
CHAPTER 6

The Strategic Situation

The threat to Northern Rhodesia in a war between the British Empire and Imperial 
Germany was clear.  To the South West was German South West Africa, with a 
European population of about 15,000 and a garrison of nearly 2,000 regular German 
troops.  These "Schutztruppe" could be reinforced by 483 armed police and 1,723 
reservists and other settlers, between 17 and 45 years of age, liable for call up.

To the North was German East Africa with a European population of 5,336, of whom 
some 3,500 were male adults, and a garrison of fourteen field companies of 
Schutztruppe, a total of 216 German officers and NCOs and 2,472 native askari.  
Each field company was a self sufficient unit, with two to four machine guns, and 250 
carriers permanently attached.  In addition there were 67 German police officers and 
2,140 armed native police.  At around seven million the native population of German 
East Africa was more or less equal to the combined populations of Northern 
Rhodesia, Nyasaland, British East Africa (Kenya), and Uganda.1

In Nyasaland were only four companies of the 1st King's African Rifles, just over 300 
men, half of whom were on vacation leave. 2nd King's African Rifles had been 
disbanded for reasons of economy in 1911.  Many of the discharged askari had 
enlisted in the German forces. No.5 Field Company at Massoko near Neu 
Langenburg, used British bugle calls and words of command.

The total strength of the King's African Rifles was 73 British officers and 2,175 askari.  
Its remaining seventeen companies were scattered from Zanzibar, just off the 
German coast, through Kenya to Uganda, with the greater part in the far north of 
those two territories, in Jubaland and Turkana, where operations against dissidents 
and interlopers were in progress or preparation.2

A German occupied Northern Rhodesia would have provided a valuable axis, 
including more than two hundred miles of rail, to link the two German territories.  The 
threat must have appeared more theoretical than real, for in South Africa there was 
still a British garrison with four battalions of regular infantry with field artillery and two 
regiments of cavalry.  South Africa had its own permanent force of five regiments of 
mounted riflemen with artillery, as well as the part-time Active Citizen Force.  German 
South West Africa was hardly in a position to take the offensive and Britain's 
weakness in East Africa could soon be made up by reinforcements from India.  The 
war might well, for all practical purposes, have passed Northern Rhodesia by.   

However, all the British regulars, except coast artillery and engineers, sailed for 
Europe at the end of August 1914.  The Union of South Africa had only come into 



being in 1912, ten short years after what was really a bitter civil war.  Many of the 
Active Citizen Force units were newly raised and consisted of very young untrained 
volunteers and conscripts, with few officers or NCOs with any experience of formal 
military organisation.  Some units consisted largely of Afrikaners with little love for 
Britain.

A few weeks after the outbreak of war Lieutenant Colonel S G Maritz, commanding a 
force under training in the Northern Cape, led his men willy nilly into German hands, 
to captivity or collaboration.  On 15 September 1914, C F Beyers, Commandant 
General of the Active Citizen Force, resigned his commission.  On 25 September a 
rebellion broke out amongst disaffected Boers along the Vaal River.  This lasted until 
the end of the year, delaying the planned invasion of South West Africa.  The threat 
to Livingstone from the South West thus became, and remained for nearly a year, a 
very real one.3

It was soon apparent that the war in the North would not be over by Christmas.  On 
20 September 1914 the  cruiser Konigsberg sank HMS Pegasus in Zanzibar harbour, 
giving the Germans temporary naval superiority on the East Coast.  The Konigsberg 
was soon bottled up in the Rufiji River never to emerge, but it was to provide the 
Schutztruppe with a welcome reinforcement in guns, machine guns, gunners, 
artificers and medical staff as well as riflemen of sorts.

In early November two brigades from India made an unsuccessful seaborne assault 
on Tanga.  It was to take more than India could supply in men and leaders to conquer 
German East Africa.  Although the  governor, Dr Schnee, was all for peace, the 
German Army had the right man in the right place in the commander of the 
Schutztruppe, Lieutenant Colonel von Lettow Vorbeck.  An officer of outstanding 
energy and ability, he was determined to divert the greatest possible part of the 
military resources of the British Empire from the main theatre of war, for as long as 
possible, and so make his contribution to final victory.4

Thus the Northern Rhodesia Police were to be no mere spectators in the Great War.  
They were to be among the first British Empire troops to enter German territory, and, 
thanks to von Lettow, to be among the last in action more than four years later, after 
a long and arduous campaign. 

Preparations for War

On 30 July 1914 the Colonial Office in London sent out a warning telegram 
concerning the possibility of war with Germany.  The Chief Commandant of 
Rhodesian Forces, Colonel Edwards, had contingency plans ready:

(a) A detachment, consisting of two officers, ten European rank and file from the 
British South Africa Police and fifty armed native police from Southern and Northern 
Rhodesia, with two Maxims, was to be placed at the Victoria Falls Bridge.



(b) The strength of the Northern Rhodesia Police at Sesheke was to be brought up 
to one officer and twenty native non-commissioned officers and men.  At Sesheke, 
across the Zambezi from the German post at Schuckmannsburg, there were, in 
peace, only an African corporal and five other district police.

(c) The mobile column of the Military Branch of the Northern Rhodesia Police at 
Livingstone was to be brought up to establishment.

(d) There was to be made available for concentration in Southern Rhodesia at forty-
eight hours' notice, 200 European officers, non-commissioned officers and men of 
the British South Africa Police, 100 at Salisbury, and 100 at Bulawayo.

(e) The service companies of the Northern Rhodesia Police were to be brought up 
to establishment, and all discharges and leave stopped.

(f) The border of Northern Rhodesia between Abercorn and Fife was to be patrolled 
with a view to obtaining adequate intelligence - an officer and 20 men from Kasama 
were on patrol by 13 August.5

On 6 August A P Millar, Assistant Secretary of the British South Africa Company in 
London, wrote to the Secretary of State for the Colonies:

"I am desired by the Directors of the British South Africa Company to enquire 
whether, in view of the existence of a state of war between Great Britain and the 
German Empire, there are any special measures which the Secretary of State 
desires the Administrators of Southern and Northern Rhodesia to take with regard to 
enemy subjects or enemy property in the territories under their administration.  My 
Directors would be glad to learn whether there are any special defensive steps 
which His Majesty's Government would desire to have taken in Rhodesia.  Any 
instructions which the Secretary of State may have to give on the matter will be 
punctually complied with to the best of my Directors' ability."

The officers on leave in the UK, Captains James and Ingles and Lt Castle were 
ordered to return by a ship sailing on 15 August.  They arrived at Livingstone on 10 
September.  Ingles had only been home for ten days.

On 9 August 1914 the Mobile Column, Northern Rhodesia Police, 3 officers and 80 
men, left Livingstone for Kasama.  Major H M Stennett, the Second in Command of 
the Force, who had been away on a tour of inspection in Barotseland hurried back 
and set out after them on 15 August to take command.6

On 10 August the members of the Northern Rhodesia Police guarding the Victoria 
Falls Bridge were joined by No.1 Troop, British South Africa Police, from Salisbury, 
under Lieutenant F T  Stephens, No.4 Troop, from Bulawayo, under Lieutenant 
George Parson, a machine gun section, from the Depot at Salisbury, under 



Lieutenant A L Tribe, and forty native members of the BSAP.  The combined force 
under the command of Major A E Capell DSO BSAP, later to command the 2nd 
Rhodesia Regiment in East Africa, patrolled both banks of the Zambezi and erected 
blockhouses for the defence of the bridge where a searchlight was installed.  A few 
days after its arrival No.4 Troop BSAP was recalled to Bulawayo.7

On 11 August, by proclamation published in the Government Gazette,  the Northern 
Rhodesia Police Force was declared to be "On Active Service".  Guards were placed 
on all other bridges in the Territory.  District Police were withdrawn from some 
stations to swell the ranks of the Military Branch.  The export of food and warlike 
stores was made subject to control.  62 suspected enemy aliens were investigated.  
Nine Germans and two Austrians were sent to South Africa for internment.  Four 
other Germans, five Austrians and eight German and Austrian Poles were also 
arrested, but were released after interrogation on giving money security for their good 
behaviour.8

On 25 August the High Commissioner telegraphed from South Africa that it was not 
the intention of His Majesty's Government to assume the offensive against the 
Caprivi Zipfel.  The German post at Schuckmannsburg should only be occupied if, in 
the opinion of the local civil and military authorities, it was essential to do so in order 
to protect British interests in the neighbourhood.  Both settlers and Africans were 
anxious to see some action taken.  Lewanika hoped to be able to reassert his 
influence over the tribes in the Caprivi.9

On 26 August No.1 Troop BSAP was ordered some forty miles upstream to 
Kazungula.  Here a fort was erected on the South Bank of the Zambezi and manned 
by Sergeant  Duncombe10 with two other NCOs and eight troopers.  About forty 
miles further upstream at Sesheke, on the North Bank, were lieutenants Hornsby and  
Castle with  a detachment of 25 Northern Rhodesia Police, only about three miles 
across the river from Schuckmannsburg.

South West Africa 1914-15

There were reports of a German force approaching from the South-West.  On 13th 
September 1914 the High Commissioner gave permission for the entry into German 
territory.  At 9 am on the 15th,  four officers, 41 European and 37 native other ranks 
of the British South Africa Police, with three maxims, left camp at Victoria Falls and 
marched to Livingstone where they picked up wagons and supplies.  They 
bivouacced for the night seven miles upstream on the Zambezi.11

On 21 September 1914 they reached Sesheke, having been joined en route by the 
garrison of Kazungula.  At 9 am Lieutenant Stephens was sent across the river as a 
parlementaire, with Corporal J H L Vaughan BSAP as flag bearer, and Native 
Corporal-Bugler Kapambue BSANP.  The party was met on the South Bank by a 
German native sentry and escorted to the fort at Schuckmannsberg.  Here, after an 



hour's discussion, the German Resident, Herr von Frankenberg, agreed to surrender.  
By 2 pm Stephens and his companions were back at Sesheke.12

At 3 pm the "Fall in" was sounded.  A section was left to guard the camp while the 
rest of the British force marched to Susmann's Drift where boats had been 
assembled by the Northern Rhodesia Police.  Lieutenant Hornsby led the way across 
the Zambezi.  On landing he had to forcibly disarm a native sentry who refused to 
hand over his rifle.  By 5 pm the whole force was ashore and began a two mile march 
down a very sandy path, arriving at Schuckmannsburg at sundown.

The troops were drawn up on the square to receive the German surrender.  Sergeant 
Onyett BSAP13 arrested Unteroffizier Fischer.  This NCO and von Frankenberg were 
released on giving their parole.  28 native police, nearly all Subia by tribe, were 
placed under guard.  Some mules, arms, ammunition, and other warlike stores and 
supplies were captured.

At 8am on 22 September the detachments of BSAP and NRP paraded facing the 
flagstaff in the presence of Mr Venning, the District Commissioner, Sesheke.  
Lieutenant Castle broke the Union Flag at the staff while Major Capell called for three 
cheers for His Majesty King George V.  A few days later von Frankenberg and 
Fischer were sent via Livingstone to Bulawayo escorted by Corporal Cecil Gardiner 
BSAP (later Captain NRP), and Trooper A C Davey BSAP14.  The native prisoners 
were allowed to return to their homes.

In October 1914 Captain E H L Salmon and Lieutenant G P Burton NRP reached 
Schuckmannsburg with the main body of B Company  having left Mongu by barge on 
26 September.  They were followed by Captain J J O'Sullevan with most of C 
Company who had marched from Kasempa to entrain at Broken Hill.

In view of these reinforcements, bringing the NRP strength up to 5 officers, 4 white 
volunteers and 134 men with 2 Maxims, it was considered safe to withdraw the 
British South Africa Police, and wise to do so before the rains set in.  They left 
Sesheke on 3 November, and, leaving Sergeant Duncombe and six men back at 
Kazungula, reached Livingstone on the eighth.  On 10 November the BSAP 
detachment entrained for Bulawayo.    

European scouts had been sent forward towards the Okavango River.  They reported 
no cause to fear an enemy advance from the West.  The enemy force reported earlier 
had raided into neutral Angola and captured and burnt the Portuguese fort at Libebe 
on 26 November.  The telegraph had now been extended to Sesheke.  It was decided 
that there was no need to continue to occupy Schuckmannsburg.  It was deemed 
sufficient to man Sesheke with 30 African police under Lt Hornsby, as an observation 
post and intelligence base, together with the police post at Sioma Falls, a hundred 
miles to the North-West.  O'Sullevan described the Caprivi Strip as, "not of much use 
to anyone.  It breeds the largest and most vindictive, venomous mosquitoes I have 



seen in a long experience of tropical Africa.  In the wet season it is a swamp and 
unhealthy; in the dry weather the heat is terrific, whilst the sand is deep and 
uncomfortable to walk in."15 

The British Government wished there to be no suggestion that the Caprivi Strip might 
come under the administration of the BSA Company and Captain G V Eason of the 
Bechuanaland Police was appointed Special Commissioner with his headquarters at 
Kazungula.  Sgt Legge of the Bechuanaland Police was to represent the occupying 
power at Schuckmannsburg.  In the event the Administrator of Northern Rhodesia 
was quite relieved as this arrangement made it easier to insist that the Lozi should 
not revert to grazing their cattle south of the Zambezi which would have created an 
animal health problem.16

On 17 November Captain James and 30 men left Livingstone for Abercorn with 
50,000 rounds of ammunition.  On 25 November Lieutenant Colonel Hodson left 
Broken Hill  to take command on the Northern Border.   At Noon on 5th December 
1914 Captain O'Sullevan received telegraphic instructions from the Chief 
Commandant of Rhodesian Forces, Colonel Edwards, to report as quickly as 
possible to Livingstone from where O'Sullevan was to lead his force, now known as 
the 2nd Mobile Column, to the border with German East Africa: "The same day at 3 
p.m. I left in a dug out paddled by natives.  We did sixty miles on the Zambezi in a 
blinding thunderstorm, for the rains were on.  We walked (two native soldiers and I)  
most of  the  other  thirty miles through heavy mud and reported to Livingstone at 3 
p.m. on the 6th.  The column arrived ten days later, having had difficulty with the 
wagon transport".  At Livingstone the 2nd Mobile Column, 2 officers and 110 men 
with the 2 Maxims rested and refitted, receiving reinforcements of officers and 30 
men, before entraining with the captured German mules for Sakania in the Belgian 
Congo, from where they were to march to Abercorn.  The Military Branch presence at 
Livingstone was now only Major Byas, Captain Salmon and 30 men, mainly 
bandsmen.  Recruits were now to be trained at Kasama. 

A European defence force, the Northern Rhodesia Volunteer Force, had been 
authorised by a proclamation dated 24th October 1914.  Part-time local defence units 
of approximately twenty five volunteers with one officer were formed at Livingstone, 
Mongu, Fort Jameson, Kafue and Lusaka. They assisted in guarding vulnerable 
points.  On 13th November an order was gazetted for the inspection by the police of 
rifles held by the various rifle associations in the Territory.  A mobile column of four 
officers and 120 white volunteers, the Northern Rhodesia Rifles, was mobilised at 
Broken Hill under Major Boyd A Cunninghame, and left to reinforce the police on the 
Northern Border on 22nd December 1914.17

By 11 December 1914 it was deemed safe to remove the guards from all bridges 
other than that at Victoria Falls and over the Kafue which remained until October 
1916.  In March 1915 there were further fears of an attack from South West Africa.  
The South African invasion of this German territory was now well under way and it 



was thought that some of the enemy might attempt to break out and make for East 
Africa.

Having been relieved on the Northern Border by Lieutenant Colonel Hodson, Major 
(Local Lieutenant Colonel) Stennett was now in command at Livingstone.  The 
detachments of the Northern Rhodesia Police at Livingstone and Mongu were each 
strengthened by fifty men.  On 4 February Capt James had been ordered back from 
Abercorn to command the Depot as Capt Salmon had been invalided to England.  
James was now sent to Barotseland.  Supply depots were established between 
Livingstone and the Sioma Falls in order to expedite the despatch of a possible 
mobile column to prevent the enemy entering the Barotse Valley.  Training of recruits 
at Livingstone recommenced and efforts were made for the first time for some years 
to recruit Africans from North-Western Rhodesia.  Lewanika was asked to find 60 
recruits.  On 18 June the Commandant General ordered an officer and 60 men to be 
sent from Livingstone to reinforce the 20 at Sesheke.  He recommended to the High 
Commissioner that the company at Mongu be sent down river to Sioma Falls and 
replaced at Mongu by the last officer and 30 men of 'C' Coy remaining at Kasempa.
18

On 8 July 1915 news was received that the rebel, Maritz, and his men were moving 
along the Okavango River in the direction of Livingstone.  Five officers and one 
hundred men of the British South Africa Police under Major A J Tomlinson, were sent 
up from Southern Rhodesia, with two Maxims and a 12½ pounder field gun.  The 
combined force was concentrated under Lieutenant Colonel Stennett at Sesheke 
until 9th August, when it was learnt that Maritz had entered Angola and given himself 
up.  On 17 September eight Germans and one rebel Boer were captured by scouts of 
the Rhodesian Intelligence Department under Major Robert Gordon DSO,  
Commandant of the Northern Rhodesia Rifles.  They had trailed them for eight days 
over 135 miles of wilderness and brought them in 700 miles to Livingstone.  The main 
German forces in South West Africa had surrendered to General Botha at Tsumeb on 
9 July and the south of Northern Rhodesia was to remain quiet for the rest of the war.
19

The majority of the British South Africa Police detachment returned to Bulawayo but a 
few remained at Livingstone to join "A" Special Reserve Company BSAP which was 
raised from whites in Southern Rhodesia on a cadre of regular police.  Half this 
company left Livingstone for the north on 18 August 1915 via Broken Hill while the 
remainder left on 31 August to travel via Kashitu.  Staggered departures by different 
routes were essential to ensure sufficient carriers and food supplies after leaving the 
railhead.

Percy Wardroper, a former BSAP trooper working as clerk in the headquarters of the 
Northern Rhodesia Veterinary Department, was attached to the NRP as a temporary 
second lieutenant together with F G Smith of the Legal Department, who, as an 
NRVF sergeant had been with Stennett at Sesheke.    They were ordered north by 



forced marches with Maj Byas and 75 African police now available at Livingstone, 
and detrained at Ndola on 27 August.  For Wardroper this was the start of a career of 
nearly 21 years in the Force.  Capt James, Lts B J Graham and L A Russell and 
another 75 men  marched in from Barotseland to leave for the Northern Border on 3 
September.  On 23 August 1915 there were 1,103 Africans serving in the NRP.20

The British South Africa Company's report for the year ending 31 March 1915 gave 
the strength of the Northern Rhodesia Police then as 24 officers (including 4 
temporary), 2 warrant officers, 6 British non-commissioned officers, 19 European 
volunteers, 4 British constables, 813 native NCOs and men, and 93 special native 
police i.e. men who had served in the NRP or its forerunners or the KAR who had 
come forward for war service.  As the Commandant General wrote, the recent 
organisation into two divisions, Military and Civil Police, had undergone a severe test.  
The necessity  for an adequate reserve for the Military Branch was much felt:-

"On the outbreak of war, an experienced officer was specially detailed and 
despatched to Abercorn to endeavour to obtain the services of ex-police and get 
them to rejoin the corps for the period of the war.  The result was that the services 
of some 125 ex-native police were obtained.  The Awemba provided thirty-two, the 
remainder were from the districts around and the north-west of Kasama.  
Endeavours to obtain ex-police from the Angoni tribe failed entirely................To 
keep up the military portion to the strength required owing to the war, it has been 
necessary to denude the districts of civil police to an undesirable extent and to a 
degree almost incompatible with safety."

The military police could not undertake prolonged operations, with the consequent 
considerable wastage, without an adequate reserve.  If this was to be the District 
police, arrangements would need to be made to replace those transferred.  These 
recruits would have to be trained at the relevant district headquarters - for instance, 
Fort Jameson and Mongu - and not at Livingstone.

"Whether it is due to the low rate of pay in the police, and the ability of the Awemba 
and the Angoni to secure a higher rate elsewhere, it is clear that they are not 
coming forward in the same way as they did in the past.  It is also clear by the 
results given above that the martial instincts of the latter are dying out.  In these 
circumstances, it would appear desirable either to raise the pay of the police and so 
increase the inducement for these tribes to serve, or to tap other and so far untried 
sources of supply. ........"

"The training of the military police has, thanks to the officers of the corps, proved 
the force equal to, if not better than, the native troops of the Germans.  The officers 
are rewarded for their endeavours by the fact that their men have never failed to 
answer the demands made on them."   

"The training of the district police, as a civil police force, is only just commencing, 
and has no doubt had a serious set-back owing to the war.  There is no reason why 



this branch of the force should not with time and careful and patient training be as 
efficient as civil police, as their brothers have proved themselves to be useful and 
reliable soldiers."

"The branch of the Criminal Investigation Department, which was inaugurated early 
in the year, has clearly proved its value and, now that initial misunderstandings and 
misapprehensions connected with the scope of the duties of its officers and 
members have been removed, should increase in efficiency and importance year by 
year."21

Sub-Inspector Ferguson was still at Livingstone as Chief Immigration Officer and in 
charge of the CID and local town police.  He was assisted there by D/Sgt Kirk. 
Sergeant-Major Mills had been withdrawn from Solwezi to Livingstone in January.  
Sergeant-Major Coote returned from leave on 7 September 1915 to take charge of 
the Town and District Police at Lusaka.  Sergeant-Major Taylor was in charge at 
Broken Hill and another NCO was in charge of the civil police and responsible for 
immigration control at Ndola.

Despite the drain on civil police manpower there was no great reduction in 
prosecutions.  945 persons were brought before the courts by the police in 1915 and 
844 convicted.  Only 26 Europeans were convicted for Common Law offences 
compared with 48 in 1914.  This may have been due to the high proportion of white 
males on active service inside and outside Northern Rhodesia, although the number 
of whites convicted for offences against local ordinances was 55, exactly the same as 
in 1914.  Not included in police statistics was the conviction of the Force at the 
instance of the Veterinary Department for allowing transport oxen at Livingstone to 
stray in contravention of new regulations to prevent the spread of pleuro-pneumonia 
found in cattle from Barotseland.  Apparently this was the first such summons.  The 
fine was £25.  For 25 years from 1922 the Force was to assist with the control of this 
disease by manning a cordon from Sesheke to the Kafue.  1916 was to show a 
marked increase in police work proper with 1203 prosecutions and 1085 convictions.
22

Defensive in the North

At Bismarcksburg (Kasanga), on Lake Tanganyika, only thirty eight miles from 
Abercorn, the Germans had a strong fort which could easily be reinforced and 
supplied by steamer from Ujiji, the terminus of the newly completed Central Railway 
from Dar es Salaam, or from Usumbara at the northern end of the Lake.  Usumbara, 
four hundred miles away from Bismarksburg, was the peace station of the 9th Field 
Company, and Ujiji, one hundred miles closer, the headquarters of the 6th.  At the 
outbreak of war the Germans mounted guns on their steamers, giving them complete 
superiority on Lake Tanganyika.

Since 1912 there had been concern to prevent the spread of rinderpest from German 



East Africa.  Fears that the enemy would use diseased cattle as a weapon of war 
proved groundless, however at the time of the outbreak of war there had been 
consternation in the Fife District over a proposal to increase hut tax there from 3/- to 
5/- a year, which was thought unfair when trading in cattle was forbidden.  The 
Anamwanga living in Northern Rhodesia were regarded as disloyal as the larger part 
of the tribe resided in German territory.23

The garrison of Abercorn was a mere 12 district police under the District 
Commissioner, C P Chesnaye.  On hearing of the outbreak of war, Mr Chesnaye 
promptly arranged the evacuation of European women and children, and sent out 
patrols of settler volunteers and natives to watch the movements of the enemy.  The 
news of the war took several days to reach the German posts near the border.  There 
was no enemy action until late August 1914  when sporadic raids were commenced 
by native auxiliaries who cut the telegraph line between Abercorn and Fife.  On 1 
September a telegraphist went out escorted by 6 African police but found the line 
intact as far as Saisi.

At this time the main effort of the enemy's 5th Field Company from Neu Langenburg 
(Tukuyu) was against the King's African Rifles at Karonga.  During September 1914 
Neu Langenburg was reinforced by elements of 2nd Field Company from Iringa and 
Ubena under Oberleutnant Falkenstein.  Falkenstein with a small detachment based 
himself at Itaka from where he operated against Fife which was already threatened 
by Wahehe irregulars.  The normal garrison at Fife was seven district police but 
eleven of the Native Commissioner's 16 messengers were former policemen who 
now rejoined for duty and a detachment of E Company was on the march from Fort 
Jameson.24

Ober-Arzt Westhofen, a medical officer, led a force of four Germans, 52 askari and 
60 armed carriers, with a light gun, from Bismarksburg towards Abercorn.  They were 
accompanied by some 250 irregulars who ravaged the countryside, looting, raping 
and again cutting the telegraph25.  On 2 September two African civilians were killed 
and one wounded.

At Noon that day Lieutenant J J McCarthy had arrived from Kasama with 
reinforcements from D Company, Northern Rhodesia Police, bringing the garrison of 
Abercorn up to forty. McCarthy had only returned to the Territory from leave on 7 
August 1914 and may have been the "experienced officer" referred to in the annual 
report as having been despatched to Abercorn on the outbreak of war to persuade 
former policemen to rejoin.  He and Lt Bremner had been sent ahead of No.1 Mobile 
Column presumably by bicycle.  Bremner recruited ’special police’ around Kasama. 
The gaol, the only suitable building, was put in a state of defence.  On 3 September 
the piquet came in from the Kalambo River and reported having seen the enemy at 
Mwanga's Village, only 10 miles from Abercorn.  On 5th September at 1030am the 
enemy was seen near the District Commissioner's house on the ridge a mile north of 
the prison.  The next day an attack through thick bush was repulsed but sniping 



continued.  On 7 September the enemy withdrew.

On 8 September a patrol ran into the enemy advanced guard returning to the hill.  An 
urgent request for  reinforcements had been sent to Kasama.  Few of D Company 
remained there , but Major Stennett had just marched in with the Mobile Column from 
Livingstone.  Though they were tired after their four week trek from Broken Hill, 
Stennett at once pushed on with 100 men, covering the ninety nine miles in sixty six 
hours to reach Abercorn at 3.30am on 9th September.  At 6 am the enemy began to 
shell the town from the ridge to the north, hitting a corner of the gaol.  40 shells were 
fired killing privates Chasesa and Madi and somewhat demoralising their comrades.  
Nevertheless when the enemy attacked later in the day they were driven off.

On the 10th the enemy withdrew to the Lumi River.  Lt McCarthy was sent out from 
Abercorn with 5 white volunteers, 80 African police and a Maxim.  He attacked the 
enemy camp at dawn on 11th September and drove them back across the Border.  
The Germans admitted to 3 killed and 4 wounded in this operation26.  One of 
McCarthy's party was 'One Eye' McGregor, the former native commissioner, 
disgraced in 1909, who had walked in from Elizabethville in the Belgian Congo to 
offer his services. 

While Abercorn was under attack the prisoners evicted from the gaol  had fetched 
water for the garrison by night.  They volunteered, and were allowed, to carry 
McCarthy's machine gun to the Lumi and remained with it throughout the action.  
Afterwards they were told that at the end of the War the balance of their sentences 
would be remitted.27

During the rest of September patrolling by both sides continued.  The telegraph from 
Lake Tanganyika to Lake Nyasa was constantly cut.  100 Bemba tribesmen were 
employed to protect it.  It took seven to ten days for messages, carried by runner and 
bicycle to the line of rail, to reach Livingstone until a new telegraph line was 
completed to Abercorn from the South via Kasama. 

On 19 September 20 former police and KAR came in from Kasama, but with only 
seven rifles between them.   On 22nd September a company of African troops from 
the Belgian Congo, arrived at Abercorn under the command of Lieutenant Leleux.  
He had set out on the 13th from Mpweto on Lake Mweru, and marched via 
Mporokoso.  Early in August the Belgians had offered a force of seven officers and 
225 askari.  However no agreement had been reached by 9th September when Mr G 
G P Lyons, the District Commissioner at Kawambwa, heard of the first attack on 
Abercorn.  On his own initiative Lyons sent a request for help to Mpweto, the nearest 
Belgian post.  On 26th September the rest of the 500 strong Belgian 1st Battalion 
reached Abercorn under Major Olsen.  On the march the Belgians were hampered by 
a shortage of water.  On hearing of their advance the Northern Rhodesia natives took 
to the Bush, leaving the villages bare of supplies.  It is not known whether this was 
because of a particular fear of the Belgians or the general uncertainty of war.28   



Meanwhile the High Commissioner informed the Belgian Vice Governor-General that 
he could not authorise offensive operations and suggested that the Belgians be 
withdrawn.  However Stennett pointed out that Bismarcksburg had been reinforced 
and at his request the withdrawal was deferred.  Major Stennett now assumed 
command of the combined Anglo-Belgian forces with the local rank of lieutenant 
colonel.

The attack on Abercorn had demonstrated the disadvantage to the Northern 
Rhodesia Police of their complete lack of artillery.  The Belgians brought two guns 
with them, but steps were already being taken to make good the deficiency to the 
NRP.  An old seven pounder mountain gun had been found in Southern Rhodesia.  It 
was sent up by rail to Broken Hill with Corporal Jack Horton and three troopers of the 
British South Africa Police, all trained gunners, and 6 BSANP as ammunition 
numbers.  Lieutenant Percy Sillitoe received a message to leave his civil police duties 
at Lusaka, meet the gun and crew at Broken Hill and bring them north.  With the help 
of the District Commissioner, Sillitoe assembled 600 carriers with supplies for the 520 
mile march to Abercorn.  They were ready to set out when the train arrived and 
completed the trek in thirty days without a break, averaging 18 miles a day.  The gun, 
when assembled, weighed 1,000 pounds.  The barrel, its heaviest component, 
weighed 200lbs, requiring four porters with frequent reliefs.  There were 600 rounds 
of black powder ammunition to be carried as well as kit, blankets, and food for the 
whole caravan.  A carrier normally averaged 15 miles a day with a 60lb load and 
needed 2½lbs of meal a day.29  

Sergeant Howe had joined Sillitoe at Lusaka from Mumbwa shortly before the war.  
He was also sent to the Front, marching up in charge of some 30 Africans who 
carried boxes of .303 rifle ammunition on their heads.  After a short time in the Field, 
Howe returned to civil police duty at Broken Hill.30

One Belgian officer and 40 native soldiers took post at Sumbu in Northern Rhodesia 
on the west shore of Lake Tanganyika.  Orders were issued for the concentration of a 
second Belgian battalion at Mporokoso.  Since it appeared that the forces already in 
place were sufficient for the defence of the Territory, the Vice Governor-General was 
informed that this new battalion would not be required.  This led to a 
misunderstanding and he gave instructions for the Belgians at Abercorn to return to 
the Congo.  The advance party had left when on 17 November 1914 German troops 
from Bismarcksburg under Leutnant Hasslacher, landed from two lake steamers at 
Kituta Bay, fourteen miles west of Abercorn.  The enemy destroyed a small steamer 
laid up there, the Cecil Rhodes, and burnt the stores of the African Lakes 
Corporation.  By this time Percy Sillitoe had arrived at Abercorn.  He was sent in 
command of 50 Northern Rhodesia Police to link up with the departing  Belgian 
company and engage the Germans at Kituta.  They found the enemy gone and 
Sillitoe returned to Abercorn while the Belgians went on their way.



However the enemy had steamed on to  Kasakalawe, another fourteen miles down 
the Lake.  Here they had landed on 19th November and destroyed or removed a 
large quantity of telegraphic material.  An allied force from Abercorn came up on the 
20th and engaged the enemy.  But the Germans were able to re-embark under cover 
of the guns of their steamers, one of which was armed with two 10 centimetre pieces.  
Corporal Horton and his gunners did not manage to catch up in time to bring their 
seven pounder into action.  The enemy reported one German NCO and 2 askari 
wounded.  2 Belgian askari were killed and 10 wounded.31

On 26 November Major Olsen and his troops completed their departure from 
Abercorn, but the Battalion was ordered to halt at Mporokoso where it remained for 
fifty four days.

On 27 November Mr L A Wallace CMG, the Administrator of Northern Rhodesia, and 
Colonel Edwards, the Chief Commandant, arrived at Elisabethville, where they 
agreed the following arrangements with M Tombeur, Acting Vice Governor-General 
for Katanga:-

1. That while Belgian troops were in Northern Rhodesia they    would remain under 
the orders of the senior British officer.

 
2. That the British and Belgian troops would co-operate.

3. That the British guard the border from Abercorn to Fife, while the Belgians, based 
at Abercorn, watch and guard the southern shores of Lake Tanganyika.32

However until the return of the Belgian troops to Abercorn on 26 January 1915, 
Stennett was too weak to undertake more than the defence of Abercorn and Fife.  
The King's African Rifles at Karonga were in no better state.  They had had to send a 
double company south to the Shire Highlands because of the rising of John 
Chilembwe and his "Watchtower" disciples.  The Germans had been reinforced and 
were able to raid freely, carrying off or destroying large quantities of telegraph wire 
and completely isolating Abercorn.  With the captured wire the enemy were able to 
construct a line from Neu Langenburg to Iringa.  The Bemba levies with 14 old rifles 
between them were ineffective and unpopular with local villagers and were paid off at 
the end of December.33

On 6 December 1914 Fife was attacked by a force of 200 to 300, with a 3 pdr gun 
and three machine guns.  80 shells were fired at 2,000 yards range, half of which hit 
the fort or fell inside.  102 Private Ndarama was killed by a shell which hit him in the 
back when he was going through a door.  Captain Ingles, in command, was 
impressed by the steadiness of the African police under fire.  The enemy retired in 
the evening.34

On 13 December with Captain James, the Commandant, Lieutenant Colonel F A 
Hodson arrived at Abercorn to take over command on the Northern Border.  There 



were now 6 officers, and  14 white volunteers on the Border with  105 regular and 51 
special police at Abercorn and 111 regulars and 41 specials at Fife.  At Kasama were 
Lt Bremner and 26 African police including 9 District policemen and one special.35

On the evening of 27 December the night piquet at Fife reported that the enemy were 
returning.  At 10 pm  Lieutenant Cussans and Temporary Second Lieutenant  R M 
Smith led a half company out to the old German position on the West Ridge.  They 
made contact on the crest.  After a 15 minute fire fight, Cussans saw he was about to 
be outflanked.  He ordered his men to fix bayonets and charge.  Under a hail of 
bullets at 30 yards range they cleared the ridge although Smith was seriously 
wounded in the back and Pte Kanyanla in the shoulder.  One enemy askari was 
found dead and another was captured, wounded.   The enemy withdrew in disorder 
and also evacuated a position on Tunduma Hill a mile north-east of Fife.  Cussans 
was awarded the Military Cross.  Captain Ingles praised the conduct of Lance 
Serjeant Dandalika and Lance Corporal Mpepera who were each promoted to full 
rank, and of Sjt Mitiminji.  329 Sjt Mitiminji was to be killed in action at Likassa in 
1917.

On the morning of 27 January 1915 Cpl Bwanali arrived to relieve the night piquet on 
Tunduma Hill.  He went forward alone to reconnoitre the crest and was shot through 
the spleen and killed by enemy scouts.

In the interests of British prestige among the tribes in the north-east it was imperative 
that the Germans should not be permitted to penetrate into Northern Rhodesia.  The 
garrisons of Abercorn and Fife, some one hundred miles apart, were insufficient for 
the purpose.   The return of the Belgians and the arrival of other reinforcements in 
February, enabled a new post to be established at Saisi, or Jericho Farm, about thirty 
miles east of Abercorn, where the valley of the River Saisi offered the enemy a 
favourable line of approach.  The post was sited on a rocky  knoll in the angle 
between the Saisi and its tributary, the Mambala, overlooking the bridge by which the 
Stevenson Road crossed the Saisi a mile south of the Border.
 
On 3 February 1915 Major J J O'Sullevan marched into Abercorn with the 2nd Mobile 
Column. Northern Rhodesia Police.  In his lecture  to the African Society, O'Sullevan 
described how they had arrived by train at Sakania to be met by the Belgian 
Administrator, who provided 700 African porters to carry  the column's supplies and 
rifle ammunition.  The machine-guns and machine-gun ammunition were transported 
by the mules captured at Schuckmannsburg.  Belgian officials accompanied the 
troops through Katanga  to the Luapula River where the were met by a Northern 
Rhodesia native commissioner with fresh porters.  Fresh relays of carriers took over 
the loads at Fort Rosebery and Luwingu.  Rations were supplemented by an 
elephant and a few buck shot by Captain Fair but there was little time for hunting and 
the game was sheltered by the long grass of the rainy season.

"The journey from Sakania was a 430-mile walk, and it was done without a single 
officer or man falling out.  This march was accomplished in heavy rains; swamps 



had to be corduroyed, and several bridges had to be erected daily to get the mules 
over the swollen rivers.  The 430 miles were done in twenty days, averaging about 
twenty-one miles per day.  After a few days at Abercorn, Colonel Hodson, who 
commanded the forces on the border, sent my column to Saisi, which is on the 
frontier."

"Here we occupied and fortified the farm buildings.  We made a fort and trenches, 
and removed the long grass, trees, and other cover useful to the enemy.  Then we 
proceeded to patrol, and were practically in touch with the Germans daily.  The fact 
cannot be disguised that the enemy were considerably stronger than we were along 
the border line, and the same applies to the Nyasaland frontier."36

According to the Official History the ground at Saisi was mostly solid rock which, for 
lack of explosives, was broken by lighting fires on it and cooling it suddenly with 
water.  Thus the outer ring of trenches was made round the central fort.37

On 2 February the Northern Rhodesia Rifles arrived at Kasama, under Major Boyd 
Cunninghame.  After travelling fifty miles by rail north from Broken Hill  to Kashitu,  
they had marched from there 320 miles in six weeks through the bush.  With 16 ox-
wagons and 30,000 lbs of supplies, they had cut the first wagon road, despite tsetse 
fly and exceptionally heavy rains, and with virtually no native assistance.  At Kasama 
the column rested for two days.  On 4 February they set out again to cover the last 
100 miles to Abercorn, arriving on the 12th, to find the 17 man detachment from Fort 
Jameson waiting for them.  The wagons were left behind and each volunteer now 
had a native porter to carry his kit.  All 200 oxen died at Kasama.38

The main body of the Northern Rhodesia Rifles marched to Fife where Maj 
Cunninghame took over command from Capt H C Ingles NRP.  The British were now 
in a position to act more offensively.  Captain McCarthy with 35 NRP and a Belgian 
company was responsible for a 35 mile front on the Kalambo and Samfu rivers north 
of Abercorn.  His police manned piquets at Muto, Mwangwa and Zombe and he was 
greatly assisted with information by Chief Zombe and his Lungu.   On 26th February 
McCarthy led a patrol which captured eleven Ruga Ruga, as the enemy's irregulars 
were known, having killed one.  On 17th March he was camped 1½ miles from the 
Border near the headwaters of the Samfu with volunteers Jack Merry and R R Bacon, 
four African Police, a Belgian NCO and 60 Belgian askari, when they were attacked 
at dawn by five Europeans and 150 native Schutztruppe.  The enemy were beaten off 
and driven back over the Border for the loss of Private Bacon and 3 Belgian askari 
killed.  The Germans also lost one  European and three Africans killed.  Two Belgian 
natives were wounded and a German officer captured.39

In his reminiscences of the campaign von Lettow wrote that in the middle of March a 
force from the Bismarcksburg detachment was surprised in camp at Mount Kito by an 
Anglo-Belgian force. Its commander Reserve Lieutenant Haun was severely 
wounded and taken prisoner and several askari killed.  Oberleutnant Aumann of the 



2nd Field Company was detached from Falkenstein's command and based at Mbozi 
thirty miles from Fife.  This detachment was expanded to company strength.  The 5th 
Field Company remained at Ipyana at the head of Lake Nyasa.  The detachment at 
Bismarcksburg was expanded to about company strength and in June 1915 was to 
become the 29th Field Company.  In April three field companies were brought from 
Dar es Salaam and Kigoma.40
 
A German patrol was captured near Fife on 10 April and on 16 April, after a five and a 
half hour march from Fife, a section of 20 to 25 Northern Rhodesia Police under 
Lieutenant A B Bremner and 40 or 50 Rifles under Major Boyd Cunninghame took up 
a position on the escarpment thirty miles to the east from which they could observe  
an enemy position at Mwanengombe 2,000 feet below.  At 3.a.m. a loyal headman 
guided the force down to the fort which was half a mile from the foot of the 
escarpment and 400 yards from the Songwe River, near the point where Northern 
Rhodesia, Nyasaland and German East Africa met.  Lieutenant Stannus Irvine of the 
Rifles was first into the stockade at the head of his section and fell mortally wounded.  
The NRP engaged the enemy attempting to escape. Forty German askari and 
irregulars were killed or captured.  The stockade was a double row of logs 10 feet 
high inside a ditch containing sharpened stakes.41

On 24 April, 82 NRP and 50 Belgian troops under Lieutenant G P Burton NRP 
penetrated thirty four miles into German territory.  They  attacked a transport column 
near Mwazye, dispersing the escort and capturing many carriers and loads.  Tracking 
the escort Burton found the path crossed some high hills.  He sent out Cpls Geza and 
Mbenjere with 8 men each as flankers and advanced slowly.  About 100 yards from 
the top of the pass heavy fire was opened from three sides and a scout, 1117 Private 
Fungulu was killed.  Burton ordered his men to fix bayonets and charge and went 
forward with Lieutenant Maurice Daffarn NRP, a former officer of the 16th Lancers, 
who was mortally wounded by a bullet in the neck.  Cpl Geza and LCpl Chikusi were 
promoted for their behaviour in this engagement.  In the action some of the old NRP 
rifles jammed and one Martini Henry burst.  This and similar incidents led the 
Commandant to request that the Force be rearmed as a matter of urgency.42 

On the evening of 20 May Cpl Pondani reported to Capt McCarthy at Zombe that 
Germans were camped on the Samfu River 9 miles away.  At 8pm McCarthy left 
camp with 12 NRP and 130 Belgian askari with 2 officers and Sous-Officier 
Verscheuren.  They bivouacced after seven miles and moved on at 4am to meet the 
piquet on the Samfu who reported that the enemy had left at 2.30am in the direction 
of Nondo on the Kalambo.  On the march back to Zombe the column was fired on 
and the enemy charged within 20 yards before being driven off.  Verscheuren was 
mortally wounded. 790  Sjt Mwombera NRP stood over him firing until joined by SSgt 
Borazi, the senior Belgian askari, when they carried the European out of action under 
heavy fire.  Private Kambowe, and 2 Belgian  askari were killed and 13 wounded, 
one of whom later died.  The British South Africa Company awarded Sjt Mwombera 
£10, half to be paid on his return from the Front and half on discharge from the Force. 



In another engagement that month a 40 man patrol of the NRRifles was surprised at 
night and lost two killed and three wounded.43

Shortly before the outbreak of war a retired officer of the German Army, Major 
General Wahle, had arrived in German East Africa to visit his settler son.  When war 
broke out the General offered his services to Colonel von Lettow Vorbeck who put 
him in command of the Lines of Communication.  On 25th May 1915 Major General 
Wahle arrived at Bismarcksburg  to take command of the troops on the Rhodesian 
and Nyasaland Border, bringing with him the 24th Field Company and half the 10th 
Schutzen Company of white settlers.

At Manika's Village in June a Belgian officer was in command of 25 of his askari and 
5 NRP.  Cpl Koza NRP, on piquet, found himself practically surrounded but 
successfully extricated his men to warn the officer.  The enemy, three Germans and 
about 40 askari fled.  Koza was promoted to Serjeant.44

On 20 June at Mwanakatwe, in German territory five miles north-east of Saisi,  Major 
O'Sullevan scattered an enemy patrol, killing one German and wounding another 
together with 9 of their askari.  Having received information that an enemy force was 
entrenched on Mosi Hill, 13 miles north-east of Saisi, he telegraphed to Colonel 
Hodson at Abercorn.  At 10pm that night, Hodson set out with about 120 NRP and 
Belgians and the BSAP gun detachment.  O'Sullevan took out a slightly smaller 
column from Saisi.  Reaching the hill soon after  dawn he found the Germans had 
also gone out on patrol.  O'Sullevan drove out the enemy rear party and occupied 
their entrenchments which were well stocked with supplies.  Later in the day he 
captured a supply convoy and 5 Ruga Ruga, "some excellent wine, officers' kits, 
plans and maps."  

O'Sullevan and his men returned to the enemy position for the night.  In his lecture to 
the African Society he said:

"Before daybreak we burnt and destroyed the camp.  The enemy had laid an 
ambush on the road we came by, and also on two other roads; but we marched 
north into their territory, and away from the roads they suspected we should take, 
and by a circuitous route through the bush got home to Saisi, our rearguard only 
being attacked."  

On 24 June Colonel Hodson had attempted to surprise a party of the enemy which 
retreated at his approach but later managed to capture another before returning to 
Saisi.45

Early on 28 June about 500 enemy troops, the 24th and 29th Field Companies and 
the half company of whites, together with more than 100 Ruga Ruga, surrounded 
Saisi in the early morning mist  They woke the garrison by bombarding them with a 
field gun.  Privates Wood and Holt were sent with a section to reinforce the piquet at 
the Saisi Bridge where Wood was killed.  During most of the morning and part of the 
afternoon there was confused fighting over the open ground south and west of the 



fort.  The allies' two small guns were put to good use.  One of the BSAP troopers, 
John Farrar, is said to have signalled inners and outers to the Germans in contempt 
of their shooting!  Cpl Africa NRP did good work by spotting enemy snipers.  At 11 am 
the next day the enemy withdrew, their artillery having made no impression.  Private 
Mulundi NRP was killed and LCpl Uleya and ptes Tamani and Buleya were 
dangerously wounded.  Buleya died of his wounds.  Pte Pemberton was slightly 
wounded in the hand and Maj O'Sullevan's leg was scraped by a ricochet.  Six 
Belgian askari were wounded, while three Germans, including Karl Proempler OC 
24FK, and four of their askari were killed, and two Germans and 22 askari wounded.  

O'Sullevan described the aftermath of the battle:-
"In the morning we opened some graves in German territory, but found only 
ammunition concealed and no bodies.  The graves were neatly made, but the fact of 
some ammunition being found near them led to an order that they should be 
opened.  Ammunition is heavy to carry about without carriers, so if one can hide it 
for use on another occasion in a grave, or anywhere else, the plan is worth trying."

"About this time we also captured large quantities of ammunition, camp equipment, 
tents, tables, rifles, and other things, which we made use of against the enemy.  
After this latter attack, in which Lieutenants Dickinson and Allport did extremely 
good work, it was considered that the enemy would make more serious attempts to 
occupy Rhodesia.  Therefore my little garrison, consisting of Belgians and British 
native troops trenched hard daily, and I had some 300 native carriers working at the 
forts and entrenchments for three weeks."

"Some of these carriers were not satisfied with our design in trenches, and dug 
themselves in so thoroughly when the shelling started that the earth fell in and 
buried them.  Along the border, engagements were usual almost daily, but most of it 
was fair open fighting, and not that disagreeable trench warfare. "46  

5,000 rounds of ammunition were found buried.  On 2 July Col Hodson left Saisi for 
Fife with Lt Dickinson and 30 African police.  Maj O'Sullevan's garrison was now 
lieutenants Burton and Allport, ptes Holt, Pemberton and Beattie, and 160 Africans of 
the Northern Rhodesia Police with 2 machine guns, Dr Harold and the BSAP 
mountain gun and crew of 10, and six Belgian officers, two Belgian NCOs, and 280 
native other ranks of the Force Publique, with a 4.7 cm Nordenfelt gun and one 
machine gun.47

About 0330hrs on 25 July the enemy were reported by the piquet on the Saisi Bridge 
to be digging in west of the River. They opened fire on Pte Holt and his 20 African 
police and when this was returned abandoned an uncompleted trench.  Before Dawn 
they had occupied Lobb's Farm about 1½ miles west of O'Sullevan's position.  By 
0740 when the mist lifted and an enemy gun opened fire, they had pushed across the 
Saisi and the Mambala River investing Saisi.



In his lecture Maj O'Sullevan went on to describe the second siege:-
"Firing continued night and day for four days, and all our mules and oxen, besides 
the sheep and goats, upon which we depended for food, were killed by shrapnel."

"On the fifth day the German officer in command sent in a parlementaire with a note 
asking me to surrender, and requesting that a fully qualified officer should be sent to 
discuss terms at the Saisi bridge, which was 900 yards from my position.  He stated 
that he had captured a large convoy of supplies, and had also beaten back our relief 
forces, that he knew we had no water, and so on."

"I replied that under no conditions whatever would we surrender, and also 
suggested that the next time he sent to us his soldiers might be instructed not to fire 
on the flag of truce as they had done on this occasion.  He replied apologising for 
his men firing on the flag of truce, and giving as a reason the fact that a certain part 
of the field had failed to receive his orders to cease fire."

"The officer who brought the note was quite au fait with what was going on.  We told 
him of the German South-West African surrender, having heard of it but a few days 
before; but he knew all about it, and before we did.  That night they attacked in force 
by the light of a fairly bright moon, and came on bravely, but they could not get 
actually to our trenches.  The attacking force was about 1,500, a large majority 
being Europeans, but though we heard them encouraging the Arabs and native 
troops to charge, they could not get them to do so."

"The attack lasted an hour and a half.  Various ruses were adopted.  They blew the 
Belgian 'cease fire' and ours also.  Firing ceased for a few minutes on our side, but 
was resumed, and we afterwards ceased bugle calls."

"My force had considerable difficulty to get water.  It is a hot country, and you want a 
drink sometimes, and when you want it you want it badly; but they had trenched all 
round and close to the water supplies at Saisi, 900 yards away, and at the 
Molembo, 500 yards off.  We therefore had to tie some water bottles together, pack 
them in grass, and steal down to the river at night a few yards at a time.  When they 
started firing the water parties lay down, for firing at night is invariably high, and 
when firing ceased the water party stole water, but sometimes we could not get any, 
despite trying in both directions, and so we remained thirsty until the next night, for it 
was absolutely impossible to get any in the daytime."

"Fighting went on until 3rd August, when the enemy had eaten up all their supplies 
and all ours.  They then retired to Lake Tanganyika, embarked for Ujiji, and also 
marched off by road to Bismarcksburg and New Langenburg.  We were too done up 
to go after them, and were relieved by a battalion of Belgian troops after a few 
days."

Major O'Sullevan was most appreciative of the assistance of the Belgians.  The High 
Commissioner in his despatch said the enemy were believed to have been the 18th, 



23rd, 24th and 29th Field Companies, four other companies and the Tabora and 
Rukwa contingents of 400 Europeans and 200 Arabs.  German sources give Wahle's 
force at Saisi as being the four field companies identified in the High Commissioner's 
despatch, strengthened by  whites of the 10th Schutzen Company, giving a total 
strength, exclusive of irregulars and armed carriers, of 89 Germans and 680 askari, 
with two 1873 pattern field guns and six machine guns - nearly half of his total 
strength on this front.  General Northey in a report to the Secretary of State dated 19 
June 1916 wrote that he had established that the attack on 28 June was by 120 
Germans and 600 askari while for the siege from 23 July to 3 August the enemy 
deployed 150 Germans and 800 African troops of the 22nd, 23rd, 24th and 29th field 
companies.  In his report O'Sullevan stated that in the assault on the fifth night the 
enemy never got nearer than the outer thorn hedge from 200 to 60 yards from the 
allied trenches.   

Casualties among the garrison were nineteen, all Africans, including five Belgian 
askari and four carriers killed, one native servant died of wounds, one Belgian soldier 
missing,and one Northern Rhodesia Police and three Belgian soldiers wounded.  
O'Sullevan reported enemy casualties as five whites and 28 askari killed.  The 
German gun was put out of action by a direct hit on its muzzle from the BSAP 7pdr.
48            

On hearing that the telegraph line from Saisi was cut Col Hodson sent out a relief 
force from Abercorn under Maj de Koninck consisting of the rest of the Belgian 1st 
Battalion, 270 askari, with Captain C H Fair, Lts Dickinson and Ingpen and 50 
Northern Rhodesia Police.  They came into action against the investing force on 28 
July.  On the 29 July 34 of them broke through to join the beleaguered garrison losing 
Pte Malizani, killed.  The Germans succeeded in holding off the remainder, but the 
threat of their presence must have contributed to Wahle's decision to lift the siege.  
He gave his reasons as the little effect produced by his artillery and his reluctance to 
risk an assault with the bayonet "in view of the present situation in the Protectorate."  
The general returned to Dar es Salaam with the 18th, 23rd and 24th Field 
Companies, leaving his artillery at Kigoma at the Lake Tanganyika end of the Central 
Railway.49  
 
In "Gen Smuts' Campaign in East Africa" Brig-Gen J H V Crowe CB quoted captured 
German documents giving the strength and location of relevant units in August 1915 
as:-
18 FK Bismarcksburg  18 whites 152 Askari
23 FK      "         15   "    178   "
24 FK      "         19   "    222   "
29 FK Dar es Salaam  ?         ?
5  FK Neu Langenburg 57   "    599   "
22 FK  "      "      16   "    207   "
10 Schutzen K        65 whites
2  FK Iringa          7   "    171 askari



Bismarcksburg reserve staff & L of C post 12 whites
Kigoma Detachment under Moewe 130 whites.

C W G Stuart MBE, then a corporal in the Northern Rhodesia Rifles working in the 
Orderly Room at Colonel Hodson's headquarters at Abercorn, wrote of these times:-

"Our best intelligence border scout was Charlie Sell, who had a deep hole in his 
forehead caused by a Matabele bullet during the rebellion.  He had been carried out 
of that fight by Captain Chesnaye of the Bechuanaland Border Police.  Several 
years later, when Chesnaye was District Commissioner at Abercorn, he gave Sell 
six months for poaching elephant!"

On 26 May 1917 Scout Sergeant-Major Sell of the Northern Rhodesia Police was to 
be awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for performing many dangerous 
reconnaissances.  On one occasion, with a small party of scouts, he held up and 
inflicted many casualties on an enemy advance guard, himself bringing a wounded 
man out of action.  His adventurous life ended when he died of wounds on 29 May 
1918.

Stuart went on to say that Capt Fair was the crack shot of the force.  He would lie on 
top of an anthill while a dozen or more askari would hand him their Martini-Enfields to 
fire, meanwhile struggling to eject the cartridge cases by hooking the trigger guard on 
a tree stump.  Some of the former district police were still armed with the .450 
Martini-Henry, but soon all those at the front were to be re-armed with the Long 
Magazine Lee Enfield, and before the end of the war with the SMLE, mainly the 
converted Mark IV, a cut down Long Lee Enfield.

With the telegraph frequently out of action, communications were much dependent 
on the heliograph, which only Jack Bisset, the postmaster at Abercorn, Tpr Farrar 
BSAP at Saisi, and Corporal Kituta and his African signallers of the NRP, could 
operate.50

Stuart suggests that Corporal Africa won the DCM in 1915 for handcuffing a German, 
tieing up several enemy askari with his blanket, and marching them all in as 
prisoners.  The award of the Military Medal to 106 Sergeant Africa was announced in 
the London Gazette of 12 March 1918.  During the siege 452 Colour Sergeant  
Zidana of 'C' Coy carried orders under fire.  It was 399 Cpl Chikusi and 545 Piyo of 
the same company  who crept down to the river and  filled 20 water bottles each at a 
time under fire.  All three were mentioned in despatches for their conduct at Saisi as 
were   Lieutenant E G Dickinson, Second Lieutenant H Allport,  and 53 Sergeant 
Geza.  According to the High Commissioner’s despatchof 13 July 1917 ‘Lt Allport in 
charge of a Maxim transferred it from position to position in a masterful manner.  Sgt 
Geza kept the men of his section together and showed ability and initiative under 
fire.’  367 Sgt Gwiranipakamwa, described by Col Hodson as a splendid NCO, and 
126 Pte Malinguka were also commended.  O'Sullevan was  promoted to the 
substantive rank of Major  and awarded the DSO in recognition of his conduct at 



Saisi.  Prior to the action in June he had been suffering from Periostitis.  The injury to 
his leg failed to heal.  O'Sullevan was invalided in September 1915, his career in 
Northern Rhodesia at an end.

The successful defence of Saisi did much to enhance allied prestige in the area and 
is said to have stimulated recruiting in Rhodesia and South Africa, especially among 
troops returning from South West Africa for demobilisation.  The border was now 
undoubtedly secure.  When news that the Belgian 1st Battalion had left Abercorn for 
the relief of Saisi reached Major Olsen on 1 August, he immediately set out from 
Mpweto with the 3rd Battalion to replace it.  At the end of August the 3rd Battalion 
took over at Saisi from the 1st which returned to Abercorn.

On 4 October 1915 "A" Special Reserve Company of the British South Africa Police 
marched into Abercorn  160 strong under Major J S Ingham.  A 12½ pounder gun 
followed via Kashitu.  On 18 October "B" Special Reserve Company BSAP marched 
into Fife from Karonga, having evaded an enemy ambush at Mwembe.  Formed at 
Salisbury, 131 strong, under Captain Walter Baxendale, Southern Rhodesia 
Volunteers, this company had travelled by rail and water via Beira and Zomba.  Major 
R E Murray DCM BSAP arrived as overall commander of both BSAP companies, The 
Southern Rhodesia Column.  Having been Col Edwards' staff officer since 1913, 
Murray had acted as staff officer to Lt Col Stennett on the South-Western Border in 
July and was now appointed Col Hodson's Chief Staff Officer.51 

On 19 October a party of scouts was fired on 7½ miles from Fife and one wounded.  
Capt Ingles left at 7pm with 50 NRP under Lt Sillitoe, 25 NRRifles under Capt 
Molyneux and 25 BSAP under Lt Hendrie SRV. They could not find the enemy but as 
a result of further information Maj Baxendale was sent out at 10.30 am on 20 October 
along the Stephenson Road.  Ingles now located the enemy, 200-300 strong with 2 
machine guns, north of Mbesima Village.  Unfortunately Baxendale got lost and by 
the time Murray came up with another 50 NRP and machine guns from Fife the 
enemy had gone.52

On 22 October a German patrol attacked Lundula's Village, killing three men and two 
women and wounding a child.  A patrol of six African police and three scouts under 
the gallant Sjt Mwombera engaged the enemy four of whose askari were killed, two 
by Pte Ndawani, but LCpl Bwanamakoa was shot dead.53

The Belgians now required the return of their troops to the Congo.  They planned to 
launch an offensive north of Lake Tanganyika to take Ruanda-Urundi.  Despite the 
arrival of the two BSAP companies, it was decided that Saisi could not be held 
without the Belgians.  "A" Company BSAP covered the withdrawal from Saisi on 29 
October.  The Belgian 3rd Battalion then left Northern Rhodesia.  The 1st Battalion 
followed on 3 November.  A detachment of the Northern Rhodesia Police replaced 
the Belgians at Sumbu, but some Belgian troops remained in reserve at Mporokoso.  
The NRP at Abercorn were now reorganised as "A" and "S" companies and those at 



Fife as  "D" and "Q".54

At 5.15am on 6 November the outlyng piquet was forced to retire on Zombe.  This 
post, 9 miles north-east of Abercorn was garrisoned by 7 whites and 90 African police 
with one machine gun.  Two enemy Maxim guns opened fire from the ridge to the 
west from where a skirmishing line tried to advance while another party worked round 
to the North-East.  After 1½ hours the enemy, some 200 strong, gave up and 
withdrew.  On 11 November Pte William Stevens NRRifles with a comrade and 
several NRP was sent to investigate a report of firing from Tunduma Hill.  Pte 
Stevens was killed in an exchange of fire.  On 21 December a patrol from Abercorn of 
80 BSAP and 108 NRP under Maj Ingham, met a patrol from Fife and they remained 
together until 28 December.  While returning Ingham became aware on 29 December 
of a force of some 200 of the enemy at Saisi.  Being short of rations Ingham avoided 
an engagement.  The enemy burnt Saisi.55

On 22 December a German force took up position at Sinyanta Hill, Nakonde, some 
32½ miles from Fife, to intercept a convoy.  Captain Baxendale went out to engage 
them with 28 Northern Rhodesia Police, 36 BSAP and a machine gun.  After two 
hours he was joined by Lieutenant C E Mills NRRifles with 21 Europeans and 16 
African police from the convoy escort.  On learning that the convoy was safely into 
Fife, the enemy withdrew.  Seven pools of blood were found in their position.  The 
British returned to Fife having suffered two BSAP wounded.56  

As a Christmas gift the Queen Mary's Needlework Guild in the United Kingdom sent 
out 800 warm vests for the British South Africa Company's native troops.57

On 28 January 1916 Captain Harry Ingles with a half company of the Northern 
Rhodesia Police, fifty British South Africa Police, and two machine guns drove off a 
patrol of two Germans and 20 askari and Ruga Ruga near Ikomba, 70 miles south 
east of Abercorn.  On 29th January Lieutenant G A Debenham NRP with his advance 
party of 15 men, following the enemy spoor, caught up with them crossing a dambo 
1,000 yards wide and immediately engaged them, killing seven and pinning down the 
rest.  After Ingles and the main force had come up five unwounded enemy 
surrendered with three badly wounded.  On the British side Sergeant Anderson was 
slightly wounded.  Ingles went on to meet Maj Murray with a patrol from Abercorn.  L/
Sgt Changamasase distinguished himself in this action.58

Debenham, a pre-war BSAP trooper,   was awarded the Military Cross.  By 9 April 
1918 he was a captain commanding a company of Northern Rhodesian Bemba in the 
2nd Battalion, 1st King's African Rifles and won the DSO for routing an enemy force 
on the Lureko River in Portuguese East Africa.  On 5 May 1918 Debenham and his 
company surprised the 21st Field Company in camp bayoneting four and setting fire 
to their huts.  Counter-attacked by four companies led by von Lettow himself, 
Debenham retired supported by the company commanded by Maj J H L Vaughan, 
who as a BSAP corporal had carried the flag of truce at Schuckmannsburg.  Together 



they drew the enemy onto the position where the rest of the battalion was 
entrenched.  Vaughan was killed in desperate fighting before the enemy withdrew.59



OFFICERS & BRITISH OTHER RANKS OF THE NORTHERN RHODESIA POLICE 
WHO JOINED BETWEEN 6 AUGUST 1914 & MAY 1916

 LANCASTER Duncan Gordon MBE FRZS b.Clifton 24.5.93 ed Shoreham GS, Rfn 
16London TF'09 Tpr BSAP 10.10 Const NRP 10.14 rsgnd'21 Labour recruiter BH 
Mine, Elephant Hunter, Sp Const NRP Cattle Cordon 24.4.24 Ag3/Sgt 1.4.25 3/Sgt 
1.11.26 Insp'31 seconded Elephant Control Offr'35 Game Dept'42, pub "A Check List 
of Mammals in NR" Rtd'52 d.15.10.58
 INGPEN Ernest/Ed? Lucien s/o KC ed City & Guilds Cllge ULOTC Tpr BSAP'12 2Lt 
NRP 6.10.14 Lt 6.8.15 dow Bismarcksburg 11.6.16 
 OSBORNE Ronald Alexdr PS to Admr NER'03 NC, Int Offr Abercorn att'd NRP as 
Capt 10.14(GN84/14)
 SMITH Capt Ronald Maskelyne OBE'19; NR'08 Tpt Rdr Farmr Mpanda Rcruitg fr 
Mines att as 2Lt 10.14 T/Lt 1.3.15 Sick Lve 20.4-20.7.15 Int, Tpt, Fmr Sunsu Mtn, Tpt 
Contractor, Prop Crested Crane, Mpika d Kasulu 1.2.54
 SMITH Lionel Ross bro of abve NR'11 Cattle Fmr Saisi Vol NRP by 14.9.14 T/2Lt 
10.14 Wagon Tpt rlsd by 18 guided 1/4 KAR to Kasama 11.18 d Abercorn 2.57
 NORTON Michael Vol A'corn by 8.9.14
 BARNSHAW A L Telegraphist A'corn Scout
 EDWARDS F A Scout i/c Bemba levy 19.11.14
 BACON W R ‘Joe’ Steward English Club Elizabethville vol'14 kia 17.3.15
 DAFFARN Maurice b.16.2.88 s/o W G D 14 Campden Hill Sq Ken & Valewood 
Haslemere ed Winchstr Trinity 2Lt 16L 3.11.09 rsgnd 7.2.12 NRGS 9.12 ANC 14 T/
2Lt NRP 17.12.14 dow24.4.15
 ROCHARD Everard 1489 BSAP'11 Cpl No.1 Mob Colm'14 Sgt NRP 9.1.15 CID 
22.1.17 D/Insp'19 rsgnd 10.8.21 Fmr Chisamba with Kirk
 DEBENHAM Gerald Anthony DSO MC(12.9.17) 1681 BSAP 27.5.13 Instr NRVF 
Lstone T/2Lt NRP 1.2.15 Adjt 6.16 Capt Norfolk R 2/1KAR'18 NRP'19
 SELL Chas Wm DCM(26.5.17) b'77 s/o J H S Jo'bg Tpr BFF'96  No.1 Div BSAP 
Mafekg w27.3.00 NRP Scout Sgt-Maj dow29.5.18
 SINCLAIR Scout Norman k by lion he killed with Bowie knife Angola 9.5.15
 KEYS W F Scout
 HARVEYSON Thos Cecil 1442 BSAP'10 Const NRP 4.4-6.9.15
 RUSSELL Lawrence Arnold NRGS 14.9.12 ANC T/2Lt 17.6.15 Tpt Offr Fife 1.4.16 T/
Capt OC F Coy'17 NC 15.7.18 OC B Coy'18-Lve 20.1.19 AgMag Kafue 13.3.22 
Sesheke'24 PC Eastn'33 rtd'39
 LATHAM Geoffrey Chitty LATHAM CdeG b Shanghai 15.3.87 s/o barrister Folkestne 
ed Winchstr Magdalen NRGS 14.10.10 Ag PS to Admr 11.10 Nat Dept 5.11 ANC 
Mweu-Luapula att NRP T/2Lt 18.8.15 A Coy 10.9.15 AMag 8.7.16 OC A Coy CdeG 
31.8.17 DCensus 21 NC AgInsp Edn'24 Ag Ch Sec rtd DDAfrican Educational 
Films'36
 HENNIKER-GOTLEY Anthony Lefroy b87 ed Tonbridge, Oxfd Capt Rugby Engld, 
probtnr SRCS 11.10 West Ashby Vicarage Lincs NRCS ANC Kanunda Petauke 
26.11.14 A'corn 11.5.15 NRP T/2Lt 18.8.15 Political Offr Kasanga 11.1.17 Tanganyika 
CS
 SMITH Frederic Gordon (ltr GORDON-SMITH) KC(Trin'33) b23.4.86 s/o Solr, Dudley 



Worcs, ed Bromsgrove, Solr 09 Legal Dept NR'13 NRVF Sgt att NRP 7.15 T/2Lt NRP 
18.8.15 inv 30.8.17 Bar Innr Temple'21 Asst Legal Advsr & PP NR 10.12.20 
AsstAG'24 Solr Gen Kenya'26 AG NR 27 AG Trinidad'32 Judge Malaya'35 CJ Pal'41 
rtd'44 Chmn Appeals Tribunal Eng & Wales'45 T/Judge S'pore'48
 WARDROPER Percy Redesdale OBE(Civ 34) KPM(LG30.4.29) b92 BSAP'12 Clk 
NR Vet Dept 26.11.14 NRP T/2Lt 18.8.15 C Coy Lt 12.1.17 MiD 21.1.18 Adjt S Bn T/
Capt 1.2.18 Hon Capt MBE(Mil) 19 Adjt'20-A/Capt OC T&DP 1.12.26 Capt 1.1.27 & 
C/Insp Prisons 1.4.27 CofP'29 Capt NR Cricket v MCC 12.30 L26.2-rtd6.4.36 d1942
 CASTOR Brian Kenneth Sch mstr Plumtree 1RR NRGS 7.8.15 Lt NRP Adjt NRVF 
27.8.15 T/Capt OC D Coy 10.18 OC T&D BH 22.8.24-5.1.25 lve7.8-rtd 12.10.25 Sec 
Essex CCC 
 GRIFFIN Arthur Wilfrid Michael Stewart 'Chilli' MC'19 ed Harrow Camb, Cricket fr 
Mx: NWRGS 4.6.06 NC Gwembe 8.10 Rfn NRRifles 12.14 Att NRP T/2Lt 8.9.15 NC 
Gwembe 19 A/Legal Advsr & PP 10.1.21 Ag Mag Barotse Dist 9.21 A/Mag 1.4.21 PC 
rtd'35
 PRESTON W V L 1592 BSAP'12 Armr Sgt NRP 20.9.15
 HUSBANDS Wm T s/o John 6 Waldeck Rd Carringtn Notts, Tpr BSAP'11 Cpl AgWO 
T/2Lt NRP Oi/c Sups NBdr Kasama Base Depot 1.2.16 T/Capt MID* d flu Kasama 
24.12.18 age 31
 MARTIN Harold Fredk 1612 Tpr BSAP 8.12 Cpl 12.14 att NRRif 12.14 T/2Lt NRP 
Lstone to Front 23.2.16 s lve11.16-relinq comm 18.3.17 rtnd to duty BSAP Bwayo
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