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   11     GERMAN CRUISER WARFARE PLANNING AGAINST AUSTRALIA 
 
‘The threatening and neutralisation of Australian and New Zealand coastal areas can be 
considered after the occupation of Thursday Island’.   
                                                                 Korvettenkapitän (later Admiral) Max von Grapow, 1901 

 

There was absolutely no doubt in the minds of German 
Admiralty Staff planners that attacks on Australasian trade routes were feasible and would 
be successful and profitable. The German documents are consistent and emphatic in their 
assessments.  A 1911 appendix to the standing orders for the East Asian and Australian 
Stations for the operations of the Cruiser Squadron made clear the German rationale and 
expectations of success: 

The aim of cruiser warfare...is damaging enemy trade, protection of our own 
trade, combat with enemy forces insofar as these tasks permit...it is recognised 
how much the Australian Government fears an attack on its coasts and trade, 
and that it does not consider the present English naval forces in Australian 
waters sufficient.  It can be assumed that operations by the Cruiser Squadron 
against Australian trade will affect a vulnerable area of English interests and 
cause great disruption...A penetrating attack against Australian trade thus can 
be recommended.1 

Operational directives to implement this remained basically unchanged in the period 1900-
1914. That vulnerable trade routes and port facilities were considered an existential threat 
to Australia was fully recognised by Australian politicians, as shown in parliamentary 
debates, and cannot be creditably contested. 
 
The formation of operational planning, 1900-1909. 
The 1900 ‘Implementation Instructions for the Australian Station’ set out in detail what was 
a simple but effective plan of attack. Copies were held by the Consul-General in Sydney, 
and the Governors of New Guinea in Herbertshöhe (Rabaul) and of Samoa in Apia.2  As 
political tension loomed on the horizon, they were to hand over the instructions to arriving 
warship commanders who would discuss any changes to their own standing orders.  The 

 
1  RM5/v 5971, Bl.173, ‘Denkschrift zu den Befehlen für das Kreuzergeschwader und S.M.  Schiffe  

auf der Ostasiatischen und Australischen Station’, December 1911. 
2  RM5/v 5899, Bl.8, Korvettenkapitän Emsmann, Senior Officer Australian Station,  

‘Ausführungsbestimmungen auf der Australischen Station. Zu den Operationsbefehlen für das  
Kreuzergeschwader und S.M. Schiffe im Auslande vom 1. Februar 1900’,  20 June 1900.   



Consul-General was to be kept informed telegraphically of the position of all warships, 
and in turn was to inform German commanders of the movements of potential enemy 
warships. This also applied to the consuls and officials in Auckland, Ponape, Yap and 
Jaluit.   
   It is in the matter of supply that German planning took on those ubiquitous Teutonic 
characteristics of voluminous detail to cater for all possible eventualities.  Given the huge 
expanse of ocean in which warships had to be supplied, it was indeed a demanding task 
to effectively coordinate such a widely dispersed web of interconnecting supply and 
communication lines. The Governor of New Guinea was to provide a schooner to be 
stationed in Henry Reid Bay (Wide Bay, U-234) in St George’s Channel of the Bismarck 
Archipelago, to act as a reception and transmission point for intelligence.3 Of crucial 
importance was getting confirmation of hostilities and much needed supplies to the 
warships on the Station.  In each port the Consul or Intelligence Confidant was to 
requisition and despatch a steamer for this purpose. This would be a circuitous but 
essential undertaking. The main route was Sydney-Herbertshöhe-Jaluit-Ponape-Yap-
Herbertshöhe. From Auckland the route went over Apia-Jaluit-Ponape-Herbertshöhe. If a 
cruiser were at Tahiti, the route went Auckland-Tahiti-Apia-Jaluit-Ponape-Yap-
Herbertshöhe; if at Honolulu, from Auckland over Apia-Honolulu-Jaluit-Ponape-Yap-
Herbertshöhe. From this the importance of New Guinea as a central assembly point for 
the auxiliaries is clear.  
   In Sydney and Auckland4 the Naval Intelligence agents were to despatch one steamer 
for each of the cruisers on the Station, so that each warship had two support vessels.  
Listed requirements for coal and matériel for three months were held by the Consuls.  
From these two ports the supply auxiliaries were to sail directly to the assembly point in 
the Bismarck Archipelago. If a cruiser were in telegraphic contact with Sydney or 
Auckland, it could specify its own additional requirements or arrange to meet its supply 
vessel earlier. Additional supply vessels to support warships travelling between America 
and Asia were to be anchored at Likieb in the Marshall Islands (U-246a), Suvarov Island 
near Fiji (U-243), and Uriei in the Admiralty Islands.5  
 

    
 
 

 
3  Secrecy measures and recognition signals to be exchanged were complex and are detailed in 
 RM5/v 5899, Anlage 1a, ‘An das Kaiserliche Gouvernement von Deutsch Neu-Guinea’; Anlage 2,  
        ‘An das Kaiserlich Deutsche Generalkonsulat in Sydney’.   
4  Detailed directives for Auckland are in RM5/v 5899, Bl.24, ‘An den Kaiserlich-Deutsche Konsulat 
        Auckland’, 20 June 1900. 
5  Uriei, in the northeast corner of the harbour behind Cape Los Negros, 147º19’E,2º0’S. The  

       Marshall Islands consisting of two chains of lagoon islands known respectively as Ratack and Ralick   
       were acquired in 1885 and administered from Jaluit by an Imperial Commissioner. 



 As soon as the warships received news of war they were to 
proceed the Bismarck Archipelago. Once supplies had been transferred they would 
immediately implement operational orders and seek out enemy shipping. The concluding 
paragraph to the instructions by the Australian Station Senior Officer (SOA) 
Korvettenkapitän Hugo Emsmann anticipated possible problems as early as 1900: 

It can be assumed that England and the Colonies will make the greatest 
possible difficulties for us.  Warship commanders therefore have to take into 
consideration that despite the best efforts of the Confidants, the anticipated 
measures provided in these implementation directives could well only be met 
slowly or not at all. In view of the poor cable and postal connections in the 
Pacific, commanders must always keep in mind that is is the enemy’s gunfire 
which could bring the first news of war.6 

Communication was to remain the weakest link in planning for effective operations. 

  Already by November 1901, the new Station Senior Officer  
Korvettenkapitän Max von Grapow had worked out detailed plans for inclusion in the 
Operations Orders to try to minimise disruption to preparations which could be expected 
from the local authorities in Australasian ports. Starting point was the assumption that war 
between Britain and Germany would be preceded by a fairly long period of political tension 
(Spannungsperiode). Britain would attempt to postpone a declaration of war ‘by diplomatic 
and artifical means until its effective mobilisation preparations were complete’.  Only then 
would Britain commence hostilities by some aggressive act.  Given this, to as great an 
extent as possible Germany had to use the intervening period to complete preparations. 7  
The 1914 mobilisation orders provided that the Norddeich radio station would send news 
of war at specific times. On receiving the mobilisation order, commanders would 
implement the set measures ‘without regard for political conditions’.  Contact with 
Germany was to be maintained as long as possible, and when broken the commanders 
were authorised to act according to their own judgement.8    

 
6  RM5/v 5899, ‘Ausführungsbestimmungen...’  
7  RM5/v 6693, Bl.9, ‘Denkschrift die Kriegsführung gegen England auf der Australischen Station 
 betreffend’, November 1901. 
8  RM38/v 126, ‘O-Befehle für die Auslandsschiffe 1914’, 7. 



   Unidentified German warship in Sydney harbour 
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According to international law neutral vessels in belligerent ports were allowed a short 
period of grace to leave, but Grapow did not expect Britain to observe this.9  The short 
time had to be used by Germany to inform ships unable to be reached by telegraph, and 
to implement those measures enabling the cruisers to be in a position to attack commerce.   
He believed that there would be enough time on the Australian Station for this. In any 
case, the Germans had the advantage that the steamers of the North German Lloyd (NDL) 
and the Hamburg-Amerika Line (HAL) in Sydney and Melbourne had large holdings of 
coal and provisions which would be available to the Navy.  The Lloyd steamers were 
speedy enough to outrun any British warship on the Australian Station with the exception 
of Royal Arthur and Phoebe.10  He observed optimistically, if erroneously, that 

The Commonwealth of Australia, already almost independent of England, 
certainly will not comply with directives against international law from the 
Motherland.  Such a directive would be one requiring the impounding of postal 
and freight steamers in Australian harbours immediately on declaration of war.  
The fact that these steamers in the main are bringing Australian raw materials 
to English, Indian, Italian and Dutch harbours will have to be taken into 
consideration by the Parliament. 

This assessment of the Australian position was a major misjudgement which had 
catastrophic results for German operations in August 1914. 
   The main difficulty was the reliance on a timely and successful despatch of merchant 
auxiliaries with coal and supplies from Australasian and British ports.  As this could easily 
be disrupted by cable connections being solely in British control and subject to censorship 
and/or interdiction, there subsequently was an emphasis on reaching the warships in the 
Pacific from neutral harbours.  Batavia and San Francisco became hubs of German 
activity, especially the former as the administrative centre for the steamers of the 
Singapore-Sydney and Hongkong-Sydney lines available from Shanghai, Amboina and 
Makassar.  The Consul-General in Batavia had the crucial task of chartering steamers to 
bring supplies to the cruisers in the west of the Station.  A larger steamer for the same 
purpose would be obtained in San Francisco for the cruisers in the east of the Station.  
The Consul-General in Sydney would need to requisition the steamers of the NDL, HAL, 
and Jaluit Company in Australian harbours, and direct them over differing routes to avoid 
pursuit to Herbertshöhe and the main supply dépôt at Ruck Atoll. Crucially, enough coal 
would have to be provided to make the cruisers independent of British-controlled ports for 
a lengthy period.11 

 
9  See the Hague Convention, ‘Status of Enemy Ships’, United States Foreign Relations 1907, 
 1247f.  However, in Article V, days of grace did not affect merchant ships ‘whose build shows that they 
        are intended for conversions into war-ships’ - a key element of German planning. 
10  RM5/v 6693, ‘Denkschrift...’, November 1901. 
11  Ibid. 

http://collections.anmm.gov.au/objects/23255


 

    
 

Commerce warfare 

 As to just how commerce warfare would be implemented on the 
Station, Grapow’s view was that a joint operation of cruisers and converted auxiliaries 
would be most effective.  As assembly point he proposed Likieb Atoll after a call at Jaluit 
for provisioning. From there the British coal dépôts at Butaritari in the Gilbert Islands, 
Gavutu in the Solomons, and Port Moresby in Papua would be attacked. Following this 
the ‘threatening and neutralisation of Australian and New Zealand coastal areas can be 
considered after the occupation of Thursday Island’.  He was confident that such a plan 
would be successful as the British had relatively few and ‘very inferior’ ships at their 
disposal for the defence of their Pacific possessions, and the ‘so-called Australian 
Auxiliary Squadron’ was bound to the coast by domestic political considerations. Only the 
Royal Arthur and Phoebe in New Zealand waters were faster than the German cruisers.  
Given this, if the latter and their auxiliaries kept together, the prospects for success were 
optimistic.  In adition the aggressive implementation of operations against Australasian 
harbours would cause a public panic which would ensure the Australian Squadron 
remained close to the coast and did not pose a threat to wider German operations. This 
was to remain an important consideration in subsequent planning.12   
   Detailed arrangements were made for the provision of auxiliary vessels whose support 
functions were crucial.  The light cruiser Möwe was to proceed to Petershafen or Johann-
Albrechthafen in New Guinea upon receiving news of war, and there await the arrival of 
steamer ‘H’ from Sydney, which would have guns mounted for conversion into an auxiliary 
cruiser. Both would then go to the assembly point U-469 in the Celebes.  The main task 
of steamer ‘B’ sent from Sydney to the cruiser in the east of the Station (then Cormoran) 
would be the transport of sufficient coal and provisions to enable that warship to reach the 
Celebes. If convenient, it would accompany. If the cruiser were located in Australian 
waters on the outbreak of war, the commander was to notify the Sydney Consul-General 

 
12  Ibid. 



by telegraph of the point where he wished to meet the steamer. If both cruisers on the 
Australian Station (then Cormoran and Seeadler) found themselves in Australian waters, 
another meeting point could be arranged.   

 Suggested was Saumarez Reef off the Queensland coast. 
Seeadler, in the western Pacific, required no support vessel, as the coal dépôts at Matupi, 
Ponape, and Yap were at its disposal, as well as coal carried by the postal steamers which 
could be met underway.13   

 Seeadler   

 

  The directives Squadron Chief Vice-Admiral Richard von Geissler 
outlined in October 1902 for the cruisers on the Australian Station began with a 
consideration of the Intelligence System, whose observations were to be provided 
regularly to the Squadron Command in peacetime. These then would be distributed to 
individual commanders, the Chief Reporters, and Zone Officers. He emphasised the 
importance of properly formulating the matériel requirements for the Station’s ships, 
particularly coal. The SOA was responsible for independently organising the advance of 
the Station’s ships to the assembly point, was immediately to advise the Chief Reporter in 
Batavia of his anticipated arrival and through him the Squadron Command, so that 
intelligence information and orders could be despatched to arrive there on time.  Geissler 
wanted to ensure a tighter oversight and organisation of the preparations to enable speedy 
and effective implementation of operational plans when the time came.14 

 
13  Ibid. 
14  RM5/v 5899. Bl.103, ‘Direktiven für das Verhalten der Kreuzer der Australischen Station im 
 Kriege’, 18 October 1902. 



   Each war scenario (Kriegsfall) required different operational instructions depending who 
the enemy was.  In Case A (United States), the Squadron would operate near the 
Philippines.  The choice of route was left to the SOA, but if no orders were received by 
the time 10ºN Lat. were reached, he was to put in at Amoy or Hongkong before 

proceeding to the operational area.  In Case B (France) the Squadron would operate along 
the coast of China and Indochina. The cruisers of the Australian Station would attack 
commerce according to existing instructions while underway to the Squadron main body.  
In Case D (Britain) the cruisers would join with the Squadron in the Sunda Archipelago 
‘while energetically implementing cruiser warfare’ against British shipping.  In Case E 
(Japan) the Squadron would operate in the region between 10º and 35ºN Lat.  and the 

cruisers of the Australian Station would seek communication with the Squadron via 
Batavia while attacking commerce in the Malacca or Sunda Straits until they received 
further orders.15 

The clearest statement of the aims 
and methods of cruiser warfare for the region was outlined in the 1902-3 Winterarbeit of 
Kapitänleutnant Friedrich Freiherr von Bülow, first officer of the Condor. This was entitled 
‘The Attack on Trade at the Sources of Enemy Import, outlined in an Attack by the Cruiser 
Squadron on English Wool Imports from Australasia’.16  He began by stating that even the 
briefest glance at the economic and geographic basis of an attack in this region indicated 
that careful consideration would have to be given to the method of its implementation.  Not 
least of the problems was the great distance to be covered: 2,246 miles from Torres Strait 
to Melbourne; 1,482 miles from there to Cape Leeuwin; and another 1,470 miles to 
Wellington.  In addition, there were four major shipping routes from Australia to Britain 
which would have to be monitored and attacked: from Cape Leeuwin via Batavia or 
Colombo or Aden and Suez; from Cape Leeuwin around the Cape of Good Hope; through 
Torres Strait via Batavia or Singapore and Suez; and around Cape Horn. 
   Within Australasian waters, the greatest volume of shipping was in the region from 
Sydney to Adelaide.  Around fifty British steamers a month passed through Bass Strait, 
converging at Cape Leeuwin on the way to Suez.  Freighters from Queensland passed 
through Torres Strait, and from New Zealand the quickest route was around Cape Horn.  
The most important strategic regions for operations were: 

• from Sydney to Adelaide, which included the three major Australian harbours which 
were also the major wool export ports. The most valuable steamers of the regular British 
lines passed here; 

• the Cape Leeuwin region which included the major harbours of Fremantle, Perth and 
Albany; 

• Torres Strait which had only the small harbour of Thursday Island, and transit traffic to 
and from Queensland which exported much less wool; 

 
15  Ibid. 
16  RM5/v 5970, Bl.64, ‘Der Handelsangriff an den Quellen der feindlichen Einfuhr, dargestellt an 
 einem Angriff unseres Kreuzergeschwaders auf die englische Wolleinfuhr aus Australien’.  
 



• the New Zealand region, with the major harbours of Auckland and Wellington and 
shipping concentrating in the Cook Strait. 
Given that the German cruisers had the advantage of surprise, their superiority to those 
of the Australian Squadron was considerable.  It was expected this would enable them to 
achieve control of local waters or at least a successful blockade of Australian forces in 
one of the defended harbours. Either eventuality provided the prerequisite for a successful 
attack on trade. 
   Already at this early date of 1902 there is no doubt about the gravity of the danger posed 
to Australasian trade and defence by the German Cruiser Squadron.  Bülow advocated 
bringing Australian naval forces to battle as soon as possible in order for the Squadron to 
achieve control of coastal waters. There was a small operational time frame between 
defeat of the defending Australian Squadron and the arrival of British reinforcements from 
East Asia.  The China Squadron was in the position to form no fewer than five groups of 
three heavy cruisers which would outgun the German force.  However, British interests in 
East Asia were so important it was expected that the commander would not detach ships 
to another Station unless he were convinced that his own Station was not threatened.  The 
Indian Squadron was equally dependent on assistance from East Asia as was the 
Australian Squadron, but was weaker than the latter.  If it were to be strengthened from 
the Mediterranean, cruisers required fourteen days to travel from Malta to Colombo, while 
they needed only four or five days from Singapore. Thus as a ruse the German Squadron 
had to maintain for as long as possible the impression that its intended area of operation 
was East Asia or India.  This could be done only by choice of route to Australia: a quick 
route which would lengthen the period of operation, but also one which would be difficult 
to establish conclusively until effective pursuit was pointless. 

  
Two main possible routes led from the starting point of the Cruiser Squadron’s home base 
at Tsingtao in northern China. The proposal worked within a hypothetical timeframe 
beginning with a departure date of 1 January. The western route went east of the 
Philippines and from Celebes through Sapeh Strait between Sumbawa and Flores (2,870 
miles) around Cape Leeuwin (4,500 miles) to Melbourne.  Suitable coaling points would 
be the Taliabu Islands south of the Molucca Strait, and Furth Bay at 25.5ºS,113ºE. The 

eastern route went between Yap and Guam via Matupi in New Guinea (3,000 miles) 
directly south to Sydney (4,850 miles). With fuel considerations crucial over such a long 
distance, wind advantages would enable the light cruisers to use their sails and conserve 
coal.   
   It was the western route which offered full protection and the prospect of avoiding 
intervention from the British China Squadron, while on the eastern route, by 7 January a 
point would have been reached on the Honolulu-Manila trade route from where sightings 



of the German advance would arrive in Manila within four days and be in the hands of the 
British by 12 January.  Even if the German Squadron were not sighted, the fact that it 
simply had disappeared from the frequently transversed waters of East Asia would cause 
suspicion and lead to the assumption by 14 January at the latest that it was heading for 
Australia.  To confound this, Bülow advocated a deliberate sighting to provide a false 
indication of the intended route. At this point it would not be possible for the British to 
determine whether use of the western route was intended until the Sunda Archipelago 
was passed.  After passing Sapeh Strait it might be possible to detach the older Thetis 
and Hertha to the Torres Strait route on a westerly detour so that the British would assume 
Diego Garcia or Sumatra would be the next goal, and so despatch pursuit ships in this 
direction. Three light cruisers would take the eastern route and stand at a rendezvous 120 
miles SSE of Sydney on the route to South America and await further orders.  Provided 
that the Squadron succeeded in leaving Tsingtao without being followed, that recoaling 
took place as planned, and that the whereabouts of the Squadron’s main body remained 
undetected, the next knowledge of it would be its appearance off Albany on 20 January. 
   By 24 January the Squadron would stand before Melbourne with the following 
possibilities: 
a. Australian warships engaged.  The extent of German success would determine the 
degree of control of Bass Strait and speed of progression to Sydney. 
b. If the Australians declined battle in expectation of the arrival of reinforcements from 
the China Squadron, Melbourne would be blockaded.  Australia’s foremost trading and 
second wool export port would be isolated.  If the blockade included warships in port, the 
light cruisers could be ordered on to blockade Sydney.  If Australian heavy cruisers stood 
outside Melbourne, circumstances would determine how many ships could be spared for 
Sydney. 
c. If the bulk of the Australian force stood before Sydney, it would have to be blockaded 
there by the main body of the German Squadron. 
d. If Australian warships were at Adelaide or Brisbane -considered unlikely- these ports 
would be neither attacked nor blockaded, since this would merely waste time and relieve 
pressure from the vital regions of Melbourne and Sydney.  Bülow emphasised that the 
German Squadron had to increase this pressure to draw in the Australian ships which 
would make it easier to deal with them in one undertaking, and free the Squadron to 
concentrate on its main task of attacking trade.  Given the successful implementation of 
these scenarios, ‘in all circumstances our attack on trade would make economic blockade 
a means of warfare and succeed in cutting off one if not both of Australia’s chief wool 
export ports for all maritime trade’.  Neutral ships would be turned back from the blockaded 
ports.  Departing neutrals would not be hindered, as it served German interests to allow 
the export of wool to neutral markets where it would be available to German buyers.17   
   Once these prime aims had been achieved, the problem of recoaling needed to be 
addressed as British reinforcements would be underway from Asia and the Squadron 
would need to be battle ready and capable of unhindered movement.  Coal was to be 
obtained from captured warships, or from coal freighters for which the blockade could be 
extended from Sydney north to include Newcastle and south to include Bulli and 
Wollongong.  These operations would have to be concluded by 31 January, by which time 
British reinforcements would have arrived.  The Squadron now would change its 
operational field to New Zealand where the defending naval force was far inferior.  There 
would be a reluctance to strengthen this from Australia and thus expose its own ports, but 
there was the possibility of a second British squadron from Asia.  This would reach Sydney 

 
17  Ibid.  The 1914 Operation Orders also directed neutral shipping to be disturbed as little as 
 possible.  With Germany increasingly reliant on imports it was dependent on the goodwill  of neutrals,  
        particularly the United States, Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden.  RM38/v 126, ‘O-Befehle für die  
       Auslandsschiffe 1914’, 7. 



on 4 February at the earliest, the same day the German Squadron would reach Wellington. 
The four heavy cruisers would suffice for the complete blockade of the harbour and Cook 
Strait. The light cruisers then would be detached to attack the Cape Horn route, used by 
sailing vessels. They would recoal in Tahiti and use their sails to conserve fuel, taking 
advantage of the dominant westerly winds over the 5,000 miles to Cape Horn.  They could 
continue to inflict damage on merchant vessels which would no longer be possible for the 
Squadron’s main body after 8 February with the arrival of British reinforcements in 
Australasian waters.  The expected results were: 

• five days attack on trade on the Fremantle-Melbourne route; 

• seven days blockade of Melbourne; 

• five days blockade of Sydney; 

• two days attack on trade between Sydney and Wellington; 

• four days blockade of Wellington; 

• disruption of trade for an unspecified time on the sailing vessel route to Cape Horn. 
These figures were given as the maximum achievable, and it was acknowledged that in 
reality success might well be less, considering the two impinging factors of coal supply 
and the arrival time and strength of British reinforcements. The latter factor was of 
‘decisive importance’.  However, balanced against this was the conviction that no other 
activity for the Squadron promised such a lengthy and productive use of its fighting 
strength: 

One might be of another view of the suitability of use of the Cruiser Squadron -
and the coal question could lead to this- but in absolute terms, and with such 
inadequate forces as ours, it must be concluded that in the light of our concrete 
example, with the correct choice of object, time, and place, an attack on trade 
at the sources of enemy import can be an effective means of warfare.18 

That theory could be practically implemented was not doubted in Berlin. The Squadron’s 
‘Mobilisation Overview’ submitted by Geissler and approved by the Kaiser in November 
1903 specified that in war with Britain, those ships not accompanying the flagship would 
attack commerce while underway to the assembly point at Palawan (U-534 
‘Umladungsplatz’), and cables to British possessions were to be cut in preparation for 
further activity.19   
   The following year the ‘Preparations for Implementation of Operational Orders on the 
Australian Station’ added more detail to this basic plan. This was provided to the Consuls 
in Sydney, Batavia and Yokohama, and to the Governors of New Guinea and Samoa.  
One of the main concerns was contacting the Station cruisers (Cormoran and Condor), 
and Möwe in New Guinea waters. Although it was questioned whether steamers could be 
despatched from Australian ports in time, this remained the planned course of action. 
There would be backup from Batavia and Yokohama, with the Confidants in those ports 
chartering and outfitting a steamer of 3-5000 tons.  In Batavia, two NDL steamers on the 
regular Australian run, Prinz Sigismund and Prinz Waldermar, were chosen. One was to 
contact the cruiser in the west of the Station, and after recoaling it both were to proceed 
to Petershafen to join Möwe for outfitting as auxiliary cruisers. The steamer from 
Yokohama would inform the cruiser in the east of the Station and thereafter service it as 
escort vessel.20  Prinz Sigismund already had performed such a function previously when 
it brought news of the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War and German neutrality to 
Condor.21 

 
18  ‘Der Handelsangriff...’ op.cit. 
19  RM5/v 5698, Bl.157, ‘Mobilmachungsübersicht des Kreuzergeschwaders’, encl. Geissler-Kaiser, 
 15 November 1903. 
20  RM5/v 5255, ‘Vorarbeiten zur Durchführung der Operationsbefehle auf der Australischen  Station.  
       Teil II, Kriegsfall D, Krieg gegen England’, September 1904. 
21  See RM5/v 5899, Prittwitz-Büchsel, 19 April 1904. 



 
   Just as all seemed in order, in March 1904 Consul-General Paul von Buri reported in 
something of a fluster on the draft Shipping Bill which had just been laid before Parliament. 
While it aimed to ensure set wages and increases were paid by foreign shipping 
companies plying between Australian ports, there was the possibility that it could result in 
the exclusion of foreign steamers from the coastal trade. The implications for obtaining 
vessels as required by the Naval Intelligence agents were clear.  While in favour of 
intervention by the ambassador in London, Buri believed this would be useless as the 
Australian Government had neither the will nor the power ‘to go against the workers’ party’. 
The report was forwarded to the Admiralty Staff and Navy Office.22  In the event no drastic 
legislation affected the operation of foreign shipping companies and in September 1904 
the Squadron Chief (Prittwitz) reported that all preparations for War Cases had been 
implemented. Copies of necessary requisitions and directives were deposited with the 
Consul-General in Sydney, and with the Governors in Herbertshöhe and Apia.23  That 
despatch of steamers from Sydney was crucial for the cruiser on the Australian Station is 
shown by the instruction that if they did not manage to leave, the Consul-General was to 
inform Batavia which would take action.24 
   
Planning for a response 
With some accuracy it was assumed that superior ships of the Australian Fleet Unit would 
be sent immediately on the outbreak of war to New Guinea and Samoa ‘in order to capture 
our cruisers and neutralise the coaling stations’.  It was also unavoidable that the British 
would receive information about the latest movements of cruisers from British nationals 
and agents in the German colonies. There was also provision for more awkward 
situations. The dock facilities at Sydney were used for regular repairs and overhauls by 
the cruisers on the Australian Station. Should one find itself in an Australian harbour on 
the outbreak of hostilities, it had to escape and reach Herbertshöhe or one of the supply 
points scattered through the Pacific and Dutch Indies.  Coal and provisions could be 
obtained from undefended Australian harbours –raids on central Queensland coal ports 
such as Gladstone were recommended- or in Noumea, or from captured steamers.  If it 
were impossible to escape or continue the voyage, then the cruiser ‘should inflict damage 
on the enemy according to opportunity and act as best befits the honour of the flag’.25  The 
deleterious effect of a trapped German warship firing on harbour installations and shipping 
could well be imagined given the existing nervous state of the Australian political and 
public mind. 
   These plans underwent a major reassessment in 1906. Withdrawal of British warships 
from Asian waters had been undertaken as a result of the 1902 Anglo-Japanese Alliance.  

 
22  RM5/v 5710, Bl.20, Buri-Bülow, 19, 21 March 1904. 
23  RM5/v 5899, Bl.110, ‘Gemäß...der Allerhöchsten Befehle an S.M. Schiffe im Auslande für den  
       Kriegsfall’, Prittwitz-Kaiser, 18 September 1904. 
24  RM5/v 5899, Bl.164, ‘Vorarbeiten zur Durchführung der Operationsbefehle auf der  

Australischen Station für 1908’. 
25  RM5/v 6255, ‘Vorarbeiten...’, 1904. 



British regional capabilities were being stretched. The China Squadron had to protect the 
extensive Chinese coastal region, the Malayan archipelago and the trans-Pacific 
connections to the Americas. The weak East Indian Squadron retained supervision of the 
Gulf of Bengal, the Arabian Sea, and the regional trade routes.  For the Germans these 
offered a rich hunting ground.  In 1903, 1 245 ships carrying 2 520 000 tons of cargo 
passed Aden; 3 285 ships with 4 265 481 tons passed Colombo; and 2 632 ships with 3 
369 000 tons passed Singapore.  The Australians had to protect the Colombo-Fremantle 
route (520 ships with 1 280 000 tons); Fremantle-Melbourne (2 300 000 tons); and 
Melbourne-Sydney (2 800 ships carrying 3 700 000 tons). It would be difficult to protect 
the important Australian coastal traffic because of its dispersal.  Additional routes were to 
South Africa (in 1902, 631 ships carrying 1 141 000 tons); to North America (359 ships 
carrying 742 000 tons); Chile (196 ships carrying 292 000 tons); Japan (100 ships carrying 
247 000 tons); New Caledonia (126 ships carrying 205 000 tons).  An added attraction for 
attacking Australian trade was that 85% of vessels were British registered, which meant 
that in wartime a quick substitution by neutrals would not be possible. This would further 
hamper British imports. In the German view it was clearly impossible for the Australian 
Fleet ’to adequately protect this valuable trade spread over such broad distances’.  Of 
particular interest continued to be wool exports, most of which went to London and which 
constituted 22% of total Australian exports with a value in 1905 of £34,727,797.26 

 

The Cruiser Squadron’s activity in Australasian waters was considerably expanded, and 
extended into the Indian Ocean. The strike against Anglo-Australian trade now was 
planned in two stages: Tsingtao-Yap (2,000 miles in ten days), and Yap-Matupi (1,184 
miles in 6 days). Trade routes were to be cut from New Guinea southwards, and coastal 
harbours harrassed as far as Tasmania. It was considered that coal could be forcibly 
obtained without difficulty from coastal towns, particularly along the Queensland coast.  
The Melbourne-Fremantle route would be harried before trade was attacked on the 
Fremantle-Ceylon route. Coal would be replenished at a supply site near Sumatra, 
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opportunity being taken to cut the cable on Cocos Island. The final leg would take the 
Squadron to safety in German East Africa.   
    While at first sight it appears this undertaking would face enormous challenges of 
distance, the individual legs of the advance south were no greater than those of the trans-
Pacific advance previously considered for an attack on the Canadian-American west 
coast. Each of the five Zones (Tsingtao, Yokohama, Shanghai, Batavia which included 
Sydney, and Manila) would despatch colliers to five Pacific supply sites.  In addition Yap, 
Matupi, and an undecided Western Australian harbour and several points in the Indian 
Ocean would be provisioned as coaling sites. The careful preparation this  required was 
emphasised as the key to success. There was an optimistic assessment of the weakness 
of any resistance which might be encountered: ‘The poor defence of Australia makes the 
accessing of open harbours there for the replenishing of supplies appear quite possible. 
For example, Gladstone, recently recommended as a coaling harbour.’   The southward 
thrust would avoid navigating narrows where opposition might be encountered, and the 
broad area of operations would make the despatch of pursuit forces more difficult. If it 
came to a battle with the Australians, the superiority of the armoured cruiser Fürst 
Bismarck would bring sufficient compensatory losses on the Australian side. To the 
Germans’ advantage was that the lengthy time of uncertainty  as to their whereabouts 
would cause widespread panic in Australia. Shipping companies would keep vessels in 
port, trade would back up, neutral ships in short supply would need to be chartered, and 
freight costs would skyrocket for those able to ship goods.   

This would be felt particularly by the enormous wool trade, on which a lengthy 
blockage can produce severe economic consequences. If the Cruiser Squadron 
succeeds in evading its pursuers for several weeks, then even without the direct 
capture of prizes the economic damage would be a very considerable success.   

All in all, the prospects for success in Australasian waters were more optimistic than 
elsewhere. The auxiliary cruisers armed by the Station’s warships could assist the attack 
by creating diversions. The possibility of continuing to East Africa ‘gives the thrust a certain 
backing support which is lacking in the trans-Pacific one’.27                                                                                                                              

  The following years saw detailed considerations of the practicalities of 
implementation. In December 1909, Squadron Chief Friedrich von Ingenohl 28 
commented on operational plans for war against Britain and the United States combined 
(Case C). The planned first operation, ending in Exmouth Gulf in northwestern Australia, 
envisaged an extension into the Indian Ocean, which Ingenohl believed to be pointless in 
that broad expanse.  There were other operational possibilities which should be 
considered, and in particular he favoured swinging back to the rich East Asian routes after 
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action in the eastern waters of Australia. Another possibility was a return to Australia since 
a successful attack on trade, particularly along the southwestern coast, was possible as 
long as the coal brought from Asia sufficed and there was a guarantee of its continued 
supply. He saw an advance into the Indian Ocean as an alternative only if the previous 
proposals were unrealistic and the Squadron were forced to change its operational area.  
Crucially, the decision as to which option would be adopted had to be taken based on 
information received while at Exmouth Gulf. In order to be able to proceed as quickly as 
possible, the Admiralty Staff was requested to authorise more colliers for Exmouth.29  As 
Ingenohl pointed out, a particular difficulty in the operations would be posed by the task 
of guaranteeing the punctual and uniform departure of both warships and auxiliary 
cruisers, distributed as they were under normal circumstances across the Station. This 
emphasised the need for speedy and reliable Intelligence reporting.  In any conflict with 
Britain, it was essential to ensure the timely departure of supply and auxiliary vessels from  
harbours before they could be interned or shadowed.  To this end the Squadron Command 
needed to be informed as early as possible of any political tension likely to lead to 
conflict.30   
   There was ample opportunity to practise both the organisation of vessels and the 
accompanying secrecy. In early 1909, Consul-General Irmer was occupied for several 
weeks with the arrangements for the Squadron’s voyage to Samoa, the last major 
undertaking of Squadron Chief Vice-Admiral Carl Coerper before handing over at the end 
of his tour of duty. He cabled from Manila requesting a steamer with large quantities of 
coal and provisions be despatched from Sydney. The services of the NDL agency in 
Sydney (Lohmann & Co.) had proved indispensable in the success of the operation. 
Despite the legal requirement that destination and cargo had to be declared to port 
authorities, these were successfully concealed so that it was only on the day of Leipzig’s 
arrival in Suva that the Sydney press learned of the matter.31 
 
Elaborations and problems, 1910-1914 
Early in 1910, Oberleutnant z.S. Hermann produced a lengthy study called ‘At which 
points do the main English trade routes in Australian waters offer cruiser warfare the 
greatest prospects of success, and how should this be implemented?’32  He began by 
pointing out that in the event of war, the British would only need to peruse maritime maps 
in order to deduce what possible success commerce warfare against trade in Australian 
waters might promise, and the points at which is was most likely to be carried out.  
However the conclusions proceeding from this would be disastrous for British plans if trade 
and political considerations were not taken into account. The issue was not the mere 
number of merchant vessels at a particular point, but how extensive the economic 
consequences of their loss would be.   
   An important consideration was a differentiation between the relative and absolute value 
of Australian trade for the British economy.  If one considered that in 1898 British imports 
from Australia amounted to only 2.6% of total imports, and of the total exports only 9.4% 
were directed to Australia, then the value of the object of attack might well appear small.  
What was important was the British reliance on specific items coming from Australia. A 
simple table indicated some key values: 
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1906 exports in £1000 

wool  22 646 
gold  14 811 
wheat    4 914 
butter    3 238 
copper    3 043 
skins    2 178 
meat    2 124 
silver    2 060 
tin   1 404 
flour    2 217 
timber          990 
coal     904 
talc     879 
lead     801 
zinc     801 

From these figures it was clear that wool was to be the main object of attack, since the 
economic consequences of an interdiction of supply would affect both Britain and 
Australia: 

If one considers that in 1900 in London...49% of imported wool was exported again, 
then it is clear what sort of damage the English merchant has to expect if the import 
of this article is cut off...the damaging of an industry which employs 800,000 people 
in England can cause horrific waves in economic life...through the ensuing increase 
in wool prices and clothing...the whole population will be affected.33 

The next consideration was where most vessels would be found in Australian waters.  
Based on a graph of the value of exports from the Australian States and New Zealand, 
the key shipping regions for targeting were identified: 

•  the region from Cape Leeuwin to Adelaide was the main route for exports; 

•  the region from Adelaide through Bass Strait to Brisbane was the mercantile                          
heartland, and ‘the given target of our operations’; 

•  the region from Brisbane to Torres Strait was plied mostly by unimportant coastal 
traffic. 
An added factor was that not only the cargo, but also the ship itself was a desirable and 

valuable target of attack. In 1906, 1,095 British ships had left Australian harbours carrying 
2,447,061 tons of cargo, and 368 Australian ships carrying 319,610 tons.  Hermann 
observed that ‘Since Australia as an English colony is also an enemy...there is enough 
evidence that there is no lack of opportunity for our Cruiser Squadron to inflict 
considerable damage in Australian waters’.  Based on a comparison of relative strength, 
he considered that given a surprise appearance in Australian waters, the Squadron ‘would 
be able to gain by force the control of the seas which is a prerequisite for the successful 
performance of cruiser warfare’. The only cautious note was that the superiority of the 
flagship Scharnhorst in heavy artillery and armour might not be able to compensate for 
the higher number of Anglo-Australian smaller ships.  A concentration for any period of 
British forces through detachment from the China and East Indian Stations was 
considered unlikely. The problem for the Germans lay elsewhere, with that one aspect 
which was the determining factor for all operations: coal. 
   It was assumed that the British commander -to whom the Australian Fleet was 
subordinate in wartime- would attempt to seek out the Squadron’s main body and destroy 
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it in a decisive encounter. Thus the Squadron would need to pass the line Amoy-Formosa-
Philippines-Sunda Strait undetected, and ‘leave our opponent unaware as long as 
possible of our operation and to surprise him with our appearance in Australian waters’. 
The task of the auxiliary cruisers was to distract attention from the main body through their 
own peripheral operations, for example by disrupting trade in the Indian Ocean or South 
China Sea. The smaller Cormoran and Condor would target sailing vessels moving from 
Australasia to Cape Horn whose number and cargo value was still considerable. 34  
Hermann advised proceeding swiftly from Tsingtao with a view of commencing commerce 
attacks immediately on arrival, and avoiding an intervening engagement with British 
forces. Scharnhorst and the three light cruisers would put to sea on the evening of the first 
day, sailing due east to clear the Chinese coast as soon as possible.  They would be 
favoured by the element of the unexpected: 

Of the many routes which now lead to the final destination -Australia- one is to 
be chosen which, by deceiving the English authorities (for example by a clearly 
visible steamer), will keep them in doubt as long as possible...The most suitable 
course appears to be one as far west as possible, in the middle between Formosa 
and the Philippines heading toward Sumatra.  The English will expect us to attack 
trade routes in the South China Sea...or in the Indian Ocean as most probable 
choices, at least not as improbable as conducting cruiser warfare in Australian 
waters. 

It was essential to avoid all hostile contact, for if moves to elude or defeat British forces 
were unsuccessful ‘then the war in East Asia would be finished’. The first recoaling would 
occur at the Anamba Islands west of Borneo.  The Squadron then would proceed along 
the coast of Western Australia and around Cape Leeuwin to Bass Strait, ‘inflicting constant 
and effective damage on enemy trade until reaching its source in the southeast of 
Australia’. Here the problem of coal supply arose.  Given that by this time southern 
Australian waters would be well on alert and have an increased Australian naval presence, 
a recoaling dépôt in the Campbell Islands south of the Auckland Islands was chosen.  It 
had no cable connection, and was only 300 miles from the southernmost point of New 
Zealand whose Cook Strait was a target in any case.  Attacks on merchant shipping would 
be carried out on the whole voyage. After recoaling there would be a second thrust 
northward into the major shipping lanes. The degree of success would depend on how far 
Anglo-Australasian forces had advanced at this time.35 

 It is ironic that while Condor was in Sydney in 
March 1910 its commander, Korvettenkapitän Otto Kranzbühler, Senior Officer on the 
Australian Station, undertook a revision of the operational steps to be implemented on the 
Australian Station against his hosts.36  Condor would outfit the auxiliary cruisers at Daja-
Hafen in the Solomons and subsequently attack shipping from there along the eastern 
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coast of Australia to New Zealand.  Cormoran would outfit its auxiliaries at Möwe-Hafen 
(New Britain) and attack between Fiji, New Zealand and the Australian coast. The 
auxiliaries for these two warships would be arranged by the Naval Intelligence Service 
agent in Sydney (Oscar Plate), and were to bring as much coal -a minimum of 3000 tons- 
and supplies as they could carry. This included iron plate to reinforce gun mountings on 
the auxiliaries.   

 The survey vessel Planet would be used as 
a means of transport between the two outfitting locations, thereafter as a dépôt ship at 
Daja-Hafen or be laid up in Menado or Makassar after personnel and guns had been 
removed for use by the cruisers. Direct access to any of the Dutch Indies large harbours 
had to be avoided, as the strict neutrality requirements of the Dutch Government could 
result in disarming of the vessel.  Arrangements had been made with Governor Albert 
Hahl the previous November for the despatch of coal and supplies from Rabaul to Daja-
Hafen.  Requirements included 1000 tons of coal, three tons of engine grease, 100kg of 
cylinder oil, 500kg of cotton twist, 100 tons of cement, and foodstuffs.37 
   While the detailed planning was straightforward enough, its effective implementation 
was less clearcut. There was some dissatisfaction on Kranzbühler’s part, and in 
November 1910 he wrote a long despatch to the Admiralty Staff in which he addressed a 
number of anticipated difficulties for successful cruiser warfare on the Station.38  Of prime 
importance was the availability of merchant vessels suitable for conversion to auxiliaries.  
On the assumption that at any given time two steamers were heading out and two 
returning home, three would be in British waters or near a ship in non-British waters.  
Nevertheless, he considered it improbable that there would be more than one steamer 
available on the Australian Station. The Austral-Japan Line was serviced by three 
steamers based at Sydney and Hongkong; the New Guinea-Singapore Line by one 
steamer based at Singapore.  It was these ships which offered the best prospects, 
particularly those of the Austral-Japan Line, as they had opportunity to use non-British 
cable communication in Manila and Yap.   

 Prinz Waldemar 
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Kranzbühler recommended mounting more powerful guns.  His concern was that on the 
open ocean it would be due only to luck that a merchant prize could be taken by an 
auxiliary capable of only 12-14 knots.  This speed also would not enable escape from a 
pursuing cruiser. It could be assumed that the trade between Australia and New Zealand, 
and New Zealand and the Pacific islands, would be protected by escorting cruisers.  
Kranzbühler saw the problem thus: 

The question of recoaling aside, I am of the view that to obtain a suitable 
auxiliary cruiser comparable to a warship in service and with it to implement 
cruiser warfare is very problematic, the more so as I have received the 
impression from my conservations with the Commander of the Cruiser 
Squadron that precisely in the case of war with England, very little is to be 
expected from the East Asian Zones which are responsible for supplying 
matériel for the Australian Station, as in the first instance...they have to cover 

the greater requirements of the Cruiser Squadron. 
Nevertheless, the use of Daja-Hafen as a base of operations against Australasian trade 
made the situation somewhat easier, given its proximity to coal supplies at Rabaul and 
Matupi.39 
   For Kranzbühler the matter of the inequality of German to British warships on the Station 
needed to be given serious and urgent consideration. The prospects for successful 
commerce warfare would be much improved by the replacement of the old Condor-class 
ships with ones of the Städte-class. The former had an action radius of 3600 miles at five 
knots, while the latter (such as Königsberg) one of 5600 miles at 12.4 knots. This enabled 
the operational field to be changed more quickly and added the element of confusion as 
to where it would next appear.  Apart from a guaranteed coal supply, his main concern 
was the age of the Station’s cruisers.  While the newer ships’ daily coal consumption at 
‘economy’ speed equalled that of the old ones at full speed, and their armaments were 
superior to the British P-class cruisers on the Station and not much less than armaments 
of 6000 ton cruisers. There was no question that the Condor-class ships -’not even to 
mention the auxiliary cruisers’- were slower than their expected opponents. Mobility was 
important, and new cruisers could well use the remote inlets on the Australian and New 
Zealand coasts for resupply, and quickly rejoin any action.  He believed greater prospects 
of success would come from replacing the two older cruisers with a single newer one.  
Similarly, he did not expect great success from auxiliary cruisers incapable of 15 knots 
and not ‘substantially armed’. On this basis he also strongly recommended the upgrading 
of the type of cruiser on the Australian Station.40 
   The despatch of another cruiser had been first mooted in 1908 at the request of the 
Colonial Office. Tirpitz informed the Admiralty this it was not possible due to the 
constrictions of the naval budget and could not be reconsidered until 1910. He 
nevertheless agreed that an upgraded presence was ‘thoroughly desirable for various 
reasons and [I] shall do the most to satisfy the needs of the overseas Stations’.41  On the 
basis of this somewhat thin prospect, Chief of Admiralty Staff Graf Baudissin assured the 
Colonial Office that something would be done ‘as soon as the means are at hand’.   He 
acknowledged the ‘inequality of forces as exists on the Australian Station’: 

In a war with England, it cannot serve war aims that a merchant vessel 
converted into an auxiliary cruiser, or a cruiser...is put into action under the eyes 
of the enemy without being in the position to escape enemy cruisers and await 
another opportunity to attack. A cruiser can only offer prospects of really 
pressuring enemy trade if it has sufficient speed to pursue merchant vessels...or 
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possesses a fighting capacity strong enough to force an enemy retreat, or at 
least provide an equal chance.42  

This was to be the ongoing story -repeated requests for more and better ships, requests 
which were never met and which in the long term affected the Squadron’s operational 
capability.   
   A neglected factor in studies of German activity is the intended morale-boosting effect 
the regular visits and generally impressive appearance the ships were intended to have 
on German communities living overseas. According to Kranzbühler, Germans of every 
class repeatedly had asked to be visited by a modern warship, ‘an understandable wish 
by those who follow the growth of the Navy without ever sighting anything of it’.  It was 
clearly stated in several reports over a period of years that despite the deplorable speedy 
integration of German immigrants into English-speaking society and the unwelcome 
presence of Social Democratic persuasions among many, the German community was to 
be fostered as a valuable political pressure group.43 
   In his summation Kranzbühler commented on what at first glance seems to be a strange 
anomaly in the organisation of the Asiatic forces -the relative freedom of action 
commanders on the Australian Station possessed in relation to the Chief of the Cruiser 
Squadron. While of course they communicated frequently and in detail with the Squadron 
to ensure operational cohesion, individual commanders reported in the first instance 
directly to the Kaiser, and received their instructions directly from the Admiralty Staff. 
Kranzbühler recommended that the ships on the Station come under the direct command 
of the Cruiser Squadron. As long as this was not the case in peacetime (as it was in 
wartime), there was the chance that their mobilisation preparations would not be 
implemented to optimum effect. He envisaged his modern cruiser being transferred 
directly to the Cruiser Squadron and detached for service in the Pacific: 

As long as in peacetime the ships of the Australian Station do not form part of 
the Cruiser squadron, to which they resort in wartime, the possibility cannot be 
dismissed that they will be disadvantaged  in war preparations... Journeys by 
the Squadron Chief to the Pacific and inspections of the ships stationed there 
will increase considerably. Every independent commander will prepare his ship 
in the manner he sees fit...coordinated directives for a united force which has 
to work together in wartime cannot be dispensed with. 

Under a unified Squadron Command there was the advantage that ships could be 
interchanged, in particular that the same cruiser would not have to remain continually on 
the Station. After one year it could be recalled to the Squadron main body and replaced.  
This would have considerable effect on morale, revitalising military life and effort. There 
was also the practical advantage that with a regular interchange of ships, repairs could be 
carried out in Tsingtao and not in Sydney where there was an obvious danger of 
internment if war came suddenly.44 
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Armoured cruisers flagship SMS Scharnhorst and Gneisenau 

 
The Australian Station in broader context 
Also in 1910 a detailed proposal was formulated for the East Asian and Australian Stations 
in a war with Britain.45  Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Nürnberg, Emden and Leipzig would 
operate in the South China Sea on the Manila-Hongkong and Shanghai-Singapore trade 
routes.  Koror-Hafen at Palau in the Carolines (U-314) was the central coaling site.46  
Again, uncertainty as to the Squadron’s intentions was the key to success. It was expected 
that Anglo-Australian forces would proceed systematically to determine the German 
presence by cruising specific défiles: Amoy-Formosa-Philippines, Formosa-Liu Kiu 

Islands, or waters around the Sunda Islands. As only ‘inferior units’ from the British China 
and Australia Stations were anticipated, ‘surprise attack on such individual posts at dawn 
or at night promises success, the more so when the Cruiser Squadron is operating as a 
unified body’.  Similar prospects were expected in waters around Shanghai and Manila 
where light British forces would be performing observation duties.  During this time Condor 
and Cormoran would be conducting attacks on commerce in Australasian waters.  In the 
second month of operations all cruisers were to assemble at Kambaragie Bay, Tampea 
Island south of the Celebes (U-284), and then proceed via Vlaming Head in Exmouth Gulf 
to the Indian Ocean. An aggressive operation on trade routes to the Cape, Colombo and 
Suez would follow.47 
  There were frequent rehearsals to ensure the Squadron’s readiness and efficiency.  In 
June1911 Squadron Chief Günther von Krosigk reported to the Admiralty Staff on the 
strategic exercises Nürnberg had conducted.48  The conditions obviously were meant to 
replicate as nearly as possible what might occur on the Australian Station.  Force ‘Blue’ 
(Cruiser Squadron) lay at Apia and received news of war some days after ‘Yellow’ (Anglo-
Australian force). The scenario had the latter freely accessing coal and almost totally 
blocking its supply to the Squadron.  In addition the latter had no access to cable 
communication or repair facilities.  On the other hand, ‘Blue’ had the advantage that its 
movements would be most difficult to pinpoint and follow.  Given these conditions, the 
question posed was ‘How must we proceed despite all this in the prescribed operation: 
cruiser warfare against English trade in Australia?’ 
   Firstly, the Squadron had to show itself on the most frequented Australasian sea lanes, 
but a long stay was not advisable: ‘The more undetected our presence, the greater and 
more productive the disruption of trade’. Despite their inferior speed, if Anglo-Australian 
ships picked up the German trail they would not be easily evaded as they would have the 
assistance of British radio and cable stations working in close cooperation.  Hostile contact 
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was to be minimised, as a ‘lucky shot’ could cause considerable problems given the lack 
of repair facilities.   

 The first German 
activity saw the Squadron departing Apia quickly as the enemy could arrive unexpectedly, 
having the advantage of prior notification of the outbreak of war.  It would head directly to 
an assembly site some 2000km east of Sydney where Condor and Cormoran would be 
met.  Scharnhorst, Nürnberg and Emden with the collier Titania (capacity 2000 tons) would 
proceed via the New Hebrides to the waters off Brisbane.  Each cruiser would have 
obtained 1/5 of its coal requirements in Apia.  The three armoured cruisers would use 
1200 tons underway, but could replenish in St Philipp Bay at Espiritu Santo Island in the 
New Hebrides (U-335) where 1000 tons would be available. This gave them a 2/3 capacity 
upon reaching Australia. Coal in the operational area would come from captured ships or 
from seizures in local harbours on the central Queensland coast.  Ideally, Sydney would 
be reached with a 4/5 bunker capacity.  Krosigk proposed that ‘In order to spread 
confusion further, I would sail around Australia, interdict Melbourne, Adelaide and Perth, 
and then to the NW coast...to recoal from waiting steamers’.  The distance from Sydney 
to North West Cape was about 2500 miles and it was possible to steam this distance with 
the 4/5 bunker capacity.  The chronological development of the Squadron’s movements 
would be: 
Day 1  coal in Upolu (Samoa), begin advance to U-335, New Hebrides. 
Day 6  arrival at U-335, recoal. 
Day 7-10  proceed to vicinity of Brisbane. 
Day 11+  attack merchant shipping along the Australian coast. 
Day  17  proceed to U-238, Möwe-Hafen (New Guinea) 
Day 18-19 recoal at U-238, possibly outfit auxiliary cruisers from matériel on  
   Condor and Cormoran. 
Day 20-23 proceed from U-238 to Sydney, recoaling underway. 
Day 30-40 proceed through southern waters to NW Australia. 
What counter measures could be expected?  Krosigk believed the method of protecting 
trade most probably would be the formation of convoys which required substantial cruiser 
protection. The Anglo-Australian force logically would be put into three divisions, two with 
an armoured cruiser, the other with Powerful. One division would stand off Brisbane, the 



second off Melbourne, the third off Western Australia around Perth protecting the junction 
of incoming and outgoing vessels. Krosigk believed that an effective relief of Australasian 
trade could eventuate only from action within these boundaries, and the Australia-India 
route would have to be protected by other ships. 
   What was the expected damage to Australasian trade? When it became public 
knowledge that German cruisers were near Australian ports, no ships would leave 
harbour.  If they did no insurance company would risk covering them, and this blockup 
would quickly follow through as far as the Suez Canal and the Cape. However, some 
Australian produce (raw cotton, hides, precious stones) could be transported on neutral 
ships as it was not recognised as contraband of war. This would result in a heavy demand 
for neutral shipping space which would not be available.  In 1904, of 2,291,000 tons landed 
in Australia, 2,120,000 tons were in British or German ships. With neutral ships being in 
demand all over the world there was little likelihood  of many being redirected to Australian 
harbours.  There were few fast vessels in southern hemisphere waters apart from postal 
steamers, most being freighters with limited power.49 
   The outlook for success was optimistic. Krosigk’s critique of events as played out in 
Nürnberg’s strategic exercise emphasised that the operation had imposed ‘severe 
demands’ on the Squadron’s officer corps, and the resulting ‘precise and careful execution 
of a great strategic problem’ deserved special recognition.  It also proved that the officers 
of a small cruiser sufficed to execute a quite complicated strategic undertaking.  Above 
all, it also proved the value of the whole idea of commerce warfare: an attack on 
Australasian trade would remain an undertaking to be given serious consideration.50 

 In April 1912, the new Australian Station senior officer (SOA) 
Korvettenkapitän Paul Ebert wrote to the Admiralty Staff requesting a reconsideration of 
the decision to reduce the number of New Zealand ports to be visited. On the basis of 
wartime operations plans involving the ships of the Australian Station, he believed it 
important for the commander and officers to have personal familiarity with the harbours, 
shipping routes, and climatic conditions in the region.  During the first stage of pre-
operational implementation (‘Political Tension’) the previous year, he had opportunity to 
review operational plans in detail, and found it a ‘distinct disadvantage’ that he and his 
officers had no personal knowledge of what conditions would be. At that time he had 
requested his predecessor to advise the Admiralty Staff that Auckland, Port Lyttleton, 
Wellington, Westport (an important coal source) and Milford Sound be ports of call.  
Should political considerations not permit all of these to be approved, he emphasised the 
importance of at least Wellington being visited, being both the capital and situated on the 
Cook Strait shipping route where commerce attacks were planned.51 
   The new SOA Korvettenkapitän Mommsen assessed certain problems involving the use 
of Daja-Hafen as the main assembly point for operations on the Australian Station.  The 
main concern was that on Buka and Bougainville Islands an unwanted Anglo-Australian 
plantation presence had recently developed. As a result labour recruiting schooners 
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frequently were to be found in the Buka Strait.  Directly opposite Daja-Hafen on the west 
coast of Bougainville was a plantation owned by a Sydney firm, and the Europeans’ 
houses could be sighted from the German anchorage. Despite this apparent glaring threat 
of observation of German activity, Mommsen did not consider this a security problem due 
to the almost complete lack of communication with the outside world.  He assessed the 
danger of information on the presence and activities of German warships being passed 
on as ‘very small’, and any threat could be preempted by observation of the settlers and 
confiscation of their vessels.  The only real problem would come from a proposed radio 
station at Tulagi in the south of the British Solomons, but his information was that there 
were no current plans to proceed with its construction. He also recommended the retention 
of Daja-Hafen as a main transshipment site for supplies for cruisers and the conversion 
of auxiliaries because it was ‘by far the most suitable compared with all others in the 
German Pacific’, most of which were known to him from firsthand inspection. Despite its 
proximity to British settlements, Daja possessed a strategic position, unobstructed access 
for navigation, and full cover from sight from passing traffic in the Strait.   
   In his report to Squadron Chief Graf Spee he recommended that if it were decided to 
abandon Daja-Hafen, then Koror-Hafen (Malakal) in the Palau Islands (U-314) or Truk 
Island (U-318) might be suitable, although the former could not accommodate anything 
larger than the Condor-class cruisers. Truk had been the subject of intense scrutiny after 
a detailed survey which included photographs. There was some doubt as to its suitability 
as it was planned to move the seat of Government  there from Ponape, which would make 
it too public.  Publication of the survey results was restricted because of fears that its 
considered use would endanger planned coal shipments from Valparaiso in wartime, and 
details were available only for German naval use.52  This is but one example of the 
problem the extension of European settlement in the whole region caused.  Formerly 
isolated and relatively unknown anchorages were being rapidly encroached upon, with 
the accompanying danger of German naval activity becoming more subject to public 
scrutiny. 
   In late 1913 Graf Spee clarified the strategic importance of the Pacific region.  If due to 
circumstances it were impossible to attack trade as the prime activity, the many hidden 
anchorages in the Pacific were ideally suited for preparations for larger operations. The 
great distances from major trade routes were in this instance an advantage, as this would 
force an enemy intent on pursuit far from his bases and require supply ships to accompany 
any undertaking. Spee always sought to turn disadvantage to advantage.  Ideally, 

If we wish to achieve a really tangible effect in war, and in economic warfare 
specifically, we must work with greater vision.  A brief transversing of the main 
trade routes will bring only small results...We have to appear in tight formation 
where the traffic converges, before important harbours or in passages shipping 
cannot avoid. 

The means to achieve this would take weeks, even months to prepare if the resources in 
the region were inadequate. In particular the Squadron had to ensure that coal shortages 
did not force ships to enter neutral harbours where they would be subject to restrictions 
or interned.  This could be overcome by securing and expanding the supply routes into 
the Pacific from the United States and Central America.  Decisive action also would enable 
the capture of steamers used in the phosphate trade, the Squadron being guided to them 
by German merchant vessels with radio. As a start, he recommended the chartering of a 
second steamer as supply escort for the Squadron, ‘the first step towards improving the 
hindering of our mobilisation preparations caused by financial considerations’, he added 
in a none too subtle criticism of Berlin’s tight-fistedness.53 
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   At the beginning of the momentous year of 1914, the Admiralty Staff considered several 
points Spee had raised. Concerns about the timing of outfitting of steamers of the Austral-
Japan Line already had been addressed in communications with the NDL as to whether 
the cruisers’ radio was too weak for long distance reciprocal exchanges with the steamers. 
Nevertheless, test results with ship and land stations had been much better than expected. 
The real problem was that the Australian Station would not be able to depend on 
auxiliaries from southeast Asia as these would be required for the East Asian Station. 
Spee suggested detaching a cruiser to protect the radio station on Yap -commendable 
foresight given the events of 1914.  However, for the Admiralty Staff this involved a 
question of principle, namely the extent to which naval forces were to be involved in the 
protection of land establishments. While it also had a great interest in ensuring that Yap 
remained operation for as long as possible, ‘we can only pressure the Colonial Office that 
it provide for its own defences’.54  This strict departmental division of responsibility and 
lack of vision in Berlin was to be a major contributing factor to the loss of German facilities 
and the consequent difficulties under which the Cruiser Squadron had to operate after the 
outbreak of hostilities in August 1914. 
 
Target priorities 
One question which repeatedly surfaced during the German preparations was the rôle of 
direct engagement with enemy forces during operational tasks where the priority was 
commerce warfare.  Keeping warships undamaged for attacking trade was paramount.  
Already in 1903, Squadron Chief Richard Geissler in a report to Kaiser Wilhelm II 
questioned the actual advisability face-to-face combat ‘…I consider it my duty to present 
to Your Majesty my doubts as to whether the mobilisation measures can be implemented 
… in view of the superiority of most enemy forces, as well as the limited action radius of 
our own ships.’ Purely ‘military’ activity in fact would be a mistake under such 
circumstances when the main goal of cruiser warfare was to attack trade.  Any offensive 
action should be against enemy merchant vessels.  Warships were to be an object of 
attack only when the main task could not be achieved. This was particularly important if 
bases for repairing damage incurred in battle were unavailable. There was the danger that 
even despite a tactical success, ships could be damaged to such an extent that they were 
no longer in a condition to resume cruiser warfare for some time, or that by expending 
their ammunition too early in an engagement would be of little further use.  Geissler noted 
the irony of the fact that in economic warfare, the attacker had to act defensively, the 
defender offensively.55 
   Subsequent guidelines for the Squadron specified that a direct attack on British warships 
in Asia would come into consideration only under particularly favourable conditions, and 
in order to relieve the European naval front by requiring British reinforcements to be sent 
to the region. But above all, the Squadron had to consider how it was to maintain its 
effectiveness for as long as possible. Only its presence and the ensuing uncertainty and 
insecurity on trade routes caused by the successful veiling of its plans would effectively 
damage British trade.56  As Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond later pointed out, the nation 
which was not powerful at sea did not achieve its aim in war by sporadic action against 
enemy commerce, but 

...endeavours to prevent that commerce from sailing.  Its aim is prevention of 
traffic, not capture, and its success is most complete not when it has a long tale 
of captures at sea to show, but when there is no trade at sea to capture.  
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Trade...is unable to sail when the fighting forces are unable to give it 
protection.57 

This very specific and targeted type of interdiction of shipping routes was precisely what 
the annually updated War Plans (Kriegsfälle) for the Squadron proposed. 
 

 However, there were exceptions. The 
success of Emden is a prime example. As well as harassing trade in the Indian Ocean, 
the shelling of the Madras oil installations and the attack on Penang were intended to have 
a strong and direct influence on the local indigenous populations, showing how a bold 
advance was indeed capable of wounding and embarrassing the British Empire, thereby 
‘encouraging the Indian population to act against the British despotism’.58 
   Proposed operations saw attacks on trade being the main activity. Spee correctly 
believed that the British China Squadron would regard it as an urgent necessity right at 
the commencement of hostilities to attack its German counterpart and to disable it so that 
it was unable to conduct commerce warfare.  This was indicated by the fact that the British 
kept the Squadron vessels together in peacetime, particularly in times of political tension.  
Thus meeting the British in battle would be just what they wished and had to be avoided.  
It was ‘more advisable to win the free seas as soon as possible with the united Cruiser 
Squadron’ and to leave the British in uncertainty as to its whereabouts, and then to 
commence attacks on trade.  This uncertainty alone would be enough to cause a sharp 
rise in insurance premiums and to stop the larger part of British merchant traffic in Asia 
dead in its tracks.  
   However, this optimistic scenario was fatally tainted. In a far-reaching miscalculation, 
the Admiralty Staff believed that the chances of Australian warships leaving their own 
waters to join the China Squadron were ‘limited, and even more so when the ships become 
manned and paid for by Australia’. 59  This misjudgement certainly contributed to the 
Squadron’s difficulties on the outbreak of war. The Australians, aware that the 
maintenance of British Imperial power in the Asian region was essential for their own 
security, would not long stay bound to their coasts but aggressively extend their limited 
force to ensure it had the optimum damaging effect on the German Squadron.  The danger 
was clear and had to be pre-empted.  As the Australian official war historian A. W. Jose 
later confirmed, it was inconceivable that the Germans would not use their armoured 
cruisers to the greatest effect, and ‘there were many known reasons why [Germany] 
should attack Australia’.60 
   Nevertheless, the German commerce raider threat existed not just in theory, but also in 
practice. If the wartime record of Germany’s raiders was less dramatic than had been 
feared, it was enough to delay Australian troop ships headed for Europe and to give the 
Admiralty pause for thought during the war itself and thereafter. Indeed, the possibilities 
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exposed in the conflict of 1914–1918 were such as to make British planners in the interwar 
years assume that a future conflict with Germany would see such techniques used on a 
larger scale. In preparation, a study of German cruiser warfare in the First World War 
appeared in 1940, the better to guide counter-measures for the expected campaign.61    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WAR & SOCIETY 

ARTICLE  German Naval Planning & Aus awareness.pdf
  P.  Overlack,  German Naval Planning in the Pacific, 1900-1914 and Australian 

Defence Awareness,  WAR & SOCIETY, Volume 10, Number 1 (May 1992) 
 

COMMERCE 

WARFARE ESSAY.pdf
  P. Overlack, The Function of Commerce Warfare in an Anglo-German Conflict to 1914, in Tom 

Frame (Ed.)  Maritime Strategy 1914. Perspectives from Australia and beyond, (Canberra: Barton Books, 1916). 
 

 On auxiliary cruisers see Arnold Kludas, ‘Passagierdampfer als Hilfskreuzer: kurze 
Geschichte der Entwicklung einer Schiffsgattung’, Deutsches Schiffahrtsarchiv, (1995), 18, 151-162. 
 https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-55817- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
61     Extracts from Admiralty Record Office Case 00244 quoted in ADM 199/2365; Admiralty, ‘Review of  
        German Cruiser Warfare, 1940’, in Matthew S. Seligmann, ‘Germany’s Ocean Greyhounds and the  
        Royal Navy’s First Battle Cruisers: An Historiographical Problem’, Diplomacy and Statecraft, 2016,  
        Vol. 27, Nr.1, 180. 
 

DAMPFER ALS 

HILFSKREUZER.pdf

https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-55817-


 


