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Introduction

At the turn of the twentieth century, a remarkable event occurred in one of the world’s most desolate areas. Far from the mainstream Western world of the time, a luxurious and immaculately crafted medieval castle arose on the fringes of the Namib desert in the then-German colony of South West Africa. Built and completed in a record time of only two years, visitors were amazed at the precision-built exterior stone walls, accentuated by a central tower dominating the frontispiece. The interior was even more stunning, with rusticated Romanesque stone arches and Tuscan columns, complemented with remarkable paintings and antique furniture from the eighteenth century. There is even a “Ritter” hall serving as a reception room. One can only imagine the incredible effort it must have taken for the singular construction to have been erected, hundreds of kilometers away from the nearest town, road, or railway. “It takes your breath away,” one observer noted.




Who built the castle and why? “A Tower in the Sun” tells how Baron Von Wolf and his American heiress wife built Schloss Duwisib between 1907 and 1909. It began with an idea or a vision and was completed against all odds. A tale never told before. The book begins with the baron’s chequered career as a Schutztruppe officer in the Nama war. Blinded by idealism and an almost Kantian obsession to do good, his efforts were constantly stymied by the authorities in the brutal colonial war, eventually leading to his banishment from the colony. Disgraced and forlorn he returned to his hometown of Dresden, where he had the good fortune of meeting Jayta Humphreys, the stepdaughter of the US consul-general in Dresden. Despite not knowing the baron for even a year, they marry and elope to the war-torn colony to live out their dreams.




The novel fully unveils the singular story of the adventurous couple. All the struggles and challenges that were eventually overcome, with their adventurous love the only constant. Can they escape tragedy? Fans of historical fiction, adventure, or romance will find it hard to put the book down. A gripping and fascinating tale, never revealed before, and even having meaning to this day. Was the castle built to spread the tenets of Western civilisation, based on the values of the USA and then Imperial Germany? To create a better world? Or was the overarching motive the love of the remarkable baroness for her husband? Prepared to do anything to resurrect his name and honour. “A Tower in the Sun” reveals all.





Prologue

In 1909, a young officer of the German Imperial and Colonial Schutztruppe, together with his American-born wife, built a grand castle on the edge of the Namib Desert in German South West Africa, seemingly in the middle of nowhere. Nobody knew why. What is certain, however, is that the seeds of this idea were planted a few years earlier.


Part One

Chapter One: An Ancient Song

HENDRIK WITBOOI REBELS AGAINST GERMAN IMPERIAL AUTHORITY IN GERMAN SOUTH WEST AFRICA – NOVEMBER 1904


Chapter 1


The steady rhythm of the Gertrud Woermann’s engines echoed faintly in the distance.


In an upper room, six Schutztruppe officers played cards.

The ship, normally in use for commercial reasons and operating from the harbour of Hamburg, had been commandeered by the Kaiser’s government for service in the faraway colony of German South West Africa.

For unrest had engulfed the colony.

The last hand had been dealt in what has become a marathon card game.

Captain Hansheinrich von Wolf was only slightly aware of the ship’s noises as he concentrates on his cards. It is one of those hands of which he is not certain but hoped it will bring luck. Confidence and hope are the two vital elements of any card game.

Or are they?

In his view, knowledge usually provided the upper hand.

But this night confidence and hope trumped the game, upsetting his style where he would usually start modest and unobtrusively, then entrench his position for the weaklings to fall out. After that, he would learn more about the positions of his opponents. Then the real game began. Build the portfolio on skill. Look out for those lucky positions.

And then deliver the deadly knockout.


This approach had brought him many benefits in the military environment of the Albertstadt barracks in Dresden, the capital of Saxony and part of the German Empire, where he was stationed as an artillery officer in the 48th regiment.


But this night things did not go as planned.

First, it was the Brandenburger.

Every time he thought he had a good hand, the Brandenburger, with the open, brown Schutztruppe uniform, surprised him. There was no luck tonight. What was his name again – Bauszus or is he Von Bauszus? – he was not certain anymore, because it has been a long game. Will the tide turn?

Now it is Von Kleist.

“Are you guys ready for the barbarians in the colony?” he asked. Before him lay an old Bowie knife.

The men looked at him inquisitively.


“Yes, the barbarous natives. Some of them carry a knobkierie. Who knows what that is?”


The men shook their heads.

“It is like a club, with a rounded protrusion at the one end. When that thing hits your head, you’d wish you had never been born, because your brain will explode in the open, just like when you throw a watermelon on the ground. Saw it with my own eyes in the Waterberg.”

Von Kageneck, the Berliner with a rounded face and lush moustache, pulled on his cigar and blew the smoke high over the table. Next to him were the empty brandy bottles. For Von Kageneck, on his second trip to the colony, the evening was also disappointing. As for Wiepinger, the young Bavarian opposite him, who was on a real adventure as he had previously never ventured much further from his barracks in Munich in his military career. But he was still hanging on.

“Okay, I know there are more Von Kleists than cockroaches in Berlin,” Ewald von Kleist said as he slurred his words.

His sunburned, unshaven face and thin moustache below the pockmarked nose was a clear indication he had also served in the colony before. He placed his turned-downed cards on the table and loudly called out; “Double or nothing!”

Hansheinrich knew the likes of Von Kleist. The bigmouth officers that never promptly settle their gambling debts. The other officers also eyed him with suspicion. Even the Brandenburger, with his swarthy appearance.

“Wait Ewald, we want to know if you are going to pay up this time,” Von Kageneck said.

Von Kleist lifted his finger. “Shut your mouth Kager, I will not be insulted, not by you, not by anyone. Look how the Saxon is already eyeballing me. By the way, Mr Saxon captain, do you really have any hair? I was wondering because you always wear a hat. I have never seen you without one.”

Hansheinrich took off his Schutztruppe hat, revealing thick and wavy brown hair underneath.

“Well, that secret has been revealed to us,” Von Kleist said. “Now I am only wondering how this pretty boy captain can be under the illusion that he is a better horserider than us Prussians.”

“We are sick and tired of your innuendos. We are all German here, or should we call you the Prussian?” asked Wiepinger.

“Look at the Saxon’s blue eyes, probably broke the heart of many a Saxon maiden, I can imagine,” Von Kleist said, now appearing more drunk than anybody previously realised.

“Let’s call him the drunken sandfish,” Hansheinrich said to Wiepinger.

“Good idea.”

“Now the Bavarian and the Saxon have also turned against me. This is outrageous,” Von Kleist yelled. “Next it will probably be the Brandenburger from the plains of the Uckermark. Supposed to be my blood brother.”

“Just get your act together,” said the Brandenburger. “You know we are close to Swakopmund and the colony.”

The door opened and more officers shuffled into the room on hearing the loud voices, all clad in pristine Schutztruppe uniforms for the scheduled landing at the harbour town.

Von Kleist hit his hand hard on the table. “I will prove to you all I am honest. I will cut off both my ears with my own razor blades. Rosenberg, where is Rosenberg?”

A lieutenant lazily got up from a couch in the corner of the room. “What is it?” he yawned. “Are we there yet?”

“Lazy bones, get my razor blades, in my suitcase in my room…quick!” Von Kleist thundered.

The Brandenburger sighed. Von Kageneck asked if there was really no possibility of another bottle of brandy somewhere. Maybe in the recreation room on the deck down below.

“No luck, we have looked everywhere,” Wiepinger said.

Everything was on hold as they awaited Rosenberg’s return.

“When did Rosenberg fall out?” Von Kleist asked incredulously.

“Already at midnight, you obviously did not realise that” Von Kageneck said.

Rosenberg rushed back into the room and placed the box of razor-blades next to the ashtray on the table. Von Kleist carefully opened the box.

“There, satisfied?”

“Now, double or nothing, and I will pay up. If I do not, I will cut off my ears. Simple as that. Everyone in?”

“Yessss,” all the officers responded simultaneously.

Hansheinrich placed three kings on the table. Von Kageneck three 8’s. Bauszus three 7’s. Wiepinger two 5’s and two 6’s. The Brandenburger had two aces. The attention turned to Von Kleist. He put his cards down.

Three aces.

Pandemonium erupted in the room as Von Kleist jumped up and down and collected the money from the other officers, 5000 marks in total. Congratulations came from all sides. Hansheinrich pulled out a pen from his jacket and made the sums on what they owed Von Kleist in addition to his recent winnings.

At that moment, a gnashing sound reverberated through the ship as it began to shake from one side to the other. It was as if the engines had exploded.

Everybody in the room tried to keep their balance, but to no avail, as the ship sharply rocked backwards with the momentum throwing the officers toward the opposite wall. Chairs, bottles, ashtrays and money flew through the air. The ship had come to a stop, but a sudden counter momentum threw the officers back again to the other side.

Wiepinger was first out of the door. He rubbed his head as he staggered in the passage. Von Kageneck was second, as the other officers followed him. Von Kleist was last, as he frantically collected his money and placed it in a pocket in his uniformed jacket. He pulled up his pants and together with the other officers looked down the side of the ship.

It had hit a reef.

In the distance the dark night was gone. Faint sunlight became visible through the mist on the horizon. They were clearly close to land, but it could not be sighted as the ship weaved and bobbed from one side to the other in the rough sea.

Von Erckert with his forced military bearing was the first senior officer to arrive. Of lengthy build with a huge moustache and short beard, he was already clothed in his full Schutztruppe uniform with the grey, folded hat firmly on his head. He picked out a small notebook from his top pocket.

“Major Buchholtz clearly prohibited any form of gambling on the ship. Transgressions will not be tolerated. You all have disregarded his orders and will pay the price for it,” Von Erckert said in a quivering voice.

“It is not gambling, captain,” said Wiepinger.

“What is it then?”

“It was a game of cards,” the Brandenburger said, sporting a red gash on his cheek.

“Are you trying to be funny?” Von Erckert asked.

But before he could write any names in his notebook, the ship sharply lurched to the front as it dangerously tilted over to the bow side. The reef was not visible through the foamy greenish water, but obviously, there must be a range of rocks under the water.

Von Erckert felt at his beard, placed his notebook back in his pocket and ordered Von Kageneck to give the captain a message that he should not attempt to reverse the ship as it was too tightly held on the reef.

“I am not finished with you yet,” Von Erckert yelled. “But the disciplinary steps will have to wait until we get on land and off of this bloody ship.”

Hansheinrich blinked in the faint sunlight but he could still not see any clear land. Only a yellow brownish haze with orange sunlight extending upward in the blue sky.


His first concern is the men and the cannons at the bottom of the ship. And the horses. Where is Ernst Von Kaynach, the quartermaster of the 2nd reserve battery? And Von Stauffenberg and the other officers of the battery? They surely must have gone to look at the damage.


The captain of the ship silenced the engines. Black smoke and steam hissed out of the engine room. Civilians stumbled out of their cabins. Some looked with enquiring minds to the top deck. Major Taubler put them at ease and said it was unlikely the ship will sink. Some laughed nervously. Somebody played the piano in the dining room.

Von Erckert said it is clear the captain did not see the reef through the mist. Which was strange, as they must be near Swakopmund. Only 20 km to go. And there must be some communication with the town.


“We have to get help,” he said suddenly and rubbed over his mouth to wear out the sea spray. “The SMS Vineta should be at Swakopmund. Maybe they can pull us off. Who wants to go?”



“My brother is on the Vineta,” Hansheinrich ventured.


“That makes you a strong candidate. Who else?” But suddenly all the other officers had something else to do.

“Then it is you, Von Wolf, and get somebody to help you,” he ordered.


Hansheinrich hastily made his way to the bottom deck where a small lifeboat was being pulled from a pulley-block on the top. He gathered Von Kaynach to accompany him and they clambered into the boat together with a black kru-boy that was picked up at Monrovia in West Africa on the way to the colony.


All attempted to keep their balance in the boat on the rough seas.


“Bravo!” the officers and bystanders on the top level called out as the three in the small boat attempted to manoeuvre the boat away from the huge ship. “Gluck auf!” somebody yelled. Others waved at them, wishing them well with their endeavour, while some looked down at them indifferently, as if to say, “rather you unlucky buggers than us.”


“Hurrah!”, Hansheinrich yelled back as he rowed the small boat away into a safe distance from the smoking main ship.


The kru-boy in his torn shirt and pants also tried to row, but he found the going difficult, as the current continued to push the boat southwards. Despite his best efforts, the small boat veered further away from the land. Soon the Gertrud Woerman’s silhouette became smaller and smaller on the horizon.



“Go with the flow,” Hansheinrich told the kru-boy, while Von Kaynach attempted to steer the boat toward land from the other side.



“It’s not easy,” the kru-boy said as he frantically pulled the oars.


Hansheinrich now had a clearer view of the land. There was nothing to see. No palm trees, as in Las Palmas or Madeira. No smiling young girls in beautiful white dresses to welcome them, as was the case in Funchal, the capital of Madeira. No orchestra, as when they left Hamburg.

Just a dry, wide and flat expansion, with what seemed to be a stony and sandy ground with a rising, bloody orange sun over the horizon.


Suddenly the current pushed them toward the flattish land, with only small waves ahead. Hansheinrich ordered the kru-boy to row more energetically. “Quicker, quicker!” he yelled.



But the kru-boy had other ideas and turned the boat diagonally to navigate a wave sideways. Hansheinrich thought it would be better to ride the wave from the top. He stood up with his long figure to steer the vessel as Von Kaynach attempted to balance the boat from the back. But that was too much for the boat, and it tipped to one side.



Hansheinrich fell into the cold water but was surprised to find he could stand upright. It was much less turbulent now. He held his hand out toward the kru-boy, who had also fallen into the water, and helped him toward the land. Further down Von Kaynach swam toward the shore, pushing the lifeboat in front of him.


From behind, a bigger wave was developing.

With long, powerful steps Hansheinrich pushed his way through the waist-high water.

Erelong he was on firm, dry land.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Hansheinrich studied the document with the prominent Schutztruppe heraldry in front of him intently, where he was sitting at a desk in the Woermann building in Swakopmund, when the door on the opposite side opened and closed.

“No luck yet,” Von Kaynach said as he walked in and approached Hansheinrich’s desk. “Those horses are gone.”

But Hansheinrich apparently did not hear him as he was still concentrating on the document, which appeared to have numbers written down neatly to the sides, with concomitant comment at the bottom.

“Ok, seems right to me. A good reflection of our numerical strength, thanks to Behr’s prowess with numbers,” Hansheinrich said and pointed to a clerk sitting at another table near the opposite window. Next to him were more functionaries, busy with administrative tasks.

Hansheinrich took the quill in front of him and with a broad, confident stroke signed the document, indicating his approval.

“Ernst, take this to Major Dürr, please,” he said as he stood up and stretched.

But Ernst stayed put. His mind was clearly elsewhere as he absent-mindedly took the document while peering at a map on the wall.

Hansheinrich was dressed in the standard brown Schutztruppe uniform with five front buttons, high collar and two big pockets. On his shoulder were the two pips and a main button designating him as holding the rank of captain. Around his middle was a black belt with a Luger pistol and holster to his side.

His corduroy pants were still of the 1896 variety as the logistics office in Munster, where they were mustered before being shipped, did not have the new plain khaki pants in stock yet. His boots were nearly knee-high and standard Schutztruppe issuance. On the table lay his upturned Schutztruppe hat.

“There you have it, Ernst, the paperwork is never done, well, until it is done,” he said. “Sorry, you were saying?”

“As captain says, always the paperwork,” the young soldier with no distinguishing rank said. “Yes, we could not find any trace of the horses. It seems they went way up north.”

Ernst pointed to an area on the map. Hansheinrich appeared incredulous for a second. “How could they have bolted like that into the desert?”


Most of the men, horses and cannons have now been transported off the Gertrud Woermann, but the Vineta had been unable to move the ship from the rocks.


“It was like this, captain. When they reached land from the ship there was no-one to collect them,” Von Kaynach said.

“Absolute incompetence, who was in charge? Still our hero Von Erckert?”

“Yes, the one and only.”

“Well, at least we could save the cannons. All on land?”

“All six brought on land and deployed at the railway station, ready for inspection, captain.”

“Well, what are we waiting for…?” Hansheinrich said, but he was interrupted by another voice in the room.

“I have been listening to you, captain, and if I may interrupt. Be sure there is always time for an inspection in this colony where time stands still, and therefore I allow myself the impunity of interrupting…”

A short man with glasses in civilian clothing stepped forward from another desk closer to the door. Hansheinrich was aware of him earlier, there where he sat under the guise of a huge map of the colony, but he appeared so intent on reading his book, that Hansheinrich thought the man was thoroughly unaware of his presence. He was seemingly mistaken.

“Georg Hartmann is the name,” the man said as he thrust out his right hand in a firm handshake. “Welcome to the country of the two deserts, the cruel Namib on the one side at the sea, and the grassy Kalahari on the other.”

Von Kaynach stepped closer, because Hartmann could be telling a good story in this, still unfamiliar country.

“If the horses galloped northwards, you can get forget about collecting them. I am sure of that, or my name is not Georg Hartmann. And they will die, for there is little forage and water, and the big cats roam the area,” Hartmann said with a knowledgeable pose.

“The big cats?” Hansheinrich asked.

“Lions.”

“Lions, here, in this area?”

“Yes,” Hartmann said. “I know that area well.”

He walked to the map on the wall. Next to the map hung various paintings of the Woermann ships performing the regular trips between the motherland and the colony. And further, on the wall next to the window looking out into the desolate town, was the map of the Imperial German colonies, highlighted in red and ranging from Africa to China.

“Look here, all along this river from Fort Sesfontein to the mouth of the Hoanib river, that is where the horses will probably gather. But with the lions in the area…”

“Fort?” asked Hansheinrich.

“Fort Sesfontein, built by Lt. Schmidt and his men only last year, to form a line with Fort Namutoni here.” Hartmann said as he walked to the side of the room and pointed his finger in the middle of the map, carefully scrutinising the map through his thick glasses.

He turned around and intently studied Hansheinrich. “Skeletons, only skeletons we found there, at the Hoanib River.”

“Skeletons?” Hansheinrich asked.

“Yes, skeletons, the only sign of human activity. Probably locals, or unfortunate Portuguese sailors from many centuries ago, because they were there the earliest, trying to find a seaway to the east, even before Luther knocked his protest on the door of the Wittenberg cathedral,” Hartmann said before he turned to the map again.

“And here we have Brandberg, the highest mountain in the area, halfway to the north.”

“How far to the north?” Hansheinrich asked.

“About 1000 km from here to there, the mouth of the Kunene, with nothing in between.”

Von Kaynach whistled.

“It was here at the Purros waterhole that I thought my final day had arrived. Captain Von Estorff was still with me, and we came from Kaokoland, and according to the map, there was water at Purros. But when we got there, there was nothing. Nothing.”

“And what did you do then?” Hansheinrich asked.

“What could we do? We had to trek on toward the next dry river. That was the Omaruru, where we got some brackish water three days later. But to me, it tasted sweeter than the snowy water of our village in the Alps.”

“And to think Bismarck and the Kaiser thought it a good idea to colonise this area,” Hansheinrich said.

“But of course, we Germans never shirk from a challenge,” Hartmann laughed.

Hansheinrich heard some yelling from the outside and walked to the window. But he could see nobody.

It was an early and cool summer morning in Swakopmund. He counted at least eight ships laying at anchor in the bay in front of the little town, the only harbour in the seaside centre of the colony that connected with the capital Windhoek, more than 350 km further inland.

In the town, it was sand everywhere, incongruously interspersed with buildings reflecting some form of German architecture alongside the dusty roads. Some had pointed roofs common in the motherland. Built for heavy snowfalls in the winter. Others even had the characteristic woodwork of a German building, with the round framework surrounding the window panes.

On his left, he noticed some activity at the Prinzessin Rupprecht Home for wounded soldiers. Nurses in white dress walked in and out, pushing some of the wounded on wheelchairs outside to enjoy some healthy sunshine.

Nearby was what appeared to be a camp, holding a number of Herero prisoners behind barbed wire. Some were sitting around, appearing apathetic. Herero women washed clothes in big, silver containers. Others sat at huge black pots, stirring them with long sticks. Smoke swirled slowly into the misty air, amid the rising heat of the day.

Hansheinrich shook his head. Von Kaynach was standing around where he was still listening to Hartmann’s compelling tales. Behr was sitting at his desk.

“Ernst, you still here! Get on with it, give our report to Major Dürr, immediately. I don’t want to get into trouble with him. Away you go!” Hansheinrich yelled as he waved his hand into the air.

Von Kaynach was just out of the door when Major Von Erckert walked in.

“Ahh, here you are,” Von Erckert said as he placed a document on the table and fastened one of his tunic buttons. “Trying to hide from me?”

“Why would I hide from you?” Hansheinrich said as he grimaced.

“I know your antipathy, nay allergy, toward paperwork. In fact, I can say it is already legendary in Schutztruppe circles, evident also on our journey here, so I knew you would duck and dive to evade me. But here I have you in front of me. I want a full report on your voyage from the stranded ship to the time you reached the town. How long it took you, what you did…”

“What I did? There was nothing to do. We walked all the way from there to here, in one day.”

“That is not what Von Kageneck says,” Von Erckert said.

“Von Kageneck? What did he say?”

“He said you encountered a patrol approximately 5 km from the town, a patrol sent out by Major Dürr to ascertain the position of the wreck.”

“Yes, so. We were already close to the town at the time.”

Von Erckert stared at Hansheinrich. “Yes, I know that captain, but we have a report from Major Dürr’s men describing the encounter, but nothing from our own men. From your battery. Yet. That puts me in a bad light.”

“You want a report on our encounter? Fine, I will ask Von Kageneck to put something on paper.”


“And don’t forget to mention where the kru-boy is stationed.”



“The kru-boy? But he is working at the landing, helping to unload freight.”


“Yes, but I want to know where he was stationed when you arrived in town. Why was he not registered at the prisoner camp? You know the rules about blacks in town. We have a curfew. They must all be registered and the major is very strict about loitering. They must all adhere to the rules,” Von Erckert said.

Hansheinrich nodded his head.

“And another thing. Apparently, some of the civilians on the ship got a sniff of your gambling activities, can you imagine the bad impression we created as Schutztruppe officers…” Von Erckert suddenly stopped and looked toward the corner of the room.

“Excuse me, Dr Hartmann, I did not see you,” he said as he greeted Hartmann by the hand.

“You know each other?” Hansheinrich asked.

“Yes, I know Dr Hartmann from when I was stationed at Omaruru,” Von Erckert said. “Congratulations doctor, on the new buck species named after you. I believe it is official.”

“Buck species? No, it was more of a zebra strain. The zebras that inhabit the mountains in Kaokoland.”

“My mistake,” Von Erckert said. “But, in any case…”

His conversation with Hartmann was interrupted as a clerk in the corner suddenly jumped up and yelled “Attention!”. For into the room marched a number of very senior Schutztruppe officers in full uniform.

The one in front was of average build, depicting the rank of colonel. He was wearing his grey uniform, with the prevalent high collar and silver linings, indicating his elevated rank within the Schutztruppe. He had small, rounded glasses and sported a neat moustache, together with penetrating, almost black eyes, and a strong military bearing.


Behind him was another officer, with a jacket over his brown Schutztruppe uniform, bristling with medals. Around his neck was the prestigious pour le merite. Behind them were another two officers, one a major and the other a captain.


“Is this the right place?” the colonel asked of the captain in the back. The captain nodded, but immediately answered “I will check,” before rushing out of the room again.


The colonel, in the meantime, had removed his Schutztruppe hat and placed it on the table. It was at that time that Von Erckert and Hansheinrich simultaneously realised that the person in front of them was none other than Governor Leutwein himself. And the man behind him with the pour le merite was the legendary Franke.


Von Erckert immediately clicked his heels and saluted. Hansheinrich did likewise.

“Ahh, never thought I would have the questionable pleasure of seeing you again, Von Erckert,” Leutwein said, while slowly removing his brown gloves and placing them on the table.

“Governor, your excellency, the pleasure is all mine,” Von Erckert stammered.

“I thought we banned you from the colony.”

“Yes sir. But it is my pleasure to serve again. To be of service to the Schutztruppe.”

“Not under my command,” Leutwein said. “What the heck, what I am saying, we are all idiots, me included, for having appointed you in the first place.”

“Yes sir,” Von Erckert said.

“I don’t think we have met,” Leutwein said as he noticed Hansheinrich.


“Captain Hansheinrich von Wolf, commander of the 2nd reserve battery,” Hansheinrich said and saluted again.


Leutwein saluted back.

And then Leutwein recognised Hartmann.

“Georg! I thought you had left,” Leutwein said as he greeted Hartmann with an embrace, obviously being old friends.

“Still waiting for my ship, Theodor,” Hartmann said. “And now with the Gertrud Woermann on the rocks, I might have to stay here even longer.”

“What a pleasure for me then. You can join us tonight at the Kaiserhof. I have a little farewell function there, in honour also of your renamed zebra species.”

“But Theodor, I do not understand, why the function?” Hartmann asked.

“You will see in due course,” Leutwein said as the major, who had introduced himself as De Beaulieu from General Von Trotha’s staff, accepted a note from a clerk at the door. The major read it quickly, before handing it over to Leutwein.

“You might find this interesting, a telegram from General Von Trotha himself.”

Leutwein sighed and started to read.

“Herewith, as confirmed and in accordance with our discussion, dated blah blah…written acknowledgement that you have excused yourself from the southern battlefront…that you acknowledge that you are no longer in command of the southern forces…blah blah. You hereby reaffirm your undertaking not to interfere with any battlefront decisions or deployments made by me, including ascertaining the whereabouts of Captain Witbooi, including engaging in any form of communication, in writing or verbally, with Witbooi…blah blah…acknowledge receipt of this telegram.”

Leutwein handed it over to Franke, who was seated next to a desk and had lit a cigarette.

“But I already made this promise to General Von Trotha when I left Windhoek,” Leutwein said.

“How can you confirm something if you will not be here to be held accountable for it?” Von Beaulieu asked.

“You are leaving the colony?” Hartmann asked.

Leutwein nodded.

“But when I was with you in Windhoek you were determined not to go, to sit it out with the general, to govern from the civilian side together with him from the military side. What happened?”

“The general declared martial law, that is what happened,” Leutwein said as he paced up and down in the room.

“Typical Von Trotha,” Franke said with a smile as he lay the telegram on the desk. “Well, now everybody has the military dictatorship they wished for, from the settlers to the General Staff. Good luck to them.”

“In that case, where is the clerk?” Leutwein asked.

“We have one here…yes you, make yourself useful, do what the Governor asks,” Von Erckert barked. The clerk jumped up and stomped his feet in front of Leutwein.

“Send a telegram of acknowledgement to Windhoek, and that I will be leaving in the next few days, for ever, from this hellhole,” Leutwein said.

The clerk clicked his heels and rushed out of the room.

“Oh, cheer up Georg, you look ashen faced,” Leutwein said.

“I am so disappointed to hear you are leaving, Theodor. What you did for this colony is immeasurable, and this is the thanks you get,” Hartmann said.

“Remember, our lives are in the hands of the Higher Being. Rather let us gentlemen present here express our acknowledgement of Dr Georg Hartmann, the man who opened up the northwest of our colony to civilisation, the pioneer of our colony. Viktor, you remember the time we met the good doctor there in Sesfontein, that one time, after we quelled the Fransman-uprising,” Leutwein said as he sat down across Franke on the opposite side of the table.

“Only too well,” Franke said. “With those dastardly Boer ivory hunters at the river, and Georg knew the area like the palm of his hand. Still, Theodor, it remains a shock to me. Could you not have been worthwhile to the general in utilising your social skills to induce Witbooi to cease all his murderous activities. You know him so well, over 10 years. That would be of benefit to the general.”

“In this case, my charm did not work on the little Hottentot captain.”

“And by appointing Deimling to command the south now, the very man that Von Trotha criticised so harshly at the Waterberg. It doesn’t make sense,” Franke said.

Leutwein was pensive for a while.

“I think the Witbooi uprising was a big shock for the general. So soon after Waterberg. He was initially very positive that I contact Witbooi and convince him to surrender. And I then wrote a letter to Witbooi, but the little captain was adamant. The relationship between me and him had irretrievably broken down. It was to no avail that I contact him further. That is what Witbooi said. I accepted that, and that a military solution was now the only possibility.”

“What happened then?” Hartmann asked.

“What happened then was that the general started to suspect me of working behind his back, even contacting the General Staff. I think it was Deimling and his friends that planted those thoughts against me in his mind. The general started to distrust me. And it became clear to me there was no place here for me and the general together.”

Franke shook his head and lit another cigarette.

“I am also sorry to hear of your exit, sir,” Von Erckert said where he was still standing at attention.

“You are sorry?” Leutwein laughed. “You should be happy. Now you have carte blanche. You can do what you want. You don’t have old Leutwein to spoil your glory anymore.”

“That is not how I see it, your excellency,” Von Erckert said.

“Your excellency? You can dispel that naming for now,” Leutwein said as he looked around the room. He folded his legs and played with his fingers on the table. “Now it is all up to you, you young officers, to bring success to the Schutztruppe.”

“What is your name again?”

“Captain Von Wolf, of the second reserve battery.” Hansheinrich answered.

“Deployed to where?” Leutwein asked.

“We have not been informed yet, your excellency, following the stranding of the Gertrud Woermann.”

“Oh, you were on the stranded ship. What was that captain thinking?”

“It was misty conditions, your excellency, and apparently, the reef was not charted properly.”

“Well, the best of luck to you, maybe you will meet the Great General in Windhoek. Viktor, anything from your side?”

“I did not have much interaction with the Great General. I doubt if he really grasped where Sesfontein or the Kaokoland really was,” Franke said.

“I will soon write my last report for the department and present it to the authorities in Berlin. Then I am off to Freiburg, to write my memoirs, to really tell what happened in this colony, oh yes, that is what I will do,” Leutwein said.

A silence descended in the room before a hard knock on the door startled everyone.

It was Von Kaynach, evidently back from his errand, together with the clerk. When Von Kaynach spotted the higher officers in the room, he wanted to leave immediately, but Hansheinrich called him in. Von Kaynach saluted nervously, while the clerk informed Leutwein he was now scheduled to leave on the SMS Vineta, and not the Professor Woermann, which was delayed in Hamburg.

“Ahh, a military ship, even better,” said Leutwein.

He jumped up, slapped his thighs, grabbed his gloves and carefully placed his Schutztruppe hat on his head. The other officers stood at attention.

“Well, gentlemen, I hope to see you all in the Kaiserhof tonight. Georg, please join me, for old time’s sake,” Leutwein said, as they left the room.

“Yes, even you Von Erckert,” Leutwein said outside the door.

Von Kaynach confirmed that he delivered the document to the major. “There will be an operational meeting at the railway station tomorrow at 10 am.”

“Well, let’s go.”

Hansheinrich could not help to smile when he noticed the writing on the foyer wall at the entrance of the Woermann building.

It read; “In front of this door everybody leaves their differences. Between these walls, unity will reign.”

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


A few days later, on December 4, a scorchingly hot day, the 200 men of the 2nd reserve battery disembarked at the Windhoek railway station.


After assembling in front of the station, the men marched through the main street and up a hill to the Alte Feste, a fort situated at the top end of the town where accommodation was provided. The officers were allocated to the officer’s building a short way off from the fort.

The intention was to stay in the capital for only a few days, before travelling to the arid south to link up with Deimling’s forces. But their sojourn in Windhoek eventually extended to a full two weeks. The reason was horses, or rather a lack of horses, an absolute necessity for mobility in the vast country.

Already reports were received that Witbooi had attacked the isolated Schutztruppe outpost at Kub, at the upper reaches of the Fish River, further south of the capital. Thanks to the timely arrival of Deimling’s men the attack was repulsed, but there were casualties.


Deimling’s 2nd field regiment was ordered to replenish stocks at Kub, together with Von Krüger’s 2nd reserve infantry company – comprised mostly of local reservists - and to await the arrival of major Stuhlmann’s half battery still stationed in Windhoek.


The general was especially pleased with the arrival of Hansheinrich’s battery, for he believed that artillery still had an important role to play in the colony, a view that Deimling did not agree with. Nothing was said about the general’s controversial October order in the Omaheke, following the Waterberg battle, declaring all Herero’s to be non-citizens of the colony.

A week later, no new horses had arrived.

But a serious meeting with the Great General was set to commence on an early sunny Saturday morning in a room at the one end of the officer’s building. In it was a broad table, with maps against the wall, and a giant portrait of the Kaiser.

The atmosphere was somewhat apprehensive but there was also some relief that the time had finally arrived to address the crisis in the south. Reputations were set to be made; glory could be found on the battlefield.

The day of reckoning had arrived.

The booming, guttural voice of the general reverberated in the passage before he marched into the room with supreme confidence.

“Did Voigts assemble all the civilians with the wagons at Kub in time?” the general asked of Major Quade. The major dreaded these questions because he had received little feedback from the Schutztruppe companies in the area since the last battle.

And he knew the general would ask questions, and he expected answers because the general was an impatient man.

“Yes, general,” Major Quade answered as the general turned around at the door.

“Any latest news from Witbooi?” he asked.

“Apparently still in the Mariental and Rietmond area,” the major answered.

“Bah, nonsense,” the general said as he walked into the room. Mid-way he stopped and addressed the major again. “Hear what I say, he is heading for the Naukluft mountains, if he is not there already. He will not face us in the open.”

The general resumed his stride into the room and at the front of the table asked the major if he had received any feedback from Thilo.

“No, general, I have received no news yet.”

“My nephew should have been here early in the week, that is what he promised me,” the general said.

“Still busy with tasks in the Gibeon area, was the last I heard,” said Quade as he lifted his big eyes on his puffy face.

The other officers were already seated. Major Max Bayer and captains Von der Bosse and Von Lettow-Vorbeck were all there. And in one corner sat Hansheinrich, Auer von Herrenkirchen and Stuhlmann. Another officer entered the room, clicking his heels and bowed to the general as he apologised for being late.

Hansheinrich had a good look at the general. Strongly built. Broad shoulders. Tall. A full face. With a moustache. Penetrating eyes. The bald head. A uniform of white trousers and a brown tunic. And the high collar. Some of his medals on the left chest. The binoculars around his neck.

“Good,” the general said as he looked resolutely in front of him. He remained standing.

Quade arranged the paper in front of him.


“A strategic update. Colonel Deimling is at Kub with the second reserve company. Second battalion under Major Meister, with the 4th and 5th companies, together with the 5th battery, to march toward the target area. Seventh company is at Hoachanas. Von Estorff still in the east, busy with ongoing operations.”


The Great General tapped on the table.

“Therefore, the following orders are issued, to be followed and executed. Half battery Stuhlmann will leave for Kub tomorrow. Second reserve battery under Captain Von Wolf will leave as soon as possible, after the provision of horses, to ascertain enemy positions and strength around Maltahöhe, with, if the need exists, to scout the Naukluft area for enemy presence. Those are my orders.”

Hansheinrich had some questions in his mind. Who would accompany the battery to the south? How were the orders to be implemented when Maltahöhe was reached? Where would he link up with Deimling?

But it soon became clear to him that asking questions was not going to happen.

General Von Trotha turned toward the huge map of South West Africa against the wall.

“Witbooi’s last known activities was in this area,” he said with his pointing stick on Kub, and the area to the east.

“Between Rietmond and Gibeon. Attack on November 29 on Kub was unsuccessful, as you all know. But we are not sure if Witbooi has retreated back to Rietmond. Reconnaissance operations by Lt. von Trotha in the area are continuing. No feedback as of yet. Possible aim of Witbooi is to move westwards toward the Auob river, here in the Gochas area to unite with Koper’s gang.”

He put the stick down and moved toward the table again.

“Now, you might want to know the direct orders for Deimling. They are as follows. Strictly, to refrain from any encirclement plans against Witbooi and Koper at present. Witbooi and Koper may flee to seek sanctuary in British Bechuanaland, thereby hindering future encirclement efforts. Therefore, the focus will be on the far south for now, at the Karas mountains, where Morenga is still active. Major Buchholtz and Captain Von Erckert have been informed. That is all on the operational side.”

Quade jumped up and provided the general with another document.

“On another related issue, I today proclaim directive 12 in accordance with the powers of martial law granted to me under the authority of the General Staff. After receiving some representations from the Rhenish Missionary Society, an organisation I am sure you are all familiar with, I have decided to acknowledge negotiations with the enemy under certain circumstances. Negotiations may be held, under favourable conditions, and I stress favourable conditions, which may result in the surrender of enemy leaders and their followers. This order should not be seen as a replacement of normal and existing operational activities.”

Quade pointed to a sentence in the document in front of the general.

“I am not going to repeat all the detail in the directive. It is there for you to read and will be distributed to all bases.”

He pushed the document to the side.

“I was very reluctant to adhere to this directive. You know my position, the enemy must be encircled and annihilated, at every opportunity. That is all they understand. Force and deeds. I am not deviating from that road, but the General Staff has been quite strict with me since the previous Governor left us, and the colony is in a state of disarray, thanks to him, if I may say so. I hope there are no Leutweiners among us anymore for that scourge we have removed. Finally.”

The officers looked grim-faced at the general.

“Therefore, some of you may be disappointed in me. The lack of deeds at this stage. Of energetic action. As Julius Caesar said: In great and dangerous operations one must not think, but act. I fully adhere to that. But the time is not right now. We have to be a bit more patient.”

The officers spontaneously clapped their hands.

“Paul, our discussion last night has set me thinking,” the general said as he looked in the direction of Von Lettow-Vorbeck, a young officer recently appointed to his staff. “Yes, last night we discussed a lot of things, among others also Goethe. And I know, many of you have been sceptical of my intellectual capabilities, thinking my only other talent has been for birdwatching, thereby explaining the binoculars hanging around my neck…”

Some of the officers sniggered nervously.


“But maybe there is more to me, maybe I can yet surprise you. And here I have something to prove it with, an edition of Faust provided to me by my late wife, may she rest in peace.”


He pulled out a pocketbook from his jacket and opened it.

“Here it says, by the great Goethe himself, through Faust. At the beginning was the Word. But that means nothing for us here in the colony because the Word was not adhered to here, with all the murders and such.”

The Great General gave his men a glancing look.


“Let’s look further. In the beginning, was also the Spirit. The German spirit, or geist. That does not much help us here, if I look at you, captain, and the spirit you showed at the braai the other night.”


Captain Von der Bosse turned red in his face, as he had too much to drink that night.

“Clearly, the German Spirit is lacking in our colony. Things are not done thoroughly enough. And we can go further, according to Goethe. In the beginning, there was Power. And that was where Paul and I agreed. Our powers are deficient in this colony.”

Von Trotha looked at his copy of Faust again. As if he had lost his place.

“But then we come to the crowning glory of Goethe’s thoughts. The Deed. The deed is paramount. Here it is stated. In the beginning was the Deed, not the Word, the Spirit or the Power. And I fully concur. Without deeds, there is nothing. To do nothing is a crime against the German spirit.”

The general nervously wiped his nose.

“And, gentlemen, deeds are coming. I assure you. For we know from Faust, where there is laziness and sloth one has sold your soul to the devil. Then Mephistopheles will be happy. And I have seen a lot of that among the African tribes. But that is why we are here. To counter sloth, and to build something worthwhile here in Africa. Not on a swampy ground, as Faust did, but in a desert. You get my idea.”

Von Trotha folded his small copy of Faust back into his pocket.

“Now, against this background, a few words on our previous Governor. About which you have been wondering and talking. I know. How pathetic of the Governor to write letters to Witbooi.”

The general paused for a moment.

“Letters. We do not want letters. I ask you, why do you write letters? For what reason? What do you want to achieve? The enemy can only think you of you as weak or cowardly. That is the only outcome, and we could see it. Deeds are what the enemy must experience, or our power, which the previous Governor neglected.”

The general was now at the end of his diatribe.

He sat on a chair beneath the window of the meeting room and folded his muscular legs in front of him. He looked happy. All the officers in the room stood up and clapped, which the general gracefully acknowledged with a nod.

Two weeks later Major Quade signed the necessary requisition papers for Hansheinrich to collect the horses for his battery from Major Fischer’s establishment near the station. The Great General was on hand at the parade ground in front of the fort, dressed in his flashy white trousers, to bid the battery farewell for the trip to the south.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Hey hey! Wait a minute! Why would a Schutztruppe officer want to shoot a fellow officer? Hold your gun. I am on your side!”


Hansheinrich reached for his Luger to his side as about 15 horsemen surrounded him on a rocky hill somewhere to the north of Maltahöhe, while Elias, his Nama helper, or bambuse, remained motionless on his horse. He was especially worried because the officers and men of the battery were widely scattered and he was not sure who the horsemen were.


With Hansheinrich and Grundman already some way ahead of Von Stauffenberg and Salzmann’s guns, and Von Barzenski and Von Winterfeldt even further back, Hansheinrich immediately thought of seeking cover in the rocks to the side. But it was too late.

The man in front did not look like a Nama. He jumped off his horse and walked closer. He was partly dressed in a Schutztruppe uniform but wore a civilian jacket over his brown tunic. He removed his hat and Hansheinrich noticed he was youngish with brown hair, narrow eyes and a thin beard.

“Thilo von Trotha is the name,” he said and held out his hand.

Hansheinrich climbed off his horse, and presented his hand, which was enclosed in a firm grip by Von Trotha.

“Did I hear right? Von Trotha?”

“Yes, a Von Trotha, but only a nephew of the Great General. Did serve on his staff when Leutwein was Governor, but then there were allegations of nepotism and I had to prove myself under my own name. That is the way it is.”

Von Trotha waved his hand to the back. “And these are my men, busy with operations in the Kub area. If you can call them men….”

“What would you rather call them?”

“Rascals … or bastards would be better,” Von Trotha laughed.

The four battery officers had by now joined the group, with Von Trotha greeting each friendly before Hansheinrich offered him coffee. Elias, together with Von Trotha’s men, gathered wood and grass to start a fire.

“Fancy meeting you men here,” Von Trotha said as he sat on a flat rock. “Nobody informed me of any activities by regular Schutztruppe forces in this area. We watched you from a distance and then decided to greet you in the South West fashion, heartily and friendly.”

“We are on our way to Maltahöhe.”

“That lot,” Von Trotha smirked. “What a cowardly group of people, refusing to leave the settlement. We were there a few days ago, but I soon left. Disgusted. There have been reports of farmers missing in the area. And they refuse to budge to go and look for them.”

“We will see when we get there.”

“Since then, we have been operating in this area, the line west of Gibeon-Mariental, on the road to Kub, undercover, irregular, if you understand what I am saying,” Von Trotha said as he leaned forward. “Please, captain, I beg of you, don’t you have any tobacco for me, I have not had a smoke in days, please, o please, those other guys only have that horrible green stuff…”

Hansheinrich called Von Salzmann closer. “He is our tobacco man.”

Von Salzmann offered Von Trotha a cigarette. He lit it with cupped hands, sat back and exhaled.

“Ahh, my life is saved,” Von Trotha said before continuing. “Yes, irregular actions, and we have been successful because Witbooi had the silly idea of attacking Kub. And on his way back we stood in his way…Ahhh, fantastic!”

“We saw some bodies hanging in the trees on the way here.”

“That is our way of fighting this war. There are many bastards in this world. Witbooi is one. Killed our men in Kub, and Von Burgsdorff, shot in the back just like that,” Von Trotha said, clicking his fingers.

“You saw that big ravine on the way to Kub. That is where we got them, shot them in an ambush. They got some of their own medicine back, and then we threw the bodies over the ridge.”

Thilo pulled deeply on his cigarette.

“And then we got those others, all claiming innocence, but they had their guns on them, oh yes, not for hunting as they said, but destined for a German heart, and we executed a few of them and I said, wait, wait…we do not have the ammunition any more. Ammunition is scarce, so we had to hang them on the nearest tree.”

“And that is what you did,” Hansheinrich said.

“For sure, some did struggle and twitch, but in the end, the rope did the trick,” Von Trotha said without emotion.

Elias handed a tin cup of coffee to both Hansheinrich and Von Trotha while his men and those of the battery drank their coffee further back.

“Oh, please captain, if you have some more tobacco,” Von Trotha pleaded as he stomped out his cigarette on the sandy ground. Von Salzmann gave him another one, and Von Trotha took a third and placed it behind his ear.

“And these men, they work for you.”

“Yes, quite a mishmash, a motley crew as I always say. Some were at the Waterberg, some wore the white feather but were converted, if you know what I am saying. Some are bandits from Cornelius, some are in our pay with coffee and food. By the way, captain, be weary of Cornelius and his men, you may encounter them on the way, we have never been able to pick them up.”

“And all these men trust you?”

“Oh yes. Amandel, come here!” he called out.

“When we were in Windhoek the general warned us that we must not attack Witbooi at present, we must wait for the right moment to encircle,” Hansheinrich said.

“I agree,” Von Trotha said. “In the meantime, Witbooi does the attacking for us and we counterattack irregularly, you know what I am saying, but what I heard in Gibeon is that the church is making all kind of surrender noises and blaming us for being too hard on the population. My God, after they killed our people and our men … Amandel!”

“The rules of war, seemingly suspended here.”

“Right so. I remember when my uncle arrived here in July, and he met Leutwein, they had an instant dislike for each other,” Von Trotha said. “There is a famous photo taken in front of the Hotel Stadt Windhuk, with the general, and Leutwein looking at him suspiciously, and that is me in the background, have you seen it…? Amandel!”

“No, I have in fact not,” Hansheinrich said.

“Amandel!” Von Trotha screamed again. “You know, captain, that is what angers me so much about these people. They do have ears, but they never use them.”

Von Trotha got up and with firm strides walked to the circle where the Namas were crouching. He pulled one Nama by the ear and dragged him back to where Hansheinrich was sitting, with the Nama’s hat flying off by the wayside.

“This is Amandel,” Von Trotha said. “One of the best of my men. But you would not say so if you look at him, hey.”

Amandel was an old man with a light grey beard. Von Trotha ordered him to stand in front of them.

“I am talking the truth, right, my Nama friend?” Von Trotha asked.

“Yes, my boss,” he said as Von Trotha sat down on a rock on the opposite side.

“Now, Amandel, you tell the captain here if you thought you were next,” Von Trotha said.


“Akskies,” Amandel asked in Afrikaans.


“You see,” Von Trotha said. “At times they suddenly cannot understand German. Let me explain slowly. You were at Waterberg, right?”

“Yes,” Amandel said.

“And there were rumours that the general was going to attack the Nama’s after the Herero’s. After the sermon by pastor Wandres, is that right? And that was why Witbooi rose in rebellion. Right?”

“Yes, my boss. But I did not believe Captain Witbooi.”

“Why not?”

“Because he was not himself. He was under the influence of the prophet, Stuurman,” Amandel said.

“You see, captain, that name you will still hear a lot here.”

“Stuurman?”

“Yes, and now Amandel, do you still believe the Germans will destroy the Witbooi?”

Amandel remained silent.

“Answer!” Von Trotha screamed. But Amandel’s lips remained sealed.


“Ok, I know, that is a trick question,” Von Trotha said. “So rather sing for us Heil Dir im Siegerkranz.”


“No, boss, please, not in front of the men,” Amandel said.


Von Trotha stood up with a threatening stance. “I said sing…! Heil dir im Siegerkranz. Herrscher des Vaterlands…!”


Amandel stepped back. “I said sing!” Von Trotha screamed again. Amandel stood back even further.

The next moment Von Trotha grabbed Amandel around the neck and threw him on the ground and trampled on him with his boot on his back while holding his hands back. “Is a Nama a donkey? Answer! Will you throw a dead donkey in our waterholes again!? Answer!”

But the elderly Nama was surprisingly agile and fidgeted himself out of Von Trotha’s grip before he stumbled back to his group, picking up his hat and dusting it off. The others laughed.

Von Trotha wiped the sweat from his brow and panted when he resumed his seat next to Hansheinrich.

“These people, sly and crafty, you will see.”

Grundman and Von Salzmann stepped nearer and whispered into Hansheinrich’s ear. He nodded his head.

“We must be moving if we want to still reach Maltahöhe before sunset,” Hansheinrich said as he got up.

“We must also be going,’ Von Trotha said. “I told the general I will only be doing these activities till Christmas, and then I want to go on leave. Because promises were made to me.”

He got up.

“Promises?”

“Promises of land, but they have not been fulfilled up to now. The general still wants to use me, but there comes a time when you have to take stock of what you are doing. And I think I am nearing that point now.”

Hansheinrich and the other officers had already pulled their horses closer. They mounted. In the back the guns were ready. The sun was now shining from the west.

“So long, captain…and remember, keep your eyes open for Cornelius,” Von Trotha said as he waved goodbye.

Hansheinrich and his men proceeded with greater caution into the great emptiness, as the wide horizon and clear blue sky enveloped them. Above them the burning sun. No sign of any human activity.

A perfect world for an ambush, he thought. That hill on the other side, with the low-hanging rocks. If Cornelius and his men were deployed there, his battery would surely have been caught out.

And what if they were behind the ridge next to the road as they approached a slight hillock on the road? And the valley to the right? That would have presented a great getaway opportunity after an attack, he thought.

But the ambush never came.

It was only when they neared the town that the faint sound of gunfire could be heard. And then it became louder. He sent Elias ahead to find out what was happening and deployed the six guns in a wide line on both sides of the road.

It was an excited Elias that came back on his sweaty horse.

“It is them. Cornelius, shooting at the town, at the people, my boss, I saw it…it is them,” he said with bated breath.

Nervous tension gripped the battery’s men. Hansheinrich at first wanted the battery to stay behind while he went forward to confirm what Elias saw. But then Von Stauffenberg said there was no way he was going to miss any action. So, Hansheinrich decided he would take two guns forward, one big C96 and one smaller mountain gun. Elias would accompany him forward, while the other guns would link up gradually to the front, and fire if necessary.

It was absolutely crucial for the men and horses to remain silent. This was an excellent opportunity to surprise the enemy. But silence was a prerequisite, he emphasised.

Unfortunately, that was easier said than done, as creaking wheels and rumbling steel on a dirt road presented their own noise levels, which could be heard over a distance. But then again, the gunfire from the town was now so loud that it was unlikely the enemy would have heard or seen them.

Soon thereafter Hansheinrich, Von Stauffenberg and Elias peered over a small ridge in the direction of the town.

Nama attackers lay behind rocky ridges, with periodic puffs of smoke circling the air after every volley. The town, no more than ten or twenty buildings, was besieged from all sides. At times shots were fired back from behind two wagons in the centre. But they were few and far between compared to the concerted firing from the opposite side.

At times the firing stopped, as the enemy used the time to reload. Shrill shouting could be heard. “Dutchmen, surrender!” or “We are coming for you!”. Some moved surreptitiously forward to another ridge closer to town. Stones and rocks on the road to the town blocked all ways into and out of the settlement.

Hansheinrich ducked low behind the ridge with his expectant officers around him.

“Elias, you are sure that is Cornelius?”

“Yes, my boss, they have the yellow hats.”

“We do not know how many people are in the town,” Hansheinrich said as another deafening volley echoed through the valley. He looked across the ridge again, and this time spied the area more intensively from the left to the right. He was loath to use his binoculars as they may flash in the sunlight. He ducked back behind the ridge again.

“Good, this what we are going to do. One C96 will be deployed here, to attack the main body. About 500-800 metres, right Werner?”

“About, yes, I would reckon,” Von Stauffenberg said.

“Good. You stay with me. For now. Salzmann, take the mountain gun to the left. See if you can reach that little outcrop with the pointed rock. You see that?”

“Yes.”

“Be ready if the enemy tries to flee on the road out of the town, to the east.”

Von Salzmann looked to the left and nodded.

“Down, for God’s sake, don’t let them see you. OK, away you go,” Hansheinrich said as Von Salzmann ran backwards in a crouching fashion. “OK, Hans, you will deploy to the right, there where you see that slight depression leading to the valley. See if you can get a mountain gun out there.”

Von Winterfeldt nodded and moved toward the back.

“Roman, I want you to go behind Von Winterfeldt, in a circling movement to the west of the town. For if they escape in that direction, it looks to me there is something of a dry riverbed to the back. That is where they could go. Take at least 20 men, with Mausers. And don’t let them see you.”

“Why does the captain think they will try to escape? Maybe they will resist,” Von Barzenski said softly.

“Because from here, we are going to pummel them with the big C96. Like they have never experienced before. I don’t think they will want to overstay their welcome. And from what I heard they flee gladly from our guns, if they have the opportunity…so go.”

He turned to Grundman and Von Stauffenberg.

“Ruben, Werner, bring the gun up here.”

Hansheinrich purposefully crawled over the rocks to a flatter opening on the right of the ridge next to the wagon road. That offered him a better view of the town, where the firing still continued unabatedly. With great effort, the men brought the one C96 into position behind the ridge to the left. Then Hansheinrich indicated he wanted another C96 slightly to the side for more concentrated fire, which Von Stauffenberg would man.

Grundman joined him on the ridge.

“What do you think?” Hansheinrich asked.

“500 metres.”


“No, make it 800, you decide on elevation,” Hansheinrich said as he thought back to his big weakness exposed on the training grounds of Königsbrück in Saxony, where he served in the 12th artillery regiment. The underestimation of distances.


“I will give the sign to fire…one finger to aim, two to load, three to fire. Ok?’

“Right. 800 it will be,” Grundman said and ran to his gun. Von Stauffenberg was already in position, scanning the town with his binoculars.

The enemy had not yet spotted them. There would be total surprise if their aim was right. He took some of his spit and rubbed the front part of his binoculars. He now peered to the east. He counted at least 50 enemy fighters.

Some arrogantly waved their hats in the air toward the people in the town. Others were openly reloading their guns. There was now no more counterfire from the town. He could see nothing behind the wagons in the town.

He looked to his left. Von Salzmann was in position. The loading had been done, and they were ready. To the right, he lost track of Von Barzenski, but Von Winterfeldt was there. Stauffenberg had brought his cannon forward in record time.

Hansheinrich put his head down and took one big breath, before signalling to his men and to Grundman. Then he lifted his finger for a second time and gave the sign of three.

A deafening roar of simultaneous cannon fire erupted from the ridge, leaving Hansheinrich momentarily stunned.

When he came to his senses, he saw through his binoculars the guns had hit the position of the enemy perfectly. As the smoky air lifted, he could see a few bodies next to the ridge.

Another discharge hit the ridge, with Von Salzmann from the left also hitting the target. Another bout of fire saw more of the enemy being hit. But now some tried to escape to the road. The C96s continued firing at regular intervals. Also, from Von Winterfeldt further to the right.

Some of the remaining enemy fighters looked at the ridge from where the firing came. One or two pointed their guns in their direction, and Hansheinrich could feel some whistling of gunfire above him. But it was wide of the mark, and soon stopped, as Von Salzmann’s cannon was now firing at the men at the back where they were gathering their horses.

The enemy was fleeing. At least 20 explosions had hit them.

Hansheinrich got up and frantically waved to Von Salzmann on the left to move his guns forward. But Von Salzmann could not hear him and continued to fire indiscriminately toward the east, with most of his guns now falling short of the ridge where the enemy was deployed.

To the back of the town, the sound of intense Mauser fire could be heard. Hansheinrich smiled. His hunch was right. Some of the enemy fled toward the riverbed. And Von Barzenski was in position to take care of that.

The enemy was gone.

Soon Hansheinrich, Grundman and a few men trotted in the direction of the town with the cannons in the back being harnessed. Soldiers and civilians rushed out of the town, scrambling toward them from all sides. As he dismounted, Hansheinrich ordered Grundman and the men to see if there were any wounded among the enemy.

“God be praised!” an elderly woman in a white dress said as she embraced Hansheinrich. He tried to push her back, but she lifted her face and looked at him in a bewildered way as she cupped his cheeks.

“God be praised! Is this for real? Our saviour! A real officer!”

Some of the civilians took off their hats. Most looked haggard and exhausted. The Schutztruppe officers came forward. Hansheinrich recognised Von Kageneck.

“Kager, what in God’s name are you doing here,” he cried out, with the woman still hanging on to his arm.

“Long story, Hans, but here we are, and here you are.”

“What a miracle,” a civilian said, and introduced himself as Hesselmann, the general trader. Another said he was Glose, also a trader. A man in a dirty, black overall stepped forward, and introduced himself as Rietmann, the blacksmith.

“What happened here?” Hansheinrich asked.

“For a whole night and a whole day, we were besieged, by Cornelius’ half-breeds,” the woman said. “We thought it was the end for us.”

“You could see the enemy was making the final push, they wanted to take the town before sunset,” Kager said. “We were there, behind the walls of the store writing our final wills. We saw no hope. We were expecting a violent death.”

The women shivered.

“Was there no way to get out of the town?” Hansheinrich asked.

“They had all exits covered,” Kager said.

“You were probably sent from Windhoek, right?” another man asked.

“Yes, by the Great General. And you are?”

“Von Maltzahn, second reserve infantry,” a bearded, thin man in a torn Schutztruppe uniform said.

“Second reserve? From Kub?”

“Yes, I have been here from the start of the uprising,” Von Maltzahn said dejectedly.

Another chubby Schutztruppe officer stepped forward through the civilian throng gathered around the officers. “Von Lehor, also in the reserve, and this is Steffens and Richters, worked for Count Von Heynitz, before the uprising. At Breckhorn. Burnt down. Everything burnt down. The house, stables, everything.”

The six cannons were now deployed at the top of the square in the town. Hansheinrich ordered the men to start cleaning the guns. Afterwards, they needed to be positioned at four points surrounding the town, with guards, in the case of a counterattack.

“There won’t be any counterattack,” Kager said. “Captain hit them too hard. They are licking their wounds.”

“Still cannot believe you are here. I last saw you in Swakopmund.”

“On the stranded ship…”

“We finally got to Lüderitz, where I was with Major Buchholtz at Aus. On the way to Keetmanshoop Von Erckert ordered half of our company to turn north, to here, apparently on orders from Windhoek. Nobody knew what to expect.”

Grundman joined the group, with the elated woman pushing Hansheinrich away and embracing Grundman.

“We counted eight bodies, captain,” Grundman said. “There could have been more, we saw a blood trail toward the road, but it seems they evacuated all the wounded.”

“Where are the bodies now?”

“We laid them out at the back, there behind the store.”

“Well, let’s have a look then, and bring Elias,” Hansheinrich said as they all strutted toward the end of the town. Behind the wall of the store, a grisly scene awaited them. Eight bodies of the enemy, some disfigured by the shrapnel of the German guns, lay against the wall. Some had a limb missing. Some bodies were contorted.

Hansheinrich had a long and silent look at the bodies. “Recognise anybody, Elias?” he eventually asked the Nama next to him. “First prize, of course, would be if you recognize Cornelius himself.”

Elias shook his head.

“These are new men. I do not recognise them,” Elias said softly.

“Not anyone?”

Elias shook his head again, but Hansheinrich got the impression he was not telling the truth.

“Funny, this man is missing half his face,” Grundman said. “But this one’s body appears intact. No blood.”

One of the Schutztruppe soldiers turned the body around. In the back was a small, rounded wound.

“There is your answer,” Hansheinrich said. “A direct shrapnel hit through the heart.”

“Could even have been a sharp stone,” Grundman said.

A breathless Schutztruppe soldier, whom Hansheinrich recognised as one of Von Barzenski’s men, rushed toward them and saluted. “Captain, Lt. Von Barzenski requests your presence at the riverbed. He has something to show you.”

“More bodies,” Grundman smiled, as they all walked toward the other side of the town.

The sun was now rapidly setting in the west.

Another eight bodies were neatly laid out below the only tree in the area.

“Captain was right. One part of the enemy tried to flee in our direction. But we were ready, just in time,” Von Barzenski said, grinning beneath his red hair and freckled face.

“I wondered if you would reach the area in time. Seemingly my worries were unnecessary.”

“Captain should have seen Mattenklodt, standing right in the open there to the back and shooting like a madman. They clearly did not expect anybody here,” Von Barzenski said, now with even a wider grin.

“Bravo Mattenklodt!” Hansheinrich yelled. Everybody clapped.

“Elias, recognise anybody?” Hansheinrich asked. Elias again shook his head.

“Well then, I want you men to search all the bodies, for documents, photos anything so that we can identify them and send the information through to Windhoek,” Hansheinrich said earnestly.

“Rather Gibeon,” Grundman said.

“Fine, Gibeon then. And then I want them buried at a suitable place.”

“There is a Schutztruppe cemetery to the east of the town,” one of the traders said. “Men who were active in Leutwein’s Naukluft campaign, many years ago.”

“Fine,” Hansheinrich said. “Bury them to the one side, in unmarked graves for now, and well done Roman, tonight we will celebrate, with special favours for your men.”

The party walked back to the town square. The buildings all wore the scars of bullet holes from the attack.

“This is where we intended to make our last stand,” Kager said as he pointed to behind the general store, where a number of corn bags were stacked behind bricks and rocks.

“Well, luckily that never happened,” Hansheinrich said.

It was with a feeling of triumph that Hansheinrich climbed the three small steps to the veranda of the officer’s building. It suddenly dawned on him. His battery was victorious on the day. All that talk by the veterans in Windhoek about the immense challenges and difficulties in the colony were pure hyperbole.

Battles could be won in this colony.

By him.

————————————————————————————————————-

From far afield, they could see the vultures circling high in the endless blue sky.

Hansheinrich’s patrol of officers and men made good progress on the road north from Maltahöhe to the Naukluft mountains. It would have been much slower if they had the cannons with them. But after an operational meeting, it was decided to leave the guns in the town for defence purposes, until Hansheinrich and his patrol returned.

Their route at first took them through open country.

The first stop was scheduled to be at Nomtsas, the farm of Ernst Hermann, a pioneer in the colony. But the map was not clear enough on the distance between the town and Nomtsas. At one point, Hansheinrich realised they were too far to the east, so the route was adjusted more to the west. Far away to the north, a faint haze of mountains was evident.

It was Von Barzenski who first spotted the movements in the sky, later identified as huge vultures, slowly and languidly circling the immense, wide-open sky. The men proceeded in that direction, silently hoping the vultures would not pinpoint them to Nomtsas.

Because they knew vultures meant only one thing.

Their hope receded as they closed in on Nomtsas and the vultures could be seen landing on the ground in front of them. It was not a pretty sight.

The burnt-out farmhouse. Destroyed outbuildings. Not a sign of life. And in the front of the charred remains of the house, the bodies. At least five of them. All men. Including Hermann, or what was left of him. They must have been there for a long time. Because of the white droppings of the vultures on their bodies. On some, the eyes were pecked out. On others, the ribcages stood out where the vultures had been feasting.

The men stood in silence as they beheld the scene in front of them.

“Who would do such a thing?” Von Salzmann asked.

“Witbooi himself,” Grundman said with a knowledgeable air as if he was there on the day that it happened.

Everyone looked at the captain.

“Now you know why we are here, to prevent these things from happening,” Hansheinrich said as he grimaced against the setting sun to the west.

He could see his men were traumatised. A thirst for revenge. A feeling of powerless anger. His men were wondering what he was thinking.

“Look around you,” Hansheinrich said. “A vast expanse of nothingness. And in this vast expanse a farm was built by us Germans. And now destroyed. You have to ask yourself, why would one do that? Why destroy that which has been built up in the nothingness?”

“Is captain also referring to the loss of life?” Von Winterfeldt asked.

Hansheinrich eyed him for a second. “But of course.”

Von Winterfeldt nodded his head solemnly.

“You know what to do,” Hansheinrich said.

Soon the men were digging the graves in the soft ground a little way off from the house, while preparations were made to stay over in the area for the night.

The next day the patrol proceeded to Urusis, the neighbouring farm. Here it was the same scene. One of total destruction. But no bodies. Which meant the farmer and his family could have timeously escaped Witbooi’s marauding bands. But to where?

The Naukluft was now getting closer and closer. A gigantic mountain range with high peaks and folds of shadows stretching from the high peaks to the lower valleys. It was at the destroyed police station at Bullsport, where the bodies of two policemen were found, that Hansheinrich again decided to halt.

Patrols were sent right to the foot of the mountains. And every day it was the same story when they reported back. “No captain, no sign of the enemy. No captain, we went deep into the mountain and there was no sign of life.” This was also confirmed by Elias, who would have known if his people were there.

But Hansheinrich wanted to make sure. So, he sent his men to the mountain again. Four to five patrols a day. At the end of the second day, the only good news was that the men discovered a range of fountains in the mountain. Cool, crystal-clear water. Some of the men even took a quick swim. But no sign of any enemy activity.

That was still the case even when the patrol proceeded through the Naukluft gorge to Ababis, the horse farm of businessman and farmer Albert Voigts. Once again, the same level of destruction, but no bodies. Furniture and home utensils lay strewn around the burnt-out shell of what must have been a beautiful house. Painstakingly and proudly built by Voigts. In the background was a small solitary hill with a pointed top, which the men soon dubbed Nipple Hill.

Hansheinrich decided they would not turn back on the familiar road to Maltahöhe. They would round the westerly massif of the Naukluft and approach the town from the west.

At midday on the second day from Ababis, Hansheinrich halted the patrol. They had made good progress around the Naukluft and he noticed a valley that was seemingly carved out of the huge granite masses, stretching all the way up the mountain in an easterly direction. Could that present a shortcut through the mountain back to the Nomtsas road? He needed some volunteers to find out.

“I volunteer,” Von Barzenski said from his horse. “And I want to go alone.”

“Fine, Roman, you can go. We intend camping out further ahead and expect you back later in the afternoon.”

Hansheinrich looked in the direction of the mountain and saw that the valley was not that steep. Von Barzenski should not have much trouble reaching the top and coming back.

A few hours later Hansheinrich was satisfied with the area chosen as the campsite for the night. It was an elevated position surrounded by a rocky ridge which would provide protection in the case of an attack. To the opposite side was a small clearing as an escape route.

In the background rose the massive Nubib mountain, one of the Naukluft’s ancillary ranges, and it was nearly sunset.

Despite the favourable camping area, Hansheinrich was in an irritable mood. He should not have let Von Barzenski wander off on his own. And he could not get himself to admit he could be wrong about Witbooi being in the Naukluft. Before he knew it, he was wandering up a hill, past some of his men looking for firewood. He walked over a rising hill, then another and soon climbed a rocky and steep incline, with thoughts mulling through his mind.

He would not let any of his soldiers climb mountains again on their own. He hoped Von Barzenski would act responsibly.

Hansheinrich gazed up to the high ridges on the top of the mountain and realized he had now progressed quite a way from the bottom where the men were busy organising the camp. Shadows were shifting over the valley. He suddenly heard a strange, barking sound higher up the mountain. Was it a dog? Dogs here? Can’t be.

To his right, he spotted weird, rounded trees without branches or leaves. He had to get back, but on his left, he saw a sliver of sunlight on the side of the mountain. He walked over in that direction and after reaching a ridge in the fading sunlight, he realised he was in fact on the top of a pointed rock below the main mountain.

In front of him stretched the wide Namib desert.

The sun was not yet fully set. An orange fireball hovered over the horizon far to the west. Above the horizon was a reddish glow extending into the blue sky. In front of the sun were miles and miles of red sand dunes. What an incredible spectacle, he thought. And for how many million years had this show repeated itself, every single day? With very few people witnessing it. He was lucky to experience it.

He stood still for quite a while, watching the sun’s sinking movement as it finally slipped behind the red dunes. But the afterglow still presented enough light for him to reach the way back to the camp.

When he finally arrived, it was dusk. His first question was if Von Barzenski had returned.

“Not yet, captain,” answered the sentry.

Hansheinrich sighed and spread his blanket against a rock next to his fellow officers. He could feel the nippy cold of the early evening. The cold that invades the body, from the fingers through the muscles to the head. He felt agitated but was happy that the morale among his men had improved.

He had an uncomfortable night as he looked up at the crescent moon, which appeared from behind the faint clouds soon after midnight. The cold meant he could never settle into a rhythmic sleeping pattern. At times, he dozed and dreamt of snow before waking again.

It was with relief that Hansheinrich noticed the first light of the day appearing over the high mountain ridges to the east. He got up and shaved in cold water in front of a small mirror positioned on a rock, drying his face with his khaki tunic. Most of the officers were still asleep, huddled beneath their blankets.

At the fire, Elias was already awake, arranging the coals with a stick. He then put the iron pot on the fire to prepare coffee and breakfast for the returning sentries.

“No news about Barzenski yet?” Hansheinrich asked.

Elias shook his head and Hansheinrich immediately felt more agitated.

“When are you taking the horses for water, Elias?” he asked.

“Just after first light, captain. I saw yesterday there was still ample water in the waterholes of the Sesriem,” Elias said while energetically throwing another log on the fire.

Hansheinrich was surprised to see a shivering Von Stauffenberg walking closer to the fire, rubbing his hands and at times pulling the collar of his jacket higher up around his neck.

“Morning, captain,” he said and sat down on a rock near the fire. “What is the time?”

Hansheinrich took out his pocket watch next to his binoculars. “Just before six.” They silently drank their coffee. It was not long thereafter that the two sentries returned with still no news of Von Barzenski.

Hansheinrich sighed and stood up, putting his hands in his pocket. “Right, we will stay here at this camp for another day. But we cannot stay longer, we have to return to Maltahöhe. We will organise a search party…Elias, wake the officers.”

Soon all the officers with enquiring but glum faces were assembled at the fire.

“Who are Von Barzenski’s friends?” Hansheinrich asked.

Nobody answered.

“Hugo, I often saw you in Roman’s company. You are friends.”

“Yes, captain,” Von Salzmann answered.

“Good, take a patrol of at least 20 men, and Grundman, go with Hugo. Take our route of yesterday, all the way back to Ababis, and scan the mountains for any sign of life.”

“Must we go up the mountain?” was Von Salzmann’s enquiry.

“Not right to the top, no. Rather use the binoculars. I am sure he just got lost and you will find him.”

Von Salzmann slowly turned around toward the men, who were all languidly rising from their sleep, and soon gave the orders.

The sun rose tentatively above the mountain and on the horizon Hansheinrich again noticed the red dunes, this time basking in the early sunlight. The urge to see the dunes overwhelmed him. And they had some time on hand while they waited for the patrol and Von Barzenski to return.

Hansheinrich decided he would accompany Werner and Elias and the men to the waterholes, and from there approach the dunes from alongside a dry riverbed.

The dusty riverbed was baked dry by the merciless sun. It must have been a very long time ago that any water had flowed in the river. Dry tree stumps littered the area. One was cloven into half, with the dead branches extending wildly in all directions as if gasping for air in the wide sky.

“It was the lightning,” Elias said, as the three men stood at the stump for a while, admiring the forces of nature.

The three horsemen had come a long way from the camp. But now the flat, rocky plain appeared endless.

“This must all appear familiar to you?” Hansheinrich asked Von Stauffenberg as they trotted along on their horses.

“Yes, captain, you are right. Looks like the Gobi Desert in Mongolia.”

“Which you saw while you were in China with Waldersee, right?”

“Correct, captain, serving on Waldersee’s staff, but we arrived too late.”

“Too late?”

“Yes, the Chinese rebellion had ended when we arrived in Peking. Only masses of people, with decapitated heads lay in the roads, and the palaces burnt down. With life going on normally, trading done between the bodies.”

“Chaos in China. But was it not Napoleon who said watch out for China, for when it stands up again, the world will tremble.”

“Don’t know about that, captain, very different culture from us, degenerate I would say.”

“Degenerate?”

“Yes, cruel and weak, and strange, but the women are nice.”

“Ahh, always the women.”

“Very willing,” Von Stauffenberg laughed. “Anyway, that was why Von Prittwitz and I decided to return to the Fatherland through Russia…”

It was midday and the sun was high above in the sky. A huge red dune loomed before them. Two trees stood incongruously in the front. Elias held the horses while Hansheinrich and Von Stauffenberg climbed to the top.

Dunes were not that unfamiliar to Hansheinrich, for he had seen them during his trip to Egypt when he was younger. But the Egyptian dunes could not compare to these majestic ones. It was easier to climb the dune with his foot across, he soon realised, with one foot inclined toward the other.

After a while, they were on the top. Both agreed. What magnificent scenery.

Far to the east, the Naukluft mountains appeared as a hazy, simmering blue jumble in the heat. It was from there, only yesterday, that he saw the dunes on which he was standing now. At the bottom, Elias and the horses appeared insignificantly small in the wide expanse. On the other side, more dunes appeared around what seemed to be a dry lake.

The only problem were the flies, who were particularly aggressive, zooming up and down around his face. At times Hansheinrich swiped them away, but they were soon back, some even burrowing away into his ear.

He wanted to see the dry lake, and soon Hansheinrich rushed down the vast dune toward Elias and the horses. Near the bottom, he lost his balance and tumbled over the red sand. Sheepishly he stood up before walking resolutely toward the trees where Elias was still patiently standing with the horses. When he looked back, he saw Von Stauffenberg did not follow him down but was now climbing the ancillary dune above the dry pan.

“What is that yellow pan to the other side?” Hansheinrich asked Elias as he brushed off the sand from his tunic.

“That is the Sossusvlei, captain.”

“Sossusvlei, hey. With no water in the pan.”

“No water in the pan now, captain, but when it rains in the mountains there will be water,” Elias answered.

“Well, let’s go and look,” Hansheinrich said as swiped away another fly.


They trudged toward the dry pan with Hansheinrich swinging his arms to the left and to the right in the manner exercises were done at the 12th regiment in Dresden. At the pan their boots, and the hooves of the horses, crunched over the flaked bottom of the dry lake. At the one end was another dune and Hansheinrich decided to climb it alone.


This time it required a bigger effort.

He was perspiring more and was gasping for air as he climbed up, at times stopping to recover his breath. The sun was at its hottest level for the day and Hansheinrich could even feel the heat of the sand permeating his boots. But eventually, he was at the top. In the distance was the big red dune he and Von Stauffenberg climbed a short while ago.

The dry lake in front of him once held water. But now it only had dead tree stumps and had obviously been cut off from the water flow some time ago. Maybe a few hundred years ago.

Hansheinrich smiled to himself. What an incredible scene, he thought. He was aware of his own breathing in the immense silence. Strangely captivating. It was not to be understood. The dry air. The blue sky. The vast environment.

Much like life. The awesomeness and the banality of it all.

The creation of a German colony out of nothing was an awe-inspiring idea. To experience pride when seeing German architecture in this God-forsaken place. To see German trains chugging along on railways in what was until recently just a wilderness. Much the same as the creation of the German empire with the defeat of France in 1870. That was certainly an awe-inspiring event.

But then, the awesomeness was accompanied by a lot of banality.

To practise a deed mindlessly, as the general put it in Windhoek, was certainly an idiotic idea. And then the younger Von Trotha was humiliating his people. That was not awe-inspiring. The people of Maltahöhe. Small groups of humanity in a vast world, but actually cowards.

Hansheinrich knew on which side he was.

He was on the side of greatness. Of awe-inspiring deeds. That was his role. Taming the desert and the wide bush expanses for civilisation. Of defeating the enemy and opening up their world to the greatness of the German spirit. Yes, that was it, the German spirit.

He again smiled to himself. Finally, his life had gotten some direction. He had the answer. The opportunities were here. He only had to grab them.

The three were back at the camp in the late afternoon. Hansheinrich felt like a newborn man. But he was soon brought back to earth again.

The patrol could not find Von Barzenski. It was as if he had vanished into thin air. Hansheinrich then decided they would overnight in the camp and seek a way through the mountains back to Maltahöhe the next day.

But they were consistently frustrated. At times the patrol could see a promising valley stretching into the mountain range through which they potentially could reach Maltahöhe from the west. But even after making considerable progress into the towering mountains, huge cliffs and jagged rocks barred their way further on. They then had to retreat and attempt to find another way through the next cove.

It was only on the second day that a valley opened up, but now they were much further south from the Naukluft than originally anticipated.

Von Stauffenberg calculated that it must have been Christmas on that night when the men slept over at the waterhole of Duwisib, as depicted on the map. There was enough spirit to celebrate Christmas at Duwisib, as the men knew their Naukluft quest was at an end.

It was a bedraggled and tired group of men that entered the dusty streets of Maltahöhe the next day.


Outside the officers building a worried Von Kageneck informed Hansheinrich that the 2nd reserve battery was ordered to immediately report at Gibeon for a planned offensive on the Auob river in the east of the colony against Witbooi, a distance of nearly 200 km from Maltahöhe.


And that Hansheinrich was in line for a Saxon medal for the relief of the town.

Hansheinrich was furious that a Captain Ritter had commandeered half of the battery’s horses for use by the second company. But that he would be reimbursed. By order from Colonel Deimling in Gibeon it was decided that the two mountain guns should remain in Maltahöhe and be manned by 50 men under the command of Von Salzmann for the defence of the town.

Hansheinrich should first report at Gibeon, a small town on the banks of the Fish River 100 km to the east of Maltahöhe.

The battery hastily proceeded to Gibeon. Because the distance between Maltahöhe and Gibeon was shorter than between Windhoek and Maltahöhe, and because Hansheinrich was in a hurry, he drove his men and the artillery harder than before.

But that was a mistake.

The gravel wagon road between Maltahöhe and Gibeon was even in a rougher condition than the road north of Maltahöhe, and two of the wheels of the C96 broke before he could reach Gibeon. Two horses were lost due to exhaustion.

At Gibeon, he learnt that Deimling, together with Ritter and Stuhlmann’s half battery, had already left Gibeon for Kalkfontein-North, a farm on the upper course of the Auob river.


A blacksmith was not immediately available in Gibeon, and Hansheinrich and his men had to remain another frustrating few days at Kransplatz, just north of Gibeon, to repair his cannons and nourish his exhausted horses. It was only thereafter that the 2nd reserve battery could proceed to the Auob front.



At Kalkfontein-North, Colonel Deimling informed Hansheinrich that he would take over the command of the 5th battery, as well as the defensive line along the Auob, stretching 75 km from Stampriet to Gochas.


Soon thereafter Deimling left for the south and Major Meister of the Second Field Regiment was placed in overall command of the area.

It was the same Major Meister that every officer knew suffered a humiliating defeat at the Gross Nabas waterhole only a few weeks before.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“What are they doing?” Hansheinrich asked as he adjusted his binoculars.


Hansheinrich, Von Stauffenberg and Von Winterfeldt were laying on a red dune a short way off from the Stampriet-Gochas road. Further back Hansheinrich’s new bambuse Frederick and a few of his men, including Lt. Ulrich Zwicke, held the horses.


The officers and men left the farmhouse at the Stampriet waterhole early in the morning, after breakfast with a returning platoon. It promised to be another sweltering day. They turned south on the road, but after a while decided it would be more advantageous if they swerved inland into the dune field, as there was nothing to be seen on the road.

They had crossed three dunes when they unexpectedly spotted two Nama men under a tree in a small valley between the dunes.

Hansheinrich handed his binoculars to Von Stauffenberg.

“It seems as if the one next to the tree is sleeping. The other one is laying on his back,” Von Stauffenberg said as he handed the binoculars to Von Winterfeldt.

“Are they dead?” Hansheinrich asked.

“No, I do not think so,” Von Winterfeldt said as he peered through the binoculars.

“Well, it is decision time, gentlemen,” Hansheinrich said as he slid lower down the dune.

“We are more than them,” said Von Stauffenberg. “I say we take them out.”

“But how? Must we shoot them from here? A risk, I would say.”

Hansheinrich peered over the dune again and saw the Namas remain unmoved.

“About 30 metres, we can do it. I will run first, then you Werner, and then you Hans. The men at the back, stay put.”

After three deep breaths, and with his Luger in his right hand, Hansheinrich scrambled over the dune and ran with his back in a low hunching fashion before he approached the tree, falling flat on the red sand. The two Namas were still unaware of his presence. After counting to three, he jumped up again.

It was only after pressing the Luger against the head of the man sleeping under the tree that there was some reaction. He held up his hands, mumbling in a cowering manner.

“Please, my king, do not shoot me, please…I am innocent.”

The man laying next to him got up and looked confused, but Von Stauffenberg soon had his gun pointed at him. He remained silent as he held his arms up in the air and Von Stauffenberg searched him.

“Well, well, at last we see the living enemy face to face,” Hansheinrich said as he eyed them intently. The two men were wearing worn civilian clothes. One had a jacket over a brown shirt with a pair of brown trousers. The man that stood away from the tree was dressed in a white striped jacket. Both wore veld-shoes.

“Please, my king, we have done nothing wrong,” one of the Nama men said, squinting against the sun. “You can see, we have neither horses nor weapons. We are innocent and will speak the truth.”

“What are you doing here in the open?” Von Stauffenberg asked.

“Water, my king, we are looking for water. The horses we left way back there in the Nossob, died of thirst,” the same Nama said, now looking more relaxed than before.

“And your weapons? Where are your weapons?” Hansheinrich asked.

“What weapons, my king? We are innocent.”

“We will see about that at the base. Hans, tie them up.”

“With pleasure, captain,” Von Winterfeldt said as he took out some rope from his pocket.

“No, no, please, my king. We are innocent. We are men of peace, on the word of God. We are not fighters, we want peace,” the Nama under the tree said as Von Winterfeldt rudely pulled him to the side.

“Werner, get Frederick here please,” Hansheinrich ordered. Von Stauffenberg ran to the back.

Von Winterfeldt pushed both Nama’s into a kneeling position with their hands behind their heads as he tied them up with Hansheinrich’s help.

“Frederick, you know these men?” Hansheinrich asked his Nama helper on his arrival.

Frederick warily approached the tree. Frederick was younger and much less talkative than Elias, whom Hansheinrich reluctantly had to leave behind in Maltahöhe. But of Frederick’s hatred against Witbooi there was little doubt as his parents were killed by the Witbooi clan in a family dispute many years earlier. Now Frederick was in the service of the Schutztruppe.

Frederick raised his hand and greeted the two men.


“Goeie môre,” he said in Afrikaans.



“Goeie môre, my jong man,” the one Nama said. “Hoe gaan dit?”



“Dit gaan goed,” Frederick answered softly.


After a while, Frederick said he knew the men. The one against the tree was Jacob Zaal, brother of Salomon Zaal, a well-known Witbooi rebel, who was implicit in the killing of Von Burgsdorff at the beginning of the war. The other was David Witbooi Pitter, one of Hendrik Witbooi’s grandsons from his daughter’s side.

“You are sure?” Hansheinrich asked.

“He is lying,” the one Nama said.

“Jacob’s brother is Salomon, that killed the German captain,” Frederick said again.

Hansheinrich and the officers whistled softly. “Wow, what a catch, and they were just sitting here under the tree. Which German captain?”

“The one from Gibeon, there on the road to Mariental,” Frederick said.

“Clearly sounds like Von Burgsdorff,” Hansheinrich said.

“Yes, him,” Frederick said.

“No please, my crown,” the one Nama pleaded. “That man is not telling the truth, we are innocent.”

“No, take them away,” Hansheinrich said as he walked away.

“No, my king, please, listen to us, the big captain Witbooi is here near us, he wants to talk to you,” the Nama called out.

Hansheinrich stopped in his track and turned around.

“What did you say? The big captain here, not in the south?”

“No, my king, he is here, close by,” the Nama said under bated breath, grimacing his toothless mouth.

“Not in the Karas, with Morenga?”

“No, my king, what would he do there? He is a man of the Kalahari, together with Simon.”

“We all know how they can lie,” Von Stauffenberg said.

“No, wait, you say the big captain Hendrik Witbooi is here in the vicinity,” Hansheinrich asked.

“Yes, my crown, and he wants to talk to an honourable German captain, like you, sir,” the Nama said.

“About what?”

“About peace, your honour, for our people, our people are finished with the ways of war, we want peace, your honour.”

Hansheinrich thought back to the discussion earlier in the morning after the men at Stampriet told him about the rumours that Witbooi was wounded in the recent attack at Lidfontein. He was not planning to go the south. That his fighters were demoralised. And that he wanted to make peace, on religious grounds.

What if he talked to Witbooi and convinced him to surrender? He could see the newspaper headlines already. “Schutztruppe captain convinces South West rebel leader to surrender”. He may be famous. A war hero. More so as he would be ending this “small war” which was not going the way of the Germans. What an enticing idea!

“You are telling the truth, Witbooi is near us as we speak,” Hansheinrich asked the Nama again.

“Yes, he is not lying,” the previously silent Nama said.

“Hans, untie them.”

The officers looked aghast at Hansheinrich.

“What?” Von Winterfeldt asked.

“I said untie them. You heard me.”

“Captain, you are making a big mistake, they cannot be trusted,” Von Winterfeldt said.

“Of course, I trust no one. But this is an opportunity we must take. We must listen to what Witbooi has to say.”

“But they are savages,” Von Winterfeldt said.

“Nonsense, our previous Governor regularly had meetings with Witbooi in Windhoek, in his office, offering him wine at the Governor’s house,” Hansheinrich said.

“The big captain does not drink wine,” Frederick said.

“Coffee, tea, whatever, and the Governor and Witbooi regularly exchanged letters and spoke about living together in the colony, of building South West Africa. They share the same religion. I have made up my mind, we will meet Witbooi, as these men have indicated he is nearby.”

After they were cut loose, Jacob dusted down his jacket and Witbooi Pitter told Hansheinrich he had made the right decision. But Von Stauffenberg and Von Winterfeldt still looked unhappy as Hansheinrich ordered Von Stauffenberg to accompany him. Von Winterfeldt and Frederick, together with the other men in the back, would take Witbooi Pitter to Kalkfontein-North, and then to Gibeon, to be held as a hostage.

“If anything should happen to me, or the lieutenant here, the other man will be shot. Is that clear?”

“That is clear, your honour,” Jacob said. “We are honourable men; we do not want the big captain’s grandson killed. He loves them all dearly.”

“There you have it, Hans,” said Hansheinrich.

“I still think captain is making a huge mistake, but there is nothing I can do. My authority is overridden by yours,” Von Winterfeldt said sulkily. “We will do as you say.”

“Right, understood,” Hansheinrich said as Frederick handed him the two horses for the trip to Witbooi’s camp. Jacob would lead them to the camp, with the understanding they would be blindfolded.

It was a long journey for Hansheinrich’s blindfolded party through the dunes of the eastern Kalahari.

Hansheinrich counted they crossed at least eight dunes under the burning sun. At times, they halted for a water break, and in the early afternoon, it seemed to Hansheinrich that they were backtracking on the way they came from, again moving more to the west from an easterly direction.


It was another hour before Hansheinrich could hear the muffled sounds of people talking. The blindfolds were taken off and before him, as he blinked his eyes on climbing off his horse, he could see a few Nama pontok houses. Jacob led him and Werner to the front of one of the pontok’s, and there he was, sitting on a small chair.


The octogenarian legend himself.

Hendrik Witbooi.

Scourge of the Schuztruppe, looking old and surprisingly fragile with his hands on the head of a small girl sitting in front of him. He was dressed in an open, blue jacket with silver buttons and a brown hat with a white lining. His one arm was bandied in white. His mouth was firmly pouted behind a moustache with his intelligent eyes concentrating on the two officers in front of him.

They were ordered to sit cross-legged in front of Witbooi, with about 30 heavily armed men standing behind them.

“Here they are, Captain Witbooi, the men as you wished for,” Jacob said as he pressed down from behind on Hansheinrich’s shoulders. “Two lieutenants.”

“No, Jacob, you are mistaken, the one is a captain,” Witbooi said.

“Huh, but he only has two pips on his shoulder.”

“Look again, there is another small button to the top indicating that this long man is a captain,” Witbooi smiled.

Jacob shook his head as the Nama men in the background sniggered. “Always knew the Germans could not count.”

“These were the Truppe you were following?” Witbooi asked.

“Yes, captain, all the way from Stampriet, only they did not know it.”

“A calculated risk that paid off, welcome dear officers of the Schutztruppe to my abode,” Witbooi said as Hansheinrich and Von Stauffenberg nodded their heads. “You were brave enough to have agreed to Jacob’s proposal….”

“…or dumb enough,” Hansheinrich said.

On the way, he thought about what his strategy would be in his talks with Witbooi. He could take a hard-line approach and try to intimidate Witbooi by impressing on him German might. But he could also be more lenient and entice Witbooi to relax and so make concessions. But that was unlikely to happen with the wily captain. In the end, he decided to just be himself and talk normally with Witbooi and see where it took him.

Witbooi cleared his throat.

“I agree with you captain, sometimes a thin line between those two options in life, but you will be well treated here despite the terrible animosity that has developed between our two peoples. There are still many things I do not understand from you Germans. When Governor Leutwein told me many years ago, the Germans were here for our protection, I asked him for protection against what? He never could give me a satisfactory answer.”

He was speaking in understandable German, but at times seemed unsure of certain words. He then asked somebody in the back in Afrikaans what the correct word was.

“I met the Governor in Swakopmund just after my arrival,” Hansheinrich said. “An impressive man.”

“Yes, but where is he now?”

Hansheinrich was for a moment taken aback by Witbooi’s forthright and quick counterquestion.

“He has left the colony and has been replaced by the general.”

“Exactly. The voice of reason has been what is the word…neutralised, and now we sit with the situation we have.”

“Yet you refused to speak to Leutwein after the murder of Von Burgsdorff.”

“What would have been the purpose? Your soldiers had come already, you were going to kill us anyway, we knew what was going to happen. But I did give him the courtesy of answering his letters, to the last one.”

“Peace was impossible, right?” Hansheinrich asked.

“Yes, at that time. But I have renewed my thoughts on the matter. One must never give up, trying to find peace. I admit, I made a mistake. Therefore, I am ready to subject myself again to German authority. The time is right. I fear nobody. Not even you Germans. And I am ready to hand in the guns. I ask you, please save my 80 men.”

“To what 80 men are you referring?”

“The 80 men that you are holding after the Waterberg, the 80 men that helped you win the battle, but who you now want to deport to God knows where,” Witbooi said as he tapped the little girl on her head. She jumped up and ran away.

“Captain Witbooi, I have no knowledge of the 80 men you are talking about, but I undertake to take up your request with the major and higher up, if you could give me a clear answer as to how that will link up with your general comments of seeking peace. Does that mean you are prepared to surrender?”

Witbooi looked across their heads to the men at the back and smiled.

“We have a clever German here…” Jacob said as the other men chuckled.

“You were well known as a loyal German subject, working with Leutwein for more than 10 years after initially resisting German authority. Recently you again rebelled against German authority, so, forgive me, how can we believe you now?” Hansheinrich asked, immediately thinking he had overstepped a line.

But Witbooi seemed unperturbed.

“Take me, leave the 80 men, that is what I am asking. That is the basis of my, shall we call it surrender. If you can give me the assurance that the 80 will not be deported, I will surrender. And you can hurl me before a court, you can shoot me, I do not care, in fact, I know you will execute me, that is what the general wants, but I fear only God.”

Witbooi had become self-righteous and emotional, but also seemingly desired to impress his German captives.

“Yes, I received my first letter in the new circumstances from Governor Leutwein on October 21. He said he had disarmed my 80 men, and that his treatment of them will depend on on the manner in which I treat unarmed whites…”

The Namas around Hansheinrich laughed.

“That is why there will be no harm against you, my esteemed German captain. Then I wrote back to him, on November 14. But I did not receive a reply. Later I heard he was gone. I implored him, leave my men alone, they did not know of my plans, Captain Von Burgsdorff did read my ultimatum before I turned to action. I do not understand the Germans.”

“Forgive me, captain Witbooi, you say you do not understand the Germans. But from us Germans, there are some aspects we do not understand from you, your actions.”

Von Stauffenberg nervously fidgeted where he sat next to Hansheinrich.

“Such as?” Witbooi asked calmly.

“The deaths and destruction. Killing Von Burgsdorff in cold blood, destroying farmhouses, murdering farmers…”

“I did not give the order for Von Burgsdorff to be killed. He wanted to entice my men back to Mariental. They sensed a trap, that is what happened,” Witbooi said as he looked to Jacob in the back, who nodded in agreement.

“And as to your allegations of destruction, do not preach to me. Who shot the women and children in an unprovoked attack at the Naukluft, many years ago? Who hit the heads of our babies against the rocks? Who shot defenceless women? Your captain Von Francois did those deeds. All documented and verified before the magistrate in Walvis Bay. But that was before your time. Your peace means nothing to us. My house was next to the fort at Gibeon. We were intimidated daily, that is why we moved to Rietmond.”

“Where you could keep your weapons,” Hansheinrich said.

“Yes, in the land of our birth. Why can’t we not keep our weapons?”

“Captain Witbooi, I appreciate your candid answers, but surely you must rate the Governor’s permission for you to keep your weapons as an extraordinary step of goodwill and trust, which you have broken. And the destruction of buildings and infrastructure cannot be justified.”

“The destruction was of houses on my stolen land. As for our weapons, we kept them out of necessity—to defend against the Governor’s actions against other people in the colony”

“In some instances, land was sold by you to German farmers, in fact, you became quite wealthy, with a bank account in Windhoek, what I heard.”

“…but always treated as a second-class citizen, as someone beneath the glory of Germany, a level of civilisation which we would never be able to achieve. We would always be worthless in German eyes. Now you blame us for taking up weapons,” Witbooi said passionately.

Hansheinrich sighed, realising the futility of their discussion. The divide was simply too vast. As the late afternoon sun dipped low on the horizon, he knew they had to return to base.

Witbooi could sense Hansheinrich was getting impatient.

“I will say this to you, captain of the Schutztruppe, I can see you are an earnest man, and I trust you. This is what I say to you. Meet me at the Nunub pan in two days’ time, and I will surrender to your authority, and I trust that you will have a positive answer for me regarding the 80. That is all.”

“Nunub?”

“Yes, the salt pans 20 kilometres northeast of Stampriet. Your commanding officer will know where it is.”

Hansheinrich and Von Stauffenberg got up from their cramped positions. They shook their arms and legs and the men from the back stood closer.

Witbooi smiled wryly.

“I know what you are thinking. That you failed. Do not think that. We cannot undo decades of mistrust in one afternoon. But we have made a good start. I hope to see you at Nunub.”

Witbooi took off his hat and gave it to one of his men who handed it to Hansheinrich.

“Your hat? For me?”

“As a token of my appreciation and trust. From the captain of the Great Namaqualand to the captain of the Imperial German Schutztruppe.”


Hansheinrich felt in the inside of his tunic and took out a small, black-lined copy of the New Testament. In the front was written; Lt. Ernst Hugo von Wolf. Dresden. 25 December 1855. He handed it to Witbooi.


“For you, my father’s New Testament.”

“We all live in the land and shadow of our forefathers. Much appreciated,” Witbooi said.

Hansheinrich was dead tired and emotionally drained on the road back following his encounter with Witbooi but felt strangely delirious as he entered the Kalkfontein-North compound.

Things could change for the better in the colony. He was to be credited for that, Hansheinrich thought.

————————————————————————————————————-

“You had no authority to speak to Witbooi about any offer of surrender,” Major Meister said as he eyed Hansheinrich where he sat behind his desk in the study of the farmhouse at Kalkfontein-North. It was early on the morning of February 5, the day after Hansheinrich and Von Stauffenberg returned from the meeting with Witbooi.

Meister was in his early forties, of medium build, with a small goatee below a flat nose and dark, bulbous eyes.


He was sitting on a riempie chair with a cushion. On his desk was a rubber stamp with the Schutztruppe imprint, scissors, numerous documents, some of which were neatly folded, an ostrich egg and a candlestick. Hanging on the wall was a portrait of a much younger Kaiser, as well as two blunderbuss hunting rifles. On the other side hung a detailed map of the colony.


“That is why I am informing you about our talks, precisely to obtain the necessary clearance from higher authority.”

“Who gave you permission to make a detour from the main road? You were ordered to remain on the main road.”

“Major, we have a big opportunity here to conclude the battle against Witbooi on favourable terms for us. He seems ready to give up.”

“How can you be so sure? No, I do not believe him.”

Hansheinrich sighed. The major had tunnel vision. Why did he not see the possibility of Witbooi surrendering?

Major Meister leaned forward.

“It is not even within my power to give you the authority to proceed with further negotiations with the enemy. For this, you have to contact Windhoek. Major Quade, or the general himself. Only he can give permission.”

Hansheinrich stood up, saluted and left.

He was now more determined than ever to proceed with meeting Witbooi at Nunub. For this, he had to contact Windhoek. He would bypass the major, if necessary. But it was impossible to contact the general from the farmhouse. The closest signal station was at Hoachanas, 65 km north of Kalkfontein-North, or he could proceed to Gibeon, 150 km to the west as the crow flies.
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