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Frieda Schmidt and the Great War in East Africa

This article investigates the impact of World War I and its aftermath on white¹

German women living in the German East African colony. I explore what hap-
pens when the colonial order, colonial imaginations and fantasies fall apart,
and in which way the transitional period of German (post)colonialism between
1913 and 1919 influenced or changed gender, class and RACE relations and con-
structions.² Since my investigation focuses on the experience and perspective of
only one woman, Frieda Schmidt (1890– 1986), the answers given might not be
representative, but her accounts may serve as a sort of microstudy that repre-
sents an approach to an underresearched topic. We still do not know much
about the lives of ordinary, civilian white people, especially about women, dur-
ing the period indicated and about how these lives were affected by the war. This
academic void is difficult to fill because of the scarcity of written records. It
seems all the more necessary to work with any material we can find in the ar-
chives that has not yet been considered. My main perspective is that of an Afri-
canist specializing in the history of German-African encounters in the (former)
German colonies on the African continent as well as in Germany. Although I ap-
proach the archival material with rather traditional tools of historical research
such as critical textual analysis, my theoretical and methodological background
can be found mainly in postcolonial and critical whiteness theories and postco-
lonial discourse analysis.

 I use white in italics to emphasize its being a marked socio-political category and to make it
more vulnerable. I use capital letters for RACE and its derivatives to indicate that I am not refer-
ring to a biological category “race” but to racialized groups, conceptions, social, political and
economic categories and constructions of inequality as well as mostly asymmetrical forms of
power. Lower cases with quotation marks are found when I refer to fantasies of biological purity
of “race.”
 Shortly after the beginning of World War I the Germans started to lose their African colonies
Togo, Cameroon, and German Southwest Africa one by one to the European enemy nations who
were better equipped for an overseas war. Only German East Africa was defended until the war
ended.With the Peace Treaty of Versailles of 1919 it became evident that Germany would not be
regaining control over their former territories. Thus, although people might not have been aware
of it at the time, the period between 1913 and 1919 was a transitional period between colonialism
and – temporal – postcolonialism for Germany.
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The leading questions touch on two fields of research, which so far have
rarely been studied jointly, i.e., the subject of white women in the colonies
and the consequences of World War I on the German colonies in general, and
on the lives of white women living there in particular. In recent years numerous
ground-breaking studies of the manifold roles and constructions of white women
in the German colonies have appeared.³ These were much overdue, since for a
long time German colonialism had been primarily regarded as a man’s project.
That this perception stood for the continued existence of fantasies regarding col-
onial masculinity finally became obvious.⁴ As systematic studies have shown,
white women constituted an essential part of Germany’s colonial project at
home and in the colonies. For many women, migration to the colonies was as-
sociated with upward social mobility. Having settled overseas, white women
were victims as well as perpetrators. They used violence against the colonial sub-
jects to enforce a RACIAL hierarchy that was imagined to be natural. White
women were responsible for the stabilization of white hegemony and the estab-
lishment of Germanness in the overseas territories. Finally, they were the guar-
antors for “racial purity,” for the continued existence of an imagined “white
race.” So, women were the representatives as well as the cornerstones of a col-
onial order that was negotiated around concepts of RACE, class and gender.⁵

The African theaters of war have not yet captured the attention of historians
in a comprehensive or adequate way. Most of the existing studies are either
based on personal memoirs of high-ranking German officers and other war vet-
erans or focused on the military aspects and proceedings of battles and actions.
A few groundbreaking works study the African military personnel under differ-
ent aspects; however, comprehensive discussion of the literature is beyond the
scope of this essay.⁶ Important in this context are the rather few studies that
focus on civilians who lived and worked in the colonies and who were plunged

 Martha Mamozai’s pathbreaking book Schwarze Frau, weiße Herrin: Frauenleben in den deut-
schen Kolonien (Black women,white mistress:Women’s life in the German colonies) was publish-
ed as early as 1989 and was one of the first studies which focused on the German colonial con-
text.
 Different studies deal with various aspects of “colonial masculinity”: See, e.g., Mrinalini
Sinha (1995) or for the German colonial context Maß (2006).
 Some of the respective studies focus on the constructions of white women in the context of
discourses about and constructions of RACE, class and gender in colonial Germany (Dietrich
2007;Walgenbach 2005). These works have been especially informative for my approach to Frie-
da Schmidt. Other studies (e.g., Bechhaus-Gerst and Leutner 2009) give a more general overview
of the colonial encounter between German and indigenous women in the colonies as well as in
Germany.
 See, e.g., the discussion in Pesek (2010, 16–24).
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into a severe crisis by the outbreak of the Great War (Steinbach 2008). Even less
attention has been paid to the imprisonment and internment of Germans in the
colonies, be it military personnel or civilians. Very few investigations focus on
British and German prisoners of war and internees in East Africa (e.g., Steinbach
2014; Pesek 2011). None of these studies addresses specifically how German
women were affected by the war and how they dealt with internment and the
breakdown of colonial society. Fortunately, an important research gap will
soon be addressed by a pathbreaking, not yet published, dissertation on prison-
ers of war and civilian internees from the German colonies during the Great War
(Murphy 2015).⁷

Since my investigation examines the effects of war on dimensions of what
has been termed the colonial order, Michael Pesek’s book Das Ende des Kolonial-
reichs: Ostafrika im Ersten Weltkrieg (The end of the colonial empire: East Africa
in World War I, 2010) is particularly relevant because it focuses on colonial or-
ders and their representations. Pesek even defines the battlefield as an “agonal
theater of colonial orders” (2010, 36). But although the frequently invoked colo-
nial order serves as a kind of departure here, it must be noted that this order was
never a fixed concept. This vagueness also pertains to academic studies of the
many aspects of colonialism where the label “colonial order” is frequently
used without clear definitions.⁸ It can encompass the economic and political
spheres but more often refers to orders of RACE, class and gender – as it does
here – that had to be continuously negotiated in the colonial encounter. Thus,
it is important to note that there was no homogeneous colonial order under Ger-
man colonial rule, and especially in the political sphere it was always precarious
(Pesek 2010, 30). I will return to the precariousness of this order later in my
essay. Another aspect Pesek identifies concerns the necessary two perspectives
when discussing colonial order(s). On the one hand, the colonial order(s)
could be regarded as belonging to the sphere of representation, as imaginations
and fantasies conjured up by the colonial mind (2010, 31–33).⁹ On the other
hand, these imaginations and fantasies had an impact on the daily lives of the
colonizer as well as the colonized. For the colonized this impact quite often
was devastating, and sometimes deadly.

From the perspective of the white German woman Frieda Schmidt, whose
writings I consider here, the colonial order with regard to RACE, class and gender
is easy to define: It is the way things were supposed to be, it is the allegedly nat-

 I thank Mahon Murphy for granting me access to the manuscript of his PhD thesis.
 As the academic works,which use the term “colonial order,” are too numerous to list here, see
Pesek, 2010 and 2011 for a discussion of this term.
 On the subject of colonial imaginations see also Zantop (1997).
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ural order of the world in which she planned to live. And it is through the falling
apart of this imagined order during wartime that we learn what exactly it consist-
ed of in the mind of an ordinary middle-class white German woman.

The sources

My study investigates unpublished letters, journal entries and other writings of
Frieda Schmidt, née Kleböhmer, a young woman who lived in German East Afri-
ca between 1913 and 1920.¹⁰ The most important source is a special form of pri-
vate journal, which Frieda and her husband Gottfried started in April 1914, after
their daughter, Kätchen, was born.¹¹ The journal entries directly address Kätchen
and tell her about everyday life in the colony and about her development from
baby to toddler, as well as about the events surrounding the outbreak of the
war and its aftermath. Frieda’s entries alternate with her husband Gottfried’s
until he was captured by the British in 1916, and subsequently deported to Ah-
mednaggar, India. For the years 1917/1918 only entries written by Frieda can be
found. Additionally, a bundle of letters written by Frieda during the war and ad-
dressed to her family in Germany has been preserved. Due to censorship regula-
tions imposed by the British most of the letters are not especially informative but
mainly reassure her loved ones at home of her well-being and health. Fear of
possible consequences if the journal would have fallen into enemy hands
might also have been the reason why Frieda tore out several pages of the journal
in midsentence. Since Frieda took over her husband’s duties as the manager of
the Mwule plantation¹² for a short period of time during the war, she was also
responsible for entries in the “cash book” for the Mwule plantation. This
“cash book” provides interesting insight into Frieda’s attempts to find her own
way of making the plantation profitable in difficult times and to work her way
into an area of expertise of which she had no prior knowledge.

 Frieda Schmidt’s papers, as well as those of her husband Gottfried, are kept at the municipal
archive of Bad Salzuflen (henceforth StadtA BS), inventory N III. They are part of the personal
papers of Käte Husemann, née Schmidt, daughter of Frieda and Gottfried Schmidt. The papers
comprise 53 record files and 450 photos. I am currently preparing a detailed study of the Schmidt
family’s life in German East Africa and Ahmednagar/India. So far there has been only one study
of the Schmidts’ life in Africa, which was published as a three-part series in a local historical
journal (Göke 1997, 93– 118; 1998, 65–91; 1999, 105– 118).
 Kätchen is a term of endearment or nickname for German Käte. Usually the nickname is used
for children, Käte for grownups.
 The Mwule Rubber Plantation was located at kilometer 63.7 along the Usambara railway line,
which connected the port of Tanga at the Indian Ocean and the interior of German East Africa.
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Introduction to the protagonist Frieda Schmidt

Frieda Schmidt was born in 1890 in a small village in the northeastern part of
present-day North Rhine-Westphalia. She was the fifth of eight children.¹³ The
family was not particularly well off, although her father had a clock and watch-
maker business. Their already difficult financial situation deteriorated during the
war when the family’s property was threatened by foreclosure.

Frieda received a basic elementary education, which consisted of eight years
of classes for those who could not afford the tuition for secondary education. In
general, the situation of middle-class women at the end of the nineteenth and
early twentieth century was precarious. Demographically there was a surplus
of women which led to a comparatively large number of unmarried women
with no education to speak of.¹⁴ Most professions were not open to middle-
class women, whose options to support themselves were restricted to working
as a governess, a lady’s companion or teacher. This rather bleak perspective
also pertained to Frieda who turned to offering private needlework lessons
and working as a nanny to support herself. In Germany, her chances of marrying
well were slim. Her brother Hermann Kleböhmer, who worked as an engineer in
the German colony Cameroon, offered a way out of these discouraging prospects.
In Cameroon, Hermann had met Gottfried Schmidt from Kiel, a German town on
the Baltic Sea. He was looking for favorable plantation sites on behalf of several
German trading and plantation companies. A wife was missing from Gottfried’s
life, and after a short, written introduction by her brother, he started courting
Frieda by writing letter after letter for nearly two years before finally meeting
her in person when he returned to Germany for a visit. This was by no means
exceptional for this time period, especially for men living and working in the col-
onies where white women were in short supply. Proposing to a woman one had
barely met during a short home leave was the norm. Gottfried did not hesitate to
inform Frieda that she did not correspond to his ideal of female beauty. He fa-
vored taller women, but as he wrote, “kisses and cooing do not prove love;
love is begotten and proven through deed and hard work.”¹⁵ Frieda’s papers
do not reveal whether Gottfried was her ideal type of a man, but there can be
no doubt why she accepted his marriage proposal and followed him to German
East Africa, today’s Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi. Marrying Gottfried brought

 StadtA Bad Salzuflen BS, Findbuch N III, 28 (Genealogie der Familien Kleböhmer und
Schmidt).
 On the topic of this surplus of women, see, for example, Nipperdey (1866–1918, 21).
 “Mit Küssen und Kosen giebt man keinen Liebesbeweis; Liebe will durch Tat und Arbeit ge-
zeugt und bewiesen sein” (N III 13, 29–30). All translations of German sources by the author.
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about an unhoped-for advancement in social status. He had been offered a po-
sition as a plantation manager in German East Africa and willingly accepted it.
His contract came with a salary of 6,000 Marks for the first year, 7,000 for the
second and 8,000 for the third, with the option of an additional contract exten-
sion.¹⁶ Compared to the average income of an office staff member in either the
public or private sector in Germany, which for many was between 1,800 and
2,400 Marks per year (Pierenkemper 1983, 69–92), this was quite a lot of
money and must have appealed to a young woman of uncertain economic cir-
cumstances. Additionally, the contract came with a house and complimentary
health care. There was also the possibility of clearing the debts on Frieda’s family
home with the help of Gottfried’s salary.¹⁷ This marriage seemed to be the perfect
solution for everyone involved. Frieda reached the Indian Ocean port Tanga, Ger-
man East Africa, on 30 April 1913 and married Gottfried the next day.

Frieda and her husband settled into their new home on the Mwule rubber
plantation like other German couples did under similar circumstances. Gender
roles as well as class and RACE constructions were considered clearly defined
and were regarded as essentially non-negotiable. Accordingly, the couple started
their new life with the prospect of leading a comfortable life amongst the colo-
nial upper class. Frieda took command of house and garden, and exactly one
year after her arrival in Tanga, she gave birth to daughter Kätchen. Gottfried
managed the plantation and oversaw about 200 African workers, the majority
of whom had to tap rubber.

The outbreak of World War I from Frieda’s perspective

There is no doubt that – from the German perspective – the war fundamentally
changed the “natural” order of things, meaning the colonial RACE as well as
gender relations and constructions. Frieda and her husband were unenthusiastic
when it became obvious that the war would not spare the colonies.¹⁸ On 6 Au-
gust 1914 Frieda noted in her diary that while travelling home from a doctor’s
appointment a railway official warned her about the war reaching East Africa.
Admittedly this was terrifying news, but she still hoped that these prospects

 StadtA BS N III 35 contains an employment contract which presumably served as a model for
Gottfried’s contract.
 StadtA BS N III 13, 248–249.
 Steinbach also points to a less than enthusiastic atmosphere in German East Africa (2008,
189–190)
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would not come true.¹⁹ German East Africa was surrounded by British, Belgian
and Portuguese colonies better equipped for what was regarded an intra-Europe-
an war. Living in the northern part of the colony, Frieda feared the English,
whose colonial army was based a little more than a stone’s throw away in Kenya.

The outbreak of the war brought about considerable changes in the content
of Frieda’s diary addressed to her young daughter, Kätchen. Up to this point it
had been full of endearing stories about the little girl’s development, life on
the plantation and the family’s social life with German compatriots. On the
first pages the narrative is characterized by a light tone suitable for a story to
be told to a little girl. Throughout the diary Frieda tried to retrieve that tone,
but at the same time she starts commenting on war-related events in East Africa.
The diary now functioned as an outlet for thoughts and feelings difficult to ex-
press otherwise or to be preserved for posterity. There is nothing childlike about
Frieda’s summary of the complex events in the European war theater and the
declaration of war by the British in August 1914. Her writings show that Frieda,
along with many compatriots in Germany and the colonies, was adamant in her
belief that Germany’s wartime enemies had “ganged up” against her beloved fa-
therland because of envy and jealousy of the country’s economic achievements
and power.²⁰ She was convinced that they would not have dared to attack Ger-
many without the support of one another. Although it is evident that the Ger-
mans found themselves confronted with a number of formidable enemies, Frieda
presented herself as belligerent and willing to join forces with other “German
East Africans,” at least verbally. But rallying calls were soon silenced by the re-
alization that the war affected everybody’s life in a fundamental way. A last
batch of letters and postcards from Germany arrived on 1 August 1914. Subse-
quently shipping traffic was disrupted and, according to her diary, worries
about the loved ones at home and at the front come to dominate Frieda’s
thoughts and emotions.²¹

Renegotiating RACE relations

Frieda and her husband Gottfried agreed that having to live and work with Afri-
cans was an enormous burden. Gottfried was troubled by his workers as well as
by the general situation in the colony where Africans were putting up resistance

 StadtA BS N III 3, 37.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 38–39.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 38–39.
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against forced labor in different ways. “Those who have lived among the natives
for some time,” he wrote in his diary, “will never vote for the abolishment of
chain and 25.”²² At first, Frieda’s own concerns about having to deal with Afri-
cans centered on her female sphere of control. She was convinced that her so-
called “boy” was not able to look after Kätchen. She wrote in her diary that
after leaving her daughter in his care for only five minutes he brought her
back with a bloody nose and lips. She was quite positive about her servant’s in-
ability to act responsibly.²³

Although contact with other German families required considerable effort
and was therefore infrequent, it was never seriously considered that Kätchen
could seek and find playmates among the numerous African children living on
the plantation. Frieda mockingly commented on a photograph of African chil-
dren, which she put into the diary: “These little nigger-watotos will soon be
your playmates.” But Gottfried quickly added: “Well, better not!”²⁴

After the beginning of WWI, presumed certainties concerning the relation-
ship between the colonial masters and their subjects quickly unraveled. For Frie-
da, as for other Germans in East Africa, there was the sudden fear that with the
outbreak of the war the colonial subjects would turn against their white mas-
ters.²⁵ Frieda’s main causes of concern were the Maasai. The Schmidts had em-
ployed armed Maasai as guardians of the plantation’s maize fields against
wild animals. Frieda now feared that the Maasai would not hesitate to shoot
their masters instead of boars.²⁶ The fact that the majority of Maasai settled in
British East Africa intensified her anxieties. Her concerns were not unfounded:
In his book on East Africa during World War I, Pesek describes the case of the
German settler Anna Rau, who was murdered by her African workers (2010,
241). After her husband was conscripted, Rau encountered conflicts with her
servants. As was her custom, she wanted to solve the conflict with the kiboko,
the hippo-hide whip, but this time her servants simply took off never to return.
Without protection Rau was easy prey for the plantation workers who had con-
stantly been maltreated with the utmost brutality and who had been denied their
wages more often than once.

 StadtA BS N III 13, 222. Twenty-five was the usual number of lashes with the kiboko, the
hippo-hide whip, as punishment.
 StadtA BS N III 13, 62.
 StadtA BS N III 13, 27. “Solch kleine Niggerwatotos werden nun bald Deine Spielgefährten
sein. – Na, lieber nicht.” Watoto is the Kiswahili plural form of mtoto (child).
 For reports on this fear of rebellions, see, for instance, Steinbach (2014, 269).
 StadtA BS N III 3, 37.
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Frieda bought a Browning pistol to defend herself and her child against pos-
sible burglars and complained in her writings that the servants had lost all re-
spect for their mistress.²⁷ Her sense of being isolated in a hostile environment
increased when a longtime servant escaped with a considerable amount of Frie-
da’s cash (Göke 1998, 88).

When the British colonial army reached Amani in the Usambara Mountains,
where many German women and their children had been evacuated – among
them Frieda and Kätchen –, Frieda was horrified to realize that only two Euro-
peans were accompanied by about 100 Indian, “Nubian” and other African sol-
diers. She commented that, fortunately, they were properly dressed and the Euro-
pean officers were draconic in penalizing any criminal behavior. Thieves were
executed on the spot. But similar strict regulations were issued concerning the
Germans – “now that we are prisoners.”²⁸ With non-European Askari presenting
bayonets fixed all around her, she had to surrender her Browning pistol to the
British, and with it her only means of self-defense.²⁹ Frieda thus had to cope
with a radical loss of status. What had been constructed as some sort of white
solidarity among colonizers of different European nationalities before the war
was no longer valid. Mahon Murphy notes that the Germans experienced “a se-
vere racial role reversal that fundamentally changed their position in colonial so-
ciety” (2015, 16). White supremacy now became attached to nationality (see 14),
and Frieda had the wrong one. Not only was she controlled by the victorious Brit-
ish, but these British did not hesitate to treat her like any non-white colonial sub-
ject. At least this was her impression. And beyond being upset about the arrival
of the British and the loss of German territory, Frieda ranted in her private writ-
ings about the fact that the British colonial army consisted mainly of non-Euro-
pean, non-white soldiers who seemed to be everywhere and who had the power
to control her every move (see 14). It was completely incompatible with German
colonial RACIAL concepts to establish non-white soldiers as masters of white
people and perceived as the utmost form of humiliation. Although the German
East African colonial army included some officer’s ranks open to African sol-
diers, they were never allowed to command or control white officers or civil-
ians.³⁰

 StadtA BS N III 13, 49.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 91–93.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 91–93.
 Compliance with what was perceived as the “natural racial order” was of utmost importance
to many Germans. This became even more evident when right after the war French and British
victorious powers dispatched non-white soldiers as part of the occupational army on German
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Renegotiating gender constructions

Unlike a number of other German women who went to the colonies, Frieda did
not mention any emancipatory ambitions before the war, but the critical eco-
nomic situation on the plantation after Gottfried’s conscription challenged her
role as mistress of house and garden.³¹ As we learn from Frieda’s diary, war serv-
ice was a frustrating experience for her husband. Due to British blockade tactics,
there was a shortage of weapons and ammunition so that German men were
often left unarmed. Gottfried and other German civilians had to wait for a block-
ade runner to bring a supply of weapons. Because of this situation Gottfried was
called up to serve in the colonial army called “Schutztruppe” (colonial protec-
tion troops) as late as 1 May 1915. The first blow to his self-esteem was that he
was deemed unfit for active duty; the second blow was that he was assigned
a position with the coast guard with three other men equipped only with outdat-
ed rifles. Their assignment was to observe and not to act.³²

Frieda was happy that Gottfried was stationed within travel distance, and al-
though his quarters could not compare to their house on the plantation, Gottfried
tried his best to uphold the standards they were used to. Frieda and Kätchen vis-
ited him there for days at a time, pretending everything was no different than
before.³³ But the change had occurred and had an effect on their well-rehearsed
gender roles. Reduced more or less to a passive role in an obviously perilous sit-
uation, Gottfried explored other options. On the one hand, he became a profi-
cient cook and homemaker at his coastal station; on the other hand, he tried
to compensate for his imposed inactivity with diatribes against their European
opponents in the war. “God shall punish England! The world can exist without
England,” he ranted in his own diary. The Russians were “pigs,” the Italians
“lousy wops” – empty words by a man whose masculinity was suddenly in ques-
tion.³⁴

Gottfried Schmidt was taken prisoner by Indian soldiers on 17 July 1916.With
his capture, his fantasies concerning an active involvement in the defense of col-
ony and home came to an end. Capture and imprisonment by the British was a
disempowering experience which has been extensively described in scholarship

soil. German propaganda termed this experience, which white Germans found extremely humil-
iating, “Die schwarze Schmach am Rhein” (The black horror on the Rhine).
 For changes brought about by the lack of white, German men after they had been called up,
see, for example, Daniel (1989); Kundrus (1995); Grayzel (1999 and 2002).
 StadtA BS N III 3, 67–79.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 64.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 72.
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about POWs of the European war theaters.³⁵ Like many of his compatriots in East
Africa, Gottfried was transferred to a British prison camp in Ahmednaggar, India.
There he and the other POWs had to re-define their perception and construction
of masculinity. They were not allowed to work, so boredom became the biggest
problem besides the often bemoaned verminous accommodation. What can be
termed as colonial order of masculinity might have brought about the emascula-
tion of the colonized man. In this particular situation of war imprisonment and
of forced inactivity, it was the former colonizer who underwent a process of
emasculation and feminization.³⁶ Even before being transported to India, we
can observe Gottfried’s obsession with food and food preparation. The symbolic
content of this obsession is twofold. It does not merely represent the adoption of
female activities; the substantial quantity and quality of food distributed by the
British seemed to be symbolic of the preservation of a higher status for whites
and thus of the colonial hierarchy even though Germans were de facto on the
losing side of the war. This might explain Gottfried’s lengthy description of
corned beef, butter, white bread, biscuits, and tea with milk and sugar distribut-
ed by the British. It seems to have been important for Gottfried to document that,
at least in this respect, the British still regarded the Germans as equals.³⁷

Left to fend for herself and her daughter, Frieda tried to take control of her
life. We know of such developments in many settings where women had to take
over positions of authority at home while their men were defending their coun-
tries at the front.³⁸ According to her diary, Frieda had a hard time developing her
own perspective in this situation. Her first impulse was to run, and she sought
shelter with the widow of another German planter. But the two women did
not get along and Gottfried convinced her to return to the plantation and to
serve as his proxy. It was in the couple’s best financial interest to fulfill their con-
tractual obligations to their employer. So, Frieda returned home and took control
of the plantation. Within a short period of time, she seemed to have become a
proficient manager – officially a deputy manager with a separate contract –
who even initiated a fundamental change in the economic basis of the plantation
by relying more and more on maize instead of rubber. Much maize was plucked,
processed and sold. Virgin soil and fallow land were prepared for sowing.³⁹ For
the first time in her life Frieda personally generated a considerable income to

 See, e.g., Rachamimov (2002 and 2006); Stibbe (2012); Feltman (2015).
 See, e.g., Rachamimov 2006 on transgender performances among POWs in Russia and on
the new opportunities this exceptional situation brought about.
 StadtA BS N III 13, 346. See also Steinbach (2014, 277).
 See footnote 30.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 56 and 80. N III 36, 247 and 259.
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support her small family. It could not have been easy for Gottfried to watch his
wife take over the “male” part of their marital equation while he was condemned
to passivity. It sounds a little patronizing when he writes how proud he is of her
achievements.⁴⁰ For a short period, the war and Gottfried’s absence – due to
being first enlisted and then captured by the British – were empowering experi-
ences for Frieda. Traditional gender constructions which she had accepted upon
marrying Gottfried unraveled and were turned upside down. During this period
of the war, Frieda acquired a certain agency accompanied by an awareness of
autonomy in making decisions even in difficult situations. German women
were allowed to travel freely to and from their homes, the homes of acquaintan-
ces, and the Amani Research Institute, the botanical lab that functioned as a
milk distribution center during the war and refuge for Germans.⁴¹ In between
her obligations as plantation manager Frieda travelled to Amani several times
for visits but also expecting deportation by the British. When Frieda returned
to the Mwule plantation from one of her visits in July 1917, she seemed to have
made the conscious decision not to take up production again, because it
would only have helped the British enemy.⁴²

Class and status

In the course of the Great War in East Africa, most of the white German women
and children in the colony ended up becoming interned or were held on parole
by the British. Frieda called the place of their “internment” a concentration
camp, in reference to the camps installed by the British during the Boer War
in South Africa between 1900 and 1902.⁴³ This naming explicitly evokes images
of horror and torture because British concentration camps in South Africa had
the reputation of being particularly heinous. This reputation seems to have
been used by the British to create a climate of fear among the women “interned”
in East Africa. According to Frieda’s diary, she and other female acquaintances
had to pack up their meager belongings several times because their transport

 StadtA BS N III 13, 29.
 The institute was founded in 1902 by the Germans as a biological-agricultural research cen-
ter but expanded into other areas of tropical research in the following years. When the British
arrived at Amani on 20 July 1916 the institute and the surrounding area were full of German ref-
ugees and the botanical lab was functioning as a milk distribution center (see Conte 2002, 234–
246).
 StadtA BS N III 3, 132–138.
 StadtA BS N III 3, 91 and 92.
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to South Africa was allegedly imminent,⁴⁴ yet, it never happened. The German
discourse on the alleged maltreatment of German internees and prisoners at
the hands of the British impacted the perception of her subjective reality. In
March 1916, it became obvious that the British advancement into the North of
German East Africa would inevitably lead to the British taking possession of
the Mwule plantation. Frieda’s husband Gottfried made the necessary arrange-
ments for the evacuation of his family to the Amani Research Institute in the
Usambara Mountains.⁴⁵ The institute covered a vast area and was well-known
for its favorable climate which would also allow Frieda to properly recover
from a previous illness. Every attempt was made to transfer status, style and pri-
vacy by all means and as completely as possible; therefore Gottfried had com-
missioned a portable house made of corrugated metal which was transported
to Amani by train. In the end, an even better solution was found. Gottfried’s sta-
tus allowed him to pressure the institute’s administration into reserving two
rooms in the institute’s bowling alley with en suite bathroom and toilet for his
family. The rooms were spacious enough to accommodate all of the family’s fur-
niture as well as household goods (Göke 1998, 87).⁴⁶ At Amani, Frieda and her
daughter met other evacuees, and for a short time it seemed possible to transfer
and re-establish the accustomed colonial order of things in the new surround-
ings of the institute. In fact, this rather comfortable situation did not initially
change fundamentally when the British arrived on 20 July 1916. Contrary to Frie-
da’s recorded perception of being imprisoned, the women were more or less free
to leave the Amani station and travel or even return to their homes. Otherwise it
would not have been possible for Frieda to return to the Mwule plantation and to
take over managing functions while being officially interned by the British. But
the discourse on being interned by the enemy was different, and Frieda insisted
in her diary that the British tormented her mercilessly.⁴⁷

Frieda’s attempts to keep up appearances by transferring the comforts of
plantation life to Amani could not conceal the inexorable loss of social and eco-
nomic status. The British blockade policy had effectively impeded the import of
articles, goods and food products demanded by the Germans in East Africa as
well as the export of the plantation’s products. Even more difficult to deal
with was the shortage of money that became evident soon after the war reached
East Africa. In anticipation of a general shortage, Gottfried and other Germans
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started to hoard staple foods with the little cash they had left.⁴⁸ After Gottfried
left and was later imprisoned, and even more so after Frieda and everyone
else completely abandoned work on the plantation, the financial situation deter-
iorated. There was no income and Frieda had to subsist on the sale of personal
property or take out loans with acquaintances.⁴⁹ Finally, she hit rock bottom and
had to turn to the detested British administration, declaring bankruptcy in order
to qualify for a monthly loan. According to her diary, Frieda experienced this as a
second imprisonment. Giving up her freedom, as she wrote, and being at the
mercy of the enemy nation seemed to have been the worst wartime experience
for this German woman. Even after she applied for support, the British kept
her waiting for more than two months until they granted her a meager loan.
This may have even further enhanced her sense of humiliation at the hands of
the victors.

Being destitute had bearings on several levels with regard to the colonial
order of things. Having no money meant not being able to employ a “sufficient”
number of African servants. The number of servants was the utmost symbol of
having successfully climbed the social ladder and of one’s status within the col-
onial society. Frieda thought of herself as modest in her wartime demand for
three servants, consisting of a “boy,” a dhobi (washerman) and a water carrier.⁵⁰
By the end of 1918, she had no servants at all, and Frieda bitterly complained
that she herself had to do all of her washing and all of the household chores.

There are further indicators of the economic and social decline Frieda expe-
rienced during World War I. One is the steady decrease in number and quality of
Christmas or birthday presents prepared for Kätchen. Frieda gave detailed ac-
counts of these events and which gifts were given by whom. Most of the presents
were self-made toys and clothes, but there were enough of them as Frieda proud-
ly records. In April 1918, however, she described “the saddest holiday, I ever
went through,” when she noted that she did not have any presents for Kätchen
at Christmas 1917, although her daughter had been so well-behaved.⁵¹ The other
indicator concerns the clothes Frieda was able to provide for herself and her
daughter. Early photographs show her as a well-dressed young woman with
an equally well-dressed child. As the war progressed, Frieda lacked the funds
to stock new dresses, nor were there sufficient supplies in the colonies. In
April 1918, she noted that they had been wearing long pinafore dresses made
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of unbleached cotton cloth for quite some time; shoes and stockings were in dis-
repair, underpants were full of holes. Although Frieda tried to remain optimistic,
she was convinced that her mother should not know about her miserable circum-
stances.⁵² The war had completely dashed all hopes and fantasies of upward so-
cial mobility and a more comfortable and well-off life in the colonies.

Epilogue

At the beginning of this essay, I posed the question of what happens when the
colonial order, colonial imagination and fantasies fall apart. Frieda Schmidt’s
writings show that the Great War fundamentally changed what she had imagined
as the natural order of things. Alleged certainties concerning the colonized were
shattered. The German colonizers suddenly had to realize that the devoted colo-
nial subject, the devoted servant was nothing but a figment of the colonial mind.
The same holds true for the colonial construction of white complicity, i.e., the
alliance between colonizers of different European nationalities, and the social
status attached to being a white colonial mistress. At the same time, conventional
gender constructions unraveled or were even reversed.⁵³ If only for a brief mo-
ment, new possibilities in terms of gender roles presented themselves to Frieda
but also to her husband Gottfried.

I chose the title “Woman on the Edge of Time”⁵⁴ for this short insight into the
life of a white German colonial woman at a time of crisis owing to the effects of
World War I. The notion of an edge implies that there is an abyss, and for Frieda
the loss of what was important in her life – a well-off husband, economic secur-
ity, social status, a new home in the colony, and, however short-termed, agency –
equaled falling into an abyss. For her and her small family, the changes unleash-
ed by the outbreak of the Great War were permanent and devastating. Frieda,
Kätchen and Gottfried did not meet again. Mother and daughter returned to Ger-
many in April 1919. There were no financial reserves whatsoever, and their mea-
ger possessions could be carried in a little suitcase. Frieda’s ambitious expecta-
tions regarding economic wealth and social status had not come true. Gottfried
was finally allowed to leave India at the beginning of 1920. On a stopover in
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Egypt, where he and 700 so-called “Ahmednagaris” had to wait for their trans-
port to Europe, he caught the Spanish flu and died on 1 February 1920.

In 1947, a now grown-up Käte, Frieda’s and Gottfried’s daughter, took up the
diary started by her parents in order to complete it with her own memories of
their time in colonial East Africa during the Great War and beyond for her son
Hinrich.⁵⁵ Frieda was still alive and supported the endeavor by contributing to
the “lively picture” Käte wanted to convey. History had repeated itself, insofar
as Käte had been widowed during World War II just as her mother had been
in the aftermath of World War I. Bearing in mind that Kätchen had only been
born in May 1914, and was five years old in 1919, it is impossible to determine
who exactly contributed which memory to this last chapter of the “diary” nearly
thirty years after Frieda and Kätchen returned from East Africa to Germany. The
narrative clearly seems to reflect either the perceptions of the small child Käte
during the war or her mother’s romanticized retrospective view on an actually
traumatic experience. In any case, Käte as the actual writer of this last chapter
creates a paradisiacal past where the friendship with a little German boy, who
would later become her son’s godfather, meant everything. The East African
landscape and scenery is depicted as overwhelmingly beautiful, and the
Amani Research Institute, which Frieda had described as a prison, is remem-
bered by her daughter as one big adventurous playground for her and her friend.
The African landscape is more or less devoid of Africans. Käte describes African
villages and their residents as if they were part of a human zoo only to be visited
on special occasions with special performances specifically for the white German
visitors. African drums and dances, colorful cloths and hairstyles, an Indian
shop where everything was available for Europeans – these are the components
of a (post)colonial fantasy that Käte projects in her reminiscences. Therefore, at
least in retrospect of the subsequent generation, the colonial order was con-
structed as still intact and the hideous British enemies of World War I emerge
as responsible for the German “expulsion from paradise.”⁵⁶
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