
General Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck: The
Lion of Africa and His Unconquered Army in
the Great War, 1914-1918
In the vast and unforgiving landscapes of German East Africa, now
Tanzania, a remarkable story unfolded during the Great War. General Paul
Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck, known as the "Lion of Africa," emerged as a
legendary figure who defied all odds. Against overwhelming odds and
facing a formidable Allied force, Lettow-Vorbeck and his loyal askari troops
fought an extraordinary guerrilla campaign that captivated the world.

Lettow-Vorbeck's unconventional tactics, brilliant leadership, and
unwavering determination earned him the admiration of both friend and foe.
His indomitable spirit and military prowess allowed him to outmaneuver,
outsmart, and outlast a succession of British, Belgian, and Portuguese
forces. Despite being outnumbered and outgunned, Lettow-Vorbeck's
unconquered army remained a constant thorn in the Allies' side throughout
the war.
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Early Life and Military Career

Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck was born on March 20, 1870, in Saarlouis,
Germany. From a young age, he displayed a keen interest in military affairs
and joined the German army in 1890. After serving in various capacities, he
was posted to German East Africa in 1894.

Lettow-Vorbeck quickly rose through the ranks, impressing his superiors
with his intelligence, administrative skills, and leadership qualities. He
played a key role in several military campaigns against local rebellions and
became commander of the German colonial forces in East Africa in 1914.

Outbreak of the Great War

With the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914, German East Africa
became a battleground. Lettow-Vorbeck found himself commanding a small
force of around 2,500 German soldiers and 11,000 askari troops, native
African soldiers who formed the backbone of the colonial army.

Facing overwhelming British, Belgian, and Portuguese forces, Lettow-
Vorbeck realized that conventional warfare would be futile. Instead, he
adopted a highly mobile and aggressive guerrilla strategy, avoiding direct
confrontations and launching surprise attacks on enemy supply lines and
outposts.

Guerrilla Campaign in East Africa

Lettow-Vorbeck's guerrilla campaign was a masterpiece of military strategy.
He divided his forces into small, highly mobile units that could strike at any
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point along the vast front line. His troops lived off the land, relying on local
supplies and captured enemy equipment.

Lettow-Vorbeck employed a variety of tactics to confuse and demoralize
the Allies. He used camouflage, decoys, and misinformation to deceive his
opponents. His askari troops, known for their exceptional bushcraft and
endurance, proved to be formidable fighters in the harsh African terrain.
Victories and Challenges

Lettow-Vorbeck's unconventional tactics paid off. His forces inflicted heavy
casualties on the Allies, disrupting their supply chains and frustrating their
attempts to conquer German East Africa. Some of his notable victories
included the Battle of Tanga in 1914, the Battle of Kilimanjaro in 1916, and
the Battle of Mahiwa in 1917.

Despite his successes, Lettow-Vorbeck faced numerous challenges. His
forces were constantly outnumbered and outgunned. He had to contend
with supply shortages, disease, and the harsh African climate. Additionally,
he faced occasional setbacks, such as the loss of the port city of Dar es
Salaam in 1916.

Allied Offensives and the Final Days

As the war progressed, the Allies launched several major offensives to try
to crush Lettow-Vorbeck's resistance. In 1917, a combined British and
Belgian force under General Jan Smuts invaded German East Africa from
the south. Simultaneously, a Portuguese force attacked from the north.

Lettow-Vorbeck skillfully evaded the Allied offensives, using his knowledge
of the terrain and his guerrilla tactics to outmaneuver his pursuers. His



army retreated deep into the interior, living off the land and continuing to
raid enemy positions.
Armistice and Legacy

The war in Africa officially ended on November 11, 1918, with the signing of
the Armistice. However, Lettow-Vorbeck and his army were unaware of this
agreement. They continued their guerrilla campaign until November 25,
when they finally received orders to cease hostilities.

General Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck and his unconquered army had
fought a heroic and extraordinary campaign against overwhelming odds.
Their exploits became legendary, inspiring admiration and respect from
both friend and foe. Lettow-Vorbeck's military prowess and tactical
brilliance earned him the nickname "Lion of Africa."

After the war, Lettow-Vorbeck returned to Germany as a national hero. He
continued to serve his country in various military and diplomatic roles. He
died in Hamburg in 1964 at the age of 94.

General Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck's story is a testament to the human
spirit's resilience and determination in the face of adversity. His leadership,
tactical brilliance, and unwavering resolve allowed him to defy the odds and
lead his army to victory against superior forces.

The "Lion of Africa" left an enduring legacy as one of the greatest military
commanders in history. His unconventional tactics and guerrilla warfare
techniques continue to be studied and admired by military strategists
worldwide. His story serves as an inspiration to all who believe in the power
of the human spirit and the indomitable will to fight for what is right.
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Thomas Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa: The White Man's
Conquest of the Dark Continent from 1876 to 1912

David Killingray, The First World War in Africa

Charles Miller, Battle for the Bundu: The First World War in East Africa

Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, My Reminiscences of East Africa
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Stefan Meyer-Zur-Capellen, Lettow-Vorbeck: German Imperialist in
Africa
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Unbreakable Spirit of Those Who Overcome
Adversity
Life is full of challenges. We all face them, in one form or another. But for
some people, the challenges are so great that they seem
insurmountable. They may come in...
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California is known for many things, but its fast food scene is one of its
most iconic. From In-N-Out to McDonald's, some of the most well-known
fast food...
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