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ABSTRACT  

History of the Kenya Army can be traced from the colonial era then known as the 

Kings African Rifles to the presently constituted Kenya Defence Forces. The Kenya army 

therefore, forms an integral part of the Kenyan society. Some literature exists on the history 

of the Kenya army, however, the different units that have contributed to its celebrated history 

has not been seamlessly done.  These include works such as the Carrier Corps by Geoffrey 

Hodges and the Kings African Rifles by Moyse Bartlett. As such, the history of the Kenya 

army remains under theorized if not under researched. Hence this paper aims to trace the 

history of the Kenya army from its pre-colonial, colonial, early post colonial roots to the 

present. The thesis of the paper is that the Kenya Army as a formidable force has grown over 

the years. It looks at various colonial units before independence. This is in order to give a 

historical background on how these units cumulatively contributed to the history of the 

Kenya army as constituted today. It examines the contributions of the Kings African Rifles 

(KAR), Uganda Rifles (UR), Tanganyika Rifles (TR), East Africa Mounted Rifles (EAMR), 

East Africa Rifles (EAR) and the former or old KDF to the rich history of the present day 

Kenya army. 

 

KEYWORDS: Origins, Kenya Army, Historical Contribution 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The Kenya army has a rich and very interesting history. Its history dates back even 

before the colonial period during the Chartered Companies days in East Africa. These 

Chartered Companies that sought to raise a local force to pacify the East Africa and bring law 

and order. It’s from this action that sowed the seed of the creation of a British Protectorates 

force, the East African Rifles (EAR). This led to the formation of latter units such as the 

EAMR, UR, TR and the former KDF that were absorbed into the KAR. This paper attempts 
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to create a seamless historical account of the Kenya army presently the Kenya Defence 

Forces (KDF). 

 

The East African Rifles (EAR) and its Contribution to the History of Kenya Army, 

1873-1901 

In 1873, the Sultan of Zanzibar, Seyyid Bargash signed the final treaty to abolish 

slave trade in all his dominions. The task of enforcing the abolition was vested in the British 

Royal military for protection. This was only to be realised if a reliable Land Force was 

established. In 1877, a Royal Navy Officer Lieutenant Lloyd Matthews serving in the HMS 

London formed a small force of 300 Zanzibaris for the purpose of combating slave trade. Lt 

Matthews in 1878 was appointed by the Sultan to serve as the Brigadier General in command 

of the newly established force. By 1880 the force had grown to 1300 men armed with rifles 

donated to the Sultan by the British Government. This force was also used to enforce the 

Sultan’s authority on the mainland. It was this local force that was later to become the East 

Africa Rifles (EAR) in 1880.
1
 

The EAR by 1888 had been organised into 12 companies of 63 men each. That 

organisation was effective but inadequate as was stated by Sir William MacKinnon who 

observed that from the beginning there was need for troops or armed police but he knew no 

viable or known scale of its requirements.
2
 The Company was therefore forced to frequently 

seek the assistance of the Sultans mercenaries (viroboto) to strengthen its resources. This 

inadequacy led Mackinnon to seek authority to recruit more reliable soldiers from outside 

East Africa. In 1893, the three-year contract with the Indian contingent came to an end. At 

the same time during this period the company was experiencing serious financial problems 

that had led to the abandonment of Uganda and Juba land. Consequently on 1
st
 July 1895, a 

British protectorate was declared over all the areas previously administered by the Company. 

The company troops were subsequently reorganised under Captain Hatch. In August 1895, a 

British government sanctioned the establishment of a force composed of 300 Punjabi, 300 

Swahili, 100 Sudanese and 200 soldiers from various ethnic groups in the region. This force 

was renamed East African Miscellaneous Collection of Troops. Their headquarters at the 

time was in Mombasa. 

In 1895, the IBEAC miscellaneous collection of troops numbered 866 men and 

divided the protectorate into three military districts.
3
 The new protectorate administration 

divided East Africa into three provinces. Seyyidie Province at Mombasa had 415 troops 
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stationed in Tana and Taveta. The troops were under the command of Gen Hatch.  The 

ukambani military district was placed under the command of Capt. Harrison who had 125 

men at a Garrison in Kanzalu. Later these troops were moved to Machakos when the barracks 

were completed. Jubaland became the third military district with 95 men. The Jubaland 

military district was commanded by Mr C. de C. Middleton, the assistant District Officer at 

Kismayu and an assistant Sudanese Officer.
4
 

The period between 1896 and 1900 witnessed the EAR deployed in a number of 

campaigns in line with British Colonial policies. The EAR together with the help of the 

Uganda Rifles (UR) went on expeditions against the Nandi and Ogaden Somali from 1898-

1906. EAR also sent troops to help Uganda Rifles put an end to a mutiny by Sudanese troops 

in Uganda. In 1901 the British government decided to organise all the existing troops in 

Central Africa, East Africa, Uganda and Somaliland under one command. Lt Col Manning, 

an officer in the Indian Corps was appointed inspector General for all the troops and 

promoted to the rank of General. 

Conclusively the EAR can be seen to contribute to the early history of the Kenya 

army long before it was reconstituted under the title Kings African Rifles. This is because 

each territory established its own regiment independently. For instance, in Uganda certain 

Sudanese troops formerly of the Khedive’s army became the nucleus of the Uganda Rifles 

(UR). In East Africa the foreign office on taking over from the Imperial British East Africa 

Company, formed out the company’s miscellaneous forces the East Africa Rifles (EAR). 

 

The Kings African Rifles (KAR) and Recruitment of Africans in Kenya, 1880- 1963 

The Kenya Army is a direct descendant of the Kings African Rifles (KAR). This is 

the essence of the infantry battalions now known as the  Kenya Rifles (KR). The KAR 

was originally composed of informal territorial forces recruited in the three British 

Protectorates in East Africa. These protectorates were originally administered by the Foreign 

Office, which usually allowed its consuls and representatives a free hand in making local 

policy and recruiting soldiers. 
5
 

The KAR was created by the British colonial administration for internal pacification. 

Pre-colonial Kenyan societies had their own traditional military systems that were often used 

to protect the societies and their interests. It’s from these traditional pre-colonial societies that 

had organised armies, from which the British recruited the KAR soldiers. As such, Rodney
6
 

brings to life the political military existence in pre-colonial African societies with the 
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examples of societies such as the Zulu, the Oyo and Dahomey. The same is reflected in the 

Kenyan societies such as the Maasai, the Nandi, the Turkana and the Somali whom Moyse 

Bartlett discusses in his work on the History of the Kings African Rifles
7
. It is from these 

martial communities that the British colonial empire drew most of its human resources for 

personnel and manpower to create the KAR from. Thus these communities laid down the 

foundation of the regiments that formed the present day Kenya army. 

The KAR was so closely linked with the territories through which it marched and 

fought. This connection was also with the peoples from whom it drew its recruits. The 

Governor of the East Africa Protectorate and the Commander in Chief of the colony and 

protectorate of Kenya even supported this claim. He stated that the KAR in East Africa had 

recruited men from every territory between the Gulf of Aden and the Limpopo. Among the 

lakes and uplands of Central Africa, the swamps and rivers of Uganda, the mountains and 

deserts of the Abyssinian border and the waterless bush of Somali land. They were led by 

non-commissioned officers and officers from the United Kingdom and elsewhere in the 

commonwealth. They also played a major role in the developments of parts of Africa.
8 

The KAR was originally formed to control unrest from local communities. It also 

assisted in the administration of the British colony. Most of the recruited Africans in this 

regiment served under an equivalent third rate military that was formulated under an 

imperialistic military design. A third rate military was of a lower cadre in which they were 

not allowed to hold influential posts or even be actively involved in strategy matters. The 

colonial masters and particularly the commanders of the KAR, held their African troops in 

contempt. The loyalty and courage of the askari was founded upon stereotyped inferior 

qualities of the Africans. An example of this stereotype can be observed in a statement from 

Claytons work quoted by Nestor Luanda:- 

The blacker their faces, the huskier their voices, the thicker their neck and darker their skin, 

and the more remote parts of Africa they came from, the better soldiers they made.
9
 

Hence this meant that African soldiers were not expected to attain a European 

standard, but were suitable to be used in bush and jungle warfare.
10
 They were chosen 

because it was believed they could survive in particularly rough conditions where supplies 

were limited and few because of their hardy physique, simple needs and cheerful outlook 

which were of outstanding value. Generally the KAR recruited its manpower from the so-

called ‘martial communities’. The martial communities included the Nandi, Turkana, Pokot, 

and Maasai among others that had organised military systems and cultures.  In times of peace 
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there was never any necessity to apply coercion in any form to secure recruits; always more 

presented themselves than could be accepted. Very often recruiting took place in the so-called 

‘labour reserves’. These were areas of the country that were economically poorer, remote, or 

the least advanced educationally or politically.
11
 

It is from these local communities that Africans were recruited to serve in the colonial 

army. For instance in 1880 Sultan Bargash was offered 1300 men by the British government. 

It is these native forces that later formed the East African Rifles that was also used to enforce 

the Sultans rule on the mainland.
12
 Sultan Bargash was later forced to accept the Anglo-

German Treaty on 7
th
 December 1886. Consequently, the Sultan’s dominions on the East 

African mainland were divided between the two imperial powers.
13
 German East Africa was 

then comprised of Tanganyika and Pemba and the British East Africa got the coastal area of 

Kenya. These lands were leased from the Sultan of Zanzibar as a British protectorate for 50 

years. This enabled the Imperial British East Africa Company open the hinterland for British 

trade. 

These 1300 men were the first known British forces in East Africa that had been 

recruited from indigenous Africans communities to serve under the British. In 1891, a 

contingent of 300 Indian troops was also shipped to East Africa with their major task being 

the garrisoning of the coastal stations. It was also tasked with protecting the various interior 

stations against the indigenous peoples like the Kikuyu, Nandi and sections of the Kamba 

who resented company rule and hence the company had to rely on its own troops. This was 

however not always the case as some situations demanded the officer in charge of each 

station to freely recruit auxiliary troops locally. In Machakos for instance, Ainsworth 

recruited Kamba militia for protection.
14
 

The KAR also dates back to the days of Chartered Companies. These chartered 

companies were forced to raise local forces to pacify the countries and to bring law and 

order.
15
  Later in 1894 the foreign office took over East Africa from the Imperial British East 

Africa Company. As a result of this take over, the British protectorate was declared over all 

the area previously administered by the company. The company troops were subsequently 

reorganised under Capt Hatch. The British government hence sanctioned the establishment of 

a force composed of 300 Punjabi, 300 Swahili, 100 Sudanese, and 200 soldiers from the 

various ethnic groups in the region. The force was then renamed the East African Rifles with 

its headquarters in Mombasa (Fort Jesus). Lt Col Hatch was its Commandant.
16
 The EAR was 

charged with the protection of caravans between the Coast and Kampala. The Company 
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relied mainly on drilled, armed Swahili, usually porters who were considered to be more 

reliable than other Kenyan communities.
17
 

The origins of the KAR more properly lie within the earliest period of British 

administration in East and Central Africa. Though the regiment dates officially from 1
st
 

January 1902 when it was formally constituted to the then title, troops had been raised and 

trained in each territory long before this date.
18
 Three regiments were already in existence, 

these were: the Central Africa Regiment (Central African Rifles), the Uganda Rifles and the 

East Africa Rifles. These together with their Indian contingents and certain levies in British 

Somaliland were reorganised and renamed to form the six original battalions of the KAR.
19
 

They formed the original forces of the protectorates that were incorporated as follows;- 

1
st
 (Central Africa) Battalion eight companies.(Formerly 1CAR). 

2
nd 
(Central Africa) Battalion, seven companies and one Camel Company. (Formerly 2 CAR). 

3
rd
 (Kenya) Battalion, seven companies and one Camel company.( Formerly the EAR). 

4
th
 (Uganda) Battalion, four companies. (Formerly the African companies of the                   

UR). 

5
th
 (Uganda) Battalion, four companies. (Formerly the Indian Contingent of the                   

UR). 

 6
th
 (Somaliland) Battalion (Formed later from three Infantry Companies, the  Camel corps 

militia and mounted infantry of the local forces in British Somaliland).
20
 

The new regiment was designated ‘Rifles’ because all the original regiments had at 

the same time been so called, but the men were drilled as infantry. More so, most of the 

officers and all the Indian troops at the time had been infantry.  Early settlers in Kenya as 

early as 1914 also played a vital role in aiding the recruitment of natives or indigenous 

Africans into organised troops. For instance, Lord Delamere who had great influence among 

the Maasai, established himself on the Narossera River and raised a force of Maasai scouts in 

collaboration with the District Commissioner Mr. R. W. Hemsted.  

This force was used to beef up the existing but inadequate forces such as the Magadi 

Defence Force (MDF). As a result a volunteer unit rose in Nairobi on August 6
th
 under 

Lieutenant A. F. Dudgeon.
21
 The Maasai formed an elite company of army scouts. The 

Maasai performance report however, varied but on the whole, Commander Hatch was 

satisfied with their performance. This was despite the fact that he recognised that the Maasai 

were not suitable for service on the coast. As such most of the other 201 recruits enlisted in 

the battalion were from the Manyema, Nyamwezi and Swahili communities.
22
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Africans also formed part of the Carrier Corps of the KAR during WWI and WWII. 

The Carrier corps was a military unit or formation like any battalion, regiment, or corps, 

except that it was vastly larger.
23
 According to Lipscomb and Winston, the men of the Carrier 

Corps ploughed their way with their loads through endless swamps and bushes. There was no 

lack of recruits for the new Battalions of the KAR as many Africans either volunteered or 

were forcefully conscripted.
24
 

More than two hundred thousand Africans from all parts of East Africa joined the 

Carrier Corps. They made outstanding contributions towards defeating Germans with about 

40,000 of them losing their lives.
25
 Naivasha for instance which constituted as part of Nakuru 

District in the period 1917 to 1918, had sent 277 of the local population to work for the 

carrier corps. The Carrier Corps unit existed from 1914-1918 during the Great War in East 

Africa, but unlike the KAR it was disbanded at the end of that war.
26
 

In the Second World War (1939-45) Kenya became an important British military base 

in campaigns against Italy in the Italian, Ethiopia and Somaliland. The war brought money 

and an opportunity for military service for 98,000 men, called "askaris".
27
 The war also 

stimulated African nationalism. After the war, African ex-servicemen sought to maintain the 

socioeconomic gains they had accrued through service in the King's African Rifles (KAR). 

This was due to the economic incentives they acquired while serving in KAR. This led to the 

creation of a new class of modernised Africans with distinctive characteristics and interests.
28
 

In the preceding years Kenyan African soldiers began also to be considered for high 

ranking positions within the army. In 1950, for instance, the District Commissioner Wajir J. 

M. G. replied to a letter from the provincial commissioner P. E. Walter that required the 

appointment of an honorary Captain to the Kenya Battalions of the KAR. He recommended 

Chief Ali Hersi B.E.M who was a retired serviceman (R.S.M) with 19 years of outstanding 

service in the 5 KAR. Hersi during his period in service had been awarded the BEM and a 

mention in dispatches.  

This Ex-Warrant Officer had left the KAR in 1946 and became the chief of the 

Magabul section of the Ogaden in 1948. This community had a history of supplying many 

askari to the KAR and thus the DC considered that his appointment would be most popular.
29
 

According to Agenda III of a report on Somali Settlements, the Somali had made their way 

into the Kenya colony towards the end of the century. They arrived as askaris attached to the 

expeditions of early explorers as gun bearers and later as enlisted men in the KAR. They had 
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proved to be of great value in the early days of East Africa on account of their bravery, 

hardihood and superior intelligence according to the colonialists view.
30
 

These evolved entities of the KAR are what later years became the pre-independence 

predecessor units of the Kenya army became. The Kenya Army was later established in 1963 

with an initial force of 3,000 soldiers. The Kenya Air Force and Kenya Navy were formed in 

1963 and 1964 respectively. The three Services then formed what came to be known as the 

Kenya Armed Forces (KAF). 

 

The Uganda Rifles and Tanganyika Rifles Contributions to the History of the Kenya 

Army, 1900 to 1962 

The Uganda Rifles was given the responsibility of undertaking punitive expeditions in 

the expansive Uganda protectorate that included Kavirondo, the Nandi country and Maasai 

land as far as Lake Naivasha.
31
 The Uganda Rifles was formed in the 1900 after the EAR sent 

troops to Uganda to put an end to a mutiny by Sudanese troops in Uganda. The Indian 

contingent, which had been deployed on the expedition to suppress the Ugandan mutiny, 

remained in Uganda and formed the 1
st
 Battalion the Uganda Rifles. This later became 5 

Kings African Rifles. The composition of the Uganda Rifles was affected by the 1901 

decision by the British government to organise all existing troops. Hence after 1
st
 January 

1902 the Uganda Rifles were formally reorganised. The nine companies of Uganda Rifles 

became the 4 Battalion King’s Africa Rifles (4 KAR), and the four companies of the Indian 

Contingent of Uganda Rifles became 5 Battalion King’s African Rifles (5 KAR).
32
 

The 4 KAR and 5 KAR together with the 3 KAR were hence used by the British 

colonial government in expeditions against anyone who resisted British rule. In 1904, 5 KAR 

which was initially made up of Indian troops was disbanded chiefly because of maintenance 

costs. Another reason was because the British felt they had contained the resistance to their 

rule. This unit was however reconstituted in 1916 during World War I and stationed in Meru. 

It was given the responsibility of operations in Jubaland. In 1926, 5 KAR was again 

disbanded and the colours were handed over to 3 KAR for safe custody. In 1930 the 5 KAR 

unit was once again reconstituted, presented with their colours and then stationed at Nairobi. 

The history of the Uganda Rifles is also closely bound up with that of the Sudanese 

refugees. These trained and able soldiers were the foundation on which the Uganda Rifles 

(and to some extent the EAR) was built. Due to the hardships faced on their own territories 

the UR were never called for campaigns or service abroad. They had the best recruiting 
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material ready at hand, and also because local commitments were the heaviest, the Uganda 

Rifles became the largest of the original units. During the next twelve years from 1900, the 

regiment’s successor, the 4
th
 Battalion of the KAR was called upon to continue the work of 

establishing and maintaining order in the remote provinces of the protectorate.
33
 

The Tanganyika Rifles (TR) also has a significant impact on the history of the Kenya 

army. Just like the Kenya Rifles the KAR were the precursor to Tanganyika Rifles. It was 

formed out of the 6
th
 Battalion which unlike the other KAR battalions, which were formally 

constituted in 1902. The 6
th
 Battalion was held in abeyance until 1904. Its service was 

however short-lived, for in 1910 the battalion was disbanded in favour of a Camel 

Constabulary. By 1916, the First World War had begun to make heavy demands on the 

manpower resources of Britain and India. In 1917, there was a decision to raise another 

regiment of the KAR. This saw the reviving of the 6 KAR. Thus the 6 KAR was formally 

constituted in April 1917 at Morogoro. During the decade after the First World War the 6 

KAR was deployed in Jubaland, Turkana, Maasailand, Northern Frontier District and British 

Somali land.
34
 

Tanganyika Rifles and the Kenya army as a result have had a historical background 

that links them directly in the past and the present in various cooperative activities. One 

intricate example is Capt. Jairus Seroney who joined the army in 1958 at Langata as an O. R. 

Education Instructor. Then towards the end of 1958, he was attached to the 6 KAR 

Tanganyika Rifles until January 1962 when he was selected for officer training at MONS. U. 

K. After completing his officer training he was posted to the 11
th
 Battalion Kenya Rifles at 

Lanet in August 1962.
35
 The Uganda Rifles and the Tanganyika Rifles have undoubtedly 

contributed immensely to the rich history of the Lanet barracks and the entire Kenya army 

generally.  

 

The East Africa Mounted Rifles and the Kenya Army, 1914 to 1917 

At the onset of the 1914-1917 campaign, one battalion of the KAR in Nairobi was the 

Protectorate’s sole military force. There was no organised reserve or defence force.  On 

August 4
th
 1914, a volunteer enlistment office was opened in Nairobi. The establishment of 

the force created a wave of excitement among settlers that washed hundreds of men through 

its doors. It’s important to note that many of these settlers came from Uasin Gishu, Eldoret. 

In a few days an astonishing variety of miniature regiments had sprung to life. They 
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included;- Bowker’s Horsemen, Arnoldi’s Scouts, Ross’s Scouts, Wessell’s Scouts among 

others. All these were finally merged to create the East African Mounted Rifles.
36
 

The East African Mounted Rifles (EAMR) or Bowker’s Horse Marines under Capt. 

Russell Bowkerwere born in Nairobi on August 5
th
 1914. The EAMR play a significant role 

in the history of the Kenya regiment and of the volunteer forces of East Africa. They were 

responsible for guarding a frontier which stretched from the ocean to the Ufumbira 

Mountains in South-west Uganda, and to meet any threat which Von Lettow might make.  On 

a call for volunteers, a large proportion of the settler community congregated to form a new 

unit and another Corp.  Those that could not meet the requirements for the first line of 

defence joined the 2
nd
 line of Defence.

37
 

At the beginning, it is true that the EAMR stood in a position of supreme and of vital 

importance. At the time, the only other troops in British East Africa were the KAR, and most 

of these were well off the map. They were up the Juba River. One company that remained in 

Nairobi was hastily despatched down the railway. This was to ward off enemy attacks on the 

railway at those points where it ran nearest to the Border. Nairobi’s only defence against a 

German advance over the border at Longido was hence the EAMR.
38
 

The British formed two Battalions of the Kings African Rifles. One was a force of 

settlers called the East African Mounted Rifles who mostly mounted on mules. They were 

also accompanied by some Maasai scouts organised by Lord Delamere and the Buganda 

Rifles. Unlike the KAR, the EAMR were totally untrained, had no proper means of transport 

or arrangements for supply, no medical supply and had very little ammunition.
39
 On August 

15
th
, the unit paraded 335 strong personnel, mounted on ponies and mules to form six 

squadrons. 

The individual value of the regiment was recognised to such an extent that it became 

virtually a training corps for the regiment’s requirements. These regiments comprised of three 

divisions constituting the forces conducting the East African Campaign.
40
 The regiment 

consisted of six squadrons, a maxim gun section, and signallers. Later on there was an 

addition of a special section of scouts.
41
 The regiment underwent several organisational 

changes that often decreased its effective influence in the battle field. For instance there was 

the transfer of practically all officers and men of D squadron to the East African Transport 

Corps (EATC). 

On, September 18
th
, 1915, two companies of the 3

rd
 KAR teamed up with the EAMR 

for an operation at Longido West. In the same year the EAMR underwent further changes in 
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its organisation and was reconstituted in two wings, each two squadrons. The process of 

disintegration continued. Men were steadily drained away to fill commissions in the KAR, or 

to join one of the many units of the East African forces where men with local knowledge 

were urgently wanted. With this trend an end was unfortunately in sight for the EAMR by 

May 1916. This was propelled by an effective wholesale transfer of whom the remainder of 

the Regiment was reorganised to a single squadron. Thereafter, this one squadron gradually 

faded away. By 1917, the Commanding Officer was the sole survivor of the original EAMR 

unit.
42
 

According to Wilson, May 1917 is the latest date to which the history of the East African 

Mounted Rifles could be carried. He also states that the regiment never died, and neither was 

it disbanded, but just like an old soldier, it simply faded away.
43
 The E.A.M.R., during its 

active service numbered about 400 in total and played a vital roll in the defence of British 

East Africa before the arrival of Commonwealth troops. Thereafter its strength gradually 

diminished as its officers and men were transferred to the newly arriving commonwealth 

troops and to the expanding Corp of the King's African Rifles.
44
 

 

The (Old) Kenya Defence Forces and the Kenya Regiment Contributions to the Historic 

Development of the Kenya Army, 1928- 1963 

The term KDF that currently denotes the Kenyan forces is not a new title. 

Interestingly the KDF concept had been first hatched in 1907. Letters from the Nakuru 

District Commissioner Errol, to the Secretary of man power committee, prove the existence 

of the KDF from 1930s to 1940s
45
. The Colonialists Association had set up a committee 

comprising Grogan, Gray and others to explore the feasibility of a defence force in Kenya. It 

was however decided that the settlers were too few in number and too dispersed for such a 

force to be formed effectively. After many setbacks the KDF was eventually established 

under the Defence Force Ordinance 1928. It enlisted services from early volunteers who were 

experienced men. These men had served in units like the East African Mounted Rifles and the 

KAR during WWI. A large proportion of these soldiers comprised of the settler community. 

 

In 1936, once more the (old) KDF establishment came under pressure from the settler 

community leading to calls for its disbandment. One of the recommendations was the 

replacement of the KDF by a volunteer Force up to the strength of a battalion. It was to be 

known as ‘The Kenya Regiment (Territorial Force)’ drawn from men between the ages of 18 
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and 35 and in special cases up to 45. It was to have a Compulsory Force called “The Kenya 

Auxiliary Force” consisting of the balance of able-bodied European British male subjects in 

the Colony. Under the Kenya Regiment Ordinance and Regulation 1937, the Kenya Regiment 

(KR) was established on 1
st
 June 1937.

46
 

During this period there was a growing threat of a Second World War. This war at 

first hit the Colony with an Impact similar to that of the first.
47
 As such some men joined the 

Kenya Regiment (KR), which performed in the Second World War, the same function as that 

fulfilled by the East African Mounted Rifles (EAMR). This was to hold the fort against 

superior enemy forces until reinforcements (KAR) came. They were then to act as a reservoir 

of officers with invaluable local knowledge for the KAR and other Regular units. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the pressure from the Secretary of State and the 

recommendations of the Campbell Committee on the KDF, the unit was not disbanded. 

Instead it led to very strong links between the old KDF and the new KR. This contributed to 

the early success and development of the new regiment. Four of the five officers gazetted on 

the formation of the Regiment had substantial previous service with the KDF. Furthermore, a 

significant number of former KDF members decided to join the new Kenya regiment thereby 

boosting the recruitment process.
48
 

The Kenya Regiment or “Settler Soldiers” was supposedly created to control settler 

political aspirations. Especially during the emergency approximately 1,800 men served in the 

Regiment which posted about 300 soldiers to the KAR. Consequently the Kenya Regiment 

emerged on 1
st
 June 1937 out of a turbulent background of political intrigue. The Kenya 

Regiment was expected to be more professional than its predecessors. They would later prove 

this by contributing immensely in WWII as a truly famous Colonial Regiment. In 1940, 

Major J. G. Hewett, M. C. was the Districts Commandant of the Kenya Defence Force 

Naivasha area. Major A. E. Smith was in charge of the Nakuru area with Capt. G. L. 

Bellhouse acting as the adjutant. In the same year there were several man power committee 

discussions that aimed to resolve manpower and production related issues.
49
 

The Kenya Regiment was again reconstructed in 1948. This led to the establishment 

of a supplementary Reserve with a possible non Active Reserve. This was done on a 

voluntary basis service for the voluntary regular army service. According to H. E. the 

Governor, Sir Philip Mitchell, the KR was supposed to resume its role as a leader training 

unit of the highest importance, or in one or other of the Reserves. It turned out to be mainly 
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an officer-producing unit for the KAR and provided men for other arms and services. Though 

it contributed immensely during WWII it never fought as a unit, it was just officer training.
50
 

The Kenya Regiment by the second half of 1955 offered compulsory military training 

at a Training Centre in Nakuru. This included a six months training course that produced the 

much needed men for the Security Forces. At the same time, with the setting up of the 

Operational Training Company in the Kenya Regiment. It was no longer necessary for men to 

do more than their basic training at Nakuru. Subsequent training would also be given in the 

Operational Training Company. During this time, the country was still under a state of 

emergency. It was therefore proposed that, during 1955, as long as the emergency lasted. 

There was to be four courses each of ten weeks’ basic training at the Training Centre at 

Nakuru. This was to replace the two longer courses that were normally held each year.
51
 

On completion of this basic training, men would be posted to fill vacancies in the 

security forces or in other departments concerned with the emergency. This was in 

accordance with the needs of the various forces and the suitability of the men themselves.  In 

most cases, they were supposed to do a period of training with the Operational Training 

Company of the KR. This was before posting them to their substantive appointments with 

British Infantry or KAR battalions. They would also be posted elsewhere on the Kenya 

Regiment E. R. E. list, to the Kenya Police Reservists (K. P. R.), Prisons Service, or as 

District Officers, Kikuyu Guard, or as Field Intelligence Officers. During the Mau Mau 

Emergency the Regiment was also mobilised into a full time fighting unit for the first time. 

By 1956, these men had been demobilised.
52
 

The Kenya Regiment was at this time provided with Regular Officers from the Green 

Jackets 60
th
 Rifles. They provided the commanding officers, the Adjutants, Quartermasters, 

Regimental Seargents, Majors and Instructors for all companies. Before the Regiment was 

suspended in 1963, it was opened to Africans. This however only applied to the candidates 

who had school certificates or a minimum education. They also had to be volunteers and had 

to do six months full time training at Lanet. In the six months before they were demobilised 

Humphrey Glade arranged an interview for Col. Dunstan Adams and senior territorial officer 

Paddy to meet Kenyatta at the Prime minister’s office to put proposals to him for the 

continuation of the Regiment as a territorial force. Kenyatta heard them out and 

recommended that they put it on paper for consideration by the Cabinet. The letter was 

written and submitted to Kenyatta, but it never got past the Cabinet. This evidently shows 

that Kenyans were recruited into the colonial army and also indicates that the native African 
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societies had their own military systems. It is hence against this background that the first 

indigenous and colonial land forces of a standing nature in Kenya can be traced to the modern 

day Kenya army.
53 

 

Conclusion 

This paper discussed the diverse historical background of the Kenya army. . Few 

colonies had quite the same rich military history as Kenya and the close links with the KAR, 

the East African Mounted Rifles and the Kenya Defence Force. These forerunner battalions 

did much to condition the raison d’etre of the Kenya Regiment and the values and attitudes 

of those who served in it. This closely knit history of the EAMR, EAR, KAR, Uganda and 

Tanganyika Rifles, and the Kenya Regiment provides a viable reference to the Kenya army’s 

historical background. From this historic overview it’s precisely correct to say that 3 KAR 

was the forerunner of todays Kenya Army as it was formed on 1
st
 January 1902. Other units 

that also existed at the time of Kenya’s independence were 5 KAR and 11 KAR. It’s from 

these backgrounds that form the historic backbone to the modern KDF units still serving to 

date. 
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