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Introduction

It is sometimes remarkable what one can discover over Sunday lunch. Back when I had just started researching for this book, a routine lunch with my in-laws threw up a most tantalising detail. I had just explained that I had begun work on a new project, the story of Germany’s U-boat service in the Second World War, when my mother-in-law said – in a very matter-of-fact manner – that her uncle had served in the U-boats. My interest was piqued; I probed further. She couldn’t remember much about him, but it turned out that her mother’s older brother, Heinz Maar, had joined the U-boat arm and – remarkably – had been one of the 25 per cent of German submariners to survive the war. More remarkably still, it emerged, he had been so damaged by the experience that he had spent the rest of his life in a string of psychiatric institutions. Indeed, she said she could remember how, when she was young, he would occasionally escape from the hospital and appear at the family home in the dead of night. Her mother had the melancholy duty of calling the police so that he could be escorted back to the psychiatric ward.

Heinz Maar’s story, fragmentary though it is, seemed to me to illuminate an aspect of the U-boat conflict in the Second World War that is rarely discussed: the experience of German submariners. In the standard narrative, and especially in the English-speaking world, the story is told almost exclusively from the perspective of the Allies: the merchantmen and the destroyers escorting them, with the boffins of Bletchley Park and the Western Approaches Tactical Unit making cameo appearances. The U-boats, meanwhile, are relegated to a stereotypical role as an unseen foe, the nameless, faceless killers lurking beneath the waves. Consequently, we rarely learn about what Germany’s U-boatmen experienced: what they ate, what they thought about their task, what ailed them, what smells offended their nostrils.

One can perhaps understand that bias in early accounts of the Battle of the Atlantic, back when the wounds of the war were still fresh and the primary need, perhaps, was for the Allied side of the narrative to be told and for patriotic reputations to be burnished. Yet the bias has persisted, and even now – eighty years on from the end of the conflict – most English-language accounts of the naval war follow the same pattern, treating the experience of German submariners as, at best, an afterthought; a footnote to a shamelessly Anglocentric narrative.

Of course, as any historian will tell you, bias is to a large extent a given, like gravity, and cutting against it can provide a welcome corrective in historiography, giving a novel perspective and fresh insights; a new read of old documents. Yet in this case it is still surprising that the German perspective on the subject has been ignored for so long. British historiography on the war has, in recent decades at least, been remarkably ecumenical in its outlook and has often embraced subjects where there is no patriotic element to the story. Indeed, some of the most successful history books in the UK, of the last few years, have conspicuously lacked any British perspective at all. In addition, there was a powerful precedent for a more Germano-centric approach: after all, the worldwide success of the German film Das Boot in the early 1980s, and the more recent TV series, demonstrated that there was a popular interest out there to be met.

This book, then, is an attempt to tell the story of the U-boat war in the Second World War from a German perspective – from the opening days, through the successes of the so-called ‘Happy Time’ to the failure to break Allied supply lines, and culminating in the ignominious mass scuttling at the end of the war. Throughout, it uses German accounts – official records, archival holdings, war diaries and personal recollections – to reconstruct the German experience, from the enthusiasm of the early years to the horror of combat and – for those that survived – the humiliation of defeat and surrender.

This approach, I would argue, enables a significant reassessment of the subject. It shows us, for instance, that – away from the lurid imaginings of film makers and novelists – the U-boat war was without doubt the cleanest theatre of the Second World War, with many more examples of U-boat crews assisting the seamen they had sunk than there were instances of atrocities and war crimes being committed. For all the horrors perpetrated by German forces elsewhere in the war, it seems that the old idea of the ‘solidarity of the sea’ was surprisingly impervious to the ideological demands and depredations of Nazism.

It also demonstrates that Germany’s submariners were surprisingly ineffective. One of the staple ingredients of the traditional view of the Battle of the Atlantic is that it was, like Wellington said of Waterloo, the ‘nearest run thing you ever saw’. Allied losses of merchantmen early in the war seemingly provoked a visceral fear of collapse, even among those at the very top of Allied governments. Churchill famously confessed that the U-boat war was the only thing that ever really frightened him during the conflict. Yet, a re-examination of the statistics, and the incorporation of the German perspective, demonstrates that the reality was much less threatening, and the U-boats never came close to hitting the ambitious targets that had been set for them. When there was a genuine opportunity to disrupt Atlantic supply lines, prior to the American entry into the war in December 1941, Germany’s U-boat force lacked the numbers to successfully press their advantage. And, by the time that it had the numbers, the industrial and military might of the US meant that the U-boat’s moment had already passed. For all the hardships endured, and the horrors inflicted on the enemy, the U-boat was shown to be a blunt weapon, a bloody and elaborate failure.

Away from grand strategy, however, there is also a human story to be told, and that is where this book has its focus. It examines the grim realities of the U-boat war for German submariners: the perils, the filth, the stench, the horrors of combat and the psychological damage that was wrought. It is a story of individual bravery, certainly, but also of unimaginable human endurance, of technological advances and strategic setbacks, and – ultimately – of failure, loss and defeat, a defeat which would cost the lives of more than 30,000 young men. This, then, is the story of Germany’s submariners.




Prologue

‘The Boldest of Bold Enterprises’

They were submerged on the sea floor when they were finally told of their mission. The crew of U-47 had spent five days avoiding detection as they travelled across the North Sea, hiding out below water during the day and motoring on the surface at night. Now, at the end of the last day of their approach, they were again resting on the seabed, submerged and silent, at a depth of 90m. Most of them slept to conserve oxygen and those on the duty watch wore rags wrapped around their boots to reduce noise.1 Woken late that afternoon, they went through their usual duties and routines, still largely in silence and illuminated only by the dim electric light. Morale was good, but when breakfast was served at 5 p.m. some of the men joked that it felt a bit like the last supper.

The hush was broken by the captain, the slight and fresh-faced 31-year-old Kapitänleutnant (Lieutenant-Commander) Günther Prien, who called the men together over the Tannoy to inform them of their target. ‘Look, lads,’ he said, ‘we are going in. That’s the order. There are two big ships there and we have to try our best to get one.’2 He wished them luck and they went back to their tasks; final instructions were given, life jackets checked and the scuttling charges laid that would destroy the boat in the event of capture. Up until that point, only Prien and his two most trusted subordinates had known the truth of their mission. Observant crewmen might have surmised their destination from the small quantity of fuel they had taken on board or from a snatched glance at the chart table, but now they knew for sure: they were to attack the primary Royal Navy base in British home waters, the natural harbour of Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands. According to Prien’s own account, the announcement was met with ‘a silence so profound that I could hear water dripping somewhere, clop … clop … clop …’3

That tense silence was perhaps understandable. Like all submariners of the period, the men of U-47 were required to operate in a peculiarly hostile environment. Within their U-boat, they were relatively safe, though far from comfortable. During their short approach from their home port in Germany, their daily routine had been inverted: the days had been turned to nights. Days were spent submerged, ideally stationary on the seabed, to evade detection, with most of the crew asleep. By night, however, the interior of the submarine was transformed into a hive of movement and bustle; of drills to be followed and routines to be maintained. There were engines to fettle, meals to be prepared, torpedoes to be lathered with grease. All of the men were pale, sleep-deprived, bleary-eyed, sustained only by the occasional cup of hot, bitter coffee, or – as now – by adrenaline. They had not seen daylight since they left port; their lives were illuminated only by weak electric bulbs and, if they were lucky, by a snatched glimpse of a watch twilight. They were already grimy and dirt-stained; their faces wore the thick stubble of their five-day voyage, their vests and tunics were damp with sweat and condensation.

Yet, however difficult their lives were aboard, the men of U-47 knew very well that the submarine was their salvation. Beyond the 18mm of the U-boat’s high-tensile steel hull, there was a dark, alien world that they could survive for only a few seconds. At a depth of 90m, the weight of seawater above them amounted to nearly ten tons, enough to crush the air from a man’s lungs and burst his eardrums. If the pain of that experience were not enough, then the lack of oxygen could equally spell a crewman’s end, as it would take even the best swimmer as long as three minutes to swim to the surface. In the unlikely event that he successfully made it to see daylight, he would most likely be unconscious soon after; suffering from decompression sickness – ‘the bends’ – leading to excruciating pain, paralysis and even death. At greater depths, even that tiny chance of survival vanished entirely. But U-boat crews had been rigorously trained, they knew the risks and they knew what they had to do if they were to survive. The first thing, old hands would say, was to banish from your mind all thoughts of the world beyond that pressure hull.

Far better, one might imagine, to concentrate on the mission, on the task in hand. Yet, to Germans of the wartime generation, Scapa Flow had a particularly dark resonance. It had been there that the German High Seas Fleet of the First World War had been scuttled in the summer of 1919 after the armistice of the previous autumn; fifty-two of the German navy’s finest vessels had hoisted the flag and opened their seacocks, rather than surrender themselves to the Allies. If the German Imperial Navy had a graveyard, it was Scapa Flow.

German submariners could provide an additional layer to that dark history. In November 1914, U-18 – under the command of Kapitänleutnant Heinrich von Hennig – had briefly attempted to penetrate the anchorage before being spotted and rammed by a destroyer. Forced to scuttle his boat, von Hennig and twenty-five of his men were taken prisoner. Four years later, a second attempt to penetrate Scapa Flow was made, this time by UB-116 under the command of Oberleutnant zur See Hans Joachim Emsmann. Emsmann would fare no better than his predecessor, however; after striking a mine UB-116 disappeared beneath the waves with all thirty-four of her crew. Scapa Flow, meanwhile, gained a formidable reputation.

Unsurprisingly then, with the outbreak of a new war in 1939, Kommodore Karl Dönitz, the commander of the German U-boat fleet, initially put the idea of an attack on Scapa Flow out of his mind. As he recalled in his memoir, the fate of von Hennig and Emsmann and their crews, combined with those seemingly impregnable defences and the strong currents in the area, had caused him – initially at least – to abandon the idea. Yet the prospect of penetrating such a target-rich environment – what Dönitz called ‘the boldest of bold enterprises’4 – was a tantalising one, and when aerial reconnaissance appeared to show a possible entry route through the assorted booms and block ships, the idea was once again brought under serious consideration. What was needed, he concluded, was a U-boat commander of exemplary daring, judgement and seamanship.

Günther Prien was perhaps an unconventional choice for the task, not least as his background had been in the merchant navy. Born in Saxony in 1908, he had grown up first in Lübeck, then in Leipzig, and had left home at the age of 15 to join the merchant marine, rising to a captain’s rank by 1932. The following year, disillusioned by the lack of professional opportunities available to him during the economic crash, Prien had volunteered for the Reichsmarine, the German navy, and would serve aboard the cruiser Königsberg before transferring to the U-boat service in 1935. Rising swiftly in the rapidly expanding U-boat arm, Prien would be promoted to Kapitänleutnant early in 1939, by which time his own boat, U-47, had already been commissioned.

The vessel that he would command was a Type VIIB U-boat, which had left the slipway of the Germaniawerft in Kiel the previous year. Technically, the Type VII was a submersible rather than a submarine – able to dive for extended periods but most comfortable using its diesel engines on the surface. With around 750 tons surface displacement and nearly 70m in length, it could cruise when surfaced at a leisurely 10 knots and carried a payload of some fourteen electrically driven torpedoes. Subject to a number of revisions and adaptations, the Type VII would provide the backbone of the German U-boat fleet throughout the years to follow. U-47 would become one of its most famous examples.

The morning of 3 September had found Prien and U-47 on patrol in the Bay of Biscay. According to a member of the crew, Rolf Hilse, Prien’s men had listened together to Chamberlain’s declaration of war, over the radio. He remembered that Prien responded with a laconic: ‘There you are, lads. Now we know.’ But the crew were worried. ‘We thought we were in for it,’ Hilse recalled. ‘We all did.’5 Those nerves would be eased somewhat by U-47’s first engagements, in which three British merchant ships were sunk west of the French Atlantic coast.

After that, Prien was recalled to Kiel, arriving on 15 September. Then, after a few days’ leave, he was summoned to Dönitz’s headquarters and presented with the plans for ‘Special Operation P’, the attack on Scapa Flow. According to Dönitz, entry to the anchorage was possible via the easterly Kirk Sound, and would be feasible around midnight on 13/14 October, when a high tide would assist the approach.6 After the briefing, Prien was given some time to study the charts and decide whether, as a newlywed and a new father, he wished to accept the mission. He returned the following afternoon to confirm that he did.7

So it was that Günther Prien and the crew of U-47 found themselves in 90m of water, on the seabed to the east of the Pentland Firth, off northeast Scotland, preparing their attack. Torpedoes loaded and checks completed, they surfaced at 7.15 p.m. and motored in the gathering darkness towards their target, reaching the area of the Rose Ness lighthouse, at the entrance to Kirk Sound, more than four hours later.8 The timing of their approach was crucial. Tidal movements through the entrances to Scapa Flow could be brutal, so Dönitz had planned an entry at slack water, to utilise the period of calm before the tide reversed. With high water at 11.38 p.m., it was now or never.9

Prien’s entry into Scapa Flow that night demonstrated all the perils and pitfalls of the submariner’s art. First, his approach was interrupted by the suspected presence of a merchant ship, which forced him to dive for nearly thirty minutes to avoid detection. Then, his course had to be amended after he miscalculated their position through a misreading of coastal landmarks in the darkness. Lastly, upon entering Kirk Sound, U-47 was pushed to starboard by the current and scraped along the anchor chain of the Seriano, one of the sunken block ships that protected the entrance. It was only after blowing the U-boat’s tanks to increase buoyancy that Prien was able to avoid becoming fatally snagged. The relief must have been palpable. Soon after, he wrote triumphantly in U-47’s war diary: ‘We are in Scapa Flow!’10

The next challenge was to find some targets. While U-47 had been waiting on the seabed two days before, a Luftwaffe reconnaissance aircraft had overflown Scapa Flow and registered the presence of a number of capital ships – the Royal Navy’s most significant vessels – not least among them the battlecruiser HMS Repulse, the battleship HMS Royal Oak and the aircraft carrier HMS Furious. In addition, several light cruisers had been present, including HMS Glasgow, HMS Newcastle, HMS Southampton and HMS Belfast. Any one of these would have made a tantalising target, but by the time that U-47 entered the anchorage, illuminated only by the eerie light of the Aurora Borealis, she was met by a vista of seeming emptiness.

This was partly due to the sheer size of Scapa Flow. Though U-47 had already travelled more than 4km into the anchorage, she was not yet close to the centre of the vast bay, and a number of vessels – such as the cruisers Belfast, HMS Delhi and HMS Colombo – were moored away to the west and south, beyond visual range. In addition, the Luftwaffe reconnaissance flight had spooked those present and set off something of an exodus, with a number of the capital ships, including the Repulse and the Furious, departing in the expectation of a German bombing raid.11 Consequently, as U-47 motored around the eastern end of the Flow, decks awash, with her officers atop the conning tower ‘peering in all directions’ through their binoculars, there seemed to be a distinct lack of suitable targets.12

Then, fifty minutes or so after they had entered Kirk Sound, a dark shape came into view close to the northern shore of the Flow, some 3km away. Lying at anchor, perpendicular to the approaching submarine, was the unmistakable outline of a battleship, ‘hard and clear, as if painted into the sky with black ink. The bridge, the mighty funnel and aft, like filigree, the tall mast.’ In Prien’s retelling, it was an electric moment: ‘all feeling stopped. One became part of the boat, the brain of this steel animal which was creeping up towards its enormous prey.’13 Course, speed and distance were checked and rechecked, and the forward torpedo tubes were flooded; the aiming point was just below the battleship’s bridge. Then, just before 1 a.m., Prien gave the order to fire.

As three torpedoes were fired off in quick succession – the fourth misfired and remained in the tube – stopwatches were set aboard U-47. Travelling at 30 knots, the torpedoes were calculated to take a little over three minutes to reach their target, so an anxious watch of both the horizon and the clock ensued, punctuated only by the navigator who marked out the time. As Prien later wrote: ‘Spahr’s dark voice was counting, 5, 10, 15. Time became eternity. There wasn’t a sound in the boat, only Spahr’s voice dropping heavily into the stillness. 20. Our eyes were fixed on the target but still the steel fortress remained unmoved.’14 Then, after three and a half minutes, a muffled explosion signalled to the men aboard U-47 that one of the three torpedoes had found its target.

In truth, it was far from a knockout blow. While two of the torpedoes had evidently missed or run too deep, the third had struck the bow of the battleship, causing a cascade of water to shower the front of the vessel and an anchor chain to run out noisily. Sailors aboard the Royal Oak were shaken from their slumbers, but confusion reigned and soon the rumour began to circulate that a CO₂ bottle in the refrigeration plant in the bow had exploded. The possibility of a torpedo hit, it seems, was scarcely considered. Crucially, no alarm was sounded and no emergency declared. An investigating party was sent to the bow but most of the crew merely rolled over and went back to sleep.15

Aboard U-47 there was similar confusion at the lack of any reaction, a sentiment that was only compounded when a fourth torpedo – fired from the stern tube, while withdrawing after the first attack – also failed to explode. However, with the quiet of Scapa Flow as yet undisturbed, and their presence apparently still undetected, Prien and his men did at least have the opportunity for another attack. The forward torpedo tubes were reloaded and flooded and U-47 came about once more to approach the target from the south.

At 1.13 a.m., Prien again gave the order to fire. Stopwatches were set and three torpedoes sped away, one after the other, into the darkness of Scapa Flow; ‘again the recoil shuddered and again Spahr’s voice began to count. “5 … 10 …”’16 This time, there would be no mistake. Two of the three torpedoes slammed into the starboard flank of the battleship, below the waterline, sending a plume of spray as high as the bridge with an explosion that illuminated the night. In Prien’s words, it was a scene that none of them would ever forget: ‘A wall of water shot toward the sky. It was as if the sea suddenly stood up on end. Loud explosions came one after the other like drumfire in a battle and coalesced into one mighty ear-splitting crash.’ He watched as the stricken battleship listed to starboard, her bulkheads ruptured. Then her magazine exploded, sending a fireball through the heart of the ship. Prien was transfixed: ‘I could not take my eyes from the glass. It was as if the gates of hell had suddenly been torn open and I was looking into the flaming furnace.’17 He invited some of the crew up onto the conning tower to see the spectacle; Rolf Hilse was among them. ‘It was fireworks,’ he said, ‘you’ve never seen anything like it. There were rockets and everything. It was just incredible.’18 With that, Prien turned U-47 for home and made good his escape. His target, meanwhile, capsized in a little over thirteen minutes, taking more than 800 of her 1,200-strong crew to their deaths.

The following day, as the bodies of the dead started to wash up on the shores of Scapa Flow, Prien and U-47 began their journey southwards across the North Sea. Just as they had on their approach, he and the crew motored by night and spent the days submerged on the seabed, listening to the distant sound of explosions. ‘Apparently they are still throwing depth charges,’ he wrote in U-47’s log.19 On the evening of 14 October, during one of their spells on the surface, Prien and his crew finally learned the identity of their target. Hitherto they had only known – from its silhouette – that the vessel they had sunk had been a battleship of the Royal Sovereign class, but now they had confirmation. Tuning to the BBC, they heard the radio announcer report: ‘The Secretary of the Admiralty regrets to announce that HMS Royal Oak has been sunk, it is believed, by U-boat action.’20

By the morning of 17 October, having traversed the defensive minefield off the German coast, Prien and his crew could finally relax, and a party of volunteers decorated the conning tower of the boat with a cartoon of a snorting, charging bull – a reference to Prien’s new nickname: ‘The Bull of Scapa Flow’, which was supposedly inspired by the sight of the captain hunched over the grips of the periscope. Later that day, they arrived at Wilhelmshaven to a quayside thronged with well-wishers and a military band. At the head of the welcoming committee was Kommodore Dönitz himself, the mastermind of the raid, to extend his congratulations. Later that day, Prien and his men would be flown aboard aircraft of Hitler’s own flight direct to Berlin, where they were paraded through the streets as heroes. One account claimed that the crowds that welcomed them in the German capital were so hysterical that the crewmen had to be rescued by the police as they tried in vain to cross the Wilhelmsplatz, to reach their lunch appointment with Hitler at the Kaiserhof Hotel.21 According to the American radio correspondent in Berlin, William Shirer, Hitler ‘dropped his other work and spent the noon hour entertaining the men of the submarine. He gave them a little talk, praising their blowing up of the Royal Oak as the greatest achievement in the history of German U-boats.’22 Awarded the prestigious Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross, Prien became an overnight celebrity, his youthful visage beaming from the newsreels and reproduced in the newspapers, or in the countless postcards which would be dispatched to a generation of Hitler Youth boys now eager to follow in his footsteps. The propaganda whirl was so overwhelming that Prien was moved at one point to remind his handlers, ‘I am a submarine captain, not a movie star.’23

During the days that followed, the fate of the Royal Oak made headlines around the world. In Britain, Winston Churchill made a rather brief statement in Parliament about the sinking. In his capacity as First Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill pledged to set up an official inquiry to ascertain the precise circumstances of the calamity, but he nonetheless described Prien’s action as ‘a remarkable exploit of professional skill and daring’.24 An editorial in The Times adopted a similar tone, praising the U-boat commander’s success as ‘assuredly the most difficult of any of the fighting seaman’s tasks’, while remaining sanguine about the wider war, and the associated costs, that were to follow: ‘Command of the sea’, it intoned, ‘is not lightly won.’25

German opinion was ecstatic, with the Völkischer Beobachter – the Nazi Party newspaper – in the vanguard, devoting three pages to the sinking and to the visit of the crew of U-47 to Berlin, including a profile of Prien himself and the verbatim text of Hitler’s address to his men. Away from the excited froth, the wider message was brutally plain: ‘Britain is no longer Master of the Sea’, blared one article, while another stressed that the events in Scapa Flow had shattered the reputation of the Royal Navy.26 Goebbels was similarly upbeat, boasting in his diary that the sinking of the Royal Oak was ‘a success that we can show off to the world, and the kind of blow that the English cannot ignore’.27 According to the SS, the public mood was no less buoyant. The events of that week, it concluded from its surveillance reports, had ‘had a positive effect on the mood of the population’ and were ‘greeted with great joy and enthusiasm’.28

Hyperbole aside, the sinking of the Royal Oak marked a significant moment in the war just begun. For the British, the sinking of a capital ship, inside an anchorage that had previously been considered impregnable, was a profound shock and a reminder that Britain was in a fight for its very existence. For the Germans, it was a vivid demonstration that the British colossus – for all its might – was still vulnerable and that skill and daring could carry the day against apparently insuperable odds.

More than that, U-47’s raid on Scapa Flow had again shown the potential of the submarine. It was a reminder to those in command – both in Berlin and in London – of the carnage that a fleet of German U-boats might once again be able to inflict on the Royal Navy and on Britain’s merchant marine, reviving memories of how, during the First World War, an earlier generation of U-boats had cut a swathe through Allied shipping, sinking some 5,000 merchantmen and more than 100 warships. It seemed to provide vivid proof that the German U-boat threat – a threat that Allied commanders had once believed had been nullified by Germany’s ‘demilitarisation’ after 1918 – was back and was as potent as ever.

For the Germans, the sinking of the Royal Oak was the triumphant culmination of two decades of naval strategy, clandestine construction and technological development. But, for Dönitz, it was not a moment for reflection; for looking back. In the same week that Prien was being fêted in Berlin, he was finalising plans for an expanded U-boat construction programme that would enable Germany to take the war to its enemies across the globe. What he had glimpsed at Scapa Flow, he believed, was the future of warfare itself.




Chapter 1

Monsters in the Mist

On the morning of 20 November 1918, off the coast of Harwich in eastern England, a remarkable sight emerged out of the mist of the North Sea. One by one, and then in twos and threes, dark, sinister shapes appeared, low in the water, at once familiar and wholly alien – Germany’s U-boat fleet. Harwich had seen much of the war that had just ended; more perhaps than many British towns. Its menfolk – enlisted mainly in the Essex Division – had fought on the Somme, at Gallipoli and in Palestine, and – as the home port to the Royal Navy’s ‘Harwich Fleet’ and the 8th Submarine Flotilla – the town had endured not only naval losses, but air-raiding by German zeppelins and aircraft. Its war memorials, constructed over the months that followed, would list more than two hundred names of those who, in one way or another, had been lost in the conflict.

It was thanks to its naval connection, however, that Harwich had been chosen as the location for the surrender of the German submarine fleet, which – silent and unseen – had harassed British sea lanes through the previous four years of the war, revolutionising naval warfare in the process. For many of those present, it was a moment of curious catharsis, signifying not only the end of a brutal and costly war, but also the defeat of an elusive and much-feared enemy. Many of the Royal Navy men witnessing the scene had been hunting German submarines for more than four years, yet few of them would have seen more than a handful of U-boats in the flesh. Such was the dark mystique that surrounded the German U-boat fleet, indeed, that some of those present that morning found the entire situation absurd. Stephen King-Hall, an officer with the British 11th Submarine Flotilla, expressed his feelings in memorable fashion: ‘Try to imagine what you would feel like if you were told to go to Piccadilly at 10 a.m. and see twenty man-eating tigers walk up from Hyde Park Corner and lie down in front of the Ritz to let you cut their tails off and put their leads on.’[1]

Under the terms of the armistice, agreed nine days before at Compiègne, all German submarines were to be surrendered to the Allies, intact, within two weeks. Over the days that followed, surrender they did: twenty on that first day, nineteen the day after, twenty-one the day after that. In total, 176 U-boats crossed the Channel; all of the surviving German submarine fleet, apart from those already scuttled or captured in neutral ports. Of these, counting the loss of some that sank en route, and others diverted elsewhere, some 114 vessels appeared off the coast of Harwich and were moored up at the mouth of the river Stour, all of them ‘harmlessly swinging around their buoys and reflecting the last rays of the sun from their conning towers’.[2]

They included some especially notorious examples. U-55 had been responsible for the sinking of the liner RMS Carpathia four months earlier, and of the British hospital ship Rewa, in January 1918, off the Devon coast. U-9 meanwhile – which had a large Iron Cross painted upon her bows – had sunk three British cruisers, HMS Aboukir, HMS Hogue and HMS Cressy, in an hour-long engagement in the North Sea, in September 1914, which had resulted in the loss of over 1,400 lives. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, the quayside at Harwich – now nicknamed ‘U-boat Avenue’ – was thronged with curious spectators who were keen to cast an eye over the vessels that had terrorised them for four long years. The mood was suitably sombre. ‘A complete silence was preserved’, King-Hall remembered, ‘which was more impressive than cheers.’[3]

The arriving U-boats were boarded and inspected before being handed over to Allied control; their crews giving a last salute before they were taken back to Germany, leaving their possessions – ‘all horribly dirty’ – behind.[4] The handovers were carried out largely in silence, with only a few necessary words spoken. There was no fraternisation, and as The Times’s correspondent noted, scarcely any comment from the Royal Navy ratings present, who merely ‘puffed stolidly at their pipes’ with a contempt which ‘did not find expression in words’. ‘It was no proud surrender,’ he wrote, ‘there was no attempt to claim honour, and certainly none to suggest that it was due.’[5]

The vessels left behind were shabby and ill-kempt, many bearing the scars of a lost war. According to the Times journalist, ‘no glamour hung over the craft. They looked like what their crews had made them, instruments of murder and inhumanity.’[6] They would be divided among the victorious Allies; some would be scrapped, others restored to serve in Allied navies. One thing was certain, wrote King-Hall, ‘they [would] not return whence they came’.[7] Under Article 191 of the Treaty of Versailles, signed thirteen months later in January 1920, Germany would be forbidden to construct or acquire submarines, even for commercial purposes. Germany’s U-boat arm had been defeated and, it seemed, would never rise again. As one historian has written, the surrender at Harwich represented a quite remarkable caesura: the U-boat, the ‘most formidable thing’ that the war had seen, ‘declined into a memory, almost into oblivion’.[8]

At the time of the surrender in the autumn of 1918, Karl Dönitz – then a 27-year-old junior lieutenant, or Leutnant zur See – was in a British prisoner-of-war camp at Redmires, near Sheffield. Six weeks earlier, his U-boat, UB-68, had got into difficulty off Sicily and had surfaced in the middle of an Allied convoy. His vessel sunk by British gunfire, Dönitz had been taken captive and brought to Sheffield as a POW. Within six months, however, in the summer of 1919, he would return to Germany a free man and would proceed to the naval headquarters at Kiel. When asked by a superior officer if he wanted to remain in the German navy, he posed a question of his own: ‘Do you think we shall soon have U-boats again?’ The answer he received was all he needed to persuade him to remain in the service. He was told: ‘I’m sure we shall.’[9]




Chapter 2

Rearmament by Stealth

Dönitz did not have to wait long. Though he would spend the next few years serving aboard torpedo boats – arguably the closest surface vessel to an actual submarine – Germany wasted little time in seeking to evade the punitive restrictions placed upon it by Versailles. Already in 1922, a dummy company – the Ingenieurskantoor voor Scheepsbouw or ‘Engineering Office for Shipbuilding’ – was set up in Holland as a collaboration between the industrial giant Krupp and the German Naval Office, all co-financed by a number of German military shipyards, such as the Germaniawerft in Kiel. The intention was that German shipyards would continue to clandestinely develop submarines, thus maintaining essential technical and design staffs, while Reichsmarine personnel would establish a training school for submariners in Turkey.[1] The vessels themselves would either be built under licence, or built in Holland and offered for sale on the open market. In this way, one submarine – a variant of the wartime German Type UB-III – was built for the Turkish navy in 1928, and a further three vessels, prototypes of the later Type VII, were built under licence by the Finns. It was testament to the importance of the developing submarine arm that, of the ten studies commissioned by the German naval command at this time, eight were concerned with U-boat warfare.[2]

By the time that the last of those four submarines was being brought into service, in the summer of 1933, German policy on building U-boats had already changed. It was a change that, perhaps surprisingly, had been introduced by Kurt von Schleicher, Hitler’s predecessor as German chancellor, in November 1932, when he was serving as minister of defence. In that capacity, Schleicher signed off on an ambitious plan to expand the German navy, which would effectively tear up the Treaty of Versailles by unilaterally authorising the construction of six new capital ships, as well as an aircraft carrier, six heavy cruisers, six squadrons of destroyers, three squadrons of minesweepers and a submarine force of sixteen U-boats. In addition, a submarine school – cunningly designated as an ‘anti-submarine school’ – was to be established at Mürwik, near Flensburg.[3] The next month, at the World Disarmament Conference in Geneva, a resolution was passed which granted Germany the right to an ill-defined ‘equality’ in arms production. With that, the arms control clauses of Versailles were effectively defunct.

The following year, with Hitler now Chancellor and the Nazi Party cementing their control over the machinery of government, Germany started planning to build its first submarines since 1918; in the open, this time, not hiding behind shell companies and foreign shipyards. In October, commander of the navy, Admiral Erich Raeder, submitted a revised naval construction plan which foresaw, among many other things, a fleet of seventy-two U-boats.[4] Two months later, work began on restoring the slipways and workshops of the Deutsche Werke and the Germaniawerft in Kiel, where components and machinery would be gathered in secured, prefabricated hangars through 1934, ready for construction to begin.

The next year, 1935, would be seminal for the German navy. The spring saw the redesignation of the old Reichsmarine as the Kriegsmarine, a more aggressive name for more aggressive times. Whereas the Reichsmarine had been little more than a defensive body, lacking modern weaponry and responsible primarily for policing German coastal waters and providing courtesy visits, the new Kriegsmarine was more overtly belligerent in intent, and – as has been shown – was already committed to expansion and to breaking the restrictions that had been placed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles.

The re-established submarine force would be at the forefront of that expansion. Already in February 1935, construction had begun in Kiel of the first Type II U-boats, with U-1 to U-6 assigned to the Deutsche Werke and U-7 to U-12 to the Germaniawerft.[5] Only weeks later, those efforts were given retrospective authorisation by the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, which committed Germany to a total tonnage 35 per cent of that of the Royal Navy, with a limit for submarine construction set at 45 per cent of the equivalent British tonnage, equating to around forty-five units. In addition, however, an escape clause was included, which permitted Germany to build up to 100 per cent of the British tonnage of submarines, if the appropriate concessions were made in other ship categories and the overall tonnage ratio of 100:35 was maintained.[6] Either way, it was a green light for Germany’s growing ambition. Ten days after the signing of the agreement, the first of those new submarines – U-1 – was commissioned into the Kriegsmarine. Construction had taken barely four months.[7]

The commissioning of the first batch of Type II U-boats coincided with the return of Karl Dönitz to the submarine service. In September 1935, after a few years serving with the German surface fleet, Dönitz – who described himself as ‘body and soul … a submariner’[8] – was appointed to command the 1st U-boat Flotilla, which was initially a modest formation of three Type II U-boats, based in Kiel. Even by the standards of the 1930s, the Type II was a rather primitive submarine. With a surface displacement of around 250 tons, a length of 40m and a crew of twenty-five, it was intended as a coastal vessel and so had a limited range of 1,000 nautical miles (for the Type IIA), barely enough to circumnavigate the British Isles. Thanks to its single-hull design, the Type II was very cramped inside, with a small control room, basic cooking and sanitary facilities, and a limited crush depth of 150m. With its two six-cylinder diesel engines able to produce 13 knots when surfaced, and electric motors producing 6.5 knots when submerged, progress was leisurely at best and they would come to be known to their crews as Nordsee Enten, ‘North Sea Ducks’, or simply as ‘ducks’. Dönitz would describe the Type II as ‘a very simple and successful vessel, but very small’.[9]

Under Dönitz’s command, the newly established 1st Flotilla would provide the seedbed for much that was to follow. Its offensive intention was clear from the outset. In the autumn of 1935, Dönitz addressed his men, explaining that the flotilla had been named in honour of the First World War submarine commander Otto Weddigen, who had skippered U-9 and had given the Royal Navy such a bloody nose in September 1914. Clearly, Dönitz’s first order of business was to arrest the collapse of morale that had been caused by defeat in the Great War and the humiliating surrender of the Imperial U-boat fleet. As one of his lieutenants would later confirm, the ‘salient feature’ of that first year of U-boat training was ‘that it eradicated from the minds of all the commanders and their crews the inferiority complex, which had undoubtedly been prevalent among them, and the idea that the U-boat had been mastered and rendered impotent as an instrument of war’.[10] Alongside the restoration of morale, Donitz instituted a state-of-the-art, six-month training regimen for the new flotilla, with the intention of bringing his new crews rapidly up to combat readiness.




Chapter 3

The Best of the Best

Training for the Kriegsmarine was already rigorous. Prior to the outbreak of war, all applicants for the navy had to be aged between seventeen and twenty-three; they would apply, in writing, giving their personal information, family history and details of any educational qualifications, technical skills and political affiliations. The application would be accompanied by a Volunteer Certificate, which had to be obtained from the police and was proof that the applicant did not have a criminal record and that their given details were accurate. If they were considered suitable, the applicant would then be sent for a medical examination, before being invited to the local registration office where they would formally join up; enlisted men for four years and those hoping to become non-commissioned officers for twelve years.[1]

After that, all recruits to the German navy endured three months of basic infantry training, during which they were treated as ordinary soldiers; marched on parade squares and run through obstacle courses by screaming drill instructors. Recruit Hans Goebeler was unimpressed: ‘To my infinite disappointment,’ he later wrote, ‘we were issued green uniforms, steel helmets, and Mauser rifles just like ordinary army soldiers. Indeed, our training was identical to the Wehrmacht’s basic infantry training.’ He went on: ‘They chased us like dogs …! The only skill I learned was how to crawl like a snake on my belly through the mud.’[2] Reinhard ‘Teddy’ Suhren also remembered infantry training with distaste; the route marches, the ill-fitting uniforms and the practice assaults. After all, he noted: ‘We had no ambition to be infantrymen.’[3] One recruit wrote home in indignation, saying: ‘I thought I had joined the Navy!’[4]

After successful completion of basic training, recruits from the other ranks were finally permitted to wear Kriegsmarine uniform and were sent for specialist training to prepare them for whichever path was required, such as navigation, weapons or signals. It was during that training that a small proportion of them – around 10 per cent of the total – were earmarked for the submarine service, on the basis of their physical size, choice or aptitude. Rolf Hilse remembered that his ‘selection’ was arbitrary to say the least:


We were lined up on parade and someone said ‘All single men, please step forward.’ So I stepped forward. ‘Anybody 5'8" or less, step forward.’ I stepped forward again and there were about 35 or 40 of us who stepped forward and then they said ‘We want volunteers for the U Boats.’ Nobody stepped forward of course. Then they said ‘Just look at it! It’s absolutely marvellous!’[5]



Even those selected in this way could still fail the subsequent physical examination. At the beginning of the war, at least, the physical requirements for the U-boat arm were extremely stringent. One veteran recalled that having more than one tooth cavity was initially enough to warrant disqualification. Of his cohort of one hundred and fifty applicants, only fifty met the physical requirements, and of them only twenty passed the subsequent aptitude tests.[6] As crewman Herbert Lange remembered: ‘There were twenty of us who were selected as being fit to serve in the U-boats and we had to go straight to Wilhelmshaven for a medical inspection. After that, only eight men were left, eight men who satisfied the health and fitness regulations. I was one of them. We were all proud of that, I have to say.’[7] Unsurprisingly, Dönitz would tell those who succeeded that they were the elite. ‘The Navy represents the cream of the armed forces,’ he said, and ‘the U-Boat arm represents the cream of the Navy.’[8]

Dönitz could be very particular and often went out of his way to recommend individual recruits for officer training. Those thus selected were sent to the Naval Academy at Mürwik. Known as the ‘Mutterhaus’, or ‘Mother House’, the officer school had an almost mystical reputation among the German naval fraternity. Situated in an imposing, red brick, neo-Gothic building, overlooking the approaches to Flensburg harbour, it had been founded by Kaiser Wilhelm in 1910 and had something of the air of a convent: spartan interiors, framed exhibits, busts, and a memorial hall in which German naval heroes were honoured. According to one German admiral, Mürwik was ‘the place where every military virtue is found in its purest form; where every military concept is used as a tool of education’.[9] It was there that naval officer cadets would spend ten months learning about seamanship, navigation, tactics, strategy, gunnery and naval history, including a three-month training voyage aboard the three-mast sailing ship Gorch Fock, followed by a longer spell – often as long as fourteen months – aboard a modern warship, during which the theoretical aspects of naval command would be put into practice. Such training voyages were not without their perils. The predecessor to the Gorch Fock – the three-masted schooner Niobe – went down in a squall in the Baltic in the summer of 1932, with the loss of sixty-nine lives, half of them officer cadets.[10]

This was only the beginning of a lengthy apprenticeship. After the months of instruction and the training voyages, officer cadets would return to the naval academy where they would be judged by their peers as to whether they had satisfactorily attained the required standards, and if so, would be promoted to the rank of Fähnrich zur See, or midshipman. Then they would enrol for a further seven months at Mürwik, followed by five months of specialist training and a further six months’ service on an active warship, where they would be expected to gain vital experience and hone their leadership skills. Only then would they be promoted to Oberfähnrich zur See (Sub-Lieutenant) and begin their service as U-boat officers.[11] By that time, it was not unusual for them to have been in the navy for as much as four years.

For the other ranks, meanwhile, submarine training began with a gruelling process of physical conditioning, which appeared at times to be designed to make them fail: forced marches in snow, endless physical exercise routines, square bashing, even running up sand dunes wearing gas masks. One recruit recalled that holding one’s breath for two minutes was considered an essential skill for a submariner, and the methods deployed to achieve that goal could be brutal. Rolf Hilse remembered:


They had a tank, and 4 of you would go into the tank and they’d shut the lid and you’d stay in there for 2 minutes; they wouldn’t open it. You’d learn to hold your breath and if you panicked, that was your lookout. You won’t die in 2 minutes. They’d open it after 2 minutes and if you were lying on the bottom, they’d fish you out. But they wouldn’t open it! You’d learn it! It was up to you.[12]



As recruit Hans Goebeler recalled, in all of this training ‘the slightest bit of slacking or complaining resulted in even more of the same’. Psychological resilience was seen as vitally important. ‘We were ordered to jump over walls not knowing what was on the other side, and to jump off platforms not knowing how high they were or what awaited us at the bottom of our fall.’[13] Those that hesitated were given another chance, but baulking a second time would mean failure.

An essential part of the training was learning how to exit from a sunken submarine using an escape suit, the so-called Tauchretter or ‘Dräger lung’. Resembling a life vest, the Tauchretter provided oxygen and recycled exhaled breath by chemically removing the CO₂, thereby – theoretically at least – enabling submariners to escape from greater depths than was possible unaided. Instruction on its use was carried out with absolute rigour, as one recruit remembered, rather like an infantryman was taught to husband his rifle. ‘The main instruction from that moment onwards was always “nobody else touches your escape suit, and you must never touch anybody else’s”.’[14]

After instruction on dry land, the recruits were required to test the Tauchretter under water, and for this a number of escape towers were constructed, such as at Neustadt on the Baltic, where the pressure – and peril – of a deep-water escape could be simulated. At the tower’s base was a facsimile of the control room and conning tower of a submarine, which could be isolated from the pillar of water above. The recruit stepped into the base, composed himself, and when he raised his hand, the hatch would be opened and the area would be flooded. The recruit had to wait for the area to fill, and for the pressure to be equalised, then he would be ordered to put on the Tauchretter, open the hatch and make his way upwards out of the base. As Rolf Hilse explained:


You just stand still; don’t move. Just start breathing out a little bit at a time and just as you are breathing out, you are going up; you don’t have to make any movements at all. When you are up to about 70 feet, you think you have no more air left in you but it’s surprising because you still have plenty left. Come up to about 80 feet and then you blow it all out and you pop up like a cork![15]



Recruits were obliged to make multiple exits in the dive tower, repeating the exercise dozens of times, to conquer any nerves and make them thoroughly familiar with the processes required. ‘Every time you did it,’ one submariner remembered, ‘it got a little bit easier. You got more confident.’[16] Maybe so, but they also risked injury; 1 per cent of trainees tested on the Tauchretter suffered injuries of the middle ear, including eardrum ruptures, which ultimately led to the exercises being curtailed. In truth, of course, training in the use of the Tauchretter largely served a psychological purpose, as a comfort blanket to combat the very natural fears engendered by the submariner’s predicament. What the recruits did not yet know was that successful escapes from sunken submarines – even at comparatively shallow depths – were exceedingly rare. One study has found only twelve instances, during the Second World War, in which crewmen successfully escaped from sunken U-boats using the Tauchretter apparatus.[17]

In addition to physical fitness and mental resilience, Dönitz also expected exemplary seamanship. His crews were required to develop a ‘complete familiarity with the sea under all conditions and absolute precision in navigation’. They had to be fully acclimatised to life aboard the U-boat, on and below the surface, and be experienced in all weathers and all sea conditions. Dönitz insisted that his flotilla was to remain constantly at sea during training. Complex procedures had to become second nature; orders were to be followed without a thought. As Peter Cremer recalled, crews had to become familiar with the effects of every possible accident or technological malfunction: ‘Handling the U-boat itself, in all situations, with all the technical tricks, had to be learnt and rehearsed until one could do it in one’s sleep – and these covered every conceivable eventuality from normal manoeuvres to crash dives.’[18]

The crash dive was a staple of U-boat training, and would be practised again and again. On the ‘Alarm!’ order, the boat had to disappear from the surface in twenty-eight seconds or less, as the diving tanks were vented and filled with water. The first exercises in crash diving took place in the safety of the harbour, as one recruit explained: ‘You had to climb up the conning tower and practise sliding down the iron ladder into the control room … and there were usually two men standing down there when you reached the bottom, and they put you in the direction you had to go. And that was done for hours and hours on end. Every day.’[19] So much for the theory. According to Cremer, the men up on the bridge often simply threw themselves through the conning tower hatch, ending in a heap on the deck of the control room. ‘That was risky’, he wrote, ‘and did not always pass off without injuries.’[20]

Once that skill was perfected, the next thing to practise was the routine necessary to get the submarine under the water: the diesel engines would be shut off and exhaust valves closed, electric motors engaged, and the bow planes would be inverted. In addition, to help the boat submerge as quickly as possible, the remainder of the crew – all those not otherwise engaged with the dive procedure – had to run to the bow of the submarine, hurling themselves through the bulkheads to speed the vessel to the safety of the depths. This would also be practised, over and over, until the required dive time was achieved.

Another essential was the torpedo attack. Dönitz decreed that each of his U-boats had to carry out more than sixty dummy attacks on the surface, then the same amount submerged, before they could even fire a torpedo – known to submariners as an ‘eel’, due to their shiny appearance when they were slicked with industrial grease prior to launching. The ultimate objective was to train the crews to attack in coordination with other submarines: the infamous ‘wolfpack’. As one of the commanders recalled: ‘Day after day the exercising flotilla went out to the practice area. There the individual boats spread out on to the map squares allotted to them … and tried their arrow-swift “eels” on a target ship crossing the area. Sometimes a whole convoy was set up and the exercising flotilla became a tactical flotilla, making the assault as a pack.’[21] A massed target required engagement by massed U-boats.

Dönitz also demanded that his commanders be trained to attack at close proximity to their target, ideally 600 yards. In this way, he believed, the minor errors and inaccuracies that inevitably accompanied a torpedo firing could be compensated for, while the target would also have less time for evasive manoeuvres if they should spot the approaching ‘eel’.[22] However, such a strategy obliged U-boat commanders to develop a ‘sixth sense’ regarding whether they had been observed, and demanded that they be trained to take full advantage of weather, sea conditions and topography to enable them to approach their targets unseen.[23] One officer cadet, Karl-Friedrich Merten, remembered the difficulty of making unobserved training approaches in the eastern Baltic, which was ‘often so still that the surface was like a mirror’ and instantly betrayed the presence of even a periscope. Only later would he come to appreciate the utility of the challenge.[24]

Aside from such practical training, more everyday situations could be simulated. Crews would be exposed to the detonation of a live depth charge, so as to accustom them to the experience of the explosion; an experience which, for many of them, would become all too grimly familiar. Rolf Hilse’s recollection of depth charging was that it was akin to sitting in a 40-gallon oil drum while someone battered the outside of it with a hammer. Aside from accustoming recruits to the sound and fury of a depth charge attack, a crucial part of the training was to rationalise the experience, showing that even 20 metres’ distance from the detonation was normally sufficient to avoid serious damage. As Hilse remembered, his task was to listen for the splash of the charge entering the water and then ‘to sit with a stop watch’ to work out the depth at which the charge exploded. ‘If we were at 160m and they exploded at 130m,’ he recalled, ‘then we were quite safe.’[25]

In addition, training staff would sometimes ‘enjoy themselves’, creating unusual or uncomfortable situations for the crews to deal with. Peter Cremer remembered his instructors ‘venting the fuel oil tanks inside the vessel, which helped accustom the novice commander to what lay in store: nauseating vapours in a pitching, tossing boat’.[26] Another training officer would make the crew carry out repairs by torchlight while he let off a smoke bomb, or would disable the controls during a crash dive. In one such instance, the chief engineer totally lost control of the submarine, which rushed towards the bottom of the Baltic Sea ‘at a sixty-degree angle’, before crashing into the mud. ‘When we hit,’ one crewman recalled, ‘everything in the boat flew all over the place, and I was thrown against the iron wall of the tower, facing it. Then the navigator flew into me, hitting me in the back. I felt like my back was broken.’ To make matters worse, potatoes were rolling around the torpedo room and the batteries were swamped with bilge water, causing them to release poisonous fumes. Only after some laborious manoeuvring was the captain able to free the vessel from the seafloor. Once he had done so, he gave the training officers a piece of his mind: ‘the likes of you’, he growled, ‘will never again set foot on my ship.’[27] His anger was understandable, but so was the rationale behind the exercise. The intention was to prepare U-boat crews, in peacetime, for the conditions that they would experience in war; to enable them to cope with emergencies without panicking. Only in this way, Dönitz believed, could they hope to survive ‘the grim realities of submarine warfare’.[28]

Those grim realities were never far from the submariners’ minds. Accidents, collisions and malfunctions were not uncommon during training, and they served as a useful reminder of the perils that submariners faced. In November 1936, for instance, U-18, a Type II training vessel of the 1st Flotilla, sank in the Bay of Lübeck after a collision with a torpedo boat. Eight of her twenty-strong crew were killed.[29] Otto Kretschmer had a lucky escape a few months later, while conducting sea trials in the western Baltic aboard U-35. After volunteering to venture onto the foredeck to adjust a malfunctioning gun, the young lieutenant realised to his horror that the boat was submerging. ‘Up came the green sea,’ he recalled, ‘and I ran to the conning tower and tried to climb the periscope, hoping that I could be seen in the optics.’ Unsuccessful, he surged downwards, clinging forlornly to the periscope until he let go and ‘popped up again’. Realising their mistake, the crew of U-35 quickly resurfaced and threw a life-ring to their stricken officer, who was already so weak from the cold that he had to be hauled aboard and revived with rum and hot water bottles.[30]

If human error did not suffice to invite disaster, simple hydrodynamics could fill the breach. The crew of U-35 blotted their copybook again two years later, in the summer of 1938, when they were fortunate to survive a close encounter with the ‘pocket battleship’ Graf Spee in the North Sea. While on exercises, they were supposed to carry out a practice attack on the battleship and pass beneath it, but despite being at a depth of 17m, and well below the Graf Spee’s hull, they found themselves being sucked up into the draft of the ship’s propellers, resulting in a collision. Emerging with fifteen deep cuts into her outer hull and conning tower, U-35 was fortunate not to be sent straight to the bottom. Though the crew were able to nurse the vessel home to port, they were fast earning a reputation as the ‘bad luck boat’ of the 2nd Flotilla.[31]

Despite the attendant perils, the new submarine school instilled a heightened sense of camaraderie in the recruits. To some extent, this was a necessity. The particular demands of the submariner’s lot required a degree of resilience and character that was perhaps less prized in other arms of military service. Dönitz himself recognised the peculiarity:


I had been fascinated by that unique characteristic of the submarine service, which requires a submariner to stand on his own two feet and sets him a task in the spaces of the oceans, fulfilment of which demands a stout heart and ready skill; I was fascinated by that unique spirit of comradeship engendered by destiny and hardship shared in the community of a U-boat crew, where every man’s well-being was in the hands of all and where every single man was an indispensable part of the whole.[32]



To this end, it seems that Dönitz was prepared to welcome an element of individuality, among his officers at least. Three of his most successful commanders – Günther Prien, Joachim Schepke and Otto Kretschmer – had all arrived at submarine school having rebelled against the strictures of the Kriegsmarine.[33] Others would certainly have sympathised. Teddy Suhren remembered that the school embodied ‘better moral values’ than he had experienced in the surface navy: ‘understanding, comradeship, human sympathy and even warmth’. He had become accustomed to the petty regulations and strict formality during his naval training, but he recalled that at Neustadt: ‘No longer did they treat us like ignoramuses. They saw in us the submarine officers of the future. Here it was not a matter of being under command, and being ordered around. Suggestions were made in a reasonable manner as to








About the Author

ROGER MOORHOUSE is a historian and author. A fluent German speaker, Roger is a specialist in modern German and Polish history, particularly the Third Reich and World War Two. He has written a number of books in this capacity, including Killing Hitler (2006), Berlin at War (2010), The Devils’ Alliance (2014) and the critically acclaimed First to Fight (2019), which was awarded the Polish Foreign Ministry History Prize in 2020. Roger’s books have appeared in more than twenty languages.




[image: ]

About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Otario, M5H 4E3, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

4th Floo, Tower A, Building No. 10, DLF Cyber City,

DLF Phase II, Gurugram, Haryana - 122002

www.harpercollins.co.in

Ireland

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1

D01 C9W8, Ireland

www.harpercollins.co.uk

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


EPUB/images/logo1.png
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





EPUB/images/map3.jpg
Greenland

NORTH ATLANTIC ~

0 500 miles
S S S S—|

e
0 800 km

Cape Farewell

CANADA

Newfoundland

St. John’s

. e
Nova Scotia

Halifax
W Cape Sable

New Yorke== Cape Cod

Atla

US A SNorfolk

Bermuda
Savannah

A\ Vs

ntic

Reykjavik
Faroe IS

Shetland Is. 4

Orkney Is. &

74

Western
Approaches

FRANCE

Ocean

Azores _ ,

Gibraltar
Tangier

Madeira_  Casablanca

Canary Is., 3 5%






EPUB/images/map2.jpg
Bristol

Scilly Isles z English Channel
.Cherbourg

Atlantic

Ocean

Lorient ¥_, FRANCE
S (occupied)
S .
Saint Nazaired *
Q Nantes

IS

La Pallice
~& La Rochelle
‘ P

Q

&

Bay of Biscay %H

\&

Bordeaux ‘

Cape Finisterre

y)

Vigo

For BAY OF BISCAY
PORTUGAL ; 0 200 miles

L
r 1
0 300 km






EPUB/images/map1.jpg
THE BRITISH ISLES
AND NORTHERN
EUROPE, c. 1942
British

Neutral

Axis occupation

Atlantic

Ocean

4
Faroe Is.

(British occupied)

IRELAND

(neutral)

s
ookt
5t.6°

Norwegian Sea

Shetland Is,

A
F1Y
0

rkney Is.
Scapa Flow

BRITAIN

Milford Haven

Bristol Channey

Scilly Isles,,

Land’s End

English Channel

Gulf of

Bothnia

SWEDEN

(neutral)

Stavanger’

\&Jnsziansand
%

o
0‘270((
ok

Baltic Sea

Brunsbiittel

Hamburg

.
Bremen O =
Berlin

Breslaue

GREATER GERMANY

.
Prague

200 miles
S S —
e

FRANCE 300 km






EPUB/images/map4.jpg
UNITED STATES /
EAST COAST ;
0

CANADA|

200 miles

400 km

Washington D.C.

\

UNITED STATES
OF AMERICA 7 s Cape Hatteras

»f

Cape Fear

Savannah

Atlantic Ocean
Jacksonville

W:BT The Bahamas
Gulf of Mexico - b b\& X )

Ly sen T






EPUB/images/cover.jpg
FYOULOVE THE HLM 245 BA0T, THIS 1S THE BUOK FOR YOU

DOMINIC SANDBROOK

Inside liirler's llBal War

LSO A

JAMES HOLLAND






EPUB/images/logo.jpg
(i

—~a

A

WILLIAM
COLLINS






