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	INTRODUCTION

	The study of military history presents few greater challenges than the evaluation of leaders who served causes we now recognize as fundamentally evil. Yet to understand warfare itself, its strategies, tactics, innovations, and human dimensions we must be willing to examine military competence wherever it appears, divorced from the political purposes it served. This is the foundational principle of the Masters of War series, and nowhere is this principle tested more severely than in our examination of Karl Dönitz.

	Scope and Purpose

	This volume represents a detailed military biography of Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, focusing specifically on his development as a naval officer, his innovations in submarine warfare, and his leadership of Germany's U-boat campaign during the Second World War. It is not an apologia, nor is it a prosecution. Rather, it is an attempt to understand what made Dönitz an exceptionally effective naval commander within his operational sphere, and to analyze the Battle of the Atlantic through the lens of his strategic and tactical decisions.

	The Masters of War series operates on the premise that military excellence can be studied as a discrete phenomenon. A general's skill in maneuver warfare, an admiral's mastery of naval tactics, or a soldier's courage under fire exist as observable realities independent of whether their cause was just or unjust. We can study Dönitz's contribution to submarine warfare doctrine without minimizing the horrors of the regime he served.

	The Methodological Challenge

	Writing about German military leaders of World War II requires careful navigation between several methodological hazards. The first is the temptation toward rehabilitation, presenting military competence as somehow absolving political complicity. The second is the opposite error: allowing justified moral condemnation of the Nazi regime to cloud our analysis of purely military questions. The third is the trap of exceptionalism: treating German commanders as either superhuman tactical geniuses or incompetent servants of a doomed cause, when the truth is invariably more nuanced.

	This work attempts to chart a middle course. Dönitz was neither a tactical genius whose brilliance was squandered by Hitler's interference, nor an overrated commander whose reputation exceeds his actual accomplishments. He was a highly competent, operationally innovative naval officer who developed and executed a submarine warfare campaign that came closer to achieving strategic success than most historians have acknowledged. He was also a loyal servant of Adolf Hitler who showed little remorse for that service even decades after the war's end.

	Both of these facts are true. Both are relevant. Neither negates the other.

	Dönitz's Unique Position

	Among the German military leadership of World War II, Dönitz occupies a singular position. Unlike the great panzer commanders, Guderian, Rommel and Manstein he operated in a single domain throughout the war. Unlike the Luftwaffe leadership, he maintained operational effectiveness from beginning to end. Unlike most other senior commanders, he remained in Hitler's favor until the very end, ultimately being designated as Hitler's successor as head of state, a role he held briefly in May 1945.

	From a purely military perspective, Dönitz's significance rests on three pillars:

	First, his development and implementation of wolf pack tactics (Rudeltaktik) represented a genuine innovation in naval warfare. While submarine warfare was not new in 1939, the coordinated use of multiple submarines operating under centralized command and control was revolutionary. The technical and organizational challenges Dönitz solved, particularly in radio communications, tactical coordination, and operational planning influenced submarine doctrine for generations.

	Second, his strategic understanding of economic warfare demonstrated a sophisticated grasp of maritime power. Dönitz recognized that Germany could not defeat Britain's Royal Navy in surface combat, but might strangle Britain's economy by severing its Atlantic lifelines. His campaign came frighteningly close to success in 1942-43, and forced the Allies to devote enormous resources to the Battle of the Atlantic.

	Third, his leadership and organizational abilities enabled him to build and sustain a U-boat force that maintained operational effectiveness and morale even as losses mounted to catastrophic levels. The U-boat service suffered the highest casualty rate of any German military branch, approximately 75% of all U-boat crewmen who served were killed yet Dönitz maintained volunteers and combat effectiveness until the war's final days.

	These accomplishments merit serious study, not because they excuse anything about the regime Dönitz served, but because they illuminate important aspects of naval warfare, leadership under stress, and the relationship between tactical excellence and strategic outcome.

	Looking Ahead

	In the chapters that follow, we will trace Karl Dönitz's path from a young officer in Kaiser Wilhelm's navy through his emergence as one of World War II's most effective operational commanders. We will examine how he developed wolf pack tactics, how he trained his crews, how he managed the mounting crisis as Allied countermeasures achieved superiority, and how he maintained a fighting force even when strategic victory had become impossible.

	We will see a commander of considerable tactical skill and operational innovation, a leader who inspired intense loyalty from his subordinates, and a strategist who understood the potential of submarine warfare perhaps better than any of his contemporaries. We will also see the limitations of tactical excellence when divorced from strategic reality, and the human cost of military campaigns that continue past any rational hope of success.

	The story of Karl Dönitz and his U-boats is ultimately a story about the nature of naval warfare, the relationship between technology and tactics, the challenges of military leadership, and the terrible effectiveness that can be achieved even in service of a monstrous cause.

	Let us begin with the young officer who would become the face of Germany's submarine war.

	"The warrior's way is not to judge the righteousness of the battle, but to understand how battles are won and lost. In understanding, we honor the fallen on all sides, and we arm ourselves against the wars to come." 

	

PART I: FORMATION OF A NAVAL OFFICER (1891-1918)

	


Chapter 1  

	Early Life and Naval Calling

	 

	 

	 


The man who would become one of the most effective submarine commanders in history was born far from the sea, in the landlocked suburb of Grünau, near Berlin, on September 16, 1891. Karl Dönitz entered a world of rapid transformation. Imperial Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm II was ascending to great power status, its military prowess respected worldwide, its economy booming, and its navy expanding with unprecedented ambition. For a boy of Dönitz's generation and social standing, the military offered not merely a career but a path to honor, advancement, and service to the Fatherland.

	The World of Imperial Germany

	To understand Dönitz's formative years, one must first understand the Germany into which he was born. The Second Reich, proclaimed in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles in 1871 following Prussia's decisive victory over France, had transformed from a collection of disparate German states into a unified empire that by 1890 rivaled Britain in industrial output and military power. Kaiser Wilhelm II, who ascended to the throne in 1888, was determined to secure Germany's "place in the sun", a global empire to match Britain's, supported by a world-class navy.

	This was the era of what Germans called the Gründerzeit, the "Founder's Period" characterized by rapid industrialization, urban growth, and an emerging middle class eager to establish itself in the new social order. It was also an age of intense nationalism, militarism, and imperial ambition. The German military, which had humbled France in 1870 and unified the nation through "blood and iron," enjoyed immense prestige. Officer status conferred social distinction, and military service was seen as the highest form of citizenship.

	For the Dönitz family, solidly middle class and traditionally minded, this environment shaped their expectations and values. Karl's father, Friedrich Dönitz, was an engineer, a profession that epitomized modern Germany, combining technical expertise with practical application. His mother, Anna, came from a respectable family and maintained a traditional household. The family was neither wealthy nor aristocratic, but they possessed something perhaps more valuable in Wilhelmine Germany: respectability, education, and ambition for their children.

	Childhood and Early Education

	Karl Dönitz spent his childhood in Grünau, then a developing suburb of Berlin known for its recreational facilities and middle-class housing. It was a neighborhood of engineers, civil servants, and merchants, the backbone of the new Germany. Young Karl grew up in comfortable circumstances, though hardly luxurious ones. His childhood was marked by the disciplined routine typical of German middle-class families: regular schooling, respect for authority, emphasis on duty and achievement, and the expectation that he would pursue a profession that would bring honor to the family name.

	By all accounts, Dönitz was a serious, determined child, not given to frivolity. He was athletic and competitive, traits that would serve him well in his future career. His academic performance was solid if not exceptional, he demonstrated particular aptitude for mathematics and science, subjects that would prove essential for naval service. More importantly, he showed an early capacity for focus and determination that marked him as someone who would complete whatever task he undertook.

	The Germany of Dönitz's youth was obsessed with military glory. Children played with toy soldiers representing the regiments that had triumphed at Sedan. Popular literature celebrated military heroes. Annual celebrations commemorated German victories. In schools, military drill was common, and physical education emphasized preparation for future service. The Kaiser himself was frequently depicted in military uniform, and his navy, the Kaiserliche Marine, was the object of particular national pride.

	It was perhaps inevitable that a young man of Dönitz's background and temperament would be drawn to military service. The question was not whether he would serve, but in which branch, and what that service would entail.

	The Appeal of the Navy

	In 1910, at the age of eighteen, Karl Dönitz made the decision that would define his life: he would join the Imperial German Navy. This choice requires some explanation, for it was not the obvious path for a young man from Berlin, far from any German coast.

	The German Navy in 1910 was Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz's grand project. Since the 1890s, Tirpitz had been building a High Seas Fleet intended to challenge British naval supremacy. The Navy Laws of 1898 and 1900 had authorized massive construction programs, transforming Germany from a negligible naval power into one possessing the world's second-largest fleet. This expansion captured the German imagination. Where the army represented traditional Prussian values and past glories, the navy represented Germany's future as a global power.

	The appeal of the navy was multifaceted. First, it was thoroughly modern. Naval service required technical expertise, engineering, navigation, gunnery, and communications. This aligned perfectly with Germany's self-image as a nation of science and industry. Second, the navy offered better living conditions than army service. Sailors lived aboard modern steel warships equipped with the latest technology, not in muddy trenches. Third, naval service involved foreign travel and the possibility of exotic postings, appealing to young men's sense of adventure.

	For someone of Dönitz's social background, the navy offered particular advantages. The army officer corps remained dominated by aristocrats, and promotion could be limited for middle-class officers. The navy, being newer and more technical, was somewhat more meritocratic. Excellence in navigation, gunnery, or engineering could lead to advancement regardless of social origin. The navy needed competent officers more than it needed noble lineage.

	There was also something romantic about naval service. German popular culture celebrated the navy through paintings, postcards, and literature. The sleek battleships and cruisers represented German modernity and power. Service at sea seemed adventurous in a way that garrison duty in provincial towns did not. For a young man seeking to distinguish himself and serve his country, the navy in 1910 seemed the perfect choice.

	Naval Cadet Training: Forging an Officer

	In April 1910, Dönitz entered the Imperial Naval Academy at Flensburg-Mürwik as an officer candidate (Seekadett). The academy, located on the Baltic coast near the Danish border, was Germany's premier institution for training naval officers. Its imposing brick buildings, modeled after a castle, symbolized the navy's traditions and aspirations. Here, Dönitz would spend two years in intensive training that would transform him from a Berlin youth into a naval officer.

	The training was rigorous and comprehensive. Cadets studied navigation, seamanship, naval architecture, gunnery, tactics, international maritime law, and foreign languages (particularly English, the language of Germany's principal naval rival). The technical curriculum was demanding, requiring solid mathematical skills and the ability to master complex mechanical and electrical systems. Beyond academics, cadets underwent physical training, learned military drill, and were indoctrinated in naval traditions and values.

	The academy emphasized several key principles that would shape Dönitz's professional outlook. First was technical mastery, an officer must thoroughly understand his ship and weapons systems. Second was discipline and obedience, the navy functioned through precise execution of orders. Third was personal honor and devotion to duty, an officer's word was sacred, and his commitment to the service absolute. Fourth was esprit de corps, loyalty to shipmates and the navy itself came before personal considerations.

	Life at the academy was Spartan and highly regimented. Cadets rose early, maintained strict schedules, and were held to exacting standards of dress and deportment. Privacy was minimal, and individual desires subordinated to group needs. This environment served multiple purposes: it tested the cadets' commitment, built bonds of camaraderie, instilled habits of discipline, and prepared them for the confined, hierarchical environment of a warship at sea.

	Dönitz thrived in this environment. His determination and capacity for sustained effort served him well. He was neither the most brilliant student nor the most popular, but he was reliable, competent, and dedicated. His fitness reports from this period consistently note his "earnestness" and "dependability", not the most exciting qualities, perhaps, but essential ones for a professional officer.

	In 1912, Dönitz completed his academy training and received his commission as a Leutnant zur See (Acting Sub-Lieutenant). He was now an officer in the Kaiser's navy, entitled to wear the distinctive dark blue uniform and the officer's dirk. He had achieved his ambition and embarked on what he expected would be a career of peace-time service, occasional colonial deployments, and steady advancement through the ranks.

	History, however, had other plans.

	First Posting: SMS Breslau

	Following his commissioning, Dönitz was assigned to SMS Breslau, a light cruiser that would soon become famous for one of the most dramatic episodes of World War I's opening phase. The Breslau was a modern, fast vessel, capable of over 27 knots, armed with twelve 10.5 cm guns. She was part of Germany's Mediterranean Squadron, based at Pola (modern-day Pula, Croatia) on the Adriatic coast.

	Service aboard Breslau provided Dönitz with his first real experience of naval life. A light cruiser was very different from the massive battleships that dominated naval thinking. Where battleships were designed for fleet actions and decisive battles, light cruisers served as scouts, commerce raiders, and general-purpose vessels. They operated independently more often than capital ships, requiring initiative and adaptability from their crews.

	Dönitz's initial responsibilities were typical for a junior officer: standing watches, supervising enlisted men, managing specific technical systems, and generally learning how a warship actually functioned. The transition from academy training to operational service revealed the gap between theory and practice. Navigation calculations made in a quiet classroom were very different when performed on a rolling deck in rough seas. Gunnery drills required not just mathematical precision but the ability to motivate and coordinate gun crews under pressure.

	The Mediterranean posting also exposed Dönitz to international naval politics. The Mediterranean in 1912-1914 was crowded with warships from multiple nations, each pursuing their own strategic interests. British, French, Italian, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian vessels all operated in these waters. Officers like Dönitz learned to recognize foreign warships, understand their capabilities, and monitor their movements. Courtesy calls at foreign ports alternated with periods of tension as various diplomatic crises unfolded.

	During this period, Dönitz developed several characteristics that would mark his later career. First was an appreciation for the realities of sea service, the exhaustion, the monotony punctuated by moments of intense activity, the importance of crew welfare and readiness. Second was an understanding of the technical complexity of modern naval warfare and the constant need for training and maintenance. Third was a growing sense of professionalism and identification with the navy as an institution.

	The Culture and Traditions of the Imperial Navy

	To understand Dönitz's development, one must appreciate the culture of the Imperial German Navy in which he served. This was not merely a military organization but a community with its own values, traditions, and worldview.

	The navy saw itself as modern and progressive, distinct from what it viewed as the hidebound traditionalism of the army. Naval officers prided themselves on technical expertise and innovation. The service attracted men interested in engineering, science, and technology. This created an organizational culture that valued competence and results more than lineage, though social background still mattered considerably.

	Honor was central to naval officer culture. An officer's word was his bond, and personal integrity was considered essential to effective command. Cowardice, dishonesty, or failure to support brother officers were unforgivable sins. This emphasis on honor created strong bonds among officers but also a certain insularity and resistance to external criticism.

	The navy was intensely hierarchical and protocol-conscious. Rank determined everything, where one stood during ceremonies, which messes one could enter, even which side of the deck one walked on. Junior officers learned to navigate this complex social structure, showing proper deference to superiors while maintaining dignity and authority over enlisted men.

	Discipline was strict but, by the standards of the time, relatively humane. Corporal punishment had been abolished, and the navy sought to develop professional sailors rather than simply coerce obedience through fear. Good officers were expected to know their men, attend to their welfare, and earn their respect through competence and fair treatment. This approach would influence Dönitz's later leadership style, particularly his emphasis on crew morale and training.

	The navy also fostered a particular strategic outlook. Naval officers studied the theories of Alfred Thayer Mahan, who argued that control of the seas was the key to national power. They absorbed the belief that navies won wars through decisive fleet actions, like Nelson at Trafalgar or Togo at Tsushima. They saw themselves as the shield protecting Germany's maritime commerce and the sword that would break British naval supremacy if war came.

	This worldview had significant blind spots. The navy's focus on battle fleet operations undervalued other forms of naval warfare, particularly commerce raiding and submarine operations. The emphasis on technology and engineering sometimes overshadowed considerations of strategy and operational art. The service's intense loyalty to the Kaiser and sense of special status occasionally put it at odds with the army and civilian authorities.

	Dönitz absorbed all of this during his formative years. He learned to think like a naval officer, to value technical competence, to prize honor and duty, to identify completely with the service and his brother officers. These values would remain with him throughout his life, for better and worse.

	The Shadow of War

	By 1914, as Dönitz completed his initial training and gained experience aboard Breslau, war clouds gathered over Europe. The July Crisis following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo escalated rapidly. By early August, the great powers were mobilizing.

	For the Imperial Navy, war meant the ultimate test. Tirpitz's fleet had been built for this moment, to challenge British naval supremacy, break the anticipated blockade of Germany, and secure German maritime power. Officers like Dönitz, trained and indoctrinated in the navy's culture and values, approached the coming conflict with a mixture of anticipation, anxiety, and determination to prove themselves.

	Dönitz was twenty-two years old when war began, a junior officer with just over two years of commissioned service. He had received excellent training, absorbed the navy's professional culture, and gained practical experience aboard a modern warship. He was technically competent, physically fit, and mentally prepared for the challenges ahead.

	What he lacked was combat experience. No officer of his generation had fought in a major naval war. The last great fleet action had been Tsushima in 1905. Everything the navy believed about modern naval warfare was theoretical, based on peacetime exercises, war games, and historical study. The reality of combat, its chaos, terror, and unpredictability remained unknown.

	In August 1914, as Breslau and her sister ship Goeben made their famous dash through the Mediterranean to Constantinople, evading British and French pursuers and ultimately triggering the Ottoman Empire's entry into the war on Germany's side, young Lieutenant Dönitz got his first taste of wartime operations. The experience of being hunted by superior forces, of sailing at high speed through hostile waters, of the constant tension between bold action and catastrophic risk, made a profound impression.

	This was not the glorious fleet action the navy had anticipated. It was something more ambiguous, a strategic success achieved through speed, daring, and a bit of luck, but not through the decisive battle that German naval doctrine prescribed. The experience planted seeds of doubt about conventional thinking that would later bear fruit in Dönitz's embrace of unconventional submarine warfare.

	The Making of a Professional

	By the end of 1914, Dönitz had completed the first phase of his transformation from Berlin youth to naval officer. He had received rigorous technical training, absorbed the Imperial Navy's professional culture, served aboard a modern warship, and experienced the beginning of the greatest war the world had yet seen.

	Several characteristics were already evident that would mark his later career. First was an intense dedication to duty and the service. Dönitz was not someone who did things halfway, when he committed to something, he pursued it with single-minded determination. Second was technical competence and an appreciation for the importance of training and readiness. Third was an ability to function effectively in hierarchical organizations while maintaining his own professional judgment. Fourth was physical courage and mental resilience under stress.

	What he lacked was a broader perspective. Dönitz was not an intellectual or a strategic thinker at this stage. He was a competent junior officer who executed his duties effectively and aspired to prove himself in combat. His worldview was largely limited to what the navy had taught him, and he had not yet developed the critical independence that would later mark his tactical innovations.

	The war would complete his education. In the crucible of combat, particularly in the claustrophobic, deadly environment of submarine warfare, Dönitz would discover his true calling and develop the expertise that would define his career. But that transformation lay ahead. In 1914, he was simply another young officer, eager to serve, confident in his training, and uncertain of what the future held.

	Conclusion: The Foundation

	Karl Dönitz's early life and entry into naval service established the foundation for everything that followed. His middle-class background gave him ambition without aristocratic pretension. His education emphasized technical competence and disciplined effort. His naval training instilled professional values and practical skills. His early service aboard Breslau provided operational experience and exposed him to the realities of naval warfare.

	Most importantly, these formative years created a man whose identity was completely bound up with the navy. Dönitz was not someone who happened to serve in the navy; he was a naval officer to his core. The service's values were his values, its honor was his honor, its success or failure would determine his own sense of worth. This complete identification with the navy would drive his extraordinary dedication and effectiveness as a commander. It would also limit his perspective and contribute to his willingness to serve causes that deserved no loyalty.

	In September 1914, as the Great War's first battles raged across Europe, Karl Dönitz stood on the threshold of the experiences that would define him. The earnest, determined young lieutenant who had grown up far from the sea would soon discover his destiny beneath it, in the steel tubes of the Imperial German Navy's submarine force, the weapon that would come closest to winning the war for Germany, and the domain where Dönitz would ultimately make his mark on military history.

	The boy from Grünau had become a naval officer. The war would make him a submariner.

	 



Chapter 2

	Baptism by Fire - World War I Service

	 

	 


The Great War that began in August 1914 shattered the certainties of a generation. For the Imperial German Navy, it brought particular frustration and disillusionment. The great fleet that Admiral von Tirpitz had built to challenge British supremacy largely remained confined to port, while the despised submarine arm, considered an ungentlemanly weapon by traditional naval officers, emerged as Germany's most effective maritime instrument. Karl Dönitz's wartime service would take him from surface vessels to submarines, from conventional naval thinking to an appreciation of undersea warfare's revolutionary potential, and from theoretical training to the brutal reality of combat at sea.

	The War at Sea: Reality vs. Expectation

	The Imperial Navy entered the war expecting a decisive fleet engagement with the Royal Navy, a modern Trafalgar that would break Britain's naval supremacy and open the seas to German commerce. Admiral Reinhard Scheer, commander of the High Seas Fleet, believed that through careful planning and tactical skill, Germany could defeat the British Grand Fleet despite numerical inferiority. The entire structure of German naval doctrine, training, and ship design pointed toward this climactic battle.

	Reality proved far different. The British implemented a distant blockade from their Scottish bases, using their geographical advantage to seal off the North Sea without risking the kind of close engagement German planners had anticipated. British cruisers and destroyers patrolled the exits from German ports while the main battle fleet remained at Scapa Flow, a position from which it could intercept any German sortie but which kept it safely distant from German submarines and mines.

	This strategy frustrated German naval ambitions. The High Seas Fleet made occasional forays but could not force the decisive battle it sought. When the two fleets finally did clash at Jutland in May 1916, the result was tactically inconclusive and strategically a British victory, the German fleet returned to port and never again seriously challenged British control of the North Sea.

	For junior officers like Dönitz serving in the Mediterranean, the fleet's paralysis was a distant frustration. Their war was more active but equally ambiguous. The Mediterranean became a complex chessboard where German, Austro-Hungarian, British, French, Italian, Russian, and eventually American naval forces maneuvered, escorted convoys, hunted submarines, and supported land operations. It was a war of patrols, escorts, and occasional skirmishes rather than climactic battles.

	Mediterranean Operations: 1914-1916

	Dönitz's service aboard SMS Breslau continued through 1914 and into 1915. The ship, along with SMS Goeben, had successfully reached Constantinople and been nominally transferred to Ottoman service (though retaining German crews and officers). Renamed Midilli, the Breslau operated in the Black Sea and eastern Mediterranean, supporting Ottoman operations and harassing Russian shipping.

	This period provided Dönitz with valuable operational experience. Black Sea operations involved bombardment of Russian coastal positions, escort duties for Turkish troop transports, and engagements with Russian naval forces. The work was dangerous and demanding. Mine warfare was constant, both laying German mines and avoiding Russian ones. Russian submarines posed a persistent threat. Shore batteries had to be avoided or suppressed. Navigation required careful attention in poorly charted waters.

	For a young officer, these operations were educational. Dönitz learned about the importance of intelligence and reconnaissance, the challenges of coordinating naval operations with land campaigns, the difficulties of maintaining ships far from proper dockyard facilities, and the psychological stress of sustained operations in hostile waters. He also witnessed the limitations of surface raiders, even fast, modern cruisers like Breslau were vulnerable to mines, submarines, and superior forces, restricting their operational freedom.

	The Mediterranean theater also exposed Dönitz to the growing effectiveness of submarine warfare. British, French, and Russian submarines operated increasingly successfully against Turkish and Austrian shipping. German U-boats, based in the Mediterranean from 1915 onward, achieved remarkable success against Allied merchant shipping and warships. The sinking of major British vessels like HMS Triumph and HMS Majestic by German submarines demonstrated that undersea warfare could accomplish what the surface fleet could not, striking effectively at superior enemy forces.

	These lessons registered with Dönitz, though he did not immediately act on them. Like most surface navy officers, he still viewed submarines as auxiliary weapons, useful but somehow less honorable than surface combat. The submarine service attracted officers who couldn't advance in the more prestigious surface fleet, or who sought rapid promotion through hazardous duty. It was not yet seen as the navy's future.

	Transition to Submarine Service

	In late 1916, Dönitz's career took its decisive turn, he volunteered for the submarine service. This decision requires explanation, for it represented both a practical calculation and a fundamental shift in professional identity.

	The practical considerations were straightforward. The surface fleet's inactivity offered limited opportunities for advancement or distinction. Junior officers could spend years performing routine duties with little prospect of promotion or combat experience. The submarine service, by contrast, offered rapid advancement, independent command at a young age, and the certainty of action. Germany's U-boat campaign was expanding, creating an urgent need for qualified officers. A competent lieutenant who transferred to submarines could expect to command his own boat within a year or two, an opportunity that might take a decade to achieve in the surface fleet.

	There were also deeper motivations. Dönitz was an ambitious officer who wanted to prove himself in combat. The submarine service offered that opportunity. Moreover, by 1916 it was becoming clear that submarines represented the navy's best hope of affecting the war's outcome. The great fleet actions that German naval doctrine anticipated were not materializing, but U-boats were sinking hundreds of thousands of tons of Allied shipping. For an officer who identified completely with the navy's success, the submarine service was where he could contribute most effectively.

	The decision was not without risks. Submarine duty was extraordinarily dangerous. U-boats were vulnerable to depth charges, ramming, mines, and mechanical failure. Casualty rates were high. Conditions aboard were harsh, cramped quarters, poor air quality, constant dampness, limited food, and the psychological stress of operating in an environment where disaster could strike without warning. Many officers considered submarine service beneath the dignity of a proper naval officer, and some social stigma attached to it.

	Dönitz accepted these risks and dismissed the social concerns. His personality, serious, determined, focused on effectiveness rather than prestige suited him well for submarine service. The technical challenges appealed to his engineering mindset. The opportunity for independent command attracted his ambition. Most importantly, he wanted to be where the war was actually being fought.

	Submarine Training and Indoctrination

	In early 1917, Dönitz reported to the submarine school at Kiel for training. The course was intensive, covering the technical, tactical, and operational aspects of submarine warfare. Students learned submarine construction and systems, diving procedures, underwater navigation, torpedo firing calculations, periscope use, communications, and emergency procedures. The training emphasized both technical mastery and practical seamanship, a submarine commander needed to understand his boat's machinery intimately while also possessing the tactical judgment to employ it effectively.

	The training also introduced Dönitz to a different naval culture. Submarine crews were smaller and more intimate than surface ship companies. The extreme closeness of submarine life broke down some of the rigid hierarchies of surface vessels. Officers and men lived in close quarters, shared the same dangers, and depended absolutely on each other's competence. This created a different relationship between officers and crew, still hierarchical and disciplined, but more personal and mutually dependent.

	Submarine commanders enjoyed unusual autonomy. Once at sea, a U-boat captain was effectively independent, making tactical decisions without higher authority. This contrasted sharply with surface fleet operations, where admirals directed fleet movements and captains had limited discretion. The submarine service attracted and rewarded initiative, tactical creativity, and independent judgment, qualities that suited Dönitz perfectly.

	The technical aspects of submarine warfare fascinated Dönitz. He studied the complex calculations required for successful torpedo attacks, estimating target course and speed, calculating firing solutions, accounting for torpedo running time and depth. He learned the art of periscope work, quick, minimal exposures that provided essential information without revealing the submarine's position. He practiced emergency procedures until they became automatic, crash dives, damage control, battery management, trim adjustment.

	Most importantly, Dönitz absorbed the tactical doctrine of submarine warfare as it had evolved by 1917. German U-boats operated primarily on the surface, submerging only to attack or evade. Surface operation provided speed, visibility, and better habitability. The submarine's advantage was not its ability to operate underwater, early submarines were slow and nearly blind when submerged but its ability to hide underwater when threatened and emerge unexpectedly to attack.

	First Command: UC-25

	In February 1918, Dönitz received his first command: UC-25, a coastal minelaying submarine. This was a significant achievement for an officer not yet twenty-seven years old. Command of a U-boat, even a small coastal type, represented considerable responsibility and trust. Dönitz now had his own vessel, his own crew, and the authority to take independent action against the enemy.

	UC-25 was a Type UC-II coastal submarine, displacing about 400 tons surfaced and 500 tons submerged. She carried eighteen mines in six vertical shafts and was armed with three torpedo tubes and a deck gun. Her crew numbered twenty-six men. She was not a large or particularly powerful boat, but she was Dönitz's, and he approached the command with characteristic intensity.

	His first task was to weld his crew into an effective fighting unit. Dönitz proved to be a demanding but fair commander. He insisted on rigorous training, constant drills, and high standards of performance. He was meticulous about maintenance and operational readiness. He did not tolerate sloppiness or half-measures. At the same time, he attended to his crew's welfare, ensured fair treatment, and cultivated a sense of shared purpose and mutual dependence.

	This leadership approach would characterize Dönitz throughout his career. He was not a warm or charismatic commander who inspired personal affection. Rather, he inspired confidence through competence, consistency, and demonstrated concern for his men's effectiveness and survival. Crews respected him rather than loved him, but that respect translated into high morale and operational effectiveness.

	UC-25's primary mission was minelaying, deploying mines in enemy shipping lanes, harbor approaches, and naval bases. This was dangerous, exacting work. Minelaying had to be done precisely, usually in shallow coastal waters where submarines were most vulnerable, often near enemy bases with heavy patrol activity. Navigation had to be exact, for mines laid in the wrong location were useless. The laying process itself was technically demanding and time-consuming, during which the submarine was especially vulnerable.

	Dönitz executed several successful minelaying missions in early 1918, demonstrating the technical competence and steady nerve required for the work. His mines sank several Allied vessels, though precise attribution was impossible, mines did their work weeks after being laid, and the submarine responsible was long gone. This anonymous effectiveness suited submarine warfare's nature, impact measured in tonnage sunk rather than visible victories.

	Command of UB-68: Hunter-Killer Operations

	In the summer of 1918, Dönitz received command of a more powerful boat: UB-68, a Type UB-III submarine. This was a front-line attack boat, larger and more capable than UC-25. UB-68 displaced about 520 tons surfaced and 650 submerged, had five torpedo tubes and carried ten torpedoes, and mounted a deck gun for surface actions. Her crew numbered thirty-four. She was designed for commerce raiding and anti-warship operations, the primary mission of German submarine warfare.

	This command came at a critical juncture. By mid-1918, the U-boat campaign was faltering. Allied countermeasures, convoys, improved depth charges, hydrophones, aerial patrols, and Q-ships (armed vessels disguised as merchants) had dramatically increased submarine losses while reducing their effectiveness. The window during which submarines could operate with relative impunity had closed. U-boat operations now required extraordinary skill and courage, as Allied anti-submarine warfare had become highly sophisticated.

	Dönitz approached his new command with the same methodical intensity he had brought to UC-25. He drilled his crew relentlessly, emphasizing quick diving, accurate torpedo firing, and emergency procedures. He studied intelligence reports on Allied convoy routes and anti-submarine tactics. He sought to understand not just how to operate a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




