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PREFACE
accorded to the " Navy in Mesopotamia " has tempted me to ofl'er to the pubhc another
book on naval work in foreign waters. The title I
have chosen must not be taken to imply that I have
attempted to describe the activities of the British
Navy in every part of the world where they
have been in progress.
I have done no more than
collect a few samples of naval operations in those
theatres of war whichfare sufficiently remote to have

The welcome
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^
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escaped almost entirely the notice of the war correspondents of the Press. These samples exclude
altogether the ordinary routine work of the Navy
the watching for the German High Seas Fleet, the
hunting and destroying of enemy submarines, the
sweeping up of mines, the patrolling of many thousand
square miles of sea to maintain a blockade of the
enemy's coast, the convoying of merchant ships,
and the transporting of the Army to any part of the
world it happened to fancy. All these tasks are part
of the never-ending toil which falls to the lot of the
Navy in war-time, and, though the successful performance of them is the first essential of our national
existence, no literary eflort should be needed to
impress this fact on the minds of the British public.
I have chosen, therefore, to confine myself to those
naval performances which are quite outside the
ordinary sphere, and about which the public^ have
received comparatively little information.
The accounts I have given of these performances
are based upon official reports, and, in the case of
V

345430
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those scenes and incidents of which I was not myself
an eye-witness, I am indebted for descriptive details
to various officers who took part in them, and to
whom I wish to express my cordial thanks. With
their assistance I hope I may have succeeded in
presenting a readable reminder to the public that the
Navy during the war was engaged on many and
diverse tasks, altogether apart from that of securing
to the people of these islands their daily bread.

Conrad Cato.
London,

May

1919.
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THE NAVY IN EAST AFRICA

CHAPTER

I

THE WHITE FLAG AT DAR-ES-SALAAM

The harbour

of Dar-es-Salaam lies somewhere near
the middle of the coast of what was once known as
German East Africa about a hundred miles north
of the Ruiigi River, where the Konigsberg was
found. When war broke out between England and
Germany, the Governor of Dar-es-Salaam, probably
acting upon instructions, had a floating dock towed
to the entrance of the harbour, and there sunk, in
order to block the channel. Whether or not it
actually did block the channel was not decided at the
time, but the intention of it was obvious, and the
question that arose was, why did not the Germans
take their ships out of the harbour first before they
blocked, or attempted to block, the fairway ? There

—

were four or five ships inside, and any one of them
could have been of great service as a tender to a
German raider, such as the Konigsberg, but yet
they were all left inside when the obstruction was
sunk at the harbour entrance. Of course it might
be put down as one of Germany's blunders, but, on
the other hand, it might be possible for those ships
to circumvent the obstruction, or again, the sunken
dock might be refloated to allow them to pass out

when

required.

Dar-es-Salaam was ostensibly an undefended port
at the beginning of the war, and when 1 1. M.S. Astr^ea
called there on 8th August 1914 she took it upon
herself to treat the place as such.
She destroyed
3

4
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the wireless installation as a necessary precaution,
and then opened negotiations with the governor.
In return for his immunity from hostile operations
he made a pledge that the sunken dock should not
be raised, that all vessels in the harbour should be
regarded as British prizes, and that no attempt
should be made to take any of them out to sea. In
those days we regarded the pledge of a German as
being at least of some value, though we may have
been a little hazy as to how much value we ought
to put on it.
A few weeks later the Pegasus, lying up for repairs
in Zanzibar Harbour, was destroyed by the KonigsBERG, and it was ascertained for a fact that this
German raider had been using Dar-es-Salaam
This completely changed the situation,
Harbour.
for it showed that a ship could get in and out of the
harbour in spite of the obstruction, and, this being
the case, it was more than likely that our prizes there
would make their escape sooner or later, and one or
more of them would take coal and provisions to the
So on 21st October the Chatham called at
raider.
Dar-es-Salaam to see what was going on.
There were two ships lying behind the thick
visible to the
belt of palm trees, their masts
Chatham, who thought at first that they were
the KoNiGSBERG and one of her consorts. So she
took the range, and fired two or three shells, taking
care not to hit the to^^^l. The Senior Naval Otticer,
however, soon discovered that he had been mistaken
as to the identity of the shij)s, and, having insisted
upon the removal of their wireless telegraphy aerials,
he left them to their own devices, for he had more
important work on hand. Nine days later he found
the KoNiGSBERG licrself, hiding up the Ruligi River.
Dar-es-Salaam was left alone for over a month,
but the Senior Naval OHicer was never satisfied that
the obstruction really blocked the fairway, and he
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faith in the pledge of the governor
that the ships would not try to escape. On 28th

had even

less

November H.M.S. Fox and Goliath, with two

small vessels in company, anchored off Makatumbe
Island, which lies a few miles out to sea from Dares-Salaam, and hoisted the international signal to
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the people ashore to send off a boat. It must be
explained that the situation had changed completely,
since those early war days, when the Astr^a paid
her visit there. The exploits of the Konigsberg
had clearly indicated that East Africa was not to be
excluded from the war zone, whatever might be the
and then came our
pledges of the local governors
;

at Tanga, when we altogether
underestimated the resistance likely to be offered by
the enemv, with the result that we came off with
and some valuable experience.
casualties
800
Moreover, the Navy had been busy in the Rufigi

military

disaster

—

River, bottling up the Konigsberg, so that when they
arrived ofl' Dar-cs-Salaam they were there for business,

and

in

no mood

At the same time

for
it

anything

else.

must be remembered that

Dar-es-Salaam purported to be an undefended harbour,
and was entitled to be treated as such, until there
was evidence of hostile intentions on the part of its

So the Senior Naval Officer hoisted the
inhabitants.
After an
signal for a boat and waited on events.
hour or so a motor-boat came out of harbour, flying
a flag of truce, and brought up alongside II.M.S.
Fox. In it were the acting governor, the district
commissioner, and the captain of the port, who all
came aboard, and were conducted to t!ic Senior
Naval Officer's cabin. Mr. King, formerly British
Consul at Dar-es-Salaam, acted as interpreter.
Officer reminded the German offithat the ships in Dar-es-Salaam Harbour were
all British prizes, and informed them that he had come
to inspect these ships, to take such steps as might
be necessary to disable them, and to withdraw from
the harbour or disable any small craft which might
be used against the Britisli forces. Now, one of the
ships in the harbour was tlie s.s. Tabora. which Imd
been painted as a hospital shij>, and according to
the Germans was being used as such, At Lindi we

The Senior Naval

cials
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had found the s.s. Prasident painted in the same
way, and had been told the same yarn that she was
being used as a hospital ship — but we had diseovered
by inspecting her that the yarn was all a tissue of
lies, and that the ship was palpably a eollier, which
had recently been used for supplying the Konigsberg.
So we were naturally suspicious about the Tabora, and
the Senior Naval Officer pointed out to the German
officials that she had not complied with the inter-

—

national regulations, necessary to convert her into
an accredited hospital ship. He added, however,
that he had no wish to cause suffering to any sick
persons, who might be aboard her, and that he would
send a medical officer to inspect her. He would
also send a demolition party to disable her engines,
but nothing should be done in this direction if the
medical officer was of opinion that it would be injurious to any of the patients on board.
He further
assured them that no damage should be done to the
town or its inhabitants, so long as no opposition was
offered to the working parties, whom he was going
to send into the harbour, to do what was necessary
for the disablement of the engines of the various
ships.

The acting governor was obviously very uncomAll he could say was that
fortable and ill at ease.
he would like to confer with the military authorities
Military authorities in an unat Dar-es-Salaam.
defended port seem to be rather out of place, but
the Senior Naval Officer waived the point, and merely
told him that he would be given a good half-hour or
so after landing, before the British boats entered the
harbour. The governor then asked rather a curious
question.
Would these boats carry on their operations under the white flag ? The Senior Naval Officer,
somewhat surprised at such a question, naturally
answered in the negative, and at that the German
officials took their departure and returned to the town.

8
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A good deal more than the half-hour's grace was
allowed before a steam-cutter was sent in to sound
and buoy the channel into the harbour. It was
noticed that two white flags had been hoisted on the
flag-staff over against the look-out tower at the
entrance, and these floated conspicuously in the
breeze, so that they could be seen from all directions.
The occupants of the steam-cutter, as soon as they
rounded the bend, noticed a lady driving in a carriage
drawn by a pair of horses along a road close to the
water's edge. Everything looked so peaceful that
one would have imagined that our dear German
brothers in Dar-es-Salaam had never heard of the
war.
When a channel had been buoyed, one of the tugs
(the Helmuth), accompanied by the Goliath's
steam-pinnace, was ordered to proceed into the
harbour with the demolition party. The other tug
(the Duplex), owing to some engine-room defects,
did not enter the harbour, but lay at anchor about
The two ships. Fox and Goliath,
it.
were about five miles from the shore, and those on
board them were taking only a languid interest in
two miles from

the proceedings, for the two white flags at the lookout tower were flaunted in their faces, and war
seemed to them a very tame affair after all. It is
very easy to be wise after any event, and to say that
this or that precaution should have been taken, but
it must be borne in mind that there were the two
white flags, conspicuous to everyone, and the enemy
was not a barbarous tribe from the African jungle,
but purported to be a civilised European people.
So the IIelmutii proceeded up the harbour to
where two ships, called the Konig and Feldmarsciiall, were lying, and the demolition party boarded
the Konig, and proceeded to destroy her engines by
placing an explosive charge under tlie low-pressure
The
cylinder, followed by another one inside it.
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crew of the Konig appeared to consist mainly of
Lascars, and the only officers on board were the

From these it
chief engineer and the fourth officer.
was learned that all the rest of the officers and men
were ashore, and at the time it did not occur to
Commander Ritchie, who was in charge of the demolition party, that there could be anything unusual

He ordered all the Konig s
in this circumstance.
crew to go down into the ship's boats, informing them
that they were prisoners of war.
Shortly afterwards the Goliath's steam-pinnace
up, bringing some more men of the demoliwith Lieutenant-Commander Paterson in
party,
tion
Commander Ritchie instructed this officer to
charge.
complete the disablement of the engines of the FeldMARSCHALL and Konig, while he himself went farther
up the creek in the Helmuth to another ship, called
the Kaiser Wilhelm II. The Helmuth, however,
ran on the mud, and had some difficulty in getting
off, so Commander Ritchie took her back to the
Konig, and tried the steam-pinnace in place of her. In
this he successfully reached the Kaiser Wilhelm II,
disabled her engines, and destroyed two lighters
that were lying near her. But what first gave him
a sense of uneasiness was the fact that the Kaiser
Wilhelm II was absolutely deserted. Her crew
were nowhere to be seen, but on her deck were found
some Mauser clips one containing three bullets with
the pointed ends sawn off suggesting that the
ship's crew had recently been busy overhauling their
The absence of the officers and white ratings
rifles.
from the other two ships now assumed a new signifi-

came

—

—

cance.

Lying near the ship were

five other lighters,

and

it occurred at once to Commander Ritchie that it
might be useful to have one of these on each side of
the steam-pinnace, by way of protection, for there
was evidently mischief of some kind or other brewing.

10
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The other three hghters he towed astern, and, thus
encumbered, the pinnace made the best speed she
could down the creek. As she passed the Konig and
Feldmarschall, Commander Ritchie saw that the

Helmuth had

ah-eady started her return voyage, and
though he scrutinised the two ships carefully through
his glasses, he could see no signs of anyone in either
of them.
So he proceeded down the creek, but foimd
that the pinnace made such slow progress that he was
finally obliged to drop the three lighters astern, only
retaining the two which were made fast on either
side of the pinnace.
In order to keep to the chronological order of
events, we must now return to the Kelmuth and

Lieutenant-Commander Paterson. He was engaged
with his demolition party on the engines of the Konig
and Feldmarschall, and in the meantime some
thirty prisoners from the Konig were sitting in the
two boats belonging to that ship. Lieutenant Orde
had received instructions from Commander Ritchie
to proceed down the harbour, towing these two boats,
to stop at the s.s. Tabora and put Surgeon llolton
aboard there to inspect the ship, and then proceed
out to sea and deliver his prisoners over to the
Duplex, afterwards returning to the Tabora to
his, at any rate, was how
pick up Surgeon llolton.
Lieutenant Orde understood his instructions, and he
not unnaturally concluded that Lieutenant-Commander Paterson and his working party intended to
Commander
return in
the steam pinnace with
Ritchie.
It is not very clear why he should have
'J

thought that the sole object of his returning to the
'J'ABORA, after the safe delivery of his prisoners, was
to pick uj) Surgeon llolton, for it had always been
intended that a demolition party should board the
TAiU)HA, and should disable her engines if Surgeon
Jiolton was of opinion tliat this could be done
Possibly,
without injury to any of the patients.
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however, Lieutenant Orde was unaware of this
arrangement.
It may here be stated that the Tabora was
genuinely being used as a hospital ship. There were
doctors and nurses and some wounded men in her,
and she was fitted with cots and other hospital

equipment.
return to ILM.S. I'ox and the
It was late in the forenoon when
he ordered the steam-cutter alongside, and, accompanied by an army staff officer, went in to have a
look at the sunken dock at the mouth of the harbour.
It was a morning of bright sunshine, and through the
clear water he could see the obstruction lying about
ten feet below the surface, but, without sounding, it
w^ould be difficult to say whether or not it effectually
blocked the channel. He then thought he would go
round the bend, and see what the harbour looked
like, and how the demolition parties were getting on.
He gave the order to the coxswain to go ahead, and
leaned comfortably back in the sternsheets of the
boat, enjoying the pleasant sunshine and possibly
wondering why the Germans had hoisted two white

And now we must

Senior Naval

(

)flicer.

on the flag-staff, when one would have answered
the purpose.
Suddenly the sharp crack of a rifle was heard, and
a bullet struck the water on the port side of the
Next moment a blaze of rifle fire
steam-cutter.
came from either bank, and bullets began to rain
against the sides of the boat. The hottest fire
seemed to come from the vicinity of the flag staff,
where the two white flags still floated in the breeze.
"Lie down everyone," shouted the Senior Naval Officer,
and to the coxswain he gave the order " Hard-a-port."
The bullets were whistling over their heads, were
pouring into the boat, and were piercing the thin
iron plates, which had been rigged for the protection
of the boiler and of the coxswain in the sternsheets.

flags
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stoker tending the fire was dangerously wounded,
but Lieutenant Corson ran forward and took his
place.
In the after part of the boat a seaman was
hit in the head, and the coxswain had a bullet
through his leg, but pluckily stuck to his job,
although another wound caused the blood to pour
" That's nothing, sir," he said.
from his mouth.
"I'm all right. We shall soon be out of the

The

channel."

No one in the boat was armed, and so there was
no way of replying to the fire. To make matters
worse, speed had slackened owing to the furnace having
been neglected before it was noticed that the stoker was
wounded. But the efforts of Lieutenant Corson soon
increased the steam pressure, and after a while the
boat got beyond the danger zone. The coxswain
stuck to his post in spite of his wounds, and eventually brought the boat alongside the Fox about
Stoker Herbert T.
half -past one in the afternoon.
Lacey died of his wounds.
Immediately afterwards the firing broke out again,
and the Senior Naval Officer saw that the Helmuth
was coming through the neck of the harbour, towing
astern of her two boats full of prisoners. She had
put the doctor on ])oard the Tabora, and was on
her way to the Duplex to hand over the prisoners,

when field-gun, rifle, and machine-gun fire was
opened on her from the north bank. The coxswain
was immediately wounded, and his relief had no
sooner taken his place than he, too, was wounded.
Then Lieutenant Ordc. who was in command, received
a wound, but the worst piece of bad luck was that
a bullet struck the breech-block of the Helmuth' s
only gun a 3-poundcr and put it out of action, so
that she became as defenceless as the Fox's steamcutter had l)een. The bullets came pouring into
her, and some of them punctured the steam pipes,
with the result that there was a heavy escape of

—

—
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steam, and the speed of the tug slackened considerably. There was a certain amount of grim satisfaction in seeing a stray bullet hit one of the boats
astern, and wound a German prisoner, but this was
the only consolation to be derived by the Helmuth's
unfortunate victims.
The Senior Naval Officer in the Fox promptly signalled to the Duplex to open fire on the shore with
her 12-pounder, and both the Fox and Goliath
bombarded the shore whence the enemy's fire seemed
to be coming. This had the desired effect of causing
some slight abatement, and after a while the Helmuth
got beyond the danger zone. The Goliath was
then ordered to put a few shells into the governor's
palace, which she proceeded to do with one of her
12-inch guns, and after two or three rounds the
palace was reduced to a heap of ruins. Then there
came a lull in the proceedings, and one would have
supposed that the Germans hiding in the vicinity of
the look-out tower would have occupied their leisure
in hauling down the white flags from the flag-staff.
But the white flags continued to float serenely in the
breeze, and the Germans beneath them stood waiting
for their next victims.
We must now return to the steam-pinnace and
Commander Ritchie. Having satisfied himself that
there was no one aboard the Konig or the FeldMARSCHALL, hc Continued his way down the harbour,
and, as already related, he dropped the three lighters
which were in tow astern, in order to increase speed.
When he was approaching the Tabora he saw
Surgeon Holton put off from her in a boat, and head
towards the steam-pinnace.
He had just eased
down the engines to enable the doctor to come
alongside, when a heavy fire was opened on him from
both sides of the harbour. The crew of Surgeon
Holton' s boat took fright, and began to pull back to
the Tabora. At this the steam-pinnace tried to get

14
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boat, but with her two Hghters in tow on
either side of her, she was difficult to steer, and finally
had to abandon the attempt. But the two lighters

up to the

proved to be her salvation, for some field guns were
now firing shells at her, and without the protection
of these lighters she must inevitably have been
sunk.

As she rounded the bend the shot and shell came
from all directions, and though the Fox and
Goliath again opened fire to cover her retreat, it
did not seem to make much appreciable difference.
For the enemy were well hidden among the palm
trees, and from the ships, lying five miles out to sea,
Two men in the
it was impossible to locate them.
at her

one
steam-pinnace were hit almost at the outset
of them was the coxswain. Petty Officer Clark, whose
place was taken by Able Seaman Upton. Then
Upton was hit, and t lark, whose wound had been
temporarily dressed, tried to resume his place at the
wheel, but fainted away from loss of blood. This
was the critical moment, for the narrow entrance of
the harbour and the sunken dock still lay in front
of them, and there was need of a cool head and a
steady hand to steer the boat through. Commander
Ritchie had by this time been wounded in several
places, and was in considerable pain, but he saw
that the only chance of escape lay in skilful steering,
and so he took the wheel himself. Amidst the ceaseless shower of bullets whistling over his head and
singing past his ears, he piloted the boat through
the neck of the harbour, and had just got clear of
;

when a bullet struck him in the leg. It was his
simultaneously the boat ran on a
wound
Fortusand-bank, and the commander fainted.
nately, however, the worst of the danger was now

it

eighth

;

over ; the boat got afloat again without much
trouble, the two liglifers, having served their purpose,
were slipped, and in less than an hour the boat

—
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reached the Fox. In addition to the commander,
one officer and five men were wounded.
Throughout the whole or these proceedings, the
two white flags flew majestically from the flag-stall
the emblems of Germany's high ideal of universal
peace and the brotherhood of man. But the whole
It soon
of the tale of treachery is not yet told.
became known that Lieutenant-Commander Paterson
and his section of the demolition party were missing.
The party included Lieutenant (E) V. J. H. Sankey,
Chief Artificer Ilngineer W. E. Turner, one chief
petty officer, and seven other ratings. The solution
of the mystery of their disappearance was only
revealed when these officers and men were released
from their captivity nearly three years later. It
appears that while the party was at work in the
KoNiG, Lieutenant-Commander Paterson became
aware that armed troops were on the river-bank in
a position commanding the deck of the ship. When
the firing started lower down the harbour, he realised
at once that they were in for trouble, and, in fact,
he had anticipated it. lie therefore kept the whole
of his party down below, fully expecting that Commander Ritchie, when he returned with the steampinnace, would come alongside the ship. Presently
he saw on the other side of the estuary two large
lighters, with the funnel of a small steamboat just
appearing above them. At first he failed to recognise that this was the steam-pinnace of his own ship,
but when it had steamed straight past the Konig,
and he was able to get a better view of it, he reaUsed
the awful truth that there had been some misunderstanding, and that he and his party were left
He knew that if he showed himself
in the lurch.
on the upper deck the Askaris would open fire on
him, and he knew that Commander Ritchie would
not be able to hear his voice, unaided by a megaphone.
There was only one chance that if they all kept

16
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very quiet the troops on the bank might think they
had left the Konig, and under cover of night they
might be able to find a boat and slip out of the
harbour. It was a forlorn hope, and unfortunately
it was doomed to disappointment.
In the early
evening the Germans came and took them all
prisoners.

On 30th November 1914 the Senior Naval Officer
addressed a letter to the governor of Dar-es-Salaam,
recapitulating what had taken place, and warning
him that the town would be subjected to bombardment, but the Tabora would be spared, not as an
accredited hospital ship, but because there were
reported to be wounded men in her. The governor's
reply (which was somewhat belated) was a truly
marvellous piece of composition. First of all he
said that though he had agreed to the British visiting
the ships in the harbour, he had never agreed to
allow them to disable the engines
then he stated
that the British boats came into the harbour filled
with armed men and finally he excused the presence
of the white flags by saying that there was no possibility of hauling them down because the fight was
so intensive. Apparently his idea of an intensive
fight is hiding behind a palm tree, and potting at
defenceless men in open boats. The letter was a poor
production, even as a specimen of German mendacity.
At half-past two that afternoon there was another
"intensive fight" in Dar-es-Salaam, in which tlie
government buildings, the warehouses, the railway
stations, the customs house, and the barracks received
;

;

attention.
The debris of these buildings
flying above the tree-tops, but only two
small fires were started, as most of the houses were
built of coral slag.
But it is a fair surmise that, by
special

was seen

the time the entertainment was over, the governor
and people of Dar-es-Salaam had had enough of
" intensive lighting."
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Peel Ritchie, for his heroic
wheel of the steam-pinnace,
and bringing the boat out of harbour, after he had
received eight wounds, was awarded the Victoria

conduct

Cross.

2

in taking the

—

CHAPTER

II

BOTTLING UP THE " KONIGSBERG "

During the month
Pegasus

of

September

1914

— an old light cruiser of about 2,000

H.M.S.
tons

put into Zanzibar Harbour to repair her boilers.
Now Zanzibar is a British protectorate, but this
fact afforded no guarantee at that time that the
island was not swarming with German agents, and
lying as it does not far from the mainland of German
East Africa, it followed as a matter of course that
the Germans were kept fully informed as to what
was happening at Zanzibar. By means of wireless
stations, which were quite plentiful down the coast
of German East Africa, they were able to communicate interesting news to any of the German
cruisers that were roaming the seas in those days.
And so it came about that the German cruiser Konigsberg received a message to say that a small British
cruiser was lying disabled in Zanzibar Harbour an
old third-class cruiser with out-of-date guns, that
could not be expected to put up any kind of a
fight, and could be easily outranged by the German
guns. Here was just the kind of job the Konigsberg
enjoyed, and so on 20th September she pounced down
on her prey, and very quickly pununelled the poor

—

old ship to pieces.
Out of the destruction of the Pegasus the only
compensation to be gained was the knowledge that
the elusive Konigsberg was oil the East African
coast, and it was a fair assumption that she was
18
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receiving her supplies of coal and stores from the
shore, by means of German merchant vessels. There
were several of these vessels dancing attendance on
the raider, and, according to information received,
one of them was called the Prasident, and another
the Somali. There were other ships in Dar-esSalaam Ilarboiir, which were under suspicion, but the
Germans had themselves blocked the mouth of that
harbour by sinking an obstruction, and for the
present we were content to believe that the obstruction was elTective, and to leave the Dar-es-Salaam
ships out of the account.
When, therefore, three
British cruisers were told oil to search for the KonigsBERG, they worked upon the basis that the discovery
of the Prasident, or the Somali, or both, might be
of material assistance.
The search was not an easy one, because the coast
for the major part is fringed with thick belts of
palm trees, behind which the harbours, formed by
the estuaries of the rivers, wind away out of sight.
Thus at Lindi, near the southern extremity of the
colony, the Weymouth had a look at the outer
harbour, which was empty, but could see nothing
of the inner harbour behind the palm trees, nor of
the river beyond it, and, owing to shallow water, was
unable to approach to such a position as would
command a view of these. But a few days later the
Chatham called at Lindi, and sent in a steamboat,

armed with a maxim-gun. Commander Fitzmaurice
went in with the steamboat, carrying a letter to the
governor of Lindi, which was only to be delivered
if it were found that a German ship of any kind was
lurking in the inner harbour. The letter contained
an order to the governor, to send out to sea any
ships that might be in his harbour, and gave him
half an hour to carry out this order, before anything
unpleasant should happen to him.
Now, as soon as the steamboat turned the corner,
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the first thing to meet the gaze of Commander Fitzmaurice was the Prasident moored about three and
a half miles up the river. But he had to rub his
eyes to make sure of her, for, instead of a ship looking
like a collier, or even like an ordinary merchantman,
he saw what looked uncommonly like a hospital ship.
At her mast-head the Geneva Cross was floating in
the breeze, and on her side was painted a large white
cross.
And yet she was not by any means perfect
in her make-up, for she had not painted her hull
white, nor had she the broad band of either green
or red running from stem to stern, which is used to
denote the hospital ship. For once the Teuton lacked
thoroughness in his methods.
Next came a boat from the shore, flying a white
flag, and in it sat the governor's secretary, to whom
Commander Fitzmaurice delivered the letter. Then
came an interval of waiting for an hour or two,
while the governor was considering his reply. Presently the secretary came oil again in the boat
with the white flag, and the governor's reply in his
best official German was duly conveyed to the Senior
Naval Officer. In a tone of injured innocence the
governor asked plaintively how could he comply
with the Senior Naval Officer's order. The Prasident
was the only ship in the harbour, and how could he
be expected to order a hospital ship to go to sea ?
It was alTording shelter to the women and children of
Lindi, and to all the sick men of Lindi
to send it
to sea would be an act of barbarism. Moreover, its
machinery was incomplete, and the wheels would not
go round, so the Senior Naval Officer would see at once
tliat it was quite out of the question to send it out
of the harbour.
Meanwhile, however, the Senior Naval Officer had
been writing another letter to the governor, which
proved to be a very suitable repl^^ He pointed out
that the name of the Prasident had not been com;
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municated, either to him or to the 13ritish Government, as a hospital ship, in accordance with the
terms of the Hague Convention, and that her hull
had not been painted as the hull of a hospital ship
should be painted. He then briefly informed the
governor that he was sending an armed party to
board her, and, if possible, to bring her out of the
harbour, or, if this proved to be impossible, to
disable her engines.
That was the end of the negotiations the governor
made no further tax upon his powers of romance, but
bowed to inexorable Fate. And so the armed party
was sent into the harbour in a steamboat, and went
on board the Prasident. There are still some strangeminded folk who cling to their faith in the honesty
of purpose of the much-abused German it may come
as a shock to them to learn that the hospital ship
Prasident had no cots, no medical equipment of
any kind, no doctors, and no nurses nor were there
any sick men on board, nor any women, nor any
There were, however, unmistakable traces
children.
and
of the collier to be seen everywhere about her
it was evident that she had been recently employed
There are other strange-minded
in this capacity.
folk who will exclaim, " How clever those Germans
are "
But when they come to think it out, they
will see that there was nothing remarkably clever
in painting a white cross on a collier, when she was
threatened with capture or disablement. It was a
childishly simple trick, as most of the German tricks
;

;

;

;

!

are.

The Prasident' s engines were disabled by the
boarding party, and they brought away with them a
few useful mementoes, such as a chronometer, a set
of charts, a set of sailing directions, and some compasses.
So ended the career of the Prasident,
collier and supply ship to the German raider Konigsberg.
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Nearly a fortnight later, on 30 th October, the
lay at anchor off the Rufigi River delta,
and sent in a steamboat to the shore, in quest of
information. Three natives were seen wandering
about among the palm trees, and were persuaded by
cogent arguments that it was their duty to pay an
official visit to H.M.S. Chatham.
In other words,
they were brought off to the ship in the steamboat,
and through the medium of an interpreter they unfolded their tale. Yes, there were two ships lying
up the Rufigi River behind the forest of cocoanut
palms, and one of them had big guns, that made a
The other was like a handbig noise. Boom
maiden to the fellow with the guns ^like a good and
faithful wife to him, who waited on him and gave
him ghee and rice and d hurra when he was hungry.

Chatham

!

—

ships in their own language, and
the description was good enough to set all doubts at
The Konigsberg and the Somali had been
rest.
From the Chatham's
traced to their lair at last.
foretop it was just possible to see the masts of two
ships sticking up above the palm trees, but nothing
could be seen of their hulls. One useful piece of
information derived from the natives was that the
Konigsberg had run short of coal, and that her men
had been felling palm trees to obtain fuel. This
shortage of coal served to explain why she had been
lying idle up the Rufigi River ever since her exploit
at Zanzibar a month ago, when the old Pegasus met
her doom.
It was one thing to discover the Konigsberg, and
quite another thing to get at her. To start with,
there was a bar l)etwccn the open sea and the mouth
of the river, which the Chatham could only cross at
then there was a likelihood of obstruchigh water
and
tions sunk in the river channel, and of mines
then there was the certainty of opposition from the
shore on either side of the river mouth, for the

They described the

;

;
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Germans had been busy digging trenches, rigging up
barbed wire, and making gun emplacements, in which
they had mounted the guns of the Koxigsberg's
secondary armament. All these defences were well concealed behind the palm trees and thick undergrowth.

The

first

thing the Senior Naval Officer did was to

inform by wireless the Dartmouth and the Weymouth, who were searching the coast farther south,
that their quest was at an end, and that they were
to rejoin the Chatham. He then set about sounding
and buoying a channel towards the river mouth. By
the river mouth must be understood that passage
through the delta where the two channels, called
Simba Uranga and Suninga, make their exit to the
According to the information gleaned from the
sea.
natives the other three channels were impassable by
large ships.

Meanwhile the range was taken of the Somali,
which was lying a little nearer than the Konigsberg.
It was found to be just over 14,000 yards, and so
the Chatham opened fire on her with 6-inch lyddite
shells.
The effect of the fire could not be ascertained,
for the Somali's hull was invisible behind the palm

and even her masts could only be seen by the
One result of the bomspotters at the mast-head.
bardment, however, soon declared itself. The masts
of the Konigsberg were seen to move, slowly at first,
but as the ship gathered way, they gUded rapidly
For a moment
past the tops of the palm trees.
on board the
anticipation
keen
of
state
was
a
there
Chatham, for they really thought that the CJerman
cruiser was coming out to engage them, and, as
Alexander Pope says, hope springs eternal in the
human breast. But the Konigsberg had no such
all she wanted to do was to make sure
intention
of being outside the Chatham's range, so she slunk
away another six miles farther up the river, and
there dropped her anchor again.

trees,

;

THE NAVY IN EAST AFRICA

24

Was

she

now

safe

from bombardment

?

It

must

be remembered that the Chatham was five or six
miles out to sea, but, supposing she managed to
cross the bar and to reach the river's mouth, it was
just possible that she might find the Konigsberg
within her range then. At all events it was worth
trying, and so the work of buoying a channel continued briskly. One morning, however, a look-out
from the mast-head reported that the Konigsberg' s
masts had disappeared, and he could see nothing of
her anywhere.
Here was a startling mystery, but the explanation
of it was not hard to guess, and the Chatham carried
on with her work. As soon as the channel had been
buoyed and the spring tide came round, she crept in
gingerly, passed over the bar, and anchored about
a mile and a half from the entrance to the river. And
then the look-out in the foretop was able to solve
the mystery of the sudden disappearance of the
Konigsberg's masts. The top-masts had been
struck, and in their place had been rigged the t6ps
of two cocoanut palms, so that in the distance
nothing but these could be seen. It was a better
trick than painting a white cross on a colUer's hull,
and besides having the merit of being a legitimate
device of warfare, it was worthy of any of those
animals who make a practice of protective mimicry,
such as the arctic fox, who changes his coat to
white when the snow comes, or the mantis, who pretends he is a pink flower.
The Chatham opened fire at once, for she had no
time to lose if she was to get back across the bar
with the ebb of the tide. Her trouble was that
the gunlayers could see absolutely nothing of their
objective, and her spotters found it almost impossible
to spot the fall of the shells amidst the thick vegeIt became very obvious that
tation of the delta.
there was very little chance of settling accounts
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with the German raider until some aircraft arrived
When the Chatham reto help in the operations.
crossed the bar she had less than a foot of water
underneath her, and her captain made up his mind
that he had had quite enough of that experiment.

Meanwhile the Dartmouth and the Weymouth
had arrived on the scene, and had filled in their time
with frequent bombardments of the trenches and
barbed-wire entanglements on either side of the
The result was that the trenches at
river entrance.
the extreme ends were evacuated by the Germans,
who came to the conclusion that life in them had too
many crowded hours to it to be comfortable. The

Chatham devoted

her

attentions

to

the Somali,

and the spotting
extremely difficult, she succeeded in plumping at
least one shell into the ship, and in causing a fire to
break out on board.
The next experiment was a scheme to send in armed

and though her

fire

was

indirect,

picket-boats, carrying a couple of torpedoes, to be
The
fired at the Somali, but it turned out a failure.
boats were greeted with a heavy fire from rifles and
machine-guns, which were so effectually hidden in a
mangrove swamp on the south side of the river that
An extraordinary
it was impossible to locate them.
accident occurred to one of the torpedoes, which
no one was able to explain. Possibly the releasing
gear was struck by a bullet, or possibly a torpedo
man lost his nerve amidst the rattle and clatter of
but, anyhow, the torpedo was
the enemy's shot
released prematurely, and all it did was to sink to
the bottom without either a run or an explosion. The
other torpedo was out of gear, and so the experiment
had to be abandoned, and the boats returne to
their respective ships, fortunately with nothing more
;

]

than very light casualties.
One result of these experiments was the decision
that, since the

K6nigsberg

refused to

come out

of
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her retreat, she had better be locked up inside it.
With this object in view, a large collier of venerable
antiquity was brought from Zanzibar and preparations were made to take her into the river, moor her
athwart the fairway, and then sink her, so as to
block the channel. Iron plates were fixed round
the steering-wheel of her forebridge to protect the
helmsman from rifle fire, and her crew were taken
out of her and replaced by officers and men of the
Chatham. A flotilla of steam-cutters and a picketboat belonging to the three ships, together with a
vessel of light draught, called the Duplex, were to
accompany the Newbridge, covering her advance,
as far as possible, by their fire, and assisting her in
The picket-boat was to carry
various other ways.
a torpedo, which was to be fired at the Newbridge,
One of the
if other methods of sinking her failed.
steam-cutters was to stand by to take off her crew
when she was abandoned. Another steam-cutter
was to land a party on the left bank of the river,
to see what they could find there. All the men
were to wear life-belts, and to carry their rifles, and
the steamboats and the Duplex were to be armed

with maxims.
Before daybreak on 7th November the flotilla
headed for the mouth of the river, the Newbridge
leading, and arrived there at half-past five in the
morning. All seemed quiet at first, and not a soul
was to be seen on shore, but as soon as the Newbridge turned round the bend, the music of maxims
and rifles broke the silence, and the bullets pattered
like hailstones against the iron plates which protected
her crew. But she kept steadily on her course,
entered the Suninga Channel, and just before six
o'clock reached her destination.
It is not very obvious from the map of the Rufigi
Delta why the Suninga Channel was selected to be
blocked.

More

direct access to the sea

is

afforded
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by the Simba Uranga Channel, and it was in this
channel that the Konigsberg was lying when she
was first discovered. Since then she had moved
up above the point where the two channels met,
and one might suppose that either of them could be
used by her. This, however, was not the case,
according to the opinion of the natives. They were
unanimous in the view that only the Suninga Channel
had water enough to admit of the passage of a ship
of the Konigsberg's size, and for the present we
had to be content to accept this view as correct.

When

the

Newbridge

arrived

at

the

position

marked C on the map, she shut off her engines, and
This was
proceeded to anchor bow and stern.
patter
ceaseless
of
a
accompaniment
carried out to the
of
thud
dull
the
varied
by
occasionally
bullets,
of
something heavier striking her sides and superThe enemy evidently had some small
structure.
guns commanding the spot, and they were resolved
to

make things as unpleasant as they possibly could.
To sink a vessel in the exact position required for

so easy as it sounds.
times up the Tigris and
the
Euphrates, and invariably made a mess of it
Germans tried it on a large scale to bar the approaches
to Duala, in the Cameroons, and they, too, did the
work very badly, using up quite a large number of
It
ships before they succeeded in making a barrage.
hurry,
a
done
in
be
cannot
which
job
kind
of
the
is
and to do it under fire requires a remarkably cool
The Germans knew this, no doubt, and by
nerve.
pouring shot and shell into the Newbridge they
hoped to spoil the operation.
This hope, however, was doomed to disappointment. As soon as the ship was moored securely
across the channel, the main inlet valve was opened,
and she began to settle by the stern. Her commanding officer was fearful at first lest the force of

blocking a

channel

The Turks

tried

it

is

not

many

;
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the current should carry her stern round, but the
anchors held firmly, and in a short time the stern
had grounded on the bottom. The crew were
ordered to assemble near the port ladder, and in
spite of the heavy fire directed at them, they fell in
as unconcernedly as though they were in Sheerness
Harbour and the quartermaster had piped " Both

watches fall in for exercise." The steam-cutter,
which was waiting to take them off, also came in
for her share of the enemy's fire, but it failed to
disconcert her crew.
The last thing to do before abandoning the ship
was to place an explosive charge in her, and connect
it to an electric circuit, of which the ends were
carried into the steam- cutter, and, as soon as they
were at a sufficient distance, the charge was exploded
and the ship, listing to port, sank to the bottom of
the river, where she lay very nearly at right angles
to the line of the channel. No one could have
made a neater job of it.
Then came the exciting business of getting out of
the river again.
The enemy's 3-pounders, rifles,
and machine-guns were busy all the time, but our
boats were also armed, and replied as well as they
could, though the Germans took good care to keep
themselves in hiding. The Duplex was there to
lend her support, and did useful work in keeping
down the enemy's fire. But her commanding oflicer,
Lieutenant Triggs, Il.N.R., received a nasty wound
in the back of his shoulder from a bursting shell.
The coxswain of one of the steamboats and the
leading torpedo man in the picket-boat were unfortunately killed, and eight other men were wounded.
But considering the nature of the work to be per-

formed, our casualties were remarkably light.
So the Suninga Channel was blocked, and at the
time wc confidently believed that the Konigsberg
was bottled up. But after a few days the Kinfauns
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arrived, bringing a seaplane with her, and
the aerial reconnaissances started. The officers of
the R.N.A.S. would seem to take a positive delight

Castle

in upsetting everybody's preconceived notions, and
they found that the Rufigi River gave them endless
scope for this pastime. First of all they said that
the Simba Uranga was a beautiful channel, such as
would delight the heart of the Konigsberg's navigator; whereat the Senior Naval Officer said, "Then
we will block it," and began to make arrangements
to bring another old packet from Zanzibar to be
sunk as an obstruction. Then the airmen said that
the Kikunja Channel, although not so attractive to
a navigator as the Simba Uranga, was sufficiently
tempting to induce a bold spirit to try his luck
Finally they said they that did not believe
there.
that the Suninga Channel was blocked by the Newbridge, as there seemed to be quite a lot of space
between the wreck and the north bank. And then
the Senior Naval Officer decided that he would sink
no more vessels in the Rufigi River, for he might
continue that game until he had sunk the whole of
Great Britain's mercantile marine, and even then
the R.N.A.S. would not be satisfied. He still had

own private opinion that the Konigsberg was
securely bottled up, but in view of these reports
of the airmen there was no alternative but to keep
watch outside, until measures could be taken to
destroy the Konigsberg in her lair. He knew that
she was short of coal, even if she could negotiate the
channel, but in war-time the Navy must take no
risks, and so the Chatham, the Fox, the Kinfauns
Castle, and the Weymouth by turns kept guard
over all the exits from the Rufigi Delta.
his

The Chatham spent Christmas Day upon

this

and it was only natural that her
wearisome
officers should have felt that something should be
done to mark the occasion. In those early days of
job,
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the war, before our stubborn English minds had
received an adequate comprehension of the German
species, the practice of fraternising was rife everywhere, and the illustrated papers of December 1914
contain many touching little pictures of Tommy and
Fritz expressing their brotherly love for each other.
It is not easy, however, to fraternise with an enemy
some twelve miles away, when he stoutly refuses to

come any

nearer. The Chatham's officers saw this
and so they had a raft built, and on the
raft they placed the largest lump of coal which could
be found in the bunkers, and on this lump of coal
they affixed a message of Christmas greetings, and
then they let the raft float up the river with the
tide.
The message ran, " Wishing you a merry
Christmas. Get up steam for fifteen knots, and Come
difficulty,

Out." But neither the present nor the invitation
was even acknowledged.

The occupation

of Mafia Island took place early

January 1915. It was a necessary preliminary to
the maintenance of a strict blockade on the coast
of German East Africa. Several dhows, which had
been trading with the enemy, were captured, and
these we armed and turned into patrol vessels. Before
long the German forces were faced with the fact
that they must rely upon internal resources for food
and stores, since the great ocean highway was comin

pletely closed to them.

"

CHAPTER

III

DESTRUCTION OF THE " KONIGSBERG
7th November 1914 the Newbridge was sunk
Suninga Channel of the Rufigi River, with a
view to botthng up the Konigsberg, but shortly
afterwards our seaplanes reported that in their
opinion the German raider could still find a passage
out of the river. Consequently a strict guard was
kept over all the outlets, until such time as means
could be found of giving the raider her quietus.
Six months later two of our monitors, the Severn
and the Mersey, arrived on the scene, and under
the directions of Vice-Admiral King-Hall preparations
were made for the attack. The Germans were still
strongly entrenched on either side of the only
channels which were believed to be navigable, and
they had taken the guns of the Konigsberg's secondary armament to support their men in the trenches.
Both trenches and guns were well hidden in the

On

in the

mangrove swamps, forests of palm trees, and
thick undergrowth, which fringe the banks of the
river, so that it was impossible to say what was the
strength of the enemy's forces here. To land in a
mangrove swamp, and make a frontal attack on
hidden trenches and guns, is bound to be a costly
operation at all times, and was certainly to be
avoided if other means could be found of getting
The monitor seemed to offer
at the Konigsberg.
the best solution of the problem, for its light draught
would enable it to proceed by channels which were
31
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impassable by the ordinary ship, and its long-range
guns would be able to compete with the guns of the
KoxiGSBERG with some degree of equality. In
fact, the guns of the two monitors were of larger
calibre than those of the Konigsberg, but the latter
had the advantage of better facilities for spotting,
and the still greater advantage of having the
ranges of various points along the river carefully
calculated.

The spotting for the monitors could only be carried
out by aircraft, for in that dense belt of vegetation
it was impossible from their fighting tops to see
anything more than the Konigsberg's masts, and
even these were invisible to the gunlayers below.
The hull of the ship was never seen throughout the
operations by anyone except the observers in the
aeroplanes. The enemy on the other hand had no
aircraft for spotting purposes, but a very simple
device took the place of it. They knew all the
possible positions from which we could attack, and
so they stationed men in the tree-tops somewhere in
the vicinity of these positions, and arranged a simple
code of signals. As will be seen later on, it was
some time before we discovered this device.
On 6th July 1915, about four o'clock in the morning,
the Severn and the Mersey proceeded to cross the
bar, and by half-past five they had entered the
Kikunga (Channel of the river. As will be seen from
the map (p. 19), this is the northernmost channel,
which, according to seaplane reconnaissances, afforded
a possible exit for the Konigsberg, but according to
the opinions of the natives was not navigable by any
large craft.
The monitors were followed as far as
the entrance to the channel by a variety of craft,
which came in to support them. The Tweedmouth,
a light draught steamer, bore the flag of the Commander-in-Chief
two small whalers, the lOcno and
Fly, swept ahead for mines, while the Childers
;
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sounded to find the channel
and the hght cruisers
Weymouth and Pyramus also crossed the bar.
The Weymouth then proceeded to bombard a
position on the delta known as Pemba, where we
were informed that the enemy had a spotting station.
;

It

meant long-range

firing,

without the satisfaction

of knowing the result, for there was no aircraft
spotting for the Weymouth. It seems fairly certain,
however, that the German observation station at
Pemba, assuming that it existed, was of very little
service to them.
More important work for the Weymouth was that of keeping down the fire of the
enemy's anti-aircraft guns, for it was essential that
our aeroplanes should be as free as possible from
interruption in their work. It is at all times unsatisfactory to fire at an invisible target in the thick
of a forest, but there is no doubt that the Weymouth
succeeded in planting shells near enough to the antiaircraft guns to restrict their activities within reasonable limits.
It must be remembered that the Konigsberg was
defended by a good deal more than her own guns,
that military forces and military guns of unknown
strength were hidden in the thick vegetation, and
that the destruction of a ship, situated as she was

behind an impenetrable delta, was no ordinary naval
operation. The operation would, in fact, have been
almost an impossibility had it not been for the
assistance of the aeroplanes.
The aerodrome was
on Mafia Island, some thirty miles from where the
Konigsberg was lying, and as there were only two
aeroplanes available, and they necessarily had to
relieve each other from time to time, there were
some wearisome pauses in the proceedings.
Flight Lieutenant Watkins started off at half-past
five from the aerodrome, carrying six bombs, which
he dropped as near as he could to the Konigsberg,
to keep her attention occupied while the Severn and
3
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the Mersey were getting into position. The two
monitors on their way up the river had been Hberally
fired on by pom-poms and 3-pounders, but this had
not worried them much, and by half-past six in the
morning they were anchored head and stern at their
allotted stations.
By this time the second aeroplane
had arrived, with Flight Commander Cull as pilot,
and Flight Sub-Lieutenant Arnold as observer, and
the monitors opened fire.
Let no one imagine that spotting from an aeroplane
is a simple job.
It is hard enough for a stationary
observer to declare with any degree of accuracy the
number of yards by which a shot falls beyond or short
of its objective, but when the observer is moving
through the air at a speed of eighty miles an hour
or more, the problem is rendered a good deal harder,
and when shells from anti-aircraft guns are popping
all round him like champagne corks at a banquet,
he is apt to be distracted by the thought of such
pleasant associations. The aeroplane observers over
the Rufigi Delta had other little troubles all their
own. The climate was responsible for the worst of
these, for the effect of a cool monsoon wind blowing
over a surface of land heated by a tropical sun is
very startling at times. A " bump " of 250 feet is
not uncommon, and I suppose the scientific explanation is that a stratum of warm air rises rapidly
through the cold air, and when the aeroplane strikes
it the diminished density has much the same effect
as releasing the catch on a winch with a heavy weight
at the end of the hawser. Another trouble was the
thickness of the palm forests surrounding the KonigsBEKG. In these the monitors' shells fell to explode
unseen, like flowers wasting their sweetness on the
desert

On

air.

Cth July the two aeroplanes between them
covered a distance of 950 miles. The first one broke
down soon after midday, and the other one followed
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whereat

became useless to continue the operations, and the
two monitors had to withdraw from the river.
Their experiences had not been by any means
devoid of excitement. The Severn had no sooner
reached the river entrance in the early morning than
she saw two men seated in the boughs of a tree
overhanging the water's edge. Beneath them was a
Three
log, and alongside the log was a torpedo.
rounds of lyddite promptly fired from one of her
it

left nothing recognisable of either the torpedo
log, and the two men disappeared completely.
the
or
When she got into her position up the river, the
KoNiGSBERG opcucd fired on her with four and
sometimes five guns, and the firing was marvellously
accurate for range, but slightly out for direction.
This was a fairly clear indication that the Konigsberg's gunnery lieutenant had been carefully calculating the ranges of certain points on the river.
Presently the Mersey was hit twice, one shell striking
the gun-shield of one of her big guns on the port
side, and killing four men, while part of the burst
shell went through a bulkhead into the sick bay,
and wounded the sick berth steward. The other
shot struck a motor-boat lying on the port side, and
sank it, but did no further damage beyond making
a dent in the ship's bottom. It was a piece of luck
that the motor-boat was there, or the Mersey
would undoubtedly have had a big hole below her

guns

water-line.
After this she retired,

and had only just left her
anchorage when another salvo fell upon the exact
She anchored 500 yards lower down-stream,
spot.
where she found the atmosphere rather more
healthy.
attention,

The Severn then

received the

enemy's

later on, after a long pause occasioned

and
by the absence of our aeroplanes. Captain Fullerton
came to the conclusion that it would be wise to try
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a change of billet. As the stern of his ship swung
round three lyddite shells fell together on the position
he had just vacated, showing beyond doubt that the
enemy had both range and direction to a nicety.
It was just about this time that somebody in the
Severn spied a party of four men up a tree. Here
was a complete explanation of the Konigsberg's
accurate firing, and it showed that she had a very
shrewd idea as to where the monitors would come to
make their attack. A few shots from a 3-pounder
gun brought those four down with a run, and after
that the Konigsberg's firing was far from accurate.
Captain Fullerton, however, suspected the presence
of another observation post at Pemba, and was
careful to keep well in to the west bank, so that the
hull of his ship could not be seen from that direction.
Soon afterwards the second of our aeroplanes broke
down, and a withdrawal from the river became
necessary.

The

was not altoAccording to the aeroplane
observers, four hits were recorded on the Konigsbeeg,
but it was quite evident that a fiu'ther attack would
have to be made in order to complete her destruction.
It was not by any means a pleasant occupation to
take ships up that shallow channel, WMth every possibility of running aground at any moment, and with
unseen field and naval guns firing continually from
tlie recesses of the forest to supplement the shells
coming from the Konigsberg. The Mersey already
had four men killed and four wounded (of whom two
subsequently died of their wounds), and one of her
port guns had been put out of action. The Severn
was more fortunate, having neither casualties nor
damage to report. But the day's experiences were
enough to show that the task undertaken was far
from being a light one.
Five days later, on 11th July, the aeroplanes were
gether

result of the day's proceedings

satisfactory.
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again ready for service, and the two monitors crossed
from Mafia Island and entered the Kikunga Channel
shortly before noon. Their progress up the river
was heralded by a chorus of field-guns, machineguns, and rifles, mostly from the east bank, and the
Mersey had three men wounded by a 9-pounder
shell.
But our return shot, crashing blindly through
the thicket in the direction of the sound of the hostile
guns, soon had the effect of quieting them. Shortly
afterwards the Konigsberg opened fire with four
guns, concentrating her fire on the Severn. This
was inconvenient, because the arrangement was that
the Severn should get into position first, and the
operation of anchoring bow and stern is not an easy
one under fire. So the Mersey remained in the
open to attract the Konigsberg's gunners, and in a
very short time the Severn was in position 1,000
yards nearer the enemy than she had been before,
and comfortably steady between her anchors. A
sharp look-out was kept for spotting parties in the
tree-tops, but apparently they had come to the
conclusion that it might be too warm up there to be
healthy.

None the less the Konigsberg's fire was uncomfortably accurate. The splash of her shells flooded
the quarter-deck more than once, but fortunately
no damage was done. About half-past twelve one
of the aeroplanes came on the scene with Flight
Commander Cull and Flight Sub-Lieutenant Arnold,
and the Severn opened fire. The first five salvoes
were lost in the thick forest of palm trees, and the
aeroplane could give no account of them. But the
officer in command of the Severn's guns took upon
himself to make a big reduction in the range, which
turned out to be a fortunate guess. The sixth salvo
was signalled by the aeroplane to be 100 yards over
and to the right. The necessary adjustment was
made, and the gun fired again. This time the

8'15'i30
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aeroplane signalled too much to the left. Again
the direction was adjusted, and another round
All eyes were impatiently watching the aerofired.
plane to learn the verdict. As it gracefully swooped
round in its circle Sub-Lieutenant Arnold signalled
The Severn's guns
the joyful message a hit
were all adjusted to the ascertained range and
direction, and for the next few minutes Arnold was
kept busy making the same signal. Occasionally,
however, he had to record a short, or an over, or a
left, or a right, but the finding of the range had been
accomplished, and the hours of the Konisgberg

—

!

were numbered.
In the Severn they were all so much engrossed in
their task, which had now for the first time promised
a successful issue, that they had no time to notice
peculiarity in the movements of their friends in
the sky. The aeroplane had been at an approximate height of 3,200 feet, but just as the first of the
Severn's shells had been spotted, a lucky shot from
the anti-aircraft guns burst beneath them, and a
piece of it hit their engine. There was no room for
doubt about it, for the behaviour of the engine
afforded ample evidence, and in ten minutes Flight
Commander Cull found that he had descended to
2,000 feet. The situation became decidedly ticklish,
for at that height a direct hit by a shell was well
within the range of possibilities, and the chances of
coming out of the ordeal alive would be remote, to
say the least of it. But Commander Cull realised
that the crucial moment had come, and that to
leave the scene just when the Severn was getting
on to her target might very well ruin the chances

any

So he set his teeth,
of the whole undertaking.
and determined to hang on as long as ever he
could.

Then Sub-Licutcnant Arnold
hit,

signalled

and the excitement grew as the

hits

the

became

first

fast
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But all the time the anti-aircraft
were bursting round them, and presently
another fragment struck the aeroplane's engine.
Nothing remained now but to volplane down as best
they could, so they made a signal to the Severn,
" We are hit
send boat for us," and Commander
Cull steered with a view to landing in the river
somewhere near the two monitors. During the
descent Sub-Lieutenant Arnold continued to send
his spotting corrections, until the machine dipped
below the tree-tops and the Konigsberg was lost
and

furious.

shells

;

to view. The observer's last signal to the Severn
was to bring her salvoes farther aft, and he had the
satisfaction of seeing her shells fall into the Konigsberg amidships before the palm trees obscured his
view. By that time nine salvoes had been signalled
as having hit the enemy.
The aeroplane fell into the river not far from the
Mersey, who promptly sent a boat to the rescue.
Sub-Lieutenant Arnold was thrown clear of the
machine into the water, but Commander Cull was
strapped to his seat, and was in an awkward predicament, as the machine turned right over. But
Arnold went to his assistance at once, and managed
within a few minutes both of
to extricate him
them were safely in the Mersey's boat. The wreck
of the aeroplane was blown up by gun cotton, as a
precaution against its falling into the hands of the
;

enemy.

By

time two of the Konigsberg's guns had
a few minutes later only one of the guns
was firing, and after another minute or two there was
silence.
But the silence did not last long, for almost
immediately a loud explosion was heard, and dense
clouds of smoke rose up above the palm trees, and
drifted away in the wind.
The Severn still continued firing with two of her guns, and soon there
were no less than seven distinct explosions heard,

ceased

this

fire

;
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and the yellow
of the trees.

smoke made a big cloud over the tops

The monitors were then ordered to proceed upstream
The
close to within 7,000 yards of the enemy.

and

navigation was no easy matter, as there appeared to
be a bar right across the river, but they crept up
gradually, and w^hen the soundings showed eight
feet of water, the Mersey put her helm over and
dropped anchor. By this time the other aeroplane
had arrived with Flight Lieutenant Watkins and
Flight Sub-Lieutenant Bishop, and with her third
round the Mersey scored a hit. The Konigsberg
was now visible from the topmast heads of the
monitors, in their new position, and Captain Fullerton himself went aloft to reconnoitre. He saw that
the enemy was on fire both fore and aft, that her
foremast was leaning over and looked on the verge
of collapse, and that streams of smoke enveloped her
mainmast. In fact she was a complete wreck, and
at half-past two in the afternoon the Admiral, satisfied
that the difficult task at last had been accomplished,
signalled to the monitors to retire.
Captain Fullerton of the Severn, Commander
Wilson of the Mersey, Squadron Commander Gordon
in charge of R.N.A.S. detachment, Wing Commander
Cull, and Flight Lieutenant Arnold were all awarded
the Distinguished Service Order for their respective
shares in this achievement. It was a task which in
many of its features was unique in the annals of
the Navy.
Certainly no naval engagement has ever
before been fought under circumstances even remotely
similar, for it may be described as a naval battle
in the midst of a forest.
It is equally certain that
the new branch of the Navy, the Royal Naval Air
Service, had never before been called upon to carry
out such important work under such chmatic conditions.
Perhaps only flying men can appreciate
how difficult those conditions were, but the story of
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those exciting minutes wlien, with damaged engine,
the spotters were guiding the Severn's shots nearer
and nearer to the target, is dramatic enough to appeal
to the imagination even of the most prosaic among

laymen.

CHAPTER

IV

AN airman's adventures

At Chukwani,

in the island of Zanzibar, Squadron No.
8 of the Royal Naval Air Service established its headquarters for the purpose of making reconnaissances
over enemy territory in East Africa, taking photographs, dropping bombs, and otherwise aiding the
military operations. The seaplane carriers, H.M.S.
Himalaya and Manica were lying off the island,
and the Flag Commander, the Hon. R. O. B. Bridgeman, D.S.O., had general charge of the operations.
Although he was not an airman himself, he was
keenly interested in the airman's craft, and moreover

he fully appreciated the special difficulties attending
aviation in that climate. The R.N.A.S. had every
reason to be grateful to him, for he helped them in
their work as only an officer M'ith a sympathetic
understanding of their troubles could help them.
In January 1917 the Manica and Himalaya Avere
lying off the island of Nyroro near the Rufigi Delta,
and on the 5th of the month the former ship sent
Flight Sub-Lieutenant Deans over the delta in a
seaplane. On his return journey, when he was just
over the wreck of the Konigsberg and was circling
round to get a photograph of a pinnace in her
vicinity, he was fired at by rifles, one shot hitting his
port Aving. He was fired at again lower down the
delta, but suffered no further damage, and returned
in safety.
His machine had refused to ascend with
42
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an observer on board, and he had therefore made the
flight alone.

Sinee the Maxica's seaplane was temporarily incapable of carrying both pilot and observer, it was
decided next day to send up the Himalaya's machine,
piloted by Flight Commander E. R. Moon, and with
Commander Bridgeman himself as observer. Soon
after seven o'clock in the morning they started off,
taking with them a camera and enough petrol to
last for three hours, and they flew over the delta
with the intention of making a thorough reconnaissance of it. As the hours slipped by, and there
was no sign of them, their shipmates began to grow
anxious, and, when anxiety had given place to alarm.
Flight Sub-Lieutenant Deans was sent off from the
Manica to discover what had happened to them.
He searched up and down the various channels
and creeks, but at first could see no trace of them.
On his return, just as he was passing over the Suninga
Channel, he noticed something lying on the water
at a spot which he estimated to be about six miles
from the mouth of the channel, and on descending
towards it, he found it to be the wreck of the missing

He came down close beside it, and saw
that it was lying upside down with the bottom of
the floats just above water, and that large portions
of the wings, tail, and rudder were burnt. For some
time he remained alongside, firing a Verey's light to
attract attention, but of the pilot and observer he
could see no trace. So he returned and made his

seaplane.

report.

Several days later the squadron received information from the enemy that Commander Bridgeman
had been drowned, and that Flight Commander :Moon
was a prisoner of war. The full story, however, reremained unknown for nearly a year, until the progress of the allied forces brought about the flight of

the Germans and the liberation of their prisoners.
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I tell the story of Flight

Commander Moon

in the

form of a personal narrative, but it must be understood, of course, that I do not profess to quote the
exact words in which he told it to me on his return
to England. He has assured me, however, that the
following account is correct both in substance and in
detail.
I need only add that at the time when these
events occurred he had been awarded the D.S.O.
for many meritorious performances in aircraft work,
and that he has since been awarded a bar to the
decoration.

" Commander Bridgeman and I started off about
a quarter-past seven on the morning of 6th January
It has
1917 from the Himalaya at Nyroro Island.
always been my practice to wait until I return from
a flight before taking a meal, because I believe that

work of this kind is better done on an empty stomach,
and so I had nothing more than a cup of tea before
leaving.
If I had known what was in store for me,
I might have been tempted to stow enough inside
me to last me a week, after the manner of the pelican.
"

We made

a very thorough reconnaissance of the
it, and at the end of
an hour or so the commander said he was quite
We were over
satisfied, and ordered mc to return.
revolutions
engine
when
the
delta
the
the south end of
suddenly began to drop, so that I was obliged to
descend. I steered for the inshore end of the Suninga
Channel, and landed in a creek which forms a junction
between this and Kiomboni Channel to the south of
it.
I taxied along the creek, while the connnander
took the pilot's seat to give me an opportunity of
attending to the motor.
" I found that the after magneto drive had failed,
and presently the pressure in the petrol tank gave
I made
out, and the engine stopped altogether.
several attempts to restart it, but without success.
delta, flying over all parts of
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The only way

to discover wliat was wrong with it
was to take it to pieces, but of course I had no idea
whether I should be able to repair the delect when
I had found it.
The commander decided that under
the circumstances there was nothing for it but to
destroy the seaplane, and to try to make our
escape to the mouth of the river, where we might
either be picked up by one of the ship's boats, or
find a native boat in which we could pull off to the
Himalaya.
" We happened to have come down close to the
spot where a party of Germans had fired at the
Manica's seaplane on the previous day, and it was
therefore probable that the enemy was not far away.
Owing to the windings of the creek and the thick
vegetation on either side of it, we could not see far
in any direction, and we quite expected that a party
of Huns might come round the corner of a bend at
any moment. We felt certain that they must have
seen us coming down, and must have sent men to

look for us. As a matter of fact I learnt afterwards
that the search party misjudged our position, and
wandered along the Kiomboni Creek some miles to
the south.
" The first thing we had to do was to destroy our
seaplane, which we did by soaking it with petrol
and setting fire to it with a Verey's light. We
watched it burn until it wds a useless wreck, and
then we started off down the creek, swimming across
it after a while with the idea of covering our tracks.
The commander had a Perrin belt, which served him
in good stead so long as it remained inflated, but
unfortunately the air gradually leaked out of it. I
happen to be a fairly strong swimmer, and consequently 1 had no need of anything of the kind. When
we reached the Suninga Channel we found the bush
on either side so dense that it was impossible to make
our way through it, but, as the tide was well down,
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able for some time to walk along the mud
bank without entering the mangrove swamp.
" It must have been about noon when we saw the
Manica's seaplane flying over the delta. We had
anticipated that it would be sent to look for us, but
we knew that we should never be able to attract its
Of course we waved our arms and did
attention.
That the
all we could, but it was quite useless.
pilot would see our machine we fully expected, but
it was clearly impossible for us to remain in its
I confess
vicinity if we wished to escape capture.
that it never occurred to me that, when he saw the
burnt wings and tail, he would come to the conclusion that we had caught on fire before we descended and had been burnt to death.
" The tide was coming in fast, and it was about
high tide when we reached a point just opposite the
wreck of the Somali. This was the ship which had
been a tender to the Konigsberg in the days of her

we were

from one of our ships set the old
and she burned herself out from stem
to stern. We thought we saw a green-painted native
boat lying alongside the bank close to the wreck,
and I decided to swim across to examine it. I
thought, too, that I might find a receptacle of some
kind or other on the wreck where the rain water had
collected, for we were beginning to get thirsty, and
of course the water in the channel was as salt as
the sea. I left the commander on the south bank,
as his belt had become deflated, and it was a fairly
long swim for anyone but a strong swimmer. As it
turned out, 1 found it quite an easy swim, for the
current seemed to strike right across the channel
towards a creek leading northwards to the Simba
Uranga Channel, and I was carried across with it
But, alas, I found that the boat was
fairly rapidly.
no boat at all only the trunk of a tree overhanging
glory, until a shell

packet on

fire,

—

the water's edge.

I

scrambled on to the wreck to
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search for water, and here again I was disappointed.
There was not a vessel of any kind, and the deck had
buckled upwards with the heat of the fire, so that
there was no cranny or hollow in which a pool of water
could collect. There was just one small spot where
a few drains had gathered together, and by lying
flat on my face I just managed to wet the tip of

my
"

tongue.

My

next task was to swim back to the south
bank and rejoin the commander, but I found this a
more difficult undertaking than I had anticipated.
The current which had helped me across to the
Somali was now against me, and was running at
such a pace that I could do little more than keep
myself from being carried backwards. I had to give
up the attempt, but when I heard the commander
shout and fire his revolver to attract my attention, I
made another effort to get across. It was equally
unsuccessful, and though I shouted at the top of
my voice to reassure the commander that I was all
Five times
right, I failed to make him hear me.
during the night I tried to swim to the south bank,
but could make no headway against the current, and
finally I decided that there was nothing for it but to
wait for slack water.
" As soon as the sun goes down the mosquitoes in
the Rufigi Delta come out in their myriads, and hang
over the surface of the water. I must have swallowed

some scores of them when I was trying to swim across,
and I found them a most unsatisfactory form of diet.
While I was waiting for slack water, they swarmed
round me, and the only way to keep them off was to
stand in the water up to my neck and duck my head
from time to time. They had been bad enough even
in the daytime, but at night the whole air seemed to
be thick with them.
" It was just before daybreak when I managed at
I found
last to struggle across to the other bank.
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that the

commander had gone on downstream,

swam down
until I

with the current

came

(for the tide

so I

had turned)

in sight of the deserted village of Salali,

Opposite to it on the
a solitary hut, and here I saw the
commander, but I was carried past him by the current
some considerable distance before I could gain the
Standing
shore, and I had to wade back to him.
near the hut was a clump of palm trees, and we were
lucky enough to find some cocoanuts on them. In
the hut we found tAvo empty bottles, into which we
poured some cocoanut milk. We next came across
three wooden poles, which we tied together with
wisps of sisal, and across them Ave lashed some old
window frames with lattices. It was a poor makeshift of a raft, for the materials were too scanty to
bear our weight, but it was the best we could impro-

which

lies

on the north bank.

south bank

is

vise,

" The commander sat amidships, while I sat aft,
trying to manipulate an old canoe paddle which I had
picked up, but it was no easy matter, for the water
was always up to my shoulders, and occasionally up
to my neck. It must have been some time after
midday when we shoved off. We soon found that
three submerged poles do not provide the most
comfortable of craft, especially in a river where there
arc plenty of sharp snags to tear one's clothes and
scratch one's skin. My stockings were torn beyond
the possibility of repair by the most conscientious of
darners, and my khaki shorts also became considerably less than respectable. As luck would have it,
I was wearing nothing better than a service cap, which
is all very well for a flight in the early morning, but
is hopelessly inadequate to protect the head from

the noontide sun.
" As wc passed Salali wc saw a few liroken boats
and canoes lying on the bank, but they were too far
damaged to be of any use to us. Just before night-
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we reached Mnasi Moja Point, where we saw
another smashed canoe, on which we carried out a
rapid survey and decided to report that in the
absence of docking facilities this vessel could not
be recommended even for temporary commissioning.
We spent the night near the Point, dodging the
attentions of the mosquitoes by keeping as much as
possible of their rations beneath the surface of the
water. The commander suddenly started laughing,
and when I asked him to let me share the joke, he
said,
I cannot help seeing the funny side of our
predicament. There really is something very comical
about it.' Undoubtedly there was, and, strange as
it may seem, the humour of the situation was always
uppermost in our minds, in spite of our physical
discomforts.
Of course we never had any doubt
that we should get back to our ship somehow or
other, and we talked as though it were a certainty.
I remember the commander reminding me once that
we were not yet out of the wood, when I was looking
rather too far ahead, and discussing future projects
after our return to safety.
" Next day (8th January) we started off at dawn,
and presently we sighted the wreck of the Newbridge the old packet which had been sunk to block
the channel before the Konigsberg was destroyed.
I tried to bring the raft alongside her, but overshot
the mark, and iinally had to beach the raft some distance to the east of the wreck. We now found that
the salt water had penetrated both our bottles of
cocoanut milk, making it unfit to drink, but fortunately we still had an untapped cocoanut, with
which we were able to quench our thirst. By this
time the necessity of finding food and drink completely outweighed all thoughts about the risk of
capture, and we decided that we must push away
from the river through the mangrove swamp in the
hope of coming across some natives who might be
fall

'

—
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able to supply us, and Avhom we hoped to bribe into
giving us a passage in a boat or canoe to our ship.
" It was a brave decision, but we had reckoned
I had no sooner pvished
into the thicket than the buzz of a mighty

without the mosquitoes.

my way

army sang in my ears, and the swarm was upon me.
The plague of flies in Egypt may have been a pretty
bad business, but the virtue of the common fly is
that he feeds on jam and dead meat, like a civilised
human being. The female mosquito feeds on live
and with a callous selfishness almost unsurpassed in the scheme of creation, she injects a poison
which makes her food more digestible for her, but
makes her bite ten times worse for her prey. Before
five minutes were up I was rushing out of that
mangrove swamp as though all the furies of hell had
been let loose on me. We had to giv^c up the idea of
getting away from the river by a tramp through the
bush
for no human being could endure the ordeal
of it, unless he was armed like a bee-keeper wrestling
with a swarming hive. Our only way was to continue our course downstream until we reached the
victims,

;

river

mouth.

" In the meantime the question of food and drink
was becoming urgent. We looked across the river
towards the wreck of the Newbeidge, and the hope,
which springs eternal in the human breast, made
us dream of the possibility of finding something
there which would be of service to us. As soon as
it was slack water wc pushed oil on our raft and
managed to make the wreck without much dilliculty.
I don't know exactly what wc really expected to find
there, beyond perhaps a small pool of rain water
collected in some hollow of the upper structure, which
was sticking out abov^e the level of the river, but
even in tliis wc were disappointed. There was
al)S()liitcly nothing on the wreck which could be of
the least use to us in our predicament. The star-
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board stanchion of the bridge, being painted white,
presented to us the idea of writing a short note to
serve as a guide to any of the ship's boats whieh
might happen to eome along in search of us, and
the commander took a pencil from his pocket and
scribbled a few words on the paint.
It is a curious
illustration of how one loses count of the passage of
time when one is deprived of the ordinary routine
of regular meals and sleep, that he and I could not
agree as to the day of the month. It was really
the 8th, but he insisted upon dating his message the
10th.
Long afterwards I heard that that message
was seen after several days by some of our shipmates, but that they could not make up their minds
whether it w-as genuine or not.
" At nightfall we had another drink of cocoanut
milk, w^hich very nearly exhausted the supply, and
then we settled down to the usual game of hide
and seek with the mosquitoes. Once I tried to
snatch a little sleep by lying down on the wreck, but
I might as well have chosen a bed of red-hot needles ;
sleep was impossible in the company of that voracious
horde. Only the salt water could keep them off,
so there was nothing for it but to get back into the
river again,

and to keep

constant immersion.

It

my face and head wet by
was a process which soon

grew monotonous, so much so that we did not wait
daybreak before shoving off again upon our raft.
" Our plan was to cross to the east bank of the
river, run the raft on the mud, and then wade towards
the mouth of the channel, where we hoped to come
for

across a native boat or canoe, or, better still, to find
one of the ship's boats coming in to look for us. At
first we were carried upstream by the tide, but when
it turned, we were carried rapidly towards the sea.
All the time I was struggling hard with my paddle
to bring the raft to the bank, but the tide was too
strong for me, and, almost before 1 realised it, we
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were being taken right through the entrance of the
channel. At first I failed to appreciate the full
extent of our danger. The thought that we had
escaped from that horrible delta, with its swarming
population of winged torments, was uppermost in
my mind. But when we reached the open sea, and
found that the wind was blowing up against the tide
and causing heavy waves, the full possibihties of the

dawned upon me.
" Our raft was overturned, and, though the poles
hung together, they were in a hopeless tangle, and
gave us little more support than a single floating
spar would have given us. I watched the shore grad-

situation

ually recede into the distance, until I could not see
the tops of the trees above the waves, and still the
tide seemed to be drawing us farther and farther
away from land. Of course I knew that when it
turned it would carry us back again, but the question
was whether we could remain afloat long enough. Of
those next few hours I cannot speak in detail, for the
tragedy of Commander Bridgeman's death blots out
When I saw that his
all other memories of them.
strength was giving out, I tried to encourage him by
telling him that the tide had turned and that we
should soon be on the beach, but 1 realise now that
he had lost all consciousness of his surroundings, and
that, although the instinct of self-preservation made
his muscles retain their hold, he was already wrapped
I could not make myself
in the long last sleep.
believe this, and even when his grip relaxed I still
clung to tlie idea that I could save him. 1 caught
liold of him and struggled to keep his head above
it
water. How long 1 struggled 1 do not know
may have been but a few minutes, or it may have
but to me it seemed like a lifetime.
been an hour
And then my own strength failed, and 1 was forced
to let go of him.
" It was fortunate that I was not in a mental
;

;
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full force
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of the tragedy.

My

mind was dazed through lack of sleep and my
actions had become subconscious. So long as my
strength had lasted I had clung tenaciously to the
idea that my one aim and purpose was to save the
commander, and even though I dimly realised that
he was dead, I could not relinquish the struggle.
When my strength gave out, I had no very clear

idea of

my own

circumstances,

animal instinct kept

but the ordinary

me

clinging to the remnants of
the raft, until the tide had carried me well inshore.
Then I struck out with such strength as I had left
in me, and gained the shallow water, where I sat
down in the surf to regain
breath.
long I
sat there I have no notion, but after a while I must
have staggered up the slope of the beach towards
the belt of palm trees skirting it.
"
next clear recollection is of meeting a native

my

—a

•

How

My

young man with only a

whom

loin-cloth

round

his

uttered the magic words ' British
man-of-war,' and went through the motions of
paddling a canoe. Then I said Rupees,' which was
a word he well understood, and I indicated with my
fingers that his reward should be considerable.
Presently an older man came up, wearing a pair of
blue trousers, adorned with many patches. I went
through the same pantomime again, and he nodded
his head in comprehension.
I had four rupees in my
pocket, which I handed to him as a token of good
faith, but he gravely returned the money.
I also had
a large pocket compass, which I handed to him,
fearing lest he might suspect that it was some kind
of infernal machine, and that I was going to annihilate him.
He kept this at the time, but handed
it back to me next day.
" The elder man took me by the wrist, and led me
towards a grass hut, where I remember sitting down
on something or other probably a wooden bench,
waist, to

I

'
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have no recollection of seeing any furniture
By this time my mental faculties were
almost dormant. I was conscious that I was in
need of food, but beyond the need of expressing this
elementary desire I had no definite thought. I
pointed to my mouth, and the natives nodded their
heads. Presently a woman appeared on the scene,
and brought me two mangoes, which she cut into
I think of those mangoes now as
slices for me.
the most luscious fruit I have ever tasted. I am
afraid that my manner of eating them must have
resembled that of a wild beast rather than a human
creature, for it was nearly five whole days since I
had had any solid food.
" I was so much absorbed in satisfying the first
primitive desire of a live animal that I had com-

though

I

in the hut.

But presently,
pletely forgotten my surroundings.
when I had eaten the fruit, I looked round, and
noticed that the two men had put on blue tunics,
and were winding khaki puttees round their legs. I
also saw that each of them had a rifle, but my mental
condition was such that I attached no significance to
these phenomena. It would have been all the same
to me if they had put on surplices and carried a
couple of big Bibles. The one idea firmly fixed in
my mind was that they were going to take me back
ship, and when they made signs to me to
to
follow them, I struggled to my feet, and passed out of

my

the hut.
" Of that walk through the palm grove by the
seashore, I can only remember one or two trivial
I have since calculated that it must
incidents.
have occupied an lionr and a half, but I was not
I was not conscious of anything
conscious of fatigue
but a feeling that the whole situation was quite
I
unreal, and that presently I should wake up.
remember that the younger of the two natives showed
great concern about my stockings, which had slipped
;
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down to my feet, and he kept on making signs to me
to indicate that the mosquitoes would attack my
bare legs. At last he stooped down himself, and
pulled them up for me. Later on he took olT his
red cap a very dirty relic of what had once been a
Turkish fez, but all the stiffness had long since
departed from it, so that it looked more like a skullBefore I had realised his purpose, he was very
cap.
tenderly wiping my mouth with it. I suppose that
the remains of the mangoes were clinging to my lips
and cheeks, and the good-hearted fellow was shocked
to see me in such a condition.
" The place to which they brought me must have
been one of the German outposts. I should observe
that, although all the harbours and towns along
the coast were by this time in the hands of the Allies,
the Rufigi Delta had been left in the undisturbed
possession of the enemy. It was not such a desirable
spot as to be worth the expenditure of any effort to
acquire it. In an open space a large number of
natives were congregated round a fire, stoked with
cocoanut husks, whose smoke drove away the mosHere I sank down on the ground, and
quitoes.
was dimly conscious that many pairs of inquisitive
but somehow they seemed
eyes were staring at me
to belong to another world than my own. I kept
on saying to myself, They are going to take me back
to my ship,' and this was the only idea that my
bemused mind was capable of entertaining. During
the march my guides had spoken to a group of women
whom we encountered, and I had assured myself
that they were telling them of the reward which I
had offered, and were impressing on the women the

—

;

'

need of holding their tongues about me.
" I am not quite sure what happened next. I may
have gone off in a faint, or I may have simply fallen
asleep.

told me afterwards that I was
not altogether improbable. The

The Germans

in a faint,

and

it is
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next thing I remember is that a big man with a beard
was leaning over me, and as I looked up into his
He said someface I saw that he was a European.
thing to a smaller man, who was dressed in the rig
of a sailor, and, as my scattered wits returned to me,
Then, and onlyI recognised the German tongue.
then, I reaUsed for the first time that I was a prisoner
of war.

was allowed to rest, and then
the smaller of the two men, who spoke quite good
English, told me that I should have to walk inland
with them. I told him that I was quite unfit to
walk, but he asked me to make an effort, explaining
that it was impossible for me to stay where I was.
He turned out to be a very good fellow, and before
we started he had a chicken cooked for me. I was
sensible enough to appreciate this kindness, for roast

"For some time

I

chicken is a rare delicacy in the Rufigi Delta, but
when the food was put in front of me I found
myself quite unable to touch a morsel of it. I could
see that this genuinely distressed him, and I told him
how sorry I was, but I could not explain to him
why a man who has been five days without food
loses the power to eat it when it is put in front of
him. I only knew that in my exhausted condition
I should have turned away from the most tempting
Later on
delicacy that a Paris chef could devise.
this little sailor man proved a good friend to me by
rigging me out in an old suit of khaki clothes belonging to him the only clothes I had from the Germans
during my captivity.
" My experiences as a prisoner of war hardly belong
to this story. Suffice it to say that they were not
such as to give me any great pleasure in dwelling on
them. To start with, 1 went down with fever, and
remained on the sick list more or less continuously
The prison camps were in
for the next six months.
a constant state of ))eing moved from place to place,

—
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as the progress of the Allied troops drove the Germans
from pillar to post, I estimate that altogether I
travelled 600 miles during my imprisonment, walking
when I was well enough, and being carried by natives
at other times. To make matters worse it was the
rainy season of the year, and frequently I had no
other bed to lie on than the wet grass.
" One piece of news, which the Germans gave me,
brought me some comfort. They told me that the
body of Commander Bridgeman had been washed
ashore, and had been buried with full military
honours. In these days of wholesale carnage, when
hundreds of men are hurled in a few hours across
the gulf between life and death, many of us have
grown callous about our fallen comrades. But the
thought that one who had been so closely associated

with me, and had shared with me the hardships of
those four days in the Rufigi Delta, had gone to
some unknown resting-place in the wide ocean had
preyed on my mind. It was an indescribable comfort
to me to know that he had received Christian burial,
and the honours due to a brave officer. His memory
will long live in the minds of those who knew him,
and no man can have a truer inscription on his
monument than that which is engraved upon the
hearts of his fellow-men.
" I have to thank a strong constitution rather
than the German doctors for the fact that I survived
those months of sickness, and have come back little
the worse for them. The medical service of the
Germans in East Africa used to remind me of Alice
in Wonderland, who had jam yesterday and jam
to-morrow, but never jam to-day. At every camp
the doctor told me that, although he was unable to
give me proper treatment, I should receive it all right
at the next camp.
Occasionally I was given a dose

and occasionally some ointment for my
but there was an element of chance as to

of quinine,
sores,
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whether

I got even these, and the attitude of the
was always perfunctory. Nevertheless, I

doctors

had gone far to regain my health when at last the
rescue came. I shall never forget those last few days
heard the guns drawing
in the prison camp.
nearer and nearer as the Allied forces steadily closed
Then the commandant gave
in from two directions.
us the joyful intelligence that the prisoners were to
be left behind, together with all the sick Germans,
and those who were not likely to be of service in
future fighting. Only about 200 Germans and some
1,800 Askaris made their way across the border into
Portuguese East Africa all the rest were left behind

We

;

and

were

made

prisoners.

The

senior

German

our camp, accompanied by LieutenantCommander Paterson, and armed with a white flag,
went out to meet our troops. And then our fellows
God Save The King.' I betook
started singing
myself to a quiet corner, for I knew that, if anyone
had spoken to mc, I should have broken down and
sobbed."
officer

in

'
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CHAPTER V
THE STORY OF "KING BELL "

When H.M.S. Cumberland first cast her anchor off
the bar of the Cameroon River in September 1914,
this German colony in Darkest Africa was a sealed
book to most of us. We had seen it on the map,
and were therefore quite ready to believe that it
existed, but as to what the country was like, what
kind of people inhabited it, what industries were in
progress there, our knowledge was meagre in the extreme. We had heard perhaps that German efforts at
colonisation had proved to be costly failures for the
most part, but few of us had ever worried our heads
to find out why they were failures.
On her way down the coast the Cumberland had
called at Lagos in Nigeria, among other places, and
there had picked up a small band of natives who had
fled from the Cameroons early in August, and were
now eager to lend their aid to the British in driving
the Germans out of the country. One of them
explained that he was King of Duala, and that the
others were his courtiers in attendance on him.
This came as rather a shock to the officers of the
Cumberland, who were not quite prepared for the
honour of receiving a reigning monarch into their
midst, and were in some doubt as to whether they
had committed a grave breach of etiquette in not
firing a salute and providing a Marine guard of
honour at the gangway. His Majesty, however, was
quite unassuming in his manner, and put them all
61
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by agreeing to

accept, as remuneration
of one shilhng a day.
He was even democratic enough to allow his courtiers
to be rewarded at precisely the same rate. The only
difficulty that arose was in entering their names upon
the ship's ledger. The Accountant Officer's staff

at their ease

for his services, the regal

sum

grappled in vain with the orthographic problems those
names presented, and finally compromised matters by
rechristening the entire suite.
One gentleman became
known as " Jack Friday," while another, who fulfilled the functions of Prime Minister, was named
" Lloyd George." The king himself was entered on
the books as " King Bell."
Now this was not the original King Bell. In fact
the original " King Bell" dates back many generations, for the name has been preserved throughout
the ages. Just as there were sixteen kings of France
called Louis, so there have been quite as many
kings of Duala called Bell, but somehow or other
the exact number has been buried behind a veil of
antiquity, so that the present monarch can only be
designated as King Bell the Umteenth. This story,
however, is not so much concerned with him as with
his predecessor,

who was

his uncle.

Before I go any farther, let me explain how it is
tliat the kings of Duala glory in such an English name
as Bell. The explanation is that amongst the West
African natives for many hundreds of miles up and
down the coast the English language is the lingua
franca, the common vernacular by means of which
all the tribes can communicate Avith each other.
It
is a kind of pidgin English, which seems to have
grown on the coast in some mysterious way, and to
have spread itself inland to a considerable distance.
It was not deliberately invented as a new language,
like Esperanto, but accidentally it has l)ecome the
Esperanto of Western Africa. By a curious irony
of fate the natives of the Canieroons speak better

:
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English than any other natives on the coast. This
must have been very galhng to the Germans, who
were obhged to learn pidgin English before they
could drill the native troops, or even issue orders to
the servants in their own houses.
The story of " King Bell," the uncle of the exile
whom the Cumberland found at Lagos, is a tragedy.
It was first introduced to me by an entry in the
diary of Lieutenant Nathnagel, the German military
officer, who was found at Duala when the town
surrendered. The bulk of the German forces, both
European and native, had been withdrawn when the
Germans realised that they could not hold the place,
and Nathnagel had been left behind to hand it over
to the British forces. He happened to have kept a
diary, and here is one of the first entries after the
commencement of the war

—

" 8th August 1914. In the afternoon Rudolph
Bell and Ngoro Din were hanged in front of the
prison for high treason.
great outcry among
the populace all night long."

A

I start thus with the end of the story because that
how it happened to come to
notice.
There is
nothing in the diary to tell us who were these two
malefactors, Rudolph Bell and Ngoro Din, what was
the treasonable act committed by them, nor why
the populace expressed so much sympathy with them.
All the rest of the story I had to collect from other
sources, and, although I cannot guarantee its

my

is

accuracy in every

detail, I have no reason to doubt
true in its main essentials. Of Ngoro Din
it is sufficient to say that he was associated with
Rudolph Bell in the charge of treason, but I have
not inquired into the particulars which caused him
to be implicated.
Rudolph Bell was chief of the Duala tribe, as his

that

it is

"
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and his grandfather had been before him.
His kingdom extended over the town of Duala and

father

its vicinity.
fishing in the
in fish.

The

was
and trading

chief industry of his subjects

numerous creeks and

rivers,

Now the German governor was faced with
a problem which sometimes occurs when civihsation
sets its great foot upon a country.
The traffic of
the port of Duala was increasing, and more accommodation was needed for wharfage. The only solution
was to clear out a native settlement along the riverbank, and commandeer the space for building new
wharves. Where the German governor blundered
was in his choice of a new home for the evicted
natives.
For some incomprehensible reason he
ignored the fact that they were fisherfolk, and planted
them in a settlement at some considerable distance
from any of the rivers. The natural result was that
they were profoundly discontented by the change.
" King Bell," as their accredited chief, took up
the matter with the German authorities, but the
governor, now conscious of his blunder, had not the
courage to acknowledge it. He feared that, if he
were to show any irresolution in the matter, it would
be construed in the native mind as weakness on the
part of the German governor, and power on the part
of " King Bell." So he told this officially unrecognised monarch that the natives in a colony belonging
to the All Highest Emperor of Germany must go and
live where they were told, and be thankful that they
were allowed to live at all. At this " King Bell
flew into a regal rage, and said, " Your Emperor
plentee much beeeg man, but lUidolph Bell he know
plentee nmch beecger man, and he will write letter
to English Emperor and ask him to come to Duala
in a plentee beeg sheep, and take the C'amcroons away
from you. Then we shall have nice English governor
no more German governor."
Here was a flagrant case of Usc-majcsti. Apart

—
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insult to the German Emperor contained in
the suggestion that any mortal man could be greater
than he, there was an invidious comparison of the
merits of German and English governors, which
could not be overlooked. So "King Bell" was
promptly clapped in prison. I am told that he did
actually write a letter to King George, and with
child-like innocence requested his captors to forward
it, but I cannot vouch for the truth of this part of
the story. The letter has never been discovered,
and, if it was written, it was probably destroyed by
the German authorities. This is very regrettable,
for it must have been a wonderful piece of composition.
When the curtain next rises upon the drama, the
momentous fourth of August has come round, and
England and Germany are at war. Up and down
the coast of West Africa, and far inland along the
banks of the many rivers which water the country,
the news is passed from village to village that the
great Emperor of the English has ordered the Emperor
of the Germans to release " King Bell " from prison,
and if he does not do so at once, then the English
Emperor will send his big ships and mighty armies
to take the Cameroons from the Germans.
Of what transpired at the trial of Rudolph Bell I
have no record, but I have no doubt that it was a
simple matter to produce sufficient evidence to conHe had many relations
vict him of high treason.
and friends eager enough to do his behests, and from
the German point of view he was an inconvenient
person to have even in prison when the country

from the

might at any moment be invaded by hostile forces.
Probably the German governor felt that so long as
the man was alive he would be a danger in the
country, and that neither native jailers nor native
troops could be trusted to keep him safely in prison.
The simplest solution of the problem was to hang
him, and so Rudolph was hanged.
5

:
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The Germans were in an awkward fix, for they
knew that the natives had no love for them, and
that their only chance of maintaining their ascendancy
was by ineans of a reign of terror. The diary of
Lieutenant Nathnagel contains many indications of
the official distrust of the native, and of the strained
relations subsisting between governors and governed.
Thus on 17th August— nine days after Bell was
hanged we find the following entry

—

" If the English do not come soon, we shall
be going for each other."

Then came the report that an English man-of-war
was off the coast of Togoland, shortly followed by
the report that Togoland had been surrendered. Both
these reports were received at Duala by wireless. On
27th August the diary says
:

"

From

carried on

to-day all telegraphic work
by Europeans."

is

to be

The native telegraph clerks were no longer to be
trusted at such a juncture, for they might use the
instrument for conveying information to the enemy.
On 31st August H.M.S. Cumberland arrived at
Fernando Po, the Spanisli island off the mouth of
the Cameroon Kiver, and three days later preparations were begun for the invasion of the country.
It
became ol)vious at once to the (krmans that the
majority of tlie natives regarded the advent of the
Britisli forces as the dawn of their deliverance.
What perhaps they did not realise was that the
sequence of events had caused the natives to connect
the arrival of the British Navy at the mouth of the
Cameroon River with the hanging of Rii(lol})h Bell.
Such, however, was, and still is, the idea in the native
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It is useless to try to persuade the West
mind.
African people that this war was brought about by
trouble in the Balkans, or in any other of those far-oil"
countries which they associate merely with travellers'
yarns. The cause of the war was that the Germans
hanged " King Bell " and the English came to avenge
his death.
The Germans, realising that the people amongst
whom they lived were all potential enemies, proceeded to issue stringent orders to prevent them
communicating with the English. The diary on
7th September tells us
:

" All canoe

traffic

in the creeks

is

stopped.

than 48 Dualas have been captured by
the patrols and brought up for judgment. Eight
are to be hanged. No Duala native may cross
the road after dark."

No

less

The order stopping the canoe

traffic in

the creeks

meant starvation for those natives who made their
liveUhood by fishing. And yet it is only fair to say
that from a military point of view it was necessary
in order to stop communications with the enemy.
As a matter of fact it failed completely in its object,
as will be shown later on. The German method of
enforcing it was characteristically thorough. Sentries

at the outposts along the river-banks were ordered
to shoot any natives they saw passing them in canoes.
Long after Duala had surrendered, and when the
scene of the operations had been shifted far inland,
it was quite common to see canoes floating down the

streams with no other occupants than the dead
bodies of natives.
On the arrival of the Cumberland at the mouth
"
of the Cameroon River, " King Bell the Umteenth
and his suite were landed by night, in order to
obtain information as to the nature and position of
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be mentioned, did not prove to
be of much assistance, for they failed to grasp the
fact that a British man-of-war cannot go exactly
where a native canoe goes, but they all meant well.
The information collected by the natives was valuable
as far as it went, though it usually lacked precision.
Thus they reported that the ship channel all the
way up to Duala had been extensively mined, but
they had no idea where the mine-fields lay. They
also stated that ships and lighters had been sunk
to obstruct the fairway, but they did not know
whether they were all sunk in the same locality, or
whether there were several barrages.
As it turned out, the enlistment of the exiles
whom the Cumberland found at Lagos proved
superfluous, because there were plenty of native
volunteers all too eager to supply information. For
the attempt of the Germans to stop the canoe
traffic was a failure, and no sooner had the Cumberland anchored at the mouth of the river than canoes
came alongside filled with natives, who seemed to
The reign of
regard the ship as an asylum.
terror had begun in grim earnest, and many of these
miserable creatures had tasted the cup of bitterness.
Of the tales they told, and of the marks on their
bodies, which bore testimony to the truth of their
statements, I prefer not to speak. War is a long
succession of horrors, and no useful purpose is served
by dwelling upon the details of them. Suffice it to
say that the ship's doctors were kept busy patching
up these wretched victims of German Kultur, and
let us disabuse our minds of the notion that the
mcdiieval practice of inflicting torture on human
beings has been stamped out by the march of civilisation.
For these natives had been literally tortured,
until the mere sight of them was enough to turn one
sick.
A parliamentary committee was afterwards
it
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appointed to investigate the matter, and its report,
together with some photographs that no one can
look at without shuddering, is available to all who
care to read it.
In the absence of reliable information from the
native spies, the Senior Naval Officer had to proceed
with caution in approaching the problems presented
to him. Fortunately he had the assistance of the
officers of the Nigeria Marine, who were thoroughly
familiar with local conditions, and with the creeks
and waterways of Central Africa. The initial work
mainly of mine-sweeping and reconconsisted
noitring, followed by the gradual approach of the
Cumberland into the mouth of the river, and the
establishment of a naval base inside Suellaba Point.
The next work to be undertaken was to clear a
passage through the obstruction which the Germans
had made by sinking ships and lighters. This was
rather a lengthy operation, and was necessarily
attended by some risk, for it was not very likely that
the Germans would leave the working parties to carry
on their work unmolested.
On 23rd September six transports arrived, under
the escort of H.M.S. Challenged, bringing British
and native troops from Nigeria and the Gold Coast.
Two days later five more transports arrived bringing
French troops. The Navy, however, was not quite
ready for them, for there was nowhere to land them,
or establish a base for them. One attempt was
made to send a detachment up the Dibamba River,
and to land them with a view to cutting the enemy's
A portion
line of retreat along the Midland Railway.
of this force was actually landed, but they found it
impossible to make any progress through the mangrove swamp and dense bush bordering the river,
and so they had to be re-embarked. Until the Navy
had prepared the way the Army could not even make
a start with its work.
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The abortive attempt up the Dibamba River was

not, however, without its effect.
It made the Germans nervous about their Hne of retreat, and un-

doubtedly put a period to their hopes of holding
the port of Duala. A more cogent influence was,
however, brought to bear on them by H.M.S.

Challenger, who,

after lightening ship, managed to
scrape through the barrage of sunken ships, and so
bring her guns to bear on the town. On 27th September, after one day's heavy bombardment,
Lieutenant Nathnagel, who was then in command of
what troops were left at Duala, received instructions
by telephone to destroy the wireless station and all
military stores, and to hoist the white flag.
We captured quite a nice little haul of ships at
Duala, including eight large and three small vessels
of the Woermann line, one Hamburg-Bremen liner,
an armed yacht, a stern-wheel gunboat, tugs, trawlers,
launches, and lighters. There was also among the
booty a floating dock capable of accommodating
ships up to 1,200 tons. Later on the Navy proceeded to raise the vessels which had been sunk to
obstruct the fairway, to repair them, and commission

them for service.
The capture of Duala marks the end of the purely
naval operations in the Cameroons. Next day the
transports anchored in the harbour, and the troops
were disembarked and billeted in the town. From
that point onwards the campaign became amphibious
for some months, and finally, when the scene of
operations had gradually receded inland, it became
purely military. There are, however, some rather
curious incidents in the early operations, which I
will describe in

another chapter.

CHAPTER

VI

SOME INCIDENTS OF THE EARLIER OPERATIONS
It is not my purpose to give a detailed aecoiint of
the earlier operations in the Camcroons, preceding
the capture of Duala. There are, however, a few
incidents deserving special mention, not because they
had any important bearing upon the operations, but
because they are sufficiently extraordinary to have

some historical interest.
The first two of these incidents take one back a
hundred odd years to the good old days when
cutting-out expeditions were of

common

occurrence,

and when naval warfare was largely made up of a
succession of duels between ships at pistol-shot range.
Cutting-out means capturing an enemy ship from
beneath the protection of shore batteries. It was
accomplished by manning the boats on a dark night,
quietly stealing up to the prize, and boarding her
before the enemy had realised what was happening.
The cable was then cut, the sails set, and the prize
taken out of the harbour. The ship had to run the
gauntlet of the shore guns, but this was not a very
serious matter, because the gunners were naturally
reluctant to fire on a ship manned by their own
friends, even though those friends were safe prisoners
under hatches. The real risk in the undertaking
was that the boats might be detected before they

reached the prize, and so come under the fire both
of the ship's guns and the shore guns. This sometimes happened with disastrous consequences, but
71
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the other hand many successful cutting- out
expeditions are recorded in the annals of the Navy
extending from the seventeenth until the early part
of the nineteenth century.
The twentieth century example of a cutting- out
expedition took place on 6th September 1914, and
the prize consisted of six large lighters, which were
moored of! the pier at Victoria, a small port in
Ambas Bay, on the north side of the Cameroon
River estuary. It was a fairly dark night, and our
men took the precaution of leaving their whitecovered caps behind, and of wearing shoes with
india-rubber soles, so that they could board the
lighters without making a noise.
So far as was
known there were no shore batteries to take into
account, but the German trenches about twenty-five
3'ards from the lighters were manned, and at that
range it was reasonable to suppose that a heavy
rifle-fire might do considerable damage.
Our men
were armed with nothing but revolvers, as it was
desirable that they should be encumbered as little
as possible. The ships of the Navy and the Nigeria
Marine flotilla were lying about fourteen miles from
Victoria.
Two vessels of the latter the steamlaunch Vampire and the tug Walrus provided with
tow-ropes, etc., took the men inshore, while the

on

—

—

gunboat II.M.S. Dwarf accompanied them. Commander Strong taking charge of the expedition.
Of course all lights were extinguished, and as they
approached the lighters the men were strictly
enjoined to keep silence. In spite of all precautions,
however, it seemed almost inconceivable that the
Germans in their trenches could be unaware of the
approach of the three vessels. Still, there was no
indication that tlicy had been detected, so the men
silently boarded the lighters, slipped the mooring
chains,
and attached the tow-ropes from the
Vampire and the Walrus.
They expected every

;

INCIDENTS OF EARLIER OPERATIONS

73

moment to hear the sliarp erack of a dozen rifles,
followed by a shower of bullets, but it never came.
They got back into the two boats, and in a few
minutes the party was well under way with the
In triumph they brought them back
prizes in tow.
to the anchorage
a very useful addition to the flotilla.
The silence of the German rifles remained a mystery
until the oflicer commanding the detachment became
one of our prisoners of war, and told us his version
of the story.
From his trench he saw three vessels
off the pier, and several large boats beside them,
which seemed to be filled with troops. The large
boats were of course the German lighters, which had
been there for several days, but, being a soldier and
not a sailor, he had forgotten about the lighters, and
it never occurred to him that they could be anything else than British boats with British troops in
them. " They are going to land," he said to him" and will try to rush the trenches."
He
self,
ordered his men to reserve their fire until they saw
the first man leave the boats, and then they were to
shoot them down like ninepins. When he saw the
three vessels and the large boats retire into the
darkness, he said, " They have thought better of it
they will not try again to-night." In the morning
one of his men pointed out the absence of the lighters.
" The lighters ? " he said. '' ^¥hat
the lighters
Himmel! they have stolen the lighters,"
The second incident reminds one of the old sea
duels when two ships lay alongside each other, and
hammered away at a range so close that the gunners
had their hair singed by the flames of the enemy's
guns. In these days of modern gunnery such an

—

!

!

this cannot last more than a few
minutes, but, while it does last, enough excitement
is crowded into those few minutes to satisfy most men
for a lifetime.
H.M.S. Dwarf was exploring Bimbia Creek, to

engagement as
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whether the enemy had any defences along
its banks, and generally to gain information about
the possibilities of the creek as an alternative entrance
to the Cameroon River. On either side were thick
mangrove swamps, through which the creek pursued
a tortuous course with many sharp bends. It was

find out

not a particularly pleasant creek, for a mangrove
swamp has little to recommend it from the aesthetic
or any other point of view. The peculiarity of the
mangrove tree is that it is not content with the
roots beneath its stem, but keeps on dropping from
its boughs long tentacles, which strike the soil and

A cluster of these trees
so become subsidiary roots.
as any that
impenetrable
as
presents a thicket
Nature has devised. Another peculiarity of the
tree is that it will grow nearer to the seashore
in fact the
than most other forms of vegetation
and to
sand,
the
of
on
top
roots seem to be perched
find sustenance in such refuse as the sea washes up
;

to them. At low tide they look like a mighty
cluster of snakes burying their noses in the slime,
which the receding tide cannot suck away from
them, because of the network they form to retain
Beneath these roots the crabs and shell-fish
it.
cluster, while the branches of the trees afford a home
for swarms of voracious mosquitoes.
Through such a swamp as this the Bimbia Creek
winds its way, and on ICth September the Dwarf
anchored for the night about six miles up the creek.
On a large-scale map it can be seen that at this

point the creek bifurcates, a northern channel coming
the village of Tiko, and another channel
winding towards the Cameroon River. Near this
junction the Dwarf lay at anchor, and, as the mangrove trees made it impossible to see round the next
bend, and as there were known to be enemy craft
prowling about the creeks, she darkened ship and

down from

her

men went

to action stations.
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It was a dark night, and in that thick jungle it
was impossible to sec more than a few yards ahead.
The officers had finished dinner, and were smoking
vigorously to keep off the mosquitoes, when it was
reported to the Captain that a light was coming
round the bend a little more than a hundred yards
away. Behind the light there loomed the shape of
a fairly large ship, which seemed to be coming from
the direction of Tiko at a good speed. Commander

Strong at once gave the orders to slip the cable, get
under way, and open fire. It was almost pointblank range, when the for'ard 4-inch gun and two
of the 12-pounders let fly.
Of what happened during the next two or three
minutes it is difficult to convey any adequate idea
through the medium of cold print. The general
impression left on the mind was of a sudden stream of
light, as the Dwarf's searchlight was switched on,
of the ping of a new army of mosquitoes attracted by
the light, of the crash of many guns, of a big black
ship coming full tilt at the Dwarf down the stream
of light, of a mighty crash when the collision came,
and of a mighty blaze from stem to stern of the big
black ship. The Dwarf had been lying athwart
the creek, and though she got under way at once,
she had no time to avoid the blow. The Nachtigal
struck her abreast of her funnel, and in so doing got
dragged round, so that the two ships lay alongside
each other. And all the time the 4-inch and 12pounder guns of the Dwarf were blazing away for
dear life.
The Nachtigal had a gun in her bows, but before
she reached the Dwarf both the gun and its crew
had been blown over the side into the water by a
salvo from the Dwarf. I do not know what other
guns the German ship had, but at all events they
had no chance of coming into action, for within a

moment

after the collision the ship burst into flames

76

THE NAVY IN THE CAMEROONS

The Dwarf hastened to
the unwelcome embrace,
steaming towards the south bank, crossing the bows
of the Nachtigal, and turning right round to port
The
until she ran aground on the north bank.
burning ship drifted to the south bank, where she
soon blew up. Of her crew the captain and thirteen
ratings (three Europeans) were rescued and taken
All of them were wounded. The rest of
prisoners.
the ship's company, consisting of eight Germans and
twenty- five natives, had been killed.
along her whole length.
extricate

herself

from

The Dwarf came off with no casualties at all,
but she had a large hole in her side, and one of her
compartments was filled with water. She was
able, however, to return to the base, and within a
week the engine-room staff of the Cumberland had
patched her up so satisfactorily that she could
resume her duties.
The shape of the hole made by the Nachtigal's
stem suggested that a ram with a round head had
been fitted to her, and that the whole episode had
been premeditated. It seems more probable, however, that the ship was on her way from Tiko into
the Cameroon River, and so to Duala, and was
unaware of the presence of the Dwarf in Bimbia
Creek, until she got round the bend, and the Dwarf
opened fire. Escape was impossible, and the foremost gun having been blown over the side, ramming
was the only method of offence left. The Captain
must have realised that his vessel was doomed to
destruction in any case, and pluckily resolved to
take a course which gave him a chance of doing some
damage to the enemy. This view is borne out by
an entry in the diary of Lieutenant Nathnagel, the
officer left at Duala to surrender tlie town after the
(icrman troops had evacuated it. The diarist is a
soldier, wlio is often rather vague about naval matters,
but his diary is interesting as a sidelight on the early
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entries

relating to the Naciitigal.

" In the evening just after 9 p.m. there is
distant gunfire, and news comes from Victoria
that the Dwarf is engaged with the Nachtigal
two kilometres from Tiko. At 10 p.m. a message

—

Have been rammed
comes from the Dwarf
by a steamer and have put my ship aground.'
Unfortunately he completed the news later as
ship in
Only one compartment full
follows
hope to come off at daylight.' The
order
Nachtigal seems to be lost, and the ramming
adopted as a last resource. The Dwarf is again

—

'

'

;

;

afloat."

The above messages from the Dwarf were made en
and intercepted by the wireless station at Duala.
After the first one some German wag sent a sarcastic
clair

message to the Senior Naval Officer ofiering the loan of
a carpenter, but before an appropriate reply could be
sent the second message came through, and obviated
the necessity of making any rejoinder.
Two days later, on 18th September, the diary
records

:

"

The Nachtigal

reported prisoners
boiler exploding."

;

is

lost.

Deck hands

engine-room

—

staff killed

are

by

While these two incidents the cutting-out of the
and the engagement in the creek bring
back to us the naval warfare of a hundred years ago,
there was a third incident which savours of the old
days when torpedoes were in their infancy, and the
outrigger torpedo was seriously regarded as a weapon
of war. The inventor of a new design in outrigger

lighters

—
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torpedoes was a German missionary at Duala, and
though his contrivance has the demerit of being a
good deal more comphcated than the old scheme of a
bomb stuck on the end of a pole which was balanced
on a swivel, it was at all events ingenious. He
rigged two upright poles, one on either side of a
motor-boat, and secured them in position by means
of struts athwart the boat. To each pole he attached a hydrogen gas-cylinder (such as is used for
making soda-water) which was filled with dynamite.
The ends of these cylinders projected beyond the
boat, and, though the cylinders were above water
when the l3oat was under way, they were lowered to
the requisite depth below the surface by sliding
brackets on the upright poles. In the old outrigger
torpedo the bomb was lowered beneath the water
by simply raising the near end of the pole to which
it was attached, just as the blade of an oar is dipped
Possibly the
in the water by raising the handle.
missionary had never beard of the old outrigger
torpedo, for it is difficult to see why he should have
considered liis elaborate contrivance an improvement
on it.
Two boats were fitted up, each with a pair of
torpedoes.

The

story of their fortunes

is

told

in

Lieutenant Nathnagel's diary, but not with absolute
accuracy, so I must take the liberty of correcting him
when he goes wrong. Let me first explain that the
Germans had sunk a whole row of ships across the
fairway of the Cameroon River to obstruct the
passage, that the Navy was busily engaged in making
a channel through this obstruction with the aid of
explosives, and that the Dwarf was anchored close
by at night to prevent the enemy from sinking any
ships there, or interfering witli the work in
hand. The Germans decided tliat the Dwarf
should be the iirst victim of the missionary's great
invention. An abortive attempt was made on

more
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what the diary says about

it:

" llih September.

—To-night

a launch with a

mine built in under her keel is to be let loose
upon the Dwarf. The engineer w^ho will have
to remain on board almost until the last will
be as good as lost, but none the less three
brave men have volunteered for the fatal
journey."
" 12//? Seyiemhcr. The night was bright moonlight, and the torpedoes could not get near
enough. At 8 o'clock the Dwarf steamed

—

away."

As a matter of fact, the Ivy, a vessel belonging to
the Nigeria Marine, was then doing duty as guardship at the obstruction, and for some reason or other
the Germans did not consider her worthy of receiving
the attentions of their torpedo-boat. On 13th September the Dwarf relieved the Ivy, and another
attempt was made that night to torpedo her. On
14th September the diary says, " Dwarf working at
The torpedo-boats cannot get near
the barrier.
enough
they are always observed too soon and
;

upon."
But on IGth September Lieutenant Nathnagel
records that an attack has actually been made at last.
fired

" The first torpedo attack on the Dwarf has
unfortunately failed. The man in charge lost
his head, and jumped out with the rudder
wrongly lashed. In consequence the boat ran
round in circles with the torpedo set, and
endangered the other boat, which had to retreat,
and in the meantime the torpedo-man was
drowned. The torpedo exploded uselessly in
the mangroves."

;
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As to the result of the attempt, and as to the
cause of the failure, the diarist is correct, but his
First of all, the
details are lamentably inaccurate.
rudder was not lashed, but the tiller was fixed by
means of an iron pin, and the man in the boat became
so much rattled when the Dwarf opened fire that,
instead of fixing it amidships, he fixed it hard a-port,
so that the boat swung to starboard and ran on
the mud. The other boat did not retreat because of
the vagaries of its companion, but because of the
Dwarf's fire. It is not clear whether this other
boat was the second torpedo boat, or merely a boat
to pick up the man who ran the first boat.
Its
intention may possibly have been to divert the
Dwarf's attention from the first boat, for it had
come downstream below the Dwarf, and then turned
to approach her from the seaward side, at the same
time signalling with a lantern. This boat escaped
The man was not drowned, as
in the darkness.
reported by the diarist, nor did the torpedoes explode.
The man was found next morning seated on a spar
of one of the sunken ships, and clad in nothing but
a pair of trousers. He was a lanky, miserable fellow,
and very much frightened when he was taken
prisoner but a cup of hot cocoa soon restored him.
The torpedoes were recovered intact, and brought
aboard the Dwarf, where they were duly admired
but Commander Strong did not care for them as ship's
pets, so they were eventually buried.
Of the other torpedo-boat the diary says
;

:

—

" 20/^ Se'ptemher. The second torpedo-boat
has been out since yesterday evening. We hope
it has not been blown up by its own torpedo.
Anyhow, the Dwarf has not been blown up.
" 2\st September. Till now no news of the
torpedo.

" 22nd

—
Septejnber. — Some

of the native crew
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of the torpedo-boat have returned, and report
that the boat was attacked from in front and
behind by launches the benzine tank caught
A thousand
fire, and the crew then surrendered.
;

pities,

lessly

but

still

blown

better than

had been use-

if it

in the air."

Lieutenant Nathnagel

is

evidently a born optimist,

boat has
enemy's hands, so that it may
all.
He omits to mention that
the great inventor was captured at the same time,
and was retained as a prisoner in spite of the plea
that his missionary work in the Cameroons was
The launches he
likely to suffer by his absence.
refers to were ship's boats belonging to H.M.S. Cumberland.
There are two other incidents in the early operabut both of
tions which are worthy of mention

for he finds consolation in the fact that the
fallen intact into the
be of some use after

;

them are essentially modern in their character,
and both of them offer an insight into the peculiar
psychology of the German. The first occiured on
25th September, when a channel through the obstruction had been completed, and H.M.S. Challenger,
having reduced her draught by the removal of heavy
stores, passed up the river to within range of the
town of Duala. Transports had arrived bringing
and French troops, and preparations were
to supplement a frontal attack on the
town by sending a detachment of troops up the

British

being

made

Dibamba

River, to cut
to the eastward.

off

the enemy's line of retreat

The Challenger anchored at Bwape Sand just
short of a mine-field, and a party was sent ashore
under the white flag to convey to the governor of
Duala a demand for the surrender of the town. An
interval of two hours was allowed to enable the
governor to frame his reply, and in the meantime the
6
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Challenger and

all the vessels in company with
her flew the white flag. The party reached Duala
and handed the message to the governor, and then
followed the interval of waiting. But it was by
no means a dull, uneventful interval. While the
governor was drawing up one of those models of
evasiveness for which Germans seem to have a
special aptitude, the Commandant and his officers
were getting very busy. It would seem to be one of
the axioms of German military tactics that, when the
enemy hoists the white flag, an exceptionally favourable opportunity is offered for attacking him. In
this case, however, the methods of attack were
severely limited, for it is obviously futile to send a
body of infantry or cavalry to attack an armoured
cruiser, and an artillery attack, to be effective, needed
guns of larger calibre than any the Germans had
available.
There was, however, one method of attack,
which had a very fair chance of success at a time of
truce, when it might be supposed that the enemy's
vigilance would be relaxed— the floating mine.
On
the swift current the Germans released a large number
of floating mines, and waited expectantly.
Fortunately for the Challenger the vigilance of
her look-out had not been relaxed. Ihe mines were
seen approaching the ship, fire was opened On them

with rifles and maxims, and all of them were
exploded before they came near enough to do any
damage. The chagrin of the Germans at the failure
of their tactics was expressed in the version of the
story which they sent by wireless to Germany. " The
British, having hoisted the flag of truce, opened fire
with rifles and machine-guns " a perfectly accurate
statement, only they forgot to mention the floating
mines.
Two days later, when tiiey saw that the forces
confronting them were too formidable for them, and
that their line of retreat was in daiigcr, they sur-

—

:
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rendered the town of Duala and the suburb of
Bonaberi across the river. The final entry in Lieutenant Nathnagel's diary reads

—

" 26th September. The Commandant goes to
Edea. A slow bombardment various buildings
destroyed, but no loss of life. At noon ne^ys
comes that large bodies of troops arc landing,
;

and advancing from
I

Gori, Pitti,

and Japoma.^

am now Commandant

—

of Duala.
Out at 5 a.m. under full

" 27th September.
protection as the bombardment may be expected
at once. At 7.30 instructions from Captain
Haedicke that the companies are to retire. I
am still keeping up telephonic communication
with the Commander, and receive the definite
order to give up the useless opposition, march
off the coloured troops with arms, make all war
material useless, and hoist the white flag."

After the capture of Duala and the neighbouring
country, one of the problems confronting the Allies
was the administration of the cocoa plantations.
The German overseers, who controlled the native
labourers, pointed out that the workers would not
continue their work without supervision, and, as the
Allied forces had no one available at the time to
take the place of these overseers, it was decided to
place them under parole and let them carry on. If
there were any misgivings as to the value of a German's parole, it was not long before they found
ample justification. These overseers promptly enlisted in the German secret service, and sent all the
useful information they could to the German forces
Very soon it became apparent that
up-country.
these men were an infernal nuisance, and would continue to be so until they were interned.
Pronounce Yapooma.
1
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to putting a check upon their activiwere paid to the cocoa farms, and
occasionally the European staff were brought off to
the Senior Naval Officer's ship to be examined. The
farm buildings were searched for firearms, etc. but
the Germans contrived somehow or other to keep
some of their rifles securely hidden. To convey
information to one's friends in spite of a solemn
promise not to do so is one thing to engage in active
operations of hostility in contravention of a pledge
to which one owes one's liberty, is another thing.
Both are not only permissible, but even praiseworthy,
according to the German code of morals. It would
seem, however, as if Nemesis, with righteous indignation, was lying in wait for these German traders.
A landing party had been sent ashore to one of
the cocoa farms, where they found a small German

With a view

ties, surprise visits

;

some papers which, on translation, might
prove incriminating, and some money. They brought
the party aboard with the papers and the money,
and they also brought off from the shore a boat
belonging to the German traders. The money and
the papers were retained, and a formal receipt was
handed to the farm manager. The Germans were
then sent back in their own boat, unaccompanied.
By this time night had fallen, and it was quite dark.
From the ship they could hear the splash of the
oars as the boat approached the river-bank, when
suddenly the sound of rifle-shots rang out through
the darkness, and quite a heavy fusillade was opened
upon the unfortunate Germans in the boat. The
staff,

explanation was that some of their compatriots,
having succeeded in retaining their rifles, thought
that a splendid opportunity liad come to strike a
blow for the Fatherland. They saw a boat pull away
from a British man-of-war, and naturally assumed
that it was matuicd by lirifi.sh sailors.
Without a
thought for their parole they hid behind some busjies^
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and, as soon as the boat reached the bank, they let
drive.
The result was that the number of Germans in
world
was reduced by two, and Nemesis was
the
satisfied.

CHAPTER

VII

AMPHIBIOUS OPERATIONS

HAVE said that at the opening of the Cameroons
campaign the operations were entirely naval, the
military forces not appearing on the scene until just

I

before the surrender of Duala. I am referring, of
course, to the western side of the colony, which
In the north-east there
is bordered by the sea.
were military operations as early as August 1914,
culminating in the unfortunate disaster at Garua,
when Colonel Maclear, and four other officers were
killed, and about 40 per cent, of our native troops
were lost. After this catastrophe the operations
from the Nigerian border of the Cameroons were
suspended for over nine months, and it was not until
June 1915 that a second attack was made on Garua.
This was completely successful, and the town was
surrendered, together with a considerable number
of prisoners and a big haul of guns and ammunition.
It is noteworthy that, in achieving this result, our
military forces had the assistance of a naval gun,

transported by Lieutenant Louis H. Hamilton and
seamen over narrow, rough roads through hundreds of miles of bushland. This gun and a small
French howitzer had an instantaneous effect upon
the German native troops, who were unaccustomed
to guns of that calibre, and soon got out of hand and
became mutinous. Their officers then realised that
the game was up, and Garua was surrendered without

five

a struggle.
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For many months preceding the capture of Garua
the main part of the campaign had been going on in
the west, along the sea-coast, and in those districts
accessible to floating craft by numerous rivers
and creeks. The nature of the country near the
coast and for many miles inland is such that ordi-

made

nary military operations are impossible.

Mangrove

thick jungle are the natural features of
the land, and though the efforts of man have succeeded
in clearing spaces here and there for cocoa plantations,
in making rough roads, and building railways, the

swamps and

sum-total of these efforts has made about as much
impression upon the general appearance of the
country as the seven maids with their seven mops
upon the sands of the seashore. One cannot move
an army with its guns and transport waggons through
a mangrove swamp, and, though native carriers can
be employed for the conveyance of food along the
bush-roads, it is arduous work to convey heavy guns
and ammunition by such primitive means.
The only redeeming feature of the country as a
terrain for the operations of war is the network of
To the purely military mind, of
rivers and creeks.
course, these waterways only serve to damn it the
more, for the soldier must necessarily regard a river
as an inconvenient obstacle which has to be crossed.
But, to the amphibious mind, the waterways afford
the only solution of the transport problem, and to
the nation which enjoys the supremacy of the sea
they offer an incalculable advantage in the ordeal of
Granted that plenty of craft, small enough
war.
to navigate these narrow channels, can be brought
to the scene of operations, the rivers and creeks
become, instead of obstacles, magnificent highways
for the conveyance of troops, guns, and stores, while
the gunboats of the Navy provide the artillery, which
which
is moreover of a larger calibre than anything
faced
it,
against
the enemy can hope to bring
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as he is with the problem of carrying his guns overland.
A typical example of amphibious operations was

that which was undertaken ten days after the capture
of Duala. The objective was the village of Jabassi,
about fifty miles up the Wuri River, which runs
into the Cameroon River from the north-east. The
flotilla consisted of seventeen steam and motor
vessels and eighteen lighters, of which seven vessels
and one lighter carried guns. The Mole and the
armed lighter each carried a 6-inch gun, while the
others carried guns of smaller calibre, and there was
also a naval 12-pounder field-gun manned by a de-

tachment of seamen. The military force consisted
of eight companies of native troops, half a company
of Pioneers, 600 native carriers, a medical detachment, etc. This force was embarked in the various
river craft, and proceeded up the Wuri River.
Unfortunately, it was the rainy season of the
year, when the country is not only unpleasantly
moist, but also unpleasantly hot a sticky, damp
heat, which causes the perspiration to exude in a
constant stream, drenching one's clothes almost as
soon as one puts them on. Moreover, the rain came
down in torrents, so that there was moisture both
from within and without, and, as the troops were all
huddled together in the small river craft, without any
protection from the downpour, they had a very uncomfortable time of it. To add to their troubles,
there were the mosquitoes, which thrive exceedingly
well in the Cameroons during the rainy season, and
have a disagreeable habit of carrying the malaria

—

microbe about with them.
This first expedition to Jabassi was a failure, chiefly
on account of the climatic conditions but it is
interesting as an illustration of the difficulties which
our forces had to overcome in achieving the conquest
of the Cameroons, and as evidence of the absolute
;
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necessity of naval co-operation in a campaign of
The flotilla actually carried the troops
within three miles of Jabassi, and then landed them
without any mishaps. They marched two out of

this kind.

the three miles towards the village before they
encountered any opposition, so that they were
within a mile of their objective when the enemy first
showed that he was there, and very much awake.
He opened a hot fire on our troops, who were
advancing along a road parallel with the river, and
upon the armed vessels, which had kept abreast of
the advance, and had steadily bombarded the high
ground where Jabassi stands. The enemy were
hidden in the dense bush, so that it was impossible
to ascertain their strength, or form any reliable
opinion as to the nature of their defences.
For the greater part of the day a kind of haphazard
fight went on, our troops firing at the sound of the
enemy's rifles, and gradually crawling towards them
through the jungle. The 12-pounder field-gun found
a hill from which to pepper the enemy's positions,
so far as they could be ascertained, and the armed
river craft went on cheerfully firing in the direction
of where they thought the enemy ought to be. The
result of their efforts was that the German rifles and
machine-guns were gradually silenced, and there
seemed to be no further obstacle to an advance upon
By this time, however, the troops had
Jabassi.
become hopelessly scattered in the bush, and moreover were quite exhausted. The rain and the heat
had told upon them, so that the medical staff foiuid
that they had to deal with many more sick cases than
wounded men. In fact, the casualties had been
remarkably light, for the German marksmanship

was poor.

A

retirement was obviously necessary, for night
on, and to remain in that jungle with
the chance of being surrounded by the enemy was

was coming
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If the troops had been
on foot it would have gone badly
with them, for they were thoroughly worn out, and
doubtless the Germans would have kept abreast of
them in the jungle through Avhich the road runs, and
would have sniped at them all the time. But fortunately the flotilla of river transports was there waiting
for them, and the naval guns in the armed launches
were there to cover their retreat and embarkation.
In a very short time they were beyond the range of
the enemy's fire, and anchored about three miles
downstream from Jabassi.
Probably they would have been able to take Jabassi
next day if they had attempted it, but the condition of the troops was such that it was deemed
prudent to bring them back to Duala, where the

not to be contemplated.

obhged to

sick

men

retire

could receive proper attention.

In the

meantime another detachment of troops was sent
up the Wuri River, and on 14th October they entered
Jabassi almost without opposition. The officer commanding them paid a very warm tribute to the naval
officers and ratings in the armed launches, who
encountered the brunt of such opposition as the
offered, and were largely instrumental in persuading him that the game was up.
A week later another amphibious expedition was
undertaken, with the object of capturing Edea, on
the Midland Railway, about forty miles south-east
of Duala. A glance at the map will show that it is
also on the Sanaga River, and consequently accesThe scheme of operations comsible from the sea.

enemy

—

prised three attacks from separate directions (1)
by the Sanaga River, (2) by the Njong River as far
as Dehanc and thence overland, and (3) by the
Midland Railway. The first two of these required
the third was an entirely milinaval co-operation
tary affair, and was undertaken by a small force,
;

mainly with the object of affording a distraction to

—
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the enemy. The chief mihtary force was detailed
for the Njong River, while the naval forces were
divided between the Njong and the Sanaga Rivers.
It will be convenient to deal first with the Sanaga
River force. This was divided into two sections
the larger craft, which went round by sea to the river
entrance, and the smaller craft, which reached the
river by means of the Kwa-Kwa creek, joining the
Sanaga to the Cameroon River. The Kwa-Kwa
creek flotilla encountered some opposition, which
caused a delay; but they eventually overcame it,
and reached the Sanaga River on 23rd October in
the evening, anchoring off Lobetal Beach to await
the arrival of the larger craft. These had arrived
safely at the river entrance, but had had some
difficulty in crossing the bar, and further difficulties
awaited them in the lower reaches of the river, owing
to the native pilots being unfamiliar with them.
It
may be said that the chief virtue of the native pilot
is his unfailing cheerfulness.
When he has run the
ship aground with a big bump, he turns smilingly to
the commanding officer, and says " Small water lib
'ere, sah," and he says it too with the air of one
imparting useful information. These pilots had all
been in the habit of using the Kwa-Kwa creek to get
from Duala to Edea, and consequently they knew the
river fairly well above the junction at Lobetal, but
had practically no knowledge of it below that point.
They managed, however, to reach Lobetal eventually
on the day following the arrival of the KwaKwa creek flotilla, and the combined flotilla, under
the command of Commander L. W. Braithwaite in
the Remus, proceeded up towards Edea. The troops
were landed on both banks to march in front of the
flotilla, but they found it such heavy going that they
had to be re-embarked.
At nightfall when the
flotilla anchored, some troops were again landed,
and camped in the vicinity of the anchorage to

—

;
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On '26th October
it from a night attack.
they drew near to Edea, and as they steamed past
the riverside village, the natives all came out of their
To them the British
huts, and cheered lustily.
from rulers
deliverance
their
of
flag was the emblem
whom they had learned to hate, with that undying
hatred which is born of a sense of tyranny and
That they should so regard their German
injustice.
rulers must have been a source of pathetic perFor the German
plexity to the Teuton mind.
Government had sunk large sums of money in the
development of the Cameroons it had reclaimed big
tracts of jungle, and cultivated them with cocoa and
it had constructed roads and railways to
plantains
bring these plantations within easy access of a seait had built huts for the native workers on
port
the plantations, and provided them with wellequipped hospitals. And yet it had failed entirely
to win the good- will of the natives. The explanation
Germay's whole idea had been to
is not far to seek.
exploit the colony and its inhabitants for the benefit
of the German trader. The land was taken aAvay
from the native, who was compelled to work on it at
a nominal wage of a few shillings a month, which just
sufficed to avoid the charge of imposing a system of
slavery. To all intents and purposes, however, it
was a system of slavery, for the worker was not
allowed to leave his work and seek other occupation
when he felt inclined, and was always subjected to
the practically unlimited powers of the German
overseers, who sometimes exercised those powers with
unbridled brutality. The German system of colonisation has consistently resulted in economic failure
in the Cameroons it also resulted in completely
protect

;

;

;

sympathy and good-will of the natives.
The Sanaga River flotilla had some fairly heavy
guns with them, including a 6-inch gun in the Mole,
alienating the

and there

is

no doubt that the approach of these
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guns had a very salutary effect on the Germans at
Edea, and influenced their decision to evacuate
But, to keep to the chronological
the town.
order of events, it is necessary to relate the experiences of the Njong River section. Early in the
morning of 21st October the Cumberland, the
Dwarf, the French Surprise, and six transports
conveying about 2,000 troops, mostly native, anchored
The smaller craft came
off the entrance to the river.
up later, and proceeded at once to cross the bar.
Unfortunately the weather was bad, and it soon
became apparent that there would be considerable
difficulty in getting tlie larger vessels over the bar,
no ship as large as any of the transports having been
known to enter the Njong River. The officers of
the Nigeria Marine had made a reconnaissance of the
river mouth, and it was largely due to them that the
enterprise was carried out successfully.
Two transports got over the bar without much
trouble, but the third one ran aground, and had to
wait for the flood-tide before she could be refloated.
An armed launch also got stuck, so badly that she
had to be abandoned after her guns and stores had
been salved. A heavy sea was running the w^hole
time, and consequently there was a good deal of

danger attending the operations.

how

Perhaps no one

great that danger was until
a sad catastrophe occurred. The Senior Naval Officer
(Captain Fuller) embarked in a whaler with a native
crew to row across the bar and superintend the
operations on the other side. He was accompanied
by Lieutenant Child (director of the Nigeria Marine),
Commander Gray, R.N.R. (transport officer to
the expeditionary force), and Captain Franqueville
Just as they were crossing
(a French staff officer).
the bar a big wave caught the boat and capsized it,
throwing all its occupants into the water. Boats
were immediately sent to the rescue by the ships
fully appreciated

d4
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lying at anchor, but, owing to the high seas, it was
some time before they could reach the spot. Out
of the whole party only Captain Fuller and two of
the native crew were saved.
That evening the flotilla of small craft proceeded

up the Njong River under Commander Cheetham,
R.N.R., taking with them a detachment of French
Next morning they occupied Dehane and
troops.
the following day the French column commenced its
march towards Edea, leaving a small guard of British
troops at Dehane. On 26th October they reached
their objective, and found that the Germans had
evacuated the place. The news was passed to the
flotilla in

the Sanaga River, whose guns had been

largely instrumental in persuading the enemy that
resistance was useless, and they proceeded upstream
and anchored off the town. German prisoners re-

ported that their officers had declared it impossible
to bring up heavy guns to Edea ; but, when they saw
that the impossible had been accomplished, they
hastened to effect a retreat.
So far our conquest of the country had extended
north-cast of Duala as far as Jabassi, and south-east
as far as Edea. The next objective was Buea, northwest of Duala, and about twenty-five miles from the
Buea was the German seat of government,
coast.
and was also a health resort, for it lies on the slopes
of the Cameroon Mountain a volcanic formation,
which looks as though it had been dropped by
accident in the midst of that vast area of swamps
and low-lying ground. Further inland there are high
mountain-ranges stretching across the Cameroons,
but all the country within a hundred miles of the
sea is a level plain, thickly covered with forests, and
On
intersected by innumerable rivers and creeks.
the Cameroon Mountain in the vicinity of lUiea the
rank growth of tropical vegetation has been made to
give place to the cultivation of European plants.

—

;
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English vegetables and fruits are grown there with
ease, and the Germans had instituted a dairy farm
with real live cows, good pasture, cowsheds, milk
except that
separators, and everything complete
there were no dairymaids. From all points of view
Buea was a desirable place to acquire.
The plan of operations comprised four distinct
undertakings: (1) to make a demonstration at
Bibundi in order to persuade the enemy that we
intended to land a force there (2) to occupy Victoria,
so that they might anticipate an advance towards
Buea from that direction also; (S) to capture Tiko,
and advance with the main force from there to Buea
and (4) to send a flotilla up the Mungo River to
Mpundi, and a detachment of troops up the Northern
Railway to Susa, and so make a flank attack from
the east. The fortunes of these undertakings, which
were all amphibious in their nature, will be described

—

;

in turn.

The Bibundi expedition was entrusted to Commander Strong in the Dwarf, accompanied by a small
Upon arrival at the spot, some Kroo
transport.
boys were sent ashore in surf-boats to make a feint
Apparently the manoeuvre succeeded
admirably, for word was sent to the German Commandant that a considerable British force was being
landed at Bibundi, and the enemy promptly made
preparations to meet it. Having achieved his object,
Commander Strong re-embarked the Kroo boys, and
in due course returned to Duala.
The taking of Victoria was entrusted to a party
of Marines under Captain Hall, the transport being
escorted by the Ivy and two armed tugs, while the
French cruiser Bruix remained in the offing, to cover
the landing with her guns. On 13th November they
of landing.

arrived at Victoria, and
in the Ivy,

summoned

Commander Hughes, R.N. R.,
the German Commander to

surrender the place, giving him one hour's grace to
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consider his reply.

He

refused to surrender, and so

a bombardment was opened upon Victoria and the
neighbouring village of Bota. Then the Marines
were landed at Bota, and they proceeded to march
on Victoria. The enemy, bombarded from the sea
and threatened from the land, came to the conclusion that the game was not worth the candle.
Within a few hours he had been driven out of Victoria, and he did not even stop to destroy the hght
railway running inland from Bota, for the Marines
found it intact with all its rolhng-stock in good
condition.
Having taken possession of the place
and sent all the non-combatant Germans to Duala
for internment, they left a guard of native troops
and returned to the base.
Meanwhile the main force had proceeded to Tiko.
Captain Beatty-Pownall in the Remus had charge
of a flotilla of six river transports, each towing a
lighter laden with troops and equipment, and an
armed tug towed a heavy lighter mounting a 6-inch
gun. Lieutenant Hamilton was in command of a
detachment of seamen with field-guns supplied by
the Cumberland and Challenger. There were
70 European troops, and over 2,000 native troops
and carriers. Two despatch vessels were employed
as mine-sweepers, and proceeded ahead of the flotilla,
which approached Tiko at daylight on 13th November.
The Tiko Ilabcn pier, which is at some distance
from the village, was reached in safety, and here
the troops disembarked, while the tug with the lighter
carrying the C-inch gun pushed up a creek to the
west of Tiko to cover the advance. It had not
gone far before it came under rifle and machine-gun
But a
fire from trenches well hidden in the bush.
G-inch gun has a little way of its own in dealing
with rifles and machine-guns, and it needs a brave

man to stick to his trench when heavy shefls at short
range are tearing the trees down all round him, and
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bursting on every side of him. The enemy's fire
was silenced, the enemy melted away, and Tiko was
occupied without any further opposition.
Next day the troops commenced their advance on
Buea, and, after overcoming some slight resistance,
they reached a village called Bole Famba, where they
halted for the night, and where we may leave them
for the moment.
The Mungo River party, who were to assist the
troops sent up the railway to Susa in making a
flank attack, had the longest distance to travel, and
It was
therefore started earlier than all the rest.
fortunate they did so, for the Mungo River eclipses
most of the other rivers of the country as a test
It is very narrow in parts, it
in navigating skill.
twists about with hair-pin bends, it is full of shoals,
and it has a strong current. It was not supposed
to be navigable at all after the end of October, and
even during the rainy season only vessels with a very
The flotilla, which
light draught ever attempted it.

was commanded by Lieutenant-Commander Sneyd,
consisted of two boats from the Cumberland, armed
with light guns, a stern-wheel gunboat, called the
SoKOTO, which had been captured from the Germans
when they surrendered Duala, and three armed
launches. The Sokoto had never risked herself in
the Mungo River before, and she soon began to wonder whether her new masters had mistaken her for
a steam-roller or a hay-making machine. However,
she made up her mind to do her best, and struggled
manfully round the twists and over the shoals.
Mbonjo was reached on 12th November, and next
day the flotilla pushed on to Mpundu, where they
found the enemy holding a strong position on the
But the guns of all the armed craft soon
right bank.
induced him to clear out of it, and IMpundu was
occupied without much trouble. Here the troops
from Susa joined up, and the march towards Buea
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was commenced. It is difficut to say which of these
undertakings was mainly instrumental in persuading
the enemy that he could not hold Buea— the feint
of landing at Bibundi, the occupation of Victoria,
the main advance from Tiko, or the flank attack from
Mpundu. All of them were successfully carried out
according to plan, and the cumulative effect must
have been considerable upon the much-harassed
Germans. The main force from Tiko, which we left
at the vilage of Bole Famba on the night of the
14th November, was the first to reach the German
capital, and occupied it without opposition during
the afternoon of 15th November.
The rest of the work of the Navy in the Cameroons
presents no startling features, which would justify a
description in detail. The conquered area steadily
expanded, and, as it did so, the scene of operations
gradually passed farther inland, until it became
This however, did
inaccessible to floating craft.
not reduce the Navy to a state of idleness, but it
tended to make its work more humdrum and devoid
of incident. A constant patrolling of the rivers
and creeks had to be maintained, to drive off enemy
detachments and protect the unfortunate natives
from the revengeful habits of their former masters,
to stop food supplies and contraband from being
smuggled up the rivers, to obtain information as to
enemy movements, and, generally, to fulfil the
functions of a police force. These duties brought
them into conflict frequently with small bodies of
enemy troops, which took every possible opportunity of sniping at them from the jungle. But
the most troublesome part of the day's work was
in connection with the German monasteries and
At first the inmates of
religious establishments.
these establishments had been placed on parole and
allowed to continue their vocation without interference Ijut soon there was an accumulation of
;
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evidence that these holy brethren and their holy
sisters were taking advantage of their liberty to
forward information to the enemy. Finally, it was
decided that they must be interned, and, when
Commander Braithwaite was clearing the DehaneKribi district of the enemy, he made all the monks
and nuns prisoners and sent them off to be interned.
The news of this proceeding filtered through to Germany, and, needless to say, it was at once turned to
account for propaganda purposes the neutral Roman
Catholic countries were flooded with a heart-rending
version of the story of how the brutal British officers
had laid sacrilegious hands upon the servants of the
Church.
In addition to the patrol of the inland waterways,
the Navy had also to undertake the blockade of
the sea-coast, which commenced on 23rd April, 1915.
This necessitated a constant vigilance night and day,
each ship engaged on the patrol covering a certain
distance along the coast-line, and plying up and down
its beat with a wearisome monotony, which is all
too familiar to the officers and men of the Navy. A
few of the naval force had the good fortune to
escape from this patrol work by being detached for
The expedition of
service ashore with the military.
Lieutenant Hamilton and a gun's crew to Garua
A similar expedition
has already been mentioned.
was commanded by Lieutenant-Commander Davies,
R.N.R., who took a 12-pounder gun and two maxims
to accompany the military expedition up the Northern
Railway to Bare, and did some excellent work with
the gun.
When we can quietly devote our minds to the
;

chronicle of this mighty struggle through which we
have passed, we shall turn with some feelings of pride
to those pages which record the successes of the
Cameroons campaign, and possibly we shall wonder
how it was that such achievements were received so
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unconcernedly at the time of their occurrence. Such
has always been the fate of all side-shows when the
drama of a European war is before the world's public,
but the side-showmen may fmd consolation in the
knowledge that the historian always accords them
their due place of honour among the makers of
history.
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CHAPTER

VIII

THE " TERROR OF THE DANUBE "

When

our naval mission, under the command of
Rear-Admiral (now Vice-Admiral) Troubridge, went
to Serbia early in 1915, no public announcement of
its

departure there, nor of

its

doings

when

it

got

was made. It was sent to co-operate with
the French and Russian naval missions in preventing
the Austrian monitors and other enemy vessels from
having a free run of the Danube. In this it succeeded
completely, for the Austrian monitors and munition
boats were forced to lie behind a boom defence, and
there,

never ventured down the river until the great attack
on Belgrade drove the defenders from the city. The
story of how this result was accomplished has never
been published in detail, but a despatch from the
" Times " correspondent at Belgrade, which appeared
in that paper on 7th July, 1915, gave the public a
glimpse behind the scenes. Here is an extract from it
" You can ascend to the roof of a favourably situated house, or walk to the higher ground outside the
town, and look through glasses up the Danube to
where, beyond the Austrian town of Semlin and the
island of Grosser Krieg, the Austrian river monitors
are lying, black and ugly, in the stream. At one
time there were seven monitors, but there are only
What you cannot see is that they are
six now.
lying inside a boom; for, since their number was
reduced from seven to six by a pretty piece of
torpedo work on the part of the solitary little picket.

.

.
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commonly known
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Terror of the Danube,'
the enemy's monitors have been singularly unenter.The young gentlemen who have charge
prising.
have great larks
Terror of the Danube
of the
with it. They poke their way on dark nights into
creeks and passages, where they are not in the least
expected, and annoy the Austrians dreadfully. Ihe
Austrians have three picket gunboats, which look
like toy Dreadnoughts, with machine-guns mounted
Any one of these could eat up the
in their turrets.
in a few minutes, if it could get at it.
Terror
But the Terror comes up when it is nice and dark
and makes rude remarks with its single machine-gun
to one of the Dreadnoughts, and then runs like a
boat,

.

as the

'

.

'

'

'

'

'

'

hare.'

The "Times" correspondent goes on to describe
how the " Terror " enticed one of the Austrian
"Dreadnoughts" over a mine -field, with the result
"Dreadnought's" remains were floating
about in midstream and drifting ashore on Kojara
Island.
But this happened towards the end of
June 1915. The incident I am going to describe
the pretty piece of torpedo work which reduced the
that the

—

Austrian monitors from seven to six happened in
April 1915. These monitors had been in the habit
of plying up and down the river at their own sweet
will, bombarding with their small guns the Serbian
trenches by the riverside, and with their big guns
throwing shells upon the positions farther inland.
But the " Terror of the Danube" changed all that,
reducing the enemy's monitors to a state of impotence
and compelling them to lie snugly secure behind a
boom defence. Only a very brief account of this
pretty piece of torpedo work was published at the
time when the decorations were awarded to those
concerned in it, but the story has enough dramatic
interest to be worth relating in some detail.
I'he picket-boat was
brought from JVlalta to
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Salonika and thence forwarded overland by rail to
Belgrade some time in March 1915. There it was
launched in the Danube, and, as it was the only
craft the Navy had at Belgrade, they naturally
regarded it with tender affection. The Austrians had
six monitors and seven patrol-boats lying somewhere
above the fortifications of Semlin, higher up the
river, and it may possibly have occurred to the
more superstitious among them that a fleet of thirteen
vessels is bound to meet with a disaster sooner or
later.
Anyhow, they seemed quite annoyed with
our little picket-boat the moment it arrived, and
they greeted it by pitching shells upon the dockyard
where it was lying. Consequently the Admiral
decided that it would be wiser to give the Austrians
time to forget about it, before sending it out upon
any kind of escapade.
It was only a picket-boat, but the Navy at Belgrade
was quite proud of it, for, when the Navy is condemned
by circumstances to play at soldiering, it always has
a secret yearning for something that floats, and, just
as a doll is supposed to satisfy the maternal instinct
of incipient womanhood, so a picket-boat had to
satisfy the cravings of our naval men ashore in
Serbia.
They petted it, and fondled it, and put a
maxim-gun in its bows, and rigged up two torpedoes
in it, and loaded it up with hand-grenades.
And
then they waited eagerly for a chance to take it
out on a little voyage of exploration, for that
Austrian fleet of thirteen vessels was such an obvious
challenge against the laws of chance and probability.
The River Sava meets the Danube at Belgrade,
flowing into it from the west. The Danube itself
flows from the north down to Belgrade, and then
turns eastward, so that there is quite a broad
expanse of water opposite the town, with rivers
running into it from north and east, and running
out to the west, By comparing this expanse of
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water with Parliament Square, we find that the
River Sava takes the place of Victoria Street, and
that the Danube, having come down Whitehall, turns
to the left over Westminster Bridge. Belgrade
occupies the position of the Houses of Parliament,
Semlin occupies the position of the Local Government Board, and the Austrian monitors were lying
up Whitehall somewhere near the Horse Guards.
The small islands opposite Belgrade may be marked
by the statues in Parliament Square in order to complete the

The

map.
attempt was made on 21st April soon

first

when the
commanded by Lieutenant Commander

picket-boat,
Kerr, glided
quietly up the river.
His orders were to reconnoitre
the position of the monitors, and, if a favourable
opportunity occurred, to attack them with torpedoes.
If, however, he found that the enemy's defences at
Semlin were too formidable, or that the monitors
themselves were prepared for an attack, so that the
chances of success became hopeless, he was to
return at once to Belgrade. " For Heaven's sake
don't lose the boat," said the Admiral, " for it is
There was another danger to be
all we have."
taken into accovmt. Although the Serbian patrols
on the bank of the river had all been warned that
the attempt was to be made, it was quite possible
that some of them, in a fit of enthusiasm, might open
fire on our picket-boat with their rifles, and so awake
the Austrian batteries and monitors to the fact that
something was going on down below them. Some
of the Serbian river patrols were remarkably enthusiastic upon occasions^sometimcs inconvenient occaFortunately, however, they managed to
sions.
restrain themselves during the two nights of the
picket-boat's adventures.
On the first night, it was found that a strong
easterly wind had caused the monitors to shift berth

after ten o'clock at night,
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(or western) bank to the left bank
of the river, "where they were better sheltered from
the wind. The picket-boat slipped past the Semlin
defences without being seen, and continued for about
two miles up the river, keeping in to the right bank,
but was unable to locate precisely the position of
the monitors. The river here is full of shoals and
small low-lying islands, which are difficult to avoid
by night, and, after running aground once and experiencing some difficulty in getting off, LieutenantCommander Kerr decided to return to Belgi-ade.

from the right

As

his

movements had apparently escaped the
enemy completely, it was decided that

notice of the

make another attempt on the following
The wdnd had abated, and during the day

he should
night.

four monitors and a steamer had been seen to cross
the river, and return to their usual anchorage near
the right bank. So, just before midnight, the
picket-boat again started off for another adventure.
As before, the defences of Semlin were passed w^ithout
attracting attention, and the boat steamed steadily
up the river against the fast current.
About half-past one in the morning a monitor was
sighted about 300 yards aw^ay on the starboard bow
(the picket-boat was therefore between the monitor
and the right bank of the river). Just ahead of her
was another monitor
then came a w^hite-painted
then a third monitor
steamer
while the fourth
monitor lay about 100 yards to eastward of the
first two, approximately on their starboard beam.
Lieutenant Commander Kerr's plan was to attack
the first monitor with a torpedo, pass under her stern
across the river, and attack the fourth monitor with
his other torpedo.
The picket-boat crept up to within 100 yards of
the first monitor, and was then challenged by the
look-out.
The reply was the firing of the torpedo,
and at the same moment rifle and machine-gun fire
;

;

;
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was opened on the picket-boat from

The torpedo ran

true

;

there

all

followed
shouting,

directions.

a heavy

muffled explosion and much
and the
picket- boat swung round across stream towards her
second objective. But by this time all the monitors
and the whole riverside were alive with rifles and
machine-guns, and Lieutenant-Commander Kerr remembered the wise saying of Macbeth " If it were
:

done when

done, then 'twere well it were done
quickly." A bullet striking the releasing gear of his
remaining torpedo might jamb it fatally, so he stood
not upon the order of his firing, but fired at once.
Unfortunately he was too close, so that the initial
dive of the torpedo carried it right under the monitor
and it exploded on the river bank 400 yards away.
The only thing to do now was to get out of it as
quickly as possible, and in this the rapid current was
of material assistance. Searchlights blazed forth
from everywhere, and the bullets kept up a merry
patter on the boat. Fortunately, however, nothing
larger than bullets assailed her, for the simple reason
that the enemy knew that shell-fire across a river in
the dark is apt to do more damage to friend than foe.
So the ofiicers and men kept well under cover, and
listened contentedly to the music of the bullets on
the boat's side. In a few minutes they were clear
of danger from that part of the river, but they had
still to pass the Semlin defences.
Suddenly, just
ten minutes after the attack, they heard a tremendous explosion from the direction of the monitors,
and for a moment the whole sky was lit up by the
glare.
Evidently a fire had been started by the
first torpedo, and it had just reached the magazine.
Next minute the boat was passing Semlin, and all
the searchlights there were making frantic efforts to
pick her up. But, by good luck, they failed, and
she got back safely to her creek in Belgrade after an
exciting run of two hours and a half.
'tis
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Next morning at daylight only three monitors lay
where yesterday there had been four.

at anchor

Three days later the Austrian Press reported that the
monitor Keresh on 22nd April struck an Austrian
mine above Semlin and sank. Apparently they preferred to express it in this way, though it must have
made some of the Austrian folk wonder why there
should be Austrian mines above Semlin, at the precise
spot where their monitors were always anchored.
Anyhow, Lieutenant-Commander Kerr was awarded
the D.S.O. in consequence of this untoward accident
to an Austrian monitor, and the picket- boat's crew
were all awarded the D.S.M.

—

CHAPTER IX
THE FALL OF BELGRADE

There were many

tragedies

—national

tragedies

during the Great War, but none came with such
dramatic suddenness as that which overwhelmed
Right up to the eve of the disaster Belgrade
Serbia.
maintained its reputation as a gay city the fashionable restaurants were crowded with military officers,
and ladies in the shortest of short skirts a cosmopolitan miscellany of Serbians, British, French, and
Russians, with a few Danish and American doctors
and nurses thrown in. There they were, going
hither and thither in motor-cars, lounging outside
cafes, arranging social functions of every kind regardless of the enemy just across the river until the
crash came. Possibly the facts that the Austrians
had once crossed the Sava, that Belgrade in December 1914 had been evacuated, and that the enemy
had soon been driven back again from Serbian
territory inspired them with a false sense of security.
However that may be, it is certain that the disaster, when it came, fell upon them like a thunder;

—

—

bolt.

With the politics of that time it is not my purpose
to deal, save in so far as they explain the military
For the Serbians it was a time of bitter
situation.
anguish, and it is not altogether surprising that they
cherished a belief that they had been betrayed by
The tortuous course of diplomatic
their allies.
devices, by which Germany induced Bulgaria to
110
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hands with

her, is altogether

know

beyond
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my

scope.

that Bulgaria demanded, as
the price of maintaining her neutrality, such concessions in Macedonia as Serbia could not contemplate without wounding her national honour, and
the result was that Serbia concentrated the bulk of
her forces on the Bulgarian frontier, in order to
resist the threatened invasion.
During September 1915 guns, ammunition, aeroplanes, and general equipment were withdrawn from
Belgrade, while the Serbian Army there of some
37,000 men was reduced to 3,000 men. That the
Serbian General Staff expected such a small force
to be adequate for the defence of the town is of
course an impossible supposition. The probable
intention of the Staff was to evacuate Belgrade at
once if the Austrians crossed the river, just as it was
evacuated in December 1914- as soon as the Austrians
had crossed the Sava. It must be explained that
the Serbians are very proud of Belgrade, for it is
the only city in the whole country, and consequently
means a great deal to them. Rather than have it
destroyed by bombardment, they were prepared to
hand it over to the enemy without hesitation.
From the point of view of the foreign naval missions
this withdrawal of the Serbian forces from Belgrade
could not be contemplated without some alarm.
The naval batteries were either in the town, or in its
vicinity, and, in addition to these batteries, there were
mine-fields, with observation mines, in the Danube and
the Sava, as well as some floating torpedo batteries.
All the equipment of these undertakings was likely
to be lost in the event of a sudden evacuation, just
as the French guns had been lost in December 1914
when the city was abandoned.
The intention to evacuate the town was never
declared by the General Staff, but there can be little
doubt that it existed, and would have been acted
It

is

sufficient to
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events had not taken such a dramatically
Admiral Troubridge was frequently
assured that he would have three clear days' notice
of any contemplated advance on the part of the
enemy, and that he would have ample time in which
to remove his guns, mines, torpedoes, and all equipand this opinion was expressed by the
ment
Serbian Staff officers with so much confidence that
it became useless to mention the possibility of other

upon,

if

sudden turn.

;

eventualities.
It must be clearly understood that the naval forces
of the allies were never intended to form any part
of the defences of Belgrade. They were concerned
solely with the Austrian monitors and munition
ships on the Danube, and when they first arrived on
the scene they found the enemy in full possession
of the river, going up and down it at will, and bombarding the Serbian riverside trenches with absolute
impunity. But they soon put a stop to that state
of affairs. The naval batteries and mine-fields made
the Danube and the Sava undesirable rivers for these
pleasure cruises, and the feat of our picket-boat,
known as the " Terror of the Danube," in torpedoing
an Austrian monitor, caused all the rest of those
craft to take refuge behind a boom defence, and to

remain there.
It may be said that the naval missions had fulfilled
their purpose when they had put an end to the
enemy's activities on the river, but they were bound
to remain at, and near, Belgrade, in order to prevent
the possibility of those activities being resumed.
Moreover, Admiral Troubridge saw further possible
spheres of usefulness. It was clear that, before the
enemy could advance into Serbia, he must cross
either the Danube or the Sava, and to do so he must
either build a pontoon bridge, or effect a crossing in
boats.
With batteries commanding the river, and
mine-fields in the river, there seemed every prospect
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that the naval forces might do some useful work, if
the enemy attempted an advance.
Such was the situation throughout the summer of
1915, but when, in September, the Serbians removed
their guns and nearly all their infantry from Belgrade
to the Bulgarian frontier it became clear that, whatever might be the usefulness of the naval forces,
they could not by themselves save Belgrade in the
event of an attack. The Admiral saw, with some
dismay, that the Austrians were quietly occupying
some of the islands in the river below Belgrade, more
especially the island of Semendria, that they were
emplacing guns on this island, and that they had
accumulated a flotilla of small boats behind it. He
drew the attention of General Jivkovitch to these
preparations, but the General assured him that the
island was so much under the fire of the Serbian
artillery (which had not all been withdrawn at that
time) that no enemy gun could exist on it for a
moment. It was quite unnecessary, in the General's
view, for the Serbians to occupy the island, but if it
was found that the enemy there proved himself
troublesome to the Serbian operations, then of course
he would be driven out at once. As to the boats
lying behind the island, the General said, " I venture
to think that you will agree that there is no urgent
necessity to destroy these boats with artillery fire,
especially as the Commandant of this section probably
intends to make use of them for bridge-building
purposes over the Danube, in case of an advance
from our side, for we have a lack of such material."
Here was supreme confidence in the might of Serbia.
The enemy's boats were not to be destroyed, because,
should the Serbian Staff decide upon an advance
into Austrian territory, they could be used by the
Serbians for a pontoon bridge. What actually
happened was that twenty Austrian guns on the
island of Semendria swept the Serbian shore with

8
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their fire, while Austrian infantry crossed the river
in the boats, which had been hidden behind the
island, and landed in Serbia almost without opposition.

This expression of opinion by General Jivkovitch
quoted, not in order to lay stress on the miscalculations of the Serbian Staff, but to explain the
position of the foreign naval missions when the great
crisis came.
At the beginning of October 1915 the
only Serbian artillery left for the defence of Belgrade
were two 12-centimetre howitzers on a hill to the
south of the city, called Topchider Hill. On the same
hill the French had two 14-centimetre guns, while the
Russians had two old guns of the same calibre in the
fortress of Belgrade, and one Go-millimetre Q.F. gun.
Of the four British batteries only one, consisting of
two 4*7 guns, was in the immediate vicinity of
Belgrade, being on a hill to the south-east of the city,
This completes the list of
called Velike Vrachar.
the artillery which could possibly be regarded as
belonging to Belgrade's defences when the great
crash came.
Of the oLher three British batteries, each consisting
of two 4'7 guns, one was at Ostrujnitza on the Sava,
twelve miles from Belgrade, one at Tcholin Grob on
the Danube ten miles from Belgrade, and one at
Grotska, also on the Danube, twenty miles from Belgrade. The last of these was, however, transferred
on 7th October four days after the great bombardment commenced to a hill south-west of Belgrade,
called Banovo Hill, but was too late to play any
appreciable part in the defence of the city.
Of the mining and torpedo sections of the naval
forces not much can be said, beyond recording that
they were confronted with a hopeless task after the
enemy attack had begun, and that they showed wonderful resource in extricating themselves from their
unenviable positions.
During those three terrible
is

—

—
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days of bombardment they stuck to their posts
on the banks of the Danube and the Sava, until the
connecting wires of their observation mines had all
been shot away, and only the torpedoes remained.
In the case of the torpedo battery opposite Semendria
Island the torpedoes had their internal mechanism
so badly damaged by the bombardment that it was
found at first impossible to lire them. But after
the enemy had actually crossed the river, Lieutenant
Bullock, R.M., fearing that his torpedoes might be
made use of by the Austrians, ran down to the river
bank by himself (having withdrawn his men to
safety), and succeeded in firing one of the torpedoes,
but, before he could make the other one work, the
Austrian infantry were within a few hundred yards
of him, and he had to run back amidst a torrent
of shrapnel and rifle-bullets. He then marched his
men away to the south.
The section at the railway bridge over the Sava
succeeded in firing their two torpedoes, as soon as
they realised that they could remain no longer at
their post.
They had undergone a terrible bombardment for three days and two nights, but had hung
on desperately until they saw the enemy cross the
To illustrate
river and land troops in all directions.
the fearsomeness of that bombardment there is no
better testimony than that of Surgeon Merewether,
who went down to our post at the railway bridge on
receiving a report that one of our men had been
wounded. The man unfortunately was dead before
the Surgeon arrived, so he took the opportunity of
visiting the Serbian outposts in the neighbourhood,
knowing that his assistance would probably be needed.
Upon his return he reported to the Admiral that
the Serbian soldiers were so much dazed by the
bombardment that he had the greatest difficulty in
One can
distinguishing the living from the dead.
well imagine what must have been the condition of

;
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those

men

after three days

and two nights of that

hellish fire.

A plan of Belgrade, found in the possession of an
Austrian officer who was taken prisoner, showed
clearly the positions of the batteries, and of the posts
of the mining and torpedo sections. It is not surprising, therefore, that these came in for the lion's
share of the Austrian shells, which rained upon them
unceasingly. The bombardment commenced on 8rd
October, and with a steady crescendo of intensity
reached its height on the morning of 6th October.
There were long-range guns firing from beyond
there were 12-inch and 9-inch howitzers at
Semlin
and there were smaller guns all along
shorter range
the north bank of the Danube and on the islands in
the river. The Chief of Staff estimated that within the
first twenty-four hours of the bombardment 48,000
shells fell upon the area of the Belgrade defences.
Houses were swept down like corn before the scythe
telegraph and telephone poles were strewn across
electric-light standards came crashing
the ruins
down, so that the city was plunged in darkness.
And all this while the enemy's aeroplanes, like
mighty birds of prey, hovered overhead, directing
the Austrian gunners. At first the anti-aircraft
batteries tried to hamper the movements of these
spotters, but within the first hour or so every battery
had been destroyed, and the aeroplanes had free
license to go where they listed.
Soon the city was one big blaze, and terrified
;

;

;

were fleeing helter-skelter to get away from
the deafening roar of bursting shells and falling
houses.
But all the roads of escape were under fire
of the Austrian guns, and these miserable outcasts
old men trundling their worldly possessions in
handcarts, women with children in their arms and
children clinging to their skirts— had to make their
way tlnough Ijursling shells. The roadside became

citizens

—

thf:

fall of Belgrade

iir

strewn with dead and wounded, as the fugitives
crowded together in their panic, so that the
winding road looked hke a huge writhing serpent,

composed of motor-cars, oxen-carts,

horses,

and

humanity.
We in England, secure behind a deeper and wider
trench than ever the hand of man has dug, have
never yet realised what war is. When a few German
aeroplanes passed over our heads and dropped bombs
in our midst, our newspapers, with flaring headlines,
used to devote many columns to the incident, and
all our tongues were busy wagging about it, until we
terrified

If only some of
really believed we had seen war.
us had been at Belgrade during those three awful
days, we might know what war really is.
No one had better cause to appreciate the magnitude of Belgrade's bombardment than the occupants
of No. 1 Battery on Velike Vrachar hill. The battery
was commanded by a Serbian artillery officer, with
another Serbian officer, as second in command, and
was composed of Sergeant Pearce with a corporal
and four gunners of the Royal Marines, and a small
crew of Serbian soldiers to assist with the heavy
work. During the first two days of the bombardment the battery remained quiet, for they knew
that the Austrian gunners were looking for them, and
that they would be wise to reserve their fire until
the approach of the crisis. On the third day it
would seem that the aeroplanes had located them, for
shells from fifteen centimetre and many smaller guns
fell on them from eleven o'clock in the forenoon
On the next day the shelling started
until sunset.
at eight o'clock in the morning, and again lasted
But all this time the battery remained
until sunset.
quiet, waiting for the first sign of an attempt by the
enemy to cross the river.
On Thursday, 7th October, they could wait no
longer, but opened fire on the batteries along the
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and for the rest of that day they carried
engagement with no less than twentyfour Austrian guns. But the result was a foregone
So long as they had kept quiet they had
conclusion.

river front,

on an

artillery

smiled contentedly at the Austrian shells shrieking
over their heads, and exploding at some distance
behind them. But, the moment they fired the first
shot, the aeroplanes began to signal to the Austrian
gunners, who immediately reduced the range, until
their shells were falling in torrents all round the
battery.

Fortunately the emplacement was well constructed,
with good solid battlements, or the crews of No. 1
Battery would have been wiped out in a few minutes.
As it was, they managed to keep up the unequal
contest all day long, and most of the next day, until
those two guns were all that was left of Belgrade's
defences, and nearly the whole of the Austrian artillery was concentrated upon them, though they never
realised

it.

About eleven o'clock in the morning of 7th October
two heavy shells fell on the shell- room of No. 2 gun,
causing it to collapse, and killing one of the Serbian
Almost at the same
interpreters and another Serb.
time two of the Marine gunners. Carter and Davies,
were wounded, and the other interpreter was severely
wounded. Both shrapnel and high explosive shell
were pouring on the battery, and the noise inside was
deafening. About noon the dug-out between the
two guns was blown in, so that it became almost
impossible to pass along the connecting trench, or
to go from one gun to the other without being exposed
But there was another trench
to the enemy's fire.
in front of the battery, and, though this also was
exposed, it seemed to offer a better chance of communication, because the enemy had, so far, ignored it.
When the rain of shells became unendinable, it
was decided to abandon the battery for a short time.
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until the enemy had been led to believe that they
had silenced it. So the crews of the two guns crawled
forward into the trench in front of the battery, and
began to crawl stealthily along this trench towards
some haven of peace and quiet. But the accursed

aeroplanes had eyes like hawks, and immediately
signalled to the Austrian gunners to shorten their
range. Then the shells began to pitch into the trench
along which our men were crawling, and the Serbian
officer, the second in command, received a nasty
wound. The rest, however, managed to crawl away
in time.

half an hour or so in their retreat,
the enemy's fire eased after
expected,
and, as they
a while on the battery, and sought other objectives.
So they started to crawl back along the trench,
flattering themselves that they had outwitted the
Austrians for once. But the aeroplanes hovered over
them like inexorable harpies, and immediately passed
the word to the Austrian gunners. Again the shells
came pouring into the trench, and. though by good
fortune they came through unscathed, those few
minutes were among the most crowded in those

They waited

crowded hours

of

life.

the welcome darkness came, and beneath
the protection of its cloak they set about repairing
the ravages of the enemy. The two poor fellows
who had been killed were extricated from a mass of
fallen masonry and earth, and the debris was cleared
away from the communication trench and from
around the guns. The first instinct of a British sailor
or a British Marine is to clear up an untidy mess,
and make things look ship-shape. If they had had
a hose and a squeegee they would doubtless have
cleaned the battery deck, and their fingers must have
been itching to run over the guns with a polishing rag.
Soon, however, they found more serious work to
hand. Some boats were seen off Kozara Island pre-

At

last
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paring to take infantry across the river, so they loaded
up and sent a few shells into the thick of them.
Imagine the fury of the Austrian gunners, who
thought they had silenced our battery for ever.
With one accord they directed their fire upon it,
and in a few moments a mighty shell came crashing
into the casemate of one of the guns, breaking the
When the sights of
sights, the bar, and the bracket.
a gun are broken it is still possible to use it with the
aid of a clinometer, and one of these imperturbable
Marines was on the point of getting to work on this
suggestion when it was discovered that ammunition
was running short. In that case it was better to
reserve what was left for the use of the sound gun
than to expend any of it with a lame gun. So, with
the one gun, they kept up a steady fire, until all the
ammunition was expended.
Then they waited until a fresh supply could be
passed up the trench by the Serbian soldiers a risky
business, for it meant exposure to the enemy's fire.
With the ammunition came an old fellow bringing
some hot soup, made of beans, which the men drank
with avidity, and poured blessings on the head of
the old patriarch, who had risked his life to bring it
Later on Captain Kartitch, the commandto them.
ing officer of the battery, sent for some food, and, when
It was
it came, shared it round amongst the men.
little enough, when divided among so many, but the
fact that officer and men stood shoulder to shoulder
in this hour of trial was more sustaining than the
most luscious masterpiece of a Paris chef.
So night passed into morning, and the undefeated
battery still kept on plugging away with its single
gun. Presently the Austrian monitors issued forth
from their retreat, and came down the river towards
Belgrade. " Give 'cm a drop of lyddite," said Sergeant Pcarcc, and the gun was loaded with a lyddite
shell.
A few seconds later that shell burst amidships

—
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on an Austrian monitor, and the little band of defenders watched the vessel struggling to get back
upstream with large volumes of smoke pouring out
All the other monitors fled for their lives,
while the lame duck managed to crawl into the creek
opposite Semlin, and remained there to lick her
wounds. " I reckon she's horse dee combat " said
one of the gunners, mopping his face with his hand-

of her.

kerchief.

But it was not long before the monitors plucked
up courage for another sortie, and at the same moment
all the guns for miles round concentrated on the last
of Belgrade's batteries. The battery managed to get
off one round at the monitors, and then a shell came
plunging into the casemate, wounding three men. It
was quite evident that the time had come to make
themselves scarce again, and they hurried along the

communication trench towards their shelter. The
last man had only just left the casemate when a
whole shower of shells fell on top of it, and the structure fell in. The sights and breech-lever of the one
remaining gun were smashed, so that it too was out
of action. But Sergeant Pearce was not the man to
leave anything to chance. The guns as they stood
were possibly capable of repair, and, though the torrent
of shrapnel made their vicinity far from comfortable,
he and his men went back to strip down the breech
and carrier. " The enemy won't make much of that
lot,"

they

said,

with a grin of satisfaction, as they

made their way out of
The sergeant, in his

the inferno.
official report,

says

:

" Both

guns being thus out of action, we awaited further
And, while they waited, the city at
instructions."
the bottom of the hill was all ablaze, shells shrieked
over their heads, and shrapnel burst within a few
yards of them. At nightfall a verbal order to retire
came to them, so they tramped through the rain and
darkness to a village a few miles to the south, where
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some hospitable peasant gave them
rested for a few hom*s.

shelter, while

In addition to the

they

loss of

two

the battery had fourteen men wounded.
But the sergeant regarded this casualty list as remarkably small under the circumstances, and ascribed
their good fortune to the excellence of the battery's
construction and the depth of the trenches. All their
personal belongings, which were in a house near the
town, had to be abandoned, but what most distressed
them was the loss of the Serbian medals which had

men

killed,

been awarded them.
And now it was a case of sauve qui peut for all in
Belgrade. The mining section, under Major Elliot,
left the city on Friday morning, 8th October, and
marched by a circuitous route to Torlak, whence they
were ordered to proceed to Tchupria. There the
whole force, except the British guns' crews, was
assembled on 10th October. The French and Russian
naval missions, who had had all their guns destroyed,
also assembled at Tchupria, and for over a fortnight
the whole party waited upon developments. Then
they made their way by divers routes partly by rail
and partly on foot to Monastir, whence they took
train to Salonika, a day or two before Monastir fell

—

—

to the Bulgarians.
The three batteries belonging to the British Navy,
whose guns were still intact, were attached to the
Serbian army at the request of the General Staff.
On 1.5th October the admiral received a note from
the Serbian general to say that the whole of his heavy
artillery had been lost, and all that remained to him
were the six British naval guns to resist the invasion
of Bulgaria's armies.

CHAPTER X
THE GREAT RETREAT

Of

the four British naval batteries sent to Serbia,
one was destroyed during the great bombardment
of Belgrade, and its crew, after having put up a
magnificent fight against impossible odds, abandoned
all that was left of their two broken guns, and retreated
But the other three batteries, each
to Tchupria.
having two 4-7 guns, remained intact (except that

one of them had two men badly wounded) and on
9th October, 1915, when Belgrade had fallen, one was
on the left wing of the Serbian army, one on the right
wing, and one in the centre. Lieutenant-Commander
Kerr was then attached to the staff of General
Jivkovitch for command of the three batteries.
The Serbian army was gradually retreating, and
the naval guns had the task of delaying the enemy's
advance, so that the Serbians could carry out an
orderly retirement. It was during this period that
General Jivkovitch wrote to Admiral Troubridge that
the only heavy artillery left to his army was that of
the three naval batteries, and that they were doing
It was, however, mighty hard work with
splendidly.
very little encouragement, for, no sooner had they
taken up positions for the guns, than they were ordered
to

abandon them and continue the

retreat.

On 22nd

October they w^re at Mladnovatz from there they
and from there on
moved southwards to Topola
south-east of
position
a
moved
to
they
25th October
Kraguievatz. There the retreat became more hurried,
;

;
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and they had to retire by forced marches in execrable weather, arriving at Krushavatz on 31st
October.
These twent3^-t\vo days of retreat were not without
their excitements but the general impression left on
the minds of those who went through the ordeal was
one of unceasing rain and endless trudging along
muddy roads crowded with soldiers, refugees, ambulance waggons, transport carts, and all the parapherThe transport and the hospital
nalia of an army.
equipment were inadequate
wounded men were
plodding along on foot, because that was their only
chance of escape, until they grew faint from loss of
blood, and fell by the way-side
others perished from
want of food, because the facilities for conveying food
to them were lacking. It would need the pen of
another Zola to describe the harrowing scenes which
met the eye at every few paces along the road of
retreat, but perhaps it is more decent to draw the
veil over the details of Serbia's great tragedy, and
let those fill in the picture who can.
Let us pass on
to the story of the naval batteries.
At the end of October the three batteries had all
reached Krushavatz, and early in the morning of
2nd November a request was made to Admiral Troubridge that they should proceed to Nisch to join up
with the Second Serbian Army under Marshal Stepanovitch. They had then been either in action or
on the march for twenty-two consecutive days, and
had had just one day's rest, so it would be useless to
pretend that they were in ecstasies of delight when
they received the order to trudge ten miles to a
railway station and thence take the train to Nisch.
They arrived there at half-past three next morning,
to find the town very full, but everybody making
preparations to evacuate it.
No. 2 Battery took up a position at Alexandre vatz,
to the west of Nisch across the Morava River, where
;

;
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was well placed to cover the road by which the
inhabitants oi" the town must retreat. No. 3 and No. 4
Batteries were placed at intervals af about three miles
along the river, but they were at some distance from
any road, and Lieutenant-Commander Kerr saw at
once that, when the inevitable order came to retreat,
there would be considerable difliculty in getting the
guns away. No. 3 Battery especially was very inaccessible, for it was on the top of a small hill, and
between it and the main road lay a large expanse of
soft, marshy ground, lie decided that he must lose no
time in pointing out to the Chief of Staft the precarious
positions of the British guns, so he at once rode to
Prokuplie— a distance of some thirty miles where the
marshal's staff had assembled. On arriving there he
had some difficulty in getting hold of a responsible
officer, to whom he could profitably explain the
but finally he succeeded in buttonholing
situation
the marshal himself. The result of the interview,
it

—

;

however, was far from satisfactory, for, as might be
expected, the marshal had many preoccupations, and
the troubles of the British naval batteries could not
under the circumstances arouse very much sympathy
Later on Lieutenant-Commander Kerr
in his mind.
front, and saw Colonel Mattich, comto
the
returned
manding the division to which the batteries were
attached.

" Don't worry," said the colonel. " You will have
plenty of warning before a retreat is ordered, and the
ground between your batteries and the main road is
not so bad as you think." At this the matter had
to be left.
King Peter paid a visit in his car to No. 2 Battery
and asked the men whether they were comfortable,
and whether they would like to send letters home
It was a thoughtful enquiry, but his
to England.
Majesty did not realise at the time that the postal
service had completely broken down, and there was
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no way of getting the letters out of the country.
During the next few days the guns were in action
fairly constantly, and, whenever the enemy attempted
to mass troops, the batteries succeeded in dispersing
them. But, unfortunately, the ammunition was running low, and it was feared that the reserve supply
had fallen into the hands of the enemy, as the Serbian
officers in charge of the transport arrangements could
give no account of it. The time was obviously drawing near when the guns would become useless through
lack of ammunition.
This was the period when the daily bulletin issued
by the Serbian Stafl" read, " Situation very serious."
The Austro-German forces were threatening to close
the road of retreat into IMontenegro, while the Bulgarians were threatening the road into Albania. A
Bulgarian detachment was near Prilep threatening
the Ime of communications to Monastir the railhead
of the only railway which was not in the hands of the
enemy. In fact, Marshal Stepanovitch's army was
in imminent danger of being completely surrounded
and cut off.
When, on 12th November, the order to retreat was
given, only one small segment of the enveloping circle
remained open to the south-west of Nisch, towards
Prishtina and the whole effort of the Serbians was
now directed to keeping open this line of retreat.
The batteries were ordered to proceed to Prishtina
with a view to joining up eventually with the AngloFrench force, which was supposed to be coming up
from the south to the rescue of Serl)ia. The only
question was, could they ever get to Prishtina ? The
Third Army was sent to cover the defence of the
only road of escape, but that they could resist the
enemy's advance seemed very doubtful. The Second
Army was in full flight along this road, and the British
naval batteries were actually in the extreme rear of
it and nearest to the enemy.

—

—

—
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No. 3 Battery met with disaster at the very commencement of the retreat. As Lieutenant-Commander

Kerr had foreseen, that swampy ground proved too
much for them. The gun-carriages ran into deep mud,
which covered the axles, and all the combined eflorts
of their crews and their oxen could not move them.
So they had to be stripped and abandoned, only the
transport and the remainder of the ammunition being
saved. So only four of the original eight guns were
now left. The other two batteries safely reached
Prokuphe, and hurried on towards Kurshumlie, knowing that the flying moments were precious. No. 2
Battery had four men wounded just before the retreat
commenced, which did not help to cheer them on
They were the first to get under way,
their road.
and trudged all through the night beside the weary
oxen and the two guns, taking just twenty-seven hours
to cover the thirty-three miles from the Morava River
to Kurshumlie. The men of No. 3 Battery, minus
their guns, were the next to pass through Prokuphe,
and finally came No. 4 Battery, so far behind that
Lieutenant-Commander Kerr had become more than
anxious about them. They, too, had had their troubles,
but they came up smiling, in spite of rain and slush
and weary limbs.
But there was no time to pause at Kurshumlie,
for the Austro-Germans were getting nearer every
moment. Just a few hours for rest and food, and
then the whole army had to push on towards PrishThe oxen attached to the guns were almost
tina.
worn out, but even the dictates of humanity must
give way before dire necessity, and the unfortunate
brutes had to be goaded on. All through the night
of 15th November the retreat continued along a road
which led them over the mountains. It was bitterly
A few of the Serbian
cold, and the rain was incessant.
soldiers, seeking to make better speed than was possible on the congested road, turned aside from it, and
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in the darkness

walked over the edge of a
and men.

precipice,

horses, waggons,

Next morning the batteries reached the Mdare Pass,
whence they could see the snow-covered mountains
of Montenegro away to the west. But their road lay
to the south, and along it this great struggling crowd
of soldiers, refugees, transport-waggons, oxen, horses,
and guns made the best speed they could. At night
they bivouacked in the open to snatch a few hours
of sleep, but by half-past three in the morning
they were on the road again struggling on, foot-

—

The
and weary, men, women, and children.
road grew easier after they were through the
Mdare Pass, but the rain continued to pour down in
torrents, occasionally varied by a blinding snow
sore

blizzard.

Napoleon's retreat from Moscow could have been
this, for at every few yards along the
roadside there were cattle, horses, and men dying of
hunger and exhaustion. No one knows what was the
toll in human life of that retreat through Serbia.
We
can only thank Heaven that the women and children
were comparatively few, for most of them were left
behind. Whatever fate awaited them, it could not
be worse than that which overtook the refugees.
Report has it that the Serbian women were well
treated by the invaders but, on the other hand, there
were many ugly stories going rovmd, and the minds
of those soldiers who had left behind their mothers,
wives, and sisters were filled with persistent fore-

no worse than

;

bodings.
So the bedraggled, rain-soaked crowd found its way
to Prishtina, and the town soon became filled with a

confused mass of dazed humanity, which knew not
what to do to get food, or where to go to dry their
soaking clothes. Fortunately, the batteries had food
of their own, and could look out for themselves.
But
the question arose, what was to be done with the
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four remaining guns ? The idea of taking them to
Mitrovitza, to join the new Anglo-Frcneh army coming
up from Salonika, had become impossible, for the
enemy had advanced too rapidly, and the new army
showed no signs of making its appearance on the scene.
One suggestion was to bury them somewhere accessible
to the railway, but eventually it was decided that
the batteries should be transferred to the Third Army
under General Sturm, and that they should retreat
with that army in the direction of Ipek, across the
Montenegrin border.

On 22nd November they got under way. The
congestion on the road was appalling, and an Austrian
aeroplane took advantage of the situation to drop a
few bombs, but fortunately they fell wide. The men
of the Navy, grateful for their rest at Prishtina, and
taking, as usual, a cheery view of life and things in
general, trudged on beside their four remaining guns.
They were not sorry to be quit of Prishtina, for
typhus had broken out there, and there were some
stories going around of weapons being hidden in the
Mohammedan mosques for use on the Christian population as soon as the army was out of the town.
In
fact, Prishtina was developing symptoms of unhealthiness.
At four o'clock in the afternoon they arrived at a
swamp on the main road, and one of the guns of
No. 2 Battery promptly got stuck, holding up all the
traffic behind it for a long time.
Men and oxen
hauled away at it for dear life without producing the
least impression

;

then more

men and more oxen were

requisitioned
then a motor-car was harnessed to
the gun-carriage, and men, oxen, and motor-car did
;

damnedest

for five solid hours, but that gun
The men of the gun's crew and
their Serbian soldiers were working up to their knees

their

refused to budge.

in

water

The

all this

time,

and

rest of the cavalcade

9

was freezing fairly hard.
had managed to squeeze

it
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past the obstruction, so it was finally decided to
destroy the breech-block, recoil-springs, and sights,
and leave the old gun to its fate. The other gun
belonging to No. 2 Battery had still to cross the
swamp, and, though it was past nine o'clock at night,
there was nothing for it but to make the attempt.
The oxen from the first gun were transferred to the
second, and an alternative route was tried. All went
swimmingly at the start, and the gun was hauled safely
over the river, but the bank on the other side proved
too much for it. It slid back gracefully into the
mud, until the axles of the gun-carriage were lost to
view, and the combined efforts of 80 oxen and 250
men failed to budge it. They laboured until after
midnight, but the climax of misfortune came when
the driver of the first pair of oxen slipped in the mud,
and was trampled under the feet of the struggling
beasts.
Before he could be extricated the gun-limber
passed over his legs and broke both of them. Fortunately two sick berth attendants were on the spot
to render first aid.
So the second gun had also to be demolished, and
now only two guns were left out of the original eight.
The men lit a fire and sat round it until two o'clock
waiting for No. 4 Battery to come up. When they
arrived they were able to benefit by the experience
of their unfortunate shipmates, and, by dint of a
combined effort of the oxen and crews of the two
batteries, they succeeded in getting the last two guns
across the swamp. And so they continued their
trek towards the moinitains of Montenegro. Here
are one or two extracts from the diary of one of the
trekkers
:

" Struck camp at

1 p.m. and started off through
people, no roads, no notliing,
except wonderful scenery. A very cold wind

wooded

hills

— no

struck up about sundown.

Progress was very
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bit of sleep

—

" Thursday, 25th November. Moved on at 2.30
a.m. Progress a little better.
Not a sign
of cultivation, and very few inhabitants only a
few Albanian hovels. Passing through forests
during the day
quantities of rifle ammunition
on all sides, as well as Q.F. and field-gun stuff,
all thrown aside to lighten the carts.
For the
moment we seem to have passed the region of
dead and dying beasts. Marched on until 8p.m.,
when we made our bivouac, pitched tents, and
settled down for the night."
" Friday, 26th November. Up at 8.30 a.m.
Snowing hard, but no wind, and therefore not
so cold.
Mud, slush, and small rivulets to be
encountered all the way, and a great deal of
traffic.
Mud sometimes 18 to 24 inches deep.
Stopped at 8 p.m. in a snowy plain, where we
pitched our tents. Two of our men adrift.
.

.

.

—

;

—

Whistjing them up until midnight, when they
turned up, having lost their way in the dark.
The men get one biscuit a day from the Serbian
authorities, but luckily we still have some of our
provisions left. Water is very difficult to get.

What we find is chocolate-coloured and muddy,
we prefer eating snow."

so

It was on this day (26th November) that No, 4
Battery had its first disaster. One of its guns, while
crossing a small stream, fell right through the bridge,
which had not been built for a weight of that kind.
For four hours they tried to extricate it, but found
the task hopeless, so they stripped the gun and left
it.
Only one gun remained, and finally that also had
to be destroyed, for the difficulties of transport went
on increasing, until it became practically impossible
to take the gun any farther.
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carries on the story of the travellers,
mountains all through the days, campthe
over
toiling
" Very hard frost
ing at night by the roadside.
during the night. My towel and valise frozen stiff."
On 29th November they drew near to Ipek, and
here they found a recurrence of the old familiar

The diary

— dead

and dying oxen on all sides. Ipek was
refugees, and everything was in a state
" Dead horses and oxen all
of sublime confusion.
But the
and
the
cold continues."
place,
the
over
" A thaw has
cold unfortunately did not continue.
set in, and mud and slush, mingled with decomposing
horses and oxen, compel us to pick our way carefully.
Yesterday, going into Ipek, we found some nice firm
but to-day the thaw
stepping-stones across a brook
has melted the stones,' and we discovered them to

sight

crammed with

;

'

be the half-submerged corpses of horses."
On 3rd December the journey began from Ipek to
The track lay over the mountains of MonteScutari.
negro, where nothing larger than two-wheeled carts
could hope to pass. So all the waggons were destroyed,
and there was a general holocaust of vehicles, rangeThe scene of
finders, telescopes, and even clothing.
destruction spread for miles round, for a whole army,
as well as bands of civilian refugees, were about to
take to the mountains. The men of the batteries
started at two o'clock in the morning A petty officer
and a leading seaman were too ill to walk, and had
to ride in the two-wheeled carts, whose wheels were
soon buried in mud nearly to their axles. Soon it
came on to rain in torrents, and in the thick of the
downpour they had to halt in order to stow their
provisions and stores in the carts, as the things kept
on falling off into the mud. At two o'clock in the
afternoon they decided to camp, because the congestion on the road had l)ecomc so great that progress
was almost impossil)le. In the twelve hours they
had covered little more than six miles. All next

a
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day and the day

after they remained in their camp,
watching the procession of refugees and of all that
was left of the Serbian army stream past them

—

sorry spectacle of half-starved men in soaking rags,
which fluttered in the wind, as though they clothed
some decaying scarecrows rather than live human
beings.
On 5th December, in the evening, the order came
to destroy the two-wheeled carts and their contents,
for these carts were the main cause of the congestion,
and there was grave danger that the rations of the
fugitive army
such as they were might come to a
full stop at any moment.
In fact, every Serbian
soldier on leaving Ipek had been given five biscuits
to last him throughout the journey, and already they
had been three days en route. Moreover, there were
rumours that parties of Albanians, instigated by
Austrian leaders, were contemplating an attack on
this miserable remnant of an army.
The men of the batteries were not yet reduced to
such straits as the Serbian soldiers in the matter of
food, because they had brought with them the remainder of a store which had been originally provided by the Admiralty. By means of careful
management it was hoped to eke out this scanty
store until the men reached Scutari.
If, perchance,
any of the Serbian soldiers, with their miserable biscuits, saw our men sharing out their few ounces of
bully beef, they very probably made some kind of
exclamation of which the nearest English equivalent
would be " food hogs," but it was manifestly impossible to share out such meagre provisions with the
whole Serbian army, so the charge had to be tacitly
ignored. Just beyond Ipek, however, a fresh complication arose.
A Serbian officer, who had been
closely associated with Lieutenant-Commander Kerr
and the batteries, introduced a party of five women
and two children into the family circle. Generous

—

—
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is one of the oldest traditions of the Navy,
a tradition which occasionally has its inconFortunately Lieutenant-Commander
venient side.
Kerr had supplemented the official stores by the
private purchase of some " ward-room stores," including cakes and some bottles of rakia (a drink made
from the juice of plums). So he made a gallant effort
to maintain the Navy's reputation for hospitality,
but the diary records that " the Serbian w^omenfolk
are not backward in asking for what they want, and
expect us to provide them with jam, cakes, and rakia
ad lihr
The food problem was increased when the order
came to destroy all the carts, for the two horses were
required to carry the two sick men, and so there was
nothing for it but for each man to carry his food on
his back, in addition to his kit.
Under these circumstances the sacred rites of hospitality are apt to
become a trifle irksome. Moreover, the new recruits
to the party required other privileges. " The women
and children," the diary tells us, " bought up all the

hospitality

but

it is

room round the camp-fire, so I made another one and
by it, but was somewhat disturbed during the
night by a colt, which kept on breaking away and
walking over me," They had, of course, been obliged
to leave all tents behind them, as there were no means
slept

of transport.

At last they came to the pass through the mountain
summits, and here they found a vast concourse of
fugitives blocking the trail.

"

We

fought our way through a scene of panic
occasioned bv a few mountain
tribesmen firing on the congested multitude from
behind rocks. Horses and oxen were dropping
from fatigue on all sides, and many pcoj^lc were
crushed to death. Eventually we slij)pcd tlirough
the entrance of the pass with all our horses and

and

disorder,

a
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men, and continued marching through a rocky
seven o'clock. It had been snowing for
some time past, and the snow lay so thick that
progress became dilficult.
We rested from seven
till eight, and then we trudged on over the Zleb

defile until

pass until midnight,

when we made a

bit of fire

snow and took another hour's rest. After
that we tramped on through the rocks and
snow until, at seven in the morning, we arrived
in the

at Rosarj, the worst part of the journey over."

They arrived at Andreovitza on 10th December,
but by that time their provisions were running very
low, and the rations had to be very strictly limited.
The diet was tinned mutton and ship's biscuit. The
mountain tribes had shown themselves extremely
unfriendly all the way, and very little in the nature
Occasionally a
of food could be bought from them.
few rotten potatoes, and occasionally some rakia,
and for these they extorted such prices as would have
made Shylock blush for shame. The diarist has
some pathetic little touches on the subject of food.
Here is a note of his reflections, as he sat by the
camp-fire near Andreovitza.

—

" Most glorious scenery from our bivouac
swift-running river flowing between the
high mountains on each side of us. It is a
regular fairyland at night, with all the camp
fires on the hills burning, but few of us are in the
mood to appreciate feasts of the eye, being
more inclined for feasts of another description."
wide,

The biscuit had come to an end, and bread was
unobtainable locally, but a supply was sent from
Podgoritza by motor-lorry to the Serbian army, and
the batteries managed to secure two maize loaves
the first taste of bread since
for the whole party

—
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leaving Prishtina. Then the tinned meat began to
run low, and we come to this pathetic entry
:

"

A

beastly evening and night, raining hard,

and the men a

bit down on their luck.
issued the last ration of tinned mutton."

We

On

13th December they had a breakfast consisting
some tea and the biscuit crumbs scraped from
their pockets, but later in the day they had the good
fortune to secure two more maize loaves, bought at
a village for twenty-four francs in hard cash, for no
one would look at notes. At Podgoritza they found
the usual scene of dire confusion, and rain coming
down in sheets. After a hard struggle they managed
to get a soup ration and a little maize bread. The
of

rain continued all through the night, -which they
spent in a field without any cover. The next day
was one long chase to find something to eat, and
eventually they succeeded in getting a little bread

from the headquarters of the Third Army but no
one parted readily with food of any kind, for all were
The next quest
in the same extreme of necessity.
was for a roof to cover their heads and a fire to dry
their clothes, and they eventually succeeded in finding a cafe, where they were allowed to spend the
night.
At last, after many disappointments, they
secured a passage in two motor-lorries to Plavnitza,
on the borders of the lake of Scutari. Here, after
another long wait, they went aboard a schooner
driven by a petrol engine, which landed them at the
town of Scutari about six o'clock in the evening of
15th December. Here were Admiral Troubridge and
;

—

the officers of the Adriatic Mission a British mission
sent to co-opcratc with the Italian (iovornmcnt in
providing the necessaries of life to the soldiers and
refugees from Serbia and, needless to say, the
admiral was much relieved in his mind when he saw

—

—

the

men
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of the batteries safely arrived.

Here, too,

—

were tidings at last from the outside world news of
the war, news from dear old England. But the best
news of all was that the admiral's coxswain had a
good square meal ready for them, and when they
heard that, everything else paled into insignifieance.
The admiral, with his party, had crossed the
Serbian border by another route, via Prizrend, BerIt was a six days' march
betz, and Sika to Scutari.
the cold was intense, and
through the mountains
snow fell at frequent intervals. A party of French
aviators who followed immediately behind the admiral's party had twenty men incapacitated by
;

frost-bite,

and

lost

many

of their horses,

which walked

over the precipices in the blinding snow. Behind
them came the members of the Serbian Headquarters
Staff, who lost most of their baggage in the same
way. But the tail end of the procession had the
worst time of all, for they were continually harassed
by Albanian tribesmen, who sniped at them from
behind the rocks, and, moreover, they had the ad-

vancing Bulgarians

hard on their

heels.

It

was

noticeable that the only fugitives to meet with
friendly treatment from the warlike tribes in the
Albanian mountains were the admiral and his party.
The explanation of this distinction was afiorded when
the admiral reached Scutari, and it is certainly a
striking tribute to British prestige. The Mufti of
Scutari called on Rear-Admiral Troubridge as soon
as he arrived and ofi'ered him the hospitality of the
town. " I knew," he said, " the precise moment of
your departure from Prisrend, and I knew that you
and those with you were unarmed, and that no
Serbian soldiers were guarding you. I am proud
all Albania is proud— to think that your great country
showed this confidence in us, and I want you to
know that throughout your journey a thousand un-

seen eyes watched you as you walked, a thousand
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unseen eyes watched you as you slept, and no harm
could possibly have come to you."

The sequel to the story of the great retreat concerns
the activities of Admiral Troubridge and the officers
of the Adriatic Mission at the little port of Medua di
Giovanni, where a stupendous eflort was made to
import sufficient food for the refugees, and to organise
The food ships, after unloading,
its distribution.
took on board as many as possible of the refugees,
and in the meantime the Serbian army made good
their retreat to Durazzo, whence they embarked for
Salonika to continue the great struggle against the
invaders. But of what went on at Medua an excellent account has already been written by Lieutenant

E. Hilton Young, R.N.V.R., M.P.,^ and

it

is

suffi-

cient for me to add that, when the Austrians poured
into Albania and Medua had to be evacuated, the
last persons to leave for Brindisi were Admiral Trou-

bridge and his
»

staff.
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CHAPTER XI
I.

Early

H.M.S.

"MANICA" at GALLIPOLI

October 1914 the Royal Naval Division at
in a demand for observation balloons
to direct our artillery.
For the moment the Admiralty was completely nonplussed, until someone
thought of the captive balloons which were used in
the South African War. They had been turned over
to the Royal Naval Air Service a few old spherical
balloons, two hand-power winches, another winch
with a petrol engine, and some cable. These were
got together, a Naval Balloon Section was mobilised,
and they were standing by, ready to cross the Channel,
when news came through that Antwerp had fallen.
About a week later the British monitors, bombarding the Belgian coast, began to complain that the
sand-dunes, wliich lay between themselves and the
enemy, made accurate firing very difficult, and the
late Rear- Admiral Hood asked that captive balloons
should be sent over. So on 14th October, 1914, the
Naval Balloon Section arrived at Dunkirk, and next
day one of the balloons was in readiness to make an
ascent.
The section found plenty of proljlems confronting it as time went on. The visibility was bad
as a rule, and worse still was the roundabout method
of communicating with the fleet of monitors
by
telephone to the Belgian Headquarters, thence by
messenger to a field wireless station, and thence by
wireless to the fleet.
Later on an improvement was
made, and by means of a wireless set in a motor-car
in

Antwerp sent

—

—
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more direct communication was established, both
with the fleet and with the French artillery. But
the main trouble was the balloon itself. A spherical
it plunges,
balloon does not take kindly to captivity
;

and turns and twists, and longs to
break away from its thraldom and to chase the
Even in a
drifting clouds into realms unknown.
light wind it never seems really happy, and in a
heavy wind it gets beyond the pale of parliamentary

and

pirouettes,

language.
One day, our observers noticed a queer-looking
object in the air in the direction of the village of
What they saw
Slype, and wondered what it was.
was a Drachen not at all like the dragon which
Siegfried slays in the opera at Covent Garden, but
most unromantically like a big sausage. They made
enquiries about it, and were told by some French
officers that sometliing of the kind had been tried by
the French Army at their peace-time manoeuvres,
but it happened to be a breathless day in summer,
and the advantage of the Drachen over the spherical
balloon was not very palpable.
in
The Belgians also knew about the Brachen
fact, they had a baby Drachen of their own, which
had been presented to them by the Germans, when,
in a thoughtless moment, Germany had forgotten
that the treaty undertaking to safeguard Belgium's
neutrality might turn out some day to be merely a
scrap of paper. When a Belgian balloon section
appeared on the scene with their baby Drachen, our
naval airmen became keenly interested in the creature.
They had been daily watching the performthey had noticed how
ances of its father at Slype
much higher he could ascend on his cable than a
spherical l)all()on, how steadily he behaved in a still
breeze, and, above all, how accurate were the observations he made and transmitted to the German artil-

—

;

;

lery.

So they crowded round

llie

baby Drachen

like
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matrons invited to a tea-fight where the
on show. They examined its nose, and
they
declared that it was the image of its father
examined its tail, and said that it took after its
mother
they examined its stabilisers and came to
the conclusion that it really favoured both its parents.
They photographed it, took drawings of it, talked
about it from morning till night, and then wrote
home about it, and said that they would never be
happy until they had a Drachen all their very own.
So a firm of balloon manufacturei-s was instructed
to make a baby Drachen by way of experiment; but,
as the work was quite new to them, they had to proa lot of
firstborn

is

;

;

ceed very cautiously. Unfortunately, the tide of war
could not wait for them. The naval bombardment
of the Dardanelles forts in February 1915 had disclosed the fact that the Turks had concealed their
batteries on the peninsula very cleverly, and that
aeroplanes and seaplanes had their limitations as
directors of gunfire. Apart from troubles with their
engines, there was always the sell-evident axiom that
an observer moving rapidly through the air cannot
spot as accurately as an observer sitting in the
basket of a stationary balloon. The Dardanelles
followed the examples of Antwerp and Dunkirk, and
sent out S.O.S. signals for observation balloons, urging that they should be despatched from England
at once, so as to arrive in time for the landing on the
Gallipoli peninsula.

When

this

message came through on 8th March

1915, the R.N.A.S. had got as far as the estabhshment of a kite-balloon division with a training centre
at Roehampton, where the owner of Upper Grove
House had generously placed his house and grounds
at the disposal of the Admiralty. A nucleus of
officers and men trained in airship work had been
collected, and were busily imparting their knowledge
to the new recruits. But there were no kite-balloons,
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no winches, no cables, no telephones, when the order
was received to proceed at once to Lemnos with a
Now it was
kite-balloon section fully equipped.
quite useless for them to say, " We are not ready,"
because that is one of the things that no one in the
Navy is ever allowed to say, and because the answer
" Then you have jolly well got to be
is obvious
ready." The only thing that could possibly be said
in the circumstances was, "Aye, aye, sir; we'll
carry on at once, and pvish off at the earliest possible
moment," and when that is said in a cheerful tone
of voice by a much-harassed commanding officer,
it goes far to persuade the Admiralty that almost
anything, short of a miracle, will be accomplished
by him.
The first thing to do was to get hold of a kite
balloon.
Luckily the French had been making some,
so an officer was packed off to Paris, who could talk

—

French, and had a winning smile. He came back
in a very short time and announced that he had
borrowed not only a kite-balloon, but also a winch
for its cable, and spoke as eloquently as circumstances
would permit about French generosity and French
hospitality.
The next problem required some careful
thought. According to all established precedents,
it required a large open space like Salisbury Plain or
Kichmond Park to negotiate a balloon ascent, and
how were they to fhul such a space on the Gallipoli
Peninsula, seeing that the whole of it was in the
hands of the enemy ? Only one possible solution
presented itself the balloon must be flown from a

—

ship.

—

They found the ship it was an <;1(1 tramp unloading manure from Australia, and was called the
Manica and they proceeded to convert it to their
needs, by lifting up a long sloping deck from forecastle to waist, fixing a dynamo to drive a hydrogen
compressor, instalhng their winch and connecting it

—
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with the main engines, building a wireless telegraphy
house, building quarters for ofliecrs and men, and
generally adapting the fittings and appointments to
what they conceived to be the requirements of a
kite-balloon ship. Then they collected the necessary
personnel and stores, and in an incredibly short space
of time within seventeen days of receiving the
order from Gallipoli they sailed from England.
The Manic A arrived at Lemnos on IGth April 1915,
and a few days later she was in the thick of it. During the next three weeks her observers spotted for
various ships of the squadron, including the Triumph,

—

—

Lord Nelson, and Prince George, but latterly
they devoted most of their time to the Queen
Elizabeth.
On 19th April a Turkish camp was
shelled under their direction, and thrown into confusion
on 24th April the Gaba Tepe position was
shelled and the Turkish barracks destroyed.
On 27th April they had a red-letter day. The
observers sitting up aloft in their basket saw something of more than usual interest on the other side of
the peninsula, so one of them put his mouth to the
telephone and told the fellows in the Manica about
it.
"There's a nice fat Turkish transport in the
" she is lying in Square 215 W.
Straits," he said
Seven thousand tons at
Quite a nice plump bird.
;

;

least."

The fellow at the other end of the wire told the
joke to a signalman, who repeated it by visual signalling to the Queen Elizabeth. Now, of course, they
could not see the transport from the Queen Elizabeth, because there was a peninsula in between, but
they looked at their map and found the square
marked 215 W, and then, just to make sure of things,
they asked for a bearing by the compass. The
observers in the basket gave them the bearing, and
the Q.E. trained one of her guns accordingly and
fired.
The thing she fired weighed about as much
10
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as twelve fat men put together, and she sent it
clean over the peninsula to a distance of about eleven
miles.
It was a comparatively short range for her ;
if the distance had been twenty miles, she would not
have been disconcerted.
The back-chat comedian in the basket watched
the fall of the shell, and remarked tritely down the
deflection five right."
telephone, " A hvmdred up
This, being interpreted, means, " Increase your range
by a hundred yards, and turn your gun five points
to the right." The comment was repeated by the
back-chat comedian in the K.B. Ship to the signalman, who repeated it to the Q.E., who received it
just thirty seconds after they had fired the shot.
They made the corrections and fired again.
" Fifty down," said the back-chat comedian in the
basket, and the joke was duly passed along the line.
Then the Q.E. tried a third time, and waited expectantly to know the result. There was a short
pause before the voice of the comedian in the basket
came down the telephone wire.
"Got her," he said laconically. " She's sinking
by the head."
The joke was so good that, as the signalman repeated it to the Q.E., the whole fleet took it up and
began to roll from side to side with laughter.
Here are a few extracts from the official record of
the Manica's achievements during the next fortnight.
;

—
—
—
—
—

" '2Sth April. Two field batteries silenced ;
several guns destroyed.
" iMMh April.
Chanak shelled
burned for
two hours.
" 'Ind May. Battery of 8-inch guns shelled
;
three direct hits.
" Hth May.
Four batteries silenced.
" 12/// May. House, reported to be Turkish
Head(juarters, destroyed."
;
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damage to the enemy's defences. It
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some
must

be borne in mind that two months previously there
was not a single kite-balloon in England, that no
one had ever attempted before to fly a kite-balloon
from a ship, that kite-balloon, ship, stores, equipment, officers, and men had all been scraped together
in England within the space of seventeen days, that
the whole of the Kite- balloon Division was in an
embryonic state, and above all, that they were
always face to face with a preconceived notion that
aeroplanes and seaplanes had rendered obsolete all
lighter-than-air craft. This prejudice w^as not altogether unreasonable in view of the comparative failure
of the Zeppelin as a weapon of war, but what it did
not recognise was that there are certain functions
which can only be discharged satisfactorily by means
of some craft that can remain stationary in the air.
experiences of the Manica at Gallipoli removed
the prejudice for ever.
After a while the Turks began to take a violent
They tried attacking it
dislike to our kite-balloon.
and the Manica with boiiib-dropping aeroplanes,
but our anti-aircraft guns kept up a merry tattoo,
and "Percy" got frightened. Then they decided
to signify their disapproval in a dignified but passive
kind of way. As soon as the balloon went up, all
the Turkish ships near Chanak got under way,
quietly and unostentatiously, and disappeared up
the Dardanelles, doubtless remembering the fate of
the fat transport which had dallied too long in the
danger zone. At the same time the Turkish batteries
suddenly relapsed into silence, realising that a wellconcealed battery can only be detected by the flashes
of the guns.
So the ascent of the kite-balloon transformed a noisy pandemonium into a peaceful calm.
After the evacuation of Gallipoli the Manica went
to East Africa to do some more useful work. The

The
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Canning took a

kite-balloon

section

to

Salonika,

whence they proceeded to the Doiran front to cooperate with the army. Another section was sent to
^iesopotamia, and others to various points along the
Western front. The Arctic, a specially fitted shallow
barge, operated amongst the shoals off the Belgian
coast, rendering valuable aid to the work of the
the prestige of the kite balloon
for the purpose of directing
enthusiastic converts were proclaiming its
gun-fire
virtues, and the ranks of the sceptics were being
diminished daily.
Among the enthusiasts was Vice-Admiral De Robeck, who had witnessed the exploits of the Manica
In an official report, which had come
at Gallipoli.
to his notice, he had come across these words " I
have observed that fish can be very clearly seen under
water from the balloon; if opportunity arises, I
intend to apply for a submarine to be detailed for
Herein began the first chapter
trial of visibility."
in the genesis of the naval kite-balloon, as distinct
from the land kite-balloon. The story of its evolution, of the long series of experiments by means of
which a l^alloon has been designed capable of withstanding so great a force of wind that it can be towed
by a fast-steaming vessel against a moderate gale,
cannot yet be told in detail. Suffice it to say that
the naval kite-l)alloon is now an accomplished fact,
and that the work which it is performing with our
Elect has brought about its recognition as an
essential adjunct to naval patrol vessels.
Not many weeks after the naval kite-balloon came
into being a British destroyer found itself in a thick
Fortufog, and was very doubtful as to its bearings.
nately it had a kite-balloon attached to it, and the
observers in the balloon telephoned down to the
bridge the compass l)earings of various headlands,
whieh they could see quite plainly over the top of
monitors.

In

fact,

was firmly established
;

:
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the fog. Here was a new function discovered for
the kite-balloon. Others may crop up in course of
time.
With a range of vision extending in ordinary
weather to a distance of sixty-three miles, it is surprising what a vast superiority one holds over the
ordinary mortal, who crawls about on the face of the
earth or waters. All one needs is a good pair of
eyes, and a course of training in the science of observation, to make oneself into a very valuable aid to the
work of the Navy. The telephone will do the rest.

CHAPTER
II.

H.M.S. "

XII

MANICA " IN EAST AFRICA

After her exploits at Gallipoli the JNIanica went
home to refit, and it was not until the 10 th March
1916 that she

left

A month

Birkenhead in search of fresh

was off the island of
Zanzibar, where an air station had been established
to assist the operations in East Africa. Here the
Manica spent the first two or three weeks in carrying
out balloon evolutions, and rectifying minor defects
in the balloon's envelope and telephone equipment.
Next came a period of that wearisome routine, all
too well known to the Navy in war-time, which has
been inadequately designated by the words "patrol
duty." The expression may be apt enough, from the
official point of view, as indicating that the ship
turns herself into a peregrinating policeman, but it
fails altogether to convey any idea of the boring
monotony of the job. In home waters there is
always the interesting possibility of bumping a mine,
or being hit by a torpedo, to lend variety and charm
to the routine, but off the coast of East Africa there
are none of these attractions
the only possible
variation to a dreary prospect is the sight of an Arab
dhow trying to smuggle supplies across from Arabia
for the use of the enemy.
There is also the certainty
that the time must come when the ship must put
into harbour to coal, and, though coaling ship in the
humid tropics is not Elysium, the anticipation of
such a break even as this helps to make life tolerable.
laurels.

later she

;
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In May the Makica added to lier usefulness by
shipping a seaplane as a kind of auxiliary to the kiteballoon.
The first machine, however, proved to be
a failure, and had to be exehangcd for a second one,
which in turn developed symptoms of an unhealthy
constitution, such as a tendency to burst its petrolpipe, and to suffer other parts of its complicated
organism to refuse duty at inopportune moments.
A board of aeroplane doctors would probably have
relegated it to C.3, but, as there are no aeroplanes
growing on the palm-trees in Zanzibar, it had to be
passed as A.l and told to carry on. On 7th July,
while flying over Tanga, it was hit by gunfire, had
its pilot wounded, and its floats badly damaged.
The
damage to the floats worried the pilot more than
his wound, because it left him in a state of disagreeable uncertainty as to whether he could come down
on the water without foundering. At a height of
some 3,000 feet the observer volunteered to climb
down the rigging and examine the floats, and performed this little job as cheerfully as though he had
been a steeplejack all his life. The floats were badly
punctured
but, nevertheless, when the machine
came down, the Manica managed to hoist it in
before it capsized altogether.
On this same day (7th June 1916) our military
forces, which had landed at Manza Bay under cover
of the guns of the Talbot and Severn, occupied
Tanga, after encountering but slight opposition from
enemy patrols. The place had been the scene of a
bad disaster in the early stages of the campaign, and
consequently its occupation was not without dra;

matic interest.

The enemy made no

real

attempt

to defend the town, but cleared out of it before our
troops had time to reach it. The Vengeance (flagship) sent her band ashore to play the National
Anthem when the Union Jack was hoisted over the
Governor's house, and, except for the embarrassing
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attentions of a few persistent snipers, all was as
merry as a marriage bell. So the first of the seaport
towns of German East Africa fell into our hands.
The next on the list was Pangani, a few miles
farther south. Here it was a race between Navy
and Army to see who could get into the town first.
As soon as the Navy arrived on the scene the Ger-

hoisted a white flag, whereat a landing party
in to take possession, and they made a dead
heat of it with the advance guard of the Army,
which had marched overland. That was on 23rd July.
Nine days later the two services again combined in
an attack on Sadani, the third town on the list,
which also was secured after overcoming a very
feeble opposition.
I pass over these events rapidly because they involved no serious fighting, and consequently the
work of the observers in the Manica's balloon was
little more than that of spectators in the gallery
watching the smooth progress of the drama. It
may, however, be in place here to explain briefly
the position of the campaign at this stage, prefacing
my explanation with a warning that no conscientious
study of maps will give any true idea of what was
happening. When we were following the progress of
the war in France and Flanders we used to look at the
maps, which our newspapers obligingly published, and
we saw a thick black line that approximately marked
the position of the front. But in East Africa there
was no clearly defined line of front. Scattered detachments of the enemy's forces were here, there, and
everywhere, and were continually being shifted to
fresh positions as the allied forces closed in on them.
On the map the positions occupied by the enemy
would appear to be quite haphazard, because the
map does not reveal one of the most important
factors in determining the conduct of the campaign
the African bush. Those who know only the

mans

was sent

—

;
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sylvan glades of England, or the forests of France,
can form no adequate idea of what this bush is like.
An almost impenetrable mass of vegetation extendan undergrowth
ing for hundreds of square miles
with thorns three inches long and curved like scimioverhead a foliage so thick that the glare of
tars
the tropical sun is reduced to a dim religious hght
a hot, reeking atmosphere filled with the droning of
countless myriads of insects, which give no peace
to the rash intruder who tries to force his way through
On such ground
this rampart of Nature's contriving.
as this the soldier finds that all he has learnt about
the theory of warfare, about lines of communication,
salients, and points d'appui, must be relegated to the
scrap-heap. To get at the enemy he can approach
only along those paths where the hand of man has
made some progress in the struggle with Nature, and,
instead of exercising his mind upon such refinements
of modern warfare as Lewis guns, trench mortars,
and hand grenades, he must devote his attention to
the primitive needs of an army how to keep them
supplied with food and water, and how to mitigate
;

;

—

the ravages of malaria and the tsetse-fly.
By June 1916 the German forces had been completely cleared out of British East Africa, had been
driven out of Aruscha by a detachment under the
command of the South African General, Van De venter, and thence had been hustled southwards as far

Another German force had been
hills on the east side of the
Ruvu Valley down as far as the Pangani River. But
Tanga, Pangani, Sadani, Bagaall the coast towns
moyo, and Dar-es-Salaam remained in the enemy's
hands, and, though the blockade of the coast carried
out by the Navy prevented these seaport towns from
receiving any supplies of food or munitions, there
was still a danger that German troops in them might
strike westwards, and make flank attacks upon the
as

Kondoa

Irangi.

chased from the range of

—

—

:
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working southwards. In these circumwas decided that the towns on the coast
must be wrested from the enemy, and the Navy was
called upon to assist in the task.
allied forces

stances,

it

In the capture of the first three of these seaport
Tanga, Pangani, and Sadani I have already
shown that we had virtually a walk- over, in which
the Navy and the Army joined hands. It is not
until we come to the story of the capture of Bagamoyo, which followed a fortnight after that of
Sadani, that we find the Navy acting alone, and the
Germans putting up some kind of a fight. On
13th August, Lieut.-Colonel Price, who was in command of the troops at Sadani, made the following
wireless signal to Rear- Admiral Charlton

towns

—

—

:

" Latest intelligence points to Bagamoyo
being evacuated. If it is still held, only a small
about ten whites and forty
force can be there
Askaris. The General Officer Commanding asks
if Navy will take and occupy the town, as its
occupation is essential at the earliest possible

—

moment. All my available forces are engaged
in Mandera operations, but when these are completed they could relieve the Navy (at BagaPlease inform me if you are willing."

moyo).

The admiral's

reply was brief and to the point

" Inform General Officer

Commanding

that

this will be arranged."

He added that he would like to have the assistance
of the Marines of II.M.S. Talbot, who had been left
ashore at Sadani to supplement the military forces,
and of a detachment of Zanzibar Rifles, if any could
be spared.
The Intelligence Officers were somewhat out in
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their estimate of the strength of the Bagamoyo garrison, for, as it turned out, the enemy was numerieally
stronger than our landing party, having a total force

of sixty whites, and between 350 and 400 Askaris
(including a small detachment at Mtoni Ferry, a
short distance inland from the town). The number
of white German troops sounds small, as indeed it
was, but it must not be imagined that the Askaris
were a negligible factor. There is often a tendency
to assume that in a composite force of this character
such an
it is only the white men who really count
assumption would be very dangerous where Askaris
;

are concerned, for, in spite of certain limitations,

they are among the finest soldiers to be found anywhere outside the continent of Europe. To give an
idea of their fighting qualities I cannot do better
than to quote the tribute paid to them by LieutenantCommander Whittall, R.N. in his book, " With Botha

and Smuts
" In

in Africa."

common

with

all

who know him

I

have a

great respect and admiration for the native solwhether he be King's African Rifleman,
dier
or German Askari, he is as good a fighting man
as you would ask to have beside you in a tight
corner, or as worthy an enemy as the veriest
He is
fire-eater could desire as an opponent.
He comes of a stock
first and last a soldier.
whose business has been fighting for many
generations, and he is thus rich in warlike
Full of courage, he is as faithful as
traditions.
officers, if these know how to handle
his
a dog to
;

him and humour his prejudices. Watch him
on the march, and you will see him, when he
halts for even a short interval, employing his
leisure in cleaning his

—

rifle,

until

it

is

speckless

without and within no matter when and where,
you will never find the native soldier with a dirty
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He

has got

it

deep down in

his child-Uke

mind that his rifle is his only friend, to be
cherished and tended against the time that it
win be all that stands between him and sudden
death. He cannot shoot as a rule, and when
you are opposed to him the safest place is
usually in the firing-line. With infinite trouble
you may make a third-class shot of him in about
a year, but that is the best you can expect.
he is not much of a shot, he is a magnifibayonet fighter, as might be expected
when it is remembered that he is almost born
with a spear in his hand. Let him once get
to close quarters with the white arm,' and he
will give the best European troops as merry a
scrimmage as they could want and it will not
be more than even money on the result.
Like all native troops he requires understanding,
and thinking for, all the time, but once you
have got his confidence he is yours to lead to
the nethermost pit if need be."

But,

if

cent

'

—

.

.

.

It may be regarded as a piece of good fortune for
us that in East Africa the Germans did not know
how to handle the Askari, and consequently did not
inculcate in him that spirit of fidelity, which would
have made him face the horrors of the nethermost
The wholesale
pit rather than abandon his masters.
were being
forces
German
desertions, by which the
of the
enough
evidence
aflord
reduced,
constantly
inability of the German officer to gain the unquestioning confidence of the native soldier, and in this
there is nothing surprising to those who know the
German ofliccr. For there are two kinds of military
discipline— that born of the fear of punishment, and
that born of a personal respect, amounting almost to
The German knows only the former kind,
affection.
enough in times of normal prosperity,
good
which is
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fails lamentably when adversity comes upon
him who S( eks to rule with a rod of iron.
It was half-past three on the morning of 1 5th August
1916 when the Vengeance, Challenger, Mersey,
Severn, Manica, and the armed tug Helmuth,
dropped anchor olT Bagamoyo, and an hour later

but

BAGAMOYO
15

Sketch Showing

August
the

1910.

Landing Operations.

the landing party was making towards the shore.
Owing to the bright moonlight it was useless to expect that the attack would be a complete surprise
to the enemy, but we managed by a simple device to
deceive him as to the exact spot where we intended
to land. The boats, having proceeded on a straight
course towards the trenches in front of the Governor's
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house, suddenly turned six points to port, and then
steered a zigzag course, partly to keep up the deception, and partly to baffle the enemy's range-finders.
The result of this manoeuvre was that the Germans
had the greater part of their force in the wrong place,
and our landing was effected with very little difficulty.
At the spot where the boats ran on to the beach
a thick belt of trees clothes the sloping ground almost
to the water's edge. Immediately above it the Germans had emplaced a 4*1 inch gun, which had been

taken out of the Konigsberg, and had been dragged
by coolies first to Tanga and then to Bagamoyo but
it stood about ten yards back from the top of the
slope, and consequently could not be depressed suffiIt was, howciently to bear on our landing-party.
ever, engaging the Mersey and Severn, while
machine-guns, rifles, and a pom-pom on the starboard
side of the boats were keeping up a steady fire.
But the crew of the 4 1 soon found that the flashes
of their gun made them unduly conspicuous. The
Helmuth, one of the steam barges, and a picket-boat,
had each a three-pounder mounted in the bows,
with which they let drive at the 4 1 at a range of
about 500 yards, until the German gunners could
stand it no longer.
As soon as our men had landed. Sub. -Lieutenant
Manning was sent in charge of a machine-gun section
to rush the hill and capture the 4-1. This he did
very skilfully, taking cover as soon as he reached the
top of the rise, and peppering the Germans relentlessly, until they abandoned their gun and took to
their heels.
In addition to the gun, over 80 rounds
of ammunition were found in the magazine near by,
and a few days later both gun and ammunition were
shipped to Zanzibar, where they were on view to
admiring crowds of natives.'
;

» In the autumn of
l'.)IH this gun was exhibited in the Mall near
the north door of tho Admiralty.
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At the commencement of the bombardment the
kite-balloon and the seaplane had been sent up by
the Manica to spot for the guns of the bombarding
Unfortunately, the seaplane started engine
ships.
trouble almost immediately, and was forced to come
down, but the kite- balloon continued to do useful
work at a time when accurate spotting was much
needed, for the thick vegetation on shore made it
impossible for the gunners to see their o])jectives.
About six o'clock there arrived a seaplane belonging
to the Himalaya. This ship was then just leaving
Zanzibar to join in the bombardment of Bagamoyo,
but her seaplane did not wait to be carried across
the twenty odd miles between the island and the
mainland. Immediately on receiving the admiral's
signal it flew over to Bagamoyo, piloted by Flight-

Lieutenant E. R. Moon, whose subsequent adventures
in the Rufigi Delta have been recorded in another
On his arrival he immediately started to
chapter.
drop bombs on the enemy's trenches, and, when all
his bombs had been discharged, he supplemented the
efforts of the kite-balloon in controlling the fire from
the ships.
At 6-30 a.m. the observers in the kite-balloon reported that the enemy was abandoning his trenches,
and falling back towards the French Mission behind
the native town. The same report was made by
the seaplane's wireless set, and by a portable wireless
set which the landing party had taken ashore with
them. Now the whole of the mission buildings were
hidden from the view of our gunners by the dense
foliage of the trees behind the native town, and
consequently there was considerable risk that, if we
continued to fire on the retreating enemy, we might

They are fairly extenhit some of these buildings.
sive (Bagamoyo being the headquarters of the mission) and include a cathedral, solidly built of stone,
dwelling-houses, and workshops where

the

natives

THE FIRST KITE-BALLOON SHIP

160

receive a technical education, for the French Mission
is essentially practical, and provides courses of instruction in carpentry, smithy work, shoe-making,
and other industries. From all points of view it was
very desirable to avoid doing serious damage to an
establishment of this kind, but at the same time it
was out of the question that the enemy should be
allowed to get away scot free.
It afterwards transpired that the German Commandant had foreseen the dilemma which would confront our gunners if his troops moved back towards
the Mission, and had deliberately planned his retreat
accordingly. The circumstances are related in some
detail by the Vicar Apostolic Fran9ois Xavier Vogt,

who
lised

a Frenchman by birth, but had been a naturaGerman for the past ten years. As soon as he

is

saw the troops approaching along the road which
skirts the Mission, he went up to Captain von Bock
and pointed out to him that the cathedral and other
mission buildings were likely to become endangered.
One can picture the scene the priest, as calm and

—

sound of
roaring guns and shrieking shells would allow him
to be, and the young Prussian officer, immaculately
clad in white ducks, but with a hot and dusty face
beneath his white topee, and showing very plainly
that he was not in the best of tempers. His reply
to Father Vogt was typical of the breed.
"I do not need to ask the bishop where to place
my men." Father Vogt complains that the captain
said this in a loud voice before a throng of people,
as though to show that he was not afraid to snub a
priest, nor anyone else who should dare to interfere
with him
Apparently, however, the priest was not
the man to be snubbed so easily, for he persisted in
pressing his point, observing that he had never
lieard that Prussian officers were in the habit of
taking shelter beneath the walls of sacred buiklings
dignified as his natural nervousness at the

!
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during an action. Wliereat Captain von Bock condescended to argue the case in a lower key, quoting
the Geneva Convention, whicli, he said, allowed
combatants to approach within a hundred metres of
the mission walls. Father Vogt was not sufficiently
familiar with the terms of the Convention to dispute
the matter any further, and so withdrew to his own
precincts.

The kite-balloon and the seaplane did their best
to keep the shells oil the Mission, but there were four
or five ships firing simultaneously, and it was quite
impossible to maintain an accurate check upon every
gun. It speaks well for the efficiency of the spotting
that only one direct hit was made on a mission building unfortunately by a 12-inch shell on the cathedral
while the splinters, although they played havoc
with the stained-glass windows, and caused some
damage to the baptistry, did practically no harm to
the main structure. I\Iore important is the fortunate
fact that, although the cathedral was packed with
people, not one of them was injured. The vicar,
however, ascribes this deliverance to another agency
than that of the kite-balloon and seaplane. " When
one thinks," he says, " of the vast number of people

—

—

who were assembled
explained by

Without any

here, their immunity can only be
protection of the good God."
special
a
derogation of the work of the observers,

we may

heartily subscribe to these sentiments.
are fortunate in having a description by
Father Vogt's oAvn pen of that scene in the cathedral
during the early hours of the morning of loth August
With the first streak of dawn the thunder of
191G.
the guns began, and gradually the shells, following
the line of the Germans' retreat, began to fall nearer
and nearer to the Mission. Father Vogt had hurriedly
thro^^^l on his robes and taken his stand at the
" The church trembled,"
he says,
confessional.

We

" and
11

I

trembled too

;

and

I

think that every one

;
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confessed well." Such delightfully human touches,
all too rare in these sinister days, serve to remind
us that even war is a very human affair when you
come to close quarters with it.
By six o'clock the sun was well up, and the vicar
gave orders that the Angelus should be rung. What
a strange congregation was that which thronged
men,
Swahilis, Indians, Arabs
into the cathedral
clad in every description of
women, and children
garb, from the white duck suit of the Babu clerk to
the simple loin-cloth of the humble peasant. Some
came barefooted, others wore sandals, and others
wooden clogs ; some of the women wore frilled
cotton trousers, others encased their legs, body, and
shoulders in the multiple folds of the cotton sari
some were clad in white, others sported the most
startling colours, and made a lavish display of cheap
necklaces and bangles. The Arab women for the
most part wore either veils or black masks over their
faces, but the Swahili women openly flaunted the
beauties of their features, adorned with pendants as
large as table-napkin rings, hanging from their ears
and noses. Some were bare-headed, their back hair
well greased with cocoanut oil, others wore white or
coloured turbans, and others made the all-sufficing
sari provide a headgear as well as a skirt and blouse.
Such was the motley crowd that trooped into the
cathedral as the thunder of the guns grew louder
!

;

;

and

louder.

Facing this strange assembly were Father Vogt,
who had mounted to the altar, and Father CJallcry, who
stood beside him and read Mass. In the distance the
guns roared vmceasingly, but more terrifying than
this deep rumble were the shrieking and explosions
of the shells, which were falHng all romid them.
" My feet and hands were cold," says Father Vogt,
" V)ut I was quite calm, and confident in the protection of Heaven.
Our Christians prayed with fervour.
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of the elevation of the Host the
building rcct-ived a mijo^hty shock from the burst of
a shell, of which several fragments fell on the church.
During communion the whole church shook violently
we heard the noise of a great fall a small sidetower had been struck. I expected a precipitous
not only w^as there
rush from the church. But no
the altar rails and
closer
to
no panic, but they moved

At the moment

—

—

!

to me."
Picture that assembly of strangely diverse creeds
a few Christians, many Mohammedans, many
fetish-worshippers, with a faith made up of child-like
beliefs in fairies, hobgoblins, unsightly deities, and
awesome devils all brought face to face with the
prospect of being suddenly hurled into eternity.
Before them stood two honest, God-fearing men,

—

—

who, with blanched faces, but showing no other
sign of fear, calmly performed their religious offices.
More than half the congregation knew nothing of the
faith which upheld these Christian priests, and
understood not a word of what they were saying
but one and all felt instinctively a sense of protection
in their proximity, and, with that mysterious accordance that so often characterises a crowd, one and
all moved nearer to the altar-rails as the sound of
the devastating shells grew louder in their ears.
Possibly their primitive minds attached strange sig;

nifications to those deafening sounds,

and refused to

believe that mortal hands had produced such diabohcal torments. Were they not the devils of Hell
let loose on earth— raging, tearing, screaming devils,
sent by the Prince of Devils in a paroxysm of fury
to destroy the whole world ? And were not these
two white-robed priests striving with prayers and

incantations to exorcise the devils, and drive them
back whence they came ? They were the white
man's priests, and surely they must have power to
combat the Evil One, else the white man would not
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have entrusted them with such a task. So this flock
of frightened children, young and old, were urged
by fear towards an unquestioning faith, which we
sophisticated folk can only envy, and, when the tower
came tumbling down with a mighty crash, their one

—

idea was to creep closer to the altar-rails to the
visible emblem of a power beyond their comprehension.

At last Father Vogt decided that it would be safer
to take them out of the cathedral by way of the
choir and sacristy to the big INIission House, which
stands farther from the sea. They had only just left
when the baptistry chapel collapsed, so that the
but
nave was filled with a cloud of choking dust
no one was injured, and soon the whole congregation
found sanctuary inside the dwelling-house. Shortly
afterwards the bombardment ceased, for the Germans and their Askaris had fled at the approach of
our men, and found their way into the neighbouring
country. Captain von Bock was killed by one of
our shells not far from the Mission. Another ofticer,
Captain von Boedecke, was standing near the pompom to the right of the Customs House when a wellplaced shell from the Severn scored a direct hit on
the gun, and he, too, was killed outright.
In the meantime the Marines, led by Captain
Thomas, ll.M.L.L, had taken possession of the
Governor's house, where they were joined by a small
;

Rifles, with whose aid they
proceeded to clear the country in a westerly direction.
They found enemy parties concealed in the long grass,
and were subjected to a heavy rifle-lire by which
Captain Thomas unfortunately was killed, and about
Simultaneously
half a dozen others were wounded.
the seamen had pressed forward past the Boma, that
flanks the Governor's house, and luid captured
many of the enemy in tlioir dug-outs. Other parties
of seamen worked round beliinil the Governor's

detachment of Zanzibar
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house, cutting ofl the enemy's Hne of retreat, and
causing him to al)andon his maxims and hght guns.
Thus the attack was driven home from several points
at once, overwhehuing the enemy with its rapidity
and vigour, so that they lied in confusion, disheartened by the loss of their two oflicers, and quite

incapable of initiating an orderly retreat.
Having routed the enemy, it now remained for us
to secure possession of the town, and to prepare for
the possibility that the Germans might draw reinforcements from neighbouring posts and make a
counter-attack. Headquarters were established at

Government House, dead and wounded were

col-

pickets were stationed over a pre-arranged
area, defences were strengthened, and scouts despatched to report on the movements of the enemy.
VVhen the Navy goes a-soldiering it has its own
methods of doing business, and they are usually
lected,

both simple and effective. It knows no such luxury
as an Army Service Corps, but it just tells one of its
officers that so many men will be landed, and that
they will want to be fed. Gunner ^Moore, ably
assisted by Leading Seaman Doney, and supervised
by Commander Wilson of the Mersey, cheerfully
undertook to keep the 350 men of the landing-party
supplied with food, and carried the arrangements
through without a hitch. The medical department
had a rather larger personnel, but fortunately it was
not called upon to make use of all its resources, and
it did what it had to do with ease and efficiency.
It must always be remembered that the Navy
owes much to the fact that its units are self-contained,
so that the organisation of an expedition virtually
resolves itself into a joining up of forces which are
already organised. Every man-of-war has its service corps, its medical corps, its machine-gun corps,
you have only to add
its artillery, and its infantry
together the complements of enough men-of-war and
;
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—

you can form an army complete except for the
absence of cavalry. And, with regard to the cavalry,
is a peculiar characteristic of the sailor that he
usually fancies that he would make an excellent
cavalry-man. I have no doubt that he Mould try
his hand at it if he were given half a chance, and, if
he found that horses were unavailable, he would
accommodate himself quite as happily on a camel,
a donkey, or a pig.
Commander Watson, who was in charge of the
landing-party, had a busy time during the next
three days after the capture of Bagamoyo in dealing
with the Arabs, Indians, and natives, as well as with
the Askaris who deserted in ever-increasing numbers
from the German forces. The taking of the town
was an important event in the native mind, for it
had been the capital of a large district in the days
of the slave trade, and the terminus of the great
caravan routes from the interior. The result of its
falling into our hands was immediately apparent in
the demoralisation of the enemy's troops. A strongly
fortified point at IMtoni Ferry, six miles up the
Kingani River, was promptly evacuated, and Askari
Comdeserters began to flock in from all sides.
mander Watson's diplomacy was largely instrumental
in securing the latter result, for, with the aid of
Captain Dickson as interpreter, he handled the

it

situation with admirable adroitness.
First he asseml)led Swahilis, Arabs, and Indians on the beach,
and told them that the British would respect their
property, and allow them to return peaceably to
their houses in the town, but that they in turn
would be expected to give any information they could

about the enemy's movements. He explained that
by doing so they would be serving tlicir own interests
because, if the enemy counter-attacked and were
allowed to approach the town, tlurc would be such
a bombardment from the ships as would make that

—
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of 15th August pale into insignificance. Then he
told each tribe to select two or three men to report
to the commander every morning, and to be generally responsible for the good behaviour of their
people.
The Bagamoyans received this speech with applause, and with many expressions of gratification that
the British forces had assumed control of the country,
and, as an earnest of their good -will, they proceeded
to bring in all the German cattle they could find,
and present them to our headquarters. The information they gave us about the enemy's movements
proved to be both valuable and accurate. Soon the
Askari deserters began to filter in, and Commander
Watson made a point of interviewing them all. He
told them that the British had no quarrel with them,
but only with their German masters, that the British
did not compel the natives to fight for them, and
that all who gave themselves up and handed in their
rifles could go free.
Soon the number of deserters
increased by leaps and bounds, so that Bagamoyo
was filled to overflowing. The congestion was increased by bands of fugitives from neighbouring
villages, who brought in reports that the Germans
were beating, robbing, and killing them, and were
compelling all able-bodied men to serve as porters.
It is significant that in every part of Africa where the
German has attempted the task of colonisation
South-West Africa, the Cameroons, Togoland, and
East Africa he has invariably succeeded in making
himself cordially hated by the native population.
In East Africa, as in the Cameroons, the German
military authorities had to stop the fishing industry,
because they were afraid that the fishermen would
convey information to the British. For two years the
Bagamoyans had been forbidden to fish when, on
18th August, Commander Watson gave them leave

—

to resume this and other industries, which had been
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and to reopen the markets.
among the whole population
was loud and long. On the same day a military
detachment arrived from Sadani, including some
Zanzibar Rifles, whose beaming faces made quite
an impression on the Askari deserters, suggesting to
similarly

The

interdicted,

expression of joy

them that military service under the British Government must be quite a different affair from the miliNext day, another
detachment of soldiers arrived, and took over garrison
duty from the Navy, which was thus enabled to
re-embark and proceed to its next job.
On 21st August 1916 a naval bombardment of
Dar-es-Salaam was commenced, and was continued
intermittently until 1st September, the gun positions and trenches, revealed by the aerial observers,
being selected for special attention. It was during
this period that the kite-balloon achieved what was
a record in those days by remaining up for four and
a half hours at a stretch, spotting for the flagship
and reporting all enemy movements for the informaIn the meantime
tion of the intelligence ofTiccrs.
the military were making their preparations to
advance on Dar-es-Salaam, and on 31st August they
got under way from Bagamoyo, to march for thirtysix miles through a barren and waterless district.
On 3rd September they approached their objective,
whereat the Navy devoted half an hour's intense
bombardment to the gun positions at the northern
end of the town. Next morning, our troops being
encamped on the outskirts and our squadron lying
ready to renew the bombardment at a moment's
notice, the Challenger hoisted a white flag, and
proceeded towards the harbour with a letter demandtary service they had known.

ing surrender. One of our small craft sent the letter
ashore, and in a short while the answer came in the
shape of the (lcj)uty l)Uigomaster, accompanied by
the bank manager and an interpreter. They were
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taken to the flagship, where they agreed to surrender
the town unconditionally. Our troops then moved
in to take possession, and by three o'clock that afternoon the Union Jack was floating over the Magistracy.
There remained a few smaller towns along the
coast, which had to be taken to complete the Navy's
task.
On 7th September Kilvva Kivinje surrendered
to the Vengeance, and Kilwa Kisiwani to the
Talbot
on 13th September the squadron landed
at Mikindani, which offered no resistforce
a military
on 16th September the troops occupied Sudi,
ance
while the squadron proceeded to Lindi, and found
and on 18th September two
the place deserted
proceeded to Kiswere,
transport
and
a
men-of-war
which was occupied without encountering any opposition.
With the capture of Kiswere the whole coast
of the country, once known as German East Africa,
passed into our hands, excepting only the Rufigi
Delta— an uninviting swamp inhabited mainly by
;

;

;

mosquitoes,

crocodiles,

and

alligators.

We

bom-

barded enemy camps there from time to time, but
made no attempt to land there until we had thoroughly reconnoitred the ground by aircraft. The
story of one of these reconnaissances, in which Commander Bridgeman lost his life, and Flight Lieutenant
Moon was taken prisoner, has been told in the account
of the Navy in East Africa.
While the flagship was lying off Bagamoyo, Admiral
Charlton conceived the idea that he would like to
make an ascent in the kite-balloon. It was fortunate
that the sea was fairly calm, for I have heard of an
occasion when an admiral went up in a kite-balloon,
and, on descending again to his quarterdeck, was
obliged to beat a precipitate retreat into his cabin.
It is a curious fact that the motion of a ship, when
communicated to the kite-balloon she is towing,
becomes accentuated to such a degree that only an
extra hardy mariner can hope to escape the eilects
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Admiral Charlton, however, was quite pleased
of it.
with his experience, and later on he made a signal
to the

Maxica.

" I am very much pleased Avith the efficiency of
the Kite-Balloon Section, and the smart handling
I wish to assure them that they
of the balloon.
are doing good and useful work."

The tribute was much appreciated, for it is often
the misfortune of those who laboijr with a new device
to receive more criticism than encouragement.
That it was also well deserved I hope that this record

may

aflord ample evidence.
best tribute, however, to the efficiency of the
kite-balloon, and to the accuracy of its control over
gunfire, has been paid by the enemy himself, both
in East Africa and at Gallipoli.
If the Manica came
within range of the German guns with her kiteballoon down, they invariably opened fire, but, if the
kite-balloon was up, the Germans in East Africa,
like the Turks at Gallipoli, preserved a dignified

The

silence.

Experience had taught them wisdom.
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CILVPTER XIII
THE TANGISTANI RAIDS
the standard to which the war has
accustomed us, the whole thing was a very small
affair, so small that even in peace-time it would not
have occupied more than three columns in the
morning newspapers. In war-time it could not be
expected to occupy more than half a dozen lines,
tucked away in a corner where no one would notice
them. It happened to turn out all right, and of
course that makes a difference. If a small colony
of Enghshmen, women, and children had been murdered by Arab cut-throats, Fleet Street in peace-time
would have found enough material to fill a whole

Judged by

page, and even in war-time would have produced
some artistic effects in headlines. But by the grace
of God, and the efforts of British soldiers and seamen, the tragedy was averted.
In order to understand how the affair came about
one must go back a few years in the history of the
Persian Gulf. Great Britain had been policing the
waters and shores of the Gulf for 300 years before
the
it occurred to Germany that her designs upon
by
the
inconvenienced
Middle East were severely

paramountcy in Arabia and Western Persia,
and with Teutonic perseverance she set about the
task of undermining that paramountcy. It is not
my purpose to relate the adventures of Herr Wonckhaus, the modest trader in mother-of-pearl, who built
most palatial edifices round the shores of the Gulf
British
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out of mysterious funds, which certainly did not
nor the
arise from the profits of his small trade
advent of the Hamburg-America liner dispensing
champagne dinners up and down the Gulf, while the
stewards' band discoursed sweet music, nor the long
tale of intrigue whereby Turkey, in her role of Germany's vassal, made several attempts to acquire
territory round the Gulf, but was happily frustrated
by British vigilance. Suffice it to say that the attitude of our Foreign Office was clear and precise
throughout the course of all this scheming. We had
managed very nicely for 300 years to keep the Gulf
open to the traders of all races without discriminawe had suppressed the activities of Arab pirates,
tion
and our political residents had acted as arbitrators
between the various Arab tribes whenever they
became disputatious with one another, and had won
the confidence and respect of them all. For doing
this work we sought no remuneration or quid pro
;

;

to secure territory for
which we leased to
island
small
ourselves, beyond a
not even claim any
did
we
station
telegraph
house a
advantage in trading facilities for British merchants.
But, on the other hand, we were quite determined
that we wanted no assistance with the work, and
that no other nation should step in and rob any of
the Arab chiefs of an inch of territory. In fact, we
postulated the right to establish a kind of Monroe
Doctrine in the (]ulf. Our object, of course, was that
we did not want any European Power to be able to
use the Persian Gulf as a base for warships, which
would be able to threaten a flank attack on our line
Germany knew our
of communication with India.
it, and that
defeating
value
of
the
knew
object, and
is why she spent many years and mucli money in
assiduously trying to establish an influence over the
natives of Persin and Arabia.
The most im|)(>rtant character in this little drama

quo

;

we made no attempt
;
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appears on the scene in 1910 in the shape of
the German consul at Bushire, Ilerr Wassmus.
Bushire Hes on the east side of the Gulf, near the
northern end of it, and is important mainly because
it is the only place on that side which can boast a
harbour, or anything like a harbour. Vessels of
small draught can make their way into the port, but
first

any ship drawing twenty

feet or

more must

lie

out-

a prey to the strong shcwiah which blow from
the west across the Arabian desert. Here is the end
of the caravan trade route, which leads from central
Persia through Shiraz, bringing dates, raw cotton,
oriental carpets, silks, and other merchandise for
export to Europe, India, and China, as well as goods
for the Persian Gulf trade which are transported in
native sailing vessels, called dhows. Here the great
Wassmuss arrived in 1910, ostensibly to safeguard
the interests of German traders. At that time he
was a portly gentleman with grey hair, but 1 am
told that he has grown thinner since then, and that
his hair has turned white, which is not altogether
surprising, for Bushire is no health resort.
He left
it for a while, but was back again in 191.3, and upon
his return he found it necessary to spend the worst
of the hot weather at Shiraz, which again is not surprising, for Shiraz, standing .5,000 feet above the sealevel, is a good deal more habitable than Bushire in
the summer.
There were, however, other points about Shiraz
side,

which recommended it to Herr Wasmuss, and these
must be mentioned in order to explain the part he
plays in the story.

Ihis ancient centre of Persia's

happens to be the headquarters of the
Gendarmerie of the province of P'ars. The force
consists of about 1,7('0 officers and men, the oflieers
being partly Persian and partly Swedish, Their
duties are to patrol the caravan routes, restrict the
activities of Arab brigands, and collect the revenue
civilisation
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of the country. How much of the money collected
way into the Exchequer I do not know, for
the Gendarmerie always had a substantial claim
against the Persian Government for arrears of pay.
This circumstance proved useful to Kerr Wassmuss,
who was always well supplied with funds, and found
that a judicious distribution of them went a long
way towards securing the good-will both of officers
and men. Travitz, the Swedish Commandant at
and
Shiraz, became a confirmed Wassmussian,
through him the subordinate officers were influenced
finds its

same direction.
Another influential friend of Wassmuss was the
Governor-General of Ears, Mukhbir-us-Sultaneh. He
had spent some years in Germany, where he had imin the

bibed the national belief that the Germans are the
chosen people of the earth. He gave himself body
and soul to the new propaganda, and wrote letters
to all the local khans (Arab chiefs) expatiating on
the virtues of the Teuton and the vices of the British.
It must be understood that all this was happening
in peace time, in the days when we innocently believed that we could make friends with the Germans,
when Herr Wassmuss himself was a member of the
English clu})s at Shiraz and Bushire, and was treated
with all that spirit of camaraderie, of which the
Englishman abroad is capable.
The intrigues of Herr Wassmuss extended beyond
the borders of Persia to the Trucial Coast and right
round to JNIuscat, })ut for the moment we are concerned only witli his activities so far as they alTected
l^ushirc.
In July 1<)13 an incident occurred, which
had an important bearing on subsequent events, and
threw another valuable friend into tlie arms of the
German consul. 1 his was Bais Ali, the chief of the
Tangistani tribe, who lived at Dilwar, a coastal
viflage about twenty miles south-east of tlie town t)f
Bushire. The trade, profession, or occupation of
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not easy to define. He was not a pirate
so vulgar but he was a kind of
officer commanding piracy, and he derived his income, I suppose, partly by trading in pirated goods,
and partly by blackmailing the pirates. He made
Dilwar a pirates' nest, and organised pirates' expeditions to the pearl fisheries.
In July 1913 we happened to be looking for a notorious pirate, and at
last traced him to his lair at Dilwar.
There a British
man-of-war demanded that he should be handed
over, but Rais Ali, who, it must be said, showed commendable loyalty to his friends, refused point blank
to do anything of the kind. Whereat the man-ofwar proceeded to argue the point with the aid of
naval guns, and in a few hours Dilwar was looking
very sorry for itself, while the assortment of pirate
dhows anchored there was soon floating about in
the form of match-wood. Then Rais Ali gnashed
his teeth, and swore eternal enmity against the
British.
Herr Wassmuss heard of the incident, and
said to himself that really Rais Ali must be a very
nice man, whom it would be a plcasmc to know.
So
he opened his arms wide to the Arab chief, hugged
him to his breast, and poured words of consolation

Rais Ali
himself

is

— nothing

—

into his ear.

A year later, in July 1911-, Herr Wassmuss had
news from Germany which caused him to leave
Bushire in a hurry. He had not reached home when
war was declared, and consequently he was delayed
en route, but eventually he found his way to Berlin.
He did not stay there long, however, for the Ger-

man Government knew where

he was likely to make
himself most useful to them, and packed him off
again back to Persia via Constantinople. His mission, as revealed by papers in his possession, was
definite enough.
He was to raise Persia and Afghanistan against the British, and to tamper with the
loyalty of the troops in our Indian .\rmy. They
12
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sent with him another German, called Linders, but
He was captured by
his career was soon cut short.
Haidar Khan, one of the friends of the British, was
handed over to us, and sent to India to be interned.
One of the first persons that Ilerr Wassmuss
approached on his return to Persia was Rais Ali, the
pirates' friend.
In December 1916 the two were
busy formulating plans for a general anti-British
rising in Persia.
In his house at Shiraz the great
Wassmuss, clad in the garb of a Persian gentleman,
received the Arab chief in state. With Teutonic
thoroughness he had not only discarded his European

but he had thrown off his European religion
same time, and declared himself a convert to

clothes,

at the

the faith of Islam. He greeted Rais xA.li with Eastern
salutations, refreshed him with Eastern sweetmeats,
and got to business. The outcome of the negotiations was an agreement that Rais Ali would lead his
Tangistani tribesmen against Bushire, and massacre
every English man, woman, and child in the place.
If Herr Wassmuss was at any time troubled with
scruples about the ethics of conspiring with an Arab
cut-throat to murder defenceless civilians, his new
religion would be invoked to quiet them, for did not
the great Prophet himself engage in wholesale massacres whenever he found them necessary to prove
the triumphant progress of the faith ?
So Rais Ali's share in the proceedings was definitely
settled.
Of the tasks allotted to Mukhbir-us-Sultaneh, the (iovernor-(icncral, to Pravitz, the Commandant of Gendarmerie, and to the various other
friends of Wassmuss, I have no definite knowledge.
Suffice it to say that a blood feud between two of the
local Khans was turned to account, that one of the
disputants, the Khan of Borasjan on the road between Bushire and Shiraz, was joined by two other
Khans, to form an anti-Britisli alliance, while the
other disputant, Ismail Khan, was joined by our
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Khan, to form an anti-German alliance.
But where the anti-Hritisli Khans secured an advan-

friend Ilaidar

tage was in the reinl'orcements they received from
deserters of the Gendarmerie, who had good German
money rattling in their purses, and had been promised
that there was more to come. They were also
presented with good German rilles, so that they had
every reason to feel pleased with their prospects.
There followed a delay of six months, possibly
caused by the necessity of waiting for further consignments of rifles, and it was not until July 1915
that word was passed to Rais Ali that the time had
come for him to fullil his compact. On the 12th of
that month the first Tangistani raid was made on
Bushire, and, though the attack was repulsed, two
British officers and one sepoy lost their lives, and

two sepoys were wounded. It seems fairly evident
that this attack was made prematurely and without
adequate preparation, for the defending force at
that time was very small.
Finding that we could obtain no reparation from
the Persian Government, we immediately took steps
to secure the safety of the inhabitants of Bushire.
We sent a naval and military force to take possession
of the port and town, and set to Avork upon a system
of defences.
We also took steps to punish the Tangistanis, by sending a naval squadron commanded by
Captain (now Rear-Admiral) Wake, to Dilwar, where
we landed a small detachment of Indian troops and
a party of seamen. The naval guns drove the 1'angistanis inland, but during the next two days (14th and
15th August) they returned several times to the
attack, only to be driven off by rifles, machine-guns,
and the shell-fire from the ships.
The fort and
village of Dilwar were destroyed, and the casualties
to the enemy were heavy.
Our own casualties were
slight, but unfortunately included the commander
and one of the lieutenants of the Juno. On the
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night of the 15th the force was re-embarked, partly
because the heat was too intense to allow of the
operations being protracted, and partly because
there was a danger that Rais Ali might adopt the
offensive defensive scheme, and make another attack
on Bushire during the absence of our ships and
troops.
Some such idea must have been in his mind, for
he soon began a series of night raids, which suggested
the prelude to a more serious attack. Our line of
outposts was provided with acetylene searchlights,
but at first these proved very unsatisfactory because
they had a mysterious way of refusing to work as
The probable
soon as the first rifle-shot was fired.
explanation is that they were manned by Eurasians,
who had no great liking for the sound of rifle-fire.
The Senior Naval Officer was requested to provide
seamen to man these lights, and thenceforward they
gave entire satisfaction. It was during one of
these night raids that Wassmuss sullered a heavy
blow in the loss of his cherished friend Rais Ali. The
Tangistani chief had boasted that it was his own rifle
which killed the two British officers on 12th July,
and it is probable that all the crack shots defending
Bushire were longing for the chance of revenge.
When one of the searchlights illumined the features
His faithful folof Rais Ali, his doom was scaled.
lowers removed him from the battle-field, but he is
said to have died of his wounds very shortly afterwards.
The town of Ikishirc stands on what would be an
island, were it not for a low-lying tract of sand
which joins it to the mainland, 'i his causeway is
known as the " IMashilah," and is from five to seven
During high tides it is occasionally
miles across.
inundated, and at all times the area of firm dry
sand is narrow. The prcsonec of British warships
made it impossible for the Tangistanis to approach
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Bushire by sea, and so the Mashilah offered the only
Its main drawback from
possible line of advance.

the invader's point of view is that not an inch of
cover can be found anywhere until the island of
Bushire is reached. Round the edge of the island
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on the Mashilah side is a line of low cliffs, which
form a kind of natural rampart. These cliffs, however, are intersected by numerous nullahs, or gullies,
sloping down from the island to the JMashilah. At
the top of them are loose rocks and boulders, and
at the foot of them a belt of palm-trees extends for
It the Tangistanis could contrive to
distance.
cross the Mashilah under cover of darkness, they
would be able to take up a strong position on the
edge of the island, and to find shelter from our fire
by dodging behind the rocks and palm-trees. And
this is exactly what they did.
The ships lying off Reshire Point were the Juno,
Pyramus, and Lawrence. It would be idle to pretend that they were enjoying life, for no one does
that at Bushire during the hot weather. The shade
temperature was always hovering in the vicinity of
100° Fahrenheit, and the atmosphere was always
damp and sticky. Their routine was largely made
up of rehearsals for the Tangistani performance,
which they knew to be imminent. Parties were
landed on the beach, and in the comparatively cool
hours of the early morning they went through their
field exercises, practised the art of bringing a machinegun into action rapidly, and received instructions about
the handling of it under fire. The rehearsals were
conducted by Captain George Carpenter, R.M.L.I.,

some

of H.M.S. Juno, in conjunction with the gunnery
lieutenant of that ship. By tapping the resources of
the three ships the Navy managed to provide a field
force of seven officers, 153 men, and four maxims,
as well as supplying to the Russian Consulate a guard
of twenty men and a maxim, and a further six men
to work the searchlights.
On the night of 8th September Captain Carpenter
landed with three officers and sixty men of H.M.S.
Pyramus, spent the night at the base camp near
the Telegraph Station, and at six o'clock next morn-
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them through

their exercises.
When they returned to the camp
for breakfast they found that a message had just

come
in

in

from Brigadier-General Brooking, who was

command

of the troops at Bushire, ordering them
to proceed to the reserves' camp at Imam Zada.
This suggested that something must be happening,
so they sent for their transport carts, swallowed their
breakfast, and got under way.
In that region the
sun begins to get hot at six in the morning, by seven
it has become unpleasant, and by eight it is beyond
the pale of printable language. The glare of it
strikes against the white dust on the track, so that
the most capacious sun-helmet does not avail to
shield the eyes.
Here and there rehef is found in a
cluster of green palms, such as shade the British
Residency and a few other European dwellings, but
the general aspect at this season is of a parched and
dreary land, unredeemed by God or man. I remember the first time I landed at Bushire I had just been
re-reading Omar Khayyam's ecstasies about his
Persian garden, and my hopes ran high at the prospect of setting foot in Persia. But I landed at the
wrong place. If I had gone to Shiraz, there, perhaps, I might have seen the real thing, and might
even have feasted my eyes upon a " moon of my
delight who knows no wane." That is one of our
misfortunes in the Navy we seldom have the
chance of seeing the best of the countries we visit.
The men of H.M.S. Pyramus trudged on steadily,
while the perspiration dripped from their faces and
soaked through their cotton clothes, until they
reached the camp at Imam Zada. Here they found
another message from the G.O.C. ordering them to
advance farther east to a tower near the village of
Zangena, and there take up the best position they
could find, in order to command the two gullies leading down to the Mashilah at that point,
i he British

—

—
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outposts were situated at intervals along the edge
of the Mashilah as far as a point south of Zangena,
and then stretched across the island to the sea on
the west side. The village of Halilah was suspected
of harbouring enemy agents, and was therefore shut
out beyond our line of defences. To man these outposts and to provide supports and reserves, we had
only two small detachments of Indian troops

Rajputs and Ghurkhas. The latter had been on
duty all night, and consequently the general did not
if it could be avoided.
We had,
however, a big pull over the enemy in the possession

want to use them

of artillery, consisting of field and mountain guns,
and we had also a small body of cavalry ready to
move out on the Mashilah as soon as the Tangistanis
showed signs of retreating.
The general had seen at once that the troops

holding the outposts were insufficient to drive off the
enemy, who were over 600 strong, and that he must
call up his reserves from Reshire, including the naval
party. It took an hour or so to bring them up,
and in the meantime the Rajputs at the outposts
clung on grimly, for they knew well enough that
they were not likely to receive quarter if the Tangistanis once got in among them. The batteries were
also busily engaged, though there was always a
danger that an enterprising rush on the part of the
enemy would sweep right over them, or that a flank
attack might get in behind them.
The men of the Pyramus, now painfully conscious
that each one of them was carrying his rifle and
equipment, while some of them had the additional

burden of machine-guns and ammunition-boxes, had
reached within 800 yards of the objective when they
came under heavy rifle-fire from Tangistanis hidden
behind rocks 300 yards away. They were ordered
to lie down and take breath, and then the advance
was continued by means of short rushes in the
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orthodox style. It is an exhilarating exercise when
carried out on the fields of good old P^ngland, but
the effect is very dilfercnt when a tropical sun is
beating down on one's head, and a choking dust is
filling the mouth and nostrils.
It is no disparage-

ment of Tangistani marksmanship to record that
our casualties from heat stroke exceeded those
caused by bullets.
They got to the tower at last, and mounted a
maxim there. Another maxim was got into position
at the left end of the line, but the gun on the right
could not find cover of any kind, and was subjected
to a tornado of bullets from the enemy.
The gun's crew had to fall back from it, but Captain Carpenter called for volunteers to bring it into
action,

Yeoman

and

Lieutenant-Commander

Dorman and

Wood

immediately went forward
to it. Wood was mortally wounded as soon as he
reached it, and fell right across the gun. Carpenter
then saw that the enemy's fire was too accurate, and
that he could not afford to risk further casualties in
his small force, so he called to Dorman to come back.
There was no danger of the enemy capturing the
gun, for the two other maxims completely covered
their line of advance.
So there the little force remained, taking what cover they could find, and
seizing every chance to pot a Tangistani when he
was rash enough to show himself. Carpenter sent a
message to the G.O.C. informing him of the position of affairs, and asking for a stretcher-party to
of Signals

remove the wounded and heat-stroke cases. The
G.O.C. sent back word telling him to hang on until
the reserve infantry arrived to clear up the situation,
and that medical assistance would be sent as soon
as possible.
Soon after ten

came up with the
into the enemy,

o'clock Lieutenant-Colonel Lane
reserve infantry, and charged right

who promptly broke and

fled,

and
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that was virtually the end of the business. The
naval party moved forward with their machine-guns
to hold the gullies, and proceeded to deal with any
stray Tangistanis found lurking among the palmThe cavalry moved on to the Mashilah and
trees.
got right into the fleeing tribesmen, while the artillery lengthened their range and played havoc with
them all the way across. The Arabs brought up
donkeys to remove most of their dead and wounded,
but we collected between fifty and sixty of them near
the edge of the Mashilah.
So ended the great coup which Wassmuss had been
planning for months beforehand. Its failure must
have been a serious blow to his prestige, for, although
there were plenty of alarums and excursions during
the succeeding months, and various tribesmen showed
a good deal of unrest, there was no other concerted
The little colony of British
effort against Bushire.
subjects went about their vocations with untroubled
minds, and slept peacefully in their beds. Captain
Carpenter was awarded the D.S.C. for his services at
Dilwar and Bushire, and was shortly afterwards pro-

moted.

THE NAVY

IN ROUIMANIA

187

fB^

IJ

T.A(

h

THK NAVY

!N

SJ.A

IJOIiMANlA

CHAPTER XIV
THE BATTLE NEAR TOPALUL
British Armoured Car Force of the Royal Naval
Air Service had seen quite a lot of the world before

The

they found their way to Roumania. They had done
their bit in Belgium, they had wandered thence to
Russia, and they had sampled the roads of Persia
in fact, a kind of supernatural instinct seems to have
led them to all the best places for a lively scrap, and,
as soon as the liveliness was at an end in one quarter
of the globe, they were ofi' to another.
In the late autumn of 191G they had abandoned
Persia, having come to the conclusion that it was
completely played out as a theatre of war, and they
had assembled at Odessa, wondering where they
should go next. They definitely belonged to the
Russian Army, and they made up their minds that
it was up to the Russian Army to keep them supplied
with jobs. Roumania had just entered the lists, and
for a time things seemed to be going well with her,
until General Mackensen began his great push in
the Dobinadsha, and then the British armoured cars
So they
said to themselves, " Here is a job for us,"
appealed to the powers that governed the Russian
Army at that time, and obtained permission to
transfer themselves to Roumania, and there attach
themselves to the Russian forces operating in that
;

country.
Of course they knew in their hearts that an
armoured car is not really the same thing as a ship,
189
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but when the white ensign is fluttering above it, they
think and talk of it as though it were a ship. The
man who said that R.N.A.S. means Really Not A
Sailor

was no psychologist, and

appreciate

the

psychological

failed altogether to

effect

of

the

white

When an officer in command of a car reensign.
ceives his instructions, he calls them his Sailing
Orders, and sometimes the officer who writes them
out in his best official language, heads them with
the words "Sailing Orders" in black and white.
But, on the whole, they are very carefvil with their
official reports, and all such expressions as " Put the
helm hard over to starboard," or " Proceed full speed
astern," have been translated into the lingo of the
motor garage.
Towards the end of November 1910 they found
themselves at Hirsova on the Dobrudsha side of the
Danube, where General Sirelius of the 4th Siberian
Army ( orps told them that they were just in time
for a big battle, and that he wanted them to take

an important part in it. Things had been going
badly of late, for General Mackensen had been
mopping up Roumanian divisions on a wholesale
scale, and walking through the Dobrudsha as though
But there was just
it were the Unter den Linden.
a possibility that the advance had been too rapid,
and that a counter-attack might find the enemy unprepared, and with his supply columns many miles
to the rear. A Russian force, sweeping down between the Danube and the Black Sea, might be able
to cut ofl the enemy's forces, which had crossed the
river and were operating against Bucharest, and
cheery optimists among the Russians even contemplated the recapture of Ccrnavoda bridge and of the
port of ("onstanza.

The push wns timed to start on 29th November,
and the force of armoured cars was ordered to be in
But when tlie day
readiness to lead the attack.
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these orders were cancelled unceremonitold to proceed across the
Danube to a destination near Bucharest. The truth
of the matter was, that the Roumanian Army defending Bucharest had failed to hold their positions, and
the capital was in imminent danger. 1 he general in
command of the Russian forces co-operating with
the Roumanians had at once sent out an S.O.S. signal,
of which the eliect was, " For Heaven's sake send us

arrived

ously,

all

and the cars were

the British armoured cars." Commander (iregory,
in charge of the force, at once sent scouts to examine
the state of the roads, for it is one thing for a general
at Bucharest to say he wants armoured cars, and
another thing for the people in the cars to get them
to him. The scouts all reported that the roads leading to the pontoon bridge across the Danube were
too bad for any parliamentary language, and quite

So Commander Gregory
for motor traffic.
went to the Chief of Staff of the 4th Siberian Corps,
and told him tliat it was beyond human possibility
to comply with the latest order that the force had
Incidentally he relieved his mind by
received.
pointing out that he had been given nothing but
contradictory orders, one on top of another, for the
unfit

past six weeks.

Now, when General Sirelius heard from his Chief
Stall' what Commander Gregory had been saying,
he smiled blandly, for the truth (^f the matter was
that he did not want to part with the British armoured
Already the Bucharest army was taking from
cars.
him all the best of his reserve battalions, which were
to have enabled him to carry out the great push
through the Dobrudsha, and was transferring them
across the Danube to the defence of Bucharest. The
result was that the great push had to be postponed,
and the general intended to wait until fresh reserves
could be sent up to him. But here again his intentions were frustrated, for it was not many hours
of
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before another S.O.S. signal came from Bucharest.
" For Heaven's sake make your push, or do something to cause a diversion." This was rather hard
on the general, first to take away his reserves, and
then to tell him to make his push but such things
are liable to happen when things are going badly, and
he consoled himself with the thought that, at all
events, they had not succeeded in robbing him of the
armoured cars. So he ordered that the push should
commence next day 80th November.
The British armoured cars were divided into three
squadrons, two of them to operate from the village
of Topalul towards Ballagestii and a third from the
village of Panteleimon towards Saragea.
The morning broke dull and misty, and the artillery soon
found that they were quite unable to observe the
but soon after noon it cleared
effect of their shells
;

—

;

up, as Lieutenant-Commander Belt, in command of
Number One Squadron, was ordered into action
along the road running from Topalul to Ballagestii.
He found that the enemy was leaving nothing to
chance
first there was a forest of barbed wire
;

entanglements, then another forest fifty yards behind
the first, then the first line trenches fifty yards behind
that, and then the second line trenches fifty yards
behind the first line.
The road along wliich the cars had to advance to
the attack was no road at all, but just an unmetalled
track running through cultivated fields. The ground
on either side of the track was soft and imcven, for,
tliough it had not received any recent ploughing, it
was equally unprepared as a terrain I'or lighting cars.
Two Russian cars of powerful build, carrying two
maxim guns each, had joined the British squadron,
and when they were ordered to attack the enemy's
trenches, they went full speed along the track right
up to the barbed wii-c. Tliey then conceived the
idea of tinning off {\\v track and jumiing along the
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barbed wire, so as to enfilade the trenches all along
the sector. It was a bold scheme, but it failed to
take into account the factor of specific gravity. An
armoured car is no fairy with light fantastic toes to
They had no sooner
trip nimbly over arable land.
left the track than they found themselves firmly
embedded in the soft ground, with their flanks almost
touching the barbed wire, and infuriated Bulgarians
expressing their indignation by means of a hot
fusillade.

Then came a telephone message from the Russian
observation post, ordering one of our light " Lanchester " cars to go in to support the Russian cars,
and incidentally to assist the Russian infantry in
launching an attack. Lieutenant-Commander Belt
sent Sub-Lieutenant Lefroy, accompanied as usual
by a motor cyclist, whose job it was to watch the
progress of events, and bring back reports from time
to time. Now, the ordinary practice when going into
action is to turn the car at a respectful distance from
the enemy's lines, reverse the engine, and approach
stern first towards the enemy. This is a fairly simple
operation on a metalled road, but when there is no
road worthy of the name, the whole science of fighting an armoured car has to be reconsidered. Unfortunately, there was no time to work out the problem,
for the Russian infantry were waiting to advance,
and Lefroy' s main purpose was to lead the way for
them. He proceeded up the track to the enemy's
Russian infantry followed, and the
first line, the
great push had begun.
When he had approached within a few yards of
the barbed wire, he decided that it was high time to
carry out the ordinary manoeuvre of reversing the
But, first of all,
engine, and advancing stern first.
he had to turn the car round. Turning a heavy car
on a narrow farm-track is no easy operation under
the best of circumstances, and when rifles, maehine13
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guns, and artillery are devoting the main share of
their attention to frustrating the elTort, it becomes a
decidedly ticklish job. He had put the lever over
to the lowest speed when, as ill luck would have it, a
shell exploded underneath the car and jambed the
speed-gear, so that he was doomed to stick to his
lowest speed until he could get back to the repair
shop. Meanwhile his wheels were steadily subsiding
into the soft earth, and the enemy was making
things so uncomfortably warm for him that he had
no alternative but to try and get out of his tight
corner.
Luckily, he managed to extricate his wheels,
but he did not enjoy the journey home at the speed
of a perambulator pushed by a superannuated nursemaid sufiering from rheumatism, and with high explosive shells following him steadily all the way.
Next, Lieutenant Walford was sent into action
with another light " Lanchester." By this time the
enemy had made up their minds that they did not
like armoured cars, and had become obsessed with
the idea that if their rifles and machine-guns could
only pour enough lead into the brutes, they would
become discouraged and retire gracefully from the
action.
This theory suited the Russian infantry
admirably, for it enabled them to advance under far
pleasanter conditions than they had anticipated.
VV^hen Walford got within forty yards of the stranded
Russian cars, the patter of the bullets on his armour
plating grew louder and louder ; but an armoured car
does not worry much about bullets, so long as they
do not come through the loopholes. The trouble was
that they split into fragments, and the fragments
caused a kind of mist, so that the driver of the car
could not see the track in front of him. In trying
to turn he did just the same thing as Lefroy had
already done before him got his wheels stuck in the
soft earth at the side of the track.
He succeeded,
however, eventually in getting round, and then the

—
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in the car opened fire on the enemy, doing
considerable damage at that close range, until a
bullet came through a loophole and punctured the
maxim's water-casing, which keeps the gun cool.
This effectually put the gun out of action, and there
was nothing for it but to take the car back to safety.
It is regrettable to have to record that the personal
beauty of Lieutenant Walford and of the driver of
his car were completely spoiled for the time being by
the nickel splashes of the enemy's bullets. Ihese
had found their way into the car, and dug themselves
into the faces of its occupants, until they looked like
the masterpieces of a post-impressionist artist.
Meanwhile the two Russian cars were hopelessly
stuck, and were being subjected to a terrible fire
from rifles, machine-guns, and artillery, so LieutenantCommander Belt himself went to the rescue. He
had exactly the same experience as his predecessors
when he tried to turn his car, and for nearly a quarter
of an hour he remained with the front wheels of his
car deeply embedded in the mud.
" If I was to tighten up the gears a bit," suggested
the driver, " I think we might get her to move."
So he got to work with a screw-driver, while the
enemy got to work with artillery, maxims, and rifles,
and concentrated everything they could bring to
bear on the car. At last, with a series of protesting
snorts and vigorous jerks, she began to move. By
this time it was quite dark, and moreover the road
had become pitted with shell-holes, so that the journey
home promised plenty of excitement. But there
were the two derelict Russian cars lying a few yards
awa}^ shrouded in gloom, and the thought of leaving
them to their fate was not an easy one. There are
times when it requires more courage to avoid a
danger than to run into one, and this was just one
Lieutenant-Commander Belt
of those occasions.
knew that the result of any further attempt to rescue
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the Russian cars would be that the enemy would be
able to rejoice over three derelicts instead of two,
so he braced himself up to the decision that there
was no alternative but to cut the loss. On his way
back through the dark he met another " Lanchester,"
coming to the rescue, but this too he ordered to
It afterreturn, for he knew it could do no good.
wards transpired that three of the crew of the first
Russian car were killed by a shell, and that the remainder were badly wounded, but managed to
escape in the dark, as also did the crew of the second
Russian car. The two cars had to be destroyed by
the Russian artillery.
Such is the record of the first day's fighting, so far
It must
as the armoured cars were concerned in it.
be put to their credit that, by causing the enemy to
concentrate his fire upon them, they had enabled
the Russian infantry to capture a hill on the left
flank, and to get a footing on another hill on the
right flank near the river. This was something to
the good, but it was already becoming painfully
obvious that the enemy were fully prepared, and
that ground could only be gained from them by
means of a ding-dong struggle. All through the
night the Russian infantry pressed forward the attack, but only at the cost of heavy losses, which
made General Sirelius parody the great Augustus,
exclaiming, " Varus, Varus, give me back my reserves." The truth of the matter was that the breakdown of the Roumanian forces defending Bucharest
had placed the Russian army in the Dobrudsha in
a most unenviable position, and had completely
ruined the chances of a successful counter-attack
against ^lackenscn.
All next day (1st December) the fighting continued,
and again the armoured cars did valuable work. No
more Russian cars were available, but the British
cars kept on running througli heavy fire right up to
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the enemy's trenches, pourinjDj a hot fusillade into
them, and running baek again before the artillery
could get their range correctly. For two solid miles
each way they had to run the gauntlet of bullets and
shells, and the enemy never left them in any doubt
as to the opinions he entertained about them, for
he devoted all the best of his energies in their direction.
On one occasion, when Lieutenant Crossing
had brought his car within 300 yards of the enemy,
he noticed that a Russian shell had made a neat gap
through the parapet, exposing to view a large number of fleeing Bulgarians. He immediately switched
his machine-gun on to them, and got through two
belts of ammunition before the high explosive shells
began to fall uncomfortably close to him.
So far the attack had been pressed mainly from
Topalul in the direction of Ballagestii, and, though
the Russian infantry had advanced without hesitation, they had gained but little ground, and that
little had been very expensive in casualties.
In fact,
what reserves had been left to General Sirelius were
now all used up, and by the end of the second day's
fighting the whole Corps was so thoroughly worn
out that there was a grave danger that a counterattack on the part of the enemy might prove too
strong to be resisted by tired and dispirited troops.
When day dawned on 2nd December the situation

had become

At

critical.

9 o'clock in the morning

Commander Gregory

was requested by the Russian Staff to send two ears
into action, and he promptly complied with the request.
But the cars went into action alone, unsupported by the Russian infantry, who made no
attempt to advance. The bitter truth was that they
were in no fit condition to advance, and the sending
of the cars into action was merely a device to deceive
the enemy into thinking that the push was still in
progress.
It was a vital necessity to conceal the
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fact that the Russian troops were so badly in need
of rest and recuperation that a counter-attack on
the enemy's part would find them incapable of

adequate resistance. For nearly two hours the cars
of Lieutenant Walford and Sub-Lieutenant Gawler
carried on this pseudo-attack against General Mackensen's army, dodging up and down the road to
keep the hostile artillery from finding the correct
range, and pouring many hundred rounds of ammunition into the Bulgarian trenches. The notion of two
armoured cars fighting an army has something of the
farcical about it, which must have appealed strongly
to the British sense of humour. The strange part
of it is that the ruse succeeded, and on that part of
the line the enemy attempted no counter-attack, but
patiently waited to see what was going to happen
next.
It was in the direction of Panteleimon that the
counter-attack was made, and there Lieutenant-

Commander Wells Hood with his squadron had been
standing by for orders during the past two days.
On 2nd December the enemy commenced an attack
in strong force, and immediately the cars were ordered
to proceed along the road between Panteleimon and
Saragea to meet the attack. There were three of
them, and they went into action at intervals of 150
yards along the road, Lieutenant-Commander Wells
Hood leading. They soon came under heavy shellfire, and when they were about half-Avay to Saragea
the rifles and machine-guns opened fire on them.
The leading car was only CO yards from the Bulgarian trenches when the enemy were seen to be
advancing in open formation a long line of Bulgarian infantry coming forward at the double. The
range was 400 yards, and the maxim in the car soon
began to make appreciable gaps in the line. But
the moral effect of an armoured car is even greater
than the material damage it can inflict it is always

—

;
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a nasty job to attack an object which is impervious
rifle-fire, while it is pumping out hot lead faster
than a street-corner orator can pump out hot air.
The Bulgarian infantry dropped back into their
trenches, and the maxim pumped another 500 rounds
to

into them there, just to show them that there was
no scarcity of ammunition, in case they should care
to make another effort.

The next manoeuvre was to turn the car round, and
to reverse towards the enemy, so as to get near
enough to enfilade the trenches. There was an
ulterior object in this manoeuvre, for the hostile artillery had found the range of the ear, and shells were
falling too close to be pleasant.
If the car could
only get close enough to the Bulgarian trenches, the
artillery would be forced to discontinue their attack,
for fear of hitting their own men.
Such at least was
the theory, but in practice it did not prove successful.
The artillery shortened their range, pursuing
the car relentlessly, until it became obvious that the
new position was untenable. When the car started
forward again the engine suddenly stopped, and it
was discovered that the pressure petrol tank had
been pierced in two places by bullets. This was an
awkward predicament at such a juncture, when the
car was within a few yards of the enemy's trenches.
But the driver treated it as though it was all in the
day's work, and promptly switched on to his gravity
spare tank. The next problem was how to start her
up again, and this was solved by the gunner. Chief
Petty Officer Vaughan, who, without a moment's
hesitation, jumped out of the car, started her up,
and jumped in again, before any Bulgarian sniper
had time to realise his chance. So they successfully
got back to Panteleimon, where they filled up with
water, repaired the petrol tank, and took a fresh
supply of ammunition aboard.
^V
Meanwhile the two^other cars were not enjoying
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quite so whole-heartedly. Lieutenant Mitchell's
car was about 40 yards from the road on the lefthand side, and there it seemed to be stuck. It had
been noticed that the gun was at its extreme elevation, and that three of the crew were outside the car,
but what they were doing, or trying to do, was not
The third car, commanded by Lieutenant
clear.
Ingle, was also on the left hand side of the road,
about 400 yards from it, and only a few yards from
the Bulgarian trenches. This car also seemed to be
stuck. The history of its exploits was not known
until the next day, but it will be convenient to relate
life

them here.
The car had run very nicely until it was traversing
No Man's Land, when the soft wet earth clogged the
wheels badly, with the result that the engine stopped
Lieuat a spot uncomfortably close to the enemy.
tenant Ingle jumped out, and started her up, but
Again Lieuafter a few yards she stopped again.
tenant Ingle risked the chance of stopping a bullet,
and started her up once more, but the result was just
she stopped after a few spasms. Lieuthe same
for the third time
tenant Ingle was indefatigable
he tried to start her up, and, in doing so, became
a handy target for some Bulgarian sniper. A bullet
struck him just above the knee, breaking his leg,
and at the same moment the enemy's artillery began
to drop shells in the vicinity. He rolled into a trench
close to the car, and ordered his men to do the same.
It was a lucky chance that he did so, for immediately
afterwards a shell hit the car, twisting the turret
beyond recognition, and carrying away the waterjacket of the maxim. Strangely enough, however,
it did very little damage to the engine.
So there were the whole of the crew hiding in a
trench on the wrong side of No Man's Land, and the
next thing to liappen was a Bulgarinn advance which
swept right over them, Some Bulgarian soldiers
;

;
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presently came up to them, and intimated that they
were prisoners, and must march to the rear of the
Bulgarian lines. Then they grasped the fact that
Lieutenant Ingle was wounded, and could not march,
so they solemnly went through the motions of carrying a man on a stretcher, to indicate that they were
going back to fetch one. l?y this time it was quite
dark, and when Lieutenant Ingle was left alone to
think things out, he came to the conclusion that he
did not want to become a prisoner of war. Slowly
and painfully he started to crawl out of the trench
towards the Russian lines. He knew that many
hours of darkness lay before him, and that if he could

only traverse the distance before his strength failed,
he ran a very good chance of getting through without being detected. That crawl lasted exactly
twelve hours twelve weary hours on all fours with
one of them broken. At daybreak some Russian
soldiers in their trenches saw a British naval officer
lying on the other side of the parapet, and dragged
him into safety. Then they got a stretcher and took
him to the hospital at Panteleimon.
In the meantime things had been happening all
round Lieutenant Ingle, in which he would have been
keenly interested under happier circumstances. As
soon as night had fallen the Russians had counterattacked, and had succeeded in driving back the
Bulgarians for 300 yards. This again brought our
cars within the Russian lines, and it only remained
to send a party of men and horses to tow them out
of the mud. It was not an easy operation in the
dark, especially when Bulgarian snipers discovered
what was happening but both cars were successfully
recovered, and those who worked hard and risked
much to recover them had their reward, when they
saw an enemy communique reporting the capture of
two British armoured cars. It was the main feature
in the communiqiU, for both Germans and Bulgarians

—

;
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had an unreasoning prejudice against the

cars,

and

nor
hailed their capture in grandiloquent phrases
did they take the trouble to issue an amended state;

ment, when they found that they had been counting
unhatched chickens.
Of the crews of these two cars it is regrettable that
all except Lieutenant Ingle were taken prisoners, but

some consolation to know that the work of the
three cars between Panteleimon and Saragea had
most important results, and that official information
was forwarded to the commanding officer of the
Armoured Car Force to the effect that, had it not
been for the three cars operating at this point, the
Russian trenches would have been captured, and the
General Sirelius took the trouble to
line broken.
write an autograph letter of thanks to the officers and
men of the force, in which he referred to their " brave
and unselfish work during the battle," and regretted
that it had entailed such heavy losses upon them.
The battle was over, and the result was profoundly
unsatisfactory. It may have produced a diversion,
which for the moment relieved the pressure on
Bucharest, but the original objective of a sweep
through the Dobrudsha between the Danube and the
Black Sea down to Cernavoda had faded away like a
dream, leaving only the consciousness of a heavy
casualty list, and a general feeling of depression. The
cars returned to Hirsova, where the repair stafl' got
to work on them at once, anticipating that it would
not be long before they were wanted again. In fact,
the general had applied for permission to retain
them with his division, and had intimated that he
hoped shortly to renew the operations.
No account of the battle of Topalul would be
complete without mentioning the work of the medical
Staffstaff attached to the British armoured cars.
Surgeon G. B. Scott was in command of them, and
at once placed all his resources at the disposal of the
it is
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He sent Surgeon
and an ambulance
while he and Surgeon Maitland Scott,
Medical

Officer.

sick berth ratings

the staff, attached themselves to the
hospital at Topalul. At six o'clock in the evening
of 30th November the Russian wounded began to
arrive, and continued in a steady stream until three

next morning. There was only one
capable of performing operations, and
before many hours he was completely worn out. He
appealed to the two British doctors to take over all
the operating work, and this they did cheerfully,
carrying on until 4 a.m., when they finished for the
night and turned in.
On 1st December Staff-Surgeon Scott was aroused
early in the morning by the Russian S.M.O., who
had a new problem to present. One day's fighting
o'clock

the

Russian

oflicer

had

filled

the hospital, and the battle was to continue.

The question was, how to get the cases removed to a
place of safety. The only medical transport the
Russians possessed was a lot of horse-drawn carts,
which were very slow and of small capacity. The
only possible solution of the problem was to borrow
some of the transport lorries of the Armoured Car
Force, and convert them into ambulances. Commander Gregory agreed to lend the lorries for this
purpose, and in a very short time some of the ratings
belonging to the force were busy fitting them up with
naval cots and spare stretchers, and covering the
By eight o'clock in the mornfloor with loose straw.
ing the fleet of improvised ambulances was not only
ready for service but was loaded up with 116 wounded
men, and off they went on the road to Chisdarestii,
where the cases were to be placed on barges and
taken down the river to the base.
It is astonishing to find how little sleep a man
requires when necessity compels him to keep awake.
The two naval doctors had been busy with operations
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until 4 a.m., but at 8 a.m. they were on their way to
Chisdarestii with the new British medical transport

section that had been improvised within the last
hour. It is equally astonishing to find what versatility there is in the average man, when occasion calls

Before long Staff-Surgeon Scott and his staff
it.
found themselves playing the role of road -makers,
for there was one spot between Topalul and Chisdarestii where the road was quite impassable by
motor traffic. Fortunately Staff-Surgeon Scott had
anticipated this, and had armed all the drivers and
spare drivers with picks and spades. By picking
away the road in places where there was more than
enough of it, and transferring it to places where there
was a great deal too little, they made quite a decent
At Chisroad, and all in the space of half an hour.
darestii they put all the wounded men safely on
board the barges, and then went back for another
load.
The second trip removed 84 men to safety,
making a total of 200 for the morning's work. And
then the two doctors went back to the hospital, starting in again at 10 a.m. with the routine work.
On this day (1st December) they were able to get
to bed at midnight, and it requires no great effort to
But they were up
believe that they slept soundly.
again early next morning for more transport work,
and they took another SjO cases to Chisdarestii
before they resumed the professional work at the
hospital again at 10 a.m. Three o'clock had struck
on the morning of 3rd December before they were
able to turn in, but they did so with thank fidness in
their hearts, for they knew that the fighting was
over for the time being, and they had been able to
get through three days of stress without any breakdown cjr s(ri(His hitch in the medical organisation.
On turning out they performed an abdominal operation on a case, who had been brought in during the
small Iiours, and tlien accompanied the heavy lorries
for

—
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with another batch of cases to Chisdarestii, taking
them all the way to Hirsova to relieve the
pressure on the barges. The lighter lorries could no
longer be used because the road had become too
bad. At Hirsova they found Lieutenant Ingle, sent
there from Panteleimon, and tliey set his broken leg.
In spite of the assistance rendered by the British
motor -lorries, it was found impossible to provide all
the wounded Russians with transport, and large
numbers of lightly wounded men had to tramp the
fifty of

ten miles to Chisdarestii.
Staff-Surgeon Scott mentions that at Topalul he
and his stall were treated with the utmost kindness
by the Russian Senior Medical Officers and staff.
The modesty of this statement is admirable, but one
is left wondering where the Russian medical arrangements would have been without the fortuitous assistance of the medical imit provided by the British
Navy. Luring the whole period of the battle the
two doctors and their staff of sick berth ratings had
worked almost day and night, and by their energy
and resource in making use of the transport lorries
they had averted the catastrophe of a hopeless congestion at the field hospital. It had been a period
of gloom and depression for the allied forces, but the
devotion to duty of these officers and men, and the
unflinching courage of the combatants, both Russian
and English, endow the battle of Topalul with a shining ray of light. It is the courage which " mounteth
with occasion'! that is the best brand of all.

CHAPTER XV
THE RETREAT FROM THE DOBRUDSHA

Those were dark days for Roiimania in December
1916, when Mackensen's giant strides had rushed an
army through the Dobrudsha, while on the other
side of the Danube the Austro-German forces were
It is not for me to
steadily closing on Bucharest.
try and fix the responsibility for her misfortunes,
even if it were possible to do so from the mass of conflicting accounts which have emanated from various
eye-witnesses ; but a warning may not be amiss that
all such accounts must be received with caution.
When things are going wrong, everybody blames
everybody else such is human nature. A distraught
staff officer eases his mind with a few forcible expressions about the regimental officers, while the
regimental officers are equally eloquent about the
and the General sends for his Chief of
stall officers
Staff in order to blow off steam about the War Office
and the Government all in the strictest confidence.
When two nations, very wide apart in race and
national characteristics, join hands for the purpose
of waging war, and when, moreover, the alliance is
based, not upon an old-established friendship, but
upon political expediency, it would be strange if, in
the hour of disaster, each did not ascribe the chief
share of the blame to the other.
In the Dobrudsha a Russian army had been striving to stem the tide of Mackensen's onslaught, and
had even attempted a counter-attack to push him
;

;

—
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But on the eve
the reserves had been
hastily snatched away from General Sirehus, and
thrust across the Danube in a desperate elTort to
save the Roumanian army which was defending
Bucharest. The counter-attack was a failure in all
except the spirit shown by the Russian troops, who
throughout the battle of Topalul were faced by
greatly superior artillery, and except the courageous
If
efforts made by the British armoured cars.
bravery alone could win battles, Mackensen's army
would have suffered a heavy defeat that day, but
unfortunately in modern warfare a great deal more
than the soldiers' heroism is required to gain success.
The fighting quality of every individual man may
count in the long run, but, however brilliant it may
be, it is of no avail if the great machine behind it is
back beyond the Cernavoda Bridge.
of that counter-attack

all

faulty.

So the Russian army

in the

Dobrudsha, denuded

to drive back the enemy, and
was on the point of sitting down to recover its breath,
when the news came through that Bucharest had
It was a staggering blow, not only on account
fallen.
of its political aspect, but also because it exposed the
of

its reserves, failed

It must be rememDobrudsha army.
bered that General Sirehus had been asked to make
his great effort at Topalul before fresh reserves had
had time to reach him, in order to cause a diversion,
and so relieve the pressure on the Roumanian army
before Bucharest. The fall of the capital, therefore,
added another failure to the list of those objectives
which he had attempted to secure. Moreover, it
The general,
placed his army in serious jeopardy.
however, had no such word as "panic " in his vocabuhe immediately sought some means of putting
lary
heart into his dispirited troops, and his mind, surveying the events of the past few days, lingered over
the work of the British armoured cars.

flank of the

;
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" Give

me the list of those Englishmen in the cars
who have been recommended for decorations," he
said to his aide-de-camp.

The

list

was handed to

him, and he ran his eye down the sheet. " Tell the
Chief of Staff that I want a full parade of the division
to-morrow morning," he said, " and send a note to
Commander Gregory to tell him that I want to see
these men there."
On 7th December 1916 the general presented the
crosses and medals of St. George to the men of the
British armoured cars before a full muster of his
troops, and when the presentation was over he made
a little speech to thank them for what they had done.
Then he turned to his troops and told them about
the work of the armoured cars.
" On 2nd December," he said, " the enemy's forces
made a strong counter-attack on our left flank at
Panteleimon. It was a critical moment, for I had
no reserves available, and if the enemy had broken
through our line, it is impossible to say what might
not have happened. It was then that the squadron
of British armoured cars, under Lieutenant-Commander Wells Hood, went right beyond our first line
and poured into the advancing infantry of the Bulgarians such a heavy fire that they were obliged to
get back into their trenches. Their counter-attack
was broken up, and our lines were saved. That was
At Topalul our English comrades
at Panteleimon.
were performing similar feats. Bulgarian prisoners
who have been brought in declare that no less than
half their casualties have been due to the fire of the

armoured

cars."

This parade was held near Braila, on the left bank
of the Danube, where the railway from Bucharest
into Southern Russia begins to skirt the river. The
place was in a state of hopeless confusion, for Roumanian fugitives, both soldiers and civilians, were
streaming through it, so that the railway and the
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roads were blocked by them, and only the river was
the Russians as a line of communication. Here
Commander Gregory received orders from the staff
that the armoured cars were to cover the right flank
of the army during its retreat from the Dobrudsha,
and with these orders he hastened back to Hirsova,
where his force was carrying out a hurried refit.
During his absence at Braila he had left LieutenantCommander Belt in charge, and this officer had been
informed by General Sirelius that Hirsova was liable
to be attacked by the enemy at any moment, and
that he had better make all preparations for removing the cars and their gear down the river. The
advice was doubtless excellent, but how to act upon
it was a problem.
The quay was in a state of indescribable chaos
all the barges alongside it were
thronged with soldiers and civilians, every man of
them bent upon his own aims
the soldiers were
loading up military stores, and the civilians were
struggling to evacuate as much as they could of their
household furniture and stock-in-trade. There was
no one in authority to procure any semblance of
order, and consequently every one was getting in
every one else's way, so that none were making much
progress with the work. Lieutenant-Commander Belt
saw at once that drastic measures were necessary, if
the property of the Armoured Car Force was to be
saved. He obtained the necessary sanction to commandeer a couple of barges, and, accompanied by an
armed guard, he went down to the quay and commenced to load up all the heavier cars, the damaged
cars, transport cars, spare stores and ammunition,
and finally the sick men and those of the force who
would not immediately be required. This left a
squadron of light fighting cars, a few transport ears
for supply, and a sufficient number of men for preleft to

;

;

sent needs.

The mobile
14

force,

which was thus reserved, was
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intended for the defence of Hirsova. There was some
danger that Austrian monitors might come down the
Danube and attack the town during the evacuation,
and in that case the armoured cars would oiier the
best form of rear-guard on account of their mobihty.
As things turned out, however, the monitors neglected their opportunity, and, when all the inhabitants
and all the troops had made good their retreat, the
armoured cars received orders that they could leave
the place to its fate.
Rain had been falling steadily for several days past,
and consequently the roads were in a more horrible
condition than usual. Commander Gregory had
taken the precaution of reconnoitring them, in order
to ascertain which of them of'ered some possibility
of escape, and the result of the reconnaissance was
that they had all been placed upon the black list
with the exception of the road running eastwards to
Alebei Cliioi. Thither they started oil at daybreak
on 14th December, and a tedious journey they found
it.
Every now and then they came across a hole in
the road big enough to swallow a pantechnicon, and
covered over with an unappetising mixture of mud
and water about as thick as pea soup. Ihe forty
odd miles occupied the whole of the day, and some
strong language was heard on the road from
Hirsova to Alebei Chioi. By the time they reached
their destination they all felt quite ready for a
but when the
nice hot supper followed by bed
sailor goes a-soldiering he learns,
among other
things, that nice hot suppers and beds are not
always to be picked up when they are wanted. It
is no longer a case of going below to the mess deck
and sitting down at a nice clean table, while the mess
cook brings something fragrant and steaming from
the galley
but he has to suffer an introduction to
the mysteries of the commissariat and the field
kitchen, and the hunt for billets.
;

;
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Chioi the village was under Roumanian
make matters worse, it was full of
Austrian prisoners. For some time the men of the
armoured cars could find no accommodation at all,
and when at last they tumbled into some kind of a
place with a roof to it well, it is best not to go into
details.
Suffice it to say. that previous occupants
had negligently left a few little things behind tliem.
Of course it was inevitable that one of these desirable
residences should be christened the Ritz, and another
should become known as the Carlton. That is where
the Britisher scores every time over the Hun and
most of the other tribes of the earth his sense of
humour never fails him. In such quarters they
spent the next two days, and then came an order
from General Sirelius that they should proceed at

At Alebei

control, and, to

—

—

once to Braila, there to fill in an ugly gap in the
Russian lines, which was threatening to grow wider
at any moment.
Just as they were about to start
in the early morning, the clattering of a horse's hoofs
was heard coming up the road, and a mounted orderly
drew rein in front of them. He had ridden in hot
haste with an urgent message from the general
" The enemy has broken through the lines in two
Dobrudsha army in full
places during the night.
retreat.
Cancel all previous orders, and proceed
without delay to Tulscha. Two barges will be sent
there to meet you, and bring you up the river."
So the Dobrudsha was to be resigned to the enemy,
and the last flickering hope that it might be held
until sufficient force could be collected to drive
Mackensen southward, had died out. At Tulscha
they found another scene of wild confusion, consequent upon an order to evacuate the place within
forty-eight hours. There were no other means of
retreat than by boat or barge up the Danube, or by
road to Isakcha, where there was a pontoon bridge
Needless to say, the more favoured
across the river.
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of these two routes was the river, and consequently
all floating craft was in great demand.
The two
barges referred to in the general's despatch were
either mythical, or had been commandeered long ago

by some distraught army
to have

officer,

who was

not likely

made

particular enquiries as to whether they
were intended for some one else. After many hours,
Commander Gregory succeeded in securing the whole
of one barge to take the armoured cars to Reni, and
half of another to take the lorries, stores, ammunition, and provisions to Ismail.
He had just completed this arrangement, when a new problem was
suddenly brought to his notice.
" How about the nurses of the Scottish Women's
"

Hospital ?
This hospital had sent a unit to accompany a
Serbian division fighting in Roumania. The division
had been badly cut up, and very little was left of
it, but the ladies of the Scottish Hospital had remained to carry on their good work, and found more
than enough occupation in ministering to the soldiers
of the Russian Army. They had recently been stationed at Braila, where some 8,000 wounded soldiers
had been collected from the scenes of fighting on the
Bucharest side of the Danube. And now they were
lending tlieir aid to the Russian medical units attached to the Dobrudsha army.
The problem of tlicir evacuation from Tulscha was
solved by invoking the aid of Sub-Lieutenant Tmncr,
who proudly escorted his charge on board a barge,
and, having signed a receipt for them and for the
heavy transport lorries, which were also placed under
his charge, he shoved off en route for Ismail, whence
they were to proceed to l^olgrad. The light transport
cars were taken by Licutenant-Connnander Belt
along the road to Isakcha, and over the pontoon
})ridge to Bolgrad.
The fighting cars went by barge
with Commander (ircgory to Reni. 'J'hus, by a pro-

RETREAT FROM IHE DOBRUDSHA
cess of devolving his responsil)ilities, the
officer
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commanding

succeeded in shaking the chaotic dust of Tulscha

his feet.

The

story of the fighting cars is the one which most
concerns us at the moment, for the adventures of
the transport lorries and the nurses belong to other
realms than those of naval operations. When the cars
reached Reni, they were so badly shaken by the rough
roads they had traversed in the Dobrudsha that
they had to be handed over to the repair stall for
a hurried refit. It was fortunate that just at this
time some extra cars arrived by train from Archangel,
brand new from England. For the 4th Siberian
Corps at Braila were sending S.O.S. signals, of which
the burden ran, " For Heaven's sake send us some
Now there was a
of the British armoured cars."
liaison officer attached to the force, and there was
also at Reni an officer belonging to the Russian
armoured cars. With these Commander Gregory
consulted as to the prospects of armoured car operations in the vicinity of Braila. Their advice was the
same as that of Punch to young persons about to get
married—" Don't."
" The roads round Braila," they said, " are quite
impossible for armoured cars. If you send those nice
new cars of yours there you will lose them. The best
thing you can do is to take the whole of your force
to Odessa, and there wait upon events. That is what
the Russian armoured cars are going to do."
But Commander Gregory was as obdurate as are
most of the young people to whom Punch offered his
advice.

way," he said. " We were sent
out here as a fighting force, and the first duty of a
"

You

see, it's this

I say nothing against
fighting force is to fight.
Odessa as a delectable place for a rest cure, but it is
not the kind of place for a fighting force, not at preAnd if all the Russian armoured cars are going
sent.
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there, that seems to me an excellent reason why the
British cars should stay within easy reach of the
firing-line."

Of com'se he put it more politely than this, but he
no doubt as to the state of his mind on the subSo the Russian cars went to Odessa, and the
ject.
left

cars remained at Reni, except a special
squadron which was sent under the command
of Lieutenant Smiles to Braila. The story of the
achievements of this squadron is told in another

British

flying

chapter.
On 21st December the town of Tulscha fell into
the hands of the enemy, and from that moment the
Danube Army ceased to exist. In its stead a new
army was formed under the title of the Sixth Army,
and to this the British armoured cars were now
attached. Commander Gregory, after conferring with
Headquarters, decided to collect all the remainder
of his force at Galatz, where they would be within
call of the Army based on Braila if any urgent need
In making this
for their assistance should arise.
decision he knew that he was incurring considerable risk, for, in the event of a sudden retreat, it was
very doubtful whether he would be able to extricate
There were no adequate roads behind
his force.
the railway was blocked
Galatz leading to the rear
with Roumanian refugees, while the stretch of river
between Galatz and Reni was likely to be commanded
before long by the enemy's artillery. On the other
hand, there was the prestige of British arms to be
considered, and this consideration was enough in
itself to determine him to remain near the firing-line
up to the last possible moment.
The repair staff, by working night and day, had
made every one of the lighting cars lit for immediate
service, when they were placed on a barge and taken
up to (ialatz. There they were joined by the light
transport cars, brought from Bolgrad by Lieutenant;
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Commander Belt, after some minor adventures with
an Austrian aeroplane near the demoHshed pontoon
bridge at Isakcha. The heavy transport lorries also
found their way to Galatz, and so did the doctors
and nurses of the Scottish Women's Plospital. In
fact, none of the British contingent found the charms
of Odessa powerful enough to entice them from the
vicinity of the firing-line.

Of the formation of a second special squadron
under Lieutenant-Commander Wells Hood, to operate
in the neighbourhood of Tudor Vladimirescu, not
much need be said, for the roads there were found to
be quite impossible for armoured cars. The squadron
Galatz in a blinding blizzard, lost their way
several times, eventually arriving at Tudor, where
they reconnoitred the roads in several directions, but
were obliged to condemn them all. They had considerable difficulty in getting back to Galatz again,
for the main road was being continually cut up by
heavy artillery retreating eastwards.
The next event was the decision to evacuate Braila,
the base from which Lieutenant Smiles' s squadron
was operating, and Commander Gregory therefore
sent a telegram to recall him. But late in the evenleft

ing of New Year's Day an urgent message came
through from General Sirelius, begging that the
squadron might remain with him, and undertaking
to place at their disposal a special train to take them
from Braila to Galatz at the last moment.
" The cars," he said, " have established such an
ascendency over the enemy that he never attacks
when they are present, knowing that he is sure to
suffer heavy losses by doing so, and, moreover,
the cars produce a great moral effect upon my
own men, which is invaluable to me at this critical
juncture."
So Commander Gregory cancelled the order recalling Lieutenant Smiles, sent him two new cars to take
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the place of two which had been damaged in the
fighting, gave him a fresh supply of ammunition,
and wired to the general that the squadron was to

remain at his

service.

the quayside at Galatz they could see a
the last desfierce battle raging in the Dobrudsha
perate effort to contest Mackensen's advance. Far
and wide across the long stretch of flat country great
fountains of smoke kept on shooting up into the
sky, and mingling with the river mists, while the
bursts of the shells gave a lurid tinge of red to the
overhanging pall. As a spectacle it was magnificent,
but to the watchers at Galatz it was all too evident
that the Russian artillery was no match for that of
the enemy, and that the Russian infantry was everywhere being driven back by superior numbers. In
the evening of 2nd January Matchin the last tow'n
fell into the enemy's hands, and
in the Dobrudsha
nothing now remained but to extricate the Russian
troops by withdrawing them across the river.
It is a curious illustration of the uncertainties of
war that on that very morning the General commanding in the Dobrudsha had actually been contemplating an offensive, and three cars belonging to
Lieutenant S miles' s squadron had been sent across the
Danube in the afternoon to assist the attack. When
they arrived, however, the whole situation had
changed ; the Russians had been shelled out of their
positions, and, instead of expecting to advance, the
general was now wondering whether he could get
his forces out of the tight corner in which they were
placed. The three cars proceeded to a position 400
yards in advance of the Russian lines, and did not
drop back until the evening. One car developed
engine trouble, and had to be towed home, while
another was ordered to return, as it was a heavy
car with a 3-poundcr gun, which could not be used
advantageously after dark. This left Sub-Lieutenant

From

—

—

—
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of the Russian
he remained after the
commanding oflicer of the Cossacks had announced
his intention of retiring the whole force from the

Kidd

in

first-hne

a light Eord
trenches,

car abreast

where

trenches.

For another quarter of an hour he kept up an
intermittent fire on the enemy, while the Russian
infantry made good their retreat, and then he slowly
followed them the sole barrier between the Russian
A small
forces and jMackenscn's advancing army.
body of cavalry were just ahead of him, and he followed them slowly towards the pontoon bridge, until
he came to the last line of Russian trenches, where
he found some infantry in possession but on the point
of retiring.
He had no definite orders, but he considered that it was his job to see the whole of the
Russian army off the premises and over the river
before he himself left the Dobrudsha. So he waited
for twenty minutes to let the infantry get away,
keeping his machine-gun rattling away from time to
time at the unseen foe. It was very dark and very
foggy, and he could not help speculating upon the
chances of running his car into a shell-hole, and so
losing it. At last he moved on again, picking his
way very cautiously through a thick bank of fog.
Presently a voice hailed him through the darkness.
It was the Cossack commander, who wanted to thank
him for what he had done.
" They're all over the bridge," he said, " cavalry

—

and

all."

" Where is the bridge ? "
" Here, you've just come to it and we must hurry
up and get across, for our fellows are going to blow
it up."
So Sub-Lieutenant Kidd splashed through the mud
on to the pontoon bridge the very last unit of the
Less than an
allied forces to leave the Dobrudsha.
hour later the bridge was no more.
;

—
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At Galatz there was a scene of bustle and activity,
it was obvious that in a few hours the town
would be subjected to bombardment, and all the
available barges were being loaded up with stores,
ammunition, and everything not immediately required by the defending force. The army from the
Dobrudsha had brought with them a large number
of sick and wounded, and it was fortunate for these
men that the nurses of the Scottish Women's HosThere was also
pital were at Galatz to receive them.

for

a unit of the British Red Cross Society under Dr.
Clemow and Mr. Berry. The former is an English
doctor who has spent many years of his life at Constantinople, and whose intimate knowledge of the
Near East and its inhabitants made him a very
valuable asset to the medical forces in Roumania.
All the nurses stoutly refused to leave Galatz until
the last possible moment, and the Russian staff, finding that neither argument nor entreaty produced the
least impression, besought Commander Gregory to
intervene. He effected a compromise by persuading
them to transfer their hospital to a big barge, where
they could carry on with their work, and then shove
off at once when the first shells began to fall on the

town.

Here are a few extracts from
some of the nurses.

letters received

from

" Commander Gregory of the British Armoured
Car Corps sent down a message to say that in the
last resort he would see us out, so we were able
We owe a great
to work with quiet minds.
debt to Mr. Scott, surgeon to the British Armoured
Car Corps, who asked us if he could be of any
use.
I sent back a message to say that we
should be most grateful, and he worked with us
without a break until we evacuated. He has
just pointed out to me that we operated for
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on end the first day, with three
hours break in the early hours of the morning,
and, as we had been working twenty-four hours
before that admitting patients, bathing, and
dressing them you can imagine what a time
we had. Dr. Corbett has also been calculating,
and she says we worked sixty-five hours on end
with two breaks of three hours' sleep. We came
out of it very fit thanks to the kitchen.
" A Roumanian officer talked to me about
Glasgow, where he had once been, and had been
invited out to dinner, so he had seen the
English custims.' It was good to feel those
were still going quietly on,
English custims
thirty-six hours

—

—

—

'

'

'

—

whatever was happening here breakfasts coming regularly, and hot water for baths, and
everything as it should be. It was probably
absurd, Init it came like a great wave of comfort
to feel that England was there quiet, strong,
and invincible behind everything and everybody."

—

Yes, England was there, to stand by Roumania
hour of trial, even as she had stood by Serbia
even as she had shared in the retreat from Mons,
and more recently in the retreat from the Isonzo.
Since the war began England has always been there,
in every part of the world where fighting was to be
done in the conquest of the Cameroons, of East
Africa, of South-West Africa, in the advance across
the plains of Mesopotamia, and over the hills of
Sometimes alone and sometimes aided
Palestine.
by her Allies, wherever the guns have been fired in
anger, by sea or by land, England has been there.

in her

—

;

CHAPTER XVI
THE BATTLE OF VIZIKUL

When Lieutenant Smiles left Reni on 21st December
1916, with a party of eight officers, five chief petty
officers, and thirty-seven petty officers, forming a
special service squadron of armoured cars to assist
the 4th Siberian Corps at Braila, the situation had
already become critical. Bucharest had fallen, and
the Russian Army in the Dobrudsha was being steadily
driven back by superior forces, while its right flank
was all the time exposed to attack from across the
Danube. In fact, it had alreadv been decided that
the Dobrudsha must be evacuated, and the next
problem was how to extricate the Russian troops on
the other side of the river, and bring them back to
the line of the Sereth, or any other line which it was
One of the virtues of the armoured
possible to hold.
car is that it can be as serviceable for a retreat as
for an attack, its mobility enabling it to harass the
advancing enemy up to the last moment, and then

make good

its

escape.

Lieutenant Smiles is an Irishman by birth, and
has the Irish gift of quick intuition, which is invaluable to one whose responsibilities continually call for
promptness of decision. He had served with the
armoured cars in France, Belgium, and Persia, and
had just recovered from a wound received in the
Dobrudsha, but this did not deter him from volunteering to lead the special squadron, which was sent
ofl in a hurry to Braila upon receipt of a message
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from General

Sirelius earnestly soliciting their assistlie took with him two heavy cars and six
light Ford cars, as well as lorries for the transport
of ammunition and stores. These all proceeded by
barge to Braila, where they were unloaded and pre-

ance,

pared for immediate action. The force was then
divided into two sections, one going to Movila under
the command of Lieutenant Hunter and the other,
under Lieutenant Smiles, proceeding to Valea Canepei.
It was not long, however, before the squadron was
united again, for the roads in the direction of Movila
were found to be unfit for armoured cars, and
Lieutenant Hunter returned to Braila, proceeding
thence to Valea Canepei to rejoin the rest of the
squadron.
At Valea Canepei General Sirelius greeted the British
officers by inviting them all to lunch with him, for
he had a warm place in his heart for the armoured
The next business was the inspection of the
cars.
front, which was carried out the same afternoon by
Lieutenant Smiles, in company with Lieutenant
Edwards and Chief Petty Officer MacFarlane. The
Huns must have scented trouble in store for them,
for they greeted the trio with an extra dose of shells.
Colonel Bolgramo, who was in command of the
brigade at that point, conducted the party and
showed them all the beauties of the place, including
the village of Roobla in the distance, where enemy
troops were said to be billeted in large numbers.
Lieutenant Smiles called to mind a similar scene
somewhere in France, and remembered how the
heavy cars there used to wander up towards the
enemy's trenches, blaze away with 3-pounder guns
at certain objects behind their lines, and then, when
the Hun artillery began to fmd the range of them,
used to dodge back to safety. He saw a glowing
prospect of playing the same kind of game on the
road to Roobla.
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Next day at dawn, Lieutenant Lucas-Shadwell
went into action with the " Ulster" heavy car, and
started to demohsh the village of Roobla. On the
east side of the road the houses were stoutly built,
and it was said that the enemy had a battery there
hidden behind two of the houses, Lucas-Shadwell
found the range at 1,200 yards, and blew those two
houses into little chunks. Then he turned his attention to the west side of the road, where the houses
were more flimsy, and where the troops were supposed to be billeted, and he felt his way systematically up and down the village, firing deliberately and
taking careful observation of the fall of the shells.
He spent just a quarter of an hour at it, and then,
according to orders, l)rought his car out of action.

was not until he was on his way back that the Hun
woke up and started to speed him on his
journey. The scouts at the advanced base reported
that he had done good execution.
Next morning another heavy car, a " Londonderry," commanded by Sub-Lieutenant Henderson,
went into action, while the "Ulster" was held in
reserve.
The " Londonderry " is a bit top-heavy,
and consequently dillicult to steer. Lieutenant Smiles
anticipating that there might be trouble with it, came
up behind on an ordinary bicycle, which he had borrowed from a Russian officer, and ordered the " Pierce
Arrow " lorry to stand by with a couple of tow-ropes
It

artillery

in case of accidents.
His orders to Ilcnderson were
to bombard Roobla and the roads round about it,
not to remain in action more than fifteen minutes,
not to attempt to go beyond a certain shell-crater
in the road, and, if he got stuck, to fire three rifleshots in quick succession. The anticipation of trouble
was an intelligent one, for the " Londonderry" had

no sooner reached the Russian advance post than

it

a ditch. Smiles at once cycled
back to Vizirul for the " Pierce Arrow " lorry, at
slid gracefully into
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the same time ordering Sub-Lieutenant MacDowall
to take the " Ulster" into action.
Then came the job of pulling the " Londonderry "
out of the ditch. It was rather a long job, and it
was not rendered any easier by the enemy's artillery,
which always showed a marked partiality for a stationary target in the shape of an armoured car. It
should, however, be observed that the artillery was
very inferior to that brought against us in the Dobrudsha. The truth of the matter was that the
enemy forces closing on Bucharest had moved so
rapidly that their heavier pieces were still many
miles to the rear. The tow-ropes were attached to
the stranded " Londonderry," and the " Pierce
Arrow " began to haul, but at first no visible impression was produced. Then various devices were tried
to ease the path of the sunken wheels. The workers
were so much absorbed in their task that they had
no time to look round towards the enemy's lines,
and worked on in blissful ignorance of the fact that
the Bulgarian troops had climbed over their parapet

and were advancing steadily towards them. At last,
with a squelching sound, as the wheels were drawn
out of the mud, the " Londonderry " began to move,
and in a few minutes was on her way along the road
towards Vizirul. Less than half an hour later the
enemy were in possession of the spot where she had
been lying.
The " Ulster" returned about the same time, and
Lieutenant Smiles called at Colonel Bolgramo's Headquarters for further orders.
" Do you see that long hne of infantry ? " said
the colonel, waving his hand towards the enemy.
" They are advancing on Vizirul, and, if they take it,
Heaven only knows how we shall extricate ourselves.
I want you to go at once to the general, and ask leave
to send all your cars up to the front lines, for I honestly
believe that is the only way of beating ofl the attack."
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To

the general he went, and the order to send up
the cars was confirmed. Henderson, MacDowall,
and Lucas-Shad well were sent off post-haste, and
Smiles himself followed in a Ford. On his way he
saw Colonel Bolgramo at the field telephone, and the
all

colonel signalled to him to stop.
"
" They
fellows have lost terribly," he said.
cannot stand much more of it. I want you to go
right beyond our barbed wire, and do what you can
to check the advance."
The Ford car used by Lieutenant Smiles was in the
nature of an improvisation. The ordinary armoured
car had often proved too heavy for its purpose in districts where the so-called roads were little more than
cart-tracks.
When the force was in Persia they
found endless difficulties in getting over the ground
where dust a foot deep lay on the tracks, and it was
soon driven home to their minds that some lighter
form of car was essential in the East. They conceived the idea of converting an ordinary Ford car
into an armoured car by rigging steel plates round it,
and mounting in it a maxim with a gun-shield. Thus
the Ford armoured car came into being, and proved
very useful for skirmishing, though of course it
could not take the same risks as a " Lanchester " or
any of the heavier cars. It was usually manned by

My

an

officer,

a driver, and a gunner

— sometimes only by

driver and gunner, and the latter very often lay on
his back, so as to get shelter from the steel plates,
and worked his gun in that position.
Smiles found that he could not get his car to reverse, and therefore had to go into action forwards.
The disadvantage of this is that the car has to be
turned round in order to get back again, and on a
narrow road turning is not an easy process under
any circumstances, and is quite impossible if the car
refuses to reverse. There was, however, no choice
in the matter, so he went full steam ahead past the
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barbed wire, and was 500 yards beyond it
before he stopped. Then he opened fire with his
maxim at the advaneing liulgarians and played havoc
with them. It is a queer sensation to be stuek out
in the midst of No Man's Land, unsupported by
It seems
friends, and a conspicuous target for foes.
that all the rifles, all the machine-guns, and all the
artillery the enemy can muster are directed at you
and no one else. You seem to be such a landmark
for miles round that you start wondering how the
Hun's big guns can possibly contrive to miss you.
At the same time you experience a kind of exhilaration
from the sense of fighting an army single-handed, and
the sight of enemy infantry dropping one after another, accompanied by the sound of shells bursting
all round you, and the strident ha-ha-ha-ha of your
own machine-gun, has a curiously stimulating effect.
Life is so full of crowded moments then that you
lose count of the passage of time, or rather, you exaggerate the count, and imagine that the space of a
few minutes has sent the clock round many hours,
for those few minutes contain as much excitement
as the majority of people find in a whole life-time.
All the same, the ofliecr in command of an armoured
car has little opportunity to study these psychological
effects, for he has sooner or later to make up his
mind upon the chances of receiving a direct hit by
a shell. When the artillery has crept up closer and
closer, so that the shells begin to straddle him, he
knows that the moment has come to get a move on.
Now Lieutenant Smiles had gone into action nose
forward because he could not get his car to reverse.
When he wanted to come out of action, he found that
the road was too narrow to turn in, and was bordered on either side by a ditch. But hope springs
line of

eternal in the human breast, and he had a vague
notion that the old car, which had thrown its hand
in when asked to reverse into action, would be so

15
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jolly glad to get out of it that

it

would not only

reverse, but would stand on its head if necessary.
So he told the driver to try the reversing gear. There

was a grunt, a groan, and a squeak and then silence.
The engine had stopped. The silence, of course, was
outside it there was plenty of
only inside the car
;

;

were whistling and shells were bursting incessantly. Lieutenant Smiles, however, showed
no hesitation he jumped out of the car, seized the
noise, for bullets

;

up the engine, and jumped in again.
There was just a moment of extreme suspense,
when every one inside the car was wondering would
she go, or would she not, and then she began to
move, slowly and protestingly, but still she moved,
and moved backwards. For fifty yards she floundered along the road, with about as much grace as
an old sow being pushed through the gate of its sty,
and then the engine again stopped dead. Smiles
was outside the car in a moment, and was turning
the handle vigorously but the engine made no response to his efforts, and just as the unwelcome
truth dawned on him that the car had an unreasonable prejudice against progressing backwards, a bullet
caught him in the leg just above the knee. He rolled
into the ditch by the side of the road to do a little
quiet thinking. Petty Officer Classey put his head
out and shouted to him
" Shall I have a try, sir ? "
Leading Petty Ollicer Graham also put his head
handle, started

;

:

out.

"

I think I might be able to manage it, sir."
But Lieutenant Smiles was firm. It was quite
useless to start the engine up because it would only
stop again
it had consistently refused to work
when the reversing gear was applied, and, being an
;

inanimate thing, it could not realise the extreme
necessity of overcoming its prejudice. In extenuation of its behaviour it nuist be observed tliat all
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four tyres had been punctured by bullets, and consequently the strain on the engine was considerable
even when the car was going forwards. The process
of quiet contemplation was not aided by the persistent attentions of the enemy's artillery, which became
all the more persistent when it was realised that the
car was stuck.
" You fellows had better come and join me in the
" they'll be scoring
ditch," said Lieutenant Smiles
a direct hit before long, if they have a decent gunlayer among them."
The two men jumped out of the car and dropped
into the ditch,
" Look here, Graham," said the officer, " the
chances are that some of those Russian sportsmen
I want
will be thinking of coming to the rescue.
you to crawl back along this ditch, get hold of their
commanding officer, and ask him, as a special favour,
;

not to let a single Russian soldier risk his life on our
account. Tell him that we are all right, and can
look out for ourselves."
So Graham started off towards the Russian lines,
keeping himself under cover as far as the depth of
the ditch would allow.
" As a matter of fact," said Smiles, " I see no reason why we shouldn't get out of this mess after dark."
" If we could get space enough," said Classey, " to
turn round without reversing."
" There's only one way, and that is to run her off
the road across this ditch, turn round in the field,
and then run her back again on to the road."
" I don't see why we shouldn't be able to do it
But, bless my soul, sir, you're bleeding."
after dark.
" So I am. I stopped one when I was trying to
For
just above the knee.
start up the engine

—

Heaven's sake, man, keep your head down."
Petty Officer Classey was too busy rendering first
aid to worry about the bullets whistling over his
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head, and Lieutenant Smiles had to remind him conBut he made quite
stantly not to expose himself.
a neat job of the bandage, and when he had finished
it the pair of them began a long weary wait for nightfall.

The reaction after the excitement of the last
nothing to do but
quarter of an hour was painful
wait all through the day, remaining in a cramped
position in order to secure the shelter of the ditch.
At times the artillery did their best to hit the abandoned car, but fortunately they never scored a direct
While their efforts lasted, however, they made
hit.
life very uncomfortable for the two in the ditch, and
during the lulls it quite astonished them to find how
little a man heeds a perfect tornado of rifle and
machine-gun bullets, when he has successfully passed
through the ordeal of shell-fire. When darkness had
fallen they crawled out of the ditch and into the car,
Classey having started up the engine. She bounded
forward with a mighty jerk, as though eager to show
what she really could do when people did not play
With a mighty
silly tricks with the reversing gear.
lunere she waddled across the ditch bv the side of the
road, took a short tour round the adjacent field, and
then tried to waddle back across the ditch on to the
road. The second waddle, however, was not so
successful, and it required a good deal of hard
shoving to help her up the slope of the ditch. Once
on the firm road she was off in a twinkling, and was
soon safely back in the village of Vizirul.
Meanwhile the other cars of the squadron had been
having little adventures all on their own. Lieutenant Shadwell had experienced the same trouble
as his leader in getting his car to reverse, but he had
taken her right up to the enemy's barbed wire, and
done some good execution with his machine-gun.
Just as he was withdrawing, a bullet caught him in
the neck, causing a nasty wound, which put an end
;
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to his activities for the day. MacDowall with his
" Ulster " was one of the first to go into action in the
early morning, when there was a heavy mist, which
obscured his view of the enemy. Chief Petty Oflicer
MacFarlane and Petty OOieer Fear went up the road
as scouts, and presently came back with a report
that a body of Bulgarian infantry were creeping up
towards the car. The crew in the car waited until
the Bulgarians were about 150 yards off, and then

This
rifles.
but not of stopping the rush, and it soon became obvious that they
intended to capture the car by storm. Possibly they
were not sufficiently conversant with the various
!)reeds of armoured car to know a heavy one from a
light one, for when MacFarlane and Fear dropped
their rifles and got to work with the 3-pounder, the
Bulgarians were completely dismayed. They turned
and fled, some of them dropping into a shell- crater
about 50 yards up the road from where the ear stood,
and here the 3-pounder dropped two or three shells
into them just to make sure that they w^ould try no
more of their storming tactics. The supply of shells
was then finished off on the village of Roobla, the
let drive at

had the

them with machine-gun and

effect of thinning the ranks,

road leading to it, and finally into the trenches 1,000
yards away, and then the car came out of action,
having suffered no casualties.
After a short interval MacDowell went into action
again.
The enemy were then advancing in rushes
against our advanced posts, and at times it looked
as though they stood an unpleasantly good chance
of breaking through the Russian lines. The car ran
up to within 700 yards of the advancing Bulgarians
and started pumping lead into them as hard as it
could, which had the effect of checking the advance
for the time being, and of compelling the enemy to
dig themselves in. Unfortunately it is not possible
for an armoured car to carry any large stock of

"

230

THE NAVY IN ROIBIANIA

3-poimder ammunition, and so it behoves its occupants to use their shells sparingly, reserving fire until
they see a group of three or four of the enemy together. After two hours steady pummelling of the
Bulgarian infantry, the car had to withdraw for more
ammunition, but it went back into action almost
immediately and contrived to remain in action for
the next five hours until darkness began to fall. To
the enemy it must have been a constant source of
annoyance, for the troops had no inclination to
advance against shell-fire at point-blank range, and
wherever the armoured cars were operating the
enemy's offensive was completely held up.
Lieutenant Henderson had the "Londonderry"
car in which he took up his station near the entrance

and steadily shelled the enemy
in the morning until two o'clock
in the afternoon.
He had some trouble with his
turret, which refused to budge until Chief Petty
Officer Common and Petty Officer Wildbore got out
of the car under heavy fire to swing the turret round
by means of the gun. Then the " Londonderry
played its old trick of sliding into a ditch, where it
sat patiently for some time, and was finally rescued
by the " Ulster."
Just before nightfall the enemy drew off his infantry and commenced another artillery bombardment, which only ceased when darkness fell. That
night the Russian scouts were busy collecting rifles
from Bulgarians who had fallen in the fight. In one
spot, where the armoured cars had been busy, 380
rifles were collected.
Colonel l^olgramo had many
appreciative words to offer Lieutenant Smiles upon
the work done by the armoured cars during the day.
The outstanding fact, which eclipsed all others, was
that at that point in the Russian line the enemy had
to Vizirul village,

from half-past nine

been com]ilctcly repulsed. Unfortimately, however,
it was the only j)oint of which this could be said,
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and before long there were messages coming through
showing that both flanks to right and left of Vizirul
had been driven baek.
The next morning dawned with the usual thiek
fog chnging to the valley of the Danube and the
marshes on either side. It was impossible to see
more than 100 yards ahead, and, though a fresh
attack was expected at any moment, it was not
At
likely to materialise under such conditions.
rescouts
the
and
abated,
had
fog
the
o'clock
eleven
ported that the Bulgarians were advancing in great
numbers on the road from Roobla to Vizirul. Lieutenant Smiles at once went into action with the
*'
he was 300 yards beyond the Russian
Ulster "
trenches before he saw any sign of the enemy, and
then he was greeted by a storm of bullets from rifles
and machine-guns. He had to drop back a bit, but
he kept his maxim searching up and down the Bulgarian trenches, while his 3-pounder, at a range of
1,500 yards, was peppering one of the enemy's observation posts. All the time he moved his car backwards and forwards to baffle the enemy's artillery,
and by this means contrived to keep in action all
day until half-past five in the evening.
The enemy was still held at bay between Roobla
and Vizirul, but this did not compensate for the fact
that he had been successful everywhere else, and
had advanced so far on either flank that the Russian
forces at Vizirul were in danger of being surrounded.
On the evening of 28th December the colonel received
orders to evacuate Vizirul during the night, and, with
a view to making a demonstration. Lieutenant Hunter
and Sub-Lieutenant Kidd were sent with a couple
of cars up to the Russian first-fine trenches. There
they stopped their engines, and the Russian infantry
At midsilently pushed them into No Man's Land.
night the Russians crept out of their trenches, and
the retreat began, while the two cars kept up a
;
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merry tattoo with their maxims, to give the enemy
the impression that they were about to receive a
furious onslaught. For three-quarters of an hour
they blazed away, and then began slowly to follow
the Russian troops. Kidd led the way, and, as ill luck
would have it, missed the line of the road in the
darkness and slid into a ditch. Hunter came up
behind and found that Kidd's car was damaged sufficiently to make its extrication a matter of impossibility vmder the circumstances, so there was nothing
for it but to salve the gun, demolish the engine,
radiator, petrol-tank and coils, and abandon the
wreck to the enemy. Some of the crew managed to
get into Hunter's car, and some had to walk, but all
of them managed to overtake the Russian rearguard,
and reached Locul Sarat at five o'clock in the morning.
They had the satisfaction of knowing that the
retreat had been completely successful, and that out
of the whole Russian force at Vizirul, only one man
had been wounded during the evacuation.
The battle of Vizirul was over, and, though the
arms of the Allies had suffered another reverse, the
defeat reflected as much credit upon the armoured
cars of the Royal Naval Air ^Service as if they had
participated in a glorious victory. The bare recital
of the facts is sufficient to indicate how invaluable
were the services of these cars to the Russian army
at a very critical juncture, and if further testimony
were needed it can be found in the words addressed
by the General Commanding the 6th Army to Commander Gregory on New Year's Day three days
" I am proud to have under
after the battle ended.
my command such a brave and splendid force as the
British Armoured Car Division, and I thank our
British comrades very much for their help in all
these fights of the last few days, and in the Dobrudsha.
The squadron of cars commanded l)y Lientenant
Smiles saved the left flank of my army twice in

—

.

.

.
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It is an achievement
forty-eight hoars at Vizirul.
words of praise. 1
adequate
find
no
can
for which I
wish you all a happy New Year, and 1 want to take
an early opportunity of rewarding the gallantry of

the men under your command by conferring on them
the Crosses and Medals of St. George."
The reader will probably have observed that Lieutenant Smiles went into action on the day following
that on which he was wounded, lie himself speaks
lightly of his wound, but others have expressed a
The fact is that he persuaded
diiierent opinion.
Petty Officer Classey to join in a conspiracy of silence
about it until the battle was over, for the Irish blood
in him revolted from the prospect of being cooped
up in a hospital when there was real fighting to be
enjoyed. Some days later the story reached the
headquarters staff at Galatz, and the Chief of Stall"
sent for Commander Gregory and asked him for the

name

of the British officer

he was wounded.

For

who went on

his share in

fighting after

upholding the

highest traditions of the British Navy and the prestige of British arms in Russia and Roumania, Lieutenant-Commander Smiles has been awarded the
Distinguished Service Order.
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CHAPTER XVII
AN OUTPOST OF EMPIRE IN SOMALILAND
1916 some Somalis belonging to the
Warsangli tribe arrived at Aden with a report that
their tribe was being attacked at Las Khorai by
some of the Mullah's dervishes. Now Las Khorai
lies on the northern coast of Somaliland not far from
the boundary between British and Itahan territory.
It is not linked by telegraph wire nor by wireless
it has no regular
station with the civilised world
mail service its sole means of communication is the
sailing dhow, which may take as much as a fortnight
to reach Aden or Berbera, if the wind happens to be
unfavourable. Fortunately for its inhabitants, the
wind on this occasion was favourable, so that the
news of the dervish attack reached Aden within three
days of its commencement. On Saturday evening
6th IMay 1916, some 2,000 dervishes swooped down
from the mountains and surrounded the little village,
with the intention of completely annihilating it and
They set about the work deliberall its inhabitants.
believing that they had
systematically,
ately and
plenty of time in front of them. On the morning of
Wednesday 10th May up came H.M.S. Northbrook,
like a bolt from the blue, and the inhabitants of Las
Khorai were saved.
The genesis of this incident can only be explained
by going back a few years, and giving a brief sum-

On

9tli

May

;

;

mary

of the history of British Somaliland.

At the

end of 1869 the Suez Canal was declared open, and
237
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the high road to India and the Far East thenceforward
lay through the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. At
that time the Khedive of Egypt claimed sovereignty
over Berbera and the villages along the coast of
Somaliland, and kept garrisons in them as a token
of his sovereign rights.
But in 1884 the Khedive was
confronted with a mighty problem consequent upon
the rise of the Mahdi in the Sudan, and therefore the
Egyptian garrisons were withdrawn from Somaliland,
and the country was, metaphorically speaking, put
under the hammer. As a country it was not a desirable purchase for anybody, but it happened to be
situated on the flank of one of the narrow parts of
the high road to India, and consequently the British
Government felt that they had no option in the
matter
the creation of a British Protectorate in
;

Somaliland was inevitable. So in 1884 we occupied
Zeila, Bulbar, and Berbera
in 1888 we settled a
boundary between British and French Somaliland
in 1894 we made an agreement with Italy, and in
1897 one with Abyssinia, to settle the other
boundaries
and so British Somaliland became an
accomplished fact. But it was not long before our
troubles began.
Of the early history of the " Mad " Mullah very
little is definitely known.
He was born in the Dolbahanta country about 18G5, spent some of his boyhood at Berbera and Aden, and as a youth is supposed to have found employment in one of the ocean
liners plying between l^urope and the East.
According to Mr. Drake-Brockman (in his l)ook on British
Somaliland) it was the life on board ship which first
impressed on the mind of the young Mahomed bin
Abdillah the value of discipline in dealing with large
bodies of men, and very probably gave him an insight into human nature such as the ordinary shorewanderings took
goer does not often acquire.
I lis
him to many cities unknown to the Somali peasant,
;

;

;
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and threw him into contact with many different
races professing the 3Iahomedan faith. While still
a young man he conceived a desire to make a pilgrimage to ]\Iecca, and there he came under the influence of Mahomed Saleh, the head of a sect which
enjoins a strict adherence to the laws of the Prophet.
]\Iany of these laws were unknown to the Somali
until they were introduced by ^lahomed bin Abdillah,
who, after his return to his native country, embarked
on the career of a mullah— a wandering preacher
and started to preach the doctrines he had learnt
at Mecca.
It is noteworthy that one of the principles of the
The practice of
sect is total abstinence from kat.

taking this drug is widespread among the Arabs,
and in Arabia, where the plant is grown extensively,
the tender leaves are eaten as though they were an
ordinary food. The effect of them is said to be
stimulating, as well as intoxicating, with the result
that the Arab is content with remarkably little sleep,
and is able to spend most of the night in sociable conversation.
One would suppose that in course of time

Nature must assert herself and demand full payment
but,
for this encroachment upon the hours of sleep
according to Paul Emile Botta, the I'^rench naturalist who visited the Yemen about the middle of the
;

nineteenth century, this is not the case. He says
that the kat-eaters live to a ripe old age, and that
He
their health does not seem to suffer in the least.
cites the example of the despatch runners who can
keep on the move for several days and nights continuously M'ith no other nourishment than a bundle
But the plant is none the less a drug,
of kat-leaves.
and appears to have some of the properties of opium
in that it is said to induce pleasant dreams.
If the puritnnism of IMahomcd bin Abdillah had
ended in a crusade ngainst the use of kat the British
Government would have had no cause of complaint,
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but

unfortunately it went a good deal further.
the laws which he imported into Somaliland was a penal code against theft the loss of the
right hand for the first oifenee, and the left foot for
the second. Mutilation and torture for the most
trivial misdemeanours became part of his regime, for
he soon found that terrorising gained him more adherents than could be secured by preaching. It is
said that the penalty for disobedience to his commands on the part of one of his followers is instant
death, and that sometimes this penalty is extended
to the whole of the man's family, presumably on the
principle that the disobedience might have been infectious.
The epithet " Mad " which has been
assigned by the Somalis to Mahomed bin Abdillah,

Among

—

supposed to have originated from certain disagreeeccentricities of the man.
For instance, he
would wake up in the morning and order 300 women
to be put to death, because he had been told in a
dream that they had refused to pray. There are
many stories of this character, and, if they are true,
they suggest that the Mullah was seeking a method
of working upon the superstitious nature of the
Somalis. In this he was quite successful, for he was
soon credited with superhuman powers, and all sorts
of legends have been invented about him.
He wears
round his neck an amulet, which is said to contain
a complete copy of the Koran, and the natives believe that this amulet is a charm which preserves him
from death at the hands of his enemies.
It was in 1899 that he gave the first intimation to
the Government that he was going to be a thorn in
their side.
In August of that year he collected a
strong force, marched to Burao, occupied the town,
and declared himself the Mahdi. He used Burao as
a convenient centre from which he could carry out
raids against the various tribes, murdering them
without discrimination, and looting their livestock.

is

able

16

242

THE ADEN PATROL

Here was a vocation which always makes a strong
appeal to the Somali character, and so it was not
long before the Mullah's band of followers was
largely augmented, and became a formidable force.
Those of the natives who felt no longing for a career
of brigandage and murder, but preferred to seek
their livelihood by the more humdrum method of
breeding sheep and cattle, naturally resented these
raids upon their property, and appealed to the British
Government for protection. It was then that we
realised that the establishment of a protectorate in
Somaliland, which we had undertaken so lightheartedly, promised to give us plenty of food for

thought.
In May 1901 Colonel Sir E. J. Swayne was sent
with native levies to drive the Mullah out of Burao,
and, heavily defeating him three times, forced him
to flee across the Sorl Haud into Italian territory, to
take refuge among the Mijjertein tribe. Six months
later, however, he was back again at Burao, raiding
the friendly tribes as happily as ever, and reducing
them to a state of destitution by the wliolesale capture of their sheep, cattle, and camels. In May
1902 Colonel Swayne made another effort, this time
supplementing his Somali levies with a detachment
of King's African Rifles, recruited from the Yoas of
Nyassaland. Again the Mullah fled across the Sorl
Haud into Itahan territory. Permission was obtained
from the Italian Government to follow him, but on
6th Octol)cr 1902 one of our detachments fell into
an ambush, wliich the Mullah had prepared for them
at Erigo, and, tliough after a liot fight we put the
dervishes to flight, we lost 101 killed and 85 wounded,
with the result that we were unable to follow up the
Mullah when he retired to (ialadi, on the borders of
Abyssinia and Italian Somaliland.
The following year Major-(ieneral Manning took
charge of the operations, having a combined force of
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British and Boer mounted infantry, Indian troops,
and African troops. He pushed right across Itahan

SomaUland from the

sea, and linally concentrated his
various detachments at Bohottle
but he never
managed to get to close grips with the Mullah, Our
force was raised to 7,000 men, and Major-Cieneral
Sir C.
Egerton took command but the game of
hide and seek went on as before. 'J he Mullah had
established himself in the Nogal Valley, and we had
made all preparations to meet liim there, when we
heard that he had seized and occupied the Italian
coast town of lllig. In January 1904, however, we
did manage to secure a pitched ])attle at Jidbali
where we routed the dervishes, killing over 1,000 of
them. Unfortunately, however, the Mullah was not
present at the battle. By May 1904 he was again
a refugee among the Mijjertein tribe, and, as there
was no prospect of being able to catch him, it was
decided to leave him there. Though the operations
had lasted intermittently for over three years, we
were really no nearer to our goal at the end of them
than we had been at the beginning.
During the next few years the Mullah remained
very quiet, and we had serious hopes that we had
heard the last of him. But in 1908 he quarrelled
with his friends the Mijjerteins— possibly because
they had grown weary of feeding him and his followers gratuitously and in 1909 he was at his old
games again, raiding the friendly tribes in British
Somaliland. It was then that we seriously considered the question whether we could undertake the
task of protecting and administering the interior of
the country. It must be borne in mind that our
imperial aims in Somaliland extended no farther than
the sea littoral
that, so long as the coast was
secured to us, the rest of the country was of very
little concern to us.
To protect the coastal tribes
was a simple matter, but to aliord adequate protec;

C

;

;

—

;
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tion to the tribes in the interior would necessitate
building a railway, making roads, and keeping military garrisons at strategic points throughout the
country. At that time (1909) the revenue of the
protectorate was £30, COO, and the expenditure had
crept up steadily until it had reached £134,000, so

that

we were dropping £104,000 a year on

the ven-

Nor was there any prospect

at that time of
commercial developments which would raise the
railway from Berbera to Harrar in
revenue.
Abyssinia was suggested as a means of bringing the
interior of the protectorate within easy access, and
at the same time of catering for the trade of Abyssinia
but it was vetoed on the ground that to compete with the French railway from Jibouti to Adis
Ababa would be poor policy at a time when the
The
entente cordiale had just been firmly cemented.
final result of our deliberations was that we decided
that we could not undertake the responsibility of
ture.

A

;

safeguarding the tribes in the interior, and that the
best we could do for them was to provide them with
rifles and ammunition, so that they could protect
themselves, if they chose to do so, from the Mullah's
incursions. In 1910 we withdrew all our outposts, and
restricted }3ritish administration to the coastal towns.
Doubtless the theory that by arming the natives
we should enable them to defend themselves was
sound enough as a theory, but in practice it was
found to be full of complications. For rifles can be
used as weapons of attack as well as of defence, and
no sooner were the British garrisons withdrawn from
the interior than the tribes were blazing away at
each other as hard as they could go. Some of them
had ancient feuds, which had been quietly smoulderothers imashamedly
ing during the past few years
took up the l)rigandage business as being the most
lucrative of all trades in Somaliland. The Somali
lias an accjuisitive nature, and when he sees a Somali
;
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of another tribe in possession of a fine flock of sheep,
he loads his rifle and gets to work without waste of
time. The best hunting-ground was aiiorded by the
caravan routes, where all sorts of useful articles were
to be picked up from the caravans, in addition to the
sheep, cattle, and camels accompanying them all
by the simple process of murdering the owners.
One tribe showed more than usual enterprise by crossing the border into Abyssinia, and raiding the
Ogaden tribe in that country. In fact, they all became so busy that they almost forgot their troubles
with the Mullah and his dervishes.
The Government tried various measures to save
the country from this state of chaos. They invited
the headmen of the various tribes to Berbera, and
spent wearisome days in examining their respective
claims, and in arbitrating thereon. They persuaded
them to shake hands with each other, settle their
differences, and promise to be good children for the
future.
But within a week or two they were going
To solve
for each other again as vigorously as ever.
the caravan problem, the Government tried an old
expedient making each caravan pay a small fee for
an escort to be provided by the tribe through whose
country it was passing. It promised well at first,
but escorts are but human after all, and when one
of them made the discovery that by expending a
few rounds of ammunition they could get not only
the fee but the caravan as well, the system suffered a
severe blow to its prestige.
Finally, in 1912, the Mullah himself became active,
and raided the Dolbahanta tribe so effectively that
they were reduced to starvation, and came in large
parties to the coast towns begging the Government
to give them food. Then it was realised that the
policy of non-intervention in the interior was not
altogether satisfactory, and that something must be
done to remedy the anarchic condition of the country.

—

—
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The device adopted was the estabhshment of a
small striking force, to be based on the coast, but to
be capable of moving quickly into the interior in order
to impress upon the friendly tribes that intertribal
fighting and raiding caravan routes were not regarded with favour by the Government. It must
be understood that the Camel Constabidary were
never intended to be a military force in any sense
they were commanded, not by military officers, but
by civilians their orders were to preserve the peace
among the friendlies, and not to risk an engagement
with the Mullah's dervishes. If they received news
at any time of any considerable dervish force in their
vicinity, they were to retire immediately and fall
back on the coast.
The Camelry Corps was a distinct success for the
purpose for which it was intended, and within a few
weeks after its inauguration it established such a
peace and calm among the tribes as they had not
known for the past two years. But it did nothing
towards solving the dervish problem, which remained
as before. The Mullah, however, was not so powerhis force was being continually
ful as he used to be
depleted by desertions, for he found that in this
irreligious age the preaching of pious maxims was
not so effective as it ought to be in securing the
Materialism was their befidelity of his followers.
what they wanted was a plentiful supply
setting sin
of good fat sheep, rather than a bunch of quotations
from the Koran. About this time he opened negotiations with the Commissioner, declaring an earnest
desire for peace, doubtless because he had begun to
have misgivings as to his ability to continue the
His letters are picturesque examples of
struggle.
the epistolary art, but arc rather too lengthy for full
" Praise be to (Jod who created, who
fjuotation
leads and misleads, who gives and withholds, who
raises up and casts down, who gives life and death.
;

;

;

;

:
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Prayers and salutations to our Prophet Mahomed.
Thereafter. This is an answer to the words sent hy
the British." He says all this, while we should be
saying, " Dear sir, 1 am in receipt of your communication, etc." Then he goes on to declare that
his one and only desire is for settlement and peace,
and to explain that recent regrettable incidents were
due solely to some of his dervishes getting out of
hand, and carrying out raids contrary to his orders.
The Commissioner, however, knows the man he has
to deal with, and answers cautiously: "You say that
you desire peace, and again I inform you that the
British Government is willing to talk of peace, if your
You know very well
words are not words of deceit.
that on former occasions you have spoken words of
peace, and afterwards you and your people made

war without

cause,

and much

evil

was done

in

the

war."
In January 1913 a letter was received from the
Mullah, complaining that his solicitations for peace
were met with " bad answers and unsuitable words,"
and repeating that his dervishes had got beyond his
control, so that he had been obliged to take from
them their arms and their horses. " And I inform
you that I am disposed to make peace and settlement, and I therefore have returned to you the
cows which the dervishes have taken from your sub(He did, as a matter of fact, return a small
jects."
part of the looted stock.) At the same time he was
writing a letter to the Gadwein tribe, which he did
not intend the Commissioner to see, Ijut which happened to find its way to Government House. Here
are a few extracts from

it

:

"Thanks be to God, prayers and salutations
The object of this letter is
to the Prophet.
may God's
twofold. One is to give you salaam
you ; and
upon
be
mercy, blessing and salaams
.

.

.

;
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is to inform you that you are oppressed
from all sides. ... I also inform you that it is
no offence in you to light the infidels and hypocrites, for fighting them is the duty of every
Moslem. You are Moslems, and they are infidels. ... I also inform you that I am a pilgrim and a holy fighter, and have no wish to
gain power and greatness in this world.
And now, O my brothers, this is a time of

the other

.

.

.

patience, this is a time of oppression, this is a
time in which corruption and adultery spread,
this is a time in which the infidels defeat the
This is the end of all things.
Moslems.
.

.

.

guide us. May God prosper our ends,
for the sake of the Prophet and his companions.
... I also beg that 1 may be with you, and
that you may be with me, and the first thing
should be a visit between us."

May God

And

towards the end of his letter, he gets to
and proposes an alliance between dervishes
and Gadweins to fight those infidels, to whom he had
just been writing a request for peace.
In August 1913 a bad disaster befell the Camel
Corps, which was then based on Burao. A report
was received that dervishes were raiding the friendlies
between Idoweina and Burao, and the acting Comso,

business,

missioner,

Mr.

Archer,

ordered

Mr.

Corfield,

the

commandant, to make a reconnaissance in force.
Mr. Corfield, accompanied by Mr. Dunn, his second
in command, and by Captain Summers, a military
officer, who was not placed in command because no
military operations were anticipated, took with him
116 rank and file, and proceeded towards Idoweina,
where he heard that the dervishes were encamped.
Having located them and discovered their overwhelming numbers, he should have fallen back to Burao,
but he allowed his valour to outrun his discretion.
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His aim was to intercept the dervishes so that they
could not drive their looted stock back to their own
grazing grounds in the Nogal Valley })ut his force
was hopelessly inadequate for such a purpose. In
the stilt fight which ensued he was killed by a bullet
through the head, Captain Summers was wounded
three times; and, of the 116 rank and file, 30 were
The dervish losses were .395
killed and 21 wounded.
The fight
killed and an unknown number wounded.
lasted for five hours, and there is not the least doubt
that the Camel Corps would have been utterly
annihilated if it had not so happened that the dervishes ran short of ammunition. Their force was
over 2,000 strong, and they fought with that utter
disregard for death which always characterises them.
The maxim gun belonging to the Corps was put out
;

bullet early in the fight ; the heat was
and, Avhile some of
Avater
behaved splendidly, others bolted into the
at the first approach of the dreaded dervish.

of action

by a

intense, the

them
bush

men had no

;

Mr. Dunn finally succeeded in withdrawing the remnant of his force and all the wounded to Burao. And
Its effect only
so ended the battle of Dul jMadoba.
we
had no adethat
fact
the
emphasise
served to
quate force to protect the tribes of the interior from
dervish raids, and that the Camel Corps could not
be safely maintained so far from the coast. Burao
was evacuated, and the Corps withdrawn to Sheikh.
Meanwhile the dervishes had walked off with 5,000
camels and 30,000 sheep.

As a result of the battle of Dul Madoba the strength
Camel Corps was increased to 350 men, and the

of the

Indian troops in the country were gradually increased to 700. But, in spite of these measures, the
dervishes continued their depredations, and in
March 1914 actually made a flying raid on Berbera,
firing into the town, and withdrawing before there
was time to realise what had happened. The object
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was doubtless to terrorise the friendlies, and impress
minds with the idea that the British were quite
impotent before the mighty hosts of the Mullah.
To some extent this object was successfully attamed.
At all events, the dervish problem had to be considered anew, for it had become very evident that at
the end of fifteen years no real progress had been
their

made towards its solution.
Then some one had an

inspiration.
Here was a
country in which ordinary military operations were
severely handicapped by the absence of all means
of communications.
Why not attack the Mad
Mullah with aircraft ? The proposal was to send
out two or three airships of the Parseval type, drop
bombs on dervishes, stampede their cattle, and prevent them from gaining access to the wells. The
Admiralty were approached on the subject, and
finally decided to send out Lieutenants Boothby and
Davis to reconnoitre and report as to the possibilities
of aircraft work in Somaliland. These officers left
London in IMay 1914, the intention being that, if
they reported favourably, the erection of sheds for
the airships would be commenced in September at
the end of the hot weather. But before this intention could be carried out an event occurred in Europe,
which completely upset many of the best-laid schemes
of mice and men.
The outbreak of war necessarily relegated the
problems of Somaliland to the lumber-room of uncon-

sidered

trifles.

Mullah should

It

was natural,

therefore, that the

seize the golden opportunity for

mak-

ing himself more cantankerous than ever. Finding
that the supply of rifles and ammunition from Abyssinia was not always satisfactory, he began to intrigue with the coastal tribes with a view to securing
an alternative source of supply l)y means of dhows
from Arabia to one of the coastal villages, and thence
overland to his haroun. Thus he wrote to the Musa
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Arreh on the coast, inviting them to join in the
crusade against the infidels, and salting his letter with
many little homilies to improve their minds
:

" This letter

is

sent to the followers of Islam.

Salaams to you all, and to all believers. Further,
I let you know that your deeds have spoiled my
life and also yours
and you have broken the
oath that was between us. You have forsaken
the true religion and done evil before Allah. By
going to the English you forsake Islam and
become infidels. ... I advise you to return to
the true God, and to the Mahomcdan religion,
and the Shariat.
Do not join the British
Government and the religion of the unbelievers,
for, if you do, and if you forsake your religion
before you die, you will go to hell."
;

.

And

.

.

so on.

One imagines a tall, stately man, with a commanding presence, thin, clear-cut features, resolute
mouth and chin, eyes glowing with the fire of religious
fanaticism.
It comes as a shock to us to hear that
the Mullah is not in the least like this. I cannot give
a faithful portrait of him, for I have never had the
pleasure of meeting him, and apparently he does not
encourage photographers at his Court. But there
is one fact which completely dispels all our preconceived notions of what he ought to be like. The
horrible truth is that he has grown too fat. This
may be mere vulgar obesity caused by overfeeding,
but, according to another report, it is the outcome
of a peculiar disease, reported to be fairly conmion
among the Dolbahanta tribe, which results in an
abnormal swelling of the flesh, beginning at the
ankles and gradually extending to the whole body.
Whatever may be the cause, the ]\Iullah has been
afflicted with a superfluity of girth for several years
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men to lift him on to
the reason why he has
changed his tactics, and decided that he can no
longer rely upon a policy of elusiveness, but must
be prepared to resist capture by other means. He
is reported to have built a mighty fortress round his
haroun at Taleh, with walls twelve feet thick, and
there it is surmised that he would stand his ground
if an expedition were sent against him.
Though he himself is no longer agile, his dervishes
are as active as ever, and early in 1915 they occupied
Jid Ali, only twenty-five miles from the coast, and
established a fort there. This manauvre complicated the situation considerably, for it not only exposed the coastal tribes, such as the Warsangli, to
periodic raids, but it also necessitated on our part a
blockade of the whole coast to prevent the dervishes
from obtaining supplies by swooping down upon the
seaside villages. At the same time it was reported
that the Gadwein tribe had been seduced by the
Mullah's allurements, and had gone over to the dervishes en bloc. The Warsangli, fearing that dervishes and Gadweins might combine in a vigorous
attack upon them, besought the Commissioner for
assistance.
For the moment no more could be done
than to keep them well supplied with ammunition,
but the Commissioner took an early opportunity of
recommending that the fort of Jid Ali should be destroyed by a military force.
The first proposal was to land 1,000 men on the
coast north of Jid Ali, together with two or three
naval guns, and march them inland through a pass
in the chain of mountains which separates Jid Ali
from the sea. But upon more mature consideration
it was decided that the escarpment was too steep for
heavy transport, and tliat the only method of attacking Jid Ali would be by marching a force to Las
Dureh, and thence to an advanced base at El Afwcina.
past,

and

his horse.

is

said to require six

Probably this

is
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H.M.S. Philomel was sent to patrol the coast, taking
on board l!;e C onimissioner to make a reconnaissance.

The

elTect of this was excellent, for the presence of
the warships put fresh heart into the Gadweins, and
made them resolve to sever their allegiance with the
They proceeded to collect their livestock
dervishes.
and to drive them along the coast westwards. The
dervishes followed up, and attempted to persuade
them to linger yet awhile in brotherly love, using
their rifles as the most eloquent means of persuasion.
But when H.M.S. Philomel dropped a few shells
into them they realised that this is a hard, cruel
world, in which brotherly love has but small influence over the actions of man. The Gadweins got
away with most of their stock, and settled down in
the vicinity of Las Dureh.
The next report upon the situation was to the
effect that the dervishes had gone back to their
haroun at Taleh, leaving only a small garrison at Jid
To the Commissioner and to
Ali to hold the fort.
the officer commanding troops in Somaliland this
report suggested a new idea. They had proposed to
invoke the aid of the Egyptian Army Camel Corps
and two battalions of Indian infantry for the expedition against Jid Ali via Las Dureh and El Afweina.
It now occurred to them that this would be makmg
heavy weather of the destruction of a fort held by a
mere handful of dervishes, and that they ought to go
for a more ambitious scheme whose object should be
the final solution of the dervish problem. El Afweina,
the proposed site of the advanced base, is almost
equidistant from Jid Ali and Taleh. Why not
accumulate a substantial force there, send a small
detachment against Jid Ali, and use the remainder
a surprise attack,
for a bold stroke against Taleh
which might very well catch the IMullah napping.
It was a brilliant conception, but unfortunately
there were too many other things going on in the

—
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world at the time. London received the suggestion
without the least sign of emotion or enthusiasm, and
" You
sent back a wet blanket by return of post
will be aware that at the present moment it would
be an impossibility to obtain for Somaliland the men
and material required for carrying out your proposals."
So matters had to remain in statu quo for
the time being.
Then came reports tliat the Mullah was negotiating
with Prince Lij Yasu of Abyssinia, that the latter
:

had embraced Islam, that two of his JMahomedan
councillors were in high favour at Court, and that
his envoys had twice been to Taleh from Adis Ababa.
How far these negotiations proceeded I do not
know it is sufficient to say that in the early part of
;

1917 Prince Lij Yasu was deposed from the throne
of Abyssinia, and that the British Government
accorded prompt recognition and friendship towards
the queen chosen to reign in his stead. Meanwhile
the dervish prol)lcm in Somaliland never allowed its
rulers a dull moment, and in 1916 it reached another
crisis, consequent upon the return of the dervishes
to Jid Ali.
The Warsangli tribe, who had l)ccome emboldened
by a few months' imnmnity from danger, suddenly
conceived the idea that it would be rather fun to
assume the olTcnsive against the dervishes. So they
organised a raid upon dervish cattle, and did fairly
well out of it.
But the dervish is not the kind of
Betrifellow to take that sort of thing lying down.
bution followed surely and swiftly, and the only
things which saved the Warsangli tribe from extermination were firstly their good fortune in getting
a dhow througli to Aden within three days, and
secondly tlie pr()ni])fncss with wliich H.M.S. Northbrook responded to the call for help.
It was about 8 o'clock on the morning of 10th May
191G when the Nortiibrook arrived off Las Khorai,

—
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and no sooner had she come up than several natives
were seen to phinge into the water and start swimming as fast as tliey could towards the ship. They
were in such a state of panic and excitement that it
was diflicult to get out of them a connected yarn
when they arrived on board. For the moment, however, Commander Turton was mainly interested in
the report that the dervishes, on seeing the approach
of the NoRTHBROOK, had commenced to retreat in a
westerly direction towards the mountain pass leading to Jid Ali. He promptly turned the NorthBrook's head to westward, and followed the line of
the coast, until he came up with a compact mass of
men hurrying along the stretch of plain which divides
the chain of mountains from the sea. The range
was just over 6,000 yards, and the shell was lyddite.
After the first round the compact mass was compact no longer, but small groups showed themselves
from time to time, each one of them receiving its
dose of high explosive, until hnally the pass was
reached. Here the North brook hove to, and, as
the rabble came together in that narrow neck, whose
range was calculated to a nicety, so the shells dropped
plumb on top of them. It was diabolically easy
so easy that the sporting instinct must have revolted
from it, even as our men at Omdurman sickened at
the sight of the havoc that their own machine-guns
After twenty-four rounds the Northbrook
created.
ceased fire. The number of her victims will never

many dead and wounded were carried
the only available evidence
comrades
minutes of gunnery was
few
those
of the result of
be known, for
off

by

their

afforded

;

by the 171 corpses lying at the entrance to
The dervishes paid a heavy price for

the pass.

their raid

on Las Khorai.

however, was not excessive, for they
themselves had shown no mercy. When the Northbrook had returned to the village, parties were sent

The

price,
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ashore to investigate the extent of the damage. The
place had been completely sm-roimded by the dervishes, who had captured the w^estern part of the
village at once, and had proceeded deliberately to
murder some 300 women and children, whom they
found there. But the rest of the village had put up
a stout defence, and had kept the enemy more or less
at bay from Sunday morning until the warship
brought deliverance on Wednesday morning. The
fighting had been intermittent, so tliat the casualties
were not heavy, considering the duration of it.
According to the Warsangli Sultan, his tribe had lost
thirty-two men killed and had accounted for ninetythree dervishes, but he altogether ignored the
wounded, as the Somali native usually does. What
the condition of these wounded must have been may
be gauged by the fact that the dervishes captured
the only fresh-water well near the town, so that the
Warsanglis had been practically without water for
four days, and had had a very meagre supply of
food.

The rest of the work of the Northbrook was
Water and
necessarily of the nature of first aid.
food were landed to satisfy the immediate needs, and
the ship's doctor with a reinforced stall" made a tour
of the village. The woimdcd had been utterly
neglected, not the smallest attempt having been
made to alleviate their suliering, with the inevitable
result that all the wounds inflicted during the early
part of the fight had become gangrenous. Stab
wounds were more frequent than bullet wounds, and
is significant of the cheerful disposition of the
dervish that as many as fifteen stabs were sometimes
found in one person. For five hours Dr. McCowen
laboured beneath a tropical sun, treating some sixty
It speaks
cases with dressings and antiseptics.
well both for his skill and for the healthy constitutions of tlie Warsanglis, that, when he returned

it
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days later, he found nearly all his patients
doing well.
Sympathy with the Warsangli tribe over this affair
may well be overdone by unsuspeeting sentimentalists.
The truth is that this tribe deserved a great deal of
what they got, for there was a time when they were
intriguing both with the JMullah and with his friend
Prince Lij Yasu of Abyssinia. In faet, their Sultan,
Mahmood Ali Sherri, was a brother-in-law of the
IMullah, and the pair of them were thiek as thieves
until the dervishes built the fort at Jid Ali.
The
fort was too elose to Las Khorai to please the Warsanglis, for no Somali tribe has mueh faith in the
live

good friendship of any other
in that of the dervishes.

tribe,

Even

so

it

and least of all
was the height

of stupidity on the part of Mahmood Ali Sherri to
make an unprovoked assault upon the dervishes, and
to raid their cattle, seeing that their forces were
sulTiciently numerous to overwhelm his own.
The
slaughter of the women and children is revolting

enough,

but unfortunately it has always been a
feature of Somali warfare, and there is not
the smallest doubt that the VVarsanglis would have
done the same to dervish women and children, if the
tables had been reversed. The net result of the
tragedy must be regarded as salutary, for the Warsanglis learnt that the less they had to do with the
dervishes, either in fighting or in intriguing, the
better, and the dervishes learnt that it was wiser to
leave the coast tribes severely alone so long as there
was any chance that the British Navy might be
hovering in the vicinity.
A touch of comedy was added to the business by
the receipt in London of a letter concocted jointly
by the Sultan of the Warsangli and a learned member
of his tribe living at Aden, by name Haji Aden Ali.
The letter was addressed to the Secretary of Slaves,
London, but eventually found its way to the Anti-

common

17

THE ADEN PATROL

258

Slavery Society. With all its quaint phraseology, it
presents a very genuine expression of gratitude for
the salvation of the tribe.
" Surely we have found in Commander Turton
a saviour of our place and people. God may
give him long life and prosperity to enhance such
Praise and gratification have
heroic works.
been in the mouth of us all since the success
achieved by the genius and talents of Commander Turton, R.N, of II.M.S. Northbrook.
The results of his success are truly colossal for
May God keep the British flag for ever
us.
and perpetual upon us, under whose shelter we
are happy and thriving in content."
.

.

.

.

.

.

after the raid on Las Khorai the
of the Warsanglis, Ina Ali Shirreh, came
to Berbera with a report that the dervishes had now

Three months

new Sultan

occupied Baran in force, and that the Mullah was
trying to compel the Warsangli tribe to join him, and
begged that British troops might be stationed at
Las Khorai. The request was granted, a double
company of Indian infantry being sent to garrison
the fort there. Although the dervishes had not
attempted any second raid on the place, they had
been active enough in other directions, and their
occupation of Baran, which lies due south of Las
Khorai across a range of mountains, was quite sufficient ground for alarm.
It was at the end of January 1917, some six months
after the British garrison had been established at
Las Khorai, that I visited the place. The Navy's
mission on that occasion was of a peaceful nature.
An epidemic of scurvy had broken out among the
Sikhs stationed in the fort, and their commanding
officer had sent a dhow to Berbera asking for aid.
We called at Berbera to pick up Dr. Whitehead (at-
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tachcd to the Colonial OfTicc) and proceeded at once
On arrival we found
to the scene of the trouble.
that the epidemic was fairly widespread, but not
Our ship's stock of lime-juice, of which we
severe.
happened to have a plentiful supply, came in useful
as a palliative for the lighter cases, while the more
serious cases were taken on board and put into hospital at Berbera.

My impressions of Las Khorai remain fairly vivid
my mind. Groups of reed-huts dotted promiscu-

in

ously over the plain, the ruins of some stone buildings
whose history 1 never learnt, a whitewashed stone
house politely known as the palace of the Sultan,
and a whitewashed tower in the centre of the fort.
Between the sea and the long chain of mountains,
which skirts the coast at varying distances from the
shore, is a wide stretch of sand, almost bare of
vegetation, affording a dreary foreground to the
Upon such a landscape
vista of mountain peaks.
fort, with the ensign
the
of
tower
the square white
floating at its mast-head, stands out conspicuously.
Here indeed is an outpost of empire, many weary
miles from everywhere, and unconnected by any of
those hnks by which the progress of science has
brought most of the distant places of the earth within call of civilisation.

stood on the poop gazing at that white tower,
while the ship was being brought to anchor, my
thoughts were of the white man's burdens, which
seem to liave a way of accumulating as soon as he
undertakes the tasks of empire. Here were we
plunged into the responsibility of administering the
aiiairs of a most unpromising country, simply because it lies upon the high road to India. What were
the possibilities of turning to good account this slice
of North-East Africa, which circumstances have
forced upon us ? The commercial products are live'jhe exports
stock, hides, frankincense, and myrrh,

As

I
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of livestock just suffice to supply the needs of Aden
the hides of the sheep and goats reach as far as the
American market, where they are used for making
the frankincense, myrrh,
glove-leather and glace kid
and other gums find their market in various countries.
Recently there have been attempts to develop a trade
in fibre from the sansevieria tree, which, it was
hoped, would run a good second to Sisal hemp, but
so far the exploitation of this product has not advanced very far. There is, however, a gleam of hope
When 1 was at Berbera I
in another direction.
heard much talk of the discovery of oil-fields at
Agagwein, twenty-eight miles south-east of Berbera.
If this discovery proves to be of value, the whole
economic situation may be changed, and Somaliland
may be converted from a burden into a valuable
But to return to Las
asset of the British Empire.
;

;

Khorai and

its fort.

pickaback through
the surf by a Somali native (for there is no pier), and
found most of the villagers lined up on the beach,
the arrival of a ship being naturally an event in local
Thence I was escorted to the fort to view
history.
all the improvements which have been made in its
defences and accommodation. A perimeter of sandbags had been built around the whole enclosure, with
a wide ditch outside the perimeter, and barbed wire
entanglements beyond the ditch. Within the perimeter are barracks constructed out of sandbags and
beams of wood, and a special bungalow built of the
same materials for the Suljadar Major, and designed
by himself. It has a verandah with real wooden
steps leading up to it quite a triumj)!! in architecture, for to make something ornamental out of sandbags cannot be easy. U'he two English oflicers live
in tiie tower itself, on the first floor, where they have
furnished their mess-room in a severely simple
lityle, with a plain deal table, two plain deal stools,
I lantled in the evening, carried

—
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The walls arc surroiuulcd with
chairs.
shelves to acconiinodatc the lihrary and a plentiful
supply of groceries, for they may have to last out
for three months without seeing a ship or any other
emissary of civilisation. Fresh meat they can get at
any time, for sheep are pastured on the mountain
slopes to southward, while fresh milk is provided by
But the dillieulty
three cows kei)t inside the fort.
is to procure fresh vegetables, even potatoes preand two deck

senting a serious problem, for they go bad very
quickly in that climate. Hence the scurvy.
I was eager for information about the Mullah,
whose horde of dervishes seemed to be in uncomfort1
able proximity just across the mountain range.
gleaned a little gossip about German agents in Abyssinia providing him with ammunition, and had retailed to me a rumour that he had been provided
with a piece of artillery and a German gun's crew to
handle it. But the officers of the Las Khorai garrison seemed to take only a perfunctory interest in
these matters. That the dervishes were within an
easy day's march of the fort, that they could muster
several thousand rifles if they chose, that Las Khorai
is about a hundred miles from the next outpost, that

there were no other means of communication than a
sailing dhow which might take several days to carry
a message, that these two young English officers were
alone in their desert surroundings, far removed from
other white men these were matters to which ap-

—

parently they gave no thought.
Their whole mental energies were directed to a
subject which seemed to them of far mightier moment
the subject of horticulture. Their conversation
was just the conversation which we used to hear
from among our newly wed suburban dwellers in the
days of peace, and in the days of ^^ar from among
those patriots who abandoned golf in order to serve
their country with spade and hoe upon the allotments.

—
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With an air of loving pride they showed me their
garden, explaining that 1 must not expect too much,
for the soil was just sand mixed with a little goat
manure, and irrigated with the brackish water of
their well. The garden products could be divided
roughly into two classes the things which they had
really persuaded to grow, or rather, to be dragged
up, and the things which they looked upon as experiments, and which they still cherished, stimulated by
that hope that springs eternal in the human breast.
In the first class there were pumpkins, water-melons,
radishes, and mustard and cress in the second were
potatoes, onions, lettuces, and dwarf French beans
the last-named being a present from one of the
Sikhs, who had been given the seeds when he was
serving in France.
Their optimism was magnificent, surpassing even
that of the suburban amateur gardener, for they
spoke of the future of their garden in the days when
they would know it no longer, in the days when a
generation yet unl.iorn would be privileged to inhabit
The spirit of our father
this Fdcn of Las Khorai.
Adam had fallen upon them, as it must fall upon all
mankind, when the gaudy trappings of civilisation
are far removed. For if only we probe deep enough
into man's nature, if only we can disintegrate it from
its artificial environments, we find that all men are
made in the image of Adam, as he was in the beginning, before Eve told liim that his hair needed cutting, and that his fig-leaf was beginning to look

—

;

—

shabby.

CHAPTER

XVIII

SCOTCHING THE WOLF's CUB

was engaged on the Aden patrol, which
H.IM.S.
consisted in leaving harbour every afternoon, and
spending the night in running up and down a regular
beat of about thirty miles along the coast. Irom
our camp beds on the poop we could enjoy the
panorama of a moonlit sea, a cloudless sky, and
either the Pole Star or the Southern Cross according
But it was horribly monotonous, and
to inclination.
sometimes in the wardroom we indulged in a gentle
gi'ouse and a questioning of the why and wherefore
of

it all.

1 here had lately been a long series of reports from
British harbours in the southern seas of mines dropped
At Cape Town a vessel had struck
in their vicinity.
at
a mine and had been damaged rather badly
at
Bombay a mine-field had been discovered
Colombo a ship crawled into harbour with a big hole
Then came a message from the Admirin her side.
alty.
A German raider at large in the Indian Ocean
had laid mines oft
had sunk some ships en route
Capetown was disguised as a tramp and flew false
colours, but was known to be well armed with guns
and her name was the Wolf, The
of heavy calibre
southern Red Sea Patrol was not so happy over
the news as one would have expected. The prospect
of meeting a German raider certainly adds zest to
life, but when the raider's fighting weight, according
to all accounts, is about double your own, ^nd
;

;

;

;

;

;
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you know that in ail probability you would be at
the bottom of the sea before you eould get a salvo
anywhere near her, the rosiness of the prospect is
shaded with dark streaks here and there. At the
Union Club, Aden, I ran into an old acquaintance,
who was navigating officer of one of the armed
auxiliaries on the patrol, and enquired how the
world was treating him.
" Splendid. We're ofi to-morrow morning to find
the Wolf."
" I love a cheery optimist," said I.
" There's one virtue about my old packet," he said.
" She can run. The trouble is that the skipper has
of a notion in his head that she can also
has a great idea that we ought to loose
off our popguns, just to show Fritz that they are
But Fritz will be so far off
really made to go off.

some kind

He

fight.

that he won't be able to hear them. The whole show
will be wasted on him."
" What worries me," I said, " is that Fritz has
called and left his cards at Cape Town, Bombay, and
Colombo in quick succession we know the approximate date of each of these visits an exact descripand yet we haven't
tion of him has J)ccn circulated
the foggiest notion where he is at the present mo;

;

;

ment."

—

" The sea is a mighty big thing bigger than the
proverbial haystack wlien you are looking for a
You see, there's nothing to distinguish the
needle.
Wolf from any other old tramp. Her guns are conso is her minclaying gear. As for the oflicial
cealed
description, there is nothing very exceptional in it
might be the description of any old cargo ship between here and Melbourne. And of course she can
fake licrsclf up from time to time a coat of paint
to change the marks on her funnels, or the colour
of her hull, laid on at night when there's no one to
a bogus funnel rigged one day and unsliippcd
see her
;

—

;
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You
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life

that Fritz

is

no
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fool at

game."

eoal and provisions ? " I hazarded.
Cleans out her vietims before she sinks them,
just as the Emden did. Takes their erews aboard
as prisoners until she gets too big an accumulation,
and then she tells the next fellow she meets that she

But how about

will let

him

off

on condition that he

will

take

all

the

Oh, it's quite a clean game. None of
prisoners.
this U-boat lousiness of leaving a lot of wretched
beggars in open boats in mid-ocean and telling them
home as best they can."
" But she can't take any prizes, because there is
nowhere she can send them."
" Well, I wouldn't like to take an affidavit on
that.
Wolves have cubs, you know. What is to
prevent her from collaring some tramp a tramp,
mind you, not a liner because a liner's progress from
port to port is watched, and if she's an hour late
there's a panic about her, but nobody worries much
about a tramp. What's to prevent her from collaring
a tramp, taking the crew aboard herself, shoving in
a prize crew, loading her up with mines, and sending
"
her off to carry on with the good work ?
reading
wardroom
That evening I was sitting in the
when the captain strolled in and sat down at the
table, ready to make a fourth at a rubber of bridge
The first lieutenant was
if any one should suggest it.
on the point of turning in, as he had the morning
watch and it was getting on for ten o'clock. The
navigator was buried in a book, and the doctor was
strumming on the wheezy old piano a selection from
the musical comedies and revues of bygone days.
A signalman appeared at the wardroom door.
" From the ollicer of the watch, sir. Ship on the
starboard bow showing no lights,"
" All right," said the captain, looking rather
bored,
to get

—
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" Probably some tramp scared out of his wits by
these yarns about the Wolf," suggested the first
Heutenant.
" All these merchantmen are going about without
lights now," said the captain.
"Did he say 'starboard bow'?" asked the navigator.
" Yes, she

must be fairly close inshore."
"Taking a short cut. Some of these old

sports
are rather fond of doing that."
The captain strolled out of the wardroom and up
the poop ladder. The first lieutenant rose, stretched
Prehimself, and disappeared below to turn in.
sently the navigator put down his book, and followed
the captain to the bridge. The doctor finished up

performance with a touching little lyric, entitled,
" If you were the only girl in the world," gave vent
to a loud and ostentatious yawn, and sauntered up to
the poop. The moon was nearly full, casting a
white track across the dark-blue carpet of the sea,
and making the steep volcanic rocks of the Arabian
shore look like so many giant ghosts assembled at a
Sabaean prayer-meeting. It was the kind of night
that we in England associate with Thames regattas,
with lounging in a well-cushioned punt, and listening to a well-conducted l^and. To connect such a
scene with a (icrman raider, with guns, and mines,
the whole
and torpedoes, was quite impossible
setting was absolutely and entirely wrong.
The mysterious ship had crossed our bows, and was
now on the port side of us, al)out three miles ahead.
A thick volume of smoke was pouring from her funnel,
suggesting that she was in a hurry. We had been
steaming along leisurely at about eight knots, but
now tlie order came from the bridge to whack her
up to ten. As hick would have it, one of our boilers
was open with a view to cleaning, and consequently
wc were incapable of showing our best speed if occahis

;
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sion should call ior it. The captain had sent for
first lieutenant to join the council on the bridge,
at which the navigator and the officer of the watch

the

were also present.

"Make What ship is that?'" said the captain
to the leading signalman.
The signalman rattled the shutter of his signallamp, and we waited patiently for the answer. He had
to repeat the question three times before he evoked
any response. Then the dark outline of the unknown
ship was lit up spasmodically by a scintillating light,
and the signalman took down the message on his

pad.

TORITELLA.
" Ask him, what nationality," said the captain.
Again the signalman played a tattoo with the
shutter of his lamp, and the answer came back,
" British."
" Ask him for his signal letters," said the captain.
" J.F.K.L." came the answer.
" You are sure you have got the name right ?

Ask him

for it again."

your name ? " asked the signalman,
and this time the mysterious stranger expanded
"

What

is

volubly.
" TuRRiTELLA, Londou. Runs for British Admiralty
Port Said for orders."
" You are sure you have spelt the name correctly ? "
asked the captain of the signalman, as he handed the
signal-pad to the first lieutenant.
" Well, sir, that's how they made it the second
time. TuRRiTELLA. A 'u' and two
first time, sir, they spelt it Toritella.

one

r

The

'r's.

An

'

o

'

and

.

What manner of ship was this who seemed uncertain
how to spell her own name ? And that expression,
" Runs for British Admiralty." Woukl an English
merchant skipper talk about the British Admiralty

?
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Wouldn't he say " under Admiralty charter " or some
such phrase ?
The light from the unknown began to scintillate
again.

"

" ran the simple message.
There was a directness about that anyhow, suggesting the English skipper.
" Make back,
A British man-of-war.' "
" Shall I give our name, sir ? "
" No, certainly not."
" The blighter would look us up in the Navy List,"
said one of the officers on the bridge, " and, if he's the
Wolf, he would off with his camouflage and send us
to perdition in about two shakes of a jiffy."
" I am going to tell him to stop," said the captain,
and gave the order to the signalman. There was a
long pause, and then the answer began to flicker
back, not with the smooth rapidity shown by a
well-trained signalman, but with just a trifle of
The signalman presently brought it on
hesitation.
the pad,
" Why did you not stop me when I was passing
Aden ? Meadows, master."
His meaning was plain enough. We could have
ordered him to stop when we first sighted him,
when we were within range of the shore batteries,
and when there were British men-of-war lying just
round the corner inside the harbour. When a
German raider is known to be roaming the seas,
our merchantmen very naturally acquire a habit of
running as hard as they can if a strange ship orders
them to stop, and in doing so they doubtless carry
out the instructions they have received. By running
away, therefore, this man would only be carrying
out his orders, and it seemed pretty clear that we
could not overhaul him.
The first lieutenant went down the ladder from
the bridge to the poop, mindful of the fact that in

Who

are

you

?

'

—
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more than four hours he would have to be up
there again to keep his watch. The navigator
followed him, for the proceedings were beginning to
become boresome. After a i'ew minutes the captain
came down from the bridge and went into the wardroom. A wild goose chase is an ignominious occupation for the chaser, and one which the ordinary man
Only the ollicer of the watch
is studious to avoid.
was left on the bridge to exchange comments with
the signalman. Small details are sometimes fraught
with great issues, and even the technicalities of a
flagwagger may have their importance. On the
stroke of midnight the reliefs stepped on to the
bridge, and both officer and signalman went below,
the former to seek the solace of a cigarette in the
wardroom before turning in.
" I should like," he said, as he lighted up, " to get
hold of that merchant skipper, and give him a piece

little

my mind."
" The question is," said a voice coming from behind
a book, " whether he would understand your language.
The skippers of ships which would run away from a
British man-of-war for two solid hours are not all
good linguists."
The speaker laid the book down on his knee as an
intimation that he was quite ready to argue the point.
The captain turned towards him with an enquiring
of

look.

" If you, sir, were under the impression that you
were being chased by a German raider, would you
expect him to go on chasing you for two hoiu-s without
firing ?

"

Here the

officer

who had

come

just

off

watch struck

in.

" There was something funny even about that signal
asking us why we did not stop him at Aden. I have
just been talking to the signalman, and he tells me
that they spelt Aden with a t at first, and then
'

'

"
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corrected

it.

It

was a funny kind of mistake to

make."

The captain looked

thoughtful.
the officer of the watch, sir," said a messenger at the wardroom door. " The ship on the port
bow seems to be drawing away from us."
" Tell him to put on another couple of knots."
" Aye, aye, sir."
" Is that the best we can do, sir "

"

From

?

Again the captain looked thoughtful, and then
he rang the bell for the quartermaster.
" Ask the engineer to speak to me, and take the
temperature of the magazines."

The quartermaster presently reported that the
magazines were down to G8, and behind him came
the engineer.
" If you were to knock off the magazine cooling do
you think you could squeeze another knot or two out
of her ?
" Yes, sir, quite that."
" Do the best you can, then. Quartermaster
stand by for a message to the wireless room."
" Aye, aye, sir."
!

The middle watch was

slipping by very quickly
midst of these alarums and excursions, and by
the time the captain had made out messages to
various men-of-war of the Patrol, telling them the
in the

circumstances, and giving his position, course, and
speed, it was getting on for six bells. Then he
returned to the bridge to watch the pregress of the
chase. The unhghtcd ship was now silhouetted
against the setting moon, and was about two points
olT our port bow, so that we could just distinguish
the outline of her funnel and masts. She was still
making plenty of smoke, but, beyond this indication
that she wished to avoid us, there was nothing in
her appearance to make her an object of suspicion.
The situation was not an easy one. No British
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man-of-war cares about firing upon a merchant-ship
any time, and after all this fellow was only doing
what any other merchantman would do if he got
it into his head that a German raider was chasing
him. Of course, it was very stupid of him not to
know that no raider would chase him for so many
hours without firing, but then there are stupid men
as well as clever men on the high seas. Moreover,
Supposing the strange
there were other possibilities.
ship were the Wolf herself? Would she take the
trouble to run, when she could send her pursuer to
the bottom with a couple of salvoes ? She might,
for the simple reason that her job was not to fight
men-of-war, but to destroy British commerce. She
could not know what was the calibre of our guns, or
that her own fighting weight was considerably
greater than ours. But, if we were to force matters
to a crisis, she would have to fight. Only one thing
seemed to be indisputable that we ought to keep
at

—

so our little ship strained every nerve,
her in sight
until she shook from stem to stern with the
vibration of her engines, and her funnel grew red-hot
with the forced draught of the furnaces. Then the
moon went down, and sudden darkness fell upon the
face of the waters. But still the chase continued.
The first lieutenant had just arrived to take the
morning watch, when there seemed to be some abatement of the smoke from the stranger's funnel. It
was very dark, so that it was impossible to say whether
she was easing down or not. She seemed to be just
the same distance olT as she had been all through
the night, and if there was any dilference between
the speeds of the two ships, it could only be a fraction
of a knot in our favour.
The captain was standing on tlie port side, leaning
over the railing in front, and peering through the
gloom. Presently he turned abruptly, and sang out
for the signalman.
;
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"

" Sir ?
" Make, If you do not stop,
quick about it."
'

"Aye,

I shall fire,'

and be

aye, sir."

" Fall in the port guns' crews, will you. Number One."
The first lieutenant gave the necessary orders
down the voice-pipe.
" If-you-do-not-stop-I-shall-fire."

The signalman closed his shutter on the final word
with a loud snap, as much as to say, " Now, you
bligliter, what are you going to do ? "
There followed a minute or two of suspense, and then came
the answer.
" What does he say ? " asked the captain.
" I-am-stopping-now." read the signalman.
" Tell them to stand by the searchlight, Number
One."
" Aye, aye, sir," said the first lieutenant, and repeated the order down the voice-pipe.
" Signalman, tell him to place his navigation lights."
Very promptly in response to the signal, the lights
appeared upon the strange ship.
" Now make this to him.
Remain where you are.
Have you got it ? "
I will board you at daylight.'
'

"Aye, aye, sir."
The distance between the two ships now rapidly
diminished, and when we had approached within a
mile or so the order was given to switch on the searchThe great white streak stretched across the
In large
sea and lit up the mysterious unknown.
white letters across her stern ran the legend " Turri-

light.

TKLLA, London."
" I believe 1 have been fooled after all," said
the captain to himself.
" There's a party shoving ofl' in a boat," remarked
the first lieutenant.
Just at this moment a strong voice came through
a megaphone from the stranger's bridge.
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" Switch off that damned searchhglit."
" He seems to be a bit ratty," said the

first
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heu-

tenant.
The order to switch oiT the hght was given.
In that half-hour or so before the break of day the
air strikes chill even in the tropics, and it is no imagery that has proclaimed it the darkest of the night.
When the searchlight was turned oil, the gloom was
enhanced by the contrast, so that the navigation
lights of the '1'iirritella seemed like will-o'-the
wisps twinkling across the barren space of murky
blackness. And then the eastern sky began to glow,
feebly at first, casting a kind of half-light over the
face of the sea such as one sees on the stage when the
Out of this
actors are supposed to be in the dark.
theatrical obscurity there arose such a babel of
sound as brought us all to the ship's side, straining
our eyes to see whence it proceeded. I listened
for the guttural note of the Teuton, but there was
not the least resemblance to it. The language
was quite unfamiliar to me it might be the chattering of monkeys for all that I could make of it. The
only thing it clearly betokened was an extreme slate
of excitement among the crowded occupants of two
boats, one lying on our port, and the other on our
starboard hand. We shouted to them in English
that we would come back, and pick them up presently
then we tried Hindustani, Somali, Swahili,
and Arabic, with the aid of our interpreter. But
the jabbering was only pitched in a higher key, and
so we left them, for we had to keep under way until
;

;

there was light enough to distinguish friend from foe.
No sooner had we come abeam of the strange ship
than we saw a cloud of smoke shoot up from her,
followed at once by the dull thud of a heavy explosion.
Next moment there came another dull thud, and the
TuRRiTELLA bcgaii to sink by the head. We steamed
on straight past her, for a ship which carries ex-

18
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plosives on board is as likely as not to carry them
Gradually the eastern
in the form of torpedoes.
sky began to flush red, and the hue was reflected by
the sea, until one could have fancied that the ship
which had just committed suicide was staining the
waters with her blood. And then we saw a third
boat, rowing fast away from her in the direction
swung round to return and
of the other two.
pick them up. And now for the first time I realised
why we could not understand a word of all that
excited chatter. The first two boats were full of
Chinamen. When the third boat reached our gangway two officers stepped briskly up the ladder,

We

followed by 26 men, each wearing a round blue cap
with two black ribbons falling down behind, and across
the ribbon in front was written, in gold letters, " Kaiserliche Marine."
The story of the Turritella since the beginning
is eventful enough for any self-respectingOriginally she had been a German, but in
the autumn of 1914 she was captured, and turned
over to the Admiralty to serve as an oiler, though
she carried other cargo in addition. Her last voyage
commenced at Shanghai, where she picked up her
Chinese crew
she put into Rangoon, and thence
went on to Colombo, where she spent some days
loading up. She left there on 23 February 1917,
and four days later walked straight into the jaws of
the Wolf. Her British officers and men were taken
aboard the raider as prisoners, but the Chinese remained in her. A German prize crew took possesshe was loaded up with mines, and was
sion of her
sent to Aden to lay a minefield outside the harbour.
Her subsequent movements had all been carefully
arranged, and were made to fit in with the programme
revealed by the ship's papers. On 0th March she
M'as due at IVrim, where she intended to call, looking
us innocent as a lamb, with her Chinese crew on the

of the

war

ship.

;

;
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upper deck and her German ratings securely stowed
below. And then she was to proceed into the Red
Sea to lay more mines. At least that was the programme as told me by the German navigating ofiicer,
and he spoke confidently of the prospects of carrying
it through without a hitch
if only we had not happened to come along at night, when we could not see
the Chinese Tindal in all his glory at the wheel, and
the Chinese crew coiling ropes on the deck.
"So you have destroyed your ship?" said our
captain to Lieutenant-Kapitan Erandes, when the
latter stepped on to the bridge and gravely saluted.
" Yes," said the German simply, and I noticed that
he was trembling slightly, as though he were not quite
sure what kind of reception awaited him. His
navigator stood beside me on the poop.
" You have had a sleepless night of it," said I.
" That is not at all unusual," he said with a smile.
" You sleep in the day-time, 1 suppose ? "
" Not much very little. We shall sleep when

—

—

the war is over."
" You will have plenty of leisure for sleep before
then," I thought to myself, but I refrained from
saying it. Besides, the fellow was not speaking for
" We shall sleep
himself, but for his countrymen.
when the war is over." It was a fine piece of
sentiment. The war was the only thing worth considering
sleep and all other luxuries must go by
the board until it was won.
" You have done very well," I said, referring of
course to the war as a whole and to Germany's
achievements. But this time he was thinkincr of his
own personal share in the business, and the question
he put rather took me by surprise.
" Don't you think," he said, " that all is fair in war ?"
Was this a searching of his own conscience ? Had
he been asking himself. Why should I be spending
my time in laying these death-traps for merchant
;

—
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service seamen, regardless of their nationality, when
they have never done me any harm ? But I was
feeling too hungry to discuss the ethics of war.
" Let's go and have some hot cocoa," I said.
At breakfast he told us that he had been eight
years in the English merchant service, and had lived
ashore in England besides. The effect was to give
him a sense of humour such as one does not often
find in a Hun.
His captain was a far more typical
specimen, taking life very seriously. He gravely
apologised to us in broken English for not havng
put up a fight, explaining that the Turritella's
gun was such a little one a G-pounder, I believe
and he had had it taken below with the idea of averting
suspicion.
He brought a dog with him, a small
dachshund, to which he seemed much attached. When
we got back to Aden, and handed our prisoners over
to the military authorities, the last thing he said on
leaving the ship was, " Thank you very much for
all your kindness.
And you will be good to the dog ? "
We assured him that the little beast would be well

—

treated.

The part which
"

Why

I

cannot get over

did you not stop

me when

is

that signal,

was passing
Aden?" It was more than clever; it was an
inspiration.
If he had elaborated it, if he had said,
" You did not order me to stop at Aden, where there
are shore batteries and IJritish men-of-war," he would
have spoilt the eilect. In the form of a trite question,
it had just the flavour of an old tarpaulin merchant
skipper.
And then his signalman went and spelt
Aden with a "T." It really was hard lines on Eritz.
I

In the " Times " of '.Ith March 1918, and in the evening papers
of the previous day, tliore ap])oared a telegram from Melbourne
to the effect that the ( Jorman ollloors of the Tubritklla had been
tried at Mombay for minder, on the ground that some Cliinamen

were left in the wtokohold when the ship was sunk.
unable to find any authority for this statement.

known

ollioially of

any

sucli trial.

have been
Nothing is

1
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CHAPTER XIX
THE TAKING OF SALIF
purpose of the naval patrol in the Red Sea requires a few words of explanation, involving a brief
survey of the political conditions of Western Arabia.
The subject is not an easy one to compress, for it is
complicated by the fact that it has never been quite
clear who are the governing authorities in the various
parts of the peninsula. Nominally the three vilayets,
or provinces, of llejaz, Asir, and Yemen were part
and parcel of the Turkish Empire before the war,
but it would be an abuse of terms to say that Turkey
was their governing authority. The Turkish conquest
of Arabia dates back to the middle of the sixteenth
century, and no nation has ever disputed her posses-

The

sions

;

it is

one thing, however, to conquer a country

by force of arms, and quite another thing to hold it
and administer the affairs of its inhabitants. At
no time has Turkey ever been able to maintain any
real control over the various tribes of the ^\rabian

peninsula. In the seventeenth century she gave up
the attempt, so far as the province of Yemen was
concerned, leaving the country to the guidance of
one, Mansur-al-Kasim, the first of the Imams, or
Ever since then there has been an
religious leaders.
Imam of Yemen, directly descended from the said
Mansur-al Kasim, and the present descendant is
virtually the ruler of Yemen to-day.
It was not until 1869, after the opening of the Suez
279

280

THE RED SEA PATROL

tried to establish her
sending an army to Hodeida,
which in due course occupied Sanaa, the capital of
the province. At first the people of Yemen were
disposed to welcome the aggressor, for they were so
utterly weary of fighting with each other, and of
the general state of lawlessness throughout the land,
that even the prospect of alien domination was
preferable to the prevailing conditions. It was not
long, however, before they became even more weary
of Turkish officials than they had been of internecine
In 1891 a rebelhon of the tribes was suppressed
strife.
in
with some difficulty by the Turkish garrison
1904 another rising occurred, and proved equally
in 1911 the Imam rallied the tribes
troublesome
around him, laid siege to Sanaa, and persuaded
the Turkish miUtary governor that there was no
alternative but to consent to the Imam's terms.
These terms virtually abrogated Turkish authority
in Yemen, abohshed Turkish laws from the province,
and substituted the old Islamic code, known as the
" Sheria." which mainly concerns itself with the
religious exercises of the people, and makes them
liable to pains and penalties if they fail to say their
prayers before sunrise, or do any of those things
As
which good Mahomedans arc supposed to do.
the penalties usually took the form of stiff fines, and
the fmes went into the Imam's pocket, he found it
worth while to maintain an elaborate system of
espionage, in order that he might adequately shepherd
his flock, and safeguard their souls from straying
into the paths of unrighteousness. Moreover, the
terms demanded that the Imam should receive, as
the price of his alliance with the SubHme Porte, the
sum of £.T. 1,000 every month, and that certain smaller
sums should be paid ])y Constantinople to various
tribal chieftains, who might become fractious if they
did not receive some little solace of this kind.

Canal, that
authority in

Turkey again

Yemen by

;

;
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So, for the last three years before the war, Turkish
dominion in Yemen was maintained by means
of good honest Turkish gold.
It is difficult to see
where Turkey's quid pro quo came in, for it was
certainly not in the trade of the country, which
is worth very little at present.
There are splendid
natural resources to be developed, but development
is impossible so long as every Arab is a law unto
himself, and the caravan routes between the interior
and the coast are continually beset with marauding
brigands.
The farmers grow produce just sufficient
for local needs, knowing tliat any surplus would be
wasted, for there is no way of establishing an export
trade under the present conditions. Hides, skins,
and coffee are exported to a very small extent, and
with considerable risk to the traders, the coffee being
sent through Aden for the most part, for the port
of Hodeida in Yemen is wretchedly equipped for the
shipment of any kind of goods. In justice to the
Turks it must be mentioned that in 1911 they started
a big scheme to build a harbour near Hodeida and
link it up with Sanaa by a metre-gauge railway.
A
syndicate was formed in Paris to finance the scheme,
and the work was placed in charge of an Italian
engineer, who was replaced by a French engineer
in 1912, when the Turco-Italian War broke out.
This change of engineers was unfortunate, for the
Frenchman apparently had not mastered the art of
dealing with Turkish officials, and the result was that
very little progress was made with the undertaking
By the summer of 1913 some thousands of tons of
railway material were lying on the beach and rusting,
about five miles of single track had been laid, and
another ten miles of embankment had been constructed
but towards the building of the harbour
nothing had been done, beyond putting up a temporary
jetty, and nobody seemed to ])e in the least interested
;

in the subject.

The Paris Syndicate resolved that
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they would be wise to cut tlieir losses, rather than
throw good money after bad. 'I'lie Government of
Constantinople, after having spent many thousands
of pounds with no tangible result, shrugged its shoulders, and said " Kismet." And that is the story of the
Sanaa Railway scheme.
The tragedy of Yemen is the tragedy of a fertile
land run to waste. It is the same tragedy as that of
Mesopotamia, where an empire, which had endured
for 2,000 years and had been the centre of the world's
civilisation, was converted by the blight of Turkish
rule into a trackless desert, swamped for six
of the year by the ungoverncd waters of two

months
mighty

and parched during the remaining six into
a wilderness of barren dust. Yemen has not the
potential wealth of Mesopotamia, but under wise
adminstration it would become a prosperous country,
contributing a substantial increment to the world's
food stores. It has two distinct cHmates that of
the low-lying littoral belt, which stretches from north
to south of the eastern side of the Red Sea and is
known as the Tihama, and that of the mountains
and high plateau which divide Western Arabia from
the Great Red Desert. Near the sea the Tihama is
almost barren, for none of the mountain streams
can find their way across the entire width of this
plain, except when they are in flood, and consequently
nothing can grow without the aid of artificial irrigaBut farther inland towards the foot
tion from wells.
of the mountains the country is well watered, and the
farmers grow millet, wheat, dhurra, sugar-canes,
The last-named, let me explain,
indigo, and sesame.
has no connection whatever with hlies, as John
Ruskin would have us suppose, but is an annual
plant with oleaginous seeds, which the natives crush
in a mill, formed of a large, hollow, conical stone,
fixed base uppermost, and a smaller conical stone
The smaller
loosely fitting into the larger one.

rivers,

—

,
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stone is turned by a camel, harnessed to a cross-bar,
the seeds are dropped in at the top between the
two stones, and the oil conies out at the bottom
through a small hole. The oil is used by the natives
for cooking, and the husks are used as cattlefodder.

Behind the Tihama are the maritime ranges of
Here the husbandmen of bygone centuries
have built terraces up the steep sides of the mountains,
facing them with solid ramparts of stones, and shaping
hills.

them

to follow the contours of the ground, so that

some of these terraces contain as much as a broad
The
acre, while others are only a few feet wide.
soil is the alluvial deposit washed down by the streams.
It grows wheat, barley, millet, and vegetables of
various kinds, as well as fruits and spices both tropical
and European, including bananas, plantains, cinnamon, grapes, apricots, peaches, apples, and quinces.
The chief crop, however, is coffee, and for' this the
provides excellent sustenance, while the highland
sometimes amounting to thick fogs, help to
keep the plants irrigated. In spite of brigands and
the absence of roads and railways in the country,
the highland farmer contrives to export his coffee
all over the world, and to make a comfortable living
soil

mists,

by his industry.
Beyond the maritime range

is the great central
plateau, which forms the watershed of western
Arabia.
Here the climate is almost temperate, and
the vegetation changes accordingly. Towards the
southern end of the plateau is Sanaa, the chief town
of Yemen.
Not far from Sanaa is the Mareb district,
where the Queen of Sheba is supposed to have dwelt
in the midst of pomp and luxury, though some
commentators insist tliat her home was in Abyssinia,
and that it was from Abyssinia tliat she drew the gold
and rich spices that she presented to Solomon.
However this may be, it is certain that the Mareb
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very ancient civilisation, of
be found in the remains of a
vast dam, 1)uilt by the Sabaeans to make a reservoir
of water for tlie needs of their eity and the irrigation
of their land.
It was through the bursting of this
dam that the city of Sheba (or Saba) was washed out
of existence, and the surrounding district reduced to
a waterless waste.
Such in brief is the province of Yemen, the most
fertile in Arabia.
1 have dealt with it first in the
list because it is virtually the only part of Arabia
which acknowledges any kind of allegiance to Turkey.
Its ruler is the Imam, whose alliance with the Sublime
Porte was maintained up to the beginning of the war
at the price of £.T. 1,000 per month, plus the doles to
the tribal chieftains, and w hose authority was propped
up by keeping a small Turkish garrison in the province
Neither
to supplement the native gendarmerie.
garrison nor gendarmerie have ever made any real
attempt to establish law and order in the country,
nor can we blame
or to suppress the brigandage
them, for their wages and salaries were always many
months in arrear. At one time the Turkish authorities used to try and collect taxes from the farmers,
but they found that it was necessary to send a whole
battalion to escort the tax-collectors, and so they
gradually gave up the attempt. As for the Imam,
there is evidence that shortly before the armistice he
was conspiring against the Turks, and the reason is
not difficult to guess. The Turkish treasury at Sanaa
was empty, commimication with Constantinople was
precarious, and so there can be little doubt that the
payment of the Iman's monthly honorarium was
Moreover, he found that his
seriously behindhand.
authority over the tribes had sult'ered by reason of
his alliance with the Sublime Porte, for the Arab does
Mr. Wyman Bury, who spent
not love the Turk.
some years in Yemen upon zoological researches, and

district is the site of a

whicli tracrs

may

still

;
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published his impressions in a book called " Arabia
Infelix," sums up the position as follows
:

" The Turks entered Yemen at a time when
any firm rule would have been welcome, and

got control of a fertile country with a boundless
water supply, if they had only been able to
handle it. Yet they could not improve on the
agricultural methods of the country, and cannot
point to a single public work undertaken, completed, and maintained for the public weal.
They have no continuity of purpose, and many

schemes of theoretical excellence have been
inaugurated in Yemen to die of inanition for
The Turkish
lack of sustenance and support.
.

authorities

had the prestige of

.

.

their race

and

the experience of former rule in Yemen to help
them, yet they have even failed to gain the
toleration of the people they have governed consecutively for the last forty years."

In a preface written shortly after the outbreak of
the war, he adds " Turkey in Arabia will probably
cease to exist to the advantage of both parties,
for her Arabian provinces are a constant drain on
Turkey's resources, and Turkish rule is the curse of
Arabia."
Of the other provinces of Arabia bordering the
Red Sea it may be said unhesitatingly that they have
ceased to have any truck with the Ottoman (Government. To the south of Yemen is the British Protectorate of Aden, administered by the Indian Government. To the north of Yemen is the province
of Asir, wliich is governed by a native chief called
the Idrisi, so far as it can be said to have any governmcjit at all.
lie has always been consistent in his
hostility to the Turkish Ciovernmcnt, and Avhcn the
Imam of Yemen became a protc^ge of Constantinople,
:

—
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the Idrisi's hostility was promptly extended towards
him also. At no time has Turkish influence in Asir
made any progress beyond the port of Kunfudah

and

its

immediate

vicinity,

and even

in this restricted

area its existence has always been precarious. When
the war began the Idrisi definitely declared himself
the enemy of the Ottoman Covcrnment, and commenced active hostilities against the Turks.
North of Asir is the province of llejaz the largest
and at the same time the least fertile of the western
provinces of Arabia. Here the ruler is Hussein bin

—

now known

as King Hussein
of the Entente
Powers, whose troops co-operated with the British
troops in the conquest of Palestine. Hussein spent
many of his earlier years at Constantinople, and
was regarded by the Ottoman Government as a
man with a peaceable nature, who was likely to
serve Turkish interests in Arabia faithfully and
well.
But in 1913 he showed very clearly that he
had ideas of his own, which were distinctly contrary
to Ottoman policy. At the outbreak of war he steadfastly refused to help the Turks to obtain recruits in
Hejaz, and in the early part of 191 G he placed himself
at the head of the tribes in a general insurrection
against Turkish rule in Arabia.
Such, then, was the situation in Western Arabia at
the beginning of 1917. On the extreme south a
Turkish force, largely composed of Arab recruits,
had invaded our Aden Protectorate, and occupied
an extrenehed position to the north of Aden harbour.
It would have been a comparatively easy matter to
drive them out of that position, but to follow them
up into the interior through an inhospitable country
would have required more energy, and have entailed
more risk, than the object to be gained was worth.
So we occupied a line of trenches defending Aden
town and harbour, and there we sat and looked at
Ali,

Emir

of Hejaz,

of Mecca,

the

acknowledged

ally
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the enemy, occasionallyfgiving him'a few rounds of
shell, just to remind him that there was a war in
progress.
It was quite clear that this force in the Aden
Protectorate must derive its supplies from the inSo far as food is concerned there was no
terior.
mystery in this, for the Turkish soldier always
manages to maintain existence on remarkably little,
and that little would easily be obtained from the
But the rifles and amfertile country of Yemen.
munition could only be replenished from outside
sources, and there is not the least doubt that the
traffic in small arms across the Red Sea, which the
Turks had negligently allowed to go on without
hindrance in peace time, was serving them in good
stead in war time. It therefore became necessary for
the British Navy to blockade the coast of Arabia.
From the description I have given of the operations in the vicinity of Aden it is not very obvious
that it was a matter of much moment whether the
enemy was kept supplied with munitions or not.
There was, however, the possibility that, if he could
succeed in equipping a sufficient force, he might
be emboldened to try a raid on the town of Aden
(In fact, he did make one such attempt, but
itself.
IMoreover, there were other
it was easily repulsed.)
operations within the peninsula to be considered.
In 1915 the Idrisi of Asir, with his tribesmen, made
an attack on the Turkish garrison at the port of
Loheiya, which failed mainly because the tribesmen
showed a strong disinclination to face the Turkish
In 1916 came the revolt in Ilejaz, led by
artillery.
King Ilusscin and his sons, which eventually severed
the Turkish garrisons in Arabia from the Turkish
armies in Palestine by cutting the Ilejaz Railway.
Oiir blockade of the coast of Ilejaz was intended to
help King Hussein by persuading the Aral)s that
the Turk stood a very poor chance in Arabia, and
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no doubt that

it

has done

much towards
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must be borne in mind that the Arab, as a rule,
no student of international politics. He has a
keen eye for the main chance, and a very human
tendency to prefer to be on the winning side, but,
until he is quite sure which side that is going to be,
he is quite willing to turn an honest penny by making
himself useful to either side. When I was stationed
at Kurnah in Mesopotamia the Arabs there were
employed by us to make a bund along the river
banks to keep back the floods. Every night, about
eleven o'clock, parties of Arabs would come sneaking
down the river in canoes, presumably from the Turkish
camp some six miles upstream, and would let drive
Whereat we would someat us with their rifles.
times turn on our searchlights and machine-guns,
until the snipers had vanished as silently as they
had come. One night an Arab was shot, and was
left behind by his companions by some oversight,
for usually they were careful to carry their dead
and wounded away with them. We found the body
next morning, and in the pocket was a bright new
rupee, which he must have received from our Field
Treasure Chest Officer the evening before he was
killed.
He was in the pay of the British Gk)vernment for bunding the river in the daytime, and of
the Turkish Government for sniping at the British
by night. Such is the broad-minded impartiality
It

is

of the Arab.

The question of money, prosaic as it sounds, was
a very large factor in the political situation in Arabia,
and afforded another cogent reason for a strict
blockade of the coast. IntelHgence reports told us
that the Turkish treasury at Sanaa was empty,
but that the merchants of Hodeida had been
summoned to a conference, and had agreed to the
imposition of a special war duty on imports to provide
19
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money

for the

Turkish force in Arabia.

A

Greek

who had escaped from Hodeida, told us that
only money going into the Turkish treasury was

refugee,

the
derived from the customs dues collected at Hodeida,

on goods coming from Massowa, Jibouti, and Aden,
and he expressed surprise that we allowed so much
The truth is that the Navy was
to enter Hodeida.
considerably handicapped in its work by the experts

who were all too conscious of the fact
that many vested interests were involved, and
feared to make Great Britain unpopular among the
wealthy and influential Arabs. When, however, it
became increasingly clear that the Turkish forces
relied entirely on customs dues for their financial
support, and that the pecuniary difficulties of the
Turkish Government at Sanaa were alienating the
sympathies of the Imam and other Arab notabilities,
who looked in vain for their monthly " douceurs,"
even our experts in diplomacy were convinced that
a rigorous blockade was the right pohcy.
So the British Navy in 1917 did what the Italian
Navy had done during the Turco-Italian war of
1912 ^they carried the war into Arabia by blockading
the coast. To attempt anything more ambitious,
such as an invasion of the interior, would have
required a substantial expeditionary force, which
we could ill afford for such a purpose. It was obviously better suited to our means to aid the Arabs
in their revolt against Turkish rule, by removing
from the Turk his one and only means of retaining
any influence in the country, than to provide an
army to wrest it from him by force of arms. We
did, however, take possession of the island of Kamaran
off the coast of Yemen, where there is a quarantine
station for pilgrims on tlicir way to and from Mecca,
consisting of a well-equipped hospital and some
commodious residences for the quarantine officials.
We also made an incursion to the mainland, opposite
in diplomacy,

—

.
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Kamaran Island, and, as this was entirely a naval
operation, I propose to tell the story of it in detail.
On the coast which faces the island stands the
small town of Salif, where large rock-salt works
used to be carried on under the aegis of the Turkish
Government. The main difficulty that the industry
had to contend with was the inadequacy of the
harbour, the only convenience for the loading of
steamers being an old wooden pier, which was supposed
to extend to the five-fathom line, though the depth
of water at the end of it has probably been reduced by
constant silting. Some time before the war the Turkish
Government made a contract with Messrs. Sir John
Jackson, Limited, to carry out certain improvements,
and, as the work was still in progress when war
was declared, the contractors had to take their departure in a hurry, leaving behind them a good
deal of valuable plant.
It was this plant which
caught the eye of the Commander-in-Chief, East
Indies, when he was cruising down the Red Sea on
his way to Aden, to discuss various matters with
our Political Officer there. Having called at Kamaran
Island, and learned there that the garrison of Salif
was barely a hundred men, he proceeded on his way,
and, on arriving at Aden, discussed the matter fully
with the general officer commanding the troops.
With this officer's concurrence he sent a telegram to
the Government of India, asking that a company of
Indian troops should be detailed to assist in the
capture of Salif and its garrison, in order that the
contractors' plant might be safely recovered
The reason why the Government of India refused
this request is unknown to me, but apparently they
were nervous lest a landing of British forces on the
mainland should have the effect of upsetting the
friendly tribes in Arabia.
Anyhow, the experts in
diplomacy decided against the proposal of military
co-operation, and the Commander-in-Chief was left
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own resources, which consisted of a small
squadron of sloops and Royal Indian Marine vessels.
The orders to Captain Boyle, the Senior Naval Officer,
were that, if no troops were placed at his disposal,
he was merely to hold the enemy while the contractors' plant was being removed or destroyed, but

to his

that, in considering the further possibility of capturing the garrison of Salif, he must be guided by

With these orders Captain Boyle
circumstances.
left Aden on the 10th June 1917 in the Northbrook,
and, accompanied by the Topaze, Odin, Espiegle,
and MiNTO, proceeded to Kamaran Island.
The village of Sahf is situated on a peninsula, of
which the northern end is merely a mud flat, covered
by the sea at high tide. To the east of the village
is a hunch-back of a hill, which is doubtless of volcanic formation, and in fact has a hollow in it suggestIt was in this hollow that
ing the relics of a crater.
the Turkish garrison had taken up their position when,
at daybreak on 12th June 1917, our ships approached
The enemy's position was well chosen, for
Sahf.
nothing could be seen of it from the sea, and only
the high-angle fire of a howitzer could be expected
Captain Boyle ordered the
to drop shells into it.
round the end of the
northwards
Espiegle to go
peninsula, and enter the inlet between peninsula
and mainland, possibly with the idea that the Turkish
position might be more accessible from the eastern
In any case the presence of a ship on that
side of it.
side would subject the enemy to a cross-fire, which
The only danger to be
is always disconcerting.
avoided was that of the Espiegle's gunlayers, in
an excess of enthusiasm, plumping shells right over
but fortunately no
the hill into the other ships
contretemps of this kind occurred.
The NoRTiiBROOK anchored close inshore at the
soutliern end of the peninsula, while Minto, Topaze,
and Odin made a line to the north of her. They
;
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kept as near to the shore as the depth of water
would allow, in order that the landing parties might
have as short a distance as possible to cover in the
boats.
As it turned out, the Topaze and Odin
unconsciously followed the example of Lord Charles

all

Beresford in the Condor at the bombardment of
Alexandria, when he ran his ship in so close that
the enemy ashore could not depress their guns sufficiently to hit him.
The Turks in their hollow were
in exactly the same predicament.
They had two
Krupp mountain-guns and three one-inch Nordenfeldts, with which they blazed away persistently,
but their shells, in clearing the sides of the
crater, also cleared our ships, and they did not score
a single hit, though they occasionally dropped
near enough to create an uncomfortable feeling on
board.
The Northbrook's men landed at the south end
of the peninsula, and took up a position near their
ship to the right of the town.
The others all landed
at the pier, and extended themselves behind a ridge,
flanked by a salt-mine at the south end, and by some
houses at the north end. They then advanced cautiously to the foot of the hill, making a crescentshaped line round it, with a party of Marines in the
centre.
The Odin's seamen remained behind in the
village (where there were no signs of any Turks)
and took possession of the condensing plant, the
telegraph office, some mines, and one or two harems
belonging to the Turkish officials. The last-named
were transferred at the first opportunity to the
NoRTHBROOK, which in due course took the women
and children and the civiUan males to Aden.
Commander A. R, W. Woods of the Topaze was in
charge of the landing party, with Commander Salmond of the Odin as his second in command. His
plan was to advance up the hill from three directions
towards the Turkish position, and thus effectually
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surround it, for the fourth side was closed by the
from which the Espiegle was steadily plumping
shells at the Turks.
It is probable that the enemy,
knowing that our force was a very small one, hoped
to cause such havoc in it with their rifle-fire, while
our men were coming up the hill, that w^e should
be compelled to abandon the attack. If this was
their calculation it failed to take into account the
effectiveness of our gunnery.
An excellent system of signals had been arranged,
inlet

and by means of this Commander Woods was able
to turn on or off a barrage of fire as if it were a waterThe gunlayers were unfortunate in having the
tap.
sun in their eyes, but, in spite of this, their shooting
was so accurate that the men on shore could follow
with confidence close behind the barrage. Under
its cover they gradually crept towards the foot of
the hill whereon the enemy were posted, and
then, at a given signal, they made a rush forward
and completely surrounded the Turks. The whole
business lasted about three hours before the enemy
surrendered. In justice to them, it must be said
that they put up quite a good fight.
There are one or two amusing incidents to be
recorded.
Sergeant McLoughlin of the Royal Marines
came across twelve Turkish soldiers, of whom one was
wounded, decided that they were just about his
own fighting weight, and went for them without
a moment's hesitation. It was perhaps fortunate
for him that Petty Officer Beaver was close behind
him, for as a general rule the Turk docs not allow
estimates of this kind to be made with impunity.
Between the pair of them they shot one of the twelve,
took seven of them prisoners, while the rest retreated
precipitately, but only to fall into other hands.
Meanwhile Private Bartlett of the Royal Marines
was having a little adventure of his own. He chanced
upon a hut, and was prompted by curiosity to poke
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head inside. There he discovered three Turks
and three Arabs, all fully armed. Some people
might have been disconcerted and even embarrassed
by such a discovery, but Private Bartlett regarded
He
it as merely coming within the day's work.
was no great linguist, but he had his own methods
his

of explaining to the assembled company that they
were his prisoners, and he left not a shadow of doubt
So they
in their minds that he meant business.
meekly handed over their rifles, and in due course
Private Bartlett, wearing little more than a bland
smile (for the sun was beating down hotly) handed
to his commanding officer.
Having captured the whole garrison, together
with their guns, ammunition, and stores, and having
placed the prisoners aboard the Topaze for transport

them over

to Aden, the squadron moved oil, leaving only the
ESPIEGLE behind to collect what was serviceable of
Messrs. Sir John Jackson's plant, and to destroy the
Three days were spent in clearing up the place,
rest.
during which time a company of Indian troops were
sent over from Kamaran Island to do garrison duty.
There was no idea of holding Salif permanently, for
no object was to be gained by doing so. The removal
of the condensing plant made the place uninhabitable, since the only water supply is too brackish for
ordinary consumption, and it was therefore most
improbable that the Turks would attempt to reoccupy the village. Their removal made matters
more comfortable for our small garrison at Kamaran,
and we must also reckon on the credit side of the
account the recovery of a certain amount of useful
On the other side we must place the death
plant.
of Private Read of H.M.S. Odin, who had the misfortune to jump almost on top of a Turk, and to
It would
receive a rifle-bullet at point-blank range.
seem that the Turk fired by accident rather than
intent, for all his messmates were on the point of

296

THE RED SEA PATROL

holding up their hands, realising that they were completely surrounded.
I have recorded this small affair at Salif, not because
it was of any intrinsic importance, but because it is
a fair sample of several small incidents, which have
served to vary the monotonous routine of the Red
Sea Patrol. There was another affair at Hodeida,
which must, however, be written off as a failure, for
it was an attempt to bluff the Governor into releasing some British Indians interned there, and
the Governor showed very clearly that he did not
belong to the race of those who are easily bluffed.
There was also a small cutting-out expedition lower
down the coast, when some blockade-running dhows
and more recently there
were successfully captured
were some bombardments of the coast, and the
capture of the port of Lohciya. Take it on the
whole, the Red Sea Patrol has had a fairly busy time
;

of

it.

This chronicle of naval operations during the
Great War does not profess to be more than a collection of samples, which does not even include any
mention of the main task devolving upon the Navy.
Yet I cannot refrain from winding up these stories
There were ocby pointing a moral to them.
casions during the war when our cautious wiseacres spoke of a stalemate as the probable result,
and our thoroughbred pessimists frankly contemplated
Even now, when victory has been achieved,
defeat.
there are many who cannot realise that this end
was pre-ordained from the beginning; that, however the fortunes of the combatants might fluctuate, the ultimate issue was decreed from the very
They saw the transportation of the first
outset.
they
Expeditionary Force across the Channel
watched that small band of heroes expand into
they know that that Army
a mighty Army
was kept supphcd with food and munitions.
;

;

;
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that large sections of it were transported overseas to the distant tlieatres of war, that, wherever
British soldiers and British arms were needed, there
they were sent with unfaibig regularity
they
have been told that some millions of men and some
thousands of tons of munitions were brought from
America to France they saw the enemy's colonies
snatched away from him one by one, while he was
reduced to the role of a helpless spectator. All
these things have been before their eyes, and yet
there are some who cannot understand the true
significance of what they have seen, who cannot
realise that the result of the war was decided when
Great Britain threw the weight of her Navy into
;

;

the scale.

What

will

be the verdict of posterity upon this

Armageddon ? How will the generations yet unborn
sum up England's part in the conflict ? I venture
to hope that their verdict will be, firstly, that Engwas the quahty of the officers
and men who served her both ashore and afloat
secondly, that her greatest feat was the creation of
a mighty army out of a small nucleus and, thirdly,
that her greatest good fortune was that victory was
assured to her from the first moment of the war,
because she had her Navy Everywhere.
land's greatest pride

;

THE END
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