
		
			[image: Cover for African Kaiser]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			CALIBER

			Published by Berkley

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2017 by Robert Gaudi

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			CALIBER and its colophon are trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Gaudi, Robert, author.

			Title: African Kaiser: General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck and the Great War in

			 Africa, 1914–1918 / Robert Gaudi.

			Description: First edition. | New York: Caliber, published by Berkley, 2017.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2016039912 (print) | LCCN 2016040742 (ebook) | ISBN

			 9780425283714 | ISBN 9780698411524 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Lettow-Vorbeck, General von (Paul Emil), 1870–1964. | World

			 War, 1914–1918—Campaigns—German East Africa. | World War,

			 1914–1918—Aerial operations, German. | Germany. Heer. Schutztruppen. |

			 Germany—Armed Forces—Colonial forces.

			Classification: LCC D576.G3 G38 2017 (print) | LCC D576.G3 (ebook) | DDC

			 940.416—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016039912

			First Edition: January 2017

			Jacket photographs: Front: Zeppelin by Luftschiffbau Zeppelin; Soldiers by bpl, Berlin/Art Resource, NY.

			Jacket design by Emily Osborne

			While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers, Internet addresses and other contact information at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication. Further, publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party Web sites or their content.

		

		Version_1

	
		
			For Gregor von Bismarck, whose idea it was . . . and of course for my children

		

	
		
			Contents


			Title Page

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Epigraphs

			Maps

			PROLOGUE: Black Heroes of the Fatherland

			CHAPTER 1: Zeppelins of the China Show

			CHAPTER 2: At War in Bush and Desert

			CHAPTER 3: A Photograph

			CHAPTER 4: Ancestors

			CHAPTER 5: Youth

			CHAPTER 6: At War with the Boxers

			CHAPTER 7: Hereroland

			CHAPTER 8: A Red Soup with Black Dumplings

			CHAPTER 9: Peacetime Ennui

			CHAPTER 10: German East Africa

			CHAPTER 11: A Romantic Interlude

			CHAPTER 12: Opening Moves

			CHAPTER 13: The War at Sea

			CHAPTER 14: Tanga

			CHAPTER 15: War on the Rufiji

			CHAPTER 16: The Siege of Jasin

			CHAPTER 17: The War Against the Railroad

			CHAPTER 18: The Wreck of the Königsberg

			CHAPTER 19: Battle for Kilimanjaro

			CHAPTER 20: War in the Rainy Season

			CHAPTER 21: The Long Retreat

			CHAPTER 22: A Zeppelin over Africa

			CHAPTER 23: Marching with the Shroud Maker

			CHAPTER 24: The English Motorcycle Messenger

			CHAPTER 25: Gylippus in Retirement

			EPILOGUE: Tanzania Park

			Photographs

			Selected Bibliography

			Index

			About the Author

		

	
		
			The Commander stands for the virtues of wisdom, sincerity, benevolence, courage, and strictness.

			—SUN-TZU, Art of War

			Father, I call on you. 
I am surrounded by smoke from the cannon.

			—KÖRNER
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			Prologue


			BLACK HEROES OF THE FATHERLAND

			At the pinnacle of the Great Pyramid at Giza, in place of the long-vanished solid gold capstone of the pharaohs, stood a wireless receiving tower, its tall antennae bolted to the ancient pitted stone. Installed by British Naval Intelligence in 1915, this listening post was part of a secret network of many such posts all over Africa—a network designed to trap all the coded German messages rattling uncaught around the ether and send them on to cryptographers at the Admiralty back in London.

			Meanwhile, 2,000 miles away, five degrees south of the equator, the “Black Heroes of the Fatherland” fought on against overwhelming odds. Cut off from the world by the British blockade in what remained of Germany’s last colony, fed false information from British wireless towers like the one atop the Great Pyramid, they marched through bush and jungle and swamp and thorn scrub pori. They clambered up mountains and across arid, rocky plateaus, mostly without shoes. Their rifles were ancient or captured from the enemy; their artillery a few naval guns scavenged off a gutted battleship wrecked in the fetid sluice of the Rufiji. They attacked, retreated, advanced, attacked, retreated to fight again. And though vastly outnumbered by British, South African, Belgian, and Portuguese armies, they could not be caught or beaten.

			This was German East Africa’s small, redoubtable Schutztruppe—a “protection force” originally mustered in 1889 to help tame what was then Germany’s newest colonial acquisition in Africa. Led in the early days by German adventurers, its ranks had embraced renegade Zulu warriors and Sudanese soldiers demobbed from the Anglo-Sudanese Army. After 1905, it evolved into an armed police force run by military professionals commanding local East African askaris (the Swahili word for “soldier”) skilled in bush warfare. In the last, uneasy years before World War One, only the Schutztruppe stood between German settlers and the persistent threat of native uprisings.

			But led by an obscure, brilliant German officer, Oberstleutnant (Lieutenant Colonel) Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, “one of the most successful guerrilla leaders in world history,” GEA’s Schutztruppe had been radically reinvented: Since the outbreak of “Universal Conflict”—von Lettow’s memorable phrase—by August 1914, he had forged it into a highly efficient mobile fighting force, aggressive and completely self-supporting. Now its fanatically loyal askaris were led by a cadre of indomitable black NCOs and officered by seasoned German soldiers, marines, and sailors, many trained at the famous military academy at Kassel. Both through necessity and by design, the Schutztruppe had become the first racially integrated army in modern history. “Here in Africa we are all equal,” von Lettow famously said. “The better man will always outwit the inferior and the color of his skin does not matter.”

			Ammunition dwindling, food down to starvation rations, critical quinine stores nearly exhausted, wireless sets kaput, the Schutztruppe, always on the verge of capitulation—at least according to the British General Staff in Nairobi—somehow always won the next fight. Victorious in a handful of dramatic pitched battles and countless skirmishes, they would hold out until Germany triumphed over her enemies in Europe or all were dead. And as long as they kept the Kaiser’s flag flying somewhere in the bush—so von Lettow told his men—German East Africa remained undefeated.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1


			ZEPPELINS OF THE CHINA SHOW

			A thick, billowing fog bank concealed the rocky shore of the Baltic island of Odensholm off the Estonian coast before dawn in the early morning of August 26, 1914. Odensholm—desolate, beautiful home to a small ethnic Swedish population of farmers and fishermen since Viking times—was also, according to legend, the final resting place of Odin, chief god of the Norse pantheon, patron of death, battles, frenzy, poetry, and a few other things. No one on Odensholm could say exactly where the god was buried, whether beneath this barrow or that mound; some insisted the island itself was his tomb, its cliffs and stony beaches the monument raised above his massive divine corpse.

			But such mythological nonsense did not figure among the matters weighing on the mind of Korvettenkapitan Richard Habenicht of SMS Magdeburg as he threaded his warship through the shallow waters at the mouth of the Gulf of Finland in the last dark hours of the night. Magdeburg, one of the newest and fastest cruisers in the Kaiserlich Marine, 455 feet long, propelled by two powerful AEG Vulcan steam turbines, could make 27.5 knots fully loaded with all arms and ordnance and carrying its complement of 355 officers and men. Her twelve 10.5cm guns could blast an enemy vessel out of the water from 41,700 feet—nearly eight miles—away, as long as atmospheric conditions permitted lookouts to see that far. Part of the Kaiser’s newly constituted Baltic Squadron under the command of Rear Admiral Behring, Magdeburg had been sent to harass Russian naval bases and warships in the Gulf of Finland. She had participated, along with SMS Augsburg, three destroyers, and the minelayer Deutschland, in the bombardment of the Russian port of Libau on August 2, the opening naval action of the Baltic Campaign.

			Then, on the morning of August 17, these German warships came into contact with a more powerful Russian squadron, including the Admiral Makaroff, Gumboi, Bogatyr, and Pallada. In naval warfare of the era, the captain of an outgunned ship presented with the choice between fight or flight would automatically choose the latter. Korvettenkapitan Habenicht ordered evasive maneuvers and soon put the slower, heavily armed Russians in his wake. A week later, skimming the Estonian coast on reconnaissance duty, Magdeburg came into contact with Bogatyr and Pallada for the second time. Still outgunned, she again showed them her stern; this time the Russian warships gave chase.

			Night fell. SMS Magdeburg, with Bogatyr and Pallada somewhere close behind, ran into the fog bank near Odensholm at fifteen knots. Suddenly, a deep shudder ran the length of the ship, followed by a metallic shrieking sound. Every man aboard, from captain to cook, knew the worst had happened: Magdeburg had run aground. Korvettenkapitan Habenicht immediately ordered “full stop,” but for a long minute the massive turbines throbbed forward, driving the ship farther out of the water. He then ordered “full speed reverse.” No use. The metallic shrieking only intensified and Magdeburg wouldn’t budge. “Full stop” again. Magdeburg, the Kaiser’s fastest ship, was stuck hard on the rocks beneath Lighthouse Cliff at the northeast tip of Odensholm; she had been called by Odin’s ghost to her doom.

			Presently, Magdeburg’s escort destroyer, known only by its call letters, V.26, approached gingerly through the fog. Tow cables fixed, she attempted to pull the larger ship free, to no avail. Magdeburg was stuck for good, with the Russians lurking somewhere just over the edge of the horizon. Korvettenkapitan Habenicht then gave the order to abandon ship, two words that would haunt him for the rest of his life. The fog complicated matters, but V.26 managed to evacuate most of Magdeburg’s crew. A remnant, including the captain, remained aboard to perform a few last duties—most important, the destruction of the codebooks and cipher keys known as the Signalbuch der Kaiserlichen Marine (SKM), of which Magdeburg had been issued several copies. These critical documents allowed the Germans—heavily reliant on radio communication—to talk to one another without the enemy being able to eavesdrop.

			Signal books destroyed, the unfortunate cruiser would be scuttled by charges set in the forward magazine. This sort of operation—fogbound, at night, in choppy seas, beneath a rocky cliff—dangerous at best, was doubly dangerous in wartime. A sailor fell into the cold waters of the Baltic and drowned as the scuttling charges were hastily set; several more died a few minutes later when they detonated prematurely.

			At last, the fog lifted and morning sun lit the scene of Korvettenkapitan Habenicht’s nightmare: There, between the bright Estonian coast seven miles off and Odensholm’s stony cliff, stood Bogatyr and Pallada. The Russian ships began firing immediately, their big guns booming across the gulf. A dozen sailors died in the bombardment, vaporized by exploding shells. Forty-five more, still aboard Magdeburg, saved themselves by jumping overboard and swimming to the island. The bombardment quickly came to an end; Magdeburg, unable to offer any resistance, was a dead ship.

			Korvettenkapitan Habenicht retired to his cabin, determined not to outlast the destruction of the ship he’d stupidly run aground on Odensholm. What had happened? A navigational error, a mistake in dead reckoning in a fog bank at night, had put them closer to the island than he’d suspected. One could blame the navigator, but ultimately the responsibility rested with the captain alone. He sat down behind his desk and tried not to think about the pistol in the drawer. An hour later, a Russian naval officer of English extraction, Lieutenant M. Hamilton, found Korvettenkapitan Habenicht still sitting there, head in his hands.

			The captain looked up, all fight gone from his pale blue eyes, as Hamilton entered the cabin. The Russian gestured out the porthole to his torpedo boat, the Boukaroff, just come alongside. He tried Russian, French, and English, but Korvettenkapitan Habenicht didn’t understand these languages. Then, in halting German, Hamilton managed, “Wollen sie nach torpedo gehen?” and again gestured to the Boukaroff. At last, the captain nodded.

			He rose and strode about the cabin, agitated, picked up a few personal items, put them down, opened his desk drawer, closed it. In the end, he took nothing—then his eyes fell upon his sword hanging on a hook on the wall. He took it down and offered it to Lieutenant Hamilton, who refused politely and handed it back. It was not right, Hamilton later said, to take a captain’s sword aboard his own ship. Korvettenkapitan Habenicht, overwhelmed by this small kindness, shook the young officer’s hand and with that gesture became a prisoner of the tsar. He would remain so until his escape during the turmoil of the Russian Revolution in 1918.

			The wreck of his ship, the SMS Magdeburg, scrapped by the Russians and still visible at low tide off Lighthouse Cliff on Odensholm, is today a popular spot for Baltic Sea sport divers.

			—

			The fate of a single German cruiser and the capture of her captain, no matter how keenly felt at the time, remain minor incidents in a major war and would be all but forgotten now except for a single significant oversight: Unfortunately for the German war effort, the destruction of the Magdeburg’s naval codebooks had been interrupted by the premature explosion of the scuttling charges, then overlooked during the tumult of evacuation and bombardment.

			The Russians, upon searching the ship, discovered two copies of the codebooks, one at the bottom of a storage locker aft, another—along with the cipher key and secret charts of the Baltic—in the wheelhouse. A third copy, dredged up by Russian divers from the rocky seabed, had been weighted with lead and tossed overboard. This copy, SKM 151, was offered by the Russians to their British allies. The Admiralty dispatched HMS Theseus to Alexandrovsk on the Arctic Circle to fetch SKM 151 to London; First Sea Lord Winston Churchill examined it in his office on October 30, 1914.

			“At the beginning of September 1914, the German light cruiser Magdeburg was wrecked in the Baltic,” recalled Churchill, getting his dates wrong and, characteristically, sacrificing accuracy for drama. “The body of a drowned German under-officer was picked up by the Russians a few hours later. Clasped in his bosom by arms rigid in death were the cipher and signal books of the German Navy. . . .

			“Late on an October afternoon . . . I received from the hands of our loyal allies these sea-stained, priceless documents. We set on foot at once an organization for the study of the German wireless and for the translating of the messages taken in. The work was of great complexity as, of course, the cipher is only one element in the means of preserving a message. But gradually our officers succeeded in translating intelligible portions of various German naval messages.”

			The organization Churchill and others set afoot became the legendary Room 40, a secret cabal of cryptographers, mathematicians, philosophers, linguists, scholars, and similar useless types—the “best brains in the country.” These eccentrics worked in a hidden warren of rooms at the Admiralty in the Old Building, then, as now, presided over by the statue of Nelson in his whitewashed niche. Twice a day, a superannuated functionary called simply Old Maskell, like a character out of Dickens, carried a black box containing deciphered German military communications from Room 40’s puzzle-solvers to the strategic thinkers at British Naval Intelligence. These intercepted messages came in from every corner of the empire and from every front where Britain and her allies fought Kaiser Wilhelm II and his “Huns.”

			—

			All through the first years of the war, the most eagerly awaited—and dreaded—German messages received in Room 40 pertained to the deadly Zeppelin raids on London. During this period, the great city endured her first “blitz”—a relentless series of air attacks perpetrated on civilian targets by the massive, unwieldy airships, attacks lent an extra punch by their very newness: For the first time in history, a civilian population was being bombed from the skies. The Kaiser, Germany’s ultimate “War Chief,” initially opposed the Zeppelin raids as unsportsmanlike. He also didn’t want to bomb his royal cousins in Buckingham Palace. But as the British naval blockade tightened its grip on Germany and the German people felt the hunger pangs of food shortages, his resistance weakened and the Zeppelins began their reign of terror.

			“People stand gazing into the sky from the darkened streets,” wrote American journalist William Shepherd, describing an early Zeppelin attack on the British capital. “Among the autumn stars floats a long, gaunt Zeppelin; it is dull yellow, the color of a harvest moon. . . . Great booming sounds shake the city. They are Zeppelin bombs—falling—killing—burning. . . . Suddenly, you realize the biggest city in the world has become the night battlefield on which seven million harmless men, women, and children live.”

			It’s hard for us now, living in the faint afterglow of the Apollo missions, to understand the visceral impact of the Zeppelin Luftschiff (airship) on the world of 1914. They had been developed over several decades and through many spectacular disasters by the eccentric, monomaniacal Saxon count Ferdinand von Zeppelin—inspired after going aloft in a Union Army observation balloon at Fort Snelling, Minnesota, during the American Civil War.

			The latest iterations, cigar-shaped and long as ocean liners, were ultracombustible monsters, kept aloft by canvas bags full of a highly explosive hydrogen/oxygen mixture fixed to a rigid duralumin frame covered by a weatherproofed canvas skin. Five aviation engines suspended from aluminum scaffolding beneath their vast bellies provided forward push; a complex system of wheels, weights, and cables in two separate gondolas allowed for directional control. Their capacious, largely empty interiors, crisscrossed by catwalks and cargo platforms, could carry a payload of thousands of tons of bombs.

			Once airborne, the Zeppelin emitted a steady drone, like the buzzing of some giant, destructive insect. In 1915, London Air Defense, casting about for a Zeppelin early-warning detection system, recruited blind volunteers to listen for this drone. Deprived of sight, the hearing of the blind must be that much more acute—so Air Defense reasoned. They thought the blind would be able to hear the Zeppelins coming before anyone else, thus allowing squadrons of B.E.2c fighters more time to scramble from aerodromes hidden around the city. (It took one of these slow, rickety planes an hour to screw up to the Zeppelin cruising altitude, above 10,000 feet.) And so dozens of blind volunteers stood with their ears pressed to giant sound amplification cones all through the London nights they could not see, as if listening for the voice of God. This system, despite its unintended poetry, didn’t work very well; apparently the blind hear no better than anyone else.

			“England is no longer an island,” crowed the editorial writers of Leipzig’s Neueste Nachrichten. “The city of London, the heart which pumps the life blood into the arteries of the brutal huckster nation, has been sown with bombs by German airships. . . . At last, the long yearned for punishment has fallen on England, this people of liars and hypocrites—their punishment for the overflowing measure of sins of years past. . . .”

			Etc.

			—

			Less than eighteen months later, the Zeppelins had become a military redundancy. They exploded into flowers of flame with sickening, predictable regularity in the night skies over London. They fell slowly, dripping bright, fiery tendrils into the black water of the English Channel. To save weight and increase bomb-carrying capacity, Zeppelin crews were not allowed parachutes and so plummeted in their hundreds to the darkened earth and destruction. Once feared airborne predators, the Zeppelins had now become slow, lumbering prey—ridiculed by a no longer fearful British public as harmless airborne “gas bags.” They had been rendered obsolete for offensive purposes by the invention of incendiary bullets that could ignite hydrogen gas with ease, by an increasingly efficient early-warning system that had nothing to do with superhearing blind people and was instead based on Room 40’s deciphered messages, and by advances in aircraft design that allowed fighters to reach ever-higher altitudes. British pilots could now attain those rarefied stratums of the atmosphere where, like giant defecating birds, the Zeppelins did their business.

			But, in the fall of 1916, Room 40’s puzzle-solvers caught wind of something new and ominous—the faint echoes of an emerging threat, referred to in German coded messages as “China Show.” The only thing they knew for sure about China Show was that it had to do with Zeppelins. Did this mean the Germans had developed more powerful airships, somehow impervious to incendiary bullets? Or larger and more destructive bombs for the Zeppelins to drop on London? Or were they planning a new offensive to recover their lost territories in the Far East? Oddly, several of the messages referring to China Show had been intercepted by the listening post atop the Great Pyramid in British-held Egypt.

			Edwin T. Woodhall, in Spies of the Great War—an often fanciful survey of wartime espionage—credited old-fashioned human intelligence and not Room 40’s eggheads with uncovering the secret meaning behind China Show. Woodhall’s dramatic tale, lent at least some plausibility by his record as one of England’s top wartime spies and by a subsequent distinguished career at Scotland Yard, begins with a shadowy British agent known only as Mortimer. According to Woodhall, Mortimer parachuted behind enemy lines near Brod in southern Austria in late October 1916. From Brod, he reached Vienna and there checked into a shabby hotel for a prearranged clandestine meeting with an even more shadowy figure, an unnamed American of Bulgarian ancestry working for the British Secret Service in Bulgaria. Formerly neutral, Bulgaria had recently joined the Central Powers—Germany and Austro-Hungary—in its war against the Allies—Britain, France, Italy, Portugal, and later the United States. The unnamed Bulgarian-American-British agent, naturally fluent in Bulgarian, regularly brought intelligence gathered in Bulgaria to Vienna, where he briefed British agents infiltrated from London.

			After an introduction that required the exchange of certain cryptic passwords, Mortimer and the unnamed agent settled down to their secret conversation: This time, the unnamed agent brought news of two “super Zeppelins,” L57 and L59, just built at the Luftschiff mother base at Friedrichshafen, in Germany. L57, constructed in detachable sections, would soon be shipped by train to a forward Luftschiff base at Jamboli in Bulgaria for reassembly. From there, loaded down with munitions and supplies, she would be sent on an ultrasecret mission—a complex operation code-named “China Show.”

			—

			The new class of super Zeppelins—L57 and L59 being the latest examples—much improved over the early generations of Luftschiff, could reach altitudes of 18,000 feet, far above the combat ceiling of any attack plane. There they might remain aloft for days, with a posited range of 10,000 miles. Theoretically, a super Zeppelin leaving the safety of her shed in Germany with a huge payload of bombs could drop them three days later on Chicago. In practice these freakishly oversize Zeppelins—to this day, the largest man-made objects ever to rise above the earth—proved difficult to handle on the ground, unwieldy in the air, and prone to spectacular disasters:

			On October 7 at the Luftschiff mother base in Friedrichshafen—so the unnamed agent told Mortimer—L57 had been hauled from her shed for a test flight by a ground crew of 300. Hands cold on the guide ropes, the men of the ground crew waited anxiously for two words—Up ship!—from Korvettenkapitan Ludwig Bockholt of the Kaiserlich Marine’s Naval Airship Service, the officer in command of L57. The vast airship, brand-new, still smelled of dope, the yellowish mixture of glue and varnish used to weatherproof her taut canvas hide. Suddenly, a squall moved in, bringing gale-force winds. Violent crosscurrents along the ground nearly smashed L57’s vulnerable nose cone—about as large around as one of the rings of a three-ring circus—into the corrugated metal door of her shed.

			The prudent move at this point might have been to return L57 to her berth. But Bockholt, determined to prove his super Zeppelin could fly in all weathers, ordered her aloft. Not one of the most skilled Zeppelin captains, Bockholt was nevertheless renowned for his daring and impossible exploits. While commanding L23 in June 1916, he had captured the Norwegian schooner Royal carrying mining timbers to England. In a scene out of Jules Verne, he lowered a prize crew on rope ladders onto the pitching deck of the ship, which was then sailed to the nearest German port. The capture of the Royal would remain a unique occurrence, the first and only time a Zeppelin captured a ship at sea.

			Now at Friedrichshafen, L57’s hold had just been loaded with eighty-five cases of medical supplies and hundreds of cases of ammunition. Perhaps Bockholt wanted to see how she would perform thus laden. But the winds grew stronger; L57, blown like a scrap of paper in this gale, could not be returned to her waiting shed. Three hundred extra handlers raced to assist the ground crew—to no avail. Korvettenkapitan Bockholt released enough water ballast to take L57 up again. Like seagoing vessels during a hurricane, safest on the open ocean, Zeppelins were better off aloft, in the atmosphere, no matter how turbulent.

			Bockholt decided he would take advantage of the prevailing winds and make for his interim destination, the Luftschiff base at Jamboli, Bulgaria. But he hesitated, waiting for additional food and supplies to be loaded. As he hovered fifty feet above the ground, the storm grew even worse and a sudden gust sent the 500 men below, still clinging to the guide ropes, sailing across the landing field. Entire ground crews had been lifted into the air by rogue Zeppelins before; they hung on until they couldn’t anymore and fell to their deaths.

			L57 rolled dangerously in the wind. The storm had the Zeppelin and wouldn’t let go. A sudden blast whipped her around; the rear gondola tore loose. Completely out of control now, L57 blew across the field and into the teeth of a tall metal fence. Korvettenkapitan Bockholt chose this moment to abandon ship. The captain and a dozen airmen jumped for safety. They were followed, not a moment too soon, by a certain Professor Dr. Max Zupitza, a zoologist and medical doctor who had been chief medical officer in German South West Africa during the dreadful Herero and Hottentot Rebellions in that restless colony a decade earlier. Zupitza was the rumored architect of China Show.

			Then something—a spark from the atmosphere, the scrape of metal on metal—ignited the volatile hydrogen gas. There came a quick moment of breathlessness and the peculiar sucking sound of gas exploding and a few minutes later the crackle and pop of the overheated ammunition in her hold going off. Rifle cartridges and machine gun shells continued to explode all night long in a merry fusillade. Morning light revealed the blackened, twisted skeleton of a great airship—the apparent ignominious end of the mysterious China Show.

			But once something had been ordered by the Kaiser, it must come to pass. And China Show had the Kaiser’s special stamp of approval. According to Mortimer’s unnamed agent—who had talked to eyewitnesses of the L57 disaster—another brand-new super Zeppelin, the L59, had almost immediately arisen from the ashes. Amazingly, Luftschiff Command made her available to China Show within two weeks. China Show was clearly a very big deal.

			The day after his secret meeting in Vienna, Mortimer escaped through neutral Switzerland to France. In Paris, Woodhall concludes, Mortimer “reported to the chiefs of Allied Intelligence the result of his mission.” This was the first inkling anyone on the British side had of China Show. Mortimer himself disappeared from the record after his Paris debriefing. Woodhall tells us he was later killed in the trenches in France, in the last hours of the war.

			The rest of the story comes—more reliably, perhaps—from official German naval airship records, the Tambach Archive, captured in the aftermath of World War Two, now in the joint custody of the British Admiralty and the U.S. Department of the Navy:

			L59, lengthened and strengthened around the middle, could now carry additional cargo. At just over 750 feet long and 80 feet in diameter, she was both longer and broader than the unfortunate L57 and displaced a volume of 2.5 million cubic feet. Five Maybach HSL engines produced more than 1,200 horsepower and allowed a top cruising speed of more than 60 miles per hour. Her cavernous interior, emptied of bombs and related material, was now filled with enough supplies and munitions to equip a small army: Military hardware included 311,100 rounds of rifle ammunition, 230 machine gun belts with 57,500 .50-caliber shells, 54 machine gun ammunition boxes containing an additional 13,500 cartridges, 30 guns, rifles for the Zeppelin’s 22-man crew, 9 spare machine gun barrels, 61 sacks of medical supplies including enough quinine to last for a year or more in the tropics, rifle bolts, binoculars, fighting knives, spare radio parts, sewing kits for making new uniforms, and a case of wine to celebrate L59’s arrival at her destination should she ever make it there. All this amounted to a total cargo of more than 15 tons.

			Though L59 epitomized German ingenuity circa 1917, she had not been designed for a return journey. Rather, once on the ground, she would be disassembled and cannibalized, with every component intended for a specific earthbound purpose: The muslin envelopes of her gas bags could be turned into bandages and sleeping bags, the canvas sheathing over her duralumin frame used for tents and clothing, the duralumin frame itself turned into wireless masts, and the structural skeleton into load-bearing supports for temporary housing. Even the leather treads laid down on her interior catwalks were to be used in the manufacture of boots and belts. But L59’s most precious cargo was not quite tangible: news from the Fatherland, carried in a single thick mailbag, destined for troops who had not heard from family or friends in over two years of hard fighting.

			On the way to Jamboli from Staaken in Germany, as if cursed by the ghost of L57, L59 ran into a series of violent storms. Steering cables connected to the main and reverse rudders snapped and for a while the massive airship flew blind, muffled in a dense, sinister fog. Still, Bockholt—tenacious, determined—reached Jamboli in 28 hours and immediately began final preparations for the very long journey ahead. Bockholt was a big man, physically imposing, with a square head and small, pale eyes, afraid of nothing. He recognized the likelihood of failure; no Zeppelin had ever attempted such a distance, let alone over hostile latitudes. Two aborted attempts ensued. On the third, Bockholt, the mysterious Zupitza, and a twenty-man crew boarded L59 just before dawn and settled in for an epic journey. The Zeppelin rose without incident, but more bad luck lay ahead: As L59 passed over Smyrna, she was fired upon by Turkish troops. They had never seen such a thing! A floating sausage-shaped monstrosity so large it blotted out the sun. Surely, the Prophet—peace be upon him—had not intended men to fly! Despite the insistence of Turkish officers that this flying machine belonged to their allies the Germans, the Turks fired away. Bockholt immediately dropped ballast and L59 soared far beyond the range of puny Turkish rifle fire.

			The real peril came over the Mediterranean. Violent weather closed in, driving the heavily laden Zeppelin to within feet of the wine-dark, devouring sea. Bockholt jettisoned a ton of supplies, barely escaping a disastrous water landing, aborted the mission, and returned to Jamboli for repairs and to await better weather. For a week, he paced and fretted and consulted with Zupitza: Time was of the essence for China Show to come off as planned! Zupitza insisted another attempt must be made as soon as possible. One can imagine Korvettenkapitan Bockholt walking the Zeppelin sheds, hands behind his back, poised on the edge of history, as rain lashed the corrugated iron and the pines beyond the shed doors drooped in the rain.

			At last, on November 20, 1917, the weather cleared and Bockholt readied his Zeppelin for a third attempt. The ground crew cheered as L59 “walked” cleanly from her shed and rose unencumbered into the brightening sky. A cruising altitude of 10,000 feet was quickly achieved. Her nose cone aimed at an oblique angle to the rising sun, her mission streng geheim—top secret—L59 sailed off south, toward a distant rendezvous somewhere in the heart of Africa.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2


			AT WAR IN BUSH AND DESERT

			In the Namib Desert in German South West Africa on the morning of March 8, 1915, temperatures reached 132 degrees by ten a.m. Scalding winds blew down the bivouacs of the British Imperial troops. The Namib is one of the most fearsome places on earth, a parched, empty wasteland that receives an average of 0.55 inches of water per year.

			As the sun rose and the extreme heat broiled and shimmered in the distance, horrified South African soldiers watched the desert floor crack and heave, and all at once millions of beetles emerged from cavities hidden deep underground, called to brief life by the hot, relentless winds. These dreadful burrowing insects, Stenocara gracilipes, the fogstand beetle, are scary-looking things, black and white with long spiderlike legs. All through late winter and early spring, in the Namib, they squat on these long appendages, angled at forty-five degrees to the ground fog, waiting for the seasonal winds to blow condensation down their waxy exoskeletons and into their open mandibles. They are a fascinating example of adaptability in an extreme environment, beloved by entomologists, and, despite their looks, essentially harmless. But to the men of General Botha’s Northern Army chasing the retreating Germans through the desert and crunching across endless carpets of beetles in forced marches, this plague of Stenocara gracilipes must have seemed a vision from hell.

			“It was one of the most awful scenes of desolation to be found on the face of the globe,” said Major H. F. Trew, who served as one of General Botha’s security officers during the campaign. “For miles and miles, the desert stretches, an expanse of grey plain with a thin, sandy crust covered with small pebbles.”

			And beetles, he might have added. Millions of them.

			—

			Generals Louis Botha and Jan Smuts, both vigorous South African Boers, had fought hard against the British during the brutal Second Boer War of 1899–1902, but changed sides for the war against Germany just twelve years later. They had beaten back a fratricidal revolt of anti-British Boers—among whose ranks fought friends and family members—and joined themselves once and for all to the British cause. Now they led a raffish mixture of South Africans, British regular army troops, Rhodesian commandos, soldiers of fortune, Australians, and adventurers from every corner of the empire, all in the service of the king. As a captured German Baroness later commented, casting a gimlet eye on this heterogeneous force: “We Germans seem to be fighting the whole damn world.”

			The opposing Germans, under Colonel Victor Franke, didn’t put up much of a resistance. Franke, known as the “Hero of Omaruru” for a bygone exploit during the colony’s dreadful Herero Rebellion of 1904–05, was now probably a morphine addict—as suggested by clues in his war diaries. Alternately befuddled and brave to the point of self-annihilation, but indecisive as a commander, Franke had long ago lost the will to prevail in a hard fight.

			German South West Africa—modern-day Namibia—while not Germany’s largest African colony and arguably its least beautiful, was nonetheless the most populous, prized, and dearly won. GSWA’s flat brown, wide-open spaces were well suited to cattle ranching. About 12,000 German colonizers lived a kind of Texas life on isolated ranches, in cow towns and small cities with names like Swakopmund, Grootfontein, and Windhoek, the colonial capital, which boasted substantial half-timbered German-style buildings, beer halls, modern sanitation, electric lights. Windhoek’s powerful Telefunken wireless transmitter facility, which enabled High Command in Berlin to communicate with their commerce raiders and U-boats at sea, was the main British strategic objective in the war in GSWA.

			“Coming out of the desert, Windhoek was a revelation, and a great tribute to German colonization,” commented Major Trew, when Windhoek was taken. “The government buildings are most ornate and would have done credit to any city in the world.” The town itself was dominated by an absurd replica of a traditional German castle.

			Victorious British Imperial troops also found comfort in the arms of the lonely German women of Windhoek—after the manner of conquering armies from time immemorial. A charming, susslich Viennese beauty known only as Regina ran a private club for officers of the German General Staff that now, suddenly, catered to their British counterparts: Regina remained a German patriot, she insisted—never mind the fortunes of war that at the moment dictated otherwise. And she invited a bevy of similarly patriotic friends for evening dances with British officers to the music of a gramophone. They tangoed, they waltzed. Whatever else they did remains unmentioned. In exchange, Regina and her friends enjoyed the dubious benefits of British military rations and polished off their regimental champagne reserves.

			After the fall of Windhoek, the rest of German South West Africa quickly succumbed to a fast-moving campaign described by the Cambridge Military History of World War One as “one of the neatest and most successful . . . of the Great War.” The Germans experienced GSWA’s loss as a painful diminishment of national pride: First because, as historian Edward Paice puts it in his monumental study, World War I: The African Front, “Africa mattered to the European powers at the beginning of the twentieth century.” And second, the British victory rendered worthless the colony’s vicious and hard-won pacification by German forces less than a decade earlier. The high cost of that pacification had been spiritual as well as physical: General Lothar von Trotha’s merciless suppression of the native Hereros would be labeled genocide by later generations—the first such charge laid at the feet of the German people in the bloody century just dawning.

			Abandoned German settlements, half buried in sand, their thick plaster and brick walls pockmarked with bullet holes, can be seen in Namibia to this day, bizarrely preserved by the super-arid climate. At Riet and Pforte, Jakkalswater and Trekhopf, rust-free relics of the battles of more than 100 years ago still lie strewn across the brittle surface of the desert.

			The German defeat in GSWA in 1915 had followed hard on the heels of lesser but equally painful disasters in German Togoland and the Cameroons.

			In those places, malarial hellholes of steaming jungle and equatorial swamp, valued strategically only for their wireless transmission towers, British and French victories came with a comparatively low “butcher’s bill.” In the Cameroons, for example, the British lost 1,668 men, the French 2,567—in both cases almost all from tropical diseases. As always, the Carrier Corps suffered the heaviest losses. These were the native porters impressed into service by both sides to haul supplies and munitions through the bush. Without them, no war could be fought in Africa, where roads were nonexistent and pack animals—vulnerable to the tse-tse fly, which could kill a strong horse or mule within days—could not survive.

			Here, as elsewhere, during all the campaigns in Africa, Carrier Corps deaths were not deemed worth recording.

			—

			Today, a bronze historical marker in Belgium memorializes the first British shot of World War One and the first death in battle involving British troops. According to this marker, the opening round of uncountable millions was fired by Corporal Ernest Thomas of C Squadron, 4th Royal Irish Dragoons on August 22, 1914, in a cavalry action near the town of Casteau, Belgium. The first combatant killed, a German uhlan (mounted infantryman), is credited to Captain Charles B. Hornby in that same action. Captain Hornby pierced the unfortunate uhlan’s heart by saber thrust—an ironically old-fashioned death (on horseback, with a sword) in what was to become a decidedly modern war (mechanized, faceless), its human toll exceeding 14,000,000. But the markers’ assertions do not stand historical scrutiny; their authors disregard earlier campaigns in far-off Africa.

			The first British shot of the war actually occurred on August 5, fired off by Regimental Sergeant Major Alhaji Grunshi, a black African soldier serving with British Imperial forces a few miles north of Lomé, in German Togoland. The first recorded British death in battle, one Lieutenant G. M. Thompson of the Gold Coast Regiment, took place sometime over the night of August 21–22, also in Togoland: Lieutenant Thompson, given command of a company of Senegalese Tirailleurs, fought it out with German askaris in a confused action in the thick bush on the banks of the river Chra. His comrades found him in the morning, lying dead and covered with insects in the midst of his slaughtered command. They buried them that way; the Senegalese arranged around Lieutenant Thompson’s grave like a loyal pack of hounds around the tomb of a Paleolithic chief.

			—

			After less than a year of war, the German Overseas Empire—one of the main catalysts for the war in the first place—seemed nearly at an end.

			In China, on the other side of the globe, the small German garrison holding the Kiao-Chow Concession found itself besieged by a Japanese Army 23,000 strong, supported by a small contingent of the 2nd Battalion of South Wales Borderers. The Concession—a 400-square-mile territory centered in the fortified port city of Tsingtao on the Yellow Sea—had been ceded to Germany in 1897 as compensation for the murder of two German Catholic priests by anti-Christian Chinese mobs. Tsingtao’s commandant, Kapitän zur See Meyer-Waldeck, held out against the siege behind the city’s thick walls for two months, under continual bombardment from land and sea as Japanese Infantry assault trenches pushed relentlessly forward. Realizing the pointlessness of further struggle against the combined might of the Japanese Army and Navy, Meyer-Waldeck surrendered his garrison of 3,000 German marines and sundry volunteers at last on November 16, 1914. It came as a surprise to him that the Japanese and the British were fighting together against Germany—they had signed a secret mutual defense treaty in 1902, only now bearing fruit.

			Meanwhile, Australian, New Zealand, and Japanese forces easily captured German possessions in the South Pacific. These included the Bismarck Archipelago, the Caroline Islands, the Marshall Islands, the Marianas, Palau, New Caledonia, and Samoa—where the Kaiser’s barefoot native soldiers sported fetching red sarongs beneath their formal German military tunics—and Kaiser-Wilhelmsland, now the northeastern part of Papua New Guinea. Here one intrepid German officer, a certain Hauptmann Herman Detzner, who had been off exploring the unknown interior with a contingent of native police, refused to surrender and remained on the loose in the wilderness for the duration of the war. He turned himself in to the occupying Australians on January 5, 1919, wearing his carefully preserved and outdated Imperial German uniform—a kind of German Rip van Winkle who had been asleep in the jungle while the world changed irrevocably around him.

			By July 1915, of Germany’s prewar colonial possessions, only German East Africa remained.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3


			A PHOTOGRAPH

			The black-and-white photograph taken at Neu Moshi, German East Africa, just before the war, later captured by British forces and now part of the collection of World War One photographs at the Imperial War Museum in London, shows five German colonials seated around a table in the aftermath of lunch on the veranda of a planter’s house.

			The Germans look pleased with themselves. Unseen servants have cleared the food, no doubt heavy fare—pork chops and Weiner schnitzel, albeit made from African ostrich meat—Germanic and unsuitable for the intense tropical heat ablaze just beyond the edge of the veranda. Coffee has been set out in dainty Dresden cups; cordial glasses gleam. In an obvious bit of foreshadowing, a fat bottle of Bols Dutch gin and a bottle of Italian sweet vermouth of the same caliber menace the center spread like naval cannons trained on an alien shore.

			Of the five Germans, three are officers in tropical white uniforms, their heads shaved close in the Prussian style. An unidentified civilian might be the planter husband of the slightly crazed-looking pale-eyed frau wearing a white dress seated across the table. The Universal Conflict and all its strenuous horrors are weeks away. Most hope it might yet be avoided by the diplomats in Europe; not a few long for it in their secret hearts:

			“The spirit of those days will always embody a culminating point,” wrote Ernst Junger, author of In Stahlgewittern (Storm of Steel), the great, oddly lyrical memoir of trench fighting on the Western Front. “We had seen the generation before us grow old in security, and it seemed a wonderful dream to be permitted to fight as soldiers for our country’s greatness, ready to give everything we had. . . . There is no good asking ‘What was the use of it all?’ for we stood on the threshold of a realm that surpassed the limits within which a practical purpose can exist.”

			Such existential musings seem far from the thoughts of the Germans on the veranda. No doubt, in the moments after the box camera’s shutter snapped, one of them reached for the vermouth and filled the cordial glasses. Italian sweet vermouth was thought in those days to offer protection against malaria, which remained European colonists’ most deadly scourge. Modern specialists tell us only quinine and various antimalarial synthetics are effective in fighting the disease, but perhaps the anopheles mosquito also can’t abide the sticky-sugary taste of Italian sweet vermouth thick in the blood of its prey. The soldiers and engineers of the Anglo-German Border Commission brought along a huge supply of the stuff when they surveyed the demarcation between British East and German East Africa in 1890. The line they drew could be traced, so it was said, by following a trail of empty vermouth bottles as if by a dotted line on a map. Eventually nailed in place by international agreement, the border cut more or less straight from Wanga on the Swahili Coast to Shirati on the eastern shore of Lake Victoria Nyanza, but did a weird zigzag around Mount Kilimanjaro—allotting Africa’s tallest peak to the Kaiser. His grandmother, Queen Victoria, had the Hindu Kush and the Himalayas and any number of other big mountains; the Kaiser had none and wanted a big mountain of his own.

			On the whitewashed exterior wall of the plantation house in the photograph, just beneath the seated Germans, hang the skulls of more than a dozen elands—a muscular sort of antelope. These are trophies of the hunt, their vicious-looking black antlers like the horns of cartoon demons twisting defiantly toward heaven. All the colonials in German East Africa were crazy for hunting, as were their British counterparts just a few miles to the northeast. Big game—rhinoceros, giraffe, hippopotamus, water buffalo, elephant—not to mention the predatory cats—were one of the greatest draws of the region. The ex-American president Theodore Roosevelt had come on safari in 1909, guided by the famous English elephant hunter, naturalist, and author F. C. Selous. Many European aristocrats soon followed; a turn in the African bush quickly became part of the latest version of the Grand Tour. Perhaps East Africa’s abundant game and varied subject populations reminded them of the feudal world of their medieval ancestors: both big cats and serfs being in short supply in Europe circa 1914.

			Also, there was the weather. Or more precisely, the atmosphere of almost unbearable physical beauty and primordial lushness. The air itself streamed “alive over the land, like a flame burning,” wrote the Danish Baroness Karen von Blixen, who had a coffee farm in the Ngong Hills not far from Kilimanjaro. “It scintillated, waved, and shone like running water. . . . Up in this high air, you breathed easily, drawing in a vital assurance and lightness of heart.” She would later immortalize the place and time in her famous memoir, written under another name.

			But one of the Germans at the table in the photograph—though himself an avid hunter since early youth—has come for another sort of hunting entirely and has definitely not come just to breathe the air. He is seated second from right, the hot blaze of Africa behind him forming a fiery crown around his balding, cannonball head. This is Oberstleutnant Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, newly appointed commander of the German East African Schutztruppe. His presence here has plucked this photograph from among the 1,000 or so pertaining to the African War, 1914–18, in the archives of the Imperial War Museum in London and turned it into a rare, nearly singular record: Here we have one of the few known images of von Lettow in Africa taken before the outbreak of his Universal Conflict.

			Von Lettow was forty-five years old at this sitting, an officer of solid achievements though relatively unknown and underappreciated by many of his superiors at the German General Staff in Berlin. Like every man of talent, he had his many detractors among the mediocre. In the photograph his nose, sharp and beaklike, dominates a light mustachio and the hard, firm line of his mouth. Over six feet, tall for the era, he possesses a tall man’s confidence. Everyone else smiles at the unseen photographer; the expression on von Lettow’s face is wary and serious. He’s got the face of a gambler or a gunman, the face of a man willing to wager other men’s lives to achieve his ends. A soldier’s face. He stares straight at the camera, waiting for something to begin.

			Von Lettow was “spare, square-shouldered,” according to British general C. P. Fendall, one of the 137 of that rank who fought against him over the course of the war. He had “close-cropped grey hair and . . . the bearing of a Prussian Guardsman, but with none of the bluster usually attributed to such. His manner was just what it should have been, courteous and polite.” Von Lettow was also known for the strict, Prussian-style discipline he imposed on his small army—a strictness, however, mediated by a scrupulous sense of honor, the appreciation of a good joke, and a genuine affection for his men. And he was already famous—infamous in certain quarters—for having a bottomless respect for the fighting qualities of black African troops: “One of his great abilities was to take the African precisely as he found him, without any transfer of European mores,” concluded General Fendall.

			Looking closely at the photograph with a magnifying glass, you can see there’s something wrong with one of von Lettow’s eyes—the left one—which gives his gaze a slightly ethereal quality. The eye is rumored to be glass. He had sustained a serious facial injury during an action against the Hottentots in German South West Africa in 1905.

			A story told involving the disputed glass eye is perhaps apocryphal: In 1917, during a fight in the East African bush, one of von Lettow’s German askaris found it lying beneath some leaves in the undergrowth. The eye had been knocked out of the Oberstleutnant’s head by the concussion of an exploding British shell, rolled off, and was lost. Von Lettow accepted the return of his missing eye from the askari with obvious irritation. The lost eye hadn’t really been lost at all, he explained curtly. He’d carefully placed it exactly where it had been found to keep watch over the conduct of his troops during the battle.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4


			ANCESTORS

			In his Peloponnesian Wars, Thucydides records the exploits of Gylippus, the Spartan general who came to the aid of Syracuse during the Athenian siege of 414 BC. The Syracusans, surrounded by their enemies and blockaded by the Athenian fleet, facing starvation and death on one hand, surrender and rapine on the other, called to their allies in distant Sparta for help. The Spartans, themselves hard-pressed, could spare only one man, a certain General Gylippus who some said was only half Spartan, his mother having been a Helot slave. Expecting an army of tough, warlike Spartans, the Syracusans were disappointed. But Gylippus, by sheer force of personality and military skill, reorganized the city’s defenses, submitted the pleasure-loving Syracusans to rigorous military discipline and, choosing the right moment to attack, turned the tide of the war against the Athenians.

			To von Lettow’s contemporaries, there was something classical—indeed Gylippian—about the man. At war, he showed himself to be stoical, resourceful, utterly driven, and completely ruthless. And, rare quality in a soldier, prepared for either victory or defeat:

			“How did it feel,” Baroness von Blixen once asked him, “to fight against a force so superior that the result is given in advance, and one has no hope of victory?”

			“Well, that is not easy to explain,” von Lettow replied thoughtfully. “Perhaps one should say that in such a certainty, there may lie as great an inspiration as in any faith in victory.”

			—

			The soldier who uttered these words came from a long line of soldiers, a thousand generations of men whose hands, to paraphrase the poet W. B. Yeats, never tired of reaching for the sword.

			The name von Lettow perhaps indicates an origin in the Moravian town of Lettowitz. It is written with two Germanic runes (law and Tyr), which sound out the syllables of the name but also when put together resemble an anchor with bits missing. This sign, illustrated on a shield, hung from the beam of one of the fortified homes of a von Lettow ancestor somewhere in the north German borderlands; in the guise of a broken anchor it was adopted as a coat of arms by another ancestor who survived a monstrous storm, apparently through the intervention of several angels, during a crusading voyage to Lithuania.

			In von Lettow’s autobiography, Mein Leben, written in the spare workmanlike prose of a career military man—though leavened with humor and occasional poetry—he discredits this possibility. He regarded the von Lettow rune, he said, as no more than a kind of monogram “such as people embroider on underwear, hats, and gloves.” He was also a bit skeptical that angels would intervene on his ancestor’s behalf.

			Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck’s ancestors most likely migrated to Pomerania, which is to say northwestern Prussia, with the religious-military order known as the Teutonic Knights in the early 1200s. The shield device borne by these aristocratic warriors (black cross on white ground) would later be adopted by the German armies of wars to come. The Teutonic Knights were the last of the Crusading orders—like the Templars and the Knights of St. John before them—to join the attempt to wrest Jerusalem and the Holy Land from the Muslim conquerors. They were also the last to leave, clinging to the Crusader citadel at Acre until the great siege engines of Caliph al-Ashraf smashed the walls and drove European Christians from the Middle East. From Acre, the Teutonic Knights went to Venice. Then, at the behest of Pope Honorius, they founded a new citadel at Marienwerder on the Liwa River, in what is now Poland. There they would participate in a long series of ferocious wars against the “Old Prussians” and other pagan tribes of the Baltic. Bloody fighting between the knights and the Old Prussians continued for generations. According to the Chronicles of the Teutonic Order, knights captured by the Old Prussians would be “roasted alive in their armor, like chestnuts, before the shrine of a local god.”

			This dark, confused, centuries-long conflict known as the Northern Crusades is beyond our scope here and indeed practically eludes modern understanding. Suffice it to say that in the remote Baltic borderlands, the native peoples (Balts, Slavs, Estonians, Livonians, Lithuanians, Old Prussians, and others) had rejected early Christian attempts at conversion, martyred the missionaries, and clung tenaciously to their ancient gods and goddesses of woods and wind and animals, birth and fecundity, destiny and war. Obstinate in their worship of these elemental deities, isolated in the fastness of their forests, they held out against the Christian age for more than 1,000 years: The Roman emperor Constantine the Great painted the Chi-Rho symbol of Christ on his standard the night before the Battle of the Milvian Bridge on October 28, AD 312, inspired by a prophetic vision in which he saw a burning cross in the sky inscribed with the words In hoc signo vinces (By this sign, you shall conquer); yet there still existed unconquered congregations of pagans practicing their ancient Nordic religions in rural areas of Lithuania as late as the sixteenth century.

			In 1263, Pope Honorius called for the Teutonic Knights to establish a bulwark of fortresses along the river Niemen. These utilitarian structures were not what we might imagine—castles of mortar and stone—but log redoubts, more like the forts of our own Western Frontier during the Indian Wars. It is likely that the von Lettows helped construct and defend this Crusader bulwark.

			Centuries passed. Old Prussia became Christian at last by force of arms, intermarriage, and assimilation—though it is to be supposed, given later German history, that some seeds of the old knight-roasting pagan savagery remained buried deep in Prussian hearts. The von Lettows, having merged with the Prussian Vorbecks along the way, acquired property and estates in the vicinity of Rummelsberg in eastern Pomerania. There they fought for the dukes of Pomerania who became electors of Brandenburg, and at last kings of Prussia.

			In the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) the von Lettow-Vorbecks lost almost all their property. This man-made cataclysm, as destructive of human life as any volcano, devastated much of Central Europe, rendering entire fat principalities into wasteland and forcing a significant number of starving, displaced Germans to the dreadful expediency of cannibalism. That the ruin wrought on Germany in this multigenerational conflict resembled the ruin experienced by East African tribes during the 1914–18 war is an irony certainly not lost on the acute von Lettow: The Thirty Years’ War was known for the “wolf strategy” of its combatants—this apt expression describes a mode of warfare in which “armies of both sides plundered as they marched, leaving cities, towns, villages, and farms ravaged.” The Schutztruppe practiced a modernized version of this strategy in German East Africa 300 years later.

			But cataclysm often spurs new growth, another example of history’s many ironies: The more severe the eruption, the lusher the harvest when planting begins again in mineral-rich volcanic soil. Thus, the horrors of the seventeenth century gave way to the European Enlightenment of the eighteenth.

			In Prussia, this age belonged to Frederick II, the quirky, brilliant homosexual king and military strategist, chief architect of the modern German state and the father of its professional standing army. Witty, cynical, prey to dark humors—the very type of the enlightened despot—warlike Frederick also hungered for an intellectual life. He hosted Voltaire and other “philosophes” of the day at his countryseat, Sanssouci. Witty dinner-table conversation was the only compensation required for his kingly hospitality. He welcomed opposing views and could tolerate dissent—to a point. (Voltaire, arrested over some stray impertinent comment, was quickly deported.) Through land grants and royal patronage, successive generations of Prussian kings had done much to revive the minor aristocracy—that landowning class of soldierly gentleman farmers called “Junkers.” The officers of Frederick II’s victorious armies were drawn from among their ranks, including the von Lettow-Vorbecks and the von Bismarcks to whom they were closely related.

			Perhaps as a counterweight to a deep-seated personal gloom, Frederick II loved a clown: Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck’s great-great-granduncle, General Heinrich Wilhelm von Lettow-Vorbeck, both brave and funny, became one of Frederick’s favorites, a part of his inner circle of friends and confidants. He was remembered by his great-great-grandnephew Paul for his heroism on the battlefield and also for his clownishness: Heinrich Wilhelm was the author of certain satirical stanzas mocking his royal patron ever so gently—a greater hazard, perhaps, than facing the massed cannons of the enemy. Heinrich Wilhelm served for several years as a mercenary with the King of Poland until recalled to fight Prussia’s wars against Austria and France. In these conflicts, he fought alongside other members of his family; the von Lettow-Vorbecks paid a high price for Frederick II’s royal patronage:

			“Seventeen members of the family were killed in action during the wars of the Great King,” Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck records, “six at the Battle of Leuthen alone. This example of the sacrifice and suffering of our old military families occurred during a period when battlefield casualties were generally very much less than today.” The tradition of dying for the Fatherland would also mark the von Lettow-Vorbecks of Germany’s future wars: Six of the twelve who served in World War One were killed, as were six of the nine who served in World War Two. Heinrich Wilhelm, however, survived and was awarded the Pour le Mérite—Prussia’s highest military honor, newly instituted by Frederick II—for his valiant service. Severely wounded in action, he retired in 1771 and died childless.

			His estates, much enhanced by the king, passed to his brother, Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck. This man’s son, Karl Wilhelm, joined the army at fourteen and fought in the Napoleonic Wars that, following the battles of Jena and Auerstädt, once again ruined Prussia. History’s endless returning cycles are played out in the lives of the people; we take it in with each breath and expel it again anew, but it’s the same old air: The von Lettow-Vorbecks emerged from their nation’s twenty years’ struggle with the “Corsican upstart” again impoverished. Karl Wilhelm’s twelve children—among them Paul von Lettow’s father, Paul Karl—were raised in “Spartan simplicity with only a piece of dry bread and an apple for breakfast.” “Butter was a luxury,” for them, Paul von Lettow explains in Mein Leben. But “real piety and unconditional loyalty to King and Fatherland,” he adds, “characteristic of
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