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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Race, empire and colonial troops 
Subject area: Experiences of colonial and Commonwealth troops 

Rationale 
Troops from across the British Empire and colonies either volunteered or were conscripted to 

fight on Britain’s behalf during World War One. Other Allied nations, such as France, also used 

colonial troops. The contribution of these troops was immense as fighters and also in vital 

labour corps, auxiliary roles and support and supply roles around the world.  

 

In this lesson, students will learn about some of the experiences of colonial groups that came to 

fight on the Western Front. Students will explore the diversity of the groups and how their 

nationality affected both the roles they were given and the treatment they experienced.  

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Book with photographs - Fighting Australasia, a record ofthe Australasian forces in the 

Great War 

 Illustration - The strong arms of Canada 

 Book with photographs - Women of the Empire in wartime 

 Photograph - From the Island of the Sea: the West Indian Battalion in France 

 Book with photographs and illustrations - Oh Canada! stories and music by the 

Canadian Expeditionary Force 

 Photograph – The Sikh kitchen 

 Photograph - [1/4th] Gurkhas at kit inspection 

 Photograph - Indian infantry in the trenches 

 Manuscript letter - Letter of appreciation for the assistance given to Australian Medical 

Corps by Indian ambulance men at Gallipoli 

 Report - An analysis of 1000 wounds and injuries received in action and the theory of 

self-infliction 

 Photograph - Men from the Congo 

Recommended reading (short article): 
Experiences of colonial troops by Dr Santanu Das 
Fighting for the Empire: Canada’s Great War in photographs by Philip Hatfield 

External links: 

BBC 

 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/fighting-australasia-cover
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/fighting-australasia-cover
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/strong-arms-of-canada
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/women-of-empire-in-wartime
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/from-the-island-of-the-sea
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/oh-canada-medley-contributed-canadian-expeditionary-force
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/oh-canada-medley-contributed-canadian-expeditionary-force
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-sikh-kitchen
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/gurkhas-at-kit-inspection
collection-items/indian-infantry-digging-trenches-prepared-against-gas-attack
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/appreciation-of-assistance-rendered-to-australian-medical-corps-by-indian-ambulance-men
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/appreciation-of-assistance-rendered-to-australian-medical-corps-by-indian-ambulance-men
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/analysis-of-1000-wounds-injuries-received-in-action
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/analysis-of-1000-wounds-injuries-received-in-action
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/men-from-congo
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/colonial-troops
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/fighting-for-the-empire
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/
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Key questions 

 Which other nations used colonial troops? 

 Did they all receive the same treatment and have the same experiences? 

 How important do you think their contribution was? 

Activities 
1.) Ask the students to think about the British Army of 1914. What do they already know 

about it? Was it large? What did it do? How was it recruited? 

2.) Introduce the following information to the class: 

a) Britain had a relatively small army. The army itself was mainly distributed around 

the world across the then British Empire. Most of the Commonwealth countries only 

had volunteer militia rather than full-time armies. 

b) The British army was small and therefore needed help from the Empire and 

Commonwealth to deliver its war commitments.  

c) Nearly all areas of the Empire and Commonwealth followed Britain into the war and 

started to recruit troops for an army. 

Discuss how and why this might have occurred.  

3.) Using print outs of the selected sources (listed above), ask students to organise the 

material according to the different countries. They could also write a description of 

what they have learnt about each country’s involvement according to the material.  

Depending on time, students can do this task individually focusing on one country or in 

groups focusing on multiple countries. 

4.) Ask the students to evaluate the treatment of soldiers from each different country. Was 

everyone’s contributions judged the same? What factors of the time might affect how 

people were judged? 

5.) Using a number of sources, create a grid listing the figures for the numbers of troops 

that countries sent to fight for Britain as part of World War One. 

6.) Discuss what difference the role of the soldiers from the Empire and Commonwealth 

made to Britain’s ability to fight. 

Extension activities  

 Ask students to find out more about the Indian, Australian and New Zealand troops at 

Gallipoli. Are they able to identify which troops were volunteers and which were 

conscripts? 

 Find out more about the Canadian forces’ involvement in the first gas attack on the 

Western Front and their contribution at Vimy Ridge.  

 Research other Empire countries to find out if they used colonial troops and, if so, what 

their experiences were (for example, in France and Germany). 

 


