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Foreword


The First World War continues to fascinate historians and readers alike. The industrialisation of warfare brought the trenches, mass mobilisation and huge casualty lists. This gave rise to a long-lasting and spirited debate about its origins, conduct and consequences that remains very much alive today. Perhaps it was the sheer scale of effort, and resulting sacrifices, coloured by differing national outlooks that keeps it so controversial. In the English speaking world, study has largely focused on the Western Front with lesser consideration given to Gallipoli and Palestine. The other, more peripheral theatres have received a fraction of the attention. In proportion to the level of effort, this may be understandable, but in historical terms it represents a gap.


This is particularly true of the East African campaign that lasted from August 1914 until November 1918, with the fighting stopping two days after the armistice in Europe. It was never of first importance, yet it ranged from the modern states of Kenya and Uganda in the north, through the Congo, Ruanda, Burundi, and Tanzania in the centre, to Zambia, Malawi and Mozambique in the south. Few inhabitants, European or African, escaped its effects or ravages, while the colonial empires were irrevocably changed by the conflict. If it was insignificant in global terms, the war there was of overwhelming local consequence.


East Africa has not been entirely ignored, as a number of official histories, memoirs and regimental journals were published in the post-war years. Much of the modern view of the campaign has been shaped by two personal accounts written forty years apart. The most important of the two came from the pen of the undefeated German commander, Generalmajor Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck in his My Reminiscences of East Africa.1 It gave a frank and apparently unbiased account of his gallant campaign to defend German East Africa. It became a minor classic and is still available in reprint today. The other was Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen’s book, Army Diary.2 This interesting and entertaining memoir provided an insight into British operations of the period as well as criticising senior officers and many units harshly. However, Meinertzhagen remains a controversial figure and his account is based on his personal diaries and not as a history of the campaign.


The official British history did not appear until 1941 and only one volume out of two was ever published:Volume One of the History of the Great War: Military Operations – East Africa.3 It too has been influential, although it suffers from the discretion expected of government-sponsored publications. The Germans were less fortunate as their military archives were destroyed in April 1945 by bombing. Although a large, multi-volume official history had already been published, its dealings with East Africa were cursory at best. A former participant and later historian of the campaign, Ludwig Boell, produced the most comprehensive German version of the campaign, Die Operationen in Ostafrika.4 This was published in 1959 and was based on a draft manuscript taken from the now destroyed official documents and maps. Furthermore, the author had had extensive exchanges with the British official historians up until September 1939. Unfortunately, with copies being scarce and written in German, it has been relatively little used.


A number of popular accounts appeared in the 1960s with another batch in the 1980s. While colourful and interesting, only one made use of Die Operationen and none conducted any archival research.5 Certainly apart from a few detailed studies of subjects such as labour, medicine and transport, there has been a scholarly neglect of the East African campaign. This has only recently been rectified by the publication of Hew Strachan’s The First World War – To Arms whose magisterial work devotes substantial space to the war in Africa.6


Since the opening of the British First World War records in the mid-1960s, there has been an enormous amount of primary material available. To this may be added records in the South African National Defence Force Documentation Directorate and the South African National Archives as well as that of the Belgian Musée Royal de l’Armée. There is also much in Portugal and Germany, notably the very substantial Lettow and Boell papers in the Bundesarchiv/Militärarchiv in Freiburg, as well as the vast quantities of non-military departmental papers in Berlin. In fact, the amount of material available is beyond the capacity of one person to read.


This book tries to employ new material in an attempt to gain a fuller understanding of the fighting and operational aspects of the East African campaign. It deals with the background to the conflict, the political goals that drove it, the forces involved and the manner in which they fought it. It attempts to produce a balanced view of the differing perspectives as well as judgements of performance, national aims and the means of fulfilling them. It is a story of imperial conflict and its telling reflects its records. However, one important voice is largely silent; that of the Africans who were drawn into the war by their colonial masters. Written records rarely reflect their point of view, yet without them few of the events described could ever have occurred. Silence must not be confused with lack of importance and the African contribution to the campaign was absolutely essential, if far from fully explained. This work cannot possibly hope to cover all aspects of the war nor give all equal prominence as it was simply too vast. I hope that it will stimulate interest and encourage others to study its many aspects.


As this was a war between empires, and given the large numbers of differing nationalities involved, I have used the terms ‘British’, ‘German’, ‘Belgian’ and ‘Portuguese’ to cover Europeans and Africans alike. The ‘British’ pose a special problem as at various times Indians, South Africans, Nigerians, West Indians as well as East Africans fought under their flag. I have used the term ‘British’ in the general sense and specified nationalities where it makes sense. Place names have been given as those used by the controlling power at the time and many have changed since then.
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1


The Strategic Background


As Europe slid towards war in July 1914, life in colonial East Africa continued at its normal pace. Senior officials and military officers were aware of the increasingly disturbing news, but for the vast majority of the population there was little expectation that conflict would come to them. Few of the white settlers or officials had any great enthusiasm for fighting their neighbours, while the African population was largely unaware of this remote quarrel between Europeans. In German East Africa, the authorities were preparing for a major exhibition to celebrate the achievements of the past twenty years. Certainly, East Africa seemed an unlikely place for hostilities between the rival empires. European rule dated back less than thirty years and, despite a steady influx of settlers, the overwhelming majority of the population remained African. By 1914, the population of German East Africa was over 7.5 million Africans, 14,000 Indians and over 5,300 Europeans, as compared to the nearly 7 million Africans, 28,000 Indians and 6,000 Europeans in British East Africa and Uganda.1 The proportions were similar in the surrounding territories of the Belgian Congo, Northern Rhodesia, Nyasaland and Portuguese East Africa.


Whether colonies, protectorates or chartered territories, they were all notable for their sheer size and lack of development. German East Africa was nearly twice the size of metropolitan Germany, measuring some 1,100 km north to south and 960 km east to west. Its terrain and climate varied tremendously, ranging from arid steppes to humid jungles and rugged mountains. Roads were very few and the main means of transportation was by the two railways, the Usambara Railway in the north and the Central Railway in the centre of the colony. They had been built in an attempt to stimulate economic development, but revenues were still very limited in relation to the cost of building.2 To the north British East Africa was equally varied, with its economic lifeline being the Uganda Railway that ran from Mombasa to Lake Victoria. In the west, the Belgian Congo was an enormous expanse of tropical forest and river, where movement was slow and difficult. Further south, British Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland were notable for vast areas and poor communications, while the northern part of Portuguese East Africa was virtually untouched by Europeans. The region offered considerable potential, but in 1914 it had little economic or military value. As a consistent drain on the respective imperial exchequers, it was hardly a rich prize. But, whatever its value, East Africa was inextricably drawn into war, with few imagining the scope of the fighting that would bring unprecedented devastation.


COLONIAL DEFENCE


East Africa’s lack of economic strength was reflected in the weakness of its military power. With varying degrees of enthusiasm, European governments had tried to develop their territories through agriculture, trade and settlement. Faced by persistent budget shortfalls and constant demands for spending, they kept military expenditure to the minimum necessary to maintain European supremacy. Power was exerted through a combination of locally raised military units and paramilitary police, all commanded by whites. These were expected to keep law and order, but colonial governments were quite prepared to use force to control the African population. Punitive expeditions against recalcitrant tribes were common, especially on the frontier, although methods often varied.


In the opening months of the war, there was considerable criticism about the apparent lack of military preparation or planning. This was not actually the case for either Britain or Germany. The former, as the leading imperial and naval power, had put considerable thought into the problems of colonial defence. The Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) had carried out a series of detailed surveys and draft schemes of defence. These ranged from the general principles, to details as to the position of regular army officers seconded to local defence forces, to the defence of cable communications.3 Furthermore, detailed studies of the various colonies and protectorates, including East Africa, were produced against the most recent intelligence estimates.4


Sea power was fundamental to British imperial defence. The Royal Navy was the means by which the security of overseas territories and trade would be secured. The power of the fleet was augmented by a worldwide system of undersea telegraph cables, all landing in friendly territory, which provided unparalleled and secure communications. With this combination of naval strength and centralised decision-making, the British Admiralty expected to gain mastery of the ocean lines quickly in order to maintain the uninterrupted flow of shipping and trade. It accepted that in the early stages of a conflict, an enemy might find it possible to gain local superiority in distant waters and threaten overseas possessions. But ultimate victory would accrue to the greater naval power and the fate of the African, or any, colonies would depend on this rather than local military operations.5


This meant that colonial defence policy was directed to the prevention and suppression of African uprisings and such forces were specifically not intended to match the strengths of the forces in neighbouring colonies. Based on these assumptions, the defence of British East Africa and its all-important Uganda Railway had been considered in detail and a comprehensive defence plan had been drafted and updated by 1912. Reflecting the political circumstances of the day, it focused on the potential threat from German East Africa. It was based on the latest, and quite accurate, intelligence estimates of German military strength as well as the terrain and likely enemy approaches. Particular detail was devoted to the importance and vulnerability of the Uganda Railway although it also took into account the difficulties of movement and the dispersed nature of the potential enemy forces. It recognised that with the King’s African Rifles (KAR) focused on tribal operations in the far north of the protectorate, they would need up to two weeks to redeploy to the south. But the more dispersed German Schutztruppe (Protective Force) would take much longer to move north, giving sufficient time to parry any invasion. The plan was underpinned by recognition of the fundamental importance of the Royal Navy’s obtaining ultimate supremacy.6


Germany had rather different conceptions of colonial defence, owing largely to its status as a land power in Europe. As a relative newcomer to overseas imperialism, its empire was widely spread and vulnerable. Despite the naval arms race, the German Admiralty realised that it could never compete with the British outside European waters. Consequently, it adopted a strategy known as Kreuzerkrieg (cruiser warfare) which would attack British shipping at its weakest points. This meant that the cruisers and armed auxiliaries stationed abroad would put to sea as soon as hostilities threatened and would patrol their secret war stations with orders to attack isolated merchant vessels. They would avoid enemy squadrons and concentrate on the shipping lanes that maintained Britain’s wealth and power. While aggressive, it was also a policy of weakness that implicitly acknowledged that colonial possessions would be left to their own defences. For Germany, victory on land would determine the fate of the colonies.


Bereft of naval protection, German East Africa’s first line of defence was diplomatic, for it lay within the area described by the Berlin Act of 1885 that attempted to regulate responsibilities and rights in the exploitation of the Congo Basin. Critically, the Act permitted the neutralisation of that area in time of a general European war under certain conditions. Chapter III, Article 10 stated that each of the ruling powers had the option of declaring their part of the Congo Basin neutral so long as: ‘the Powers which exercise or shall exercise the rights of sovereignty or protectorate over those territories, using their option of proclaiming themselves neutral, shall fulfil the duties which neutrality requires’.


This option was circumscribed by Article 11 which specified that such neutrality required common consent of the powers before becoming effective.7 Thus, while any power could attempt to neutralise its colonial territories there, its effectiveness depended on its neutrality being recognised by the others. Practically, the declaration of neutrality depended on whether it suited the respective imperial interests. German planners had considered this possibility in 1912 and had concluded that the British were unlikely to declare or accept such neutralisation as it would restrict their freedom of action. If neutrality failed, they would fall back on the Hague Convention to protect their coastal ports. This agreement had made it illegal to bombard undefended cities, so the Germans proposed to withdraw their coastal garrisons and to concentrate the troops inland. This would prevent the Royal Navy from using its formidable firepower while leaving many of the most important economic and trade centres intact.


The plan was far from being entirely passive as it envisaged a vigorous resistance in the interior of the colony. The two railway systems would be used to provide operational mobility and the Schutztruppe commander had full authority to conduct an aggressive defence.8 The plan was agreed in Berlin before being accepted fully by both the governor and the commander of the day. These military preparations were matched by detailed planning in the civil government departments. There had been a number of meetings in Berlin between various government departments to discuss and co-ordinate mobilisation and emergency measures. This included the production of a draft proclamation of emergency powers for the use of the governor in dealing with war, uprisings or simple unrest.9


The German pre-war preparations were nothing if not thorough. If the means allocated to the defence of German East Africa were meagre and inadequate, that was the considered judgement of the government. In this regard, the policies of both the British and Germans were remarkably similar. Both realised that the colonies had negligible strategic value and allocated the minimum resources possible to guard their national interests.


Elsewhere in East Africa, Belgium and Portugal appear to have put less effort or emphasis into colonial defence. Neither had strong military or naval forces nor the financial strength to match Britain or Germany. The Belgian Congo had only emerged from the devastating exploitation of private ownership in 1908, while Portuguese East Africa was weakly governed and sparsely settled. Defence of colonial rule was the overriding consideration and they had no real territorial ambitions.


THE STRATEGIC SITUATION


Anglo-German naval rivalry had played its part in the coming of war. But in the colonial arena there had been some attempt to reduce tensions and the nations had initialled the draft of a secret treaty aimed at carving up the Portuguese colonies in the case of an expected financial default. This initiative ultimately foundered due to British reservations and the Portuguese learning of the double-dealings of its erstwhile ally.10 Apart from these fruitless negotiations, there were no burning colonial issues that separated Britain and Germany in Africa. Nonetheless, a group in government, including the colonial secretary, Dr Wilhelm Solf, aspired to a German Mittelafrika that would stretch from coast to coast. This would be achieved through generous helpings from the Portuguese and Belgian-held territories.11 But it was hardly a vital interest and the Germans realised that British naval power would be dominant overseas. As such, short-term losses would have to be accepted and the re-ordering of the imperial system would have to await a decisive German victory in Europe and the inevitable peace conference.


As the world’s leading trading nation, Britain’s position depended on the ocean lanes being kept free from threat. This was not only for sound commercial reasons, but also once war had broken out, for food imports and the unimpeded movement of men and material from the far-flung corners of the Empire. In practical terms, this meant concentrating its efforts on attacking the German system of overseas naval bases and communications without detracting from the efforts in the main theatre of war.12 Such a policy was also attractive to the government as it could be largely achieved by naval power and limited amphibious operations against coastal installations. Most importantly, it required neither the conquest of substantial inland territories nor the deployment of large bodies of troops.


In the pre-war years, the British Admiralty had followed a programme of withdrawing its best ships to home waters in order to counter the growing threat of the German High Sea Fleet in the North Sea. This deliberately left the more remote stations with ageing and second-rate vessels. Such ships were deemed adequate to deal with the principal expected opposition in the form of the German overseas cruiser force. The bulk of their naval power, the East Asiatic Cruiser Squadron, was based at Tsingtau in north China and possessed two new armoured cruisers together with three light cruisers, one of which, Emden, would ultimately influence East Africa. The remaining ships included two light cruisers in the Caribbean with another, SMS Königsberg, stationed at Dar-es-Salaam, in German East Africa. There were also a considerable number of merchant ships at sea that were intended to act as auxiliaries for the warships. Together, such a force posed a considerable threat to seaborne trade and the all-important troop convoys destined for Europe.13 The Indian Ocean was a particular area of weakness as German cruisers could easily swoop undetected onto the vital shipping and troop convoys moving between Australia, New Zealand, India and the Suez Canal. In this context, even a single enemy warship could wreak considerable havoc and damage on British interests if left undisturbed. This put great pressure on tracking down and destroying the enemy raiders as quickly as possible.14


However, the Royal Navy still remained superior in numbers and could easily reinforce the overseas stations, whereas the High Sea Fleet could not. Furthermore, Germany had only a handful of overseas ports, notably Tsingtau, New Guinea and Dar-es-Salaam. In the age of coal-fired ships, this was a critical limitation as ships needed regular replenishment of fuel that was both slow and laborious to carry out. The plans for Kreuzerkrieg recognised this problem and attempted to solve it through a system of supply ships and pre-arranged coal stocks in neutral ports. Such vessels would sail unobtrusively and link up with the raider before finding an isolated anchorage to conduct coaling. Stealth and access to neutral ports were critical to the success of the strategy as the only alternative was to offload the coal from prizes, a most unreliable method. In contrast, Britain had an extensive system of bunkering stations across the globe.


Communications were the other key link. The British undersea cables were complemented by a growing network of wireless stations that enabled their warships to range freely, yet remain linked to the Admiralty in London. The Germans had nothing comparable and the cable to Dar-es-Salaam passed through British-held Zanzibar, only 16 km distant. This left their communications vulnerable to interception or disconnection in times of tension or hostility.15 To counter this, and impressed by British advances in wireless telegraphy, they had established their own system with the main transmitter at Nauen, outside Berlin. This station could send signals up to 6,000 km, but not reliably. In order to reach Dar-es-Salaam or the Pacific colonies, a system of relays was set up. The main link station was at Kamina, in tiny Togoland on the West Coast of Africa. It then re-broadcast messages to Windhoek in South-West Africa and to Dar-es-Salaam in East Africa and thence onward. Dar-es-Salaam had a regular range of about 2,000 km, making it useful for controlling shipping as well as passing information to two short-range stations at Bukoba and Muansa, with ranges of 200 and 600 km respectively. Within the colony, a system of telegraphs and telephones linked most of the major stations, although the south and interior remained isolated. The system was technically advanced and was the indispensable link between Europe, the Navy and other colonies.16


Wireless was still very primitive and storms and unfavourable atmospheric conditions could delay the reception of important messages for several days. By nature of its range, its signals were easy to intercept by the enemy and the very traffic could give a ship’s presence away. Transmitters were large, bulky and fairly immobile, making them vulnerable to attack and destruction.


In August 1914, the opposing naval forces in the Indian Ocean were relatively weak. The protection of East African waters was the responsibility of the Cape of Good Hope Squadron, commanded by Rear Admiral Herbert King-Hall. It comprised three ageing light cruisers, the oldest of which had been in service for twenty years. His flag and most modern ship, HMS Hyacinth, of 5,600 tons and mounting eleven 6-inch guns, had a top speed of 19 knots; Astraea, the oldest, was of 4,360 tons with two 6-inch guns and could make 19 knots; while Pegasus, the smallest at 2,135 tons, had an armament of eight 4-inch guns and a maximum speed of 21 knots.17


In contrast, their most likely opponent, SMS Königsberg, was a light cruiser of more modern construction, being built in 1907. Displacing some 3,350 tons, it mounted ten 10.5-cm (4.1 inch) guns, but had a maximum speed of 24 knots. Although its main armament was of lesser calibre than that of its British opponents, it was actually superior in range and accuracy. Equally important was its greater speed that would enable it to escape if required. Individually, Königsberg posed a threat to any of the Cape Squadron vessels, although as a squadron they could overwhelm the German ship. There were a number of other vessels that ranged from an antiquated survey ship to coasting freighters, ocean liners and tugs, but none were capable of combat. In support there was only the harbour at Dar-es-Salaam with its floating dock, steam cranes and workshops; the remaining ports were too undeveloped to support a warship.


The chief problem facing Admiral King-Hall, however, was the vastness of his area of operational responsibility, which ranged from St Helena in the Atlantic to Zanzibar in the Indian Ocean. His tiny force was incapable of monitoring even a small portion of the area and success depended on being in the right place at the right time. Nearly 4,800 km north at Bombay, Vice Admiral Sir Richard Peirse’s East Indies Squadron held an old battleship, Swiftsure, two light cruisers, Dartmouth and Fox and three sloops. However he also had an enormous area to protect, having to cover the approaches to Aden, the waters south of Ceylon and the Singapore Straits, all of which were critical to shipping. His ships were too far from East Africa to be immediately effective against the Königsberg, especially as he had to be prepared for a swoop into his waters by the East Asiatic Cruiser Squadron.18


THE OPPOSING MILITARY FORCES


On land, matters were more evenly matched. The British Colonial Office controlled and funded the King’s African Rifles (KAR). It numbered three battalions with a total of twenty-one infantry companies, of which two were trained as mounted infantry while a third was camel-borne. While each unit was territorially based for recruiting purposes, with 1 KAR from Nyasaland, 3 KAR from British East Africa and 4 KAR from Uganda, in practice they could be deployed throughout the region.19 Whatever their role in the defence plans, they were not intended to fight a modern, well-equipped enemy in general warfare. Their expertise lay in maintaining internal security through the suppression of African risings and preventing the depredations of marauding nomads.


Despite its obvious expertise, the War Office actually played only a minor role in overseeing the force. Its input was limited to seconding officers and supplying arms and equipment. General control of training, administration and operations was the responsibility of the inspector-general of the KAR, but as he had to split his time between London and the widely separated colonies, his direct influence was limited. In East Africa, there was only a tiny headquarters with no effective central staff, artillery, medical services or reserves. Given the vast distances and time needed to travel, practical decision-making had to be devolved to the officer on the spot. If these weaknesses were militarily undesirable and caused some inefficiency, they were acceptable to the Colonial Office as its financially straitened colonies had to meet the costs of defence. It deemed the system adequate for the low-level operations expected of the KAR.


In 1914, the KAR numbered just under 2,400 men of whom sixty-two were British officers, two were British non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and 2,319 were Africans.20 Like other colonial forces of the period, British officers occupied all senior positions and were supported by African NCOs who rose from the ranks. The theory of the ‘martial race’ was still widely maintained and this meant that the troops were generally recruited only from traditional, favoured tribes. In terms of organisation, the KAR battalions were still using the outmoded eight single company format. Commanded by a captain, the company normally fielded between seventy-five and 125 soldiers and could be broken down into two half companies each of two sections. This system was in the process of being supplanted by the four company system coming into the British and Indian Armies, as it was unwieldy and lacked flexibility.


The relatively settled state of the British colonies meant that internal security was proving a lesser role than that of pacification of the border regions, particularly in the north around the border with Italian Somaliland. The principal activity was countering raids by Somali and Turkhana tribesmen into British territory. All three KAR battalions were divided between their home territories and the northern border, with no troops along the German border and the Uganda Railway left completely unprotected. Both Zanzibar and Nairobi had the equivalent of a company, but they were mainly involved in training and garrison activities.21 Like their counterparts elsewhere, the African troops were usually referred to by their Swahili name, Askari.


Apart from the KAR, the colonial governments controlled paramilitary police forces; in British East Africa and Uganda there were seventy-one Europeans and 2,621 Africans with smaller numbers available in Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. Initially they were deployed around the main population centres and they were quickly pressed into security duties with the coming of war. Subsequently, a considerable number of these police found their way into military service, although initially this was limited by fears of internal unrest and enemy-inspired disorder.22 Whatever its shortcomings in organisation and equipment, the KAR was a well disciplined and long-service force that was fully acclimatised to fighting in the African bush. It was highly experienced in patrol work and operated independently in small sub-units. In short, it was an ideal force with which to support any campaign against German East Africa.23


To the west, the Belgian troops of the Force Publique were by far the most numerous in the region, numbering nearly 15,000. Each of the twenty-six districts had a company of soldiers, but these were an armed gendarmerie and not expected to fight as formed units. The entire force was split up into a large number of isolated detachments scattered over the enormous area of the Belgian Congo. Its training was complicated by the existence of three different patterns of rifle, while the few black powder artillery pieces were antiques and most of the ammunition was unreliable through poor storage. They also lacked machine guns and had completely insufficient stocks of ammunition. The transportation difficulties were enormous as the River Congo was the main means of movement through the colony. But it was not fully navigable and had to be supplemented by three discrete sections of railway. Unfortunately, the last section of these, which ran from the riverhead at Kabalo, was still 29 km short of Lukuga on Lake Tanganyika. Apart from equipment deficiencies, the Belgian forces would have to overcome enormous physical challenges to support any operations on their eastern border.24


Far to the south, the troops in Portuguese East Africa reflected similar limitations. The forces available in Moçambique province amounted to eight companies totalling 1,680 men and thirteen sections of antique light mountain guns, of which only three could be crewed. All were scattered in small garrisons across the province from Lourenço Marques in the south to Quelimane in the north.25 Matters were worse in the territory of the Niassa Company that bordered German East Africa. The Portuguese administration had barely penetrated that wild area and its military forces were very few. The military had also been engulfed in internal turmoil, including intervening in politics, that had reduced its effectiveness considerably. The Portuguese colonial troops were extremely limited in transport, equipment and medical supplies. They could do little more than maintain its ascendancy over poorly equipped tribesmen and were in no way prepared for modern warfare.


On the German side, the Schutztruppe was similar to the KAR as it was primarily a force for colonial control. But it was deployed by fundamentally different principles that reflected the differences between the two colonial systems. Like the Kaiserreich from which it sprang, German East Africa was much more militarised than its British neighbours. Whereas the KAR understood itself to be firmly under the control of the Colonial Office through the local governor, this was not quite the case for the Schutztruppe. The protectorate had been founded largely through adventurism and the military had taken a leading role in government from the outset. From 1893 to 1905 it was ruled by a succession of military governors and civilian voices were often in the minority. The policies of the imperial government were quietly ignored as well, with local commanders claiming a great deal of autonomy even from the governor. Again, this insubordination found its roots in the very unsatisfactory nature of civil-military relations in Wilhelmine Germany. Despite the fact that the government was nominally responsible for defence, the Kaiser was determined to keep military decision-making out of the jurisdiction of politicians. This, and a dysfunctional military organisational structure, meant that officers were quite prepared to ignore or circumvent political wishes if they deemed it militarily expedient.26


The inadequacies of these methods had been cruelly exposed during the Maji-Maji rebellion of 1905–07 when the harshness and insensitivity of military rule provoked a large-scale uprising by the African population in the south-eastern portion of the colony. The Schutztruppe had to be hurriedly reinforced before exacting a bloody and ruthless vengeance on the rebels and their families. Villages were razed, headmen hanged and crops left to rot as the military reasserted its power and punished the rebels. At least 75,000 Africans, possibly many more, died and the area was totally devastated. Indeed, the imperial government later determined that the military had largely provoked the rebellion through its brutality and administrative ineptitude.27


One of its legacies was the formation of a new department, the Reichskolonialamt (RKA or Colonial Office), and the appointment of a series of civilian governors. The governor was charged with the economic and physical development while the military was placed under his personal control. The number of districts under direct military control was reduced from twelve to two out of a total of twenty-two while less harsh economic and taxation policies were adopted. The intention of reducing military influence was, however, undermined by the chronic shortage of civil servants in the colony. This meant that many officers had to be retained in administration and others did not accept their subordination with good grace. Furthermore, there were sharp differences between the settler and official communities that encouraged constant in-fighting. By 1912, matters had reached such a head that the governor, Rechenberg, was forced to resign in acrimony. He was replaced by the lawyer and experienced colonial official, Dr Heinrich Schnee. Schnee was certainly more sympathetic to the needs of the Africans than the military and made development his main priority. However, he too had significant obstacles to overcome and bitter disputes would remain a characteristic feature of his administration.28


Although the RKA controlled the small Berlin headquarters of the Schutztruppe, there were policy clashes there too. Its military head, General von Glasnapp, was sympathetic to his subordinates’ views. For example, as late as the summer of 1914, the headquarters was arguing for the disbandment of the police in militarily occupied territories, a retrograde argument that can have only added to the tension.29 Equally, there had been discussions between the General Staff and the RKA about removing the Schutztruppe from all administrative matters with the governor losing his powers of discipline over the force. This might have eased civil-military tensions, but the outbreak of war meant that they came to nothing.30


Matters were not eased by the appointment of a new commander of the Schutztruppe in January 1914. From a noble Pomeranian family with a long tradition of military service, forty-four-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck was an officer of considerable professional attainment. He had followed the traditional Prussian route to becoming an officer through a cadet academy and had served as a page at Court. He began his career in the socially exclusive Foot Guards and had passed into the Great General Staff in 1899 where he worked as an intelligence officer following the Boer War. He had an unusual amount of foreign service for a German officer of the period, having been on the staff during the Boxer rebellion in China of 1900–01 and later in the suppression of the Herero revolt in German South-West Africa in 1904–05. There he had served on General von Trotha’s staff, before becoming a company commander in the field and receiving a wound.


On his return home, Lettow was assigned as a General Staff officer to XI Corps in Kassel. Thereafter, he was promoted and given command of a marine infantry battalion that lasted until 1913. His next move was again unconventional as he requested to serve with the colonial forces, although it was turned down by the RKA as he was considered ‘unsuitable’. Within a year matters had changed completely and, after several alterations, he was selected to command the Schutztruppe in East Africa. The reason for the dramatic change is unclear, but he had the backing of the powerful Military Cabinet and Lettow arrived in Dar-es-Salaam in January 1914.31


Lettow was well educated and could speak both French and English. He was a highly professional officer who was exceptionally hard working and highly ambitious. He had definite charm and presence, polished by impeccable manners and bearing. However, he was also single-minded and capable of exceptional stubbornness and ruthlessness. His approach was also strongly influenced by his military and staff training; like his contemporaries, Lettow had a jaundiced view of civilian officials and considered them unqualified to comment on military matters. Equally, he had very firm views on strategy and tactics, but regarded any entertainment of political considerations as being an unwarranted interference.


From the outset he clashed with Schnee by pointedly criticising the 1912 defence scheme shortly after his arrival. Their relations were not helped by Lettow’s decision to send a written critique of the plans to Berlin and of requesting a more aggressive strategy. As Lettow had only been in the country for a few weeks and had not yet visited much of the territory, Schnee believed that the protest was ill-considered and did not reflect the colony’s interests. It was to be the beginning of a long and bitter dispute between the two highest authorities in German East Africa that would continue until the war’s end.


Under these influences, the Schutztruppe had been deployed in a series of independent company bases throughout the protectorate, while two of the administrative districts remained under direct military control. There was no battalion or higher organisation as companies largely conducted independent operations in their local area. In numbers, it was comparable to the KAR as it had sixty-three German officers, thirty-two doctors, four officials, sixty-seven German NCOs and 2,542 Africans organised into some fourteen Feldkompagnien (FK or Field Companies). Unlike their British counterparts who served relatively short attachments to the KAR, many of the Schutztruppe’s officers had been in Africa for many years and were responsible for the civil administration of their districts. This meant that their political duties had often taken primacy over their military functions and few had experience or knowledge of modern warfare. This contributed to a growing personal interest in the development of their districts while also dampening some of their ardour for the discomforts of military life.


Tactics were based on the mobile company column that could move independently through the bush and deal with tribal levies. Numbering two officers, one doctor, two German NCOs, 150 Askari, two machine guns, 322 carriers, 100 Askari ‘boys’ and thirteen European ‘boys’, such columns lived off the land apart from the supplies for Europeans and ammunition. The usual standard was to carry six months’ supplies for the Europeans, but only one days’ worth for the Africans. For the Europeans, life was relatively comfortable as they were entitled to twenty-two carriers each to carry their equipment, tent, cook set and food supplies. When the tsetse fly permitted, five riding animals and fifty-four oxen were provided, while the entire formation was designed to be moved by rail in two or three military trains.32


Districts were garrisoned by prominent high-walled forts (boma), suitably loopholed and occasionally equipped with an antique field piece. On campaign, the standard tactic against a tribal enemy armed with a few muzzleloaders and spears was to adopt an all-round defence, the so-called ‘hedgehog’. By tightly bunching together in a square, the column was much less easy to outflank, while it could deliver heavy fire in all directions. This would normally inflict sufficient enemy casualties as to win the day; pursuit was often a matter of rounding up the cattle that made up so much of the native Africans’ wealth.


The Schutztruppe were not armed for modern warfare, as the bulk of its weapons were the old ‘1871’ pattern rifles which used black powder propellant for the ammunition. The great disadvantage of this was that the weapon emitted a dense cloud of smoke on firing, simultaneously obscuring the target and revealing the firer’s position. With 10,500 of these rifles, only 1,600 old carbines and 579 ‘1898’ pattern rifles of modern design, its weaponry was seriously inadequate.


Manpower was also a concern as there was no real reserve. There was a system whereby discharged soldiers were liable to two weeks’ training every year with the local company or police detachment, but having completed a long-service engagement, many of the reservists were too old for serious duty. Furthermore, although district offices held lists of the names and villages of ex-soldiers, distance and inertia made training difficult. But, in the circumstances of normal life, the governor considered the system adequate and resisted any changes.33 Not included in these calculations was the presence of some 2,700 German and Austro-Hungarian males capable of bearing arms, most of whom belonged to the Landsturm. Many had served as either officers or non-commissioned officers before coming out to Africa and understood the need for discipline and training.


Lettow was profoundly dissatisfied with this state of affairs as he had seen at first hand the results of magazine-fed rifle and machine-gun fire during both the Boxer rebellion and the war in South-West Africa. Should the Schutztruppe attempt to use such tactics against a modern enemy, the effects would be devastating. Furthermore, he was concerned about the tactical ability of his officers, very few of whom he considered capable of leading more than a single company. With the companies so widely spread, the difficulties of just visiting his command were huge, let alone supervising their training. Undaunted, he soon instituted a number of changes – not all of which were popular – as well as setting out on an ambitious programme of visits throughout the protectorate. His programme was supported by varying degrees of enthusiasm, although he was fortunate in having the backing of the more energetic officers who had promoted shooting clubs for the European reservists, in order to maintain their proficiency.34


The various colonial forces shared one characteristic. The lack of roads and the effects of the bite of the tsetse fly – which was fatal to all pack animals – forced them to rely on human porterage for all their transport needs. Africans were recruited to carry all the food, ammunition and baggage of a column with an individual load of about fifty pounds. While well adapted to conditions, it was an inefficient system that relied on skilled professional porters marching reasonable distances and living on local resources. It was mobile but relatively slow, and it required columns of large numbers of men marching in single file.


Both the KAR and the Schutztruppe were well adapted to their roles of maintaining colonial rule and in low-level warfare against ill-armed and undisciplined tribesmen. If they were not ready for modern warfare, it was because of conscious political decisions to limit their size and capability, mainly for financial reasons. Most importantly, nobody had seriously considered the possibility of general warfare in East Africa. The events of August were to change that assumption irrevocably.


THE THEATRE OF OPERATIONS


East Africa was a daunting place in which to conduct military operations. Although covering a vast area, the region between the British and German protectorates could be divided into three parts; namely the coastal strip, the highlands and the low country around Lake Victoria. Starting in the east, it began with a low-lying coastal strip that progressively widened as it ran south. Measuring up to 160 km in depth, this region was very hot and humid and covered with thick bush, making movement difficult and slow. The area was also highly pestilential and malarious. Away from the coast itself, the sparsely inhabited land began to rise with the vegetation changing into mimosa scrub. On the British side, beginning some 80 km inland, the arid Taru Desert supported little life and hindered movement.


The desert continued to the great highlands that began around Voi and extended nearly 480 km west to the Great Rift Valley. As the ground rose, it turned to open grass-covered country that was relatively easily traversed. Water was seasonal, with super-abundance in the rainy season and very little in the dry. The great extinct volcanic feature of Mount Kilimanjaro that stood north of the Pare Mountains dominated the region. Beyond that, there was an arid and sparsely inhabited desert that encompassed the salt lakes at Natron and Magadi, before reaching the Great Rift Valley. There, the Mau Escarpment land descended sharply over 600 metres with the ground dropping to the low-lying area around Lake Victoria. It became swampy and covered in thick bush, though the ground in the south towards the German border was higher and more healthy. Tropical diseases were a major problem in the area, although it was cultivated and heavily populated.


The vast inland sea of Lake Victoria offered the easiest and fastest movement in the region with a number of ports and anchorages. On its western shores, the protectorate of Uganda was covered in tropical forest that eventually opened out into rolling pastoral country covered in grass. To the west, the country rose gradually to a wild and rocky plateau some 1,200 to 2,400 metres in elevation, ending at the volcanic chain on the border with the Belgian Congo. In the south, the Kagera River posed a major obstacle with papyrus swamps and thick bush.


Man-made communications were few and largely limited to railways. The Usambara Railway ran roughly south-east to north-west from Tanga to Neu Moschi in the shadow of Kilimanjaro, while the Central Railway linked Dar-es-Salaam with Ujiji on Lake Tanganyika. On the British side, the Uganda Railway paralleled the border as it headed west to Voi before turning north-west to Nairobi and then onward to Lake Victoria.35 East Africa also suffered badly from the depredations of the malarial mosquito and the tsetse fly that lived in vast numbers, especially in hot, humid conditions. This, and the extreme seasonality of water supply, meant that the region would be extremely difficult for military campaigning.
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Operations of 1914


THE STRATEGIC SITUATION ON THE OUTBREAK OF WAR


As tensions rose, the British Admiralty initiated a number of precautionary measures. One of these was to locate and ‘shadow’ the German overseas cruisers before the actual outbreak of hostilities so that they could be attacked immediately should war be declared. Accordingly, Admiral King-Hall’s Cape Squadron was ordered to steam north, heading directly towards Dar-es-Salaam. His ageing and under-powered ships reached Zanzibar early on 31 July, only to be sighted by a German merchant vessel. On receipt of the report, the Königsberg immediately made for sea just as the British ships arrived. The German captain, Max Looff, had no intention of being trapped and destroyed; using the cover of a squall and good seamanship, he shook free of his pursuers and soon left them far behind. Unbeknownst to the British, he was headed for the northern Indian Ocean approaches off Aden that led to the Red Sea and the Suez Canal.1


With war imminent and his prey vanished, King-Hall had to consider the protection of main base at Cape Town and sailed there in his flagship, Hyacinth, leaving the other cruisers to search for the Königsberg. To the north, the East Indies Squadron had its fastest cruiser in dry dock and the cruisers from Tsingtau were already at sea. Whatever the Admiralty’s calculations, there was now a serious threat to shipping in the Indian and Pacific oceans, that could potentially devastate the long and vulnerable trade routes.2 Until this threat was eliminated, it would add considerable risk to any operations planned against German East Africa.


In Dar-es-Salaam, the situation appeared less favourable as the political crisis in Europe escalated. As soon as the Königsberg had departed, Dr Schnee ordered implementation of the war plans and to sink the floating dock so as to block the harbour. At the time, Colonel Lettow was away in the interior on a tour of inspection and was urgently recalled. Cabled telegrams from Berlin warned of the imminence of war as did the British interference with communications from Zanzibar. Finally, as the tension continued to mount, a wireless message reached Dar-es-Salaam – war had broken out. The pretences were now over and full-scale defensive preparations were launched.3


The motives for going to war in August 1914 have been the subject of enormous debate, but colonial issues were not a significant factor. Apart from minor matters of internal security, East Africa only mattered as far as it impacted the achievement of British naval supremacy. Germany was far more concerned about mobilisation and achieving a rapid victory in France before turning on the Russians than any remote colony. All eyes were focused on the fight for Europe and the expected naval clash in the North Sea. If the Chancellor later called for an expanded German Mittelafrika, it was hardly a priority as it required the subjugation of Belgium, the destruction of French power and British acquiescence, willing or otherwise.4


On 5 August 1914, the day after the Cabinet had agreed to send the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to France, a sub-committee of the CID was established to consider the possibilities of worldwide action against Germany. It included representatives from the Admiralty, War, Foreign, India and Colonial Offices and its remit was ‘to decide what objectives can be assigned to joint expeditions with a view to produce a definite effect on the result of the war’.5 Once these goals had been decided, they were to submit their proposals to the Cabinet for approval and, once authorised, were to work out the necessary details.


The idea of an operation against German East Africa was discussed on the same day and an attack against Dar-es-Salaam was one of many proposed for Cabinet approval. It was based on familiar principles:





The Sub-Committee believed that by the reduction of this point d’appui of the German naval forces off the coast of East Africa, the Admiralty arrangements for the protection of commerce would be facilitated, and by thus taking the offensive the defence of British possessions in East Africa would be best guaranteed. They considered that the project was a feasible one, provided that the naval situation was favourable, and they suggested that the details should be left to the Indian Government to work out in consultation with the Naval Commander-in-Chief.6





The Cabinet considered the Offensive Sub-Committee’s recommendations on 6 August in some detail. Winston Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty, later described the scene vividly:





On an August morning, behold the curious sight of a British cabinet of respectable Liberal politicians sitting down deliberately and with malice aforethought to plan the seizure of the German colonies in every part of the world… But our sea communications depended largely upon the prompt denial of these bases or refuges to the German cruisers; and further with Belgium already largely overrun by the German armies everyone felt that we must lose no time in taking hostages for her eventual liberation.7





The British Government was seeking pawns for eventual peace negotiations rather than permanent acquisitions for the Empire. It was also aware of the need to maintain the moral high ground as well as allaying its allies’ fears about its own motives. To that end, it specifically ruled out acquiring territories for the purposes of imperial expansion, stating that all permanent decisions would be subject to any post-war peace conference.8 However, this high-minded declaration certainly did not rule out temporary conquest, while recognising, if only informally, that the self-governing dominions, such as South Africa and Australia, might have their own territorial ambitions.9 The purely littoral strategy quickly crumbled; Togoland was attacked almost immediately, surrendering by the end of August, while colonial expeditionary forces were preparing to attack the Cameroons in the north and German South-West Africa in the south.10 Local fears and sub-imperialist desires were beginning to undermine the pre-war strategy.


It was one thing to draw lines on a map but another to make serious military plans for which well-trained commanders and staffs were needed. Hitherto, the process of convening a joint consultative committee to make recommendations for Cabinet approval and then to pass them to the two services for detailed planning was sound. But, there were serious inadequacies of the existing general and naval staff system, for the War Office, which should have run the military operations, was preoccupied with the sending of the BEF to France and rapid expansion of the Army. It had been singularly handicapped by the decision to send many of its most senior officers off to assume appointments with the field army. Although they were replaced, their successors lacked the same detailed and thorough knowledge of their posts and needed time to settle in. A solution was quickly found; responsibility was passed to the India Office and, through it, to the Indian Army. This was not unprecedented for, in 1900 at the height of the second Anglo-Boer War, the India Office had controlled the successful military operations during the Boxer rebellion in China.11


However, there were important differences between the two departments of state. The India Office was not a military headquarters and although the secretary of state had his own military secretary, General Sir E. G. Barrow, together with a small staff, they were there to provide advice about the Indian Army and manage officers’ careers. It was neither equipped nor expected to direct military operations as this was the responsibility of Army Headquarters, India which had its own general staff working under the direction of the viceroy and commander-in-chief. In the Admiralty, matters were little more satisfactory, for, despite efforts to set up a naval staff system, it had never really been accepted by the senior admirals. The bulk of staff work involved in the planning and control of operations remained concentrated in the hands of a few very senior officers. The situation was not eased by the presence of the First Lord, Winston Churchill, who could not resist involving himself in low-level decision-making and tactics.


The Colonial Office still controlled the KAR and it wanted reinforcements quickly. With no chance of British troops, the India Office found a small force of three battalions of Indian troops, to be known as Indian Expeditionary Force (IEF) C under Brigadier General J. M. Stewart, on 17 August.12 Although part of the Indian Army, they would come under the Colonial Office’s control through the Governor of British East Africa, Sir H. C. Belfield, on arrival. With many units still mobilising, Stewart and the lead battalion sailed from Karachi on 19 August, with the rest due to follow as soon as possible thereafter.13


Finding troops for the descent on Dar-es-Salaam was more difficult. On 8 August, the India Office authorised the formation of IEF B, to be composed of two brigades numbering nearly 8,000 men. But this came at a demanding time for the Indian Army as it was trying to mobilise a corps, IEF A, for service in Egypt. The next day, instructions were given that IEF B should sail from India as soon as the former had departed.14 Brigadier General Arthur Aitken was nominated as the expedition’s commander, with his brigade, 16 (Poona), forming the nucleus of the force. He was an infantry officer who had served in the Indian Army since 1882. He had had a conventional military career with perhaps less active service than his contemporaries, having taken part in the Sudan campaign of 1888. At fifty-three years of age, he had commanded his brigade for nearly three years before being appointed to command IEF B. He seems to have been an average officer with no distinguishing talent or drive. Certainly, he showed no great intellect or grasp of modern warfare in his preparations and he was inclined to pompousness in manner. If anything, he was dominated by his chief of staff, a former Staff College instructor. Aitken did not inspire great confidence and some of his subordinates questioned his judgement. However, he had been given an independent command and he meant to make it a success.15


Almost immediately, other priorities arose. The deteriorating relations with the Ottoman Empire meant that the reinforcement of the Suez Canal and protection of oil supplies in the Persian Gulf was essential. The despatch of IEF B was now put on hold and would have to await developments in the Near East.16 By the end of August, Aitken had lost his brigade to IEF A although he remained the nominated commander of IEF B. He did gain the services of Mr Norman King, former consul-general in Dar-es-Salaam as his political officer, and together they discussed the planned landings at that port.17 Subsequently, as the Persian Gulf crisis had been surmounted, IEF B was resurrected and more troops had been found. Now it would consist of the regular 27 (Bangalore) Brigade plus a brigade of Imperial Service troops; it only remained to find sufficient transport ships and naval escorts before launching the invasion.18


In London, General Barrow had assumed general control over IEF B although detailed planning remained with Army Headquarters, India. Inter-departmental sensitivities had already placed IEF C under Colonial Office control while the commander-in-chief, Cape Station, who was responsible for the landings, reported directly to the Admiralty. There was no unified command structure and disputes had to be resolved by time-consuming referrals back to the London-based departments. Each office was determined to maintain its independence and prerogatives without considering the effect on military efficiency. This was brought out when, soon after the arrival of IEF C, General Stewart copied his plans to the War Office and Army Headquarters, India as was standard practice. This resulted in a firm rebuke by the colonial secretary and Stewart was forbidden to make direct communications with either department and to channel all requests through the former’s office.19 This decision blithely ignored the fact that the Colonial Office had no control over reinforcements, technical stores, weapons, ammunition or equipment. It meant that non-expert officials would have to assess technical demands before passing them on to the appropriate authorities – all taking extra time and wasting effort. Such methods may have been workable when dealing with punitive expeditions against tribesmen, but were hopeless when facing a modern and capable enemy such as the Germans.


However, the Byzantine command structure was overshadowed by Barrow’s next move. Working alone in London and isolated from the Army Headquarters, India, he came up with a breathtaking change of plan. Aitken and his force were no longer to conduct a raid to destroy a wireless station and occupy a port. Now, they were told:





THE object of the expedition under your command is to bring the whole of German East Africa under British authority… you should, in the first instance, secure the safety of British East Africa by occupying the northeastern portion of the German Colony viz., the country between Tanga and Kilimanjaro. For this purpose, it is suggested that you should first occupy Tanga with Expedition ‘B’, and that, when this movement has had its due moral effect on the Germans in hinterland of Tanga, Expedition ‘C’ should, if feasible, advance from Tsavo and threaten Moshi. It is, however, for you to judge whether such an operation is practicable and advisable, also whether Expedition ‘C’ should be strengthened by you for this object.20





Having taken Tanga, Barrow now expected Aitken to launch a follow-up assault on Dar-es-Salaam before going on to secure the entire territory. It was an enormous task that expected the 8,000 soldiers of IEF B, assisted by some of the 2,000 in IEF C, to capture a tropical country considerably larger than Germany itself.21 Furthermore, he seems not to have carried out a proper military appreciation of the situation or consulted the prewar CID studies on East Africa. This would have revealed both the strength and calibre of the Schutztruppe as well as the difficulties of the terrain. Finally, he may have been influenced by the belief that the African population would rise up and even massacre the European and Indian populations.22 Whatever the reasons, the plan would transform East Africa from a strategic backwater to a substantial commitment.


POLITICAL CO-OPERATION


The question of military co-operation among allies was altogether more complicated. If the British, French and Belgians were fighting shoulder-to-shoulder in Europe, there was considerably less solidarity in Africa. Colonial rivalries remained strong and there was a degree of mutual mistrust of the others’ motives. In Britain, the Colonial Office was notably antagonistic towards any offers of assistance in East Africa as it wanted to eliminate the Germans as rivals without giving its allies any claim in the potential spoils.


The question of the possible neutralisation of the Congo Basin was one of the first to arise. Despite having been invaded by Germany, the Belgian Government was initially opposed to extending hostilities to Africa. On 9 August, it informed the British of its desire to invoke the neutrality clauses of the Berlin Act, a position that was soon supported by the French.23 The British were wholly unsympathetic as it would limit their freedom to attack German naval power as well as to accumulate political bargaining chips. The situation was further complicated by the fact that the Belgians had already approached the German Government via Spain with these proposals.24


This approach was strongly supported in German East Africa as the governor was strongly opposed to war there. Schnee rightly foresaw that conflict would destroy the development made in recent years while possibly leading to an African uprising, and he feared the strength of the other belligerents. Accordingly, he spent much of August trying to get the neighbouring territories to agree to neutrality. Again, this was in conformity with the pre-war defence plan although intermittent communications made it difficult to clarify the progress of negotiations. But whatever his reservations about war, Dr Schnee was an experienced official who understood his duty as governor. There was no question that the pre-war defence plans would be activated and the necessary civil measures put into place. On 5 August, he declared martial law, called up the Landsturm, and turned over the bulk of the police force to the Schutztruppe. Three days later, he turned over more of the police, the posts and telegraphs and the railways to military control.25


All of this was insufficient for Lettow, who viewed matters from a purely military viewpoint. He was adamantly opposed to any hint of non-belligerence and had a number of stormy discussions with the governor on his return to Dar-es-Salaam. He believed that his first duty was to divert as many Allied resources as possible from the main theatre of war:‘I considered it our military object to detain the enemy, that is English, forces, if it could by any means be accomplished. This however, was impossible if we remained neutral’.26 He also resented the fact that the governor remained at the head of the military structure, believing that all questions of policy should be in his own hands. The RKA thought differently, issuing the pre-planned proclamation granting full emergency powers to all colonial governors on 15 August.27 Equally, many in the protectorate shared these views, with particular fears about a repetition of Maji-Maji. As well, they believed that armed conflict between the colonial powers would only weaken the prestige of the small European population with their African subjects. These feelings were by no means limited to civilians and were shared by a number of reserve officers who had settled in the colony.28


In the meantime, Lettow did not accept Schnee’s decisions with good grace. Convinced of the rightness of his views, he authorised the armed steamer Hedwig von Wissmann to act aggressively on Lake Tanganyika. On 15 August, the crew cut Belgian telephone cables and seized a number of canoes; a week later, on 22 August, this was followed by the shelling and disablement of the Belgian vessel Alexandre Delcommune at Lukuga. Similar actions took place against the Portuguese in the south, where initially it was unclear whether they would remain neutral. Rumours of the detention of German reservists reached Dar-es-Salaam in early August, and Schnee sent an official to visit the Portuguese in order to clarify the situation. Unwilling to accept any delays, Lettow used some minor tribal unrest as a pretext for authorising troops to attack the Portuguese. Learning of this, Schnee forbade any incursion until the resolution of the diplomatic mission, but the force had already left. On 24 August it crossed the Rovuma River before attacking and destroying a small Portuguese boma (fort). As the Portuguese authorities had confirmed their neutrality with the German representative on the same day, this caused considerable upset. In the end, it took several formal apologies and the promise of punishment of the erring officer to bring relations back to a normal keel.29


The action was particularly unwise as Schnee’s officials were trying to arrange the passage of mail, personnel and supplies through Portuguese territory while Lettow himself was to redeploy the sole regular company out of the area. The military value of the raid was negligible and it could have had severe political repercussions, especially on the use of Portuguese ports by German auxiliary ships.30 In contrast, the British showed what diplomacy and persuasion could achieve. By mid-August, the Portuguese Government had agreed a request for the movement of troops from Chinde across Portuguese East Africa into Nyasaland. Although the soldiers were unarmed – their weapons having been shipped ahead – this was certainly not the action of a neutral.31 Whatever the legal arguments to justify this action, it contrasted sharply with protestations of strict neutrality to the Germans and the restrictions on visiting warships or merchantmen. Furthermore, a local official offered military support to Britain, a pledge that was subsequently endorsed by the government in Lisbon.32


Entente doubts about bringing the conflict to Africa were eventually overcome by concerns about the success of the German offensive in Europe. The French position had changed by mid-August as they and the British wanted to attack the German colony of Cameroon. This pressure, plus the loss of much of their own country, induced the Belgians to modify their original proposal quite considerably. Citing the military position in Europe, they now stated that the neutrality of the Belgian Congo was ended and that, although a strictly defensive attitude would be assumed by the ground forces, they would co-operate with the British and French in everything except offensive operations.33 In return for a guarantee of its colonial possessions, the Belgian Government now offered the British and French free passage of troops, munitions and material through their ‘neutral’ territory while also permitting their ships to use their ports. This was favourable enough for the British to accept it on 2 September.34


In the meantime, the German Government still supported neutrality although it was not until late September that their offer, passed by the United States, reached the British. By then, attitudes had hardened and the proposal died on 13 October, when Belgium formally declared its hostility, citing the German attack on Lukugu of 22 August as its reason. Now it was left to the Americans to inform Berlin of the joint British, French and Belgian rejection of the proposed neutralisation of the Congo Basin.35


The combined rejection of neutrality did not imply smooth relations between Britain and its allies though. Offers of military assistance by the Belgian, Portuguese and even French were politely rebuffed.36 This may be attributed to British over-confidence in their own abilities to eliminate the Germans as a rival as well as a wish to deny other countries a claim in the potential spoils. Despite the pressing need for military victory over the Central Powers, imperial rivalries and colonial aspirations would remain significant factors throughout the war, and East Africa would be no exception.


While a Belgian colonial adventure may appear unusual with most of the home country under occupation by the Germans and the remainder largely a battleground, the prospect of a campaign held a number of attractions for the government-in-exile. The advantages included both national pride and diplomacy; in short they needed some tangible gains in order to negotiate from a position of strength in any peace conference. As the official Belgian instructions directed, they wanted ‘a pawn in the form of a portion of German territory’.37 The proximity of German East Africa and the support promised by the British made the campaign attractive, as did the wealth and fertility of its provinces of Ruanda and Urundi. A limited campaign to seize and control some of the best parts of German territory at relatively low risk was a most attractive option. It also had the advantages of placing the much stronger British in their debt, of enhancing their Congo colony, and of inflicting pain on the despoilers of their country. Under these conditions, and from a Belgian point of view, an offensive made strong strategic sense.


Despite their ancient alliance with Britain, the Portuguese were held in low regard and considered to be both militarily and administratively incompetent. Britain was by far the dominant power and believed the Portuguese to be incapable of serious military effort. Relations had not been helped by Portuguese awareness of the abortive pre-war Anglo-German negotiations to carve up their African empire. Nevertheless, Portugal was willing to enter on the British side, as it saw this as a means of protecting its vulnerable African colonies as well as possibly obtaining slices of German territory.38 This met strong British opposition, as they considered that Portugal’s financial and military weakness would make it more of a liability than an asset. They were far more interested in denying the Germans access to its ports or Atlantic islands. Finally, their colonial policies and governance were held in barely disguised contempt. In the end, Portugal gave in to to this pressure and stood aloof, declaring neither neutrality nor belligerence.39 This stance was to provide significant assistance to the British as it was interpreted unequally and usually to their benefit.


NAVAL OPERATIONS AND UNOFFICIAL ‘TRUCES’


Perhaps surprisingly, it was naval operations that were to cause the greatest friction and confusion on both sides. With the Königsberg vanished, the Cape Squadron turned its attention to the Indian Ocean ports of the enemy. Dar-es-Salaam was the most important with its wireless and port facilities; on 8 August Astraea was ordered to neutralise the former. Using his initiative, the ship’s captain ordered a short bombardment, before issuing an ultimatum to the German authorities. It was stark; either be subject to further shelling, or establish a truce, in which all warlike materials should be removed and all hostile activity renounced for the duration of the war.40 In return, the British would leave the towns undisturbed, although the truce would have to be ratified by their government. The truce agreement was duly signed, for, despite the severity of the terms, it was acceptable to Schnee as it fitted in well with his efforts to seek neutrality while also conforming with the existing defence plan.41


This was anathema to Lettow and, despite being personally instructed that Dar-es-Salaam was not to be defended, he ignored the order, sending an officer there to assume executive power and to conduct all negotiations. However, Schnee learned of this manoeuvre and overruled Lettow during a heated telephone call. Matters were repeated on 17 August, when HMS Pegasus issued a similar ultimatum and terms at Tanga.42 Once again, Lettow tried to disobey the governor’s instructions, but was unable to react in time to prevent it. Unabashed, he made further attempts to usurp the governor’s power when the British attempted to land at Bagamoyo on 23 August and later at Tanga on 8 September.43
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