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Preface


This book tells the story of one of several incidents during the Second World War, when the German Navy with all means strived to get a foothold for the vital weather reporting stations along the desolate coast of North-East Greenland.


The landing of a German weather station in Hansa Bugt in August 1942 was a success, considering it remained undetected for approximately 7 months, before a Danish dog sledge patrol discovered it in 1943.


The German landing attempts, however, continued until 1944. The next base was also discovered by the Danish sledge patrol, while two other German attempts failed, due to the intervention of American icebreakers.


The German Navy lost all four of its expedition vessels under dramatic circumstances, and the crew of two weather stations as well as the entire crew of two ships were taken captive.


The main character of this book is Hermann Ritter.


Before the war and until 1942, he served many years as a captain in the civilian German merchant fleet and had never done duty at any military vessel.


Despite this obvious lack of training in the German “Kriegsmarine” he was appointed the leader of a military naval expedition to North-East Greenland. The result hereof will be apparent in the following.


Before then, in the midst of a successful civilian career during the 20s and 30s, he suddenly opted out.


For five and a half years (1931 to 1936) he lived as a trapper in the most desolate part of Svalbard, in close coexistence with Norwegian trappers and learned to speak and write Norwegian.


This would later on prove beneficial.


A primitive life in rough conditions, a spontaneous choice. A most remarkable change of life for a man with a wife and child at home, as well as a promising career as a captain in the merchant fleet.


Furthermore, since his youth he had studied Arctic glaciology, which was his great interest.


He had managed to keep a distance as far as possible from the military, but in 1942 his luck ran out.


He was appointed leader of the German Greenland-expedition with the military rank of a lieutenant.


This author is of the opinion that Hermann Ritter was a convinced pacifist. Furthermore, he was a devout catholic. During the First World War, as a young artillery officer in the Austrian-Hungarian army, he had participated in the bloody battles in the Alpine front against the Italian army.


In 1936, when he lived as a trapper in Svalbard, he told the author Arvid Moberg, that he was surprised there was no war yet, but that blood soon would flow. Now he wanted to go to Greenland – a perfect country to hide in for a man, who had no wish to fight. He said.


What irony of fate!


The events in Greenland in 1943, which he had been appointed responsibility for as a military leader, were so incompatible with his ethical compass that he had to react.


His enemies now were trappers, as he himself was in his heart. An unbearable dilemma.


How he managed to stay alive – with the threat of a military death sentence hanging over his head – is the topic of this book.


The book is based on authentic material from German and American military archives as well as letters and diaries.


This author has personally known some of the main characters and has a personal knowledge of the locations in Greenland mentioned in this book.


Jens Erik Schultz




The war in the North Atlantic


The North Atlantic was the arena of bloody events throughout the entire Second World War. They escalated in violence and number of loss after the Soviet Union – as a result of Hitler’s attack the 22nd June 1941 on the Soviet – joined the allies. The convoy operations to Murmansk claimed thousands of lives and resulted in the loss of several million tons of tonnage for the rest of the war.


Weather forecasts were vital for the warfare. Their significance can be deducted by the immense resources the German Navy invested in establishing weather reporting stations both on land and at sea all across the North Atlantic. The weather in Europe begins in Greenland, it has been said; weather reports from Greenland were vital for all parties. And thousands of kilometres desolate coastline of East Greenland lay open to any hostile landing.


After the German occupation of Denmark and Norway on 9th April 1940, Greenland found itself in a new, historically unprecedented situation. The Danish governor Eske Brun in Godthaab (Nuuk) and envoy Henrik Kaufmann from the Danish embassy in Washington immediately agreed that, as the Danish Government in Copenhagen was to be regarded as unfree, actions had to be taken without directives from there. Eske Brun relied on a directive stating – that if the connection to the motherland was cut off for a longer period of time – he was obliged to act in the best interest of the Greenlandic population.


Regardless that USA did not officially enter the war until after the Japanese attack 7th December 1941 at Pearl Harbour, the American government undertook military protection of Greenland as a part of the American continent “against attacks by non-American powers” – with reference to the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. This was later specified in more detail in the Act of Havana of 30th July 1940.


On 9th April 1941, the first anniversary of the German occupation of Denmark and Norway, USA confirmed its obligations towards Greenland with the important “Defence of Greenland” treaty. This treaty contained the later so famous paragraph: “This Agreement shall remain in force until it is agreed that the present dangers to the peace and security of the American Continent have passed”. After the war it was ratified by the Danish government and is therefore valid today and the basis for the US establishment of military bases in Greenland during the Cold War.
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As early as in the summer of 1940 several attempts were made by the Germans to establish weather stations in East Greenland. Yet, these attempts were averted by a resolute British patrol service. It was, however, just the beginning of a more massive German effort; an effort that was to continue for the rest of the war. The first actual German landing of some importance was the “Operation Holzauge” – the theme of this book.


The many other German endeavours to gain foothold on the coast of East Greenland, even after “Operation Holzauge”, are comprehensive but falls outside the scope of this book. Similar Arctic dramas took place all over the North Atlantic arenas.


The American patrol service in East Greenland began in the summer of 1941 with three coast guard cutters under the leadership of Commander E.H. Smith (called “Iceberg-Smith”). The fleet was later significantly upgraded with three large, newly built icebreakers with cannon crew comprised of marine soldiers; this, however, did not take place until the summer of 1943 after the end of “Operation Holzauge”.


Through the rest of the war these icebreakers achieved huge triumphs in those ice-filled and uncharted waters.


But only during the summer half of the year. When the polar night had set in, the ships had been pulled home and the coastal waters were frozen, each individual was left to his own fate and his ability to survive.


The trappers


The land between Scoresbysund at approximately 71 deg. N and Germania Land at approximately 78 deg. N constitutes several thousand kilometres of desolate coast with deep fiords, numerous islands and glaciers.


After the First World War and until the 1950s the fur price for an Arctic fox was so high, that a hard-working trapper could get rich from it. Should the hunt fail, he would remain poor.


[image: ]


The latter was mostly the case.


Just like the gold diggers.


In the summer Danish and Norwegian trapping companies sent ships with building materials and provisions to the coast alongside with fearless young men, who were to spend a year or two on the coast. As soon as the wooden hut was hammered together and the provisions landed, one, two or three men had to find out everything else on their own until the ship came back the following year. That is: if the ship made it through the drift ice, which not always was the case. The trappers had plenty to do before the polar winter set in. Houses had to be built, the equipment manufactured, polar clothing sewn, and food for both dogs and men had to be procured – along with a hundred other essentials.


The prelude


In 1931 Norway attempted to annex the land between Scoresbysund and Bessel Fjord (between 70 deg. 30 min. and 77 deg. N) but had in 1933 suffered defeat at the International Court of Justice in The Hague. Norwegian trappers had annexed an area, which they called “Eirik Raudes land” and this had afterwards been recognized by the Norwegian government.


The North-East Greenland Sledge Patrol patrolled the following area through 1941-45: from Kap Dalton in the south at latitude 69.20 N. towards Kap Amélie in the north at latitude 77.30 N.


In spite of this, both parties continued to expand their trapping territories in reasonable concordance up through the 1930s.


This was due to a contract that the trapper companies of both countries had already recognized in 1924 (The East Greenland Agreement).


In this national competitive situation, the Danish prime minister Stauning early realized the necessity for state support, and from 1929 until 1940 (and still after the Second World War) a number of largescale, state-funded scientific expeditions, led by geologist Lauge Koch, were sent to the northeast coast of Greenland; the first being “Treårsekspeditionen 1931-34”. (The Three-year expedition 1931-34).


In the summer of 1931 Koch had built two spacious scientific station buildings; one “Ørnereden” (the Eagle’s Nest) on Ella Ø; the other, the twin-building “Eskimonæs” on Clavering Ø. Both had a radio station and room for up to 8 overwintering people including radio personnel. After the evacuation of “Mørkefjord” in 1940 these were the only two Danish stations manned all year round north of Scoresbysund.


For their part, the Norwegians had already in 1922 built a radio equipped weather station in “Myggbukta”.


In 1934 the Danish government established a state police service in North-East Greenland, represented by only one man and his dog sledge. His job was to oversee the coast and its inhabitants all across the hundreds of kilometres fiords and islands.


And here we meet one of the main characters in this book, Ib Poulsen.


Ib Poulsen


After a short career as a book salesman, Ib Poulsen at the age of 24 got a job as a motorboat tender for Lauge Koch on Ella Ø in the summer of 1933. This was not a one-time-experience for Poulsen. He wanted to return, so he went back to Denmark and got a certificate as a radio operator. Subsequently, in 1934-36 he held the position of “State Representative for Police Affairs” at Ella Ø. He later, in 1937-38, performed the same function at the “Gurreholm” station in Scoresby Sund fiord. In 1938-39 he was relocated to the Eskimonæs police station.
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This was during the busiest years in the recent history of North-East Greenland, when Lauge Koch each year sent dozens of scientists to every corner of the coast.


Bringing along qualities like modesty, diligence, integrity and perseverance Poulsen changed from a book salesman into the perfect Arctic traveller during the six years on the desolate coast, with knowledge about nature, fauna, dogs, hunting, meteorology, cartography, along with the ability to survive under rough conditions. Qualities he incidentally had in common with experienced trappers, all self-taught the hard way.


In the autumn of 1939 Ib Poulsen went home on board “Gustav Holm”, the expedition ship of Greenland explorer Eigil Knuth. Knuth’s expedition left behind four men, including a radio operator, on the Mørkefjord station, which since 1938 had been Eigil Knuth’s base, built far north on the south coast of Germania Land. At Ella Ø and Eskimonæs Aage de Lemos and Niels Ove Jensen together with Leo Christiansen had taken over the respective station manager positions.
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2. The trappers.
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1. An American Coast Guard Cutter in heavy sea ice off the coast of North-East Greenland.
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