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Author’s Note
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Truth really can be stranger than fiction, and more exciting, astonishing and compelling as well. I hope you will agree that these nine true stories from World War II prove the point.

They feature soldiers, sailors, airmen and civilians from both sides but what links them is that they all record acts of incredible daring, resolve, bravery and compassion. The stories have been compiled from lots of different sources, including previously published accounts, letters and diaries. I spent many fascinating days in museum and library archives, talking to historians and receiving kind assistance from experts and relatives.

I hope you find reading the stories as interesting and inspiring as I found researching and writing them.
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CHAPTER 1

Through the Eye of a Needle
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Germany knew better than most nations the power and potential of submarines in battle. In World War I, their early, primitively designed U-boats had sunk over 800 vessels. Britain, Germany’s enemy, was an island, dependent on goods and supplies sent across the sea. So, in World War II, it made sense to attack Britain’s shipping, both military and merchant.

The newly formed German submarine force, the Kreigsmarine, was commanded by a master tactician. He hand-picked one of his most able captains to perform an incredibly daring mission right in the heart of enemy waters.



Günther Prien left the office of his commander, Karl Dönitz, with his mind in a whirl. What the former World War I U-boat captain, now head of Germany’s new submarine force, had told him was mindblowing. Dönitz was convinced that Scapa Flow, the heavily guarded harbour used by the British Royal Navy, had weaknesses. According to him, a single German submarine could penetrate the harbour’s defences. That submarine was to be Prien’s own vessel, U-47.

Scapa Flow lay in the Orkney Islands, north of the northernmost tip of Scotland. It had been a major British harbour for over 100 years and many of the Royal Navy’s most famous battleships and cruisers had moored there. Several German submarines had travelled close to Scapa Flow to map the harbour in secret. Dönitz believed that a lone U-boat could get through the defences and attack the British fleet at rest when they would be least expecting it.

Such a surprise raid would not only enable the Germans to sink one or two enemy ships. More importantly, it would also damage British morale. World War II had started little more than a month earlier and Dönitz had just a fifth of the subs he felt were necessary to form a strong fighting unit. If this mission was successful, he was convinced that Hitler would be impressed enough to speed up U-boat building and crew training.

Günther Prien had joined the German Navy just as the country, under the Nazis, started to re-arm in the 1930s. In 1935, he volunteered for the newly formed submarine force and eventually gained command of his own craft, the very latest German submarine, a Type VIIB U-boat.

Born to a poor family in Leipzig, he had struggled through much hardship as a child and teenager. His childhood hero had been the Portuguese sailor and explorer, Vasco da Gama; and, at the age of sixteen, Prien had left home for a life on the sea. He had started his naval career as a cabin boy, gradually working his way up to captain his own merchant ship, ferrying goods and supplies around the seas. Prien never forgot his humble beginnings and was popular with his crew who respected his skill and strong nerve when in danger. He would need all his courage on the mission ahead.



On 8 October, Prien and his 43-strong crew headed out of the harbour at Kiel, travelled along the Kiel Canal and entered the southernmost part of the North Sea. By day, the submarine ran underwater. By night, it travelled along the surface. On 12 October, U-47 reached the Orkneys.

Prien’s crew had suspected a special mission right from the start but only now, moored just 40 metres away from British land, did they receive the full details. All crew members were forbidden to smoke, and they were only to talk when absolutely necessary and then in whispers. Scuttling charges were placed all over the submarine. These special explosives would be detonated to sink U-47 should it find itself cornered with no hope of escape. Some of the crew were fearful, many were surprised, but all set to their tasks with grim determination. They were going to strike at the very centre of the enemy’s navy and they were completely, utterly alone.

U-47 approached the entrance to the harbour. Prien ordered the submarine to surface so that they could choose their final passage through the heavily fortified waters of the harbour. The looming shapes of two ships, the Thames and the Soriano, dominated the view ahead. These block ships had been placed there to act as a barricade, and it would be difficult and dangerous to pass between them. If Prien doubted whether his submarine could continue without being spotted, he didn’t let on to any of his crew.

Prien took control and attempted to guide the U-boat through the narrow channel between the two ships, the tides and sea currents making the task especially hazardous. Suddenly the anchor chain of one of the ships appeared in view. Prien adjusted his sub’s rudder to steer him clear of the chain but the currents were against him. The crew heard the terrifying sound of their vessel grating on the steel anchor chain. In seconds, the U-47 would be forced into the side of one of the block ships.

Prien struggled with the rudder and then emptied the air tanks to force the submarine down and away from the ships. The sub’s hull scraped against the rocks on the side and bottom of the channel, but just after midnight, the U-47 was through. Prien wrote in his diary, ‘Wir sind in Scapa Flow!!!’ – ‘We are in Scapa Flow!!!’. His excitement was understandable; he had managed to thread his craft ‘through the eye of a needle’ and into the harbour. Yet there was still much to do. Prien ordered the U-47 to cruise slowly and steathily through the harbour waters, scouting for prey.



Excitement and relief quickly turned to fear and desperation as no targets could be found. Where German sources had reported a harbour full of craft, Prien discovered nothing more than inky blackness. The natural harbour of Scapa Flow was huge. Prien and his crew had to wait many tense minutes as the submarine travelled through the enemy waters in search of prey. Some of the crew were beginning to lose their nerve. But not Prien. Dönitz had chosen his mission commander very well. Prien had a steely resolve and an ability to sum up situations very rapidly.

It was about 1 a.m. when Prien spotted the battleship, Royal Oak, in his periscope viewfinder. Downing the scope, he ordered the torpedo tubes to be primed and a salvo of three torpedoes aimed and fired, two at the Royal Oak and a third at a vessel Prien had located just beyond the battleship. The submarine gave a small shudder as it discharged its lethal weapons into the cold sea. With the British battleship some 3,000 metres away, the U-47’s torpedoes were close to their maximum range. They had the ‘legs’ to reach their target but would they hit it?

The delay was almost unbearable. Imagine firing a weapon and having to wait three and a half minutes before you knew whether you had hit or missed your target. Now, place yourself deep in enemy territory, metres underwater, without the speed or armaments to escape easily.

That was the situation facing Prien and the forty-three other crew members of U-47. They waited and waited. Seconds seemed like minutes, minutes like whole hours. Suddenly, a giant fountain of water erupted from the calm surface of the harbour. The Royal Oak had been hit but Prien wasn’t convinced they had dealt it a fatal blow. Another salvo of three torpedoes was fired. This time, there was no doubt. The explosions lifted the enormous battleship partly out of the water. Flames blazed high into the night sky. Within minutes, the Royal Oak started to slide slowly beneath the water. Prien gave the orders for U-47 to turn away and try to escape. The excitement the crew had felt as the Royal Oak had been hit, now dissolved into a crackling tension. With the British forces on full alert, could they really find a way through the natural and manned defences of the harbour and sail free?



Prien decided to navigate his submarine through a second, trickier route out of the harbour. The southern channel was even narrower than the way in but there were no block ships in the way. Prien’s knuckles were white and his forehead glistened with sweat as he carefully guided his craft along the hazardous route out of Scapa Flow. Several times, the submarine scraped against the rocky sides and edges of the channel and nearly ran aground. But by 2.15 a.m., U-47 was free, out in the deep waters of the North Sea.

A crate of beer was opened and the crew celebrated. A single 740 tonne submarine had managed to sneak into and out of the British Royal Navy’s main harbour, sinking a 30,000 tonne battleship for the loss of no German life. The crew nicknamed their craft ‘the bull of Scapa Flow’ and daubed the outline of a snorting bull in red paint on the submarine’s conning tower (the tallest part of the vessel, used for steering and firing when near the surface).

U-47’s trip back to its German base at Wilhelms-haven took three days, and the journey wasn’t exactly peaceful. On one occasion, British minesweeper ships spotted the submarine in the distance and gave chase. Commander Prien had to crash-dive his U-boat, forcing it down sharply into the ocean depths. The minesweepers fired depth charges into the water nearby but, fortunately for U-47, it escaped without harm.

Prien and his crew arrived back in Germany to a heroes’ welcome. They met and had dinner with Adolf Hitler who awarded each member of the entire crew the Iron Cross (Second Class) and Prien the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross.



Just seven weeks into World War II, the German Kriegsmarine had scored a significant victory. The Royal Oak was not the finest ship in Britain’s Royal Navy. It had been built in 1916 and was slow and unwieldy. But its loss – along with over 800 of its crew – was a tragedy and shook Britain’s leaders.

Yet the real damage done to the Royal Navy only became clear later on. The British forces had been surprised by the attack; they realized they needed to construct tighter defences around Scapa Flow. Shipping had to be moved to other harbours, and Dönitz then instructed German submarines to lay mines in these other, less-guarded places. These mines caused severe damage to the cruiser, HMS Belfast, and the battleship, HMS Nelson.

After their successful raid at Scapa Flow, the crew of U-47 continued to attack convoys of supply ships in the North Atlantic until spring 1941. U-47 managed to sink a further twenty-four ships and Prien was again called to meet Hitler and be decorated with medals. Dönitz, Prien’s commander, offered the U-47’s captain a place away from the dangers of combat. He could start straight away, training other U-boat commanders but Prien insisted on remaining in charge of his beloved submarine.

On 6 March 1941, Prien attacked another shipping convoy in the Atlantic ocean. It was the last success for the ‘bull of Scapa Flow’. Two days later, U-47 was sunk, with the loss of Prien and all his crew. For many years, the British destroyer Wolverine was credited with the sinking of U-47 but, more recently, some evidence has emerged that the famous submarine may have been sunk by one of its own faulty, circling torpedoes.

Whatever the cause of its sinking, U-47 and Günther Prien will remain best known for sneaking through the formidable defences of the Royal Navy’s premier harbour – when Germany’s ‘bull’ got in to Britain’s backyard.




CHAPTER 2

The Ultimate Sacrifice
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As the Germans swept through France in the early stages of the war, some French soldiers were able to flee to Britain where they joined the Free French forces who fought in many places, including North Africa. Many of the people of the occupied lands stayed in their homes but organized underground groups who worked in secret to help the Allies and undermine the German forces. Known as the resistance, they played a vital part in the war, reporting German troop and vehicle movements to the Allies, destroying vital enemy installations, and helping Allied prisoners of war escape back to their own countries. The Special Operations Executive (SOE) was a small, highly trained Allied force which aided, assisted and co-ordinated the resistance and underground groups so that their efforts had even more impact. One of the few women in this elite band to go into enemy territory was Violette Szabo.



It was a long, slow, four-hour flight from Cambridge to northern France in the rumbling American Liberator aircraft. The four SOE personnel, known as special operatives, sat on the floor of the bomber plane drinking coffee from flasks and playing gin rummy. The pilot and his crew were amazed at their calm. These four would shortly parachute deep into German-held territory and make contact with the local maquis – the term for a French resistance group. There, right under the noses of German soldiers, they were to perform top secret missions to disrupt the German forces.
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