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6  GERMAN NAVAL INFRASTRUCTURE IN EAST ASIA AND THE PACIFIC: 
the imperative for coaling and supply 

   

'’’  
      ’Samoa is of great strategic value to the Navy, a highly valuable base'.1  Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz 

 
The Zone Support System (Etappenwesen) 
Because Germany lacked the large number of overseas bases needed to support cruiser 
warfare, it was crucial that detailed preparations were arranged for support vessels and 
supplies of coal and provisions. These tasks were performed by zones established across 
the naval stations in all probable theatres of cruiser warfare: North America, the West 
Indies, Brazil, La Plata and West Africa; the Pacific coast of north and south America; and 
Tsingtau, China, Japan, Manila, and Batavia (which included the Australian Station). 
   The function of the Zone Officer (usually a naval officer) was to decide the manner, 
amount, and order of deliveries, and to meet the general requirements for the outfitting of 
ships in his area.  He also decided the placement of the steamers designated as auxiliary 
cruisers to best facilitate their joining the warships and allocated remote anchorages where 
their conversion and the transfer of supplies could be effected. The businessmen involved in 
the Zone organisation used their connections to ensure the timely purchase of adequate 
supplies of coal and provisions, saw to the manning of steamers and the provision of 

 
1    J. Lepsius, A. Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Eds) Die Grosse Politik der Europäischen Kabinette, 1871- 
    1914. Sammlung der diplomatischen akten des Auswärtigen Amtes (Berlin:  Auswärtiges Amt) (GP),  
    Vol. XIV, ii, No. 4107, Tirpitz-Bülow, 11 October 1899. 
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 2 

reliable German nationals as mates, and in general performed all economic tasks the Navy 
required. They had a high degree of independence, which matched the importance of the 
responsibilities entrusted to them.   
   In order to activate the Zone without delay, agreements had been made with German 
shipping lines, banks, and trading companies which, in the event of hostilities, would place 
their ships and lines and credit at the Navy’s disposal. In this way the supporting function of 
the German mercantile world was contractually ensured. Special agreements were made for 
the maintenance of coal dépȏts at convenient ports and for the peacetime delivery of 
specified quantities to the secret transshipment anchorages (Umladungsplätze) designated 
by the letter U and a number. A comprehensive set of maps was kept in every major port.  
The need for secrecy in most of these dealings was obvious. The stronger a potential 
enemy was politically and economically present in the country where the Zone was centred, 
the more difficult it was for the Germans to perform their tasks.2   

  In a 1902 report to the Kaiser, Squadron Chief Rear Admiral Richard 
von Geissler emphasised the pivotal function of the Zones in ensuring adequate 
preparations for the outfitting of auxiliary vessels. On the outbreak of war complete success 
could not be anticipated ‘if the whole system is not subordinate to a person completely 
familiar with the requirements of the Squadron, and possessing wide power of independent 
action’.3 Geissler was seeking to improve on what was already a fairly tight administrative 
structure. The existing regulations required somebody fully familiar with naval organisation, 
rulings and service instructions, knowledge of technical matters pertaining to the Squadron’s 
ships and auxiliaries, and ‘the ability to take the concepts and opinions of the Squadron 
Chief as the sole guiding line...without surrendering his own initiative’.4 A tall order. Detailed 
procedures for each harbour were formulated after a personal visit by Geissler. The 1902 
‘Mobilisation Overview of the Cruiser Squadron’ specified the tasks of the Zone Officers.  In 
peacetime the warships’ coal and machine oil had to be kept above a 1/3 bunker capacity; 
longlife provisions for a minimum six weeks, meat for four weeks; and enough paint to 
enable two coats for the ship. In the period of ‘Tension’ preparatory to ‘Mobilisation’, a full 
supply of coal was needed, sealed instructions would be opened, and the Squadron 
Command telegraphed about the location and movements of enemy ships.  On 
‘Mobilisation’ the arrival day and requirements for coal and matériel would be telegraphed.5 
   In 1908, the ‘General Zone Instructions’ setting out the tasks to cover the requirements of 
the warships and auxiliary cruisers in wartime divided the operational area into three Zones 
which matched shipping and economic-political conditions in East Asia. The Japanese Zone 
was centred on Yokohama and included Korea and Formosa; the Chinese Zone was 
centered on Shanghai and included Hongkong and Siberia; the Southern Zone included the 
remainder of the East Asian and Australian Stations with centres at Singapore, Manila, and 

 
2  In 1914, this in fact occurred from the start.  Raeder wrote that ‘As the War created conditions which  
          scarcely could have been more complex for us, the first testing of the system occurred under the most  
          difficult conditions’.  Erich Raeder, Der Kreuzerkrieg in den ausländischen Gewässern (Berlin: E. S.  
          Mittler, 1922), 22. 
3  German Federal Military Archive Freiburg (BA-MA), RM5/v 5968, Bl.17, Geissler-Kaiser, 9 November  
          1902. 
4  Walter Hubatsch, Der Admiralstab und die Obersten Marinebehörden in Deutschland, 1848-1945, 
          (Frankfurt: Bernard u. Graefe, 1958), 68. 
5  RM5/v 5968, Bl.157, ‘Mobilmachungs-Übersicht des Kreuzergeschwaders’, encl. Geissler-Kaiser, 15  
          November 1903. 
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Batavia. The Zone Officer was the conduit for all requisitions from individual ships, and he 
decided the type, quantity and order of delivery. In addition, an officer as representative of 
the Squadron Command was attached to the Government at Tsingtao, and an Admiralty 
Staff Officer from the Squadron was designated for mobile duties. He was privy to the latest 
planning, could act on his own initiative, and could choose his base port according to the 
circumstances of the moment. His most important job was to ensure the smooth 
provisioning and despatch of the supply steamers.6   
 
The Southern Zone: Batavia-Manila 

 Batavia always was a centre of great 
importance for the Squadron. In December 1902 Geissler outlined general instructions for 
the Zone Offficer there. Under all circumstances the qualities of initiative, calm assessment 
of the real conditions, prudent activity, and confidential dealings were the essential elements 
for success.7 Batavia also was responsible for the Australian Station when Sydney had to 
cease  operating in a war with Britain. The Zone Officer also held copies of the 
arrangements with the Reporters/Confidants in Singapore and Manila.  Four ‘War Cases’ 
(the formal Kriegsfälle) were anticipated, each having its own codeword to bypass 
censorship in the period of ‘Tension’ or after the start of hostilities.  
    Batavia was a central post, given the number of supply and assembly sites for the 
Squadron cruisers in the waters of the Indies, New Guinea and Micronesia. By 1904 it was 
specified that a German steamer of 3000-5000 tons with average speed of eleven knots 
was to be requisitioned. First choice at this time were the NDL vessels Prinz Sigismund and 
Prinz Waldemar, which had radio and plied between Singapore and Sydney. If after three 
days no German steamer could be obtained, a foreign vessel could be chartered, and a 
reliable German supercargo carrying the secret papers was to sail with it.   

   
Its main job was to bring news of war to the cruisers in the western part of the Australian 
Station and to supply coal and provisions, after which it would be converted into an auxiliary 
cruiser. The sealed letter the Consul-General handed the steamer captain would contain 
strategic information on German and enemy forces, and specific orders from the Chief of 
the Cruiser Squadron for the Station warships.  News of impending war also was to be 
brought to Herbertshöhe (seat of the Governor of New Guinea) and Friedrich-
Wilhelmshafen; Macassar and Amboina would be advised by cable.  If the Station cruiser 

 
6  RM5/v 6680, Bl.11, Coerper, ‘Allgemeine Etappen-Instruktionen’, 26 October 1908. 
7  RM5/v 5968, Bl.189, Geissler, ‘Instruktionen für den Etappenoffizier in Batavia’, 7 December 1902. 
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were east of 146ºLong. the steamer would stop at Mioko to inform the Deutsche Handels-

und Plantagengesellschaft plantation office and obtain information as to the presence of 
enemy ships before proceeding to Herbertshöhe (Kokopo, New Britain).8 
   In October 1908, Squadron Chief Carl Coerper wrote to Naval Secretary Alfred von Tirpitz 
recommending establishment of a provisional munitions dépôt at Simpsonhafen. Since 
operation orders provided for cruisers on the Australian Station to engage in commerce 
warfare in all war cases, it was essential that a readily available supply of munitions could 
be depended upon.9 This activity did not go unnoticed. Australians were keeping a close 
watch on developments, and a report in the Sydney Morning Herald expressed fears about 
German intentions.  In 1914 these appeared to come true:  

Quietly, under the guise of mercantile expansion, Germany...built up this 
naval base, right within striking distance of Torres Strait, where all lines 
between Australia and the East converge.10  

Further in the Pacific, the Governor in Apia also had to implement arrangements for 
notification and supply of the cruisers in the eastern part of the Station.11 
   In all War Cases, what occurred in the Southern Zone was considered to have the 
greatest importance for the successful operations of the Cruiser Squadron. Enemy forces 
had to be tracked intensively, and the Squadron quickly supplied with accurate intelligence. 
The Reporter/Confidant in Batavia was to establish such a tracking operation in cooperation 
with his counterpart in Surabaya, which involved trustworthy Germans working on the ships 
of the Royal Dutch Packet Company (KPM). These were to telegraph the 
Reporter/Confidant all observed enemy shipping movements. Additional observation posts 
were established on the Sunda, Bali, and Lombok passages.  Manila would obtain the 
supply vessels for the Southern Zone, although Batavia would assist however it could. Chief 
of Admiralty Staff Wilhelm Büchsel already had indicated the preeminent part it would 
perform by instructing that the transmission of news of hostilities to the ships on the Station 
only by the Sydney Consulate-General was not absolute.  Batavia would assume the 
function if it appeared doubtful Sydney was in a position to do so, thus the need for the 
Consul-General in Batavia to be kept fully informed with detailed information.12 
   At the beginning of 1913, Graf Spee with Scharnhorst and Gneisenau spent some time on 
a visit to the Indies.13  As the luxury of a pre-mobilisation period was not anticipated, 
measures had to be capable of immediate and speedy implementation, particularly 
obtaining coal. The visit also served to emphasise the German regional presence and foster 
cooperation with the already pro-German Dutch Navy, and comradely joint activities were 
commented on. The Dutch could only speculate about the real purpose of the German 
presence ‘in these times pregnant with tensions of war’.14 The message, subtle or 
otherwise, that Germany also had definite interests in the area to maintain would not have 
been lost on the Dutch Government. 
   Further north, a judicious use of misleading articles fed to the press was also an important 
task of the Shanghai Zone Officer. In 1909 Squadron Chief Friedrich von Ingenohl arranged 
for the editor of the commercial journal Ostasiatischer Lloyd to establish the most effective 
means of manipulating the press in wartime. The editor had good connections with his 
Chinese counterparts, and was confident about successful inconspicuous insertions of false 

 
8  RM5/v 6693, ‘Vorarbeiten zur Durchführung der Operationsbefehle auf der Australischen  Station,  
          Kriegsfall D, Krieg gegen England’, September 1904. 
9  RM5/v 5899, Bl.172, Coerper-Tirpitz, 9 October 1908.  The following year, the Station Senior Officer  
          informed the Admiralty Staff that Governor Hahl had approved the technical requirements and costs for  
          the dépȏt, and completion was expected by the end of the year. RM5/v 5899, Bl.193, Kranzbühler- 
          Baudissin, 9 September 1909. 
10  SMH, 11 November 1904; 4 August 1914. 
11  RM5/v 6693, ‘Vorarbeiten...’, September 1904. 
12  RM5/v 6007, Büchsel-Breusing, 10 January 1906. 
13  His personal observations are in Spee Archive, T27/9, Spee-Grete v. Spee, 13 January 1913. 
14  Scharnhorst visited Soerabaya and Pasoeroean in eastern Java, Gneisenau went to Telok Betong on the  
          southern tip of Sumatra and then to Samarang before returning to Batavia.  RM3 3164, Bl.138, Lettenbach- 
          Bethmann Hollweg, 19 January 1913; Bl.153, Lettenbach-Bethmann Hollweg, 3 February 1913. 



 5 

German naval movements into the Chinese and Japanese press.  Particular care had to be 
taken that press reports were believable and pertinent to the existing military situation. They 
had to be composed so that it would be difficult for the enemy to differentiate between what 
was truth or not.15 
   Despite the premature conclusion to the Squadron’s pre-war operations in 1914, the 
assessment was that the Zones everywhere operated outstandingly in the first months of 
the War, until the internment or destruction of warships and auxiliaries. In particular, the 
Cruiser Squadron on its four month voyage across the Pacific was supported by the East 
Asian and American Zones provisioning it with coal and general matériel ‘without which it 
would not have had such a prolonged lease on life’.16 
 

  
Supply and assembly sites: ongoing surveys 
Much thought was given to finding suitable remote assembly and supply anchorages. 
Requirements were to some extent contradictory. Sites had to be close to the main areas 
chosen for cruiser warfare, yet remote from enemy bases, with little passing shipping, and 
with an accessible and protected anchorage not visible from the sea. Ongoing 
oceanographic and topographic surveys were conducted throughout the islands of the 
Dutch Indies, Mirconesia and New Guinea, as well as around the Pacific rim to South 
America. The search for and establishment of suitable sites for the transshipment of coal 
and supplies to the cruisers required exhaustive investigation.17 
   The value of these sites is not to be underestimated. In 1906, the Admiralty Staff 
commended the commander of Condor for ‘this important service’ provided in his recent 
reports on sites during the voyage between Yap and Sydney: ‘The results have made 
valuable contributions to our Intelligence Service in the Pacific’.18  This is reinforced by an 
insistence on all information being coded for written transmission, and in one instance in 
1910 Oberleutnant z.S. Emsmann was reprimanded for his uncoded report on the site U-
320 (Majuro in the Marshall Islands) which did not ‘conform to the top secret character of 
the U-system’. Perhaps most seriously, insufficiently coded sections left the Intelligence 
System vulnerable as well: ‘...the danger that such an occurrence poses for our code 
system is obvious’. Another instance was the forwarding of a sketch with depth soundings of 
Helen Reef in the west Carolines, in which the Navy had particular interest for a supply site.  
These were to be treated as ‘Top Secret’ and not sent as enclosures in open reports.19   

 
15  RM5/v 6680, Bl.97, ‘Anweisung für den Etappenoffizier Shanghai zur Benutzung der Auslandspresse im  
          Kriege..’, Ingenohl, undated but 1909.   
16  RM38/v 126, ‘Etappenwesen’. 
17  RM5/v 5899, Bl.38, Draft Admiralty Staff-Commander Cormoran, 1 February 1901. 
18  RM5/v 5346, Bl.9 [alt], Admiralty Staff-Commander Condor, 21 June 1906. 
19  RM5/v 5346, Bl.167 [alt], Admiralty Staff-Commander Cormoran, November 1910; ibid. Bl.193 [alt],  
          Admiralty Staff-Commander Cormoran, 10 January 1911. 
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Jaluit, Marshall Islands 
   As the survey system developed, an enormous amount of time and energy was expended 
in the search for suitable anchorages. In the waters of New Guinea and the Indies the 
survey vessel Planet was the main means of doing this, although both Condor and 
Cormoran also undertook exploratory voyages at diferent times. Only a few of these sites 
need be mentioned by way of example. In the early years, the concern was to have 
anchorages within close reach of the administrative centres in New Guinea, as they also 
had an important function in providing information on enemy shipping movements and other 
intelligence to the warships when they arrived. In his 1901 proposals for the Operations 
Orders, the Senior Officer on the Australian Station (Grapow), recommended the 
establishment of a war dépȏt on Ruck Atoll, essential in a war with Britain and 
advantageous in war with Japan or the United States. The Jaluit Company’s steamer 
Oceana would be requisitioned to gather the dispersed coal stores of the archipelago to 
Ruck. Some twenty police soldiers from Herbertshöhe or Ponape would provide local 
protection.20   
   It was essential that suitable sites be found to support the Squadron’s extended thrust 
across the Pacific to the American west coast.  Finding these proved a more difficult task. 
The commander of Condor (Begas) reported a singular lack of success in 1905. The main 
problem was encroaching settlement on almost all islands, and the American preoccupation 
with technology. Kauai near Hawaii now was encircled by a telephone cable and was in 
radio contact with Honolulu, which could receive news of any untoward event within fifteen 
minutes. Only privately owned Niihau was an exception, with a five-weekly steamer 
connection to Honolulu. This island was designated U-580, and a test of American 
responses in the area was recommended.21 In 1906 several sites were investigated along 
the western coast of Canada north of Vancouver as far as Alaska, where the rugged 
coastline with its many inlets offered an abundance of secluded anchorages. These sites 
had particular use for operations against Canada and the United States, as south of 
Vancouver Island to the Mexican border there were few suitable. In wartime preference 
would be given to sites on Queen Charlotte Island (Canada) and on the Alexander 
Archipelago (United States). Coal was already available on the islands, but supplies would 
be brought from Victoria or Seattle/San Francisco, depending on the War Case.22 

 
20  RM5/v 6693, Bl.9, ‘Denkschrift die Kriegführung Deutschlands gegen England auf der  Australischen 
Station betreffend’, November 1901. 
21  RM5/v 5346, Bl.5 [alt], Begas-Prittwitz, 15 October 1905. 
22  Details on these sites are in RM5/v 5343, Bl.158f., ‘Deckblätter 1-5 zum Kreuzerhandbuch Teil II, Mai  
          1906’. 
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 In 1907 an important survey of the Palau 
Islands was undertaken. Needed was an anchorage which was easily accessible and where 
four cruisers and four merchant vessels could anchor. Eirei lagoon met all specifications, 
and sketches and photographs of this and other suitable sites were forwarded to Berlin.23 
Niihau was again assessed, and Yam Bay on the western side of the island was found to be 
‘eminently suitable for a supply site...between East Asia and North America’. Topographical 
details were supplied by a cooperative and ‘thoroughly reliable Norwegian planter’. The 
commander (Ahlert) recommended four weeks the next year be allocated for Tahitian 
waters. He also found it ironic that the French Governor in Papeete expressed the wish for 
more of what he assumed were goodwill visits, even giving permission for the ship to spend 
time in the Marquesa and Paumoto Islands, which would provide a convenient cover.  
    

 Dutch cooperation - or not? 
In January 1909 Korvettenkapitän Horst von Hippel (Arcona) made a lengthy reassessment 
of the suitability of sites in the Dutch Indies and Malayan waters. There were numerous 
sites around Celebes and Palawan but the rapid economic development and associated 
wider settlement of the area clearly posed security problems. In particular, the sites in the 
Buton Strait had lost considerable strategic value. The export of ‘fancy’ coffee such as 
mocca, and copra, was rapidly increasing, the latter particularly along the coast of northern 
Celebes with an increase in local shipping. Dutch steamers now called frequently at every 
place of any importance and gave the potential for a widespread Dutch intelligence network. 
Indeed, it was proposed to place a Government agent at every point where KPM steamers 
called.  
   The possibility of German warships underway to an operational area being observed 
could not be lightly dismissed. The Dutch, with their local knowledge and the numerous 
small vessels at their disposal, would require only the slightest ground for suspicion to 
search out the most obvious anchorages. On the very day Arcona arrived at Kema a Dutch 
survey vessel was anchored there. In addition to the Dutch, there were steamers of British, 
Danish, and Chinese lines plying the waters. Hippel advised that the greatest caution in 
choice and careful consideration of the use of sites here was required. On the other hand, 
Dutch survey activity was to Germany’s benefit: Dutch naval charts were superior to those 
of the British Admiralty which the Germans were currently using. Especially useful was the 

 
23  RM5/v 5346, Bl.90, Commander Planet-Admiralty Staff, 30 April 1907. 
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detailed information on narrow passages and depths.24 All designated merchant auxiliaries 
were provided with current maps and charts. Reliant on remote anchorages as supply and 
auxiliary conversion sites, recent and accurate maps were particularly important for the 
smaller steamers operating from Bangkok, Singapore, Hongkong, Swatau, the Sunda 
Islands, and Borneo. Equally so were the needs of those on the routes to Australasia, as 
recently these steamers had become more important for the Cruiser Squadron.  Squadron 
chief Rear Admiral Alfred Breusing notified Chief of Admiralty Staff Büchsel that the island 
groups of the Indies, and coastal Australia, especially Western Australia, were to have 
priority in the supply of up to date accurate maps.25 The Navy Office was prepared to 
examine any suggestion for additional map depositories in Australian or Pacific island 
ports.26 
 
Avoiding suspicion 
Security remained a major concern in circumstances of ongoing economic development and 
increases in local shipping movements which made it harder for the Germans to maintain 
secrecy. In considering the suitability of a site, the main activities to be undertaken there 
had to be kept in mind. These included the maintenance of engines, boilers, guns, 
searchlights and various equipment; that there were facilities for speedy recoaling and 
loading of provisions from support vessels; and mundane but vital tasks such as easy 
access to fresh water on land.  In Sandakan in 1909 the officers of the Arcona had been 
asked many thinly-disguised questions as to the ship’s purpose in these waters. The captain 
(Korvettenkapitän Wilhelm von Hippel) noted that any answer would only half-satisfy any 
curiosity, and local officials must have had their suspicions strengthened when the ship 
deviated from its nominated course. So little occurred in this part of the world that the ship 
was naturally the centre of attention. The current political situation did not help: 

One should not forget that the understanding of and interest in political and 
military questions is much greater today than in the past. The prominent 
position of the German Empire in world policy and the success of German 
merchants in all of East Asia contribute much to directing special attention to 
everything travelling under the German flag. 

A particular problem as caused by British merchants in Sandakan, who eagerly associated 
the movements of NDL steamers with naval activity. Thus it was not hard to understand the 
widespread belief that Arcona’s presence was associated with specific naval purposes. The 
German Vice-Consul in Menado informed Hippel that a recent commercial trip to various 
coastal ports had given rise to the rumour that he was surveying for coaling sites for 
warships. Given the essential part these sites would have for the successful operation of the 
Cruiser Squadron, Hippel recommended that surveying of other sites be undertaken for 
some time as a distraction and to allay local fears.27  One absolute was that the Germans 
required a benevolent neutrality to be exercised by the Dutch for the successful 
implementation of their mobilisation preparations, given not only the blatant coal export 
arrangements from Batavia and elsewhere, but also the importance of the Squadron’s 
staging posts in Indies’ waters.  

 In November 1909, Squadron Chief Friedrich von Ingenohl stated bluntly what 
was required from the Dutch in the event of an Anglo-German war. Referring to the 

 
24  RM5/v 5342, Bl.101, Hippel-Coerper, 8 January 1909. 
25  RM5/v 5970, Breusing-Büchsel, 11 July 1906.   
26  RM5/v 5971, Coerper-Tirpitz, 14 January 1908; Tirpitz-Coerper, 24 July 1908. 
27  RM5/v 5342, Bl.106, Hippel-Coerper, 1 February 1909. 
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‘excessive emphasis’ on neutrality the Dutch had exercised in the Russo-Japanese War, 
which clearly was intended to provide a precedent for them, he believed that similar or even 
more severe measures could be expected if Germany were fighting Britain. There were still 
enough small islands where coal could be loaded, provided curious Dutch shipping could be 
distracted successfully, noted Spee in 1913.28 The Dutch hardly could be blamed for 
equivocating, given the clear indication of the threatening consequences Britain had made. 
The question was how to get around this frustrating problem which had such potential to 
disrupt German planning. 

...the Cruiser Squadron cannot do without the assistance of the Dutch Indies in a 
cruiser war as it is planned...the support of auxiliary ships from Dutch ports cannot 
be avoided...it is a question of survival for our war plans that the Dutch Colonial 
Government does not implement a policy of hostile neutrality.  Holland clearly will 
align its position in an Anglo-German war according to its own interests, and it will 
more easily close an eye to that Power from which it has more to fear. 

To ensure the appropriate Dutch attitude as far as Germany was concerned, Ingenohl 
bluntly recommended in 1909 that Admiralty Chief of Staff Max von Fischel arrange for 
‘certain diplomatic pressure in this direction...or whether stronger measures are to be 
employed’.29  Either way, the Dutch would feel the full weight of German expectations. 
    
Ongoing searches and alternatives 
Surveys useful for the Navy were also conducted by scientific bodies. Great interest was 
shown in 1911 following the report of Dr Augustin Krämer of the German Marine Expedition, 
which noted several as yet unknown harbours on the eastern coast of Neu-Mecklenburg 
(New Ireland). These appeared able to accommodate several warships. This was agreed to 
by the Admiralty Staff.30 In a similar vein, it wanted sections of the report of the 1910 
Hamburg Pacific Expedition to remain secret and unpublished, particularly sections 
concerning Helen Reef in the Carolines, which was already a designated site with several 
sheltered anchorages. This was achieved through the intervention of the Navy Office.31  

 In 1912-3 Condor undertook an extensive 
survey along the northern coast of Kaiser-Wilhelmsland. Baden-Hafen in the Huon Gulf (U-
3231) possessed all the attributes sought: the site lay completely apart from passing traffic 
and the presence of a ship would become known only as result of an intentional search of 
the coast. ‘It is thus particularly suitable for the holding of prizes and for the assembly of 
ships, equally for recoaling from steamers’.32 In 1913 a good anchorage was found at the 
mouth of the Kaiserin-Augusta (Sepik) River near the village of Kopar (U-323a).  It lay 
completely off any shipping route and there were no European settlements in the vicinity. 
‘Cut off from the outside world, the place is very suitable for the conversion of ships, for 
stationing coal vessels, laying-up ships and the holding of prizes’. In addition, radio 

 
28  RM5/v 3661, Bl.88, Spee-Pohl, 7 June 1913. 
29  RM5/v 5972, Bl.66, Ingenohl-Fischel, 30 November 1909. 
30  RM5/v 5346, Bl.194 [alt], Navy Office-Admiralty Staff, 3 January 1911. 
31  RM5/v 5346, Bl.218 [alt], Senator von Nulle-Tirpitz, 15 March 1911.  Nulle was Chairman of the  
          Hamburg Scientific Foundation. 
32  RM5/v 5347, Bl.7, Commander Condor-Admiralty Staff, 28 October 1912. 
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reception was clear and for two days Condor had uninterrupted communication with 
passing Lloyd steamers in Torres Strait.33 
   The unreliability of existing maritime charts worked to the Germans’ advantage. A survey 
of Lamotrek in the Bezirksamt (regional administration) of Yap, showed that published 
charts which depicted the atoll as unapproachable were incorrect. This would provide 
protection for ships using the site.34  During the Squadron’s visit to New Guinea in 1910, 
Squadron Chief Erich Gühler noted that the recent survey of Alexis-Hafen by Planet showed 
that Admiralty Staff charts based on Russian sketches dating from 1883 were completely 
wrong and certainly had contributed to the underestimation of this harbour. It was definitely 
in the Squadron’s interests to have an assembly site in that part of the Protectorate, and the 
Navy Office was requested not to publish Planet’s latest survey.35   
 
The situation leading up to the War 

 By 1913, several factors affecting the 
implementation of cruiser warfare on the Australian Station concerned the Squadron Chief 
Max Graf Spee. As a substitute for the lost services of the Intelligence Confidant in Sydney 
in a war with Britain, it was suggested that postal steamers at sea could be called into the 
area by radio as the transmission range of the cruisers on the Station was limited. Following 
the construction of the highpowered radio stations in the German network, this proposal had 
prospects of success. In any event the cruisers themselves were immediately to commence 
commerce warfare operations: Condor between the Solomon Islands, the eastern coast of 
Australia, and New Zealand; and Cormoran between Fiji, New Zealand, and the eastern 
coast of Australia, both using Daja-Hafen in the Solomons or Graciosa Bay in the Santa 
Cruz group as a base.36   
   It was to compensate for the lack of suitable permanent naval bases in the region that the 
supply and assembly sites were sought out. The numerous and detailed maritime surveys 
and the correspondence devoted to the issue of these sites makes it clear that the Admiralty 
Staff saw them fulfilling a crucial function in facilitating successful operations by the Cruiser 
Squadron in wartime. This is further emphasised by recommendations for diplomatic 
pressure on the Netherlands to ensure a benevolent neutrality in the Indies. However, the 
successful operation of the sites depended on the timely despatch of supply vessels from 
neutral and British colonial and Australian ports before hostilities commenced, and as 
demonstrated in August 1914, herein lay the plan’s greatest flaw. 
    
 
 

 
33  RM5/v 5347, Bl.33, Commander Condor-Admiralty Staff, 31 January 1913. 
34  RM5/v 5346, Bl.58, ‘Lamotrek’. 
35  RM5/v 5346, Bl.160, Gühler-Fischel, 19 September 1910.   
36  Survey details and the value of Daja are in RM5/v 5346, Bl.160 [alt], encl. Kranzbühler-Fischel, 9 May  
          1910; Graciosa Bay, Bl.175 [alt], Kranzbühler-Fischel, 30 September 1910.  On other sites in the  
          vicinity see RM5/v 5900, Bl.118, Spee-Pohl, 29 October 1913; Bl.125, ‘Ms.-Vorarbeiten der  
          Australischen Station’, 29 January 1914.  The Solomon Islands were acquired in 1886 and included  
          the larger Bougainville and Buka.  Choiseul and Isabel islands, and various smaller ones to the east of  
          Bougainville were transferred to Britain in November 1899, which reduced the area of possible supply  
          sites. 
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Coaling: the weak link 
'...the activity of our ships can most easily be halted by lack of coal...' Graf Spee, 191437 

 With the growing tension, on 31 July the Admiralty authorised the shipping 
of up to 10,000 tons from Tsingtau for the use of the Squadron, and Karl von Müller of the 
Emden, commanding in Spee's absence with the Squadron main body in the Pacific, ordered 
5,000 tons for Pagan, 5,000 for Assembly Point A in the Yellow Sea (30ø50'N, 123ø20'E), 
and a smaller amount to Assembly Point B east of the Liu-Kiu Islands (25øN, 135'E).  He 
then saw his most effective function as undertaking operations against trade in local waters in 
order to draw enemy forces away from Tsingtau, and on 31 Julyuly accompanied the steamer 
Elsbeth carrying 1,800 tons for Yap for 30 miles before taking up position within daylight radio 
contact of Tsingtau. On 1 August he sent via Tsingtau the message to Tokyo for the Zone 
Officer to requisition all available German steamers for coal transportation. In particular the 
Yorck was to be despatched as an auxiliary cruiser with as much coal as possible to the 
Squadron at Pagan. The Manila and Batavia Zones implemented coal shipments as set down 
in the mobilisation directives.38  
    When war broke out, the Squadron main body was underway on a voyage which was to 
take them over the Marianas and Carolines to Samoa with the collier Titania.39  On 6 August, 
Emden had captured Rjäsan of the Russian Volunteer Fleet and at Tsingtau it was renamed 
Cormoran and converted into an auxiliary cruiser with the addition of eight 4.1 inch guns.  
After loading 2000 tons of coal it departed to join the Squadron at Majuro Atoll, arriving on 28 
August. Spee detached it and Prinz Eitel Friedrich to attack trade on the west coast of 
Australia, but with only one collier between them, this destination could not be reached. Prinz 
Eitel Friedrich headed for South America, but by the time Cormoran returned to the Dutch 
Indies, many of the designated coal steamers had been forced to leave port and had been 
captured.   
   An additional problem for the effective preparation and dispatch of the coal shipments was 
that the new mobilisation directives for the Squadron, which in fact contained changes for 
coaling on the East Asian Station, had only been prepared by the Admiralty in June and had 
not reached the southern Zones centred on Manila and Batavia. The fact that the Squadron 
Command, as a result of the unclear position of Britain and what Japan's intentions were, still 
had not settled on an operations plan by the beginning of August and was preoccupied with 
assessing different possible operational areas meant that no precise plan could be used as 
basis for the distribution of the coal steamers.  Despite difficulties, Tsingtau sought to make 
the largest possible amount of the coal there available for the Squadron.40    
   A range of unforeseen problems arose. An internal Admiralty memorandum in October by 
Admiral Behncke noted that coal could not be expected from Shanghai, one collier having 
been held in port. The Intelligence Reporter in Batavia advised that the Indies Government 
was holding colliers for determination of their activity. There were also problems in South 
America. According to a telegram from the Chilean newspaper Mercurio, the Government 
had forbidden the departure of the steamers Seydlitz from Valparaiso and Luxor from 
Coronel with coal for warships on the American Pacific coast. A sharp protest was delivered 
in both instances. According to press reports in the United States, an investigation had begun 

 
37  RM5/v 5973,Bl. 260, Spee-Pohl, 9 October 1913. 
38  Raeder,  Bd.1, Das Kreuzergeschwader, 89-91. 
39  Titania was something of a mystery ship. In the Kieler Neueste Nachrichten of 10 January 1915 it was  
           described as an auxiliary cruiser. 
40  Raeder, Bd.1, Das Kreuzergeschwader,  97 has a full table of colliers, destinations and their fate. 
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into the supply of German warships with coal from American harbours, following pressure 
from Britain.41 From this it was clear that Britain was focused on the ‘highly embarrassing 
activity of our cruisers, attempting to cut off their supplies and thus neutralise them by means 
of the severest threats to neutrals.’  For Behncke, there was but one option for Spee: 

Thus it appears time to advise the Chief of the Cruiser Squadron, who should 
reach the Chilean coast between the middle and end of October, that if he no 
longer can hold out he should push through home, if possible as a group...This 
plan appears not impossible if he prepares with skill and is graced with luck in 
its implementation. The united ships are so strong that they will be superior 
everywhere. 

The auxiliary Kronprinz Wilhelm would better be left behind as it used too much coal.  More 
than 7,000 tons would have to be arranged for Las Palmas, and by the end of October a 
Chilean steamer with radio and a reliable German-American captain would have to depart 
Norfolk (Virginia) with 8,000 tons. This could be directed according to requirement. Behncke 
also considered it would be possible to despatch Brandenburg from Drontheim (Netherlands) 
with its 5,000 tons and other steamers from America to a meeting point west of Iceland to 
meet the Squadron.42   
    The Japanese Zone coordinated by the Naval Attaché in Tokyo (Korvettenkapitän Wolfram 
von Knorr) in fact began preparations early, when at the end of July he independently 
decided to implement the mobilisation provisions, not believing the optimistic assessment of 
the Embassy. His first step was to interview business and shipping firm representatives and 
arrange for the requisitioning of any available steamers and the purchase of coal and stores.  
After the outbreak of war, communication with the Squadron was difficult because of the 
destruction of the Yap radio station on 12 August.  Thus he could not know if the Squadron 
was operating in the same area, but by that time it had already been provided with four well-
equipped steamers.  Knorr recommended that in view of Japan's probable participation in the 
War, the Squadron should proceed to west American waters.  When Japan did declare war, 
he went to San Francisco to supervise the Northwest American Zone, and continued to 
provide for the Squadron's requirements from there.43      
   On 6 August the Manila Zone Officer (Erwin von Möller) commander of the gunboat 
Tsingtau which had been laid up in Canton, arrived to find that preparations had got off to an 
equally speedy start. On receipt of the authorising telegram from the Squadron on 1 August, 
the Confidants had purchased the entire available coal supply of Madrigal & Co., and an 
option placed on all other coal underway or ordered for the firm which made it difficult for 
British agents to purchase coal later.  On being informed of these purchases, on 1 August 
Spee then ordered 5,000 tons to be sent first to Pagan, then similar amounts to Angaur 
(Palau) and Zamboanga (Philippines).  

On the Squadron's arrival at the island of Mas-a-Fuera (Juan 
Fernandez group, Chile), information about German vessels in harbours on the southwest 
American coast and coal supplies came with Amasis from Callao.  From Honolulu Spee had 
requested 5,000 tons be sent to Juan Fernandez, 10,000 tons to Port Low, the same a 

 
41  Similar problems were being experienced in Europe.  In Drontheim, the Brandenburg with 5,000 tons  
          reported that the Dutch Government had declared it could not authorise the re-export of coal and the  
          hatches were sealed.  RM5/v 4004, Blatt 284, Behncke-Pohl, 2. October; as undated draft in RM 5 2229,  
          Bl. 19, B7058, Behncke, ‘Ganz geheim’. 
42  Ibid.  This was agreed to by Pohl on 5 October. 
43  See Raeder, 99ff. 
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fortnight later to Valparaiso, and 10,000 tons, water and stores to other Chilean ports on 20 
October. Results were mixed. Valparaiso reported that as a consequence of the unfriendly 
attitude of the American authorities in San Francisco, Knorr had failed to despatch the first 
15,000 tons to Juan Fernandez and Port Low on the date required, but that the first 
consignment from San Francisco could shortly be expected on the San Sacramento.  
Seydlitz, Santa Isabel, Ramses and Memphis were ready to sail.  Spee also made further 
arrangements for coal, oil and provisions from La Plata and New York for Pernambuco from 1 
January to facilitate the return to Germany.44      
  
Early Australian preemption 
A significant contributing factor to the failure of German operational supply planning for the 
Pacific was the early knowledge the Australian authorities had of what was intended.  A few 
days prior to the outbreak of the War, several German colliers hurriedly departed Newcastle 
under instruction from Vice-Consul Otto Johannsen.  Attention was drawn to this because he 
was known as ‘actively anti-British’ and had not previously been engaged in the coal trade.  
After one of his cheques was dishonoured his office was searched, which revealed what was 
afoot.  In February he had purchased three cargos totaling 9,000 tons of top-grade steaming 
coal for shipment to Valparaiso in Claus  and  John (both German) and Fern (Norwegian).  
Information had also been received from the Customs Department that 3,000 tons left 
Newcastle for Antofagasta (Chile), consigned to Vorwerk & Company, who had never made 
any previous purchase. Highly suspicious was the fact that Johannsen had written to thehe 
manager of the North-German Lloyd in Sydney that he had ‘cleared the 'Westfalen' for 
Sourabaya, but had directed the Master to proceed at full speed for Valparaiso’. The 
Westfalen had 1,600 tons and left port a few days before the outbreak of the War. The 
Report on the matter observed that it was clear that the collection of coal in Chile had been 
underway for some time, and ‘this may have been either in connection with the movements of 
the German Pacific Squadron or with merchantmen which were ordered to call at Sandy 
Point (Sts of Magellan) after the outbreak of war.’45  However, the Australian action was on 
somewhat shaky ground. Given that the export of coal could not be considered contraband of 
war unless directly destined for an enemy base, the Secretary of the Defence Department 
asked for legal advice: 

‘There is therefore no ground for detaining the vessel, so far as the nature of 
the voyage and cargo is concerned. Of course there is power to temporarily 
detain any vessel for some ground of military necessity… but of course the 
question of military necessity is for the Minister.’46 

Nevertheless, Johannsen was interned under the Trading with the Enemy Act. The Report 
listed over 500 names of intermediaries in neutral countries who had business connections 
on behalf of German firms with persons in Australia. Johansen’s rôle may have been more 
important than was thought. After appeals for his release by American authorities were 
rejected, the German Government threatened reprisals whereupon Britain ordered the 
Commonwealth to release him, and he returned to Germany via the United States in 
November 1916.47 Thus it clear that the Australian authorities were well aware that 
something was afoot well before the outbreak of hostilities and could plan accordingly. The 
assessment of the Consul at San Francisco proved prophetical:  

The Australians and New Zealanders had great fear of the German warships...To 
this end it was their intention to take all the German colonies in the Pacific and to 

 
44  Raeder, Bd. 1, 110.  Detailed reports of activity on the West American Zone, particularly of the Consulate-General in  

           San Francisco, are in RM5 2229, Bl, 139, ‘Bericht der Tätigkeit des Oberleutnants a.D. zur Helle...als Nachrichten- 

           Officier für die Kaiserliche Marine’.  As appendix are Spee's instructions while at sea on 25 November for Helle to  

           obtain coal for South America. 
45  AWM 36/52, ‘Statement regarding apparent preparations for war by Germany during 1914’, undated. 
46         National Archives, Attorney-General’s Department, Legal Opinions, Number 549,   

            https://legalopinions.ags.gov.au/legalopinion/opinion-549.  
47  AA Melbourne, MP367 5123/1009, quoted in R. Morton, ‘The enemy within the gates: the internment of  

           Australian citizens during the Great War’, Ph.D. Thesis, Latrobe University, 1990) 

https://legalopinions.ags.gov.au/legalopinion/opinion-549
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keep a sharp watch on all non-German coaling stations, so that the German 
warships would be cut off from coal and provisions and would have to 
surrender.48 

The episode is also more solid proof of the direct involvement of the Consuls with prewar 
planning.  
   With the outbreak of the War, the Australian Government quickly brought in a series of 
measures to control the export of coal, beginning on 6 August with a blanket prohibition on 
export.  However, it was not until 12 October that the Naval Board wrote to the Comptroller-
General of Customs that it was ‘considered inadvisable’ to allow exports to South America, 
and two days later it wrote to the Minister of Defence that the British Government be 
requested to ask Chile to guarantee that coal not be supplied to German ships, and until 
then, that exports there be prohibited.  On 14 October the Minister for Trade and Customs 
wrote to the Naval Board stating that exports would only be permitted to Hawaii, the 
Philippines, and the Dutch Indies on guarantee from their respective Governments that the 
coal would not be used by Germany.  On 4 November the Dutch Consul-General advised 
that the Indies Governor-General would only permit ships to leave with sufficient coal to 
reach the next port.49    
    In New Guinea, on 3 August instructions were received from the Reporter in Manila to 
commence the shipping of coal, and the arrangement with the North German Lloyd for the 
requisitioning of the Mekong and Sumatra implemented. There was, luckily, a considerable 
amount of coal with the Hernsheim firm at Matupi.  By 7 August both steamers had departed 
for the meeting point in the Buka Strait, with instructions to await the warships. These vessels 
carried a total of 750 tons. The next day written instructions came from Kavieng for 
Cormoran, which was at the time being outfitted at Tsingtau, to direct the steamers to Timor, 
and to advise Geier likewise by radio.  However, the latter did not receive the message; the 
commander later learned of it from the Reporter in Honolulu.  The two steamers in the Buka 
Strait did not proceed directly to Timor as directed, but decided to return to Rabaul in order to 
take on water, and were captured by the Australian fleet off Neu Pommern (New Britain). The 
Mekong, which managed to remain hidden for two days at Neu Lauenburg (Duke of York 
Island), dumped a large portion of its coal overboard before its location was given away by 
the Australian Methodist mission.50  
   The American Pacific coast ports caused considerable problems. Particular difficulties 
were encountered by the agents in San Francisco. On 5 August the Consul-General received 
a request from Leipzig for 8000tons of coal and 2000kg of engine oil to be supplied to the 
HAL steamer Alexandria arriving at San Francisco in two days. This was to be taken to 
Guadaloupe. Eight days after Alexandria's departure, another 3000tons and 500kg were to 
be dispatched by steamer to Saipan and there await orders, and after another eight days a 
third steamer was to follow with the same quantities. However, an untimely strike meant that 
there was little British Columbia coal available, and with the exception of some Australian, 'as 
good as no coal was to be had on the market'.  Available coal was in the hands of the British 
Western Fuel Company, which had been warned by the Australian Government that exports 
would be halted if German companies were supplied. A further complication was that three 
days before the outbreak of the War, German credit was 'completely cut' so that it was 
impossible to buy coal. After one week the Chief Reporter managed to obtain $45,000 from a 
German-American. Only after an exchange of telegrams with the Naval Attaché in New York 
was another $150,000 available through the firm of Amsinck & Co. These delays made it 
impossible to obtain coal for Leipzig, and strict application of regulations by the American 
authorities 'in an over-anxious anti-German manner' made despatch well nigh impossible. As 
well, the Anglo-Australian-Japanese force cruising between Puget Sound and San Francisco 
would have intercepted any collier.  Leipzig entered San Francisco on 17 August and was 

 
48  RM5 2286, Bl. 233, v. Loehneysen-Bernstorff, 30 September 1914. 
49  AWM 36/22, ‘Matters relating to Coal Export’, handwritten index. 
50  RM5 2296, ‘Bericht der BE(VM) 1 u. 2, Geheimer-Regierungsrat Schlettwein und Regierungsbaurat  Dr  

        Lederer in Rabaul über ihre Tätigkeit während des Krieges’, 12 March 1915. 
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permitted to load 213 tons (it had 567tons on board) to get it to the next German harbourr 
(Apia). This was supervised by customs to ensure departure within 24 hours. It would be 
permitted to recoal in Honolulu on the understanding that no hostile action would be 
undertaken underway.  Meanwhile in Mexico, the departure of the steamer Mazatlan which 
was to take coal to the Galapagos was denied by the authorities after complaint by the British 
Consul. From Valparaiso, the Kosmos Line steamer Amasis with 2500tons of quality Cardiff 
coal headed to Galapagos to meet the Squadron.51   

SMS Leipzig coaling at Guaymas in Mexico 1914 
     
By October the noose was tightening as neutral countries increasingly came under British 
pressure to prevent suspected coal exports, and there had been limited success in obtaining 
coal from captured merchant vessels.  Ominously, the crucial preparations in Chilean ports to 
supply coal for the Squadron’s voyage to the Atlantic and hopefully home were likely to be 
hamstrung by the Chilean Government's response to British complaints about breaches of 
neutrality.52  The Squadron was stretched to its limits and the colonies could not expect any 
effective defence to be provided. Adalbert Zuckschwerdt, commanding the Cormoran in 
Tsingtau, could only advise the governor of Samoa to destroy the wireless station, extinguish 
the harbour entrance lights of Apia, and enter into negotiations with the enemy commander. 
New Guinea was also considered indefensible, as were the South Seas island groups.53 
   Coaling was clearly the most difficult problem which faced the East Asian Squadron. The 
very logistics of coal transfer, which unlike oil could only be done on the high seas under 
favourable conditions, worked against success. Spee was now at the mercy of a system 
constructed by the Admiralty Staff, a supply system so dependent on private firms which, 
most seriously, obtained coal from areas primarily under British or Australasian control. This 
question of proper provision of coaling opportunities was the weak point upon which cruiser 
warfare plans for all the foreign Stations, but especially the Pacific, eventually collapsed. 
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52  RM5 2229, Bl. 46, Chief-Kommando Cruiser Squadron, 10 October 1914; Bl. 81, Gesandschaft  
       Stockholm- AA (Foreign Office), 26 November 1914.  
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