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            Special operations in action
   

         

         The battle is won, the enemy driven out, and everyone can breathe again. Many field generals thought this –but generals often make mistakes. Throughout World War II, specially trained soldiers made sure that the enemy never rested in peace. Command units struck anywhere and at any time: a German general was kidnapped in the middle of Crete, while commandos liberated Benito Mussolini from his prison on a mountain top. And British units blew up factories in a Norwegian town to deprive Germany of important raw materials. The warring parties also employed trickery, like when the Nazis tried to undermine Britain’s economy with fake bank notes, or when the British planted false documents on the corpse of an “officer” detailing plans for an imminent invasion of Greece. This issue takes you undercover on some of the war’s most daring missions….

         Happy reading!

      

   


   
      
         
            1. U-Boat sneaks into british naval base
   

         

         
            World War II is only one month old when the British are shaken by the first full strike. On 13 th October, 1939, a German submarine slides into the heavily guarded British military port Scapa Flow on the Orkney Islands and fires seven torpedoes at the battleship HMS Royal Oak.
   

         

         There was a chill in the air on the evening of 13th October, 1939. Everything was quiet aboard the battleship HMS Royal Oak, which was anchored at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands, one of Britain’s safest and most closely guarded ports.

         Sunken naval vessels blocked the entrances to the harbour and between these so-called blockships were submarine nets, meaning that the crew of the almost 200-metre-long Royal Oak could sleep soundly –even though Britain had just declared war on Germany after Hitler’s invasion of Poland a month earlier.

         Suddenly a series of massive explosions filled the air with a deafening thunder as a huge column of water shot up the battleship’s hull, with flames shooting out from the Royal Oak herself. Pieces of mast, chimneys and parts of the command bridge were flung into the air along with members of the crew.

         Some bodies flew through the air, while others had already died as they hit the oil-filled sea. Cries of burning soldiers blended with shouts for help from those who slowly drowned in the slick oil. The old British warship was hit hard and sinking. Precious minutes were lost before the British found out what had happened:

         Against all odds, an unknown submarine had found its way into the naval harbour, fired its torpedoes and was already on its way back through the shallow Kirk Sound, where four blockships obstructed the exit. In Kirk Sound the water depth was so low and the flow so erratic that fleet commanders were sure that no vessel could penetrate. The area was not mined, and no submarine nets had been stretched out between the blockships.

         Germans wanted revenge
   

         Anti-submarine nets were part of the standard mix in many bases used by the British navy when warships were repaired or taken out of service. One of the oldest and best guarded was Scapa Flow. It had been used since the Viking age and was basically a natural harbour with a bay protected by a number of surrounding inlets and islets.

         The harbour, located centrally on the Orkney Islands north of Scotland, was secured during WWI with mines, submarine nets and blockships. Among the sunken ships were several German ships from the First World War, where German naval vessels had been detained in Scapa Flow and later sunk.

         The sinking of proud Kriegsmarine warships was not the only humiliation that the Germans experienced in connection with Scapa Flow. Twice during WWI, Germany had attempted to attack British ships in the guarded natural harbour. Both missions failed.

         The first time was in November 1914, when the submarine U-18 was hit and sunk by a trawler. The second was in October 1918, when the submarine UB-116 was discovered by underwater sound waves and destroyed by a remote controlled mine. Therefore, the German desire to hit the British fleet in Scapa Flow was not just a strategic move: it also represented great symbolic value for the Nazi regime.

         Admiral found a hole in the defence
   

         The plan for the attack on Scapa Flow had come from the top of Kriegsmarine command, and Karl Dönitz –Rear Admiral and “Commander of the Submarines” –believed he had found a hole in the base’s defences.

         Dönitz discovered that the British had not put any submarine nets in the eastern region of Kirk Sound, where there were only four major sunken ships blocking the deepest water in the strait, while a narrow low tide passage in the northernmost part of the entrance was still open.

         To the south, a gap 170 metres wide with water depths of up to eight metres would allow a German submarine to squeeze into Scapa Flow. Even better, there were virtually no people living along the coasts of both waters. Dönitz believed that Scapa Flow could be penetrated through Kirk Sound, helped by the tides that would ensure maximum water depth.

         Now all he lacked were suitable men for the operation. The choice fell to Captain Günther Prien.

         Since the outbreak of war, Prien had already sunk three English merchant ships and Dönitz recognised him as an ambitious, gifted and bold captain.

         Prien was presented with the mission and considered the matter thoroughly before he giving his answer. The submarine crew was provided with charts and photographs with information from reconnaissance aircraft, reports from military intelligence and descriptions of previous assault attempts. Overnight, the captain studied the material, considered its possibilities, and made a preliminary plan for an attack before proudly accepting command of the mission the following morning.

         Submariners tied rags on their boots
   

         Prien chose to follow Dönitz’s idea of almost floating into Scapa Flow on the high tide in the shallow Kirk Sound. He planned the mission for 13th October when there was a new moon, so darkness would hide the U-47.

         On 8th October, ammunition and other necessities were loaded, and Prien secretly began his departure from Kiel. The crew of the U-47 was helped by low pressure from Ireland –dark clouds swallowed up the meagre light from the stars and camouflaged the German submarine’s journey across the North Sea. After four days at sea, the submarine reached the Orkney Islands on 12th October, and Prien gave orders to dive. At 04.00 the next morning, the captain dropped his vessel to the seabed next to Scapa Flow.

         Only now did he gather the crew and tell them about the mission. They were ordered to lie down and rest in order to save precious oxygen while U-47 was submerged. No one could smoke or make unnecessary movements. The men wrapped rags on their boots, because the British monitors in Scapa Flow were so efficient that even a small kick against the hull’s steel plates would be heard on the surface.

         Northern lights a problem
   

         In the evening the men had their last meal. After the pork chops and green cabbage were demolished, the crew quietly cleaned up and made ready for battle. And finally at 19.00, Prien gave orders to head to the pumps. The submarine rose up slowly through the water and the periscope scanned the horizon.

         The night was dark and the sea empty. Assured that no enemies were nearby, the U-47 surfaced and its diesel engines were started. The submarine slowly began to slide towards the coast, but suddenly a clear light spread across the horizon. An amazing Northern Lights display had lit up the sky over the North Sea, but none of the men enjoyed its beauty –darkness was crucial for the impending attack. Prien briefly considered postponing the mission for a day, but in his opinion, the men were so prepared that he chose to take the chance instead of waiting another night on the seabed. Bathed in the glow of nature’s own light show, the German submarine slowly slipped into Holm Sound –the easternmost entrance to Scapa Flow. Each time the shadow of a ship appeared in the distance, the U-47 dived beneath the surface.

         The many dives up and down tested the patience of both captain and crew. At the same time, the turning tide in the Orkney Islands made conditions erratic and unpredictable.

         Next to Kirk Sound, things had very nearly gone wrong. Prien passed the blockship Soriano at a distance of only 15 metres. The tidal flow forced the submarine against Soriano, and just at that moment the captain spotted an anchor chain in front of them. The helm laid hard on the stern, but too late. With a screaming sound, the hull hit the seabed and the submarine became stuck.

         Prien ordered a hard turn to port, and in one movement the submarine came free, slammed around the anchor chain and continued to move forward. The U-47 was in Scapa Flow. Through the periscope, the captain searched the horizon, but to his great disappointment there was not a single enemy ship in sight.

         Captain was in search of big game
   

         The missing British ships were due to an error in the Germans’ intelligence. A week earlier, the majority of the fleet’s strength in Scapa Flow had been at sea, where the ships had been attacked by Luftwaffe. The attack had failed, but fear of a repeat show saw the British Navy sail to Loch Ewe in Western Scotland instead of heading back to Scapa Flow.

         This knowledge had never been given to Prien. Still unaware of the reason for the disappearance of the fleet, the captain decided to search the bay more thoroughly and sail further westward. Half an hour after midnight he caught sight of a ship belonging to the Coast Guard, but the small vessel did not meet his ambition to hit an important military target. Prien started heading back east before ordering a course north along the coast of the mainland. Here he finally found a target. In the U-47’s periscope two battleships appeared, and he dropped anchor about three kilometres away. Further in the harbour were a number of destroyers, but Prien decided to quickly go for the big ships.

         At 01.15, the crew of U-47 loaded four torpedoes into the sub’s tubes. Two were aimed at the southernmost ship on the horizon, HMS Royal Oak, while the other two were intended for HMS Pegasus further north. With a slight tremor, three torpedoes were successfully fired while the last one stuck in the tube. After firing, Prien and his men waited as they counted down the seconds. Three and a half minutes later the first torpedo connected with the Royal Oak’s anchor chain and exploded, while the other two disappeared into the darkness of the water.

         Torpedo hit the ship’s weakest point
   

         Aboard the Royal Oak confusion reigned. Nobody dreamed that the battleship had just been hit by a German submarine. The crew believed that it was merely a minor explosion –perhaps one of the ship’s own bombs that had gone off by accident.

         Prien was undeterred despite the failed attack and ordered another attempt. Five minutes later, all four torpedo tubes were ready for action. This time, two of the torpedoes hit Royal Oak in the middle of her hull. With a deafening sound they opened a hole nine metres wide in the ship’s side. The battleship’s ammunition store was probably hit because the power of the explosion was so great that parts of the torn hull were hurled into the water.

         Royal Oak was doomed, and water gushed into the hull as the ship increasingly listed to one side. Just 13 minutes after the torpedo flared, the old warship disappeared into Scapa Sound’s dark waters.

         Prien ordered his crew to set course to exit the bay. Both engines were powered up, but before the submarine could make good its escape, problems arose.

         U-boat fled with british at its heels
   

         Prien had spent so long searching for ships in Scapa Flow, the tide had turned and the water depth in Kirk Sound was critically low –in some places to within three metres. The strong countercurrent knocked the 66-metre-long sub off course, again and again, and Prien realised that the U-47 could not get out of the narrow northern passage.

         He headed for the wider southerly route out of Kirk Sound, but the water depth here was even lower than in the north. The speed was lowered to 18 km/h while the submarine edged past the southernmost blockship close to shore.

         Only a few centimetres separated the U-47 from bumping land on one side and colliding with the blockship on the other. The helm was pulled over hard and U-47 narrowly escaped striking the hard concrete.

         By 02.15, the submarine reached open sea, followed by British destroyers and exploding depth charges, forcing the U-boat to sail rather than submerge.

         The führer rewarded crew personally
   

         Four days later, on 17th October at 11.00, the U-47 arrived at the naval base of Wilhelmshaven. The crew was met by Grand Admiral Erich Raeder and Commander Karl Dönitz before the trip continued to Berlin, where the Führer waited.

         After a tribute in an open car through Berlin’s streets, Hitler received Captain Prien and his crew for a gala dinner, where all were awarded the Iron Cross. It was Prien’s proudest moment, but he quickly returned to Kiel to active service.

         The captain had become famous and was widely acclaimed as one of the German Navy’s submarine heroes. He also sank 30 Allied ships before being killed on 7th March, 1941.

         A depth charge from British destroyer Wolverine destroyed the submarine’s propeller making it so noisy that the destroyer could hear the U-47’s position. All 45 crew members died after the bombing that sank Günther Prien’s submarine.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Special forces capture belgian fort
   

         

         
            On the morning of 10th May, 1940, German gliders land on the top of Belgium’s strongest fortress, Eben-Emael. Only 10 minutes later, all the fort’s guns explode into thin air and the invasion route into France is cleared.
   

         

         The glider’s canvas creaked and fluttered. Eight men were seated tightly together on the narrow bench in the middle of the hull. They shared the sparse space with ammunition belts, machine guns and flame-throwers. Clamped along the side were the warheads that German researchers had spent over a year developing. Soon they would prove their worth. Through the morning mist the pilot could make out the outline of the Belgian bunker system. He gave a signal, and the men in the plane tightened their grip. The glider bumped over the grass, its cabin shaking uncontrollably before the parachute brake took effect. With a violent judder, the plane stopped and stood completely silent on the grass lawn. Around the glider were large gun turrets. In the underground bunker, about 1,000 Belgian soldiers still slept safely. Sergeant Hans Niedermeier immediately grabbed an explosive, ran out and stormed the gun’s position as he’d been taught during training in Czechoslovakia. It was 05.50 on Friday, 10th May. The attack on Eben-Emael was under way.

         Hitler planned a special operation
   

         Seven months earlier in October 1939, Major General Kurt Student, head of Germany’s airborne and air-landing troops, marched into a small room in Berlin clad with walnut-coloured panels. At the end of the room the Führer stood behind a large desk studying a detailed map.

         The meeting between Hitler and the general was short. The Führer pointed to the Belgian fort Eben-Emael on the map and wanted to know whether it was possible to land gliders at the top of the fortress when the invasion of France, Belgium and the Netherlands began. Student asked for a day to report back.

         No soldier had ever attacked with gliders –and never such a highly fortified and largely impenetrable fortress. On the other hand, Student was convinced of the ability of his paratroopers. The next day he confirmed that his soldiers could carry out the task –but only in daylight.

         The general’s word was enough for Hitler, who had personally devised the plan for the attack on the most important fort in Belgium, Eben-Emael. a paratrooper unit had to put the Belgian concrete fortress out of action before its heavy guns slowed the German march into Belgium.

         The gliders were part of a bigger plan: more paratroopers would secure three important bridges across the border as the gliders were unleashed on the fortress.

         Soldiers trained for six months
   

         In November 1939, training began for 85 selected paragliders. The soldiers were given the code name Group Granite and were divided into 11 smaller groups. Over the next six months they would be thrown together for an intensive training. The training was moved to Czechoslovakia. Here the paratroopers landed again and again on a faithful copy of Eben-Emael built into the Benes Wall, the border fortifications begun by the Czechs prior to occupation. During the spring, pilots practised the small gliders’ approach and landing to perfection.

         At the same time, German researchers tested explosives using a new weapon: shaped charged explosives. The weapons project was so secret that Group Granite soldiers were not allowed to train with the new explosives. Instead, the groups handled dummy explosives as they perfected their attack on the machine-gun posts and heavy artillery of Eben-Emael. The training continued until the groups could land on the one-square-kilometre fort and reach all their targets in less than 10 minutes. In early April 1940, Group Granite was called back to Germany.

         Fall Gelb (Case Yellow) –the German invasion of Holland, Belgium and France –was imminent.

         Early in the morning of 10th May, 1940, 11 Stuka bombers left the Ostheim air base near Cologne, each one towing a DFS 230 glider connected by over 100 metres of steel wire. On board were the soldiers of Group Granite. Shortly after departure, things went wrong. Two of the planes became caught up in the tow ropes. The two pilots cut the wires immediately, and the gliders began a fast descent. Unfortunately, the raid’s leader, Lieutenant Rudolf Witzig, was in one of them.

         After an emergency landing near Cologne, Witzig leaped out from the door of the glider and sprinted in the dawn light over the fields before he stole a bicycle and later requisitioned a car. Crushed by the prospect of his men being defeated, the lieutenant continued at furious speed towards the Ostheim airfield where he collected a parachute while the crew prepared a new Stuka and DFS 230.
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