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         Welcome

         A fact that’s often overlooked is that the most important battle of World War II was not fought on the beaches of Normandy or in the ruins of Stalingrad. Instead, it was fought on the waves of the Atlantic and in the depths of the raging oceans, where German U-boats tried to “starve” Britain into surrender by cutting off vital supplies of food and war materiel.

         Today it’s virtually impossible to see any trace of the battle that cost the lives of over 100,000 soldiers and sailors, because the wreckage lies on the Atlantic seabed or has long since rusted away. Consequently, it can be difficult to understand the significance of the Battle of the Atlantic, which raged from 1939 to 1945, and which remained largely in the balance until 1941.

         Naval supremacy in the Atlantic, and with it Britain’s very survival and freedom, was paramount. Without a base in the British Isles, the Allies could not have bombed Germany’s means of production. They could not have secured the Normandy landings and opened up the Western Front in Europe. Without that base, the Allies could not have supplied the Soviet, British and US armies with arms and equipment, and the war on the Continent would have been almost impossible to win. Naval supremacy in the Atlantic laid the crucial foundations for defeating the Third Reich.

         Although the British – and Churchill in particular – feared defeat by the German U-boat fleet, victory was never in serious danger. But it came at a high price, for the German wolf packs had only one thought in mind: to sink more cargo vessels than the Allied shipyards could produce – even at the cost of their own lives. This German kamikaze approach was to send thousands of men, women and children to their deaths before British tracking technology became so advanced that the German subs ended up hunted like wild game.

         Find out what was at stake in U-boat Hunters in the Atlantic, where you can follow some of the most dramatic events of the war as told by the men, women and children who lived through one of the most terrifying, gruelling and long-lasting battles of World War II.

      

   


   
      
         
            Third Reich on the offensive
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Germans strike first
      

         

         
            The heart of the Royal Navy lay in the natural harbour of Scapa Flow, where Germany’s Imperial Navy had been scuttled after World War I. German U-boat captain Günther Prien sought to avenge this humiliating defeat when, in October 1939, he snuck his sub past the base’s defences and prepared a daring raid.
      

            By Else Christensen
      

         

         It was a dark and moonless night as the German submarine U-47 approached the Orkney Islands off the northern Scottish coast on 13th October 1939. From the submarine’s turret, its commander, Kapitänleutnant Günther Prien, looked out to sea. The sky was covered by heavy clouds that night, and a fine drizzle saturated the air. The only light came from the white foam on the tops of the waves. In the distance, off to port, the rugged coast of the islands formed a black silhouette beneath the dark sky.

         “Are we going to visit the Orkneys, sir?” asked Prien’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Engelbert Endrass, standing by his side in the gentle breeze.

         His tone was light, but the captain knew full well that his deputy had seen through him. He might as well be honest.

         “Take hold of yourself. We are going into Scapa Flow,” Prien replied, before turning to descend into the U-boat’s interior to steer the sub westward.

         “We will lie off the coast on the bottom,” he added before disappearing. “Tell the crew to assemble in the forrard [sic] mess.”

         He was finally ready to reveal his closely guarded secret. The following day, U-47 was to sneak in unseen and strike at the Royal Navy’s very heart, its chief naval base in Scapa Flow, home to the British Empire’s Home Fleet. Prien hoped the daring operation would shatter Britain’s unshakeable belief in its naval superiority and prove the German U-boats’ battle prowess and combat capability.

          
      

         Subs competed with the Luftwaffe

         Prien was not alone in having high hopes for the operation. Commodore Karl Dönitz, head of the German Kriegsmarine’s U-boats, was also eager to prove his vessels’ worth. He foresaw that constant attacks on merchant vessels from a large and powerful U-boat force could cut off British supplies and sap the country’s morale.

         However, when war had broken out just a few weeks earlier, Dönitz had just 57 subs, of which only 30 were combat-capable. At the same time, he was in constant competition with both the army and the air force for the Führer’s favour and thus the means and support to build up additional forces. To get Hitler’s attention, he needed to carry out a spectacular operation. A former U-boat captain in World War I, Dönitz had himself sailed his vessel deep into enemy territory. During a raid in the Mediterranean during the spring of 1918, he’d torpedoed the Italian naval base at Porto di Augusta, receiving the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross as a result. Dönitz therefore hoped that a repeat against the main British naval base would prove a similar triumph for Prien, while conveniently demonstrating to Hitler the sub’s prowess as a weapon.

         For many Germans, a successful strike against Scapa Flow would also have considerable symbolic significance. After Germany’s defeat in World War I, the British towed the German High Seas Fleet’s ships to Scapa Flow. The plan was to anchor the fleet there while the former warring parties negotiated a ceasefire. But fearing the ships would end up divided between the Allies, German Admiral Ludwig von Reuter ordered the crews to sink the vessels themselves. Many Germans celebrated the manoeuvre, particularly in Hitler’s Kriegsmarine, as a defiant act of heroism. A successful action in this particular harbour would guarantee honour and enhance Dönitz’s reputation within and outside the ranks of the German Navy.

         During September, Dönitz worked tirelessly to plan an attack on Scapa Flow. He studied photographs and maps taken during Luftwaffe flyovers on 26th September and reviewed observations of wind and current conditions gathered by the submarine U-16, which secretly reconnoitred the waters near the base’s entrance that month.

         It soon became clear that Scapa Flow’s defences were nowhere near as strong as the British would have the world believe. The harbour entrance was guarded by interlinked steel nets known as anti-submarine booms, while sunken vessels – ‘blockships’ – obstructed the openings between the many islands around the anchorage. But aerial photographs taken by German pilots had revealed a 15-metre gap between the blockships at one of Scapa Flow’s eastern approaches, Kirk Sound. Here, a medium-sized submarine could squeeze through when sailing surfaced. All Dönitz needed to realise his plan was a dark night and a daring submarine captain. And the commodore already knew the man for the job.

          
      

         Prien was briefed on the task

         Thirty-one-year-old Günther Prien possessed plenty of daring and courage. Although he was born into the upper middle classes, his parents separated and Prien grew up in modest circumstances. To help support his family, the future U-boat commander joined the German merchant navy at the age of 16. He advanced to officer on the Atlantic steamer Hamburg before the 1930s economic crisis left him – along with millions of other Germans – unemployed. Consequently, when the navy began to rearm after Hitler’s rise to power, Prien immediately enlisted, quickly proving himself a capable U-boat captain. On his first patrol after the outbreak of war, he torpedoed three British ships with a combined tonnage of 66,000 tonnes.

         Günther Prien returned to Kiel at the beginning of October. After his successful patrol, he’d grabbed Dönitz’s attention and was immediately asked to report to the submarine commander. Here, an officer rolled out a large map on the table and pointed to certain points on it as he began his briefing.

         “The usual security measures are the same as always. The particular security measures which I reported in the war diary are at these points.”

         Prien’s attention focussed on the large lettering in the middle of the chart: ‘Bay of Scapa Flow’. Now Dönitz pointed out the barriers, obstacles and other defences before fixing his gaze on Prien.

         “All seven inlets of the bay will be boomed and well guarded. All the same, I think that a resolute commander could get through just here,” the submarine commander-in-chief said, pointing with the tip of his compass.

         “Mind you, it won’t be an easy job because between the islands the current is very strong. All the same, I believe it can be done,” Dönitz added before looking up. “What is your opinion, Prien?” Without waiting, he added: “I don’t want your answer now; think the matter over carefully.”

         Prien immediately threw himself into the task. As soon as he had eaten dinner with his wife and young daughter, the captain studied the maps and photographs he’d been given. The task would be difficult, because Scapa Flow lies between the Atlantic and the North Sea, and the currents around the Orkneys were strong. Navigating the narrow waters would be risky even in broad daylight, but the young captain had no doubts. The blockships were positioned so that a sub could just squeeze through. And if anyone could do the job, it would be him.

         The very next day he reported to Dönitz:

         “Beg to report present, sir,” Prien said.

         Dönitz stared back, having failed to acknowledge Prien’s salute.

         “Yes or no?”

         “Yes, sir.”

         The commodore barely flickered a smile before pressing Prien further.

         “Have you thoroughly considered the whole business? Did you think of Emsmann and Hennen?” he said, referring to the U-boat captains who’d tried to attack Scapa Flow during World War I. Heinz von Hennig had been taken prisoner of war while Hans Joachim Emsmann died in the attempt.

         “Yes, I did, sir,” Prien replied again.

         “Very well, get your boat ready. We will fix the time of departure later on.”

         Dönitz then got up, walked around his desk and shook Prien’s hand firmly.

          
      

         U-47 was rigged with explosives

         It was a beautiful autumn day on Sunday 8th October 1939 when U-47 left Kiel. The boat sailed with a crew of 43 specially selected men, all of whom had completed the rigorous training programme at the German submarine school. Sailing on the surface at night and submerged during the day, the U-boat slipped completely unnoticed through the North Sea to the Orkney Islands that lay around 16 kilometres off the Scottish mainland.

         Now, after five days of sailing, Prien stood in the dark and drizzling rain at four in the morning with his second-in-command, Endrass. The time had come to brief the crew on the Admiralty’s plans:

         “I made my way to the forrard mess. The men were already there, and stood against the walls or crouched in the bunks. ‘Tomorrow we shall enter Scapa Flow,’ I said without any introduction. There was a silence so profound I could hear water dripping somewhere…”

         Prien ordered the crew to dim the lights and lie down to conserve oxygen. Calm descended on the sub. But Prien himself couldn’t sleep. Finally, he rose and went into the officers’ mess. There, navigator Wilhelm Spahr was already bent over the map.

         “Sir, I had to look at the chart once more,” Spahr explained on seeing Prien’s astonished expression.

         Together they stood still for a while, staring at the markings that revealed the way into the harbour.

         “Do you believe, sir, that we can get in?” Spahr ventured to say.

         “Do you think that I am a prophet, Spahr?”

         “And suppose it goes wrong?”

         “Well, then we will have had very bad luck.”

         At 16.00, the cook woke the crew with a dinner of veal cutlets and green cabbage. The men tucked into the meal, which far exceeded the standard daily fare. Prien had already told them that after that, and until the mission was complete, they would have to make do with bread and butter with a little chocolate.

         Prien then inspected the boat again: “Once more I went through all the rooms and gave my final instructions. During the whole of the action no one was to smoke and even more important no one was to speak unnecessarily. The last preparations were made. Everyone inspected his life jacket. I cast a last glance at the escape hatch. The navigator fixed his chart.”

         Next, Prien checked the armoury. In addition to an 88-mm deck gun and a 20-mm anti-aircraft gun, U-47 was equipped with 15 torpedoes. These could be fired through five torpedo tubes: four forward and one in the stern. The loading and firing process was time-consuming, so the plan and procedure had to be in order before launching the first attack.

         While Prien made sure the U-boat was battle-ready, three men went from compartment to compartment placing explosive charges. If U-47 fell into enemy hands, the crew had been ordered to blow up the vessel – regardless of whether they were still on board.

          
      

         Northern Lights glowed over Orkney

         At 19.00, U-47 slowly rose to the surface. Gasping for fresh air, Günther Prien ripped open the hatch. He gazed from the tower in astonishment – where darkness had enveloped the submarine the night before, it was now bright – far too bright. The sea and the surrounding hills almost glowed with a strange colour. The captain was looking in vain for searchlights from ships or land when it hit him: the source of the brightness was the Northern Lights. Everyone had been so intent on carrying out the operation during a new moon that no one had given the phenomenon a second thought. Now, waving beams of red, green and yellow illuminated sea and land, increasing the risk that U-47’s silhouette would stand out clearly on the sea surface.

         For a brief moment, Prien considered postponing the operation, but no one knew if the Northern Lights would reappear the following night – or the next. What Prien did know was that he had a boat full of battle-hardened men under his command, and they were determined to strike at the British fleet. As sky and sea lit up as though the world were on fire, he ordered U-47 to set course for Holm Sound – one of several eastern approaches to Scapa Flow.

         In the U-boat all was quiet. Only the sound of the diesel engines’ persistent hum and the water gurgling around the hull broke the night’s silence as Prien passed one of the three blockships he’d identified from Dönitz’s reconnaissance. Inaudibly, the boat glided into the narrow passage of Kirk Sound on the tidal currents. Suddenly, the crew felt a jolt. U-47 scraped against the anchor chain of another blockship and found itself grounded behind enemy lines. Quickly ordering the ballast tanks drained, the captain wrenched the sub free again before carefully edging past and on with the tide towards his target. At this point, he conveniently received some unexpected navigational assistance.

         “From 22.00 to 22.30 hours the Englishmen are kind enough to turn on all the coastal navigation lights for me, so that I obtain the most accurate ship’s position!” Prien noted in his war diary, before adding an additional note in the margin: “The visibility is quite horrible. On land everything is dark, high in the sky are the flickering Northern Lights so that the bay, which is surrounded by quite high mountains, is lit up directly from above, the block ships stand as spooky theatre sets in the straits.”

          
      

         Torpedoes sealed battleship’s fate

         Shortly before midnight, the submarine entered the 324-km2 natural harbour that made up the Scapa Flow naval base. Here Prien received another surprise. In photographs taken by Luftwaffe spy planes, the British ships were anchored closely together, one huge warship next to another. But wherever Prien turned his binoculars, he saw nothing but empty sea. What Prien didn’t know was that the bulk of the British Home Fleet was currently anchored at Loch Ewe on Scotland’s north-west coast after a fruitless hunt for the German battlecruiser Gneisenau and her escorts. But some luck remained with Prien on this calm October night.

         After the quiet on board U-47 during its entry into Scapa Flow, the crew expected their silence to be shattered once inside the naval port. At any moment, Prien and U-47’s crew expected the sub to be spotted and the alarm to go off. First, they set course for the west end of Scapa Flow, where four cruisers were anchored. But the Northern Lights played tricks on Prien’s vision, meaning he failed to spot the cruisers, which would otherwise have been the sub’s preferred targets. For a nerve-wracking half hour, the crew navigated around the natural harbour, nearly getting spotted by a patrol boat, but no alarm was raised. Then U-47 turned towards the north-east corner of the naval port.

         “At last over there… close to the shore appeared the mighty silhouette 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. Slowly we edged closer. At such a moment all feeling stopped. One became part of the boat, the brain of this steel animal which was creeping up towards its enormous prey. At such a time you must think in iron and steel – or perish.

         “The ship lay there like a sleeping giant. ‘I believe she belongs to the Royal Oak class,’ I whispered, and Endrass nodded silently. We crept closer still and suddenly behind the first silhouette loomed up the outlines of a second battleship as large and as powerful as the first. We could recognise her superstructures behind the stern of the Royal Oak; the bridge and forrard gun turret. It was the Repulse.”

         Prien had indeed found HMS Royal Oak. The ageing vessel was unable to keep pace with the hunt for Gneisenau and had returned to Scapa Flow. Launched in 1916, the Royal Oak was a massive 31,250-tonne battleship that had her heyday during the biggest maritime battle of World War I, the Battle of Jutland. However, the ship Prien assumed to be Repulse was in fact the 6,900-tonne Pegasus. She was a seaplane carrier built just before World War I from a converted mercantile hull.

         Shortly before 01.00, Prien trained his sights on his victims. “All tubes ready,” the order echoed through the boat. Spahr’s voice counted the time from firing the torpedoes: five, 10, 15 seconds…

         The seconds ticked away, but after three and a half minutes the roar of a detonation was immediately followed by a tall column of water shooting upwards. The thud was evocative of a mine blast in a mountain, Prien thought. Endrass, assuming the torpedo had struck Pegasus, had noted dryly: “He’s got his.”

         But he was wrong. None of the German torpedoes had hit Pegasus. One torpedo was stuck in the torpedo tube, and two had missed their target. The fourth had struck the Royal Oak, but the ship suffered no serious damage. The ship shook slightly, and some of the seamen on board heard a loud, metallic noise as the large starboard anchor chain, torn by the explosion, clattered into the water. On board Royal Oak, Paymaster Lieutenant G R Harrison was aware of a minor explosion:

         “No one paid much attention to it. I was sitting in the mess with some other officers and I awakened some of the men who didn’t hear the explosion. I walked upon deck.”

         Many sailors went back to bed unaware that the Royal Oak was under attack, but back on U-47, Prien had manoeuvred the boat so its aft torpedo tube was in position.

         “Second tube ready?” he ordered.

         The torpedo shot out, but once again missed its target. Impatiently, Prien ordered the torpedo tubes reloaded as he manoeuvred closer to the Royal Oak.

         “Port 5. Midships. Wheel’s amidships.”

         Three more torpedoes barrelled through the water, this time heading straight for the battleship’s hull.

         “But now something occurred that no one had anticipated and no one who had seen it would ever forget. A wall of water shot up towards 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. Flames shot skyward, blue… yellow… red.

         “Behind this hellish firework display the sky disappeared entirely. Like huge birds, black shadows soared through the flames, fell hissing and splashing into the water. Fountains yards high sprang up where they had fallen, huge fragments of the mast and the funnels.

         “We must have hit the munition magazine and the deadly cargo had torn the body of its own ship apart. I could not take my eyes from the glass. It was as if the gates of hell had suddenly been torn open.”

         In Britain’s safest port, a torpedo had drilled into the Royal Oak with 1,234 sailors on board.

          
      

         Water was covered with black oil

         The torpedoes had struck HMS Royal Oak amidships, igniting part of the ship’s stock of cordite, an explosive whose contents included nitroglycerine. The ensuing explosion sent a fireball through the ship as flames shot out of the ventilation shafts.

         “I saw this orange flame, like a great blowlamp. I wasn’t in its path, but everyone who was went down like ninepins, dead,” said one survivor.

         At the same time, the ship started to list. Eighteen-year-old sailor Vincent Marchant recounted:

         “I ran to the upper deck to see what had happened, there was a second explosion 20 minutes later, followed by a third, then a fourth, the ship was lilting and sinking rapidly… I stripped off my clothes and tying my safety belt around my waist, dived into the water.

         “Searchlights were playing over the surface and I could see heads bobbing around. Great volumes of oil belched to the surface. My eyes started to smart and the faces of all the men in the water turned a greasy black. I was caught in the searchlight for several minutes and saw two of my friends swimming alongside me. Later however they got cramp and disappeared. I must have swum a mile and a half when I felt the rock underneath me. I have the vague recollection of climbing up the sheer face of a cliff 20 to 30 feet [6-9 metres] high. Another figure climbing behind me slipped and fell crashing on the rocks. I fell down at the top of the cliffs and lost consciousness.”

         Royal Oak’s captain, William Gordon Benn, was also rescued when an explosion blew him into the water. At a hearing ten days later, a commission ruled that the captain “remained in the ship until the last possible moment, until in fact the ship left him”.

         Few were as lucky. The battleship sank in just 13 minutes, and only about half of those who attempted to swim the 800 metres to shore made it alive. When the torpedo hit, many were still beneath the armoured main deck and so didn’t even reach it. The fierce, explosive fires brought the death toll to an unusually high level: around 835 went down with the ship or drowned in a pool of black oil.

          
      

         Crew was hailed by Hitler

         As the Royal Oak capsized and sank towards her final resting place, Günther Prien turned his sub around and escaped back the way he’d come. At 02.15, the sub passed Rose Ness, the most easterly point in Holm Sound, and set sail for the North Sea. Here, Prien made his final announcement of the operation:

         “All stations. Attention. One battleship destroyed, one battleship damaged—and we are through!”

         The crew’s cheers and laughter echoed within the steel walls as the sub slid back into the sea. On the return trip, Engelbert Endrass painted a snorting bull on U-47’s turret. The emblem would later become synonymous with Prien: the Bull of Scapa Flow. A day later, when the boat returned to the naval base in Wilhelmshaven, the German Kriegsmarine’s Grand Admiral Erich Raeder, Commodore (soon to be Rear Admiral) Dönitz and a large crowd waited on the quayside. An orchestra played the Deutschlandlied as the crew disembarked. The next day, Prien and his men were flown on Hitler’s private plane to Berlin, where they were welcomed as national heroes:

         “We arrived at the Chancellery. The crew paraded in the large study. From the street came the muted cheers of the crowd. The adjutant entered and announced the Führer… He shook me by the hand and placed the Knights Cross of the Iron Cross around my neck.”

         Later, Endrass and U-47’s engineer Johann-Friedrich Wessels also received the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross, but Prien was the first submarine captain to be awarded Nazi Germany’s highest award. Subsequently, the young captain was elevated to hero status and treated like a movie star. In the Hitler Youth, young Germans were awarded pennants honouring Prien, while roads were named after him. The whole country applauded Prien’s heroism.

         In Britain, no one was cheering. HMS Royal Oak may have been a battleship past her prime, but the German victory was unmistakable. The operation was a major propaganda victory for the Nazis following the sinking of the German fleet after World War I. And at the same time, the attack shook the British to their core. If Scapa Flow wasn’t secure, then it left the entire Home Fleet exposed. And without the superiority of the mighty Royal Navy, Britain was vulnerable.

         The whole country and the families of those killed mourned the attack. The fact that 134 of the dead were ship’s boys under the age of 18 merely amplified the grief and rage felt. A Royal Navy Board of Enquiry was established to identify those responsible. The enquiry concluded that Scapa River’s defences were totally inadequate and retired Sir Wilfred French, Admiral Commanding, Orkneys and Shetlands.

         French proved a convenient scapegoat for the Admiralty, but his dismissal was hardly fair. The admiral, together with Charles Forbes, Admiral of the Home Fleet, had long before pointed out the vulnerability of Scapa Fleet to submarine attack. French had even offered to bring a small boat or sub through Kirk Sound to prove his point. But the navy had refused all requests.

         “Further expenditure on blockships cannot be justified,” was the answer. It was not until 4th July 1939 that the Admiralty, under severe pressure, decided to sink three more ships to block the entrance to the naval port. But the job had not been completed by the time Prien struck.

         Soon after, an even more sinister attack would shake the British. This time, on the other side of the British Isles, 500 miles east off the Irish coast, a cargo ship full of children was heading towards Canada…
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