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Husen, Bayume Mohamed
By Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst

Bayume Mohamed Husen (1904-1944), postcard
Bayume Mohamed Husen was born on 22 April 1904 in Dar es Salaam, German East Africa
and died on 24 November 1944 in Sachsenhausen concentration camp, Oranienburg,
Germany. He was a child soldier in the “Schutztruppe” of German East Africa, an actor, a
Kiswahili teacher and an activist. In 1929, he migrated to Germany, participated in the
colonial revisionist movement and fought for his rights as a World War I combatant. In 1941
he was accused of miscegenation and imprisoned in Sachsenhausen concentration camp,
where he died in 1944. In September 2007, Mohamed Husen became the first African to be
given a memorial as a victim of Nazi terror. A “Stolperstein” – a bronze “stumbling block” –
was set in the ground in front of his last address in Berlin.
Unknown photographer, black-and-white photograph, n.p., ca. 1935; source: private
collection of Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst.
Contributed by Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst.

Husen, Bayume Mohamed
(Mahjub (bin) Adam Mohamed, Hussein)
Child soldier in Germany’s colonial army, actor, Kiswahili teacher, activist
Born 22 April 1904 in Dar es Salaam, German East Africa
Died 24 November 1944 in Sachsenhausen concentration camp, Oranienburg, Germany
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Summary

Husen was a child soldier in the “Schutztruppe” of German East Africa. He migrated to
Germany, participated in the colonial revisionist movement and fought for his rights as a
World War I combatant. In 1941 he was accused of miscegenation and imprisoned in
Sachsenhausen concentration camp, where he died in 1944.
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Early Years
Bayume Mohamed Husen (1904-1944) was the son of a Sudanese professional soldier in the
German colonial army of German East Africa, the “Schutztruppe”, and a local woman. Shortly
after the outbreak of World War I, at the age of ten, Husen joined the German colonial army
as a child soldier. The main tasks of child soldiers were carrying guns to and from the front

line and acting as signalers in the field, operating heliographs.1 Although they were
euphemistically called signal troop apprentices (“Signalschüler”), their assignments were
very dangerous. According to his own testimony, Husen was wounded in October 1917 at
Mahiwa in one of the bloodiest battles on African soil and imprisoned by the British for an
unknown period of time. His father was killed in action.

New Beginnings in Berlin
When German East Africa became British Tanganyika, Husen, like many other African
veterans, failed to establish a livelihood. He signed on as a steward on several German ships,
but finally migrated to Berlin in 1929. When he tried to collect his outstanding service pay, he
was told that the fund had already been closed. Through his contacts with former German
colonial officers, he found work as an “exotic” waiter at “Haus Vaterland” where he worked
for five years at the “Wild West Bar”. At the same time, he was employed as a Kiswahili
teacher at Berlin University, a job which he held for ten years. During his university
employment, he also served as a language informant for several German scholars. Husen
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mainly taught future colonial officers and thus took an active part in the colonial revisionist
movement, which advocated and worked for the retrieval of the lost colonies. During the
1930s, Husen was the token “devoted former askari”, as the African soldiers of German East
Africa were called, at innumerable events in the revisionist scene, which offered a home for
him. His role was to demonstrate to the general public that the askari had been loyal to their
German officers until the end of the war and that the former colonial subjects longed for the
return of the German colonial masters. He seems – as several photographs show – to have
done so with a certain pride.

From 1934 on, he worked as an actor in more than twenty films. His first role was in the
colonial revisionist movie “Die Reiter von Deutsch-Ostafrika” (The Troopers of German East
Africa) where he re-enacted his real life role as a child soldier, although he was already thirty
years old. He was one of few actors of color who had speaking parts in several movies. Husen
even had his own autograph card made, which depicted him in his (film) uniform and
identified him as former askari in the “Schutztruppe” on the reverse.

Family Life
In 1932, Husen dated two German women who simultaneously became pregnant with his first
two children. He married one of them, Maria Schwandner (1910-?), in 1933, three days before
the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei came to power under Adolf Hitler
(1889-1945). His sons Heinz Bodo (1933-1945) and Ahmed Adam (1933-ca. 1938) were born
within six weeks of each other. Heinz Bodo, his illegitimate son, seems to have been adopted

by Husen and his wife and stayed with the family until his death in 1945.2 A girl, Annemarie
(1936-before 1940), was born in 1936 as the family were struggling to make ends meet.
Husen was lucky to be employed most of the time, but his excessive lifestyle and affairs
made it difficult for his wife to support the family. Two of his children died before and shortly
after the outbreak of World War II.

Like many migrants from former German colonies, Husen had been given a passport with the

endorsement “Deutscher Schutzbefohlener“, which was not equivalent to full citizenship.3

After the war and more so after Hitler’s rise to power, Africans from the former colonies were
regarded as nationals of the states that had succeeded Germany as colonial powers. Most of
the Africans in Germany, Black Germans and their family members had to exchange their
papers for alien passports, which had to be renewed every year. Failing to do so in time,
Husen and his wife were convicted of passport fraud.
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Husen and the German Authorities
Although Husen never applied for German citizenship, all evidence points to him identifying
as German. He was constantly in dispute with the German authorities, not only over financial
support, but also over his recognition as a World War I combatant. He saw himself as entitled
to receive the Medal of Honor (“Frontkämpferabzeichen”), which could be awarded to front
line veterans, and applied for it several times. With his applications, he initiated discussions
amongst several administrative bodies about whether the medal should be awarded to non-
white combatants. The authorities even asked for advice from Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck
(1870-1964), the former commander of the East African forces, who had always presented
himself as a special friend of the askari. The latter took the view that African combatants
should not have any claim to the decoration, and the authorities finally decided that the
medal should be reserved for white combatants. It is a demonstration of Husen’s agency that
he apparently bought himself a medal in a military supplies shop and pinned it to the uniform
he wore at revisionist events. Photographs show him wearing it proudly.

In 1939, shortly after the British and French declaration of war against Germany, Husen
asked to be accepted in the Wehrmacht, but his admission was denied.

In 1941, Husen was denounced to the Nazi authorities and accused of miscegenation. As he
was a well-known figure with the authorities and had unwaveringly refused to comply with
the image of the grateful and subservient subject, fighting for his rights instead, there was no
one at the university or within the colonial revanchist movement who came to his support.

Husen was transferred to Sachsenhausen Concentration Camp without trial in September
1941. He succeeded at surviving the inhumane living conditions in the camp for three years,
but finally died on 24 November 1944.

In September 2007, Mohamed Husen became the first African to be given a memorial as a
victim of Nazi terror. A “Stolperstein” – a bronze “stumbling block” – was set in the ground in
front of his last address in Berlin.

Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst, Universität zu Köln

Notes
Heliographs were wireless telegraphs which signaled in Morse code using flashes of1.
sunlight reflected by a mirror. The flashes were produced by moving the mirror in
different directions or by interrupting the beam with a screen. In the 19th and early
20th century, heliographs were used in the military for long distance communication in
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the field.↑
“Illegitimate” is here used to indicate the status under the law of the period.↑2.
“Schutzbefohlener” is a euphemistic German term for “colonial subject”.↑3.

Selected Bibliography
Bechhaus-Gerst, Marianne / Zeller, Joachim (eds.): Deutschland postkolonial? Die
Gegenwart der imperialen Vergangenheit, Berlin, 2018: Metropol.

Bechhaus-Gerst, Marianne: Treu bis in den Tod. Von Deutsch-Ostafrika nach
Sachsenhausen. Eine Lebensgeschichte, Berlin, 2007: Links.

Michels, Stefanie: Schwarze deutsche Kolonialsoldaten. Mehrdeutige
Repräsentationsräume und früher Kosmopolitismus in Afrika, Bielefeld, 2009:
Transcript.

Morlang, Thomas: Askari und Fitafita. 'Farbige' Söldner in den deutschen
Kolonien, Berlin, 2008: Ch. Links Verlag.

Moyd, Michelle: Violent intermediaries. African soldiers, conquest, and everyday
colonialism in German East Africa, Athens, 2014: Ohio University Press.

Citation
Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst: Husen, Bayume Mohamed, in: 1914-1918-online. International
Encyclopedia of the First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather
Jones, Jennifer D. Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universität Berlin,
Berlin 2019-11-21. DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.11392

External Links

Anderson, Ross: World War I in East Africa 1916-1918, PhD thesis, Glasgow 2001
(University of Glasgow) (Book)

Bomani, Kathleen: WW1's untold story: The forgotten African battlefields, 8 August 2014

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/f8ssatjt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/f8ssatjt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/f8ssatjt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/f8ssatjt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/tvvguebk/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/tvvguebk/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/tvvguebk/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/tvvguebk/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/xzsfgyb2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/xzsfgyb2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/xzsfgyb2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/xzsfgyb2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/xzsfgyb2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6ca4kbnw/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6ca4kbnw/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6ca4kbnw/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6ca4kbnw/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/sc5wapve/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/sc5wapve/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/sc5wapve/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/sc5wapve/
https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.11392
http://theses.gla.ac.uk/5195/1/2001AndersonPhD.pdf
http://theses.gla.ac.uk/5195/1/2001AndersonPhD.pdf
http://edition.cnn.com/2014/08/08/world/africa/world-war-in-africa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Husen, Bayume Mohamed (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 6/8 21st November 2019

(CNN) (Article)

Die Reiter von Deutsch-Ostafrika. Unter der Schirmherrschaft des Reichskolonialbundes,
Germany, 1934 (Internet Archive) (Video)

Fischer, Hilke: Africa and the First World War, 16 April 2014 (Deutsche Welle) (Article)

Lettow-Vorbeck, Paul Emil von: My Reminiscences of East Africa, London, c. 1920
(Internet Archive) (Primary Source)

Mauerstraße 45/46:  Das Oberkommando der Schutztruppen (Deutsches Historisches
Museum) (Article)

Sandhu, Sukhdev: Mohamed Husen: the black immigrant actor who carved out a career
in 1930s German cinema, 13 November 2014 (The Guardian) (Article)

Tod eines „treuen Askari“ im KZ Sachsenhausen, 1 October 2007 (Deutschlandfunk)
(Article)

Metadata
Regional Section(s)
Africa > East and Central Africa
Central Europe > Germany

Thematic Section(s)
Violence

Subjects
Culture > Film
Culture > Language
Economy > Labour > Unemployment, during and after war
Politics, law > Domestic policy > Minorities policy
Politics, law > International relations > Colonialism, imperialism
Politics, law > International relations > Declarations
Politics, law > Political and social movements > Political and social movements, other
Politics, law > Political ideologies > Fascism
Politics, law > Political ideologies > Racism, xenophobia
Science and technology > Technical sciences > Comunication technologies
Society > Crime and discrimination > Discrimination

http://edition.cnn.com/2014/08/08/world/africa/world-war-in-africa/
https://archive.org/details/1934-Die-Reiter-von-Deutsch-Ostafrika
https://archive.org/details/1934-Die-Reiter-von-Deutsch-Ostafrika
http://www.dw.de/africa-and-the-first-world-war/a-17573462
https://archive.org/details/myreminiscenceso00lettuoft
https://archive.org/details/myreminiscenceso00lettuoft
http://www.dhm.de/archiv/ausstellungen/namibia/stadtspaziergang/mauerstrasse.htm
http://www.dhm.de/archiv/ausstellungen/namibia/stadtspaziergang/mauerstrasse.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/nov/13/mohamed-husen-black-immigrant-actor-carved-career-1920s-german-cinema
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/nov/13/mohamed-husen-black-immigrant-actor-carved-career-1920s-german-cinema
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/tod-eines-treuen-askari-im-kz-sachsenhausen.730.de.html?dram:article_id=102942
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/tod-eines-treuen-askari-im-kz-sachsenhausen.730.de.html?dram:article_id=102942
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/africa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/east-and-central-africa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/violence/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/culture
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/film
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/culture
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/language
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/economy
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/labour
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/unemployment__during_and_after_war
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/domestic_policy
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/minorities_policy
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/international_relations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/colonialism__imperialism
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/international_relations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/declarations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_and_social_movements
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_and_social_movements__other
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_ideologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/fascism
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_ideologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/racism__xenophobia
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/science_and_technology
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/technical_sciences
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/comunication_technologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/crime_and_discrimination
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/discrimination
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Husen, Bayume Mohamed (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 7/8 21st November 2019

Society > Demography > Migration
Society > Everyday life, civilian war experience > Associations
Society > Family, generation > Children and youth
Society > Post-war society > Veterans
Society > Social groups > Minorities
The media > Photography
Warfare and the military > Battles, battlefields and campaigns > Battles, battlefields and
campaigns, Africa
Warfare and the military > Command and control > Internment and POWs
Warfare and the military > Command and control > Officers
Warfare and the military > Military planning and recruitment > Decoration, military
Warfare and the military > Soldiers, experiences and attitudes > Emotions
Warfare and the military > Trauma and medical care > Injuries
Warfare and the military > Wars after war > Second World War

Author Keywords
askari; child soldier; colonial migrant; actor; Sachsenhausen concentration camp

GND Subject Headings
Husen, Bayume Mohamed

LC Subject Headings
Husen, Bayume Mohamed, 1904-1944

Rameau Subject Headings
Husen, Bayume Mohamed (1904-1944)

Key Person(s)
Lettow-Vorbeck, Paul von; Hitler, Adolf

Key Location(s)
Dar es Salaam; Berlin; Sachsenhausen concentration camp; Mahiwa

Title
Husen, Bayume Mohamed

Author(s)
Marianne Bechhaus-Gerst

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/demography
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/migration
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/everyday_life__civilian_war_experience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/associations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/family__generation
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/children_and_youth
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/veterans
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/social_groups
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/minorities
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/the_media
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/photography
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns__africa
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/battles__battlefields_and_campaigns__africa
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/command_and_control
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/internment_and_pows
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/command_and_control
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/officers
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/military_planning_and_recruitment
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/decoration__military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/soldiers__experiences_and_attitudes
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/emotions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/trauma_and_medical_care
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/injuries
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/wars_after_war
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/second_world_war
https://katalog.dnb.de/DE/list.html?key=them&key.GROUP=1&t=husen+bayume+mohamed+&sortD=-dat&sortA=bez&pr=0&v=plist&submit.x=32&submit.y=20
http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=husen+bayume+mohamed+19041944+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=husen+bayume+mohamed+19041944+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118779737/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118551655/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/dar-es-salaam/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/berlin/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/sachsenhausen-concentration-camp/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/mahiwa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/marianne-bechhaus-gerst/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Husen, Bayume Mohamed (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 8/8 21st November 2019

Classification Group
Persons

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

