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 Escape from Valparaiso

The hurricane was building in intensity when Pagels sailed out of Punta Arenas harbor and turned south into the storm. His twenty-six foot fishing boat, Elfriede, equipped with a tired one-cylinder engine and rigged with a small sail, seemed a doubtful proposition for the voyage. Even in good weather, the waters of the lower Chilean coast from the Magellan Straits to Cape Horn were among the most dangerous in the world. Poorly charted and strewn with submerged rocks, the channels and waterways were swept with choppy swells, strong currents, and williwaws—sudden, violent blasts of wind that appeared out of nowhere. Lashed by a rain-driven squall and heavy waves, Pagels steered the small craft toward a passage that only he knew about, Pedro Sound, a mere dotted line on the English nautical maps. He glanced at Schindlich’s face and saw the same look of uncertainty and determination as on his own. They would have to endure another 130 miles of these torturous conditions before reaching their destination, an obscure cove at the mouth of Barbara Channel called Hewett Bay. But there was no question of turning back. If they failed in their mission, the lives of two thousand men would be lost.

Albert Pagels was a thirty-six-year-old seaman with a bright red beard and a hardy disposition, originally from the German island of Rügen on the Baltic Sea. As a youth, Pagels had enlisted in the Kaiserliche Marine, eventually rising to the rank of bosun’s mate, and in 1900 saw active service in China during the Boxer Rebellion. While participating in a ground assault on the Taku forts guarding the city of Taijin, Pagel’s left hand was nearly blown off when the service rifle that he was carrying burst upon firing. His naval career over, the adventurous mariner emigrated to Punta Arenas, where he found work as a miner, fisherman, and seal trapper, in time earning enough money to buy the Elfriede. Pagels became so knowledgeable about the remote mountainous Patagonian region of southern Chile, and the labyrinth of channels and fjords along its coast, that he was hired as a guide by a succession of scientific expeditions that came to the area, including an exploration led by the renowned botanist Carl Skottsberg.

On the stormy afternoon of December 6, 1914, Pagels was at home nursing his wounded hand, which grew sore in wet weather, when he was surprised to hear pounding at the door. He was greeted by a group of prominent officials that included the German consul of Punta Arenas, Rudolph Stubenrauch; Oberleutnant Carl zur Helle of the German navy; shipping agent Walter Curtze of the Kosmos Line; and the first officer of the freighter Amasis. The men wasted no time in announcing the reason for their visit. Admiral von Spee’s East Asia Cruiser Squadron was in imminent danger of being destroyed!

The East Asia Squadron, Kreuzergeschwader Ostasien, was a naval force created to safeguard the German colonies of Asia and project the kaiser’s power into the Pacific Ocean. Four months earlier when the world war began, the seven cruisers of the squadron had been scattered across the Pacific, from Tsingtao in China to the western coast of Mexico. The warships were quickly assembled into a battle group, and after a few changes in the formation—the cruiser Emden was dispatched on a lone raiding mission to the Indian Ocean—the squadron set course for South America, where it was expected that enemy merchantmen would be vulnerable and an ample supply of coal could be obtained. The far-ranging cruisers had a voracious appetite for coal, with bunker capacities ranging from 850 to 2,000 tons; to travel just one mile at high speed, a heavy steamship consumed a ton of coal. German naval strategy in Pacific and South American waters would be heavily influenced by access to this critical commodity.

The Kreuzergeschwader was led by aristocratic Vice Admiral Maximilian Graf von Spee, a confident and aggressive naval commander. On November 1, von Spee had engaged a squadron of British warships off Coronel and in less than two hours sank two enemy cruisers against a loss of three German sailors wounded. It was the Royal Navy’s first defeat in over one hundred years, and when von Spee’s armada arrived at the Chilean port of Valparaiso for coal and supplies, the men of the geschwader were hailed as heroes by the local German community. Informed that strong Allied naval forces were now forming in the Pacific, and with future sources of coal uncertain, von Spee decided to cruise around Cape Horn into the Atlantic and attack the British wireless and coaling station at Port Stanley in the Falkland Islands, then follow a northward route back to Germany.

At Punta Arenas on December 6, Consul Stubenrauch received an urgent message from Montevideo that two powerful British battle cruisers, the Invincible and the Inflexible, along with an escort of smaller ships had been seen departing the Uruguayan harbor and were now converging on Port Stanley. Stubenrauch didn’t know the current whereabouts of von Spee’s cruisers but assumed that they were also steaming toward the Falklands—to the very location where the powerful British warships waited. With their heavy long-range guns and superior speed, the British battle cruisers would be sure to overtake and annihilate the German squadron.

Stubenrauch and the three marine officials raced to Pagels’s house and outlined the desperate situation to the veteran sailor. The only means to warn von Spee that he was sailing into a trap was to get a message to the wireless station on board the German freighter Amasis, anchored 130 miles away at Hewett Bay.

“My dear Pagels, can you go out to sea this evening with an important telegram to warn the Count Spee squadron?” Stubenrauch anxiously inquired. “If you agree, you must leave your sailor [deckhand] here, and in exchange, we will give you a man from the Amasis, one who was once your comrade in the war in China.”

Pagels response was immediate: “I jumped out of bed with both legs at the same time and immediately agreed to undertake the risky mission.”

At the German consulate, Pagels was reunited with an old friend from the Boxer Rebellion, Karl Schindlich, and the two men were sworn in as soldiers of the German army on active duty. Daylight was fast receding as they hastily prepared the Elfriede for the demanding journey. It would be a race against the clock to reach the Amasis in time to warn von Spee before his squadron arrived at the Falklands.

Within hours, the small craft left the sheltered waters of the harbor and entered the Strait of Magellan into the brunt of the hurricane. Struggling against heavy wind and towering waves, the fishing boat traveled at a snail’s pace, while the men hunched inside, “soaked and shivering, like a pair of climbing mice” (slang for “drowning rats”). They would be fortunate to escape with their lives. More than once, the rush of incoming waves nearly swamped the Elfriede, forcing her exhausted crew to land the boat and bail out water before proceeding.

As they approached the Cockburn Channel on the second day of their odyssey, Pagels spotted a distant cruiser passing through the channel at high speed. From the ship’s silhouette, he immediately recognized it as a German capital ship—the Dresden. Pagels turned the Elfriede toward the warship, and Schindlich waved a half-stick German flag, but the Dresden showed no interest in their little craft and steamed quickly past without stopping.

On December 9, after seventy-two hours spent battling through the hurricane, they reached the Amasis and boarded the freighter in total darkness, “more dead than alive.” Pagels’s head was pounding from lack of sleep and the pain of his injured hand as he turned over the crucial message. There was a flurry of excitement, and the men rushed to the Amasis’s Telefunken room, where Pagels and Schindlich joined the ship’s officers gathering around the wireless set. The room grew quiet as the radio operator began tapping the Morse key: “Von Spee—von Spee—von Spee—Amasis calling—Amasis calling …”

The men glanced at one another expectantly, waiting for the admiral’s response. Hearing only silence in return, the radio operator began transmitting once again. “Von Spee—von Spee—von Spee—Amasis calling …”

The signal was repeated again and again for twenty minutes without any response, and then the room grew still as a terrible realization dawned upon them. There would be no earthly answer to the radio call—the East Asia Squadron had ceased to exist. Vice Admiral von Spee, the two thousand men of his command, and four German cruisers were now resting in the cold darkness five thousand feet below on the floor of the Atlantic Ocean.

The morning before Pagels’s fishing boat reached the Amasis, von Spee’s squadron had arrived at the Falkland Islands. According to a prearranged plan, the armored cruiser Gneisenau and light cruiser Nürnberg detached from the Kreuzergeschwader formation and cautiously advanced into Port Stanley harbor on reconnaissance. It was a clear, sunny day, and their lookouts soon spotted pillars of black coal smoke rising in the distance. Assuming that the British were destroying their coal reserve to prevent it from falling into German hands, they moved closer and were startled to see that the smoke came from the funnels of British capital ships moored in the harbor—a total of six enemy cruisers in all. As if to underscore the imminent danger, a salvo of twelve-inch shells from a grounded British battleship flashed across the water at the two invaders. The heavy projectiles passed overhead without causing any damage, but the message was clear and the German cruisers quickly withdrew from the harbor to rejoin the squadron.

The British warships fired up their boilers, and soon the chase was on. British Vice Admiral Frederick Sturdee steamed out of Port Stanley in command of a squadron that included two heavily-armed battle cruisers, two armored cruisers, and two light cruisers, the British battle cruisers racing through the water at their top speed of twenty-five knots. The pursuit lasted four hours, and then Sturdee’s force closed in on the German warships. Following an intense cannonade, the Scharnhorst was the first to sink, her superstructure a shambles of smoking, twisted steel. The Gneisenau went down next; straddled by British shells and turning out of control, her crew set off explosive charges and opened the torpedo tubes to scuttle the ship rather than surrender. Overwhelmed by a barrage of cannon fire from three of Sturdee’s cruisers, the Leipzig was completely ablaze when she rolled over and sank. The Nürnberg was the last German cruiser to go down; her boilers having burst under the stress of the chase and the bridge a mass of flames, the warship slowly rolled onto her side and disappeared beneath the waves.

The only ships of the Kreuzergeschwader that escaped destruction that day were the Seydlitz, a former liner–turned–hospital ship that sailed into internment at San Antonio Oeste, Argentina, and the light cruiser Dresden, the same warship that Pagels had seen steaming through the Cockburn Channel at high speed.

Downhearted at having arrived too late to warn von Spee, Pagels returned to Punta Arenas only to discover that he was still on active duty—with a new assignment from Consul Stubenrauch. During his absence, the Dresden had paid a brief visit to the port in search of fuel. After requisitioning a small supply of coal briquettes, the fugitive cruiser departed for Hewett Bay, forty miles to the east. A few hours later, the Royal Navy armored cruiser HMS Kent appeared and, learning that they had just missed their elusive opponent, alerted London that the Dresden was in Chilean waters. The British Admiralty immediately assigned four cruisers—the Kent, Glasgow, Bristol, and Carnarvon—to patrol the fjords and channels around Tierra del Fuego in search of the German warship. Pagels’s new mission was to find the Dresden’s hiding place without the British becoming aware, and then render all possible assistance.

The indefatigable seal trapper loaded the Elfriede with provisions and set sail for Hewett Bay, where he quickly located the hidden cruiser in a sheltered inlet. Over the next twelve days, the red-bearded war veteran made three trips to the Dresden, delivering supplies and updating her crew with the latest information on the British navy’s efforts to find them.

On his last visit to the stranded warship, Pagels was informed by Fregattenkapitän Lüdecke, the Dresden’s commander, that a motorboat called the Galilee had passed by with a Frenchman and Russian on board scouting grazing land for their sheep. Instantly suspicious that the interlopers were working for the British, Pagels advised Lüdecke to raise anchor at once and sail for Christmas Bay, an inlet that appeared on nautical charts as unexplored dry land, but which was in fact a sheltered waterway.

“This time I was not forty-eight hours late, but twenty-four hours early!” he would later recall.

After leading the Dresden to its new hideaway, Pagels returned to Punta Arenas to keep watch over enemy activity in the port. Although the British warships had departed, a commotion around one of the boats aroused his curiosity. A local tug, the Eduardo, chartered by a trio of miners was being readied for a prospecting expedition. Pagels was an experienced pitman, having worked the mines of lower Patagonia, and the “miners’” unusual behavior made it obvious that they were in reality Royal Navy spotters “prospecting” for the Dresden. When the Eduardo departed the harbor, Pagels shadowed the tug from a discreet distance in the Elfriede and was relieved to see the suspect vessel turn south toward Cape Horn, away from the Dresden’s remote sanctuary. But his own movements had not gone unnoticed along the waterfront. Within days, a stranger appeared at the landing and offered him £5,000 “to remain neutral”—or else. Pagels declined the man’s proposition, but from that point forward he never left the town, or even went to sleep, without a Winchester rifle tucked safely beneath his arm.

On his return voyage to Punta Arenas, Pagels had noticed the Elfriede’s engine running roughly. When he removed the cylinder head and checked inside the motor, he was horrified to discover two holes in the cylinder wall. An attempt to repair the damage using iron putty proved unsuccessful, so Pagels consulted an engineer from the interned steamer Tucuman, who compressed hard rubber into the holes. Soon the boat’s engine was running like new, and thereafter the Elfriede became known as the “rubber steamer” throughout Tierra del Fuego.

Safe in its remote hideaway at Christmas Bay, the Dresden was out of danger for the moment, but her future was far from certain. The warship’s coal bunkers were almost empty and her provisions nearly exhausted; the cruiser could neither escape into the Pacific nor return to Germany, while a powerful squadron of British warships prowled the surrounding waters trying to locate and destroy the renegade vessel.

The First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, had said that the ships of the East Asia Squadron sailing without certain access to coal were like “a cut flower in a vase, fair to see yet sure to die.” Unless the Dresden’s coal supply was replenished soon, Churchill’s prophecy was sure to come true for the German sailors stranded at Christmas Bay.

In late December the outlook for their survival brightened when an unexpected visitor arrived in Chilean waters. The North German Lloyd passenger liner Sierra Cordoba steamed into the Magellan Straits laden with a cargo of 1,500 tons of coal and a rich stock of supplies. Heinrich Schaeffer, the captain of the enormous vessel, had never visited the canals of Tierra del Fuego before and was unaware that they were now under the watch of Royal Navy cruisers. Schaeffer’s ignorance of the straits would be the key to his success when he decided to enter the port by the most dangerous route imaginable: across the Orange Bank. The nautical charts of the day were covered with warning notes about the Orange Bank, but no depth readings were listed. Schaeffer had no way of knowing that the water level in the passage was so shallow and variable at three to fifteen fathoms that printed depth readings would have been superfluous, or that the bank was being ignored by British navy spotters for the same reason; no one in their right mind would ever attempt to cross it. Against all odds, Schaeffer brought the huge liner in at high tide, maneuvered through the narrows, and surged straight over the Orange Bank, skirting the coast of Tierra del Fuego, and into the harbor. Then the proud captain steamed majestically into port, serenely unaware that he had just performed a miracle.

The Sierra Cordoba was met at her mooring by Consul Stubenrauch who provided Schaeffer with the Dresden’s present location, and the passenger liner immediately departed for Christmas Bay under a full head of steam. Two hours later, HMS Kent arrived in Punta Arenas and, learning that a German liner had just left, raced off in pursuit. A few miles beyond Cape Froward, the British armored cruiser intercepted the Sierra Cordoba but was prevented from capturing the supply ship by the timely arrival of a Chilean destroyer which demanded that the Kent vacate the neutral waters. Not wanting to cause an international incident, the Royal Navy cruiser withdrew, and the Sierra Cordoba proceeded to the Martinez Inlet, an isolated bay enclosed by steep cliffs where she could remain safely hidden, but still one hundred miles away from the stranded Dresden.

With the Elfriede’s engine repaired and the small boat operable once again, Pagels departed on a new mission for Stubenrauch. His orders were to deliver a set of replacement codebooks to the Sierra Cordoba, whose crew had ditched their own codebooks when the Kent had been sighted.

Pagels departed Punta Arenas on a chilly December night, cruising slowly past snow-covered mountains into the darkened channel. At two o’clock in the morning, the fog over the water lifted, and he spotted six plumes of smoke dead ahead—the British cruisers Kent and Carnavon.


The seal trapper said of the tense moment:

I was caught in a bad trap. The English must have seen me. If I turned away they would certainly have hunted me, and that I was a liaison to the Dresden “all the sparrows whistled from the roofs” in Punta Arenas.



Pagels decided his only chance to avoid arrest would be to play innocent. He sailed between the two cruisers and dropped anchor, then cast his fishing nets and waited. A few hours later the enemy warships steamed off, one to the north and the other to the south.

Deciding that it was too dangerous to visit the Sierra Cordoba with British cruisers in the area, Pagels changed plans and set course for the Dresden instead. He had not traveled far into the Magellan Straits when he was spotted by yet another British cruiser, the HMS Glasgow, which raced toward the Elfriede at high speed. The seal trapper turned away and disappeared into a maze of nearby channels, losing the Glasgow in the darkness with the help of a muffler that he had invented—a perforated kerosene canister wrapped in canvas that reduced the sound of the boat’s exhaust to a light chirp.

Once the coast was clear, Pagels resumed his journey and reached the Dresden at eleven o’clock in the morning. The prospects for the stranded cruiser did not appear promising; the Dresden was out of fuel and unable to escape, while its only source of coal, the Sierra Cordoba, remained idle in an isolated inlet one hundred miles away, trapped by a squadron of British cruisers patrolling the waters. With few alternatives remaining, Lüdecke handed the seal trapper a sealed envelope to deliver to Captain Schaeffer on the Sierra Cordoba containing written instructions to clear the ship’s engines the following evening at eight o’clock and proceed to Christmas Bay under Pagels’s command.

The voyage to the liner’s hideaway at Martinez Inlet nearly proved to be Pagels’s undoing. The Cockburn Channel was wracked by a heavy storm, and he had to steer the Elfriede directly into its fury. Only by hugging the extreme east side of the channel was he able to avoid three British cruisers that had taken up station at Sholl Bay. When he handed the instructions from Lüdecke to the liner’s captain, “Schaeffer was shocked at Lüdecke’s order to turn over command of his precious ship to the disreputable-looking ruffian [Pagels].” But a local German pilot sent by Consul Stubenrauch had balked at the idea of leading the Sierra Cordoba through the British blockade, and Schaeffer
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