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GERMAN DESTROYERS 1939–45

INTRODUCTION

In April 1919, the German government passed legislation governing the creation of a new navy, the Reichsmarine, which would replace the Imperial German Navy of the Kaiser’s era.

The pride of the German navy, the High Seas Fleet, had been ordered by the Allies to sail into the British base at Scapa Flow. There, after hearing the final terms of the Treaty of Versailles on 21 June, the German commanders had been ordered by Admiral Reuter to scuttle their vessels, preventing their subsequent use by the Allies. Enraged by the scuttling of the fleet at Scapa Flow, the Allies simply seized most of the remaining German ships in reprisal, thus reducing the once powerful German naval force, boasting some of the most modern and powerful warships in existence, to a motley collection of light cruisers and obsolete pre-dreadnoughts.
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A typical pre-war propaganda shot shows three destroyers on a training exercise. The three-quarter bow-shot shows the sleek lines of this type of ship to good advantage. Leading the trio in line-astern formation is Z13, Erich Koellner.

The Treaty of Versailles, signed by Germany on 28 June 1919, severely restricted the size and number of warships permitted to Germany. Germany was restricted to six old pre-dreadnought battleships, six light cruisers, 12 destroyers and 12 torpedo boats. No submarines were permitted. Naval manpower was to be restricted to a total of 15,000, of which only 1,500 were to be of officer rank.

Germany, having lost her best and most modern warships, was now in the position of being able to rebuild her fleet with ultramodern new vessels, making use of the most up-to-date technology. Thus, although small in size, the Reichsmarine would possess some of the world’s most modern warships.

The Kaiserliche Marine had possessed a substantial number of ‘torpedo boats’. The designation brings to mind the small motor torpedo boats or MTBs used by the British Navy, or the American PT boat. However, Germany’s Torpedoboote were large vessels, not much smaller, in fact, than a destroyer. Many of these vessels continued to serve with the Reichsmarine and Kriegsmarine, which continued to build additional, improved examples of the class.

In 1934, the keel was laid for the first in a new class of ship, fast, powerful destroyers (the term Destroyer is in fact a contraction, the original title being ‘torpedo boat destroyer’) that would be larger and more powerfully armed than most of their contemporaries.

It was not until the conclusion of the Anglo-German Naval Treaty of June 1935 that many of the restrictions on warship construction were set aside. The new terms simply set the German Navy’s total strength at 35 per cent of that of the Royal Navy, but no longer with any restriction of the numbers of individual warship types.


ARMAMENT

Firepower

There were three main weapon types used by the German destroyer fleet. The most commonly used was the 12.7cm calibre gun mounted in single-barrelled turrets. Layout differed somewhat amongst the various types, but generally consisted of one or two turrets forward, and three turrets aft. On German warships, main armament turrets were identified alphabetically, from bow to stern, thus ‘Anton’, ‘Bruno’, ‘Caesar’ etc.
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A fine interior shot of the enclosed bridge of a German destroyer. Unfortunately it is not possible to identify which ship from the sailor’s cap ribbons. Note the binnacle at bottom right and the numerous speaking tubes.

The 12.7cm main gun

The 12.7cm gun had a muzzle velocity of 830mps and fired a 28kg shell for a maximum range, depending on trajectory, of up to 17,400m. Each barrel, including its breech-mechanism, weighed around 3.65 tons. It was a quick-firing weapon, capable of a maximum theoretical rate of fire of 18rpm, though this depended on a well-trained crew and good weather conditions. (As the turret was open, severe weather could adversely affect the efficiency of the gun crew.) Barrel life was estimated at around 1,950 rounds, after which it would require to be replaced. Normally around 120 rounds of ammunition were carried for each gun.
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Looking back from the bow of a destroyer, we have a fine view of the forward turrets. Note the opened vision flaps and the fact that no blast bags are fitted where the barrel enters the turret. Note also the large cast bronze eagle mounted on the front of the bridge, a common pre-war feature.

Some of the later wartime-commissioned destroyers carried a heavier 15cm main armament. These weapons fired a 45-kilo shell with a muzzle velocity of some 835mps, maximum range being around 23,500m. This was a much heavier gun, and could manage a maximum rate of fire of only around seven or eight rpm, less than half that of the 12.7cm. Barrel life was around 1,600 rounds.

During the course of the war, a number of destroyers were fitted with a single large twin turret rather than a single-barrelled turret forward. This gave the ship considerably enhanced firepower, but adversely affected its handling characteristics by adding so much extra weight to the forward part of the ship.

The 3.7cm flak gun

The secondary armament on the destroyer was the 3.7cm twin flak gun. This weapon, also carried on most larger warships as a secondary antiaircraft weapon, fired a 0.74kg projectile at a muzzle velocity of 1,000mps and had a range of around 8,500m against surface targets and 6,800m against aerial targets. Barrel life was around 7,500 rounds. Practical rate of fire was around 80rpm, though as much as double this was possible in theory. The total number of 3.7cm guns carried could and did vary during wartime, and around 4,000 rounds of ammunition per barrel were carried. The normal complement was four twin 3.7cm flak guns per vessel.

The 2cm flak gun

This prolifically produced weapon was installed on all types of vessel from U-boats to battleships. They were used in single, twin and quadruple configuration. The 2cm flak gun fired a 39.5g projectile with a muzzle velocity of 835mps with a range from 4,900m against surface targets to 3,700m against aerial targets. A maximum rate of fire of up to 280rpm per barrel was theoretically possible, but around 120rpm was usual. This meant that the four-barrelled Flakvierling would put up at least 480rpm and usually nearer to 800, and with several such weapons in place a substantial hail of fire could be put up against low-flying aircraft that came too close. Approximately 3,000 rounds of 2cm ammunition were carried for each barrel.
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Midships view of a destroyer during a refuelling operation. The twin barrels of the 3.7cm flak are seen to good advantage.

Towards the end of the war, flak armament on most German warships was considerably enhanced. In addition, a limited number of 4cm Bofors flak guns were also installed on German vessels (again ranging from small E-boats up to capital ships) in the latter stages of the war. These fired a 0.96kg projectile with a muzzle velocity of 854mps and had a range of up to 7,000m.
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Looking forward from the side of the aft superstructure. Note the depth charge throwers (two were fitted each side). Also visible are the rails running along the deck, along which ran the complement of mines when these were carried.

Torpedoes

The destroyers each carried two quadruple-torpedo-tube rotating mounts, one between the funnels and one to the rear of the aft funnel. The torpedoes carried were the G7a type, some 53cm in diameter and weighing just over 1.5 tons. They were capable of speeds up to 44 knots. 12 torpedoes were carried, eight loaded in the tubes and four spares.

Depth charges

Somewhat surprisingly, the depth charge complement of the average German destroyer was rather modest. Four depth charge launchers were placed two either side of the aft superstructure, and two depth charge racks, each with three charges, on the quarters. Before the outbreak of war, only 18 charges (Wasserbomben to the Germans) were carried. Even during wartime, the number of depth charges carried would rarely have exceeded 30.
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A number of interesting features may be seen in this view. Particularly evident are the many mines, their cradles running along the rails as pointed out in an earlier photograph. At left is one of the quadruple torpedo tube sets with its screened control position. Note also the third aft turret, normally trained forward and thus only used against targets to port or starboard.

Mines

Minelaying formed a major part of the duties of the German destroyer fleet. Two types of mine were used. The basic mine used was the EMC type (Ein-heitsminen ‘C’). This was a standard moored mine, just over 1m in diameter with seven contact detonators. It weighed 1,100 kilos and carried a 300kg explosive charge. The EMC was normally set at a depth of between 3 and 6m.

The second type commonly used was the EMF (Einheitsminen Fernzundung). This was also a moored mine, but detonated by the magnetic field generated by a passing ship. It was 1.1m in diameter, and carried a 350kg explosive charge. The EMF was normally set for a depth of up to 15m. Some 81 Allied ships were lost to mines laid around the British coast by German destroyers and a further five damaged.

Fire control

Main armament

The main armament of each ship was controlled by two optical rangefinders linked to a fire control computer station.

Flak guns

Main fire control for the 3.7cm flak guns was provided by a 1.25m optical rangefinder, backed by a portable hand-held 0.7m optical rangefinder for the 2cm flak guns.


RADAR

The German navy played a leading role in the development of military radar systems. The Nachrichten Versuchsabteilung (NSV) had begun work on the development of sonar-type systems capable of detecting underwater targets as early as 1929. Using similar principles for operating above the surface, a rather primitive system was developed in 1933 that could pick up echoes using 13.5cm short-wave transmissions. In 1934, a new organisation, the Gesellschaft für Elektroakustische und Mechanische Apparate (GEMA), was founded to continue development in this area. The two organisations now strove to outdo each other in the attempt to produce an effective radio detection apparatus. By September 1935, a 48cm wavelength (630MHz) set was tested before the C-in-C Navy, Admiral Raeder, and produced positive results using the training ship Bremse as a target (admittedly a rather large one).

The set was then installed for a time on the Welle, this small and rather unimposing vessel becoming the first German navy ship to carry functioning radar equipment. The set was tweaked somewhat to improve efficiency, settling on a wavelength of 82cm (368MHz) which became the standard for all naval radar sets. German naval radar sets produced during this period and through to 1945 were predominantly developed by GEMA along with well-known firms such as Telefunken, Siemens, Lorenz and AEG.
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Z10, Hans Lody. Note the canvas dodgers over the railings around her second turret. On this early wartime shot, her pennant number has been removed, but she still carries the bronze eagle affixed to the face of the bridge structure.
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