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O hear us when we cry to Thee

For those in peril on the sea.

Words taken from a well-loved 19th century William Whiting hymn

For Sheila and Ingrid

My constant helpmates in the world of words and images

AUF EINEM SEEMANNSGRAB

DA BLÜHEN KEINE ROSEN

Roses do not flower on a sailor’s grave

Song of the German Navy

‘Kaleun’ is a sort of portmanteau of Kapitänleutnant as a form of address by crews to the many U-boat commanders who held this rank
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World War I

Germany

Hearing the cackle of laughter from the study, Lothar stopped at the door to listen: Pappi’s half-drunk friend spouting garbage. ‘You’re a lucky old bugger, Blessing, it looks like the British navy have landed you a job for life!’ Half-drunk hot air maybe, but true enough as Lothar had seen it all happen. In 1906, a new type of British battleship was brought into service ― the Dreadnought. Germany was obliged to revise its ideas and promptly did so, and by 1914 had built a dozen Dreadnought-types and a raft of battle cruisers. Large dry-docks were constructed and work commenced on widening the Kiel Canal to accommodate the capital ships. As a Kaiserliche Marine Ingenieur, Friedrich Blessing was posted to Kiel. He enjoyed steady promotion, ultimately ranked as Leitender Ingenieur ― Senior Engineer. The Blessing family home in Rendsburg was a highly convenient place for Friedrich’s family, near the mid­point between Kiel on the Baltic Sea and the Canal’s entry into the North Sea.

Thus was the life of Friedrich’s only child, Lothar, ordained in that cold northern place under the cool distancing eyes of his mother. With her strange air of distraction, Lothar knew he lived in the outer orbit of Anna’s core life: never not cared for, but perhaps not cared about in the way his father was. When the genial Friedrich walked in the door at day’s end, Anna sparkled into life in a way Lothar might have envied outright but never did. Young Lothar arrived at the conclusion that worrying about perceived slights would have left him, not poorer, but powerless. This supreme and accurate conviction gave Lothar little pleasure and he never mentioned Anna’s detachment to anyone, least of all his father, having no expectation that the reason for her cool indifference might one day, like a forgotten submarine, surface into the light.

⁎

‘You might have mentioned it, son.’

‘You’d only have forbidden me, Pappi.’

‘Well, as you’ve signed the papers, there’s nothing I can do about it now.’

Lothar gave his father a tight­lipped smile as they looked over a flotilla of U­boats, a dozen four abreast and three lines deep floating at the Kiel naval base.

‘It’s bound to be dangerous work, that’s all I’m saying,’ said Friedrich.

‘Not a sound Kaiserliche Marine attitude, Pappi,’ Lothar answered with a pretend punch on Friedrich’s shoulder, drawing the sting from his words.

‘What are you going to train as?’

‘Torpedoman, there are two of us for the job.’

‘And your Kommandant? Someone with some experience I hope.’

‘Can’t say, Pappi, it’s restricted information.’

Friedrich snorted. ‘For Christ’s sake!’

‘I’m sure He’s got nothing to do with it. That’s possibly another treasonous thought. Two in as many minutes.’

‘Well, a heathen’s sense of humour may well come in handy in one of those tin cans. Your mother is appalled at the very idea.’

‘She hides it well,’ said Lothar with a straight face knowing his mother did nothing of the sort. They turned and started their tramp towards the depot. Lothar tucked in his father’s arm. ‘You needn’t be too worried, Pappi, there’s training first which is pretty intensive.’

‘But war will come, son, one way or another. I feel it in my bones. All these warships, now submarines, it won’t be long coming. The military is practising in our East and West African colonies anyway, so the papers say, ‘maintaining law and order’ ― wholesale slaughter of the indigenous in the Kaiser’s name more like... I despair.’

Thus was May ushered in, in 1914. Three months later Friedrich’s forecast was realized. Germany was at war.

⁎

Lothar’s U­boat training was thorough. Countless dry­run surface attacks and mock submerged attacks. Then war with Russia with Lothar and his fellow crew members kept busy loading U­9 with stores and munitions. Shore leave was cancelled. Seventy-two hours later, Britain declared war against Germany which raised everyone’s excitement to fever pitch. This wasn’t a drill, it was the real thing, what they’d trained for so hard. Lothar’s senses ― the whole crew’s senses, were geared into a higher plane, glorying in a glow where no thoughts of death or disaster trespassed, everything ― lives and their vessels, painted in the thin armour of a careless immortality.

Two days later, the U­boats nosed their way out of Heligoland, ten slivers of steel on war patrol heading towards the Orkneys ― and into disaster. One U­boat wandered into a minefield and disappeared, another attacked a trio of British Dreadnoughts and fired its torpedoes, none of which registered a hit. The British Press crowed a boast: the Royal Navy had rammed and sunk U­15. The U­boats. one and all, had set out with such bravado and belief. Immortality and success wasn’t a given anymore. As U­9’s Wachoffizier, First Watch Officer Johannes Spiess, wryly remarked, ‘We’re as good as any submarine fleet, Blessing, just not very good. Just wait though, Germans learn quickly, we’re clever that way. We’ll show them soon enough I promise you.’

Their chance came soon after dawn in September when the deck watch spotted a masthead on the horizon. Spiess had the diesels stopped and called Kommandant Otto Weddigen from his breakfast below. Weddigen ordered U­9 to submerge and took up position at the periscope keeping it above water for seconds at a time to escape detection. Everyone to action stations. Lothar scrambled forward to his post in the bows.

‘Los,’ the first torpedo fired as Lothar and his fellow torpedoman Willi squeezed their eyes shut, hanging onto anything solid and handy. They half expected to be consumed by a hit. Thirty-one long seconds, then a thud followed by a loud explosion. Cheers rang through the boat, but it was only the start. Three more torpedoes were sent away, keeping the torpedomen on their toes, all registering hits. Lothar was called aft to the galley kitchen by the cook.

‘The steward’s in the head with his liquid bowels again, Lothar, get this coffee pot to the conning tower right away.’

Lothar appeared at Spiess’s elbow, ‘Coffee, Herr Spiess, with the cook’s compliments. Where’s the Kommandant?’

‘With the Ingenieur looking at one of the diesels. Nothing serious, probably, but you know the old man of iron doesn’t miss a thing.’ Spiess pointed a finger at the periscope, ‘Have a look,’ and showed him how. Three cruisers had been sunk that day, and Lothar’s eyes fell on the last, a giant with four funnels turning slowly over, men struggling on her starboard side, then on her keel. Swarms of men in the water or trying to clamber onto upturned lifeboats. Wreckage floating. Floating men, drowned men.

Lothar dragged his aghast eyes from the periscope. ‘Revenge, Blessing, for what the bastards did ramming U­15 and sinking her.’ Spiess’s eyes were hard, his knuckles gripping the beaker of coffee white with anger. Lothar didn’t have, had never had that sort of hatred for anything or anybody his entire life, but he liked and respected Spiess, a feeling returned in some small measure perhaps. Here was this glimpse of a watery Hades, the reality of war... what they had done, and would continue doing presumably. It wasn’t what he’d imagined, but then what really had he imagined? He wasn’t sure, it was all a bit vague and now the real truth was staring him right in the face, a terrible something he knew was going be his ever-present companion. There was a clatter as the Kommandant returned.

‘No problem as of now, Spiess, our brilliant Ingenieur has fixed it. We must be away, their friends will be looking for us soon enough. What are you doing here, Blessing?’

‘Doubling for the steward, Herr Kaleun, he’s in the head with gut problems.’

‘Hear that, Spiess? We can’t carry passengers; make sure you find a replacement with some backbone.’

‘And a cast iron digestion, Herr Kaleun.’

‘Quite. What did you make of it all, Blessing?’

‘Illuminating, Herr Kaleun.’

‘See what I mean, Spiess? That’s the sort of attitude we want.’

Lothar was all eyes like saucers until Spiess tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Get forward to your post, Blessing, this minute.’ Lothar wormed his way through the labyrinth to his station reflecting that ‘illuminating’ could be taken whichever way you wanted. There were several ways.

Germany erupted with joy at the news. The entire crew were awarded the Iron Cross Second Class. The whole fabric of the German war machine hungered for gallantry awards, and Lothar was no exception as he stood with his fellow crew members after the parade fingering their awards, smiling self-consciously, exchanging shy glances. Weddigen was decorated with the Iron Cross First Class, a much coveted award, and U­9 gained the right to have an Iron Cross painted on the conning tower.
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The war wasn’t going to be a quick one. Lothar reckoned that anyone with half a brain could see that as the Kaiser declared the seas around Britain a war zone ― open season on anything that floated, warship, troopship or merchant ship, it made no difference, and the U­boat arm acknowledged as the country’s best opportunity of starving Britain into surrender. As the tonnages sunk soared, so came the posters urging citizens to buy war bonds to finance the U­boat campaign.

U­9’s crew were kept busy under Weddigen’s watchful eye as the realities of life became apparent: breathing foul, dank, stale air and food tasting of diesel and mould ― a greedy mould that grew on sausages overnight like a grey­green overcoat and covered clothes and bedding. Lothar’s post in the bows was some way distant from the submarine’s nerve centre ― not to mention the head, with Willi complaining that the U­boat layout wasn’t a warship designed around men, it was a craft dedicated solely to machinery where low-ranked poor buggers like themselves had to bend, twist and creep around the place like Quasimodo. Humour helped, and up-beat perennially cheerful Willi had a fund of it, with a quirky sense of the ridiculous.  Other help came from the resilience of youth, camaraderie and the dedication their Kommandant had in spades. He was a demigod and his men were proud of him, and to be in an elite crew in a famous boat painted with an Iron Cross.

Lothar was lucky to have his family nearby in Rendsburg and could visit home on shore leave. Friedrich appeared cautiously delighted, still worrying about the dangers and not fooled for one second by all the hoopla surrounding submariners. Mother Anna now smiled more often at Lothar, a son who had brought home a welcome measure of reflected glory, one which she basked in happily when chatting with the neighbours.

‘What are these black underpants doing in your kitbag, Lothar?’

‘They’re our ‘whore’s panties,’ Mutti, and before you ask I’ve got as little idea why they’re called that as you have. Anyway, black so they don’t show the dirt and oil.’

‘How very odd!’

‘It’s a very odd life, Mutti.’

His father was more forthcoming.

‘No need to ask who your Kommandant is now, son,’ he joked.‘Weddigen’s name is on everybody’s lips.’

‘He’s a great man, Pappi. I’m very lucky.’

With a thin rueful smile Friedrich said, ‘I’ll pray it stays that way. And by the way, it was good of you to buy that lace for your mother.’

‘Buying into her affections will be lot harder.’

‘Oh rubbish! She loves you very much, Lothar.’

Lothar smiled brightly, ‘If you say so, Pappi, I’m sure she does.’

⁎

The next few months were taken up with routine patrols and  a couple of sharp and successful actions sinking two merchant ships; so it wasn’t until the following spring that U­9 docked coming back from patrol on Monday, 9th May. Lothar joined the rest of the crew as they made a beeline for the papers to catch up with the latest war news. The news, read in silence with whistles and the odd curse was electrifying: the vast ocean liner the Lusitania had been sunk the previous Friday off the Irish coast. Some local papers called her a blockade-runner, citing a second explosion after U-20’s torpedo struck the starboard side under the bridge ― evidence, so those papers claimed, of American munitions in the hold and a fortune in gold bars to bolster the British war chest. But there was disquiet: many Americans on board were killed or drowned. Well over a hundred. Women and children, some of them infants, were lost and the uproar in America was deafening... Still, America didn’t declare war, holding to their zealous principle of staying out of European conflicts. A stiff diplomatic note by American President Wilson was the sum of it. Nevertheless, intent on keeping America out of the war, Germany’s U-boats were forbidden attacks on large passenger liners, followed in September by cessation of war on merchant ships in British waters. Mine-laying outside British harbours and in shipping lanes persisted. A month earlier, reports in American newspapers, of all things, had signalled a different threat: Kommandant Weddigen had transferred to U-29, so it was Johannes Spiess, now Kommandant of U-9, who buttonholed Lothar in the mess about the menace.

‘You seen this, Blessing? It’s a report of a bizarre event in the western approaches to the English Channel,’ he said. ‘All about mules, can you believe, so we’ll have to be a damn side more careful about sinking so-called merchant ships stooging around British waters from now on. I’ll address the boat’s company about it this afternoon.’ He whipped the report away before Lothar could read it. ‘Be sure you’re here, Blessing, I don’t want to find you chatting up some piece of skirt around the back. And where’s that other torpedoman?’

‘Willi is the one doing all the chatting up, Herr Kaleun, with that large Hilda woman in the ratskeller.’

‘That one with bräuhaus arms?’

‘Willi says he thinks of her every time he sees the front end of a torpedo and gets uncomfortable in his pants. She’s mad about decorated men evidently. They make eine kleine nachtmusik whenever he’s on leave.’

‘Ach so, Blessing! You have that sing-song Viennese accent to a t.’

‘Mozart is someone we should all thank Austria for Herr Kaleun.’

‘Bloody stoppelhoppers! Go and roust him out before he gets lost in Hilda’s beefy arms.’

Lothar didn’t mention Willi’s somehow charming explanation of why he loved fat women so much. ‘They’re so comfy, Blessing my friend, you should try it. As Hilda wraps her arms around me I ascend to the seventh heaven, and as for lowering her abundance onto my eager cock it’s so very snug, so very delicious it’s like... well, like pulling on a favourite old sea boot. A hell of a cook, too; her hasenpfeffer hotpot alone would make Frau Krebbs drool. ’

‘Who’s this Frau Krebbs lady?’

‘No lady, Blessing, she’s was, and probably still is the school matron, and a devout vegetarian. Do you know about vegetarians?’

Here we go, Lothar thought, on one of Willi’s circular storiesthatneverend, or rather end up a long time later where they started... Willi was saying, ‘it’s an unnatural state, these vegetarian women, because that’s what they usually are, intelligent women with base intellect or is it the other way round? They have to have regular injections of vitamins to function you know and that’s certainly unnatural, and pale, pale, pale, thin too very often, you wouldn’t want to screw one in case she fell apart in your hands.’

Back to sex, Lothar thought... at least now he’ll lay off for a while.

Kommandant Spiess addressed the crew company, saying the Tommis were putting out camouflaged merchant ships as bait to catch U-boats unawares. Luring in U-boats they’d drop the camouflage and sink the U-boats with heavy fire from concealed guns. The American press reports detailed the first in-depth report of events: the Nocosian en route to England with a cargo of mules for war service had been intercepted by a U-boat and invited to abandon ship by a warning shot across the bows, and two more shells appreciably closer. A tramp ship then appeared, came up on the other side of the Nocosian taking cover and blasted the U-boat to bits with concealed 12 pounders as she came into view. German newspapers alleged that many of the German U­boat crew were thrown alive into the Nicosian’s boilers. Horrific, and Spiess’s general warning that Perfidious Albion with his ruse de guerre had opened an unsavoury, approach to naval warfare. What the crew made of Spiess’s fancy French comments wasn’t important. They were now forewarned.

‘So that was it, Herr Kaleun, camouflaged ships to catch us out?’

‘Yes, that was it, Blessing ― Obersteuermann Blessing.’

‘Herr Kaleun?’

‘Promotion, Blessing, to my Chief Quartermaster, I’ve been watching you. Sometime in the future, in the next hundred years, say, you might even command a boat. As an all-seeing eye, you’re just what I need right now. Crew supervision and discipline, that’s your brief and it’s an eye to the future ― 2WO Wachoffizier, that’s next for you up the promotion ladder, so learn about the deck gun, the watch crew on deck and the radio room crew. Keep an eagle eye on it all.’

Willi Kliemke appeared at Lothar’s elbow, saluted and peered at Spiess. ‘Herr Kaleun!’

‘So you finally made it did you, Kliemke? You’re late and improperly dressed.’

Spiess’s icy words melted in the heat of Willi’s sunbeam smile. Lothar pointed at his naval cap. Willi, who liked wearing his at a jaunty angle, quickly adjusted it.

‘Sorry, Herr Kaleun,’ Willi said keeping the smile alive and deftly changing the subject ‘Is it true that Kommandant Weddigen has been decorated with the Blue Max?’

‘The Pour le Mérite, yes Kliemke.’

‘What an honour!’

‘Of little use to him now he’s dead.’

‘Surely not?’

‘When a British warship crushes your bows as you surface it’s very sure, Kliemke. Their newspapers are full of it.’ Spiess looked soberly at his two men. ‘Yes, I understand what you feel; just honour his memory, do your duty and keep your arses clean.’

⁎

‘He says he knows how we feel, Lothar. I wonder he does if he shrugs it off like that?’

‘We’ll never know, Willi. It’s one thing to know when one of the other boats goes missing, depth-charged or crushed to hell. They’re kameraden, yes, but one of our own ― Kommandant Weddigen? Our demigod? And how come he surfaced in front of a British warship, Caught napping in fog? It couldn’t have been a failed deck watch, he was so strict about it.’

‘So were we all, eyes like peeled grapes on deck, perhaps the crew in his new command weren’t up to snuff.’

‘Or he was damaged and had to blow tanks.’

‘That’s a thought.’

The two of them lapsed into the silence of their own thoughts.

‘What’s next, Lothar? Did I hear right as I was joining you? You’re promoted?’

‘Yes, you’ll likely be torpedo mechaniker now, with some other poor bastard taking your place.’
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With the moratorium on U­boat warfare in British waters, the German Kaiserliche Marine directed their U-boats including U-9 from the North Sea to the Mediterranean with the prospect of sunshine for all and where the harvest promised to be immense. The British were trying to gain a foothold in the Dardenelles and Turkey was a German ally. The brief was to attack the British battleships presently bombarding the Turk lines, but when early arrival U­21 torpedoed and sunk two of them, the British withdrew their battleships and the reputed harvest evaporated instantly.

U-9 along with all U-boats now faced another ugly threat ― depth-charges. Attacking in concert with other U­boats, U­9’s crew heard for the first time the unmistakable sound of some other luckless submarine being depth­charged, an overlapping chain of explosions hitting their pressure hull like a sledgehammer. Even at some distance, they gasped, fearing everything, pitying those poor buggers in the thick of it. As the thuds faded, they slowly unwrapped their terror, left the security of grasped pipes and started tentatively to move. Under attack themselves an hour later was infinitely worse: the concussive blasts of the explosions, the violent rocking, gauges shattering, the lights flickering on and off and leaks everywhere squirting from fractured pipes and valves. Facing this onslaught, Lothar and his fellow crew members clear up to the Kommandant silently dreaded the worst. This is the great leveller, Lothar understood, excruciating moments when rank, station and status meant nothing. The only common currency was the fear of death, that was the all and the everything. After the last of these attacks, they’d spent numbing hours slowly suffocating at the bottom of the sea, quiet and still as a blind mouse.

⁎

Just as Spiess was transferred to another command, Lothar was laid up in the Williamshaven shore hospital with labyrinthitis. It was like being on a submarine lurching about, but this was on land. And he had to explain this in laymen’s terms to a succession of puzzled faces: an inflammation of his inner ear balance organs so he’d been told. Friedrich visited during the worst of it, Lothar complaining that he was mystified by his treatment. The first doctor proposed ice treatment to reduce inflammation, and when that helped not one bit, another doctor suggested heat treatment to encourage an improved healing blood supply. The only thing, or person, that helped at all was nurse Gilda, who, when he tried getting mobile, held on to his lurching body.

‘Help, Gilda, I’m all over the place!’

‘Hold on to me, Lothar, hold tight.’

So he did, which was no hardship as the lovely Gilda stood clear to his shoulder, possessed of a body shaped in the heavens. Clear blue eyes that shone and tight blonde hair he thought would look wonderful when it came down. So the charming pantomime endured, both playing the principal parts. There was no shortage of opportunity either as Gilda was a pliant conspirator.

‘Tell me, Lothar, do you think you’ll ever recover?’ she said, sliding him a smile.

‘I hope never, while you are here.’

Dropping her hands from his waist, Gilda fixed him with a direct gaze. ‘I’ve seen you’re scheduled for discharge on Friday for home care. You are getting better, which is a blessing for a Blessing; and, as it happens, I’ll be staying at my aunt’s place for the weekend. Now, if I give you the address could you come by and visit, do you think? It’s one kilometre from here. Could you manage by yourself if you tell no-one you are coming home?’

‘Give me the address; I’ll get there even if I have to crawl on all fours.’

‘My aunt won’t be there, I’m looking after her dog while she’s away. It’s an ankle snapper, but if you kick the little monster, you’ll be in my bad books forever.’

‘Understood! But tell me, you don’t have a thing for men with Iron Cross decorations, do you?’

‘What are you talking about?’

⁎

They lay naked side by side in the spare bedroom, just their hands touching, gasping as their fires cooled. Gilda gave a throaty chuckle and sat up straight. ‘What I dreamed ― what I always dreamed.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I looked at you, Lothar, the day you came in, stumbling around like a four­day drunk... I can’t explain it really, but when you looked across the ward it hit me like a big smack in the face. The heat ― your heat, it came over and squeezed my heart like a vice. Not to mention my other bits. Quite an achievement for a man who spends his time in the freezing cold with the fish! I was yours in ten seconds flat... and I was right, and here we are!’

‘Everyone gets it wrong,’ Lothar laughed, ‘we’re on the surface most of the time running our diesels. Submerged, we go onto the batteries, but it’s limited, and usually to attack shipping or keep out of trouble in the form of a British destroyer coming at us flat out; I can tell you a crash dive is a phenomenal affair. Or a plane bombing us and giving the Tommis a position­fix. It’s a cat and mouse game, Gilda. Sometimes we’re the cat and sometimes we’re the mouse.’

‘What now, matelot?’

‘You tell me. When is aunty due back?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon. It’s half­time so I’m going to find us some of aunty’s schnapps, then I want your torpedo running deep for a longer shot. I need to keep this dream going for a while.’

‘You’re a very direct woman.’

‘Because I’m a nurse, that’s why. We’re plaster saints to the general public, and I suppose we are sort of. What did you think when I came in to open up your curtains every morning?’

‘That my guardian angel had arrived, with breakfast coming along right on your heels.’

‘See what I mean? What you should have hoped for was that I’d washed my hands thoroughly after dealing with my last patient. It’s hard work, nursing; long hours with poor pay. Important very hard work in wartime, and I’m direct because I don’t have time to play games. It’s my vocation and it’s shaped me this way. There are no apologies to make, to you or anyone else.’

‘I give up! I surrender. Schnapps bitte.’

Gilda came back with the two shot glasses of schnapps and a smile. ‘Shall I let down my hair for you, matelot?’

⁎

Lothar left Gilda in the early hours, well before aunty was due to return. Safely home in Rendsburg, he lingered over breakfast with a broadsheet and a bitter coffee. He lit himself a cigarillo. A moment later Mutti came into the room on soft soles, her face a wash of concern. ‘You have a visitor.’ she said, and Johannes Spiess slid into the room behind her. He was an unexpected visitor at the Rendsburg home where Lothar was completing his convalescence. Anna treated him as if the Kaiser had called... quite right too, but sadly, Friedrich was away. A pity, thought Lothar, it would have given Pappi a great lift. They fell to discussion about the Battle of Jutland in the spring. Supposedly the greatest sea battle of all time.

‘The papers called it a great naval victory, Herr Spiess.’

Spiess raised his eyebrows and ghosted a smile. ‘No doubt the British papers say the same, but Germany’s ships did well. Fewer losses, we lost half the tonnage they did and their casualties reckoned three times as heavy.’

Spiess clapped hands onto his knees as they sat alone together in the parlour. ‘Are you up for that beer your mother offered me? I don’t want your recovery compromised.’

Settled again with their steins, Spiess continued, ‘Tactically, it was a victory, yes, but strategically not so. Our ships remain bottled up, and what with the minefield situation, it’s a stalemate with the Tommis holding all the cards ― long term, anyway. But look here, Blessing, you’ll soon be instructed to attend an officer training course now I’ve seen you can walk straight across the room and cope with a large stein. I’ve always kept an eye on you, young man; it’s time your realized your potential.’

Officer training meant Lothar was soon more in touch with events in the U­boat war, a now severely torrid war. There was talk at the depot about Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm Werner in U­55 torpedoing a steamer near the Scilly Isles. The steamer crew were ordered aboard the U­boat. After the captain was sent below, the remaining crew were stripped of their lifejackets and lined up on deck.  Werner gave the order to dive... no survivors. He repeated the treatment on another steamer four days later, the seas increasingly dangerous for both U­boats and their prey, a dirty war now dirtier still. Hospital ships were sunk, the British seaplane and airship bases around the British coast multiplied. It was blow for blow as the war became increasingly vicious, a pitiless struggle rearing its own Armageddon.

Preferred stories were of chivalrous U­boat Kommandanten who treated captives kindly, even towing lifeboats towards land and giving their occupants direction for landfall. Lothar listened carefully. He was in training, so he said little, keeping his trap shut.

As per Spiess’s forecast, Lothar was appointed 2WO on an extraordinary new U­boat, U­151. Spiess, again was in the know. ‘I’m told you are to be posted to U­151. Your Kommandant is known to me, Korvettenkapitän Heinrich von Nostitz und Jänckendorff. That’s using over eighty percent of the alphabet. I’ve counted. Thanks be for a short handle like Spiess.’

‘Do you know anything about the U­boat?’

‘Nothing about the crew, yourself and the Kommandant excepted, but the boat or cruiser is massive: a third again longer than a conventional submarine with six torpedo tubes and two big deck guns ― 15 cms I think they told me. If the rumours are anything to go by, you better bone up on American slang and their jazz and honky­tonk piano music.’
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Lothar took station as U­151 slipped her moorings and set course south towards the Azores in September, 1917. He glanced around the control room. The officer team comprised himself and seven others with a crew of sixty-five men. The familiar sight of pressed uniforms and the backs of crew-cut heads grounded him in seconds. In the process of her immensely long patrol, the cruiser travelled nearly 20,000 kilometres and sank thirteen ships, never once suffering an attack.

With America in the war, U­boats were readied for attacks on shipping around that country’s eastern seaboard. U­151 was provisioned for a 5­month cruise and left Kiel in the middle of April, 1918, heading across the Baltic Sea.

Lothar joined Kommandant von Nostitz on the conning tower deck.

‘The weather gods are with us, Blessing; this fog cover is perfect cover for threading our way through the Tommis’ blockade. Foul weather has distinct advantages.’

‘It seems you command a lucky ship, Herr Kapitän.’

‘Don’t tempt fate, Blessing. Half an hour and I’ll address all the officers. Get below and see to it.’

Kommandant von Nostitz briefed his officers as to their dedicated task: ‘Of course, we’ll have ships to sink, but before we alert the Americans to our presence, our job is to lay mines in Chesapeake Bay to catch ships coming out of Baltimore, it’s their biggest war port. Then another minefield to seed in Delaware Bay for ships outward bound from Philadelphia and the like.’

Landfall was made off Virginia, they then headed up the coast to disgorge their huge cargoes of deadly mines. With the immense traffic present in those waters, and the necessity of concealment, it was nip and tuck intense work all day until the Kommandant announced his strategy change to Lothar.

‘Damn this hellish business, Blessing, it’s going to wear us thin. I’m of a mind to sit on the sea bottom in daylight hours and continue our work at night. What do you think?’

‘I think you are a genius, Herr Kapitän,’

‘Always the joker, Blessing, but you don’t have to agree with your Kommandant to please him.’

‘I’m not that sort of person, Herr Kapitän.’

‘Just what Kommandant Spiess said, as it happens. He has an elevated opinion of you.’

‘I served with him for quite some time, Herr Kapitän, he’s a fine officer.’

‘So he is, so he is.’

There was a companionable silence in the conning tower as dusk beckoned.

‘Right, Blessing, get that Navigator for me, will you? We have work to do tonight.’

As they laid their mines in the dark like a giant spawning fish, the risk of being run down was acute. A worry soon tempered by the realization that the Americans were oblivious to any danger.

‘They’ve all got their lights on,’ Lothar muttered in astonishment at the sight of American ships lit up like a carnival. In bright moonlight, surely they were visible to one and all, but no-one was keeping watch. Leutnant Körner, at Lothar’s elbow, had heard him. ‘Gott strafe Amerika!’ he growled.

‘That’s our good German, Alfred Funke, you’re quoting, Frederick, but it was England he was writing about, not America, not here.’

‘Here, too, Lothar.’

‘Strafe this, strafe that, He’ll have a lot on his plate.’

Körner’s steely grin gave answer, ‘Well, He’s lucky we’re here to help Him along, isn’t He?’

Their Funkmaat radio operator picked up the local news broadcast for shipping ending with the bland reassurance: ‘No submarines, no war warning.’

On the same night, U­151 met three schooners and ordered them to stop. Twenty-six crew members were ordered aboard the U­boat together with provisions from their stores before the American ships were blown up with explosives.

The remainder of U­151’s mines were laid across Delaware Bay as planned, and as fog descended the U­boat brazenly used its screaming siren to clear the way in the shipping lanes heading towards the open Atlantic and New York. It was incredibly exhilarating, like an up-yours middle finger fuck-you and get out of the way, mingled with mild terror that they were going to hit something. On the high conning tower deck, wreathed in foggy tendrils a smiling von Nostitz beckoned Lothar over. ‘Perhaps we are lucky, our friend the fog again. Keep going with that spectacular siren... that’s it, keep going... are you listening, Blessing? Blast away to your heart’s content, the look-outs won’t see a thing.’

The great city of New York was bright with the lights of Broadway beckoning them to a normalcy that had long been extinguished by war back home. They joked about sailing blithely up the Hudson and jollying ashore for a night out on the town. Von Nostitz obliged ― U-151’s diesels gently thudding as the great submarine nosed its way up the Hudson river at the dead of night. The Kommandant had requested a private word with Blessing and the Chief Quartermaster, Obersteuermann Frenke that same morning in the conning tower.

‘An excursion I’ve planned for you two tonight. As your commanding officer I’m instructing you to deliver a parcel to a Mr John Meyer living at 2023 West Avenue New York at 11 p.m. sharp Eastern. Here’s a map of the city and I’ve marked your drop-off and pick-up point on the bank. Keep the map dry for heaven’s sake. It’s a two mile walk, that’s about three kilometres ― a little more. Your rubber dinghy and two paddles I’ll put on the deck and this carbon dioxide gas canister will inflate it. It won’t take more than ten minutes to reach the bank and the current is slow today. Frenke, you’re going along as your English is excellent. Let him do all the talking, Blessing. Frenke has picked out some civvies for you from the passengers’ effects, and that’s it. Present yourselves here at 9 p.m. I’ll wait until 4 a.m. for your return, and if you’re not back I’ll return the following night and so on. Any questions?’

They made their way from the conning tower, bemused. ‘I didn’t know you spoke English?’

‘It’s useful sometimes,’ Frenke supplied, ‘not for people to know... you know, too much about you. Stick up your hands, gimme all your money ― see? I knew it’d come in useful one day. American comics, that’s my hobby, my dictionary and reader.’

The good spring weather and lax security made the two submariners’ operation a simple business. The knock on the door of 2023 West Avenue at 11p.m. quickly summoned the occupant. Blessing showed Meyer his brass patrol badge as instructed. There was no mistaking his credentials: a U-boat circled by a wreath and the Kaiser’s crown above. Meyer stood aside scanning the street as he waved them in. ‘Guten abend,’ he said, ‘Wie geht’s?’

‘Gut, danke Herr Meyer. Und dir?’

‘Danke, sehr gut.’

Meyer smiled and clapped Lothar on the shoulder. ‘Komm rein!’ he said, leading them through into a well-appointed sitting room. Lothar handed over the small parcel. Securely wrapped, it was the size of a half brick. Meyer stuffed it into his jacket pocket and stood to fetch drinks and a bite to eat. Beer, schnapps, dark rye bread and fat smoked bologna sausage. A beer each and two shots of schnapps with the food was enough to refuel. Two-beat Dixieland jazz wafted through from the kitchen as Meyer went hard at the schnapps, clearly delighting in the company of two matrosen from the Fatherland. There were still some people about as Lothar and Frenke walked back towards the spot where the dinghy was stowed in the reeds of the Hudson.

‘So, what did you make of our delivery service, Blessing?’

‘The real question is what was in the parcel.’

‘What do you reckon?’

‘Not papers of any description, too small and the wrong size.’

‘Not gold either, it was much too light.’

‘Small, light but of high value. My guess is diamonds.’

‘That was my thought unless it’s some new highly complicated piece of military hardware ― but again, too small and light as you say, and what would be the point anyway.’

‘Let’s say its value, which could be enormous, is to do with another Deutschland.’

‘What do you mean, Frenke?’

‘August two years ago and that blockade-running submarine freighter Deutschland motoring into a frenzied welcome in Bremen harbour with a million dollar cargo of nickel, tin and crude rubber, as I remember. They’d sailed with the help of pro-German businessmen in Baltimore. Perhaps Germany wants to repeat the exercise and this parcel is the finance.’

‘That was when America was supposedly neutral. They’re a belligerent now. It would have to be done in secret, but those Baltimore pro-Germans would know how. It is possible but risky. Imagine if they were caught, it would be treason.’

‘Certainly, but businessmen know how to do things at arm’s length and it’s America remember, the home of capitalism. The Mafia maybe?’

‘Perhaps you’re right. Lovely guesswork. Did you notice the two prints on the wall in Meyer’s house?’

Lothar shook his head.

‘Both engravings of Baltimore scenes, it was printed underneath. So... Baltimore businessmen and diamonds and a fast U-boat, it would make a fine story. But what if it’s nothing to do with Germany’s Second Reich and all to do with our gallant Kommandant? How do you think the war is going?’

‘For God’s sake, Frenke, how should I know such a thing? Nobody really knows.’

‘I will bet my fiancée’s undoubted virginity on it when I tell you the war will end this year.’

‘That’s the undoubted patriot betting his bride-to-be’s undoubted virginity on a glorious, happy outcome.’

‘No, Blessing, Germany will lose the war, we will lose.’

Lothar stopped and turned to Frenke. As he did so they heard it coming. An urgent chorus of sirens. Frenke was treading water ready to take-off. Lothar gripped his arm, ‘Don’t run, you idiot!’ turning to watch two Model T police cars slowing down behind them. Two men on the footpath ahead did take-off, turning around and running hard down the road then peeling off to the left. A posse of police on horseback were coming at them from ahead. One of the men stopped briefly and fired a volley of shots at the police cars. The windscreen of one of the cars exploded like a bomb burst. The chase continued with more shots and more police sirens now coming closer. The two Germans waited until the running battle had run a distance, then cautiously crossed the road and continued their walk towards the Hudson.

Lothar looked into the darkness as Frenke recovered the dinghy. There it was, the agreed signal, a tiny stab of light every two minutes. ‘They’re there Frenke, thank God.’ Lothar replied with three flashes from a pencil torch as they clambered aboard. Frenke stroked the inky waters with flat paddles, the signal flashes from ahead now coming every thirty seconds. ‘Pull to the left Frenke,’ said Lothar. ‘No, not your left, my left, to port... that’s it, now steady.’

Frenke looked up, ‘Now I understand why you’re an officer and I’ve got to thank you.’

‘For what?’

‘For stopping me panicking back there. Mein Gott! Blessing, can you imagine what would have happened if we’d started running?’
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U-151 retraced her steps, then spent the next three days dragging a cable­cutting line across the seabed severing telegraph cables. Fog precluded visiting Boston to wreak havoc there. Instead, U­151 turned south to warmer climes. A welcome change for the crew and their twenty-six captives who’d been well treated and well fed, heartened by American phonograph records the German crew had brought along for amusement during this astonishingly long deployment.

‘What do you make of our guests, Blessing?’

‘They seem to enjoy the records, Herr Kapitän ― the ones our crew brought along.’

‘You like that trashy music?’

‘There are only twelve notes in all of music, Herr Kapitän, twelve notes, arranged this way or that, is what music is. None of our guests speak German so there’s the language of music giving us at least something in common.’

‘Ach so! So I have a philosopher and a musician as my Second Watch Officer?’

‘My father plays the clarinet, Herr Kapitän, I know nothing. It’s only what he’s told me.’

‘What about Wagner? Now there’s music with balls, Blessing. You can forget about those appalling Viennese waltzes!’

‘Birdsong is my favourite. Wagner is so terribly serious.’

‘We are a serious people. You do have a way with you, Blessing, brightening this underwater world of ours. This father of yours, what does he do?’

‘That’s classified, Herr Kapitän.’

‘Now you are annoying me, cough it up!’

‘Leitender Ingenieur, Chief Engineer at the Kiel Canal, and part­time clarinettist in the Rendsburg Ensemble.’

⁎

With all the sea traffic, the frequent crash dives and alarms wore on U­151’s prisoners’ nerves. To the crew, it was only business as usual, routine action they were trained for. The submarine’s officers and crew had been hand­picked, as was Obersteuermann Frenke, the Chief Quartermaster responsible for crew discipline, a post Lothar had filled in his time. Frenke called Lothar over as they listened around the corner of a bulkhead while Bosch, an Electromaschinist, taunted the prisoners in broken English, telling them crash dives were nothing. Nothing compared to being depth­charged when every blast from the Tommi ships could be their last. One of the schooner captains said it was too much, just too much for a skipper used to far vision on an endless sea. Someone then translated Bosch’s graveyard humour as he let go that the crew’s nickname for their craft was ‘blechsärge’, an underwater metal coffin.

‘This won’t please the Kommandant, Blessing,’ Frenke muttered, ‘they’re alarmed enough as it is about all the shouts for crash dives. They don’t know our life, they think they’re all going to die here.’

‘What’s his point?’

‘Simple malevolence. And you know the stories about the man? that he’s a political, a stooge, a shit-stirrer, seeing how the crew react to negative comments about the Second Reich, sniffing people out.’ Frenke spat on his left hand and rubbed it in. ‘Well, I’ll have to report him.’

‘I think now would be a good time.’

Frenke reported upstairs and Bosch served double time on deck watch. The rumours persisted; that he was a provocateur, an informer, someone who reported back to God only knew who, so it was little surprise when Bosch disappeared one evening on deck watch. There were two Electromaschinisten on muster so business aboard U­151 without the mole ran on as normal. The Kommandant ran a tight ship.

Frenke looked like a weasel, which was in fact his nickname amongst the crew. He looked very like one, with a narrow face and diamond­bright eyes that missed nothing, a face allied to darting movement which the crew took as sharp warning to keep their noses clean. Appearances were deceptive, the inner Frenke giving lie to what the outer Frenke seemed to advertise. In time, as Lothar knew Frenke better, the man showed a dry sense of humour, a neat turn of phrase and lack of anything approaching mean consideration of self. Lothar warmed to the weasel man as they became firm friends, often standing together in watchful near silences that needed few words. A glance, a muttered word and a nod was often enough, and the job, whatever it was, quickly and efficiently done.

Up to this point, Lothar had only ever had one real friend in life. He’d met Alexis at the Staatliche Bildungsanstalt ― a State Education Institution after leaving primary school. Alexis was unusual as he’d been born with two thumbs on his left hand. One, the inner one, had been promptly surgically removed but the remaining thumb looked more like a fifth finger than a thumb. Strange to look at and the eye tended unconsciously to be drawn to it, but Alexis was indifferent, proud of the deformity in fact: ‘I’m mentioned in the second Merseberg Charm, you know, Lothar, Wodan healing the horse. Men born with five fingers have second sight and I dream sometimes that I will ride that same horse to Berlin, then die a hero, strangled by a tyrant’s wire noose.’

Alexis had a fertile imagination to be sure. But they just got on, so class difference wasn’t important, and as Alexis’s family lived in a villa outside Willemshaven, the two swopped home visits frequently. It was easy. It was comfortable. Lothar had been to see his friend at the end of his month-long convalescence.

‘And what about you, Alexis, what are you up to?’

‘Oh, nothing as exciting as torpedoing whales by mistake. I’m a minor functionary in Intelligence which means a lot of office work and a sore bum from sitting around all day shuffling papers.’

‘And that girl you were so keen on... Eva was it?’

‘And still is, yes, my heart remains in raptures. I suppose you’ve got girls in every port like any self-respecting sailor?’

‘I’ve had to make a list so I don’t get in trouble mixing them up and using the wrong name... No, it’s Gilda my nurse in hospital who comes visiting me in my dreams.’ Banter was their stock in trade as always, both men pleased that they could pick up where they’d left off six months previously.

⁎

U­151’s captives didn’t have long to wait for relief. On June 2nd on a calm, sunny day, von Nostitz sank six ships between dawn and dusk and took the opportunity to transfer his twenty-six prisoners into the lifeboats of one of the stricken steamers, confident that they’d make it to shore only a few kilometres away. Near enough five hundred were left stranded off the New Jersey coastline, pulling hard on their oars for landfall and safety. Radio transmissions picked up aboard the submarine reported the events at length. An interviewed steamer captain told of being boarded by the Germans and a Leutnant ordering him to abandon ship as it was due for destruction. ‘His English was excellent, you know, I was left with the impression that his only regret was that they’d only got a small freighter and not one of the giant transports.’

America woke up in a hurry as Lothar’s respect for Kommandant von Nostitz’s chivalrous conduct grew. The American Navy took over coastal shipping, convoys were organized, radio silence enforced, and the eastern seaboard plunged into the Stygian darkness of blackouts. Seaplanes and patrol boats searched and searched but came up empty in spotting what the Americans took as the presence of a flotilla of U­boats due to the panic and false sightings of U­boats. To an ill­prepared American public, the spectre of the U­boat menace loomed large. An all but invisible enemy who disappeared beneath the waves like a magician’s white rabbit before retribution could come on offer. The U­boats, the Americans felt, fought a dirty unfair, coward’s war, although Lothar’s appreciation of U­151’s behaviour told a different story, as witnessed by von Nostitz’s next exploit, the sinking of the liner Carolina. A radio distress signal was picked up that she was being shelled by a German submarine. Asked by the Brooklyn Navy Yard and radio operators at Arlington and Cape May for her position, there was no answer as three more German shells bracketed the liner and a message from U­151 warned: YOU DON’T WIRELESS ― WE DON’T SHOOT. The Carolina carried over three hundred passengers who were soon bobbing around in the liner’s lifeboats, fearing the worst and watching the shelling of the liner to her doom at the bottom of the ocean. Meticulously, Carolina’s captain was asked if everyone was off before the six necessary shells began their work. A storm came up overnight, but it was only weeks later that radio news came that one lifeboat had overturned with the loss of thirteen souls. The remainder reached the safety of landfall at Atlantic City.

U­151 continued her journey south, sinking more ships and evading destroyers. Her 13th victim was the Norwegian steamer Vindeggen and this posed a problem as a woman passenger and her two­year­old baby daughter couldn’t be safely placed in a lifeboat as the sea was too rough. Moreover, the steamer was loaded with an immense consignment of copper, a priceless cargo in wartime for the manufacture of shells. Kommandant von Nostitz decided to take the woman on board and replace U­151’s iron ballast with as many of the copper ingots he could find room for. The steamer’s captain was given a course to steer with the U­boat trailing behind. There, in an empty quarter of the ocean, the vessels stopped, and the laborious transfer of the copper ingots began. The task took two days, and on completion, the crew of the Vindeggen were placed in lifeboats and the steamer blown up with explosives, her captain standing to attention in a lifeboat, watching his ship go down, the Norwegian flag still fluttering like a sad goodbye wave from the masthead.

On board the submarine, the little two­year­old quickly became the crew’s mascot. The cook prepared special treats: cakes with candles and canned fruits with cream toppings, treats which the entranced crew offered up to the delighted child and her mystified mother. Lothar looked on in bemused tolerance. This mother and child were reminders that across the great ocean in Germany, another more normal life persisted, one they hardly thought fit to dream of these days. Frenke joined him and nodded towards the child, ‘Now there’s something that gives pause for thought don’t you think? The child knows nothing of her circumstances and certainly doesn’t know she’s a prisoner on an enemy craft that’s more shark than boat. Tiny little Eve has charmed the crew into a sentimental haze and I’m as susceptible as they are. By the look on your face, so are you. It’s faintly biblical to my mind. The same with the crew playing their American jazz records. For a while at least, the prisoners forget they’re captives of a pirate crew and its diabolical boat...  Ah, music, Blessing, the quack’s nostrum, the universal panacea, although if you call jazz real music I’d have to disagree with you.’
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