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Flaunt out O Sea, your separate flags of nations! Flaunt out, visible as ever, the various ship-signals! But do you reserve especially for yourself, and for the soul of man, one flag above all the rest, A spiritual woven Signal, for all nations, emblem of man elate above death, Token of all brave captains, and all intrepid sailors and mates, And all that went down doing their duty; Reminiscent of them—twined from all intrepid captains, young or old; A pennant universal, subtly waving, all time, o’er all brave sailors, All seas, all ships.

—from “Song for All Seas, All Ships” by Walt Whitman

ALL BRAVE SAILORS


Author’s Note

The history museums of the world preserve and exhibit an incredible range of items, which, when taken together, tell the story of civilization. Some of these items are minor curiosities, while others are powerful pieces that evoke a full range of emotions. For most Americans, entering the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History is an awesome experience. There they encounter a huge flag, the Star-Spangled Banner, that inspired the national anthem of the United States. This flag was not conceived with this august future role in mind; it was simply a large garrison flag for Fort McHenry, the fortress protecting Baltimore Harbor, in Maryland. It was stitched together by Mary Pickersgill and her helpers, who had been hired to construct the flag as the United States found itself at war once again with Britain. Ironically, English woolen bunting was used on the 30-by-42-foot flag, which took shape on the floor of a brewery. On September 13, 1814, the flag conspicuously waved over the fort as the British attacked. Witnessing the battle was an amateur poet, Francis Scott Key. The following morning, inspired by the sight of the flag still boldly flying after more than twenty-five hours of heavy bombardment, he hastily penned a four-verse poem in tribute to the flag and the valiant fight he had witnessed. Within days, the poem was published and its popularity increased over decades until it officially became the national anthem in 1931. Being in the presence of that flag today is a moving experience that inspires awe and pride.

The British, with their rich heritage, have innumerable objects that might create the same effect. One of the simplest yet most powerful is a small coat. In the center of the Nelson gallery of the National Maritime Museum, in Greenwich, there is a naval officer’s coat with a stark bullet hole in the left shoulder. When you see that coat, you are transported back in time to the deck of HMS Victory as Vice Admiral Horatio Nelson led the British fleet into battle off Cape Trafalgar in 1805. His great victory that day against a combined French and Spanish fleet would be the greatest in his brilliant career and would cost him his life. To inspire his men in the thick of this fierce naval battle, he walked the deck, resplendent in his admiral’s uniform with numerous dazzling decorations, despite being warned that he was a conspicuous target. From the mizzen top of an enemy ship, the Redoutable, a sharpshooter found the Admiral in his sights, and his musket ball pierced the coat, ripped through Nelson’s chest, and lodged itself in his spine. Mortally wounded, Nelson was carried below, where a few hours later he succumbed. It is hard to imagine an English man or woman who isn’t touched to the core by the realization of what that coat represents and isn’t proud of Nelson and the many other English heroes.

Another coat also inspires awe. When you enter the large central hall of the maritime museum in St. Petersburg, Russia, to your left is a very tall glass case with an enormous gray leather coat. It is made of elk hide and served as the foul-weather coat for Peter the Great, who stood so tall, literally and figuratively, among the Russians. When you look up at this great coat, you cannot help but feel the greatness of Czar Peter.

These coats and the flag are simple objects, utilitarian objects of their times, and yet they have acquired enormous power because of the history associated with them. This book was inspired by another simple object, preserved in a museum: a small boat.

In 1969, I began work as a Research Associate at Mystic Seaport, America’s leading maritime museum, in Mystic, Connecticut. Within days of arrival, I came upon a sturdy wooden boat on exhibit on the grounds of this large outdoor maritime-history museum. I read the brief description of this jolly boat, which had come from an English freighter, and its remarkable voyage, and instantly had the feeling that here was one of those exceptionally powerful objects. Through this boat you can physically connect with people and events of the early days of World War II. A year later, I was asked to take on the responsibilities of Chief Curator of Mystic Seaport, which included the care of the watercraft collection and this remarkable boat. Seven years later, I became the Director of the museum and had responsibility for all aspects of the museum’s operation, including the jolly boat. For virtually all of my career at Mystic Seaport, I was conscious of this boat and her extraordinary story.

Toward the end of my time at Mystic, I was contacted by relatives of the men whose lives had been linked to this boat nearly sixty years before.

Their request was for the return of the boat to her country of origin. It was clear that while the story surrounding this boat has resonance in virtually any country, the boat herself, with her powerful personal connections, belonged in England. After prolonged and complicated discussions and arrangements, this goal was achieved, and today the boat is the central object in the Battle of the Atlantic exhibition in London’s Imperial War Museum.

I had been moved by the story in 1969 and was even more intrigued as I came to know relatives of the merchant mariners associated with the boat. My own grandfather was a merchant marine officer who had served in World War I, and I was aware of the vital role these sailors played in both world wars of the twentieth century. To me, this boat and the story of which it is a part are symbolic of the courage and sacrifice of dauntless merchant sailors and their families, and I hope that by telling this story in the broad context of the period leading up to the war, the war itself, and the time following up to the present to pay tribute to the Allied merchant mariners.

There is little doubt that the sailors and officers of the Allied merchant navies were true heroes of World War II. Yet their enormous contribution often goes unrecognized as the focus falls on the combat forces: the army, air corps, navy, marines, and their direct support. In no way should any of the praise and credit be withdrawn from these soldiers, airmen, sailors, and marines, but the full measure of the merchant mariners’ contribution also should be taken, celebrated, and revered.

It is a simple yet sobering fact that for both the British and American merchant navies in World War II, a greater percentage of mariners were killed than in any other branch of service. One has to pause to contemplate this reality. More merchant sailors perished proportionately than soldiers, sailors, airmen, or marines. Your risk of losing your life was greater as a “civilian” merchant mariner than if you were a member of the British or American armed forces. The newspapers and newsreels were full of the terrible toll being taken on Allied shipping. Weekly statistics on shipping tonnage lost were published in the papers, and everyone knew that “tonnage” also meant sailors’ lives. Yet the valiant merchant sailors continued to sign on to ships that would stand in harm’s way on all the oceans of the globe, playing the essential role of movers of the goods and materials needed to sustain life and prosecute a global war.

For the British merchant mariners, the price paid was fearsome. John Slader, in the introduction to his book The Red Duster at War, summarizes the grim statistics. The conservative estimate of deaths among merchant mariners in British ships during World War II, as determined by the Registrar General of Shipping and Seamen, was almost 32,000! In addition, thousands more were wounded and additional thousands ended up in prisoner-of-war camps such as Milag Nord camp, in northern Germany.

In the early days of the war the brunt of the burden fell on the British merchant navy, but once the United States entered the war, following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the American merchant mariners bravely endured the same harrowing ordeal in fulfillment of their mission. The United States merchant marine quadrupled in number during the war. Of the more than 200,000 sailors, over 8,000 lost their lives, with an additional 11,000 wounded and over 600 in prisoner-of-war camps. The ratio of 1 of every 26 U.S. merchant mariners perishing meant that proportionately more merchant sailors were lost than were members of any other branch of the United States armed forces during World War II.

In wars stretching back for millennia, merchant ships have been subject to attack and capture by their enemies as a “prize of war.” For many years, there was economic motivation to capture enemy ships, since the ships and cargos would be sold, with the proceeds going to the crew who made the capture. While prizes were taken during World War II, the economic incentive was not there in most cases, so it was easier and more efficient to simply sink the captured ships. This made the life of the merchant sailor much more dangerous.

To fully appreciate the valor of these seamen one has to contemplate what it took in simple courage and commitment to join a ship’s crew and steam, motor, or sail off into the vast oceans that were teeming with danger. The life of the sailor has always been perilous, the mariner pitting his wit and strength against the natural hazards of rocks, shoals, and the fury of storms, squalls, and hurricanes. That peril is compounded when wartime conditions prevail. In World War II, the Allied sailors had to face a broad range of lethal weapons arrayed against them. The submarine demonstrated the full measure of its terrible effectiveness during the Second World War. In addition, both sides had deployed increasingly sophisticated mines, some anchored to the seafloor and ready to explode on contact with a ship. Aircraft had a longer range by the mid-twentieth century, adding a new threat to ships at sea. It is staggering to imagine facing this arsenal of weaponry day after day, month after month, year after year, as merchant sailors responded to the needs of their countries and the free world during the war. And yet they did. Sailors would complete a voyage on one ship and either immediately sign on for the next voyage or, after a brief time at home, sign on to another ship. In many instances, mariners had their ships sunk, were rescued, joined another ship, and were right back at sea again. There are numerous accounts, including this one, in which individuals had several ships shot out from under them.

Our world situation today, with its widespread terrorism, can help us understand the reasons why these sailors put themselves in that position time and time again. There are many, but at the core of the issue was a global threat to their freedom, their homes, and their way of life. They had the skills to respond to the most fundamental need in that war: supply. By early summer of 1940, England was an island nation standing alone against the onslaught of Nazi conquest just across the Channel and the North Sea. Merchant shipping was essential to supply raw materials for her defense and civilian industries, food and supplies for her people, and to carry her products to markets around the world. The merchant ships were also necessary to carry troops and supplies to all the theaters of combat across the globe. As the war expanded so did the reliance on the Allied merchant navies. Without the heroic service of the merchant mariners, the civilian populations and the troops would not have had the supplies needed to sustain the war effort until victory was achieved.

The mariners recognized the critical role they played. They assumed that role with patriotism and courage that exceeds measurement. There can be no doubt that they were all brave sailors.

The story that follows has as its primary focus one sinking, one of thousands during World War II, but it stands as typical of what the Allied merchant mariners faced around the world throughout the war.


Part I
FATE



Chapter 1
ATTACK


In the darkness before dawn on the 21st day of August, 1940, an English tramp steamer was making her way south in the Atlantic Ocean toward a fateful rendezvous. When darkness fell at the end of that day, it brought the end of the ship and the end of the lives of most of her crew. It also brought the beginning of the remarkable voyage of a small boat that required enormous courage, sacrifice, and fortitude.

The English ship was the Anglo-Saxon, and she was doing what hundreds of other tramps did, carrying cargo to a far-distant port where, once it was discharged, they would take on another, perhaps very different, cargo for their next port. The Anglo-Saxon had been doing this work for over a decade; but now what had once been routine was linked to the very survival of her home country. England had been at war with Germany for almost a year. The first six months of that war were deadly at sea, with Allied shipping preyed upon by German submarines and warships. With the spring came the incredible advance of the German blitzkrieg sweeping across Holland and Belgium and into France. Denmark was occupied by its neighbor to the south, and Norway was invaded in April of 1940. England and her allies had endured the humiliating rout that called for the heroic rescue of more than 300,000 Allied troops from the beaches of Dunkirk, on the French northern coast. Nearly 1,000 vessels of every size and description were engaged. It was a herculean feat that ultimately enabled the Allies to reorganize, reequip, and redeploy their forces for victory; but in the summer of 1940 the picture remained grim.

The British had witnessed the collapse of one country after another in the path of the seemingly unstoppable Nazi war machine. With the fall of France in June, England found herself standing alone in the face of this fearsome military power. The British girded themselves for invasion, marshaling every available resource for the defense of their island. But seaborne invasion did not immediately come. Hitler had the greatest confidence in the man he had just promoted to Reichsmarschall, Hermann Göring, who by 1939 had developed the strongest air force in the world. Göring was certain of the effectiveness of his Luftwaffe, which had been used so decisively against the Poles, Norwegians, Dutch, Belgians, Danes, and French. The German invasion of England began with an air assault that the Nazi leaders incorrectly anticipated would bring England to her knees and make a land invasion a simple task.

The men of the Anglo-Saxon were intimately aware of the precarious position of their country, since the air attacks had begun in mid-June and the Battle of Britain raged in the skies as they prepared to depart. The sailors understood the dangers that awaited them and the critical importance of the role of the merchant navy. This was a fight for their families, their homes, and their country. Their duty was clear and their response resounding.

On that late August morning, however, the war and its dangers seemed remote and distant. The ship had departed England two weeks earlier in the relative safety of a convoy, protected by air cover and several small warships. The waters near England were infested with deadly German U-boats and the arrival and departure from these home waters was often the most dangerous part of a voyage. Once safely out of this danger zone, the Anglo-Saxon had chosen her own time to break off from the convoy and head on a more southerly course toward her own destination in South America.

As the sun rose on the 21st, the cold of the North Atlantic had been left behind and the crew felt the warmth of the sun as they neared the Tropic of Cancer. While there were still threats, each mile they steamed away from the seat of conflict would ease their minds. The U-boat menace was largely focused on the shipping lanes of the northern Atlantic, and the ship was also beyond the range of land-based aircraft that might attack. With literally miles of water between them and the ocean floor, this was not an area where mines were a danger. There was, of course, the possibility of attack by a German war ship, but the relatively few cruisers and pocket battleships the Kriegsmarine possessed were being challenged by Britain’s Royal Navy. Even the natural threats seemed remote, since the ship was more than 800 miles from land and there was no danger from reefs or shoals. Although it was the hurricane season, she was close enough to Africa, where these storms spawn, that tropical depressions had little chance to develop into serious trouble for a seaworthy ship like the Anglo-Saxon. The strain was obviously reduced.

The daily routine was by then exactly that. The new crew was settled in and days took on a typical similarity. The engineers expertly tended the massive quadruple-expansion steam engine and its attendant boilers, valves, and pumps that moved them steadily forward at about 10 knots. The deck crew stood their watches in the wheelhouse or as lookouts around the clock. During the day they attended to all the endless maintenance tasks, large and small, needed to keep their 426-foot ship and her deck machinery functioning. There was the windlass used to raise the huge anchors, the winches, cables, and cranes used for cargo handling, the life rafts and lifeboats and the equipment to launch them. The ship’s hull and superstructure, with continuous exposure to the sea and the elements, needed constant attention. By midmorning the day’s work would be well under way.

That day’s work would also be under way on another ship nearby, heading in the opposite direction. This appeared also to be a merchant ship, from a neutral country. Instead of persistently heading in the direction of her next port with her cargo, this other ship reversed course at 10:30 that morning. Her lookouts, perched as high as possible on the cargo masts, had spotted the Anglo-Saxon five minutes earlier, and the response was immediate. Within another five minutes the two ships were on almost parallel southerly courses.

The Anglo-Saxon’s new companion behaved strangely for a merchant ship. Instead of the purposeful, focused steaming from one port to another, this ship had been ominously meandering in the mid-Atlantic for three months, never entering any port. Disguised as the neutral Swedish freighter Narvik, the ship had entered the Atlantic in May. Beneath this disguise was just the ship that the Anglo-Saxon dreaded: a well-armed, powerful warship of Germany’s Kriegsmarine. In an age-old tactic of sea warfare, she masked her identity and flew false colors. The ship was in fact one of a small fleet of aggressive surface raiders that would wreak havoc on Allied shipping and achieve successes far beyond those anticipated by the senior officers who had sent them to sea. The 477-foot vessel masquerading as the Narvik carried the actual name of Widder.

Throughout June and into July, traveling as the Narvik, she had cruised through her assigned area of operation, overwhelming the unsuspecting merchant ships that happened upon her as they trudged across the seas laden with their cargo. Upon spotting a potential victim, the Narvik would casually steer a course that would gradually intersect the course of her target. On the ship that was her intended prey, the crew would see what appeared to be another merchant vessel heading on a course that would at some point cross their own. On the lonely ocean, at least in prewar days, it was always interesting to see another ship at sea and come close enough for recognition, acknowledgment, and simple human contact.

When the Narvik was within firing range of her victim, her disguise would be dropped, her false colors hauled down, her true colors broken out, and her powerful guns would open fire. With this tactic the Narvik had claimed four victims, sinking three and taking one as a prize of war to send to Lorient in occupied France. As July came to an end, so did the false career of the Narvik, which in mid-ocean was transformed again, this time into a neutral Spanish freighter, the El Neptuno from Bilbao.

With her new persona came a new and terrifying tactic. In the first weeks of August the El Neptuno had used it twice with great success. So, it was the Widder as the El Neptuno that was on a parallel course with the Anglo-Saxon.

At the time of the initial sighting of the Anglo-Saxon at 10:25 in the morning, the two ships were approximately fifteen nautical miles apart. The crew aboard the El Neptuno had the distinct advantage of lookout stations near the tops of the two towering cargo masts. These stations were equipped with the finest-quality high-power binoculars, for which the Germans were world famous. This enabled the German sailors, who continually scanned the horizon for any hint of other ships, to catch a glimpse of a potential enemy vessel while virtually out of sight themselves. Due to the curvature of the earth, the horizon that is seen in the far distance at sea is only about 10 miles away. The taller the object, the farther away it can be seen. Therefore, when one ship is “hull down” over the horizon from another, a lookout on one ship will see the tops of the other ship’s masts before seeing the ship herself. A lookout higher on the El Neptuno than on the Anglo-Saxon would see the other ship first.

For the officers and crew of the German ship, this was a critical advantage. They were the hunters, prowling the ocean ready to pounce on any Allied merchant ship that they could discover. However, they could easily become the hunted if the stranger just over the horizon turned out to be a fast Royal Navy warship. Seconds of advance warning could mean survival for a ship like the El Neptuno, as they might give her the chance to change course and steam away from an enemy warship without being seen. This was the very beginning of the era of radar. Land-based radar installations were playing a vital role in the Battle of Britain in the air over England at the very moment these ships were encountering each other, however, neither the German nor the English ship was equipped with the cumbersome and often unreliable early warning system. At this time the role of the lookouts was crucial, both to the success and the survival of these ships.

On board the Anglo-Saxon the lookout was stationed in the “eyes” of the ship, as far forward as possible. From this position the lookout had a clear, unobstructed view of the sea ahead and was able to give a warning if anything appeared in the ship’s path. On the bridge of the Anglo-Saxon, the officer of the watch directed the ship’s movements, executed by the seaman on the helm steering the ship. The bridge was approximately 20 feet higher than the lookout on the bow and toward the middle of the ship. While having the advantage of greater height, those on the bridge had ample distractions that would have made it very unlikely that they would have spotted the thin wisps of the antennas and the lookout stations of the El Neptuno as she slipped briefly into view above the horizon. If they had spotted these masts during the day, while the ships were on parallel courses, the El Neptuno would certainly have appeared to be another merchant ship slightly ahead on a similar course that was making no threatening movement toward the Anglo-Saxon.

In fact, the movements of the El Neptuno as the day went on were most threatening. After the officer of the watch immediately reversed the El Neptuno’s course, one of the enlisted men who had spotted the Anglo-Saxon was replaced aloft by an experienced officer who could monitor the movement of their quarry and actually control the ship, directing her course and speed, from his perch. He increased the El Neptuno’s speed to slightly more than the 9.5 knots of the Anglo-Saxon to increase the distance between the two ships and lessen the chance of being detected. After an hour, when the Germans were almost 19 miles away from their unknowing victim, they began very slowly to converge with her anticipated course. At 12:50 in the afternoon, after the crew had their midday meal, the Anglo-Saxon altered her course slightly, from 166 degrees to 178, almost due south. A little after 1:00 P.M., the El Neptuno altered her course again to reduce the convergence and settled on 180 degrees, straight south. With her slightly higher speed, the German ship stayed well ahead and positioned herself for the critical maneuver that would immediately precede the attack, for there was little question at this point that the British freighter would steam into her trap.

In midafternoon the Anglo-Saxon made another slight course change, of 6 degrees east, certainly not an evasive move. The day went on with routine chores being attended to, and the officers shifted from their dark woolen uniforms to the cooler white tropical uniforms as confirmation of the pleasure of steaming into the warmth that lay ahead. It was a clear day, with the wind and the ocean swell decreasing and the temperature in the comfortable 70s Fahrenheit. The ship was in the mid-Atlantic, approximately equidistant from the island groups of the Azores, Canaries, and Cape Verdes, each approximately 800 miles away toward the northeast, east, and southeast respectively, and over 2,000 miles east of Florida. This combination of location and fair weather had to create a positive sense as the forty-one officers and men of the British crew went to their evening meal and looked forward to relaxation and sleep or their turn on the night watch.

On board the El Neptuno, her officers and men, nine times the number on the ship they were stalking, were also having their evening meal; but rather than anticipating relaxation, they were making the final preparations for their attack. While it would have its dangers, their new tactics had worked so well on two previous occasions that there was little fear of this being a sea battle. The English ship did have a single 4-inch naval gun mounted on her stern for defensive use and a single former Royal Marine as the gunlayer. The Germans, in their previous attacks, had not been fired upon and did not seriously anticipate return fire this evening. The German captain had developed his new and effective tactic with two key elements: complete surprise and overwhelming force. The El Neptuno was now, at ten minutes past seven in the evening in the last rays of daylight, perfectly positioned for the assault. At that moment, while still nearly 20 miles ahead and to the west of the Anglo-Saxon, their commanding officer gave the order to turn sharply to the east to a course and speed that would bring them directly to the prey in less than an hour. With both ships now on courses toward each other and with a closing speed of over 20 miles per hour, there would be little reaction time to avoid collision or take evasive action. In the coming darkness it was no longer necessary for the El Neptuno to carry her disguise. Special tarpaulins were lowered over the sides to cover the large Spanish flags painted on the sides of the ship. The six heavy guns were unmasked, as were the rapid-fire cannons, and the deadly torpedo tubes emerged from the hull. The hundreds of well-trained and experienced German sailors were at their battle stations. The El Neptuno was gone and the fierce Widder was on the attack!

The governing factor for the attacking captain that night was moonrise. He wanted to attack in the pitch black to maximize the element of surprise and avoid the enemy making evasive moves. The moon was going to rise at 8:18 that night and with complete darkness occurring only at 8:00, there was only a twenty-minute window for the final closing with the British ship, which remained unaware of the presence of her completely darkened foe. Just before 8:00, with another course change, the final meticulously calculated run into the target began.

Within minutes the Anglo-Saxon loomed out of the darkness at a distance of less than a mile and a half. Moments later, the order to open fire was given. On board the Anglo-Saxon the watch had just changed and those at their posts were settling in for four hours of tranquil steaming on a soon-to-be-moonlit night. The first hint of the impending disaster for those on the freighter’s bridge was the flash and report as guns fired out of the darkness from the Widder’s starboard bow. Instantly, the shells from the attacker struck their target and a devastating explosion ripped through the stern of the ship, destroying the ship’s only defensive gun. Every weapon that the Germans could bring to bear began firing. They had achieved complete surprise and now were pouring gunfire into the shocked and wounded ship. Four heavy 15cm guns poured salvo after salvo into the English ship at close range. Each of these shells had a diameter of almost 6 inches and was packed with explosives. The shells penetrated the relatively thin steel of the Anglo-Saxon’s hull and superstructure and exploded, ripping men and materials to shreds. With the stern gun of the freighter destroyed, firepower was directed at other key targets: the navigational bridge to destroy the ship’s controls, and particularly the radio room to prevent warnings and distress signals getting out.

By then the deck of the Anglo-Saxon was alive with men, startled from their sleep, relaxation, or duty. Only one minute after the heavy guns opened fire, the smaller but equally fearsome rapid-fire weapons joined the fusillade. The twin-barreled 37mm cannon pumped round after round into the target with a rhythm and precision that destroyed everything in its sights. The smallest guns, two rapid-fire 20mm anti-aircraft guns, sprayed their explosive projectiles, each ¾ of an inch in diameter and 3 inches long, back and forth across the deck and the superstructure of the ship. Among these bullets and shells were tracer rounds that glowed with ominous bright color as they traveled from muzzle to target, creating an incendiary effect on impact.

The scene was beyond imagination: the Widder, standing off at a safe distance, spreading withering gunfire from eight well-aimed guns into the bewildered freighter. On deck, the British mariners attempted to comprehend what had been brought upon them amid the terrible cacophony of exploding shells and the horror of seeing shipmates torn apart before their eyes. As it raked the deck fore and aft, the gunfire shattered equipment as well as bodies. There was no hope for the freighter against this extraordinary firepower wielded with such vehemence and precision. As they were being bludgeoned, those well-drilled merchant sailors who were still alive struggled through the rain of bullets to their assigned lifeboats. They scrambled to one then another, but the boats too had fallen victim to the shattering impact of bullets, shells, and lethal, flying, jagged chunks of metal and wood torn from their ship. Both the starboard and port lifeboats hung shattered and useless from their davits.

One boat, however, had been sheltered from the destructive fire. An 18-foot utility boat, the ironically named “jolly boat,” had been on the port side just below the bridge and one deck above the main deck and its carnage. With the attack coming from the starboard side, the superstructure had absorbed all the fire and shielded this small boat. Quick-thinking men started to lower the boat into the dark water below. As she passed the main deck, two souls grasping the opportunity hurled themselves in. The men who lowered the boat slid down the ropes into her, and a moment before they cast off, a fifth person slid down into the tossing boat. The ship was still moving forward and as the small boat drifted toward the stern, two more mariners leapt over the railing and landed among the stunned occupants of the jolly boat. The mangled, flaming wreck that had moments before been their ship and their home steamed on without them, still enduring the pounding and destruction of the gunfire. The men in the boat observed the scene in awe. For a moment they were encouraged when they saw lights in the water near the Anglo-Saxon. With both lifeboats destroyed, they thought the lights must have been men on some of the life rafts. Then they were horror-struck as they saw gunfire turned on those rafts, extinguishing the lights along with the lives of any on board.

With the fury and frustration of their impotence, they then witnessed the coup de grâce as the Widder sent a torpedo deep into her crippled victim. A huge explosion was heard and felt. In only forty minutes from the first salvo, the rugged tramp steamer had been transformed from a proud ship into a mortally wounded hulk that was quickly sinking into the sea and to the bottom over three miles below.

It was clear that their attacker was a tenacious enemy surface raider, and it was equally clear to those in the jolly boat that their persecutor wanted no one to survive to tell the story of that night. The small boat had already drifted some distance from the scene and, hoping to remain undetected, the sailors took up their oars to put more ocean between themselves and the raider. As soon as the Anglo-Saxon had slipped beneath the waves, and without searching for any survivors from the rafts, whose lights the Germans would have seen, the Widder turned east and departed the scene.

What lay ahead was a perilous time for the world and also for the seven men in the 18-foot boat in the middle of the Atlantic, who were about to begin an astonishing, epic voyage.

Anyone who has spent extended time at sea knows that each ship has her own character. Sometimes this is the result of the handling characteristics of the vessel, or the good or bad aspects of her propulsion system, but most often it is those who sail in the vessel that endow her with much of that individual character. Both the Anglo-Saxon and the Widder had distinct personalities, and it was from the ships’ captains and the people who served with them that these developed. In both cases, they had competent captains. While the Anglo-Saxon’s skipper, Philip “Paddy” Flynn, was a firm leader, he was also a pure sailor, experienced and uncomplicated. The captain of the Widder,Hellmuth von Ruckteschell, on the other hand, was an extremely complex character, with naval training from another era, who would become internationally notorious.


Chapter 2
THE CATALYST


There can be no doubt that many lives were changed dramatically by Hellmuth von Ruckteschell while he moved steadily on his course through life. Nor can it be said that his life was ordinary. From his youth, through his early naval service in World War I, to the “sim-ple” life he led between the wars, to his service in World War II, and finally to his postwar years, this man’s life was a tangle of influences and attitudes that make him a truly fascinating character. To understand the central figure in this drama, his full story must be told, since each aspect of it builds upon the former and contributes to the complexity of this man. He was at once hero and villain, saint and sinner, but always a formidable foe for Allied merchant mariners.

Even his parentage represents a contrast. His mother, the Baroness Catharina Helene von Engelhardt, brought an aristocratic air into the home, while his father, Carl Nikolai Sergius von Ruckteschell, a doctor of theology, spent his life as a pastor. The Ruckteschell home was a place of intellectual, musical, and artistic stimulation that would be reflected in the lives of the children of the Baroness and the Pastor. The first decade of their marriage was spent in St. Petersburg, Russia, and their first child, Walter Alexander Moritz von Ruckteschell, who would be very influential in Hellmuth’s life, was born in Russia in 1882. By 1888, Pastor Dr. von Ruckteschell’s evangelistic ministry attracted the animus of the authorities in a country not receptive to evangelism. Through his wife’s friendship with the Czarina, he was spared arrest but had to leave Russia. He established his new home and ministry in Hamburg, Germany. Two years later, his wife and children joined him, and in March of 1890 the Baroness gave birth to Hellmuth. In all, there were fourteen children in this extraordinary household—eight sons and six daughters. Hellmuth’s father was the Pastor of the Friedenskirche in the Eilbek area of Hamburg and held that position for twenty years, from the time of Hellmuth’s birth until his own death in 1910 at the age of fifty-seven.

Hellmuth von Ruckteschell had the nurture of life at home only until age eleven, when he was sent to study at the Voss-Gymnasium in Eutin, 50 miles northeast of Hamburg. For two years, he studied in this community and lodged with Fräulein Jencus. When later asked what drew him to naval service, he said, “From the time I was very young I was related to the sea since the place of my birth was so near the sea and also my father loved the Navy and I chose the profession of a sailor because I liked it.” On Easter of 1903, at about his thirteenth birthday, Hellmuth began his naval training by entering the Cadet Corps in Plön, on the lake known as the Plöner See. The school was located near Hamburg, Kiel, Lübeck, and Travemünde, and he grew up in the midst of some of Germany’s great ports and naval centers.

At about this time, his older brother Walter began his military service in the infantry. Walter’s artistic interests were strong, and he did not envision the military career that Hellmuth, eight years his junior, did. With a commission as a lieutenant in the reserves, Walter settled into art studies in Munich, while young Hellmuth entered the Main Cadet Institution in Berlin-Lichterfelde, steady on the course for what he hoped would be a brilliant career as a naval officer. Within two years, he passed his Seekadett examination and became a member of the Imperial German Navy, the Kaisermarine. From May 1909 until March of the following year on a training voyage on the cruiser Hertha, Seekadett von Ruck-teschell cruised the Atlantic. He also made his first visits to South and North America, and a month after his return made the important step upward to Fahnrich zur See. Instruction at the new Naval College at Flensburg Mürwik followed, with special courses in naval artillery and torpedo operations, skills that he would retain and use effectively during his career.

On the 1st of October, 1911, the bright, well-trained young midshipman reported to his first vessel, the battle cruiser Von der Tann. It was on this ship that he served as the war clouds of the First World War gathered and the war erupted in 1914. He obviously served well since he was promoted to Leutnant zur See in less than a year and again to Oberleutnant zur See in May of 1915; he received his first major decoration, the Iron Cross 2nd Class, in October of that same year.

Ruckteschell was now twenty-five and virtually half his life had been devoted to naval training and service. For a young naval officer, the fast path to success was in command of a vessel. Major vessels such as the Von der Tann were commanded by very senior officers; but a new, dynamic area of naval warfare was tailor-made for an ambitious, intelligent young officersubmarines. In the spring of 1916, Ruckteschell had his opportunity. In fact, he left the Von der Tann to begin the specialized training for the submarine service only three months before that cruiser participated in the famous Battle of Jutland. The British Grand Fleet, led by Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, engaged the German High Seas Fleet, under the control of the stern Admiral Reinhard von Scheer, off Jutland on the Danish coast. While British losses were somewhat greater than the Germans’, the battle was inconclusive and the British retained their dominance of the seas when the German High Seas Fleet withdrew to its ports. Without their warships ranging the oceans, the Germans began a strategy that would provide opportunities for success and glory for young German officers, a number of whom would be the leaders of the Navy of the Third Reich a quarter of a century later. The plan was for unrestricted submarine warfare, a prospect that was intended to terrorize British and Allied merchant mariners.

The First World War produced several horrible new aspects of war, including poison gas, the aerial bombardment of civilian populations from the rigid airships developed by Count Zeppelin, and the hidden threat of lurking submarine attacks. When this stealthy weapon was turned against merchant ships, it was considered against the “laws of war and dictates of humanity.” Before the war, in 1913, when the prospect of the use of submarines against merchant ships was raised in a report to Britain’s First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, he responded that while the report was excellent there were “a few points of which I am not convinced. Of these the greatest is the question of the use of submarines to sink merchant vessels. I do not believe this would ever be done by a civilized power.”

The world had its rude awakening to this new reality in the early afternoon of May 7, 1915, off the beautiful village of Kinsale, on the Irish coast south of Cork. There for the first time, in a moment that was its era’s Hiroshima, a torpedo from the German submarine U-20 ripped into the majestic transatlantic passenger steamer Lusitania, which was nearing her destination. In twenty minutes, the ship had disappeared into the cold waters, taking with her 1,198 men, women, and children.

The news of this repellent act brought immediate response from the Allied nations and the United States, which had lost 128 of its citizens. The justification for the attack was that the Lusitania had been warned through advertisements in New York newspapers and other announcements that such ships were subject to attack. It was also asserted, and is still debated, that the Lusitania was carrying munitions and was therefore an appropriate target. Oberleutnant zur See Walther von Schweiger, however, who was in command of the U-20, would have had no way of knowing of the supposed munitions when he launched his torpedo at the liner and made his dubious mark on history.

For centuries, merchant ships had been fair targets in wartime, but there was a general acceptance that a merchant ship would be stopped and given an opportunity to abandon ship before the vessel was sunk. There were instances in World Wars I and II when vessels were allowed to proceed if they had no boats capable of holding the crew, on assurance that those released would not further participate in the war. In one instance, a ship was spared and directed to rescue sailors from a ship that had been sunk. However, this gallantry worked against the very nature of the submarine. This weapon was developed to disappear, penetrate enemy defenses, fire its deadly torpedoes at a target unaware of its presence, and slink away undetected: a truly ominous weapon. The fear of an unseen enemy is a powerful, unnerving weapon in itself.

After an initial period of unrestricted submarine warfare, strong protests were made by the United States. In the spring of 1916, not wanting to risk a break in diplomatic relations with the United States or, even worse, have the Americans enter the war, the German government curtailed the submarine offensive, much to the distress of the commanders of the submarine force. Their U-boats now had to function within the prize law regulations, which required the warning of a ship to stop, the examination of the ship’s papers, cargo manifests, and the cargo itself, and the provision of safety for the ship’s passengers and crew. The submarine captains were constrained, unable to use their most powerful asset, stealth, while the moral debate concerning submarine warfare was argued around the world. This was the complicated naval world that Hellmuth von Ruckteschell entered when he began his U-boat training at Eckernforde in March of 1916.

After four months of training as a submarine watch officer, he reported for duty on a new submarine, the U-57, on the day of her commissioning, July 6, 1916. For the next year, he would play a key role in her success. His tutor was Kapitänleutnant Carl Siegfried Ritter von Georg, who would become a hero in Germany through his sinking of almost 100,000 tons of enemy shipping, but whose aggressive tactics won him a spot on the British list of war criminals at the conclusion of the war. In his voyages into the North Sea and around the English coast, Georg took a serious toll and taught his star pupil well. Their submarine was the latest design, built in less than a year by one of the best shipyards, Weserwerft, in Bremen. Georg, Ruckteschell, and two other officers carried the responsibility for this vessel and her crew of 32. They were all crowded into a hull only 220 feet in length, which was also crammed with two large diesel engines for running on the surface and charging the batteries for the two electric motors used for underwater propulsion; spare torpedoes for the four torpedo tubes, situated two in the bow and two in the stern; all the fuel, spare parts, and munitions for the deck guns; provisions and supplies needed for the voyage; and bunks for approximately half the crew, since they would sleep in shifts and share bunks. It took a special breed of men to serve in submarines, particularly in these early days of development. The propulsion system could move them along smartly at 14.7 knots (almost 17 miles per hour) on the surface or 8.4 knots underwater, and Ritter von Georg would put this machinery to the test immediately.

Within two months of her commissioning, the U-57 was hard at work off the coast of England, an area patrolled by English guard ships. Georg was hobbled by the need to abide by the prize law regulations. On September 24, the U-57 sank four English trawlers and a small Norwegian freighter carrying contraband to England 40 miles east of Whitby. There were more ships to be taken, but night would make gunfire more visible, so Georg and Ruckteschell devised a clever scheme. In a commando-style raid, using the U-57’s dinghy, Ruckteschell and his boarding party seized the trawler, the Fisherprince, and then quietly approached nine other trawlers, one after the other, taking their crews captive aboard the Fisher-prince. Ruckteschell then went from one abandoned trawler to the next, opening their valves to the sea and silently sending them to the bottom without a sound or loss of life. The following morning, the men overwhelmed four more trawlers and added their crews to those already on the Fisherprince. Later in the day, they stopped another Norwegian freighter, which was not trafficking war materials and could not be sunk. Onto this ship they transferred the trawler crews, and then scuttled the Fisherprince. In twenty-four hours, through the daring of Ruckteschell, they had managed to destroy eighteen significant fishing vessels and a freighter.

While this episode was executed without the loss of life, that was not the case as the U-57 continued her war patrols. A month later, she sank an English gunboat with her crew of over 100 officers and men just south of Ireland. Despite raging winds and high seas so powerful that one of the German officers on the conning tower was killed, the U-57 managed to sink a large English freighter bringing war materials and food from North America and several smaller ships before limping back to the German submarine base of Heligoland with engine problems.

Early in 1917, reeling from the drain on materials and men in the Battle of the Somme, which had lasted from July through November 1916 and claimed 1 million casualties on both sides, the German High Command considered lifting the restrictions on her submarine force. The choking Allied blockade of Germany was also taking a heavy toll and the country was being starved. The constraints were lifted and the U-57’s more aggressive, efficient work commenced in March and April of 1917, with Ruckteschell playing a key role. Many of the English merchant ships carried deck guns for self-defense against a submarine surface attack. No longer required to warn a target before attack, Ruckteschell was able to gain more experience on this voyage with the safer submerged torpedo attacks.

This patrol also brought Ruckteschell’s first contact with an unusual type of English ship similar to the raiders he would later command. As the English sought to create a countermeasure to combat the successes of the U-boats, they developed and deployed “Q-ships.” These were decoy ships that appeared to be unarmed merchantmen steaming alone, which hoped to draw the attack of a submarine on the surface. The Q-ship would absorb the first few rounds, luring the U-boat closer, before suddenly returning the fire and attempting to sink the submarine. These were well-armed ships, disguised to look benign, just as the Widder was in World War II. The significant difference was that the Q-ships were used exclusively for defensive purposes against warships. The German raiders were offensive weapons used against merchant ships, overwhelming their victims with far superior firepower. The U-57 was lured into a surface attack by the Q-ship Paxton at the end of March. Using her deck gun, the submarine began to close in, when she was surprised by return fire. Before she could be hit, Georg ordered the U-57 into a crash dive and she escaped. Another lesson for Ruckteschell.

May and early June of 1917 saw Georg and his submarine on the attack with increasing violence. By mid-May, the U-57 sank the 2,642-ton English steamer Refugio in two hours, and then hit the nearly twice as large Arlington Court with a torpedo. She sank the English ships SS Belgian and SS Jersey City on May 24, and, homeward bound for Heligoland, sank the trawler Teal. The lessons Hellmuth von Ruckteschell learned were controversial, because the charges that brought Captain Carl-Siegfried Rit-ter von Georg onto the war crimes list included the sinkings of the Refugio, the Arlington Court, the Jersey City, and the Teal. In the eyes of Georg and his superior officers, however, Ruckteschell had proven himself. He earned the Iron Cross 1st Class and the opportunity he had been seeking, his own command.

During the spring of 1917, the focused, dedicated naval officer, now twenty-seven, developed an intimate personal relationship with a ballet dancer. Frieda Martha Agnes Schmidt found this lean, cultured, serious submariner a man to whom she could commit herself. Likely their relationship was severely strained, as were many other wartime romances. Ruckteschell’s commitment and duty to his country were clear, and by the time he was ready for his next critical career move, this was his priority. He was unaware that Fräulein Schmidt was by then carrying his child.

He left the U-57 in early August of 1917 and, after a month of special training for prospective commanding officers, proudly stepped aboard his submarine, the UB-34. His country was in increasingly difficult straits, with its High Seas Fleet essentially neutralized by Britain’s Royal Navy, augmented by the United States Navy, which had entered the war in early April. A huge burden fell on the submariners, who were the only hope to cripple the Allied shipping effort that was keeping England and the Allied forces on the Continent supplied and fighting. Ruckteschell’s strong feelings of nationalism motivated him as he assumed his first command.

Submarines carrying the UB designation were smaller than those designated by U and a number. Ruckteschell’s new vessel was only 121 feet long, 100 feet shorter than the submarine in which he had been serving. She was slower, with only two torpedo tubes, located in the bow, and a single deck gun; but she was his submarine. With only one other officer to share responsibility for the vessel and her crew of 21, their task would be the dangerous coastal patrols off England’s east coast. He had come to know these waters well from his earlier voyages in the U-57. Within days of Ruckteschell taking command, the UB-34 was ordered to sea and made her way from her base in Heligoland to the coast of England, off Flam-borough Head. Immediately upon arrival in this area of operations, Ruckteschell torpedoed a 5,000-ton English freighter, the SS Grelfryda, with the most extraordinary result. As the freighter struggled to beach herself to keep from sinking, Ruckteschell in his submerged vessel peered into his periscope and was astonished to see a lone British sailor swimming in front of him and waving toward the periscope. In his decisive manner and considering his priorities, he abandoned the swimmer. He was faced with the choice of saving one enemy sailor or protecting his crew and ship from the patrol boats and aircraft that were coming. For Ruckteschell, there was no question.

The following day, the UB-34 sank a Norwegian steamer and, with her torpedoes spent and two victories, headed back to base after a first patrol lasting only five days. Two weeks later, Ruckteschell sailed from his new home port of Bremerhaven, making a harrowing exit from the German Bight. The previous day, the British had laid a massive minefield of 434 mines anchored to the ocean floor north of the West Frisian island of Terschelling. While making his way to sea, Ruckteschell took the UB-34 to a depth of about 90 feet and unknowingly entered the minefield. In twelve hours underwater, the boat picked her way through the jungle of mine cables, hearing them scrape down the sides and feeling occasional bumps against the fragile hull. This unemotional excerpt from the UB-34’s war diary gives a glimpse of the stressful experience: “Still at a depth of 30 meters. Heavy rumbling, especially in the stern section; the boat is vibrating a lot; there seem to be a series of distant explosions in quick succession. Objects are being thrown around in the stern section, but the boat maintains its depth. The boat is stopped for an audio sweep; no noises can be heard. Went deeper at slow speed. Something hooks onto the boat’s hull; one feels a couple of weak punches and then a quite loud explosion above the boat. The boat lies on the bottom of the sea. Waiting for a while. All quiet. Continue the voyage at a depth of 30 meters. From time to time one can still hear the scratching of mines and anchor cables. Surfaced at 11.51 hrs. after having been submerged for 12 hours.” They emerged from the minefield unscathed.

This, however, was not the crew’s only close call on this short sortie. Two days after their brush with death in the minefield, they had another. While submerged and running at a depth of 40 feet, they closed in on a target. A single torpedo was launched and found its mark, sinking the 5,143-ton freighter SS Greltoria. Moments after the torpedo streamed out of her bow tube, the UB-34’s crew had the horrifying realization that they were about to be rammed by another steamer. Certain death was at hand, and the men trapped in their vulnerable steel cylinder awaited their fate. Amazingly, only the periscope was hit by what was probably the SS Morocco scraping over her. Feeling incredibly fortunate, the UB-34 headed back to her home base for repair.

On his next cruise, after sinking an oceangoing tug, the Desire, Ruck-teschell saw an opportunity to attack a Dutch freighter near the dock in Sunderland. During the daring approach into the harbor for the attack, the UB-34 ran aground. Rather than retreat, Ruckteschell was able to maneuver his boat to launch his torpedo while still aground, sinking the freighter SS Folmina. He immediately came under attack from a British subchaser, and only by applying full power from his straining engines was he able to finally slide back into deeper water and escape. Two more small freighters fell victim to the sub before she turned for home, where Ruck-teschell was commended for his daring attacks. At this time, he alerted his superiors to the increasing intensity of the antisubmarine forces along England’s east coast. A frank exchange with his superiors became a hallmark of Ruckteschell’s career. He had demonstrated the steady nerves needed in this aggressive new naval warfare, as well as the fervor needed to prosecute attacks against enemy shipping and lives.

It is probable that Agnes Schmidt followed Hellmuth von Ruck-teschell when he shifted to Bremerhaven, but it is not known how long their relationship lasted. In March of 1918, as Ruckteschell made his long-sought move from a small UB boat to the prestige of a full U-boat, Fräulein Schmidt gave birth to her son, Hellmuth, in Wilhelmshaven, a short distance from Bremerhaven. By all accounts, Hellmuth von Ruck-teschell never knew that his son existed. He never mentioned him to friends or shipmates, and later, when required to fill out biographical forms, Ruckteschell stated that he had no children, legitimate or illegitimate. One can only speculate at the poignancy of this experience for Fräulein Schmidt. There is sadness also for Ruckteschell, who never had the satisfaction of knowing that he not only had a son, but one who also became a naval officer. For Hellmuth von Ruckteschell, it was duty calling once again, and this time it was to the U-54—a newer, faster submarine built by Germaniawerft, in Kiel, the port in which the Widder would be built a decade later.

Within a month of taking over the submarine on March 23, he and his crew were off on a voyage that would take them over the top of Scotland, down into the Irish Sea, and back again in a twenty-four-day period. Five days after departure, between the Orkney and Shetland Island groups, the U-54 made her first enemy contact under Ruckteschell’s command. Although the Allied losses to U-boats had been greatly reduced by grouping ships together in convoys protected by warships, a system that had been in place for over a year, it was not unusual to see a lone, small freighter in this area. The U-54 carried out a textbook attack, and from periscope depth sent a torpedo into the ship. Although she wasn’t listing, the Germans observed lifeboats being launched. While considering surfacing to finish the ship off with the deck gun, the senior watch officer continued to observe the ship through the periscope and to his horror saw an ominous torpedo tube emerging from the hull of what he now recognized was clearly a lethal Q-ship. Once again, Ruckteschell’s life and vessel were in great peril as the steady English ship withstood his initial attack and only then commenced her own. The U-54 was unable to react in time and could not evade the British torpedo hissing toward her. Braced for the impact, explosion, and chaos that would follow, the submariners felt and heard only a muffled thump. The torpedo had hit and failed to explode. Given this chance to escape, Ruckteschell turned, sped away, and dove to avoid the rain of shells coming from the fully manned guns of the Q-ship, HMS Starmount.

On his next foray, Ruckteschell encountered a target like none other he had seen, an ocean liner of over 30,000 tons, the size of the famous Lusitania. The prized ship, the Justitia, was being escorted in ballast with no passengers when she was attacked by another submarine, the UB-64, on July 18 and 19. The ship incredibly had absorbed four powerful torpedo impacts and stayed afloat, although crippled. She had been taken under tow, with an enormous protective screen of some eighteen destroyers in the outer ring of defense and sixteen trawlers in the inner ring. Due to damage sustained during her attacks, the UB-64 could not attack, but managed to shadow the armada.

Highly motivated to press an attack against daunting odds, Ruck-teschell began a risky approach of going beneath the outer ring of destroyers. The British detected the intruding periscope and dropped sixty depth charges, forcing Ruckteschell to dive over 150 feet to avoid destruction. After carefully calculating his course and speed in relation to the movement of the ships above him, he rose to periscope depth and immediately launched two torpedoes from his stern tubes, the only ones he could bring to bear on the enormous target. As he launched his “fish,” he could see escort vessels coming to attack the U-54.He evaded his pursuers and lay on the bottom for several hours to be certain it was safe to surface. The Justitia, hit by two torpedoes, capsized and sank during the afternoon. While many contemporary sources credit Ruckteschell with a portion of the honor for this sinking, there is later research that indicates that the two torpedoes that caused the sinking came from the UB-124, which had joined the attack at virtually the same time as Ruckteschell and fired from the other side. Whatever the truth, it has to be said that Ruckteschell did not hold back when confronted with a formidable escort fleet, but pressed the attack against extraordinary odds.

The U-54 returned to her base and made only two more patrols as the war finally ground to an end. However, during Ruckteschell’s last patrol, there occurred an incident that would have far-reaching ramifications. On September 27, 1918, the Captain made this entry in the war diary of U-54: “Sank the French armed sailing vessel En Avant, 64 tons, with explosive charges after a brief artillery duel in the Western entrance of the English Channel. The ship was en route from Swansea to Boulogne with a cargo of 120 tons of coal.” This encounter sounds like another routine victory for U-54, but it resulted in an astonishing war crimes allegation against Ruckteschell. The allegation of this atrocity, which did not emerge until after the war, came from one of Ruckteschell’s own men, Otto Wiedemann, who was Master’s Mate in the U-54. He states that after the capture of the French sailing vessel, the French crew was gathered on the deck of the submarine, behind the conning tower. Ruck-teschell then asked Wiedemann if he was prepared to close the hatch. Wiedemann realized this would only be done in preparation to submerge the U-boat and refused. He alleged that Ruckteschell then drew a pistol, ordered Wiedemann below, and then followed immediately with the gun still drawn. Ruckteschell then closed the hatch himself and ordered the boat to submerge, drowning the French crew. When they resurfaced thirty minutes later, there was no sign of the Frenchmen.

A year earlier, on April 8, 1917, one of Ruckteschell’s compatriots, Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm Werner, in command of the U-55, had carried out a similar atrocity when he sank the British steamship Torrington and drowned 34 of her crew that he had gathered on his deck. In this case, members of the crew of the U-55 stated that there were other similar acts. The conduct of Werner, who received the high award of the Pour le Mérite, may have inspired Ruckteschell or given him a sense of license to commit the crime.

At this time, the first hint of problems that would plague Ruck-teschell throughout his life appeared. Two days after the heinous En Avant incident, Ruckteschell sank his last vessel of World War I. The ship’s log then indicated that further attacks were discontinued “as a consequence of the commanding officer’s bad health condition.” Oberleutnant Hell-muth von Ruckteschell had shown that he was indeed human and vulnerable. Stress had taken its toll on the captain of the U-54, and it was a malady that would stay with him. Nevertheless, he had carried out numerous patrols in his two U-boats, stealthfully attacking and sinking many ships, while escaping death and destruction numerous times and never losing a man in his crew. His guile, guts, and good fortune had seen him and his crews through this war, and those same attributes would see him through the next. He had, however, the dark cloud of the En Avant attack hanging over him. Otto Wiedemann, repelled by what had occurred, went absent without leave as soon as he reached Wilhelmshaven in order to escape from Ruckteschell. It must have been extremely disturbing to Ruckteschell that there was someone out there who could tell the world of the fate of those French sailors.

He returned from his last mission on Octobe r 15, 1918, and exactly a month later, four days after the armistice, relinquished his command of the U-54. Those were disheartening and bewildering times for a German naval officer and patriot. The exhaustion and deprivations from years of withering war made many Germans receptive to the cries of revolution that had been echoing on the Continent since October of 1917.

By September, it was clear that Germany had lost the greatest war the world had ever seen. U.S. President Woodrow Wilson refused to negotiate as long as Kaiser Wilhelm II remained on the throne, and he was forced to abdicate. Some senior members of the German military thought their country was being sold out by the politicians and that there was a need for one final, decisive battle. When rumor of this spread through Germany’s proud but demoralized High Seas Fleet, mutiny began to foment and spread quickly. When the fleet was ordered to rendezvous near the naval base at Wilhelmshaven on October 29, the mutiny became a reality, spreading in only six days to every German naval base and port. One week later, at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month, the armistice was signed. The war had ended, but a time of confusion, frustration, and anarchy lay ahead for Germany, and its loyal citizen Hellmuth von Ruckteschell.

Ten days later, the High Seas Fleet was surrendered to British Admiral David Beatty, who ordered that the German naval battle flag be lowered and not raised again. The once formidable fleet was interned in the massive basin of the British naval base at Scapa Flow, in the Orkney Islands, north of Scotland. No longer in command of a vessel, Ruck-teschell sought what stability he could find with administrative assignments. Once a successful naval officer with significant military decorations, he now was struggling in a shattered country with virtually no Navy. Hellmuth’s idolized, artistic older brother, Walter, who had served as adjutant to the remarkable General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck in Africa throughout the war, would survive and come home, but his younger brother, Hans Ritter, had been killed in action on April 22, 1918, close to the end of the war. Another brother, Roland, would die during 1919. The von Ruckteschell family had felt the full impact and pain of this war and now the humiliation of defeat.

By June of 1919, some order was being made out of the chaos, and Ruckteschell was once again in command of a vessel. She was not, however, a majestic man-of-war, but a small 80-foot surface ship, the UZ-21, which had been used in minesweeping and sub-chasing operations and was now relegated essentially to police work. Ruckteschell and his small crew of former shipmates from his submarine commands patrolled the harbor of Kiel, looking for smugglers and black marketeers who would undermine the fragile new economy as it strained to get established. While there might have been some solace in being back in command of a vessel, Ruckteschell, for two reasons, was a very worried man. First was his angst over the plight of his country. In early May, the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, based on Woodrow Wilson’s 14 Points, were announced, and Ruckteschell saw nothing but ignominy and humiliation in these conditions. Germany, in his opinion, was being stripped of her pride and dignity by the politicians who were about to sign this document at the formal surrender. Secondly, he had learned from Berlin that his name was on the list of war criminals.

Throughout the war, from 1914 onward, atrocities and war crimes were recorded by the Allies, for the time when, in victory, they could hold the perpetrators accountable. The Treaty of Versailles had provisions, in Articles 228 to 231, for the turning over and extradition of alleged war criminals for trial. The list at one point was enormous, with over 3,000 names. It would take years for the list to be reduced and actual trials to be held. For those on the list, there was real jeopardy. The subject of submarine warfare was a prime issue, particularly the attacks on merchant ships without warnings. As the list was refined it included the names of at least fifty U-boat captains, among them Kapitänleutnant Lothar von Arnauld de la Perière, the top “ace.” Also listed was Erich Raeder, who appeared on the list because he had been Chief of Staff to Vice Admiral Franz von Hipper, the Navy’s Commander in Chief. Raeder would eventually become Ruckteschell’s supreme commander and the head of Hitler’s Navy in World War II.

The list included admirals, generals, princes, and even the deposed Kaiser, but this illustrious company was no comfort to Ruckteschell. The people whose names were on the list had very personal decisions to make. Erich Raeder chose to stand fast and await what fate had in store for him. Others, like Oberleutnant Patzig, who was accused of sinking the hospital ship Llandovery Castle and firing on lifeboats, fled, leaving his junior officers to stand trial. Ruckteschell pondered his options and chose escape, but with a flare and drama that would make a statement and draw the attention of the press on both sides of the Atlantic.

As he planned his bold move, the representatives of Germany were preparing to sign the Treaty of Versailles on June 28. A week before the signing, the officers and sailors on board the interned ships of the High Seas Fleet made their own astonishing statement. Under the secret orders of Vice Admiral Ludwig von Reuter, on June 21 the crews were directed to open the sea cocks on all seventy-two of the interned ships. To the disbelief of everyone who was watching, from British officials and naval personnel on shore to schoolchildren on a boat trip to see the conquered fleet, the fleet disappeared before their eyes. After the ships had swung on their anchors for seven months, the sailors of the Kaisermarine had deprived the victors of their use. The world was aghast at this self-destruction that took lives as well as ships, and it was in this atmosphere that Ruckteschell went into action on a much smaller scale. His immediate superior, Oberleutnant Stoas, was sympathetic to Ruckteschell’s plight as a member of the war crimes roster, and was fully aware of his plan. As darkness fell in Kiel on June 23, two days after the scuttling at Scapa Flow, Oberleutnant Hellmuth von Ruckteschell, proud German and officer of the Kaisermarine, hoisted a handmade version of the outlawed Kaisermarine battle flag and, with his small, bewildered crew, headed out to sea.
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