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Since the 1960s countless popular accounts of the East Africa cam-
paign in the First World War have been published. They anecdotally
recount the story of this remote and exotic theatre of war where
about 3,500 Germans and several thousand African mercenaries
(askaris) under the leadership of General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck
defended themselves against vastly superior British, South African,
Indian, Portuguese, and Belgian forces for more than four years.
They did not stop fighting until the middle of November 1918, when
they found out about the ceasefire in Europe. The events of 1914–18
are anchored more firmly in the collective historical memory of
Britain than of Germany, thanks not least to their popularization in
the 1951 Hollywood film African Queen with Humphrey Bogart and
Katharine Hepburn, based on the novel by C. S. Forrester, and
William Boyd’s 1982 prize-winning novel An Ice-Cream War. While
there is a wealth of English-language publications on the topic,
German historians have so far displayed a total lack of interest in this
aspect of East African colonial history. As far as German historians
are concerned, the beginning of the war in 1914 marked the end of
Germany’s colonial era. Thus events in German East Africa,
Cameroon, and German South-West Africa during the First World
War receive at most cursory treatment in survey accounts. Yet even
the English-speaking world had to wait until 2004 for Ross
Anderson’s The Forgotten Front, which grew out of a dissertation
supervised by Hew Strachan. This was the first overall account of the
campaign which satisfied academic standards and was based on the
sources of all the states involved.1

Since then, has everything been said on this topic? Certainly not,
for while it is true that Anderson’s account convincingly places the



East Africa campaign into the context of the overall strategy of the
participating powers and emphasizes the colonial rivalries between
Britain, South Africa, Belgium, and Portugal which hampered the
conduct of the war on the part of the Entente, the author, himself an
ex-officer, concentrates mainly on the operational aspects of the war.
At the end of his book he mentions, almost in passing, that one con-
sequence of this war that lasted more than four years and took place
in what is today Kenya, Tanzania, Burundi, Ruanda, Mozambique,
and Zambia was a considerable loss of life among the civilian popu-
lation. In short, Anderson’s book does not enlighten any reader who
wants to know how the African or white population of German East
Africa and the neighbouring colonies reacted to this war, what con-
sequences it had for them, how those who took part in it—African
mercenaries, European conscripts, and professional officers—experi-
enced the war, what motivated them, how the public in the Entente
states and Germany perceived the events of 1914 to 1918 in East
Africa, and how they were historically instrumentalized and remem-
bered after 1918.

The two studies under review here make an important contribu-
tion towards closing these gaps. They differ fundamentally, howev-
er, in respect of structure, source material, and thematic emphasis. In
both cases the number of primary sources consulted and the amount
of new information they convey even to experts in the field is impres-
sive. However, the strange emphases they sometimes place are sur-
prising. They complement each other to the extent that Uwe Schulte-
Varendorff hardly draws on English-language literature, while in his
overall account of the war in East Africa, Edward Paice avoids the
German archives and the German academic literature. However, in
addition to the British archives, he draws upon sources in Kenya,
Zimbabwe, South Africa, Portugal, and even Australia and Italy.

Schulte-Varendorff’s study provides the first biographical sketch
based on the (German) sources of Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck (1870–
1964), probably the best known German colonial personality.
Schulte-Varendorff aims to destroy the myths which have grown up
around Lettow-Vorbeck, that is, the master narrative of the chival-
rous and brilliant officer whose black soldiers remained loyal to him
to the end, and who thus became the symbol of an allegedly popular
German rule in Africa. On the basis of a precise reading of the mem-
oirs of German war veterans, the documents of the Reichs kolonial -
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amt (German colonial office) held in the German federal archives in
Berlin, and the history written until 1989 in the former German
Democratic Republic, which specialized in drawing as gloomy a pic-
ture as possible of German imperialism in Africa, Schulte-Varendorff
has been able to correct some of the myths that have grown up about
events in East Africa between 1914 and 1918. The war in East Africa
was by no means chivalrous, but a humanitarian catastrophe for the
black civilian population and cost the lives of around 700,000 people;
Africans did not support the German war effort freely, but only
under duress; the askari were not as loyal as colonial apologists,
including Lettow-Vorbeck, always claimed after 1918, but deserted in
droves; and Lettow-Vorbeck’s attempt to relieve the German fronts
in Europe by his offensive in East Africa failed. However, Schulte-
Varendorff makes no attempt to subject Lettow-Vorbeck’s actions as
military commander in East Africa to close analysis. Military history
is obviously not the author’s forte. His account of Lettow-Vorbeck’s
career as an officer until the end of the First World War with postings
in, among other places, China during the Boxer uprising and in
German South-West Africa against the Herero and Nama testifies to
a blithe lack of interest in the structures of the Prussian-German army
and its colonial arm, and in the socialization and training of the con-
temporary officer corps. To describe Lettow-Vorbeck at the end of
the book as a ‘soldier who would not learn’ (‘unbelehrbaren Militär’,
p. 149) in order to explain his actions as an officer is about as helpful
as accusing a clergyman of trying to spread Christianity.

More than half of this rather biased book concerns Lettow-
Vorbeck’s actions after 1918 and his image in the German public as
an alleged colonial hero and ‘living stab-in-the-back legend’, that is,
an officer undefeated on the battlefield. Schulte-Varendorff convinc-
ingly presents Lettow-Vorbeck’s initial cross-party popularity on his
return from Africa in the spring of 1919, his anti-democratic activities
during the Weimar Republic focusing on his active participation in
the Kapp putsch of 1920 as an example, and his early susceptibility to
far-right politics and anti-Semitism. This soon used up any political
credit which he had enjoyed, even on the left. Lettow-Vorbeck’s
attempts to revise the image of German colonialism during the Third
Reich are well documented, as is the use made of his name as a model
for the West German armed forces from the 1960s. Given the materi-
al he presents, the author sees this as a scandal, especially as repeat-
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ed attempts have been made over recent years to rename streets and
military barracks that had been named after him.

Unfortunately, in his zeal to deconstruct the myth of Lettow-
Vorbeck, Schulte-Varendorff often overshoots the mark. For exam-
ple, he emphasizes that many askari deserted during the war, but
does not mention that the majority did not. Thus many Africans must
have had some loyalty to the German colonial force. Schulte-
Varendorff does not try to explain this. Ninety years after the end of
the First World War it is certainly necessary to adjust the historical
image of Lettow-Vorbeck. But it is important to present a balanced
picture of a historical figure and to attempt to understand (without
necessarily excusing) and contextualize his motives and actions, even
if, like Schulte-Varendorff, one avoids the label, long disdained in
German historiography, of ‘biography’ for one’s study. The author,
by contrast, sifts the sources for evidence as if for an indictment.
Unfortunately, he makes no attempt to place Lettow-Vorbeck and his
actions in a historical context, to explain them in terms of his social-
ization, or to compare them with those of other officers. Similarly, the
author does not analyse the social forces which made Lettow-
Vorbeck one of Germany’s most popular public figures from 1918
until well into the 1960s. Such an analysis would have shown, for
example, that after 1918 Lettow-Vorbeck by no means sought the
limelight of publicity and became politically active out of oppor-
tunism and greed, as the author suggests. Rather, Lettow-Vorbeck
mutated into a public figure because society needed models from an
allegedly better past. The main value of Schulte-Varendorff’s study
and its excellent bibliography is, therefore, to have documented
Lettow-Vorbeck’s life. It does not explain his personality and place it
in the context of German military, colonial, and political history from
the Kaiserreich to the Federal Republic. Nor does it provide new
information about the professional group and social class that he rep-
resented, or the institutions that shaped his life.

Despite its title, the book by Edward Paice deals exclusively with
the war in East Africa from 1914 to 1918. The presentation of this
exciting, anecdotally written study, however, makes it look like a cof-
fee-table book addressed to a broad reading public. This has the
unfortunate consequence that the author sometimes succumbs to a
style dominated by superlatives. We often read of the biggest battle,
or the greatest tragedy, about overwhelming military superiority, or
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the extraordinary importance of what happened in Africa, without
all this being placed in relation to other events during the war. The
material on which the book is based and the claims that it makes sug-
gest that it is an academic study, and a reference to the author’s
Visiting Fellowship at Cambridge is obviously meant to reinforce this
impression. Unfortunately, however, much of the new, interesting
information it contains (such as Governor Schnee’s attempt to neu-
tralize German East Africa via the American ambassador in London,
or a 1915 German colonial office memorandum) is not documented in
the rather sparse footnotes. Other evidence, however, is drawn from
rather dubious sources, suggesting a lack of heuristic rigour. Thus,
for example, Paice quotes a German officer’s letter in which he
admits that it was necessary to kill a large number of Africans (p.
288). If one looks up the corresponding footnote, however, it emerges
that the information comes from a memorandum by the American
delegation at Versailles which, in 1919, was looking for evidence of
the cruelty of German colonial rule in order to justify the removal of
Germany’s colonies. This memorandum, in turn, refers to a British
wartime publication as the source of the letter.

Most of the account is devoted to military events at tactical and
operational level. But unlike Anderson’s study, this book gives a
voice to the participants in the war thanks to the author’s utilization
of an impressive number of papers left by British and South African
soldiers. Paice thus provides the first history which accounts for the
experiences of those participating in the campaign (at least from the
point of view of the white soldiers), while in Anderson’s book the
participants in the war are largely reduced to dumb, functioning fol-
lowers of orders. Particularly illuminating in Paice’s book are the
passages about tensions between Smuts and Van Deventer, the South
African commanders-in-chief who largely took charge of troops not
from the Cape. Also of interest are those sections about the lack of co-
ordination between British troops and Portuguese units after Lettow-
Vorbeck’s attack in Mozambique in November of 1917. These inter-
nal tensions and losses caused by friction within the Entente in East
Africa made it possible for the German colonial force to hold out for
so long against an enemy force that was, at least on paper, far supe-
rior, as Paice demonstrates in relation to the battles of 1917–18 in
Portuguese East Africa. Moreover, this is the first overall account of
the war in East Africa to take as a theme the suffering of the Africans
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both as bearers, hundreds of thousands of whom were recruited by
both sides in the war, and as victims of the starvation and epidemics
that the war brought to this part of Africa. Paice justifiably writes of
the ‘appalling consequences’ (p. 6) for the Africans of Lettow-
Vorbeck’s strategy.

The account of events within the Entente and the discussion of
military and political considerations as part of the decision-making
process in Britain, South Africa, Belgium, and Portugal are undoubt-
edly a strength of Paice’s book. Less convincing, however, are the
passages about the German side. For a start, a number of errors of
detail have crept in: at the start of the war Lettow-Vorbeck was not a
colonel but a lieutenant colonel, he did not play a ‘leading role’ in the
Herero war, and had not been instructed by the General Staff in
Berlin to study the defence of Africa; like almost all German colonies,
German East Africa was not profitable until 1914; the German
General Staff in Berlin studied the Boer War not with a view to future
colonial wars, but in relation to conflicts expected in Europe;
Governor Heinrich Schnee did not die, like Lettow-Vorbeck, in his
nineties in the 1960s, but in a traffic accident in 1949 at the age of 78,
to name just a few examples. More serious, however, is that in Paice’s
account of German motives, speculation and a desire to see the East
African battles of the German colonial force under Lettow-Vorbeck
playing an important role in Germany’s global strategy replace solid
historical analysis based on sources or research literature. Thus, for
example, Paice interprets the dispatch of an air ship to East Africa in
the autumn of 1917 as evidence that Berlin regarded the survival of
the German colonial force as important. On closer inspection, how-
ever, it turns out that the German colonial office’s original plan to
send a U-boat to East African waters had been rejected by both the
army and navy leadership. U-boats, it seems, were required for more
important things, and the air ship was sent merely as a symbolic ges-
ture to show the colonial force that they had not been totally forgot-
ten.

Moreover, the Germans in Paice’s book are like caricatures in an
old war film to make it easier for the (British) reader to identify with
the right side. They eat sausage before battle and worry about the
beer supply, and while they are efficient in battle, they—unlike the
British soldiers—lack a sense of humour and are uncommonly brutal
and unfeeling towards the Africans. The British involved in the war
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had demonstrated sensitivity for the suffering of the Africans in this
theatre of war, but according to Paice, the Germans completely
lacked this empathy. Among the evidence of the German side’s
alleged indifference to the African victims of the war which Paice
cites is that the German colonial administration did not even keep
records of the numbers of African bearers employed, which testifies
to their contempt for human life (p. 398). However, someone who has
not taken the trouble to look for such figures, whether in the records
of the German colonial office in Berlin or in what has remained from
colonial times in the Tanzania National Archives in Dar-es-Salaam,
and, it seems, is unaware that most of the papers were lost either dur-
ing the First World War in East Africa or in 1945, when the war
archive in Potsdam was bombed, should perhaps pass less sweeping
judgement.

However, I fully agree with Paice when he points out that after
1918 the German side was less than willing to acknowledge its part
in causing the humanitarian catastrophe that was the First World
War in East Africa. Rather, Germans collectively rejected the state-
ment made by the Entente that Germany had been inhumane
towards the Africans, and had therefore forfeited the right to have
colonies. Any such admission was therefore avoided where possible,
in order not to give the Entente additional ammunition, after the
event, for the statements made at Versailles. Yet the books by
Schulte-Varendorff and Paice establish beyond a doubt that the war
in East Africa between 1914 and 1918 was one of the darkest chapters
of German colonial history and cost the lives of more Africans than
the Herero or Maji Maji rebellions.
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