
THE 1923 WAR MEMORIAL OF GUYANA 

-Devotion, Humanity, Fortitude, and Sacrifice- 
The Georgetown Cenotaph is a war memorial in Georgetown, Guyana, located at the junction 

of Main and Church Streets. The Cenotaph was unveiled on August 14, 1923, by the then 

Governor, Graeme Thomson, and the first Armistice 

Day observance took place at the Church Street 

Monument on 11 November 1923.  

In 1917 the Mayor of Georgetown started a campaign 

for the erection in the city of a monument to Lord 

Kitchener to be a memorial to those who died in the 

war. A Kitchener Memorial Fund was started on 

February 3, in 1917 and was advertised in the 

newspapers. 

On the four faces of the base of the Cenotaph are 

inscribed the four words - Devotion, Humanity, 

Fortitude, and Sacrifice. The Cenotaph is a national 

memorial to Guyanese soldiers who lost their lives in 

the First and Second World Wars. Guyanese soldiers 

served and fought in such far off places as Egypt, 

France, Belgium, East Africa and others. 
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After the end of the Second World War in 1945, Armistice Day was renamed Remembrance Day 

or Remembrance Sunday, and observed on the first or second Sunday of November. Since 1956, 

it was internationally agreed to observe Remembrance Day on the second Sunday of November. 

Before 1923, the site where the Cenotaph now stands was occupied by an ornate drinking 

fountain which was erected in 1867 to mark the completion of the Water Works in 1866, that 

drinking fountain, no longer functional, now stands on the green opposite St. Rose's High School 

in Church Street, just a few hundred feet from its original location. 

It is difficult to assess the extent and impact of the contribution of British Guiana in both wars 

but it is clear that her efforts with lives and resources were not insignificant. 

As a consequence of the outbreak of the 1914 Great War in Europe, the Volunteer Infantry in 

British Guiana was transformed into the 

Militia Artillery. The local forces were 

mobilized and the Police took their place 

with the Militia in the defense of the 

colony. The majority of the police in 

Georgetown were given only military 

duties. The British West Regiment was 

formed and consisted of contingents from 

British Guiana and various West Indian 

Islands 

The commandant of the local forces sent a 

letter to the governor, Sir Walter Egerton 

stating that there was only provision at 

Fort William Frederick for the storage of 

30 rounds for the 4.7 guns. The rest of the 

ammunition was stored in a magazine 

about 3/4 mile away. Egerton instructed 

the Director of Public Works to consult the 

commandant of the local forces and the 

officer commanding the Artillery Militia and to build a supplementary magazine. This building 

accommodated a 216 shell, with primers and fuses being stored in Fort William Frederick in the 

old gun floor recesses and 240 cartridges in the new magazine.  

Fort William Frederick located on the right bank of the Demerara and the Sea Walls use to 

mount twenty-one muzzle loading guns for saluting purposes. 

It was reported that Guianese Sub-Inspector Craig and 40 Police Constables left the colony for 

England on August 21, 1915. These men as well as detachments from the Militia Companies and 

civilians joined the British West Indian Regiment. Primary School teachers also joined the 

military service in 1914-1915. The Director of Primary Education reported that eleven teachers, 

including Head-teachers, had made this decision. In 1917, seven primary school teachers left to 

join the British West Indian regiment.  
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They were Sergeant D.J. Baird, 

Private Bruce, Private Solomon, 

Private Hope, Private Hamilton, 

Private J. Alexander and Sergeant 

E.A. Rohlehr.  

The war and the organization of local 

forces gave an impetus to the Boy 

Scout organization. The number of 

Scouts in the Primary School 

increased. 

Statistics reveal that 150 Non-

commissioned officers and men of the 

British Guiana contingent left Guiana 

on 19th September 1915. Their 

destination was the United Kingdom. 

Another 30 men left later and were 

due to arrive on 30th November 1915.  

Of the 21,000 British West Indies Regiment, 1000 were killed and another 3000 wounded, for a 

casualty rate of 19%. 

The total number of military and civilian casualties in World War I was over 37 million. There 

were over 16 million deaths and 20 million wounded ranking it among the deadliest conflicts in 

human history. 

British Guiana, like all British West Indian colonies, was required to play a role in the 1939 

Second World War. 

In British Guiana, for the purpose of defense, the government organized two militia companies, a 

garrison, and a Voluntary Civil Defense Organization. By the end of 1941, 95 Guyanese had 

joined the British Armed Forces, of whom 22 were in the Royal Air Force and 42 were in the 

Royal Navy. The remaining 31 were recruited for other specialized work. Scores were also 

working in the merchant navy. In 1943, 32 Guyanese enlisted in the British military, twenty 

travelled to the United Kingdom to serve as munitions workers in factories, and forty-eight 

joined the Trinidad Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve.  

Men from British Guiana formed a part of the South Caribbean Forces. Others served overseas 

with the British Navy and the Royal Air Force. Her young men and women volunteered their 

services overseas to the Royal Air Force, HM's navy, munitions factories and other places.  

Although the first batch received training in Britain, others were trained in Canada six men were 

sent to Canada between 1942 and 1943, followed by five others in September 1943. Some 

students in Britain also volunteered for military service.  
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Among them was E. R. Braithwaite, author of the classic To 

Sir, With Love, who served as an air crew member in the 

Royal Air Force. When the war ended in 1945, some Guyanese 

in the military decided to return home, but many chose to 

remain in Britain. 

Even before the United States entered the war in December 

1941, the Americans commenced the building of an air base at 

Hyde Park on the east bank of the Demerara River, twenty-five 

miles south of Georgetown. 

 The land for Atkinson Field was leased from the British 

government through the “Destroyers for Bases Agreement.” 

Atkinson Field was to be a major U.S. base and stopover point 

for transshipment of airplanes to the European and 

China/Burma/India Theaters of operation. 

The forest was cleared, hills were leveled, and a 

long concrete runway was constructed in 1941. 

The air base was soon named Atkinson Field, 

after the base commander Major Atkinson. 

Atkinson Field’s mission was to protect the 

coastline of northwest South America by 

preventing submarine landings by the Axis 

forces. 

 It became a major hub for incoming and 

outgoing airplane traffic with planes coming 

and going all hours of the day and night. This 

air supply system transported aircraft personnel 

and cargo, and linked the U.S. with West Africa 

and the Middle East. This “South Atlantic Air 

Ferry Route” generally included trips to and 

from Palm Beach, Fla., Puerto Rico, Brazil, 

Ascension Island, Libya, Dakar, Morocco and sometimes England. 

The American 44th Reconnaissance Squadron was stationed there to protect the base, and to 

make regular air patrols between Panama and Guiana. Around the same time, a huge cigar-

shaped American blimp passed along the coast of Guiana daily to keep a lookout for German U- 

boats creating havoc to shipping in the battle of the Caribbean.  Atkinson Field was renamed 

Timehri and is now known as the Cheddi Jagan International Airport. 

German U-boats and Italian submarines attempted to disrupt the Allied supply of oil and other 

material. They sank shipping in the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico and attacked coastal 

targets in the Antilles. Improved Allied anti-submarine warfare eventually drove the Axis 

submarines out of the Caribbean region. 
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Booker Line British Guiana- The 1924 Amakura [2] 1,987 Tons- Sunk at 10.34 hours on 25 

Aug, 1942, the Amakura (Master Thomas Orford), a straggler from convoy WAT-15, was 

torpedoed and sunk by U-558 about 90 miles southeast of Port Morant, Jamaica. 13 crew 

members were lost. The master, 25 crew members and five gunners landed at Point Morant 

Lighthouse, Jamaica. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Booker Line British Guiana- The 1933 Arakaka (2) - 2,379 Ton-At 22.36 hours on 22 Jun, 

1941, the unescorted Arakaka (Master William Walker) was hit at the aft end of the engine room 

by one stern torpedo from U-77 and sank by the stern within one minute about 450 miles east of 

St. John’s, Newfoundland. The U-boat had spotted the slowly moving vessel about one hour 

earlier in heavy fog and had some troubles getting into a favorable attack position due to 

deteriorating visibility and high seas, losing contact momentarily until eventually carrying out a 

submerged torpedo attack from a distance of less than 600 meters. The master, 35 crew 

members, one gunner and three meteorological office personnel were lost. The ship had been 

employed as a weather observation ship in the Atlantic since September 1940. 



 

Douglas Ivan Westmaas Born, Nov 9, 1917, British Guiana, rank: Corporal, Service No: 

2325691 Regiment/Service: Royal Corps of Signals Unit - Singapore Fortress Sigs. Age: 23 

Reported killed as a result of enemy bombing action when his ship was torpedoed by the 

Japanese off the coast of Singapore. Date of Death: 02/14/1942.The 4
th

 son of George Hamilton 

Westmaas and Winifred Albertha Westmaas, of Queenstown, British Guiana. Casualty Type: 

Commonwealth War Dead Grave/Memorial-Memorial: Singapore Memorial, Column 43. 

Corporal Ivan West was of the four Westmaas brothers, David, Donald, Dennis and Rory in the 

above picture and heroes of the Second World War. 

The local newspapers reported on the Guyanese casualties. Mention was made of Stanley Roza 

who died when a torpedo struck his ship in 1943. Stanley Roza was the brother of the legendary 

Dr Charles Roza of Mackenzie Hospital, Upper Demerara. 

 Mohamed Hosein was disabled during the war and had to return home. T.R.R. Wood received 

the posthumous award of the Distinguished Flying Cross for services rendered as a pilot. 

Sergeant Pat Nobrega sent a letter to his family from the Japanese camp where he was 

imprisoned. He was captured by the Japanese during the Battle of the Malay Peninsula, but was 

finally released in 1945.  

A Rose Hall, Corentyne, resident, Private Clarence Trim of the Canadian Army Corps, died in 

a battle in Germany on April 27, 1945. And a Berbician, Leslie Augustus James of the Royal 

Air Force, died in a hospital in England on May 19, 1945. These were just a few examples of 

Guyanese casualties during the war.  
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The Second World War was the deadliest military conflict in history with over 60 million people 

killed, which was over 2.5% of the world population. 

“Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few,”  

words of Sir Winston Churchill which echoes still reverberates in the heart of freedom. The 

engraved words on the 1923 Guyana’s War Memorial, devotion, humanity, fortitude, and 

sacrifice stands for respect and gratitude for those young heroes of British Guiana whose strength 

and sacrifice assisted in the restoration of liberty around the world.  

A memorial with a message of time and a gently whisper that liberties and values came at an 

enormous price because brave men and women were ready to face the fire at freedom's front. 

And we thank God for them. 
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