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Introduction

The campaign in East Africa that lasted from August 1914 to November 1918 was quite unlike
those fought in Europe or the Middle East. Apart from the significant physical differences and
the fact that British troops were usually in the minority, the East African Expeditionary Force
had two South African officers as commanders-in-chief during the bulk of the active offensive
operations. The first was Lieutenant General Jan Christiaan Smuts (February 1916 - January
1917), the noted politician, lawyer and thinker, while the second was Lieutenant General Sir
Jacob (Jaap) Louis van Deventer (May 1917 - November 1918), an undeservedly forgotten.
Although the two men had a long association in peace and war, their personalities, command
style and ultimate achievements were very different. It is the aim of this article to examine the
background to the war in East Africa, their tenure in the chief command, including the
constraints under which they operated, and to assess their performance.

The coming of war to Africa

At the outbreak of war in August 1914, the balance of forces in East Africa reflected the relative
importance of the colonies to their respective imperial powers — very little. The four empires
involved, British, German, Belgian and Portuguese, had not seriously planned to fight in Africa
and the few armed forces available were intended for the preservation of European rule, not for
all-out war."  Each maintained about 2,500 soldiers together with a similar number of armed
police, usually scattered in company-sized detachments. They possessed rifles and a limited
number of machine guns, but there was no modern artillery, headquarters, supply or transport
system. Furthermore, each colony had its own interests and vastly differing levels of economic
resources with which to pursue them.

Assessed objectively, neither side’s colonies were of much strategic value in the world
conflict. The loss of any territory, while damaging to imperial prestige, could hardly affect the
strategic situation in Europe. Both German and British East Africa’> were economically
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undeveloped, their internal communications, apart from railways, were almost non-existent,
their settler populations were tiny and they consumed far more revenue than they had ever
produced. Cut-off from the outside world by the power of the British Royal Navy, the German
colony lacked the resources seriously to menace either its British-run neighbours or the Belgian
Congo while in the south, Portuguese East Africa retained an ambiguous neutrality.

With its vast size, difficult terrain (their colony was over one and a half times the size of
Imperial Germany) and few military resources, the Germans could only seriously threaten the
Uganda Railway, the lifeline to both British East Africa and Uganda, which ran parallel to their
northern border. In the west, although the region was densely populated, the prospects of
invading heavily forested and low-lying Congo basin were poor, while in the undeveloped and
thinly populated southern portion of German East Africa, little could be done against the British
territories of Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. On the other hand, Britain could use its
maritime superiority either to isolate the German colony or reinforce East Africa at will,
although once ashore, its forces would be subject to the same set of difficulties as the Germans.
In short, the Entente held a powerful strategic advantage, and it was clear that the fate of the
African colonies would be decided in Europe and not the other way round.

Initial British strategy and South African involvement

War initially came to Africa not for reasons of expansionism, but for those of British imperial
security. From the outset, the British put in place a strategy of protecting their maritime
interests and attacking the German system of overseas communications without detracting from
the efforts in the main theatre of war.’ In practical terms this meant the destruction of the
German colonies’ system of wireless transmitters as well as denying bases to their fleet. This
policy was also attractive to the government as it could be largely achieved by amphibious
operations and did not require the conquest of substantial inland territories. In order to
maintain unity with its allies, the British had specifically ruled out acquiring territories for the
purposes of imperial expansion, stating that all permanent decisions would be subject to any
post-war peace conference." However, this high-minded declaration did not rule out the
conquest of enemy colonies, as such prizes could be useful negotiating pieces.’ It also
recognised, if only informally, that the self-governing dominions, such as South African and
Australia, might have their own aspirations towards their German colonial neighbours.

The other European powers in Africa had their own views on the subject, but the British
made it quite clear that their allies” offers of military assistance in East Africa were unwelcome.
Expressed in diplomatic language, the Belgian, Portuguese and even French attempts to
contribute contingents against the common enemy were rebuffed early in the war.® This may be
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attributed to British over-confidence in their own abilities to eliminate the Germans as a rival as
well as a wish to deny other countries a claim in the potential spoils. Despite the pressing need
for military victory over the Central Powers, imperial rivalries and colonial aspirations would
remain significant factors throughout the war, and East Africa would be no exception.

However, this littoral strategy did not last very long in its pure form as other factors
induced the British to invade German colonies shortly after the outbreak of the war. Sub-
imperialism and local fears for security played their part in forming a more aggressive attitude.
Togoland fell by the end of August, while colonial expeditionary forces were being prepared to
attack the Cameroons in the north and German South-West Africa in the south.” While these
campaigns were to drag on much longer than initially expected, it was in East Africa, that this
alteration to the initial British strategy was to have the most visible effects.

The involvement of the Union of South Africa in German South-West and subsequently
German East Africa was outwardly puzzling. In fact, the presence of a large South African
contingent, led by one of the country’s foremost politicians and veteran of the Anglo-Boer War,
may be considered remarkable given the traditional Afrikaaner hostility to British imperial
actions.  Yet while the Union of South Africa had only been formed in 1910 and many
remained hostile to their new overlords, it must be remembered that the Boer republics had
been founded on expansionism with the Great Trek being the best-known example. Leading
politicians, most notably Louis Botha and Jan Smuts, viewed the neighbouring territories of
German South-West Africa, British-run Rhodesia and Portuguese East Africa as attractive
acquisitions for a Greater South Africa. Indeed there had been considerable frustration at the
manner in which the Boers had been “hemmed-in” during the colonial expansion of the late
nineteenth century.® The outbreak of war had presented an unparalleled opportunity to advance
these claims under the auspices of being loyal to Britain’s cause.

The planned attack on German South-West Africa had been delayed by the outbreak of
the Rebellion in October 1914. However, as soon as the dissident forces had been suppressed,
the Prime Minister, Louis Botha, took personal command of the operations, with Smuts’
assistance from Pretoria and later in the field.” The threat of future risings and physical attack
from that territory were used to justify the seizure:

“He [Botha] added however emphatically that the cost was worth incurring, if, as he
believed, it would make any further rising impossible for the future, and if it secured by
annexation the German territory from becoming, as it otherwise would, both a military
and intriguing menace against South Africa.”"

Smuts certainly agreed with Botha and had no intention of relinquishing any captured
territory.!"  German East Africa was a less obvious target for South African ambitions,
separated as it was by the masses of the Rhodesias, Mozambique and Nyasaland from the
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northern tip of the Transvaal. However, Smuts saw it as a useful bargaining tool with the
Portuguese and hoped to swap the its southern area in exchange for the southern portion of
Portuguese East Africa:

“The Union Govt. are of course anxious to put out a claim to some part of Port: E.A.
and think this an opportunity to do so, and the above re-arrangement of territory is
Smuts special pet idea.”'

Such an exchange would provide first class ports for an enlarged South Africa and
remove a rival power from the scene.”” It also had the merit of coinciding with the British
belief that Portugal was unfit to be a colonial power and might welcome an expansion of its
colonial interests under the South African banner. Furthermore, as the hard-pressed British and
Indian Armies were unable to spare significant reinforcements for the campaign, a strong South
African contingent would be welcomed on military as well as political grounds.

The evolution of the East Africa campaign is a story in itself, but it evolved from the
relatively simple plan of destroying coastal wireless facilities and denying the use of Dar-es-
Salaam as a port, into an ill-judged attempt to seize the whole of German East Africa with
two lightly equipped brigades of the Indian Army. The decision to attack was made on a
number of erroneous assumptions that arose through a combination of poor planning, inter-
departmental rivalries and a lack of firm leadership; it was to have long-lasting effects on the
campaign.

The result was the disastrous attempt to land at Tanga in early November 1914.'"*
Decisively defeated by the numerically inferior German forces, the British retired to British
East Africa where, on the orders of Lord Kitchener, the War Secretary, they went over to the
defensive. He correctly realised that East Africa was a strategic backwater and refused further
substantial reinforcements as he generally opposed any moves to diminish the main effort on
the Western Front."®

This defensive policy would hold true for the better part of 1915. The forces in British
East Africa suffered not only from insufficient numbers, but also widespread sickness from
malaria and poor morale. This, and the lack of an energetic commander, sapped their
effectiveness and the year was largely spent in static warfare, with both sides relying on small
patrols and raids to disrupt their opponents, while simultaneously trying to build up their own
limited forces. The one major initiative that was approved by Kitchener was the pushing of a
spur of the Uganda Railway close to the British-German border, a factor that would be crucial
in any offensive operations.'®

Despite Kitchener’s views and the dismal failure at Tanga, influential voices were
proposing a more aggressive strategy in East Africa as early as December 1914."7  This,
coupled with the War Office’s reluctance to provide significant reinforcements there, led to a
change in attitude amongst some members of the Government. By January 1915, official
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meetings were underway in London with the Belgians trying to determine the best form of
military co-operation, while unofficial feelers were being put out to South Africa.'® Despite
British reluctance to bring Portugal into the war, the Governor of Nyasaland was authorised to
seek their military assistance as a measure of last resort.'’

The formation of the first coalition government in May 1915 also increased the pace of
change. The new, non-Liberal, ministers had a different outlook on the war and relationships
within the government deteriorated.”’ As the year progressed, the shells crisis, the failure to
preserve Serbia’s independence and the stalemate at the Dardenelles led to growing
disenchantment with Asquith’s leadership and the conduct of military strategy. However, the
success of the South African campaign against German South-West Africa and the positive
manner in which the newly created dominion was supporting Imperial policies encouraged the
British Cabinet to seek victory elsewhere. In this, they were ably supported by the Governor
General, Lord Buxton, who was active behind the scenes in promoting a forward military policy
with leading ministers.' The South African Government needed little convincing, particularly
Smuts who already had the spoils firmly in mind:

“...But they [the British Government] now practically intimate that in future German
East Africa will be our destination. If that country were conquered by us, we could
probably effect an exchange with Mozambique and so consolidate our territories south
of the Zambesi and Kunene. ..”

Smuts’ ambitions, however, were getting ahead of themselves as the fighting in German
South-West Africa was far from over. It was the Prime Minister, Botha, still engaged in
personally directing the campaign at the front, who was more cautious, prudently preferring to
finish off one campaign before starting another.>>

Despite this, and as early as May 1915, speculation reached a point that the Government
felt obliged to issue a press statement stating that no decision had been made about sending
troops to Europe or elsewhere in Africa.>* Furthermore, as that campaign wound down in July
1915, a new and difficult problem arose, that of winning the required General Election. The
Botha government was under heavy pressure from the Nationalists and the Afrikaaner
population was split.”> Ministers were seriously concerned about the effects of sending away
so many potentially friendly voters before the election:

“The next Election is the most critical this country probably will ever have to face. It
has not been possible to prevent the First Brigade from being formed, and that they are
leaving before the Election takes place; but the Government are extremely anxious to do
nothing that would add further to the disenfranchisement of voters.
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Besides, in the uncertain state of politics they do not want to move in the matter of an
East African Contingent until after the Election. Both the Contingent itself, and the
financing of it might be used as points against them electorally.”*®

With the election set for October 1915, no outward preparations could be made until the
last quarter of the year and it would take several months to recruit, equip and train any
contingent. In the interim, nothing was publicly announced about South African participation
in East Africa, as it would almost certainly have been a vote-loser in a close run contest. The
British Cabinet realised the threat posed by Hertzog’s Nationalists and wanted Botha’s South
African Party to be returned to power; accordingly, London heeded Lord Buxton’s advice and
refrained from public pressure.”’ For some time Buxton had believed that the passive,
defensive strategy was failing to protect Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland adequately, and had
been pressed the Colonial Secretary to take the offensive.”® Despite War Office opposition,
Bonar Law agreed with Buxton’s assessment:

“The position in East Africa and surrounding districts is of a nature to cause the greatest
anxiety...it would be of the greatest possible advantage to send a large enough force to
conquer German East Africa once and for all.”*

By late 1915, the British Cabinet was divided into two main factions with strongly
opposed views on strategy, the management of the war effort, and conscription. Notably, there
was strong opposition to further offensives on the Western Front and some ministers sought to
find alternative theatres in which to achieve strategic success.”’ Furthermore, Lord Kitchener
had lost the confidence of his civilian colleagues who responded by scheming to diminish his
powers.’  One area of contention was East Africa, where Kitchener had maintained his
opposition to any further offensive action while keeping its reinforcements to the bare minimum
required.

Finally in November 1915, when he had been deliberately sent away on an inspection of
the Dardenelles by the Cabinet, his opponents struck. Using a series of pessimistic and alarmist
reports from the general in command in East Africa, the CIGS produced an appreciation that
called for at least 10,000 reinforcements and a more active stance.’> In this he was supported
by his Director of Military Operations, who later admitted to using Kitchener’s absence as an
opportunity for going against his express wishes.”

The General Staff did this with the knowledge that there was broad support for the
scheme.* Indeed, the King had taken a personal interest in the matter for some time and had
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had his Private Secretary write to Bonar Law about the need to involve the South Africans in
German East Africa®® The Colonial Secretary needed little convincing as he had long
welcomed such assistance and had been carefully negotiating with the South African
Government through the Governor General for some time.>* Furthermore, the victory in
October, albeit with a reduced majority, of Botha’s South African Party, had cleared the main
obstacle to an offensive there.

In the circumstances, the CIGS then produced a memorandum advocating an attack
against German East Africa, using mainly South African troops, in order to enhance Britain’s
position at the end of the war.>” On his return to Britain, Kitchener wasted little time before
weighing into the proposal, stating:

“This scheme for offensive operations in the centre of Africa is, in my opinion, a very
dangerous project in the present state of the war...The general military policy now
advocated, may therefore, lead us to place South African troops in positions where they
will be liable to disaster, from which we will not be able to extricate them, as our troops
will be fully engaged elsewhere. I think that the recent example we have had of similar
proceedings based on wrong premises in Mesopotamia should teach us to be cautious in
undertaking similar operations of this nature...” **

Nevertheless, such was Kitchener’s weakened position that the War Committee
endorsed the new offensive strategy on 28 December 1915, having gained the support of
General Sir William Robertson, the newly-appointed CIGS a few days earlier.’® It was a vast
and ambitious project with the British planning to attack from British East Africa in the north-
east and from Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland in the south-west, with the Belgians advancing
from the Congo in the west. The prospective Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Horace Smith-
Dorrien had identified many of the salient difficulties of campaigning there, but nevertheless, it
is clear that the politicians expected a quick and easy victory.*’ The scene was now set for a
major struggle in the heart of Africa.

Conditions of fighting in East Africa

Before attempting to assess Smuts’ and van Deventer’s performance, it is essential to outline
the conditions and constraints under which they fought. German East Africa was sparsely
developed and lacked almost all of the facilities taken for granted in Europe. For the most
part, it was covered in dense bush that ranged from tropical jungle with swamps to forested
mountain ranges to undulating parched scrubland. Physical communications were generally
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very primitive, apart from two unconnected railways and movement was usually limited to
narrow and unsurfaced tracks that wound their way through forest, bush and jungle. With
virtually no roads, this forced the combatants to move in columns, most often in a single file
that stretched out over many miles. Inter-communication between columns was often
impossible and formations could pass within a mile of each other and remain undetected.!

Powerful, wide and unbridged rivers, rocky outcrops and swamps also caused time-
consuming diversions while navigation itself was extremely problematic owing to the
virtually non-existent state of survey and consequently inaccurate maps. It was frequently
necessary to march cross-country on compass bearings with distances measured only by
human pacing and timing. If these difficulties were not enough, dense vegetation often
reduced visibility to a few metres or less, especially when moving through bamboo thickets
or elephant grass. Climate played its part, as for much of the year, there was insufficient
precipitation to support grazing while for remainder there was a superabundance of water that
impeded movement, made life generally miserable and promoted sickness. In the dry season,
the dust raised by the marching columns or vehicles covered everything and enveloped the
troops in a thick cloud, while in the wet, heavy continuous rain and mist made observation
very difficult. The temperature ranged from very hot, with humid and arid extremes, in the
lowlands to cold and damp in the mountains.*

Apart from natural obstacles, movement was slow as it took several hours just to get
the leading elements sufficiently far ahead of the main body for it to set off. Furthermore, the
fighting troops were inevitably accompanied by a long line of civilian carriers, who usually
matched or exceeded their own numbers. Frequently, too they were followed by large
masses of pack and slaughter animals. Behind them, the lines of communications troops
would be straining to maintain touch with a combination of carriers and motor vehicles in
order 4t}o push the required quantities of food, ammunition, and equipment to the forward
areas.

Finally, disease was to prove decisive both for humans and animals. Malaria was the
single greatest threat faced during the campaign, followed by dysentery, pneumonia and
typhoid. The sickness rates for humans in East Africa were amongst the highest in the war
while those for animals were nearly 100% owing to the tsetse fly, horse-sickness and
rinderpest.** All in all, East Africa was one of the most difficult places in the world in which
to conduct military operations. Survival, let alone victory, would require the highest
standards of planning and hygiene.

Smuts’ appointment

With the plan to invade German East Africa approved by the British Cabinet and the South
African Government providing the bulk of the contingent, General Smith-Dorrien was expected
to lead the force. However, he had fallen dangerously ill of pneumonia during the long sea
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Jjourney and despite a recovery was deemed medically unfit to take up his command. In the
circumstances, the British offered the appointment a second time to Smuts in February 1916.
He had been approached prior to Smith-Dorrien’s nomination, but had declined citing his
parliamentary and political responsibilities.® With the government now re-elected, his
commitments became less demanding and he agreed to take up the post of commander-in-chief
of the East African Expeditionary Force. This was a highly unusual appointment, with a
colonial officer in supreme command of imperial troops, but it received the assent of both Lord
Kitchener and the War Committee on 3 February 1916.%° It was to be a fateful and far-reaching
decision.

The appointment of a politician, although a major general in the Union Defence
Force, was extraordinary to say the least. It partly reflected political disillusionment with the
Army’s senior leadership; Lloyd George, Bonar Law and Churchill believed that the
‘inspired amateur’ could do better than what they saw as the narrow-minded professional
officer corps.?’

Smuts had also helped manoeuvre himself into the position. As has been seen, he had
been instrumental in instigating an aggressive policy in East Africa as well as pushing for a
large South African contingent. Although the war in German South West Africa had been
far from popular in some Afrikaaner circles, he judged that the benefits of supporting Britain
in East Africa would outweigh the unpopularity of a new campaign. For its part, the British
Government was anxious to support the Botha government; it had suppressed a major
rebellion before conquering one enemy territory and was now actively supporting the
Imperial war effort in Europe as well as Africa. In the circumstances, Smuts’ appointment,
with his Cambridge education and connections, Anglo-Boer War service and more recent
experience seemed to be a good one.

On the other hand, there were serious limitations to Smith-Dorrien’s successor. He
was not a professional soldier and he lacked experience of higher command in war.*® He had
been a very successful leader of a commando in the Anglo-Boer War, but his troops had
seldom numbered more than 300 and the fighting was in friendly and fertile territory.
Subsequently, he had served for some time as second in command in the campaign to
conquer German South-West Africa, leading a subsidiary column from the south. However,
while arid, that country was reasonably favourable for the use of mounted troops and had few
of the deadly tropical diseases that plagued the East Coast. Importantly, the German
defenders there were not particularly well-led and conducted a mainly passive defence that
succumbed easily to Botha’s tactics (and logistical planning).” Now, Smuts was being
called upon to lead over 50,000 soldiers of many nationalities and languages through
extremely difficult and often unmapped terrain while battling a harsh climate and a host of
deadly diseases. Apart from operational and tactical skill, his appointment also required a
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announcements stating that he had recommended Smuts to be his replacement, he privately made it
clear that this was not the case. “Concerning General Smuts’ powers as an up to date General I know
nothing and I certainly should not have selected him had there been time to get a General who had
devoted His life to War from Home.”

2 Strachan, The First World War, pp. 559 and 567-568.
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firm grasp of administration and supply which had been shown to be so important in previous
African campaigns.

Smuts’s position was also not made easier by his position as a politician and leading
government minister. It was unavoidable that politics would play an important role in his
decision-making, be it the appointment of officers, selection of strategy or the issuance of
communiqués. With the Prime Minister, Botha, under heavy pressure from the Nationalist
party, Smuts was acutely conscious of the dangers of a large casualty list.® He was also well
aware of the need for success, as any setback would be used to attack and possibly weaken
the government.

Smuts’ aims and intentions

On taking over the chief command from Smith-Dorrien, Smuts received a copy of his
instructions, which read in part:

“is to undertake an offensive defensive with the object of expelling the enemy from
British territory and safeguarding it from further incursion. The decision as to the
ultimate scope of the offensive operations to be undertaken against German East
Africa after the rainy season should be postponed until General Sir Horace Smith-
Dorrien has reported in light of the experience gained before the rainy season. 551

However, Smuts had no intention of waiting for the dry weather and had been
pressing for an early advance well before his appointment as commander-in-chief. He had
prevailed upon the Governor General to overrule Smith-Dorrien’s plans to start after the end
of the rains in late May, claiming that delay would have deleterious effects on morale,
recruiting and the health of the troops.”>  In this he was successful, obtaining the War
Committee’s permission to start before the rains, provided that he was confident of success.
Accepting the appointment on 5 February 1916, he sailed for East Africa shortly thereafter,
arriving at Mombasa on 19 February. He was then briefed by incumbent General Officer
Commanding, which was followed by a rapid reconnaissance of the areas likely to be
involved. Despite the shortness of time for detailed consideration of the situation and his
lack of familiarity with the region, he signalled to London on 23 February that he wished to
undertake an immediate offensive, receiving approval two days later.”

This sense of over-riding haste was to be typical of Smuts’ time in command. While
it was interpreted as part of his implacable willpower and desire for success, it can also be
seen as part of his lack of understanding of the situation. He had pressed for an accelerated
offensive timetable before he had been given all of Smith-Dorrien’s campaign papers or had
inspected the terrain.’® He made up his mind to attack in less than four days in country, of
which the better part of two were needed for travel, and before the all-important transport

Hancock and van den Poel, Selections from the Smuts Papers, 13 April 1916, Letter Botha to Smuts, p.
356; Meinertzhagen, Army Diary, p. 166.

Hordern, Military Operations East Africa, p. 222.

MS Buxton, File February 1916, 1 February 1916, Telegram Buxton to Bonar Law.

Smuts, Lt Gen J C, Military Despatches from the Commander-in-Chief, East Africa Forces, Despatch
dated 29"
April 1916, published in the London Gazette” Supplement”, No. 29630 of 20" June 1916, p. 187.
Henceforth Smuts, Despatch I.

MS Buxton, File February 1916, 7 February 1916, Brigadier General Simpson-Baikie to Buxton. The
relevant files were only despatched on that date while the request for an accelerated attack was sent to
London on 1 February.
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