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  For my wife, Alexandra, and son, Felix, with gratitude for their forbearance of a five-year obsession with U-boats. And for my father S. Anders Wiberg, for loaning me The U-Boat War in the Caribbean in my teens, and he and my mother for their interest, support, and education.


  In memory of

  Olaus Edvin Gamst Johansen
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buried Cross Harbor, Abaco, Bahamas March 10th, 1942

  &

  David Parson
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buried Anderson Settlement, Acklins, Bahamas, August 2nd, 1942

  Though their graves are grown over, they are not forgotten.
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​PREFACE

The morning of Saturday 7th August 1943 began clear and calm, with good visibility from the bluff on which the town of Clarence Town, Long Island, Bahamas is perched. During the summer when school was not in session young Ancil Rudolph Pratt was able to take his father’s horses out to pasture in the morning. He and his friends Wellington Smith, Kipling Simms, Jeffrey Strachan and Isaac Taylor liked to take the horses to the coast southeast of Clarence Town and enjoy playing on the seashore while the horses ate fresh grass.

Pratt remembers that it was a clear sunny day and the boys had made it to the bluffs around mid day when they all saw something so unusual that they remembered it to their dying days, and confirmed it by looking at photos later. They were several miles southeast of town on the bluffs. A boat of some sort emerged from the water about two miles out to sea. They could clearly see the “sail” or conning tower, but not any people on deck or on board. The craft was moving slowly and leaving a wake behind it. The boys could clearly see machinery on deck.

​[image: images]

A semi-submerged U-Boat, such as Pratt would have seen U-732, without the men on deck.

Source: U-Boot im der Karibik, Archive of Peter Tamn

Judging from the comparative distance between telephone poles strung along the coast, which are spaced roughly 200 feet apart, they estimated the length of the vessel to be about 200 feet. After ten to fifteen minutes the submarine submerged, though a kind of radio mast was still visible. The sun was over their heads at midday, the submarine headed from left to right away from land, towards the southeast. The boy’s backs were to the high bushes and trees. They watched the mast cutting through the water and heading away.

Asked whether he had witnessed a submarine in Bahamian waters during World War II, Mr. Pratt, a former insurance salesman in Nassau for 25 years who runs a shop in Clarence Town and is a well-respected member of the community, replied “it couldn’t be nothing else.” It also could not have been any other day – Sunday the boys would have been in Church and in weekdays engaged in either school or church. “This is not no story,” he says, “I’m telling you I saw it with my own eyes.”

​[image: images]

Type VIIC German submarine, or U-boat, at the German Naval memorial, Laboe; 220 feet long.

Source: wikipedia.org/wiki/German_Type_VII_submarine

The channel off Long Island was used by eight German and Italian submarines in World War II: the Italian submarine Finzi and the German U-boats U-84, U-108, U-129, U-185, U-508, U-732, and U-751. U-84 had transited the Crooked Island Channel east of Long Island on the 10th of July 1942, and the British Admiralty reported a submarine spotted on the 22nd of July, which might also have been U-129 under Hans-Ludwig Witt, however the sub was described heading southeast (same direction as U-84) and Witt was heading back to Europe.

Neither can be verified with certainty, though possibly the sighting of U-84 was made on an earlier date by fisherman and reported on the 22nd when they returned. The source of the sighting was “Hardbargain South Side Long Island course South East.” Hard Bargain was a largely abandoned salt harvesting community, also just south of Clarence Town Long Island. Given the certainty of it being a Saturday in early August 1943, it was much easier to verify the sighting by young Pratt and his friends.
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Ancil Rudolph Pratt in his store in Clarence Town Long Island, early 2013. Born 11 April, 1934, he witnessed U-732 under Carlsen passing Clarence Town Long Island on 7 August 1943.

Source: Kevin James photograph, with permission of Mr. Pratt

On Saturday the 7th of August 1942 Oberleutnant zur See Claus-Peter Carlsen, aged 23, was conning his submarine, U-732 back to Brest, France. He was on the 58th day of an 83-day patrol during which he attacked Allied ships three times and was counter-attacked more often, first by two US Kingfisher reconnaissance airplanes, and another time driven away from a convoy by two American destroyers. On the afternoon of Friday the 6th of July U-732 put the north coast of Cuba astern and passed west of Great Inagua in the southern Bahamas. At 10 pm local time on the 6th Carlsen noted his intention in the sub’s log book, or KTB, that he intended to take a winding course through Crooked Island Passage as part of his return voyage.

By 2 am on Saturday U-732 was able to take a visual bearing on Castle Island Light at the southern tip or Acklins Island. He noted that the light was “shining peacefully and is very good for position-fixing.” At 5:30 am the submarine submerged, having ventilated and charged its batteries on the surface. By submerging it made itself less vulnerable to detection and attack by enemy aircraft and ships, however their transit of the winding passage was only about halfway completed. They would need to verify their position before they were through. At 10 am they were southeast of the coast of Long Island, and by early afternoon were only seven or eight miles from land. If the submarine was on the surface it would have been visible from an elevation ashore with 12-mile visibility on a clear day.

​[image: images]

During the hours between 2 pm (it might have been noon depending on the time difference between Germany and the Bahamas), and 4 pm, when the sub was next reported east of Clarence Town, Carlsen did not record anything, whether he surfaced or not was not noted. Certainly the sub could achieve four times its submerged speed of about three knots, allowing it to cover substantially more ground. It is also possible that before crossing the wide Atlantic Carlsen wanted to visually verify his position, particularly to line up a safe passage between Samana Cay to the south and Rum Cay and San Salvador to the north. In particular there are two large, Spanish-colonial-style churches on the bluffs east of Clarence Town which would have served as reliable beacons enabling a captain to confirm their exact position.
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St. Paul’s Anglican Church, Clarence Town Long Island Bahamas, taken from the steeple of

St. Peter’s Roman Catholic Church, with a view out to sea eastwards.

Source: home.comcast.net/~srweiss/bahamas05/roadtrip.html

Whether Carlsen took the calculated risk of surfacing southeast of and out of sight of Clarence Town proper will not be known with certitude. He demonstrated in writing a propensity to approach landmarks and verify his position as recently as passing Castle Island Light some 12 hours before. The evidence suggests that five pairs of eyes witnessed the submarine indeed surfacing for a short time before heading east to break free of the shallow Bahamas and head back for Europe, where U-732 arrived on the last day of the same month. If so it would be the only verifiable incidence of a living witness having seen a German submarine patrolling in the region – one Saturday morning out of some 1,500 other days where the enemy prowled the watery region around the islands over the course of more than two and a half years.
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Claus-Peter Carlsen, Commander of U-732.

Source: uboat.net/men/commanders/163.html


  
​FOREWORD

Global conflicts first appeared in the 18th century after European nations, prompted by commercial, imperialistic, avaricious and sometimes religious motivations, had established out-posts and colonies around the world. The first world war began in 1739 with what the English felt would be a tidy little conflict in the Caribbean and Spanish colonies in Central and South America. With the excuse of avenging the Spanish mistreatment of an English merchant captain during which the Spanish summarily separated him from his right ear, the British launched the War of Jenkin’s Ear. Their goal was to break the Spanish monopoly on trade with their colonies in the new world.

Things did not go as planned, the war in the Caribbean was a debacle for the British and Commodore Anson’s eight-ship squadron that was intended to attack the Spanish on the West Coast of South America was decimated with only one of the eight ships able to carry the war around the world and return to England. When France joined Spain in the fight against the British, the tidy little War of Jenkin’s Ear morphed into a global conflict known as the War of Austrian Succession. When the peace was hammered out for that world war, a fortress on an island on the Gulf of St. Lawrence was exchanged for Madras on the Bay of Bengal and the treaty included provisions impacting the British and Spanish islands in and around the Caribbean.

Exactly 200 years later, in 1939, another war began between European nations that would sweep around the world and penetrate all corners of the globe – the Aleutian Islands, the Channel Islands, the innumerable islands of the South Pacific and, yes, the islands in and around the Caribbean. In U-boats in the Bahamas and Turks and Caicos, Eric Wiberg gives us the first detailed, meticulously researched and documented glimpse of that “theater of war”. Until the United States entered the war, the waters along the East Coasts of both North and South America were protected by the Pan American Neutrality Zone and were “off-limits” to Axis warships.

Since the Bahamas and the Caribbean Islands were within this zone, there was a delay in the war’s intrusion there. Other than the arrival in the Bahamas in October of 1940 of two sailors whose ship had been sunk 3,000 miles away and who travelled for 70 days to reach the Bahamas, those pleasant islands escaped the visible impact until the “invasion” of the U-boats. Despite the fact that these activities took place in a literal backwater of the war, the losses were felt just as deeply as those in the frontlines and the successes were just as sweet. Importantly, this book tells one more key part of the big story and is one more piece in the giant puzzle of the history of World War II. Its value for historians cannot be underestimated.

Throughout the stories of the attacks by German and Italian submarines on Allied shipping in the water around the Bahamas and the Turks and Caicos, several consistent themes emerge in Wiberg’s thorough accounts. Prime among them is the heroism of the merchant mariners who time and again put themselves in danger as they performed the critical task of moving supplies, military and civilian, which were vital to ultimate victory. We see a Norwegian captain abandoning his stricken ship, yet courageously re-boarding her three times in attempts to save her.

We read of numerous instances of sailors having their ships shot out from under them and then continuously going back to sea and having additional ships torpedoed and sunk. We can also recognize what we know today as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which was seldom recognized 75 years ago. We read the tale of a mariner who, after surviving three sinkings, is termed unfit for further duty at sea, takes a job ashore and is unable to talk of his experiences for the rest of his life.

Another consistent theme is the kindness and generosity of people ashore when distressed sailors reached land. Wiberg pays proper credit to the controversial Duchess of Windsor, whose husband was the wartime governor of the Bahamas. She readily took on her role as the leader of the Red Cross in the islands and personally greeted and saw to the well-being of many of the stranded sailors. Just as she carried out this official duty, this book relates the heartening tales of everyday Bahamians, often poor and on outlying islands, who generously provided for these desperate castaways.

So often books about war are rife with man’s inhumanity toward man. In this book, to be certain, lives are lost in the midst of the attacks or in their aftermaths, but there is also a consistent presence of gallantry. After the brutality of an attack, the submarines, German and Italian, moved among the crowded lifeboats gathering information to record their triumphs, but also asking if those in the boats needed assistance and providing information to help the survivors reach the nearest land. Wiberg also acknowledges the heroism of the Axis submariners as he recounts not only their victories but also their deaths as many of the subs were eventually tracked down and sunk.

Eric Wiberg has made a significant contribution to the bibliography of World War II history. His meticulous research allows us to relate to our heroes, even one with the colorful name of Capt. Bowleg. We follow them from the tense life aboard ship in a war zone, through the chaos of attack and sinking, and the ordeal of reaching safety. We know them as real people and we also know their attackers as real people. We also see the generosity of the people of the Bahamas.

History isn’t great events, it is the continuum of many small events carried out by real people. U-Boats in the Bahamas and Turks and Caicos gives us an intimate glimpse of those events and, importantly, those people.

J. Revell Carr

Santa Fe, NM


  
​INTRODUCTION

There were 112 German and Italian submarine patrols to and around the Bahamas and Turks and Caicos Islands during World War II. Of those, 54 submarines sank 130 Allied merchant ships. This is the story of a select 10 of those ships, and the 327 men who, in the effort to survive their sinking, made their way ashore and actually set foot on Bahamian and Turks and Caican sand. The book does not attempt to answer the larger questions – the why – of what happened. It seeks to depict, on the most human and personal level, what happened to those men and the people who welcomed them ashore. The perspective is not from 30,000 feet, but rather it aims to depict the action from arm’s length. This is not an academic work, its purpose is to simply record and depict what actually happened, not argue any thesis. Because of censorship and the fact that most original documents are not kept in the Bahamas but overseas, little has generally been published about World War II in the Bahamas and Turks and Caicos, allowing fact to be supplanted by rumor.

The primary reason for writing this book is simple: a book covering the sinking of Allied ships by Axis submarines in the Bahamas in World War II has never been written. The closest analysis was Gaylord Kelshall’s The U-Boat War in the Caribbean, whose focus was activity south of the Greater Antilles (Cuba, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico), and the US Gulf Coast. This study adds over 75 vessels to Mr. Kelshall’s seminal work from the mid 1980’s. U-boat attacks in the waters off Cape Hatteras have been treated extensively in Operation Drumbeat by Michael Gannon as well as Torpedo Junction by Homer Hickham and Gary Gentile’s The Fuhrer’s U-Boats in American Waters. Activities in the US Gulf Coast were covered by Torpedoes in the Gulf by Melanie Wiggins. The focus of this book is the sinking of merchant marine ships north of the Greater Antilles as far as Bermuda and East Florida out to Anegada and a bit beyond. Each sentence is meant to give the reader something new, and ever word is meant to be supported by fact.


  
​SUMMARY OF AXIS ACTIVITIES

In early March 1942, the German Type IXC submarine U-128 under Kapitanlieutnant Ulrich Heyse came deliberately around Elbow Cay light, off Hope Town Abaco, heading south to the entrance to the Northeast Providence channel in pursuit of his prey, the Norwegian tanker O. A. Knudsen. Heyse wasn’t the first U-Boat commander entering the greater Bahamas area looking for glory, nor would he be the last. In fact at least three U-boats preceded him. During the same week, Heyse and his crew shared the waters of the Bahamas with both German and Italian submarines. At the peak, on the 1st of July 1942, there were 12 submarines in the region: U-84, U-94, U-134, U-153, U-154, U-203, U-332, U-505 (now on exhibit in Chicago), U-507, U-571, and the Italian submarines Finzi and Morosini.

Over a three-year period, from 1942 to 1944, 88 Axis commanders would try their luck in the greater Bahamas area (defined as a line extending eastwards from Bermuda to Anegada). Seventeen of the submarines would not return to base. This is their story, chronologically outlined, to give the reader a sense of the depth of the invasion of these waters. It is the tale of 112 submarine incursions, by different skippers and in different boats with the same mission in mind: destroy as many Allied vessels – from schooners to tankers – in as short a period as possible and then return safely to base in France, Germany or Norway.

Between 21 January 1942 and 8 September 1944 there were 1,403 patrol days sailed in the region. Thirteen skippers made two missions into the area: Hans-Ludwig Witt, Günther Krech, Reinhardt “Teddy” Suhren, Hans-Georg “Fritz” Poske, Peter “Ali” Cremer, Albrecht Achilles, Friedrich-Wilhelm Wissman, Walther Kölle, Horst Uphoff, Günther Müller-Stöckheim, Ludwig Foster, Ugo Giudice and Günther Pfeffer. No skipper made three or more patrols to the region, though individual submarines made as many as four patrols into the area.

​​[image: images]

Günther Müller-Stöckheim with his colleague Carl Emmermann during a mid-ocean rendezvous between U-67 and U-172 in mid-June 1942, in the Caribbean Sea.

Source: U- Boot- Krieg in der Karibik 1942-1945, Gaylord Kelshall, U-Boat Museum, Cuxhaven

A number of submarines made repeated patrols under different commanders. In fact, 16 submarines came back twice. Fourteen of those subs were German and two were Italian. One German submarine, U-518, made three patrols in the area. Only two, U-154 and U-129, came back a record four times. The Germans recorded every torpedo fired, and their records were captured by the Allies following the war. As a result, in most instances copies of the actual logs of each attack are available, on a reconstructed basis when the sub was sunk on the patrol.

As with anything, quantity of patrols does not equate to quality. An Italian submarine, the Enrico Tazzoli, made only one patrol there, but in the space of 10 days it attacked six ships, topping records of other boats which made repeated voyages to the same waters. The top five most successful commanders by tonnage sunk were Bauer, Witt, Suhren, Markworth and di Cossato, each with over 30,000 gross registered tons to their credit. The top eight submarines were U-126 with eight attacks on Allied ships, Enrico Tazzoli, U-129 and U-564 with six each, U-123 with five, and U-504, U-333, U-66 and the Morosini with four ships hit.

Submarines which patrolled to the Bahamas area in early 1942 had a much better chance of success than those on later voyages. This is due to the fact that during the early phase of the war for the United States, their flank was largely unprotected. For a crucial time at the outset of 1942 the Allies were blind to the German signals intelligence: they could not read their daily fleet dispositions, as they were too well encoded. The Allies during this time were also unprepared: they did not have anti-submarine ships and planes, kept the coasts and lighthouses lit, and were not yet escorting in convoys slow and vulnerable merchant ships. By 1943 and 1944, Axis subs may have been able to spend more time in the region with refueling provided in mid-Atlantic and innovations such as the schnorkel, but they were harried almost around the clock by the Allies and had much more limited target selection.

These 112 patrols travelled into the area from various ports in France and Germany. Some of them went past Key West into the Gulf of Mexico or through the Windward or Mona passages into the Caribbean proper. It took a sub a week on average from first entering the region to transiting through the Bahama Islands. They utilized a number of chokepoints: the Northeast Providence Channel, the Old Bahama Channel, the Caicos Passage, the Crooked Island Passage, or the Straits of Florida. Because the Bahamas sit on a 10,000-square-mile shallow plateau, subs could simply wait at the channels like dogs around a dining table.

A submarine might enter and leave the region several times during a single patrol. Including both inward and outward transits, subs crossed the line between Bermuda and Anegada 170 times in either direction, 56 entered or left between Bermuda and Savannah, Georgia, 45 by utilizing the Windward Passage between Cuba and Haiti. Thirty patrols utilized the Anegada Passage which forms the northeast corner of the Caribbean Sea. Thirty sailed between Key West and Havana, and 26 used the Mona Passage between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. Once inside the zone, at least 20 subs transited the Old Bahama Channel. Thirty-one used the Caicos Passage, 10 used the Crooked Island Passage, and a dozen the Northeast or Northwest Providence channels. Twenty-six used the Gulf Stream in the Straits of Florida.

Some submarines simply nipped the fringe of the zone by entering or exiting the Caribbean via the Anegada Passage, or circling Bermuda. Altogether each sub averaged 14 days in the area, including inward and outward voyages. The longest patrol in the region was 60 days, by Friedrich Markworth in U-66. The shortest was a single day, by Mohr in U-124.

​[image: images]

Johann Mohr of U-124, in a photograph taken during patrol.

Source: U-Boat Museum, Cuxhaven, from U-Boot im der Karibik

The 88 skippers who attacked the Bahamas area were an elite of their corps. Forty six, or over half, were awarded the highest decoration in the German Navy – the Knights Cross. A further 11 of them obtained even higher decorations. Together they sank, in aggregate, 989 Allied ships in the course of the war (most of them well beyond the Bahamas), weighing a total of 4,998,476 tons of merchant shipping (Gross Registered Tons– the weight of the ship itself, not including cargo). This is an average of 10 ships and 50,000 tons per skipper. In the Bahamas area specifically, the average was 6,670 tons and 1.5 ships per skipper, per patrol.

With respect to tonnage, one U-boat skipper mused that he worked for the largest metal scrapping effort of the war, as their mission was to demolish as much enemy tonnage as possible. Often, the carrying capacity of a ship well exceeded its weight. So, when one factors in the cost, time, material and infrastructure required to replace the tonnage, the damage to the Allied war effort is exponentially much beyond nearly five million tons of ships lost. This was particularly the case when one considers that the United States was able to contribute the least to the war effort, in early 1942, before Liberty Ships and naval craft could be rolled off the slips in a matter of weeks if not days.

On the technical side, it is informative to know what model of submarine was most utilized in these attacks. The Germans used two designs in the Bahamas campaign – the Type IX model, accounting for over half, or 64 of the missions, and the Type VII in which 40 patrols were undertaken. The subs were Type IXC, VIIC, IXC/40, VIIB, IXB, and VIID. The Italians used four submarines of the Calvi Class, one Oceanico, and one Marcello class.

As weapons, the U-boats themselves need to be understood in the context of the men who manned them. The fact that most U-Boat commanders were killed on their very first patrol speaks of the extreme riskiness of this activity, despite the many months of training and preparation which the Germans invested in each commander. During the overall war from 1939 to 1945, the Germans trained 1,418 commanders who served aboard 1,156 submarines which entered service. Of these, 538 skippers lost their lives in the line of duty – in a service which suffered 66 percent attrition, the highest of any service on either side during the war fought by and against Germany.

A total of 863 submarines – or 10 times those that served near the Bahamas – saw action (the balance were used as training boats or were lost before they could engage the Allies). Any boat which made it to the Bahamas was by definition a front line boat in one of the elite flotillas. Most of them – 43, or over a third – sailed for the 2nd Flotilla based in Lorient in the Bay of Biscay. Twenty-one others set off from the 10th Flotilla’s based in the same French port. Fourteen were in the 1st Flotilla based in Brest, six from the 9th Flotilla also in Brest, 10 were from the 3rd Flotilla in La Pallice, seven from the 7th Flotilla in Saint Nazaire, three from the 6th Flotilla in the same port. Seven patrols were represented by the Italian and German joint venture Betasom (standing for Beta for Bordeaux and Som for Somergibili, which means submarines in Italian). These were based in Bordeaux, France.

There were more than 112 departures for the region (a number of subs were sunk enroute), but only 95 successful return voyages. Seventeen subs, or roughly 15% were sunk after reaching the Bahamas area. Although the overwhelming majority of patrols set off from French ports, eight began in Kiel, Germany. These were mostly outbound boats which returned to the French ports, using a patrol to the Bahamas as a re-positioning voyage.

Three patrols had unusual endings – one submarine was damaged and interned in El Ferrol Spain, another returned to Flensburg, Germany, and a third to Kristiansand, Norway, which has been overrun by the Germans in April 1940 (though a fleet of roughly a thousand Norwegian ships managed to escape and was in the hands of “free” Norwegians). There were a total of nine ports in four countries – overwhelmingly France, Germany, Norway and Spain. It is interesting to note how vitally important the fall of France was to the German invasion of the Caribbean area, and how much less important the impressive coastline of Norway was to this particular effort. Had ports in Portugal, Spain or North Africa – or those in the Azores and Madeira Islands been available to the Germans, the results might have been more devastating. The decision of nations such as Mexico, Cuba, Uruguay, and crucially Brazil to abandon their neutrality and support the Allied war effort was due mostly to the German U-boat armed attacks on those nations’ ships – a classic case of Germans shooting themselves in the foot.

The 1,156 aforementioned submarines sank 2,779 Allied merchant and 148 naval war ships totaling 14,119,413 tons and damaged perhaps nearly as many tons of shipping. Of these submarines, 630, or more than half, were lost at sea, 603 were lost as a result of Allied activities - attacks from the air or from enemy ships, depth charges, ramming, etc. In addition, 81 were sunk by mines or from the air in their home bases. Of the 1,418 commanders, nine died in accidents (such as mistiming a jump from the conning tower – a fate suffered by Mützelburg); four in suicides (including Carlo Fecia di Cossato of the Enrico Tazzoli); and a handful were court martialed and shot; shot by accident by sentry (Wolfgang Luth); or killed while a prisoner of war (one skipper ran into the camp barbed wire fully expecting to be shot – he was). One amongst them – Teddy Suhren - was awarded the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, Swords and Diamonds – an honor bestowed upon only 26 other members of the entire German military.

The commanders who attacked the Bahamas area earned their elite status and accolades – many of them awarded via radio while they were still on patrol for feats accomplished in the region – by the cold mathematics of the tonnage sunk. They sank Allied tonnage and remained alive – they killed more than they were killed. On average each skipper tallied 10 ships sunk – more than that if you include those ships damaged and returned to service. Submarines in enemy territory, like the Bahamas, rarely had the luxury of lingering to ensure the complete loss of each ship sunk, particularly in convoy actions where counter-attack was all but assured.
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US convoy routes implemented from late May 1942 onwards showing transits around Bahamas.

Source: Samuel Eliot Morison, History of the United States Navy in World War II

Considering that each submarine patrol lasted on average two months or more, a total 15% loss ratio for the operation was fairly low. This is why the German attacks on the Caribbean in general - and Bahamas in particular - were considered successful investments by the Germans. Of the 130 Allied ships struck by German or Italian submarines in the area, only four subs were lost in the area immediately adjacent to the Bahamas, as opposed to boats lost in transit to and from Europe, or in the Caribbean. Not one submarine was lost in Bahamian territorial waters throughout the entire war. The closest were off Cay Sal Bank and the Saint Nicholas Channel bordering Cuba, the Windward Passage, and in the Bermuda or Cape Hatteras areas. Submarines were lost near the coasts of eight different countries. Two of them were sunk off the US, one off Key West and the other off New Orleans. Three were lost off Haiti, two off Bermuda, and two off Panama. One each was sunk off Cuba and the Dominican Republic.

Four were attacked and sunk in the Bay of Biscay and two off the Azores Islands whilst on return voyages. After the Allies instituted round-the-clock hunter-killer groups from aircraft carriers in the mid-Atlantic, the passages to and from the Bahamas became more perilous to the Axis submarines, particularly after the Allies targeted resupply submarines and waited for clusters of U-boats to appear. By comparison, Axis patrols in the western Atlantic became, relatively speaking, less dangerous. The issue of resupply of submarines while on patrol is easily overlooked. There were 82 rendezvous or resupply meetings meaning that on average most patrols were resupplied somehow.

Re-supply was never an easy logistical option. At the outset, the so-called milchkuh (milk cow, or mother-ship) U-boats were not readily available, and by the end, most of them had been targeted and sunk by the Allies in hunter-killer groups based on aircraft carriers in mid-Atlantic. Thus, most re-supply missions occurred from the latter part of 1942 to the end of 1943. The core of refueling was done by six submarines specifically designed for the task. U-459 took care of 18 submarines in the central Atlantic as they travelled either to or from the Bahamas. U-463 refueled nine subs, and U-462 supplied six. U-460 and U-461 provided fuel for seven vessels and U-488 for a further five. The Italians were, at least at first, the most active at rendezvousing with each other. The Morosini resupplied its colleagues twice, as did the Finzi. The Giuliani did so once, as did the Da Vinci.

Among the other reasons for rondezvous, some were just to exchange intelligence, parts, injured crew, or news. The Japanese submarine I-29, for example, met with U-518, which was on its way to the Bahamas. Two submarines received fuel during stops in Spain en route back to base. U-117 managed to provide fuel for three of her fellow submarines. Other submarines also interrupted their patrols to provide fuel or help to others in need. Most of the subs provided only a single exchange with other submarines on an ad-hoc basis. At least one of them escorted a damaged submarine back to base across the treacherous Bay of Biscay.

Lest the life of a U-boat commander seem overly grim, it is to be noted that at the time of writing, in mid-2015, no fewer than 13 of the commanders were still alive, including Reinhard Hardegen, the first one to enter the area in January 1942. Herbert Schulze, Wilhelm Schutze, Hans-Heinrich Giessler, Friedrich Markworth, Max Wintermeyer, Friedrich-Wilhelm Wissman, Rupprecht Stock, Richard Becker, Kurt Petersen, Hans-Jurgen Lauterbach-Emden, Claus-Peter Carlsen, and Günther Reeder were all alive. At this time, Hardegen was 101 years of age. Herbert A. Werner, author of Iron Coffins, was living in Florida until 2012 and strenuously denied that U-boat crew would have landed in the Bahamas, saying that doing so would have only provided unnecessary risk to all on board.

The demographic make-up of the commanders can be depicted by their relative ages. The oldest skipper to attack the region was Karl Neitzel at age 41, the youngest Hans-Werner Offermann and Claus-Peter Carlsen – both were 23 years of age at the time and were still alive. The average age of all skippers attacking the region was 28 years.

More than half, or 57 of the officers achieved the rank of Kapitanleutnant, 26 others that of Korvettenkapitan. A further thirteen were Oberleutnant zur Zee, and eight were Fregattenkapitan. The Italians had a different ranking system aside from Frigate Captain, though they shared in receiving German awards such as the Knights Cross for having served under GrossAdmiral Karl Dönitz. Three of the Italians were given the rank of Capitano di Corvetta and Capitano di Fregata. One was a Tenente di Vascello.

The 87 U-Boat commanders were members of long-range front line attack flotillas that led their boats on long patrols, sometimes reliant on refuel and resupply mid-way. The skippers were not only highly decorated and ranked at the highest levels, but they also returned home unscathed at a higher ratio than many of their compatriots. The kill-rate of submarines by Allied forces was comparatively low, particularly in the opening months which witnessed the most intense Axis attacks during which virtually no subs were sunk March-August 1942.

The period during which most Allied sinkings occurred was during the months when Axis submarine activity was at its highest and Allied defenses at their weakest. In March 1942, 21 vessels were lost; in April, there were 14; then in May, a further 23. In June a record 25 ships were sunk. By July the number was reduced to 11 and in August, 12 were sunk. During this six-month period, the Allies lost a total of 106 ships in the greater Bahamas region alone.

Most months saw only a small handful of submarines enter the Bahamas region, many of them in transit to other areas such as the Caribbean and US Gulf region. However, the March to August 1942 period, saw a spike of activity in conjunction with Operation Neuland, the wave of U-boats sent to the New World - following the immensely successful attacks of Operation Drumbeat in January 1942. In March 1942, six subs entered the area, mostly from the Cape Hatteras region, but in April this figure more than doubled to 15 incursions. Ten more followed in May, 16 in June, a dozen in July and 13 in August. After September 1942, aside from a spike in July 1943, when seven submarines entered the region, the numbers were low - zero to three patrols, per month. As a corollary, the greatest concentration of patrol days in the region again was in the period March to August 1942, reaching a high of 230 days in May. The peak was achieved in July, 1942, with 270 patrol days in the region that month. By October of the same year there were none.

This Axis tactic of intense attacks followed by periods of absence, was designed in part to throw – and keep – the Allied defenders off balance and in suspense. Arguably it was effective. Aside from simply sinking Allied tonnage, the U-boat offensive could be considered a success if it just bled valuable resources from the Allies towards a comparatively unimportant theatre of the overall war. In conclusion, it is clear that the U-boat skippers performed their missions admirably well in difficult circumstances, as they probed the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico in tandem with their Bahamas-related exploits. They sank more than they were sunk – they did their jobs.


  
​PART I:

U-BOAT ACTIVITY 21 JANUARY TO 5 MARCH 1942:

From the outset of war to when the O. A. Knudsen was sunk on March 5th 1942 there were 10 ships attacked by German and Italian submarines inside the area bounded by Havana, Savannah, Bermuda and Anegada or just eastwards of that line. The first ship sunk in the region by any submarine in either world war was the US tanker Pan Massachusetts. It was destroyed by Kapitanleutnant Ulrich Heyse in U-128 on the 19th of February. He followed by sinking the Cities Services Empire, a US freighter, off Cape Canaveral three days later. Heyse was not the first Axis sub into the region. U-123 under the leader of the Operation Drumbeat boats, Reinhard Hardegen had dipped southwest of Bermuda on the 21st and 22nd of January. He was followed by Kapitanluetnant Günther Müller-Stöckheim in U-67 who simply ducked into the Anegada passage on the 11th of February. U-129 under Asmus Nicolai “Nico” Clausen, probed the eastern area on the 13th of February without sinking anything there.

On Valentines Day U-504 under Korvettenkapitan Hans-Georg Freidrich Poske, known as “Fritz” entered the area southeast of Bermuda westbound towards Florida. On the 22nd of February he sank the American freighter Republic off Florida, and four days later sent the Dutch gasoline tanker Mamura to the bottom. Sadly all 49 of the officers and crew, many of them Chinese, were drowned. On the same day, also northeast of Abaco, he sank the US ship W. D. Anderson. After rounding the north end of Grand Bahama and a probe of the coast of Florida near Cape Canaveral U-504 returned the way it had come, exiting the area south of Bermuda on 18 March.

​[image: images]

Next came U-156 under Werner Hartenstein on his way from the Mona Passage back to France on the 25th of February. Hartenstein and his crew were fresh from a bombardment of the Allied refineries in Aruba, where the barrel of his main deck gun had exploded and been sawn off. He sank the British ship Macgregor north of Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic on the 27th of February and followed this the next day by attacking the Oregon, a US freighter, killing six. On the 3rd of March Carlo Fecia di Cossato aboard the Italian submarine Enrico Tazzoli chased the British tanker Rapana, however the ship escaped.

On the 4th of March there was a report in the New York Times about campers witnessing a shelling attack on Mona Light, Mona Island, in the passage of that name on the 3rd of March, however whoever attacked the island, it was not a German or Italian submarine, as none were in close proximity at the time, and none of them reported making such an attack. Probably this was an Allied vessel or aircraft having target practice without knowing that people were on the little-visited island at the time, and the incident has been withheld from the military records.

Meanwhile to the northeast U-126 under Kapitanleutnant Ernst Bauer sank the Norwegian ship Gunny on the 2nd of March, followed three days later by the Mariana just east of Mayaguana. Again – all the 36 officers and men were killed, though the ship sank a mere 27 miles upwind of the southern Bahamas, and several were seen alive by Bauer. Bauer continued a lengthy patrol in which he encircled the Bahamas, from the Windward Passage to off Key West, through the Northwest and Northeast Providence channels past Nassau, and then back northeast, exiting south of Bermuda on the 19th of March.


  
​ULRICH HEYSE & U-128

It will be instructive to depict the life of a German submarine, or U-boat. On that basis U-128 was chosen as a demonstrative vessel, not only because its patrol east of Abaco resulted in the day-long attack on the O. A. Knudsen, and the burial of Seaman Olaus Johansen on Abaco, but because the boat’s crew was captured almost in entirety and interrogated at length. The resulting 63-page report by the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) covers her war career – everything from manufacture to manning.

U-128 was first and foremost a fighting machine designed to sink as many Allied ships in its lifetime as quickly and efficiently as possible. Accommodations were made for sufficient men on board (between 48 and 56 men) to accomplish this. By all accounts accommodation on German submarines was far inferior in creature comforts than those of their American counterparts. U-128 was one of 54 Type IXC boats commissioned, and was built at the Deschimag AG Wesser shipyard at on the Wesser River in Bremen. Part of a series starting with U-125, other clusters of boat numbers in the same series were the ones starting with the famous U-161, U-171, U-501 and U-507, all of which were to prove active in the Bahamas area. IXCs got their name because they improved on the IXB type by adding 43 tons of fuel storage space and expanding the range to 13,400 nautical miles at 10 knots. They also had mine-carrying and mine-laying capacity, though this was never utilized by U-128. If so configured, subs in the series could carry 44 TMA or 66 TMB mines.

​[image: images]

A German U-boat under way with officers and some crew manning the conning tower.

Source: William Gordonson, U-Boat Tactics of World War II

U-128 was ordered on the 7th of August 1939 and its keel was laid down on the 10th of July the following year. It was launched on the 20th of February, 1941 after roughly seven months of construction, and commissioned under the watchful eye of its first commander, Kapitanleutnant Ulrich Heyse, on the 12th of May 1941. He was to serve aboard her until the 28th of February 1943. The submarine was only ever assigned to the 2nd Flotilla, whose nickname was Saltzwedel, after a WWI commander, first as a training boat in the Baltic from its commissioning to 30 November 1941, then, after the fall of France, as a front boat in the same flotilla in France. Founded in 1936 and flying under the insignia of a submarine intertwined in an upright letter Z, the Second Flotilla (Unterseebootsflotille) was a combat flotilla which moved from Kiel to Wilhelmshaven to Lorient France from May 1941 onwards.

The Flotilla Commander at the relevant time was Kovettenkapitan Victor Schütze, a holder of the prestigious Knights Cross. Fegattenkapitan Ernst Kals, another Knights Cross holder, assumed command from January 1943 to October 1944. There were a total of 91 U-boats of many types assigned to the 2nd Flotilla in the course of its history, ranging in numbers from U-25 to U-1228. On the fall of France in August 1944 the last U-boats left Lorient for Norway and the 2nd Flotilla as it was ceased to exist.

What did the U-boat look like? To most it would have seemed sleek, fearsome, and fast. It would have been painted a wartime grey, with a pointed bow, gradually sloping forward deck which contained a large cannon, and ended at the base of a conning tower. Some subs had dragon-like metal teeth fixed to the bow and slanting back whose purpose was to cut wires of submarine booms laid out by the Allies to protect harbors. Others had aerial radio cables connecting the bow and stern with the conning tower.

Since most U-boats did not have either radar or prior intelligence on Allied ship and naval movements, they relied heavily on the radio to receive intelligence on the movements of Allied convoys and other Axis submarines, and to transmit reports of successes in the field as well as requests for assistance and advice. It was not unusual for a U-boat which required more fuel, torpedoes, or technical or medical assistance to have a compatriot submarine vectored to it in order to assist – without bases in enemy territory they relied upon each other and on the centralized headquarters, called BdU (Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote, for supreme commander U-boats), lead by Großadmiral Karl Dönitz, based for most of the war in Chateau de Pignerolles at Saint-Barthélemy-d’Anjou, France.

The conning tower looked like an upturned jar planted roughly midway down the length of the submarine. Through this all personnel entered and exited the interior, or pressure hull of the submarine, and on it they obtained some protection from the wind, waves, ice and breaking seas. The crew did have emergency hatches forward and aft from which to escape, and there were torpedo-loading chambers forward as well. The conning tower held the periscopes, which enabled the commander to see above the surface without the submarine being seen, as well as guns, mounted binoculars, firing sites, and air intakes for the diesel engines and ventilation system.

In terms of decorations on the conning tower, U-128 had more than most. Submarines, like their crew, were assigned flotillas and received recognition (pennants showing tonnage in numbers of each new merchant or naval victim flown from the wire says or radio antennas during and after patrols. Here is a list from the ONI report on U-128’s insignia:


    1“White Horse. On both sides of the conning tower. It stemmed from the adoption of U-128 by the Organization Todt, which had a song about a white horse.


    2Coat of arms of the city of Ulm. Ulm was the city which had adopted U-128 and which had entertained some of her crew between the fifth and sixth patrols.


    3Olympic Rings.


    4Gray U-boat with streak of lightning across it. This is the flotilla device.”

  

We learn from the ONI report that “As Kapitänleutnant Heyse was a friend of Todt, U-128 had been adopted by the O.T. [Organization Todt]. The crew had the privilege of visiting the pleasant rest home of the organization in the castle of Pongalec (phonetic spelling). This castle is five stories in height and is reported to be situated about 18 miles southeast of Hennebont. It is built on a level clearing in the forest and is said not to be camouflaged. The crew of U-128 had their farewell party here before sailing on their last cruise.” Survivors of U-128 also spoke of “some fifty girls from the Paris office of the Organization Todt… ” welcoming them ashore from patrols, and of being hosted in Paris and Germany by members of the organization.

U-128 was a Type IXC boat – and thus serves as a prototype of the vast majority of the submarines, called in German unterseeboot for “under sea boat,” which were either Type IX, IXC or IXC/40. Though called a 750-ton boat (referring to its weight out of the water), this model displaced a total of 1,540 tons of water – 1,232 submerged and 1,120 on the surface. The length overall was 251.84 feet, and the length of the pressure hull, or cocoon around which the rest of the submarine was built, was 192.75 feet. The boat was 22.18 feet wide at its widest, and the pressure hull was 14.44 feet wide. The draft was 15.42 feet from the waterline, meaning that the sub needed at least 15-and-a-half feet of water between the sea floor and the sea surface to be able to move forward safely. This ruled out a lot of the shallow, reef-strewn banks of the Bahamas to a German submarine. From the waterline to its highest point above water the sub was 30.84 feet – this is called the air draft.

These U-boats achieved far greater speed and range on the surface – 13,450 nautical miles (a nautical mile being roughly 1.18 statute miles), at a cruising speed of 18.3 knots (or nautical miles per hour). The submerged cruising speed was only 7.3 knots. The power in horsepower under its oxygen-draft diesel engines (on the surface) was 4,400 horsepower, and submerged, on its quieter electric motors, 1,000 horsepower. This was provided by two Siemens motors of 500 h.p. each. The diesels were manufactured by M.A.N. and were of nine cylinders, and four cycles of 2,200 h.p. each. The nickname for the port diesel was HH or “Haw” and for the starboard Hott, or “Gee.”

The engines kept the batteries – critical equipment – continually charged to the point that an emergency dive was always possible on the available charge. The batteries were lead-acid type with a capacity of 12,500 ampere-hours. They constantly needed to be recharged and the boat ventilated to prevent chlorine buildup which could debilitate or kill the crew (after the sub was sunk, U-128’s Chief Engineer, though rescued, subsequently died of chlorine poisoning, as did other senior members of the engineering team). While cruising at its most economical rate, to and from a patrol area, the sub utilized both diesel and electric power to achieve six to seven knots. One diesel engine turned at 250 rotations per minute (r.p.m.), and one electric motor churned at 150 r.p.m.. These engines turned two propeller shafts, one on either side of the centerline. In order to escape being seen by enemy ships or from the air by enemy aircraft, or depth-charge bombs dropped by either, the submarines were capable of submerging 755 feet, though in extremes even this boundary might be pushed (over its life the U-128 is not believed to have dived beyond 660 feet).

In terms of armament the submarine was capable of carrying 22 torpedoes, generally broken down by 15 electric and seven air torpedoes. There were a total of six torpedo tubes – four forward (two each on either side of the bow) and two on the stern; one on either side. Though the stern-firing torpedoes were utilized in convoy actions, on solo encounters on the high seas they were generally reserved for firing a coup-de-grace shot to finish off an already damaged victim, when time and safety from enemy aircraft permitted. Since a submarine commander usually fired a spread of three to four torpedoes at a target, the average expenditure of U-128 on its first dozen or so victims was four torpedoes per sinking. The First Watch Officer (1WO, or second in command) generally fired the torpedoes when surfaced, and the commander, from periscope depth when submerged. Some 1WO’s, like Teddy Suhren, gained recognition and awards for skill at torpedo attacks before becoming a commander.

The submarine’s deck armament consisted of a 105-millimeter (4.1-inch) gun mounted forward of the conning tower, meaning that each shell was over four inches in diameter. The incendiary shells could be over three feet in length and weigh over 110 pounds. They had to be relayed by hand up from a locker below in the submarine, except for an emergency supply kept in a small locker embedded in the conning tower. Other gunnery on board the submarine consisted of a 37-millimeter (1.5-inch-diameter) anti-aircraft gun aft on the conning tower, as well as another 20-millimeter anti-aircraft cannon located aft on the bridge platform. This was supplemented by four C-38 machine guns also on the bridge, which could be mounted and un-mounted as the need arose (in other words the submarine would not submerge with them in place except in cases of emergency). When time permitted the deck guns were greased periodically and caps inserted in the barrels before each submersion, and they were aligned with the hull to reduce drag.

Kapitanleutnant Ulrich Heyse was born in Berlin-Friedenau on the 27th of September in 1906 and thus aged 34 at the time of U-128’s commissioning, and 35 when he patrolled the Bahamas (he would survive the war and live to 1970 and the age of 64). A member of the Crew of 1933, he sank 12 ships for 83,639 tons over his career, which is the same tally for U-128 since he was one of only two commanders of the sub and the only one to confirm sinking enemy ships on her. (His successor, Hermann Steinert was seen as much more hesitant and was, according to survivors, much less liked than Heyse).

Survivors of U-128 who had served under him described Heyse to their captors thus: “He was popular with his crew; on occasion he would sit down with the kitchen detail, whip out his pocket knife and while peeling potatoes would talk about and discuss with crew members any subject which interested them. He also would now and then have several glasses of beer with his crew, when on shore. No doubt, his leadership contributed to the success of U-128 while under his command; most prisoners expressed their belief that U-128 would not have met with its fate on May 17, 1943, had Heyse been its commander. …prior to his entry into the German Navy, had served on merchant ships.”

“To this background many of his men attribute the sympathetic attitude of Heyse toward crew members of torpedoed ships. Foodstuff, cigarettes, and even rum, if necessary, were supplied, and in more than one instance Heyse explained that he was sorry that his duty compelled him to sink their ships. While in the navy, Heyse had served as executive officer on a destroyer and had made a cruise as commander pupil in another U-boat.”

​[image: images]

Ulrich Heyse of U-128

Source: uboat.net

After learning that the O.A. Knudsen had been built in Germany Heyse remarked that her builders must have “accounted for her slow sinking.” Ulrich Heyse rose from Offiziersanwärter in 1933 to Korvettenkapitän on 1 April 1943. Having served in the merchant marine, he then went to the surface fleet of the Kreigsmarine, serving on the destroyer Theodor Riedel. During 1939 – 1940 Heyse undertook 12 patrols on the Riedel before transferring to U-boats in July. His first U-boat was U-37, which he led on one short (non-offensive) patrol as Kommandantenschüler (commander-in-training). Over his career he served 311 war patrol days over five war patrols, all of them in U-128.

In 1940 Heyse was awarded the Iron Cross 2nd Class, and on the day he returned from the Bahamas patrol this was increased to 1st Class. The same day (March 24, 1942) he also received the U-Boat War Badge of 1939. Roughly half a year later, based on a reported tonnage of 98,000 tons (actually it was 83,639 which is not as much of an exaggeration as some other skippers’), he received the Knights Cross of the Iron Cross, one of the highest awards of the German military, making him a Knight of the Wehrmacht. To give an idea of the rarity of this award, he was only the 143rd recipient in the Kriegsmarine and the 78th in the U-boat arm at the time he received it, in recognition of “extreme battlefield bravery or successful military leadership.”

In March 1943, a year after his return from the Bahamas, and after two patrols to Brazil, Heyse moved ashore to become an instructor in U-boat learning divisions called Unterseebootslehrdivision. Two years later, in March of 1945 he rose to command the 32nd (training) Flotilla. The war would end within two months and Heyse would survive it.

The executive officer of U-128 from commissioning to her Bahamas patrol was Oberleutnant Helmut Kurrer, who graduated in the Crew of 1935. He was born on 16 February 1916 and was thus ten years junior to Heyse and turned 26 during the patrol (three days before the sinking of the Pan Massachusetts). He rose through the ranks from Midshipman in 1936 to Korvettenkapitan in 1943. On 15th August 1942, less than five months after returning from the Bahamas patrol, Kurrer was promoted to commander of U-189. Within a year he and the crew would be lost south of Greenland’s Cape Farewell on 23rd April, 1943, a mere 21 days into the submarine’s first patrol. He received no decorations during his career, which seems odd since Rolf Bahn, who was Second Watch Officer beneath him, was awarded the U-Boat War Badge 1939 on arrival back from U-128’s patrol to the Bahamas.

The Second Watch Officer, or third in command, on the Bahamas patrol, Bahn succeeded Kurrer to the 1WO or First Watch Officer role on the third patrol. Bahn was born on 6 March 1918 in Rustringen – he celebrated his 24th birthday the day after the sinking of the O. A. Knudsen. Starting as an Offiziersanwarter in 1935 (he was a member of the Crew of 1936), Bahn rose to command two submarines, U-1235 and U-876 at the end of the war. However neither submarine went on a war patrol, and perhaps as a result Bahn survived the war. In September 1942 he earned the Iron Cross 1st Class, and in August 1943 Bahn was promoted to Kapitänleutnant. He is believed to be alive at the time of this writing,

The names of every crew member during U-128’s patrol to the Bahamas in March 1942 are not known, and crew changed at least incrementally after each patrol, due to attrition, rotation, and promotion, as well as the need to mingle greenhorns with more experienced crew. However a full list of the crew, which consisted of 54 persons, when it was sunk off Brazil on May 17, 1943 was compiled by the ONI. The crew was composed of four officers, three midshipmen, 16 petty officers, and 31 enlisted men. This list can be seen as representative of what the crew composition would have been like on the patrol to the Bahamas.

There were two lieutenants in their mid-20s, an Engineering Lieutenant, three Midshipmen, a Reserve Ensign, two Boatswain’s mates (Bosun, or petty officer), six Machinists or Machinist’s Mates, two Radiomen, one Coxswain, a Torpedoman’s mate, 12 Firemen (engine room crew) and 12 Seamen (deck crew). The junior ratings ranged in age from 18 to 26.

A summary of the early career of U-128 before its Bahamas patrol is germane to illustrate the typical life of a German submarine. Two months before the boat’s commissioning most deck and engineering officers arrived to closely follow the final fitting out of their charge. Seamen and torpedo ratings followed closer to the take-over date. Two days after commissioning, on the 14th of May 1941, the submarine transited the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal to Kiel, where it passed its tests for U-boat Acceptance command in roughly three weeks. Once accepted U-128 moved to Warnemeunde for torpedo practice, then Stettin for a final overhaul, taking about a month. The crew was allowed ten day’s leave during this period. In early July 1941 U-128 under Heyse sailed for Oslo for diving tests, however it struck an uncharted rock and was seriously damaged, ripping open its bottom and damaging the starboard torpedo caps. After 25 of the crew were taken of by the light cruiser Nurnburg and the boat was towed off the rock by the depot ship Odin, the sub received emergency repairs in Horten, Norway. Historian Clay Blair Jr. notes that Heyse, “…a one-time merchant marine officer, was one of the most mature and experienced ship handlers in the submarine force. He survived the court of inquiry and retained command.”
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