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			Preface: Papago Park

			There are few places on the face of the earth that a seafaring man would find more forbidding. 

			Papago Park sits atop a sunbaked height on the eastern edge of Phoenix, Arizona. The park, a thousand acres of rock-strewn desert, rolls through the deep cuts of sandy arroyos that carry away what little rainfall drains from the nearby foothills. The jagged crest of Camelback Mountain, so named because of its uncanny resemblance to an Arabian camel bedded down in the desert sand, dominates the sky to the north. Directly to the east is affluent Scottsdale and the dusty cotton fields of the Pima Indian Reservation. The teeming streets of the university town of Tempe are to the south. In the park’s center, shimmering in the desert heat like dried lumps of discarded children’s clay, lie the red sandstone formations of the Papago Buttes.

			Not the type of landscape one normally associates with the word park, the area is nearly devoid of vegetation; only the more stubborn varieties of desert plants will attempt to grow and thrive there. There is no shade to speak of, as the meager creosote bushes are too short to offer any relief from the blazing sun. On occasion one might spot a painfully gaunt urban version of a coyote trotting purposefully through the brush along one of the wash beds, eyes squinting against the bright sunlight.

			Summer temperatures often approach and sometimes exceed 120°F. Late summer monsoons will push ahead of them clouds of choking, powdery dust, then pelt the buttes with sparse, fat raindrops that the impossibly hard ground cannot absorb. In the wintertime the heat collected by the rocks during the day will radiate to the stars after sundown, resulting in a bone-chilling cold.

			The soil consists of mostly coarse sand and decomposed granite. The casual hiker must be especially careful when climbing or descending the many undulations in the park, for it is easy to lose one’s footing and enter an uncontrolled skid toward certain injury, as if the hillside were made up of millions of tiny marbles. Beneath the surface, deposits of calcium carbonate accumulated over several millennia have turned the clay into a pickaxe-bending concrete known locally as caliche. 

			The caliche of Papago Park is so hard, in fact, that in 1943 when the US Army decided to establish a prisoner of war camp on the site, the Corps of Engineers discarded their jackhammers in favor of dynamite to create the post holes of the stockade fence. Because of this, officials believed that a scenario in which prisoners of war might tunnel their way to freedom was not only unlikely but impossible. Yet on the night of December 23, 1944, to the utter amazement of their captors, a determined group of twenty-five German sailors did just that. 

			This is but one of the many incongruities in the saga of the Papago Park POW camp and the great escape for which it is best known. The story of the escape itself is rife with deception, epic blunders, miscalculations, and cruel ironies. It is then perhaps fitting that it should begin not on this windswept expanse of Sonoran Desert as one might expect, but amid the cold gray waves of the North Atlantic.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 

			Die U-bootwaffe

			“The Navy represents the cream of the armed forces,” claimed Admiral Karl Dönitz. “And the U-boat arm represents the cream of the Navy.”

			The selection and training process for German naval officers was quite rigorous. Applicants had to possess an Abiturzeugnis, a certificate of general qualification for university entrance, and were usually drawn from prominent German families with a history of distinguished naval service. After passing an extensive battery of written, physical, and oral exams, those selected would form a “crew,” or officer candidate class. 

			The crews were numbered by the year of their indoctrination and would be part of an officer’s identity for the rest of his life. When introducing himself, the officer would say, for example, “Guggenberger, Crew 34.” Out of thousands of German youths that applied for a commission in the Navy every year, only around two hundred were accepted to form a crew. 

			The first phase of training for the crew was a basic infantry course, where military customs and courtesies, close order drill, weapons, marksmanship, and tactics were taught along with a healthy measure of Prussian discipline. The crew then attended sail training, learning the principles of general seamanship, watch standing, small-craft handling, meteorology, and celestial navigation while serving for three months aboard a tall three-masted sailing barque in the Baltic Sea. Those who gave a satisfactory account of themselves were given the rank of Fähnrich, or midshipman, and were allowed to continue on to the next phase of training. 

			The Fähnrichen were then sent to the fleet, serving for ten months as apprentices aboard a surface warship, then faced further examinations before returning to the Marineschule Mürwik, the German Naval Academy on the Baltic coast, for two more years of schooling. All throughout their training, the midshipmen were expected to adhere to rigid standards of conduct and performance. They could count on harsh discipline, exhaustive written and practical examinations, and frequent opportunities to wash out into the lower ranks. Those who survived this process could apply for selection to the elite submarine force, or U-bootwaffe. Except for those who possessed badly needed technical skills and were assigned to fill essential billets, almost all U-boat officers were volunteers. 

			At U-boat training flotillas stationed on the Baltic coast, the prospective U-boat officers, petty officers, and able seamen underwent intense technical instruction in the handling of submarines with regard to underwater steering, diving, trim, and navigation. There were more courses in repairing machinery, operating hydroplanes, maintaining diesel and electric motors, submarine tactics, gunnery, and torpedoes in both simulators and training submarines. Those who were successful were assigned to outbound U-boat crews, while those who failed the submarine training course found themselves reassigned to the surface fleet, to other branches of the armed forces, or dismissed altogether.
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			For Karl Dönitz, commander of the U-boat arm of the Kriegsmarine, the strategy was quite simple: sink Allied merchant ships faster than they could be replaced, thereby starving Great Britain and Russia. Destroying the merchant fleet would also keep the Allied armies from being adequately supplied so that they would be defeated on the battlefield. 

			To accomplish this goal, the Befehlshaber der U-boote established a series of submarine bases in the occupied French harbors of Brest, St-Nazaire, Lorient, La Rochelle, and Bordeaux. Large, partially submerged concrete pens were constructed that provided shelter for the U-boats from air attack and housed many acres of workshops and stores. An elaborate support network for the U-boat force sprung up around these ports that included everything from powerful wireless radio towers capable of transmitting messages across the sea to administrative offices, warehouses, barracks, mess halls, and even officially sanctioned brothels. 

			German shipyards manufactured several different classes of U-boats to fulfill a variety of roles in the Battle of the Atlantic, as the submarine war came to be called. The workhorse of the U-bootwaffe was the Type VII, a shorter-range boat used for patrolling the North Atlantic and the Mediterranean. Long-range Type IX U-boats hunted along the American coast and into the Caribbean. Special Type XIV submarines, known as “milk cows,” performed underway replenishment, bringing fuel and supplies to combat U-boats on patrol. Larger submarines like the Type XB were configured to serve as mine layers. Depending on the type of U-boat, the crew would consist of between forty and sixty officers and men.

			During the Battle of the Atlantic, up to seventy U-boats might be active in the North Atlantic at any given time. The U-boats were diesel-electric submarines and spent much of their time on the surface; while the diesel engines were running, they would charge banks of lead-acid batteries used for powering the electric motors that propelled the submarine when submerged. The U-boats would dive when encountering enemy ships or aircraft or when stalking convoys.

			Based on the concept that there is safety in numbers, Allied merchant ships crossed the Atlantic in convoys varying in size from thirty to sixty ships and escorted by naval vessels. U-boats operating in groups known as “wolf packs” would patrol the sea lanes known to be used by the convoys. Much like the first wolf to find prey will howl for his packmates to join him in the chase, the first boat to spot a convoy would radio its position to BdU, the U-boat command center in occupied France. The U-boat would then shadow the convoy, providing updates on its size, speed, and heading until the other submarines of the wolf pack were in position. The coordinated attack would then commence under the cover of darkness. 

			In the early stages of the campaign, the wolf-pack tactics were highly effective. The worst mauling of a transatlantic convoy by a wolf pack began on the morning of October 16, 1940, in the icy waters northwest of Ireland. The crew of the German submarine U-48 was the first to spot Convoy SC-7, a formation of thirty merchant vessels escorted by six warships of the Royal Navy. Kapitänleutnant Heinrich Bleichrodt radioed his contact report to the BdU in Lorient, and six more U-boats soon joined in the hunt. The SS Trevisa, a Canadian freighter that had fallen behind the group, was the first to be torpedoed and sunk. The wolf pack kept it up for the next three days, methodically picking off ships until twenty had been sent to the bottom and six were badly damaged. Some 160 merchant sailors lost their lives. 

			After Germany’s declaration of war on the United States, Dönitz was not content with attacking merchant convoys in the mid-Atlantic. He immediately launched Operation Paukenschlag (Drumbeat) to deliver a devastating blow against the Eastern Seaboard of America itself. The first wave of five Type IX long-range U-boats arrived off the coast of New England in early January 1942. The Americans were slow to mobilize anti-submarine forces, organize convoys, and implement other measures such as blackout regulations on waterfronts. Just as they had been surprised by the Japanese in the Pacific, the Americans were once again caught unawares, this time by the Germans in the Atlantic. Merchant seamen paid the heavy price. Silhouetted by the blazing electric lights of eastern cities, twenty-five unescorted cargo ships were sunk in the first month along a deadly swath of ocean that stretched from Boston to Cape Hatteras. Successive waves of U-boats supported by milk cows extended the attacks into the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. 

			The U-boat offensive would last for six months, the carnage finally coming to an end after the US Navy decided, at long last, to heed the advice of their pleading British colleagues and implement an effective convoy system. Nearly four hundred ships and five thousand lives had been lost. Against this, the Allies would destroy but seven German submarines. For the brash young Kriegsmariners, flush with victory, Operation Drumbeat would be referred to as “The American Shooting Season,” one of their so-called “happy times” during the Battle of the Atlantic. 

			But for the United States Navy, the first half of 1942 had consisted of a series of costly lessons not soon forgotten. The happy times for the U-boat sailors were coming to an end. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven 

			Out of Luck

			The morning of February 7, 1942, was bitterly cold, so much so that an icebreaking ship had to lead the U-162 from her training port of Kiel through the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal and into the North Sea for her first war patrol. Wattenberg’s boat was a long-range Type IX, but the miserable winter weather in the mid-Atlantic prevented her from making the planned voyage to America’s Eastern Seaboard. On the blustery morning of February 24, U-162 spotted the four-thousand-ton British steamer White Crest battling the icy winter gales and straggling behind her convoy. Perhaps suffering from a case of first-day jitters, the inexperienced crew of the U-162 missed with their first two torpedoes, but Wattenberg continued to stalk the British ship over the next four hours. The next pair of “eels” found their mark, and the unfortunate White Crest sank within eight minutes, taking with her all forty-seven members of her crew.

			Wattenberg’s second war patrol, in terms of the number of ships and amount of gross tonnage sunk, was much more successful than the first and added greatly to his personal legend. In the more agreeable month of April, the U-162 headed for the warm waters of the Caribbean. Patrolling along the coast of Venezuela, the U-162 sank nine Allied merchant ships for a total of forty-seven thousand tons, including four tankers, four freighters, and the three-masted schooner Florence M. Douglas. 

			Flying a British jack, the Douglas had been hauling a cargo of salt to British Guiana when the U-162 surfaced alongside. After ordering the crew of the schooner to take to their lifeboats, Wattenberg had his men open fire with their 105mm deck gun. As the schooner rolled over and began to sink, a small black pig decided to abandon ship and swim for the U-boat. The German sailors adopted the pig as their mascot and promptly named him Douglas, presenting him as a gift to Korvettenkapitän Viktor Schütze, commander of the Second U-boat Flotilla, upon return to their base at Lorient. 

			On July 7, 1942, the U-162 once again headed for the waters surrounding Trinidad. During the Atlantic crossing the submarine was attacked twice by Allied aircraft, an ominous portent for what was to come. Once back in his familiar hunting ground, Wattenberg located and sank four more Allied ships, the last being the American Liberty ship Star of Oregon, which was lost on August 30. Wattenberg would not attack again until the early evening of September 3, the day his luck finally ran out. 

			Just after six o’clock, Wattenberg spotted the HMS Pathfinder on patrol sixty miles south of Barbados and launched a torpedo at the British destroyer. Equipped with ASDIC sonar, the Pathfinder had already been alerted to the presence of a submarine. In the heavy sea state that existed, Wattenberg’s torpedo broached the surface like a rampaging dolphin before missing altogether, further revealing the U-boat’s position. That would have been bad enough for the U-162, but the Pathfinder was not alone. 

			“Wattenberg had made a fatal blunder,” the ONI report would read. Unbeknownst to the captain of the U-162, the HMS Vimy and HMS Quentin were accompanying the Pathfinder, and together the three destroyers pounced on the U-boat. 

			For the next three hours, British depth charges mercilessly pounded and shook the U-162. Seawater gushed from the ruptured packing of the boat’s propeller shaft as the sailors scrambled to contain the leak. A lubricating oil delivery line, critical for the operation of the diesel engines, broke loose and added thick gobs of oil to the water that was rapidly filling the bilges. Wattenberg ordered the boat to surface and was soon caught in the glare of the Vimy’s searchlight. Knowing that their situation was hopeless, Wattenberg ordered the boat to be abandoned and scuttled. As the Vimy approached, her gunners peppered the U-boat with machine-gun fire, but Wattenberg fired a red star shell into the night sky to indicate that he intended to surrender. To finish off the U-162, the captain of the Vimy had his ship ram the U-boat, which then disappeared beneath the churning waves. 

			“The fate of the Graf Spee caught up with us,” Wattenberg would state many years later. 

			All but two members of Wattenberg’s crew, who apparently drowned during the evacuation of the submarine, survived to be picked up by the British destroyers. The Germans were first deposited into the POW enclosure at the American naval base at Chaguaramas on the island of Trinidad. Shortly thereafter they were shipped to the United States, the next stop on their journey into captivity being PO Box 1142, Fort Hunt, Virginia. 

			“Wattenberg, because he was an experienced officer and a strict disciplinarian, had instructed his crew most effectively in security matters,” an ONI officer at Fort Hunt wrote. “His interrogators believed that his South American experiences inspired him to lay great emphasis on security indoctrination aboard U-162. In this light, it is not remarkable that, with one or two exceptions, the crew of U-162 revealed little of intelligence value.”

			Evidently, one of the many security measures that Wattenberg implemented was a cover story that described a very different path of escape from his internment in Argentina. Sailors from the U-162 told ONI interrogators that Wattenberg had traveled by foot and by car over the Andes to Chile, where he boarded a Japanese steamer before making his way home via Los Angeles and the Orient. This version of the tale, which even persisted among the prisoners at Papago Park, was likely concocted to avoid compromising German espionage networks and escape routes in South America.

			At PO Box 1142 the commander of the U-162 remained characteristically taciturn, unimpressed by the ONI’s attempts to persuade him to divulge anything worthwhile. After six weeks the Navy shipped him off to a POW camp at Crossville, Tennessee, where he spent the next fourteen months. In April 1943 Wattenberg learned from a recently captured sailor that Admiral Dönitz had promoted him in absentia to the rank of Kapitän zur See, equivalent to a captain in the US or Royal Navy. In January 1944, when the Office of the Provost Marshal General decided to consolidate the majority of captured naval personnel at the new camp at Papago Park, Wattenberg and his comrades at Crossville were put on a train for Phoenix. 

			Kapitän zur See Wattenberg was the highest-ranking POW officer at Papago Park, and as such he became the designated liaison between the German prisoners and the camp commandant under the terms of the Geneva Convention. From the start, Wattenberg and Colonel Means had a contentious relationship. 

			“As at Crossville,” Wattenberg would later write, “it took a long time to convince the American camp authorities that the boredom of the prisoners would only lead to grumbling about their hopeless situation and would lead to trouble.”

			According to Wattenberg, the situation improved somewhat when German officers were allowed access to the compounds where enlisted sailors were held “so that the officers could help with their needs and sorrows.” As a further conciliatory gesture, Means offered the German officers the privilege of attending movies at the base theater, which was outside of the POW enclosure, provided they gave their word of honor that they would not attempt to escape. 

			Pledging one’s word of honor was not something a German naval officer took lightly. Moreover, it was the duty of every German prisoner of war to attempt to escape, and as Wattenberg saw it, making such a promise would stand in the way of fulfilling that duty. 

			“This proposal was resisted by almost all the officers,” Wattenberg stated. “When I told [Means] that the German officers refused to give their word of honor, he fumed at me: You lousy trouble maker! You son of a bitch!”

			Wattenberg replied that the Geneva Convention specifically stated that “prisoners have the right to have their persons and their honor respected,” to which Means responded, “Wipe your ass with that Geneva Convention.” 

			The label of troublemaker would follow Wattenberg like a shadow, further aggravated by his routine of posting letters protesting the treatment of German prisoners at Papago Park to a representative of the Swiss Red Cross, whose friendly acquaintance he had made during his time at Crossville. 

			“Daily officers and men were subjected to the grossest acts of despotism on the part of their American guards,” one of Wattenberg’s letters complained. “One sentry demanded of me on the first day that I clean up my own room and shoved at my feet a pail and mop for the purpose. When I refused, with reference to the Geneva Convention, and demanded an officer I received this reply, ‘Do you like this room?’ by which he obviously meant to imply that I would get a worse room at further complaints.” 

			“Many, many petty and serious complaints have been received from the spokesman of this camp [Wattenberg] in the past,” an Army memorandum would state. Its author would concede: “It is believed that this spirit of complaint was probably caused by the first camp administration [Means] which we have every reason to believe was inefficient and incompetent.” 

			In June 1944 the camp was inspected by Dr. Rudolf Fischer of the Legation of Switzerland, along with a representative from the US Department of State, Parker Buhrman. At the time of the visit, Wattenberg had so annoyed Lieutenant Colonel Barber that he had been temporarily replaced as the POW spokesman by another officer, Captain Paul Keller. 

			In his report describing the conditions of Camp Papago Park, under the heading of “Discipline,” Buhrman would write: “This is certainly one of the most difficult prisoner of war camps in the entire United States. When one takes into consideration the character of the prisoners of war at this camp and the fact that relatively few of them can be employed, the atmosphere of the camp is unusually good.”

			With regard to Wattenberg, Buhrman would further report: “There are still a number of political agitators among the prisoners. They are producing friction among the prisoners and opposition to cooperation with the camp administration. They should be weeded out and sent to another camp such as Alva where their activities will be less harmful. Commander Jürgen Wattenberg, the former spokesman who it was found necessary to remove from that office because of his non-cooperative attitude, is obviously a radical Nazi. He was a trouble maker at Crossville and is now isolated in a separate compound. He requested, and the Swiss recommended, that he be removed as soon as possible and sent to another camp such as Alva.”

			This perhaps well-deserved impression of Wattenberg had persisted throughout Lieutenant Colonel Barber’s brief tenure as camp commandant, even though Barber often consulted with Wattenberg about the way the camp should be run. This was a practice that annoyed many of the American officers, including Cecil Parshall. “He [Barber] had come to the US from Serbia and wanted to take the Germans into his confidence,” Parshall would grumble. Wattenberg’s reputation as troublemaker-in-chief was well established by the time Holden arrived. 

			“Captain Wattenberg insists that his dignity and standing as the high ranking German Naval Officer is ignored because we do not furnish him with private quarters and certain other privileges which he feels due him due to his rank,” Holden would later testify. 

			Beyond constantly complaining about his accommodations, the senior POW officer also “protested against the application of administrative pressure on those prisoners who refused to work, and he has protested the trial by court-martial of prisoners of war.” Something needed to be done to prevent “giving him an opportunity to carry on his disturbing control over the other prisoners of war at this camp.”

			Colonel Holden decided that his first priority would be to group Wattenberg and all the other troublemakers at Papago Park into one spot: Compound 1. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Inside Compound 1A

			When her husband, Robert, shipped out for England to serve with the Army Air Forces, thirty-year-old Alberta Dempsey was transferred from her job as a clerk at Williams Army Air Field, about thirty miles southeast of Phoenix, to the Security and Intelligence office at the prisoner of war camp at Papago Park. Shortly after Colonel William A. Holden took command, Dempsey became aware of a request from Jürgen Wattenberg that gardening tools be made available to the German prisoners of war. The fact that the POWs had been denied the use of gardening tools had been mentioned specifically in International Red Cross as well as OPMG inspection reports. Lieutenant Colonel Barber, Dempsey remembered, had expressed the opinion that providing the Germans with digging tools sounded like a bad idea. Holden, according to Dempsey, “just scoffed.”

			By the autumn of 1944, Papago Park had undergone a significant transformation. Around the bleak little barracks, prisoners tended to furrowed garden plots, neatly manicured squares of green grass, flowering vines, and shade trees. Some of the lush gardens even had duck ponds. Along with intricate irrigation projects to keep all of this from shriveling in the desert heat, prisoners installed fencing to keep foraging jackrabbits from raiding their flower beds and vegetable patches. 

			Prisoners wishing to take daily exercise could participate in dusty soccer matches or swim under guard in the Crosscut Canal. Those who lacked trepidation over the requirement to pledge their word of honor to not escape were allowed to hike to the nearest of the Papago Buttes, which the POWs had nicknamed “The Sleeping Indian.” German officers were allowed to ride horses from the nearby stables for limited distances, also under guard.

			Many of the prisoners devoted their idle time to the study of foreign languages and attended classes held by fellow POWs who were fluent in French, Italian, Spanish, and English. Other learned prisoners taught courses in physics, mathematics, stenography, zoology, and agriculture. Those with a flair for carpentry busied themselves building chairs, tables, and writing desks for the barracks. Others built models of ships and aircraft. More and more prisoners of war were engaged in work outside the barbed wire; in September Colonel Holden had informed the press that two hundred German POWs would begin harvesting cotton in the Salt River Valley and that more could be made available upon the requests of local farmers. 

			To the staff of Service Command Unit 1982, even the malcontents of Compound 1 seemed to be settling in and making the best of their confinement. Their enclosure was on the extreme northeastern corner of Papago Park, positioned just inside the main gate. The noncommissioned petty officers who had been labeled as troublemakers were quartered in Compound 1B, mostly for refusing to work in the cotton fields. Officers that had likewise been classified as troublemakers were held in the smaller Compound 1A, where for the past several weeks they had been working, albeit slowly, on the leveling of an athletic field. 

			[image: ]

			In addition to Wattenberg, Compound 1A contained an interesting cast of characters. Friedrich “Fritz” Guggenberger had joined the Navy with the officer crew of 1934 and had made quite a name for himself in the U-bootwaffe. Sharp-minded and affable, the twenty-nine-year-old from Munich was also a bit of a nonconformist. On more than one occasion, Guggenberger was good-naturedly scolded by Admiral Dönitz for his long brown hair that stuck out from under the brim of his white commander’s cap. Dönitz tolerated Guggenberger’s inattention to regulations for one simple reason: He sank Allied ships. From April 1941 to December 1942, Guggenberger had commanded the U-81 and accounted for the destruction of a dozen Allied vessels. While on patrol in the Mediterranean on the afternoon of November 13, 1941, the U-81 had come across a powerful British task force. Guggenberger launched a spread of four torpedoes that completely missed his intended target, the battleship HMS Malaya, but in an incredible stroke of luck, one of the errant eels struck the aircraft carrier Ark Royal, which sank the following day while being towed to the British base at Gibraltar. For this, Guggenberger received the Knights Cross and would later receive the decoration’s Oak Leaves from der Führer himself. 

			Guggenberger went on to command U-513 and in May 1943 would depart for a patrol of the South Atlantic, during which he would sink four more merchant vessels. On July 19, 1943, the U-513 was cruising southeast of São Paulo, Brazil, when the bridge watch spotted an American PBM Mariner approaching. Believing that the huge, lumbering flying boat would be easy prey for his U-boat’s antiaircraft guns, Guggenberger elected to stay on the surface rather than crash-dive. The Mariner pilot subsequently laid two bombs across the foredeck of the U-513 and the submarine sank like a stone, taking with her all but seven of the fifty-three-man crew. Suffering from a badly broken ankle and several fractured ribs, Guggenberger, along with six other survivors, drifted in a life raft off the Brazilian coast until the next day, when the Mariner’s seaplane tender, the USS Barnegat, whisked them off to captivity. After a stay in the hospital, Guggenberger was sent to the Joint Interrogation Center at Fort Hunt.

			“Completely security conscious,” Guggenberger’s ONI file states. “Professional Navy officer who entered the Navy immediately upon graduating from Oberrealschule in Baden. His father was Navy officer, killed in the last war, brother Army officer killed in this one. Is personable, intelligent, but thoroughly indoctrinated.”

			Following his stay at PO Box 1142, Guggenberger was shipped off to the POW camp in Crossville, Tennessee, before being transferred with the first batch of German naval prisoners to arrive at Papago Park in January 1944. The following month he would be one of the five submarine captains to take part in the ill-fated escape attempt, and, along with August Maus, was recaptured in Tucson. 

			Jürgen Quaet-Faslem had been a pilot in the Luftwaffe before becoming a classmate of Guggenberger’s at the 
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