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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION


I first discovered the German Navy at the age of ten, when I had to prepare a project for school work concerning the Second World War. I drew on the experience of a British sailor known to me who gave me an eyewitness account of the Allied landings in Normandy in June 1944. Two years later, now at secondary school, I happened to stumble across my old project notes and became interested in how the German Navy had responded to the Normandy invasion. Thus started a lifelong fascination that had resulted, by my late teens, in the compilation of a huge, hand-written database that contained everything about the Kriegsmarine that I had been able to discover.


After the publication of U-boat Tankers 1941–45 (Airlife/Naval Institute Press) in 1998, I found my interest rekindled in a new area that had been little researched: the ‘New U-boat War’ of 1944–45, particularly as directed against the British east coast.


By the time of the Normandy invasion, the U-boats were a beaten force, hunted and harried wherever they appeared by Allied warships and aircraft that were technologically superior. The U-boats proved to be little more than pin pricks against the landings, and advancing Anglo-American armies had driven them out of their French west Atlantic bases all the way back to Norway by September 1944. Yet the U-boat force mounted a sustained and effective campaign from their Norwegian bases, the ‘New U-boat War’, against Allied merchant shipping from September until the end of the war in May 1945.


The explanation for the reversal of fortunes was the introduction of the schnorchel, a device that allowed the submerged U-boat to ventilate its interior and draw air for the diesels to recharge its batteries. As the U-boat no longer needed to come to the surface, it was much more difficult to detect, and successful aircraft attacks – since 1942 the principal cause of losses to the U-boat arm – dwindled almost to nothing. However, most of the schnorchel-fitted U-boats now lacked the range and endurance to patrol further than the British Isles. Thus the last months of the war saw a final onslaught by schnorchel-fitted U-boats into the shallow waters of Britain’s coastlines, better known today as ‘the Inshore Campaign’.


Although the basic story of the Inshore Campaign has been covered many times in general books about U-boat warfare, I have been unable to discover a single book dedicated to this extremely important topic. Therefore I have provided a substantial background to the Inshore Campaign generally, before focussing on the main subject: the Inshore Campaign off Britain’s east coast. The East Coast Campaign had several unique features, including the presence of extensive minefields, the shallowness of the waters, the importance of army supplies ferried directly from Britain to the Dutch river Scheldt, and the first and only deployment of the new German Type XXIII ‘electric’ U-boats.


Most of the existing accounts of the Inshore Campaign rely on standard British sources and the war diary of U-boat Command. The great majority of the original war diaries of U-boats patrolling from Norway were deliberately destroyed towards the end of the war, or when the commanders surrendered at sea; all on direct orders from U-boat Command. In fact there remain virtually no war diaries from any U-boat on patrol after mid January 1945. Since archived war diaries have survived, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the guiding principle was that war diaries should not be archived until they had been vetted for anything that might incriminate senior naval staff after the war, which was now clearly lost.


However, I have managed to reconstruct events with additional information from a painstaking trawl though decrypted wireless messages stored at the British Public Records Office, and by discovery of a very few surviving U-boat war diaries, with the very helpful aid of Kate Tildesley, curator at the Naval Historical Branch, Portsmouth. It is a pleasure also to thank Prof. Juergen Rohwer, Dr. Axel Niestlé and Frans Becker for their valuable and speedy assistance in clearing up some unresolved issues.


John White, Wokingham.


Notes


‘Miles’ always refers to sea-miles.


‘Kristiansand’ in the text always refers to the Norwegian harbour of Kristiansand South, and should not be confused with Kristiansund.


‘zS’ in the text is always an abbreviation for ‘zur See’.


The Germans used ranks equivalent to those in the Royal Navy, as follows:






	

Oblt zS (Oberleutnant)




	

=




	

Junior lieutenant.









	

KptLt (Kapitaenleutnant)




	

=




	

Lieutenant.









	

KorvKpt (Korvettenkapitaen)




	

=




	

Lieutenant-Commander.









	

FregKpt (FregattenKapitaen)




	

=




	

Commander.









	

Kpt zS (Kapitaen)




	

=




	

Captain.










The Kriegsmarine had divided up all the oceans of the world into a series of grids before the war, as a security measure. Thus references by the Germans to a particular sea area were always made by reference to this grid (e.g. AN7134) and not by the more conventional latitude and longitude measurements. The smallest element of the grid – the ‘4’ in the above example – referred to an area about six miles square, the smallest measurement that could be made accurately by ships or U-boats at sea. The British Admiralty had little difficulty in reconstructing the whole grid system once they had seen a torn part of a captured German map.


The Germans measured fluids, such as fuel, in cubic metres, referred to as ‘cbm’. A cubic metre of water weighs one metric ton, approximately equivalent to a British or American ton. However, fuel and diesel oils are lighter than water, so that one cbm of oil weighs rather less than one ton.




PART I


THE INSHORE CAMPAIGN


June 1944


At the time of the Allied invasions at Normandy on 6 June, the much vaunted U-boat arm was a weakened and defeated force. Long gone were the days of glory when the grey wolves, running at high speed on the surface at night, had emerged from their bomb-proof bases along the west coast of France to terrorise merchant shipping in the Atlantic ocean. The introduction of radar into Allied warships had stopped the night surface attack, and the introduction of radar into Allied aircraft had forced the U-boats underwater, where they crawled around at one or two knots, surfacing only to recharge their batteries. Even this brief period of exposure on the ocean surface at night exposed the U-boats to a severe danger of air attack. Moreover, the happy days when submersible tankers, the so-called ‘milk cows’, could refuel the U-boats so that they could turn their attentions to any sea area across the entire Atlantic had also disappeared. The old U-boat ‘aces’, made famous by German propaganda and high awards (such as the Knights Cross), had by now all died in action, been transferred, or promoted to office jobs. Their successors lacked the same experience and tended to be sunk before they could acquire it. By mid 1944, it was very common for U-boats to be sunk during their first patrol.


Such had been the recent lack of success in the north Atlantic, against the critical Allied convoys bringing valuable war supplies to Britain, and against the empty convoys returning in ballast to the USA for further reinforcements, that Doenitz (head of the U-boat arm and since January 1943 also the Grand Admiral of the entire German Navy) had felt it necessary to withdraw the U-boats from that theatre in March 1944. Most of the shorter-ranged U-boats, the Type VIIs, were now held back in their bomb-proof pens facing the Bay of Biscay, and also in Norway against a feared invasion of that country, to allow a last gambler’s throw against the expected Allied invasion of Europe. The tiny, very short-ranged, Type II ‘canoes’ had been withdrawn long ago to the Baltic, and now were used only for training new crews.


The war against merchant shipping was conducted largely in remote, fairly safe, areas of the ocean by the longer-ranged Type IX boats. Even so, very few were on patrol at any one time. German U-boat strategy at this time was simply to tie down huge numbers of Allied forces, especially aircraft, that might otherwise be deployed against Germany and its occupied territories.


There remained a slight hope against the ever-present air threat. Contemporary submarines of all navies were powered on the surface by diesel engines, which required air (as well as fuel) to operate. Underwater, the submarines were powered by rechargeable giant batteries, rather like modern car batteries. The batteries lost their charge more rapidly at higher speed, so that at a maximum of seven knots, the battery would be discharged within one hour. At an underwater speed of one knot, the battery would provide propulsion for about 24–48 hours. No submarine can hover underwater, it has to keep moving to maintain its depth through use of the hydroplanes. Therefore, once the battery was discharged, the submarine had to return to the surface so that the diesels could be operated, using a gearing system to recharge the batteries.


The Dutch had invented a device, essentially an air tube, which allowed a submerged submarine to ‘breathe’ air while submerged. Thus the air in the boat could be freshened and, especially, the diesel engines could be operated to recharge the batteries needed to power the submarine when it was fully submerged. The Germans had seized the device when they occupied Holland in 1940, and necessity had caused them to conduct trials with U-boats with the air-tube, named a ‘schnorchel’ (a slang name for a long nose). By June 1944 some U-boats had carried out war cruises with schnorchels installed, and this had largely protected them from air attacks. The U-boats no longer needed to return to the surface to recharge their batteries.


The schnorchel was certainly not a cure-all. The float-head which kept the end of the air-tube above water had a valve that shut off the intake of air whenever the schnorchel dipped below the tossing sea. This caused a sudden loss of air within the U-boat as the diesel engines momentarily tried to suck in air from within the U-boat, before the engines were temporarily stopped. In addition, the float-head often jammed or failed to function properly. Thus the crews of schnorchelling U-boats were constantly forced to gasp for breath and suffer their ears to pop as the internal pressure fell steeply. On the other hand, diesel and combustion fumes were often forced into the U-boat, resulting in a real risk of poisoning from carbon monoxide gas.


The schnorchel had other defects too. It was so bulky, and therefore easy to spot when the U-boat was at periscope depth, that it had to be raised upright by a hydraulic or line system when required. This system sometimes failed, so that a U-boat might find that it could not schnorchel at all (device jammed in lowered position), or that any attack at periscope depth was compromised by the presence of a large prominent globular device perched on top of a thick stalk next to the tiny periscope (device jammed in raised position). Another serious problem was that in use the schnorchel blew out clouds of gas, fumes and steam, visible from miles away. Therefore schnorchelling was carried out at night. A submerged, schnorchelling U-boat could not tell if an aircraft was approaching, and Allied air-borne radar was now sufficiently precise to pick out the large schnorchel head on the sea. This ability of Allied air-borne radar was known to U-boat Command before 10 September, and U-boats were ordered to lower the schnorchel as far as possible while it still functioned. The Germans experimented with various synthetic anti-radar coverings for the schnorchel head, but the most effective procedure was simply to place a radar detector on the head. When it picked up a closing Allied bomber using radar at night, the U-boat had only to lower the schnorchel to avoid detection. The schnorchel-mounted radar aerial could detect short wavelength radar at a range of only one kilometre (about half a mile; much further for medium wavelengths), but this proved to be sufficient in practice when coupled with the deadening effect of the anti-radar covering ‘Tarnmatte’ for the schnorchel. A more sensitive radar receiving aerial was in development at war’s end.


Since the U-boat no longer came to the surface, it was impossible to throw overboard the accumulation of rotting food waste. Eventually one enterprising (or long-suffering) commander decided to push all the rubbish into a torpedo tube, which would be ‘fired’ with compressed air periodically. This solution became widely adopted, but meant that one of only five torpedo tubes in the boat was inoperable for long periods. Yet another problem with schnorchelling was that the clatter of the diesels drowned out all sound around, so that the crew could not detect on their hydrophones the propeller sounds of a closing Allied warship. The procedure was to stop the diesels every twenty minutes, in order to allow the soundman to listen carefully. The U-boat could only move at about five knots while using the schnorchel, since there was a danger that it would snap off at higher speeds. Generally speaking, then, the schnorchel was extremely unpopular with U-boat crews, many of whom preferred to come to the surface and risk the air menace.


Schnorchel-fitted Type VII U-boats had completed a number of patrols in the waters just to the west of the British Isles between February and the beginning of June, and the device had been found to be so beneficial that on 1 June Doenitz ordered that no U-boat should set out on patrol without one, and that U-boats already at sea without it should be recalled so that the schnorchel could be installed. U-boats fitted with the schnorchel had been able to escape air and radar detection and to re-enter sea areas, such as the Irish Sea, that had previously been closed to them.


U-boat Reaction to the Normandy Landings, 6 June 1944


The Germans fully appreciated that a naval invasion must be repelled before it becomes fully established, after which it is usually too late. Therefore all the Type VII U-boats waiting in the Biscay bases of Brest, St Nazaire and La Rochelle were pushed out to sea at once, whether with or without the schnorchel. The boats from Brest, on the north-western tip of France, were expected to attack the invasion area to the east of Cherbourg, while the other boats were intended to defend the Biscay area. However, the Allies had distributed a large air armada to the west of the invasion area and in the Bay of Biscay, since that was from where the underwater threat must come. Within days, many of the U-boats without schnorchel had succumbed to air attacks while running on the surface to recharge their depleted batteries. The remainder of the schnorchel-less boats were recalled to base for urgent refitting.


Those boats already fitted with the schnorchel were able to approach the invasion area of Normandy, or the main supply routes to it, although progress up channel from the west in moderately shallow waters was painfully slow. It proved to be unexpectedly difficult for warships to locate submerged U-boats in shallow waters, where currents, tidal streams and numerous false echoes from ancient wrecks greatly confused the asdic picture. Detected U-boats would often just settle onto the sea bed and pretend to be a wreck, a strategy that showed extraordinary fortitude and which the Allies had not expected. Hydrophones had very limited range in such conditions, but this was also a disadvantage to the U-boat which could not detect targets very close either.


Once in their patrol areas, though, the U-boats managed to notch up a few successes from attacks on convoys, during which it became clear that the U-boats’ ability to remain permanently submerged greatly aided their ability to escape afterwards. As Roskill, the official British naval historian, made clear after the war, it was usually only after an attack on a convoy that the Allied defences had any idea at all of where to find the schnorchelling U-boats. It must be added that Roskill, writing in the 1950s, was not permitted to mention the great success that the Allies had achieved in breaking German U-boat ciphers, so that Allied counter-measures were seldom so random as Roskill implies.


Considering the difficulties that the U-boats had in reaching the invasion fleet and its supply-ships, against an alert and well-organised defence that knew from which direction the U-boats were bound to arrive, Doenitz could feel very pleased with the limited results achieved by the schnorchelling U-boats. As he repeatedly exhorted the U-boat men, every ship that they sank laden with war supplies for the invasion was that much less for the hard-pressed German soldiers to have to face. The Allies made similar pronouncements to their airmen, stressing the need to prevent the U-boats from sinking supply-ships.


Naturally, under such circumstances, losses among the participating U-boats were heavy, but Doenitz reckoned that, under more normal circumstances, the schnorchel would enable the U-boat to regain its old effectiveness with much lower losses. Doenitz and his staff at U-boat Command began to formulate in July plans for a ‘New U-boat War’, conducted by schnorchelling U-boats.


These plans suffered a severe setback as the Allies continued to advance in France, resulting in the loss or abandonment of the U-boat bases on the Bay of Biscay. All the U-boats in these bases that were still seaworthy were forced to sail out to attempt the extremely hazardous passage across the Bay into the Atlantic, northwards past the west of (neutral) Ireland, and then north-east to Norway. All U-boats were required to carry a schnorchel even to attempt this passage; the Allies, forewarned by decryption and evidence from agents, mounted massive air patrols along all sections of the U-boats’ flight to their new Norwegian bases. Yet thirty of the thirty-four relocated U-boats arrived safely. Those few that did not had mostly been sunk while attempting to carry out an aggressive patrol en-route. Simultaneously, in August, many schnorchel-fitted U-boats from the Arctic (11th) flotilla based in Norway had been ordered to provide a diversion to cover the retreat of the Atlantic boats, by making surprise attacks on the coastal waters to the north-west of Britain. These areas had not been visited by U-boats since 1941. However, the U-boats were reluctant to transmit messages by radio so close to the British shore, and U-boat Command was unwilling to commit more boats in September to these dangerous inshore areas without further information. Eventually three U-boats had to be ordered home for the explicit purpose of providing U-boat Command with first-hand patrol experiences. British Intelligence noted on 11 September that ‘the inshore campaign continues’. This was going to be difficult to defeat, but already there could be distinguished marked differences in performance between individual U-boat commanders.


Some of the U-boats (e.g. U 482) had reported significant successes and losses were modest, although critical examination of reports by U-boat Command on 15 October showed that the successful boats were those that had closed right up to points of convergence of merchant traffic. Other boats had remained in deeper waters and hoped, generally unsuccessfully, that a target might come their way. Nevertheless, Doenitz was greatly encouraged by these omens, and the Allies correspondingly despondent.


The Norwegian Bases


By the end of September, the flight of the U-boats to Norway from France was essentially complete. The arrival of so many boats greatly overloaded the capability of the U-boat pens in Norway to handle them. It was reckoned that Bergen and Trondheim together could meet the needs of only thirty of the Type VII U-boats relocating from the Bay of Biscay; all the larger U-boats and some of the Type VII boats would have to be serviced by German dockyards in the Baltic and north-west Germany. This sudden congestion badly dislocated German dockyards, and extra time would be needed for the movement of U-boats between Norway and Germany. Each trip, in the presence of a normal German supply convoy, took typically six to eight days through mine-infested waters.


The Norwegian bases had previously been used predominantly by U-boats from the Arctic (11th) Flotilla, attacking heavy-laden convoys running from Iceland to Murmansk in Russia. This direct route for supplies greatly aided the Russian eastern offensive, although by now Russia was actually receiving most of her war supplies from the Allies through the Middle East. For obvious reasons, the Arctic flotilla was predominantly based in the north of Norway, at the ports of Narvik, Bergen and Trondheim. The displaced Atlantic U-boats were largely sent to the bomb-proof U-boat pens that had earlier been constructed at Bergen and Trondheim. Since Allied bombing of U-boat bases had long been a serious threat, the Germans were forced to disperse the new arrivals through minor fjords and lesser fishing ports. Naturally, this caused difficulties in repairs and supplies for the U-boats. Norway had also previously been used as a stopping-off point for U-boats fresh out from Germany, on their way to the Bay of Biscay. These brand-new U-boats also had to be accommodated as they arrived, and the south-Norwegian port of Kristiansand acquired new importance as a major U-boat base. Some of the new U-boats were of the improved design for the Type VII, designated VIIC/41. They had strengthened hulls to withstand diving to greater depths. If caught in shallow waters, they would be less vulnerable to depth-charge attack than the older Type VIIC boats.


There was also a change around in U-boat administration, with old flotillas being disbanded and new flotillas created. Those U-boats previously assigned to the Atlantic flotillas based on the Bay of Biscay were now predominantly allocated to the newly-created 33rd Flotilla, based at Flensburg (north Germany). The old Atlantic Flotillas (1st, 2nd, 3rd, 5th, 7th, 10th, 12th) with their famous memories were disbanded and the numbers not re-used. Later the 8th and 13th Flotillas would be used for front-line U-boats. Kpt zS Roesing arrived in Norway on or about 18 September as FdU West (commander of the Atlantic U-boats), a position he had previously held while the U-boats were based in the Bay of Biscay. He also took over command of the Arctic (11th) Flotilla and those U-boats that had been assigned to the defence of Norway’s coastline. A big problem was that some 7,400 highly-skilled dock workmen for the U-boat force could not be brought home from the besieged Biscay Bases, and were lost forever to the U-boat arm. Thus repairs in Norway, already slow, had no chance of catching up with the efficiency of the Biscay bases. In 1942, the average U-boat spent 40% of its time repairing and refitting; by December 1944 the same U-boat required 63% of its time to be spent in the dockyard. Therefore on 12 October Roesing took over command of repair work in Norway, of escorts for returning U-boats (neither escort nor U-boat could remain at the rendezvous for more than the briefest of periods, without risk of attack from the air or by a British submarine) and of protective convoys to escort U-boats between Germany and Norway. Roesing also instituted an improved system for radio beacons from the Norwegian coast to help guide U-boats back to base. The boats certainly could not safely surface to establish their positions, and even use of the periscope in daylight to locate geographical features was fraught with danger from air attack.


The Biscay bases were not entirely abandoned but were held as fortresses, pin-pricks in the rear of the Allied armies. In February 1945 U 275, deployed to St George’s Channel, was forced to make an emergency trip to St Nazaire after shipping 1.5 tons per minute of water when the schnorchel was used. U 275 reported little opposition to her transit to St Nazaire. Plans were therefore put in place to expand St Nazaire as a repair yard for U-boats, including those returning after lengthy voyages from East Asia. U-boats were to be sent periodically to ferry supplies, including schnorchel parts, and to part with some of their own fuel oil in order to aid those boats short on fuel. St Nazaire remained in operation until the last days of the war.
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