5 Did Australia face an existential threat in
1914? German war planning and the realities of Australia’s position.
‘ Operations against Australian coastal cities at the current level of coastal defence are certainly so attractive, that
fast surprise attacks on them…are not excluded.’1

Perhaps the greatest failing of some historians writing on the theme leading up to and
following the anniversaries of World War 1 is to reject or trivialise the concept of an existential
threat faced by a geographically isolated Australia on the eve of conflict. That this is denied by
some Australian historians despite the overwhelming archival evidence highlights the
importance of the ongoing debate.2 Rather, the idea is presented that Australia reflected a
narrow, pro-British mindset resulting from cultural isolation, and that participation in the War
was an automatic imperialistic reflex action explained by residual cultural cringe. On the
contrary, from their time studying at German universities a number of Australia’s eminent
political figures had An understanding of the Prusso-German political mind and a clear view of
exactly what Germany’s power aims were and the implications for Australia -and for all the
Dominions- if the existing balance were overturned by a German victory in any conflict with
Britain.
It is first necessary to define the threat. It was not one of ‘conquer and occupy’ as some
deniers of threat hyperbolically put it, but rather economic and strategic, which affected
Australia’s function as a key supplier of raw materials to Britain. The German documents
expressly state that the merchant trade of Britain, its Empire and allies would be a prime
wartime target. There was absolutely no doubt in the minds of German planners that an attack
on Australasian, Canadian and American merchant shipping and port facilities was both
feasible and essential. In tandem with attacks against Australasian trade and troop transports
through Suez, and operations in North and South American waters, the aim was to disrupt the
British economy by the interdiction of raw materials and foodstuffs, and cause economic
pressure and social unrest which would force the British Government to negotiate on terms
acceptable to Germany.3 Thus German activity in the Asia-Pacific region is placed in a worldpolitical context of significance.
This is clear from the German documents which present undeniable evidence and which too
often has been conveniently ignored or brushed aside because they contradict the desired
anti-imperialist paradigm. The later British Prime Minister Arthur Balfour commented wryly in
1899 that whenever there was trouble in some part of the world, the Germans would sit down
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and work out an action plan to take advantage of it. 4 It is this predilection for order and
preparedness in the form of records and numerous drafts and revisions that provides a
comprehensive picture of the intent and extent of cruiser/commerce warfare operations. The
minutely detailed yearly preparation of operational plans according to the changing
international situation and tensions that waxed and waned among the Powers provides a clear
insight into German intentions and methods to interdict trade and communications between
Britain and its Dominions with the aim of forcing Britain to negotiate a European peace and
redivision of world spheres of influence on German terms. In the Dominions, the exercise of
German naval power was acknowledged as the most likely threat. The navy was seen not only
as an instrument in support of overseas economic expansion, but also as a tool of diplomacy
and strategy in German aspirations to world power and eventually to supplant British
hegemony.5 Australia was considered a vital link in the chain of supply of essential resources
for the British war effort and so had to be neutralised. What so many Australasian historians
fail to grasp is the ideological imperative of Wilhelmine Germany. 6 In the words of Gustav
Schmoller, professor of political science at Berlin,
We wish to expand our trade and industry so that we can…oppose the extended robbermercantilism of the three world powers which excludes all other states and seeks to destroy
their trade. It is only to achieve this modest goal that a large fleet is necessary.7

Germany had to strengthen itself so that it could match, even supplant, the
British world-empire. An this could most easily be achieved by challenging Britain’s naval
supremacy. Already in 1898 (later Field Marshal) Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz wrote in Das
Volk in Waffen (The Nation under Arms) that naval power guaranteed greater strength for a
nation, even when its navy was not in a position to influence land operations directly. He used
the striking example of the American Navy in the Spanish-American War to show how crushing
victories could win valuable prizes for the nation’s useful strategic and economic colonial
possessions. Between relatively equal opponents, final victory would go to the one which could
maintain control of the seas. Germany, too, had to be in a position to determine such an
outcome.8 It is in this crucial underlying sentiment that one of the basic imperatives of German
expansion is to be found. Britain’s ‘world domination’ had to be challenged in order for
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The war, which can follow from this conflict situation, and how many believe must follow, has
for us the...goal of breaking England's world domination, and thereby the freeing of necessary
colonial possessions for the necessary expansion of European states.9
Many believed that it was economic rivalry which would bring the inevitable confrontation.
For Schmoller, international rivalries were economic ones which impinged on national
sovereignty in a climate where mercantilism increasingly prevailed. With its imperialism,
Britain was aiming to create from its scattered possessions an enormous, self-sufficient world
empire closed to economic rivals. It was the infusion of the naval idea into existing policy
which gave the latter a new and aggressive dimension, and transformed it into ‘world policy’
(Weltpolitik). The old Eurocentric vision was replaced by a new creed in which the Navy was
an instrument of the growing economic interests that were pushing Germany out into the world,
and this would inevitably result in a clash with Britain- and consequently also its Dominions.10

With the focus on the battleship program under the State Secretary of the
Navy Office (Reichs-Marineamt) Alfred von Tirpitz, it has been often overlooked that in his
early career, he had the opportunity to travel widely, including to South America and, finally in
1896, as Chief of the then East Asian Cruiser Division. It was the latter which gave him firsthand experience of Anglo-German economic rivalry in a rapidly expanding market which
influenced his subsequent views.11 Historical thought played a large part in his thinking. The
legacy of Leopold von Ranke, political realism and deification of the state in Heinrich von
Treitschke, with whom Tirpitz had a close personal relationship, merged with and reinforced
the Social-Darwinist basis of navalism espoused by the American Alfred Thayer Mahan,
whose writing Tirpitz had translated and distributed by the Navy Office.12
The editor of the influential Preußische Jahrbücher, Hans Delbrück, wrote in 1912 that it
was an obvious truth that the German Navy was the clear instrument of a divinely ordained
cultural mission: a stage had been reached where German economic development and
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inherent cultural values compelled it to aim higher, to ‘give us that share of the control of the
world which is due to nations with high cultures by virtue of their character and the fact that
they are destined for greater things’.13 It was the infusion of the naval idea into existing policy
which created a new and aggressive dimension manifested in Weltpolitik, and which was to be
directly relevant for Australia by 1914. The German historian Peter Winzen clearly presented
the alternatives with which foreign policy gambled: either international decline or the
opportunity to expand Germany’s world-power position.14
German activity needs to be placed in a broad context, dominated by the concept of
Weltpolitik. This was a term used constantly and implies more than its literal translation of
‘world policy’. Contemporary Germans understood the term to refer particularly to economicpolitical ideology, based on Social-Darwinist concepts that Germany had to expand in order to
compete, or go under in the face of a British challenge. Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow
provided a smooth rationale in his Imperial Germany published in English in 1914. 15 An
understanding of such concepts, propagated first among the educated elite and later in a
‘down market’ version for the masses, is essential to understand why Germany was interested
in consolidating its position in Asia and the Pacific. This throws not only considerable light on
Germany’s intentions to become a world power generally but provides valuable insight into its
assessment of the wartime value of the resource rich self-governing British Dominions. The
whole history of Germany in the Pacific is relevant given this ongoing debate as to whether or
not there was a real threat to Australia and New Zealand in 1914, and of their participation in
the First World War. Were naïve colonials duped into fighting for Britain in what was a trade
war, or were there deeper issues about which Australasian politicians, the press, and the
educated public were keenly aware?
Given that Australia was of interest to Germany as evidenced in the mass of naval planning
records still extant but scarcely researched, how was detailed information obtained? It was
necessary to know the level of naval and military support the Dominions could offer Britain.
The reports of the German Naval War Intelligence Service (Marine-Kriegsnachrichtenwesen)
operatives in Australia cover a wide range of economic, strategic and political topics. Consuls
and leading German businessmen were closely involved. When put together over a period of
time all this provided a clear enough picture of Australia’s defence capability. The new
Commonwealth was doubly concerned, first with British concentration in the North Sea and
secondly with the effective implementation of cruiser warfare plans against Anglo-Australasian
commerce and communications in the Asian-Pacific region in tandem with similar plans
against the South American Atlantic trade routes. There were numerous reports on the
progress towards an Australian Fleet and the internal political debate which could affect this.
Consul-General Paul von Buri commented in October 1901 about the suggestions by RearAdmiral Sir Lewis Beaumont for improved naval defence (a squadron of fast cruisers) and
acting Foreign Minister Oswald von Richthofen forwarded this to both Naval Secretary Alfred
von Tirpitz and Chief of Admiralty Staff Otto von Diederichs. 16 The information had clear
practical implications for proposed German naval action in the Asia Pacific region.
How did the Germans assess Australia’s rôle in the broader naval situation? By 1909 it had
become clear to the British that without the effective participation of the Dominions it would be
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impossible to maintain the ‘Two-Power Standard’. 17 Australia’s possible contribution to a
conflict had real implications. Germany took Australia’s participation in any war very seriouslyhence the foresight of the many years of observation and information gathering that preceded
it. Some of the most far-ranging operational plans were composed in the period 1902-1910
when, as Holger Herwig says, there was ‘a return to Admiral von Tirpitz' Stützpunktpolitik - the
policy of acquiring a system of naval bases circling the globe - which...found its most distinct
expression in the work of Vice-Admiral Wilhelm Büchsel.’18 It is where German acquisitions in
the Near and Far East fit into this ‘globe-encircling’ system that needs to be considered.
Germany felt the lack of bases which would enable it to operate on the world scale that the
Royal Navy could, and only in this way could Weltpolitik be implemented. Strategic points were
sought wherever they might enable pressure to be exerted on the British Empire from
Constantinople to Tsingtau (Qingdao).19 Ernst Jäckh, confidant of Foreign Secretary Alfred
von Kiderlen-Wächter, wrote in 1913 that ‘Baghdad and the railway can threaten England at its
most vulnerable point, on the Indian and Egyptian borders...’20 Kiderlen was described in the
Sydney Morning Herald as ‘an original member of the notorious Camarilla which for several
years composed the inner circle of Court favourites’.21 With German influence and militarynaval power operating in tandem from east and west, the richest part of the British Empire
would be caught in a vice.
From an Australian perspective, there a was a kind of domino-theory in operation. If any
crucial part of the Empire were threatened, how safe would Australia be? And the threat was
real. In 1905 the head of the Naval Cabinet, Admiral Georg von Müller, asked Tirpitz
rhetorically what should be done if Germany's naval armaments policy led to a war with Britain.
The answer: ‘I feel we ought to be clear about this question even before it is asked...a world
war which will lead our armies into India and Egypt.’ 22 Joseph Cook in a prophetic review of
Australia’s strategic position in 1911 referred to the implications for the nation moving to the
forefront of concerns due to the deterioration of Anglo-German relations with the increasing
possibility of Australian involvement in a European war.23
Germany's war aims included clear intentions of expanding its foreign bases with the view to
consolidating its post-war world-power position. Even if Tirpitz’ pre-war Stützpunktpolitik
(overseas bases policy) was modest due to the cost of the battleship program, the naval
leadership formulated extensive war aims between 1914-6 which were intended as ‘a
minimum requirement which would make possible the Reich's future leap to an actual world
power position. 24 Colonial questions were not a large part of war aims as specifically
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formulated, mainly because it was assumed that these would be realised in the re-division that
would occur after a German victory. The value of British possessions such as Burma, Ceylon,
Malaya and Hong Kong to Germany was well recognised. Chief of Admiralty Staff Admiral
Henning von Holtzendorff wanted major sea lanes controlled and used as steps to the central
African colonial empire (Mittelafrika) which would be established. The importance of
Mittelafrika as a part of overseas-Germany stretching from the East African coast to East Asia,
and the control of the Indian Ocean it was hoped it would bring, thus cutting Australia’s
connections, must be keep in mind.25 New Guinea with its cobalt and nickel deposits would
increase in importance. Further into the Pacific, possession of Tahiti would provide control of
American trade between the Panama Canal and the Far East in any future conflict.26
It is generally accepted that Tirpitz did not want war in 1914 because the battle fleet was
incomplete and the War was to secure Continental hegemony, not the Weltherrschaft (world
hegemony) in whose achievement the Navy was to have the leading part.27 This was to be the
next step. It saw an opportunity to obtain those naval bases around the world which were
essential for future expansion after the Continent and Mitteleuropa had been secured. One
memorandum pointed out that Germany would need to control the entire Indian Ocean coast
of Africa to hold the British in the Suez and Red Sea areas. With ally Turkey dominant in
Arabia, Germany could control the eastern trade routes.28 Following a German victory, not
only would Britain have been defeated militarily, but its economic survival – and that of the
Dominions- would have been completely dependent on German goodwill. It is within this larger
picture of overall intentions that the function of proposed commerce warfare in general, and in
particular the task of the East Asian Cruiser Squadron ranging over the vast expanses of the
Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean regions, receive their real significance. German naval policy
overseas as distinct from the North Sea was clearly an essential piece on the chess board
struggle for hegemony.
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