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About the Book

On 30 November 1916, an apparently ordinary freighter left harbour in Kiel, Germany. She would not touch land again for another fifteen months. It was the beginning of a voyage which was to take her around the world leaving a trail of devastation in her wake.


She had started life as a merchant ship, but by the time the German navy had finished with her, the Wolf was the most technologically advanced fighting boat of her generation. And yet through clever camouflage, she could pass for a common-or-garden steamship.


It was to be one of the most daring clandestine naval missions of modern times. She traversed three of the world’s major oceans, destroyed more than thirty Allied vessels and captured over four hundred men, women and children, surviving on fuel and food plundered from captured ships. She sailed back unharmed fifteen months later.
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PREFACE

The extraordinary voyage of the German warship Wolf is one of the least-known stories of the First World War, and yet, paradoxically, it is also one of the most extensively documented. More than 800 men, women and children lived on the ship at various times during her fifteen months at sea, and between 1918 and 1920 no less than seven of them wrote books detailing their experiences. By the early years of the Second World War, several other eyewitness accounts had been published. Yet few people today remember the Wolf beyond a devoted coterie of war buffs and maritime enthusiasts.

That neglect may reflect the limitations of most published accounts of the Wolf. Some were hastily and amateurishly written; most were subject to the censorious restraints of earlier times; nearly all of the German accounts were published during the war, with one eye on their propaganda value, and only one was ever translated into English. The early books were quickly forgotten, and the best of the later ones – the colourful memoirs of the former prisoner Roy Alexander and former crewman Theodor Plivier – are now more than seventy years old. The singular nature of the Wolf’s voyage – an odyssey across three oceans shared by an improbable mass of people thrown together to form a floating microcosm of the world – remains largely unknown.

This account, the first to tell the full story, began life when one of the authors, Peter Hohnen, delved into the experiences of his great-uncle, Ross Ainsworth, a young Australian merchant seaman whose ship, the Matunga, was captured by the Wolf off the coast of New Guinea in August 1917. Five years of research led us into the military archives of Britain, Germany, Australia, South Africa and New Zealand, and prompted a search to locate many of the scattered descendants of those who had lived on the ship nearly a century earlier. The material that was eventually unearthed – declassified documents, handwritten diaries, letters, faded black-and-white photographs and strips of silent film – yielded a story much richer and more intriguing than we could have anticipated.

On one level, it is the story of a daring military endeavour – a warship disguised as a civilian freighter, equipped with the most advanced technology of its era, sent on a suicide mission to the far side of the world. It is also the human story of how a multitude of people from warring nations coexisted in sometimes dire confines and discovered the commonalities that bonded them. And it is a story with political dimensions that were uncovered in government archives – a cautionary glimpse of how easily the press and the public can be manipulated towards xenophobic hatred when governments wield enormous powers of censorship and propaganda.

In writing this account, we have stayed true to the language and terminology of its era. Some of the racial attitudes expressed by those aboard the ship would cause grievous offence today, but because so much of the story pivots around the social interactions of those on the Wolf, it would be self-defeating to play the role of censor. We have likewise been faithful to place names that are now anachronisms, among them the following: Boeroe (now known as Buru), Bombay (Mumbai), Burma (Myanmar), Calcutta (Kolkata), Celebes (Sulawesi), Ceram (Seram), Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Delagoa Bay (Maputo Bay), Madras (Chennai), Rangoon (Yangon) and Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City). Where imperial measurements for distance and weight were used in original sources, we have retained them.

Those who lived on the Wolf, both prisoners and crew, endured extreme mental and physical hardships during the course of the voyage, and it is not surprising that their eyewitness accounts sometimes contradict each other on the date, time and detail of particular events. In those instances, we have relied as much as possible on contemporaneous documents, in particular the daily war diary maintained aboard the ship by Kapitän Karl Nerger, a copy of which is held in the German military archives in Freiburg, and on declassified military files from various countries.

In the end, however, it is these first-person accounts, written in many different languages and from a multitude of viewpoints, that paint the most vivid picture of the Wolf’s strange and circuitous passage around the world in the years 1916–18. Through them, we get a palpable sense of the terrors and absurdities of the voyage, and of the war itself. Theirs is a remarkable survival story that opens a window into the turmoil that beset the world in those grinding final years of the First World War.
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THE BLACK RAIDER

SAN FRANCISCO BAY shimmered under a brilliant blue sky on the morning of 15 May 1917, yet Captain John Stanley Cameron was plagued by a sailor’s nagging superstition as he guided his three-masted barque, the Beluga, out through the heads and into the Pacific Ocean. The spring temperature hovered around sixteen degrees Celsius, a mild westerly tugged at the Beluga’s sails and the old wooden whaler responded beautifully to Cameron’s touch. Everything augured well for the ten-week voyage to Australia. But as he stood on the aft deck watching the brick ramparts of Alcatraz Island’s military prison slip past on the port side, the skipper’s mind kept returning to the ritual headcount he had performed aboard the ship shortly before casting off. With a load capacity of only 508 tons, the Beluga would normally have carried just Cameron and a crew of ten, but on this voyage he had brought along his young wife, Mary, and their six-year-old daughter, Juanita. Only as he prepared to cast off had he realised that the total number of people aboard her was now an unlucky thirteen.

When Cameron mentioned this bad omen to Mary, she laughed it off as old-fashioned nonsense more befitting a nineteenth-century salt than a skipper in this new age of industrial wonders. Mary Cameron had spent most of her twenty-seven years observing the paradoxically stoic but superstitious ways of sailors, for she had grown up in the Australian port city of Newcastle, north of Sydney, where her father was a stevedore and her mother ran a confectionery store on the docks. And Stan, although he was only thirty-two, was emphatically a seaman of the old school; his father, John, was one of San Francisco’s venerated master mariners, and Stan had been venturing out to sea since he first stepped aboard the old man’s whaler as an infant. He was among the last of a breed of merchant seamen who had learned their craft on sailing ships, reading their fortunes in the wind, the stars and other, less tangible portents.

Yet something deeper than mere superstition was at work in Cameron’s mind, for the world was in turmoil as he and Mary set sail across the Pacific. Six weeks earlier, United States President Woodrow Wilson had proclaimed a state of war with Germany, officially ending his nation’s tenuous neutrality to side with Britain in the ‘grim and terrible’ conflict that had turned the fields of France and Belgium into slaughtering grounds over the past three years. The president had confirmed an extraordinary tale the newspapers had been reporting for days – that Germany had attempted to enlist Mexico in a plot to invade Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. An intercepted telegram from Germany’s foreign secretary, Arthur Zimmerman, had exposed the scheme, the last in a long line of provocations that went back to 1915, when a German submarine torpedoed the ocean-liner Lusitania off Ireland and killed nearly 1200 people, including 128 Americans.

War headlines had crowded the front pages of the San Francisco newspapers in the weeks before the Camerons set sail, and the city itself was swept with wild conjecture. The United States Navy had warned that German submarines might be lurking beneath the Pacific Ocean off the coast of California. The San Francisco Chronicle claimed U-boats were being constructed at a secret base somewhere on Mexico’s south-western coastline, having been shipped in pieces from Germany. A submarine was said to have been sighted in the Gulf of California, only 700 miles south of Los Angeles. The military prison on Angel Island had been turned into an internment camp for German immigrants and suspected spies, among them the German consul-general in San Francisco, Franz Bopp, and two of his staff, who were charged with hatching a bomb plot. Four Indian immigrants who lived near the Camerons in Berkeley had been arrested as conspirators in a German-financed plot to send guns to revolutionaries in British India. Patrol boats were plying the bay night and day, on alert for possible attacks. ‘The thrill of war’,1 as the Chronicle put it, had finally come to the shores of the United States.

It was an inauspicious time to be taking a six-year-old child on a 7400-mile voyage across the equator. Yet the Camerons2 shared an impetuous spirit that went back to their whirlwind courtship nearly a decade earlier, when Stan had sailed into Newcastle harbour aboard his father’s barque Big Bonanza in late December 1907. Mary’s family still talked about the bewildering events of that Christmas, when Mary looked up from behind the counter of her mother’s store to see a strapping six-foot-three American sailor with wide-set blue eyes, a rueful smile and a mop of light brown hair already coarsened by salt and sun. Whatever chemistry was triggered in that moment had been hastened along by Mary’s high-spirited nature, for even at eighteen she was no introvert. Vivacious, oval-faced, with a thick mane of dark hair and a mischievous smile that dimpled her cheeks, she was one of eleven children in a noisy working-class family, and she sang on the stage of the Victoria Theatre and the local Wharf Labourers’ Hall. In the days leading to Christmas, Stan had convinced his father to delay their departure from Newcastle and implored Mary’s parents to let him take their daughter back to San Francisco. By Boxing Day, the young couple were married, and a day later Mary had walked aboard the Big Bonanza and set sail for a new life on the other side of the Pacific.

In the years since then, the Camerons had shared more than one adventure at sea, for Mary had chosen a shipboard life with Stan over the lonely existence of a shore wife. Eighteen months after their wedding, they had survived a terrifying ordeal3 off the coast of Alaska when their heavily laden whaler ran aground during a violent night-time snowstorm, which capsized some of the lifeboats carrying the 194 passengers and crew to shore. After nearly drowning in the raging surf that night, Mary had huddled on a desolate stretch of beach with the others, singing music-hall tunes to buoy their spirits until a rescue party found them. A year later, she was with Stan aboard the barque Diamond Head, en route from San Francisco to Seattle, when another storm nearly capsized the ship, snapping its mast and forcing them to seek shelter in a small cove.

Stan Cameron had hung up his skipper’s cap shortly after that adventure, taking a port job around the time of his daughter Juanita’s birth in 1911. He might never have returned to the sea had it not been for the war and Mary’s fervent desire to see her family again. After years of begging and cajoling, her opportunity had finally come two months ago when Stan heard that the old Beluga was scheduled to take a shipment of benzine engine fuel to Sydney for the General Petroleum Company. Cameron knew the owner of the company, a rambunctious San Francisco millionaire called John Barneson who had hired Stan to sail his racing yacht Edris from Peru to San Francisco in 1912. The Camerons had named their second daughter after that sleek yacht, the fastest on the West Coast, and Stan had skippered her for Barneson intermittently since then. He also knew the Beluga, a reliable old barque that had been lying idle for several years in Oakland Harbor until she was recommissioned because of the heavy shipping losses caused by the war.

It was an opportunity too enticing to resist: he and Mary could leave four-year-old Edris in the care of a family friend in San Francisco and take Juanita with them on a paid summer cruise across the Pacific to see her grandparents for the first time. For Stan, the lure of returning to the sea was made even more irresistible by the money he could earn, for with freight-rates skyrocketing because of the war, merchant seamen were earning extraordinary wages4. The crewmen of the Beluga were being paid sixty dollars a month, with a guaranteed minimum of ten months’ work, and even at those rates Stan had found it so difficult to pull together a crew that he had been forced to delay his departure by a week and cross the bay to find a second mate on the docks in San Francisco.

With Germany and the United States now at war, Stan knew the Beluga was fair game for capture by any German submarine or warship he might encounter. And the newspapers were filled with terrifying accounts of the fate that befell anyone who fell into German hands. War correspondents claimed the Kaiser’s troops had hacked off the limbs of children as they marched through Belgium; they violated nuns and crucified their enemies with bayonets. Only a month earlier, there were reports that the Germans were boiling down the bodies5 of the dead to make glycerine for their weapons. But Stan had spent enough time around Germans to wonder about such stories. His own crew was made up almost entirely of Swedes and Norwegians, many of whom felt as much cultural kinship with Germany as they did with the United States. They were the kind of veteran seamen whose presence was itself a reassurance.

‘Seldom have I gone to sea under more favourable circumstances6,’ Cameron later recalled. ‘A tight little vessel, a good deepwater crew of Scandinavian sailor men, plenty of good wholesome provisions and a cook who knew his business.’

If there were dangers in such a voyage, he could console himself that no American ship had yet been lost in the Pacific, despite the newspapers’ overheated accounts of U-boat flotillas heading towards America. Like many of the city’s merchant seamen, he was sceptical about such stories, and like many Americans he was ambivalent7 about his country’s involvement in a conflict that had until recently seemed a distant struggle between the great powers of Europe. After three years of war, it was difficult to know what to believe. In Britain, Prime Minister Lloyd George was again promising imminent victory, yet in Washington there was talk that the English were on the brink of starvation. The Camerons had already lived through an age of upheaval: in their lifetimes, the automobile and the aircraft had revolutionised transport, the coal-fired steamship had supplanted the sailing boat, the wireless and the phonograph had been invented and the movie camera had made possible the silent wonder of the cinema. Assassinations and workers’ revolts had convulsed Europe, and the United States had nearly gone to war with Mexico. This new conflict in France and Russia was yet more tumult, but it seemed so distant to Stan that when he later described the Beluga’s departure from San Francisco, he made almost no mention of it, and the only trepidation he could recall was the nagging thought of that unlucky thirteen.

As for Mary, no talk of war or bad omens could distract her from the excitement of returning home. This was to be another adventure, in an era when war itself was portrayed as an adventure, when newspapers spoke breathlessly of exciting battles and thrilling heroics on the frontlines. With her arm around Juanita, she clung to an optimistic faith as their sailing ship pulled clear of San Francisco Bay and into the heavier swell of the Pacific.

* *

The trade route from San Francisco to Sydney was the longest Stan Cameron had ever sailed, cutting diagonally across an ocean so vast that it was possible to remain at sea for weeks without seeing another ship or sighting one of the hundreds of islands scattered across the curvature of its surface. Stan fixed a course that took the Beluga well to the south-east of Hawaii, crossing the equator five weeks into the voyage at a point close to the ocean’s geographic centre. The Pacific was a blank canvas out here: beyond the horizon, the Gilbert Islands passed by unseen as May gave way to June. The wind became cooler but the skies remained clear, and one day drifted into the next.

For Mary, the lulling monotony of the voyage was countered by the anticipation of her family reunion. In the decade since she had left Newcastle, all ten of her sisters and brothers had married and left home. Her younger sister Violet, who had been her singing partner on the stage of the Victoria Theatre at the age of twelve, was now a married woman of twenty-three. Her father was about to turn sixty and Mary knew from the letters they had exchanged that her mother, Jane, although only in her early fifties, was not well. Each day at noon, when Stan mapped out his chart, Mary would help him calculate their remaining distance to Newcastle.

‘Then she would figure out just how long it would take, under various weather conditions, before she would be able to see her beloved Australia again,’ he later wrote. ‘Some days when we had a favourable wind and had made a good day’s run in the right direction, she would be as happy as could be8 and singing all the time, but other days when we had made but little progress she would be way down in the dumps, and it would be extremely difficult to get a smile.’

Two weeks after they crossed the equator, the Camerons approached American-occupied Samoa – the customary stopover for ships en route to Australia – but Stan decided to press on.

On 9 July, the chart showed them less than a thousand miles from their destination, skirting just south of the islands of New Caledonia and about to cross below the Tropic of Capricorn. In nearly two months, they had still not seen another ship, but at two o’clock on that cloudless afternoon, Stan was on the quarterdeck supervising a maintenance crew high up in the aft mast when one of the sailors called down to him, ‘Smoke-oh, on the port beam.’ Cameron turned and lifted his binoculars to the south-west, scanning the horizon until he located the telltale grey smudge. In minutes, a black speck appeared, its shape slowly coalescing into the familiar angles of a steamship. From its course, Cameron judged it would sail directly past them, and he called down through the open skylight of the Beluga’s cabin to his wife and daughter, who rushed up to the aft deck to watch it pass.

Standing on the quarterdeck, Cameron strained through the binoculars to see the ship’s flag as she approached, figuring her to be a British or Japanese tramp. She was a freighter, certainly, painted entirely black from hull to superstructure, and he judged her to be perhaps four hundred feet in length but without any obvious identifying features. He could make out the perpendicular bow slicing through the ocean, a three-tiered bridge set forward of amidships, a single funnel rising behind it, and derricks suspended skeletally above the decks fore and aft. But when the Beluga’s chief officer took the binoculars, he noticed something unusual.

‘By God9, Captain,’ he remarked, ‘I don’t know her nationality, but she carries the largest crew I’ve ever seen.’

Cameron grabbed the binoculars back and took a closer look at the approaching ship, making out at least sixty crewmen in regulation man-o’-war sweaters standing behind the rails. For the first time, he sensed something awry about this encounter. He knew the British Navy had converted freighters into armed warships to supplement its forces and wondered whether this might be one, patrolling the Pacific islands from its base in Australia.

Just then, Mary and Juanita, who had gone below to change into their best frocks, re-emerged to greet the first new human faces they had seen in nearly two months. The little girl was waving cheerfully as the hulking black steamer drew closer, but it suddenly decreased its speed and turned towards them as a flag was hoisted from the jackstaff on its aft deck. Focusing the binoculars for a clearer view of the flag, Cameron felt a sudden chill in the pit of his stomach as he saw, framed inside the lenses, a black cross against a white background, a taloned eagle at its centre and horizontal black, white and red stripes in the top-left corner.

The German naval ensign flapped in the South Sea breeze as a second flag rose above the freighter’s bridge, and Cameron swung the binoculars in that direction to see it spell out the three-letter international signal to heave-to and prepare to be boarded. He was still reeling from shock when two hinged iron sections of the black steamer’s bulwarks suddenly crashed down, clanging against the hull as the barrels of two hydraulic guns swung out over the waves. With a hollow crack, one of the guns fired a shell, which arced over the Beluga and exploded in the sea beyond her, sending a plume of white water ten feet into the air.

It was in that moment that Cameron knew without doubt that this black freighter was a German commerce-raider and that his family had become prisoners of war, however incomprehensible it seemed on this empty sea more than ten thousand miles from the Western Front. Turning aft, he saw Mary twenty feet away, leaning against the wheelhouse with all colour drained from her face; from her look of transfixed terror, he knew that every story of Hun sadism she had absorbed from the newspapers over the past two years was now flooding her mind. Resting against her, his daughter had stopped waving and was looking back at him uncertainly.

Cameron shouted to his crew to draw in the Beluga’s sails, then rushed over to take Mary’s hand. The look they exchanged was a wordless confirmation of their shared dread. The closer the black raider approached, the more flimsy and insignificant the Beluga seemed. The Germans were preparing to winch a launch off the port beam and Cameron hustled his wife and daughter into the cabin below, where they sat wordlessly on the sofa, staring into space. Juanita sensed the foreboding and began to whimper. When one of the Beluga’s crewmen called through the skylight that the launch was pulling alongside, Mary quickly rose, walked over to the bed and retrieved one of her husband’s pistols from under the mattress. Stan would later say that the look of bloodless fear in her face stayed with him for months. ‘Suddenly she threw both her arms10 around my neck,’ he wrote, ‘and drew my head into such a position that she could look into my eyes, and said, “Stanley, I want you to promise me that they will never get Juanita.” ’

As Stan Cameron emerged from the cabin, pausing to compose himself, he saw ten blue-uniformed German sailors leaping aboard the Beluga with pistols drawn. Standing on the quarterdeck, almost rigid with fear, he was disorientated when a young lieutenant strode up to him, saluted, and asked in perfect American-inflected English, ‘Are you the captain of this vessel?’ Cameron replied in the affirmative, and the German, after asking a few more questions about the Beluga’s origin and destination, announced with brisk formality, ‘Captain, I take charge11 of your vessel in the name of the German Imperial Navy.’ At this, he signalled his crew to haul down the American flag from the Beluga’s halyard and raise the German ensign in its place.

Amidships, the Germans were unpacking a black case containing twenty pairs of handcuffs and several small explosive devices, while the Beluga’s crew were searched for weapons. The explosives needed no explanation; under international ‘prize’ law, the Germans were entitled to seize the ship’s cargo and destroy her as an enemy vessel. With as much surprise as relief, Cameron saw that the Germans were following the rules of sea warfare to the letter – having fired a warning shot to stop him, they had made no attempt to attack the ship and were now, with remarkable efficiency and discipline, taking a detailed inventory of his stores and equipment, signalling the results across to their captain aboard the freighter. The black raider, Cameron learned from the lieutenant, bore a name that required no translation: Wolf. Yet, as sinister as their vessel sounded, these men bore no resemblance to the savage ‘Huns’ of the wartime newspaper reports. Even the handcuffs proved superfluous, as the Germans directed the Beluga’s crew to help sort through the ship’s supplies. The German officer introduced himself as Leutnant Ernst Szielasko and ordered the Beluga’s cook to come up to the quarterdeck, whereupon he requested a hearty meal for everyone on board and assigned one of his men to assist.

It was during this strangely amiable meal that Cameron, seeking any intimation he could get from the German officer about their intentions, discovered that Szielasko had been a merchant seaman like himself and had acquired his American accent while working on freighters operating along the West Coast of the United States. To Cameron’s surprise, the German not only proved familiar with San Francisco but also revealed he had once been a crewman aboard the steamship Roanoke, on which Cameron himself had served. Szielasko explained that most of the Wolf’s crew were merchant seamen like him, from the German equivalent of the naval reserve. He assured Cameron that his family would not be harmed, despite being prisoners of war. His men, meanwhile, were fussing over Juanita so much that the little girl had quickly overcome her fear, ecstatic to have new company after eight weeks of tedium. Even Mary began to relax as she listened to Szielasko sharing sailing stories with her husband.

At sunset, the Camerons were finishing their meal when a signal from the Wolf sparked a rush of activity among the Germans. Szielasko told the couple a steamship was approaching from the south and the Wolf was setting off in pursuit, so the Beluga would rendezvous with the raider the following day. The barque’s sails were unfurled, the raider’s engines rumbled into life and in the fading light both ships moved off in separate directions.

Two hours later, Cameron was on deck when a freighter appeared in the moonlit waters to the north-east, heading towards Sydney. As she passed the Beluga, a Morse-lamp flashed on the ship’s bridge, identifying her as the Australian cargo steamer Fiona and requesting the Beluga’s response. Cameron watched helplessly from the bridge of his captured ship while the Germans ignored the signal, and the freighter steamed past them heading southwest towards the very port he had come so tantalisingly close to reaching. In minutes, the Fiona disappeared into the darkness.

For Mary, the night passed torturously. Fearful for Juanita, distraught at being robbed of her reunion with her parents, she lay in the Beluga’s bunk unable to sleep, alert to every creak of the ship’s hull and footfall of the German guards on the deck above. In the morning, she and Stan rose to find no sign of the black raider. The Germans were sorting through the spoils of their capture, and Szielasko apologetically informed them they would be permitted to keep only essential items from their wardrobes, as most of their clothing was needed aboard the Wolf. The couple watched helplessly as their belongings were piled on the deck alongside the Beluga’s food stores, medical supplies, tools, a hundred cases of benzine and any remotely useful item the Germans could find.

In the course of that long, torpid day adrift in the Pacific, Stan Cameron learned several things that deepened his sense of foreboding about what lay ahead. The German navigating officer and boatswain proved as affable as Leutnant Szielasko – like him, they spoke fluent English and had worked as merchant seamen in the United States, until they returned to the fatherland to enlist when the war broke out. The clothing, they explained, was needed because the uniforms of the Wolf’s crew were disintegrating after more than seven months at sea; even Mary’s long underwear would be handy for use as bandages. Cameron was incredulous to hear that, since leaving Germany in late 1916, the raider had never once pulled into port, instead plundering coal, food and supplies from the ships it had attacked. The crews of those ships were now held captive aboard the Wolf, but what plans the German captain had for them his men could not tell, for they knew little of their mission or where it would take them next. How the raider had come to be here in the South Pacific, Stan could not piece together, and how the crew had endured the voyage he could barely fathom. But it seemed from what the men said that they had already crossed the Atlantic, Indian and Southern oceans, and were now heading north towards the Dutch East Indies.

The Germans bantered amiably with Juanita and treated Mary with deference, for they had not seen a woman or child since leaving home. But for Mary this was hardly a reassurance, and the night again passed without sleep. At dawn the next day, she went above deck with Stan to find the hulking black presence of the Wolf standing three hundred yards distant. The raider had arrived silently in the pre-dawn darkness and four lifeboats were already being winched down to collect the benzine and other supplies stacked on the Beluga’s deck. Szielasko appeared and told them the Wolf’s captain had modified his instructions and would now permit the Camerons to take as many personal possessions as they wished, so Stan and Mary began searching through the piled stores to retrieve clothes, shoes, Mary’s sewing machine and whatever else of value they could find. As they searched, they heard the drone of a motor and looked up to see a biplane appear in the distance, then descend slowly to fly a loop over the raider and disappear. It was, Szielasko explained, the raider’s own seaplane, signalling the all-clear.

By one o’clock, the transfer of stores was complete and the Camerons were told to climb aboard one of the lifeboats with the crew. As they cast off from the Beluga, Stan was angered to see the deck rail of the Wolf lined with a procession of grinning German faces, filling Mary with renewed fear as they drew closer to the ship. With Juanita on his shoulders, Stan climbed the wooden steps of a rope ladder to the raider’s deck; Mary followed, refusing the offer of a winched wicker chair, despite the heavy swell and her exhaustion. They were met by a grey-moustachioed senior officer who introduced himself as Kapitänleutnant Karl Schmehl, the first officer. Addressing Stan in perfect English, he said, ‘Tell your wife12 and little girl that they have nothing to fear, that we are not the Huns you probably think we are.’ To complete the incongruous courtesies, a cook appeared from the mess and leaned down to present Juanita with a glass of milk and a dish of pudding.

Taken below the poop deck, the Camerons found themselves in a walkway between decks, where they were led to their quarters – a cramped and unventilated storeroom, which a crewman was still cleaning out. As they peered into this iron-walled bunker, throngs of men shuffled past them, not just crewmen but prisoners of different nationalities – British, Indian, European, African – most with bare torsos and shaved heads, dressed only in ragged shorts or pants. Some were climbing up to the poop deck, where they exercised; others were heading back towards a hatch door that took them down to a hold, where the Beluga’s crew members had been taken. There appeared to be scores of these men, grimy and sweaty, casting dulled but curious glances at Mary as they trooped past. Pointing to the storeroom, the German first officer, Schmehl, said this would be the family’s quarters if they wanted to stay together; alternatively, Mary and Juanita could be given a room below the bridge and Stan could remain here and visit them daily. Defiantly, however, Mary refused to be separated from her husband. Stan was wondering how his wife and daughter could possibly withstand the indignity of these quarters when the Wolf’s captain suddenly appeared before them.

Impeccably dressed in a spotless dark uniform, the German skipper was a trim and compact man whom Stan estimated to be around forty. Slightly built, with a squared-off face and hawkish nose softened by an almost feminine mouth, he carried himself with an air of implacable authority. In halting English and with utmost formality, he introduced himself as Kapitän Karl Nerger and apologised to Cameron for capturing the Beluga, saying he would have passed the ship by had he known a woman and child were aboard. Having revealed his vessel, he had been forced to take the Camerons aboard and would have to destroy the Beluga, but he would release them as soon as it proved possible to do so without jeopardising his own crew’s safety. In the meantime, he would arrange a room for them in his officers’ quarters, where Stan would be permitted to stay on the condition that he not speak to the crew or prisoners. With that, the captain withdrew, orders were snapped and the Camerons were led up to a stateroom on the berth deck. There, the crew rigged up a specially made hammock for Juanita and brought in the family’s belongings.

In the relative comfort of this cabin, Stan and Mary sat on their bunk in bewildered silence. They had fallen into the hands of the feared Germans – but Germans with impeccable English and unfailing manners. Could these affable pirates, with their apologies and assurances, be taken at their word? They were still mulling over these contradictions an hour later when a crewman appeared in the doorway holding a wad of cotton batting. The Beluga was about to be fired on and sunk, he announced, and the family were advised to stuff their ears. The captain had given permission for Stan to watch from the boat deck.

Leaving Mary and Juanita in the cabin, Stan climbed a gangway to a vantage point high up behind the bridge, where the ship’s six lifeboats were suspended from iron davits. Here, he looked backwards and saw the other prisoners on the poop deck, where they had gathered to watch the spectacle of the Beluga’s demise. In the fading light of dusk, Cameron estimated there were nearly a hundred men crowded down there. The Beluga was sitting at anchor two miles distant, her holds still filled with several hundred barrels of benzine. Twenty years earlier in Alaska, the little whaler had been burnt to the waterline in a horrendous fire and completely rebuilt to sail again, but there was to be no returning from this isolated spot in the Pacific. The Wolf’s forward guns erupted just as the sun touched the horizon, and Cameron flinched as 5.9-inch shells careened wildly around his little ship, falling harmlessly into the ocean fore, aft and beyond her. He counted eighteen missed shots and was silently marvelling at the Germans’ lousy aim when a shell finally slammed into the old whaler’s wooden hull, sending an angry shot of flame arcing across the orange sky. Suddenly, the little barque was ruptured by muffled explosions as canisters of benzine detonated inside her hold, some rocketing through the air, spraying plumes of red flame, others erupting inside her until fire blossomed slowly from the ship’s centre and spread across the surface of the surrounding ocean like a molten tide.

Down in the stateroom, Mary Cameron heard the dull boom of the explosions through the wadding in her ears and hugged Juanita as the Wolf rocked from the concussion of the guns discharging. Even without witnessing the Beluga’s destruction, Mary’s last vestige of stoicism crumbled with the loss of the ship that was to have taken her home, and something unravelled within her at that moment. On the deck above, Stan watched the spectacle with horrified awe. He would later record the scene in his memoir:


The sea for miles around us13 was covered in burning petrol. The weather was almost calm, and occasionally a cat’s paw of wind would come along and cause this flaming field of oil to run in various directions, opening a path of black water through a sea of flames. As soon as this cat’s paw was over, the flames would run together again. When the spars fell out of the ship, the splash was not of water but a veritable cataract of flames. Even the Germans were impressed by the picture of three square miles of burning sea, leaping thirty feet high and raging for hours. God! It was a wonderful thing. In fact, the sight was so great that I did not realise that it was my own little home that was going up in flames.



Later in life, the terrible beauty of that spectacle would become one of Stan Cameron’s recurring nightmares. It was as if their little sailing ship had been atomised, a remnant of a bygone world laid waste by the fearful technology of the new.
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SUICIDE SHIPS

THE CHAIN OF events that led the Cameron family into the path of the German raider Wolf had been set in motion two years earlier, many thousands of miles away on a calm afternoon on the Irish Channel, when an eighteen-year-old lookout aboard the British luxury ocean-liner Lusitania saw a phosphorescent burst of foam break the surface of the sea five hundred yards off the ship’s starboard bow. As a thin line of bubbles tracked inexorably across the ocean’s surface towards the ship, the lookout knew with certain horror what he was witnessing, but his cry of ‘Torpedoes coming on the starboard side!’ was lost on the afternoon breeze; even before he had run down to alert his brother below decks, the 30,000-ton liner was shaken as if by an enormous hammer-blow, followed seconds later by a rumbling deep within her core. The iron superstructure of the bridge began buckling and tearing in an eruption of flame, steam and smoke, and coal dust belched from the funnels and rained down on panicked passengers rushing to the upper decks. A complete power failure crippled the ship and she lurched thirty degrees to starboard, but the Lusitania kept moving, as if still on course for Liverpool. In the confusion that followed, an officer mistakenly halted the loading of the lifeboats and assured everyone the ship was safe.

The fastest ocean-liner on earth, the Lusitania was that day carrying more than 700 crew members and 1257 passengers, nearly two hundred of them Americans who had boarded in New York. Many felt the succession of explosions that shook the ship as cold water flooded into her engine rooms and blew her boilers, unleashing steam and scalding water at a pressure of 200 pounds per square inch. The heavy tilt of the deck to starboard made it impossible to launch lifeboats on the port side; passengers below were trapped in darkness and chaos. The Lusitania took eighteen minutes to sink, her bow striking the bottom of the channel in barely more than three hundred feet of water, so that those few survivors who had scrambled into the six lifeboats that were launched recalled watching the ship’s immense stern and propellers rise above them and hang, suspended there momentarily, until they finally slid below the waves in a geyser of steam and smoke. Of the 1198 people who perished, thirty-five were infants.

The sinking of the Lusitania14 by the German submarine U-20 immediately became the most reviled ‘massacre’ of the First World War. Kaiser Wilhelm II stood condemned as a murderer of innocent women and children, caricatured in Allied newspapers as a cloaked prince of darkness trailed by the ghosts of pleading naked cherubs. One hundred and twenty-eight American passengers had died, sparking a political crisis between Germany and the United States, which had remained steadfastly neutral since the war had begun. But the revulsion and horror that greeted the ship’s destruction marked something more profound; it was the overturning of an old and enduring notion of warfare as a noble endeavour governed by rules of fairness and decency. War, German Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke said in 1898, was part of the ‘divine’ plan15 that revealed man’s noblest virtues. The torpedoing of a defenceless passenger-liner by an unseen submarine revealed the hollowness of such illusions and showed that technology had changed warfare irrevocably. New weapons had created their own rules.

As recently as 1907 and 1908, the great military powers had gathered in The Hague and London to set limits on the deployment of aerial bombs, sea mines, submarines, torpedoes and other mechanised weapons that augured a scale of carnage even generals feared to contemplate. These peace conferences, which had begun in 1899 with the lofty purpose of banning all new weapons, produced more than half a million pages of written deliberations and a vast array of painstakingly negotiated rules governing land and sea warfare. Their most ambitious achievement was the final Hague Declaration of 1907, a monument to ‘Right, Justice and the Spirit of Peace16 and of International Concord’, which was doomed to failure long before the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria triggered the hostilities of August 1914. For, although all of the great powers had participated in the Hague deliberations, none had ever formally ratified its rules of war and few generals seriously contemplated abiding by them. The sinking of the Lusitania was by no stretch the first hostile act of the First World War that broke an international covenant.

Britain had planned, since at least 1911, that in the event of war with the Kaiser it would deploy its navy to create a ‘distant blockade’ of Germany and cut off the country’s food supplies, notwithstanding that this would be entirely illegal according to rules of naval warfare that had been observed for nearly six decades. And when Germany invaded neutral Belgium in August 1914 – contravening one of the Hague Declaration’s most fundamental tenets – Britain immediately implemented its blockade by dispatching its warships and minelayers into the North Sea. This had in turn spurred Germany’s retaliatory announcement, in February 1915, that it would enforce a similar blockade against Britain by allowing its submarines to wage unrestricted warfare against every ship that ventured into the North Sea.

Behind the thundering indignation that each combatant hurled at the other for these infractions at sea, Britain’s blockade and Germany’s U-boat campaign shared a common purpose: to starve the enemy into submission. Britain’s naval-intelligence chief, Sir Charles Ottley, had once predicted that the Royal Navy could cut off Germany’s sea-trade so ruthlessly that ‘grass would sooner or later grow17 in the streets of Hamburg and widespread dearth and ruin would be inflicted’. (The fact that Sir Charles made this comment less than a year after he helped negotiate the Hague Declaration suggests why it was doomed to fail.) Freighters destined for Germany passed through one of two narrow channels – either the North Sea between Scotland and Norway or the English Channel between Britain and France – which Britain aimed to choke off. Yet Britain itself, as an island nation that imported more than sixty per cent of its food, was arguably even more vulnerable to such economic warfare. British Admiral Sir John ‘Jacky’ Fisher had warned in 1906 that ‘it’s not invasion we have to fear if our navy is beaten. It’s starvation18.’ Thus, both countries had always known that any confrontation between them might ultimately become a gruelling contest of slow economic strangulation, a trade war that would be fought entirely at sea.

Even six months into the war, that eventuality was taking shape. The horrendous and irresolvable carnage of Ypres and Lorraine suggested that, as Germany’s Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz would later tell the Kaiser, the key to victory19 was freight. The problem for both Britain and Germany was that waging commerce war20 was no simple matter, for the oceans are the shared territory of all nations and thus governed by complex rules of engagement that had been developed over centuries. It was precisely these rules that Britain had broken with its ‘distant blockade’, invoking the wrath not just of Germany but also of neutral trading nations such as the United States. By using its navy to stop and search all freighters in the North Sea, Britain had deliberately contravened both the 1909 Declaration of London and the 1846 Treaty of Paris, which stipulated that naval blockades must be confined to within three miles of an enemy’s shoreline. Even more egregiously, Germany’s consequent campaign of indiscriminate submarine warfare had broken a long-accepted covenant that passenger-liners and neutral freighters should never come under attack from warships.

In response, both countries invoked the argument that modern weaponry had made the old rules redundant. Britain asserted that its navy could not possibly enforce a close blockade of Germany in an era of long-range cannons, mines, aircraft and submarines, all of which would decimate its ships. Germany argued that its submarines were similarly unable to comply with the prize rules of commerce warfare. Under those rules, which stretched back to the Napoleonic era, certain ships were guaranteed safe passage in wartime, specifically passenger-liners and the freighters of neutral nations. And while combatant nations were permitted to attack each other’s trading ships, the civilian crews and passengers aboard these vessels were not to be harmed. A warship wanting to attack the freighter of an enemy nation was therefore obligated to act out an elaborate ritual of search-and-seizure: it would fire a warning shot, send across a boarding party, permit all crew and passengers to disembark and then tow the ship to a neutral port, where her status could be adjudicated by a prize court.

A submarine, Germany argued, could not possibly perform this tricky pas de deux because it contained no room for prisoners, carried insufficient crew to commandeer a freighter and was vulnerable to being fired on by ships that carried defensive guns. Furthermore, Britain’s first lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, had ‘despicably’ altered the customs of sea warfare by authorising Allied merchant captains to fly false neutral flags (a practice outlawed by the Hague Declaration) and by dispatching into the North Sea ‘Q-boats’ – heavily armed decoy ships that looked like freighters and flew false neutral flags but were designed to lure German submarines to the surface and destroy them. England had ‘unscrupulously outraged21 all the fundamental principles of the old maritime law’, thundered Tirpitz, leaving Germany no choice but to unleash its U-boats without restriction.

Tirpitz, in common with much of Germany’s military leadership, was a man who gave little thought to the battlefield of public opinion: his sympathy for the men, women and children killed on the Lusitania was so limited that he later accused them of ‘wanton recklessness’22 in boarding the ship. Later, it would be revealed that the Lusitania23 was carrying a secret cargo of armaments that may have ignited, hastening the ship’s destruction. But in May 1915 the worldwide revulsion directed at Germany forced the Kaiser to rethink his trade-war strategy. The United States was in uproar over the deaths of its citizens. Former president Theodore Roosevelt was demanding that the country go to war against Germany. Newspapers were calling it ‘a massacre’, a ‘crime’ and ‘the most momentous moral crisis since the crucifixion of Christ’. A retired United States admiral had called for the Kaiser, Tirpitz and the entire Admiralstab to be hanged.

Alarmed at the prospect of war with America, Wilhelm II defused the crisis by quietly ordering his U-boats to avoid attacks on passenger-ships and neutral freighters, leaving his admirals to ponder how they could starve the English if their submarine fleet was constrained by the damnable rules of war. The solution they turned to was a weapon as old as sailing ships themselves: the commerce-raider.

* *

In naval warfare, commerce-raiders played a role akin to piracy, earning themselves a place in the popular imagination that harked back to an older and more buccaneering era of sea warfare. Although subject to military command, raider-captains were lone operators who enjoyed enormous latitude for independent action and subterfuge. They were bandits, outside the conventional chain of command.

In the American Civil War, the Confederate Navy raider Alabama had attained folkloric status in Britain and America after an extraordinary two-year voyage in which she destroyed or captured sixty-five ships destined for the northern states, evading fleets of Yankee warships sent to destroy her. Captain Raphael Semmes, the commander of this sleek British-built sailing ship, was a veteran navy officer who affected a waxed moustache and an image of a Southern gentleman pirate. His modus operandi became the blueprint for the German captains who followed him six decades later: with his guns hidden behind bulwarks and a false flag flying from his mainmast, Semmes overhauled ships bringing supplies to the northern states, fired a warning shot across their bows, stole their cargoes and imprisoned their crews, then burned the ships to the waterline.

The Alabama’s 75,000-mile campaign of privateering ranged from Britain down through the Atlantic Ocean to Brazil, across the Indian Ocean to Singapore and India, then back via South Africa, achieving such infamy that it was commemorated in folk songs, fictionalised in dime-store novels and debated in hyperbolic newspaper coverage. After the ship was finally sunk by a United States gunship in June 1864, during an all-out battle off the coast of France that killed twenty-six of her crew, the Manchester Guardian exaggerated only slightly when it claimed that Semmes had single-handedly ‘paralysed the commerce24 of a great nation’.

The aura of doomed romanticism that attached itself to raiders had been rekindled in the early months of the First World War by the exploits of one German warship in particular. In August 1914, the Emden, a medium-sized cruiser in the Kaiser’s China fleet, was dispatched on a raiding campaign in the oceans around southern Asia under the command of her aristocratic captain, Karl von Müller. In just three months, Müller sank fifteen Allied freighters and staged daring attacks on the ports of Madras and Penang, where he set fire to oil tanks and destroyed a Russian and French warship, in the process earning himself increasingly adulatory press coverage, even in Britain. Prisoners released from the Emden described Müller as an affable gentleman who would happily converse in his cabin over a whisky and soda, and who assiduously observed the Hague rules of combat; he had left neutral ships unmolested, had rescued drowning crewmen from the French destroyer despite great risk to his own ship and took great care during the Madras bombardment to avoid civilian casualties.

The Emden’s exploits came to a horrific end on 9 November during a confrontation with the Australian light-cruiser HMAS Sydney off the Cocos Islands, north-west of Australia, when a fusillade of shells from the Sydney ignited the raider’s ammunition battery, engulfing her in an inferno that killed 130 men and horrifically injured scores more. In response, The Times, the Daily Chronicle and the Daily Telegraph published effusive tributes to Müller’s chivalry and courage. ‘It is almost in our heart25 to regret that the Emden has been captured and destroyed,’ eulogised the Telegraph. ‘The war on the sea will lose some of its piquancy, its humour and its interest now that the Emden has gone.’ For its part, the Chicago Tribune judged the raider’s exploits to be ‘without parallel26 since the famous Alabama of the Confederate States was roaming the ocean’. The commerce-raider27, in the eyes of these editorial-writers, was the antithesis of the devious and unsporting U-boat, a vestige of more gentlemanly traditions of warfare.

A less nostalgic view held sway in the German Navy, where the limited life expectancy of these ships was well known. Of the seven raiders Germany dispatched in the first year of the war, three were sunk after being attacked by Allied warships, one was destroyed by an internal explosion and three were forced to give themselves up in neutral ports. Although they destroyed 352,000 tons of shipping and caused significant disruption to Britain, the head of the High Seas Fleet, Admiral Hugo von Pohl, was dismissive of their role. Among ordinary German sailors, they earned the sobriquet Himmelfahrtsdampfer – suicide28 ships.

The problem with these early ‘auxiliary cruisers’, as they were officially known, was that they were either warships or converted ocean-liners, which consumed coal so quickly that they soon became dependent on fuel-ships and thus lacked mobility and range. In August 1915, a young naval-reserve officer named Theodor Wolf proposed a simple solution. Only twenty-nine years old, Wolf was a student of commerce-raiding and pointed out that an ordinary freighter, while much slower than a warship or passenger-liner, used far less fuel and possessed infinitely more storage space for both mines and prisoners. Such a ship could, unlike a submarine, be sent on a long-range mission and could operate within the Hague rules while maintaining its guise as an ordinary merchant steamer. Several months after the Lusitania sinking, Admiral Pohl grudgingly took up the suggestion, and in November 1915 a single-funnel 4788-ton freighter called the Pungo was recommissioned as the naval raider SMS (Seiner Majestaet’s Schiff – His Majesty’s Ship) Moewe.

Fitted out with two torpedo tubes and four guns, SMS Moewe cut a path of destruction through the Atlantic that surprised Pohl and prompted a rethink within the Admiralstab. The ship’s weapons were cleverly hidden behind drop-down doors in the deck wall, which naval engineers had created by cutting out sections of the bulwark with oxyacetylene torches and reattaching them with hinges. Her masts had been rebuilt with telescopic mechanisms so they could be lowered and raised, and sheetiron panels were carried on board to alter the appearance of her funnel and superstructure. In an era when identifying a ship was largely a matter of staring through binoculars at a silhouette on the horizon, the Moewe had been able to slip through the North Sea blockade and into the Atlantic under a false Swedish flag just before Christmas, carrying 500 mines and a crew of 219 men.

Her commander, an urbane and goateed thirty-six-year-old korvettenkapitän named Nikolaus Burggraf und Graf zu Dohna-Schlodien, laid minefields off Scotland, Ireland and southern France that destroyed three freighters and the battleship King Edward VI; then, disguising his ship variously as a P&O liner, a Swedish freighter and an Argentine transport, Dohna-Schlodien embarked on a raiding mission in which he sank seven British freighters, captured more than two hundred prisoners and seized £50,000 worth of gold bullion and cargo in less than a week. An eighth victim, the British passenger-liner Appam, he converted into a floating prison under the command of a junior officer, Leutnant Hans Berg, who sailed the Appam to the east coast of the still-neutral United States in early January to seek refuge under the United States–Prussia treaty of 1799.

The Appam’s29 arrival in Rhode Island’s Newport Harbor on 1 February 1916 was a minor sensation that alerted the British Government to Germany’s new commerce-raiding campaign. Aboard his prize ship, the garrulous Berg impressed journalists with his ‘very pleasant manner’ and boasted that the elusive Moewe was just one of nine surface-raiders being readied to wage war against British commerce. The New York Times praised the Germans’ courteous treatment of women and their efforts to avoid casualties, judging the Moewe’s achievements to be ‘as wonderful as any exploit of the Emden’. The Moewe, meanwhile, continued her raiding sallies in the southern Atlantic, and Dohna-Schlodien capped off his two-month mission by sinking six more ships and evading the blockade to return to Kiel, the first raider-captain to return his crew safely to port. For this achievement, the Kaiser personally bestowed on him the ultimate German military honour, the Pour le Mérite, colloquially known as the Blue Max. (Hans Berg was less fortunate: the leutnant and his crew were thrown into a Texas prison after the United States Government, signalling its deteriorating relations with Germany, refused to recognise the Appam as a legitimate prize of war.)

Berg’s boast that Germany possessed a fleet of nine commerceraiders proved only a mild exaggeration, for two more had already been dispatched in the weeks before the Moewe returned and at least one other was being readied. Their reputation as ‘suicide ships’ would, however, prove difficult to shake. SMS Greif was at sea only two days when her captain made the fateful decision30 to send a brief wireless message to Berlin, unaware that the British
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