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SERIES INTRODUCTION





In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory group, the Australian Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information — maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, commissioned artwork, photographs and graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Australian Army History Unit’s Campaign Series provides a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.




Tim Gellel


Head, Australian Army History Unit
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PROLOGUE





It was a hot, humid tropical day. The temperature swiftly climbed as the sun rose in the sky, a white orb beating down mercilessly on the vibrant, emerald jungle. Beneath the thick, interlocking layers of foliage it was quiet and dark, but any relief offered by the shade of the towering, languid trees was negated by the intense heat trapped beneath the canopy, where no air stirred. Long gone were the wispy palms of the breeze-fanned beach. Inland it was like a giant, green-hued stokehold. Manoeuvring through the shadows, a small column of tawny-clothed men shouldered their way through the verdant growth, like ships ploughing through the sea. Their advance was quiet except for the unavoidable sounds of rustling leaves and clawing vines dragged across cloth and the occasional muttered curse as thorns tore at exposed skin. The column wove in and out seeking the path of least resistance; when the closely matted scrub became too thick, the men turned back towards the road and skirted along the verge until a new path could be found. From the blinding light that beat down on the dusty road, they quickly disappeared again into the steamy, subdued semi-twilight of the jungle shadows.


Fighting the suffocating heat and claustrophobic bush, the men struggled to stay alert, vigilant for a foe who might be anywhere ahead or behind or, indeed, nowhere near them. They weren’t sure whether they were heading in the right direction and, even if they were, there remained the unanswered question — would the enemy fight? Offshore they had been told to expect no resistance. Onshore such advice was less reassuring. The only local information they had received until now was provided by a nervous Chinese storekeeper they had apprehended after landing from the destroyer that morning. Rousted out of his store near the bay, he claimed their goal was just a couple of miles inland along the powdery dirt road they now paralleled.


Scrutinising the thick foliage, straining to see through to what lay beyond, their leader peered searchingly to the left trying to discern any distant patch of unfiltered light that would disclose the ribbon of road along which the rest of the party was trailing. Petty Officer George Palmer might well have wondered what had brought him to this strange place. Born at Chelmsford in Essex, England, in 1879, he had gone to sea as a boy and later migrated to Australia. He served a short stint in South Africa in 1902 with the Australian forces before returning to the Antipodes for discharge. Taking up residence in Parkville, Victoria, he joined the Royal Australian Naval Reserve. Soon after the declaration of war in August 1914 he had heeded the clarion call for naval volunteers to join a force destined to serve in some undisclosed location overseas. Signing on for six months’ full-time service at Williamstown, he and the other sailors caught the overnight train to Sydney where they joined the rest of the contingent and boarded their auxiliary cruiser turned transport, His Majesty’s Australian Ship (HMAS) Berrima, for the voyage that turned out to be north to the islands of German New Guinea. A month later, the excitement had worn off for the 35-year-old master mariner and here he was, cast ashore in this foetid hell.






He blinked as perspiration trickled off his forehead, rolling over his brow to slip into his eyes which stung with the salt. His vision blurred and he was forced to wipe his face for what seemed the hundredth time, his hands leaving wet, muddy prints on the wooden stock of his trusty Lee-Enfield rifle. He gave an involuntary shiver as more brine ran down the line of his spine, soaking a uniform already darkened with sweat. After years in the navy he was used to thinking of life at sea as wet work, but sneaking around in this miserable, clammy world was worse. It was utterly bewildering for a sailor suddenly turned soldier. The jungle was a strange place and he couldn’t wait to get back to the ship and away from this stinking green inferno.


Just when he thought it couldn’t get any worse they hit another bad patch of scrub. He and Able Seaman Leslie Eastman were forced to lead the party to starboard, drifting deeper into the bush and away from the track, further slowing their progress. Once around the worst of it, he pulled hard to port aiming to find the road again. As they angled back, Palmer surveyed the next obstacle barring their way.


He paused mid-step and froze as his heart seemed to skip a beat, before sucking in a deep breath of the pungent, dusty air. Through the tangle of knotted vegetation, about 30 yards ahead, he spotted a group of natives, perhaps 20 in all, with a European. This man was using hand signals and motioning to the natives to keep quiet and remain under cover. Further to port he spied another group, two ‘whites’ and another ‘black’ half-hidden, who were facing away from him, intently watching the road from the deep shadows of the jungle fringe. The whites appeared to be uniformly dressed in khaki with slouch hats, although he really had no idea what a German soldier should look like. They and the blacks were certainly armed, and it was obvious that they were lying in wait for the main body of the Australian party moving along the track, unaware of their silent spectators. Despite the earlier reports, it was now clear that the Germans were not going to just give up, they were there to fight.


In a swift, fluid action, Palmer shouldered his rifle, took aim and fired. The detonation shattered the quite morning, scattering the Germans and their Melanesian auxiliaries. There followed a ragged volley of return fire accompanied instantaneously by the vicious crack of bullets flying overhead, ripping the high leaves into jungle-green confetti.


Palmer’s bullet hit the first German in the hand, knocking his rifle from his grasp. Although stunned, Sergeant Major Maurice Mauderer fumbled to draw his sidearm. But when he glanced up he realised that the tawny strangers had a bead on him and the range was point-blank. He cried out, offering to surrender, calling to his captors in accented English that he was wounded. He turned and yelled to his men to stop firing. As the two figures advanced on him, the soldier glanced down at his shattered hand, a bloody mess of torn tissue and shattered bone. He began to tremble with shock and the realisation that he was now a prisoner of the cursed British. On the dusty road to Bita Paka the battle for German New Guinea had begun.






INTRODUCTION





Few Australians have ever heard of Bita Paka (also written as Bitapaka) and not one in a thousand would be able to locate it with any accuracy within the Bismarck Archipelago. Even providing the hint that it lies near Kokopo, today the capital of East New Britain, would probably not be of much assistance. While this may be understandable given that the locale is a tiny pinprick in the vast Pacific and its main feature a cemetery, such geographical ignorance is a tangible reflection of a widespread lack of knowledge in Australia of its long involvement with its nearest neighbour. Since 1975, when the mandated territory of New Guinea and the Australian External Territory of Papua were granted independence as the new Independent State of Papua New Guinea, few Australians have paid much attention to the island nation aside from a handful of those with government, academic, humanitarian or business interests. The bulk of Australians have only a vague awareness that Papua had first been claimed by the colony of Queensland in 1883 before becoming an Australian-administered territory in 1906, while New Guinea was forcibly acquired by the Commonwealth in 1914 (see Chronology at Appendix 1). Nor are many aware that Australians lost their lives seizing that territory. While just about every Australian knows something of Kokoda and the so-called ‘Battle for Australia’ in 1942, few appreciate why that later generation of diggers came to be fighting there, on what was Australian soil.


On 11 September 1914, an English-born naval reservist fired the first Australian shot in battle during the Great War. Petty Officer George Robert Palmer initiated Australia’s first action along a dusty road on the tip of the Gazelle Peninsula. Fighting in thick bush against a hidden and fleeting enemy, he and a handful of mostly untried sailors and novice soldiers fought a short, vicious action that left six of their number dead and another four wounded. As a result of that single action, less than a week later all of German New Guinea was surrendered and Australia achieved a long-cherished goal of ridding the islands to its near north of a hostile power. Back home, nobody knew of the momentous events as radio communications were slow and unreliable. Besides, the country was preoccupied with the recent federal election triggered by the nation’s first double dissolution of both houses of parliament, not to mention the great battles being fought along the frontiers of Europe thousands of kilometres away. On that day, the front page of the Sydney Morning Herald contained a brief summary of the latest bulletins on the fighting in France and advice that Prime Minister Joseph Cook, the leader of the defeated Australian Liberal Party, had tendered his resignation to the Governor-General. Alongside the political news lay an article reminding the well-heeled ladies of Sydney’s eastern suburbs of the necessity for white gloves to be worn at the forthcoming Randwick horse races. Not until page eight was there any mention of affairs in the Pacific and only then to announce that the naval authorities had advised that all was well aboard the navy’s new flagship HMAS Australia, although its whereabouts were a strict secret. Ominously, an adjacent article announced the arrival of the Japanese collier Fukoko Maru at Newcastle where the crew reported having coaled two





German cruisers at the Caroline Islands on 5 August — the very day Britain declared war on Germany.


Reports of the fighting and losses on New Britain were only published three days after the action. When the news was made public the nation rejoiced at its first victory. The politicians who despatched the force, now out of government and some out of a job, were partially consoled by the reflected glory of the achievement. For many Australian-born Britons, it was doubly sweet as, simultaneously, the local German threat was removed and Australia gained a substantial sea-land buffer between its thinly populated northern shores and Asia’s teeming millions just over the horizon. In one day the young country grabbed some 240,000 square kilometres of overseas territory, or slightly more than the total land mass of the state of Victoria. The nation’s new status within the British Empire as a sub-imperial power was strengthened and celebrated, though in half a dozen homes the heady news was stifled as families came to grips with the sudden and unexpected death of a loved one. Not for the first time (nor last), the nation celebrated its military prowess publicly while, behind closed doors and drawn curtains, mothers and fathers sat alone and quietly wept for their sons who had paid the ultimate price.


For such a small-scale action, Bita Paka nonetheless occupies a pivotal place in Australian history. This skirmish ushered in a new era in Australian foreign affairs and international relations. It provided the cause for Australia’s politicians to later assert themselves on the world stage, demanding an independent voice among the premiers of the old world. In 1919 the leader of the Commonwealth, which was not yet two decades old, would argue and win the right to retain the territory seized from its enemy. This claim would be advanced on behalf of Australia’s 60,000 war dead, the first of whom fell near Bita Paka. Brazenly, and in the face of world opinion and against the wishes of their imperial benefactor, Australia’s political leaders would place their country’s interests first, thrusting Australia’s territorial boundaries forward to the very edge of the Equator and giving Australians a stronger reason to look out over the seas that girded the nation, rather than focussing inland on the interior of their half-conquered continent.


From a military standpoint, Bita Paka is likewise crucial in the development of an independent Australian defence force. The joint naval and military affair, the first of its kind for the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and the Australian Army, was the first operation planned and executed by the uniformed services of the Commonwealth of Australia. The mixed naval and army brigade that fought the action — officially the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (ANMEF) — was the first Australian joint navy-army formation. Seven months before Gallipoli, the ANMEF became the first Australian force to see overseas action in the Great War, its personnel suffered the first battle casualties, including the first navy and army fatalities, they inflicted the first casualties on the enemy, and its members were awarded the first decorations for gallantry. The operation can also lay claim to a number of other Australian ‘firsts’: Australian amphibious landing; RAN shore bombardment; Australian bayonet charge of the Great War; and deployment of Australian service nurses. Moreover it remains a campaign shrouded in mystery and controversy,





witnessing the first loss of an RAN warship, the Australian services’ first war crimes, and a battle in which up to a third of the Australian casualties were probably inflicted by friendly fire rather than the enemy. More pointedly, the capture of New Guinea was the only campaign of the Great War that can rightly claim to have served Australian strategic interests in a direct and tangible way.


Beyond the battlefield, the performance of Colonel William Holmes, the commander of the ANMEF, is of more than passing interest. The 51-year-old citizen-soldier not only raised and led Australia’s first land formation to see battle, he was the first Australian officer to negotiate the surrender of a uniformed enemy force, the first to take formal control of an enemy colony, and he formed and headed Australia’s first overseas military government. He did all this without substantial guidance and few resources. In spite of these achievements, his name is largely unknown and his reputation has been eclipsed by his contemporary, John Monash. Had Holmes survived however, he might well have commanded the Australian Corps in 1918 and it would be his image adorning the Australian 100 dollar note today.


Despite its significance, the New Guinea campaign of 1914 has not been well served historically. This is a pity as there is a great deal to be learned from Australia’s first and only independent operation of the Great War, although in fairness the widespread apathy towards the campaign is easily understood. Operations in the Pacific were small scale, the fighting over in a few days, and the events were peripheral to the great powers. In a world war characterised by vast and bloody battles and expansive campaigns, the swift seizure of a handful of Pacific islands, at a relatively low cost, was always going to be overshadowed by later events, particularly Gallipoli, which still holds a fascination that has not dimmed with time. Hence it is not surprising that histories of the Great War, including those focussed on Australia’s participation, generally dismiss Germany’s demise in the Pacific in a few lines.


On the other hand, the success of the Australian operations in August and September 1914, coupled with the parallel deployments by British, New Zealand and Japanese forces, quickly thwarted the Kaiser’s pre-war plans to turn the Pacific into a theatre of war. A strategy to disrupt Australasian maritime trade across the Asia-Pacific region was quickly stymied and Germany’s operational options snuffed out. Today, with the benefit of hindsight, the early string of Allied successes looks like a foregone conclusion, but the failure of Britain to deal equally swiftly with other German colonial outposts, particularly in German East Africa, demonstrates that matters could have been different.


Before delving into the New Guinea campaign, it is necessary to explain several terms and practices employed throughout this volume to ensure common understanding. The first of the terms are those designators used to describe war and its complex facets. The terms ‘strategy’, ‘operations’ and ‘tactics’ are often employed (and misemployed) with little regard to their meaning. Each refers to a particular level of war. Strategy, or the strategic level of war, embraces the ‘big picture’, the arena that is the concern of politicians and senior military commanders at the highest echelons, where the objectives of the war are set, national power is harnessed to achieve those objectives, and decisions are made on how military force is to be





employed. During the Great War, the government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland directed the British Empire’s strategy. Australia and the other self-governing dominions (Canada, Newfoundland, New Zealand and South Africa) merely played a supporting role. Indeed the operations in New Guinea only occurred because the British government requested Australian assistance through the office of the Australian GovernorGeneral, as business was done in those days. Although the dominion governments did not play a day-to-day role in the formulation of imperial strategy, this should not be interpreted as implying that they had no influence at this level. As we shall see, the outcome of the New Guinea campaign was largely determined by strategic policy decisions of successive Australian governments in the years between Federation in 1901 and the outbreak of war in 1914.


The operational level of war is a relatively recent addition to the lexicon of military terminology. The idea that there was another level of war sandwiched between strategy and tactics evolved slowly with the growth of armed forces and the expansion of warfare both physically and intellectually. While not in use at the time of the New Guinea operations, it is a useful term for explaining how the war in the Pacific was waged because it refers to the conduct of campaigns that serve as the link between higher strategy and the battles fought by tactical commanders. At the behest of Britain, Australia’s senior political and military leadership tasked its naval and military commanders with achieving a strategic objective — the occupation of Germany’s Pacific colonies and the severing of German strategic communications. It was those operational commanders who developed the plan to accomplish that objective. The operation to seize New Guinea, while small in scale, was a discrete campaign and it was conducted as a joint operation (in those days described as a combined operation) in that it involved the close cooperation and coordination of both navy and army forces.


At their most fundamental level, wars are fought on the battlefield. In New Guinea, the battle began with the first shot fired by a tired, frightened naval petty officer, and thereafter the two sides fought each other in a close quarters and sometimes vicious fight. Active operations concluded 10 days later when the remaining German forces surrendered. For all its limited scale and short duration, the fighting tested the leadership and tactics of an untried force and determined the fate of New Guinea for the next 60 years. Although each of the levels of war is discrete, their relationships are symbiotic since each influences the others in often unexpected and unforeseeable ways, with battlefield outcomes shaped as much by strategic and operational factors as the tactics of junior commanders and skill of individual soldiers.


Military ranks are a field that can be mystifying for the uninitiated. This is especially so because different countries employ different systems and, even within a single nation, the various uniformed services often employ separate designations for equivalent ranks; indeed, in some cases, there is no corresponding rank. For instance, in British Commonwealth countries, a naval captain is the equivalent of an army colonel, while a captain in the army is the equivalent of a naval lieutenant. To assist in deciphering ranks, a simplified table
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 of British navy and army ranks, as they were employed in 1914, along with their closest German equivalents, is provided at Appendix 2. German military ranks, when first cited in the text, are given as their nearest British equivalent, with the German version italicised within parentheses, for example, Captain of Cavalry (Rittmeister). Ranks given in the text are those held by the individual at the time rather than the highest rank achieved.


Naval and military organisation is a further subject in which confusion can occur. In 1914 the warships of the RAN formed an independent task group known as a ‘fleet unit’. Fleet units were capable of independent action as a self-contained squadron, or the squadron or elements of it could operate as part of a larger fleet. Led by the battle cruiser HMAS Australia, the RAN squadron comprised three light cruisers (HMAS Encounter, Melbourne and Sydney), a destroyer flotilla of three River class torpedo boat destroyers (HMAS Parramatta, Yarra and Warrego), and a pair of E class submarines (AE1 and AE2). The Australian land formation employed in New Guinea was the ANMEF, a 2000-strong joint brigade of naval and army troops comprising three battalions. All battalions were divided into companies, which were the battalion’s tactical sub-units. Army companies were around 100 strong, while the naval companies were about half that size. Appendix 3 provides the Australian order of battle for the campaign.


Arrayed against the Australian expedition was Germany’s powerful East Asiatic Squadron. This squadron comprised two armoured cruisers, His Majesty’s Ships (Seiner Majestät Schiff — SMS) Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, three light cruisers (SMS Emden, Leipzig and Nürnberg), the aged sloop SMS Cormoran, and various auxiliary cruisers, gunboats and support vessels. German land forces were an amalgam of recently mobilised German army reservists and Melanesian policemen divided into geographical commands. Appendix 4 provides the German order of battle.


On the eve of war, Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Portugal and the United States all possessed territories in the Asia-Pacific region, while Japan cast its eyes covetously west to China and south at the existing empires of the European powers. Many of the Pacific colonies had titles that will be unfamiliar to non-specialists today, while other locations have different names from those employed during the colonial era. For instance, when Germany claimed the islands that today comprise the Bismarck Archipelago, they ignored the previous British name of the New Britannia Archipelago and, rather ironically, retitled it in honour of the German chancellor who promoted German hegemony in Europe at the expense of acquiring overseas possessions. To make it easier for the reader, current geographic titles are employed throughout the text with any former name enclosed in parentheses (and italicised if German) — for example, New Britain (Nue-Pommern) and Pohnpei (Ponape).


The extensive Imperial German Pacific Protectorates in the western Pacific, known as German New Guinea (Deutsch-Neuguinea), consisted of two administrative divisions. The first was the Island Territory, north of the Equator, comprising the island groups of the Carolines (Karolinen) including Yap; Palau (Pelew Islands); the Marianas (Marianen) except for Guam, which was United States territory; the Marshall Islands (Marschall-Inseln); and the island of Nauru, which was also known as Pleasant Island. The second administrative division was the





Old Protectorate, south of the Equator, encompassing the north-eastern sector of the island of New Guinea (Kaiser Wilhelmsland) along with the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago (Bismarck-Archipel) including New Britain (Neu-Pommern), New Ireland (Neu-Mecklenburg) and the Admiralty Islands (Admiralitäts-Inseln); and the Northern Solomon Islands (Nördliche Salomon-Inseln), which included Buka and Bougainville Island (Bougainville-Insel). In the eastern Pacific was the separate colony of German Samoa (Deutsch-Samoa). On the outbreak of war in August 1914 these colonies formed a barrier to Australia’s north and east where German encroachment into the South Seas appeared to be aimed directly at Britain’s Pacific dominions. What follows is the story of how Australia dealt with the German threat on its northern doorstep.








CHAPTER 1










PEACEFUL PENETRATION






Australia’s history from the time of European occupation is dominated by concerns over security. In the era of the British Empire, Australian security assurance was provided by the collective umbrella of imperial defence and underwritten by the global dominance of the Royal Navy (RN). While the United Kingdom’s Westminster government maintained worldwide interests, its security focus was primarily directed towards India and Europe as it sought to maintain a balance of power among its colonial competitors. With every shift in this balance, threats (real and imagined) emerged and, like a rock dropped in a pool, sent ripples out across the oceans to lap on the shores of Britain’s far-off territories. Hence the century following the European settlement of Australia was wracked by a succession of invasion scares beginning with Napoleonic France (1799—1815), shifting to Tsarist Russia during the Crimean War (1853—56), switching to imperial Japan after its victory in the Russo-Japanese War (1904—05) and finally settling on Wilhelmine Germany with its intrusion into the Pacific seeking what it believed was its rightful place in the sun.
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Blanche Bay, New Britain. This pre-war photograph was taken from the high ground below the volcano ‘North Daughter’ and looks south across Blanche Bay towards the entrance to the bay. Rabaul township is on the left. The German warships SMS Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Nürnberg and Leipzig, which were on their annual cruise of the Pacific, lie at anchor in Simpson Harbour. The two heights on the left are the volcano ‘Mother’ (far left) and an older crater. ‘South Daughter’ lies hidden behind ‘Mother’ (AWM H18475).


Germans first became active traders in the Pacific in the mid-nineteenth century. A commercial base was founded at Samoa in 1857 and, within 10 years, the first German-owned copra plantation was established. In the 1870s further trading bases sprang up in the Bismarck Archipelago and the Marshall and Gilbert islands. Intent on protecting German trading interests and taking advantage of British diplomatic weakness, the German government claimed German New Guinea as a protectorate in 1884. The Marshall Islands and the northern Solomon Islands were annexed in 1885. From that time the colony was administered under imperial charters by the German New Guinea Company (Deutsche Neuguinea-Kompagnie) in the manner of the old British and Dutch East India companies,





although with less success. In 1899 the German government stepped in and agreed to take over the administration of the protectorate and a Governor was appointed, based at Kokopo (Herbertshöhe) at the northern end of New Britain. In 1910 the capital of the colony was moved from Kokopo to nearby Rabaul, on the northern shores of Blanche Bay overlooking the magnificent Simpson Harbour (Simpsonhafen).


In the early 1900s German attempts to gain leverage in contested colonial regions acquired the label ‘peaceful penetration’ in the British press. While the term was used as early as 1903, it became increasingly popular during the First Moroccan Crisis (1905—06). In Australia the term was adopted to describe aggressive German economic activity across the Pacific. Although the Germans chose not to fortify their Pacific territories, it was recognised that Rabaul possessed the finest harbour in the region and Australians saw it as a potential haven for raiding naval cruisers in time of war.
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British submarine telegraph cable. This particular cable was cut by SMS Nürnberg as Germany attempted to disrupt British strategic communications in 1914 and is now in the RAN historical collection and on display at the Naval Heritage Centre at Garden Island in Sydney (author image).


As German economic interests grew in the Pacific so too did its naval presence. In 1897 Germany seized the fortified port of Qingdao (Tsingtao) in Shandong Province from China and in the following year was granted the Jiaozhou Bay concession (Deutsch-Kiautschou) which covered the surrounding area. There it established a permanent garrison and naval headquarters for its local fleet. By 1914 the powerful East Asiatic Squadron was based at Qingdao, comprising two modern armoured cruisers and a number of light cruisers. German pre-war plans revolved around this squadron and its ability to wage war
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 on Britain’s maritime commerce that plied the trade routes criss-crossing the Indian and Pacific oceans. The squadron posed no significant direct invasion threat to Australia or New Zealand, at least while Britain maintained its position of naval supremacy, and such a situation only improved with the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902. Germany however, did have plans to attack Australasian merchant shipping and port facilities, believing that it was feasible and such a strategy could be successful. To support these plans the German Admiralty established an extensive spy network across the Pacific, including in Australia, and its agents provided German planners with information on Australia’s defences, trade and communications.


Overseas territories had strategic value, providing both communications links and logistics infrastructure for naval lines of communication. They were particularly important to maritime powers such as Britain whose prosperity and very survival depended on the free flow of trade. Similarly, Australia and New Zealand were both trading nations which were part of the British Empire’s global trade network. To link its network of territories and trade partners, Britain maintained a global system of submarine telegraph cables that spanned the world’s oceans as part of its ‘all Red Line’. These were the satellites of their day.


In contrast, Germany had fewer cable services and was more reliant on wireless or radio. While the naval base at Qingdao was linked by telegraphic cable with Europe and a partially owned German branch line ran out to Yap, the Kaiser’s other Pacific territories relied on wireless telegraphy. This new technology emerged in the 1890s and transmitted Morse code through electromagnetic waves. Europe’s naval powers were among the first to recognise the potential of wireless, as the technology would allow them to coordinate their ships’ movements around the globe in a way not previously possible. Germany led the way with its four Brandenburg class pre-dreadnoughts, which were completed between 1893 and 1894, becoming the first battleships to be fitted with wireless communications. By 1909 all 90 German warships of the High Seas Fleet were wireless equipped. The Royal Navy followed, with HMS Hector the first British warship to have wireless telegraphy fitted in 1899.


Even though the technology was little more than a decade old, by the time war broke out in 1914 all navies relied on wireless to transmit orders to distant fleets and vessels, whether combatants or merchant marine. While many merchant ships still used simple crystal receivers or crude magnetic-wire sets with a range of only a few hundred kilometres, modern warships were equipped with more capable equipment, and the most powerful ground stations, with their elaborately constructed antenna arrays, could transmit up to 8000 kilometres. By 1914 Germany had built, or was in the process of completing, wireless stations to link its imperial territories with Qingdao. These stations were located at Bita Paka on New Britain, at Apia on Samoa, on Yap, and on Nauru, creating a communications chain across the Pacific. The stations enabled Germany to control its warships and, in the event of war, radio interception would provide intelligence on the movement of friendly and enemy shipping.
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Bita Paka wireless station, New Britain, 1914. Bita Paka formed part of Germany’s global wireless network and its web extended deep into the southern oceans. Construction of the station by the German Telefunken company commenced in July 1914 but the station’s masts had not been fully completed by September. Even so, the site was functioning with an improvised antenna. This photograph shows the station after it was completed by the Australian military administration. At the time of occupation the wireless masts were lying on the ground, not having been erected. The buildings at the base of the masts include an engine room, operation room and store (AWM J03099).


While wireless offered many advantages over fixed submarine cables by providing mobile and relatively fast communications between ships in close proximity, the new technology had its limitations. Early wireless was particularly vulnerable to both climatic and electromagnetic interference in addition to the usual problems of human error in transmission and receipt, and encoding and decoding. For instance, radio messages sent from HMAS Australia sailing off New Guinea might have to be relayed through one or more of the Australian fixed wireless stations at Port Moresby, Thursday Island, Cooktown, Townsville and Brisbane to reach the Naval Board in Melbourne. Interference caused by poor weather or atmospheric conditions, and hold-ups in the retransmission of messages between sites, could impose significant delays. In some cases, during the New Guinea campaign, it took more than a week for a wireless message despatched from the islands to be delivered to Australia’s southern capital.






Aside from communications, the other immediate strategic commodity necessary to sustain warships was fuel. Today fuel oil is the lifeline of non-nuclear fleets, in 1914 it was coal. Warships and merchantmen of the era were mostly coal-fired steamships requiring regular refuelling, either by colliers at sea or in port. Fast-moving warships were particularly greedy and a few examples will serve to illustrate this point. On the outbreak of war, HMAS Australia was sent zigzagging across the Pacific on a series of missions. In the three months between 1 August and 31 October the Australian flagship sailed 16,353 nautical miles, requiring re-coaling 11 times and consuming more than 15,000 tons which, depending on the quality of the coal, was consumed at a rate of between 10 and 20 tons per hour. Extra speed could be coaxed from the engines when they burned coal sprayed with oil, but at a full speed of 25 knots, Australia would eat up 500 tons a day. Even with a hold capacity of some 3200 tons of coal and 820 tons of oil, there were limits to the flagship’s endurance.
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Refuelling HMAS Australia at sea. The ship on the left is a collier and is unloading sacks of coal which are then wheeled below by the crew to the ship’s bunkers. The ship on the right is an oiler. Whether at sea or in port, coaling involved the entire ship’s crew, including officers, to ensure refuelling was completed as quickly as possible. It was a back-breaking and indescribably dirty job (AWM P02646.002).


In comparison, Australia’s main opponents, SMS Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, each had a maximum storage capacity of 2000 tons of coal. At 10 knots these ships burned 100 tons a day and could steam for 20 days. At 20 knots the figures were 500 tons a day and four days. However, no captain wished his reserves to dwindle too low and it was a general rule in all navies to keep bunkers at least half full at all times, dictating that ships of this class needed coaling every eight to nine days. This meant either entering a friendly (or neutral) port for replenishment or rendezvousing at sea with supply vessels. Such logistical considerations limited the operational options of all fleet commanders, especially in an expansive theatre such as the Pacific.
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SMS Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, the core of Germany’s East Asiatic Squadron (AWM EN0042).


Logistics was a key consideration for Vice Admiral (Vizeadmiral) Maximilian von Spee, commander of Germany’s East Asiatic Squadron. His flagship was Scharnhorst, a 12,985-ton armoured cruiser built at the Blohm & Voss shipyard in Hamburg as the lead vessel of the two-ship Scharnhorst class. Scharnhorst was laid down in 1905, launched in 1906, commissioned into service in 1907 and assigned to the East Asiatic Squadron in 1911. The ship’s primary armament consisted of eight 21-centimetre guns, its secondary armament combined six 15-centimetre guns and eighteen 8.8-centimetre guns, and it had four 44-centimetre submerged torpedo tubes. The ship had a top speed of around 23 knots.


Gneisenau was the second warship of the Scharnhorst class. The vessel was laid down in 1904 at the A.G. Weser dockyard in Bremen, launched in 1906, commissioned in 1908 and then assigned to the East Asiatic Squadron. In terms of displacement, speed and armament, Gneisenau was identical to her sister, while both ships were manned by long-serving crews who maintained a high reputation for seamanship and gunnery.
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