers. 94 The entire families of those who had been given or
purchased agricultural land in the eastern provinces of Poland after the Polish-Bolshevik War
and those employed as forest rangers were deported en masse. In the early hours of the
morning of 10 February 1940, approximately one hundred and forty thousand men, women
and children were abruptly taken from their homes, loaded into cattle cars and transported by
rail to 'special settlements' in the Soviet interior where they would live under NKVD guard
and be utilized as labour in forests and mines. 95 The property they left behind was
nationalized.96 As most soldier-settlers were ethnic Poles, 82 per cent of the deportees were
Polish, 9 per cent were Ukrainian, and 8 per cent Byelorussian.97 The Soviet policy of
targeting entire families resulted in large numbers of children being deported and NKVD
figures for the end of March 1941 show that forty-four per cent of those in the first
deportation of settlers and foresters were under the age of 16.98 None of the deportees were
formally arrested or charged with committing a crime.
The second deportation on 13 April 1940, targeted a completely different
demographic, namely, the families of civilians arrested in the previous seven months together
with the families of prisoners of war.99 Around one hundred and twenty-five thousand Polish
military were taken prisoner by the Red Army in the weeks following the invasion, though
their number quickly fell as common soldiers and junior ranks were either released or handed
over to German authorities. At the end of 1939, forty thousand remained in captivity. Of
these, fifteen thousand were military officers, police and gendarmes held at Kozelsk,
Starobelsk, and Ostashkov and it was the families of these prisoners along with other civilian
arrestees that the second deportation targeted.100 Singled out for inclusion were between three
hundred, and three thousand prostitutes classed as 'anti-social and dangerous' elements, and
their children.101 In total, in this deportation sixty-one thousand people were 'administratively
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exiled' for a period of ten years to the southern Soviet Republic of Kazakhstan where they
lived among the local population in villages and towns and worked on collective and state
farms.102 The deportees were an urban population, mostly women, children and the elderly,
ill-suited to agricultural work.103 Approximately eighty per cent were ethnic Poles. The
remainder were Jews, Ukrainians and Byelorussians.104
Just two months after the deportation of civilian and military prisoners' families to
Kazakhstan, another mass deportation took place, this time of refugees. Eastern Poland had
been flooded by large numbers of civilians fleeing the German advance. It is estimated that
200,000 of the 300,000 civilians who fled eastward from Central and Western Poland were
Jewish. 105 Soviet authorities struggled to absorb these refugees into the newly created
republics of Western Ukraine and Western Byelorussia. They encouraged and coerced
refugees to move further east into the Soviet interior where there was plenty of work. The
numbers who signed up for labour contracts were modest and authorities decided to take more
drastic action. A so-called 'loyalty test' was applied to the refugees. They could either accept
Soviet citizenship or register to return home. Those who registered and were rejected for
return, were targeted for deportation.106 On the night of 28 June 1940, 78,000 'special settlersbieżeńcy' (refugees) were deported to remote northern and central regions of the Soviet Union
where, like the 'special settlers-osadniki' before them, they would work in forests and
mines.107 The characteristics of the refugees deported were quite different to those of the
previous two deportations. Eighty-five per cent were Jewish, seventy-five per cent were
adults, more than half were male. They were urban dwellers, and over eight thousand were
highly qualified professionals and specialists, notably doctors and lawyers.108
Lastly, in May 1941, the Soviets began a final 'cleansing' of the kresy targeting those
from the categories included in the first three waves who had so far evaded deportation. The
fourth mass deportation also targeted anti-Soviet elements in the Baltic states of Lithuania,
Latvia and Estonia which had fallen into Soviet hands in June 1940. Thirty-five thousand
Polish citizens were deported in this final wave, an event overtaken by the German attack on
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the Soviet Union.109 The total number of Polish citizens deported in the four waves is
estimated at 315-330,000. Approximately two hundred thousand were ethnic Poles, over
seventy

thousand
110

Byelorussians.

Jews,

twenty-five

thousand

Ukrainians

and

twenty

thousand

The exact number of people deported, however, remains a contentious issue.

Deportation statistics prior to the 1990s originated from the records of the Polish
Government-in-exile and ranged from one to one and half million. An early figure available
from Soviet archives puts the number at 387,932 Polish citizens held in confinement or
resettled in the Soviet interior at the outbreak of the Russo-German war. This number was
dismissed by historians such as Jan Gross and Keith Sword in the late 1980s as being a 'wild
guess at best, and more likely a deliberate deception'.111 However, a new generation of Polish
and Russian historians, with access to some, though not all, Soviet archives, argue for a lower
figure, between 315,000 and 380,000. 112 In recent years, a general consensus has been
reached among scholars, including those at the Polish Government's Institute of National
Remembrance, that the deportations concerned somewhere over 300,000 Polish citizens. In
2002, in the preface of the second edition of his book, Gross accepts the revised estimates,
while Jolluck in 2002 gives the upper and lower figures and speculates that the true number is
somewhere in between. 113 However, controversy over the figures continues. Leading
historian, Norman Davies used the 1.5 million figure in 2005, as did Anna Holian in 2011.
Furthermore, a secondary school history textbook commissioned by the Polish Ministry of
Education in 2004 uses the 1.2 million figure.114
The lower estimates of contemporary scholars appear also to have not made their way
into the nation's collective memory. In 2012, at a conference held in Krakow entitled ‘From
the Frosts of Siberia to the African Sun’, to mark the seventieth anniversary of the arrival of
Polish refugees in Africa, scholars delivering papers using the revised and lower deportation
numbers were repeatedly challenged by conference participants, and some deportees
themselves.115 This is an issue which no doubt will continue to be debated by historians for
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years to come. Nevertheless, it would appear that the myth of millions deported may live on
in the imaginations of the Polish diaspora, as evidenced in two recent documentaries, one
made in Australia, the other in Canada, which give deportation numbers of one and a half and
two million respectively.116

Evacuation to Persia
The Poles evacuated from the Soviet Union during the Second World War owed their
salvation to none other than Adolf Hitler and his fateful invasion of the Soviet Union on 22
June 1941. Though this proved to be a catastrophic error of judgment on his part, it triggered
a series of events which culminated in Stalin loosening his grip on hundreds of thousands of
Polish citizens forcibly removed to the Soviet Union following the Soviet invasion of Poland
in September 1939. The exodus of over a hundred thousand of their number from ‘that
inhuman land’ was an event without parallel in the annals of Soviet history.
Germany’s attack on its ally, the Soviet Union, nullified the Treaty of Non-Aggression
they had signed on 23 August 1939, just days before the German invasion of Poland. This
Treaty was swiftly replaced by the Anglo-Soviet Agreement of 12 July 1941, and shortly
thereafter by the restoration of diplomatic relations between the Polish government in exile
and the Soviet Union.117 In signing the Polish-Soviet Agreement on 30 July 1941, the two
states pledged 'to render one to another aid and support ... in the war against Hitlerite
Germany'. In the same agreement the Soviets consented to 'the formation on the territory of
the USSR of a Polish Army ... subordinated in an operational sense to the Supreme Command
of the USSR'. A codicil of the Agreement granted an 'amnesty to all Polish citizens (now)
detained on Soviet territory either as prisoners of war or on other sufficient grounds'.118
Hundreds of thousands of Polish citizens were to be released from their places of
confinement.
A Polish Embassy was opened in Moscow, and the Ministry of Labour and Social
Welfare (MPiOS) set up a special operation to provide welfare relief to the 'amnestied' Polish
population. Twenty centres were opened across the Soviet Union, from Archangelsk to
Vladivostok, to register, inform and provide welfare relief to the men, women and children
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who were no longer required to live in special settlements and camps. The amnesty came into
effect on 12 August 1941.119 However, living conditions for the many who chose to travel to
the recruitment zones of the Polish army in the south were even more extreme than those in
confinement. Arranging transport, finding food and shelter, and not succumbing to illness,
were matters of life and death. Children's homes were opened to care for infants, boys and
girls, whose parents had died, disappeared, or were no longer able to provide them with the
necessities of life.120
Recruitment to the Polish Army was based around its headquarters at Buzułuk on the
River Volga. 121 Polish General Anders, newly released from prison, was appointed
Commander, and the army soon became known colloquially as the Anders' Army.122 Men
aged eighteen to forty-five enlisted as soldiers. Boys and girls aged fourteen years and over
joined as cadets. Women signed up to the Women's Auxiliary Service. Massed around the
recruitment and training centres were their families.123
No sooner were Polish-Soviet relations restored than they began to sour. The Soviets
were unable to adequately feed, clothe, shelter or arm the Polish troops. The Polish
Government was also deeply troubled by the fact that almost the entire Polish officer corps
taken captive by the Soviets in September 1939 and eligible for release under the ‘amnesty’,
had not reported for duty.124 The officer corps was essential for the training and command of
the new army. The Soviets insisted the Polish officers had been released and Stalin
ingenuously suggested that perhaps they had 'fled to Manchuria'.125 Following consultations
with the British, in December 1941 at a meeting between General Władysław Sikorski who
was the Polish Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief of the Polish Armed Forces, General
Anders, Joseph Stalin and his Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, Sikorski suggested that
the problem of provisioning the Polish army could be partly solved by allowing airmen,
seamen and 25,000 land troops to leave the Soviet Union and join the Polish forces being
formed in Britain and Egypt under British auspices. Stalin, angered that the Poles were not yet
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ready to fight alongside the Red Army but were instead proposing an evacuation, replied ‘If
the Poles do not want to fight, then let them go ... if they want to, they may go away.'126 He
then marked out an evacuation route across the Caspian Sea from Krasnovodsk in
Turkmenistan to Pahlevi in Allied-occupied Iran.
First Maritime Evacuation from the Soviet Union to Persia
Various circumstances delayed the evacuation and in February 1942, despite the poor
physical condition of the Polish army's troops and their lack of training and equipment, they
were ordered to the frontline by Soviet military command.127 Generals Anders and Sikorski
refused to comply with Soviet directives and shortly thereafter were advised that food rations
for the Poles would be halved as the Soviets were no longer able to supply full rations to their
own troops.128 Convinced that starvation threatened tens of thousands of Polish soldiers and
their families, Anders flew to Moscow to meet with Stalin and an immediate evacuation was
agreed upon.129 On 24 March 1942, the British military unit that had been preparing to receive
the Polish army in Iran was advised to expect the arrival at Pahlevi from Krasnovodsk of
approximately 45,000 Poles over the next eight days at a rate of six thousand a day, and that
women and children would be among the evacuees.130 Having made initial plans for the
weekly reception of two and a half thousand military personnel only, the British were faced,
in the words of the evacuation unit's Officer in Charge, Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Ross,
‘with a problem of the first magnitude.’ 131 The following day when British military
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evacuation staff arrived at Pahlevi, the Soviet vessel, Karl Marx, was lying off the harbour
waiting to offload the first evacuees.132
Anders' order of priority for evacuees was, first the military, followed by children
from children's homes, then military families, and lastly, others.133 The decision to include
civilians was one that Anders had insisted on in talks with the Soviets.134 Alarm bells sounded
in London. A shocked British Government had not planned to receive civilians and demanded
their evacuation be stopped. The Polish Government called for a halt to civilian evacuations
while they sought British approval for their inclusion.135 General Anders ignored the flurry of
telegrams landing on his desk, and the oil tankers and coal ships of the Soviet Caspian
merchant fleet, continued to arrive at Pahlevi and unload their motley human cargo.136 As
Soviet authorities had agreed to and facilitated the civilian evacuation, the British and Polish
governments had little choice but to accept the reality on the ground and improvise and adapt
to the unforeseen circumstances. A total of 43,808 Poles comprising 31,189 military
personnel and 12,619 civilians arrived in Iran from 25 March to 5 April 1942.137
The NKVD organized both the deportation to the Soviet Union and the evacuation
from the Soviet Union of the same group of Polish citizens. Efficiency was a common
characteristic of both operations as were the inhuman conditions on the merchant ships used
to evacuate the Poles mirroring those on the cattle trains used to deport them: overcrowding,
exposure to extreme elements, lack of drinking water and food, limited ablution facilities, and
the readiness of the ever-present Grim Reaper to cut down the weak and infirm. The British
Senior Medical Officer described the situation at Pahlevi as having 'all the potentialities of a
disaster of the first magnitude'.138 Supplies of food, clothing and shelter for the large number
of evacuees arriving by sea, unscheduled and at all hours of the night and day, were
inadequate. The weather in northern Persia was unusually cold with a heavy snowfall
recorded just a few days before the first evacuees arrived.139 Port buildings on loan from
Persian authorities could not hold all of the evacuees and the majority of civilians were
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provided with shelter in tents and under tarpaulins strung across two square miles of beach,
sectioned off into ‘dirty’ and ‘clean’ camps. Disinfestation was a priority as there were fears
of the spread to Persia of the typhus epidemic rampant in the southern parts of the Soviet
Union. Delousing took place in mobile military bath units, tents, Persian baths, and the
Iranryba fish factory (centre of Persia’s fish and caviar industry).140
The process of disinfestation consisted of clipping the hair on the head
(except in the case of women) the armpits and the pubes; liberal rubbing in
of a strong disinfectant soap and kerosene oil emulsion, and hot shower
bath.141
The dehumanizing nature of this process together with the general resistance of the evacuees
to being ordered about now they were ‘free’, resulted in a lack of cooperation by evacuees
and confusion among authorities as to how many and which Poles had been deloused. The
situation was not helped by Polish military officers who set a precedent by refusing to have
their hair clipped. Disinfestation was a major problem for authorities as evacuees mingled
with the local population in the town and Persian civilians came freely to the camps. The
British persevered using a range of measures and as a last resort barbed wire enclosures to
segregate the confirmed deloused ready for onward transport to Tehran from the lousy.142
Feeding an unexpected twelve and a half thousand people presented its own problems
though the British cure-all of hot tea was available twenty-four hours a day. The evacuees
were fed from military supplies and later fresh meat and vegetables purchased from local
merchants, who grasping the extraordinariness of the circumstances, raised prices
accordingly. Mutton was the most readily available meat and prolonged illness was often the
result of the well-intentioned supply of fatty mutton stew to bodies on the brink of starvation.
Bread was supplied sporadically with the British diverting wheat imports from military to
humanitarian use and local bakers contributing by baking at no cost.143
The Iranians provided a small building near the beach for use as a hospital and most of
the doctors and nurses came from among the evacuees. One third of the hospitalized were
admitted with typhus, while dysentery, pellagra, fevers and respiratory diseases were among
the other major causes of admission.144 Four pregnant women were hospitalised and three
births were recorded. Deaths at Pahlevi included sixteen at sea and on the beach, thirty-eight
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in the hospital and seventeen during the 140 mile road trip over the Elburz mountains from
Pahlevi to Kazvin, the overnight stop on the two day journey to Tehran.145
Polish evacuees in Tehran and Isfahan
Remaining in Pahlevi was not an option. The evacuees had arrived in a country which, like
their own, was occupied by foreign powers. The Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran, which had
early in the war declared its neutrality, took place on 25 August 1941 for reasons that
included the need to secure a military supply route to the Soviet Union from the West, and to
protect Britain's interest in the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company whose supplies from the Abadan
oilfield were essential to the British war effort.146 Military action in the air, on land and at sea
resulted in civilian and military casualties of an estimated six thousand Iranians. British
casualties amounted to approximately sixty while the number of Soviet fatalities was fifteen,
and eighteen wounded.147 Resistance was brief and the surrender of the Iranian forces led to
the foreign occupation of Iran for the duration of the war. Following the abdication of the
Shah and the installation of his son on the throne early in 1942, a Tripartite Treaty of Alliance
was signed between Britain, the Soviet Union and Iran.148 Pahlevi in the north, the Iranian
arrival point for Polish evacuees, was in Soviet-occupied Iran and as such was only a transit
point for both military and civilian evacuees. The former were relocated to Palestine either
overland through Iraq or by sea by way of the Suez Canal. Polish airmen and sailors sailed to
Britain to serve in the Polish forces stationed there.
During the four weeks following the evacuation, daily convoys of lorries and buses of
all shapes and sizes, driven by Iranians and Armenians, and serviced by Indian and Polish
mechanics, wound their way along the treacherous roads of the Elbruz Mountains to Tehran
(population five hundred thousand), depositing the civilian evacuees at an unused air force
base on the outskirts of the city. The Polish Government's Ministry of Labour and Social
Welfare (MPiOS) was charged with responsibility for the evacuees, in liaison with the British
army. The Polish Red Cross assisted with medical care and the Shah made a building in the
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city available for a hospital. The local British community in Tehran, Bagdad and the Abadan
oilfields generously donated much needed clothing.149
By mid July two camps had been established in the grounds of the air force base run
by Polish military and civilian officials. The buildings, a former munitions factory and
military barracks, fell far short of space to accommodate all of the evacuees and once again
tents were erected as shelter. Beds, even in the small camp hospital were in short supply with
most patients sleeping on mats on the floor and spilling out into the tented area. The evacuees
were supplied with daily food rations from British army supplies supplemented by purchases
from the local market. There was relative freedom of movement, though a pass was needed to
go into town. There were Polish radio broadcasts. A Polish newspaper was printed. Cultural
and religious clubs were formed. A temporary camp for mothers and children was opened just
north of Tehran at Yusufabad where the climate was cooler. A network of boarding schools
was set up in the ancient capital of Isfahan in collaboration with Catholic and Anglican
churches.150 Though their new circumstances were far from ideal, the travails associated with
evacuation and arrival in Iran were viewed by many of the evacuees in relative terms. As
Helena recalls:
An enormous happiness swept over everyone as they reached Persian soil, it
is quite impossible to describe the feeling. It was the exhilaration of people
who had, as it were, returned from the grave.’151
Reasons for moving Polish refugees out of Persia
The plan for the Polish army to transit Persia on its way from the Soviet Union to Palestine
had been agreed beforehand between the Soviet, British, Polish and Persian governments.
There was no plan for what to do with Polish civilians. Uninvited, they were nevertheless
received at Pahlevi and swiftly transported out of the Russian zone of occupation to the
capital, Tehran. British, Polish and Persian authorities discussed whether to keep the evacuees
in Persia or move them away from such close proximity to the war. The British considered
possible destinations in the eastern hemisphere for ease of transport, such as the African
colonies. Opinions differed as to the best course of action. Polish authorities in Tehran and
London were convinced of the need to evacuate their civilians from Persia as quickly as
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possible. Count Raczyński, the Polish Ambassador in London wrote to Lord Cadogan, the
Permanent Under-Secretary at the British Foreign Office in London stating:
the Polish Minister in Teheran draws attention to the necessity of getting
them [Polish civilians] to countries outside Persia. He fears that their
lengthened sojourn in Persia might be fraught with grave consequences,
both from a political and from an economic point of view. Furthermore, a
shortage of food on the spot makes it highly difficult to organize any kind
of adequate relief for these people. Our Minister fears that this shortage of
food may bring about an unfriendly feeling of the Persian population for the
Poles.152
The Polish Ambassador requested that the British Government ‘designate which country of
asylum they would wish these Polish civilians to be sent’ and suggested the African territories
of Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika as the 'most suitable', with India a possible alternative
destination.153 Lord Cadogan’s response was a polite but firm ‘no’. Despite the political and
economic difficulties which might arise from the presence of the Polish refugees in Persia, he
considered that feeding and accommodating them there was less of a problem than doing so in
some part of the British Empire. Furthermore, the provision of transport for such a move ‘was
not feasible in the near future’.154
However, the issue continued to be debated and within a few weeks, the British
Foreign Office requested that the Colonial Office give the removal of Polish civilians from
Persia 'urgent consideration' and in particular, pursue the British East Africa option. Several
reasons were given for the request. Firstly, there were difficulties with feeding and
accommodating the Polish civilians in an area adjacent to the Middle East war zone at a time
when the British were already committed to 'feeding the native population' due to existing
food shortages. Secondly, as the Polish army was not staying in Iran there was no argument
for keeping their families there to be close to them. Thirdly, the British were concerned that
relations with the Persian government would be adversely affected by 'unasked guests
outstaying their welcome'. Finally, the British in Persia were 'preparing for the worst', the
possibility of a further 'break out' of Poles from the Soviet Union.155 Some in the Foreign
Office held particularly strong views on the matter:
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... it would have been difficult to devise a more effective means of wrecking
our whole position in Persia than the introduction of this vast swarm of
involuntary locusts.156
As well as political and economic factors, military considerations also came to bear on the
situation. The growing problem of refugees in the Middle East and their potential to disrupt
military operations led the British to form the Middle East Relief and Refugee Administration
(MERRA) in June 1942. Based in Cairo, MERRA assumed responsibility for the movement,
maintenance and welfare of refugees arriving in the Middle East and for their evacuation to
temporary war domicile overseas. There were at the time 12,500 Polish refugees in Persia and
another 15,000 Greek refugees who had fled invading German forces and were scattered in
refugee camps throughout the Middle East.157 Refugee numbers were expected to increase.
Allied Middle East Command feared that military operations would be seriously impacted by
a looming refugee problem.158 In early June, the British Minister of State in Cairo wrote to the
Foreign Office stating that 'the problem [of refugees in the Middle East] was potentially on so
large a scale that it had ceased to be governed primarily by humanitarian considerations, and
would have to be dealt with on a military plane.'159 The original decision for the Polish
refugees to remain in Persia was short-lived and replaced by a push to move them out to
Africa. The reasons given for the change of mind deserve scrutiny.
The influx of twelve and a half thousand evacuees and the resultant increased demand
for a range of goods and services would inevitably have had an impact on the Iranian
economy already disrupted by the war and the presence on Iranian soil of approximately
150,000 foreign troops, British, Russian and American.160 Reeling from the twin terrors of
devaluation and inflation and unable to curtail the rampant practices of hoarding and
speculation by local merchants, Iran was unable to feed its population of fifteen million.161
The supply of bread was particularly problematic, in part as a result of the occupation of the
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grain rich north by the Soviets whose open border policy resulted in the mass movement of
Iranian food supplies in the direction of the Soviet Union. The British were already
supplementing Iranian food supplies and the arrival of the refugees added to the burden of
feeding the civilian population.162
Anti-British sentiment among Iranians was long-standing and deeply ingrained as
Iran had been the subject of repeated acts of military aggression by the British and the
Russians since the nineteenth century, its geo-strategic location making it vital to the security
of both the Russian and British empires.163 In the economic sphere, the British had effectively
reduced Iran to the status of a semi-colony through control of the Bank of Iran, the Abadan
oilfields and the country’s communications network. The events of the First World War,
when the country had been devastated by the invasion and fighting of the armies of the
various belligerents, were alive in the memory of the majority of adult Iranians. As a result of
the famine of 1917-1919, a direct consequence of the war, two million out of a population of
just over ten million had died through starvation and disease.164 The 1941 Anglo-Soviet
occupation was but the latest manifestation of Anglo-Russian rivalry over Iran. The British
had every reason to fear the worsening of Anglo-Iranian relations if food supplies for the
Iranian population ran short or if there was perceived or real competition between the local
population and the Polish refugees for scarce food supplies.
According to Polish authorities, the vast majority of the Iranian population behaved
with ‘heartfelt goodwill and friendship’ towards the Poles.165 Numerous anecdotes in Polish
memoirs tell of the kindness and generosity of Persian people. Iranian families offered to
adopt Polish orphans and Iranian companies donated labour and materials to improve camp
facilities.166 The Shah opened up the gardens of one of his palaces as a camp for sick children
and lent a building to be used as a hospital for the exclusive use of the evacuees. Even the
British acknowledged that the Iranian government ‘was behaving unexpectedly well over the
arrival and accommodation of the Poles’.167 They described the Persians' helpful attitude as
162
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‘positively uncanny’168 but interpreted it as an opportunistic anti-Soviet propaganda exercise.
The presence of Polish refugees gave the Iranians an opportunity to show themselves to be a
civilized and hospitable people in contrast to the ‘barbarous’ Russians from whom the Poles
had fled. And the Russians:
can no longer upset Persian citizens by singing the glories of the Soviet
Union while Teheran is full of Poles who were starving in Russia and
admitted that Russians in the same circumstances were starving too.169
The relationship that the Polish evacuee presence did threaten was not the historical
and hostile one between Britain and Iran but the newly-formed alliance between Britain and
the Soviet Union.170 In order to promote this relationship, British propaganda portrayed the
Poles in Iran as victims of Nazi not Soviet oppression. Churchill asked Anders to order his
troops to refrain from openly criticizing the Soviet Union.171 The civilians too received
written instructions 'not to gossip or spread stories about their own or others' experiences in
the Soviet Union'. 172 The Polish refugees were a political and potential military
embarrassment to the British with the supply and transportation of refugee relief in the form
of food, clothing and medicine clogging up supply routes of much needed military materials
and equipment to the Soviets. The words ‘political and military embarrassment’ used in
relation to the Polish refugees were a constant refrain in the British correspondence coming
out of Tehran from this time forward. This embarrassment was compounded by the failure of
the British, despite repeated and firm representations to the Polish government on the matter,
to obtain assurances that there would be no further uncontrolled exodus from the Soviet
Union.173
Finding wartime domicile for Polish refugees
The first mission of T. H. Preston, MERRA's Chief Executive Officer, was to visit British
East Africa in search of wartime domicile for the Polish refugees. The interest of the
Governor of Kenya, Sir Henry Moore, in accepting Polish refugees in East Africa had been
known since April 1942, when he had asked for a representative of the British refugee
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administration to meet with the East African Governors’ Conference to discuss the matter.
Preston flew to Nairobi and addressed the Conference framing his argument along military
and strategic rather than humanitarian lines. He argued that it was imperative to remove the
refugees from an area that was a potential theatre of war, where their presence might obstruct
military operations and where they were a heavy burden on military rations and supplies.
British military command in the Middle East wanted them moved.174
The Governors discussed some of the difficulties they would face in accepting
refugees into their territories such as political objections from the British colonists at being
outnumbered by the refugees and suffering economic hardship at their expense, and the
physical difficulties of building accommodation at a time when local resources of skilled
labour and building materials were totally consumed by the armed forces building
programmes which would not be completed for another twelve months. They also pointed out
that resources taken up in accommodating the Polish refugees would decrease the colonies’
ability to send supplies to the Middle East Supply Centre and this would have to be made
clear to them. Having taken these factors into account, the Conference agreed to accept ten
thousand Polish refugees and expressed a sympathetic attitude to taking further numbers of
Poles in the future should it be required and should the first group of ten thousand prove to be
a success.175
Having achieved some success in East Africa, the British re-examined other
possibilities on that continent. Madagascar was ruled out as impracticable and the Belgian
Congo had already been approached and agreed to accept some of the Greek refugees.176 An
urgent request sent to Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland was expected to
be positively received though realistically these territories could not be expected to solve the
entire problem.177 South Africa was ruled out as it was already contributing considerably to
the war effort as a military transfer and supply hub and as a place for the training,
hospitalization, and rest and recreation of Allied troops. Furthermore, it was already
accommodating large numbers of prisoners of war and refugees.178 It was therefore deemed
necessary to look outside Africa to other areas of the British Empire and beyond.
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The British in India were reluctant to agree to taking Polish refugees at this time,
though they did agree to a scheme initiated by the Polish Embassy in Bombay, called the
Tashkent Scheme, in which, working with the Polish Red Cross and the Jewish Relief
Agency, lorries took medicine, food and clothing from Bombay to the amnestied Poles in the
southern republics of the Soviet Union and returned to India with some of the children in the
homes set up by the Polish embassy's welfare network in the USSR.179 Five hundred Polish
children arrived in April 1942 and were 'adopted' by the Maharaja of Nawangar State,
Jamsaheb Digvijaysinghji, who built a home for them at Balachadi financed by charitable
funds raised in India.180
The British were keen to spread the refugee burden beyond the Empire. The United
States was approached and replied - ‘impossible’.181 Canada declined. Sympathetic responses
were received from South America but only Mexico, which was already hosting 16,000
Spanish refugees, made a firm commitment.182 An unexpected offer from New Zealand to
take orphans was gratefully accepted.183 Overall, the efforts of the British to find a speedy
solution to the problem of Polish refugees in Iran met with the resounding call of ‘unwanted’
from a succession of its Allies. The Jewish Agency for Palestine cared for the 870 Jewish
orphans and cooperated with British authorities for the onward travel to Palestine of 1653
Jewish evacuees.184
Polish evacuees’ attitude to leaving Persia
The British had been reluctant to accept the civilian evacuees into Persia. The evacuees were
equally reluctant, and even unwilling, to leave, except to return to Poland. News that
transports were being prepared for Africa caused panic. Crowds mobbed administrative
buildings - everyone had a reason why their name should not be on the Africa list. The unrest
around the departure of the first five hundred led to the British army surrounding the camp at
night and in the morning 'assisting' with loading evacuees onto trucks for the first leg of their
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journey out of Iran.185 As successive transports were organised, the evacuees continued to
resist, using a range of tactics to stay in Iran to the frustration of the British. The attitude of
the Poles meant that ships which were in very short supply, sailed from the Persian Gulf with
unfilled places as evacuees either avoided being selected or found for transportation.186
The reasons for the evacuees' unwillingness to leave Iran were numerous. The journey
that had taken them from Poland through the Soviet Union to Iran was a long and tortuous
one. They were physically and psychologically exhausted and reluctant to embark on another
journey into the unknown. They also clung to what remained of the family unit. The majority
of adults destined for Africa were women who after the ‘amnesty’, in circumstances of
extreme hardship, had travelled alongside or followed their menfolk south to where the Polish
army was being formed. Some families had been evacuated along with the army though many
people were left behind. Those in Iran hoped that there would be another evacuation and that
they would see lost family again. In Iran, they could also keep in close contact with their
fathers, husbands and brothers still in the Middle East, by mail and to even meet up with them
when they visited on leave. Arriving in Iran had been a return to civilisation which the
evacuees doubted they would find in Africa.187 The evacuees also believed that repatriation to
Poland would be quicker and easier from the Middle East than from Africa.188
Finally, there were those who had integrated into the social and economic life of
Tehran. In June 1942, the London Times reported:
The arrival in Teheran of thousands of (these) refugees, destitute though
they are and with indescribable adventures behind them, has exerted a
marked and quickening influence on the life of the city. Polish notices are
seen everywhere, Polish shops have sprung up; and Polish waitresses serve
in the cafés and restaurants where Polish musical and artistic performances
have become a regular feature.189
Polish women worked in a broad spectrum of jobs. Some found employment in British and
American offices and institutions, some worked in the homes of European and Persian
families as nannies and governesses, and some worked as prostitutes. By the end of 1942
there were approximately two thousand Poles living and working in Tehran outside the camp
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system.190 Following lengthy negotiations, Persian authorities granted temporary residency
permits for self-supporting Poles to stay in Iran for the duration of the war.191
The majority of evacuees, however, did not achieve economic independence. They
could nevertheless delay their departure by finding work deemed as essential inside the camps
such as that in hospitals, schools, kitchens and in administration. Resettlement could also be
avoided through illness and the British were suspicious and critical of the high hospital
admissions rate and indeed of the high staffing levels at the hospital. As a last resort, those
unwilling to leave temporarily disappeared as their departure date drew near.192
Second maritime evacuation from the Soviet Union to Persia
Meanwhile in the Soviet Union, the Polish army's recruitment numbers continued to grow and
despite some help from Britain and the US with uniforms and weapons, food rations fell far
short of the levels needed and the accommodation provided was inadequate. This contributed
to the steadily worsening physical condition of the troops and accompanying civilians in an
area where typhus and malaria were rampant and the death rate ever-rising. Anders was
convinced that the army would perish from starvation and disease before it could become an
effective fighting force.193 At the same time, the British 'urgently required' more troops in the
Middle East and 'asked the Polish and Russian governments to make available three Polish
divisions numbering forty-four thousand from Russia'.194 Both governments agreed with the
Poles stipulating one condition: 'that troops must be accompanied by their dependents
estimated at some thirty thousand.'195 To this the British reluctantly agreed and a second
evacuation was planned.196 This was a rare event in Soviet history. Stalin allowed people,
against whom he had directed a mass imprisonment and deportation campaign, to not only be
released from confinement but also to exit the Soviet Union.
The first group of Polish civilians left Tehran bound for Africa on 2 August 1942, and
a week later the second evacuation from the Soviet Union began along the same route and in
the same manner as the first. On this occasion the Soviets had given notice a few weeks
earlier that evacuation was about to begin and the military evacuation staff at Pahlevi, British
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and Polish, had ample time to prepare. The second evacuation accordingly proceeded with
considerably greater efficiency than the first. Four hundred four-seater latrines, cook-houses
catering for twenty thousand, and shelters for twelve thousand were built and ready for use
when the first transport arrived. 197 The majority of evacuees suffering from prolonged
malnutrition were in such a bad state that, according to Colonel Ross's report, 'they were
hardly able to crawl off the ships.'198 The rate of arrivals in Pahlevi far exceeded the rate of
departures and the maximum figure of forty-two thousand evacuees was reached on 31
August.199
The rate of illness was five times higher than during the first evacuation and the most
prevalent illnesses were dysentery, diarrhoea, deficiency diseases, malaria and typhus.200 The
number of deaths recorded at Pahlevi was 568, mostly from malnutrition.201 Twenty-six
transports arrived over a period of three weeks ending on the 1 September 1942. A total of
69,247 Poles were evacuated, 43,746 military and 25,501 civilian. The civilians comprised
3,759 men, 12,037 women and 9,633 children.202
Table 1.1

Number of Polish citizens evacuated from the Soviet Union to Persia203

Evacuation

Dates

Maritime 1

from 25.03.1942
to

Maritime 2

Military

Civilian

Total

31,189

12,619

43,808

43,746

25,501

69,247

2,694

2,694

40,814

115,749

05.04.1942

from 11.08.1942
to

01.09.1942

Overland
Total

74,935
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The British succeeded in resettling overseas 23,788 Polish civilian evacuees who arrived in
Iran with the Polish army.204 The largest number, around twenty thousand went to Africa.
Five and a half thousand went to India, one and a half thousand to Mexico, one and a half
thousand to Palestine and seven hundred to New Zealand.205

To Africa via India
The journey to Africa began at the monumental Tehran Central Railway Station.206 There, a
specially commandeered passenger train, codenamed Brimfield, waited for lorries full of
evacuees to arrive from the camps. They had few personal belongings but each carried a
mixed bundle of emotions - loss, fear, anxiety, hope. Some had lost loved ones, family
members who had died or been left behind in the Soviet Union. Most felt the loss of
husbands, brothers, sons and daughters who had remained in the Middle East with the Polish
army. Others grieved for home and homeland. They feared the Red Army soldiers on the
streets of Tehran reminding them of the proximity of the Soviet 'paradise' and were equally
afraid of the wild places and people of Africa where they were being sent.207 There were those
who were exhausted and resigned to whatever fate had in store for them.208 And there were
those who rebelled but found themselves boarding the Brimfield anyhow, disempowered by
the British political and military imperative to prioritise strategies of war over the wishes of
individuals.209 Whatever the particular bundle of emotions each passenger carried, there was a
common item in each, a hope that their current circumstances were temporary and they would
soon return home to a victorious Poland.
On 2 August 1942, the Brimfield began the first of many journeys between Tehran
and Ahwaz in the south. Ahwaz was primarily an oil and military town. It was a permanent
base for the Iranian Army, and a temporary base for the occupying British armed forces and
growing numbers of American military. It was here that a transit camp had been set up for
evacuated Polish air force and navy personnel on their way to the UK. Ahwaz, situated in the
204
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middle of a 175 mile stretch of salt desert had an average daily temperature of over forty
degrees celsius for more than half of the year and was prone to dry desert storms and hot and
humid winds from the Gulf. In these inhospitable weather conditions, the Poles camped out
beside an airfield in barracks, stables and tents waiting days, weeks or months for further
transport to the Persian Gulf. 210
From August 1942 to December 1943, twenty-six ships carried 23,788 Poles away
from Persia.211 The main point of departure was Khorramshahr, an ancient port-town on a
vast freshwater navigable river, the Karun. Sailing down the channel of the river, some of the
Poles wept, others were silent. Janina recalls that as her ship weighed anchor, two Scottish
soldiers in full highland regalia appeared on the dock and the plaintive farewell of their
bagpipes drifted along with the ship towards the open sea.
The sound of this music did something to us ... big men had tears falling
down their faces, young women were crying, old women wept, it affected
all of us. I cried too. The music was something I never expected. It did
something deep inside me to make me look back at what had happened ...
and it made me think of the future. What was going to happen to us?212
Their first port of call was Karachi, a five day journey over a thousand nautical miles through
the Persian Gulf, the Sea of Oman and the Arabian Sea. Ships sailed in convoys due to the
presence of enemy submarines. Regular drills for abandoning ship were held and at night the
vessels sailed under total blackout. Karachi was a major port city and home to both British
and American naval bases. It was an important link in the Lend Lease supply chain and
provided logistical support to the Allied forces in the Middle East. It was, however, not
prepared for its newfound role as a transit hub for Polish refugees from Persia on their way to
the four corners of the earth. When the first four vessels landed over three thousand Polish
refugees in Karachi within the space of two weeks, unprepared civil authorities placed them
in the hands of the British Army.213
Things did not go well. Housed in primitive conditions in an unused Haji pilgrim
camp located in the bazaar district, fed, or as they would claim, underfed on British military
rations, the Poles soon protested. For their part, the British military were outraged and
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shocked at what they considered to be the insubordination of the Polish men and the lax moral
standards of the Polish women. In an effort to improve matters, the British decided to
organise a tent camp some twelve miles from Karachi which they euphemistically called the
Karachi Country Club. Here, under the fierce sun, camped out in a cactus and stone studded
dessert, fenced in with barded wire, kept awake by the mournful howls of hyenas at night, the
Poles again protested, this time against being treated, in their eyes, like prisoners of war. After
a brutal incident involving British camp personnel, stones were thrown at the soldiers and a
group of women confronted the camp commander demanding change. The British hierarchy
responded quickly, replacing the entire military staff. The camp's new commanding officer
worked closely with the Polish MPiOS representative on the systematic improvement and
normalization of life at the 'country club'. The Karachi Country Club closed in October
1945.214
During 1942, repeated requests were made of Lord Linlithgow, the Viceroy of India,
to accept some of the Polish refugees from Persia.215 The Viceroy was reluctant to agree as he
was faced with far more serious and threatening problems. The fall of neighbouring Burma to
the Japanese in May 1942 had heightened the need for internal security and external defence.
Recruitment of Indian prisoners of war to fight with the Japanese indicated the ill-will that
existed towards the British Raj. In addition to the Anglo-Burmese and Maltese-Balkan
refugees who had already arrived in India, refugees from Malaya and Singapore were
streaming into the country and half of the one million Indian residents from Burma were also
fleeing homewards.216
Nevertheless, by the end of 1942, the Viceroy agreed that India would provide
wartime domicile to five thousand Poles from Persia.217 A second transit camp was organised
at a newly built military facility at Malir, fifteen miles from Karachi, and construction began
on a second refugee settlement at Valivade, Kolhapur, 300 miles south of Bombay able to
hold up to 4,500 refugees. This site was chosen for political reasons, the British preferring to
locate the refugees in a princely state over which they had complete control rather than accept
the offers of several pro-independence maharajas to welcome the refugees into their
territories.218 All in all, India provided wartime domicile to some 4,600 Polish refugees -
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orphans at Balachadi (Nawangar) and family groups at Valivade.219 But for the majority of
Polish refugees their contact with India was limited to the transit camp, the Karachi Country
Club, where they waited for onward passage to Africa.

Conclusion
Transforming partitioned Poland into a nation state proved to be an extremely challenging
task. The Second Polish Republic, born in 1918, was faced with integrating the Polish lands
which for over a hundred years had been partitioned and absorbed into three separate empires.
Politically and administratively inexperienced, newly elected leaders in the Polish state
operated in a radical and chaotic environment. The big question that needed answering was,
'Jaka Polska?' (What kind of Poland?). The political Right advocated for 'Poland for the
Poles' while the political Left championed a pluralist, multi-ethnic nation state. The victim of
this debate was democracy with the assassination of the first president, and a military coup a
few years later. The political crisis was matched by an economic crisis, with modernisation
stymied by lack of direction and know how. Attempted agricultural reform failed and over
half of the population were impoverished peasants, most of whom were Ukrainians and
Byelorussians living in Eastern Poland where they were the majority population. National
independence movements gained increasing popularity and were put down by a brutal
pacification campaign in the 1930s. Throughout Poland the interwar period witnessed
ongoing Anti-Semitism, with segregation, economic boycotts and pogroms targeting this
section of Polish society. The majority of Polish citizens who would become refugees in
Africa were deported from the economically depressed and ethnically diverse kresy of Eastern
Poland. They were newcomers to the land, former soldiers of the Polish-Bolshevik War who
were granted or purchased large plots of land that raised them above the level of the
impoverished peasants who were their neighbours. Their success as soldiers and farmers
made them prime candidates for deportation following the Soviet invasion and annexation of
Eastern Poland at the beginning of the Second World War.
One of the ways Eastern Poland was sovietised, was the forced removal of those
perceived to be 'enemies of the state' through imprisonment or deportation. Prisoners of war
were incarcerated and later joined by civilians who were arrested because they were former
employees of the state such as policemen, or leading political and cultural figures, or 'class
enemies' such as wealthy landowners or industrialists. Arrests included Polish citizens of all
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ethnicities and religions and are estimated at over a hundred thousand. The deportations
happened in four waves each targeting a different demographic. The first and largest group
were the soldier-settlers and their families who were forcibly removed to 'special settlements'
in the Far North and the Soviet interior to work in forestry and mining. The second wave,
deported the families of military and civilian arrestees to Kazakhstan where they were
integrated into local communities and worked on state and collective farms. The third group
were refugees from West and Central Poland who had fled the German advance and declined
Soviet citizenship. Predominantly Jewish, this group shared the fate of the soldier-settlers
assigned to work in forests and mines in the Far North and Soviet interior. The fourth and
final mass deportation was a cleansing of the kresy of 'suspect elements' who had so far
avoided the authorities. Mass deportations included Polish citizens of all ethnicities and
religions. Though the statistics are disputed, the general consensus among historians is that
over three hundred Polish citizens were deported to the Soviet Union during the first twentyone months of the war.
The unexpected consequence of Germany's attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 was
the 'amnesty' granted to all Polish citizens detained on Soviet Territory. Poland's ally, Britain,
became the Soviet Union's ally, and encouraged a rapprochement between the two stalwart
enemies. The resulting Polish-Soviet Agreement allowed for co-operation against the new
common enemy - Hitlerite Germany, the formation of a Polish army on Soviet soil, and the
amnesty of detained Poles. Men, women and children, released from their places of
confinement, flooded south to the Polish army recruitment zone in the Volga region. Within a
few months, its was evident to General Anders, who had been appointed to lead the army, and
General Sikorski, the Polish Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief, that the Soviets were
unable to adequately feed, clothe, shelter, train or equip the Polish forces. In an unprecedented
move, Stalin agreed that the army and military families could be evacuated to Allied-occupied
Iran, where the army would come under British command. The evacuations took place in
spring and autumn of 1942. Over one hundred and fifteen thousand Polish citizens were
evacuated of whom around forty thousand were civilians, mostly women and children. The
British military alarmed at the number of refugees flooding into the Middle East, draining
military supplies and potentially adversely affecting military operations, and concerned at
worsening relations with the Persians due to the refugee presence, looked for overseas
countries to offer wartime domicile to the refugees. British colonial Africa responded in the
affirmative while expressing concerns as to its suitability as a place of indefinite abode for
European women and children. The Polish refugees in Iran did not want to go to Africa. They
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wanted to stay as close to their menfolk in the army, and to Poland, as possible. They had
journeyed far and did not want to go further. They were welcomed by the Iranians who
contrary to British fears were hospitable and generous towards them. They feared Africa as
uncivilised.
Despite numerous forms of resistance to the move, twenty thousand Polish citizens
were taken to Africa. They travelled via India, where their treatment by British colonial
authorities led to protests at being treated as prisoners of war. The freedom they had found in
Iran appeared to be slipping away.
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Chapter 2

British Colonial Africa

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the policy of British colonial authorities on
refugees, to look into the factors that influenced the formation of that policy, and see how it
was put into practice. Though British colonial territories were governed independently of each
other they cooperated on matters of mutual interest and benefit. Joint discussions were held
pending the arrival of the refugees and joint decisions were made on a refugee regime for
their administration. What were the concerns and questions raised and what was the defining
principle upon which the refugee regime in British colonial Africa would operate? How did
territories decide where the refugees would live and how they would be managed? What role
did the Polish Government-in-exile play in these important discussions and decisions? What
were the impressions and reactions of the first group of Polish refugees who arrived in Africa
from Iran?

The Refugee Regime
During the Second World War, the territories that responded positively to MERRA's request
to accept Polish refugees in British East Africa were Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika.220
Although these three territories were not part of a formal union, they co-operated closely
during the war through bodies such as the East African Governors' Conference and the East
African Economic Council to coordinate defense matters, labour allocation and food
production. The territories that agreed to MERRA's request in Central Africa were Northern
Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland (now Malawi), territories that were linked
historically and co-operated on matters of common interest through a Governors' Conference
based in Salisbury.221 Though there were limited political and economic ties between British
East Africa and Central Africa, the two groups worked together and followed common
principles and policies in relation to the Polish refugees. The Union of South Africa also
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agreed to take Polish refugees under an independent agreement with the Polish
Government.222
Colonial Concerns
The twenty thousand Polish refugees provided with temporary domicile in Africa raised a
myriad of concerns for colonial authorities. The number of refugees was significant when
compared to the European populations of African territories already hosting a wartime influx
of Allied military personnel, Italian prisoners of war, and Axis civilian internees, each of
whom presented their own administrative challenges. Colonial and Polish authorities were
concerned to find suitable locations for the refugees in Africa as the tropical climate and
prevalence of malaria made many areas unsuitable for the prolonged sojourn of European
women and children. These concerns were played down by the British Government for whom
the political and military imperative of moving refugees out of the Middle East was of
paramount importance.223 Practical problems arose in relation to how the refugees would be
housed and fed at a time when building materials for civilian use were virtually non-existent
and agricultural production had been recalibrated to meet overseas military demand. There
was also the question of the attitude of the white population to refugees. Fearing their
decision might prove unpopular, colonial authorities used the media to portray it as a
generous gesture and an act of gratitude towards Britain's oldest ally in the war. The East
African Standard, published in Nairobi, phrased the matter thus:
… large numbers of Polish refugees are to be found a wartime home in
Tanganyika and Uganda … they are the wives and families of some of those
gallant, indomitable Polish soldiers who are fighting with the Allied forces
in the Middle East. To them we owe a duty. To look after their wives and
families will be a privilege.224
A further dilemma confronted colonial authorities. What was the place of the refugees
within an hierarchical colonial society? Though European and 'white', they lacked many of
the signifiers of superiority which the British held so dear.225 The refugees were not British
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but an ethnically diverse group of mostly Poles, but also Jews, Byelorussians and Ukrainians.
They did not share a common language or religion with the colonizers. They were
representative of the full spectrum of interwar Polish society from priests to prostitutes,
pharmacists to farmers, tailors to typists. Dispossessed and repeatedly displaced, they arrived
in Africa destitute and in a state of abject poverty. None of these markers signalled the natural
superiority of the white race in Africa.226
There were also concerns that the refugees might not share the British mindset in
relation to the African colonising project. There was evidence to this effect. In 1941, three
hundred Polish military officers stationed in Scotland had volunteered to serve in the Royal
West African Frontier Force where there was an officer shortfall. Like the Polish refugees
arriving in East Africa a year later, they had no direct experience of race-based colonialism
and their approach to inter-racial relations was found to be somewhat different to that of the
British. They proved to be 'less colour conscious', employing a more 'familiar approach' to the
training of African troops than their British counterparts, and they were 'less inclined to refuse
the company of African women'. Churchill nevertheless noted that they had served 'with high
credit'.227 Colonial authorities had reason to question how the Polish refugees would adapt to
colonial society.
Deciding on Camps
Having made the decision to accept the Polish refugees into their respective territories, and
cognisant of the real and potential issues that accompanied them, colonial authorities were
faced with the question of where the refugees should be located and how they would be
managed. With little discussion of alternatives and in line with accepted practice by MERRA,
camps were the chosen solution. This was a system with which the colonial authorities were
familiar, having previously established camps for prisoners of war and internees in their
territories. These camps were not designed to punish but 'to contain'. Prisoners of war and
internees were placed in camps as they were deemed to be a threat to wartime security. The
refugees on the other hand posed a threat to colonial order. They were not permanent arrivals
for the purpose of colonisation, settlement or migration. Instead they were temporarily
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admitted into the British African territories during circumstances of war, exceptional
circumstances. They came in their thousands and in one territory at least, would outnumber
the existing British population. And they were not British. These three factors, their intended
temporary sojourn, their large numbers and their non Britishness, contributed to the refugees
being viewed as potential threats to the social, economical and political order of the colonies.
Containment facilitated control. There was also the very practical consideration of
administration. Camps offered the most efficient means of delivering essential services such
as shelter, food, clothing and health care to a refugee population.
The refugees did not know what to expect in Africa. They had been forcibly removed
to the Soviet Union, where many were confined to special settlements in remote and isolated
places. Their release and evacuation to Persia was experienced as a salvation, a rediscovery of
freedom and a return to civilisation. Their living conditions in the camps in Persia had been
very basic but they were in the modern and sophisticated city of Tehran where regaining a
semblance of normal life seemed possible. The move to Africa had been unwelcome and even
resisted. Greeted warmly by the British on arrival, the refugees very quickly thereafter found
themselves excluded from colonial society, segregated and in their own words, subject to
what felt like 'internment'.228 Displacement in Africa would be governed by the institution of
the camp.
Relations between Colonial and Polish Authorities
Although the territory of Poland was under German and Soviet control when the refugees
arrived in Africa, the Polish government had reformed in exile, and continued to exercise its
authority in matters concerning Polish citizens in Poland and abroad. Based in London since
June 1940, this government had played a critical role in the rescue of its citizens from the
Soviet Union, and held itself responsible for their ongoing welfare. It envisaged introducing
an administrative system in Africa similar to that in Persia where the Polish refugee camps
had been run by Polish authorities with British interests represented by a British Liaison
Officer.229 Although Polish authorities accepted that the British would need to take the lead
during the first stages of refugee settlement in Africa, they envisaged that the administration
of the camps would fairly quickly be handed over to them. To their consternation, the colonial
authorities advised that refugees in Africa were solely the responsibility of African
Governments:
228
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The East African Governments regard themselves as responsible to H. M.
Government in the United Kingdom for the welfare of the Polish refugees
for whom they are providing a domicile during the war. In assuming this
task, the East African Governments, including Northern Rhodesia and
Nyasaland, will welcome and avail themselves of the advice and assistance
of any Polish delegates whom the Polish Government may wish to appoint
for this purpose to East Africa, but the executive authority to decide all
questions in which the East African Governments may be in any way
concerned in discharging their responsibility must remain with them,
subject to directions from H. M. Government in the United Kingdom.230
The colonial authorities in each of the territories worked together to devise a common
administrative structure and a common set of regulations to govern camp life. The supreme
decision-making body was the East African Governments Conference which set up the East
Africa Refugee Administration (EARA), a sub-office of MERRA, within its Secretariat. In
addition, each territory appointed a Director for Refugees and introduced Defence
Regulations under the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act for the administration of the refugee
camps.231 The Polish Government in order to maximise its involvement, set up consulates and
offices of the MPiOS in each of the host territories.
Relations between Polish government representatives in Africa and British colonial
authorities blew hot and cold over the period of the war. The British were initially suspicious
of the long-term plans of the Poles and sought repeated assurances from London that once the
war was over the Polish refugees would leave. They were afraid that the refugees' ranks had
been infiltrated by Soviet communists; apprehensive in relation to the numbers of Jews who
might be among the Poles; concerned at the effect on the labour market and the local
economies of the influx of a large number of European workers; and anxious about reports of
the loose morals of the women. Later, colonial authorities were critical of the burgeoning
bureaucracy that the Polish Government established in the capital cities of each of the
territories and frustrated by the inefficiencies and pettiness of the inter-ministerial rivalry
between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry for Labour and Social Welfare.
Finally, the British detected a lack of appreciation among the Poles of the burden which the
territories had assumed in providing sanctuary for them, and a corresponding lack of
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gratitude.232 The Polish government representatives, on the other hand, were reluctant to
accept an advisory, rather than a controlling role in matters concerning the refugees, whom
they saw first and foremost as Polish citizens, and their expectations and aspirations for the
quality of life the refugees would be provided in Africa were at odds with the realistic
possibilities of pioneering states at war.
The Directors for Refugees were not new to the role of controlling foreigners on their
soil. In most instances they were already responsible for aliens and internees, and saw the
refugees as just another category of alien under their control.233 They were inclined to treat all
three categories of people equally, much to the dismay of Polish authorities for whom the
equal treatment of refugees from an Allied nation, with aliens and internees from Axis
nations, was incomprehensible. In Uganda, Commissioner Robertson saw no role for any
Polish authority on Ugandan soil and Polish ministerial delegates, who were not used to being
'shouted at' and told to 'mind their own business', considered him ill-mannered, dictatorial,
and even brutal in his dealings with them.234 In Northern Rhodesia, the Director of War
Evacuees and Camps, Stuart Gore-Browne, outlined a project for the internal organisation of
the refugee camps that was a replica of the territory's model for internment camps. Polish
authorities balked at the right assigned to Officers in Charge of camps to require refugees to
work at essential duties and to punish rule-breakers. 235 The expectations of the Polish
authorities in relation to who would be responsible for the refugees and how they would be
treated did not align with the colonial authorities’ attitudes and plans.
Regulations introduced by the territories for the internal organisation of the camps
reinforced the authority of the colonial authorities. The regulations stated that an Officer in
Charge, called a Commandant by the Poles, would be appointed for each camp by the
Director, and that officer should be British. The Officer in Charge was responsible for
appointing camp officials as necessary and issuing Camp Standing Orders dealing with
'hygiene and sanitation; the treatment of sick refugees; fire drill; communal work on camp
maintenance; roll call and general routine; correspondence of refugees; general camp
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organisation, good order and discipline; and camp shops.'236 It was acknowledged that there
would be a role for a shadow Polish administration to provide religious, cultural and
educational services in the camps. For this purpose a Polish Camp Leader (PCL), subordinate
to the British Officer in Charge, would be appointed in each camp along with other officials
as necessary.237 Responsibilities were thus divided between the colonial and Polish authorities
and a two-tiered camp administrative system established.
The Polish Government opened offices of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare in Nairobi, each answerable to their respective
ministers in London. Former politicians and civil servants, members of the entourage of the
government in exile, were flown out from the UK to fill these posts. Unfortunately, the
presence of two Polish ministries in Nairobi led to divisive and damaging competition for
influence with colonial authorities, and involvement with the refugees. Co-operation between
the Polish and British authorities was hampered by this in-fighting and refugee camp life too
felt its ill effects. The problem spread as consulates and ministerial offices were opened in all
the territories where refugee camps were established - Kampala (Uganda), Dar es Salaam
(Tanganyika), Lusaka and Livingstone (Northern Rhodesia), Salisbury (Southern Rhodesia),
Cape Town, Pretoria and Johannesburg (South Africa). In 1943, the Polish Ministry of
Education and the Polish Treasury also set up offices in East and Central Africa. Colonial
authorities were critical of this proliferation of Polish officialdom and saw it as self-interested
and self-promoting. In Southern Rhodesia, the local delegate of the International Committee
of the Red Cross reported:
During a visit to the Polish Refugee Settlements, I found the Administration
... a playground of Polish officialdom. In Salisbury ... Polish officials and
semi-officials try to show they are indispensable to the well-being of Polish
refugees (but with the aim) of giving civil servants the best possible
livelihood until they return to Poland ... it seems Polish Administration does
not exist for refugees but refugees are justification to maintain Polish
officialdom.'238
More than six months after the arrival of the first refugees, colonial authorities were advised
that a special agreement had been reached between the two Ministries defining their
respective roles. The Consuls from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were responsible for
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presenting the views and policy of the Polish Government to the territorial Governors and
only the Polish Consul General in Nairobi could deal with the East African Governors'
Conference. The Delegates of the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare were responsible for
the organisation of the life of refugees inside the camps and were authorised to deal directly
with EARA. 239 Friction between the two ministries continued for the duration of their
operations in Africa due in part to the instability of the Polish government in exile, and rivalry
between representatives of different pre-war political parties. The high turnover of Polish
ministerial appointees and administrative personnel in Africa also led to a lack of continuity
in the work with the refugees.
A Memorandum of Agreement regarding the respective responsibilities of the East
African Governments and the Polish Authorities in East Africa was finalised in mid 1943. It
defined a hierarchy of relations between British, colonial and Polish governments and
instrumentalities.
British Government

ó

Polish Government

EA Governors' Conference, Nairobi

ó

MSZ - Consul General, Nairobi

Territorial Governments

ó

MSZ - Territorial Consuls

EARA

ó

MPiOS

Directors of Refugees

ó

MPiOS Territorial Delegates

Camp - Commandant

ó

Camp - Polish Leaders

In essence, the memorandum reinforced the authority of the East African Governments to
decide all questions relating to the welfare of the Polish refugees, while the religious, cultural
and educational services of the camps were in the hands of Polish authorities. However, the
document went further. It spoke of consultation, cooperation and mutual agreement. It offered
the Polish Government assistance in fulfilling its responsibilities towards the refugees; it
registered preparedness to provide all possible help to the Polish authorities in working
towards the goal of self-sufficiency; it provided for the establishment of a Polish
administrative machine within the camps; it prioritised the employment of Polish refugees in
the internal British administration of the camps; and finally, it declared Poles eligible for
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appointment as Officers in Charge of camps.240 While maintaining their hold on power over
the refugees and refuge camp administration, the colonial authorities provided increased
opportunities for the Poles to take part in the management of the camps.
The internal administration of the camp was the responsibility of the Camp
Commandant. Appointed by colonial authorities, the Commandant was usually a retired
British military or colonial officer recalled to wartime service as Officer in Charge of a
prisoner of war, internee or refugee camp. Each Commandant had an administrative team
made up of Britons and Poles who filled roles such as that of Quartermaster. Answering to the
Commandant was the Polish Camp Leader. These two men worked together in the everyday
running of the camp. the PCL also had an administrative team and an Advisory Committee all
of whom were Poles. The British Government undertook to provide the initial finance for
Polish refugee operations in Africa. All expenses incurred by the colonial governments would
be reimbursed by the British Government. The British Treasury had also set up a line of credit
to the Polish Government-in-exile, enabling it, among other civilian activities, to pursue their
work in the refugee camps. The monies advanced via the line of credit would be reimbursed
after the war.241
Camp Personnel
The wellbeing of the refugees and the smooth operation of the camps was dependent to a
considerable extent upon the attitude and skills of both the British Officer in Charge, or Camp
Commandant, as he was more commonly called, and the head of the Polish Administration,
the Polish Camp Leader. Both sides experienced difficulties in finding suitable people for the
job. The British ideally filled the positions with retired military and colonial officers.
However, this was a very limited labour pool as these retirees were already in high demand
for service in internment and prisoner of war camps, forcing the British to look further afield
among civilians and even 'friendly aliens'. In January 1943, a team of five 'British' staff at
Koja, headed by former District Commissioner, Rennie Bere, included one Frenchman and
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two Dutchmen.242 There were some unfortunate and short-lived appointments to the position
of Camp Commandant. At Ifunda, the British were forced to hurriedly replaced a camp
commandant whose actions revealed him to be 'psychologically unstable'. At Kidugala, the
Camp Commandant took over administering the camp store removing the previous
incumbent, an Indian trader, and brought in a new pricing policy that led to an outcry from the
camp's residents. He was eventually dismissed for profiteering.243
Other complaints from the Polish refugees with respect to the British administration of
the camps were perhaps more serious. The general perception among the Poles was that camp
authorities, demonstrated little awareness or appreciation of the Polish way of life, and had a
minimal understanding of the refugees’ experience of exile, of being forcibly removed to, and
escaping from, the Soviet Union. There were however, some outstandingly successful
appointments such as that of Colonel John Minnery at Tengeru. Minnery, a Scot, and longserving Camp Commandant, was sympathetic and understanding, and worked hard for the
good of the refugees earning their respect and affection.244 At Bwana Mkubwa, Captain
Shannon Grills, nick-named kotlecik (chop) by the children, was a strict yet kind fatherly
figure who married one of the refugees and was also a long-serving commandant.245 Although
the appointment of Polish Camp Commandants was possible, few Poles were able to meet the
pre-requisite of possessing a thorough knowledge of the English language. Though
multilingualism was a common feature of Polish society, for historical and cultural reasons,
languages such as Russian, German and French were more commonly used than English.
Only in some of the smaller camps in Tanganyika did Poles accede to this role - Dr Julian
Zamenhof at Kondoa and Kazimierz Chodzikiewicz at Kidugala.246
Polish authorities also struggled to find suitable people to be Camp Leaders.247 Some
positions were awarded to Poles with senior civil service experience or higher education
qualifications who were resident in Northern Rhodesia as guests of HM Government and had
arrived there via Cyprus, not the Soviet Union and Persia. The task of running a refugee camp
required, however, particular leadership and community-building skills which were not
always present in the Polish élite. At Makindu transit camp, a poet rather reluctantly accepted
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the post and proved to be an unsympathetic camp leader, even though he himself had shared
the ordeal of deportation and exile with the refugees.248 The British also dismissed Polish
Camp Leaders they deemed to be unsuitable, one who announced on the day he arrived to
take up his position that he and not the British would be running the camp, and another who
arrived to take up residence in the designated camp with a woman who was not his wife.249
There were other Polish Leaders though, who are remembered with great affection
such as Dr Ferdynand Zarzycki, a retired Brigadier-General and former Minister of
Commerce who was the Director of the Secondary Boarding School for Girls, at Digglefold.
The school's 1946 Annual outlines his goals to produce girls with strength of character, who
demonstrated stamina and self-discipline, and who possessed physical strength and fitness. To
achieve this he introduced:
a strict routine modelled upon military lines and the regimentation of every
detail of daily life, daily exercises before breakfast, five meals a day, an
after-lunch rest observed in absolute silence, systematic manual work in the
gardens, and meticulous medical supervision.250
Despite the rigour and discipline imposed upon the girls in his care, they express in memoirs
and recollections a deep-felt respect and gratitude towards 'their' General. 251 All Camp
Commandants and Polish Camp Leaders were male.
In their negotiations with Preston from MERRA in mid 1942, colonial authorities had
'emphasised the importance of English-speaking advance parties of Polish experts arriving in
East Africa as soon as possible and well ahead of the refugees themselves.'252 The colonial
authorities' desire to include and work with Polish advisers on the task of choosing locations
for camps and constructing accommodation was frustrated when no so-called 'experts' arrived
before the refugees. It was thus left to colonial authorities to do the best they could in difficult
circumstances. They were guided by the principles set by the East African Governors'
Conference of 'the necessity of finding cultivatable land, thereby ensuring that the refugees
should be self-supporting at the earliest possible date' and 'finding districts where, the Poles, a
European and white race, could till the land out of sight of the natives.'253 Political, economic,
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social and geographic differences between territories meant that there were variations in how
these principles were applied.

Territories and Camps
Before proceeding to examine the internal workings of the refugee camps, how British and
Polish authorities carried out their respective responsibilities and how the refugees
experienced camp life, this section will provide an overview of each of the territories in which
the camps were located, noting the attitudes and expectations of the various territorial
authorities towards the refugee and the reasons behind their choice of locations for the camps.
Kenya (Colony)
In the late nineteenth century, a combination of commercial and philanthropic interests led to
increasing British involvement in East Africa and the establishment of the British East Africa
Protectorate in 1895. The British pursuit of development through European settlement and
agricultural exports, and their decision to reserve the fertile highlands north of Nairobi for
white settlement, led to the formation of a privileged 'white' society. Transformed into a
British crown colony in 1920, politics and economics in Kenya continued to be dominated by
the white minority who, as shown in the table below, comprised around half of one per cent of
the total population.
Table 2.1
Population

Population Statistics for Kenya254
1931

1948

African

not counted

5,251,000

Asian*

43,623

97,687

European

16,812

29,660

Arab

12,166

24,174

Other

1,346

3,325

Total

-

5,405,846

* Asian refers to persons of Indian, Pakistani or Goan origin.
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The seeds of the rebellion that would eventually lead to independence in 1963 were sown in
the interwar years with growing African protests over issues relating to land and labour.255
Though relatively little military action took place south of the Sahara, Kenya's
involvement in the Second World War was considerable. It was an operations base during the
East Africa campaign and thereafter a strategic Allied base. It was home to three Royal Air
Force bases, four training camps for the King's African Rifles (who served as front line
infantry units in North and East Africa, the Middle East and Burma), and nine thousand
troops of the Royal West African Frontier Force. The Mombasa-based Eastern Fleet was
responsible for guarding Indian Ocean sea lanes. 256 Kenya prospered by adjusting its
economy to meet the demands of the empire at war. The colony traditionally pursued
development through European settlement and agricultural exports, and the settlers of the
fertile 'white highlands' were beneficiaries of the booming agricultural sector, exporting
coffee and sisal, crops that Africans were not permitted to grow. The war brought social
disruption and little economic benefit to the African population with African males
conscripted to work on European farms and to serve in the military.257
Sir Henry Monck-Mason Moore, Governor of Kenya (1940-1944), was a strong
advocate for accepting the Polish refugees into British East Africa, but not in Kenya which,
he argued, was already hosting sixty thousand Italian prisoners of war and fifteen thousand
Italian internees, considerably more than the European settler population of just over twenty
thousand.258 It seems that Moore agreed in general that 'what we have done for thousands of
our enemies we can do gladly for our friends' but not in particular, not in Kenya.259 Mwangi
Kagwanja has argued that pressure from the settler population led the Governor to deny the
Polish refugees the right to settle in the 'white highlands'. They were 'a triple challenge to
European communities in the imperial periphery related to the fact that they constituted an
extraordinary ensemble of femininity, infantility and infirmity.'260 On average, forty-six per
cent of arrivals were women, forty-five per cent were children under the age of fourteen, and
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nine per cent were men, either unfit for military service on medical grounds or elderly.261
This argument for Kenyan non-acceptance of the Polish refugees is compelling because
Italian prisoners of war were accepted despite sharing with the Poles the features of being
'poor whites' and non-British. The Italians, being male, may have been more acceptable as a
potential labour force, and given their prisoner of war status, more subject to the authority of
their captors.
Nairobi was the seat of authority on all refugee matters in East Africa. The East Africa
Governors' Conference which met monthly, and the East Africa Refugee Administration
which co-ordinated the reception, distribution and administration of refugees, were located in
Nairobi. It was also the location of the Polish Consulate, the head office of the Polish
Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare the Polish Ministry of Education and non-government
organisations such as the Polish YMCA, the Polish Scouting Association, the Polish Red
Cross, and the US based Catholic War Relief Services. The Polish diplomatic and political
hierarchy in Nairobi, appointed by the Polish Government-in-exile in London, were members
of the Polish intelligentsia and aristocracy whose professional and social standing made them
acceptable residents of the Kenyan metropolis. They had followed a different path to Africa
than the refugees. Their flight ahead of the German advance into Poland had taken them
across Europe to France and then on to the UK with their families and finances largely intact.
A nucleus of around fifty Poles operated the Polish administrative machine in Nairobi.262
Kenya played a key role in the administration of the refugees but its contribution to
accommodating them was limited to an inward and outward transit camp, a post-war
children's camp, and a home for the elderly and infirm. Most refugees arriving and departing
British East Africa came through Mombasa, though the ports at Dar es Salaam and Tanga in
Tanganyika were also sometimes used. Makindu, one of eleven camps constructed in Kenya
to hold Italian prisoners of war from the East Africa Campaign of June 1940 - November
1941 was designated as a quarantine and sorting centre for arriving refugees as it was
conveniently situated on the main rail line from Mombasa to Uganda and northern
Tanganyika.263 In late 1943, at the request of Polish authorities, a section of the camp was set
aside to house 'troublesome persons' who were considered to be 'subversive to good order' in
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the camps.264 After the war, authorities also opened an outward transit camp at English Point
Camp, Mombasa, for refugees departing Africa by sea.265
In early 1943, the Polish Red Cross together with the Catholic Church opened a home
for the care of the elderly and infirm. Located on a farm sixteen miles out of Nairobi at
Manira, the establishment was run by Brother Jozefat Nowicki of the Holy Ghost Fathers who
had served in Africa as a missionary for some forty years. Manira provided specialised care
for returned soldiers, including the fitting of artificial limbs crafted by Italian prisoners of
war.266 In 1945, Kenyan authorities established a children's camp at an unused air force base
at Rongai, one hundred miles northwest of Nairobi. There, a group of twenty Polish nuns,
also refugees, cared for about four hundred children, mostly orphans. Rongai operated from
early 1945 to August 1947 when the sale of the land forced its closure.267 The two common
characteristics of these specialist facilities in Kenya are the involvement of the Catholic
Church and their location in the malaria-free 'white highlands'. Those perceived by the British
to be most vulnerable were afforded special consideration: children, the elderly, the infirm,
and returned soldiers. There was no place in Kenya for refugee women.
Uganda (Protectorate)
Uganda was a reluctant partner in the scheme to provide wartime domicile to Polish refugees
in Africa. At the June 1942 Governors' Conference, Sir Charles Cecil Farquharson Dundas,
Governor of Uganda (1940-1944), provisionally agreed to accept five thousand Polish
refugees, stating that he still needed to be convinced that Uganda was logistically a more
suitable location than Kenya, where most supplies for the refugees would need to come from.
He argued emphatically that Uganda was climatically unsuitable for Europeans unaccustomed
to tropical conditions, particularly women and children, and that he could not provide
'medical, educational and other facilities such as must be afforded to a community of this
type.'268 The construction of special accommodation for the refugees was also a problem. Due
to import restrictions and the prioritisation of military projects, there were no available
supplies of 'water piping, electrical material, cement, corrugated iron, nails, or mosquito
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netting' for civilian projects. London had been informed as early as May 1942 that the only
accommodation it was possible to prepare was 'bare camp accommodation of local
materials'.269 Dundas wrote in a secret despatch to London:
It will be appreciated that primitive camping conditions, if continued
indefinitely, may prove extremely prejudicial to the health of such refugees.
I must be allowed to disclaim responsibility for the consequences in this
respect and have only agreed most reluctantly to accept these refugees in
deference to the over-riding demands of existing war conditions.270
The response expressed concern about providing a suitable standard of accommodation for
the Polish refugees while indicating that 'the refugees will by now be well inured to
privation.'271
Dundas may also have been concerned that Uganda was already home to over four
thousand Italian prisoners of war at Jinja on Lake Victoria, and one thousand Italian male
internees at Entebbe, the British administrative HQ in Uganda.272 At the same time the British
population had fallen considerably below its pre-war figure due to the release for military
service of Colonial Office personnel. As shown in the table below, the number of 'whites' in
Uganda in 1941 was just over two thousand or 0.05 per cent of the African population. The
Polish refugees would outnumber the British in Uganda by three to one.
Table 2.2

Population Statistics for Uganda273

Population

1941

1948

African

3,844,981

4,917,555

Asian*

18,381

32,215

European

2,186

3,448

Arab

n/a

n/a

Total

-

-

* Asian refers to persons of Indian, Pakistani or Goan origin.

The contrasting attitudes of Moore and Dundas to the Polish refugees are a reflection of the
different political, economic and social landscapes in the Colony of Kenya and the
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Protectorate of Uganda. British rule in Uganda was structured around the Uganda Agreement
of 1900 between Great Britain and the Kingdom of Buganda which effectively empowered
the kabaka (king) and some four thousand Christian chiefs by giving them freehold title to
land and the responsibility of administering that land and the population on it. Throughout the
Protectorate, the principle of 'indirect rule' was applied to the administration of the African
population and African chiefs provided the basis of local government including administering
the legal and taxation systems. The economy was advanced not through white settlement and
plantation agriculture as in Kenya but by legislating African land security and encouraging
African agricultural production of export crops such as cotton, sugar cane and coffee.274 There
was no place in Uganda for white settlers and Dundas emphasized that the Polish refugees
would have to leave immediately after the war or he would not hesitate to deport them.275
Uganda's contribution to the Allied war effort included the enlistment of seventy-seven
thousand native soldiers, and its thriving economy enabled the granting of individual and
collective loans to Britain including a direct loan of one million pounds sterling and a loan
from the Cotton and Coffee Fund of three million pounds sterling.276
In choosing sites for refugee camps, Uganda was guided by the principle of finding
good agricultural land for the refugees to grow their own food and become self-sufficient.
EARA had also recommended that camp locations be isolated so that the refugees would not
be seen working the land, and so lower the prestige of the 'white race' in the eyes of the
African population Another reason for choosing remote locations was the widely held belief
within MERRA that 'refugees are a favourite medium for the infiltration of enemy agents'.277
The first location chosen was in the Western Province of Bunyoro at Masindi, just
north of the equator, four thousand feet above sea level, between the tropical Budongo Forest,
renowned for its huge mahogany trees to the north, and the rolling savannah to the south.
Situated between Lake Koja and Lake Alberta, the soil was fertile and the vegetation lush. It
was a remote location, twenty-four hours by road and river from the nearest railway station.
Here over twelve hundred African labourers began clearing land, boring for water and

274

Robert M. Maxon, East Africa: An Introductory History, Morgantown, West Virginia University Press, 1986,
pp. 148-159.
275
AAN, MPiOS 131/109, M. Wierusz Kowalski Report on tour of Polish camps in East Africa, 3 September to
30 October 1942.
276
Carol Summers, 'Ugandan Politics and World War II (1939-1945)', in Byfield et al., Africa and World War II,
p. 482.
277
TNA, FO 371/32653/W17397, Memorandum, W. T. Matthews, MERRA Cairo, 25 November 1942.

70

constructing simple dwellings of local materials in July 1942.278 The camp would eventually
house three and a half thousand refugees.
The second location chosen was Koja, a peninsula on Lake Victoria in the eastern
province of Buganda. The site was surrounded by water on three sides and two hills enclosed
the fourth. Koja was forty miles out of Kampala but not on the railway line. One of the first
Englishmen involved in the organisation and building of the Koja settlement, M. Pektory,
described it as:
a place densely overgrown with trees, vines and tall grasses. The only
residents were wild animals, snakes, birds and monkeys. Along the sandy
bays and gently sloping shores of the lake, crocodiles and hippopotami
could be seen during the day. At night the air was filled with mosquitos and
during the day with tse-tse flies.279
Here, one thousand Africans cleared the land, laid piping and pumping installations to get
water from the lake, and built a settlement of simple huts with mud walls and roofs of dried
elephant grass to accommodate around three thousand people.280 Though there were only two
camps in Uganda, they held almost of third of the refugees.
Tanganyika (Mandated Territory under British Administration)
The largest and most populous of the British East African territories, Tanganyika, was neither
a colony nor a protectorate. Its colonial history was linked to German imperialism until it
came under British administration as a League of Nations mandated territory in 1920. By this
time, violent native hostility to German colonial rule, notably the Maji Maji rebellion of 1905,
has been crushed, and education and economic development were promoted as the way
forward to peace and prosperity for all. Under British administration, both African agriculture
and European settlement were promoted and an export-oriented economy based on primary
goods such as sisal, coffee and cotton developed.281 The major change that came with British
control was a remodelling of the administrative structure with the introduction of indirect rule
over the large African population. As shown in the table below, the European population
formed approximately 0.15 per cent of the total population of Tanganyika during the Second
World War. At the same time there would be two Polish refugees in Tanganyika for every
three Europeans.
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Table 2.3

Population Statistics for Tanganyika282

Population

1931

1948

African

5,022,640

7,407,517

Asian*

32,398

46,254

European

8,228

10, 648

Arab

n/a

11,074

Other

n/a

2,184

Total

5,063,266

7,447,677

*Asian refers to persons of Indian or Goan origin.

Tanganyika's economic fortunes fluctuated during the war. It suffered from loss of
European markets in the early years and then benefitted from 1942 onwards with the fall of
the Far East and the entry of America into the war. The promotion of large scale production of
tobacco, cattle, rubber, sisal and pyrethrum favoured white settlers while the drought of
1942/1943 created a food crisis that the Government struggled to overcome. Tanganyika's
contribution to the Allied war effort included large-scale conscription of native labour for
military service in the King's African Rifle Battalion and the Tanganyikan Naval Volunteer
Force. By 1945, native conscription to the military stood at 86,740 and another 85,501
Africans were working as indentured labour on agricultural estates.283
Tanganyika was far more amenable to accepting Polish refugees than Kenya or
Uganda. Sir Wilfrid Edward Francis Jackson, Governor of Tanganyika (1941-1945), advised
the Governors' Conference in June 1942 that Tanganyika would take five thousand Polish
refugees and was immediately ready to receive one and a half thousand. Jackson planned to
establish three small camps in the Southern Highlands and to build a camp for three thousand
people near Arusha, the capital of the Northern Province. In the meantime temporary
accommodation would be provided at internment camps initially built for Italian women and
children. A prisoner of war camp was also available if needed.284
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The first internment camp, capacity five hundred, was situated near the town of
Morogoro at the foot of the Uluguru Mountains on the main Dar es Salaam to Dodoma
railway line. The camp's location was ideal. It was close to town, on the railway line and
situated in the agricultural heartland of Tanganyika. It was also in the missionary hub of
Tanganyika, with a monastery and convent nearby and Dutch Catholic priests, nuns and
brothers playing an active role in the camp's administration.285 The second internment camp,
capacity four hundred, was located at Kondoa in the Central Province, four hours by road
(ninety miles) from the nearest railway station at Dodoma. The landscape was bare as the area
was semi-arid, and the year the refugees arrived the rains failed causing a prolonged
drought.286 The camp's saving grace was its proximity to a long-established Catholic Mission
whose Italian priests, brothers and nuns played a key practical and spiritual role in caring for
the refugees.287
Two camps were built in the Southern Province at an even greater distance from lines
of communication but once again closely associated with missions. It was an eight hour drive
(170 miles) from the Dodoma railway station south to the refugee camp at Ifunda, capacity
eight hundred. An abundance of fertile volcanic soil, heavy rainfall and a cool climate made it
a highly suitable place for European habitation. Nearby was the Tosamaganga Mission, run
by the Italian Consolata Fathers and home of Bishop Beltramino. The mission was a hive of
industry, a vast complex that included a convent of the Sisters of St Therese, a House of the
Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary Brothers, a seminary, an orphanage, a hospital, a
school, and a timber mill. In the vicinity of the camp there was an agricultural station, a large
tea plantation and a piggery.288
Five hours (one hundred miles) by road to the south-east of Ifunda, near the town of
Njombe in the Southern Highlands, the Kidugala refugee camp, capacity eight hundred, was
established on the site of a former German Lutheran Mission.289 It was on one thousand
hectares of land complete with gardens and orchards, water reservoirs, a church, and
administrative and residential buildings. The camp administration established itself in the
existing mission complex and the standard mud huts with elephant grass roofs were built for
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the refugees on lower ground. Scenically located in the mountains among lush vegetation
with a cool climate and ample water supply from nearby rivers, the major downfall of the
location was its isolation.290
In contrast to the isolation of the smaller settlements such as Kondoa, Ifunda and
Kidugala, the Tanganyikan authorities decided to build a large settlement, capacity four
thousand, in the Northern Province of Tanganyika, just fifteen miles from Arusha, the
provincial capital, on the railway line that linked Arusha with Tanga, Mombasa and Nairobi.
Situated on the northern plains within sight of the permanently snow-capped Mt Kilimanjaro,
Arusha was the centre of a small farming community and an important safari centre with
something of a Wild West reputation. One of the earliest investors in its development was an
Ohio entrepreneur, Kenyon Painter, who among other ventures established the territory's
premier coffee estate and set up a coffee research centre at a place called Tengeru.291 This was
where four thousand Africans were employed to build a settlement for the Polish refugees.
Lying in the rolling green foothills of Mt Meru, Tengeru boasted a cool climate, an ample
water supply from nearby rivers and volcanic Lake Diluti, and one thousand acres of fertile
land.292
Northern Rhodesia (Protectorate)
Historically, British interest in Northern Rhodesia was linked to the push north into
Central Africa by Cecil Rhodes and the British South Africa Company (BSAC) in the late
nineteenth century in search for gold. The territory that had been granted under Charter to the
BSAC was placed under the administration of the British Crown as a protectorate in 1924.
However, it was not the discovery of gold but of rich copper deposits in the north-west in
1928, that resulted in the growth of a large mining industry and the economic development of
the territory. In the late 1930s, metals accounted for ninety seven per cent of Northern
Rhodesia's exports, copper alone for ninety per cent.293 Poor soil and scarcity of rain meant
that agriculture was not an important factor in economic growth. Northern Rhodesia struggled
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to produce enough of its main crop, maize, to feed its population and the keeping of cattle was
severely limited by the presence of the tse tse fly.294
During the war, Northern Rhodesia assumed a huge economic and strategic
importance to Britain and her allies as a supplier of raw materials. Britain annually purchased
Northern Rhodesia's entire output of copper, satisfying seventy per cent of her needs.295 The
corresponding increase in the size of the copperbelt labour force, which doubled between
1939 and 1944, caused major food shortages and resulted in the introduction of food rationing
by the mining companies of maize, the staple diet of African workers, and its importation
from as far away as Argentina.296 In order to increase domestic food production, conscription
of farm labour was introduced in February 1942. This was a rather drastic step which
authorities claimed was justified by the 'emergency' created by the war but its devastating
flow-on effect on African subsistence food production led to severe hardship in African
communities.297
Sir John Waddington, Governor of Northern Rhodesia (1942-1947), agreed to take
three thousand Polish refugees into the territory.298 He expressed concern about suitable sites
for camps and the types of buildings to be constructed and the Foreign Office in London:
received the impression that the Colonial authorities may be inclined to set
the standard of accommodation a little too high … the Polish refugees
contain a fairly large peasant element and all of them, peasants or not, will
have come from conditions of great hardship, from cold and starvation in
the Soviet Union, so that they will be able to put up with most things.299
Waddington did his best, repeatedly appealing to the military and to the governments of
Tanganyika and the Union of South Africa for materials such as timber and iron.300 He also
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abandoned non-essential civil road and buildings programmes in order to provide staff and
materials for the refugee camps.301
In Northern Rhodesia the two main camps were built close to towns and along the
railway line. Northern Rhodesia's poor soil and low rainfall meant that the goal of refugee
self-sufficiency was unattainable and there was therefore no need to hide the refugees from
the view of Africans. As they would not be working in the fields, they would not be lowering
the prestige of the 'white man' in the eyes of the local population. It was imperative that the
refugees be located along the railway line at places where the water supply was guaranteed
and transport to the camps of vital goods and services could easily take place.
It was planned to build a camp at Bwana Mkubwa, two hundred miles north of
Lusaka, near Ndola, the capital of the copper belt region, on the Lusaka-Ndola railway line.
The site of an abandoned mining town, existing concrete foundations could be used for
housing and there were established supplies of water and electricity. A second camp for
refugees with equal capacity would be built at Lusaka, the newly proclaimed capital of
Northern Rhodesia with a white population of around a thousand. 302
The Polish refugee camp at Lusaka, also built by African labour, covered an area of
two square kilometres on the outskirts of the capital. It was on flat ground, devoid of
vegetation with buildings arranged in a formal grid pattern. Single family huts were made of
sun-dried bricks with thatched roofs and asphalt floors. Kitchens and dining rooms,
bathrooms and laundries, as well as schools were ready and waiting when the first group of
around five hundred refugees arrived in February 1943. Lusaka would eventually hold over
one thousand Polish refugees.303
At Bwana Mkubwa, one and two-roomed rectangular huts with sun-dried brick walls
and thatched roofs were erected by African labour in a lush, tropical setting. Jacaranda trees
lined the main street and mature banana, mango, and guava trees grew throughout the camp.
Kitchens and dining rooms, wash houses and bathrooms, a school and hospital were all ready
and waiting when the first group of around five hundred refugees arrived in March 1943.
Bwana Mkubwa had the capacity to accommodate one and a half thousand.304
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By August 1943, Polish refugees were settled in a third location in Northern Rhodesia,
at Abercorn (now Mbala), the administrative centre of the remote Northern province, a coffee
growing district. Abercorn was 635 miles from Lusaka by road with no rail link. The
remoteness of this location is indicated by the journey the refugees had to travel to get there.
Arriving by sea in Dar es Salaam in Tanganyika, they first took a rail journey of 770 miles
across the entire breadth of Tanganyika to the end of the line at Kigoma, then a boat trip 430
miles south on Lake Tanganyika to the port of Mpulungu, followed by a twenty seven mile
road trip by truck up a steep ascent to Abercorn, two thousand metres above sea level. The
climate was good and the setting picturesque, nicknamed by the Poles 'African
Switzerland'.305 Square, single-roomed huts for four people were built of local materials,
wattle and daub walls with thatched roofs, and laid out in a grid pattern. The accommodation
had been built for an earlier group of refuges known as the Cyprus-Poles. The number of
refugees in Abercorn was limited to six hundred due to food supply difficulties.306 It was the
most remote of all the Polish refugee camps in Africa.
The smallest number of refugees lived at Fort Jameson (now Chipata), the
administrative centre of the Eastern Province, a tobacco growing area. Situated on the border
with Nyasaland, this was another remote location, with Lusaka and the railway line some four
hundred miles away. One hundred and sixty five refugees made up half of the European
population living in and around Fort Jameson and the accommodation for refugees was, rather
unusually, part of the town itself, having been built for an earlier group of refuges known as
the Cyprus-Poles. The houses were of brick with thatched roofs and cement floors. Uniquely,
each house had its own bathroom with hot and cold running water. Though kitchens, dining
rooms and laundries were communal, and there was no electricity or glass in the windows, the
quality of the buildings was the best of all the camps in Northern Rhodesia. The town's scenic
location, three and a half thousand metres above sea level in the mountains surrounding Lake
Nyasa, also provided a healthy climate for its residents.307
Northern Rhodesia had previously welcomed a group of Polish refugees, over four
hundred senior politicians and public servants, prominent private citizens, and their families,
who had fled Poland at the time of the German advance and initially been given safe haven in
Cyprus. They were moved to Northern Rhodesia in 1941 when Cyprus was no longer deemed
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safe. As guests of His Majesty's Government they were accommodated in hotels along the
railway line between Livingstone and Lusaka at British expense. A special camp was also
built for them at Fort Jameson. Those with initiative forged a new life for themselves while
others found it difficult to adjust. As the Director of War Evacuees and Camps understood it:
the root of the trouble is that the type of evacuee sent to us is a towndweller, quite unprepared to make the best of, let alone enjoy, life in what is
still a pioneer country.308
Some of the Cyprus-Poles took up leadership roles in the camps built for refugees arriving
from Persia.309
Northern Rhodesia hosted over three thousand refugees in four camps, two larger
camps in urban centres and two small camps in remote and isolated locations. As the
European population numbers in the table below show, 'white' Northern Rhodesians
outnumbered the Polish refugees by seven to one, rendering the refugees less visible than in
the East African territories.

Table 2.4
Population 1946

Population Statistics for Central Africa310

African

European

Asian

Arab

Total

Northern Rhodesia

1,600,000

21,907

1,117

804

1,623,822

Southern Rhodesia

1,600,000

80,500

n/a

n/a

-

Nyasaland

2,340,000

2,300

n/a

n/a

-

Southern Rhodesia (Self-Governing Colony)
The origins of white settlement in Southern Rhodesia, as in Northern Rhodesia, were linked
to the BSAC's search for gold. This was relatively successful, and as well as miners, Southern
Rhodesia's fertile soil attracted a steady flow of agricultural settlers from South Africa.
Tobacco became Southern Rhodesia's major agricultural crop. Prospectors and settlers were
overwhelmingly British in origin and the white population grew to become 'the British
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heartland of Central Africa.' 311 Southern Rhodesia achieved self-government in 1923,
establishing its own parliament and conducting its relations with Britain not through the
Colonial Office but through the Dominions Office.
During the Second World War, some fifteen thousand Africans were recruited into
combat and labour units of the armed forces in Southern and Northern Rhodesia.312 The
contribution of Southern Rhodesia to the war effort, however, like that of other African
territories, went beyond the provision of manpower. It was identified as a suitable training
ground for the British Air Force due to its convenient location away from the battle front and
its favourable climate for flight manoeuvres. Southern Rhodesia thus served a unique role as
host to the Empire Air Training Scheme. Eleven air bases were constructed and training was
provided to fifteen thousand Air Force personnel from across the Empire during the course of
the war. Economic benefits flowed to the territory but not to the African population who were
instead the subject of a compulsory labour scheme introduced to satisfy the demand for
workers that accompanied the Air Force presence.313
The war also created an insatiable demand for strategic minerals and Southern
Rhodesia made a significant contribution in this area. It was the world's second largest
producer of gold during the war, the third largest producer of chromite and asbestos, and also
exported coal, silver and iron.314 The expansion of mineral production led to a second forced
labour programme to fill the shortage in the mining and agricultural sectors.315 This in turn
disrupted subsistence agriculture and African society. It is estimated that between fifty
thousand and a hundred thousand African males were subject to the forced labour schemes
introduced by the Southern Rhodesian government during the course of the war.316
From its earliest days, Southern Rhodesia systematically limited immigration of nonBritish whites.317 When it was approached to provide asylum to Polish refugees for the
duration of the war, the territory, already housing twelve thousand Italian and German
internees and prisoners of war, concerned that the Poles did not share British cultural values,
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particularly in relation to race relations, and afraid that there would be Jews and Communists
among their number, agreed to accept just one and a half thousand.318 The location of refugee
settlements was determined by the Government's strategy for the development of rural towns
in selected areas of the territory.319 The goal was not to isolate the refugees but to enable them
to contribute to the territory's economic growth through employment. Southern Rhodesia had
the healthiest climate with little incidence of tropical diseases, it was the wealthiest and most
economically developed of all the territories, and most importantly from the perspective of
the Polish authorities, it offered employment opportunities for women in the Army and Air
Force. The Southern Rhodesian authorities even set up a Committee on Employment of
Polish Women Evacuees to maximise the benefits of the presence of the refugees.320
The first transport of 402 Polish refugees destined for Southern Rhodesia arrived at
the port of Beira in Portuguese Mozambique on 12 February 1943.321 They travelled three
hundred miles by train across Mozambique, crossing into Southern Rhodesia at the border
town of Umtali (now Mutare) and then journeyed on to the small rural town of Marandellas
(now Marondera). At 5,450 feet above sea level it was the administrative centre for the
agricultural district of the same name and was connected by rail and road to the capital
Salisbury (now Harare). The town itself had around one hundred European residents.322Cattle
and tobacco were the main agricultural products. On the periphery of the land designated for
white settlement were Native Reserves and it was from one of these areas that the natives
were removed and the area adapted and expanded to accommodate the Poles.
Southern Rhodesia was the only territory which actually accommodated the Poles in a
township originally built for Africans.323 At Marandellas, capacity six hundred, the houses
were of kiln-fired brick with cement floors. Some were round and thatched, others were
rectangular with tin roofs. The houses stood in rows in a treeless compound where the granite
soil made it difficult to grow any kind of garden. Though the accommodation was of superior
quality to the wattle and daub, mud-floored huts in most other places, as a result of its formal
layout and infertile soil it had a rather stark appearance and created a sombre atmosphere.324
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Rusape, one hundred kilometres south-east of Marandellas, was also situated on the
main rail line to Salisbury. It was the trading centre of the Makoni region and the
headquarters of the District Commissioner. The camp for the refugees was purpose-built on
level ground, near the Rusape River, the railway line and a public road. It was a healthy
location with little malaria and no jigger-flea (tunga penetrans). In Rusape, capacity six
hundred as in Marandellas, the quality of the accommodation was superior to that provided in
other territories in Africa. Two-roomed houses were built with kiln-fired brick walls and tin
roofs. The camp had electricity and plumbing with particularly impressive bathrooms
containing baths, showers, toilets, and hand basins. Like Marandellas, however, its regimental
layout with rows of houses around a central square and no gardens gave it an austere look.325
As there was no land alongside the Marandellas and Rusape camps suitable for
farming, the Southern Rhodesian authorities agreed to hand over to the Poles a property called
Digglefold, situated eight miles from Marandellas on the road to Salisbury. The property had
been repossessed by the Government for unpaid taxes and due to its healthy microclimate
handed over the Department of Health to be used as a TB Sanatorium after the war. The
homestead and out-buildings became a secondary boarding school for girls and the British
agreed to a cost-sharing arrangement with the Poles in running the farm. Unfortunately, they
later pulled out citing lack of cooperation and disorganisation on the part of the Poles. The
school was left with land to grow vegetables and kept poultry and pigs. At its peak there were
190 students and fifty staff at the school.326
Southern Rhodesia had by far the largest European population of all the African
territories that accepted refuges, as shown in the table above. Yet they took in the smallest
number, just 1,200. The territory had never welcomed non-British Europeans as reflected in
its immigration policy. It saw itself as the bastion of Englishness in the African heartland and
maintained this policy to its own detriment after the war.327
Union of South Africa
Strategically situated on a global sea transport route, the Union of South Africa played a
significant role during the war as a military transit and supply point as well as a hub for
military training, and the rest, recreation and hospitalisation of Allied military personnel in
need. The arrangement for the Union to accept five hundred Polish orphans from Persia was
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made independently of MERRA between General Smuts and the Polish Consul for
Pretoria.328 The Union was already accommodating large numbers of Italian prisoners of war
but as a result of 'excellent relations' between the General and the Polish Consul, the 'fine
impression' Polish troops on their way to Britain from the Middle East had made during their
stay, and the General's admiration for the 'fighting qualities of the Poles' and their 'friendship
with South Africans at Tobruk', agreed to take the five hundred children and a small group of
adults to care for them.329
An unused section of a military base three kilometres from the town of Oudtshoorn
was set aside to accommodate the children who arrived in March 1943. The MPiOS assumed
responsibility for their care and for associated costs.330 The operation in South Africa was not
linked to MERRA or EARA and there were few links, formal or informal with the network of
camps in British East and Central Africa.

First Impressions
While the first locations were being chosen and the first camps were being built, the Poles in
Persia knew little of what awaited them in Africa. As the two military transport vessels
carrying the first group drew close to the African coast in August 1942, they were no doubt
apprehensive and somewhat lost. For the mothers, even those who offered little resistance to
going to Africa, it was a troubling time. They had not expected another journey, certainly not
a journey across thousands of miles to an unknown destination for an indefinite period of
time. Women alone shouldered the responsibility for children. All evacuated able-bodied men
- fathers, husbands and brothers - had remained in the Middle East, soldiers of the Polish
army training with the Allies to do battle with Germany. The first group of one and a half
thousand Polish refugees arrived in Africa on board two vessels in late August 1942. There
were 38 men, 673 women, and 774 children, 79 of whom were under the age of six. The
majority were from farming families. In accordance with plans to have self-sustaining groups
travelling to Africa their number included two doctors, four nurses, twelve teachers, three
clerks, and two typists.331
With no idea what to expect, there was a collective sigh of relief when they sailed into
Dar es Salaam (Tanganyika). It was dusk and the port was quiet. Along the coast stretched a
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wide sandy beach and beyond the beach, white villas, lush gardens and expansive green
lawns. A church spire stretched above the rooftops. They saw civilisation. They were treated
with kindness by the British women in whose care they were placed and appreciated having
time to rest after their long journey. They received donated clothing and footwear and were
instructed to wear their cork helmets from dawn til dusk. In the residential areas they saw
order and cleanliness, in the city centre, the hustle and bustle of commerce. Excursions to the
seaside were organised during the day, and in the evening, they watched American movies.332
Any hopes the Poles might have had that this was the end of their peregrination and that they
would be living in this colourful and thriving metropolis were soon shattered. They were
destined for inland camps. Nine hundred were allocated to two locations in Tanganyika,
Morogoro and Kondoa, and the remaining five hundred to Masindi in Uganda.
Morogoro was 125 miles from Dar es Salaam, and the refugees travelled there on the
overnight train. A short distance from the town, at the foot of the Uluguru Mountains beside a
Dutch mission stood a camp originally built for the internment of Italian women and
children. 333 It had a welcoming appearance. Trees lined the roads - mangoes, bananas,
papayas. Whitewashed, large rectangular buildings made of sun-dried brick with elephant
grass roofs and brick floors, were internally divided into family living spaces. 334 An
established Catholic presence - nuns, brothers and priests - gave immediate solace and a sense
of security.
Half of the group, journeyed on for another 155 miles to Dodoma then climbed onto
the backs of lorries for another journey a hundred miles north to the village of Kondoa. A
little distance from the village was a camp that had also been built for Italian women and
children internees. First impressions were not favourable. Twenty four barracks stood on
parade in a stark and colourless landscape, punctuated occasionally by a boab. They had
arrived during the dry season in the middle of a drought. Nearby, ominous dark mountains cut
sharply into the cloudless sky. The distance and isolation from civilisation was
overwhelming. But here too there was a Catholic mission nearby and the Italian missionaries nuns, brothers and priests - were to make all the difference to the lives of the refugees.335
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Back in Dar es Salaam the remaining refugees destined for Uganda had an overland
journey of over eight hundred miles still ahead of them. First they sailed from Dar es Salaam
to the thriving port city of Mombasa (Kenya), with its rich history as part of the Indian Ocean
trade network that linked East Africa, the Middle East and India. They had little time for
taking in the grandeur and beauty of the forts and palaces which spoke of Portuguese and
Arab historical dominance of the East African coast, or marvelling at the fantastic diversity of
the human race on display - Africans from many tribes, as physically different from each
other as they were from the Indian merchants, Arab traders, and British colonials who filled
the bustle of the busy streets. Instead, they travelled by train 185 miles to Makindu, one of
eleven camps in Kenya for Italian prisoners of war captured during the East Africa
Campaign.336 A highly prized and exploitable resource, many prisoners of war were living
outside the camps, paroled to work on private farms, on public works programmes, and in the
armed services as cooks, waiters and batmen. Others were transferred to the UK and its
dominions overseas where labour was also greatly in demand. Makindu served as a transit
camp for Polish refugees on arrival and departure from Africa. It was surrounded by
savannah, tall grasses and sparse trees and located inside an animal reserve, popular with the
British for viewing wildlife, especially lions. The camp compound was fenced with barbed
wire.337
After resting for two days, the Poles again boarded trains heading further inland with
their next scheduled stop at Nairobi from 6:47pm to 7.55pm on Sunday 6 September 1942.
The East Africa Standard reported:
On Sunday evening there was a strange scene on Nairobi Railway Station
… As dusk fell and the lamps were lit, a long, bright train drew in and faces
peered from the windows; round faces rather anxious and unsmiling as
though wondering "What next?" ... It was the arrival of refugees from East
and West Poland ...338
Trolleys laden with sandwiches, cakes, milk and fruit awaited them and the initial anxious
mood lifted as the children received sweets and toys and began to talk and laugh. The band of
the King's African Rifles played in the background. The Acting Governor and his wife were
there, as was the Polish Consul, and the ladies from the various women's committees who had
336
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organised the refreshments. Speeches was made, there were cheers for the King of England,
General Sikorski, and the Governor of Kenya and an emotional rendition of the Polish
national anthem before the refugees were back on the train as it steamed out of the station
heading further inland.339
The next stop was the town of Nakuru in the rich agricultural 'white highlands', then
Eldoret, a thriving administrative and trading entre in Western Kenya. At 7am on Tuesday 8
September 1942, they arrived at Namasagali in eastern Uganda, the railway terminus of a side
line of the Mombasa-Kampala railway. The East African Standard reports that the feeding of
some 500 refugees required a great effort at this small place where there were only three
European women and scarce food supplies. There was hot tea for the adults, milk for the
children, and sandwiches and oranges for all. The refugees rested for the morning in the shade
of wild fig trees. A hot meal of stew with beans, sweet potatoes and carrots, which had been
cooked in thirty large saucepans in an improvised kitchen, was served for lunch in four
sittings. At one o'clock they boarded waiting barges that took them up the Victoria Nile and
then threaded their way through the papyrus on Lake Koja, a paradise for birds and
crocodiles.340
As they travelled further and further into the African interior feelings of disquiet
intensified. The women wondered, 'When will this journey end? Why are they taking us so far
away? Who will hear us from here?'341 From Masindi Port they were travelled by lorry
through open grassland, past African villages, banana plantations and into the dense Bunyoro
forest, lush with wild figs, date palms, rubber trees, and mahogany thirty metres high and two
metres in diameter. Barbara (aged fourteen) rather than feeling tired, was rejuvenated by the
experience of the vibrating jungle, the 'extraordinary variety of howls, screams and trills that
echo down from the canopy', the troops of monkeys, pandemonium of parrots, and clouds of
butterflies.342 Suddenly, the lorry stopped. A cluster of crudely constructed huts stood in a
small clearing in the forest. This was their new home. Some women wept. Others prayed,
begging the Lord for mercy. Others still were filled with disbelief. It felt like the whole world
was conspiring against them.343
In numerous recollections of arriving in Africa, two features are worthy of note. The
first is the contrasting response of children and adults to this new experience. The children are
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enchanted with the natural surroundings, and express delight and wonder at the sights and
sounds of the savannah and the jungle. The adults are anxious and afraid. They feel
abandoned in a remote and dangerous place, far from civilisation. Or at least that's the way
things are remembered by refugees who were children in Africa. From the perspective of old
age, they look back and remember Africa as the highlight of their childhood, framed by
earlier experiences of exile in Siberia and later experiences of responsible adulthood as
migrants in new lands.
The second noteworthy feature of the recollection of arriving in Africa is the
'welcome', the official ceremonies that were held at ports of arrival and railway stations
through which the refugees passed. Cups of tea and sandwiches, military bands, welcome
speeches by government officials - all made a positive impression on the refugees. The
kindness of British women is especially remembered. The refugees experienced what they
thought was acceptance into the European world of colonial Africa. Unfortunately, these were
but brief interludes on their journey to another world, that of the refugee camp.

Conclusion
British colonial territories in Africa agreed to accept Polish refugees as a further contribution
to the war effort to which they were already giving generously, both in terms of military
manpower and the vital export of agricultural products and minerals. Economies had been
recalibrated, British settlers and companies had benefitted, and the African population had
been conscripted and socially dislocated, all in the name of the Empire at war.
The refugees were seen as a burden to be shared. With the refugees came issues of
concern and problems to be solved. How would the refugees be housed and fed? Where could
they be located that was free of malaria? How would they cope with the tropical climate?
Would there be enemy agents among them? How many of them were there? Would they
accept the hierarchical race-based structure of colonial society? What was their place in this
hierarchy?
All of the territories agreed to the policy of encampment as was standard MERRA
operational practice. Each territory decided how many refugees it would accept. The colonies
of settlement, Kenya, Northern Rhodesia, and Southern Rhodesia took the least and the
colonies of administration, Uganda and Tanganyika, took the most. All agreed to the principle
of self-sufficiency in food and remote locations for camps as a way of combatting food
shortages and keeping whites working the land out of sight of the African population.
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Colonial authorities asserted their authority to make all decisions and to have ultimate
responsibility for all matters concerning the refugees in their territories, to which Polish
authorities reluctantly agreed. EARA was established based in Nairobi and each territory
appointed a Director of Refugees. Each camp would be administered by a British Camp
Commandant and his staff who would be responsible for all essential services - shelter, food,
clothing, health, security, and employment. A shadow Polish administration would be
responsible for education, religion and culture. The British government would reimburse
colonial governments for all expenses incurred in relation to the refugees while the Polish
government would fund its activities through a British line of credit.
With this framework in place, colonial authorities set about preparing for the refugees'
arrival. One of the first decisions to be made concerned the location of camps. This was
something each territory decided for itself. In Uganda, the locations of the refugee camps are
notable for their remoteness, in Tanganyika for their association with Catholic missions, in
Northern Rhodesia for their urban settings, and in Southern Rhodesia for their economic
utility. Thousands of Africans were engaged in building the camps.
What were the first impressions of the refugees on arrival in Africa? The memoirs of
refugees who were children in Africa describe the thrill of the exotic landscape and its rich
wildlife. They also recall the fear and anguish of mothers for whom the 'primitive' and alien
environment seemed too much to bear. In the following chapter, this thesis begins it
examination of the internal workings of the refugee camps to see how the policies of the
authorities played out in practice, how the refugees were able to live and give meaning to
their lives.
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Chapter 3

The Camp as Home

This chapter is the first of three that investigate the ways in which the camps were constructed
materially and socially. The British colonial authorities were responsible for the immediate
and essential needs of the refugees for shelter, food and clothing. Authorities anticipated that
the sojourn of the refugees would be for a period of at least two years, a rather lengthy, but
nevertheless temporary stay.344 Temporary solutions were found to a temporary problem and
the measures taken to provide shelter, food and clothing were designed to have minimum
impact on the local economy and society. What of the refugees themselves? What were their
expectations of Africa? This study has shown that they were unwilling participants in the
temporary African resettlement scheme. They had offered overt and covert resistance to
leaving Iran yet twenty thousand found themselves on the receiving end of 'hospitality'
offered by the British Empire in colonial Africa. Their immediate reaction to arriving in the
bustling urban port cities of Mombasa and Dar es Salaam was positive, but as trains took
them further and further into the interior, their initial enthusiasm waned. Arriving at primitive
camps in isolated locations they were faced with the stark reality of life in Africa as refugees.
This chapter examines the effects that the physical structure and location of the camps and the
type of accommodation provided had on individual and family life. It looks at the practices
adopted by colonial authorities to feed and clothe the refugees and the ways in which the
refugees responded in an effort to preserve the familiar and traditional practices of home.

Shelter
For the colonial authorities, providing accommodation in East Africa for large groups of longterm yet temporary residents during wartime presented many challenges. Building supplies
were scarce and had to be transported over long distances. There was a shortage of skilled
labour due to the prioritisation of military building projects, and the need for haste due to the
imminent arrival of the refugees. Military style barracks in existing internment camps
provided a roof over the heads of some while huts made from local materials in purpose-built
refugee camps were constructed for most. 345 This section will examine the type of
accommodation provided, the physical layout of the camps, the natural environment
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surrounding the camps, and the concerns and creativity of the refugees in making themselves
'at home'.
Table 3.1
Territory
Kenya*

Polish Refugee Camps in Africa
Camp

General

Transit

English Point

!

Makindu

!
!

Rongai

N. Rhodesia

Abercorn

!

Bwana Mkubwa

!

Fort Jameson

!
!

Katambora

!

Lusaka
S. Africa

S. Rhodesia

Tanganyika**

Oudtshoorn

!

Digglefold

!
!

Gatooma
Marandellas

!

Rusape

!

Ifunda

!

Kidugala

!
!

Kigoma

!

Kondoa

!

Morogoro

Uganda

Special

Tengeru

!

Koja

!

Masindi

!

No. of camps

12

5

4

* Kenya was also home to a rest and rehabilitation home for the elderly and infirm at Manira, just
outside Nairobi. This was set up by the Polish Red Cross and the local Catholic Church.346
** In Tanganyika, the Tengeru Camp ran a TB sanatorium at Loliondo, in the foothills of Mt Meru.347
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Twenty-one camps were scattered across six African territories (Kenya, Uganda,
Tanganyika, Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and the Union of South Africa). There
were three types of camps: general camps which were purpose-built for the general refugee
population; transit camps in existing internment and prisoner of war camps providing
temporary accommodation on arrival and departure; and special camps such as children's
camps, a girls' boarding school, and a prison camp. This study is primarily concerned with the
twelve general camps in Uganda, Tanganyika, Northern Rhodesia, and Southern Rhodesia.
More than half of the refugees lived in three large camps, Tengeru, Masindi, and Koja. Of the
twelve camps that accommodated the general refugee population, eleven were purpose-built
and one, Kondoa, had been an internment camp. Three of the camps -Tengeru, Lusaka and
Bwana Mkubwa - were near major centres of European settlement and on railway lines, while
the remaining nine were in remote locations. The general camps can be further grouped
according to population size.
Table 3.2
Territory

General Polish Refugee Camps by Population Size348
Camp

Large
(1500-4500)

Medium
(750-1500)

Abercorn

600

Bwana
N. Rhodesia

1250

Mkubwa
Fort Jameson

200

Lusaka
S. Rhodesia

Tanganyika

1150

Marandellas

650

Rusape

650

Ifunda

800

Kidugala

800

Kondoa

Uganda
No. of camps

348

Small
(Below 750)

400

Tengeru

3500

Koja

2800

Masindi

4200
3

TNA, FO 371/36686/W10108, Reception of Refugees, 15 June 1943.
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4

5

Thousands of Africans were engaged in building the refugee camps. Six weeks after arriving
at Masindi, Barbara writes, 'All around us the natives are working hard. Bit by bit they steal
more ground from the jungle. Once the site is cleared they build more huts.'349 Building at
Masindi was supervised by two lay brothers from the White Fathers' mission, a Dutchman and
an American.350 Colonel Mitchell who visited the Middle East and Africa to report on the
Polish refugees to the Foreign Office wrote in his report, 'I visited the camp at Lusaka, which
is about two miles from the centre of the town ... The scene was a busy one with hundreds of
natives at work.'351 At Koja, Commandant Bere utilised 'a labour force of some two thousand
Africans' for clearing two kilometres of reeds and bush along the lake shore, road making, and
construction. He also had 'a dozen Italian prisoners of war to provide a stiffening of skilled
men and bakers.'352 In Tanganyika, not only did one thousand Africans work with the Public
Works Department to build Tengeru, but several African tribes, the Waarusha, Meru and
Chigga, contributed by provided large quantities of banana thatch for roofs, and a vehicle to
transport thousands of cypress poles needed in the building of the settlement.353
The huts built in the different territories had several common features. Roofs were
made of thatched banana leaf or elephant grass and there were no ceilings in the huts. Mud
was the common building product for walls. In East Africa, walls were wattle and daub
whereas in the Rhodesias hand-made, sun-dried, mud bricks were used. Windows were
openings in the walls with no glazing, though there were timber shutters for securing the hut
at night. In Uganda and Tanganyika floors were earthen whereas in the Rhodesias, floors were
brick paved or made of cement. Generally, the standard of accommodation in Central Africa
was superior to that in East Africa.354 The poor quality of the huts in Tanganyika was brought
home when a tremor shook earthquake-prone Kidugala, leaving cracks in the walls of almost
half of huts in the camp, and causing roofs to leak during heavy rains. Polish authorities
blamed the speed with which the huts had been built and the use of unskilled and
unsupervised African labour (one supervisor per a thousand workers) and set in motion plans
for rebuilding and repairs. 355 The issue of earthen floors was particularly contentious
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especially after Polish refugees discovered that Italian prisoners of war lived in buildings with
timber floors.356 The matter of the floors was raised with colonial authorities who responded
that wooden floors were too costly, unhygienic, and could not be adapted to wattle and daub
huts. They suggested that the refugees improve their own living conditions by making bricks
and paving the floors.357 Improvements were made to the huts over time under the supervision
of Polish camp authorities. Roofs were lined internally with mats, floors were brick paved and
where bricks were not available, mats were used. As all of the territories except Southern
Rhodesia were malarial, mosquito netting was installed in the windows. Due to the weather
and white ants this kind of hut was impermanent, not designed to stand more than three or
four years
Lighting was provided by kerosene lamps, with electricity available in
accommodation for British staff, and administrative and communal buildings.358 Water was
pumped from lakes, rivers or underground bores, and accessible from taps located at regular
points around the camp. The refugees carried water in buckets from taps to their huts.
Drinking water needed to be boiled. 359 Communal bathing facilities and laundries were
interspersed among the huts, and toilets were rudimentary latrines.360 Sanitary arrangements
were elementary. There was no hot water to communal bathrooms and few had showers. In
Bwana Mkubwa, taking even a warm bath was nigh on impossible, as filling a concrete
trough with hot water, one bucket at a time carried from the communal kitchens where huge
coppers of water were kept on the boil, took so many trips that by the time there was enough
water in the trough, it had become cold.361
The huts built for the refugees were intended primarily as sleeping quarters and
typically were square or rectangular in shape with one to two rooms. The exception was at
Tengeru where the huts were circular with a five metre diameter. When the Poles raised
concerns about being housed in 'African-style huts', colonial authorities responded that
circular huts were cheaper to construct. All rooms were furnished with wooden bunks which
lined the walls and left just enough room in the middle for a small table and stools. Each
person received a kapok mattress, a pillow, a blanket, two sheets, a pillow case, a towel, and a
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mosquito net. A military-issue bowl, mug, knife, fork and spoon made of tin were also
provided. Finally, there was a washing bowl, a bucket and a lantern per room.362
It was the norm for huts and even rooms to house multiple families. In Koja, three
families lived in a three-roomed hut in which Vala, aged fifteen, and her older sister shared a
room with their parents.363 In Kidugala, members of four different families were allocated a
two-roomed hut in which Lodzia, aged fifteen, her mother and sister shared a room with a
Jewish woman, and two mothers, one with a daughter and the other with a son, shared the
second room. 364 The lucky few, found they had a one-roomed hut to themselves. The
Koznowski and Wiland families, who were allocated their own huts on arriving at Lusaka felt
as though they had 'a little bit of independence and privacy again'. They marvelled at toilets
that had doors and doors that could be locked.365 For the majority, overcrowding and the
resultant lack of privacy was a familiar and unwelcome feature of camp life, one that was
intrusive and a continuous strain.366 The internal architecture of the huts, namely, the absence
of ceilings, the reduced height of internal walls, and the absence of internal doors, provided
little privacy. In addition, the location of kitchens, bathrooms and toilets outside the huts
meant that the normally private routines of daily life were open to public scrutiny and
comment.
The camps were built as a temporary solution to a civilian crisis caused by the war.
From the perspective of the refugees, the accommodation in the camps was an improvement
on that experienced during exile in the Soviet Union. In particular, having one's own bed,
even a basic camp-style bed, was a joy.367 However, the huts bore little semblance to homes
on the farmlands, and in the towns and cities of Poland. The accommodation was primitive
and in most cases overcrowded. It presented the women with the challenge of creating a home
out of a room in a hut shared with strangers. There were areas inside the camps however,
where the accommodation was quite different. British administrative staff and select Poles
lived in houses with floors and ceilings, glazed windows, kitchens and bathrooms, electricity

362

PISM, KOL 174/9A, A History of the Tengeru Polish Settlement, Tanganyika, East Africa, p. 3; Ryszard
Wiland, Mother Don't Cry, Melbourne, Australian Booksellers Association, 2007, p. 141.
363
Vala Lewicki (Miron), 'No Glimpse of Eden', in Nina and Jan Smenda (eds.), Unforgettable Memories:
Memoirs of Polish Exiles in the Soviet Union, 1940-1942, Perth (WA), Polish Siberian Group (WA), 1996, p. 34.
364
Leokadia Kondratowicz-Kordas, Travel without Choice, Roleystone, Western Australia, Literary House
Press, 1991, p. 44.
365
Wiland, Mother Don't Cry, p. 143.
366
Suski, W służbie publicznej na dwóch kontynentach, p. 209; H. B. M. Murphy, 'The Camps', in H. B. M.
Murphy (ed.), Population and Culture II: Flight and Resettlement, Paris, UNESCO, 1955, p. 60.
367
Wiland, Mother Don't Cry, p. 144; Alicja Filipczak-Puchalska, Moje Tułacze Wspomnienia: Syberia-IranAfryka, 1941-1946, Szczecin, self-published, 2002, p. 78.

93

and running water. Their houses were located some distance from the rest of the camp
population, often on higher ground.368 The superior living conditions, included the services of
African 'house-boys', were enjoyed by the select few.369 At Koja, this group was colloquially
known as 'the high life on the hill'. It included doctors, teachers, priests and administrators
who held senior positions in the camp's administration.370
The key to membership of this group was employment in a position of authority
within the camp which required either a working knowledge of the English language or
professional qualifications. Although there were between three and ten times as many women
as men in the camps, all of the senior roles were filled by males: there were no female Polish
Camp Leaders.371 This division of the camp population into two classes mirrored interwar
Poland's class structure. There was, however, a heightened awareness of this divide and a
sense of its injustice. Women whose husbands were absent at the war, were worse off than the
women whose husbands were in Africa on extended leave from the army or not in the army at
all. This inequality was felt by the children too. Lusia recalls longing to learn to play the
piano but there was only one instrument available for the use of the children in the camp,
while there were two additional pianos located in the homes 'on the hill' for the exclusive use
of a handful of children. She recalls too her mother treading a weary path each day from their
hut to communal supply points, to carry back firewood for the kitchen stove, and buckets of
water for cooking and cleaning - no 'house-boy' in sight.372
The two camps in Uganda were designed by a Polish architect sent out to Africa by
the Polish army in Britain. 373 Masindi was made up of six cruciform-shaped villages,
stretching for three kilometres along a road that if continued for thousands of miles in the
same trajectory would have led to Warsaw. Koja, was designed in the shape of a star. These
original designs were the exception and the more common layout, as at Kidugala, was of rows
368
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of evenly spaced huts. There was also a military logic to the division of the camps for
administrative purposes, into sections and blocks, labelled alphabetically and numerically, so
that a person was identified as living in Section E Block 4 or Section H Block 7.374 The camps
were either fenced or enclosed by natural barriers, and all arrivals and departures took place
via gates guarded by askaris (African police).375 At the entrance to each camp stood flagpoles
on which the British and Polish flags were raised daily.376 All of these features, identical
buildings arranged uniformly in rows, a marked perimeter, a guarded entrance gate, flagpoles,
and naming practices, were all attributes of what was designed to be a regimented life.
The camps in Africa were intended to provide the refugees with protection and safety
from the ravages of war. This they did. At the same time, they exposed the refugees to an
unfamiliar and dangerous natural environment where everything from the climate to the
abundant wildlife posed real risks to their health and safety. Pith helmets were mandatory
attire in daylight hours to protect against the tropical sun, and long sleeves and trousers were
required when out and about in the evenings to guard against mosquito bites and the risk of
malaria. 377 The wearing of shoes was also mandatory as sand fleas (tunga penetrans),
colloquially called jiggers, burrowed under the skin of exposed heals and toes, laying eggs
which if not removed with a sharp needle, hatched and burrowed deeper into the flesh.378
Butterflies and fireflies did not recognise the camps boundaries but neither did termites,
spiders, snakes, lizards and monkeys. Janina awoke on her first morning at Lusaka to find her
shoelaces sitting atop a neat pile of what looked like sand. Her shoes had been eaten by white
ants.379 Barbara recalls preparing for bed one night to find 'a beautifully-marked snake coiled
snugly under my pillow'.380 To keep vermin under control, the grass around the huts was
regularly burned running the risk of huts catching fire. Huts were burnt down on more than
one occasion at Masindi and a huge fire in Makindu destroyed thirty-seven barracks and
injured six boys.381
Outside the camps, a range of wild animals added to the danger. At Koja, swimming
in Lake Victoria, the natural home of hippopotami and crocodiles, was only permitted under
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armed guard though this was a rule most often observed in the breach.382 Though the danger
of crocodile attack was constant, in eight years only one boy was taken.383 The larger animals
kept away from the camps but lions in particular were heard roaming at night, especially in
Kidugala, colloquially known as 'the kingdom of the lions'.384 When Lodzia returned to
Kidgala from boarding school in Tengeru she heard numerous tales of recent lion attacks. The
unfortunate victims were usually African children. After the African cook of the camp's
maintenance man, a Greek, was taken by a lion, and as lions prefer to hunt at night, visiting
the bathroom after dark became a highly hazardous walk.385 At Tengeru, an askari failed to
return to his village one night after finishing his shift at the camp. Much later, the son of one
of the teachers was out hunting and killed a boa constrictor. The snake was skinned and inside
its stomach were found brass buttons and a belt buckle. An askari's uniform consisted of
khaki shorts and shirt with metal buttons, a leather belt and a cap. They did not carry guns.386
However, the space outside the camps was also a place of wonder. The vegetation was
lush and green. Trees came in strange shapes, like the boab near Kondoa, and amazing sizes
like the two metre wide and thirty metre high mahogany at Masindi. The butterfly and bird
life was kaleidoscopic. The natural environment had the most positive, and despite the
dangers, life-affirming affect on the children. For them, the place outside the camp was a
place of excitement and adventure. Girls and boys alike went exploring into the bush, often
without the knowledge or approval of the adults. For the mothers, it was first and foremost, a
dangerous place where they could not guarantee the safety of their children.387
This was not the first time they had found themselves living in unfamiliar and
dangerous circumstances. This was their third successive dislocation - Siberia, Persia, Africa.
They were still in exile, in a place where once again they found little, either in the natural or
man-made environment, that resembled home. British and Polish authorities speak of a kind
of apathy that descended upon the camps as the women struggled to make sense of the
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changed contours of their lives.388 Dr Bincer, the Polish Di rector of Health for the camps,
observed that the 'harshness of the experience in exile had left a marked imprint on the psyche
of the refugees, who were extremely sensitive in matters relating to themselves and their
families, while at the same time showing a kind of apathy towards everything and everyone
else.'389 Koja Camp Commandant, Rennie Bere, noted that the refugees 'had become apathetic
as a result of their experiences' but that their interest and participation in community living
increased as 'they became more secure'.390 As the women once again embarked on the journey
of defining who they were, of regaining their sense of self, they turned towards history and
the myth of 'Matka Polka' (mother-woman) to guide them.
Every Polish woman knows the myth of 'Matka Polka', a role model of heroic,
enterprising, altruistic patriotism'.391 To be a Polish mother was to embrace the historical and
cultural traditions of Polish womanhood - marriage and motherhood, family and home.
Culturally, the myth of Matka Polka was linked to the cult of the Holy Mother, the Virgin
Mary, patron and queen of Poland.392 Historically, it emerged during the partition era when
failed uprisings led to the imprisonment or exile of heads of families involved in the struggle
for independence. In the absence of men and with Polish language and culture banned from
the public sphere the home became the place where tradition, memory and faith were
preserved and maintained.393 Home was the realm of the women and in imitation of the Holy
Mother they assumed the role of Matka Polka. It was to this role, that the women in African
turned to give their lives meaning. They sought to recreate homes, to restore their fractured
families, to pass on to their children the traditions and beliefs of their homeland.
Their first efforts turned to transforming their rooms and huts in the image of homes
long destroyed. They whitewashed interior and exterior walls.394 They levelled and sealed
earthen floors.395 Mosquito nets were hung as curtains and sheets became tablecloths. Outside
the huts, gardens were planted. Women who had tended flower or vegetable plots in Poland,
turned their minds to recreating them in Africa. Little could be done immediately, but over
388
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time as donations of seeds and gardening tools arrived from the US, they set to work. They
cultivated the soil immediately around the huts, growing roses and zinnias, oleanders and
sunflowers.396 Porches were built over the front doors with bench seats for enjoying the
outdoors.397 The normality of home was further re-enacted by children adopting pets: dogs,
pigeons, rabbits and hens and even monkeys, and chameleons.398
The regimented appearance of the camps was countered to varying degrees by the
planting of gardens and trees, and by huts taking on individual characteristics reflecting the
personalities of their residents. The camps' architects also had the foresight to locate in each
camp a focal point, be it a church, a large spreading tree or simply an open space similar to a
town square, where camp residents gathered as a community for celebrations or meetings or
to simply catch up with friends. And over time, there were tangible, if symbolic, signs of an
affirmation of Polishness. The landscape, natural and built, was appropriated to represent an
imagined Poland. Roads within the camps were given Polish names, those belonging to
military generals being the most common. At Tengeru, Generals Sikorski, Piłsudski,
Komorowski and Sosnkowski were all honoured in this way.399 Geographical features within
sight of the camps, such as the two hills at Koja were also given symbolic Polish names,
Kraków (the former Polish capital) and Wanda (the Polish princess who drowned rather than
marry a German prince).400 Kidugala was commonly referred to as the African Zaolzie, a
popular spa and resort town in the Polish mountains.401 Monuments featuring the Polish
national emblem, the crowned white eagle, were built and maintained with pride.402

Food
In addition to housing the refugees, British colonial authorities were responsible for feeding
them. This was an enormous challenge. The course of the war in 1941, namely, German
aggression against the Soviet Union, and Japan's entry into the war in the Pacific, had
heightened the need for Britain's African colonies to align their economies to the demands of
396
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the metropole. The export of food for military consumption coupled with import restrictions,
resulted in local populations experiencing food shortages. The arrival of some twenty
thousand Polish refugees, increased the demand for food for domestic consumption and had
the potential to significantly disrupt domestic food supply.403
In British East Africa, a number of steps were taken to address the problem of feeding
the refugees. Firstly, it was decided to appoint the East African War Supplies Board to
oversee food supplies. By centralising the co-ordination of competing demands for food,
competition was minimised and a fair allocation at a regulated price was assured. The
operations of the Board did not extend to Central Africa where the Directors of War Evacuees
and Camps organised food supplies to the camps. Secondly, it was decided that each territory
would prioritise the local sourcing of food. Thirdly, Polish refugee authorities were strongly
encouraged to establish farms and work towards self-sufficiency within six months. 404
Authorities sought medical advice and determined that the nutritional needs of the
refugees would be met by a standard daily intake of 3,258 calories for adults and 2,853 for
children. This translated into the supply of the following rations per person.
Table 3.3

Food Rations Per Person, Northern Rhodesia405
Daily

Weekly

Butter

1 oz

Bacon

4 oz

Flour

10 oz

Beans

2 oz

Fruit

3 oz

Cheese

4 oz

Buckwheat

2 oz

Cocoa

1½ oz

Jam

⅔ oz

Oil

3 oz

Meat

6 oz

Rice

2 oz

Milk

¾ pint

Tea

1½ oz

Potatoes

8 oz

Sugar

1½ oz

Vegetables

6 oz
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Tenders were called for the long-term supply of certain food products. The sheer volume of
food required can be gleaned from a snapshot of just one camp's partial needs. Tenders for
food supplies for the Bwana Mkubwa camp with a population of between twelve and fourteen
hundred called for 386 pounds of fresh meat, 50 gallons of milk, 193 pounds of fresh fruit,
and 386 pounds of fresh vegetables daily.406
Only Southern Rhodesia was able to regularly supply the recommended food
rations.407 In other territories certain products were either completely unavailable, available in
limited supply or available intermittently. Fresh milk was not available in Uganda because of
the tse tse fly's impact on dairy herd health and numbers. There was only one powdered milk
factory in East Africa and had its entire output been dedicated for refugee consumption, it
would have met only half of Uganda's refugee needs. Condensed milk was therefore imported
from Kenya and South Africa.408 Fresh milk was available in Northern Rhodesia, however,
the Bwana Mkubwa camp was located outside the dairy producing area and transporting milk
over long distances meant that it arrived as zsiadłe mleko (sour milk) a form of milk
traditionally consumed in Eastern Europe and considered to be even healthier than fresh
milk.409
The availability of another staple of the Polish diet, potatoes, was also unpredictable
and tapioca was often used as a substitute. The supply of flour was problematic in both
Uganda and Tanganyika. Initially, wheat flour was distributed, then cornflour, then manioc
(the root of the cassava plant). This had to be put through a lengthy and thorough process of
cleaning, grating and pressing to produce an edible course meal. This the refugees did
themselves.410 The supply of fresh vegetables was also a problem, as transport in the backs of
lorries over long distances on bush tracks, left the vegetables battered and bruised on arrival
and led to a portion being discarded as unsuitable for human consumption.411 The problem
with vegetables was partially solved by setting up camp farms.
From the outset, the Nairobi-based East African Governors' Conference stressed the
need for a self-supporting food policy for the refugee camps. It was planned that the refugees
would grow vegetables, and keep livestock in close proximity to the camps. Yet some six
406
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months after the first refugees arrived, most camps could barely produce fifty per cent of their
vegetables needs. Vegetables grown included potatoes, cabbage, cauliflower, corn, tomatoes,
beetroot, turnips, carrot, peas, eggplant, onion, soya and pumpkin. All of the camps also kept
chickens.412 The output of the camps' farms was far below the expectations of the Governor's
Conference in Nairobi. There were practical reasons for the slow uptake of farming by the
Poles, like the scarcity of tools and seeds. However, the major reason was the objection of the
European population, farmers and administrators to the Poles engaging in agriculture.413
The Delegate for the MPiOS travelled extensively and consulted widely with the
European population and came to the conclusion that the Polish refugees could not be used to
carry out work which hitherto had been the sole domain of African labour. European farmers
argued that the Poles, who were only temporarily resident in the territories, had no right to act
in a way that would jeopardise the prestige of the white man, and threaten the very foundation
of the economy. European doctors argued that Europeans could not undertake heavy work,
regularly and for long periods of time in the African sun. Finally, the European population
argued on economic grounds that African labour was cheaper than refugee labour.414 There
was evidence to suggest that, at the local level, the settlers did not want the refugees to be
involved in food production at all. The large scale development of vegetable gardens by the
Poles would reduce access for British farmers to an extremely profitable market for their
products - the refugee camps.415 A situation developed in Kidugala where the British camp
commandant ordered that an entire crop of beans remain unharvested. It emerged that he had
a vested interest in restricting the camp's food production as, like many of the Camp
Commandants, he was a farmer, and in this case, the camp's major supplier of vegetables.416
Polish authorities in Nairobi were concerned that the prestige of the Polish nation
would be lowered in the eyes of the British by Polish women working the land. They also
feared that British support for accommodating refugees would be lost if agricultural
production by camp farms disrupted the local economy. The feeling in the camps was
somewhat different.417 Polish camp leaders and the refugees themselves, wanted to have some
measure of control over their food supply and its quality. They could achieve this by growing
412
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their own food. There was also the very important question of employment. The majority of
refugees were from a farming background. Though they were unfamiliar with the African
climate and soil, they knew about farming. Farmers' wives in Poland were actively involved
in farm work. Growing vegetables, keeping pigs and chickens, milking cows - this was
women's work. The Polish women in Africa who chose to be involved in the camp's farms did
so to reconnect with self and home, to do something they knew how to do, to feel valued and
useful, and to experience even the small degree of independence that came from having a job
and earning a wage.
In Uganda, which was not a settler colony, the two large refugee camps, Koja and
Masindi, went ahead with efforts to supply their own food. At Koja, a piggery was established
where, in the first three years, 2,850 pigs, were slaughtered at the camp butchery and
consumed by camp residents as ham, bacon, and kiełbasa (cured sausage). In the same period,
the camp's poultry farm supplied a total of six and a half thousand chickens and geese to the
camp kitchens. A winery was established producing nine thousand bottles of wine annually,
sold mainly to the European population in Kampala. As fresh milk was only available from
native farmers and in very limited quantities, the Poles determined to establish their own dairy
herd, trialling different breeds of European cow and twice losing almost their entire stock to
an epidemic. They then purchased a variety of local cow and the herd produced two thousand
two hundred litres of milk monthly. Though this quantity was insufficient to satisfy all the
camps needs, and condensed and powered milk continued to by imported, it did provide
children and the ill with a healthier alternative. The camp farm also grew its own
vegetables.418
The edict from Nairobi to locate the camps where the refugees would not be seen at
work by the natives did not achieve its goal. Remote locations had only served to distance the
refugees from urban centres, the hub of European populations. Throughout the territories,
wherever the camps and camp farms were located, there were African villages in the vicinity
and it was impossible to hide white workers from African eyes. The African population not
only saw the refugees working on the camp farms, they worked alongside them. African
labour camps were set up next to the larger refugee camps, and Africans were assigned to
work inside the camps on new building projects, repairs and renovation of existing buildings,
controlling the growth of wild vegetation inside the camps to keep down vermin, clearing
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land for farming, and as farm labour.419 Africans from nearby villages worked as postmen, as
security guards, in the kitchens and hospitals, and as 'house boys'.420 The Poles did not allow
the presence of Africans to prevent them from pursuing their goals of self-sufficiency, rather,
they found themselves utilising African labour to help achieve this.
The Tengeru camp in Tanganyika had the most successful farm and it was the only
camp that became completely self-supporting, largely due to the efforts of the British Camp
Commandant, Captain Minnery. Undeterred by the task of carving farmland out of the jungle,
he persisted with the agricultural project when the Polish authorities in Nairobi and at the
camp were ready to give up, overwhelmed by the obstacles they faced. Bypassing the Polish
hierarchy, Minnery looked for and found among the refugees, a capable and enthusiastic
agriculturalist in Stefan Zakrzewski and they forged a partnership which saw the camp farm
succeed despite the odds. To ensure the longevity of the project, Minnery untypically
ordained that Zakrzewski would report directly to him and not to the Polish authorities.421
The difficulties that had to be overcome were legion. The only tools available to clear
the jungle were axes and pangas (African knives). There was a prohibition on keeping cattle
in the district due to tse tse fly but Minnery somehow gained permission for a dairy herd to be
kept at the camp. He purchased twelve oxen much needed for ploughing to see ten of the
oxen, along with their guides, eaten by lions on the two hundred and fifty miles journey to the
camp. Snakes, including vipers were manifold. Vegetables succumbed to numerous tropical
diseases, and the absence of birds of prey meant that numerous insects thrived on the crops.
Some types of vermin were picked out of the soil by hand, chickens were let loose in
vegetable patches to eat insects, and poison was used to combat the damage caused by locusts
and baboons.422
The greatest enemy of the cattle were ticks which caused numerous, including fatal,
illnesses of the blood, and whose presence was combatted by the labour intensive process of
daily removal by hand and bathing the animals in an arsenic solution every five days. When
East Coast Fever broke out, only one out of twenty-seven cows survived. By July 1945, sixtynine acres were under cultivation with crops such as corn and sunflowers, over a hundred
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acres were being use as natural grazing ground, and pasture was being cultivated on thirtythree acres. The entire area under cultivations as under irrigation from nearby Lake Diluti.
Vegetables and milk were available year round. During the first thirty-two and a half months
of the farm's operation, it supplied 1,830,635 pounds of fresh vegetables (tomatoes and
cucumbers, beetroot, onions, cabbages) to the refugee camp and the African camp at Tengeru.
Its milk production peaked at 4,270 gallons for the month of December 1945, and 1,710 eggs
in the month of August 1945. In July 1945 the camp farm possessed 206 European cows, 121
African cows, 48 working oxen, 18 donkeys, 60 sheep, 2 horses (Ali and Kali ridden by the
farm manager and his family), and 436 chickens. Farm buildings and equipment were all
funded by farm profits. Employed at the farm in a wide variety of roles were 202 women, 54
men and 160 Africans.423
The overall food situation in the camps was judged by the MPiOS, who paid regular
visits to the camps from Nairobi and sent regular reports to the Polish Government in London,
as 'satisfactory to good'.424 In 1944, the refugee rations for meat, sugar and eggs were actually
higher than those in Britain.425 As the internal economy of the camps developed, a discernible
gap emerged between the haves and the have-nots in relation to access to food.426 Those
employed in senior positions in the camp and, to a lesser extent, women who received regular
advances from their menfolk in the army, could purchase a greater variety and better quality
product than those who worked in lower paid positions or those whose only income was their
monthly allowance of ten shillings per adult and two and a half shillings per child.427 The
'haves' could shop in town. Regular transport by road was organised from camps to the
nearest towns. In larger towns like Kampala, Lusaka and Arusha a full range of food products
and luxury items could be bought. Colonial authorities disapproved of the refugees' shopping
in towns. In Arusha, the town closest to Tengeru, increased demand raised prices, created
shortages for locals, and led to orders being issued prohibiting shops from serving refugees.
This occurred in both Arusha and Kampala, two of the three large camps situated close to
urban centres.428 The camp's general stores were well stocked and compensated for this loss
of shopping rights in large towns. Extra food items could also be purchased from Africa
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markets held regularly at camp gates, and supervised by camp authorities, or by unauthorised
visits to African villages.
Beyond the camps' large-scale farming ventures, a popular and inexpensive way of
improving access to food was to grow ones own. Many women made the spaces outside their
huts into vegetables plots and kept chickens for eggs and meat. Producing food brought
purpose to their daily lives, affirming them as good mothers able to provide food for their
children. Securing a small degree of independence from the total care of the camp regime also
enhanced their sense of self-worth. Those who were dependent on rations only, queued each
week to receive their allocation of food items which ensured that no-one went hungry but
didn't always bring great satisfaction.429
In all cultures, food plays a role far beyond that of satisfying a basic human need. It
'lies at the heart of social relations'.430 Food is about family and community. The Polish
women in Africa cooked for their families. As huts were built of highly flammable materials,
and wood fires were used for cooking, kitchens were located some distance from the huts.
Women cooked in stand-alone kitchens which varied in size from the very small, such as the
individual kitchens that stood behind each hut in Koja, to the very large, such as the
communal kitchens in Masindi, Tengeru and Kidugala where groups of thirty to sixty women
could prepare meals at any one time.431 This practice of each mother cooking for her own
family was not supported by Polish camp authorities. They wanted to do away with the
practice of regularly distributing food rations from multiple points around the camps to
individuals as an inefficient practice that led to squabbles and accusation of unfair distribution
practices. They argued that individual cooking wasted time and energy, it resulted in food
scraps being spread across a wide terrain attracting rats and other vermin, and it increased the
risk of fire.432 But throughout the camps, even at Lusaka and Bwana Mkubwa in Northern
Rhodesia where communal kitchens and communal dining halls were the norm, the women
circumvented the authorities' preferred communal feeding policy in order to enact a core
value, a core belief, that it is the role of a woman and mother to prepare the food for her
family. They cooked outdoors 'like gypsies', on campfires or on primus stoves.433 Despite the
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many difficulties which shared kitchen facilities presented, and pressure from Polish camp
authorities to eliminate individual cooking, the women tenaciously held on to the traditional
role of a 'proper' woman and insisted on preparing food for their own families.
Other than in Northern Rhodesia, in Lusaka and Bwana Mkubwa, meals were eaten
together as a family in individual huts. Food cooked in external kitchens was carried back to
the huts, to the single rooms that were home, to be eaten at the family table. This eating as a
family was part of a restorative process, of renewing and strengthening family bonds. Meal
time was sacred family time.434 Cooking also brought structure to the women's daily lives and
gave them something meaningful to do with the inordinate amount of time they had on their
hands.435 The position of the MPiOS on the issue of cooking and eating reveals the extent to
which camp society was stratifying.436 In the bi-monthly report to the Minister in London, the
MPiOS delegate in Nairobi wrote, 'In all of the settlements, the intelligentsia have organised
canteens for themselves. Only kobiety z ludu (women of the common people) insist on
cooking for their families.'437
Family vegetable plots and the camp farms provided the women with the ingredients
they needed to cook traditional Polish food. 'The flavours of their youth continued to hold
high value, not in an economic but in an emotional or nostalgic way'.438 Cooking and eating
Polish food was a way of enacting Polishness, a way of remembering and connecting with
home and homeland. An examination of the menu for Bwana Mkubwa camp shows that
although there was a certain monotony in the limited range of dishes prepared, the food was
similar to what was eaten at home in Poland. Soups, pierogi (dumplings), kluski (noodles),
kasza (buckwheat), feature strongly, with pork and chicken the preferred meats.

434

Counihan, The Anthropology of Food and Body, p. 17.
Annie Hauck Lawson, Foodways of three Polish-American families in New York, PhD Thesis, New York
University, 1991, p. 73.
436
Ibid., p. 8.
437
AAN, MPiOS 131/106/132, MPiOS Nairobi, Report for the period from 1 June 1943 to 31 August 1943.
438
Lawson, Foodways of three Polish-American families in New York, p. 167.
435

106

Bwana Mkubwa Camp Weekly Menu439

Table 3.4
Breakfast

Lunch

Dinner

Day 1

Coffee and
butter

Potato soup, bigos*,
bread

Meat pierogi, bread and
jam, tea

Day 2

Coffee and
butter

Cabbage soup, pork
cutlet with kluski, bread

Buckwheat with salad,
bread and jam, tea

Day 3

Coffee and
butter

Vegetable soup, roast
chicken with vegetables,
bread

Kluski in milk, bread
and butter, tea

Day 4

Coffee and
butter

Beetroot soup, goulash
with beans, bread

Buckwheat pierogi,
bread and jam, tea

Day 5

Coffee and
butter

Chicken broth, meat and
potatoes, bread, fruit

Meat pierogi, bread and
butter, tea

Day 6

Coffee and
butter

Vegetable soup,
buckwheat goulash,
bread, fruit

Buckwheat, bread and
butter, tea

Day 7

Coffee and
butter

Potato soup, chicken
with beans, bread

Buckwheat pie, salad,
bread and jam, tea

*bigos - sauerkraut and meat stew

In addition, children received bread and jam and tea for morning tea, and bread and butter and
milk for afternoon tea.
A revered staple of the Polish diet was bread. It was eaten with every meal and had a
central place at the table. As the 'bread of life' it was also a sacred food, the eating of which
was experienced as a religious act.440 In Africa, no matter how well fed they were, the
refugees 'hungered' for bread. 441 Their recurring cry for more bread was not related to
physical hunger, but to a craving for the emotional and psychological sustenance that only
bread could provide. It was linked to their yearning for a return to a 'proper' life, a normal,
happy past, as they imagined it, and bread was central to that life. 442 Ovens appeared
alongside sunflowers and zinnias in the gardens next to huts and whenever flour could be
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obtained, the women baked bread. Shopping lists for trips into town with a pass from the
Camp Commandant seldom omitted bread.

Clothing
As the refugees travelled by train from their ports of arrival to their inland camps, they were
welcomed at various railway stations along the way by the local British community. At
Nairobi, concerns were raised at the condition of the refugees' clothing and shoes and a
suggestion was made to launch an appeal throughout East Africa for donations. This was met
with assurances from Nairobi colonial authorities that this was not necessary as 'the refugees
travelled in their oldest clothes' and they had other clothes to wear.443 Central colonial
authorities were mistaken and charitable donations from the local communities organised by
local authorities were relied upon to clothe the refugees in their first few months in Africa.444
The local market's unpreparedness for a huge influx of Europeans and its prioritisation
of military over civilian needs meant that it was unable to meet the demand for clothing and
footwear coming from the refugee camps. 445 The only local bulk purchase which the
authorities managed to make was for discounted footwear from the Bata Shoe Company's
Kenya-based operations.446 The rubber-soled canvas-upper sneakers (the Classic Bata Tennis
of 1936, one of the best-selling shoes of all time), would be the shoe that many of the
refugees, particularly the children would wear for the duration of their time in Africa. Lusia
remembers the Bata Tennis as the only shoes she wore, except for hand-me-down leather
shoes from her brother. Teenage girls going to Saturday night dances at the camps,
transformed their Bata Tennis shoes into dancing shoes by drawing designs on them in
coloured chalk.447 And a pair of Bata Tennis shoes was all that could find to buy Janina when
her leather shoes were eaten by ants while she slept on her first night at the Lusaka camp.448
As neither local donations nor the local market could meet the demand for clothing
and footwear coming from the refugee camps, authorities turned to overseas donations and
purchases instead. Colonial authorities bore the responsibility for providing the refugees with
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footwear and clothing, and they enlisted the help of Polish authorities in this task. Orders
were placed for fabric and sewing machines from India and requests were made to charitable
organisations such as the American Red Cross, and the U.S. War Relief services. In
November 1942, the American Red Cross pledged to send a shipment of ten thousand pairs of
shoes (sixty per cent for children and forty per cent for women), ten thousand yards of
gingham, and ten thousand yards of denim or khaki. 449 Polish authorities called upon
organisations such as the Polish Relief Fund (UK) and Polonia (the Polish diaspora) for help.
Before long, large quantities of clothing began arriving at African ports.450
A central warehouse was set up in Nairobi, jointly run by EARA and the Polish
MPiOS. A joint Committee of Supplies was formed to conduct the business of distributing the
clothing from Nairobi to the camps.451 By mid 1943, one warehouse could not hold all of the
incoming supplies and the Polish authorities opened a second warehouse. By the end of 1943,
the Polish warehouse held sufficient clothing to supply twenty thousand refugees for a year.
At this point, the British authorities requested that the Polish authorities assume full
responsibility for distribution activities. This they agreed to do from 1 January 1944 under the
continuing direction of the joint Committee of Supplies.452
Numerous difficulties were encountered with receiving and distributing goods. Often
only a few days notice was given that a shipment of donated clothing was arriving and there
were no details about what the shipment contained. Authorities did not know what was in
crates until they were opened and found everything from baby clothes to fur coats, all bundled
up together.453 Another problem was the mismatch between the goods donated and the needs
of the refugees as in the case of a shipment of two thousand slippers from Cairo which turned
out to be totally impractical for wearing on the earthen floors and dirt roads of the refugee
camps.454 There were problems with the security of the goods on arrival and instances of
crates being damaged or broken open with a considerable portion of their contents going
missing.455 The more goods that arrived from the Americas, the more widespread became the
black market for second-hand American clothing. In Northern Rhodesia, there were instances
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of entire lorries of 'smuggled' goods being repossessed by authorities.456 There were problems
not only with the arrival of shipments at short notice; the unsuitability of donated goods for
the refugees needs; and the security of the goods upon arrival; but also with distribution.
From the warehouses in Nairobi, clothing was transported by rail and road to the camps. The
further a camp was from Nairobi the less likely it was to receive a fair share of supplies. The
two camps in Uganda were the worst off in this regard.457
Polish authorities decided on a clothing allowance per person of a hat, three dresses or
two sets of shirts and trousers, two pairs of shoes, four changes of underwear, two pair of
stockings or socks, a sweater, four handkerchiefs, a set of winter underwear and a coat. These
would be provided to the refugees from whatever source was available, donations or
purchases, as soon as possible after their arrival. The one item that it was difficult to provide,
not only at the beginning but during the entire time the refugees were in Africa, was shoes.
What was needed, not only men but also for children and women, were closed-in leather
shoes. These were rarely found among the donations. In November 1943, some refugees were
still awaiting their first pair of shoes.458
In mid 1943, the MPiOS gave instructions that clothing was no longer to be given out
free of charge. They gave as their reasons the quarrels and discontent caused by free
distribution and considered that the refugees could afford to pay for clothing, though
exemptions were granted for the elderly, infirm, women with young children, and orphans.459
The British supported the cessation of free distribution of clothing, believing that the local
economy was being negatively impacted by money was being hoarded in the camps.460 Some
families received the regular monthly allowance of ten shillings per adult and two and a half
shillings per child, wages from employment within the camp, and remittances sent to them by
their menfolk in the army. As well as stockpiling cash, the British believed that some refugees
were accumulating goods of value, such silk fabric to take back to Poland. As the refugees
were being maintained in Africa at no personal expense, it was considered reasonable that
they pay for their clothing.461
In addition to supplies of donated goods, fabric and sewing machines were purchased
and put to good use. Each camp had a sewing workshop employing both men and women. At
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Koja there were two workshops, one sewing for the camp and the other making goods on
order for camp residents and the general public. In the month of February 1944, the camp
workshop, which employed forty-one people, produced twenty-five men's suits, one hundred
and fourteen women's dresses, fifty-two sets of women's underwear, two hundred and twentynine sets of men's underwear, seventy-two school uniforms, and fifty-two blouses. The camps'
needs included a large number of uniforms such as school uniforms, scouting uniforms and
nursing uniforms all of which were made at the camp workshop. The private workshop
employed thirteen workers and was also a training facility for high school students interested
in becoming seamstresses and tailors. In 1944 there were seventeen students training in the
workshop.462 Some camps also had workshops where shoes were made. At the height of
operations at the workshop in Tengeru, one hundred and twenty pairs of new shoes were
being manufactured each month.463

Conclusion
The colonial governments were responsible for providing shelter, food and clothing for the
refugees in Africa. Wartime economic circumstances largely determined how the authorities
were able to fulfil these responsibilities. Due to shortages of skilled labour and building
materials, the accommodation provided was in primitive huts made of local materials - no
floors, ceilings, window panes, electricity or running water. Overcrowding and a lack of
privacy limited people's ability to live individual or family lives. The camps were built and
organised along military lines and initially had very little to recommend them as places where
a community could be built and people could feel at home. Advised by authorities that they
could expect to remain in Africa for up to two years, and hoping to return to Poland in the
future, the women looked to the past to help define the present. Excluded from British
colonial society, they turned instead to reaffirming their Polishness and to recreating an
imagined Poland. They drew on the myth of the virtuous, self-sacrificing and patriotic Matka
Polka, to give meaning to their lives.
The world outside the camp was out of bounds and mothers were fearful of the many
natural dangers to be found there. Children, however, responded very differently to adults to
the world outside the camps. Although officially a pass was required to leave the camp, the
camp's boundaries were easily breached and the children took delight in escapades in the
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wilderness. Despite the many dangers of wild animals, of malaria-carrying mosquitos and
water-born parasites, they swam and climbed and jumped and swung into one adventure after
another. And very few fell into harm's way.
Colonial governments were also responsible for feeding the refugees. The supply of
food was centrally co-ordinated and locally provisioned where possible. In addition to
purchased supplies, the camps established farms in order to pursue the goal of selfsufficiency, ordained by central colonial authorities. The success of the farms was limited, as
the view from Nairobi was not shared by local settlers and administrators who argued on
political, social and economic grounds that Polish women should not engage in food
production. The camps' remote locations were meant to keep women working in the fields out
of sight of the African population and so prevent a lowering of the prestige of the 'white man'
in their eyes. However, most of the camp's locations were remote from urban centres, not
from African villages. Not only did the refugees live in the midst of the African population,
African men were employed in the camps in construction and even on the farms. The notion
of camps' achieving self-sufficiency was fraught with obstacles and only one camp succeeded
in growing enough food for its residents. Nevertheless, the farms were important in provided
women from a farming background with opportunities to use their skills, earn a wage, and
contribute to their own maintenance. The farms were also important in providing the
ingredients for cooking Polish food and continuing Polish traditions in the kitchen. Though
authorities favoured communal cooking for its economic and efficiency benefits, the women
favoured individual cooking, placing food at the heart of their efforts to recover and pass
Polish cultural traditions and practices on to their children. The women insisted on cooking
for themselves and eating meals in a family setting, in their huts.
As systems of delivering shelter and food were determined, two distinct social groups
evolved in the camps. Polish MPiOS authorities refer to these two groups as the intelligentsia
and the lud (common people). A small number of intelligentsia, mostly male, held senior
positions in the camp hierarchy, lived in separate and superior housing with their families,
were well remunerated, and could afford to purchase a range of food products in addition to
the adequate but limited rations that were distributed to camp residents. There was a
heightened awareness of this inequality among the women who made up the majority of the
refugees, sensitive as they were to the sacrifices their fathers, husbands and sons in the army
were making for the nation while the men in Africa lived in safety and comfort.
Colonial authorities enlisted the help of Polish authorities in acquiring and distributing
clothing and footwear to the refugees. Local donations and local purchases were
112

supplemented by purchases and donations from overseas until clothing supplies, in particular,
were adequate. The camps also set up their own sewing rooms with sewing machines and
fabric purchased or donated from overseas, and a small number of cobblers worked at
shoemaking. The unavailability of suitable footwear, however, continued to be a problem
throughout the refugees' sojourn in Africa.
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Chapter 4

The Camp as Society

This chapter continues the investigation into the ways in which the camps were constructed
materially and socially. It examines how the British colonial authorities carried out their
responsibilities in relation to three aspects of refugee camp life: health care, employment, and
law and order. By the time the refugees arrived in Africa, their bodies had born the impact of
hard labour, hunger and illness in the Soviet Union. Life in the tropics presented new and
formidable challenges to their health and safety for which they were ill prepared. How
colonial authorities fulfilled their role as health care provides will be scrutinised in this
chapter. Beyond the issue of physical health was the question of psychological well-being.
Engaging in useful and gainful activity through employment was one way of helping to
restore a sense of self-worth and meaning to adult lives. What was the role of the employment
policy of colonial authorities in promoting individual well-being and the growth of productive
and purposeful communities? Colonial authorities used encampment to exclude the refugees
from colonial society and prevent, or at least minimise, unlawful or unwanted behaviour
towards or by refugees. They gave Polish authorities the responsibility of administering law
and order inside the camps. How did this dual system of control operate? Were the refugees
law-abiding members of camp and colonial society?

Health
The state of health of the refugees arriving in Africa was directly related to their experiences
in the Soviet Union. Men, women and even children, had laboured outdoors in extreme
weather conditions for long hours each day. They had lived in crowded accommodation in
unsanitary conditions with insufficient food. Things worsened after the amnesty. In the
southern republics of the Soviet Union where they gathered around the newly formed Polish
army, they succumbed to typhus, typhoid, malaria, dysentery, rheumatism and pneumonia,
with measles and whooping cough also prevalent among the children. There were 639 deaths
recorded at the port of Pahlevi, the arrival point in Iran of the evacuees.464 Fortunately, far
fewer deaths were recorded at points of arrival in Africa. In the ports of Mombasa, Dar es
Salaam and Beira where, from September to December 1942, a succession of Allied vessels
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brought the first ten thousand Poles to Africa, fourteen deaths were recorded, four at sea and
ten in hospitals shortly after arrival.465
The refugees faced new challenges to their health in Africa. Firstly, the climate was
completely different to anything they had known before. The proximity of the camps to the
equator and the resultant exposure to the penetrating rays of the sun, the year round high
temperatures, the heavy rainfall during the wet season and accompanying humidity - all of
these factors impacted negatively on their already compromised health. Various measures
were taken to minimise the influence of the climate. The higher the altitude the cooler the
climate and this was taken into consideration when choosing the locations for the camps. Pith
helmets were issued en route in India and medical authorities in Africa strove to educate the
refugees on the necessity of wearing them. To some extent the huts constructed also tempered
the effect of the heat though they did little to overcome the high humidity.466 Tropical ulcers
were the most commonly treated condition in the clinics and hospitals in the camps.467
Secondly, malaria was a constant scourge. It was the cause of one third of all deaths in
the first six months of the refugees' sojourn in Africa.468 To prevent those who did not have
malaria from catching it, mosquito nets were provided for every bed, fines were issued to
those who went outdoors after dark with their arms and legs exposed, and mosquito breeding
grounds were regularly cleared. Serious cases were hospitalised and treated with quinine. In
June 1944 ten per cent of the refugees in East Africa were ill with malaria and the highest
incidents were in the two camps in Uganda.469
Thirdly, parasites invaded unsuspecting bodies, some causing inconvenience, others
pain and even death. Almost every child experienced the painful inflammation caused by the
tunga penetrans (jigger or sand flea) burrowing under the skin of the soles of their feet and
especially under toe nails. The children soon became quite adept at using a needle to remove
the sack of flea's eggs without it breaking open. Hookworms were also a problem as their
eggs and larvae thrived in soil where sanitary provisions were basic and living conditions
primitive. Preventative measures such as wearing shoes were difficult to enforce with children
and in any event there was an ongoing shortage of shoes. The fact that many huts had earthen
floors, that toilets were little more than a hole in the ground, and that huts were not connected
to the water supply, did not help the situation. A less visible parasite was the schistosomiasis465
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causing worm that lived in the lakes and rivers and in unfiltered water such as that used for
showering. This worm burrowed into the skin and moved through the blood to the liver and
the bowels to lay eggs. Months or years would pass before symptoms were experienced and
without timely treatment permanent damage could be caused to affected organs and result in
death. Telling children living under the tropical sun not to swim in the rivers and lakes of
Africa was an edict often ignored.470 At Koja on Lake Victoria, the incidence of bilharzia
peaked in 1946 with sixty-one cases diagnosed.471
Finally, there was the risk of infectious diseases. The refugees were vaccinated against
yellow fever and typhoid but once again sanitation was key to preventing new instances of
life-threatening illnesses such as dysentery from occurring. Toilets in most camps were built
just ten metres from huts and consisted of a hole or ditch covered by boards with openings
sealed by wooden covers. If the covers were not airtight it was impossible to keep flies under
control. And these same flies needed to be kept away from food. Camps employed sanitary
inspectors to ensure that all that could be done was done to prevent the spread of infectious
diseases and hospital records show that they were not a serious problem.472
Finding doctors to work in Africa was a problem for the entire period of the refugees'
sojourn there. At the end of 1942 there were twelve doctors at work in the six refugees camps
in Uganda and Tanganyika, caring for ten thousand refugees.473 This was far short of the
number that authorities considered was needed and finding additional doctors became a
matter of extreme urgency. The British employed local doctors to try to fill the gap but in mid
1943 after the Rhodesias had also taken in Polish refugees and the number of camps had
grown to eleven, the number of doctors had only risen to thirteen. At the time there were
13,385 refugee in Africa: 6,996 women, 5,479 children and 910 men. Efforts were made to
source Polish doctors from the UK and Palestine though these were slow in arriving. Twelve
military doctors promised from the Middle East had not yet arrived in mid 1944.474
The shortage of doctors led to some interesting appointments. The remote Abercorn
camp in north east Northern Rhodesia had no doctor for the first year. The role of Chief
Medical Officer was initially filled by an optician and then by a naturalist whose passion was
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the collection of butterflies.475 At Lusaka, a medical imposter was discovered. The Chief
Medical Officer reported to the Director of Health in Nairobi that his deputy, 'a beautiful doeeyed brunette' called Dr Rachowa, knew nothing about medicine. She claimed to be the wife
of Colonel Rachow, a prisoner of war at Murnau, and to have completed her medical training
at the University of Krakow. Her story was rather confused as she also claimed to have
undertaken music studies at the Conservatorium of Music in Vienna, and to have completed
both studies in the space of three years. Colonel Rachow responded to correspondence
confirming that he had a wife in Poland with whom he was in regular contact. Dr Rachowa
graciously resigned and went on to star in theatrical performances at the camp, playing the
piano accordion and singing in the style of Marlena Deitrich.476
In addition to the shortage of qualified medical staff, there was also an acute lack of
medication, medical equipment and even basic items such as bandages, dressings, disinfectant
and tonics.477 The supply of medical equipment and materials was coordinated between the
British, who were responsible for provision of the health service, and the Poles who delivered
the service. The main sources of supply were the American Red Cross, colonial authorities
through the territorial health services, and purchases made overseas by Polish authorities.
Orders were not quickly filled and the delivery of American Red Cross supplies promised in
November 1942 was still awaited nine months later.478
Despite the shortage of doctors, medicines and equipment, the British colonial
authorities endeavoured to meet their responsibility to provide adequate health care for the
refugees. Hospitals and clinics were set up in each of the general camps, their capacity and
sophistication depending upon the camp's population size and the particular qualifications and
skills of medical staff. The first group of six hundred refugees to arrive at the Koja camp were
fortunate to have a doctor and a nurse among their number. Dr Goldberg set up a clinic and
conducted home visits while the first wing of a new hospital was built. Timber framed with
mud walls and a thatch roof, this was opened in January 1943 and consisted of two wards
with twenty beds in each and an office, but no electricity or sewerage. A bucket system was
used for toilets and the only washing facilities were hand basins. Six months later the hospital
had doubled in size. It was connected to electricity, had its own kitchen, and an office block
that included a laboratory, a pharmacy, and a first-aid station. In February 1944 a children's

475

Królikowski, Skradzione dzieciństwo, p. 132.
Korabiewicz, Gdzie słoń, p. 170.
477
TNA, FO 371/32650/W14755, Polish Refugees Report, Colonel H. P. Mitchell, November 1942, p. 3.
478
AAN, MPiOS 131/106/57, Report of the Director of Health, MPiOS Nairobi, 7 May 1943.
476

117

wing built of brick was opened with another forty beds. A fourth wing was added in April of
the same year with seven double rooms and a birthing room. A new kitchen and laundry were
added with running water. The hospital was completed in mid 1945 with the addition of two
bathrooms with hot and cold running water, an operating theatre, an eye clinic, and a chapel.
Other doctors who worked at Koja were Dr Kaluska, Dr Starczewski, Dr Melzak, Dr Frankel
and Dr Turk, a gynaecologist.479 The construction of a 128 bed hospital with specialist
facilities, and the professional services of dedicated doctors to provide health care for the
Polish refugees at Koja (population 2,658 in 1945) was a remarkable achievement.
Records of the medical services provided at Koja provide information about their size
and nature. As shown in the table below, the refugees made frequent and regular visits to the
camp's hospital, outpatients clinics and dental surgery. By far the most common disease
during all of the years the camp was operational, was malaria, with thousands of cases
diagnosed and treated. Trachoma, found in areas of overcrowding with poor sanitation, was
also a recurring problem. The same conditions led to outbreaks of typhus in the refugee
camps in Africa, though these were minor compared to those in Persia and the southern
regions of the Soviet Union where large numbers had died. Koja's location on the shores of
Lake Victoria made swimming an attractive pastime. Though on guard against crocodiles and
hippopotami, in 1946 it was discovered that over sixty refugees had fallen victim to infectious
parasitic worms that inhabited the lake, and contracted bilharzia. This was an illness that
carried long term consequences for many. Finally, a record of births and deaths shows that the
former considerably and consistently outnumbered the latter resulting in a natural population
increase in the camps. The fact that the mortality rate in this camp was one third of that in prewar Poland speaks well for the quality of health care provided in the camp.480
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Table 4.1

Medical Statistics for Koja Camp, Uganda481
1943

1944

1945

1946

Outpatients clinic

7,995

10,108

4,619

2,963

Camp hospital

2,096

4,953

3,473

1,703

Dental surgery

6,905

n/a

15,813

7,176

41

30

48

2

Malaria

2,967

6,654

3,124

1,326

Typhus

-

44

15

-

Venereal disease

-

1

-

1

Bilharzia

-

-

-

61

Births

30

41

34

18

Deaths

11

10

9

10

Visits

Cases
Trachoma

Employment
As the first refugees arrived in Africa by sea from Karachi, Michał Wierusz-Kowalski, the
newly appointed Polish Consul General for East Africa, arrived by air from London tasked
with investigating employment opportunities for the refugees. Following a two month tour of
the territories and an extensive meeting schedule with key members of the colonial
administration and leading figures in industry and agriculture, he put forward a proposal to
the East Africa Governors' Conference that would see Poland play a role in the development
of agriculture and related industries in East Africa.482 He envisaged Polish input into the
modernisation of primary production through the importation of the latest farm machinery and
equipment from the US under the terms of the Lend-Lease agreement.483 He proposed that
481
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three hundred experienced and skilled agriculturalists be released from the Polish army to
spearhead agricultural projects and provide leadership and training to the refugees.484 He
identified opportunities for the processing of primary products such as milk and meat, the
industrial production of vegetables, and the development of ceramics, paper, and textile
industries.485 Wierusz-Kowalski argued that it was completely unsatisfactory for the refugees
to simply 'vegetate' in Africa.486 Expecting no more than self-sufficiency would, as he put it,
'reduce them to the level of the Africans'.487 He saw the refugees as a huge labour reserve,
able to work, and take the skills and experience they acquired in Africa back to Poland after
the war.
Parallel with these plans for mechanising agriculture and developing secondary
industries, Wierusz-Kowalski saw the need for most of the camps to be relocated to areas
where the soil was better suited for agriculture, the climate more conducive to European
settlement, and the economic structure more advanced, namely, Kenya.488 He asked the Polish
government to set aside funds for the lease or purchase of land for large-scale agricultural
production, the setting up of processing facilities in the vicinity of the camps and cottage
industries inside the camps. 489 Wierusz-Kowalski's visionary plan for the role of Polish
enterprise and Polish labour in support of the Allied war effort and the economic development
of East Africa did not come to fruition. Where he saw opportunities, British authorities saw
economic and social disruption. They would not approve the purchase of land by the Poles
anywhere in East Africa and would not accept the refugees into the white settler colony of
Kenya. They had no intention of integrating the Poles into the economic life of their territories
and were suspicious of Wierusz-Kowalski's long term goals. The sojourn of the Poles in
Africa was a temporary solution to a wartime problem. There was no logic to their taking root
as they would soon be leaving. If integration into and expansion of the local economy was not
an option, Polish officials decided that they would provide as many jobs as possible within the
camps themselves.
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Internal Employment
The Polish administration of the camps was run by the Polish Camp Leader. The MPiOS
nominated, and the colonial authorities approved, appointments to this and all other leadership
roles. Positions as Polish Camp Leaders were not chosen from among the refugees themselves
but were filled by officers on temporary assignment from the Polish army, from the Cyprus
Poles based in Northern Rhodesia, or from the Polish political and cultural elite in London.
The Polish Camp Leader answered to the British Camp Commandant, who relied heavily
upon him, and it was always a him, to run the everyday life of the camp. The MPiOS in
Nairobi also nominated each camp's Chief of Police, Inspector of Education, Director of
Cultural Welfare, and Director of Labour. These positions were open to Poles who had come
to Africa by way of deportation to the Soviet Union.490
A list sent to London in 1945 of Polish engineers and technicians currently holding
leadership positions in the camps in Africa included the following senior personnel at Koja:
Tadeusz Zamoytel, aged 53, a graduate of agricultural college in Moscow now Chief of
Police; Jan Plopa, aged 58, a Berlin building school graduate now Director of Labour; and
Marian Sulkowicz, aged 35, a Paris automotive school graduate now responsible for water
and electricity supply. Five of the seventy engineers and technicians on the list were female.
Fifty one year old Maria Drummer, a graduate of St Petersburg Agricultural College, was the
farm manager at Masindi, while three of the women worked as teachers, and one was
unemployed.491 Women in senior leadership roles were the exception in Africa, as was the
interwar cultural norm in Poland. The appointment of a woman, Zdzisława Wójcik, to the role
of Commander of the Polish Scouts in Africa, met with general disapproval at MPiOS head
office in Nairobi and among Polish camp leaders, though their lack of co-operation and at
times outright hostility did not prevent her from carrying out a demanding role with great
success.492
The camps offered employment in education with teaching positions available to both
males and females. Every camp had a primary school. The larger camps had secondary
schools, some with boarding facilities. There were also specialist music schools and numerous
trade schools. All of these schools needed teachers and when the number of qualified teachers
fell well short of requirements, the positions were opened up to others. Engineers and
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technicians, botanists and foresters, soil scientists and architects, priests and nuns, and others
who had no formal qualifications, were all employed as teachers.493 This led to a rather mixed
learning experience for the camps' children. Mira, aged twelve, living in Koja with her
mother, recalls, 'We had very good teachers and very bad teachers and the best teachers were
not always professional teachers.' She remembers being spellbound listening to tales of
Babylon, Egypt and Rome from one of her teachers who, though not a teacher by profession,
and the ugliest woman Mira had ever seen, had a passion for Ancient History that transformed
her when she shared with her spellbound pupils her love of the Classics.494 In Tanganyika,
between half and two thirds of those employed as teachers had no teaching qualifications.495
For women interested in caring for children, there was also work in the camps' kindergartens,
orphanages and boarding schools.496
Polish doctors were recruited from the UK, the Middle East and local doctors were
also employed when there was a shortfall. There was a shortage of qualified nursing staff
which created an opportunity for women in the camps to learn nursing on-the-job or complete
formal training and become accredited nurses. At Koja, the only British medical staff
member, Nurse Bell, together with Dr Frankel Bell provided formal training in the form of a
course of study which twenty-eight women completed in October 1943. Two further courses
were completed by thirty-five candidates in 1944. This resulted in an improvement in the
quality of service provided by the hospital and provided much sought after employment for
camp residents. The hospital employed a considerable number of other staff to perform a
range of duties, such as cleaning, cooking, and doing the laundry, as well as one person to
sew and repair hospital linen.497
The acute shortage of men in the camps meant that women were not restricted to
working in teaching, childcare, and nursing and were able to find employment in roles not
traditionally held by women. The camp's internal police service employed males who were
mostly elderly and infirm but who nevertheless took their duties very seriously. At Kidugala,
an elderly man aged well over sixty, paralysed from the waist down in a mining accident,
joined the camp's police service. Despite his disability, he could move around on crutches
493
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with speed and often caught up with and fined children who ventured outdoors without
hats.498 In the same camp, Zofia, a mother of three, also found employment in the police
service and proudly wore her khaki uniform, with an armband in the red and white colours of
Poland, as she patrolled the roads and paths of the camp, enforcing camp regulations.499 There
were advantages to police work, one of which was a permanent leave pass. In Masindi, Maria
worked as a policewoman and used her relative freedom of movement to frequent African
markets and Hindu shops. There she sourced products not available in the camps, for her own
use and for on-selling to others. She, together with another policewoman, built-up a lucrative
side business by purchasing beef and making and selling kiełbasa (cured sausage). It was
rumoured that her colleague returned to Poland after the war laden with gold sovereigns.500
The camps' administration provided numerous employment opportunities. Group
Leaders and Section Leaders were needed. Positions as shopkeepers and warehouse managers,
book-keepers, typists and cashiers, were paid positions open to the willing and able, and
mostly filled by women. One of the most sensitive and trustworthy positions in the camps was
that of Polish Red Cross representative. Julia, mother of two, wife of a Polish military officer
taken as a prisoner of war, was appointed to this position at Bwana Mkubwa. Her
responsibilities included registering camp residents, initiating searches for lost family
members, and distributing mail arriving from family in Poland, from POW camps, from
soldiers in the Polish army, and the dreaded official military letters advising of the death of a
husband or son.501 Julia did not omit anyone from the scope of her work. She made every
effort to win the trust of a small group of girls in their late teens who had managed to leave
the camp and were working as prostitutes in the nearby mining town of Ndola. They were
reluctant to talk to her and resisted her attempts to convince them to return to the camp and to
school. One of the girls, Jadzia, aged 17, confided:
I need money. I have to set myself up somehow because I can never go
back to Poland. I can never see my mother again. I wouldn't be able to lie to
her, and if she found out what they did to me, her heart would break. I was
14 years old, when [following Soviet arrest] during interrogation, I was
repeatedly raped on a table as a number of men sitting around it, watched on
and laughed. And then … Perhaps what I am doing now is wrong, but at
least I am doing it of my own free will.502
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Colonial authorities had determined that the camps should be self-sufficient and
farming activity was begun at each camp. Vegetable gardens were established and depending
on particular camp circumstances, poultry, pigs, and cows were kept. Many of the women
were the wives of soldier-settlers who had been granted land in the east of Poland after the
Polish-Bolshevik War of 1918-1921. They were experienced farmers and welcomed the
opportunity of once again working on the land. The tropical climate limited the number of
hours they could work outdoors each day and African labour was employed to work alongside
them. Paradoxically, colonial authorities in Nairobi wanted the camps to be self-sufficient yet
did not want the women to be seen doing work that was normally carried out by native
Africans. This was nigh impossible when African villages were located near camps and
Africans worked in the camps. There were also protests from plantation owners who wanted
to maintain access to the lucrative refugee camp market. 503 The irreconcilable goals of
colonial governments and settler communities contributed to the limited success of camp
farms and to limited employment opportunities in agriculture for the refugee women.
As well as the availability of employment in the administrative, welfare and food
production sections of the camps, workshops were set up for tradesmen such as blacksmiths,
carpenters, cobblers, tailors, and saddlers. While the workshops provided employment for
males, women engaged in cottage industries such as knitting, spinning, weaving, sewing and
embroidery.504 The MPiOS did not expect these workshops and cottage industries to operate
at a profit. They were nevertheless considered to be worthwhile enterprises in combatting
idleness and boredom and in giving the refugees useful employment and a wage.505
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Rates of Monthly Payment for Workers in Camps506

Table 4.2

Settlement
Population

Rate
in Shillings

Polish Camp Leaders

3,500

500

Polish Camp Leaders

1,500

450

Polish Camp Leaders
Director of Education
Head doctor

800
3,500
3,500

400

Head doctor

1,500

350

Director of Education
Doctors and dentists

1,500
-

325

Professors
Priests
Book-keepers
Secretaries

3,500
3,500

200

Directors of elementary schools
Cashiers
Book-keepers
Group Leaders

1,500
-

150

Occupation

Teachers
Qualified nurses
Leaders of workshops
Gardeners
Attendants of cattle

100

Typists
Clerks
Managers of canteens

70

Carpenters
Masons
Shoemakers
Barbers
Chief cooks
Seamstresses
Nurses (not qualified)

50

Washer-women
Workers (strenuous work)

40

Sweepers
Cook-helpers
Guards

30

Messenger boys
Servants

20

506
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Some camps, such as Marandellas, recorded full employment. Out of a total camp
population of 433, all 186 employable adults were employed. Colonial authorities used the
Polish refugees to meet needs created by Southern Rhodesia's wartime maintenance of
internees and prisoners of war. The Marandellas shoe-making workshop made footwear for
large numbers of Italian prisoners of war and a straw hat-making enterprise fulfilled large
orders for internment camps. The camp's dressmaking workshop made women's clothing for
an English clientele with a waiting list several months long. Uganda also provided some work
in local industries such as cotton, with 122 women employed at spinning wheels and ten on
weaving looms.507 However, most camps were unable to provide internal employment for all
of their residents. Between a third and a half of the employable Polish refugees in Africa were
unemployed. Statistics from mid 1943 show that small camps such as Marandellas, Ifunda
and Kondoa had full employment, while the medium to large sized camps such as Bwana
Mkubwa, Tengeru, and Masindi had the highest unemployment, 74, 60 and 35 per cent
respectively.508
Many of the camps relied heavily upon the qualifications and skills of Jewish refugees
to provide essential administrative and professional services. At Tengeru, the British
administrative team was exclusively Jewish, three out of five doctors were Jewish, as was the
camp's pharmacist.509 The majority of the Jewish Polish refugees in Africa were assimilated,
educated, urban professionals and skilled technicians.510 Trades included bookbinders and
bakers, shoe-makers and saddlers, locksmiths and furriers. Notably absent were
agriculturalists. There was a fifty-fifty balance of males and females and relatively few
children.511
External Employment
The employment of Polish refugees outside the camps was strictly controlled by colonial
authorities with an intending employer entering into a contract with the Commissioner of
Refugees. The Commissioner selected the best person for the work offered and the employer
was required to sign a bond for three hundred shillings, undertake to pay an agreed wage;
507
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offer fourteen days leave per annum; provide board, lodging and medical care; and ensure the
moral and physical welfare of the employee.512 Refugees wanting to work outside the camps
also had to gain the approval of Polish camp authorities.513
Kenya offered the most employment opportunities for men. There were vacancies for
fit men on farms and in factories, and administrative work was also available to adult males
with qualifications and English language skills. 514 The Bata Shoe Company provided
employment to three adults and a traineeship to six boys in their footwear manufacturing
plant, and other factories in Kenya employed Polish workers.515 There was also work in the
mining industry in Northern Rhodesia where Jerzy Banasz, a 34 year old mechanic and
Ignacy Fischer, a 42 year old mining engineer found employment in the copper mines, while
Wacław Jamrot, a 52 year old forester found work at a rubber plantation.516 In reality, there
were many more jobs than there were men qualified or able to take them up. Factors
preventing more men from finding external employment were a limited knowledge of the
English language and being elderly or physically unfit for work.
External employment opportunities for women were also mostly in Kenya. When the
refugees first arrived in Africa, there were fifty registered vacancies for nursemaids and
governesses to work on farms and in private homes for English families, with the preference
for qualified nurses to be paid one hundred shillings per month.517 The employment of Polish
women in this capacity was, however, limited by their lack of knowledge of English, the
shortage of qualified nurses, and the need for all available nursing personnel to work in camp
hospitals. There was also the fact that many of the women were mothers with their own
children to care for. Over time, as English was taught in the camp schools and teenagers
matured into young women, more of these vacancies were filled by unqualified nurses at
reduced wages. 518 Overall, few Polish refugees were successful in securing external
employment. In Northern Rhodesia, a year after the refugees began arriving in Africa, out of a
refugee population of 1,841 of whom roughly half were employable, seventy-six were
employed externally, i.e. eight per cent.519

512

TNA, FO 371/36685/W3059, Directors and Commissioners of Refugees Conference in Nairobi, 9 January
1943, pp. 14-15.
513
AAN, MPiOS 131/110/182, Scheme for the Organisation of Polish Refugee Camps in East Africa.
514
TNA, FO 371/32650/W14755, Polish Refugee Report by Col. H. P. Mitchell, November 1942, p. 8.
515
AAN, MPiOS 131/106/ 111, MPiOS Nairobi Report for the period from 1 March 1943 to 1 May 1943.
516
AAN, MPiOS 131/107/31-36, Telegraph from MPiOS Nairobi to MPiOS London, 12 April 1945.
517
AAN, MPiOS 131/101/251, Consul General Nairobi to Minister Kot, Cairo, 5 March 1943.
518
Taylor, Polish Orphans of Tengeru, p. 73.
519
AAN, MPiOS 131/106/166, Report on the official visit by Tadeusz Kopeć, Deputy Delegate MPiOS to
Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland, 8 September 1943 to 9 October 1943.

127

The best opportunity, both in terms of the number of employees sought, the training
provided and prospects for the future, came from the British and Polish military forces.
Shortly after the refugees arrived in Africa, the Southern Rhodesian Women's Air Service
indicated it was looking for up to eight hundred Polish women to replace men in a range of
positions such as book-keepers, storekeepers, military transport drivers, and telephone
operators.520 At the same time, five hundred to eight hundred civilian employees were sought
by the Royal Air Force (RAF) to work at aerodromes in Kenya. They too would replace men
and work in general and aircraft maintenance.521 The women would be housed in barracks,
provided with rations and uniforms, and paid a wage. For single women, wanting to get away
from the isolation and boredom of the refugee camps, employment with the British military
was an appealing prospect.
The first thirty-nine hand-picked recruits from Tengeru arrived at the Eastleigh RAF
base outside Nairobi in April 1943. 522 The following month their number had risen to
seventy.523 In August 1943, the British Air Ministry commenced recruiting two thousand
women for service in the Polish Air Force and the British Women's Auxiliary Air Force
(WAAF) in the UK as office workers, chauffeurs, policewomen, and in the meteorological
service.524 The recruitment drive signed up 681 Polish women. Thirty-six boys were recruited
for the Junior Mechanical Air Force School in the UK, departing in October 1943. 525
Recruitment for service in the Polish and British air forces in the UK continued throughout
1943 and 1944. In June 1944, appeals were made for women to join the Polish Women's
Auxiliary Service, to serve as nurses with the Polish Army in Italy and to join the Polish
forces preparing in Scotland for the invasion of mainland Europe.526 In January 1945, the
Polish Ministry of Defense commenced a recruitment drive for 318 candidates, aged nineteen
to forty-five, for the Polish Navy's Women's Auxiliary, with training to be provided in the
UK.527
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Law and Order
Stealing a bottle of vinegar from a Hindu shop, potatoes from the camp farm, blankets from a
washing line, or cash from under a mattress: these were the kinds of relatively minor property
thefts that took place in and around the camps. Other offenses relating to family and the
community included neglecting to care adequately for children, avoiding work obligations,
gossiping and spreading rumours, defaming others, and inciting rebellion against camp
authorities. There were also a range of behaviours carried out exclusively by men in the camp,
such as pedalling illicitly distilled alcohol, being drunk and disorderly, fighting with fists and
knives, and assaulting the camp police, which both disturbed the peace, and caused physical
harm to people and property. Lastly, some breaches of law and order took place outside the
camps, namely, burglaries, pimping and prostitution. These were the kinds of offences that
were committed by Polish refugees during their prolonged sojourn in Africa.528
Camps and Towns
All Poles in Africa were subject to the laws of the territory in which they lived, and they
could be arrested, tried, fined and imprisoned under those laws. Colonial authorities decided
to leave the organisation of the internal discipline of the camps to Polish authorities and only
intervene when territorial laws were broken. In effect, the refugees were doubly policed, once
by existing criminal codes and once by Polish authorities who introduced their own
disciplinary regulations and established their own policing and punishment mechanisms. The
Polish regulations applied to all camp residents aged fourteen and above and related to
matters of public order, prostitution, public health and safety, private property and life, the
responsible care of children, and camp standing orders (e.g. following instructions, fulfilling
work obligations, fraternising with Africans, and being in absentia without permission). There
was also a scale of consequences for offenders.529
To police the conduct of the refugees, an internal Polish police service was formed
employing both policemen and policewomen. The police were provided with basic training,
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uniforms, whistles, torches, and batons. 530 The Polish Chief of Police in each camp,
prosecuted cases against alleged offenders before the camp's Law and Order Commission.
The Commission was chaired by the Polish Camp Leader and made up of at least three
members of an elected Settlement Council. Decisions of the Commission could be appealed
to the camp's Controlling Law and Order Commission (Polish Camp Leader and British Camp
Commandant) and ultimately to an external Appeals Commission (Director of Refugees,
Polish Consul, and MPiOS Delegate). Minor offences could be punished by Section Leaders,
who were responsible for up to 160 people, or Group Leaders, responsible for five or six
sections.531
There was a serious flaw in the Polish system, however, as it did not confer upon
Polish authorities the power to fine or imprison offenders. This was the exclusive domain of
the territorial law courts. Something of a toothless tiger, Polish disciplinary authorities could
only impose on offenders administrative sanctions such as reprimand, public reprimand and
warning, halting allowances, and transferring culprits from one camp to another.532 These
sanctions were adequate for dealing with the majority of relatively minor disciplinary
misdemeanours committed by camp residents. However, although Polish authorities described
the refugees as 'all decent, honest folk' they qualified that assessment by adding, 'apart from
some criminals and prostitutes who were exiled together with the rest of the population by the
Russians and who are today in East Africa'.533 These 'criminals and prostitutes' were at the
heart of problems that emerged in the camps, exacerbated by the shortage of suitable Polish
administrative and professional staff willing to take up leadership roles and adequately
manage the diverse camp population. As early as January 1943, the MPiOS had requested that
East African authorities organise two special camps, one in Uganda and one in Tanganyika,
where the regulations would be different from those in the ordinary camps and where persons
committing serious offences could be isolated.534 Negotiations with the British reached their
conclusion ten months later with a compromise. The British wired off an area on the edge of
the transit camp at Makindu, Kenya, as a special segregation camp with the capacity to hold
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up to forty males. They declined to take prostitutes and advised that each territory would have
to deal with their own.535
In mid 1943, it was discovered that two transports of refugees that had arrived in
Africa from Karachi included a large percentage of 'factious felons'. 536 This 'anti-social
element' earned a reputation in the camps as drunkards, thieves, rabblerousers, pimps and
prostitutes, and presented an ongoing challenge to camp and colonial authorities. In Southern
Rhodesia they were swiftly dealt with by the courts. In Northern Rhodesia, where there were
no prisons for Europeans, the courts were inclined to issue light sentences and the men held in
detention in hotels wrote back to the Lusaka camp that they were living in luxury. They
claimed that they had 'a room with a private bathroom and an African servant, that they went
for walks in the city's park and ate food from the finest restaurants.' They encouraged others
to join them.537 The incidence of theft peaked in Lusaka with fifteen cases being heard in
1943 alone.538 In Northern Rhodesia, at Lusaka and Bwana Mkubwa, rebellions against camp
authorities, including the use of violence against camp leaders and internal camp police, led to
hospitalisation of the victims and arrest by territorial police of the perpetrators.539 One of the
ringleaders, who it was rumoured had carried out a lucrative burglary in Tehran, ran a
gambling ring in the Lusaka camp and always had plenty of money, though he did not work.
Arrested for burglary of a jewellery store in Lusaka, he was sentenced to three and a half
years in prison which he served in Southern Rhodesia.540
In addition to the criminals and prostitutes who came as refugees to Africa, there was
another group who threatened the internal discipline of the camps. Polish authorities had
requested that the army release three hundred men with agricultural qualifications to take the
lead in setting up camp farms.541 Among these men was a small number of 'unruly elements'
who it was conjectured the army had opportunistically removed from their ranks.542 Unable or
unwilling to reconcile themselves to refugee camp life, the men led revolts against established
535
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camp authorities. They spread rumours, made false accusations, and incited violence against
camp leaders with the goal of taking over the camps themselves.543 Territorial police were
called in to try and restore law and order. In Northern Rhodesia, colonial authorities agreed to
a request from Polish authorities for the establishment of a segregation camp for 'recalcitrant
Poles'.544 The aim was rehabilitation rather than punishment, and every effort was made, and
no expense spared, to provide ideal conditions for the reform of its residents. The site
purchased was a remote rural property at Katambora. Living quarters were in a grand colonial
manor, high on a hill overlooking the Zambezi River. The grounds featured beautifully
trimmed lawns and sported tennis and croquet courts. Hundreds of books were imported for
the library and carpentry and metalwork workshops were set up. Ideal living conditions were
intended to ennoble the residents and inspire them to give up their criminal ways. The
cultured isolation did not have the desired effect and neither did the surrounding jungle,
populated by lions and leopards, serve to confine them. The venture was a complete failure as
residents harassed and harangued the camp's authorities with a litany of complaints and
demands, going as far as protesting their treatment to the League for the Protection of Human
Rights in Geneva. The camp commandant, a retired military captain, resigned, his reputation
completely ruined by accusations of beatings and torture made against him. The camp's
doctor fled and vowed never to return. The camp was closed.545
Relations with Africans
Locating the majority of refugee camps in remote areas and confining the movement of
refugees to the space inside the camp was intended to restrict relations with the wider
community and limit unwanted behaviour by or towards the refugees. The boundary of each
camp was marked by a fence with a guarded gate as the entry and exit point. This boundary
was rarely transgressed by Africans whose one legitimate reason for being inside a camp was
employment. Africans from the villages around the camps were employed to carry out a range
of duties such as guarding the gates, delivering mail, assisting in camp kitchens and laundries,
chopping wood, cleaning the church, and as 'houseboys' for the camp's elite. Africans
completed major construction projects, building huts, schools, churches, hospitals, offices and
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stores. They kept malaria-carrying mosquitos and venomous snakes at bay by regularly
clearing the vegetation around the huts and around the camp perimeter. They were
agricultural labourers on the camp farms, working in the fields, dairies, piggeries and
butcheries which supplied food to the camps.546 The Native Labour Policy espoused by
territorial Governors 'considered it desirable to eliminate as far as possible the employment of
native labour in the camps'. However, in light of the fact that most of the refugees were
women and children, they recognized 'that certain essential duties must be performed by
natives.'547 As a result, Africans were a constant presence in the camps and in the lives of the
refugees.
There were very few occasions when Africans entered the camps without permission.
One exception was at Tengeru where the men and women of the Masai tribe, whose wealth
was in cattle and who were not camp employees, regularly strolled in a superior manner along
well worn tracks through the camp.548 There are few documented instances of offences
committed by Africans against Poles. A MPiOS report covering the period from 1 August to 1
December 1943, shows that only one of the twelve camps recorded stealing by Africans
during that period. Thefts were usually of food, clothing or money.549 Chance encounters
outside the camp also sometimes led to theft. In one case, two Polish women walking outside
the camp at Marandellas, encountered a young African male, who threatened them and
demanded the watch that Maria, a section leader in her fifties was wearing. Maria was afraid
and handed it over. The theft was reported to the Camp Commandant, the culprit was
identified and beaten as punishment, and the watch returned.550 At Kidugala, there was an
occasion when Africans with spears broke into the refugees' huts at night frightening the
sleeping and stealing whatever they could quickly get their hands on before running away.551
In contrast to the regular incidents of drunken brawls, knife fights and even beatings
of women perpetrated by Poles on Poles, the archives contain very little evidence of physical
violence between Poles and Africans.552 The MPiOS report on security at all of the camps for
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the period 1 August to 1 December 1943 records that at the Tengeru camp a police woman
was assaulted by an African for which he was punished, while at Ifunda an African was
beaten by the police, no punishment recorded. In a separate incident at Tengeru, five Africans
had attacked a young Polish woman for which they had been punished.553 In the same period,
colonial authorities in Southern Rhodesia warned the Polish consul in Salisbury against
opening the Digglefold Boarding School for girls while construction was ongoing and African
workers were resident onsite. They were concerned for the safety of the girls due to the recent
attempted rape in Southern Rhodesia of two Polish girls by African males.554 The issue of
violence perpetrated by Africans on Poles does not feature in the minutes of the meetings of
the East African Governors Conferences or meetings of the Directors of Refugees, and it
would seem logical to assume that such instances were indeed rare.555
In addition to employing local villagers, the larger camps also made use of conscripted
African labour. With the acute shortage of healthy adult males among the refugees, this labour
was integral to many aspects of the camps' operations.556 An African Labour Camp with two
thousand African workers was situated alongside Koja, population around three thousand, on
the shores of Lake Victoria.557 Alina, who was eight years old when she arrived at Koja,
remembers smiling African labourers singing melodiously as they marched to work each
morning, drumming out a rhythm on their upturned buckets. 558 Compared to African
labourers, the Poles lived a privileged life. The refugees were the beneficiaries of a welfare
system that provided them with free accommodation, food, clothing, health care, and
education. In addition, they received a monthly allowance of ten shillings per adult and two
and a half shillings per child. The maximum a worker in a labour camp could earn per month,
was fifteen shillings with the sole 'benefit' of free camp accommodation.559 A white factory
worker earned seventeen to twenty pounds per month.560
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It is unlikely that the British could have anticipated that the safety of Polish refugees
in Uganda would be threatened by a peak in labour agitation in the mid 1940s.561 In January
1945, the first general strike in Uganda began with domestic servants in Entebbe and quickly
spread to Kampala's Public Works Department and then railway, bus, post and telegraph
workers.562 At Koja the workers at the African labour camp went on strike, barricading the
only access road to the camp with a sabotaged lorry and felled trees, and presenting Mr
MacDonald, the Koja Refugee Camp Commandant, with demands for better working
conditions and increased wages. The strikers threatened to slit the throats of the 'polanda' if
their demands were not met.563 The camp went into lockdown, schools closed and everyone
was instructed to remain indoors. A platoon of the Kings African Rifles (KAR) was sent from
Jinja to deal with the crisis. In the ensuing confrontation between the KAR and what the East
African Standard called 'a riotous mob' armed with sticks, clubs and iron rods, thirty two
shots were fired leading to the deaths of four of the rioters and the wounding of eleven others.
The leaders of the strike action were arrested, and imprisoned or banished. The strikers
returned to work.564 A subsequent colonial enquiry came to the conclusion that workers had
been manipulated by a number of African leaders who had engineered the territory-wide
strike for their own political gain.565
The refugees exited the camps without a pass far more often than the Africans entered
without permission. Africans were not prevented from entering by the physical barrier of the
fence, but by its symbolism as a marker of not only difference but also superiority. The
refugees took far less notice of the fence. The main reason they left the camp was to purchase
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food which was not part of their rations and not available in the camp's canteen. In most
places fruit was abundant and cheap and served as a nutritious way of satisfying calls from
children who, after the experience of hunger in Russia, constantly wanted more to eat.566
Eggs, flour and butter were indispensible in the Polish kitchen and often in short supply or
unavailable in the camps, as was meat. Those with money or something to barter went
looking for these foods. Visits by Poles to African villages were banned by camp authorities
yet they occurred regularly. One or two women and their children would sneak out of the
camp as a group. The camp gates were guarded by the internal Polish camp police but the
entire fence line was not. This made it relatively easy to get out and walk to the nearest
African village or Hindu shop if it was not too far away. Often, a group of children, small and
nimble and always willing to leave the confinement of the camp, would be sent on a shopping
errand by their mothers. Children in particular enjoyed the cat and mouse game they played
with the guards, for whom they showed little respect. On rare occasions, they were caught and
much to their chagrin, the food that was destined for their dinner pot that night were
confiscated and found its way onto the dinner plate of the police instead.567 The women and
children also visited shops at crossroads nearby or in to nearest town. The Hindus who ran
these shops had a reputation for being honest and charming, and they quickly learned enough
Polish to be able to communicate with their customers.568
Children, especially those in their teens, loved to play outside the confines of the
camp, away from the regimentation and discipline of camp life. They would slip away from
the care of mothers, or in the case of orphans, from supervisors, and head off to climb rocks
and hills, swim in rivers and lakes, swing from trees, collect butterflies or water lilies, and
generally enjoy the freedom of the outdoors. 569 The children's adventures took them to
African villages where their appearance seems to have been tolerated. Franek, a rather
impetuous teenager who did not do well at school and was regularly beaten by his mother for
reasons he did not understand, undertook to run away to live with the Masai. As night fell on
the village, an elderly African urged him to go home, saying 'kwenda, kwenda' (go, go home).
When he realised Franek intended to stay, he took him by the hand and walked him back to
the camp.570
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Prostitution
An issue that was raised repeatedly, both by colonial and Polish authorities, was prostitution.
By the end of 1942, ten thousand refugees, mostly women and children had arrived in the
territories of Uganda and Tanganyika. In mid 1943, it was estimated that there were about
fifty women at Tengeru actively engaging in prostitution, and a lesser number scattered
throughout the other camps.571 Among their number were some classified by the British as
'professional prostitutes' and others to whom the label 'prostitute' was applied because of their
alleged licentious or promiscuous behaviour whether of a commercial nature or not. The core
of this group were women who were deported as convicted prostitutes from eastern Poland,
and who after the amnesty had joined the civilian evacuation of military families to Iran.572
Some were then included in the groups shipped to Africa. The problems they presented to
colonial society were recognised early. In January 1943, the Nairobi Conference of the
Directors and Commissioners of Refugees formally requested that the Minister of State in
Cairo and the British authorities in Tehran ensure the exclusion of prostitutes from further
consignments of refugees to Africa.573
In most of British colonial Africa, prostitution was not a criminal offence. However, it
was viewed as an offence against morality and a threat to social order. Despite the control and
authority that British authorities yielded over the refugee population, this proved to be a
difficult task. Prostitutes clearly flouted the regulations around needing a pass from the Camp
Commandant to leave the camp. Polish camp police were faced with a difficult task when a
camp, such as Tengeru, had over three thousand inhabitants and was spread over a large area.
The women's clientele came from among Greek farmers, Hindu shopkeepers, army transports
that regularly passed along the public road nearby, and the internment camp of three thousand
Italian males situated in the nearest town, Arusha.574
At Tanganyika, unable to prevent the women from leaving the space of the camps,
Polish and British authorities organised joint night patrols in Arusha, hoping to find the
women and return them to the camp. Polish camp authorities struggled to find a permanent
solution to this problem as administrative sanctions proved entirely ineffective in controlling
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this behaviour. The most they could do was refer individuals concerned to the Director of
Refugees, who could use his authority to move the prostitutes to another camp. In some
camps, the women worked with pimps, and in other camps, it was alleged that guards were
financially compensated for turning a blind eye to the comings and goings of select female
camp residents.575
In Lusaka, the Women's Institute, led by the wife of a Methodist minister, wrote to the
Director of Refugees, Gore-Browne, concerned that 'Polish peasant women from the Lusaka
refugee camp were providing clandestine services for the white officers and enlisted men of
the two military battalions stationed nearby.'576 Gore-Browne raised with Polish authorities
the many problems caused by 'Polish women going for walks outside the camp at night'.
There were no white police in Northern Rhodesia, making the task of policing the activities of
white women, problematic. Here too, Polish camp security guards were assigned to patrol the
streets of Lusaka at night and Gore-Browne exercised his authority to move offenders away
from the capital to more isolated refugee camps.577
In the isolated refugee camps of Uganda the issue of illicit relations between Polish
women and African men, led colonial authorities to threaten to halt future refugee arrivals.578
Though there was some sympathy for the limited social environment in which the female
refugees, mostly women and adolescent girls, found themselves, namely, outnumbering the
males by five to one on average, the discovery that some of the women were engaging in
illicit relations with African males caused outrage. They were labelled prostitutes, and
characterised as predators. The Camp Commandant at Koja reported,
I cannot help feeling sympathy with a young African policeman whose
character is ruined by the experienced importunities of a degraded street
walker from some Polish town.579
Similar incidents occurred at Masindi where two women were caught in the askari sleeping
quarters. The Camp Commandant called for a supply of barbed wire to assist him in isolating
the women whom he called, 'mental cases'.580 Faced with the problem of sexual relations
between white women and African men, the judiciary enlisted the support of medical science,
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particularly psychiatry, in restraining them. Medically certified as 'feeble-minded', a category
between criminality and insanity, the 'degenerate' women were either hospitalised, removed to
segregated areas of the camps where they could not contaminate others, or removed from the
refugee camps altogether.581 Polish authorities estimated that the core of prostitutes in East
Africa consisted of forty women, while there were thirty in the two Rhodesias. It was
estimated the number of male criminals was the same.582
As well as children and women, adult males were also not easily confined within the
boundaries of the refugee camp. In Uganda, where drinking alcohol was widely accepted by
both genders of most African tribes, some men from the refugee camps made their way, under
cover of night, to African villages to drink cheap and readily waragi, a type of home-brewed
banana gin. 583 Mixing freely with the Africans, white adult males crossed not only the
physical boundary of the camp designed to separate them from British colonial society, they
also transgressed the racial boundary that asserted the superiority and therefore the legitimacy
of white rule. Yet the fraternising of Polish men with Africans did not cause the same degree
of concern or censure as the 'immorality' of intimate relations between Polish women and
black men. It simply does not appear in colonial correspondence or reports relating to the
Polish refugee camps.

Conclusion
Providing health care to the refugees in Africa was a huge challenge for British colonial
authorities. They exercised their responsibility by working closely with the Polish
administration in delivering this care. Shortages of personnel, medicines, and equipment,
were an ongoing issue. Polish doctors were imported from the UK and the Middle East and
nurses were trained in situ. The American Red Cross was instrumental in supplying medicines
and equipment. Camp hospitals were built and clinics opened. Colonial authorities filled in
gaps with local doctors and local supplies where possible. The refugees faced threats to their
health that were specific to Africa: the tropical climate, malaria, parasites, and infectious
diseases. Women and children struggled to return to and maintain full health, weakened as
they were by the experience of exile in the Soviet Union. The range and quality of medical
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services varied from camp to camp, but health care was a priority everywhere. It was a
responsibility that was jointly and cooperatively carried out by British and Polish authorities.
Employment was an area in which the British authorities in Africa and the Polish
government in London had different ideas. The Poles had grand plans for agricultural and
manufacturing enterprises which would boost African economies and contribute to the Allied
war effort. Colonial governments viewed the refugees as bouches inutiles. Their concern was
not with how the refugees would be employed but how they would be fed. This way of
thinking minimised a perceived burden rather than maximised a potential opportunity. As a
result of the British colonial attitude, Polish authorities set about creating employment
opportunities inside the camps. However, even after jobs were created in camp
administration, schools, hospitals, the police service, kitchens, laundries, and farms, between
a third and a half of adults classified as employable, were unemployed. A social hierarchy
emerged at the top of which were the Polish non refugees, the political and intellectual elite
who held senior posts in the capital cities and less often in, the camps. The second category
were the doctors, priests, head masters and farm managers who like the first category were
almost exclusively male. The third category were the cooks, cleaners and farm workers,
predominantly female, and lastly, there was the most numerous category, the unemployed.
Inactivity and total dependence on aid characterised this last group. For some young women,
however, the war that had taken them to Africa also gave them the best opportunity for
starting anew. The British and Polish armed forces in Africa and the UK recruited, trained and
offered employment to hundreds of women who were open to creating a new life for
themselves, outside the confines of the camps.
Theft, leaving camp without a pass, and not fulfilling voluntary work obligations,
were the main recurring breaches of camp regulations that the Polish internal camp police had
to contend with. However, there were also more serious offences such as drunkenness,
brawling, and inciting violence against camp authorities, propagated by a small number of
men that were of major concern in the camps and required the intervention of the territorial
police and the colonial justice system. Criminal behaviour spilled out into the towns with
burglary a major issue. At the request of Polish authorities, a special segregation camp
capable of holding up to forty men was attached to the transit camp Makindu in Kenya, for
the worst culprits. Camps also had segregated areas where offenders could be held in the short
term. The issue that most outraged colonial authorities was prostitution, an offence not against
law but against morality. They enlisted medical science to label Polish women who engaged
in 'illicit relations' with Africans in particular, as 'feeble minded', needing hospitalisation or
140

confinement in rehabilitation centres. The idea of the natural superiority of the 'white race'
was challenged by women's work, but not work in the fields.
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Chapter 5

The Camp as Nation

This chapter concludes the examination of the ways in which the refugee camps were
constructed and functioned by exploring three aspects of the refugee experience: cultural and
social life, education, and religion. Previous chapters have focussed on the responsibilities of
colonial authorities in the provision of essential services such as health, food and
accommodation. This chapter focuses on the areas for which Polish authorities had sole
responsibility. Although Poland had disappeared from the map of Europe, the Polish
Government continued to function in exile and held itself responsible for its citizens. It played
an active role in the administration of the refugee camps in Africa and elsewhere. While
colonial authorities were responsible for the maintenance of people, Polish authorities saw
themselves as responsible for the maintenance of the nation. How did they fulfil this
responsibility? What role did education and religion play in recreating Poland in the camps
and were the national and religious minorities included in the polonising project?

Culture
On May 3rd 1943, the Theatre Royal in Nairobi was the venue of a concert celebrating
Constitution Day, one of the most important Polish national holidays. The full house of
Nairobi residents included many distinguished guests, such as the Governor of Kenya and his
wife, senior British military and colonial officers, the Polish Consul General, and Polish
Government representatives in Africa. The highlight of the show was the renowned PolishJewish violinist, Bronisław Fryling, whose rendition of pieces by Polish composers - Chopin,
Wienakowski, Karłowski and Szymanowski, greatly impressed the audience.584 In his address
to those gathered, the Polish Consul General spoke of the significance of Constitution Day as
a celebration of the first democratic constitution proclaimed in Europe in 1791. He affirmed
Poland's ongoing commitment to fighting for freedom and democracy, emphasising the Polish
armed forces involvement in fighting with the Allies against Nazi Germany, in Norway,
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France, North Africa, and in the skies over Britain.585 His speech was broadcast on Nairobi
radio, and the celebrations were widely covered by The East African Standard which
dedicating a number of pages to reporting on the concert and informing readers of the
richness of Polish culture, history and tradition. It also reported on the concert held a few days
earlier in which Polish children from the children's home at Tengeru, dressed in colourful
national costumes had delighted the full house at the same theatre with their skilled
performance of Polish folk songs and regional dances.586
Polish culture was enacted in Africa through a calendar of national holidays celebrated
by theatrical, musical and religious events. Anniversaries of historical events were celebrated,
from victory over the Teutonic Knights in the Battle of Grunwald in 1410 to King Jan
Sobieski's role in halting the Ottoman empire's advance across Europe at the Battle of Vienna
in 1683. Historical figures were celebrated from the revolutionary Tadeusz Kościuszko (17461817) to the founder of the Second Polish Republic, Marshall Józef Piłsudski (1867-1935).
Celebrating imieniny (name days) was a daily event with dates such as 27 June, the name day
of Władysław, celebrating living heroes such as Władysław Rackiewicz (President of the
Polish Government-in-exile), Władysław Sikorski (Prime Minister of the Polish Governmentin-exile and Commander in Chief of the Polish Armed Forces), and Władysław Anders
(Commander of the Polish Army in the East). Commemorations by the Polish community in
Africa of historical events and national figures were patriotic events, demonstrating loyalty
and allegiance to Poland. They were also an opportunity to share with guests, such as British
political and military officials, and neighbouring farmers and townsfolk, Poland's rich cultural
heritage.
RKO (Directorate of Culture)
Throughout the camps in Africa, a special section of the MPiOS, the Referat KulturalnoOświatowy (Directorate of Culture) was responsible for the revival and maintenance of Polish
culture. This was an élite led programme that aspired to unify the camp population as a single
national community. The nation's political and cultural élite saw itself as having inherited a
duty that originated with the 1830 unsuccessful uprising in partitioned Poland against the rule
of the Tsarist Empire, and the resulting exile of the insurrectionist leaders in the West. Their
mission in exile was to 'lead the nation from abroad'. It was their duty to inspire and
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strengthen the Polish people, to continue the struggle for a free Poland, and 'to preserve and
develop Polish national culture, language, traditions and history'.587 The camp assisted in this
task by containing and segregating the refugees from outside cultural influence.588
The Cultural Director in each camp, shouldered this responsibility. Unfortunately,
there were few 'elite' among the refugees and even fewer willing to move to Africa from the
Middle East or the UK. As a result, the role of Cultural Director was often filled by someone
who held a leadership role in the camp in some other capacity.589 At Marandellas in Southern
Rhodesia, with a population of around five hundred, the first Cultural Director was the camp's
priest, an academic with a wealth of experience in pastoral care. He began by turning one of
the camp's dining halls into a świetlica (community centre) which became the hub of
community life. Over time it was furnished with a radio for people to gather around and listen
to Polish broadcasts from Nairobi, and a library where books could be borrowed and
discussed. The Polish newspaper from Nairobi, Polak w Afryce, was delivered and available
for all to read. A stage was built at one end of the hall where concerts were held to celebrate
national and religious holidays. As the camp was not far from the town of Marandellas and
less than fifty miles from the capital, Salisbury, celebrations were regularly attended by
distinguished guests, such as the Southern Rhodesian Prime Minister, and the Catholic Bishop
of Salisbury, as well as the general settler community.590
After a year, in February 1944, the role of Cultural Director passed to the school's
headmaster. Under his leadership greater emphasis was placed on adult education and on
preparing the camp's residents to contribute to the rebuilding of Poland after the war. Lectures
and discussions were held on Polish literature and history as well as the Polish political
system and public service, and current affairs. Courses were held in book-keeping and typing,
and English language classes were held. The RKO was greatly assisted in expanding its
activities by the Polish YMCA, which was able to supply the furniture and equipment
necessary for the adult education programme. The YMCA also provided indoor games such
as ping pong, chess, checkers, ludo and lotto for all to play as well as outdoor sporting
facilities and equipment for activities such as volley ball and gymnastics.591
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In May 1944, the role of Cultural Director was taken over by a military officer on
extended leave from the army. A second officer formed a vibrant theatrical troupe and his
wife began teaching ballet and folk dancing to the children. Musical instruments were
acquired - a piano, a guitar, and a banjo, as well as a gramophone and records. The concert
stage was enlarged and drama, choral and instrumental performances were held monthly. By
October 1944 it was decided that the camp's cultural activities had outgrown the dining hall
and a bigger and better community centre was needed. The building of Dom Polski (Polish
House) was substantially funded by War Relief Services and was completed in July 1945. It
was a large brick building with a large community recreation room, a separate theatre and a
number of additional rooms used for the RKO office, the YMCA office, the Polish Red Cross
post office, the library, a canteen, a hair dressing salon and tailors' and dressmakers'
workshops.592 The achievements of the RKO in Marandellas are a testament to both the
individuals who took on the role of cultural leadership and to the camp's residents who
actively participated in the cultural programme.
In the relative freedom and safety of the refugee camps, the well-being of loved ones
in the Polish armed forces and the fate of those remaining in Poland and the Soviet Union was
never far from mind. A regular feature of many cultural gatherings was the collection of
donations for various war causes. Many camp residents donated from their meagre monthly
allowances, while others who were employed or received remittances from abroad were able
to contribute more generously. Donations were forwarded to the Polish Red Cross for
distribution. In June 1943, the Red Cross received 1,088 shillings from the Ifunda camp for
Polish children left behind in the Soviet Union.593 In October 1944, Kondoa raised 1,000
shillings for Christmas gifts for fighting soldiers and Masindi collected 2,211 shillings for
residents of Warsaw imprisoned in Pruszkow after the Warsaw Uprising.594 In June 1945,
Koja camp donated 1,000 pounds, which included the camp co-operative's dividend payments
and profits for the month, as aid to those released from concentration camps in Poland.595
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YMCA (Young Men's Christian Association)
The RKO was greatly assisted in its work by the Polish YMCA whose presence in the refugee
camps in Africa was a natural extension of its interwar work in Poland. The American YMCA
arrived in Poland from France with Polish General Haller's Blue Army in 1919 to continue the
work it had carried out in the First World War throughout Europe of providing moral and
material support to fighting soldiers. 596 In Poland, in addition to its presence on the
battlefields of the Polish kresy, where military action did not cease until 1921, its mandate
was extended to supporting prisoners of war, repatriated soldiers and abandoned children. The
organisation grew rapidly and ninety YMCA centres were established across Poland. It earned
the respect and affection of many people in Poland, and was warmly referred to as Ciocia
Ymcia (Auntie Imcha).597
In the 1920s, the Director General, Paul Super, agreed to advise the Poles on the
establishment of a independent YMCA in Poland and the Polish YMCA was born. Mr Super,
known colloquially as 'Pan Superowski', became its Director General and Piłsudski, its
number one cardholder. Mr Super continued to serve as Director General for the entire
interwar period, enlisting American philanthropists to support the Association. When the
activities of the Polish YMCA were outlawed under German occupation, Mr Super placed
himself at the service of the Polish Government and the Polish YMCA continued its work
among the Polish diaspora in Romania, France, and England; in prisoner of war camps; and
wherever Polish military units were based.598
At the request of the MPiOS, the Polish YMCA extended its operations to include the
refugee camps in Africa. A representative for Africa was appointed in May 1943 and within a
year YMCA centres had been set up in almost all of the camps.599 Funding was provided
jointly by the MPiOS and the YMCA in the USA and Canada, and staff were chosen and
trained from among the refugees. The British supported the work of the YMCA in the camps
and assigned them a building wherever possible.600 Much of the adult education in the camps
was organised by the YMCA. They offered a range of courses in sewing, typing,
bookkeeping, driving, Polish literacy, and English language courses for adults while the
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Polish Ministry of Education ran vocational courses in trades such as metalwork and
carpentry.
Strong relations between the Polish YMCA and its counterpart in America played a
key role in its success in the refugee camps in Africa. From America came gramophones and
musical instruments; soccer balls and playground swings; chess and domino sets; typewriters
and sewing machines. This supply of material and equipment not readily available in Africa,
facilitated the provision of a range of educational, sporting and social programmes of which
the refugees were the beneficiaries. Saturday night YMCA dances were particularly popular
with the youth. Andrzej recalls the timber floor of the Lusaka camp's YMCA building as
being a great surface for dancing the tango, foxtrot and waltz as well as Polish favourites such
as the polka and kujawiak (folk dance).601 Male attendees at the dances held in the camps
were considerably outnumbered by females and highly in demand as dance partners.
Marriages
The gender imbalance at the dances was a reflection of the gender imbalance in the refugee
population. At the Koja camp with a peak population of around 2,750 in 1945, adult males
made up fourteen per cent of the population and adult females fifty per cent. Furthermore,
only four per cent of the adult males in the camp were aged between sixteen and forty.602
Young women's social lives and opportunities for relationships with the opposite sex, were
limited. In the first year of camp operations there were only twenty-five marriages among a
total refugee population of over fifteen thousand.603 Occasionally Polish women married nonPoles from outside the camps and moved to live in towns or on farms.604 For these women
marriage was both a way out of the confines of the camps and, depending on who one
married, a means of acceptance into white colonial society. At Bwana Mkubwa, one of the
women married retired Captain Grills, who served there as the British Camp Commandant for
five years until the camp's closure. At Koja it was love at first sight for David Gillett, a British
biologist, stationed at the agricultural post on the hill overlooking the camp. Assisting with
the arrival of the first group of refugees, he helped young Irena off the bus and smitten,
proposed to her then and there. By the time the second group of refugees arrived a few
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months later, Irena and David were on their honeymoon. 605 There were also marriages
between the Polish recruits to the Women's Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) stationed at
Eastleigh RAF base near Nairobi and those in similar service at Thornhill and Heany RAF
bases near Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia, and members of the British armed forces.606
In Tanganyika the locals included a number of settlers of Greek origin. Greeks had
arrived in East Africa in two waves, the first during the building of the railways in the late
nineteenth century and the second after the Greco-Turkish war of 1921-22. By the 1940s
many managed or owned coffee plantations in the Arusha district where the Tengeru camp
was located, or tobacco plantations in the Southern Highlands where the Ifunda and Kidugala
camps were situated.607 Greeks were considered to be Balkan rather than European and they
were not accepted as equals in white colonial society. This had little impact on their relations
with the refugees and a number of Polish women married Greek farmers. Another group with
whom the refugees interacted was Italian prisoners of war, some of whom were paroled to
work on farms, in construction and road building, or at the refugee camps. They met and
formed relationships with Polish women, sometimes resulting in the birth of children out of
wedlock.608 There were instances too where Polish women married Indians. At Masindi, one
of the nurses had a child by the Hindu merchant contracted to supply food to the camp's
hospital, an event that was followed by their marriage.609
In January 1943, just a few months after the first refugees arrived in East Africa, the
Conference of the Directors of Refugees considered the question of marriages and concluded,
'There was no objection to suitable marriages' and 'in the case of mixed or undesirable
marriages the Polish authorities would do all in their power to prevent such occurrences.'610
The stated intent was 'to prevent mixed marriages between Polish women and non-European
male residents of East Africa' and 'to protect them [Polish women] from marriages with
European male residents who were known to be bad characters or to have no steady source of
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income'.611 In reality, the power of the Polish authorities was limited to the confines of the
camp and it could be easily circumvented by marrying outside the camp. In Fort Jameson,
only one of six marriages was carried out by a priest.612
One of the consequences of choosing to marry a non-Polish local resident was to
forego returning to Poland. In making this decision, individuals moved beyond the bounds of
the collective identity of 'a nation in exile' to 'inhabiting multiple, shifting identities'.613
Marriage to someone outside the Polish community and moving out of the national
framework of the camp was looked upon unfavourably by Polish authorities. They were no
doubt concerned for the well-being of their young female citizens but there was also an
element of disapproval, a view that these women were not living up to the image of Matka
Polka, the mother and wife sacrificing all for the nation. They were viewed as 'an impure,
problematic element' of the "total community" of … [Polish] refugees 'heroized as people in
exile.'614 Assimilation into colonial society was not part of the Polish authorities' plan for their
citizens. By the end of the year they took the rather heavy handed approach of requesting that
the laws of the Territories be amended to prevent District Officers or ministers of religion
from performing a marriage in which Polish citizens were involved without obtaining the
prior consent in writing of the Polish Consul of the Territory concerned.'615 The Colonial
Office did not support the request advising that the measures proposed 'are not in accordance
with the practice or the law in this country or any other British Territory.'616 Where the
opportunity arose and individuals were open to exploring new relations and associations or
were simply determined to change their life circumstances, marriages continued to occur.
Polish Scouting Association
My best memories of Africa are of scouting. Exotic Africa delighted us with
the beauty and richness of its shapes and colours. It was as though we exiled Polish children - were living in a fairy tale.617 Alina
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In the memories of Polish children who grew up in Africa, scouting is inextricably linked
with a wondrous experience of the African landscape, its flora and fauna. In this 'fairy tale'
world, they recovered something of their stolen childhood. After the trauma of deportation
and the hardship of life in the Soviet Union, they learnt the fun of playing, the excitement of
exploring, and the wonder of the natural world.
In Poland, as in England, scouting grew from military roots. Baden-Powell's 1908
publication Scouting for Boys: A Handbook for Instruction in Good Citizenship, an adaptation
of his Boer War soldiers' handbook Aids for Scouting, was translated into Polish in 1910 and
distributed widely in partitioned Poland.618 The Polish independence movement saw BadenPowell's youth programme as ideally suited for preparing Polish youth to become brave
soldiers and model citizens. Polonised versions of scouting began operating openly in
Austrian-controlled Poland and underground in the Russian- and Prussian-controlled areas.
The role of Polish Scouting in the First World War and during the battles fought over the
delineation of the Second Polish Republic's borders from 1918-1921 was primarily to provide
aid to civilian and military victims of war. Its popularity waned somewhat during the interwar
years but was re-ignited with the advent of the Second World War as Polish youth, too young
to enlist in the armed forces, looked for ways of being of service to their country. During the
war, Polish Scouting went underground and operated under the code name, Szare Szeregy
(Grey Ranks).619
Scouting sprang up and developed in the trail of Anders' army. It attracted children in
the Tehran evacuee camps and was popular among the youth who joined the Cadet Corps and
moved with the army to Palestine. Among the Polish children who were sent from Iran to
Africa, some were already scouts while others were keen to join. Membership was voluntary
yet at the peak of its operations from 1944 to 1946, Polish Scouting had almost five thousand
members. One of the attractions of scouting lay in its close association with the military.
Many of the children had fathers, brothers and uncles in the armed forces and being a scout
drew them closer to the absent men in their lives. Like soldiers, scouts swore allegiance to
God and country, wore uniforms, learned to salute and march, and were expected to be
disciplined and self-sacrificing. With the motto of 'be prepared', scouting was preparation for
a call to arms and a return to post war Poland. The second attraction was the opportunity for
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adventure that not only scouting but scouting in Africa provided. As Lord Baden-Powel
himself said, 'Life without adventure would be deadly dull.'620 And there was little prospect of
life as a scout in Africa being 'deadly dull'. Scouting fired the imaginations of the young, and
provided them with fun and adventure to counterbalance the weight of past experiences. As
Janina reflected, 'Scouting was the school where we learnt to forget the hell of deportation to
Siberia.'621
In Africa, the majority of the Polish Scouts were girls and their commanders were
female.622 Zdzisława Wójcik, a twenty-six year old university student from Poznan, who had
fled eastward from the advancing German forces and been deported from Lwów for refusing
Soviet citizenship, was among the evacuees who arrived in Iran in 1942. While in Tehran, she
was selected to take command of Polish Scouting in Africa by Professor Kot, the Chief
Minister for Eastern Affairs in the Polish Government-in-exile.623 Although Wójcik had been
a senior scout in Poland, she felt under-qualified and ill-prepared to assume this role but was
told there were no males available, and it was her duty to 'step up'. She was later to write that
after the loss of homeland and loved ones, it was 'working with Polish children in Africa
[that] gave my life meaning'.624
Armed with a Russian language topographical handbook for Soviet Pioneers (the
Soviet Union's equivalent of the Boy Scouts), an English language handbook on camping for
English Scouts, French language natural history textbooks, a watch, compass and water flask,
all of which she managed to purchase in Tehran, and wearing a grey cotton dress adapted to
vaguely resemble a scouting uniform, she arrived in Africa in December 1942.625 Wójcik was
not warmly received at the Polish government offices in Nairobi where she was the only
female employed in a role that did not involve secretarial or domestic duties and was
considerably younger than her fellow male government appointees, many of whom had held
senior positions in the government or public service in pre-war Poland. She did however win
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the confidence and support of colonial authorities who had little time for what they
considered to be the 'petty rivalry' that characterized the Polish administration in Africa.626
Wójcik spent little time in her Nairobi office, embarking on a tour of the camps where
one and a half thousand children had already signed up to be scouts. 627 She travelled
thousands of miles by train, bus, car, lorry, boat and plane to impose a degree of order on
what was up until then a random collection of scouting troops led by well-intentioned adults,
some with little actual knowledge or experience of scouting. In all the camps, a lack of
scouting manuals and qualified instructors was a major problem that was not overcome until
late 1944 when five Polish Scouting instructors were released from the army to tour the
African camps and conduct leadership training. In the meantime, in true scouting fashion, the
best was made of a difficult situation.
A highlight of scouting activities were the camps organized during the school holidays
at nearby Catholic Missions and European farms. Thirty scouts from Kidugala spent a week
camping at the Italian Catholic mission at Kipengere during the January 1944 school
holidays. Their grueling day-long trek up Mount Pangulidala was rewarded by breathtaking
views of the surrounding countryside from the summit. 628 From Tengeru, scouts were
welcome and regular campers at Momela farm near Mt Meru, the property on Mrs Trappe and
her adult son, Rolf. The passing parade of wild animals that emerged from the jungle in the
evenings to drink from the lakes that dotted the property was much anticipated with elephants
sightings a real treat. The safety of the children was ensured by the Trappes who provided
armed African guards to protect the campers at night.629 It is no wonder that scouting is
recalled so fondly in memoirs of childhood in Africa. Baden-Powell's last words could have
been written specifically for the refugee children who arrived in Africa shortly after his death
in Kenya in 1941:
Nature study will show you how full of beautiful and wonderful things God
has made the world for you to enjoy. Be contented with what you have got
and make the best of it.630
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Scouting, provided the children with a sanctioned escape from the confines of the camp and
the opportunity to explore the natural world. It was also one of the few chances they had for
interacting with neighbouring English children. The British in Africa were very positively
disposed towards Polish Scouting and repeatedly proposed that Polish scouts join their
organization. This proposition was politely declined by the Poles who felt that the Polish
Scouting Association needed to maintain its distinct Polish character. Their resolve to remain
independent was hardened when they learned that the proposed scouting oath included service
to 'God and Country, the country in which we are currently guests'! A Polish scout's
allegiance could only be to Poland, and the two associations resolved to work in tandem.631
The Scouts and Guides Associations of Kenya, Uganda, Northern Rhodesia, Southern
Rhodesia and South Africa all forged close links with Polish scouting. Many joint camps were
held including on the banks of the Zambezi River, at Victoria Falls, at Luanshya in Northern
Rhodesia, at Digglefold and Salisbury in Southern Rhodesia, and on a promontory of Lake
Victoria near Kampala in Uganda. The Uganda camp was attended by British Girl Guides
from Kenya and Uganda, and Polish harcerki from the two Uganda refugee camps. Each day
began with drum reveille and the hoisting of colours, and then a full programme of learning
and practicing various scouting skills such as knotting and splicing, observation, stalking,
tracking, signaling, and first-aid. A mobile cinema visited the camp one day and on another
the Commodore and Members of the Victoria Nyaza Sailing Club organized an afternoon's
sailing on the lake. Each evening a camp fire was lit and the girls entertained each other with
singing and dancing, and games such as charades. The Polish scouts were particularly
impressed with the Scottish highland dancing which they had not seen before. The campfires
ended with the singing of 'Taps', first in English, then in Polish. This song signals the end of
day and is traditionally sung around a campfire.
Day is done.
Gone the sun
from the lakes, from the hills, from the sky.
All is well,
Safely rest,
God is nigh.
Several distinguished guests visited the camp including the Governor of Uganda and his wife,
the President of the Uganda Girl Guides Association, the Director of Refugees; and the
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kabaka (king) of the Kingdom of Buganda in whose Kingdom the Koja camp and the
scouting camp were located.632
Life as a scout was not all fun and games. The concept of duty - to community, to
nation, to God - lies at the heart of scouting. Duty took many practical forms. In all of the
camps scouts were an essential part of formal national and religious ceremonies, dressed in
their smart uniforms they marched, saluted, raised the flag, and were generally responsible for
keeping order. At Masindi, scouts visited the camp hospital to relay radio announcements to
patients, they took responsibility for making the crosses for the graves in the camp cemetery,
and they carried out household chores for the aged.633
Polish Scouting worked tirelessly to shape the national identity of Polish children in
Africa. It spoke directly to the children of forming in their daily lives in exile 'an atmosphere
of family, a stronghold of Polish culture based on the very best of Polish tradition'. It called
for the nurturing of the Polish language as a 'national treasure'. It promoted the idea that the
Polish scout was united with the Polish solider in the fight for the freedom of Poland. It
rallied the children to action with cries such as: 'We too are mobilizing to do battle. Take up
your books as though they were rifles, and march forward to learn and be educated.'634

Education
Many of the children arriving in Africa had not attended school since leaving Poland. In the
Soviet Union, an estimated forty per cent had joined adults working in the forests and mines
to earn food for themselves and their families.635 Those who went to school in the special
settlements where they lived or in a nearby village had Russian teachers. They learnt the
Cyrillic not the Latin alphabet and to read and write in Russian not Polish. They learnt to sing
the Internationale not the Polish national anthem. Stalin's portrait hung in every Soviet
classroom and teachers affectionately referred to him as 'Uncle Joe'. Religion was presented
as evil.636 Polish authorities were faced with the task of filling huge gaps in the children's
knowledge and overturning years of Soviet indoctrination.
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Education in the camps was the direct responsibility of Polish authorities. Their
attitude to giving the children not only an education but a Polish education was encapsulated
in the 1944 New Year's message sent from the President of Poland to the children in Africa,
printed in the children's supplement of the Nairobi-based Polish newspaper, Polak w Afryce. It
read:
You, children in exile, possess a priceless treasure: freedom. Though there
may be times when you are overcome with sadness, do not forget that there
are millions of children in Poland who are not free. Many of them were
unable to celebrate Christmas. They do not have warm clothing or food and
are not permitted to attend Polish schools. You must take full advantage of
your freedom. Remember that among all Polish children, only you, children
in exile, have access to a Polish education. You must study not only for
yourselves but in the name of all Polish children.637
Despite these fine sentiments, an entire year passed before anyone from the Polish Ministry of
Education arrived in Africa from London. In the interim, the MPiOS assumed responsibility
for setting up schools and finding teachers.638 The education model adopted mirrored that of
interwar Poland where education reform in 1932 had established universal free education, and
mandated six years of primary school attendance.639 Pre-school was available from the age of
three, and primary school began at age seven. Secondary school was divided into four years
of gimnazjum (lower secondary) from age twelve, followed by two years of lyceum (upper
secondary). A new curriculum was designed to support a national education, instilling in
children their rights and responsibilities as citizens of the Second Polish Republic. 640
Education was also seen by the newly created Second Republic as a means of nation-building.
The school calendar included mandated commemorations of historic events and illustrious
individuals, celebrated with religious ceremonies, speeches by dignitaries and theatrical
events by school children. The curriculum reflected the belief that 'apart from armed struggle,
cultural life represented an equally important factor in the process of national survival'.641
Within a few months of the first ten thousand refugees arriving in Africa, in January
1943, 3,531 children were attending school in six camps in British East Africa.
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Table 5.1

Number of Students in Primary School Grades (I−VI) in
Uganda and Tanganyika, Jan 1943642
I

II

III

IV

V

VI

Total

Uganda (1786 students)
Koja

135

71

77

57

60

46

446

Masindi

365

375

185

190

140

85

1340

Tanganyika (1745 students)
Ifunda

84

42

28

41

33

49

277

Kidugala

82

52

57

35

25

15

266

Kondoa

30

15

30

30

20

22

147

Tengeru

371

152

179

181

119

53

1055

Total

1067

707

556

534

397

270

3531

Children were assigned to a particular grade based on their performance in an entrance
examination, not their age. The large number of students in Grade I, four times greater than in
Grade VI, reflects the number of eight, nine and ten year olds who needed to begin their
Polish education at the beginning. Once the schools were established, some children were
encouraged to undertake skoczki or accelerated learning programmes so as to make up for lost
time.643 Stan was a bright student who was behind in his schooling and encouraged by his
Grade V teacher to complete Grades V and VI in one year. Children normally attended school
for five hours daily, from 8 am to 1 pm. Stan attended school in Grade V in the mornings and
received private lessons at Grade VI level at his teacher's home in the afternoons along with a
small group of other students.644
The refugee camps were separated by vast distances and many were in remote
locations. Though primary schools operated in all of the camps, secondary schools where only
available in larger camps and internaty (boarding facilities) were built so that children from
smaller camps could attend. The main centres of secondary education were at Masindi in
Uganda, Tengeru in Tanganyika, Lusaka in Northern Rhodesia and Digglefold in Southern
Rhodesia. Student numbers in secondary school were low as they were in Poland. The
642
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education reforms introduced in interwar Poland were a huge step forward for the nation,
however, implementation was slow and by 1939, the majority of Polish children were
receiving only four years of primary education.645 Attendance at secondary school was rare
for children living in the rural areas of Poland.646
In January 1943 there were 318 students enrolled in secondary schools in East Africa
compared to 3531 in primary schools.647 A year later, the numbers had increased but the
proportion of secondary to primary school students had only slightly improved, 667 in
secondary and 5021 in primary schools.648 There were few young people aged fourteen to
eighteen in Africa in the early years, as boys and girls who were, or claimed to be, in this age
group had joined the Polish army's cadet corps in the Soviet Union. Three thousand boys and
five hundred girls aged fourteen to eighteen left Iran in 1942 for Palestine and Egypt to be
educated by the Polish army at cadet schools there.649 The large number of boys who signed
up for the cadets resulted in the number of girls in Africa far exceeding that of boys.
As a consequence of the centralisation of secondary education teenagers were
separated from their mothers to live in an institutional setting. The internat experience,
though, was a positive one for most of the youngsters.650 Stan, who lived at the Marandellas
camp with his mother, grandmother and aunt, was fourteen years old when he moved to the
internat at Lusaka. He recalls the days being full of activity shared with friends - school,
sport, scouts, the luxury of being fed six times a day (breakfast, morning tea, lunch, afternoon
tea, dinner, supper) and the freedom of being away from the ever watchful eyes of his three
motherly carers.651 The Polish Ministry of Education offered some boys the opportunity to
gain an English education by providing scholarship-funded places at colleges in South
Africa.652 Jan, one of seventy-four boys awarded this privilege, rather reluctantly left his
mother and sister in Tengeru to attend Pietermaritzburg College. Though 'the boarding school
rigour was pretty severe' and the food was 'scarce and bland', he found life in Natal far more
enjoyable than life in the camp. He appreciated being in a cultured environment where he was
accepted by white society and had the opportunity to master the English language.653
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The camps also offered technical and vocational secondary education in mechanical,
agricultural, commercial and sewing schools. Enrolments were lower than in the mainstream
schools. Attending school in the camps could not compete with the far more attractive option
offered by the recruitment programmes run in 1943 and 1944 by the British and Polish armed
services for service in Kenya, Southern Rhodesia and the UK.654 For those with musical
aspirations there were specialist music schools at Tengeru and Kidugala. Tengeru's music
school had almost two hundred students. Amassing an extraordinary collection of classical
instruments donated by the local population and overseas charitable organisations, the
school's orchestra performed at many of the camp's national celebrations and
commemorations. At Kidugala, thirty students were taught to play the piano by a graduate of
the Lwów Conservatorium of Music, who in order to set up her music school in this remote
location embarked on a mission of faith to locate a piano. She traversed the countryside on
her bicycle calling at nearby farms until she found not one but two pianos for the use of her
highly motivated pupils.655
Education was not limited to children. Numerous adult short courses were run by the
YMCA with embroidery and photography being particularly popular. Some adults learned to
drive, others to type, and others still pursued an interest in foreign languages.656 There was
also a concerted effort to address the issue of illiteracy among the adult population. The 1931
Polish census showed national illiteracy at twenty eight per cent in rural Poland and fifty per
cent in rural Eastern Poland. The rate among women was even higher.657 At Masindi, twenty
adults took part in a six month literacy course; at Ifunda seventeen adults completed
beginners literacy classes and enrolled in Level Two, while girl scouts at Tengeru volunteered
to form a special study group to assist adults learning to read and write.658
There were many difficulties which had to be overcome by Polish authorities in
providing camp children with an education. At first there were no textbooks, no pens, no
paper, and few teachers. No school buildings had been built as planning programmes had
prioritised the construction of housing and there were few spaces suitable for use as
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classrooms. Lessons took place under the trees, in residential huts and where available, in
dining halls. At Tengeru, children carried their foldable camping stools from their huts to the
shade of a huge jacaranda tree where they gathered to begin lessons each morning.659 With no
text books or indeed any books, 'teachers' mined their memories for educational matter to pass
on to their pupils. In these circumstances, story telling, the singing of military, religious and
patriotic songs, folk dancing, and reciting poetry, featured strongly in lesson plans. Polish
publishing houses were set up in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv to print Polish literature and school
textbooks for the Poles in exile but it was over six months before the first 1400 textbooks
arrived in Africa from Jerusalem.660 Over a year after the first refugees arrived in Africa there
were still classes where the only textbook available for the entire class was held by the
teacher. Alicia recalls her class of twenty sharing three text books that were passed from
student to student, each sitting up at evening by the light of a kerosene lamp copying page
after page of text like a medieval scribe in a scriptorium.661 To overcome the shortage of
teaching and learning materials, bulk orders were placed with the American Red Cross for
essential school supplies. In November 1942, this included a request for 12,000 pencils and
3,000 erasers; 6,000 stylus pens, 12,000 nibs, 20 gallons of ink, and 250 cartons of chalk.
These supplies were intended to last six months.662
Ideally, each group of refugees leaving Iran included teachers. However, few teachers
were willing to leave the bustling metropolis of Tehran or the ancient beauty of Isfahan for
the remote and primitive refugee camps in Africa. The number of teachers arriving in Africa
was well below that needed and the appointment of 'teachers' who were not qualified was
common. In Tengeru, one of the larger camps with an extensive educational facilities
including kindergartens, primary schools, lower and upper secondary schools, and vocational
schools, of the eighty-eight teachers employed in 1944, only thirty-one possessed teaching
qualifications i.e. thirty-five per cent.663 At the same time, there was a surplus of qualified
teachers in Iran. With desperate appeals coming from Nairobi, the Polish Ministry of
Education in London ordered that any teacher in Iran who did not have full-time employment
as a teacher should be directed to Africa. Anyone refusing to be relocated would be
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dismissed.664 Over a twenty month period, seventy-six teachers not working full-time as
teachers in Iran were dismissed, resigned, enlisted in the army or went to New Zealand or
India. Seven chose to go to Africa.665 An open letter in Polak w Afryce also appealed to the
intelligentsia in Palestine to answer the call to work among the refugees in Africa, to serve
Poland by educating its youth and preparing them for their future role in the reconstruction of
their homeland.666 Unfortunately, neither appeals nor orders had the desired effect. Two years
later the situation had not improved at Tengeru: in fact it had worsened, with forty-six out of
one hundred and twenty-two 'teachers' having no teaching qualifications, i.e. thirty-eight per
cent.667
Secondary school teachers who were not qualified to teach were often memorable
characters. History at the secondary school in Lusaka was taught by a former Piłsudski
legionnaire who had fought in the Polish-Bolshevik War, and forged a career as a journalist
and writer in Lwów in the interwar years. Mathematics was taught by a no-nonsense lawyer
who in the absence of a text book wrote his own, and demanded extremely high standards,
rarely awarding the top mark of five to any of his students. The Biology teacher was a
passionate entomologist whom the students assisted in amassing an extraordinary collection
of African insects. The position of Director of the Girls Internat was held by a champion
archer, the winner of a silver medal at the pre-war Olympics, who established a popular
archery club at the school.668
The lack of qualified teachers willing to work in Africa was undoubtedly the major
factor impacting the quality of the education provided. Few students had the opportunity to
complete upper secondary school or even lower secondary school. Of the estimated seven and
a half thousand children who were educated in Africa, only 1,340 or eighteen per cent
progressed to secondary school.669 Few of those who attended secondary school completed
the full six years of study and passed matriculation exams. The best results were achieved at
primary school level where, at a bare minimum, literacy and numeracy skills were acquired
by all. However many grades of education a child completed, whether they were taught by
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qualified or unqualified teachers, the education they received was nationalistic and religious
in character, placing a strong emphasis on Polish language, history and civics.
A primary school textbook entitled, Polak Mały (A Little Pole), contained stories,
poems and songs on religious and patriotic themes. An extract from the epic poem Pan
Tadeusz by Poland's national poet, Adam Mickiewicz, who was himself exiled to Russia in
the 1820s, opens with the lines, Kiedyż nam Pan Bóg wrócić z wędrówki dozwoli i znowu dom
zamieszkać na ojczystej roli (When, O Lord, will you release us from this wandering to live
once again in our native land). Notes to the teacher state, 'If possible, bolster this section with
pictures of fields and cities … with national dances and outfits … The children must
understand and love their Fatherland, to which they will return from these wanderings.'670
The emphasis on the transmission of Polish language and culture, on reclaiming and
sustaining Polish identity and on preparing the children for eventual return to Poland led to
the place of English in the curriculum being undervalued by Polish authorities. The general
attitude was that 'knowledge of the English language was not essential ... we were, after all,
bound for our homeland.'671 The teaching of English was not completely abandoned and
British authorities did what they could to help source people from the local community for
this task. Advertisements were placed in local newspapers and potential applicants were
encouraged to view the work as 'an opportunity of rendering national service of real
importance.'672 Some British Camp Commandants were involved in teaching English to the
children. The much-loved Camp Commandant at Kondoa, retired Major Draught, is
remembered for giving lessons on the veranda of his home in his free time.673 Some of the
camps were fortunate enough to have resident and qualified English teachers. In May 1943,
Lettice Jowitt from the Society of Friends arrived in Nairobi offering assistance to colonial
authorities in the care of refugees. Colonial authorities suggested that the Quakers could best
assist by supplying English teachers. As a result, The Quakers provided five qualified
teachers in the three largest camps, Tengeru, Masindi and Koja. The teachers were led by Mrs
Jowitt herself, who organised for dictionaries and textbooks to be sent from London and the
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USA.674 There were also well-meaning volunteers such as Mrs Willy at Lusaka, who cycled
to the camp from her farm nearby to give English lessons to children. Unfortunately, her
teaching method was limited to poetry recitations which students mastered without
understanding much of what they were saying.675
Some camp residents though did show an interest in learning English.676 At Kidugala,
forty people working in camp administration, in warehouses, schools and community centres
were enrolled in English lessons.677 At Masindi, a Quaker, Miss Gillard, taught in the school
and also provided lessons to five Polish teachers eager to learn and be of assistance to her.678
At Rusape, English classes were held three to four hours a week in the evenings for feepaying adults.679 At Ifunda, twenty-four adults completed an English course in October 1945
and another seventeen completed the course six months later in April 1945.680 An opportunity
to play a part in furthering knowledge of English was missed by the editors of the Polish
newspaper, Polak w Afyce, published in Nairobi and distributed to the camps. The paper
included a regular feature called 'Let's Learn Swahili' not 'Let's Learn English'. The feature
consisted of translations of Swahili phrases into Polish. How exactly this was to be of benefit
to Polish refugees, strongly discouraged from mixing with the African population, is unclear.
Furthermore, phrases such as 'Good day sir', 'May I enter', 'I need water for shaving', 'This
water is too hot', 'Is breakfast ready?' 'Serve it now', were of absolutely no use to the eighty
per cent of refugees who were women and children or most refugees who did not have
African servants.681

Religion
The forced removal of Polish citizens following the invasion and annexation of Eastern
Poland by the Soviet Union in 1939 encompassed Polish citizens of various faiths. There was
a general correlation between the ethnicity and religion of interwar Polish citizens: Poles were
usually Roman Catholic, Ukrainians were usually Greek Catholic and Byelorussians were
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usually of the Orthodox faith. It is estimated that 52 per cent of deportees were ethnic Poles
(Roman Catholic), 30 per cent were Jewish and 18 per cent were Ukrainian and Byelorussian
(Greek Catholic and Eastern Orthodox). 682 The evacuation of the Anders' army and
accompanying civilians from the Soviet Union to Iran also included members of various
religions though the citizenship policy of the Soviets and the recruitment practices of the
Polish military strongly favoured the evacuation of ethnic Poles, and therefore, Roman
Catholics. Despite this, there were 1,397 Byelorussian soldiers and at least two thousand
Byelorussian civilians of the Eastern Orthodox faith among the evacuees.683 There were also
between six and seven thousand Polish Jews of whom over two thousand were civilians.684
Thus, approximately ninety per cent of civilians evacuated were Catholic, five per cent were
Jewish, and five per cent were Orthodox Christians. Though the vast majority of Polish
citizens who were granted temporary domicile by the British in Africa were Roman Catholic,
there were Jews and Orthodox Christians among them reflecting the religious diversity of the
population in interwar Poland and the shared experience of deportation and evacuation.
Roman Catholic
The free and open practice of the Catholic faith restored a familiar and comforting rhythm to
the lives of the majority of refugees. Janina reflected that in Poland: 'The year was woven into
the Church calendar and the traditions that came with it … Year after year as I was growing
up, it was always the same.'685 Nothing had been the same though in the Soviet Union and it
was only when they settled in Africa that the colourful thread of religious practice set down in
the liturgical calendar was once again woven into the refugees' lives. As exiles from a country
erased from the map of Europe, taking shelter in a distant continent, there was little of which
they could be certain. But they knew that the days, weeks and months ahead would be filled
with the rituals and traditions of the Catholic faith and the Church's liturgical calendar. And
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they knew that the sacraments were once again available to them to mark their journey
through life. Babies would be baptised, children would receive their First Holy Communion,
young people would be confirmed and adults would marry. And at the end of their lives there
would be a priest present to anoint and bury them.686
Catholicism had deeply permeated Polish culture, its traditions and customs, to the
extent that religious practice and cultural practice were often experienced as one. As the
refugees' first Christmas in Africa approached, the Catholic priest and the British Camp
Commandant at Tengeru, called upon the generosity of the local community to make this both
a Catholic and Polish event. 687 Central to the celebration of a Polish Christmas is the
Christmas Eve meal or wigilia, rich in symbolism and meaning. Somehow, in remote Africa,
at a time of wartime food shortages, the necessary ingredients were found to prepare the
traditional twelve course meal, a course for each of the twelve apostles. Fish was imported
from coastal Dar es Salaam, two hundred miles away, and beetroot for the barszcz (beetroot
soup), white flour for the pierogi (dumplings), and poppy seeds for the makowiec (poppy seed
cake) all miraculously appeared at the camp in the days leading up to Christmas.688
As evening approached, straw, symbolic of the humble birth of Christ in a manger,
was sprinkled on the tables before white table cloths were laid, and a customary extra place
set, should anyone arrive unexpectedly. This last tradition has layers of meaning - pagan,
Christian and historical. Perhaps the most poignant under the circumstances of the first
Christmas in Africa related to the January Uprising of 1863. Massive deportations to Siberia
followed this tumultuous event in Polish history and the extra place at the wigilia table
became a way of remembering those who had been deported east and of expressing hope that
they would soon return.689 This tradition had extra meaning for the five hundred and twenty
unaccompanied children and many incomplete families celebrating Christmas 1942 in
Tengeru. The meal began with the appearance of the first star in the sky, symbolising the star
of Bethlehem, and the celebration culminated with everyone making their way to church for
pasterka (Midnight Mass).690
Though the refugees drew comfort and strength from traditional Polish religious
celebrations, it was also on these days that people most felt the absence of family and longed
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for their former homes. As the Polish Camp Leader at Tengeru wished each family a Merry
Christmas and a speedy return to Poland on that first Christmas in 1942, he could not help but
notice that 'the mood was one of sadness, everyone's thoughts taking them back to their
suffering country.' 691 That same Christmas, a young girl wrote to her father stationed
somewhere in the Middle East:
My dearest father, It seems that ages have passed since I last saw you, that
we were in a different world, a pre-war world now permanently lost. Please
don't think that I doubt we will return to our homeland. No, I believe we
will return and that we will see each other again … Night is falling. The
first star has appeared … Did I mention it is wigilia? I can hear the sound of
Christmas carols coming first from one hut, then from another. In the dining
room the tables are being set. We will place a chair for you at our table and
there will be opłatek on your plate. Why are you so far away? Are you
thinking of me? When will I see you again? 692
Teachers noticed that children often recalled their experiences in Siberia and wrote of the loss
of home and family in their essays, regardless of the topic set. Asked to write about her First
Holy Communion, Zofia in Grade III wrote:
I will remember this special day all my life. I offered my first confession
and Holy Communion for the peaceful repose of the soul of my dearest
father who died in the army. I prayed for him during the entire Mass and it
seemed to me that he could see and hear me. I wore a white dress and a
garland of flowers in my hair.693
Danuta in Grade VI wrote:
I got up in the morning and put on the lovely clothes mama had prepared for
me … Holy Mass was beautiful. I prayed to Saint Teresa throughout the
entire mass to petition Our Lord on my behalf, that my father would be
found as soon as possible and that Poland would be liberated.694
The Church played an influential role in the lives of the predominantly female and juvenile
camp community. It was involved in every aspect of camp life and assumed particular
responsibility for guarding the morality of the women and youth. Some priests are
remembered as being strict disciplinarians, patrolling camp roads at night with their torches
ablaze in search of 'sinners', keeping count of how many times who danced with whom at
Catholic socials, and naming and shaming from the pulpit on Sundays those who had
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supposedly engaged in immoral liaisons during the week.695 There was also a militarisation of
religious observance. At Tengeru, children were required to wear school uniforms, gather at a
rallying point and march, four by four to Sunday Mass. A separate Mass was held for
adults.696 Going to church on Sunday was no longer a family occasion. Beyond attending
Mass, the refugees were encouraged to become members of various lay societies and
organisations, such as Catholic Action, the Solidarity of Mary, the Eucharistic Crusade, and
the Living Rosary.697 Practicing the Catholic faith was an ordered and organised group
activity often accompanied by the wearing of uniforms and marching in public processions.
The beginning of the Catholic Church's ministry to the refugees in Africa was not
easy. The Roman Catholics were not integrated into local parishes but belonged to the diocese
of General Józef Gawlina, Field Bishop of the Polish Armed Forces.698 His diocese was
defined demographically rather than geographically and included the Polish army and military
families. Finding priests for the refugee camps in Africa was difficult as the two hundred
priests evacuated from the Soviet Union were mostly absorbed as chaplains into the
military.699 No priests accompanied the first groups of refugees to Africa. At Kondoa, Italian
missionaries, Passionist priests and nuns, adopted the refugees and Fr. Benedetto Barbaranelli
became their pastor, impressing all with the speed with which he learned Polish.700 At
Morogoro, the refugees were placed in the care of Dutch Missionaries of the Holy Ghost,
whose Bishop's House and a community of brothers and priests was located in the Uluguru
hills above the refugee camp.701 At Tengeru, an English priest drove out to the camp from
Arusha each Sunday to say Mass on a temporary altar set up in the shade of a huge tree.702
Masindi in Uganda was fortunate to be situated not far from a mission of the Society of
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Missionaries of Africa, commonly know as the White Fathers because of the long white robes
they wore. One of its priests was Polish and he provided much needed practical assistance in
setting up the refugee camp as well as filling the role of camp priest.703
By the end of 1942, the first two Polish priests had arrived from the Middle East to
work among ten thousand refugees living in six permanent and two transit camps spread
across three East African territories. They based themselves at the two largest camps, Tengeru
and Masindi, and filed an urgent request with Bishop Gawlina for at least ten more priests.704
The Catholic Bishop in Lusaka offered to provide Polish Jesuit missionaries for the refugee
camps in Rhodesia. By the end of 1943, all of the camps, except Kondoa, were served by a
Catholic priest. Some of the priests had shared the deportation experience with the refugees,
others had served on the field of battle in Poland, France or North Africa, while those from
the African missions and volunteers from North America had no direct experience of the war.
This rather motley group was led by Fr Dzieduszko who was appointed to oversee the
Church's ministry to the refugees in East Africa, a position he held until May 1944, when he
moved to Digglefold and assumed responsibility for the refugees in Central and Southern
Africa.705 Fr Slapa, newly arrived from India, took over responsibility for East Africa.706
Some of the Polish clergy took a rather extreme stance in relation to other Christian
religions. At Bwana Mkubwa, an Anglican bible was publicly burned when the young
Catholic missionary priest there discovered that a local Englishman had given it to one of the
refugees.707 At Masindi, teachers were publicly admonished from the pulpit for using a
Baptist bible as a Polish language textbook and the camp's Cultural Director, who had
supplied the bible, was dismissed.708 The Catholic clergy's attitude towards the YMCA was
also largely negative. They endeavoured to turn the refugee youth against the Association in
some camps and in others to take over its operations.709 Official guidelines were drawn up by
the YMCA and Catholic Church leadership, calling for greater tolerance and prohibiting
priests from belonging to or attacking the YMCA.710
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At some of the camps, missionary priests were determined to have churches built and
were highly critical of camp authorities who had other priorities such as the building of
housing and schools. The Catholic priest at Lusaka launched an unrelenting assault on the
good character of Polish camp leaders who did not support his church-building plans,
accusing them of immorality, bribery and corruption, and inciting camp residents to rebel
against their leadership. When the priest joined forces with a group of 'trouble-making' men
whom the Polish army had sent on extended leave to Africa, the situation became highly
volatile and senior Polish and British authorities were called in to restore order. The priest
was removed from his post on the recommendation of the Director of War Refugees and
Camps in Northern Rhodesia.711 A similar situation developed at Abercorn with similar
results.712 Despite these troubles, Polish missionaries continued to minister in the refugee
camps for the duration of war.
There were also instances where the priests who were appointed to work in Africa
proved to be highly unsuitable for the role. British authorities demanded the removal of the
priest from the Ifunda camp following outright rebellion against the Polish camp
leadership.713 The British Camp Commandant responded to threats of violence by moving
eight Polish members of the camp's administration to a hotel in the nearest town for their
safety. He was then attacked from the pulpit, his authority ridiculed, his morality
questioned.714 The priest was recalled to the army after an investigation revealed that he had
previously been assessed in Iran as unsuitable for working with civilians.715 Another priest
was removed from Koja following formal complaints that he was having a demoralising
effect on camp residents with his improper conduct towards women including an alleged
attempted rape.716 Despite the difficulties in finding Polish Catholic priests to minister to the
Poles in the refugee camps, no consideration was given by Polish authorities to using priests
of other nationalities.
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As the camps grew in size and at the urging of the clergy, Polish camp authorities
gradually turned their efforts to the construction of churches. The architecture of the church
buildings varied from camp to camp. Their one common feature was their placement in a
prominent position in the camp, most often in the middle or on elevated ground, thus
reinforcing the centrality and importance of faith in the people's lives. About a year after the
first refugees arrived at Masindi, construction of the church designed by Polish camp leader
and renowned architect, Jerzy Skolimowski, was well underway. The design, size, and
building material all indicate that it was intended to have a life well beyond that of the refugee
camp. Its construction was in the hands of two lay brothers from the White Fathers Mission
nearby and this cooperation with the mission may have influenced the building of a
permanent church at the camp, one that the missionaries could use after the refugees had
departed.717 The words engraved above the main door. Euntes Docete Omnes Gentes (Go and
teach all nations) foretell a missionary destiny for the church.
The Romanesque style church has an imposing presence not only because of its large
size and elevated position, but because it was also markedly European in design and
construction.718 It was intended as a symbol of civilisation and permanence in an otherwise
primitive landscape. The Church had many Polish features. It was named in honour of Our
Lady Queen of Poland. High above the entrance was the Polish coat of arms, a crowned white
eagle in a red field, and the words Polonia Semper Fidelis (Poland ever faithful) were
engraved over the main doors. Efforts were also made to Polonise the interior as indicated in
an article that appeared in East Africa's fortnightly Polish newspaper.
The Church Building Committee in the settlement of Masindi in Uganda,
wanting to give the church currently being built the most Polish character
possible, appeals to all readers who have in their possession photographs,
drawings or descriptions of the interior of Polish churches, to forward these
materials to the Committee … features such as the altar, pulpit,
confessionals, candlesticks, lamps, Stations of the Cross, pictures of Saints
and Patrons of Poland etc., in a Polish style.719
The church was built as a lasting reminder to the colonial and African populations of Uganda
of the sojourn of Polish wartime exiles in Africa. An inscription beside the front doors in
Polish, English, Latin and Bunyoro states, 'This church has been built in honour of the
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Blessed Mary Ever Virgin, crowned Queen of Poland, by Poles in exile journeying towards
their liberated homeland, 1943-1945.'
The church at Rusape (Southern Rhodesia) stands in complete contrast to the church at
Masindi. When Fr. Siemaszko arrived at Rusape with the first group of refugees in February
1943, the congregation gathered to pray in the middle of the camp, where three simple
shelters with thatched conical roofs and open walls provided protection from the sun and rain.
Then a community centre was built, a shared space, where religious services, get-togethers,
meetings and dances were held. However, neither of these structures was

suitable to

permanently house the Blessed Sacrament so Fr. Siemaszko came up with the idea of
converting the existing African-style shelters into a church. He enclosed the central shelter
with timber and left the shelters on either side open as a space for his parishioners. When
termites devoured the wooden wall he replaced it with one made of brick. He described the
church as 'poor but neat inside with a brick altar, a harmonium to one side, and brick benches
around the wall for the elderly.' The church was dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and it
was anticipated that it would eventually belong to the Triashill Mission nearby.720 If the
Masindi church was a grand public symbol of Catholicism and Polish patriotism, the Rusape
church was an expression of poverty and humility and the adaptability of a community in
exile.
Eastern Orthodox
Fr. Bożerianow, an Orthodox priest and deportee, arrived in Africa from Iran in mid 1943 and
immediately set about organising an Orthodox parish there. His parishioners included the
Orthodox community in the refugee camps in East and Central Africa, and the local Orthodox
community. Nine hundred Orthodox Christians departed Iran for Africa in October 1942 and
were scattered throughout the camps in Uganda and Tanganyika.721 Fr. Bożerianow based
himself at Tengeru, where his parishioners numbered 159 in March 1944 and over three
hundred in October 1945.722 Under his direction, an Orthodox church and community centre
were built, two choirs were formed, a fortnightly newspaper, Promyk Prawosławny
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(Orthodox Light), was published, and prayer books and catechisms were printed and
distributed to the camps in Africa and to the Polish armed services.723
Though Catholic and Orthodox Polish citizens had undergone the same deportation
experience at the hands of the Soviets, and men of both religions were fighting side by side in
the Polish Army, antagonism towards Orthodox Christians by some in the Catholic
community was a visible feature of camp life in Africa. The historic association of the Polish
nation with Catholicism and its partitioning between its non-Catholic, eastern and western
neighbours, had ingrained in the psyche of ethnic Poles a deep suspicion of all non-Catholics
as enemies of the Polish state. Eastern Orthodoxy was associated with Russia and the
Byelorussian Orthodox Christians in the refugee camps found themselves accused of being
pro-Soviet. Orthodox Christians were insulted, called names, and told to 'go back to Russia
where they belonged'. Some Polish teachers discriminated against Orthodox children in the
classroom and aggression between Catholic and Orthodox youths led to incidents of violence
and bloodshed. Anti-Orthodox sentiment peaked with the vandalising of the Orthodox church
including irreparably damaging the altar.724 Polish consular officials in Nairobi blamed the
Catholic clergy for fuelling antagonism towards Fr. Bożerianow and his parishioners.
Fr Bożerianow had been politically active in Iran, strongly supporting Byelorussian
loyalty to the Polish Government in exile. However, he considered that he had been unjustly
treated there by Polish military authorities, who highly suspicious of his activities, had placed
him under surveillance, interrogated him, and even briefly detained him, leaving the priest
disheartened and disillusioned with the Polish government and its commitment to the
religious freedoms enshrined in the constitution.725 During a visit by Fr. Bożerianow to Koja
in mid 1945, the hut in which he was staying was burnt to the ground though he fortunately
escaped unharmed.726 When the British government withdrew its recognition of the Polish
Government-in-exile in July 1945, Fr Bożerianow's publications and proclamations became
increasingly anti-Catholic, anti the Second Polish Republic and anti the Polish Home
Army.727 He planned to return to Poland, but following hospitalisation in Dar es Salaam for
kidney disease, died in Tengeru in August 1946, aged thirty-five.728
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Jewish
Among the Polish citizens provided with wartime domicile in Africa were a number of Polish
Jews. The majority of Jewish civilians evacuated from the Soviet Union were destined for
Palestine, however, sixty families or around one hundred and fifty individuals went to Africa.
There they settled in camps in Uganda and Tanganyika and some took up positions in the
Polish administrative headquarters in Nairobi. 729 The Polish government in London had
instructed Polish authorities in the countries where its citizens were granted wartime domicile
that 'Polish citizens regardless of their ethnicity or religion should be treated equally, i.e. have
access to the same benefits and assistance'.730 The focus of Jewish religious observance was at
Tengeru. A small building was provided for religious services until a synagogue, jointly
funded by the MPiOS and the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation, was built in 1944. The Nairobi
Congregation also provided a rabbi to visit the camp regularly and supplied matzot
(unleavened flatbread) which the British transported to the camp free of charge. At its peak,
the Jewish population at the Tengeru camp was fifty five with the number diminishing over
time due to conscription of young men into the Polish armed forces, the movement of people
between camps, marriages with local residents, and five deaths.731
There were no recorded regular disturbances between Polish Catholics and Polish
Jews at Tengeru such as those that characterised Catholic-Orthodox relations. There were
however problematic relations between the Polish camp leadership and the World Jewish
Congress (WJC) representative, a lawyer who did not acknowledge the authority of the Polish
administration and repeatedly bypassed it to deal directly with the British on matters
concerning the welfare of the Polish Jewish community.732 One such matter was the request
for a separate camp for Polish Jews. EARA considered this request and decided that 'until the
percentage of Jews increased considerably there was no case for considering such
accommodation'.733 Polish authorities were not in favour of a separate camp for Jewish Poles
on the grounds that it was completely against their stated goal of the equal treatment of all its
citizens.734
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Virulent anti-Semitism surfaced at one of the camps as recorded by the Camp
Commandant at Koja. Michał Makowski, was a Warsaw architect and one of two Polish
military officers sent to advise colonial authorities on the establishment of the settlements for
refugees in East Africa. He and Rennie Bere, the District Commissioner who was appointed
Camp Commandant at Koja, formed a strong relationship based on their shared enthusiasm
for mountaineering. Bere was unprepared for the day when
… a rumour spread through the settlement that Michael was a Jew … two
or three hundred extremely tough-looking peasant women armed with
picks, shovels and axes, started to rampage around the settlement shouting
'Juda, Juda, Makowski Juda!' and demanding Michael's blood. It was an
ugly scene and these harridans, who looked like extras from a film about the
French Revolution, took some quietening down. Eventually I managed to
assure them that Michael was not a Jew, but the mere suggestion of a Jew
being set in authority over them was enough to set these women off.735
'Stories … of gross discrimination by the Poles against the Jews, of hardship and
suffering' were investigated in September 1943 by a representative of the Kenyan and South
African Jewish communities who was granted permission by British authorities to conduct an
extensive tour of the camps. He found that there was little basis for what he called 'rumours',
and that 'most of these people were quite happy and contented to be where they were. Apart
from religious requirements, they made few requests for help or assistance.' The greatest
concern arising from the tour was the fate of six Jewish orphans who were found to be among
the refugees. Following prolonged negotiations with the British authorities these children
travelled to Palestine.736

Conclusion
In the history of Poland, national survival has depended as much on culture, language and
tradition, as it has on armed struggle. During the Second World War, the exiled Polish
Government aimed to create in the refugee camps in Africa, a space where national culture,
language, traditions and history, elements they believed to be key in securing the life of the
nation, could be nurtured and thrive. Cultural directors in the camps created community
centres where people came to learn, formally and informally, about the world, their nation and
themselves. Radios and newspapers were links to the outside world while libraries provided
opportunities for personal growth through reading and discussion. Practical skills were
735
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acquired and shared. The centres were also the place where theatrical, musical and dance
groups rehearsed and performed in accordance with a calendar of national and religious
holidays. Working with young people was greatly aided by the presence in the camps of the
YMCA which with financial and material assistance from the American YMCA, provided
training and employment to youth workers and supplied a veritable treasure of sporting and
recreational equipment for the young and the young at heart to enjoy.
Education also played an important role in passing on to the large number of children
in the camps, a love of homeland and an appreciation of Polish culture. These elements were
woven into the curriculum with a great emphasis placed on the teaching of language,
literature and history. The tardiness of the Polish Ministry of Education in establishing a
presence in Africa, the ongoing difficulties with sourcing textbooks, and the reluctance of
qualified Polish teachers to go to Africa, resulted in a very mixed educational experience for
refugee children. Though the number of schools built and the number of children attending
elementary schools was creditable, the quality of education provided is open to question. The
other institution that nurtured Polishness in the children was Polish scouting. Highly patriotic
in character, this organisation was extremely popular and thrived in the exotic locations of the
refugee camps in Africa. Scouting also gave the children breathing space outside the camps,
facilitated close encounters with nature in all its glory, and acted as a bridge for interacting
with local British youth and the broader colonial society.
Polish citizens belonging to the ethnic and religious minorities in the camps formed
small but active communities. Although they were supported by Polish Government policies
of ethnic and religious tolerance, as in interwar Poland, they did not always enjoy harmonious
relations with the wider camp community. The overwhelming majority of the refugees in
Africa were Roman Catholic. They were not integrated into local Catholic parishes but, as
military families, fell within the remit of the Poland's Chief Military Chaplain. The Church
administration prioritised the provision of Polish priests which resulted in Polish missionaries
already in Africa, military chaplains, and volunteers from America making up the bulk of
priests working in the refugee camps. The emergence of serious issues relating to the inability
or unwillingness of some of the clergy, particularly the missionaries, to accept the secular
authorities in the camps, and the lack of training and preparedness of others, particularly
military chaplains, for working as pastors with a civilian population, did not deter Polish
Church authorities from continuing to engage Polish priests only to work with the refugees.
As with education and health care, there was simply a shortage of qualified professional staff
willing to come to Africa. Despite the difficulties in some of the camps with some of the
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priests, the Catholic faith provided many of the refugees with solace and comfort and was an
avenue of hope for the future. Polish culture was tightly interwoven with Catholic belief and
practice, each serving to reinforce and enhance the other.
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Chapter 6

Repatriation and Resettlement

The focus of this chapter is on the effect on the refugees in Africa of the particular
circumstances in which Poland found itself at the end of the war, militarily liberated by the
Red Army and politically assigned to the Soviet sphere of influence. The much longed for
return to Poland took on a new meaning when post war Poland was assigned to the Soviet
sphere of influence. This chapter will examine the absorption of the refugees into the new and
evolving international system of refugee care and control. It looks at British and colonial
governments' post war attitudes and practices in relation to the refugees, UNRRA and the
IRO's discharge of their responsibilities towards the refugees, and the refugees' agency in
determining where they would next be placed.

World War II − 1944 onwards
By 1944, daily life in the refugee camps in Africa had assumed a regular rhythm and
predictable routine. For the menfolk of the Polish families in Africa who had joined Anders'
army, 1944 was the year they first saw active duty. Following evacuation from the Soviet
Union in 1942, they had undergone military training in the Middle East and transferred to
Italy in December 1943 to join the Allies in the Italian Campaign. Their first major battle was
fought in May 1944 at Monte Cassino. It was also their bloodiest battle with victory achieved
at a cost of 860 dead and 2,800 wounded.737 For each fallen soldier, a letter was dispatched by
Polish Military Command to a wife or mother, somewhere in Africa. 'It is with deep regret
that we write to inform you …' The arrival of these dreaded letters at the refugee camps added
a new dimension to the experience of war for these refugee families: the death of loved ones
on the battlefield. For the next twelve months the letters continued to arrive as the Allies
fought their way northward culminating in the defeat of the German forces at Bologna and
German surrender in May 1945.
Among the Poles in Africa, 1944 was a year of great expectations. On receiving news
of the June Allied invasion of Western Europe, the usually mild-mannered Polish Consul in
Lusaka distributed hugs and kisses to his office staff exclaiming, 'The Americans have landed
in France. The Nazis are retreating. We will soon be returning to Poland!' He drove at speed
to the Lusaka refugee camp where it seemed the entire population was gathered at the
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entrance gates, cheering and shouting 'We're going home! We're going back to Poland!' In his
impromptu address to the refugees, the Consul spoke of the plans that would soon be made
for repatriation and called on everyone to prepare to return to Poland, to play their part in its
reconstruction.738
The year 1944 was also a year of bitter disappointments. Though victories against
Nazi Germany on the Western Front were celebrated in the camps, and there was pride at the
involvement of the Polish armed forces on the battlefields of Italy, France, Belgium and
Holland, there was also anxiety over the 'liberation' of Poland by the Soviets. The Red Army
crossed the eastern border of pre-war Poland in January 1944 and gradually advanced
westward. By July 1944 the Soviets had installed a Polish Committee of National Liberation
in Lublin (known as the Lublin Committee), a counterpoint to the Polish Government-inexile. In August, Soviet forces had advanced as far as Warsaw, where they paused on the
eastern bank of the River Vistula and observed the defeat of the Polish Home Army and the
destruction of the Polish capital city during the failed Warsaw Uprising.739 The Red Army's
failure to militarily support the Warsaw Uprising, highlighted the question of Soviet
intentions with regard to the restoration of Poland's sovereignty and independence.
During 1944, Britain began negotiations for handing over responsibility for the Polish
refugees in Africa to UNRRA. This international agency had been created in November 1943
as the Allies, increasingly confident of victory over Germany following military successes in
North Africa and the Soviet Union, began planning for the post war transition to peace. Fortyfour nations, including the Soviet Union, were signatories to an Agreement which pledged
that
… immediately upon the liberation of any area by the armed forces of the
United Nations or as a consequence of retreat of the enemy, the population
thereof shall receive aid and relief from their sufferings, food, clothing and
shelter, aid in the prevention of pestilence and in the recovery of the health
of the people, and that preparation and arrangements shall be made for the
return of prisoners and exiles to their homes.740
Britain sought to hand over the cost of financing the Polish refugees in the Middle East, India
and Africa to UNRRA, costs that were an estimated £600,000 per annum in the East African

738

Korabiewicz, Gdzie słoń, pp. 164-166.
For a detailed account of the Warsaw Uprising see Norman Davies, Rising '44: The Battle for Warsaw, New
York, Penguin Books, 2003.
740
Preamble to the Agreement for United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, 9 November 1943,
http://www.ibiblio.org/pha/policy/1943/431109a.html, (accessed 29 August 2018).
739

177

territories alone.741 Theoretically this expense was being borne by the Polish Government-inexile to whom the British Treasury provided funds via lines of credit. However, the course of
military and political events in Eastern Europe made it increasingly unlikely that the Polish
Government-in-exile would return to Poland and the British Treasury admitted, 'We know
that it is unlikely that we shall ever get our money back.'742
Progress on an agreement with UNRRA was slow. The British Government worked to
convince the Polish Government-in-exile of the benefits of UNRRA's involvement, namely,
that the Polish Government too would be relieved of the expense of refugee maintenance, and
the refugees would be assured of assistance with repatriation.743 The Polish Government-inexile uncertain of its own future and that of the Polish state, procrastinated on the matter of
transferring responsibility for the refugees from British to international hands. UNRRA was
also unprepared for the task of providing care and maintenance for twenty thousand refugees
on the African continent for an indefinite period of time, and for transporting them thousands
of miles to their repatriation destination, Poland. They feared that the costs involved would be
astronomical.744 Before making any commitments, they sent a specialist in displaced persons
affairs from the U.S. to Africa to better assess the nature and scale of the situation.
The visit of S. K. Jacobs to Africa was an unmitigated disaster. He arrived at Tengeru
in January 1945, virtually unannounced, with the intention of carrying out the registration of
the refugees. The general mood in the camp was one of uncertainty about the future and fear
of forced movement. Pre-war Eastern Poland, the lands from which the majority of refugees
had been deported, was firmly under Soviet control, and the Lublin Committee had been
recognised by the Soviet Union as the legitimate provisional government of Poland. The
refugees were unsure and suspicious of UNRRA's goals and of anyone from an organisation
of which the USSR was a member. Jacobs, oblivious to the mood in the camp, met with
Polish camp leaders and then with the camp's teachers to ask for assistance in conducting the
registration the following morning.745
There was great disquiet in the camp that night. 'We know all about these sudden
registrations', the refugees said, recalling undergoing a similar process prior to their
deportation to the Soviet Union. 'We don't want to go back to a Poland ruled by the Lublin
government', they exclaimed remembering their life under communist rule before and during
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their deportation. Many had received letters from their menfolk in the army warning them
against providing information that might lead to another involuntary movement. The
following morning, the camp's residents, including teachers, refused to take part in the
UNRRA registration. Not one refugee was registered.746 The minds of the refugees were filled
with unanswered questions. Who wanted this information and why? The forms asked them to
name their 'permanent place of abode' but was it safe to name a place that had been annexed
by the Soviet Union? Would they be forced to return there even if it was not in Poland? Fear
of the Soviet Union based on bitter personal experience, uncertainty over Poland's political
future, and distrust of UNRRA, tainted by its association with the Soviet Union and its sole
goal of repatriation, led to strong resistance to registration.747
Jacobs left the camp annoyed at having wasted his time and convinced that the
majority of the refuges were:
… ignorant and illiterate peasants, with no idea what was in store for them,
having been bombarded by anti-Soviet and anti-UNRRA propaganda, and
isolated as they were from the outside world.748
He visited other camps, where his attempts at registration met with varying degrees of
success. At Masindi, it was not until the Polish Consul for Uganda and the camp's Catholic
priest spoke out in support of UNRRA that the refugees agreed to be registered, though even
then forms were only partially completed and crucial questions were left unanswered. None of
the forms were signed.749 At Morogoro, the refugees told Jacobs that they would register with
his organisation 'when Poland was free and the Red Army and Soviet secret police had
departed'.750 Despite radio broadcasts from Polish headquarters in Nairobi and articles in
Polish newspapers on the welfare work of UNRRA, its role in reuniting families, and in
assisting voluntary repatriation, UNRRA was unable to gain the trust of most of the
refugees.751
In March 1945, the Northern Rhodesian Polish Consul's vehicle once again made its
way towards the Lusaka refugee camp following the arrival of momentous news. This time,
the Consul travelled slowly, deep in thought as he prepared to speak to the Polish refugees. It
had been decided by the 'Big Three' at Yalta that Poland's pre-war borders would not be
746

Ibid., pp. 38-41.
Ibid., pp. 42-48.
748
Taylor, Polish Orphans of Tengeru, p 78.
749
Ibid., p. 79.
750
PISM, KOL 174/7, A History of the Morogoro Settlement, p. 6.
751
'Co to jest UNRRA?' Polak w Afryce, 25 January 1945, p. 2; 'Komunikat Kons. Gen. w Nairobi', Polak w
Afryce, 24 April 1945, p. 2.
747

179

restored and that the territory the Soviet Union had invaded in 1939 and subsequently
annexed, would remain part of the Soviet Union. Eastern Poland, the kresy which the majority
of the Poles in Africa called home, would not be part of Poland after the war.752 The lament
that went up in the camp as the Consul arrived echoed the despair of the kresowiaki (people of
the borderlands), 'Dear God! Where will we go now?' They fell to their knees, as if begging
the Consul to somehow rescue them. An elderly forester, grey-haired and bearded, cried,
'We've had enough of being shoved about from place to place! We're not asking for any
favours! We simply want to go back to where we came from, where we belong, to our
homes!' The Consul called for calm and urged the refugees to trust in the good intentions of
the peace-makers and to patiently await further developments. Nothing could lift the mood of
despair and disillusionment that had settled over the camp and an uneasy quiet accompanied
him on the drive back to Lusaka.753

British post war responsibility for camps in Africa
Given the refugees’ distrust of UNRRA and their fear of forced removal to the Soviet Union
or a Soviet-controlled Poland, it is not surprising that the war in Europe ended with the
responsibility for the Polish refugees in Africa still firmly in the hands of the British
Government. Teresa recalls:
There was little joy in our camp when the war ended ... We already knew
that the part of Poland from which we came would no longer belong to
Poland. In other words, that we had nowhere to return to. The hope of
returning home vanished and sorrow and bitterness remained.754
Worse was yet to come. On 5 July 1945 Britain formally recognized the Soviet sponsored
Lublin Committee as the legitimate provisional government of Poland, pending the holding of
free and unfettered elections. The Polish Government-in-exile was officially defunct.755 As
we have seen, this government had been a lifeline for the refugees in Africa. Where the
British had provided shelter, food and medical care, Polish authorities had tried to provide a
place where Polish culture, language, religion, and education were promoted and contributed
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to the resetting of dislocated lives. The Polish Government-in-exile had offered the refugees a
degree of security and surety, a connection between the past and the future. It had provided
leadership and structure to their lives in exile. In contrast, the Polish (Warsaw) Government
because of its close political association with the Soviet Union, the state that had forcibly
dispossessed and removed them from their homeland, was distrusted and feared.
The British Government set up an Interim Treasury Committee on Polish Affairs
(ITC) to 'supervise the orderly dismantling of the Polish machinery of state and the
liquidation of its assets'. 756 In order to best wind-down the activities of the Polish
Government-in-exile, including the maintenance of Polish refugees scattered across the
British Empire, the British engaged the exiled Polish Government's ambassador in London to
lead a team of former Polish government officials to work at the ITC. Though unintended by
the British, the presence within the ITC of former Polish Government-in-exile representatives,
served to prolong its influence in British political circles and to maintain its contact with
Polish refugees worldwide. Officially, Polish consulates and departmental offices, such as
that of the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, the Ministry of Education, and the
Treasury, ceased to operate in Nairobi, Kampala, Dar es Salaam, Lusaka, Salisbury, Pretoria,
Johannesburg and Cape Town. A select few former consuls and ministerial representatives
were re-badged as Polish Advisers and Polish Liaison Officers to work for EARA and the
Directors of Refugees in each of the territories.757
The British took sole control of the Polish refugee camps in Africa on 1 August
1945.
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Colonial authorities continued to administer the camps so as to cause minimal

disruption to internal operations. The shift from joint British-Polish responsibility to sole
British responsibility was accompanied by a shift in priorities. The Polish Government-inexile had spared little expense in 'caring' for the refugees in Africa. It had financed education,
and the practice of religious and cultural life. The British government on the other hand,
increasingly aware that there was little chance of recovering any of the £26 million it had
provided via the civilian line of credit to the Polish government in exile, was determined that
post-war expenditure on administering and maintaining the Polish refugees in Africa would
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be limited.759 To this end they introduced a range of cost-saving measures and within six
months expenditure had been 'greatly reduced'.760
One of the key changes introduced was in employment policy. Polish authorities had
employed as many refugees as possible in the camps in order to nurture their sense of purpose
and self-worth and to provide them with an opportunity to improve their standard of living.
British authorities, on the other hand, cut employment levels and conditions in order to reduce
costs. Many Polish camp administrative staff lost their jobs as did tradespeople (blacksmiths
and metalworkers, carpenters and joiners, tailors and shoemakers) employed in camp
workshops which were heavily subsidised and not operating at a profit.761 Other workers
experienced changes to their conditions of employment. In the Tanganyika camps, maternity
allowances were withdrawn as, it was argued, this benefit was not available to non-Polish
residents of the territory.762 New contracts were drawn up for teachers with no sick leave and
holiday entitlements reduced to one month per annum.763
Fortunately for the refugees, the downturn in employment levels inside the camps was
balanced to some extent by an increase in external employment opportunities. The British
realised that they could make even further savings by allowing refugees to work and live
outside the camps. Within six months of the move to sole British control there were almost
one thousand Polish refugees employed externally in a variety of roles, predominantly clerical
and domestic.764 Kazik finished mechanical school at Tengeru at age eighteen and found it
relatively easy to find work. He was a water-pump station attendant in Kenya, a mechanic at a
garage near Tengeru, then worked in a timber mill also near the camp. He left the mill when
he realised that 'they didn't want a worker, they wanted someone who would supply them with
females' and found work as a tractor driver on a farm, and then as a farm supervisor.765
To make further savings, the British drastically cut both the building budget and the
number of African labourers employed in the camps. At Tengeru, the number dropped from
six hundred to two hundred and fifty. Colonial authorities also began the process of camp
consolidation and closure. The first camp to close was Morogoro as it was needed for the
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housing and training of demobilised African soldiers. The Poles had no choice but to accept
that their 'little Poland' would no longer exist. A final concert was held, the precious carved
image of Our Lady of Ostrobrama from the camp's chapel was gifted to Polish Mother
Amabilis, at the nearby Ngologe Mission, and a monument was built at the Morogoro town
cemetery in memory of the Polish refugees who were buried there. Weekly transports
relocated the elderly and sick to Kondoa and others climbed aboard trucks bound for Kidugala
and Ifunda. The last group of forty refugees celebrated Christmas 1945 and vacated the camp
on 2 January 1946.766 In Southern Rhodesia, funding was withdrawn from the 2,500-acre
farm at the Secondary Girls' Boarding School, Digglefold and the land was reassigned to the
neighbouring Government Agricultural Research Station.767
The end of the war did not signal the swift return of the Polish refugees from Africa to
their homeland. More than six months after the war ended, over eighteen thousand remained
in camps, scattered across Africa, and there was little indication that they would be leaving
soon. Their demographic composition, number and distribution is shown in the following
table.
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Table 6.1

Number and Distribution of Polish Refugees in African Camps, Dec 1945768
Men

Women

Under 16
Years

Camp
Total

Masindi

372

1691

1289

3352

Koja

397

1361

946

2704

Tengeru

497

2082

1466

4045

Kidugala

94

512

353

959

Ifunda

105

547

277

929

Kondoa

39

212

164

415

Morogoro

60

186

71

319

Kigoma

-

3

-

3

Dar es salaam

4

3

-

7

Abercorn

93

286

209

588

Bwana Mkubwa

265

655

507

1427

Lusaka

185

656

382

1223

Fort Jameson

37

103

25

165

Rusape

85

392

292

769

Marandellas

84

339

215

638

Digglefold

11

84

7

102

Makindu

43

65

23

131

Rongai

13

96

309

418

2384

9275

6535

18194

Territory

Uganda

Tanganyika

N. Rhodesia

S. Rhodesia

Kenya
Total*

Camp

Territorial
Total
6056

6677

3403

1509

549
18194

*Polish refugees not included in the above table are five hundred at Oudtshoorn, South Africa, and
over seven hundred who were transferred from India to Africa in 1948.

The Defence (War Evacuees) Regulations 1943 set out the legal framework under which the
Polish refugees were granted temporary abode in East and Central Africa. These Regulations
expired in February 1946 and new legislation was required to cover the ongoing care and
maintenance of the refugees, as well as their removal. To this end the War Refugees (Control
768

AN, AJ/43/787/33/3, Emerson Holcomb, Director, Repatriation Division to Brigadier T. T. Waddington,
Chief of Middle East Office, Report and Recommendations on Trip to East Africa, 3 December 1945, p. 4.

184

and Expulsion) Ordinance was passed in July 1946. This legislation largely mirrored the 1943
regulations with respect to the powers it gave colonial authorities and the administrative
structure it established for the care and maintenance of the refugees. However, it included an
additional clause which spoke to the concern of colonial authorities that not all refugees
would 'voluntarily cooperate in the arrangements for their departure'.769 Clause 10 outlined the
conditions under which refugees could be arrested and deported from the East African
territories. It stated:
Where any war refugee has received notice from the Director or the Camp
Commandant of the camp in which he is residing that arrangements have
been or are being, made for his removal from the Colony at a time and by a
vessel (or other means of conveyance) specified in such notice and
thereafter such war refugee refuses or neglects to leave the Colony at the
time and in the manner specified in such notice, it shall be lawful for the
Governor, by order under his hand, to direct that such war refugee shall be
arrested and deported from the Colony in such manner as the Governor may
direct.770
Whereas colonial authorities believed that at least eighty per cent of the refugees would
willingly return to Poland given the opportunity, they made provisions for the expulsion of
those who refused or neglected to leave the Colony after being given due notice.771 The
legislation sent a clear signal to the British Government that the non-fulfilment of the British
guarantee to remove all refugees would not be tolerated by colonial governments. The British
Government had meanwhile successfully negotiated for UNRRA to assume responsibility for
the refugees and, it was hoped, to arrange for their repatriation as soon as practicable.
The British had sole responsibility for the Polish refugee camps in Africa from 1
August 1945 until 31 July 1946, during which time the pervading attitude among the refugees
was to 'wait and see'. Information came to them from a range of sources. Broadcasts of Polish
radio programmes from Nairobi continued until 1947 funded indirectly by the ITC and
providing a voice for the Polish Government-in-exile. The weekly newspaper Polak w Afryce
which had been funded by the MPiOS ceased publication in July 1945 but was quickly
replaced by Głos Polski funded by the London-based, Polish Press Fund. Modelled on Polak
w Afryce, this newspaper was published until 1948. The Catholic Church also published a
fortnightly newspaper, Nasz Przyjaciel, until 1947, and numerous other notices and
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communiqués were issued from Nairobi directly targeting the Polish refugee population.772
The postal service managed by the Red Cross continued to deliver personal news from Poland
and the Polish army. As one month rolled into the next, the refugees collected snippets of
information, like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, which they assembled into a picture of their
future. Finding lost family members was a key piece of the puzzle.
As early as September 1944, the Polish Provisional Government had signed
repatriation treaties with the Soviet Republics of Lithuania, Byelorussia and Ukraine that saw
approximately 1,200,000 ethnic Poles and 55,000 Polish Jews repatriated between 1944 and
1948.773 A further treaty was signed in July 1945 under which approximately 140,000 ethnic
Poles and 120,000 Jews were repatriated to Poland from other parts of the Soviet Union
including Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan.774 Over
ninety per cent of the repatriations from the east took place in 1945 and 1946 during which
time the refugees in Africa were waiting to hear if among this heaving mass of over one and a
half million people moving into Poland from the east, there were members of their families.
Family might also be traced in Germany where there were eight million displaced persons
immediately after the war. Over a million were still in DP camps at the end of 1945, nearly
half of whom were Poles.775 For many Polish refugees in Africa, deciding where the next and
final leg of their journey would take them was often contingent upon finding family.
The future of the Polish armed forces also took time to resolve. In May 1945 the
combined Polish armed forces (army, air force and navy) numbered almost two hundred
thousand, in the UK, France, Germany, Italy and the Middle East.776 The Polish Second
Corps, largely made up of the menfolk of the Polish families in Africa, remained in Italy.
Following British withdrawal of recognition of the Polish Government-in-exile, lengthy and
ultimately unsuccessful negotiations took place for the transfer of Polish armed forces in the
West to the Polish (Warsaw) Government. Instead, the British War Office assumed direct
responsibility for the Polish armed forces anticipating that the majority of its members would
lodge individual applications for repatriation, as required by the Warsaw authorities, and
voluntarily return to Poland.
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In a statement made in the House of Commons by Prime Minister Churchill on 27
February 1945, following a meeting with Anders in which the Prime Minister had been
reminded of the Polish sense of betrayal and abandonment by the Allies at Yalta, Churchill
stated:
His Majesty’s Government will never forget the debt they owe to the Polish
troops who have served them so valiantly, and for all those who have fought
under our command I earnestly hope that it may be possible to offer the
citizenship and freedom of the British Empire, if they so desire. …we
should think it an honour to have such faithful and valiant warriors dwelling
among us as if they were men of our own blood.777
These words planted the seed for the creation of the Polish Resettlement Corps (PRC), a
special non-combatant unit of the British Armed Forces. Demobilisation from the Polish
Armed Forces was accompanied by the opportunity for relocation to the UK where former
soldiers could join the PRC for up to two years, and receive assistance to either settle there
permanently, repatriate to Poland or migrate overseas. Over a period of six months beginning
in May 1946, 137,000 soldiers from the Polish Second Corps were transferred from Italy to
the UK, followed by Polish troops from Germany and the Middle East.778 Although almost
half of the members of the Polish Armed Forces in the West, 105,000 soldiers, returned to
Poland, very few of the men who had been forcibly removed from Eastern Poland to the
Soviet Union and had enlisted there in Anders Army did so.779 Of these men, only 310 chose
repatriation. 780 The remainder stayed in the West awaiting the results of the 'free and
unfettered elections' to be held in Poland on an unspecified date. Their only comfort was the
fact that under the family reunification provisions of the Polish Resettlement Bill, families of
members of the PRC were eligible to join them in the UK.
The women and children in Africa were strongly motivated in their decision-making
by the desire to be reunited with family. If their menfolk were traced in Poland then most
often, they too returned to Poland. If their fathers and husbands had been demobilised to the
UK, then they too chose to go to the UK. Family reunion motivated the destination choice of
many refugees leaving Africa. Another factor influencing the decision-making was the
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refugees' self-identification as 'refugees from communism'.781 In Africa, as in the DP camps in
Germany, refugees found themselves subject to politically motivated pro and anti repatriation
propaganda. The Polish (Warsaw) Government publicly urged the refugees in Poland to
return to Poland but had little direct contact with them. There was no Polish consulate in
Nairobi and it would appear that few if any refugees had communist leanings or were inclined
to be formally associated with the Polish post-war pro-Soviet regime. The Polish (Warsaw)
Government, none too happy that the British had maintained control of the Polish armed
forces and were assisting soldiers choosing not to return to Poland to settle elsewhere,
accused them of forcibly preventing their return. As tensions grew between the Polish
(Warsaw) Government and the British government, the London newspaper, Dziennik Polski
(Polish Daily) published an article in which it was reported:
The Warsaw Radio announced that 20,000 Polish refugees have been
sequestered in concentration camps in Africa ... They are cut off from the
rest of the world, and are not allowed to listen to the wireless, and those
who tried to contact the Warsaw government have been severely punished.
Conditions in these camps are frightful. The refugees live in wooden huts
and do not receive any bread.782
The influence of the Polish (Warsaw) Government on the refugees was limited. Not so the
Polish Government-in-exile which had direct links to the camps through their former
representatives now employed by the colonial authorities. The Catholic Church was also a
powerful anti-communist voice and the Polish clergy in Africa were uncompromising in their
opposition to repatriation.
Patriotic fervour was so high in some camps that hostile confrontations broke out
between proponents and opponents of repatriation. At Marandellas, where there was a strong
anti-return movement led by former Polish Government-in-exile representatives, the Camp
Commandant felt compelled to issue a formal order banning demonstrations and defending
democratic freedoms.
Here, there is democracy and each man and woman has a right to his or her
political opinions, be it Communism, conservatism or any other. All those
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wishing to return to Poland and those who do not want to return have an
equal right to expressing their will, without anyone interfering.783
Breaching this order could lead to expulsion from the settlement.
The refugees also joined various political organisations that sprang up in the camps.
The Union of North Eastern Polish Lands and the Union of South Eastern Polish Lands with
headquarters in London established branches in the major camps as early as March 1945 and
boasted a robust membership.784 The Union of Poles in Africa was formed in Livingstone
with the backing of the Union of Poles Abroad. The strongest organisation was the Polish
Civic Committee based in Nairobi whose membership read like a who's who of the former
Polish government and diplomatic corps in Africa. In May 1946, this Committee, with the
support of the majority of Polish camp authorities, issued the East Africa Governor's
Conference with a memorandum which stated:
the majority of Polish refugees in Africa do not recognise the so called
Provisional Government in Warsaw and considers the members of that
organisation to be Russian agents ... The majority of Polish refugees will
not return to Poland under the current circumstances.785
It was clear that the belief of the colonial authorities that eighty per cent of the refugees would
choose to voluntarily return to Poland was erroneous.

UNRRA in Africa
On 1 August 1946, responsibility for the Polish refugees in Africa, as well as those in the
Middle East and India, passed to UNRRA.786 In order to cause minimum disruption to camp
life, it was agreed that UNRRA's responsibility would be primarily financial and that the day
to day administration of the camps would remain in the hands of the colonial authorities,
albeit under the general supervision and direction of UNRRA representatives. Colonial
governments would recover the cost of providing for the care and maintenance of the refugees
from HMG who would in turn receive the sum of £4.15.0 per refugee per month from
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UNRRA. The organisation would also fund the repatriation of those refugees who elected to
return to Poland. UNRRA's operations were due to close on 31 December 1946. 787
Time was of the essence if the common repatriation goal of the British Government
and UNRRA was to be achieved. The strength of support for the Polish Government-in-exile
and the presence in the camps of organised and active anti-repatriation organisations made
this goal a difficult task. In order for the pro-repatriation case to be put to the refugees,
UNRRA and the British government undertook to allow representatives of the Polish
(Warsaw) Government into the African territories. In the autumn of 1946, the Polish
(Warsaw) Government sent one of its repatriation officers from its Middle East headquarters
in Cairo to set up an office in Nairobi. Anticipating the difficulty of the task ahead, Tadeusz
Jacobson, adopted a diplomatic and cautious approach. In Nairobi, he met with Polish liaison
officers working for EARA and the Directors of Refugees, and with the Catholic Church
hierarchy responsible for the priests in the refugee camps. He hoped to at least secure their
neutrality, if not their support. He sent an open letter to the camps providing the refugees with
information on the principles and goals of the Polish government's repatriation programme,
painting a realistic yet promising picture of their future lives in Poland.788
Despite his best efforts, his camp visits were characterised by vocal and at times
hostile resistance. At a meeting in Tengeru, the repatriation officer's information session with
the refugees gathered in the community hall was interrupted by the unexpected appearance of
the camp's priest and a group of altar boys dressed in rags and carrying picks and shovels
slowly trudging across the stage. At this stark reminder of the experience of forced labour in
the Soviet Union, some people 'gasped aloud as if in pain', others stood and sang Sto Lat,
(One Hundred Years), a traditional hymn for long life, this time directed at the Polish nation.
Others threw whatever missiles came to hand at the Warsaw repatriation officer who beat a
hasty exit from the stage and quietly left the camp that night.789 Not long after this visit, in
January 1947, the first post war 'free and unfettered' elections were held in Poland, returning a
communist government.
The ongoing problem of the existence of large numbers of displaced persons in
refugee camps worldwide led to UNRRA's operations being extended until 30 June 1947.790
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The results of its first six months work in East Africa were disappointing with 17,762 Polish
refugees remaining in Africa.791 The Polish (Warsaw) Government too was disappointed with
these numbers and in an effort to counter the anti-repatriation propaganda in the African
camps, decided to invite a delegation of Poles from Africa to visit Poland, to see with their
own eyes the opportunities for building a new life in their homeland. Two priests and a school
inspector were chosen to make a two-week trip at the end of May 1947. The Polish (Warsaw)
Government was particularly keen to take them on a tour of Western Poland to the lands
acquired from Germany in the redrawing of Poland's borders. Residents of pre-war Eastern
Poland were being resettled in post-war Western Poland, territory relatively unscathed by war,
where living conditions and employment opportunities were good. They also assured the
delegation from the camps that women, children and the ill would be adequately cared for by
the state. The visitors toured cities and towns, industrial plants and educational institutions.
They met with government officials, were interviewed by the press and reunited with
members of their own families as well as some of the Poles already repatriated from Africa.
The delegation's visit to Poland had little effect on repatriation numbers.792 Personal factors
weighed heavily in decision-making even when political and economic considerations were
portrayed in a positive light.
UNRRA's responsibility for the Polish refugee camps in Africa was relatively short,
from 1 August 1946 to 31 June 1947. During that time 1,696 Poles, less than ten per cent of
the refugee population, were repatriated.793 Sixteen year old Lilka and her mother, the Polish
Red Cross representative in Bwana Mkubwa, were among those who decided to return even
though an English family had offered to adopt Lilka and promised to obtain residency in
Africa for her mother. Discovering lost family members in Poland sealed their fate. 'I longed
for my homeland, my father and my sister. I did not want to hear of staying in the West. I
wanted to return to Poland.'794 They would go home without Lilka's grandfather who was lost
in the Soviet Union at a remote railway station during the long trek south to Anders army, and
Lilka's younger brother who had died in Africa, electrocuted when he climbed to the top of a
power pole while skylarking with friends.795
Having registered for repatriation with UNRRA, Lilka and her mother were labelled
communists, victimised and harassed by camp officials loyal to the Polish Government-in791
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exile who regarded repatriation as a betrayal of the ongoing fight for the freedom and
independence of Poland. This did not deter mother and daughter who bid a sad farewell to
friends with whom they had shared camp life in Bwana for almost four years, paid a last visit
to the camp cemetery, and set out on the long journey home. Departing Bwana in December
1946, they travelled by train to the port of Beira in Mozambique, then on a British ocean liner
to Mombasa, Kenya, where they waited two and a half months for a vessel to take them to
Italy, from whence they would travel by train to Poland.796
At Mombasa outward bound refugees were accommodated at English Point, a British
Navy Rest and Recreation Camp (capacity 750) repurposed as a refugee transit centre. The
camp was located in twenty-six acres of lush green gardens, its roads were lined with coconut
palms and mango trees, and it was just a short stroll away from the popular Nyali swimming
beach. Although accommodation was in barracks and overcrowding was at times a problem,
life at English Point Camp had many of the features of a holiday camp. The refugees had
relative freedom of movement and were at their leisure to enjoy the sun, sea and sand, take
sightseeing trips into the bustling and colourful Mombasa town centre by day, and in the
evening go dancing or watch a movie at one of the camp's two cinemas.797 For Jerzy, a
teenager on his way back to Poland with his two brothers and mother, 'Mombasa was the most
splendid holiday of my life'.798
Under UNRRA, the living conditions in the camps in Africa gradually declined as the
ITC looked for ways to decrease its expenditure from £5.8.0 to £4.15.0 per person per month,
the sum UNRRA had agreed to provide.799 Once again they targeted employment in the
camps, re-examining staff numbers, wage levels, work contracts, and working conditions.
They also reviewed the salaries and functions of the Polish staff attached to EARA and found
these to be 'excessive'. The Chief Polish Adviser to EARA was receiving a salary of £1,700
per annum, the equivalent of the EARA Deputy Commissioner. It was also discovered that
the ITC was paying large salaries to territorial advisers whose main activities were closely
linked to the Polish Government-in-exile. 800 The ITC was thus inadvertently financially
supporting the Polish Government-in-exile in maintaining its influence over the refugees and
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it was not until the dissolution of the ITC in March 1947 that this influence showed signs of
diminishing.
Financial constraints also led to Manira (Kenya) closing its doors in November 1946.
Manira was an old age home for sole and aged refugees, a convalescent centre where patients
discharged from the Nairobi hospital could recuperate before returning to their camps, and a
rehabilitation centre where men who had lost limbs in the war could be fitted with prosthetics.
The Polish Red Cross had been instrumental in the establishment and financing of this 'home'
and when funding was no longer available, an appeal was made to EARA for assistance. This
was turned down with EARA suggesting that 'these old people could now be sent to the
camps' and convalescent cases could be cared for by the Salvation Army in Nairobi.801 Manira
was an example of the special care that the Polish Government-in-exile was able to offer to
some of the most needy refugees and its closure was evidence of the different attitudes and
goals of UNRRA and the British Government in relation to the care and maintenance of the
refugees.
A few months later, in February 1947, the Southern Rhodesian government closed its
three refugee settlements of Rusape, Marandellas and Digglefold, and transferred some 1,500
refugees to Prisoner of War Camp No. 3, five miles south of the town of Gatooma. The
settlements at Marandellas and Rusape were taken over by the respective Town Management
Boards for African housing.802 The buildings at the Digglefold farm passed into the hands of
the Department of Health to be used as a sanatorium for TB sufferers.803 The Southern
Rhodesian government led the push to remove refugees from the British African territories by
shutting down camps which for four years had accommodated Polish refugees.
The Gatooma Camp had been built to hold Italian prisoners of war and its miserable
living conditions led the visiting Vatican's Apostolic Delegate from Pretoria to describe it as
'a second Belsen'.804 Arriving at the empty camp, Józefa, a first year high school student,
recalls that the place was in a terrible state. Buildings were dilapidated with plaster peeling off
walls, and some of the barracks looked as though they had been set on fire. Piles of rubble
and rubbish lay about the place and the camp was completely devoid of vegetation.805 The

801

AN, AJ/43/787/33/3, E. B. Belcher, EARA to Chief of Middle East Office, UNRRA, 7 October 1946.
Tavuyanago et al., 'Victims of the Rhodesian Immigration Policy', p. 958.
803
PISM, KOL 174/12, Polish Secondary School at Digglefold, Southern Rhodesia, 1943-1946, p. 24.
804
AN, AJ/43/790/55/2/E.AFR, M. S. Lush, Chief of Mission Middle East, IRO, 27 November 1947, p. 4.
Bergen-Belsen (1940-1945) was a prisoner of war and Nazi concentration camp in Germany in which over
50,000 people died.
805
PISM, KOL 174/14, Józefa Pawlus, 'Our life in Gatooma in 1948', in 1948 Report on the 1948 School Year
at Gatooma, Southern Rhodesia, pp. 20-21.
802

193

Poles complained at the rundown state of the camp, at the poor sanitary conditions, and the
climate in the region where Gatooma was located. They argued, to no avail, that it was not a
suitable place for habitation by European women, children and the elderly. Their arguments
were validated when a few months after relocation, malaria emerged as a major health issue
among the camp population but this did not lead to relocation of the refugees.806
As well as the unfavourable living conditions, the Poles also complained of 'improper
treatment' by colonial camp officials. Inadequate food supplies had led to twenty per cent of
the children recording significant weight loss. Polish doctors at the camp calculated that the
calorie intake per day per person was 1800 calories rather than the established norm in the
refugee camps of 2800. They also recorded an alarming rise in the incidence of TB. Some six
months after the refugees arrived at Gatooma, the Ministry of Justice was finally forced to
investigate resulting in damming findings. It was discovered that funding for the maintenance
of the refuges in Southern Rhodesia had fallen to £3.16.0 per person per month, whereas
UNRRA was providing the sum of £4.15.0.807 The Ministry's report singled out its own chief
accountant as the person at the heart of the problem, his actions motivated by a desire to be
rid of the Poles.
As UNRRA's operations drew to a close, there was growing disquiet among colonial
authorities and the British populations in the territories at the continued presence of the Polish
refugees. When it closed its doors on 30 June 1947, there were still 17,281 Polish refugees in
Africa.808 Colonial governments had been assured by London that the refugees required
wartime domicile only, yet two years after the war, over ninety per cent remained in British
Africa.

IRO in Africa
The successor to UNRRA, the IRO began operations on 1 July 1947, and provided continuity
to the international effort of maintaining displaced persons and assisting them to return to
their countries of origin.809 With a membership of twenty-six states it was considerably
smaller than UNRRA while its mandate was broader. In creating the IRO, the UN had
recognised that there were large numbers of DPs who were either unable or unwilling to
repatriate and the IRO's mandate was not only 'to encourage and assist repatriation in every
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way possible', but also 'to facilitate re-establishment in the countries of temporary residence
and to facilitate emigration to and resettlement in other countries.'810 The expanded mandate
was vehemently opposed by the Soviet Union who chose not to become a member of the
Organisation.811
In Africa, the IRO inherited from UNRRA, the financial responsibility for the care and
maintenance of the Polish refugees while colonial authorities continued to administer the
camps under the IRO's direction. The refugees' attitude towards the IRO was more positive
than it had been towards its predecessor because of its expanded mandate and the absence of
the USSR from its membership. However, the numbers returning to Poland were a mere
trickle and holding out little hope for this trickle to increase, the IRO turned its attention to
facilitating the resettlement of the Polish refugees in other countries. The establishment of the
Polish Resettlement Corps (PRC) and the demobilisation and transfer of the soldiers of the
Second Polish Corps from Italy to the UK, created the opportunity for many of the refugees in
Africa to also be resettled in the UK under the PRC's family reunion provisions.
Operation Polejump
There were eighteen separate categories under which a refugee in Africa qualified for
resettlement in the UK as a dependent of a member of the Polish Armed Forces. The
Resettlement Act defined the term 'dependent' broadly to include wives and children, parents
and grandparents, brothers and brothers-in-law, sisters and sisters-in-law, cousins, nephews
and nieces, grandchildren, widows and orphans, and step-relatives.812 As military families had
been given priority for evacuation from the Soviet Union, it was anticipated that almost all of
the refugees in Africa would qualify for resettlement to the UK. However, for a variety of
reasons a large number of families were either ineligible or unwilling to move. The provisions
of the Polish Resettlement Act applied only to the families of Polish soldiers who had served
under British Command. There were however in Africa a number of widows and children of
men who had died in the Soviet Union, mostly as a result of the typhoid epidemic that had
raged through the southern republics where the recruitment and training centres of Anders'
army were located. These women and children were not eligible for UK resettlement. There
were also instances when the fine detail of some of the provisions of the Act relating to age or
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marital status excluded just one member of a family. These families often chose to stay put
and await further developments rather than leave one member behind.813 Finally, the chaos
and desperation that had accompanied the exit from the Soviet Union had seen women and
children evacuated who had no links to the army but were saved by the kindness of strangers.
These women and children were ineligible for the UK.
Code-named Operation Polejump, the transfer of Polish military families from Africa
to the UK occurred over a twelve month period from November 1947 to November 1948.
Around a thousand refugees travelled to the UK by air. Beginning in April 1948, planes
carrying forty passengers departed twice weekly from the Eastleigh Air Base outside Nairobi
bound for Croydon, near London. The War Office had agreed to the use of these planes by the
IRO rather than having them return empty after flying Italian workers to Nairobi to work on
the expansion of the Mackinnen Road military base, outside Mombasa.814 Another eight and a
half thousand refugees travelled to the UK by ship. The limited availability of ocean transport
during the early stages of the operation made logistics a challenge. Refugees had to be ready
for departure at short notice and this caused a problem at English Point Camp, Mombasa. At
full capacity it could only provide accommodation for six hundred people in barracks, and
another hundred and twenty in emergency tenting. Overcrowding became a major issue,
jeopardising hygiene standards, and water and sanitary arrangements, and it was feared that
not only the health of the refugees was at risk but also that of the local residents. The Army,
from whom the camp had been leased, was approached to urgently build additional barracks,
latrines and ablution blocks.815
On the authority of the Executive Secretary of the IRO in Geneva, the IRO's Chief
Officer in the Middle East, Brigadier Lush, communicated to his representatives in Africa that
'every effort must be made to liquidate the refugee question in Africa during 1948.'816
Operation Polejump accounted for more than half of the refugee population but the question
remained of what to do with the rest. Their mass resettlement overseas was nigh impossible
while selection teams from countries such as Canada and Australia were exclusively
recruiting in DP camps in Europe. From the IRO's perspective, the logical solution to this
problem was to move the refugees ineligible for Operation Polejump to camps in Europe
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where they would be readily accessible to migration recruitment teams. The plan to vacate
and close the camps in Africa was to run at the same time as Operation Polejump so that the
directive to solve the refugee problem in Africa in 1948 could be achieved.
When rumours circulated in early 1948 that a mass movement to Lindau, a DP camp
in French-occupied Germany, was being planned, the response from the refugees was
unequivocally negative. They feared that once in Germany, they would be pressured to
migrate overseas under labour contracts which would see families split and the
'unemployables' left behind to an unknown fate. Concerns were also raised about the capacity
of the IRO to adequately provide care in the DP camps in Germany for the most vulnerable,
the elderly, ill and orphans. After more than five years living in the camps in Africa the
refugees were reluctant to begin a journey into the unknown arguing instead for remaining in
Africa until their final destination was certain.817
The Catholic clergy in the camps in Africa had been actively searching for overseas
countries to accept the Polish refugees in Africa, en masse. The Republic of Ireland, a fellow
Catholic state was approached but was unable to assist due to existing problems with
overpopulation.818 There was also considerable interest in Argentina but bungled initial group
emigration from Europe jeopardised the chances for success of applications from the refugees
in Africa. The Vatican also played a part in the search for migration destinations for the Poles
in Africa being fully informed of the plight of this group of refugees by the Polish clergy in
the camps. The refugees' stance against being moved to Europe was supported by the Vatican
who argued their case with the IRO. The Lindau plan was abandoned.819
Operation Cherry
The IRO held on to the notion that those who had decided against repatriation and were not
eligible for Polejump would be better placed to explore resettlement options in DP camps in
Europe and decided to run a 'test operation' codenamed Operation Cherry. Volunteers were
enlisted to relocate to France where they would have the opportunity to settle permanently or
migrate further afield. Between April and June 1948, 620 refugees were relocated to France.
On arriving at Marseilles they were taken to nearby Camp Du Grand Arenas, a former troop
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transit camp on the outskirts of the city.820 There, the l'Office National de l'Immigration (ONI)
took two months to process the refugees with the disappointing result of resettling only 169 in
provincial France.821
Operation Cherry was hampered by a lack of clearly defined goals, inadequate
planning, and inefficient procedures. The language barrier had played a role in the poor
resettlement results as had the lack of information provided to the Poles in Africa about living
and working conditions in France. The refugees considered themselves to have been tricked
by the IRO into leaving Africa as they had expected to find employment commensurate with
their skills and qualifications but had only been offered work as agricultural labourers and
domestics. At the same time, the French were not impressed with the Poles, whom they
considered to be so accustomed to community living and welfare dependency that they lacked
any enthusiasm for finding employment and starting new and independent lives. The French
were also critical of what they considered to be the low moral standards of many of the single
women, and surprised at the large sums of cash and capital some of the Poles possessed in the
form of ivory and reptile skins.822 The Operation Cherry refugees did not fit the profile of the
destitute and desperate DPs crammed into the IRO camps in Europe.
The visits to Camp Du Grand Arenas of international missions on labour recruitment
drives led to just over a third of the Operation Cherry refugees being chosen for migration:
147 went to Canada, 45 to the UK, and 17 to Venezuela. The remainder continued to be
welfare dependent: 173 were temporarily placed in Catholic Welfare Centres throughout
France and 69 were enrolled at the Catholic College in Lille. Seventeen had expressed a wish
to return to Poland and French authorities hoped that they might convince more to do so.823
The 'test operation' relocating the refugees from Africa to France in order to facilitate their
pursuit of resettlement opportunities was not considered to have ben successful enough to be
repeated.
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Operation Upheaval
During 1948, colonial governments in Africa applied increasing pressure on the British for
the removal of the refugees, and the IRO was under growing internal strain to end its African
operations. The view that 'the only road to resettlement leads through Europe' continued to
dominate IRO thinking and in July 1948 a new destination was explored, Italy. Unofficially
code-named Operation Upheaval, this short-lived plan was indefinitely postponed due to the
'violent opposition of the Poles' and 'the reluctance of the Italian Government'. 'The people's
fear of moving to Italy is very real and almost pathological' wrote Arnold Curtis, the IRO's
Chief of Mission, East Africa, in a report to headquarters in Geneva. He explained that the
refugees thought they would be stranded in Italy, a focal point of communism, and if a war
broke out they would once more be subject to Russian domination. They argued for remaining
in and resettling from Africa.824 The Italian Government's reluctance to agree to the operation
was based on the well-founded concern that among the refugees would be the chronically ill,
the disabled, and the aged and infirm, all of whom were unlikely to be chosen for emigration
and would therefore become a burden on the Italian state.
Westward Ho!
The only selection mission to visit Africa in 1948 was a British team which arrived as
Operation Polejump was drawing to a close, providing an opportunity for those who had not
qualified as military families, to resettle in the UK as European Voluntary Workers (EVW).825
Under a EVW scheme called Westward Ho! the British Ministry of Labour was recruiting
DPs from the IRO camps in Europe to fill an acute labour shortage in the UK. Men were
needed for manual work in agriculture, coal-mining, and the iron and steel industries. Women
were required for the cotton, wool and rayon industries and for laundries, domestic work and
nursing. At the IRO's request the scheme was extended to include the Polish refugees in the
Middle East and Africa. 826 A recruitment team travelled to Africa in September 1948,
especially targeting the young women in the camps as recruitment in Europe was attracting
mostly males. The IRO's policy of camp amalgamation had during 1948 reduced the number
of camps in Africa to four, Koja in Uganda, Tengeru in Tanganyika, Lusaka in Northern
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Rhodesia and Gatooma in Southern Rhodesia. The total refugee population at this time was
5,579. The team recruited 215 women and Mr Ball from the Ministry of Labour, though
disappointed at the small number of applicants, reported:
I am very satisfied with the quality of those we have recruited, particularly
some 70 girls from the Polish Orphanage in Tengeru. These are all young
and have been well looked after and disciplined.827
The Westward Ho! group was flown to the UK over the next few weeks and provided with
free meals, accommodation, and pocket money until they were placed in work where they
would be paid the same wages and employed under the same conditions as British workers.828
The Polish Resettlement Act had placed certain age and marital restrictions on the eligibility
of young women for resettlement in the UK and family groups had chosen to remain in Africa
rather than leave these women behind. By applying for admission to the UK under the
Westward Ho! scheme, these women also freed up their families to move to the UK under
Operation Polejump.
From the very commencement of its work with the Polish refugees in Africa, the IRO,
a temporary agency with limited funds, informed the refugees that life in the camps could not
continue indefinitely, and it was both essential and urgent that they choose from among the
options available to them where their future lay. To further its goal of re-establishing refugees
and closing the camps, the IRO considered that funds 'must be deflected from care and
maintenance to movement, and grants for subsistence may have to be drastically reduced.829
Reductions in spending were widespread and included restricting eligibility for free clothing
and pocket money; discontinuing free dental treatment; reducing employment numbers in the
camps; cutting wages by twenty per cent; reducing per capita costs from £4.15.0 to £4.10.0;
and amalgamating camps.830 The number of camps was reduced to two by December 1948,
Koja in Uganda and Tengeru in Tanganyika. Over the first eighteen months of the IRO's
operations in Africa the number of refugees decreased from 15,838 to 4,280. From an
administrative perspective, IRO HQ in the Middle East was closed down 31 December 1948
from which date IRO Nairobi reported directly to IRO Geneva.831
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In some camps the introduction of cost-cutting measures had serious consequences.
Towards the end of 1948, the state of health of many of the residents of Koja, Uganda, had
shown a marked decline and an independent medical specialist was called in to assess the
situation. His discovery that malnutrition was the cause of the problem surprised the IRO
whose position was that 'one would not expect to need any great quantity of food in the warm
and relaxing climate of the Lake Victoria shore'.832 Just a few months earlier, the IRO's
representative in charge of recruitment for Westward Ho! had visited the camp reporting that
the refugees 'have been well looked after' and his 'first impression was not so much of a
refugee camp as of a group of Europeans holidaying on the Riveria'. 833 Nevertheless,
malnutrition was found to be at the core of the declining health of the refugees, a problem that
was overcome by the increasing of rations by nearly fifty per cent.834
While the IRO made every effort to enlist the refugees in group settlement schemes,
the refugees themselves were also pursuing individual resettlement opportunities. Those who
had family connections or who were able to find sponsors overseas, lodged individual
applications for migration. Their destinations were as diverse as Japan, Haiti, Egypt,
Argentina, New Zealand, Morocco and Sweden. Many had dreamt of migrating to America.
Unfortunately, this dream was shattered as the US Displaced Person Bill (1948) provided for
the acceptance of some two hundred thousand displaced persons into the USA but limited
selection to displaced persons located in Germany, Austria or Italy in 1945. The refugees in
Africa were thus ineligible.835 Less than a hundred succeeded in migrating to the USA
independently, while the total number of individual resettlements numbered 1,761.836
Local Resettlement
The IRO continued to encourage repatriation to Poland and to place its hopes in group
settlement schemes overseas. It also explored a third option, local resettlement.837 Officially,
colonial governments opposed this option and as early as 1946 passed legislation authorising
the forced removal of refugees who would not depart voluntarily. Yet in the years after the
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war it was common practice for refugees to be used to fill gaps in the local labour markets, in
the cotton industry in Southern Rhodesia, as vegetable sorters in Tanganyika and as nurses
and nursemaid in all five territories. The IRO seized on the economic utility of the refugees
and urged the local governments to end the practice of temporarily employing refugees
outside the camps and instead to offer residency permits to those who could obtain secure
work contracts.838
The intransigent front of the Colonial Governments towards absorption was broken by
Kenya which agreed in early 1948 to admit up to three hundred Polish refugees as permanent
residents. Kenya's motivation was primarily humanitarian though the Advisory Committee
appointed to consider applications took into account each applicants 'quality and value to the
Colony'. Applications from single young women willing to work as nurse-maids flooded in to
the Committee, who decided that the territory could easily accept between fifty and sixty of
these applicants. The East Africa Women's League (EAWL) undertook to arrange their
employment and ensure that their wages and work conditions were satisfactory. Concerned
that the young women should have a place that provided them with security and protection,
and which served as a link 'to their own people and their own church', the Committee enlisted
the support of the Mother Superior of the Loreto Convent in Nairobi who agreed to operate a
small hostel for the women.839
The Kenyan Public Works Department (PWD) set up an employment scheme,
recruiting twenty-four Polish tradesmen (joiners, bricklayers, carpenters and metalworkers) to
form a building gang. The men's first assignment was to build their own homes and they were
allocated plots of land and building materials for this purpose. Having successfully completed
this task, their ongoing employment was secured and they were able to apply for their
families to join them. There were forty-eight men, women and children in the first group
settled in Kenya under the PWD scheme and other groups followed.840
Finally, the Committee showed considerable compassion in assessing applications
from individuals who for reasons of physical disability were highly unlikely to be accepted
elsewhere. Thirty-eight year old Jan had a' crippled' right foot. He was a skilled watchmaker
and admitted into Kenya with his wife and two children to work at a watchmaking firm in the
town of Nakuru. Józef, aged forty-seven, and his wife were granted residence in Kenya and
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employed as accountant and housekeeper at a Nairobi hotel. Józef had a 'crippled' right hand
and his wife was lame. The pièce de résistance was another Józef, aged fifty-eight, a highly
skilled mason living at Tengeru who was perpetually intoxicated and suspected of being the
chief operator of the camp's illicit stills. Józef's friends in the PWD lobbied for him to be
given an opportunity to join them. The bus trip from Arusha to Nairobi served to sober him
up and after special arrangements were made in relation to access to his wages, he settled
down to work to the complete satisfaction of his employer. He was subsequently placed in
charge of a gang of masons, all Poles, building a new control tower at the Nairobi airport.841
In Southern Rhodesia, the idea of resettling refugees locally was strongly supported by
Major F. J. Bagshawe, Commandant in the territory's refugee settlements since 1943. Highly
sympathetic to the plight of the refugees, he publicly defended their anti-repatriation stance
and used the media to advocate on their behalf. He attempted to explain the historical and
political background of the refugees' decision not to return to Poland, telling the readership of
The New Rhodesia that 'if Poland were free, not a Pole would remain in Africa: they would go
home if they had to walk!'842 While there was little sign that the opposition to the continued
presence of the refugees in Southern Rhodesia was abating, Major Bagshawe suggested a plan
for the permanent resettlement of a group of four hundred Polish soldiers and their families in
Southern Rhodesia. He proposed that they be given small holdings of farmland as well as
assistance in the form of basic supplies, equipment and livestock. The Rhodesian Government
rejected Major Bagshawe's plan outright and when the one and a half thousand refugees from
Rusape, Marandellas and Digglefold were consolidated into one camp at Gatooma, the
Major's services were dispensed with.843
Opposition to the continued presence of the refugees in Southern Rhodesia showed no
sign of abating as the colony pursued a population policy of cultural and ethnic unity, aspiring
to becoming 'a British heartland in Central Africa'.844 Strict immigration quotas were in place
for non-British migrants and for Poles the quota was set at one hundred per annum. However,
to the disappointment of the IRO, the British Government, and the refugees themselves,
further legislation was passed which effectively made the quota worthless. A deposit of £200
was required for each individual migrant, a sum which was beyond the means of many of the
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refugees.845 While the post-war boom in migration into Southern Rhodesia saw the white
population almost double by 1950 to around 112,000 only 118 of these were Polish
refugees. 846 The actions of the government were in line with general public sentiment
concerning aliens, and Poles in particular, who were considered to be not 'the right type' of
immigrant. A subscriber to The New Rhodesian in 1946 wrote:
… many of the Poles do not rise to the height of civilization and refinement
as the British. The Poles are a bunch of peasants whose skill and efficiency
is little above that of the native.847
The refugees were, nevertheless, hired as temporary labour and in some instances
exploited. Sixty women from the Gatooma camp were employed at a textile factory at nearby
Eiffel Flats in 1947. They were paid a wage of five to ten pounds a month when the average
wage of a native African was over twenty pounds a month. The Ministry of Internal Affairs
and Justice investigated the low wages paid to Polish women not only in the textile industry
but also those working as nurses, usherettes and shop assistants, and concluded:
we are perfectly satisfied that the reason for the low wages paid to Poles in
employment is mainly due to their standard of work which is such that they
are not worth more than sub-economic wages. In other words, they are not
fitted to do work of a higher standard than that usually performed by the
indigenous African in this Colony.848
The Poles were considered to be culturally inferior, economically superfluous, and socially a
threat to the established order. They were undesirable as permanent residents in the colony.
Uganda was not a settler colony and had a white population of just 3,500. There, the
Governor responded to approaches by the IRO for permanent residency for Polish refugees by
advising that any of the refugees wishing to permanently remain in Uganda should apply for
an Entry Permit in accordance with the provisions of the Immigration (Control) Ordinance
1947. The IRO was informed that no special quota would be set for the Poles and that 'the
Governor holds out little hope that more than an extremely small number of individual
applications are likely to succeed.'849 Numerous applicants were turned down, even those of
people employed by the Electricity Board which had set up a works and training programme
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specifically for Polish refugees. The men received low wages but signed up in the hope that it
would lead to permanent residency. Unfortunately, this was not to be. Mietek, aged 21, with
excellent English and Swahili language skills and working as an overhead lines-man
supporting himself and his mother, aged 46, was refused permanent residency. Józef, aged 43,
working as a store-keeper and supervisor of African labour, supporting himself and his wife,
aged 36, was refused permanent residency. Adolf, aged 20, working repairing overhead
electricity lines, a graduate of mechanical school speaking excellent English and Swahili,
whose sister, aged 23, worked in the accounting office at the Koja camp, and whose mother
was a skilled dressmaker, was refused permanent residency. Though the Uganda Electricity
Board was pleased with the performance of its Polish employees, the work and training
programme was discontinued by mutual consent.850 IRO records reveal that just ten Polish
refugees were admitted as permanent residents in Uganda.851
In mid-1948 Tanganyika declared it would admit up to two hundred and fifty persons
in family units and also consider applications from individuals. 852 Northern Rhodesia
followed suit setting a quota of three hundred. However, the largest group that settled
permanently in East and Central Africa did so not because of government policy or laws
relating to immigration but as a result of demographics. The refugee population was
predominantly female while the colonial population was mostly male. There were 318
marriages throughout the territories of Polish women to local residents from the colonial
service and the military, as well as farmers and miners. It was a common occurrence for the
IRO representatives in Northern and Southern Rhodesia to receive letters from lonely
prospectors looking for wives. Such proposals were posted on the camp's notice boards and
led to the local settlement of a number of young Polish women.853
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Table 6.2

Number of Poles Accepted as Migrants in Africa, Feb 1950854
Total
Population
1935−36

European
Population
1948−49

Number of Poles
Accepted as
Migrants

Kenya

3,084,351

30,000

298

N. Rhodesia

1,378,000

13,000

302

S. Rhodesia

1,289,000

67,000

116

Tanganyika

5,138,080

11,000

230

Uganda

1,603,257

2,000

10

Territories

Local Marriages

318

Total

1,374

It was during 1948 that most of the remainder of the refugees were resettled, either
repatriating to Poland, moving to the UK with Operation Polejump, individually migrating to
other countries, or being accepted as permanent residents in East and Central Africa. As 1949
dawned the IRO was still responsible for over four thousand Polish refugees in East Africa
living in two camps, Koja in Uganda and Tengeru in Tanganyika.855 The prospects ahead of
these refugees were bleak. No countries were willing to go to the expense of sending selection
missions to Africa when the DP camps in Europe still held rich pickings.
Overseas Resettlement
Churchill's statement to the British parliament that he hoped to be able to offer Polish soldiers
and their families 'the citizenship and freedom of the British Empire' led to pressure being
applied to Dominions and British Commonwealth territories to include the Poles in Africa in
their recruitment drives. Canada and Australia were recruiting in the DP camps in Europe and
they were eventually convinced to send selection teams to Africa at the IRO's expense.
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Canada
Canada's immigration policy before 1946 was highly selective and restrictive.856 This was
relaxed somewhat due to increased labour demand associated with post-war economic
growth. Motivated by economic rather than humanitarian concerns, the Canadian government
had in 1946/47 accepted 4,527 Polish ex-servicemen from Italy and the UK into Canada when
cheap labour provided by German prisoners of war had come to an end.857 Some of these
Poles had families in Africa and under the 1946 Close Relatives Immigration Scheme they
were able to bring them to Canada. The Canadians also sent Selection Missions to the DP
camps in Germany where between 1946 and 1952, they recruited 165,000 migrants, 39,000 of
whom were Polish. In late June 1949, a seven-person Canadian Selection Mission arrived in
Africa to recruit single women for domestic service and nursing, and single men for mining,
logging and agriculture. Only applicants aged between eighteen and forty years of age would
be considered. Young men and women were encouraged to part with parents and siblings who
could later apply to migrate to Canada under the family migration scheme.858
The IRO, which was funding the Mission's Africa trip, found that there were many
hurdles to overcome before and during the Canadian visit. Described as 'prima donnas' in an
internal IRO memo, the Canadian personnel's departure was delayed by inoculation omissions
which in turn cut short their time in Africa. Worried about the tropical climate they asked to
be provided with 'thin clothing', and concerned for their personal safety they refused to board
private planes in Africa that had been especially chartered for them.859
During the selection process the requirement for medical screening for TB, venereal
disease and physical deformities placed a heavy load on local health services. Local doctors
were seconded to carry out medical examinations in the camps, and hospital and laboratory
staff in the towns of Arusha near the Tengeru camp and Kampala some distance from the
Koja camp, worked long hours to process a huge volume of medical files in a very short time.
The isolation of the camps in Africa and the rushed nature of the visit also caused problems
that called for creative solutions. When x-ray plates ordered from London by the IRO,
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Geneva, did not arrive on time, the entire stocks available in Nairobi and Mombasa hospitals
were flown in for the use of the selection team, and when Canadian Certificates of Identity
did not arrive on time from Germany, the IRO office in Nairobi 'forged and had printed a
large number of travel documents' to overcome this problem.860
The Canadians travelled first to Koja, in Uganda, where 'very nearly everyone came
forward who had the remotest chance of being selected, and the selectors did what they could
to fit the applicants into their rather rigid categories.'861 Prior to the Canadians' arrival, the
IRO had carried out its own assessment of the resettlement prospects of the refugees and held
out considerable hope for the success of many of the applicants.
Table 6.3

Resettlement Prospects of Polish Refugees in Africa, Feb 1949862

Resettlement
Prospects

Koja
Uganda

Tengeru
Tanganyika

Excellent

341

1350

Fair

390

753

Borderline

276

550

Hardcore

329

1166

Total

1330

3819

Over half of the 1,330 refugees in Koja had 'fair' to 'excellent' resettlement prospects
according to the IRO survey. The Canadians selected 120, a disappointing number, but as
almost all were members of family units there were good prospects that a further 130 would
be accepted into Canada at a later date under the family migration scheme. 863
After Koja, the Canadians visited Tengeru in Tanganyika, an experience which led Mr
Sharrer, one of the representatives of the Canadian Ministry of Labour, to write a report to his
superiors full of horror and dismay. Familiar with the misery and chaos of the refugee camps
in Germany, he was shocked to find what appeared to be 'a small but thriving Polish town
reproduced in rural Africa'. In Germany he had met with refugees desperate for the
860
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opportunity to start a new life, while in Tengeru many of the refugees had not even applied to
migrate to Canada. His report described the refugees as 'content to live a life of leisure with
most of the manual work being done for them by native Africans'. Taken on a tour of the
camp with its many social and recreational facilities, entertained by a concert put on by clean
and neatly dressed school children, and hosted to an evening banquet to which some of the
women wore evening dress, Mr Sharrer was appalled at what he considered to be an
'ostentatious display of well-being'. The IRO sprang to the Polish refugees' defence, outlining
the eight-year history of the Tengeru camp and praising the Poles for 'doing so much with so
little'.864 Privately they acknowledged that the refugees in Tengeru were not 'movementminded' and the camp's British Commandant and staff had adopted a rather laissez-faire
attitude which did not help the IRO in its pressing need to close the camps.865
Motivated by economic rather than humanitarian concerns, the Canadian Mission
applied strict selection criteria to recruit young, healthy and mostly single men and women for
resettlement as unskilled labour in Canada. Just a week after the Mission flew out of Nairobi,
463 refugees were on a train bound for the port of Mombasa where they would board the
'General Black' to begin the long journey to their new home.866
A second group of Polish refugees arrived in Canada from Africa in September 1949
under a special immigration quota created by the Canadian Government in August 1948.
Motivated by humanitarian concerns, the Canadian Government undertook to accept one
thousand orphans into Canada and assigned the Catholic Immigrant Aid Society to implement
the scheme. The one thousand orphans included 123 from Africa.867
Over one thousand unaccompanied children evacuated from the Soviet Union found
refuge in Africa. The largest number, 824, arrived from Persia in 1942 and were placed in
orphanages at the Tengeru and Masindi camps.868 Another five hundred from Persia went to
South Africa in 1943 under an agreement negotiated without British involvement, between
the Polish Government in exile and the Government of the Union of South Africa.869 A group
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of orphans from the so-called Sappers' Orphanage in Persia arrived in East Africa in June
1944 in the care of nineteen Sisters of Nazareth and settled in Morogoro.870 Finally, a small
number of unaccompanied children were among 720 Polish refugees transferred to East
Africa from India in March 1948 when the refugee camps there closed.871
On arriving in Africa, some of the unaccompanied children were reunited with family
members from whom they had been separated for months or years. Others had to wait until
after the war to find family who were traced in Poland or elsewhere. Many who had arrived in
Africa as minors lost their 'unaccompanied child' status once they reached the age of majority
which the IRO considered to be sixteen. Towards the end of 1948 when the IRO was working
hard to repatriate or resettle all of the refugees and close the camps, there remained between
one hundred and one hundred and fifty orphans and unaccompanied children still living in
Africa, gathered in the children's home at Tengeru in Tanganyika.872
The question before the IRO was whether the children should be repatriated to Poland
or resettled elsewhere. The IRO's mandate was to return unaccompanied children to their
country of origin if all efforts to locate family failed, although in deciding on each case the
'best interests of the children' were to be taken into account. 873 The Polish (Warsaw)
Government pursued the repatriation of the children while the Board of Guardians with legal
responsibility for the orphans strongly resisted this move.874 The Board had been established
with the support of the local Catholic Church in 1946 in anticipation of this very problem.
The children were mostly teenagers and expressed no wish to return to Poland. The IRO
therefore decided to pursue resettlement opportunities and to move the children to Italy where
they could be readily available to be interviewed and medically screened by visiting migration
missions. Organisations in two countries, the Women's Voluntary Services in the UK, and the
Catholic Immigrant Aid Society in Canada, lodged proposals with their governments to
accept the children.
Afraid of the long arm of the Polish Government and fearful that the children, once
outside British controlled territory, could be forced to repatriate, the Board of Guardians
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requested a three-month delay in any plans to move the children out of Africa to allow time
for Canada and the UK to decide on the proposals before them. As there was no guarantee
that either country would take the children, the IRO insisted that the move to Italy proceed
and set a deadline of 1 May 1949 for this to occur. The deadline came and went. The trucks
that arrived at Tengeru to pick up the children and take them to the Arusha train station
waited all morning and then rumbled away empty. The train reserved to carry the children to
Mombasa was cancelled. Not one child could be found. The IRO threatened to withdraw
funding from the children as lack of cooperation with repatriation or resettlement plans made
them ineligible for IRO assistance.
Relentless pressure was brought to bear on the Board of Guardians by the IRO and
colonial authorities and they finally and reluctantly agreed to the removal of the children. The
children left Africa on 3 June 1949 bound for Italy. For the next three months and even after
their arrival in Canada in September 1949, they were the subject of much media and
diplomatic attention. The Polish Government used their case to illustrate what it considered to
be the West's determination to prevent the repatriation of hundreds of thousands of Poles. The
IRO, the UK, Italy and Canada were all stridently denounced in Soviet propaganda. As late as
1949, the IRO was formally denounced on the floor of the United Nations General Assembly
by the Polish Government for 'kidnapping' the Polish orphans from Tengeru.875
Over seven hundred Polish refugees from Africa migrated to Canada. The Canadian
Mission recruited 463 unskilled labourers, a number of whom lodged applications for family
members from the African camps to join them in Canada, once they were settled there. There
were also more than 123 orphans and unaccompanied children who were accepted by Canada
on humanitarian grounds.
Australia
Meanwhile, the IRO prepared for the arrival of the Australian Mission. After the Canadian
Mission's criticism of the Tengeru camp, and the international controversy caused by the
movement of the unaccompanied children to Canada, it held out hope that its experience with
the Australian Mission and the resettlement of refugees in Australia would flow more
smoothly.
The war in the Pacific brought home to Australia its defence vulnerabilities: it was a
large island nation with a population of just seven million. After the war, the Australian
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Government embarked on a massive nation-building programme with population growth and
economic development as key goals. It set a population growth target of two per cent per
annum and turned to immigration to meet this goal. The Department of Immigration was
established in July 1945 and Australia entered into a number of agreements with the United
Kingdom, its traditional source of immigrants, offering free and assisted passage to British
ex-servicemen and their families, and selected civilians. When the supply of immigrants from
the UK ran dry, there was a major shift in Australia's migration policy, and the Government
extended its recruitment beyond Britain's shores to Europe. In July 1947, Australia entered
into an agreement with the IRO to resettle displaced persons and sent its first selection team
to Germany. Under the Australian Displaced Persons Resettlement Scheme migrants were
admitted to Australia as indentured labour, bound to work for two years in whatever
employment they were allocated on arrival by the Government Employment Services. Men
would work as labourers, women as domestics. Between 1948 and 1953 a third (sixty
thousand) of all refugees who came to Australia under the IRO programme were Poles.876
During 1948 and into 1949, the IRO repeatedly requested that Australian consider
recruiting Poles from Africa whom they described as 'very good types'.877 In Australia,
Catholic Archbishop Tweedy of Hobart took up the cause of the Polish refugees in Africa and
made numerous representation to Arthur Calwell, the Minister for Immigration, on their
behalf. In 1947 and 1948, 796 Polish ex-servicemen, members of the Polish Resettlement
Corps in the UK had migrated to Australia under a special arrangement between the UK and
Australian governments to work for the Tasmanian Hydro Electric Commission.878 They,
together with the Catholic clergy in the African refugee camps who engaged in detailed
correspondence with the Archbishop, alerted him to the plight of the Polish refugees in Africa
and enlisted his support.879 Other church and community organisations such as The Polish
Welfare Office in Sydney, and the Australian Catholic Immigration Office also lobbied the
Government on behalf of the Polish refugees in Africa.880 The IRO, whose operations were
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due to close on 30 June 1950, applied continuing and persistent pressure to the Australian
Government appealing to its humanitarian instincts and offering it incentives to send a
migrant selection team to Africa. The tipping point was reached when the IRO offered to meet
the entire cost of sending an Australian Selection Team to East Africa in addition to the
standard arrangement of financing the movement of the refugees and providing the necessary
shipping.881
The Australian Selection Team arrived in East Africa in November 1949, some four
months after the Canadian Commission. It consisted of two Immigration Officers, a Medical
Officer and a Security Officer who flew on Qantas Airways from Sydney on the 'kangaroo
route' with stops at Darwin, Singapore, Calcutta, and Karachi before arriving at Cairo on 31
October 1949. The team processed applications in Egypt and Lebanon before proceeding to
the main recruitment area of East Africa. Selection began in Tengeru Camp on 3 November
1949 and was completed by 30 November.
The IRO had extensively counselled the refugees following their less than enthusiastic
response to the visiting Canadian Mission and this time the response was 'magnificent'.
Almost the entire camp of 1,750 persons presented for selection.882 The reasons given for
applying to migrate to Australia included the desire 'to avoid the cold of Canada', to 'get as far
away from Russia as possible', and to 'go somewhere free'. Not a lot was known about
Australia, but the shelves of the camp library was scoured for information. The refugees learnt
about Australian aborigines, strange wild animals, and the warm weather, and it seemed that
Australia was not that different from Africa. Sixteen-year-old Bogdan whose family was
rejected for Australia because of the ill health and advanced age of some of its members
decided to go to Australia alone. 'To me Australia was a place to go. It was very exotic, very
far away and a place to see'.883 Janina, twenty-eight years of age and single, was devoted to
her elderly mother who was the only member of her family with her in Africa. Janina was
devastated when her mother decided to return to Poland to be reunited with family there.
Janina refused to return and chose Australia instead. 'I want to be free, to be free for the rest
of my life,' she said. The freedom that mattered to her was personal rather than political. She
didn't want to marry and she didn't want to hear the village gossips criticising her for not
fulfilling her natural role in society as wife and mother. She had little time for the Catholic
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Church, the wealth of the institution, the superstitious beliefs of its practitioners, and the
ignorance and intrusiveness of the clergy. She valued her personal independence above all
and she was believed she had the skills and determination to make a new a life for herself in
Australia.884
The IRO waved a carrot and a stick. It assured the refugees that 'no country offers
more attractive settlement or employment opportunities' than Australia and 'no country
extends a more hearty and more generous welcome'.885 It also issued a formal declaration
stating:
From those refugees who are making no effort to re-establish themselves,
H. M. Government must withdraw all assistance including the right of
asylum. Such persons cannot expect and will not be permitted to live on
international charity indefinitely. British charity will certainly not be
extended to them … To all refugees who fail to be selected by Australia …
H. M. Government counsel to give most earnest consideration to
repatriation.886
Contrary to the experience with the Canadians, the IRO found the Australians to be 'an
exceptionally good team' with a 'refreshing attitude', 'keenly concerned with making
constructive efforts to solve the refugee problem.' These efforts included broadening their
selection criteria; raising the upper age limit for heads of families to fifty years; accepting
families with up to three children below working age; and accepting unaccompanied women
with young children. They also provided advice on how families could assist each other in
meeting selection criteria, such as entering into voluntary arrangements for the care and
maintenance of underage or elderly family members. The efficiency of the Australian team
was also impressive with between one hundred and fifty and two hundred people interviewed
each day and an average of seventy six people medically examined daily.887 The Australian
medical officer wrote in his report on Tengeru,
I have been most impressed with the Polish people of this Camp. They are
very fine types and, I am sure, will make good New Australians. The
children are remarkably healthy and fine, intelligent physical types. The
children and adolescents would compare more than favourably with any
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cross-section of Australians of similar age groups The accepted migrants
consist principally of women, children and adolescents.888
Recruitment was nevertheless carried out with the employability of applicants in mind. Males
had to be 'prepared to undertake unskilled manual work and females hospital, domestic and
factory work.' Over-age parents were accepted provided 'they were fit for their age' and that
there was 'a net gain in employables from the family group'.
The Australian Mission to Africa was issued with clear selection guidelines. One of
these guidelines states that:
Selection of Jewish displaced persons be limited to the present 15% of total
selections which operates in the selection of displaced persons in
Germany.889
Approximately ninety of the Polish refugees for whom the IRO provided care and
maintenance in the African territories were Jewish. None were repatriated to Poland. Over
half, 47, were resettled locally: 25 in Kenya, 17 in Tanganyika, 3 in Southern Rhodesia, and 2
in Northern Rhodesia.890 The Australian Mission accepted approximately thirty Jews, well
below the fifteen per cent limit set by the Immigration Department, and the remainder made
plans for individual resettlement overseas. 891 The preferred overseas destination was
Australia, followed by the USA, NZ, and the UK. One family of three planned to migrate to
Israel and several other families agreed to move to Israel if their applications to go elsewhere
were unsuccessful.892
At Tengeru, the Australian team assessed applications from 1,756 people and accepted
913.
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On completing their work at Tengeru, they moved on to Koja from 5 to 15 December

where 727 persons were presented to the Mission and 308 were accepted. 894 The total
accepted from both camps was 1,221. On 4 February 1950, the 'USAT General Langfitt', a
former US troop carrier, sailed from Mombasa for Fremantle, Western Australia, with 1,179
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Polish refugees on board. Mr Kemp, the Welfare and Information Officer with the
Department of Immigration and member of the Selection Mission sailed with them. It was the
General Langfitt's fourth trip carrying displaced persons to Australia, the first three trips
sailing from Naples for Melbourne.
Residue
The IRO and the British Government had long been discussing the fate of the anticipated
'residue', the refugees left behind after those chosen by overseas missions had departed.
Following the recruitment drives of the Canadian and Australian missions, 1,698 refugees
remained in Africa in March 1950. 895 The 'residue' were a confounding collection of
characters. They included the lone aged, chronically ill, and physically handicapped, as well
as refugees whose behaviour or family situation rendered them unacceptable for resettlement.
There were irregular families, illegitimate children, and adults awaiting finalisation of divorce
proceedings. 896 There were sixteen criminals whose crimes included attempted murder,
grievous bodily harm, assault, forgery and theft. Undesirables also included prostitutes and
habitual drunkards.897The ill and infirm included TB sufferers, syphilis cases, epileptics, the
near-blind, deaf mutes, several adults without one or more limbs and fifteen 'mental cases' in
institutional care.898
The British Government and the IRO made every effort to convince the colonial
governments to absorb the remaining refugees into the population of East Africa. This was
rejected outright.899 After lengthy debate and having explored every other available option,
HMG reluctantly decided to send a UK Mission to East Africa to examine the 'residue' and
make further selections for resettlement to the UK. The problem of disposing of these
refugees delayed the closure of the IRO Nairobi office from 30 June to 31 October 1950.
A three-person UK Mission visited East Africa from 19 May to 6 July 1950. They
described the Tengeru refugees as 'by and large … pretty poor specimens. Inert and bovine
they have done nothing for years and intend continuing thus.' The Mission found that few of
the refugees had learnt English and concluded that 'the vast majority will remain in hostels as
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completely useless members of British society.'900 Despite this rather damming assessment,
the Mission selected 1,460 for entry into the UK and arranged with the IRO for transportation
to commence the following month.901 Individual overseas and local resettlement continued to
reduce the numbers and the 'residue' finally moved en masse to the UK was 1285. They did
not include medical, security and criminal categories or their dependents whose future was
still being negotiated.902
When the Nairobi IRO Office closed its doors on 31 October 1950 there were 266
Polish refugees remaining in East Africa, the 'hard core', divided almost equally between Koja
and Tengeru. In his final report, the IRO's Chief Officer in Nairobi described the camps as
'depressing places with much too high a proportion of invalids and undesirables to make for a
healthy community life'. In his view it was in the best interest of the refugees and the general
public for the camps to be closed as soon as possible and for all remaining refugees to be
admitted into the UK where they could be sorted out on arrival. The British however, declined
to accept the IRO's advice and put its weight instead behind negotiating with Tanganyika to
accept all the 'mental' and TB cases, and Uganda the bed-ridden. The criminal and otherwise
undesirable cases and their dependents had been removed from the IRO register and
earmarked for deportation to Poland.903
Colonial governments continued to reject the British proposal that they absorb the
'hard core' into their territories and reiterated their request that the British Government adhere
to its original undertaking that no refugees would remain in East Africa.904 The 266 'hard
core' cases were still in Africa in July 1951, an entire year after the UK Mission's visit to
address the issue of the residue of refugees in East Africa. The majority of these, 173, had
been granted visas for the UK but to the frustration of the colonial authorities there were
endless delays in arranging shipping for them. The colonial governments advised the FO that
if there were no IRO vessels calling at Mombasa or Dar es Salaam in the near future, they
would themselves arrange private shipping with costs to be borne by the IRO. A number of
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'special cases' remained to be decided upon.905 When the IRO ended its operational phase on
31 January 1952, there were twenty five Polish refugees remaining in Africa being
maintained by the UK Government.906
Table 6.4

Countries of Destination and Numbers Resettled Under IRO, Oct 1950907

Country

Number

Country

Number

Argentina

104

Mexico

1

Australia

1,226

Middle East (military transfers)

127

Austria

1

Morocco

1

Belgium

4

Netherlands

2

Brazil

5

New Zealand

9

Canada

792

Northern Rhodesia

302

Dominican Republic

2

Poland

Egypt

3

Southern Rhodesia

116

Eritrea

1

South Africa

16

Sweden

2

France
(1) Individual resettlement
(2) Transfer for presentation
to selection missions

16
545

1,795

Germany

3

Tanganyika

230

Haiti

3

Uganda

10

1

United Kingdom
(1) Individual resettlement,
Westward Ho! and transfers
(2) Operation Polejump

India

1,638
9,491

Ireland

2

United States of America

31

Israel

10

Venezuela

8

Italy

8

Local Marriages

318

Japan

1

Still on Strength

266

Kenya

298

Lebanon

45

Total

905

17,493
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Conclusion
The tide of the war had turned by 1944 and a succession of military and political events
renewed feelings of both hope and despair in the refugees in Africa. Militarily, the Italian
Campaign and the Allied invasion of Western Europe augured well for the ultimate defeat of
Nazi Germany. At the same time the failed Warsaw Uprising and the 'liberation' of Poland by
the Red Army saw the nation once again under Soviet occupation. Despair grew as political
events unfolded in 1945. In January, a Soviet-sponsored provisional government was declared
in Poland, and in July, it was recognised by Britain as the legitimate government of Poland.
Allied conferences at Yalta in February and Potsdam in August, redrew Poland's borders, and
pre-war Eastern Poland annexed by the Soviet Union in 1939, remained in the Soviet Union.
The refugees' long-held hope of returning to an imagined Poland was shattered, for the answer
to the question, Jaka Polska? was now 'Komunistyczna Polska'.
The war was over and colonial governments proceeded to hold the British
Government to account over the agreement on the wartime domicile of Polish refugees in
Africa. British efforts to shift responsibility for the refugees to UNRRA took twelve months
to materialise due in large part to the refugees' unwillingness to co-operate. 'Who to trust?'
was now the question the refugees asked themselves. They would 'wait and see'. Refugees
reflected on the politics and economics of return while waiting for news of family in Poland,
and in the Polish army. Family reunion was the main motivation for leaving Africa. For more
than five years after the war, UNRRA and then the IRO took responsibility for facilitating the
movement of refugees to destinations of their choice. Approximately half of the refugees
were reunited with family who were members of the Polish armed forces demobilised to the
UK. Almost one in five were reunited with family in Poland. Just over a third eventually
chose resettlement overseas. The motivations for migrating to a new country were a
combination of personal, political and economic. While the lived experience of communism
during occupation and deportation remained forefront in the minds of mothers, the children
and young people were attracted by the opportunity of building new lives in the West. Almost
a thousand refugees were accepted permanently into the African territories under strict
regulations. The 'residue' of one and half thousand were reluctantly accepted by the UK.
The maintenance of the refugees after the war, firstly by the British without the
involvement of the Polish government, then UNRRA, and finally the IRO, involved a
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diminution of living standards in the camps and the curtailment of many of the services
previously provided by the Polish Government-in-exile for the refugees. Colonial authorities
were complicit in this decline in care, determined to finally rid their territories of the 'problem'
of refugees.
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Conclusion
This thesis has been concerned with examining the experience of displacement in Africa of
refugees from Poland during and after the Second World War. It aimed to take this episode of
displacement out of its 'nationalist box' and examine it afresh from a new perspective, a
refugee perspective. Viewing displacement through the eyes of the refugees has cast a light on
actors and issues that have hitherto been on the periphery of historical enquiry into this
episode. It revealed that the attitudes and policy decisions of British colonial authorities in
host territories were crucial to the management and welfare of the refugees. In particular, the
decision to accommodate the refugees in camps, and the choice of camp locations, had a
significant impact on the displacement experience. The refugee perspective brought into focus
the 'place' in which the refugees were 'matter out of place', namely British colonial Africa, and
revealed the crucial contribution of African labour not only to the construction but also to the
ongoing functioning of the camps. Further it affirmed the heterogeneity of the camp
population and the complexity of social relations that were part of refugee life both inside and
sometimes outside the camps. Finally, a focus on the lived experience and everyday practice
of camp life brought into stark contrast the meaning that the two main groups in the refugee
population, women and children, assigned to the experience of displacement: exile for one
and freedom for the other.
Both before and after making their decision to provide wartime domicile to the Polish
refugees in Persia, British colonial authorities devoted considerable energy to discussing
issues and concerns associated with the maintenance of refugees in their territories. Issues
such as food and shelter, climate and health, the response of the British community to this
potential 'burden', and the refugees' understanding of and place in a colonial society. There
was virtually no discussion on the question of how the refugees would be accommodated.
Camps were the solution. MERRA had set the precedent by housing Greek refugees in camps
in the Middle East, and EARA, its subsidiary, appears to have automatically fallen in with
that practice. British African territories were experienced in running prisoner of war camps
and internment camps, and refugee camps were simply added to their list. Military and
civilian prisoners and internees were in camps for reasons of security i.e. they were a
perceived threat due to their Axis nation origins. What kind of threat did the controlled arrival
of a defined number of refugees from an Allied nation for the purpose of temporary abode
pose? Especially, as these particular refugees were women, children and the elderly? This
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study has suggested that the refugees were a threat to the 'colonial order of things' - political
order, economic order, and social order. This answer does not seem entirely satisfactory and
the question, 'Why camps? continues to resonate not only in relation to the Poles in Africa but
in relation to refugees everywhere.
For the refugees then, displacement in Africa was experienced as the camp. The
purpose of the camp was containment and it was therefore a space with a boundary. There
were no barbed wire fences but always a built or natural boundary that clearly marked off the
space within from the space without. Living in the camp identified one as 'other', as not
belonging in the wider community. Permission or a pass was required for anyone to enter or
exit the camp. At an individual level, lack of freedom of movement created the dependency of
refugees on colonial authorities for almost every aspect of their lives. It also stifled
spontaneity. Activities such as walking to the Asian shop at the crossroads to buy flour or
across the field to the African village for fruit could not be undertaken without planning and
permission. The boundary infantilised adults who were required to seek approval from camp
authorities for the most basic of daily activities. As might be expected, in every camp
boundaries were transgressed by adults and children alike, but it was always at the risk of
being 'caught' doing 'something wrong' and being subject to 'punishment'.
The camp not only limited individual action, it also limited social interaction. The
camp segregated the refugee population from the wider community. There were organised,
formal national celebrations when local military and government officials and the
neighbouring farmers were invited to the camps to join in festivities. There were organised
visits to Catholic missions. The scouts bivouacked on farms. If the camp was situated not too
far from a town, the camp truck carried a group of refugees to the movies or shopping on a
Saturday afternoon. But informal opportunities for social interaction with those outside the
camp were limited. In the field of employment, it was theoretically possible for a refugee with
permission to be employed outside the camp but in practice, there were just a handful of cases
where this actually occurred during the war years. Living in a camp meant living, working
and socialising in the same place, with the same people, at the same time, under the same
authority, in accordance with a single overall plan. This study has not argued that the refugees
were inmates of a total institution but it is not difficult to understand how the young women in
particular described living in a camp as living 'in an open prison' and even 'being buried
alive.'908
908

KARTA, AW 943, Testimony of Maria Dybczyńska; Interview with Irena Makowiecka.

222

The containment of the refugees in camps and their resultant social and cultural
seclusion from colonial society also served to reinforce their collective identity. The Polish
refugees in the camps in Africa strongly identified as 'a nation in exile.' Their sense of
belonging in and to Poland was repeatedly articulated in the enactment of culture - the words
of the hymns they sang, the plays they chose to perform, the national costumes they dressed
up in, the language they spoke, the books they read. They saw their forced removal from
Poland as a grave injustice. They had not fled, they had not abandoned Poland, they had been
forced into exile. The focus of routine activities such as education for the children, literacy
classes for adults, scouting, nursing training, and employment experience, was preparation for
the return from exile, the return to Poland. Though it was not the purpose of the camp, a byproduct of camp living was the strengthening of a collective national identity.
It would be erroneous to imply that Polishness was at the heart of every refugees'
raison d'être or that being part of a collective identity was something to which everyone
aspired. The demographic composition of the refugee population was a reflection of the
population of interwar Poland. There were tensions and troubles between individuals and
groups as there would have been had they been living in towns, villages or farms in Poland.
In Africa ethnic Poles were jealous of Jews who secured prestigious jobs working for the
English administration in the camps, while the formal representative of the Jewish community
held the Polish administration in disdain and asked colonial authorities for a separate camp
for Jews. The Polish government contributed funding for the building of an Orthodox church
which ethnically Polish youth repeatedly vandalised, twice destroying the altar. Drunkenness
and violent brawling broke out where illicit stills pumped out cheap liquor. Prostitutes plied
their trade in African askari quarters and on the streets of larger towns. Missionary priests led
protests and soldiers 'on leave' organised coups against the camp secular authorities. And in
one of the territories, the legal system could not keep up with the cases of burglaries and
assaults that accumulated in the courtroom involving Polish men. Though refugees shared a
common citizenship and deportation experience, they remained a heterogeneous collection of
individuals and groups with varying degrees of commitment to the camp community and the
nationalist cause.
Women, wives and mothers, were the largest group in the camps, making up close to
half the total population. With strength and fortitude and sometimes good fortune, these
women survived 'Siberia'. They arrived in Africa with nothing but what remained of their
families. Many children were missing, deceased or lost or still in the Soviet Union. With no
personal input, the women were assigned to a territory, a camp, and a hut in Africa. Displaced
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from Poland to Africa they could not have felt further from home, physically or culturally.
Disorientated, their priority was caring for the family for whom they now had sole
responsibility. Chapter Three investigated the provision of shelter, food and clothing to the
refugees, essential needs which were the responsibility of colonial authorities. Shelter was
primitive and overcrowded but caring for a family meant creating a home so the women set to
work inside and outside the African huts. White-washed walls, curtains, flowerbeds, and pets
were small but symbolic reminders of home. Basic food items were rationed and available in
adequate supply. A mother's central role in preparing food for the family and the importance
of eating together as a family were two core features of family life that were challenged by
the preferred camp practice of communal kitchens and dining rooms. The women resisted,
lighting little campfires outside their huts on which to cook the family meal if need be, and
camp authorities reluctantly acquiesced to their will. Not only did the women cook their own
meals but they endeavoured to cook Polish food with produce from camp farms and from
their own vegetables plots planted around the huts. They shaped their displacement into an
image of home.
Polish women in the camps, inspired by the myth of Matka Polka adapted to and
reshaped the primitive shelters and basic food rations into family homes and Polish meals.
Daily life began to resemble family life again. Friendships grew in the huts and gardens as
people, contained in a defined space and segregated from outside society, came to know and
trust each other. The man was the traditional head in a Polish household but with husbands
absent, the camp administration and particularly its leaders, British and Polish, assumed
responsibility for tasks normally carried out by husbands and fathers, tasks such as providing
a home and putting food on the table. They became father figures by being present when
fathers were absent. And the rules and regulations of the camp were the authority in the
women's lives, not absent husbands. Though there were very few men in the camps, the
militaristic and patriarchal structure of camp governance endowed them with complete
authority.
Polish interwar society reproduced itself in the camps. The investigation carried out in
Chapter Four into employment, health, and law and order in the camps revealed that everyone
did not live in primitive mud huts. Some lived in houses with window panes and timber floors
located not in what looked like a military compound but in a separate elevated part of the
camp. Not everyone had to trudge with a bucket to the tap at the end of the road for water.
Some had African servants. Higher education and resultant employment in senior positions in
the camp created a small group of 'haves' and a large group of 'have nots'. A reluctance on the
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part of colonial authorities to allow the refugees to work outside the camp led to the Polish
authorities creating as many jobs as they could inside the camps in schools, hospitals,
community centres, workshops and on camp farms. Leadership positions obviously went to
the educated who lived in superior accommodation and with commensurate salaries could
afford to purchase fine clothes and have African servants to cook and clean for them.
Knowledge of the English language guaranteed a superior status in the camp as
communications with the British administration were indispensable. If Siberia had a levelling
effect on the deported population, then Africa restored a social hierarchy echoing that of
interwar Poland.
As in any society, there were those who struggled to find their place. It was an
unfortunate reality that between a third and half of employable women in the camp were
unemployed. Their only income in many cases was the modest monthly allowance paid to
each refugee by Polish authorities. These women had a lot of time on their hands, time to
think, to remember, to grieve, and time to long for a return to a Poland that no longer existed
except in their imaginations. These were not happy women. However, displacement and the
camp also offered opportunities for inventing new lives. Between the educated leadership and
the mass of unemployed, were women who grasped the opportunity that displacement
provided to learn new skills or put existing experience to work in a range of employment
positions in the camp. Some trained as nurses and worked in the hospital, others learnt typing
and bookkeeping and worked in administration, others still became police women, or
storekeepers, or YMCA youth workers, or cooks, or volunteered to teach when there was a
shortage of qualified school teachers. The more adventurous young women found a way out
of the camp leaving their families and the familiar Polishness of the camp community to serve
in the British and Polish armed forces in Africa and Britain. A few, despite the restrictions on
interacting with the local community, left the camp to marry.
It would be remiss not to acknowledge that one in five adults in the camps was male.
As illustrated in Chapter Four, men featured in the camps in contrasting roles, either as
leaders or as rebels, brawlers and burglars. There was a third group though who were men
who because of their age or disability were not in the army. Prioritised for employment, these
men worked as policemen, or sanitary inspectors, or were tradesmen, carpenters and
mechanics, cobblers and tailors, gainfully employed in the camp's workshops. Their
experience of displacement was quite different to that of women, free as most were of family
responsibilities and spoilt for choice when it came to female companionship. This study has
focussed primarily on the experiences of women and children as they were the overwhelming
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majority of the residents in the camps leaving the experience of civilian males and wartime
displacement for others to pursue.
Refugee children and the care provided to them by Polish authorities dominates the
extant literature on the displacement experience in Africa. Almost all of the memoirs are
written by refugees who were children in Africa. Throughout this thesis, and especially in the
sections covering scouting and schooling, the voices of the children have been heard. The
words of Mira perhaps best sum up how many of the children experienced displacement in
Africa, 'I wasn't hungry, I was warm and I was free and I was with my mother. Nothing else
mattered'.909 Food was important to the children. They had all experienced hunger in the
Soviet Union. In the African camps they knew that they had a guaranteed food supply with no
conditions attached. There may not have been a great variety of food but there would always
be three meals a day and mothers would make sure to always have something extra available
like fruit which was plentiful and cheap. The climate in Africa was warm. Though it carried
its own risks it was not as extreme as the freezing cold of Siberian winters. 'I was free'. This is
an interesting comment for a child to make. Mira was eleven when she arrived in Africa.
Whether the reference is to political freedom or personal freedom is not clear. 'I was with my
mother'. Children experienced the camp as a safe place for themselves and for their family.
Being with one's mother brought a sense of security and stability to life and the risks of losing
one's mother were far slimmer in Africa. Informed by their deportation experiences, children
in Africa felt safe and secure and loved. One group of children whose experiences differed
were the orphans and children from the children's homes. Their access to food often left them
wanting more and the variable quality of care in the homes left some without adults with
whom to bond. Children enjoyed being in Africa and were far more open to exploring its
landscape and encountering its people than the adults. Whether they belonged to the scouts or
not, whether they had permission or not, they regularly left the camp to be part of a wild and
wonderful world beyond the camp boundary. Many acquired the basics of Swahili through
contact with the African population in the camps and in the villages. Children lived in and
enjoyed the present.
The strong emphasis in the camps on Polish culture, on Polish language, history and
traditions is an indication of the overarching meaning Polish authorities and the refugees
themselves ascribed to their displacement, that of exile. As demonstrated in Chapter Five, the
education system, the Polish Scouting Association, the Catholic Church all placed great
909

Interview with Mira.

226

emphasis on restoring and maintaining national identity. The idea that individual suffering
was part of the greater travails of the nation and the belief in the power of redemption
sustained the Poles over long years of foreign domination and oppression. Displacement and
exile would end with the rebirth of the nation and return to Poland. This belief in the return to
a free Poland was also relayed from the Polish Government in exile and the Polish armed
forces. Despite all of the political and military indicators pointing to an uncertain future for
post war Poland, Polish authorities and Polish exiles continued to believe.
This thesis contributes to the growing literature on displacement and the Second
World War by investigating the wartime sojourn in British colonial Africa of refugees from
Poland. It illustrates the early use of refugee camps by the British during the war, and tells of
the novel contribution made by British colonial Africa to the Allied war effort. Both of these
areas are under-researched as is the role played by African populations in this 'European
refugees in Africa' episode. Taking a refugee rather than a national perspective, this study has
demonstrated that lives are shaped by encampment, that communities grow in camps, and that
there are multiple experiences and meanings to displacement.
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Appendix
Oral History Project
Interviewees
Cieśla, Helena, November 2015.
Ciołek Paula, July 2016.
Cwetcz Janina, January 2016.
Dąbrowska Danuta, February 2016.
Dąbrowski Zbyszek, February 2016.
Makowiecka Irena, November 2015.
Mira (surname withheld by request), November 2015.
Okulicz Irena, January 2016.
Patro Elizabeth, November 2015.
Patro Stanisław, October 2015.
Polakiewicz Władysława, January 2016.
Wożniak Sabina, November 2015.
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
Name of participant: ___________________________________________________
Address: _____________________________________________________________
Phone: ______________________________________________________
Email (optional): ______________________________________________
Conditions of the interview:
I (the interviewee) have read the information provided and any questions I have asked have
been answered to my satisfaction.
I agree to participate in this interview, realizing that I may stop the interview at any time, and
that I may withdraw from the project at any time prior to submission of the research for
publication, without reason or prejudice.
I understand that the interview may be transcribed and edited, and that the transcript or parts
of the transcript may be published.
I agree that the interviewer may provide access to the recording and/or transcript to
researchers and other interested parties and deposit the interview and/or transcript in the State
Library Heritage Oral History Collection for preservation and unrestricted public access
including availability on the internet through the State Library website.
I assign ownership and copyright in the recording and material transcribed from the recording
to the interviewer.
I may make special conditions about my interview, as detailed below:
___________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
I (the participant) have read the information provided and any questions I have asked
have been answered to my satisfaction. I acknowledge the above as the conditions which
will govern the interview, its recording, transcription, subsequent use and preservation.
______________________________________________ _____________________
Signed
Date
Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of Western Australia, in
accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person considering participation in
this research project, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or issues with researchers at
any time. In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics issues
or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting the Human
Research Ethics Office at the University of Western Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing hreoresearch@uwa.edu.au All research participants are entitled to retain a copy of the Participant
Information Form and the Participant Consent Form relating to this research project.
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FORM

Research is currently being undertaken at the University of Western Australia into Poles in
Africa during and after the Second World War. The research is being carried out by Wanda
Warlik, a PhD candidate, under the supervision of Professor Mark Edele, Professor of History
in the School of Humanities at the University. The research is designed to gather information
that will be used in the writing of a PhD thesis, the publication of articles, and the
presentation of a conference paper.
The aim of the research project is the writing of a social history of the temporary settlements
in British colonial Africa that were ‘home’ to Poles who had been deported to the Soviet
Union and later evacuated via Iran to Africa, to see what kind of society evolved in the
settlements, what kind of lives people were able to lead, and how they understood their lives.
The topics to be explored include shelter, food and clothing, education, health, religion,
recreation, law and order, relations with the wider community, and rehabilitation.
The research includes an oral history project i.e. interviews with the people who lived in the
African settlements during and after the war. These interviews along with written memoirs
and autobiographies constitute invaluable primary source material for the project, allowing
the voice of the settlement residents to be heard. Other sources of information which will be
consulted in the project are the official archives of the national governments (British and
Polish) and the international humanitarian agencies (UNRRA and IRO) that were involved in
establishing, administering and funding the settlements.
You have been approached to take part in this interview project because of your unique
position as a deportee from Poland who found refuge in Africa during and/or after the Second
World War. The interview will focus specifically on your experiences in Africa.
Interviews will take place during 2014 and 2015. It is expected that each person will be
interviewed for no more than three hours in total. Sound recordings will be made of the
interviews and when the project is complete, these will be deposited at the J S Battye Library,
part of the State Library of Western Australia which collects and preserves the oral history of
Western Australia. Participants will be given a digital copy of the interview upon request.
Please feel free to ask questions at any time, about the project or the way in which the
information gathered in your interview will be used. You are also free to withdraw from the
project at any time prior to submission for publication without having to provide a reason for
doing so.
My contact details are:

Wanda Warlik
Email: wanda.warlik@research.uwa.edu.au
Mobile phone: 0439 286 792
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QUESTIONNAIRE/SURVEY INSTRUMENT
This semi-structured, open-ended questionnaire will be used as a guide for the interviews. The
purpose is to gather impressions about the ten primary areas listed below.
Introductory question
Can you tell me when you came to Africa and where you lived in Africa?
Issues to be explored and an opening question for each issue:
Shelter
Can you describe the house you lived in and what other buildings were there in the camp?
Food
What food did you eat, who prepared it and where did you eat it?
Clothing
What kind of clothes did you have and where did they come from?
Education
Did you go to school and did you like going to school?
Health
Did the camp have a doctor/hospital? Were you ever ill or in need of medical treatment?
Religion
What religion(s) were practiced in the camp?
Recreation
What did you do after school and on weekends?
Law and Order
Who was in charge of the camp and did anyone cause trouble?
Relations with wider community
How often did you leave the camp and where did you go? What contact did you have with
native Africans?
Rehabilitation
How did you decide which country to settle in permanently after the war?
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