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First World War: Stories of the Empire to be revealed 
 

First World War: Stories of the Empire, part of an ongoing programme of events and activities held across 

the UK to mark the Centenary of the First World War, will see the museum sector and general public gather 

tonight for an evening of talks, films and networking to explore the role of Black and Asian soldiers from the 

Empire during the First World War.  

 

As the Centenary approaches, people of all ages throughout the United Kingdom will be reflecting on the 

events of the conflict, the experiences of men and women here and overseas, and how the war has shaped 

the last 100 years.   

 

Hosted by the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) will also be on hand offering 

help and advice to people looking for support and funding for projects to share their stories of First World 

War History. 

 

The V&A event will see a host of museums and cultural institutions large and small taking part. The 

Imperial War Museum, National Army Museum, Open University, Black Cultural Archives, Jewish Military 

Museum and United Kingdom Punjab Heritage Association (UKPHA) will join Westminster Archives, 

London Transport Museum, Eastside Community Heritage and the Nubian Jack Community Trust among 

others to explore themes around Black and Asian contributions to the First World War.  

 

Key highlights include Dr. Kurt Barling, broadcaster and Professor at Middlesex University talking about the 

First World War in Africa; Stephen Bourne reading excerpts from his new book Black Poppies; UKPHA 

leading a session on Sikh fighter pilots and the Asian contribution, and a panel discussion entitled ‘Who is 

remembering whom?’ exploring the diversity of stories related to the impact of the First World War and how 

they are presented in London’s heritage collections.* 

 

To date, £14.4million in HLF grants (part of £45million awarded UK-wide) has been awarded to projects 
across London so they can mark the Centenary and explore all aspects of First World War heritage that 
matters to them. Many fascinating stories are being told for the first time including: the significance of the 
first Cenotaph flag and it’s connection with London’s Docklands;Kingston poet John Galsworthy’s 
campaigning for injured servicemen; projects revealing old Commonwealth recruitment to the Middlesex 
Regiment; and the experiences of Indian soldiers in the trenches on the Western Front.** 
 
“The story of colonial service during the First World War is a rich and fascinating story”, said Suzanne 
Bardgett, Head of Research at Imperial War Museums.  “We have investigated the levels of knowledge 
among communities in this country and those who have done projects have found there to be 
extraordinary material and stories to be uncovered.  Communities across the UK have a special opportunity 
here. IWM's archives and those of many other institutions are just waiting to be investigated.” 
 
Wesley Kerr, Chair of the Heritage Lottery Fund London Committee, moderating the panel said:  
 
“The First World War was a seminal event in modern history, touching every continent and involving 
millions of civilians and soldiers throughout the British Empire. Troops from all over the world fought in the 
conflict, serving on various fronts, taking heavy casualties, and playing a crucial role. 2014 sees the 
beginning of a series of centenaries marking the First World War, and HLF will be working in closely with 
the Centenary partnership to help people uncover untold stories and commemorate the heritage of sacrifice 
and conflict that matters to them.” 
 



 

HLF is making at least £1 million available per year until 2019 for small grants between £3,000 to £10,000 
to enable communities and groups from all cultural backgrounds to explore, conserve and share their First 
World War heritage and deepen their understanding of the impact of the conflict. Follow us on twitter 
@heritagelottery #understandingWW1 
 

Ends 

 

Notes to editors 

 

Heritage Lottery Fund and support for First World War heritage: 

 

 Using money raised through the National Lottery, the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) aims to make a 

lasting difference for heritage, people and communities across the UK and help build a resilient 

heritage economy. From museums, parks and historic places to archaeology, natural environment 

and cultural traditions, we invest in every part of our diverse heritage. HLF has supported almost 

36,000 projects with more than £5.9bn across the UK.  www.hlf.org.uk.  

 

 Through its First World War: then and now programme, HLF is making at least £1million available 
per year for six years until 2019.  It is providing grants between £3,000 and £10,000 enabling 
communities and groups right across the UK to explore, conserve and share their First World War 
heritage and deepen their understanding of the impact of the conflict.  To find out how to apply for 
funding visit www.hlf.org.uk/thenandnow.  If a group needs a grant of more than £10,000 for a First 
World War project, it can apply to HLF through its open programmes www.hlf.org.uk/firstworldwar  

 

 

First World War: Stories of the Empire – Sackler Centre, V&A, Friday 24th January 18.00 – 21.00:* 

 

Partner organisations and event activities include:  

 

Panel discussion:  

 

Who is remembering whom? How is the diversity of stories related to the impact of the First World War on 

the Empire presented in London’s heritage collections?: 

Imperial War Museum – Suzanne Bardgett, Head of Research at Imperial War Museums 

UKPHA - Amandeep Madra 

National Army Museum – Alan Massie 

Kurt Barling, BBC London News, Professor Middlesex University London 

Black Cultural Archives – Steve Martin, Learning Manager 

Dr Santanu Das - Kings College London 

Wesley Kerr, Chair, Heritage Lottery Fund London Committee  

 

Lectures and performances: 

 

Westminster Archives: The Story of Walter Tull 

SS Mendi: Batani Marimba performance about SS Mendi 
UKPHA: The Sikh fighter pilot, the Red Barron and the Asian contribution to the First World War; Panel 

discussion 

Nubian Jak: Fighting On Two Fronts: African and Caribbean Heroes of WW1 
Stephen Bourne: Reading from his new book Black Poppies 

Kurt Barling: The War in Africa 

V&A: Voices of Memorality with Janet Browne 

Open University: The War at the Caribbean 

Phil Vasili and Nathan Ives-Moiba: Walter Tull 1888-1918, Officer and Footballer 

http://www.hlf.org.uk/
http://www.hlf.org.uk/thenandnow
http://www.hlf.org.uk/firstworldwar


 

Exhibitors:  

 

Royal Airforce Museum; London Transport Museum; Eastside Community Heritage; Postal Museum; 

Jewish Military Museum; Royal Geographical Society; Fields of Battle; The Fusilier Museum; The National 

Archives 

 



FACT SHEET: 

 

First World War projects recently awarded funding in London** 
 
Hidden Heroes: Soldiers from the Empire 
Eastside Community Heritage 
During the First World War the Middlesex Regiment drew many of its recruits from the old Commonwealth 

Dominions and elsewhere in the British Empire. The Battalion was sent to the Western Front in 1915. East 

London-based Eastside Community Heritage with a £54,100 grant will research and record the stories of up 

to 40 soldiers from throughout the Empire who fought in the regiment. Descendants will be interviewed and 

an exhibition, school resources, a website and a radio production will be created. (NOTE: Kurt Barling is 

involved in this project) 

 

1914-1918: Richmond at Home and at War - Local stories and their International Links 
The Richmond Museum 
Volunteers working with Richmond Museum will use to £34,000 grant to research local connections with the 
First World War. These include the impact of Belgian refugees and South African soldiers who were sent to 
the borough; stories from the Home Front and the founding after the war of the British Legion Poppy 
Factory and the Star & Garter Home for disabled ex-servicemen. Four secondary schools and a number of 
primary schools will participate in a range of activities and contribute to a local exhibition, booklet, blog and 
learning resource pack. 
 
Subterranean Sepoys: Life in the Trenches for the Indian Army on the Western Front  
Tara Arts 
Volunteers will research the forgotten stories of Indian soldiers (sepoys) and their British officers serving on 
the Western Front during the first year of the 1914-18 war. Complementing this initial research, led by UK 
Punjab Heritage Association (UKPHA), Tara Arts will hold workshops to guide volunteers in interpreting 
these discoveries, exploring the soldiers’ day-to-day routine of life in the front line in France. With aid from a 
£9,900 grant Wandsworth-based Tara Arts will create a radio play with the help of professional actors who 
show how the sepoys and their white officers adapted to each other in such extreme circumstances. 
 
Honouring men of Mile End and Bow through community remembrance, historical research and 
restoring memorials 
St Mary’s Bow 
The names of 168 soldiers from Mile End who lost their lives in World War One are recorded on two 

plaques in St Mary's, Bow. The project, funded by a £9,400 grant, will restore memorials to these men, 

research their lives, and use the findings to help local people and others remember them, and to 

understand more of the heritage and legacy of the First World War in east London. The information 

gathered will also be used to produce a booklet, interpretation boards, web and digital material and to hold 

a community drama.  

 

Walter Tull - local hero? 
Tottenham Theatre 
Tottenham Theatre is a newly formed community theatre. The play "Tull" by Phil Vasili will be its first 
production. The project, funded by a £10,000 grant, will focus on the heritage aspects of Walter Tull as the 
first black footballer for Tottenham Hotspur and the first black officer in the British Army who fought and 
was killed in the First World War. The project, working with local volunteers, will explore what this legacy 
means to the Tottenham community. The resulting drama production will be performed in community 
venues and after school and youth holiday projects.  
 
St Anselm's and Those who have Fallen in War  
St Anselm's RC Church 
St Anselm's Roman Catholic Church was founded in Tooting Bec, south London in 1909, but little is known 
about the impact of the First World War on its community. There is no war memorial in the church and 
family links to that time have been broken. This project, supported by a £3,000 grant, will research the 
archives of St Anselm's parish church to identify the names of those mourned by the community as having 
died in the War. Their lives will then be researched using archives and regimental histories. The project will 
result in a permanent memorial to them to be erected in the church and opened on Remembrance Sunday 



2014. There will also be a booklet and an exhibition containing the results of the research which will be 
launched that same weekend. 
 
First Flag of the Cenotaph: Uncovering the Significance of the Royal Docks 
River Christian Centre 
Following the First World War, the chapel of Docklands Settlement No.1 in Canning Town was presented 
with the first Union flag that had been flown at the Cenotaph in Whitehall. A plaque in the building states 
that it was to commemorate the soldiers of the Docklands who died during the war but provides no further 
information. This project will research the Cenotaph flag, why it was presented, and the significance of the 
chapel and the Royal Docks area during the War. With the aid of a £10,000 grant River Christian Centre 
will then run a three-month exhibition to share this heritage with local residents, schoolchildren and people 
from a wider area. The flag is currently held at the Imperial War Museum. 
 
Hammersmith and Fulham in World War One 
Hammersmith and Fulham Urban Studies Centre 
Hammersmith and Fulham Urban Studies Centre will use the £9,600 grant to work with a local primary 
school to uncover a range of links between the borough and the First World War. These include the stories 
of four VC winners, one of whom –Reginald Warne – shot down a German Zeppelin. Other connections 
include Hammersmith Hospital which became the first military orthopedic hospital; the housing of 100,000 
Belgian refugees in the Earls Court Exhibition Centre and shell-shocked soldiers in Fulham Palace, the 
official home of the Bishop of London. The young researchers will also visit Margravine cemetery where a 
memorial records the names of victims of an explosion in a local munitions factory.  
 
Foundlings at War  
The Foundling Museum 
Foundlings at War is a unique opportunity for large numbers of people to access previously sealed 
Foundling Hospital records revealing an exceptional archive of testimonials, memorabilia and artefacts 
which uncover  the foundlings’ experience of the First World War and other military conflicts. A £59,000 
grant will assist the Foundling Museum in the project to create new displays of material that will be 
augmented by a programme of talks, events, resources, schools and family programmes and a digital app 
in order to widen access to the material. 
 
SS Mendi 
Batanai Marimba 
SS Mendi is a musical production combining song, dialogue and dance to depict historical events in 
February 1917. The vessel had left Cape Town on 16 January 1917 with 802 members of the South African 
Native Labour Contingent, principally Zulus, to aid Britain in the First World War. In the early hours of 21 
February, off the Isle of Wight, another ship, travelling at full speed in thick fog, sounding no fog signals, 
rammed the Mendi on her starboard side almost cutting her in half. She immediately started to sink, 
disappearing under the sea in just 25 minutes. Despite numerous individual acts of heroism, 615 soldiers 
drowned. A £9,700 grant will enable Haringey-based African Cultural organisation Batanai Marimba to 
create a performance that will tour  schools nationwide.  
 
Galsworthy and Human Battles on the Home Front 
Kingston Theatre Trust 
Author and Nobel laureate John Galsworthy is best known for his novels and plays that dramatized social 

class in Edwardian England but now his campaigning for injured servicemen from the First World War is 

being revealed by Rose Theatre in Kingston, the town of his birth. With the aid of a £55,800 grant the 

theatre will uncover his writing in essays and articles in which he argued for wounded servicemen to 

receive much better treatment. He also set up the first magazine for disabled servicemen. 

 

Empire, Faith and War - The Sikh’s and World War I 
United Kingdom Punjab Heritage Association  
Sikh soldiers made a major contribution to the allied First World War effort but this fact has often been 
overlooked. Now, thanks to a grant of almost £450,000 London-based United Kingdom Punjab 
Heritage Association (UKPHA) will see this untold story revealed in a number of fascinating ways over 
a three year period. Using regimental histories, official dispatches, correspondence and war grave 
records among other sources the organisation will create a detailed picture of the Sikh involvement in 
the conflict. These materials will be combined with family recollections and personal memorabilia from 



Sikhs living in the UK to create as comprehensive a picture as possible of the lives of those who 
fought, as well as of those who they left behind. 
 


