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Dedication


This book is dedicated with love and admiration to my wife, Lensie.


Chapter Two


Heinz Eck

The Peleus Affair


Kapitänieutilentnant Heinz Eck ducked his head slightly beneath the frame    of the    doorway as he entered the office. The headquarters of BdU – the Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote in Berlin – was busier than he remembered, but there seemed a greater urgency now, and that urgency was slightly grimmer, more desperate, as if there was a kind of hollowness to it all. The faces of the officers Eck had seen in the anterooms and the looks on the secretaries were not defeated or even depressed, but they all had that look of intensity that seemed somehow to betray their inner concerns.

‘Heinz, it’s so good to see you.’ Korvettenkapitän Adalbert Schnee’s face beamed with pleasure as he stood from behind his desk and came forward to pump his friend’s hand enthusiastically. ‘Sit down Heinz. You look so well. God we have such a lot to talk about.’

Heinz Eck sat at the desk while Schnee went to a small cabinet beneath the room’s only window. ‘You’ll take a small glass of schnapps, of course?’

Eck nodded, looking around the wood-panelled room with its glassed bookcases and framed photographs of famous U-boat commanders and their crews. Schnee’s mahogany desk was cluttered with folders and reports, every one of them marked with a red stamp: ‘Streng Geheim’ – ‘Top Secret’. There was also an ashtray spilling over, and two small cups in saucers, both half -full of cold coffee. Schnee brought the glasses and a bottle and set them on the desk before pulling up another chair and sitting 

 beside Eck. He picked up his glass. ‘Prost! To your first patrol as commander of a U-boat.’

Eck lifted his glass. ‘I will drink to that.’

‘And good luck to you and your crew.’

Eck looked a little wistfully at the medal ribbons on Schnee’s uniform and more particularly the prominent cross at his throat which hung over the knot of his black tie.

‘You’ve done well for yourself, old friend.’

Schnee modestly fingered the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves. ‘It was just luck, you know,’ he smiled. ‘Every one of my crew deserved one too, but ... you know how it goes.’

Eck reached across and tapped the medal gently with his finger. ‘You’re being too modest. You don’t get one of those just for luck. What was it, nearly 90,000 tons of merchant shipping in one year alone, and two British warships?’

‘Well one was just an anti-submarine trawler,’ Schnee smiled modestly. ‘Armed to the teeth with bloody depth-charges though, but they could hardly be called warships.’

Eck leaned back in his chair and looked happily at his friend. He had known Schnee since they had both graduated as part of Crew 34 all those years ago. They had come through all the trials of military training together.

Schnee grinned, pouring more schnapps into Eck’s glass. ‘You’ll have a chance to win your own soon. Congratulations, by the way, on taking command of U-852. It’s a fine boat.’

Eck sipped from his glass. ‘We completed sea trials out of Kiel and have been working up the crew for a few months now. We leave for the South Atlantic in a couple of weeks. You know all this of course,’ Eck grinned, looking at the untidy scatter of secret files. ‘You probably know more about my orders than I.’

‘It’s your first command since your transfer from minesweepers, Heinz. Nothing is going to be the same any more.’


Eck nodded, ‘It’s a big change but I prefer U-boats. Minesweeping is all right, but it’s not the same as taking the fight to the heart of the enemy. That’s what I’m really itching to do.’

‘Yes, a big change but I’ve seen your training commander’s reports and I know you are ready for your own boat, Heinz.’ Schnee reached across his desk and fingered through some of the folders until he found one marked with Eck’s name. He placed the manila file onto his knee and flipped it open, reading for a few seconds as Eck watched him silently.

‘You know I’m glad you could come today,’ Schnee looked up momentarily. ‘As you know it’s my job to give all U-boat commanders a final briefing before they depart on war patrol and usually that’s a fairly standard procedure but ... .’

‘But this is no ordinary patrol,’ Eck finished for him.

Schnee took a French cigarette from a packet on his desk and lit it with a gold lighter. He leaned back looking at Eck through drifting smoke, his eyes narrowing.

‘I want to tell you what it’s like down there?’

Eck looked carefully at his friend. ‘You’re ranked number twenty-two among Germany’s most successful U-boat aces, and a good friend. Whatever advice you can give me will be greatly appreciated, believe me.’

Schnee drank from his glass. ‘Do you like your new boat Heinz?’

Eck nodded. ‘It’s the best in the flotilla right now. Yes, of course I like her. It’s new, so there are a few teething problems but we’re working on those. And I hear all the problems other commanders have had taking out the older boats, despite the repairs and overhauls. So it’s really exciting to be going out on a mission with a boat that’s not already done tens of thousands of sea miles. I feel good about that.’

Schnee tapped his cigarette into an ashtray.


‘But you are going to have to be careful Heinz. There are more dangers out there than you know.’

Eck leaned forward, his face clouding slightly now. ‘That’s why I’m really pleased to talk to you before I leave. I do have some concerns.’

Schnee paused for a few moments, thinking. ‘It’s a good boat Heinz. If everything goes well you will have the best chances of success. As you say, a new boat is usually a good and reliable boat. But you must be aware of the boat’s limitations and I’m only telling you this because you are my friend.’

Eck nodded carefully. ‘They say that this particular type is a bit of a sitting duck. Can that be true? You must tell me what you know. You’re responsible for correlating the reports of commanders and instructing the outgoing commanders of submarines. Tell me what I need to know.’

Schnee lowered his voice and pulled his chair closer. ‘Listen Heinz,’ he said softly, ‘I’ll tell you what I know and what you must do.’

‘Go ahead, please.’

‘The Type IXD2 are strong, well armed, effective, but they’re heavy, and can be sluggish when manoeuvring. They’re easy to hit from the air because they’re too big. They are the largest boats we have ever built and make big targets. In my opinion they have been designed for strength and firepower, which is all very admirable, but at the cost of stealth and speed and that’s a mistake. You are going to have to be extra careful, Heinz. When surfaced you can’t have enough lookouts posted. The R.A.F. have superb bomb-sights. They’re deadly. But the main issue is speed. When you hit a ship there will be wreckage in the water and you will need to get away from that as quickly as possible. It’s a marking sign that U-boats are in the area and the hunt for you will ramp up enormously.’

Taking a piece of paper from his desk and a gold propelling pencil, Schnee quickly began drawing. ‘Look, this is the 

 Atlantic narrows, between Freetown here, where you will find lots of ships and convoys to strike, through to here on Ascension Island. Now the British know that we are hunting though this entire area. It’s where we have to be to catch the convoys coming through, but it’s now equally as dangerous for us and it will be especially dangerous for you in that boat. There’s incredible aircover there for the convoys and even for independent shipping. Air patrols are also constant and their crews are well trained. Once they believe a U-boat is in any specific area the British are capable of maintaining three, maybe four or five aircraft in the air permanently, day and night until the U-boat is found and destroyed. Aircraft from Freetown and Ascension are working in coordination with carriers to saturate the area. Once they locate you, they will hound you forever. They will never let you escape. Even submerged they will find and track you on asdic. Warships will flock around you. You will be in a trap. The only way to survive all this is to remain invisible, Heinz.’

Eck took the drawing and studied it for a few moments. ‘I’ve been thinking along the same lines. It’s been worrying me.’

Schnee stubbed out his cigarette and poured another schnapps. ‘You probably already know that all four type IXD2 boats like yours have been lost either in the South Atlantic or near Ascension, U-847, 848, 849 and 850. All gone, just like that, the newest and most modern of our entire submarine fleet. It’s been a bloody disaster.’

Eck nodded. ‘Not officially. As you know they try to keep a lid on news like that but there’s talk, of course, especially up at Kiel.’

Schnee shook his head. ‘It’s very peculiar, Heinz. These were boats commanded by well trained and highly experienced captains. Most of them had the Iron Cross with Oak Leaves. Their experience and capabilities and also their dedication and courage were beyond question.’


Schnee paused, leaning forward slightly. ‘You know that part of my work here includes a role on the planning staff, Heinz. Everything we do is aimed at destroying as many Allied convoys as possible and the South Atlantic zone is very difficult for us right now. You’re going to have to be smart, careful and, dare I say it, ruthless.’

Eck stared at his friend unblinkingly. ‘How so?’

Schnee shrugged. ‘When you sink a ship, you will have two choices. Get out of there was quickly as possible or sink the wreckage first and then get out of there. It will be our choice.’

‘Destroy the wreckage? You mean the boats? The lifeboats, the rafts?’

‘Anything that floats Heinz. But it has to be your choice. If you get rid of the evidence of a sinking then you might be able to evade the pursuit that will follow automatically, but you’re the commander, Heinz, and the operational decisions will be yours. You will have to make those decisions according to the conditions which prevail at the time.’

‘If I sink the wreckage, the boats, what about survivors?’

Schnee shrugged. ‘As I say, Heinz, it has to be your decision but you know what the official position is on survivors. It’s your U-boat and your crew and they will be placing all their trust and faith in you. Make the right decisions and you will return safely to Kiel. Make the wrong decisions and you will end up at the bottom of the Atlantic like every other commander I’ve sent into that area over the past few months.’

Schnee looked at his watch. ‘I’m sorry Heinz, I have another appointment. Look, if you need anything more just telephone. You have the number here.’

Eck nodded thoughtfully. ‘Thank you for everything. Maybe I shall see you when I get back.’

‘Come’, Schnee stood, taking his friend’s hand, ‘I’ll show you out.’


As the two officers walked down the stairs leading to the foyer of the building they saw a highly polished black Mercedes, driven by a young naval lieutenant pull up at the entrance. The driver opened the car’s rear door and an immaculately dressed, silver-haired officer climbed out of the rear seat. ‘It’s the Lion,’ Schnee said quickly. ‘Grand Admiral Dönitz. He still keeps an office here which he uses sometimes.’ Eck nodded, straightening his black uniform tie as the admiral came purposefully into the building, briefcase in hand. This was the first time that Eck had seen the man who had once been the commander of BdU and was now the oberkommando der marine, the commander-in-chief of the entire Kriegsmarine. Both Schnee and Eck stood aside and saluted, stiffly at attention as Dönitz brushed past, hardly pausing. Then Dönitz stopped suddenly and turned, an enquiring look on his slim face. ‘Ah Schnee. Who have we here?’

‘Allow me to introduce Kapitänleutnant Heinz Eck, Admiral. He has recently taken command of U-852.’

Eck saluted again – the Nazi salute which he knew had largely been introduced into Germany generally and the German military by this very man. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you Admiral.’

Dönitz carefully took off a leather glove and shook Eck’s hand. ‘Captain Eck. I’m pleased to meet you. You know I had some reservations about giving a young officer like yourself the command of one of our most modern boats but when I read your record in minesweepers, which is first class, by the way, and what your commanding officers had said of you, any reservations I might have had disappeared completely. You are going to the South Atlantic soon, I think?’

‘Yes Admiral. We leave from Kiel in a week or two. We have recently completed our workup and my crew is ready. We are arming and provisioning at this very moment.’

Dönitz nodded, half turning away, then paused to look at Eck once again. ‘Captain Schnee has no doubt given you your
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Admiral Karl Dönitz (also recorded as Döenitz) who complied with Hitler’s order to murder all merchant ships’ crews.

–Catalogue 208-PU-52 P-1, U.S. National Archives.

Naval History and Heritage Command.


briefing here today, and what he has told you is of the utmost importance, Eck. It pains me to know that we have lost so many good men down there recently, good men and good boats. But you must be strong, strong and vigilant. Soon we are expecting an invasion from across the Channel, that is a certainty now, and our U-boats will continue to play a major part in strangling the supplies to the enemy. You have your part to play in all this, Captain, so play it well and keep in mind the directive I sent to all U-boat commanders. You have read it I assume?’
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A U-boat in heavy seas.

– Catalogue Number NH-61821.

Naval History and Heritage Command.


‘Yes sir, of course. You have directly ordered all commanders not to pick up survivors and to be steadfast and strong.’

‘Have a care for your own boat, Eck. Strive for success. We must be harsh to win this war. The enemy began this war to destroy us, Eck. But by God we will finish it. Let nothing stand in your way and remain silent and invisible. You must be a ghost down there Eck, but you must also be a deadly ghost.’

‘Yes Admiral. I fully understand.’

‘Well good luck Eck, and happy hunting.’

‘Thank you sir.’


Dönitz turned, nodding briefly to Schnee and walked carefully up the stairs to the top floor. Neither Eck nor Admiral Dönitz could have believed in that moment that within a year both would be facing war crimes trials and that Eck’s coming actions in the South Atlantic would be one more piece of a monstrous jigsaw puzzle that would ultimately place his admiral into one of the most dangerous positions he would ever find himself during his entire life: a showdown at Nuremberg and the distinct possibility of joining a host of other top Nazi leaders on an American scaffold.

Heinz Eck left BdU headquarters that day with a dark feeling of foreboding rising in the pit of his stomach. He had expressed his concerns but when he thought about it he had also been given no real answers. Too many highly experienced U-boat commanders had gone into that death zone and never returned. They had been the cream of the U-boat fleet and in command of the latest, most powerful submarine ever constructed in Germany. How was he, a first-time U-boat commander, supposed to survive that kind of test by fire? Since the outbreak of war the British and Americans had been perfecting their U-boat hunting techniques and more sophisticated and deadly technological advances had been made. Eck walked on for a while, the ruins of bomb-shattered Berlin all around. Then the air-raid sirens began to wail once again and suddenly he was running for the nearest shelter as the muted explosions of bombs could be heard falling far away to the north of the war-torn city.

~~~~~~


At times Heinz Wilhelm Eck believed that he had been born to be at sea. He loved it so much. The freedom, the openness, the opportunity for adventure and excitement. Eck had been born on 27 March, 1916 at the massive and extremely busy port of Hamburg, so ships and seafaring were second nature to him but much of his younger life had been spent in Berlin, then one 

 of the most culturally diverse and beautiful cities in the world. The thought of life as a naval officer had always fascinated Eck and on 8 April, 1934, when he was just eighteen years of age, he had joined the Reichmarine as a member of Class 34. He would spend the next three years under intense training in specialty naval schools to qualify him to be commissioned as a leutnant sur see, graduating on 1 April, 1937. He had been promoted to oberleutnant exactly two years later on 1 April, 1939. The following five years were to be spent on minesweepers, taking command of one of them in 1939 and being promoted kapitänleutnant on 1 December, 1941.

Yet Eck had now taken command of his first submarine, U-852, and it continued to worry him, his concerns deepening after the quiet conversation with his friend Adalbert Schnee. And these concerns had in no way been alleviated when, just days later, he had met with another U-boat ace, Korvettenkapitän Günter Hessler who, in addition to being the son-in-law of Admiral Dönitz, was also the chief of staff to Konteradmiral Eberhardt Godt, the man responsible for directing the day-to-day conduct of the U-boat war. Hessler was one of the best informed men in the Third Reich at that time – at least as far as the U-boat campaign was concerned. There was little he was not aware of. Yet his words to Eck had been profound. ‘Be careful Eck,’ Hessler had warned. ‘Absolutely avoid anything that might pinpoint your position to the enemy. If they find your boat you will not survive.’ The words had exactly mirrored what Grand Admiral Dönitz and Adalbert Schnee had already said.

Eck had returned deeply worried to Kiel. Nobody had talked in quite this way before. The war was as good as won; there was every reason to be happy with progress; the Third Reich was invincible and every part of it superior to anything the enemy could throw at it. That is what everybody was saying. Why then were three highly placed naval officers so nervous? Why were they advocating extreme caution and intimating even more extreme measures in order to remain safe? Eck shrugged. There was nothing more he 

 could do. His crew was fully trained. The boat was ready, and if everything went well they would all return to Kiel and a heroes’ welcome.

 ~~~~~~


Heinz Eck had already received his written orders. He took them now from the small safe in what passed as the captain’s cabin aboard U-852, opened the stiff paper and read them through once again. He was to leave Kiel tomorrow, 18 January, 1944, and take his submarine on what was known as the ‘north-about’ route over the top of Scotland and into the North Atlantic then sail south to the west coast of Africa and commence attacking shipping and convoys wherever possible. He was later to join with Gruppe Monson, the wolf-pack group operating out of George Town at Penang in Malaya.
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Tankers were particularly prone to attack and, laden with fuel, they would often go up like bombs. This is a photograph of  the ship Empire which was torpedoed on 24 January, 1942.

– Catalogue Number NH-54371.

Naval History and Heritage Command.
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Torpedoes were so powerful that at times ships simply disintegrated. This is a photograph of a vessel carrying barrage balloons.

It was sunk in July 1942.

– Catalogue Number NH-71302.

Naval History and Heritage Command.
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A German U-boat returning to its base in Norway in 1943.

– Catalogue Number NH-111305.

Naval History and Heritage Command.



Standing on the bridge of U-852 on that bitterly cold morning Heinz Eck wondered if he would ever return to Germany. Kiel was not the port he had once known. Intense Allied bombing raids had wreaked enormous damage to the harbour and its facilities and there was every reason to believe that by the time he returned – if ever he did – the port would have received considerably more damage to the point where it would be almost unrecognisable. This was Eck’s first war patrol as the commander of one of Germany’s latest and most formidable submarines. He should have been overjoyed, happy to be taking the war into the heart of Allied operations, yet he felt nothing but sadness and a cold kind of apprehension that would not leave him.

Once clear of Kiel’s defensive nets and mines, with the grey sea washing heavily over the bows of U-852, Eck ordered his lookouts below, turned to gaze one last time towards the grey outline of his homeland, now just a smear on the horizon, and stepped down into the conning tower hatch, slamming it closed behind him and spinning the lock into place. ‘Take it down,’ he ordered as he stepped off the steel ladder into the crowded control room. ‘Standby main vents. Latch up main engines.’ The men could hear the hiss of the vents closing as Eck moved to stand behind the hydroplane operator. In the nearby radio shack the keys of the Enigma machine could be heard clacking as the operator sent the boat’s last position before diving.

‘Blow negative tank.’ Eck ordered quietly. ‘Ease stern plane to ten degrees.’

The men could feel the bows dipping into the sea now, water washing heavily over the U-boat’s hull as the battery-powered screws began to bite, thrusting the boat deeper.

‘Bow up 15. Stern up 10.’

‘Levelling off sir,’ the hydroplane operator called.

‘Shut all main vents. Come to periscope depth.’


U-852 was now a grey shadow just beneath the surface of a darkening sea.

Prior to heading out into the open sea, U-852 called into Kristiansand, Norway, where the vessel remained for two days before proceeding on its war patrol, passing between Iceland and the Faroe Islands before setting course for the South Atlantic.

For the following weeks Eck kept U-852 submerged all day, surfacing only at night to recharge the boat’s batteries and to increase speed. Yet even with the additional distance he was able to achieve by using his diesel propulsion system at night it still took him close to two months to reach his area of operations around the Equator. During all that time Eck attacked no ships and remained as far as possible completely invisible to enemy eyes. Obviously he was heeding the warnings he had been given prior to departure. U-852 was a good boat and it would wreak enormous damage on Allied shipping, Eck was sure of that, but both the training workup prior to departure and this long voyage south had very clearly demonstrated that the submarine had its faults, and its enormous size, causing sluggish manoeuvrability and visibility on the surface, was one of them. On two separate occasions the submarine had come close to being spotted. On both occasions Eck had been running on the surface before submerging for the day and his lookouts had spotted aircraft in the vicinity but Eck had managed to emergency-dive the boat before they had been spotted.

Then fate dealt Eck a card which was not only to change his life and the lives of many members of his crew, but would also lead directly to his own death and the deaths of many of his comrades and crew members aboard the submarine.

It was now the afternoon of 13 March, 1944. U-852 was on the surface, recharging its batteries with its lookouts scanning the horizon in search of any possible victims. The submarine was located about five hundred miles north of Ascension Island which was dangerously within range of British aircraft operating from Ascension.


[image: ]

As the Atlantic War progressed, Allied anti-submarine tactics improved enormously. Heinz Eck had every reason to be cautious but it was this fear that led directly to the Peleus massacre.

– Catalogue 80-G-224927 (above), U.S. National Archives.

–Catalogue NH 109978 (below), Naval History and Heritage Command. 
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Not all submarine commanders carried out Hitler’s order to kill the crews of merchant ships. However, survivors of torpedo attacks such as these were constantly in danger of being murdered. These survivors are from the steamer Carlton, part of Convoy PQ-17. The photograph, dated 5 July, 1942, was taken from the submarine that had just sunk the ship.

–Catalogue NH 71305,

Naval History and Heritage Command.


Those aircraft had an operational range of around six hundred miles around Ascension but shipping stuck as close as possible to that vast circle knowing that they were better protected within it. Therefore, Eck reasoned, the best pickings would also be within that circle, even if it meant additional risk to his submarine and crew. Eck really did not have a great deal of choice. He had now been on patrol for almost two months and had not sunk even one ship. The risk of placing himself within that protective circle might prove beneficial if he could attack and sink a ship and then clear the area as rapidly as possible. He was now fully aware that three other submarines had been sunk within that protective circle: U-848 on 5 November, 1943, south-west of Ascension; U-849 just twenty days later almost directly west of 

 Ascension and almost right on the edge of the operational range of the British aircraft, and then U-177, which had been sunk on 6 February, 1944, also right on the edge of aircraft range south-east of the island. These sobering events were causing Eck to have very serious concerns about the safety of his boat but if he was to emulate the feats of some of the Germany’s best U-boat aces, including his friend, Adalbert Schnee, then he would have to take some risks. It was war. Everything was risky.

‘Contact starboard.’ The lookout turned his head slightly as he called, but his heavy Zeiss binoculars remained glued to his eyes.

Eck, standing in the centre of the bridge tower turned quickly, raising his own binoculars. It was 1700 hours. The sun was now lowering on the port quarter and its russet light glinted momentarily on the sides of a vessel, just on the starboard horizon.

‘Looks like a freighter, Kapitän. Maybe five or six thousand tons, bearing two-four-zero. Speed approximately ten knots, course approximately one-eight-zero.’

Eck felt an almost vivid sense of excitement in his chest. ‘Right five degrees rudder’, he ordered. ‘Steer two-one-zero. Come to battle-stations.’

As the submarine turned to starboard and the battle order was passed below decks, Eck turned to his three bridge lookouts. ‘Watch the skies’, he ordered. ‘And watch like a hawk. All our lives depend upon it.’

 ~~~~~~


The ship sighted that day was the SS Peleus, a Greek freighter of 6659 tons which had been built by William Grey and Company in 1928. The vessel had now been taken over by the British War Transportation Ministry and at this time was en route in ballast from Freetown, from where it had departed 

 five days earlier, for the River Plate near Buenos Aires. On board the ship was a crew of thirty-five men, only a few of whom would survive the coming attack and the murderous events that would soon follow. The ship was commanded by a Greek officer, Captain Mavris Minas, who would also not survive.

One of the men on board the ship that day was Antonios Cosmas Liossis, the chief officer. Liossis had an interesting background. Born at Kiles in Greece on 7 November, 1906, he had first gone to sea in 1923. He was in Greece during the German occupation but managed to escape from the Germans on 16 July, 1943, travelling to Suez were he joined the crew of the Peleus as its chief officer. From there the ship had sailed to the U.K. and then to Canada before returning to London. After loading at Immingham docks on the Humber Estuary the vessel had sailed to Algiers and from there with its intended destination being the River Plate calling firstly at Gibraltar and then Freetown. The Peleus had sailed from Freetown on 8 March, 1944, just days before it was torpedoed.

Even at full speed it took U-852 almost two and a half hours to overtake the freighter, remaining well to the east on the ship’s port beam so that the submarine would remain out of sight. The time was approximately 19.20 hours (7.20 p.m) before Eck had his submarine in position to be able to launch the attack. Having overtaken the ship Eck had closed with his target, turning to wait as the Peleus came across the bows of the submarine. During all this time U-852 had remained on the surface, Eck being fully aware that he needed to do so in order to be able to catch up to the ship. He was also keenly aware that by doing so he was inviting an air attack on his boat but there was not much he could do about that. In any case, night had now fallen, the moon was yet to rise, and the sea was in darkness. Although the Peleus was completely blacked out, its outline could still be seen as it steamed steadily south-south-west with a creamy bow-wave showing at its head. Basically, it was a target too good to miss.


‘We will attack on the surface,’ Eck said, never taking his eyes from the binoculars trained on the ship. ‘Right five degrees rudder. New course two-seven-zero.’

‘Steady on two-seven-zero, sir.’

‘Flood tubes one and two. Master-sight to the bridge.’

‘Tubes one and two flooded sir.’

‘Come to two-six-zero. Stand by to attack.’

The master-sight operator kept his eyes glued to the dark image of the ship, now in profile steaming unwittingly into the trap only about a kilometre ahead.

‘Range 1100 metres sir.’

‘Open bow caps one and two.’

‘One and two open, Captain.’

Eck paused for a few moments, mentally checking his calculations.

‘Hold for bearing.’

Eck paused again, but only for ten seconds.

‘Tube one, fire.’

The submarine lurched slightly as the torpedo launched from its bow tube to slide into the sea. Eck was not watching it. His eyes remained firmly on his prey. He waited for only another five seconds. ‘Tube two, fire.’

The second torpedo hissed from its housing to begin its deadly journey towards destruction.

‘Do you wish to submerge, Captain?’ the watch officer asked.

Eck said nothing, just shaking his head slightly as he watched the twin trails of the torpedoes racing directly towards their target. It was a lone ship without an escort. There was no need to strike and hide. Not this time. The submarine was wallowing sluggishly now, almost invisible in the darkness. ‘Slow ahead,’ Eck ordered. ‘Bear two-four-zero.’


Standing on the bridge that night was Antonios Liossis, the ship’s chief officer. Even in the darkness Liossis could also see those twin white trails in the water, approaching on the port beam. He immediately ordered an alteration of course in a desperate attempt to avoid the torpedoes but even as he did so he realised that it was hopeless.

A few seconds later both explosives detonated, just a few seconds apart.

The first torpedo struck the Peleus in its number 2 hold. A breath later the second torpedo exploded in number 3 hold. Both explosions were massive and it was obvious that the ship was immediately doomed. Eck would later testify (at his war crimes trial) that, ‘Both torpedoes had magnetic fuses. The Peleus burst into pieces completely. The detonation was impressive.’

It took only a few minutes for the ship to slip beneath the waves. The impact of the two magnetic explosives was catastrophic. When asked during his subsequent trial how long it had taken the ship to sink, Eck testified that it sank, ‘... immediately after the detonation of the explosives’, adding, ‘... but you could not talk about a ship, it was just pieces, wreckage.’

It is not too difficult to imagine what it must have been like for those on board the Peleus at the time of the attack. A fourth of the crew would have been on watch, on the bridge or in the engine-room or boiler-room but all the others would either have been eating their evening meal or resting before going on watch. No one today knows how many men were killed during these twin explosions or how many managed to jump overboard, or were blown into the sea before the ship went down. Everything happened so violently and so quickly that there was hardly time to think.

The chief officer, Antonios Liossis, was knocked directly off the bridge by the blast of the explosions and fell unconscious into the sea. When he recovered consciousness he managed to clutch onto a hatch-cover. ‘While I was hanging onto the 

 hatch-cover I heard someone whistling,’ Liossis later testified. ‘I found that it was a sailor named Dimitrios Constantinides (also reported as Konstantinides) who said he had nothing to cling to so he joined me. We made for a raft which we could see in the distance.’

Another man, Rocco Said, was a greaser who had been off watch at the time of the attack. Standing on deck with a number of other crew members, Said realised that the ship was sinking so quickly there was literally no time to do anything other than jump into the sea. They and all the others did not have time even to find a lifejacket or launch a boat or raft. They just jumped.

No more than three minutes after Eck had fired his torpedoes it was all over. Some reports later stated that it had taken just two minutes for what was left of the ship to sink. The Peleus had gone and the dark night sea was littered with floating wreckage, oil and struggling men, most of whom were either clutching at hatch covers or the few loose rafts that had floated free of the ship as it had gone down.

How many survivors were now in the water was impossible to know. Quite obviously the ship had literally disintegrated after the twin detonations of the torpedoes and many of its crew would have been killed either in the blast or trapped in the broken wreckage as it had gone down. Eck was later to testify that he had brought his submarine close to the spot where the ship had disappeared and although it was dark and he had made no real effort to discover how many survivors were in the water at that time he believed that there might have been only twelve.

Two of the survivors, the chief officer Antonios Liossis, and Dimitrios Constantinides, both clinging to their hatch-cover, swam towards one of the rafts. As they did so the hull of the German submarine came slowly towards them, nosing like a shark among all the flotsam and wreckage. Both men stopped swimming, treading water as they watched the enormous hull of U-852 slide past and when it had done so the men grasped the raft and clambered on board.
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In these two photographs we can see a German U-boat nosing into a mass of oil and flotsam caused by the sinking of a steamer. Heinz Eck feared that such wreckage would give away his position to patrolling Allied aircraft.

–Catalogue number (above:) 71307 and (below:) 71306. 

Naval History and Heritage Command. 
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Almost all the crew of the submarine were now below decks. Those on the bridge could hear whistles and men shouting in the water all around. They could also see faint lights coming from the rafts which were bobbing about on the sea.

At this moment another man joined those on the bridge. This was Oberstabsarzt (superior medical officer) Walter Weisspfenning, the submarine’s doctor. Weisspfenning’s only reason for coming on deck that evening was curiosity. He wanted to see what was going on. The sinking of an enemy merchantman was an unusual event and he wanted to be sure he missed none of it. As it turned out for Weisspfenning, it was to be a fatal decision.

Eck was under standard operational orders that whenever it was feasible he was to interrogate important survivors, especially the captains or chief engineers of the ships he sank to discover the names of the vessels, their tonnage, where they had come from, their destinations and any other intelligence that might be useful. However, Eck did not speak English so he sent a message below asking his chief engineer, Kapitänleutnant (Ing) Hans Richard Lenz to come on deck. Lenz spoke English fluently. When Lenz arrived on the bridge Eck ordered him to go to the submarine’s bows to question survivors in the water. Lenz acknowledged the order, and climbed down from the bridge tower to the deck taking with him the second watch officer, Leutnant sur See August Hoffmann. Hoffmann was also the artillery officer and wireless officer aboard the submarine.

For all these officers this was to be a defining moment in their lives. Hoffmann, like the boat’s doctor, Walter Weisspfenning, had no official reason to be on the bridge that evening. His watch had finished at 1600 hours (4 p.m.) about an hour before the Peleus had been sighted by the lookouts and he should have been below decks as he was not due to take over the bridge watch until midnight. Yet like everyone else on board curiosity was overtaking sound reasoning and Hoffmann could 

 not resist coming on deck to see what was happening. He too was able to speak English although not with the proficiency of Lenz. Yet he went forward with Lenz without being ordered to do so as he believed that he might have been able to assist with the questioning.

Heinz Eck now manoeuvred U-852 into a position to come alongside a raft which carried several men. These included the freighter’s third officer Agis Kephalas; a greaser named Stavros Sogias; a Russian seaman named Pierre Neuman and a Chinese fireman whose name no one could later recall.

As U-852 came alongside the raft, Lenz could see that one of the raft’s occupants was an officer so he ordered Agis Kephalas to climb onto the submarine’s housing. From Kephalas, Lenz learned that the ship had been travelling in ballast from Freetown to the River Plate. Kephalas also told Lenz that the Peleus was being followed by another ship which had been unable to keep up. Both ships, Kephalas advised, were under orders to steam to the same destination. Lenz also questioned Kephalas about convoy routines, the number of warships then at Freetown and whether or not merchant shipping was being escorted by aircraft carriers. Lenz also demanded to be given a lifebuoy carrying the name of the Peleus, presumably to assist with identification of their victim.

Having obtained this information Kephalas was ordered to climb back onto his raft. He was told by Hoffmann that all the survivors would be rescued by the British the following day. Hoffmann even helped Kephalas back onto the raft before both German officers began to walk back towards the bridge to give the intelligence to Eck.

As the submarine nosed away from the raft, Lenz and Hoffmann climbed back onto the bridge. Lenz told Eck what they had learned but Eck was suspicious about the alleged intelligence derived from Kephalas that another ship was following behind. ‘It was too much of a good thing,’ Eck later claimed.


Agis Kephalas would later die from wounds he would receive during the following massacre but before doing so he would make an informal deposition to Rocco Said, the man who was nursing him on a raft at the time, stating that the information he had given to the Germans that night had been all lies and deliberately misleading. The Greek officer had provided Lenz with a range of false intelligence, including details of another slow ship that was supposed to be coming up behind, which never actually existed. This disinformation was intended to mislead the Germans about Allied operations and was also an attempt keep the submarine in the area knowing that British aircraft and warships would soon be hunting for the submarine.

By now the bridge of the submarine was actually somewhat crowded. In addition to the two lookouts, there were five officers present. These included, of course, Captain Heinz Eck; his first officer, Oberleutnant Georg Colditz; the second officer, Leutnant August Hoffmann, the chief engineer, Kapitänleutnant (Ing) Hans Lenz; and the doctor, Oberstabsarzt Walter Weisspfenning. Both Hoffmann and Weisspfenning were standing apart from the other three officers and, if their later statements were to be believed, they did not take part in, nor could they clearly hear, the conversation that immediately followed.

Eck was now evidently very concerned. This was exactly what his friend, Korvettenkapitän Adalbert Schnee, had warned him about. He had just sunk a ship. The sea was littered with wreckage, the submarine was well within the area of operations of enemy aircraft flying from Ascension Island, and suddenly the submarine was in even greater danger than ever. Eck told both Lenz and Colditz that the wreckage all around was a beacon and that it would easily be spotted by aircraft flying either from Ascension or from Freetown and once that happened there would be a frenzied air and sea search for U-852. Eck was more than aware of all his fellow submariners who had recently lost their lives in these very waters and he had no intention, he said, of joining them. Since the sinking of the Peleus he had been 

 calculating his chances. His best opportunity to escape was now to leave the scene as quickly as possible and run at full speed on the surface all through the hours of darkness. However, he realised that by the time the sun came up the following morning he would still be within range of the British aircraft. The only alternative, he believed, was to sink all the wreckage to get rid of the evidence of the destruction of the Peleus. Adalbert Schnee, the very same naval officer who had advised Eck that attempting to get rid of wreckage was a viable option, later told the war crimes court in Hamburg that in his opinion Eck at this precise moment, ‘... lost his nerves’.

‘I want two M.G.15s brought up on deck,’ Eck ordered grimly.

Lenz and Colditz protested vigourously. ‘If you machine-gun the wreckage then you machine-gun the survivors, Kapitän,’ Lenz stated anxiously. ‘You can’t do that. It would be murder.’

But Eck remained adamant. It was an operational necessity, he told them. There would be little hope of escaping out of the range of the aircraft if the evidence of the sinking were allowed to remain in place. Lenz was furious. Unable to change Eck’s mind, he went below decks. Meanwhile two machine-guns were brought on deck. These were mounted on both port and starboard sides of the conning tower. Eck now ordered that all the rafts were to be sunk with gunfire. He made no mention that the people on them were to be shot, but everyone on the bridge at that moment fully realised that by shooting the rafts with a shredding volume of machine-gun fire, the rafts and the people on them would be completely destroyed. It was also realised that even if any of the men on the rafts managed to survive the gunfire, then without rafts or lifejackets it would be a miracle if any of them survived.

Eck was not actually thinking straight that night. Despite the fact that he was knowingly condemning many men to death, believing that it was justifiable (as he later attempted to explain) as a legitimate act of war, he had not taken into consideration 

 that even if he managed to sink all the rafts and the many other items of flotsam in the water, he would never be able to disperse the pond of oil that had settled on the surface of the sea – a clear indication that a ship had been sunk. He was also under the illusion that the rafts could easily be sunk. He believed that they had been constructed on hollow floats and that once the floats had been filled with bullet holes they would quickly sink. However, the floats on these rafts had been professionally filled with a buoyant material, and even when fired upon they would still float reasonably well.

It was now around 2000 hours (8 p.m.). About forty minutes had passed since the Peleus had been sunk. It was a dark and, at that time, a moonless night. The rafts were all around, Eck realised that, but some of them could not be seen as the men on them had extinguished their survival lights. Those rafts closer to the submarine were, however, still visible. Eck now turned to Doctor Weisspfenning who, at that moment, was standing close to the starboard machine-gun. ‘Fire on that one there,’ Eck is said to have ordered, pointing to a raft bobbing about in the water about two hundred metres away.

Doctor Walter Weisspfenning was a non-combatant. Under international law, and also under the regulations of the Kriegsmarine’s submarine service, he was not permitted to handle weapons unless it was for the protection of himself or his patients or medical staff. However, he now had no hesitation in swinging the heavy machine-gun around, pressing its butt firmly into his shoulder, taking aim along the barrel and firing a few bursts at the raft. Within moments, however, the gun jammed. Weisspfenning’s inexperienced bursts may have been a little too long for the automatic mechanism to handle. Leutnant Hoffmann stepped forward. He was familiar with the machine-gun being the U-boat’s weapons officer and was able quickly to clear the jam. He sighted the weapon and continued firing at the raft. Weisspfenning stepped back and watched but took no further action against the survivors. Despite the intensity 

 of the machine-gun fire that had been directed against the raft it stubbornly remained floating on the surface of the sea. Eck ordered that a searchlight be switched on. He could not understand why the raft was still afloat and wanted to see why. However, he was unable to determine why the raft had such resilience to the gunfire. He ordered Hoffmann to continue firing at whatever rafts could be found while the submarine cruised around the wreckage. It did not appear to be a problem to Eck or anyone else on the bridge at that time that many of the rafts were manned by survivors and although some of the men were able to throw themselves into the sea many were either incapable of doing so, having been injured during the sinking of the Peleus or wounded by the machine-gun fire.

The gunfire was now intermittent. Only Hoffmann was firing and neither Eck nor Leutnant Georg Colditz actually manned the guns. As the minutes and then an hour slipped past it finally became clear to those officers on the bridge that this method of destroying the evidence was never going to work. Hoffmann turned to Eck and suggested that the 37mm gun should be used on the rafts as it fired explosive rounds which would surely destroy them. Eck also considered using the massive 105mm deck gun which had enough power to destroy a ship but shelved that idea when he realised that it would be impossible to depress the weapon sufficiently to hit any of the rafts. However, he did order Hoffmann to try using one of the 20mm machine-guns but this too proved ineffective against the rafts which seemed now to have taken on a stubborn life of their own. Another suggestion was made to destroy the rafts by placing demolition charges onto them but Eck refused to do so as he did not want any crew members to leave the submarine. Yet the concept had given him another idea: he would destroy the rafts with hand-grenades.

U-852 was manoeuvred closer. Hoffmann was the officer designated to throwing the grenades. It is not known how many rafts were targeted in this way or how many men were killed 

 during this phase of the operation but not one of the rafts was destroyed. It was quite evident that whoever had designed these little flotation platforms had known exactly what they were doing. They were literally designed to survive just about anything the sea (or Germans) could throw at them.

Hours had now passed. Wasted hours. These were hours of darkness that Eck could have used to escape the area, travelling rapidly at full speed on the surface and then submerging at dawn to keep moving farther away from the area that would soon be swarming with enemy aircraft and surface ships.

Meanwhile, below decks on the submarine, the crew, ostensibly at least, remained in complete ignorance of what was going on above. Evidently something unusual and violent was happening. The order to place machine-guns on the conning tower bridge, the intermittent sounds of them firing, the order to bring handgrenades and even small-arms to the bridge, the sounds of the grenades exploding and also the even more disturbing chatter of the heavier 20mm machine-guns was telling. It did not take a genius to work out that there was something terrible happening above.

Only one man below decks that night knew with certainty what was in the process of occurring above. This was the chief engineer, Kapitänleutnant Hans Lenz. He had been present on the bridge when the decision had been made to begin the mass slaughter but, after protesting, he had not remained there. Instead of staying on the bridge to witness the killings, Lenz had gone below and for several hours, while listening to the murderous havoc coming from above his head, he had been writing a detailed report of the conversation he had conducted with the ship’s third officer, Agis Kephalas, concerning the possibility of another vessel coming up behind the Peleus. He had also gone forward and supervised the reloading of the two torpedo tubes that had been used to attack the Peleus and had then checked on the boat’s trim. As the chief engineer it was his responsibility not only to ensure that the engines were 

 in perfect running order but that every other mechanical part of the boat was functioning as it should including the submarine’s ability to submerge at a moment’s notice.

The time was now midnight. Almost five hours after the attack on the Peleus had taken place. It was time for the submarine’s watch to be changed. Hoffmann, who had been manning the machine-gun on the conning tower and doing a particularly murderous job of his work, was relieved by another crew member, Gefreiter (equivalent to leading seaman) Wolfgang Schwender. As Schwender came onto the bridge Eck ordered him to man the port machine-gun and commence firing at rafts and other large pieces of wreckage. Schwender was not a well liked member of the submarine’s crew, considered to have been something of a bully, he would show no mercy to those who may still have been alive in the water. Schwender swung the machine-gun towards one raft, about thirty metres away and commenced firing but after a few short bursts the gun jammed. At that moment the chief engineer Kapitänleutnant Hans Lenz once again appeared on the bridge. Schwender had just cleared the gun’s jam when Lenz pushed him aside and took over the weapon. Lenz was later to explain his peculiar actions in this way. He disliked Schwender intensely and the raft that Schwender was then targeting carried a number of men including, Lenz believed, the freighter’s third officer, Agis Kephalas, the same man whom Lenz had questioned and whom Hoffmann had assured would be rescued the following day. Lenz later told war crimes investigators that he could not stand the thought of Kephalas being, ‘... hit and killed by bullets which had been fired by a soldier who in my view was bad’. Lenz completely disagreed with this massacre but for him it was a point of honour that if Kephalas had to die then he should be killed honourably, not by some brutal and callous crew member. Lenz fired only at that one raft then lowered the barrel of the machine-gun and stepped away. Yet this one action was enough for him later to be charged with war crimes.


This event was witnessed by another officer of the submarine’s crew, Leutnant Woldemar Ranft, who would testify at the subsequent war crimes trial, providing evidence that may well have saved Lenz’s life. Ranft had been below decks when the massacre had first started and had only gone above after some time had lapsed. There he had seen Lenz taking over the machine-gun from Schwender. During his testimony Ranft very pointedly stated that Lenz had, ‘...pushed Schwender away with some force’, before taking over the gun.

By now it was 0100 hrs (1 a.m.). Nothing had been achieved except mass murder. Eck finally realised that he had been a fool. He had been unable to destroy any evidence that the Peleus had been sunk; the dark sea remained littered with flotsam and oil and now also with dead bodies, and it was evident that from the air the scene would look like a disaster zone. Dawn was now only six hours away and Eck had wasted all those precious hours when he should have been running like a hare. He turned the U-boat away from the area and ordered full speed ahead, running south.

 ~~~~~~


For those on board the rafts the night had been, obviously, a terrible nightmare. The sinking of their ship had been bad enough although everyone on board had known that one day such a tragedy might happen. These were dangerous times and merchant seamen and their ships were always at the heart of enemy action. Thousands had already died in this war and thousands more would also probably die before it was all over. Yet when that first torpedo had struck, and then almost simultaneously the second, it was clear that it was the end of the Peleus. Its time had come. Abandoning ship, for those who survived the explosions, had been almost an unconscious act of self-preservation and although no one now knows how many were in the water when U-852 had nosed in amongst them, it had, apparently, been a significant number of the crew.


They had all watched from various rafts as the submarine had edged up to the raft carrying the freighter’s third officer, Agis Kephalas. They could only guess at what was being said but with luck all would be well and the men would be rescued the next day. Kephalas had returned to his raft and the submarine had edged away. The men breathed a small sigh of relief. Then suddenly the firing had commenced.

The raft holding the ship’s third officer, Agis Kephalas, and two other seamen, was subjected to almost immediate attack. Both seamen were killed while Kephalas was badly wounded. However, Kephalas was able to slip from his damaged raft and swim to the raft occupied by the ship’s chief officer, Antonios Liossis.

Rocco Said was a ship’s greaser who would luckily survive the massacre. He had been born at Constantinople in 1905, his father being a British subject while his mother had been Greek. Between the years 1924 and 1935 he had lived in France but had then moved to England where he had taken up the trade of furrier. However, during his youth he had worked on merchant shipping and in 1941 he again volunteered to serve in the merchant marine at a time when crews were badly needed for the war effort. He served as the third engineer aboard the Mount Taurus. Illness forced him to leave this ship and he remained ashore for some time recovering until he was well enough to join the SS Peleus in January 1944.

Following the torpedoing of the ship, Said now found himself on board a small raft with a group of other men when Hoffmann turned his murderous attention on them. Said and all the other men were able to jump into the water but Hoffmann also raked the water with gunfire and, as Said later testified, all the swimmers around him ‘threw their hands up’ as they were machine-gunned in the water. Their bodies quickly sank from view.

The following morning Said was able to climb onto another raft on which he discovered the body of a dead Chinese man 

 who had been a member of the crew. Said later recalled that this man had sustained injuries to his face and chest, apparently from the grenade explosions. Said was able to get on board the raft and then assisted another man to climb aboard; this was Dimitrios Argyros. Both men surveyed their dismal situation. The raft had been badly damaged by gunfire and explosions and although floating well it was not the best place to be with sharks circling. The two men remained on that raft for the entire night and the following morning managed to find another raft which was in much better condition. They transferred to that raft.

Meanwhile, the chief officer, Antonios Cosmas Liossis, later testified that after the submarine had left the third officer’s raft it had made a sweep of the area. Liossis had been able to see most of the crew in the water; almost all of them had been clinging to wreckage and blowing whistles. Liossis and Constantinides, with whom he was sharing the raft, had called to their fellow crew members, letting them know that they were coming to lend what assistance they could. Liossis and Constantinides managed to lash two rafts together and as they were approaching the submarine, having been hailed to come closer, the Germans had opened fire. Both Liossis and Constantinides had ducked for cover. Liossis could hear cries of pain from Constantinides who had been struck by bullets in several places. Both of their rafts were now riddled with bullets but remained afloat. The Germans tossed grenades at the rafts, one of which wounded Liossis. At that time his head was beneath a bench but he was struck in the right shoulder and back. The Germans also threw three grenades at another raft. Someone on the bridge of the U-boat was now also using a lamp, apparently to check what damage had been done and to see if anyone was still alive. Liossis lay very quietly, his back was covered with blood and he later testified that in his opinion the Germans probably thought he was already dead and did not continue firing on the raft. The submarine then continued to nose around the floating wreckage, firing long bursts from their machine-guns. Liossis later said that 

 after the submarine had departed the scene of the carnage he had crawled from beneath the bench and found that Constantinides was dead. Liossis was quickly joined by the third officer, Agis Kephalas, who had fallen from his raft into the sea and had been hanging onto Liossis’ raft. He had been badly wounded in the right arm. Sharks were now gathering around the wreckage and as the two men did not wish to witness Constantinides being eaten, they decided to wait until nightfall before placing his body into the sea.

These two men were now in great pain but fortunately were able to find some drugs and medicine on the raft – part of the normal survival stores which were maintained aboard all the rafts on the ship. There was also a quantity of ship’s biscuits and water. They were, additionally, able to make an awning to protect themselves from the sun.

Four days after the sinking the two men sighted another raft in the distance. It evidently had two men on board who would subsequently prove to be Rocco Said and Dimitrios Argyros. After a few days the two rafts came sufficiently close together to enable Said and Argyros to transfer to Liossis’ raft, abandoning theirs. Twenty-five days after the sinking the third officer, Agis Kephalas, who had been cared for by Rocco Said, died of his wounds. The remaining three men had been able to fashion a sail and using an oar as a rudder were making slowly for the coast of East Africa. On the 20th of April they sighted a Portuguese steamer in the distance. The ship was the Alexandre Silva. Lookouts on the bridge had seen the pathetic little sail on the raft and the steamer altered course immediately to come to the men’s assistance. The three survivors were helped aboard, provided with food, care and attention and seven days later the ship arrived at Lobito.

Dimitrios Argyros, the third survivor of the ship’s sinking also later made a statement providing investigators with details of the event. In addition to corroborating everything that had 

 already been attested, Argyros added that at the time of the torpedoing he had distinctly smelt gas, leading investigators to believe that the Germans might have been using not only explosives but also chemical weapons against the ship’s crew. This theory was, however, later discounted.

 ~~~~~~


After fleeing the scene of the carnage he had created, Heinz Eck took U-852 rapidly south, moving through what remained of the night at top speed. While the men below decks might have suspected what had been occurring above their heads at the scene of the attack, the confirmation of the massacre was to affect the morale the crew. Even Eck later stated that he became aware of the men’s sour mood and, in fact, had been afflicted by the same malaise. ‘I was under the impression that the mood on board was rather a depressing one,’ he later stated. ‘I myself was in the same mood.’

The crews of submarines formed a tightly-knit unit. Life on board those vessels was harsh and primitive by today’s standards. Quarters were cramped, food was usually just basic rations, the boat was always stinking of oil, cooking and body odour. Anything that might affect morale was considered to be a serious impediment to the effective and efficient functioning of the vessel. Realising that his men were completely demoralised by events (some might have been worried about possible war crimes trials), Eck decided to explain his actions to them. Using the boat’s loudspeaker system he told them that he had never intended killing anyone but that it was only necessary to destroy the wreckage. He added that he regretted that some of the survivors might have been killed. He said, very pointedly, that the men should steel themselves to such events and think of their families at home who were then being brutally subjected to massive Allied bombing where tens of thousands of innocent civilians were being killed.


Eck, however, failed to alter the men’s mood of disaffection. He was unable to convince them that the destruction of the rafts had been an ‘operational necessity’, as he termed it. The crew might not have gone through an officer’s training course but even to them it seemed obvious that to spend five hours machine-gunning wreckage that refused to sink, while also killing an unknown number of civilian merchant seamen, was unbelievably idiotic and dangerous. Any fool should have realised that the site was stained with a quantity of oil and that oil would remain in place until disbursed by the sea. Worse, it demonstrated that Eck was not an experienced submarine commander. He was untried, an unknown quantity. If he continued to make such poor decisions might he not eventually get them all killed? Submariners were a suspicious lot. They normally placed great trust in their captains. For experienced submarine captains, men like Eck’s friend Korvettenkapitän Adalbert Schnee, most submariners would have moved heaven and earth to serve under them. They were considered not only lucky but also highly experienced – men who knew how to carry out an attack and get their crews away safely to fight again another day. Eck’s attack on the Peleus had been easy, a novice could have done it. The ship had been unescorted and was a sitting duck, but what had happened after the ship had gone down had placed the entire crew in extreme peril. They would not soon forget that.

However, what those crew members could not know was the fact that they were all heading into destruction. Heinz Eck was a brash, inexperienced young man who would lead them to a series of terrible fates. Some would be killed during action, two men would suffer lengthy periods of incarceration and a few, including Eck himself, were destined for an ignoble end standing tied and blindfolded in front of a British firing squad.

After the destruction of the Peleus Eck managed to evade any enemy contact and worked at putting the whole torrid affair behind him. He had done his duty so there was no point in
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An artist’s impression of the sinking of a ship during the Atlantic War. Heinz Eck’s war patrol did not have many such successes, testimony, perhaps, to his inexperience as a submarine commander.

– Catalogue Number NH-86699-KN, Courtesy of Navy Art Collection, 
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mulling over the matter. There were more important things to do and many ships which needed to be sunk. For over two weeks, however, as he worked his way slowly south along the west coast of Africa, Eck maintained a low profile. He was perfectly aware that by now the British might have found the wreckage of the Peleus and there could be many ships and aircraft out there hunting for him. Eck was actually in more danger than he thought. He had reported by radio on 15 March, advising 

 his superiors at BdU (U-boat headquarters) of the sinking of the Peleus and the British had picked up the transmission on their radio direction finders. They did not know what had been transmitted but they now knew that another German submarine was definitely operating in the area. This transmission was passed onto the Royal Navy anti-submarine forces at Simonstown, the huge naval base near Cape Town, who were made aware that a German submarine was operating somewhere to the north-west of Cape Town.

On 1 April, 1944. Eck attacked his second (and final) merchantman, the SS Dabomian, the attack taking place just nineteen kilometres south-west of Cape Point. On this occasion Eck did not hang around to machine-gun wreckage or murder survivors. The Dabomian was a cargo ship with a crew of fifty-one men, two of whom were killed during the attack. Survivors were all subsequently rescued by two minesweepers of the South African Navy, HMSAS Krugersdorp and HMSAS Natalia.

Aboard the U-852 morale improved somewhat following the successful attack on the Dabomian. Eck had still to prove himself as a commander worthy of a crew’s respect but this at least was a good effort.

However, the sinking of the ship stirred a hornet’s nest in South Africa. The Dabomian was the first ship to be sunk in South African waters since August the previous year. This area was being heavily patrolled by British and South African warships and aircraft and any U-boat careless enough to operate so close to a major Allied naval base was courting disaster. The destruction of the Dabomian created a significant Allied response and a powerful anti-submarine group was dispatched to hunt down U-852. However, Eck managed somehow to evade them.

On 4 April, 1944, Eck radioed details of his successful attack on the Dabomian to BdU. It was a lengthy transmission which the British had no trouble intercepting. They were able to fix the position of U-852 as being approximately 240 kilometres
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In what appears to be a moment of relative calm after all the violence, a merchant officer lowers his suitcase to a lifeboat before descending a Jacob’s ladder to abandon his ship which clearly is very low in the water at this point.

–U.S. Office of War Information Collection, Control Number 90714118.
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east-south-east of Cape Agulhas (the Cape of Needles) which is a rocky headland at the southern tip of South Africa and the navigational dividing line between the Atlantic and Indian Oceans.

Eck may have suspected that there was a massive hunt underway for him but he could have no knowledge of its scope or extent. 

 He remained in the Cape region for a couple of weeks seeking targets. This was a regular shipping route and he expected to find more ships but his constant searching proved almost fruitless. He did locate another large vessel and believing that it might have been a troopship fired three torpedoes at it. However, all three missed which was probably another indication to Eck’s crew that they were being led by a submarine novice.

Yet Eck was wily enough to realise that by remaining in the Cape region he was inviting attack. He also reasoned that there were far too few ships in the area to warrant the risks involved. He decided to head north once again in the hope that the pickings might be richer.

It was at this point in the whole tragic story that the three survivors of the Peleus were found and the entire terrible saga of the massacre became known to the world.

The date was now 20 April, 1944. The Portuguese steamer, SS Alexandre Silva, unexpectedly came upon a raft drifting in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. On board were three emaciated and desperate survivors. These were the chief officer of the Peleus, Antonios Liossis; Rocco Said, one of the ship’s greasers, and the seaman Dimitrios Argyros. The ship’s third officer, (Agis Kephalas) who had been wounded during the massacre, had sadly not survived the long period adrift on the open raft. He had succumbed to a deadly combination of gangrene and yellow fever.

As we have seen, the three survivors were landed at Lobito in Angola a week after their rescue and it was there that the news was first heard of the destruction of the Peleus and the massacre of its crew. None of the survivors was able to state the identification number of the submarine (it had been dark), but it was now clear evidence, if any further evidence was needed, that a murderous German submarine commander was operating in these waters and he would have to be located and punished. The precise information about the attack and massacre, which was 

 recorded by members of British Intelligence, was soon passed on to the British Admiralty in London.

Meanwhile, as Eck headed north, he should have been aware that he was heading into a storm of steel.

Orders were now issued to strengthen anti-submarine operations in the area and a hunter-killer group was assigned to find and destroy the German submarine. This powerful group consisted of no fewer than nine frigates and other warships and two escort carriers: HMS Begum and HMS Shah. Additionally, air defences were also improved dramatically. The regular shipping zones saw a significant increase in air-traffic as patrols were dispatched from airforce bases at both Addu Atoll and Diego Garcia.

Meanwhile U-852 managed to remain hidden, submerged by day and only travelling on the surface at night while recharging its batteries. U-852 had become a ghost, as Eck had been instructed. The Allied hunt for the submarine appeared to be going nowhere. And then on 31 April, 1944, British intelligence was able to advise that U-852 was in a position near Cape Guardafui, situated right at the tip of the Gulf of Aden. Clearly Eck had moved quickly out of the Cape Town region where he had intended to destroy a significant number of ships. From Aden several R.A.F. Wellington bombers were sent to hunt and destroy the submarine, no easy task in such a large area, but within a few days they located their elusive foe.

The date was now 2 May. Eck was being careless. The time was just after dawn and U-852 was then still on the surface when, for safety’s sake, Eck should have submerged the boat an hour earlier. At that moment Leutnant August Hoffmann was duty officer on the bridge of the conning tower. It had been Hoffmann who had fired almost all the shots during the massacre and had also lobbed grenades into the rafts. Hoffmann and his two lookouts were taken completely by surprise as the Wellington bombers came out of the sun to release a storm of bullets, 

 bombs and six depth-charges. With bullets splattering the conning tower, Hoffmann scrambled desperately to get the hatch down and dive the boat but it had already suffered terrible damage.

As the Wellingtons circled to come around for a second attack U-852 slipped beneath the waves. However, the situation on board the submarine was chaotic and every member of the crew was in deadly peril. Seawater was flooding into the vessel and when it struck the damaged batteries it created a deadly cloud of chlorine gas – one of the greatest hazards to submerged submarines. The vessel was able to remain submerged for only fifteen minutes before being forced to surface, coming up steeply at around a 60 degree angle. The steepness of its urgent surfacing caused the batteries to spill even more acid which further exacerbated the problems of chlorine gas. However, despite this, Eck ordered his gun-crews to their stations and the submarine’s antiaircraft guns were soon pounding away at the Wellingtons as they swooped lower to press home their attack with savage sprays of machine-gun fire.

Both Oberleutnant Georg Colditz (who had also protested the slaughter of the Peleus crew) and Matrosenobergefreiter Josef Hofer were killed on the bridge at this time. The submarine was now completely crippled. Filling with water, it was well down in the stern and any attempt to dive the boat would have proved fatal.

Eck now made what was probably the most sensible decision of this entire war patrol. Realising that the submarine was doomed, his only hope, he believed, was to beach the vessel somewhere on the nearby Somaliland coast. It was to prove no easy task. With power still coming from the boat’s diesel engines, U-852 limped towards the coast while at the same time fighting off repeated attacks from Wellington bombers. It was, at least, a brave and defiant ending. Over the following hours several of the crew were killed or wounded by gunfire from the 

 Wellingtons but the submarine managed to keep going despite the almost continued strafing runs. By that afternoon, Eck was successful in beaching U-852 on the coast at Ras Hafun even while fending off the attacks. As the vessel ground onto the rocks and sand, Eck ordered his crew to abandon the boat and the survivors came scrambling up into the sunlight, wondering if they would have been better to remain within the protective hull of the submarine.

U-852 was beached, half in and half out of the water, leaning heavily to its port side. The bow was wrecked and the body of the vessel was peppered with bullet holes and shrapnel scars. Despite this the British aircraft continued to attack as the crew abandoned the submarine. Some were able to scramble out onto the sand while others dived into the water at the aft end of the boat in a desperate attempt to evade the strafing attacks. A few rubber rafts had been launched and there were several crew members on these but that was a decidedly dangerous position. Leutnant August Hoffmann, the principal machine-gunner during the attack on the Peleus, was attempting to get one of his wounded crew members onto a raft. At that moment a Wellington came down low and strafed the rafts and the men wading in the water. Hoffmann must suddenly have understood what it had been like for those Peleus survivors who had also been on rafts struggling to survive as he had murdered them with his machine-gun. Several men were killed in this strafing run and Hoffmann was wounded in the leg. Despite his wound he continued to help another crewman to wade through the surf to get to the beach.

Finally, all the surviving members of the U-boat’s crew managed to get onto the beach. They were exhausted with the struggle to live, some were so badly wounded that they were obviously dying.

Meanwhile, as all these dramatic events were occurring, Heinz Eck had been attempting to destroy the submarine so 

 that its secret equipment would not fall into the hands of the enemy. Even while the submarine had been under strafing attack he had attempted to destroy the boat using demolition charges but although the charges had exploded they had also failed to destroy U-852. Sadly one crewman had been killed. Eck also made another classic blunder at this important moment: he failed to destroy the submarine’s war diary which contained a detailed account of the attack that had been made on the Peleus. This diary was to form a major document for the prosecution in the coming war crimes trial.

Details of the successful destruction and beaching of U-852 were radioed to British forces in the region and the following day a naval landing party supported by a unit of the Somaliland Camel Corps arrived at the scene. They came fully anticipating some kind of armed resistance but the surviving crew members of U-852 were completely defeated and gave up without a fight. When the boarding party examined the hulk of the submarine they discovered a wealth of information but not the war diary. The link to U-852 and the Peleus was not immediately established and this would only be made following investigations carried out by two naval intelligence officers, one British and the other American. These were a Lieutenant Burnett of the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve and Lieutenant J.T. Rugh of the United States Naval Reserve. These two men were part of an organisation known as CSDIC – Combined Special Detachment Intelligence Collection.

The thirty-five surviving members of U-852’s crew were taken into custody and transported to the British military base at Aden where they were interrogated by Lieutenant Burnett. At that time Burnett was in charge of the naval section of CSDIC. He decided that twelve of the men warranted further investigation including the submarine’s doctor, Walter Weisspfenning.

At this time the American intelligence officer, Lieutenant J.T. Rugh, was unaware of Burnett’s suspicions. In fact he had 

 spent some time with Weisspfenning as a personal courtesy to the doctor, believing that as a non-combatant he would soon be repatriated to Germany to continue his medical work.

The twelve prisoners under suspicion, including Weisspfenning and Eck, were soon taken to Cairo and Heliopolis. Meanwhile Rugh began interrogating all twenty-two of the remaining prisoners, his suspicions growing every hour. He spent long periods questioning these men and writing extensive interrogation reports on their responses which finally told the terrible story of the Peleus massacre in some detail. Yet there was still a lot to be learned. Rugh wanted to delve even deeper. On 20 May he travelled to Heliopolis to collect nine of the submarine’s crew, including Eck, and took them to Cairo. From there Eck and four members of his crew, at that time unnamed, were sent directly by air to England where they were to be closely interrogated. Rugh was still not quite certain what had happened as the boat’s war diary had yet to be found, but he sent a telegram to intelligence authorities in the U.K. advising them that U-852 had been responsible for sinking the Peleus, although he did not inform them at that time that the surviving members of the crew had been machine-gunned in the water.

The intelligence officers in London at that time had no knowledge that they were about to be dealing with one of the worst crimes ever committed by a German U-boat crew – at least in this war, and were expecting only to be interrogating Eck on routine operational matters.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Burnett decided to visit the wreck of the submarine where he was amazed to discover Eck’s carefully written war diary. It was only now that the full truth began to come out. Burnett brought the submarine’s chief engineer, Hans Lenz, back into his office for questioning. Until now Lenz had said nothing about the massacre. He had not wanted the shootings to take place and had attempted to prevent the massacre but he had also remained steadfastly silent on the issue during interrogation. 

 Now, seeing the evidence before his eyes in the form of the war diary, Lenz made a full confession to Burnett, admitting that the crew of the ship had been machine-gunned in the water, that grenades had been used in an attempt to sink the rafts, and that it had all been carried out on the express orders of Heinz Eck. Not only did Lenz make a complete confession, he also signed an affidavit which provided a full account of the massacre.

Lenz was placing himself fully in the frame as it was now a fact that he too had manned one of the machine-guns and had fired a short burst or two. What the investigators needed now was corroborating evidence to give firsthand testimony backing the evidence already discovered in the war diary, and in Lenz’s testimony, and that meant at least one other person who had been on the bridge that night had to talk. Sadly, Leutnant Georg Colditz had been killed during the strafing attacks on the submarine or he would no doubt have corroborated Lenz’s testimony as he too had protested to Eck before the massacre had taken place.

Lieutenants Burnett and Rugh now went to see the two lookouts who had been on the bridge during at least some of the period that the massacre had been taking place. These were Matrosenobergefreiter Johann Coirniak and Obersteuermann Wilhelm Schmidtz. Neither of these men had actually taken part in the shooting of the ship’s survivors. Both men were quite willing to talk and both signed affidavits. When this information was passed to Cape Town the three surviving crew members of the Peleus were flown to Cape Town and there, on 7 June, 1944, they signed affidavits attesting to the facts of the case.

Meanwhile Lieutenant Rugh was tasked with a difficult mission. He was ordered to escort Coirniak and Schmidtz to London but he was also instructed to take Dr Weisspfenning with the other two prisoners. Weisspfenning did not know that Coirniak and Schmidtz had provided damning testimony to 

 investigators and was under the impression that he might soon be repatriated as a non-combatant. It was one of Rugh’s tasks to ensure that Weisspfenning never suspected why he was being sent to England and also to prevent him from becoming aware that the other two men had made their affidavits.

By 8 June, 1944, all the principal characters in this dark tragedy had been brought to London. These included Eck, Lenz, Hoffmann, Dr Weisspfenning and Schwender. It is almost certain that by now, having been intensively interrogated on the matter, they must have realised that war crimes charges might be brought against them. Even Weisspfenning must have been anxious that the interrogations had been so intense and that there was absolutely no discussion at all of his possible release. Yet at this time in the war no one was in a hurry to place these men on trial. It was now just two days after the Normandy landings and the focus of the entire British nation and also the Americans was getting their forces ashore and driving inland to defeat Hitler and bring an end to the war. All the suspects from U-852 were held in custody, their files were stamped top secret and they were allowed to stew for the remainder of the war.

 ~~~~~~


What the five men must have believed as they were held in custody over the following months is not known, although they must have hoped that the war would soon end and that against a background of the monstrous atrocities of the Holocaust, for example, relatively minor war crimes such as theirs would fade into obscurity. By now it was becoming well known that Nazi Germany generally had been a festering sore of criminality for the entire period of Nazi control, commencing as far back as 1933 when Hitler had first come to power, so considering the masses of crimes committed by Nazi officials it seemed unlikely that too much time would be expended 

 prosecuting what, by comparison, was a minor event on the grander scale of things. Yet Eck and his four companions were to be disappointed.

Five months after Hitler had shot himself and his bride, Eva Braun, in his Berlin bunker, the five suspects from U-852 were transported to Hamburg, where Heinz Eck had been born, and on 6 October, 1945, all five were formally charged with war crimes.

The first count was almost ludicrous as it charged the men with having sunk the Peleus ‘in the violation of the laws and usages of war’. This charge was so outdated by events that it should never have been brought into court. It related to the original law that all merchant shipping, before being sunk, should be stopped, evacuated and the crews allowed to board lifeboats before the ship was sunk. It was a crime to torpedo a ship without warning. Of course few commanders had paid any attention to that rule during the First World War and it had never been applied by any sides of the conflict during the Second World War. If Eck and his men were to be charged with that crime then almost every submarine commander on both Axis and Allied sides would also have had to appear in courts of law to answer the same charge.

The second charge, however, was far more realistic and serious. The men were charged with, ‘... being concerned in the killing of members of the crew ... by firing and throwing grenades at them’. As we shall see, Eck’s defence against these charges was to assert that there had been no deliberate intention to kill anyone: he had been attempting only to sink the rafts and wreckage to prevent the detritus from being seen and pinpointing the scene of the attack. His second line of defence was that killing crew members in the water was justified as it was his duty as a commanding officer to protect his ship and crew and that by killing the men in the water he had been carrying out an ‘operational necessity’.


The other defendants all relied on the defence that they had simply been obeying orders and that as serving members of the Kriegsmarine they had no choice in the matter.

The trial at Hamburg, which commenced on 17 October, 1945, was to last for four intense days. It was conducted as a British military court presided over by Brigadier C.I.V. Jones, C.B.E., commander of the 106 AA Brigade. The judge advocate was Major Aubrey Melford Steed Stevenson, K.C., who would later become one of the most controversial and outspoken High Court judges in modern British history. The prosecutor was Colonel R.C. Halse of the Military Department, Judge Advocate General’s Office, while the jury was formed by three British army officers, two Royal Navy officers and two officers of the Royal Hellenic Navy, it being considered proper and diplomatic to have Greek representatives on the jury as the Peleus had been registered in Greece and many of its crew had been Greek.

It has to be said that despite the damning evidence and the provision of a very capable defence team it was unlikely that any of the accused would be found not guilty. The defendants were well represented by some of Germany’s top legal experts led by Helmut Sieber, a Kriegsmarine judge who organised the defence team which included Fregatten-Kapitän Hans Meckel as a special adviser and Dr Harold Todson a well known Hamburg attorney who would both represent Heinz Eck.

The team also included two other attorneys: Dr Max Pabst and Dr P. Wulf. These men would both represent Leutnant Hoffmann. Pabst would also represent Gefreiter Wolfgang Schwender and Dr Weisspfenning.

Lenz selected his own legal representative. This was a Major Lermon, a barrister-at-law at the headquarters of the 8th Corps District.

Another attorney, Dr Albert Wegner, was retained to advise and present his opinions in regard to international law on behalf of all the defendants. As we will see later in this chapter, Wegner would 

 make an emotional plea in defence of the five accused but his address to the court would frequently be interrupted if it was considered that he was wavering even slightly off the essential elements of international law.

The charge against all five men was:

Committing a war crime in that you in the Atlantic Ocean on the night of 13/14th March, 1944, when Captain and members of the crew of Unterseeboat 852 which sank the steamship Peleus in violation of the laws and usages of war were concerned in the killing of members of the crew of the said steamship, Allied nationals and throwing grenades at them.

These were difficult times for any German facing war crimes charges. The war had ended only months previously and by now people everywhere, right around the globe, were being made aware of the horror of Nazi oppression and murder on a scale that had never before been seen in the history of the world. War crimes had been the norm under Hitler’s rule and they had been so massively omnipresent during the whole of the existence of the Nazi regime that it was difficult for anyone not to believe that almost everyone in Germany, military and civilians alike, must have known what was going on or have been complicit in it. Cinemas were now filled with people horrified at the Pathe News segments of emaciated bodies being bulldozed into communal graves at liberated concentration camps. War criminals were looked upon as being guilty until they were proven innocent, and even then, serious doubts remained.

One of the most profound aspects of the entire case was not that mass murder had been committed on the high seas. The war had already seen so much of that by all major participants: British, German, American, Russian and Japanese. They were all tarred with the same brush, although Allied war crimes were being kept secret at the time. What made this trial 

 so newsworthy was the fact that a medical man, a doctor and non-combatant, was being charged with participating in the killing of innocent civilians when by all the international rules of war and by the rules of the Kriegsmarine, doctors, nurses and orderlies were prohibited from carrying and using firearms except for their own defence or in defence of their patients. The question on everyone’s mind was: why would a doctor throw away his Hippocratic oath and begin taking lives rather than saving them?

The answer to that anomaly was complex and lies within the heart of the evidence and testimony that would be presented during the trial.

After some opening statements and the official checking that the names and ranks of the accused were correct, the charges were read and after some deliberation as to the precise meaning of the charges, particularly the term: ‘In violation of the laws and usages of war’ in relation to the sinking of merchant shipping, the men standing trial were asked to plead. All five stated that they were not guilty.

Over the course of that first day a number of witnesses gave damning testimony. The affidavits of the three men who had survived the sinking of the Peleus and the subsequent massacre in the water were also read to the court.

A number of the submarine’s crew members, other than those charged, also described the events of that night. These included, for example, Able Seaman Wilhelm Schmidtz, the rating in charge of the small-arms on board the submarine. Schmidtz testified that he had been below decks during the massacre but had received Eck’s order to bring up not only hand-grenades but also some small-arms including Mauser pistols and some machine-pistols. He had got the arms and five hand-grenades together and had taken them up on deck. It was about midnight. When he got there he found that one of the M.G.15 machine-guns had not been functioning and he had to check it. 

 He testified that it had been fired at that time. He also testified that the following morning he did not check to see how much ammunition had been expended during the night but three of the five hand-grenades had been used. Additionally, he testified that the Mauser pistols and the machine-pistols had not been fired at all that night.

Weiner Hamesister had been the sick-berth attendant on the submarine that day. He testified that after the massacre he had treated Leutnant Hoffmann who had been suffering from a burnt hand. Hamesister asked Hoffmann what he had been doing and Hoffmann had replied that he had been throwing grenades. Hamesister had been on the bridge just before the massacre had commenced, although that was not his normal battle-station. One of his duties while in action was to act as a runner and, when surfaced, he was normally stationed at the foot of the bridge so that he could get to various parts of the deck quickly. However, just prior to the massacre he had been standing near the hatch on the bridge and therefore close to Eck but he claimed that there had been no direct order from Eck to any of his crew to target men in the water deliberately. He also claimed that none of the men on the rafts had been targeted although shooting at the rafts quite obviously meant that the men on them would also be shot. Hamesister also testified that during the five minutes or so that Lenz and Hoffmann had been interrogating the ship’s third officer, Eck had impatiently told the sick-berth attendant to tell his two officers to hurry up with their questioning. He was evidently in a hurry to get on with what was to come next.

The next witness to present evidence to the court had nothing to do with the actual event. This was Mr John Coubro Mossop, a solicitor of the Supreme Court in London and commissioner for oaths who had been seconded to work as a civil servant at the Admiralty. Mossop had become involved in the case because he had been tasked with taking down a statement made by Kapitänleutnant (Ing) Hans Richard Lenz. He told the court that 

 on 3 June, 1944, shortly after the prisoners had been transported to England, he had been asked to visit the London District prisoner-of-war cage to take Lenz’s statement which was being made voluntarily in front of a witness who was an Admiralty intelligence officer. Even now, after the war, this officer’s name was not to be released. The name was confirmed by Mossop after being passed to him on a slip of paper who nodded and stated that the name on the paper was that of the officer who had been present at the time.

Apart from having an opportunity to make an open, live statement in court, this was Lenz’s best chance of saving himself from the firing squad and he was determined to make the best of it. During his statement he not only went into some of his own history in the submarine service but explained in detail why he had taken over the M.G.15 on that terrible night.

Lenz’s statement demonstrated that he had been born at Hanover in 1917. He completed his final examination at Christmas 1935 and during the spring of 1936 had gone into the Labour Service before joining the Kriegsmarine at Stralsund that same year. He was then sent for training to the German Naval College at Flensburg. As part of his naval education he had served on board the training battleship Schleswig-Holstein (which would fire the first shots of World War Two by bombarding the Polish base at Westerplatte on 1 September, 1939. The ship would be bombed at Gotenhafen, [Gdynia] Poland, and sunk in 1944).

With the rank of midshipman, Lenz had also served aboard the battleship Deutschland after which he had been sent for further instruction to the naval college at Kiel. He was commissioned a leutnant (ing [engineer]) in October 1938. He was then appointed to a transport organisation at Wilhelmshaven and in December 1939 joined the U-boat service. The following year he was appointed to the Lehr Division at Neustadt. His first appointment as an engineer officer was aboard U-11, moving to U-453 in 1941. He subsequently served as an instructor at 

 the Lehr Division before joining U-852 under the command of Heinz Eck.

Lenz’s full statement was read to the court which explained how he had disagreed with Eck’s decision to eliminate the evidence of the ship’s sinking which, ipso facto, also meant killing the men who had survived the torpedo attack. Lenz was very careful to point out that he had been unable to prevent the massacre occurring by changing Eck’s mind and therefore had gone below to write up a report about the conversation he had had with the freighter’s third officer, Agis Kephalas. He was also very careful to point out that he had later taken over the M.G.15 to prevent Schwender from killing one of the men in the water or on a raft. Lenz stated that he had simply fired two or three short bursts of the machine-gun, ‘... with no result observed’.

During his time at the prisoner-of-war cage Lenz had not been in the least coy in showing a copy of his written statement to Eck. Three days after making the statement he had seen Eck in the cage and allowed Eck to read the statement, adding that other members of the crew had made similar statements. These statements very clearly demonstrated that everyone had simply been carrying out Eck’s orders and that the entire concept of destroying the evidence had been Eck’s. Upon reading Lenz’s statement, Eck, apparently, had appeared unperturbed.

Three days later Eck made his own statement which was also read in court. The statement had been made before J.C. Mossop, commissioner for oaths, at the Number 3 Interrogation Centre. It was brief and to the point. In it Eck very clearly stated that neither before sailing from Kiel, nor at any time during the submarine’s passage, had he received orders to shoot or in any other way eliminate survivors from any ships he might sink.

While this appeared on the surface to be quite a startling admission of guilt there were questions raised firstly about Eck having been cautioned before making the statement and also about the exact interpretation of his words. Eck was not fluent 

 in English and his interrogators had been speaking in German with Eck’s answers translated into English and then transcribed. These points were noted in the court and set aside for further deliberation.

Then however, the complete statement of the ship’s chief officer, Antonios Liossis, was read to the court. Not one of the survivors appeared at the trial. By that time they were spread around the world on other ships but, as we have seen, they had made statements while at Cape Town shortly after being rescued.

Liossis statement as to his experiences were known to the court but in this full statement he made the startling claim that after the freighter’s third officer, Agis Kephalas, had been interrogated by Lenz and returned to his raft, Liossis had heard someone on the submarine shouting the word ‘Kill’, or ‘Kill them all’, and immediately afterwards the machine-gun had begun firing. If this were true then Eck’s entire defence of simply attempting to sink the rafts and wreckage would prove to have no meaning. If someone had shouted ‘Kill them all’ then the entire event became deliberate murder without any underlying excuses. Liossis also stated that, in contradiction to Eck’s statement, the U-boat had, ‘... remained all night hunting out survivors who may still have been alive, using a search light’, but Liossis and three other men had ‘shammed dead’. He added that the U-boat had machine-gunned the rafts and wreckage all night, ‘... firing many bullets’. Liossis’ statement had been made at Cape Town on 7 June, 1944.

This brought to a close the prosecution’s case against the accused men. No statement had been made by Dr Walter Weisspfenning although while at the prisoner-of-war cage he had been given every opportunity to do so. The judge advocate, Major A. Melford Stevenson, now turned to the five accused men who were seated together in the courtroom. Stevenson advised them that they had three choices and that they should consider each choice carefully.


The first choice was for the men to give evidence on oath. If they chose this option then it was likely that they would be crossexamined on oath. The second choice was for each of them to make a statement without taking an oath. If they chose this option then no questions would be allowed. Not even the defending counsel would be allowed to question them. The third course of action they could adopt was to remain silent throughout the whole proceedings. However, as Stevenson very clearly pointed out, if they chose to give evidence on oath and thus opened themselves to cross-examination then considerably more weight and credence would be given to their testimony. Additionally, each of the accused was to be allowed to call witnesses for their defence.

Stevenson then asked each man in turn how they wished to proceed. Every one of the accused chose to appear as a witness and to give evidence in court, thus opening themselves to crossexamination. They all also stated that they would be calling witnesses in their defence. Some of these would be material witnesses while others would simply be character witnesses. Eck, Hoffmann, Weisspfenning and Schwender said they would call material witnesses while Lenz stated that his would be only a character witnesses. ‘Is that right?’ Stevenson asked, possibly a little surprised.

‘That is quite right,’ Lenz responded.

These events meant that each of the defending officers was now able to open the defence but there were already problems with this. Members of the defence team all claimed that they had been given barely enough time to prepare a proper defence for their clients and asked for a suitable adjournment in order to prepare for the trial. The defending counsel intended to rely on a defence of ‘operational necessity’ and particular German witnesses would need to appear in court. After considerable discussion it was decided to adjourn the trial until 14.15 hours (2.15 p.m.) the following afternoon. It was not nearly long enough but Stevenson, who just wanted to get on with the trial, gave them little choice in the matter.
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The commander and four other members of the crew of U-852 seen here during their war crimes trial at Hamburg in 1945.

Left to right: Heinz Eck; August Hoffmann; Dr Walter Weisspfenning;

Hans Lenz and Wolfgang Schwender.

This photograph appeared in newspapers around the world at the time of the trial.

–Author’s collection.

The court reconvened on schedule for its second day when the judge advocate, Major A. Melford Stevenson, addressed Dr Harold Todson who would be defending Heinz Eck. Stevenson stated that as Eck was the first name of the list of those accused then Todson should have the privilege of making his opening statement. Major Lermon, defending Lenz, then stated that this issue had already been discussed among the defending counsel and that three of them wished to make opening statements: himself, Harold Todson and Dr Max Pabst. Stevenson granted these requests.

When Todson began his opening address he pointed out that his client, Heinz Eck, had not carried out the act of using a machine-gun on the rafts, and by inference the men in them, 

 out of ‘cruelty or revenge’, but had merely been attempting to, ‘eliminate all traces of the sinking’.

Professor Wegner, the international law expert representing all the accused, spoke about particular precedents, referring to a number of historic cases and made the point that destroying evidence in an attempt at self preservation had been used in the past on several occasions.

These details having at least been brought up, at this stage, the principal witness in the case, Heinz Eck, was called. This was the testimony which everyone in the room had been waiting to hear.

Questioned by his defence lawyer, Dr Harold Todson, Eck explained that prior to leaving Berlin to return to Kiel it had been impressed upon him by Kapitänleutnant Adalbert Schnee at BdU, and others, that submarine warfare was now of specific importance and that U-boats were at that time the only offensive weapon left in Germany’s once powerful arsenal. Despite the ‘secret’ weapons being trialed by Hitler at that time this was a fairly accurate estimation of the situation during that period, with Germany unable to keep up its arms manufacture due to blockades and bombing and the fact that the German surface fleet was either captive in ports or rusting at the bottom of the sea. This was January 1944, six months before the Normandy landings when the situation would become a whole lot worse for the Germans.

Therefore Eck went away from that meeting in Berlin heavy with a sense of responsibility. The dangers and responsibilities had again been pointed out to Eck at Kiel, specifically the dangers of aircraft and the need for concealment. He had clearly been made aware of the Allied patrols coming from Ascension and Freetown and that a number of U-boats manned by highly experienced commanders and crews had been sunk in the vicinity.


The questioning went on to describe the location and sinking of the Peleus and why Eck had made the decision to attempt to destroy the wreckage. At one point Todson asked Eck, had it been clear to him, when he had issued the order to destroy the rafts, that in doing so the survivors would also be killed. Eck was unequivocal in his response: ‘It was clear to me that the possibility of saving their lives disappeared,’ he said. He added that it had not been possible for him to take survivors aboard the submarine because that had been specifically against his orders. He added that as the submarine still had a long war cruise to complete there would not have been sufficient provisions to feed everyone.

Eck was also asked to comment about the claim that the words: ‘Kill them all’ had been shouted on the bridge. Eck resolutely refuted the accusation. He stated that no person had used that term on the bridge and that it was impossible to believe anyone would have spoken those words, in English, which was the language reported as having been used that night.

When asked if he believed that any other submarine commander, having been placed in the same situation, would have acted in the same way and made the same decisions, Eck responded by telling the story of a U-boat under the command of Captain Hartenstein which had sunk the liner Laconia in 1942. Testimony subsequently presented during the trial provided further details of the sinking of the Laconia and its relevence to Eck’s actions.

The Laconia had been carrying more than 1500 Italian prisoners-of-war, a Polish guard detachment and a number of English women. After the ship had been sunk Hartenstein had heard Italian voices calling for assistance in the water. When this had been established Hartenstein had contacted BdU headquarters and had begun efforts to take on board as many survivors as possible, including the women, and to tow the ship’s lifeboats to a rendezvous with a French cruiser. However, the 

 U-boat had been sighted by an Allied aircraft and despite the fact that it was now carrying Red Cross markings indicating that there were wounded or survivors on board, the aircraft had dropped a stick of depth-charges, damaging the submarine. Hartenstein had been forced to abandon the lifeboats and dive, although the U-boat had sustained some damage. Hartenstein had subsequently reported these events to BdU and orders had then been issued from BdU that rescue operations were not to be undertaken by U-boats.

In fact the order from BdU had been very specific:

No attempt of any kind should be made at rescuing members of ships sunk. And this includes picking up persons in the water and putting them in lifeboats, righting capsized lifeboats and handing over food and water. Rescue runs counter to the rudimentary demands of warfare for the destruction of enemy ships and crews. Orders for bringing Captains and Chief Engineers still apply. Rescue the shipwrecked only if their statements will be of importance to your boat. Be harsh, have in mind that the enemy takes no regard of women and children in his bombing attacks on German cities.

Eck told the court that the Laconia case and its subsequent orders had been drilled home to him before he had commenced his voyage aboard U-852 and that in his mind, ‘... military reasons go before human reasons before saving the lives of survivors. For that reason I thought my measures were justified.’

Eck was also questioned at this time by the prosecutor, Colonel R.C. Halse, who cut deeply into Eck’s apparent coldness towards human life. From Eck, Halse ascertained that there had been about six rafts in the water at that time, at least that was the number he had been able to see in the darkness, each raft had been about 2.5 square metres. Halse evidently wanted to make the point that Eck had felt no compassion at all for the survivors. 

 Halse asked if Eck had made any enquiry from the ship’s third officer when being questioned as to the number of survivors in the water. Eck answered that he had not, adding, ‘At that time it did not seem important to me.’ When asked how many people would be left on the rafts, Eck had responded, ‘I did not take any interest in that.’ When questioned about taking any action to help the survivors Eck stated, ‘I could not help them.’

Halse was unremitting in his questioning. He demanded to know the specific times that the machine-gunning had commenced and when it had ended. Eck attempted to ward off the questions claiming he did not know the times and stating for some unknown reason that the boat had been operating on Central European Time. Halse pointed out that it did not matter how the ship’s chronometer had been set, he just needed to establish how long the firing had been kept up. Eck was finally forced to admit that it had been about five hours and that it had only been stopped at around 0100 hours (1 a.m.) because by that time it had become obvious that no matter what actions were taken none of the rafts were going to sink. ‘I saw no further possibility to destroy the rafts,’ Eck stated. ‘I tried it with machine-gun fire, hand-grenades and also through ramming, but it was no good.’

Halse jumped in at that point: ‘Was it not because there were no more survivors left?’

‘I did not concern myself with that,’ Eck replied coolly.

As we have seen, using the boat’s loudspeaker system Eck had subsequently addressed the crew of the submarine about the incident, being aware that the killing of the survivors had affected morale. Colonel Halse was fully aware of this communication and its content and he questioned Eck about it now because it pressed home the fact that as far as the survivors were concerned Eck had felt absolutely no compassion towards them. Halse asked Eck to repeat a sentence that he had spoken to his crew that day. The sentence was, ‘If we are influenced by 

 too much sympathy, we must think of our wives and children who at home die also as victims of air attack.’

‘Sympathy about the wreckage?’ Halse asked.

‘It was quite clear that the survivors would also die,’ Eck responded.

‘And you did not mind whether they died or not?’ Halse pressed.

‘In my remarks over the loudspeaker I had said that I did not care about it,’ Eck answered.

‘You realised that people would die as a result of the shooting?’

‘Yes,’ Eck responded without any further embellishment.

After a few more questions along similar lines the court adjourned. It reassembled at ten o’clock the following morning when Eck was again brought to the stand to complete his testimony. At this time Major Lermon, the officer defending Lenz, got straight to the point in establishing the case for his client. Lenz had objected to Eck’s order to begin shooting at the rafts and by definition also the men on them but Lermon wished to establish that Lenz had no real choice in the matter. He had made his case and his objection had been brushed off by Eck.

‘Is it a serious offence to disobey an order on active operations?’ Lermon asked.

‘For not carrying out an order in the face of the enemy one is punished with death,’ Eck answered.

Lermon pushed the point, asking who would have the right to carry out that punishment and Eck replied that he, as the commanding officer, would have that right.

As the cross-examination proceeded a number of important points were made including the fact that Eck had ordered only three men to fire, Weisspfenning, Hoffmann and Schwender, although why Eck had ordered his doctor to fire remains a mystery, given that Weisspfenning was a non-combatant. 

 Schwender’s character was also put into question principally because Lenz had claimed he was a man of ‘bad character’ and that it was not right that the survivors should be killed by such a person. When asked about Schwender’s character Eck replied that he had received many complaints about him.

There was also a clear case where Eck was attempting to confuse the issue. The previous day when asked what speed the submarine was capable of when surfaced Eck had responded that it could do five knots per hour. It’s possible that members of the court, none of whom were submariners, could have let that one slide, although there were naval officers among the jury who would probably have noted the obvious inaccuracy. The implication here was that if the submarine did only five knots on the surface then Eck really had a better excuse for machine-gunning the rafts as it would have been almost impossible for him to get away from the scene of the sinking before being seen. However, the truth of the matter was that U-852 was easily capable of doing eighteen knots on the surface, it was actually rated for twenty knots, and if Eck had ordered full speed ahead immediately after he had torpedoed the Peleus then by seven-thirty the following morning he could, theoretically have been around 216 nautical miles or 400 kilometres away from the sinking. A distance of this kind was only theoretical and it would depend on a number of issues such as weather, sea conditions, engine performance etc. Yet that being the case, Eck’s decision to destroy the rafts and the survivors was completely nonsensical. If the submarine could have achieved a distance of 400 kilometres from the sinking within twelve hours, or even only two thirds that, submerging at around 7.30 the following morning and then continuing at a slower pace underwater, it would have been unlikely for any Allied aircraft or surface ship to have found him. Eck deliberately misinformed the court when he said that U-852 was capable of five knots when surfaced. That was actually a little lower than its speed when submerged while running under battery power.
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Adalbert Schnee with some of his crew on the bridge of his U-boat prior to taking up his appointment with Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote (BdU) in Berlin. He would later testify at Eck’s war crimes trial.

– Bundesarchiv, Bild 101II-MW-4060-37, Bundesarchiv.


Yet it appeared for a while that Eck was about to get a major boost to his defence when his friend, Captain Adalbert Schnee, was called to the stand. As we have seen, Schnee had worked at the submarine headquarters BdU during the war and had met with Eck in Berlin where he had expressed his concerns over the vulnerabilities of the submarine type and had advised Eck to be extra careful to cover his tracks. During the trial Schnee backed up Eck’s reasoning for his actions to the hilt, stating that he had specifically informed Eck of the dangers, that all four submarines sent into action in that particular area, despite being commanded by highly experienced officers, had been destroyed, and that it would be wise to destroy any evidence of a sinking before departing the scene in order to prevent being located by Allied aircraft or warships.

When Schnee was asked if it would have been wiser for Eck to leave the scene immediately and not bother about attempting 

 to destroy the wreckage, Schnee very clearly stated that leaving the scene would have been a mistake and that what Eck had done was the correct action if he were to avoid being found by enemy aircraft. He also pointed out that in his opinion using a machine-gun would have been the best option to destroy the rafts as they presented a low, flat target which would have been very difficult to hit with any other weapon and that a machine-gun would pepper the target, destroying its buoyancy.

However, Schnee then also made the startling comment that the long and very arduous journey undertaken by U-852, travelling for lengthy periods submerged, and especially when it had reached tropical waters where the temperature in the submarine would have increased dramatically, would have been very difficult on the boat’s crew and even more difficult on its commander. ‘I can fully realise that the commander after such a journey may possibly lose his head,’ Schnee told the court.

The official records of the trial do not indicate what the immediate reaction to that comment might have been, although if the trial had been held in an open public court rather than a closed military tribunal there might well have been gasps of amazement. Yet Schnee quickly realised that he had said too much. He was immediately questioned about his own war experiences and what he would have done under similar circumstances. He told the court that he had commanded four different submarines during the war and had sunk about thirty ships, mostly when he had been operating with wolf-packs in the North Atlantic but also hunting alone. In fact he had also patrolled the same area of the South Atlantic where U-852 had destroyed the Peleus. Schnee told the court that after the attacks he had personally carried out he had always left the scene as quickly as possible and not hung around to destroy wreckage. Yet he qualified this statement by adding that the situation in the North Atlantic was vastly different to that of the South Atlantic. In the north the Allies had been aware that German submarines had constantly been in the region so attempting to hide the 

 evidence of a sinking would have been pointless. Whereas submarines operating in the South Atlantic had worked largely alone and with the utmost secrecy so attempting to destroy the evidence of a sinking made perfect sense.

The prosecutor jumped onto these points, asking Schnee what he would have done if he had been in Eck’s shoes. Schnee now, however, became elusive as he apparently did not wish to open himself up to any kind of investigation into his own war background with any possibility it might have for him also to be charged with war crimes. His discomfort with the question was noted by Major Lermon who said that Schnee should be advised that he did not have to answer the question if he thought it might incriminate him. The judge advocate, Major Stevenson, then told Schnee, ‘... You can refuse to answer a question if you think it might expose you to prosecution for a war crime.’

When the question was again presented to Schnee he would only state that he did not know the case well enough to give an answer. Stevenson, who was now questioning Schnee as closely as Halse, responded that Schnee could do better than that as Schnee was completely conversant with the case. Schnee would now only mutter in German, words that were not translated for the court, and when asked again for his answer Schnee would only respond that it was very difficult for him to give an answer to that question. ‘Now that the war is over I cannot possibly put myself in such a difficult position as Captain Eck was at that time,’ Schnee responded.

‘The fact that the war has ended has not deprived you of your imagination has it?’ Halse asked rather querulously.

Schnee thought about that for a few moments before making an explosive comment: ‘I would under all circumstances have tried my best to save lives, as that is a measure which was taken by all U-boat commanders; but when I hear of this case, then I can only explain it as this, that Captain Eck through the terrible experience he had been through lost his nerves.’


‘Does that mean that you would not have done what Captain Eck did if you had kept your nerve?’ Halse asked.

‘I would not have done it.’ Schnee replied.

Why Schnee gave this damning testimony is a moot point. During his meeting with Eck in Berlin prior to the departure of U-852 on its war patrol to the South Atlantic Schnee had very clearly advised Eck to destroy any wreckage and had even advocated such an action when he had first begun giving evidence. Yet now he was stating that he would not have done so had he been in command of the submarine at that time and that his friend had simply lost his nerve. What Eck must have been feeling when he heard this damning and conflicting testimony was never, of course, recorded by the court.

Schnee told the court that during his work at BdU he had never heard of any other German U-boat commander taking action that resulted in the machine-gunning of survivors in the water. He had actually been quite unaware of the fate of U-852 until he had read in the newspapers that Eck was being held in London pending a trial. Yet when asked once again, had he been in Eck’s position, if he would he have destroyed the wreckage, Schnee surprisingly now responded that he would have attempted to do so because quite clearly any destruction of the rafts would have meant the probable deaths of the men on them, even had they survived the machine-gunning. This statement conflicted completely with the testimony Schnee had given only moments before.

Having heard this wildly confusing and conflicting testimony the cross-examination was now taken over by Dr Max Pabst who was representing both Hoffmann and the lower ranking Schwender. Pabst was keen to establish that his clients had simply been obeying orders when they machine-gunned the rafts and men and that they had no choice in the matter. Pabst established through his questioning that obedience on U-boats was total. Schnee stated that in all the years he had commanded submarines 

 he never once had to deal with any kind of disobedience from his crews. He told the court that if disobedience had occurred and especially if that disobedience had endangered the boat he would have had no hesitation in resorting to the use of arms. In other words, he would have been quite willing to shoot anyone who disobeyed his command. This at least established for the court that Weisspfenning, Hoffmann and Schwender, all of whom had received a direct order from their captain to open fire, had no choice in the matter. Pabst did not, however, explore the possibilities of those men refusing to obey an order that was quite obviously illegal under international law because had he done so it would have weakened his case that the men were forced by military discipline to obey the order to fire. Only Lenz, and apparently one other man, Georg Colditz, who was now deceased, had attempted to reason with Eck before the murders but their attempts to save the lives of the survivors on the rafts had proved fruitless.

It now came time for Leutnant sur See August Hoffmann to give his evidence but before he was called to the stand Dr Max Pabst, who was defending Dr Weisspfenning, Hoffmann and Schwender, was asked if he wished to make his opening defence statement on behalf of the accused. Pabst addressed the court in German which was translated into English for the remainder of the court members. Pabst stated that not one of his clients had wanted to shoot at the men on the rafts. ‘... in their action they were lacking forethought’, Pabst admitted. He added that the three men had been acting on orders and at the time had no idea that by doing so they would be opening themselves up to possible prosecution. Pabst added that had they disobeyed their orders they would have been placed, ‘... into imminent danger of life themselves’. Pabst told the court that Schwender did not kill anyone nor had he wanted to. He added that each of the defendants wanted to prove their innocence by giving their testimony to the court. Pabst then called Hoffmann to the stand.


August Hoffmann was just twenty-three years of age at the time he was on trial for his life. He had been born in Hamburg on 4 June, 1922. Prior to the First World War his father had served as an officer in the German Merchant Marine so it is rather surprising that Hoffmann would have wanted to serve in the submarine service, the precise objective of which was the destruction of shipping, particularly freighters and tankers. After the war his father had become a merchant. His mother was a teacher. Hoffmann had been brought up in a non-political environment and educated at a national school. He had made a decision to go to sea at a very early age and more specifically the decision to join the Kriegsmarine had come upon the outbreak of war and had been influenced by a cousin who had been the commanding officer of a submarine.

Hoffmann told the court that he had been eighteen years of age when he had first joined the Kriegsmarine in October 1940 and that at the time of the sinking of the Peleus he had been twenty-one. Under Pabst’s questioning he stated that obedience was something that had been drilled into him as part of his training, adding, ‘I have learned that when facing the enemy there was no such thing as disobedience and that it would be punished by death.’

Hoffmann confirmed much of what the court already knew of the tragedy. He had received a direct order from Eck, who had been standing close to Hoffmann at the time he had given the order. Hoffmann did not even think of questioning the order as he realised that by leaving the wreckage and rafts, the submarine would be in danger of discovery and that by disobeying his orders to destroy the rafts he would effectively be placing the boat in greater danger. Disobedience meant execution and he was never going to disobey his captain. He also admitted that this was the first time he had been in action and that as a result he had been excited by the events that were occurring. He confirmed that Weisspfenning had been the first to fire, Hoffmann had taken over after the machine-gun had jammed 

 and had then continued firing at the rafts. He also admitted that it was he who had suggested to the captain that the 3.7cm cannon should be used but that Eck had told him it would not depress sufficiently to hit the rafts and that Hoffmann should try with the 2cm cannon. Hoffmann had used that weapon on the rafts but it too had achieved little or no results so the attempt had been abandoned.

When also questioned by Dr Harold Todson, the man defending Eck, Hoffmann very specifically stated that he had been on the bridge all through the events of that night and had never heard the words ‘Kill them all’, as had already been alleged during the court proceedings. Of course, even if he had heard those words Hoffmann would never have admitted to doing so as it would have been an admission of murder. ‘I was on the bridge the whole time and I heard nothing,’ Hoffmann stated. ‘I would have heard it.’ However, despite the fact that he claimed to having been on the bridge during the whole period, he also admitted that he had not been on the bridge to hear Lenz begging Eck to spare the survivors. This important point was not followed up by the prosecutor, Colonel Halse of the Advocate General’s Office, who, through Hoffmann’s admission, was given a golden opportunity to challenge the veracity of Hoffmann’s statement. Hoffmann had just claimed that he had not been on the bridge at the time Lenz had begged Eck to spare the survivors but only minutes before he had stated that he had been on the bridge the whole time and had not heard the ‘Kill them all’ order. It was a classic opportunity for Halse to have been able to place pressure on the veracity of Hoffmann’s testimony but it was not acted upon. If Hoffmann had admitted to hearing Lenz making his plea to Eck then it might have provided Hoffmann with just the germ of conscience that what he was about to do was both illegal and immoral. He would also not have wanted to admit in court that such a thought was on his mind at the time he began to pull the trigger of the M.G.15. On the other hand he would also not have wanted to admit that a ‘Kill them all’ order had 

 been issued as that would have made him one of the principal perpetrators in the murders. Hoffmann was attempting to have it both ways.

He also attempted to act as if he believed that the rafts had been unoccupied at the time they were being fired upon and his testimony to the court was almost ludicrous, given the circumstances. He admitted that after the sinking when the rafts had been bobbing about in the water they had all displayed small lights. Then, for reasons Hoffmann would later not state, the men on the rafts had been ordered by those on the submarine’s bridge to extinguish their lights. Almost immediately the lights on the rafts had been extinguished, firmly establishing that the rafts were then occupied by survivors and that the survivors were willing to obey the orders being issued by the Germans. ‘You knew then that there were people on the rafts?’ Colonel Halse questioned.

‘We had to assume that,’ Hoffmann responded.

‘You fired at the rafts?’

‘Yes.’

‘Knowing there were people on them?’

‘No.’

‘How then were the lights put out?’ Halse queried.

‘By the people who were on the rafts in the first place, originally,’ Hoffmann replied.

‘Where had they gone between the time the lights were put out and the time you started to fire?’ Halse continued.

‘I thought they jumped into the water,’ Hoffmann replied, without bothering to go into the fact that the men on the rafts would in no way have jumped into the shark-infested water before the firing had commenced and that if any of them had managed to jump into the water it would only have happened after they had come under fire.


Under slightly more pressure from Halse, Hoffmann later stated that now he was facing the court (and a possible death penalty) he did not think it was right that he and the others had fired, ‘... at helpless people in the water, or sitting on rafts’, but at the time the implications of doing so had not entered his head. Clearly, the thought of an impending firing squad had managed somehow to realign his moral compass.

Soon afterwards Hoffmann again changed his testimony stating that he had been on the bridge when Lenz had made his protest to Eck. He had not heard the exact words but he had been close enough to know that Lenz had been in the process of begging for the survivors’ lives. Halse now decided to press him on this. He asked Hoffmann to admit that when he realised that Lenz was pleading for the lives of the men in the water, had it not occurred to Hoffmann that what they were doing might have been wrong. Hoffmann responded, ‘I did not think about it because at that moment the Stabsarzt [doctor] went to the M.G. and started firing, I believed that I could have stayed clear of the matter.’ Hoffmann went on to explain, under more questioning, that when he used the term ‘stayed clear of the matter’ he meant that he had spoken to the ship’s third officer and had advised him that he and the other men would be rescued the following day and that he felt sorry for him now that he was to be fired upon.

‘If those thoughts had passed through your mind at that time it was quite clear to you then that what you were doing was wrong, was it not?’ Halse insisted.

‘No’ Hoffmann responded coldly. He evidently realised that he had just admitted to having acknowledged to himself that murder was about to be committed and that he had every intention of assisting in the crime. He also admitted to throwing grenades into the rafts but on no account would he admit to seeing any men or bodies on the rafts nor would he admit to seeing bodies or survivors in the water. It was almost as if he 

 had been functioning blind at the time. The inference that he had participated in the murders, knowing full well that he was committing murder, was poignantly clear. Hoffmann had taken the stand in an effort to defend his actions, having been warned that he would open himself up to penetrating crossexamination and while that examination itself had left much to be desired, Hoffmann had succeeded only in condemning himself and emphasising that he was suffering from a classic case of selective memory.

Hoffmann was also, later that day, to attempt to exonerate himself by stating that at the time of the shooting he really had had little time to think and he had not wanted to make himself guilty of disobedience. ‘I had complete trust in the commandant and the righteousness of his orders,’ Hoffmann said. ‘I also know that he had orders and instructions of a secret nature which were not known to me. I thought the order was necessary on military grounds.’ Then Hoffmann again contradicted his own previous testimony. Questioned by Halse, he admitted that he had taken over the machine-gun from Weisspfenning to clear the jam and continued firing at his own volition, having received no order from Eck to do so. Halse asked if he had been ordered by Weisspfenning to take over the gun but again Hoffmann stated that the doctor had not given him that order. ‘So why did you take over the machine-gun?’ Halse questioned.

‘Because I had received a direct order from the commandant’ Hoffmann stated.

No one now really knew what Hoffmann was saying.

‘From the commandant?’ Halse pressed, completely confused.

‘Yes,’ Hoffmann responded.

‘When you took over that machine-gun was it working?’

‘There was a stoppage – a defect.’

‘Did you put it in order?’

‘Yes.’


‘And having put it in order did you continue to fire?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did the orders which you received directly from the commandant provide for putting it in order,’ Halse continued.

‘No,’ Hoffmann answered.

‘You did that on your own initiative?’

‘Yes.’

This completely confusing evidence finally ended Hoffmann’s testimony on the stand. Quite clearly there were issues he was not prepared to reveal and those he would talk about were both conflicting in content and confusing in their truthfulness and veracity.

The next person to take the witness stand was Dr Walter Weisspfenning whose testimony served only to assist the prosecution in their case. Questioned initially by Dr Max Pabst, his defence counsel, Weisspfenning would only admit to shooting briefly at a piece of wreckage and stating that he had not targeted any of the rafts. Under cross-examination he refused to admit that he had seen anyone on the rafts or in the water, nor would he acknowledge that there were any survivors despite the fact that when he had come up onto the bridge he had clearly heard the survivors in the water blowing their lifejacket whistles. He also refused, at first, to admit that, as a non-combatant, he was not permitted by law to use offensive weapons and that when Eck had turned to him and said, ‘You shoot’ he had obeyed the order immediately because, ‘It was an order, it was during an action of battle, I had known the commander for a long period, and I did not have the impression that he would issue a wrong command to me.’ Weisspfenning failed to point out when saying this that there was no battle going on at the time. No one was shooting back. He failed to acknowledge that the unarmed men in the water were principally non-combatant seamen who were simply struggling to survive under terrible circumstances. He did admit that he had been excited at the time as this was 

 his first sinking, but would never admit that he had enjoyed firing the weapon, although this was the first time he had used a machine-gun. ‘Everybody was excited,’ he said. He also stated that he had never heard a ‘Kill them all’ order.

At first Weisspfenning attempted to deny any knowledge that the Geneva Convention prevented non-combatants from using weapons of war, despite the fact that it was pointed out to him, on two occasions, that he and other medical staff were only given the protection they enjoyed because they were prevented from carrying or using arms. Finally Weisspfenning was forced to admit that was the case but his elusiveness in responding to this simple and obvious question and the fact that he was evidently fully aware of the legalities of his personal protection in war as a medical man did nothing to assist his case in front of the court. If he could be so elusive on this simple matter, what else was he hiding and how much of what he was saying was actually the truth?

Now came what was obviously going to be one of the most interesting testimonies before the court: the statement of the one man on trial who had attempted to prevent the entire massacre: the submarine’s engineer officer Kapitänleutenant (Ing) Hans Richard Lenz.

Hans Lenz was twenty-eight at the time of his trial for war crimes. He had been born in Hanover and came from a well respected family of lawyers. His parents were then living in Berlin but Lenz was very concerned about them because he had not heard from them for some time and Berlin had undergone massive Allied bombardment.

Lenz had attended school in Berlin and in 1936, upon leaving school, he had joined the Kriegsmarine. He had become a submariner in 1940, subsequently being promoted to chief engineer and serving in that capacity aboard three U-boats including U-852.


Unlike many of the men on board U-852, Lenz was a veteran. He had carried out a total of seven war patrols which was something of a rarity when Allied forces had largely perfected anti-submarine techniques. He had been decorated for his services receiving the Iron Cross First and Second Class. His reputation and war record were spotless and during his entire career in the navy he had never been disciplined for any reason.

Lenz came to the stand as something of a curiosity. By now the court was aware of the actions Lenz had taken in an effort to prevent Heinz Eck proceeding with his intentions of destroying the evidence of the sinking of the Peleus and ipso facto the killing of the survivors of that event. In fact, in an oblique way the court was also aware of Lenz’s inherent character. There had been one point in the trial when Leutnant Hoffmann had been giving evidence and Hoffmann had inferred that he had not actually been able to hear what Lenz had been saying to the captain when he had been making his protest. However, Hoffmann had not been surprised to discover later that Lenz had been attempting to save the survivors’ lives. Lenz was known among the crew as a caring and ethical man with strong principles and morality. Yet there was also the rather irregular connecting tissue of Lenz’s actions and the court wanted to know more about this. If Lenz had so vehemently protested against Eck’s murderous command, why then had he been willing to take over the M.G.15 from Schwender?

Until now the, at times, conflicting and confusing testimonies of the defendants had done little to assist them in their defence. Eck had been cold and precise with, apparently, little regret for his actions; Hoffmann had been elusive and contradictory while Weisspfenning had been elusive and obfuscatory. Now it was Lenz’s turn to attempt to stem the damning evidence against him in relation to his having fired some of the shots that night. Major Lermon, representing Lenz, clearly believed that the best way for him to defend his client was to give a balanced opening address and then leave the rest to Lenz.


Lenz answered the questions put to him by Lermon with clarity and apparent honesty. Unlike all those who had gone before him he never attempted to obfuscate or avoid the questions. He went through the entire sequence of events, stating that he had been below decks at the time of the attack on the Peleus and had only come to the bridge after the ship had gone down. At that time he had been ordered by Eck to go forward and question one of the survivors to obtain the ship’s name and other relevant details. When he had gone to the bows of the submarine he had not known what Eck had planned for the survivors and only learned of the coming massacre when he had returned to the bridge to give his report to Eck. That was the moment he had made his protest to Eck in an attempt to save the survivors’ lives. Eck had told him that despite his protest it was his intention to have his order carried out. Lenz realised that there was nothing more he could do at that point. He had gone below to write his report of the conversation he had just had with the ship’s third officer and to supervise the reloading of the torpedo tubes. Then the gunfire had commenced above.

‘I heard the captain had decided to eliminate all trace of the sinking. I informed him that I did not agree, but since it was an order it had to be carried out,’ Lenz said. His words were subsequently published in the world press.

Finally he had gone topside. He had seen pieces of wreckage in the water but no rafts. Then he heard someone on the bridge say that a ‘shadow’ had been sighted on one of the pieces of wreckage and that it looked like a human form. At that moment Lenz had looked towards Schwender who was manning the M.G.15 on the port side of the tower. Schwender was already swinging and aiming the weapon at what was, apparently, a human form and Lenz had roughly pushed him out of the way and fired a burst of the gun. ‘I thought that if Schwender fired on those pieces of wreckage a human being who I had spoken to a short while ago might be hit and killed’, Lenz told the court, ‘... and I did not want that man should be hit by bullets which a soldier, who, in my eyes, was considered bad, had fired.’


Lenz attempted to explain that during the training undertaken as the ship’s workup for sea, he had experienced a lot of trouble with Schwender. He also told the court he believed that Schwender was the father of an illegitimate child, although he later stated that in this instance he had been wrong about the child.

‘Are you normally a person of excitable temperament?’ Lermon asked.

‘Yes,’ Lenz admitted. ‘I easily lose my temper.’

Lenz was cross-examined by several other members of the defendant’s counsel. He stated that after he had snatched the weapon from Schwender he had aimed at a piece of wreckage but had not seen anyone on it before he had fired. He had not been on the bridge during the first part of the massacre therefore it was impossible for him to know if anyone had stated, ‘Kill them all’. When questioned by Colonal Halse, Lenz admitted that he had never received an order from Eck to fire and that he had only fired to prevent Schwender from doing so. He had been hoping to save a life rather than taking one, or at least giving the man on the raft an honourable death. When asked if he would have taken the gun away from any other man but Schwender, Lenz responded that he would not have interfered. He only acted so that Schwender would not have the opportunity to kill the person who allegedly had been spotted on the raft.

Lenz’s sole defence rested on his having protested the massacre to Captain Eck. His justification for taking the gun away from Schwender seemed a little confusing, given the fact that he had fired at the wreckage, and although he had been unable to see anyone on that wreckage, or nearby, the very act of firing a machine-gun into the water under those circumstances might have meant that some of the survivors could have been killed. This was an issue which would trouble the jury as they made their deliberations concerning the fate of the five men.

The next and final defendant to testify at the trial was Wolfgang Schwender himself, the man who had caused so much 

 confusion in Lenz’s actions on the bridge and for his defence. Schwender was being defended by two men conjointly, Dr Max Pabst and Dr P. Wulf.

Schwender was an inexperienced youth, just nineteen years of age at the time of the sinking of the Peleus. His inexperience and youthful brashness might have been the root of the hostility felt by other members of the crew, particularly the very experienced Lenz, a veteran of so many war patrols who knew the ropes and was well versed in the many problems associated with the operations of being on active service in the hostile conditions of a submarine at war.

At the time of his testimony Schwender was twenty years of age and was finding the stress of the criminal proceedings rather overwhelming. On the night before his twentieth birthday he had attempted to commit suicide in his cell but had failed. The method he had chosen in the attempt to take his life was not revealed in court documents but it must have been not too injurious because the following day the press was reporting on the suicide attempt while also adding that Schwender was, ‘... much brighter today’.

During his testimony Schwender admitted to firing the machine-gun and relied totally on the defence that he was simply obeying orders. ‘Schwender, fire on the wreckage.’ Eck had ordered. Schwender had done exactly that because, as he later testified, ‘I realised that the commanding officer had the right of martial law at sea. If I would not execute his order he would make use of it.’

Schwender refused to acknowledge that the order to fire had been illegal but after being asked what sense the order might have had, he made the curious reply that he thought that: ‘... empty bodies were to be pierced’.

Schwender resolutely stated that he never fired on any people and that he had only targeted the rafts. By that time the moon had risen so he claimed that he could clearly see there 

 were no people on the rafts which were only about thirty-five metres from the submarine. At the time he had been quite calm, or so he claimed in his testimony, although everyone else on the boat appeared to have been quite excited by the dramatic events. The cross-examination of Schwender also brought another interesting detail. He had once been a prisoner-of-war, although the details of that event were not revealed during the trial. Schwender himself only mentioned it because he stated that he had never failed to obey the orders of an officer even when he had been a P.O.W.

Schwender admitted that one of the lookouts on the bridge that night had called out that there appeared to have been a human form on or near one of the pieces of wreckage, but when the prosecutor, Colonel Halse, asked him if the lookout’s call was basically an instruction that there was a human being to target with the M.G.15, Schwender became elusive. ‘I only executed the order of the commanding officer,’ he said.

Schwender’s testimony failed to produce any new evidence other than that which had already been presented to the court. He left the stand without either strengthening or weakening his case, other than to demonstrate that he would obey orders totally, and that he really had no knowledge of the differences between right and wrong when it came to international law and orders that might have been illegal.

However, Schwender’s ignorance of the law was fairly universal. As we have seen in literally thousands of cases since that time, ordinary people, soldiers and officials who served during the period of Nazi oppression, obeyed the orders of their superiors believing them to have been legal and correct even though in some cases those orders were resulting in the deaths of thousands and then millions of people. Schwender was no exception.

Yet the next man on the stand at least attempted to explain and deal with this vitally important issue. This was Dr Albert Wegner, 

 a highly experienced lawyer, legal author, and expert on international law. It was his job to make the case for all five defendants. After Schwender left the stand the judge advocate, Major Stevenson, called for Wegner to make his case for the defence of the five accused. It was now the afternoon of the third day of the trial, Wegner was actually exhausted, having spent most of the previous night preparing for this moment, but did not want to make his case at that time. He asked for an adjournment, stating that he was far too tired to do the job effectively but Stevenson pressed him hard on the matter and Wegner reluctantly went on to make his case about international law in relation to this trial. His case started slowly and Wegner, perhaps because he was tired, rambled slightly, but Stevenson, who was known for his impatience, stopped him in his tracks and told him to concentrate on the essential points of international law. Wegner eloquently apologised and then went into the finer points of law that he felt he needed to make. These points are too complex, from a legal standpoint, to go into here, but one of the issues Wegner sited concerned the perceptions of legality in times of war and that legalities changed according to jurisdictions. What might be legal in one country, for example might not be legal in another.

Wegner also cited the case of the British Army in South Africa during the Boer War when a massive number of civilians had been interned behind barbed-wire under quite appalling conditions and the death rate had been staggering. There was a clear connection here to the German concentration camps. Was it legal for the British to have created concentration camps where a large number of deaths through starvation and disease had occurred while it was illegal for the Germans to have done the same thing? ‘The individual knows the rules of warfare because they have been transformed into the law of his own country, and he had been taught by his national authorities what his international duties are’, Professor Wegner stated, adding: ‘... international law ought to be the supreme law of 

 the country, but national pride in all countries over-emphasised the dogma of national sovereignty, tending to deny or even to despise international law.’

Wegner went on to point out that historically it had often been stressed that force was an essential point of law and that while such ‘heresay’ prevailed among so many lawyers in so many countries, ‘... the individual must be excused to some extent for a confusion in his conceptions as to right and wrong.’ Wegner was actually making a good case for the five accused. They had been brought up or had lived for too long in an age of Nazi immorality and violence where everything that had once been illegal had suddenly become the accepted norm. None of the accused had been trained in legal matters and their lives for many years had been steeped in violence, anger, hypocrisy and prejudice. He went on to state that the questions of right and wrong, guilty or not guilty, had been confused for years, even before the rise of National Socialism. He said, ‘... the way has been paved for the national-socialist contention that there be no universal truth and law, but that instead of it, the will and command of the nation have been a supreme and absolute and totalitarian value, claiming the individual whole and undivided loyalty, all that the state can enforce.’

In other words, the state of totalitarian rule negated any prior justification for what might previously have been the rule of law and that virtually everything that was once illegal was now legal under that totalitarian principle. Wegner pointed out that in history there had been many instances where right and wrong, the guilty and not guilty had been affected by the fact that uncountable violations of international law had been ordered by superiors including violations that had been made under English law.

Since then, Wegner said, it had become a well established rule in international law that men and women forming part of a military or public force, and acting on behalf of their government, were 

 not to be held responsible as a ‘private trespasser or malefactor’. He said that whatever an individual had done was actually performed as a public act by a person in ‘Her Majesty’s Service acting in obedience to superior orders’, and that as a result the responsibility lay with the government. Wegner also pointed out, quite correctly, that there were very important differences between the old Imperial government that had existed at the time of the First World War, and the National Socialists of the 1930s and ’40s. The king of Prussia had been a legitimate ruler with constitutional rules whereas Hitler had not been a legitimate ruler and that the people, including the servicemen, could be excused for being unable to distinguish between the two and therefore believe that a superior’s order was also legitimate. Additionally, Wegner stated that those who lived in National Socialist Germany had been crushed by fear and that they would do anything and obey any orders which would prevent them from being sent to concentration camps or being killed summarily. ‘There are questions of wrong and guilt’, Wegner continued, ‘being important to the defence of war criminals. ... Here I will only mention that it is a grave danger to let one’s mind be ruled by any mass mood of the moment.’

Wegner’s statements had been well informed but not always to the point. He had quoted numerous instances in law where the defence of command had been used or at least implied but he had tended to wander off script somewhat from his brief, which was that of advising on international law on behalf of the accused. On occasion he had been distracted, possibly because he was so tired that day. The judge advocate, Major A. Melford Stevenson, had interjected rather irritably on several occasions in an attempt to bring Wegner back on track. The day closed when Wegner had completed his presentation to the court. He apologised for having wandered a little during his speech and said that, as he had stated beforehand, that he was particularly tired, having spent a great deal of time the previous night preparing for his presentation.


The following day the court reassembled. This was to be the fourth and final day of the trial. All the witnesses had now been heard, including the expert witnesses such as Schnee and Wegner, so it was time for the defence counsel to make their closing addresses. The first to address the court was Dr Harold Todson who went through all the important points of the case with a special focus on Adalbert Schnee’s testimony as an expert witness. He pointed out that Schnee had stated that if he had been placed into that particular position after sinking the Peleus he would have fled the scene right away. Todson told the court that they should take into consideration that Schnee and the commanders who had lost their submarines in the area were all highly experienced and would probably have made the right decision but Eck was far from being highly experienced. This was Eck’s first war patrol as commander of a submarine and it was possible that he had panicked somewhat, especially as so many submarines had been lost in the area and that anti-submarine warfare, tuned to such fine perfection during the Atlantic War, was now a highly effective killing machine capable of locating and destroying enemy U-boats with ruthless efficiency. Eck had simply made the wrong decision to stay and attempt to destroy the evidence rather than to flee and put a safe distance between himself and the site of the sinking.

Todson was sincere in his quest to defend Eck but the realities stared him in the face. Eck had been unable to defend his murderous actions by stating that he had never wished to kill the men, only destroy the rafts, because by destroying those rafts he was either killing the men outright with machine-gun fire or hand-grenades or condemning them to an almost certain death in the sea. Reading Todson’s closing comments it appeared clear that he knew the men would be found guilty. The defence was so weak he was virtually clutching at straws.

The next defence counsel to speak was Dr Max Pabst who was defending Schwender, Hoffmann and Dr Weisspfenning. He began his closing speech by concentrating on the actions 

 of Schwender. He said that Schwender had not deliberately shot at any humans but had only fired at a piece of wreckage and that as the moon had risen by that time he had been able to ascertain that there had been nobody on the wreckage. The short burst had jammed the gun, Schwender had cleared it and Lenz had then taken the gun from him. Pabst told the court that was the only time Schwender had fired and that he had not been involved in the killing of any of the survivors.

Pabst admitted that in the case of Weissphenning and Lenz it was impossible to state whether either of them had killed anyone when they had fired, and even if the court was able to establish that as fact, it would have to be decided whether they should be punished for murder, manslaughter or involuntary killing, the punishments for those charges varying greatly in severity. Murder would have been a case of killing deliberately and it had not been proven by the court that any of the shooting had been carried out with the deliberate intent to kill those in the water. In any case, Pabst stated, both men had acted on the basis of a ‘binding order’ which lifted the criminal responsibility from them. ‘It is impossible to examine the superior’s command for its admissibility,’ Pabst stated. ‘The soldier has not to examine whether an order given to him is appropriate, wise, just and permitted. In case he would be allowed such right of examination, every discipline in the army would be shaken.’

Pabst was the counsel who brought up a very good point of defence. According to German legal definition, if penal law was violated during an action undertaken as part of a man’s service, the commanding officer was alone responsible for the crime. There was, however, a codicil to this. A subordinate who carried out a criminal act under orders would also be responsible if he was aware that the act he was carrying out was criminal. Pabst stated that the legalities did not end there, however. The subordinate would only be culpable if he had known at the time that the officer was ordering an illegal act. The superior must have known he was ordering a crime to be committed and the 

 subordinate had to know that his superior was aware of that at the time. It was complex but basically it meant that under the circumstances, none of the men could have had a detailed knowledge of the law and if Eck had merely been ordering the destruction of the rafts then that was not a crime for which his subordinates should have been punished. ‘As he is not bound to examine the matter, mere doubts as to the correctness of the order or a careless ignorance regarding the criminal purpose of his superior do not suffice to establish the penal responsibility of the subordinate,’ Pabst stated, adding that if the purpose of the order given by Eck was to carry out murder, then Weisspfenning and Hoffmann were guilty if they had known what the purpose of the order was, and if it could be proved that they knew. The men had also known that Eck had been carrying out secret orders of which they had no knowledge and that it was possible Eck’s actions were influenced by those orders.

Yet even more than these legal issues, Pabst made a solid case for the defence of all the men when he emphasised to the court a number of important points. Most of the men had been inexperienced. They had no knowledge of the legal issues involved. They were deeply inured to military discipline and the possibility of harsh, even capital punishments. Most were in action for the first time. They feared for the safety of themselves and their boat. They were in a state of excitement caused by the sinking of the Peleus. They had endured months at sea under difficult and dangerous conditions. All these points demonstrated that the crew had been stretched to the limit; they did not have all the facts and that they were easily capable of making what turned out to be the wrong decisions. Pabst stated, ‘The accused deny to have known that the purpose of the order was only murder. They believed in military necessities. ... The contrary cannot be proved to them. Therefore they cannot be punished. ... I therefore ask the court to acquit the three accused. I ask them to acquit Schwender because no punishable act was done by him, and to acquit the other two because they cannot be made responsible for the order given to them.’


Dr Wulf, the second counsel defending Weisspfenning, Hoffmann and Schwender was asked if he also wished to make a closing statement but he declined, stating that he adopted what Max Pabst had presented to the court.

Major Lermon was next to present his closing address and he wasted no time in questioning why none of the survivors who had made sworn affidavits at Cape Town had been brought into the court to give evidence. It had been fourteen months since they had made those affidavits and while they were important it was even more important that such vital witnesses be presented to the court so that they could be cross-examined by the defending counsel. Relying on affidavits alone was hardly obtaining the full and impartial evidence needed by the court to reach a proper verdict in the case. Lermon also made the point that servicemen who were undertaking an action against an enemy were placed under law in an impossible situation. If they disobeyed their commanding officer they were liable to immediate summary execution. If they obeyed the order then they might be tried as war criminals on a capital offence and lose their lives anyway. Under pressure of action, how were they to react, especially when they were not fully conversant with the complex laws involved and at times decisions of life and death had to be made within seconds?

Lenz was in a particularly tricky situation. True, he had attempted to prevent the massacre by appealing to his commanding officer but basically that was his only defence. Four people had fired at the survivors or rafts that night and of all of those men only Lenz had fired without directly being ordered to do so. He had made his appeal to Eck and then gone below to let someone else get on with the killings. Had he not come up to the bridge when he did he would have saved himself from being charged with war crimes. It was his decision to take the gun from Schwender and his decision to fire, and although he professed a reason for doing so, members of the court were having difficulty in understanding that reason. ‘What earthly difference does it 

 make to a person who is shot at, whether the Archangel Gabriel himself or the Devil shoots at him?’ Stevenson stated irascibly. Lermon, however, made a powerful comparison to try to make the court understand Lenz’s motives in taking the gun that day. He asked the court to imagine that Lenz was about to face a firing squad (which in fact was now very possible) and while it did not matter much to anyone who formed the firing squad it would matter a great deal to Lenz if he knew that the squad was formed of men of honour or men who were, in Lermon’s words, ‘a band of ruffians’. Lermon asked the court to see the situation through Lenz’s eyes. He did not have to involve himself and only did so out of a sense of honour. In closing, Lermon asked the court to bear in mind the good character of his client and to bring down a verdict of not guilty.

When Colonel Halse of the Advocate General’s Office stood to make his closing address the men who listened to that address must have felt a deep dread forming within them. Halse was not mincing his words. One by one Halse went through the defence strategies which had been presented for each of the accused and one by one he shredded them with his interpretation of the law. His remarks were particularly strong when it came to Dr Weisspfenning who had been under the protection of the Geneva Convention and as a non-combatant had specifically been forbidden from carrying or using arms. Weisspfenning had, without any hesitation, upon the order of his commanding officer, taken up the M.G.15 and commenced firing on the rafts knowing full well that there were survivors on them.

Halse also very strongly attacked Lenz’s defence of attempting to do the honourable thing. Halse called Lenz’s defence ‘absurd’, particularly in that he had, apparently, strongly protested against the firing on innocent civilians and had been the only one to open fire without directly being ordered to do so.

When it came to Schwender, Halse refused to believe that the German rating had been unaware that there were survivors 

 in the water and on the rafts when he had come up to the conning tower bridge. At that stage the firing had been going on intermittently for some considerable period and everyone in the boat must have known what was going on above. A ship had been sunk, there were obviously survivors and these were now being machine-gunned along with their rafts. Schwender had no excuse for obeying the order of his commanding officer when he should have known that by firing at the rafts he would also be committing a war crime.

When the judge advocate, Major A. Melford Stevenson, k.c., rose to make his summing up of the case he immediately pointed out to the court his feelings concerning the complexities of international law. He had already expressed his intolerance and impatience to the lengthy address given by Dr Albert Wegner on the subject and was keen to point out that despite its complexities the case against these five men came down to one basic element. He said that international law was only a set of rules expressed as treaties, customs or usages which were based upon the common sense of civilised nations and ordinary humanity. He pointed out that it was a fundamental fact that the killing of unarmed people was completely forbidden and had been forbidden for centuries. ‘To fire so as to kill helpless survivors of a torpedoed ship is a grave breach against the law of nations,’ Stevenson stated. He was implying that despite the complexity of whether or not any of the men were uncertain as to the legality of the orders they had received, they all should have known that to kill innocent civilians was a war crime. He added that obviously it was not possible for all soldiers and sailors to be conversant with international law but in carrying out Eck’s order to fire, ‘... it must have been obvious to the most rudimentary intelligence that it was not a lawful command and that those who did that shooting are not to be excused for doing it upon the grounds of superior command.’

After a few more comments about his remaining impartial throughout the trial and that his role was now to advise the 

 court in his summing up, Stevenson acknowledged that the defendants had been well defended by their various counsels and asked the court to use common sense when considering their verdicts. This completed the case and at 15.08 hours exactly (3.08 pm) the court closed so that the members of the jury could make their decisions.

It must have been considerably troubling to the accused men that exactly forty minutes later they were again ushered into the court to hear their fates. Such a short space of time to consider five independent cases appeared to be ominously brief, especially when this was a fairly complex legal case and there were five people standing accused. Yet at 15.48 all five men were brought back into the courtroom. As they stood before him, the president of the court, Brigadier C.I.V. Jones, C.B.E., commander of the 106 AA Brigade, read the verdicts for each of the men. They were all found guilty.

Each member of the defending counsel was then given an opportunity to speak in mitigation of his client. Some even called character witnesses. Dr P. Wulf, for example, called witnesses who testified to Hoffmann’s character claiming that they had known him from his school days and that he had been a born leader with huge compassion for his fellow man and had never acted in a bullying way, either as a lad or as an officer. He had, additionally, even when in great pain himself from wounds he had received, managed to save the life of one of the submarine’s crew when it had been under aircraft attack following its beaching on the coast of Somaliland.

Dr Max Pabst spoke on behalf of both Weisspfenning and Schwender, stating that they had had no choice but to obey orders, and that if the men involved had refused to act upon their orders it would have been tantamount to mutiny. ‘The U-boat would have completely lost its character as a fighting force,’ Pabst said.


After the mitigation pleas had been completed the court once again retired to consider what sentences to impose. The time was 16.35 hours (4.35 p.m). On this occasion the court remained out a little longer – an indication, at least, that they were considering each case reasonably thoroughly and not imposing a set sentence on all. They returned almost an hour later at 17.33 hours and the accused stood at attention to hear their fates.

The president of the court read the sentences to each man in turn. The sentences were read firstly in English by Brigadier Jones and then interpreted into German by the court interpreter. Heinz Eck, August Hoffmann and Dr Walter Weisspfenning were each sentenced to death by shooting. Hans Richard Lenz was sentenced to imprisonment for life – probably because he had fired the machine-gun without having been ordered to do so – while Wolfgang Schwender received a sentence of imprisonment for fifteen years.

As each man heard the sentences their faces remained quiet and impassive. The men were advised that the sentences had to be confirmed and the paperwork was soon completed to obtain this confirmation. Field Marshal Sir Bernard ‘Monty’ Montgomery confirmed the last of them on 12 November, 1945. At that time the three accused men had just eighteen days to live.

Sometime before dawn on 30 November, 1945, the condemned men were awakened in their cells at the Altona Prison in Hamburg. It was a cold grey day, bleak in every way. The men dressed in their Kriegsmarine uniforms and were marched through the prison’s exercise yard and along a dull, tree-lined path towards the prison’s firing range on Lüneberg Heath. There were no leaves on the trees and rain-heavy clouds were scudding across the sky.

At the firing range three strong wooden posts had been set into the ground. The prisoners were now firmly strapped to the posts, the military guards tying the men in regulation fashion so 

 that after they had been shot they would not slump grotesquely, or fall to the ground, but remain in almost a standing position, knees bent slightly and head slumped. It was all fairly typical of British military precision which made the provision that a corpse should remain upright after execution. Once the men were thoroughly bound the sergeant of the guard checked the bindings once more before pulling black hoods over the men’s heads. The members of the firing squad were ordered to take aim and, seconds later, to fire. Eck, Weisspfenning and Hoffmann slumped dead in precise military fashion. The time was now exactly 08.40 hours. The men murdered at the time of the Peleus sinking had finally been given their justice.

The funeral of Heinz Eck was supposed to have been kept a secret but word of the event soon leaked out to Eck’s supporters, particularly former officers of the Kriegsmarine and especially those who had served in U-boats.

At that time Sefton Delmer, a British/Australian broadcaster and journalist, was traipsing around war-torn Germany looking for good stories. Delmer was one of those really interesting people who, during the war, had specialised in writing anti-Nazi articles and propaganda. He spoke German and several other languages fluently, having been born in Berlin to Australian parents. His father, Frederick Sefton Delmer, had been a professor of English Literature at Berlin University.

Before the war Sefton Delmer had even managed to wangle an interview with Hilter himself but throughout the war he had led a black propaganda radio and press campaign which had been so successful that Delmer’s name had been placed into the now infamous ‘Nazis Black Book’. After the planned German invasion of England Delmer was to be be arrested immediately. Had that occurred he would almost certainly have been executed.

Yet it was now September 1946, about ten months after Eck had been executed. Delmer was writing a series of stories which were published in newspapers and magazines internationally. 

 These described him as, ‘A reporter tramping Germany as a German’. Delmer interviewed a number of young men who were living largely by buying and selling on the black market. He said that most of these men had to do so because they were unable to register for rations as they were on the run and did not want to draw attention to themselves. Among these men were a number of former navy officers whom Delmer described as, ‘Young men with rucksacks loaded to bursting point with the contraband they were out to barter and sell.’ Delmer pointed out that these ex-servicemen were in touch with one another despite the fact that the creation of any kind of association was illegal at that time. He described them as having, ‘... the past written on their faces, mouths turned down disdainfully at the correct Prussian officer angle’, and that their uniforms had usually been dyed black. Delmer said that while no such post-war military associations existed, as they were banned, they survived on an informal level and this had clearly been demonstrated at the funeral of Heinz Eck. When Eck’s funeral had taken place at the Ohlsdorf cemetery, several hundred German naval officers had suddenly arrived without warning. Delmer quoted one officer, Hans Dietrich, as stating, ‘It was quite miraculous how quickly we all got the news. The funeral was only arranged four hours before it took place and was intended to be very secret. But we were all there.’

Yet since that time there has been a great deal of discussion as to exactly what kind of justice those crewman of the Peleus had received. Historians, legal academics, students and practitioners of law, especially military law, have often argued that Eck, Weisspfenning and Hoffmann had been the expedient victims of ‘victor’s justice’, that their trials had been hurried through the legal system without precedents having been set. They had been executed, ‘for example’, just as the major war crimes trials were beginning at Nuremberg so in relation to war crimes that had been committed during the Second World War no legal precedents had been set. There was no legal point of reference 

 compared to what might occur, and the legal arguments that might be used, during the defence and prosecution cases at Nuremberg. The guiding precedents had yet to be established.

There was also a certain degree of bitterness involved. Many German people believed that Eck and his men had committed no crime. How could one compare the deliberate killing of a few dozen seamen to the hundreds of thousands of civilians, including women and children, who had been killed by the British and Americans during the bombing of cities such as Hamburg, Dresden and Berlin? Everyone was confused. These were the early months and years of post-war Germany. The truth of the concentration camps was now just beginning to filter into the collective consciousness of the people. It was difficult to come to terms with any of it.

And then there were the mysterious deaths and the questions that followed the execution of the three men. Shortly after the trial Dr Max Pabst and Dr Harold Todson both died under unusual circumstances. As we have seen, Pabst had been defending Schwender, Hoffmann and Weisspfenning while Todson had defended Eck. Pabst’s death was put down to suicide, although there were some doubts about that, and Todson was killed when he was travelling in a car that was struck by a British Army lorry. Naturally, conspiracy theories abounded, particularly in respect to revenge motives. Both deaths were investigated by the British military but the actual reports were never made public.

Had the trial been held before a German court it is likely that the result would have been very different. There is little doubt that the men would still have been found guilty, but possibly on a lesser charge, manslaughter, for example, which did not carry the death penalty. It is likely that if this had been the case all five would have been imprisoned but even that punishment would eventually have been reduced. In fact that is exactly what occurred in the cases of the two men who were sent to prison, Lenz for life and Schwender for fifteen years. Yet neither would serve anywhere near the sentences imposed.


Over time, attempts were made to have the sentences of both men reduced; members of Hans Lenz’s legally trained family were relentless in pursuing the British authorities to have Lenz’s sentence reduced and impassioned pleas were made through legal representatives hired by the family. Similar attempts were made to bring about a reduction in the sentence for Wolfgang Schwender.

Finally Schwender was released from prison on 21 December, 1951. Lenz served about another eight months of his sentence before being released on 27 April, 1952.

The precise number of men murdered by Eck and his crew at the time of the sinking of the Peleus has never been established because it was impossible to know how many of the crew had survived the actual sinking of the ship.

There is no doubt that the five men convicted of the killing of the Peleus crew deserved to be punished but at that time at least there was little discussion about the fact that charges were not being laid against Allied servicemen who carried out similar and even more deadly attacks on unarmed survivors. The captain and crew of the British submarine HMS Torbay were later listed as having killed enemy troops as they struggled in the water but those war crimes were then being kept strictly secret and no legal proceedings were ever instigated against the boat’s captain or crew.

It is also worth considering the character and career of Major Aubrey Melford Steed Stevenson who performed the duties of judge advocate in this case. Stevenson would later become a particularly controversial member of the British legal system whose outspoken attitudes and strict sentences, once he had attained a position on the High Court, have frequently been critically commented upon in British judicial history.

As we have seen, Stevenson had been abrupt and forceful during the trial of these five submariners, even to the point of cutting off the testimony being made by at least one expert

 witness but this was fairly typical of Stevenson’s opinionated character.

The very month before the opening of the Peleus trial Melford Stevenson had presided over the court-martial of a British subject named Theodore William John Schurch who has gone down in history as one of the most dedicated traitors of the Second World War. Schurch had served as a driver in the Royal Army Service Corps but had been captured by Axis forces at Tobruk and almost immediately began working for both the Italian and German intelligence services. He sometimes posed as a prisoner-of-war and was placed into P.O.W. camps in order to gain the confidence of Allied prisoners and glean important intelligence from them. He was arrested in Rome in March 1945, charged with treachery and desertion and tried by court-martial at the Duke of York’s headquarters in Chelsea. He was found guilty on all counts and Stevenson sentenced him to be hanged. Schurch was executed at Pentonville Prison on 4 January, 1946, aged twenty-seven years. From this very significant case Stevenson was rushed to Hamburg to prosecute Heinz Eck and his four companions. It would probably be fair to say that Stevenson would have been buoyed by the successful conclusion to the Schurch case and looking forward to any other case which might also raise his prominence within the British legal fraternity. If nothing else, Stevenson was highly ambitious and would have seen it as a significant opportunity to be asked to prosecute such a high profile case as the Peleus defendants. Such cases were now beginning to come before the courts and the public generally was extremely keen to see justice meted out to those who had participated in the almost endless war crimes of the Nazi era.

Stevenson was actually an interesting man. His first wife, Anna Cecilia Francesca Imelda Reinstein, was the daughter of a German hairdresser. The couple had married in 1929 but Stevenson later discovered that Anna was having an affair with Maurice Buckmaster, a man who was to become famous 

 in British intelligence history as head of Special Operations Executive (S.O.E.) during the war. When Stevenson discovered the affair he had, according to subsequent reports, promptly, ‘turned his wife out’.

Stevenson would later go on to become involved in some very high profile cases including the unsuccessful defence of Ruth Ellis, the last woman to be hanged in England. He also represented Jomo Kenyatta in his appeal for having been imprisoned for being a member of the Mau Mau terrorists during the bloody uprising that had taken place in Kenya in the 1950s. Kenyatta lost that appeal but later went on to become the president of Kenya.

Throughout his entire judicial career Stevenson would court controversy and as a High Court judge he became infamous for imposing some of the harshest sentences seen in modern U.K. history. He died on Boxing Day, 1987.


Chapter Four


Alexander Marinesko

The Wilhelm Gustloff Disaster


That morning the sea was the colour of Welsh slate. The Baltic was a turmoil of wind and waves, ice-cold and somehow depressing. Captain Friedrich Petersen leaned against the bridge bulkhead, wiping condensation from the glass and peering into the early morning. The sea was rolling against the harbour walls in wind-driven, white-topped waves. A few gulls wheeled away, their wings caught momentarily in a sudden down-draft. Petersen watched for a moment, feeling uncharacteristically morose. He had always loved this ship. From the moment he had stepped aboard the Wilhelm Gustloff it had been a love affair. During those first few years of peace, the calm before the storm, Petersen had taken his ship to European and exotic ports carrying the banner of a youthful National Socialism – the ideal of statehood rising from the ashes of war, depression and despair. It had carried chosen passengers around the globe, receiving, at least in the beginning, warm acclaim, even from the most searching and critical of press commentators. The Wilhelm Gustloff had been beautiful – like a white cloud floating on the surface of a deep blue sea. It was a vision. People saw it and fell in love.

Friedrich Petersen had always looked forward to getting away from shore, going to sea, even in his younger days as a mere deck officer, but to take the Gustloff to sea was somehow special. And to be taking such a ship to sea as its commander, that had been extremely special, one of his greatest joys.

Yet it was over now. The Wilhelm Gustloff was still here. Petersen himself was still here. But everything else had changed.
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The Wilhelm Gustloff.

This photograph was taken in Danzig in September 1939.

– Bundesarchiv Bild 183-H27992 Bundesarchiv.


Gone were the rich trappings of luxury, the ornate dining saloons, the richly draped and furnished cabins, the deck-hockey and smoking-rooms and the shaded promenade where white-liveried stewardesses once served Dom Perignon with smoked salmon and cucumber sandwiches. That kind of life was now so far in the past that even Petersen had trouble remembering it clearly. The past was like some kind of dream. A life lived before it had moved into the greyness before death.

The once gorgeous Wilhelm Gustloff now seemed somehow to hug the wharf for safety. It had become a bleak ship, painted dull grey, berthed in a bleak grey dockyard where any semblance of colour or warmth or sea romance had long since dissolved into a background of broken cranes hanging limply over bomb-smashed harbour walls, half-sunken ships, tugs and lighters, the ruins of burnt-out buildings and the constant movement of thousands of half-starved, bitterly cold refugees, wounded and grey-clad military personnel, moving in a seemingly haphazard, 

 listless formation beneath a dawning sky pregnant with the promise of snow.

The war was drawing to a close. Everyone knew that but not a single person was brave enough to voice the words. There were already too many corpses in the world. The Russians were closing in from the east and soon there would be nothing left of Hitler’s so-called Thousand Year Reich. Even now, if one listened carefully, it was possible to hear the low rumble of the Soviet guns in the distance as General Konstantin Rokossovsky’s 2nd Belorussian Front moved inexorably east and north towards Danzig and Gdynia which the Germans, in a fit of nostalgia, had renamed Gotenhafen. Death was coming to Gdynia like a steam-train and the thousands of refugees flooding onto the docks in search of a ship to take them somewhere – anywhere – were wide-eyed, terrified testimony to that.

It was time to get away. Boarding had been going on for days. Peasants, wounded soldiers, nurses, even a large group of pregnant women had come aboard, cramming themselves into the cabins and passageways, going deeper and deeper into the once grand liner, seeking out every nook and cranny in which to roll out a blanket or two. Whole families had come aboard. Hundreds of families, Baltic Germans, Lithuanians, Poles, all desperate not to be entangled fatally in the hugely destructive machinery of the flailing Soviet military. All along the wharves grey ships were boarding tens of thousands of refugees – a mass of humanity, all desperately seeking a way to survive.

Captain Petersen walked to the port side of the bridge and looked down to the wharves directly below. The sight simply deepened his depression. It was still early morning. Grey light lay on the harbour of Gdynia like an undertaker’s shroud. Refugees in their hundreds were huddled in groups all along the wharves, some still asleep, rolled in snow-covered blankets, shivering. The harbour was coming alive after another bitterly cold night. January in the Baltic could be a killing month. 

 It was so easy to die, and now, the first month of 1945, with death everywhere, with the entire German army folding like playing cards, dying seemed almost a natural thing to do.

Two officers at the gangway were at least attempting to maintain some kind of order as the refugees came aboard. Some even had boarding passes but in reality the time for such frivolities was long past. They came aboard, those depressingly tired, slack-eyed people, huddled in their shawls, their old blankets, moth-eaten coats, carrying suitcases and parcels of food, a chicken or two; a dead rabbit slung around the neck of one old woman looked much like a fur stole.

A young radio officer came onto the bridge, ashen-faced, tired after a full night seated at his post. He saluted briefly and handed Petersen a pink message slip. Petersen nodded curtly, taking the slip and holding it up to the pearl of light coming through the salt-encrusted windows of the bridge. He read the few words briefly, his lips compressing. There were to be no warship escorts. Nor would there be any air-cover for the ships about to leave for Kiel. The weather was going to be too bad and, in any case, every aircraft that could fly was being pressed into service in a desperate but futile attempt to stem the crimson tide of sovietism that was washing rapidly across Europe from the east.

Petersen crumpled the paper in his hand and looked once more at the seething mass of grey humanity on the wharves below. Two measly torpedo boats. That’s all that could be spared! Just two puny boats to protect some of the largest evacuation ships in the whole operation, ships that would soon be leaving with tens of thousands of people on board, including countless thousands of children, all desperate to get away.

Petersen nodded to the deck officer, leaving him in charge of overseeing the boarding, and went to his cabin. He looked down and saw that the crumpled signal was still in his hand. Sitting in one of the luxurious armchairs he smoothed the paper on his 

 knee and read it again. It was all damned madness. The whole thing was insane. The ship wasn’t ready, none of the ships were, but the Wilhelm Gustloff was now a lame old lady. It hadn’t been to sea for years. The comfortable cabin accommodations had been gutted to make room for thousands of U-boat recruits who had trained at the port for most of the war. The engines were stiff with rancid grease, flanges needed repacking, engine parts replaced. It had all been a nightmare fuelled by the constant threat of an invisible enemy, a great horde of them like the mongols of Genghis Khan, there, just over the horizon, guns and rockets thundering.

 ~~~~~~


Alexander Ivanovich Marinesko’s entire body was taut with nervous tension. Peering through the periscope of Soviet submarine S-13, he could see little in the half-light of half-dawn but somehow he knew the German torpedo boats were still out there somewhere, hunting him. Some people would call it a gut feeling but to Marinesko it was more an ache, a dread in the core of his bones brought into play by years of ice-cold, knife-edged tension.

The S-13 had left Hanko on 11 January, 1945, for what would prove to be its most successful and murderous war patrol. Marinesko knew these waters like the back of his hand. He’d seen service in the Black Sea Fleet and also in the Baltic Fleet as the commanding officer of the Soviet submarine M-96, considered in its time to have been one of the best submarines in the fleet. Had not alcohol got in his way, Marinesko’s career in the navy would have been meteoric, despite the fact that he came from a poor background, his father having been a Romanian sailor and his mother a Ukrainian – not exactly the background one would expect of a naval officer with high ambitions. But then Marinesko’s ambitions were modest. Promotion was welcome but the only success he was interested in was that of killing Germans, any Germans. It didn’t really matter who they were.
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These are scenes from the Wilhelm Gustloff at the time it was being used at Gdynia as accommodation for submarine training crews.

– Reproduced courtesy of the Wilhelm Gustloff Museum,

www.wilhelmgustloffmuseum.com
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Twice, early in this patrol, the S-13 had been sighted and attacked by German torpedo boats and then again, shortly afterwards. The Germans never stood much chance of success, 

 especially against a submarine capable of diving so quickly and under the command of a highly experienced captain who had spent almost the entire war fighting from beneath the waves.

Marinesko slammed up the periscope handles and stood straight, rubbing a hand back through his thick forest of brown hair. The control tower was almost in darkness, the men’s faces eerily illuminated by the glow of their instruments. Everything was silent. There were no words, no sounds apart from the whisper of the two 550 horsepower electric motors which were now pushing the S-13 through the freezing waters of the Baltic Sea at a steady nine knots.

Marinesko looked at his gold watch. It always gave him a certain thrill to see it there on his wrist, his award for having captained M-96, the best submarine in the Baltic Fleet. The time was now 08.20 and the submarine was en route to the Stolpe Bank on the Pomeranian Coast where, with luck, Marinesko would lie in wait for a rich prize, one of the huge transports carrying refugees, troops and wounded Germans to Kiel.

If Marinesko had anything to do with it, they would never reach their destination alive.

Not one of them!

 ~~~~~~


Captain Friedrich Petersen suddenly felt as if he alone had to save the world. He couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone in Poland was somehow converging on the Wilhelm Gustloff. He stood on the port bridge wing looking down to the wharf where a long convoy of army vehicles was in the process of drawing up close to the ship. They were not ambulances, nor were they marked with the international Red Cross, but they were carrying nothing but wounded men, some evidently desperately wounded, as they began to climb down from the rear of the trucks, or were lifted down on stretchers. There were not just a few. 

 Dozens of trucks were disgorging hundreds of wounded. An avalanche of pain, blood and suffering. The Gustloff’s seamen supervising the loading were visibly shaken by the sight of all these injured men, some of them in their fifties, or sixties – old men, hustled into any kind of uniform and ordered to fight or die. They found that the dying part of that equation came easily.

More trucks arrived, moving towards the hulking grey mass of the Hansa, also scheduled to leave for Kiel with the Wilhelm Gustloff. They too were carrying wounded, some supplies for the journey, munitions for the anti-aircraft guns.

Civilians traipsed after them, hoping for a berth on any ship. They were exhausted, dazed by war, by lack of sleep, by hunger, but largely by the terror of what was to come. The Russians were preceded by a wave of terror, real or imaginary, no one really knew, but the rumours were there and they were bloodily persistent. Rape, torture, brutality, humiliation, mass executions, especially for Nazi party members or those involved in organisations such as the Gestapo, any kind of police or the many German organisations used as instruments of mass murder. Indeed, Petersen knew for a fact that Gestapo agents were already on board the Wilhelm Gustloff. Narrow-shouldered men with mean features and bulky pistols beneath their coats, rats running scared now that the rat-catchers with strychnine baits were rapidly approaching from the east.

Petersen turned and looked aft. The lifeboats were strung along the port side all the way from the bridge superstructure almost to the stern deck. The same number of boats were hanging from the davits on the starboard side but it was quite obvious that should anything happen and the passengers and crew needed to take to the boats then there would be nowhere near enough for those on board, not even with all the rafts Petersen had ordered to be brought onto the ship. The Wilhelm Gustloff was a big, beautiful, solid liner and Petersen loved her, but if she sank, thousands of people were definitely going to die.

 ~~~~~~



Kraft durch Freude, ‘Strength Through Joy’, was, like all National Socialist propaganda, the complete antithesis of actuality. Promoting health, happiness and prosperity, the Strength Through Joy organisation was a subsidiary of the German Labour Front and promoted the concept of a working class utopia where everyone was gainfully employed, fit, well and happy.

The 25,000 tons liner which was now berthed at the chillingly cold, overcrowded Gdynia docks had once been among the more well known public-relations tools of the Strength Through Joy organisation. Built in 1936 at a cost of 25 million Reichsmarks, the vessel had been launched the following year. It had originally been intended to name the ship Adolf Hitler, after the Fuhrer, but Hitler himself decided to name the liner after Wilhelm Gustloff, a former leader of the Swiss branch of the National Socialist Party who had been assassinated in 1936. Hitler was reported to have made the decision to change the proposed name of the ship during the memorial service being held in Wilhelm Gustloff’s honour. Intended originally as a liner, the ship’s civilian career – providing cruises, concerts and other cultural offerings to German functionaries and workers, was to be spectacularly brief.

The Wilhelm Gustloff served its original purpose largely as a propaganda vessel until the spring of 1939. By that time the whole world had finally realised that war was almost inevitable. The ship’s first military role was to bring home the Condor Legion from Spain after the legion had assisted in bringing General Francisco Franco to power following two years of bitter and particularly bloody civil war.

On 1 September, 1939, the day Germany invaded Poland to ignite the Second World War, the Wilhelm Gustloff was requisitioned by the German Kriegsmarine and given the official title of Lazarettschiff D (Hospital Ship D). Clearly, Hitler had known when he first commissioned the construction of the vessel that he would soon be in need of large hospital ships.


Powered by four, 8-cylinder MAN diesel engines, driving twin, 4-blade propellers, the Wilhelm Gustloff was capable of 15.5 knots with a range of 12,000 nautical miles carrying almost 1500 passengers in relative comfort.

Painted white with the internationally recognised green band and red crosses around its hull, the William Gustloff’s career as a hospital ship was to be even shorter than its life as a liner. In November 1940 all the hospital and medical equipment was removed from the vessel and the ship was painted in the standard drab grey of the Kriegsmarine. However, its seagoing career was almost over. Due to the superiority in numbers of British surface vessels, then blockading German ports, the Wilhelm Gustloff was transformed into a barracks and used to accommodate trainee submariners at the port of Gdynia. The ship would go to sea just one more time.

It would be its last.

It was now January 1945 and the evacuation of German troops, civilians and wounded was well underway, a mass of bloodied, tired, cold, dispirited humanity flooded onto the Gdynia docks, all searching desperately to escape. The Germans had even given the evacuation a designated title. It was called ‘Operation Hannibal’.

There was a gentle knock on his cabin door and Captain Friedrich Petersen looked up from his desk. He knew that sound. It would be his first officer. Two taps, followed by two more, almost softly.

‘Come.’ Petersen smiled thinly as his first officer came into the cabin. He looked worried. ‘It’s not going well, captain.’ He paused for moment, uncertain. ‘I mean, the numbers. The boarding passes, we should not have bothered issuing them. People are just flooding on board. We can’t stop them.’

Petersen looked at his watch. It was a little after 4.30 in the afternoon. The light creeping softly through the brass-lined scuttle was like age-faded pearl. He looked up at his first officer.


‘I have some news that’s not so good. When we leave, we’ll have only the Hansa with us and two torpedo boats.’

‘Just two?’ The first officer looked crestfallen.

Petersen nodded, grimly. ‘How many are aboard? Do we have numbers yet?’

From farther down the passageway came the sounds of children crying. A baby was wailing hungrily.

The first officer sat in a deep leather chair and lit a cigarette. Smoke curled around his eyes. He looked tired – and somehow haunted. ‘We’re attempting to get the numbers together now, captain, but it’s too many. If anything should happen it’s going to be a disaster, worse than anything we could possibly imagine.’

Petersen nodded. ‘But you must have some idea?’

The first officer shrugged. ‘Closest calculations right at the moment are that we have around 170 crew, almost a thousand officers and U-boat crew, more than 370 female auxiliary helpers, 160 wounded men and more than eight thousand civilians.’

Petersen looked shocked. ‘Eight thousand!’

The first officer looked defeated. He slumped deeper into his chair. ‘More than five thousand of them are children, captain.’

Petersen closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat. He could feel a solid lump of dread beginning to form in the pit of his stomach. ‘So that means there are what ... more than ...?’

‘More than ten thousand souls on board, captain,’ the first officer finished for him. ‘And that’s just a rough guess. There could be a couple of thousand more. It’s impossible to say. They’re crammed everywhere, on top of each other. It’s like hell out there.’

Petersen blinked in the softened light. His face was pale. ‘Dear God!’ 

~~~~~~



In the fading light the Wilhelm Gustloff looked almost menacing, its grey, rust-streaked paint was illuminated by the pale shore-lights strung on poles along the wharf but also by the fires of those refugees who were cooking evening meals, crouching in the lee of the wharf buildings in an almost impossible attempt to get out of the biting wind.

Captain Petersen came out of the port saloon onto the first deck. Even here it was severely overcrowded. He had just completed an inspection of his ship and never wanted to do another. Just walking along the passageways was a task not easily undertaken. People were everywhere, crowded along the bulkheads of every passageway, in every cabin, filled to capacity, in all the offices, the saloons, canteens, access hatchways to lower decks and machinery spaces, the ship was like a beehive, a moving, throbbing mass of noisy humanity. There were foreign smells too, the stench of backed-up toilets unable to cope with so many people and the human waste they generated. There was the stink of stale bodies, of people who had slept rough for weeks, possibly months. The wounded had their own peculiar smell – blood, old dressings, gangrene, iodine, urine and vomit. Some had already died so they were beginning to smell too.

Petersen was glad to get back onto the upper deck. He sucked in fresh air but at that moment the sounds of shelling in the distance seemed to intensify. Were they closer or had the wind suddenly changed direction? He opened the port bridge wing door and stepped inside, glad at least to have this sanctum away from the crowded decks and passageways.

He was alone for a few moments. Darkness had fallen. He paced back and forth, thinking hard, just waiting for the signal to come from base H.Q. giving him permission to leave. He stepped to the starboard wing and looked up at the dark, clouded sky. When they were eventually allowed to leave harbour he would be completely absorbed in dodging Soviet submarines and getting his ship safely to Kiel, but at least he 

 would be at sea, with room to manoeuvre. Here, tied up to some Polish wharf in the middle of a war zone, the Wilhelm Gustloff was a sitting target for Russian bombers or even those damned British Lancasters which had already wreaked so much havoc, death and destruction on the harbour and its shipping.

Petersen walked through the rear of the bridge and went down to his cabin, pouring himself a small whisky to help soften the frustration that was growing like a cancer in his belly.

The hours dragged by as if time somehow had slowed. Petersen sat quietly listening to the new sounds of his ship. The vessel was alive with them, alive with the hustle of people and the cries of the wounded, the slap of the sea against the grey hull, but there was no peace in these sounds, it was as if the ship was stirring with anguish and concern, almost as though everyone on board was somehow hovering between this life and the next. Petersen washed his face in cold water, took his hat from the hook behind the cabin door and went up to the bridge.

 ~~~~~~


The Wilhelm Gustloff was finally released to leave harbour and the mooring lines were cast off at around 12.30 on the afternoon of 30 January, 1945. Leaving harbour with the former liner was the Hansa, also loaded to capacity with refugees, wounded, military personnel and Nazi Party officials and their families. Two small but very fast torpedo boats were to act as escorts, ostensibly providing at least some kind of protection against Soviet submarines. Additional protection had been provided in the form of anti-aircraft guns with trained crews, but the weather was expected to be unsuitable for air operations and during the relatively short trip to the canal port of Kiel they would probably not be required.

Petersen had already decided on his course. There were two principal options, both with an almost equal amount of advantages 

 and dangers. He had discussed his plans with no fewer than three other ship’s captains who were travelling as passengers on the vessel. There were two merchant marine captains on board and also an experienced German U-boat captain named Wilhelm Zahn. However, there had been some disagreement regarding the proposed ship’s course to Kiel – particularly from Zahn. Captain Petersen, who, in any case, had the final say on the matter, wanted to take the Wilhelm Gustloff well out to sea into deep water where it was known to be clear of mines. However, Zahn argued that it would be safer to remain closer to shore, to hug the coastline and travel without any lights as it would make a submarine captain’s task of finding and attacking the ship so much more difficult. There is little doubt that Zahn was correct in his assumption.

When the Wilhelm Gustloff cast off its mooring lines that afternoon and headed into the Baltic it would be almost completely unprotected from the vengeful Soviet submarines that were inevitably circling somewhere out there like sharks. Zahn argued forcefully, attempting to change Petersen’s mind, but in the end the chosen course would take the ship out into the deep waters of the Baltic and there she would die.

The Wilhelm Gustloff cast off its mooring lines and tugs nosed its massive hull away from the wharf’s stone walls. Those refugees still shivering on the docks that night were watching history unfold before their eyes. Some regretted not being able to get on board. Later they were to be eternally thankful.

The sun goes down early in the Baltic in winter, although in truth the sun is rarely seen through the almost constant layer of thick grey cloud. With night quickly falling, the Wilhelm Gustloff steered south-west, churning up the sea at a steady rate of nine knots. In the blackness of the night not even the wash of the ship’s two massive four-bladed propellers could be seen. The Gustloff was a grey ghost sailing on a grey sea, shrouded in a cloak of darkness.


Petersen remained on the bridge, with the duty officer and lookouts, ever watchful, scanning the night for any signs of danger. The first cause for concern came with a brief flashing signal that one of the escort boats was experiencing engine trouble and was turning back to Gdynia. Petersen cursed beneath his breath. The torpedo boats were all but useless but at least they were there. If a submarine suddenly put in an appearance then they at least might be able to do something – anything – to protect the two ships or to rescue survivors.

Then another blow fell. The Hansa was also experiencing engine trouble and was forced to abandon the run to Kiel. It too was turning back to Gdynia. The Wilhelm Gustloff would be alone in the night with just a single torpedo boat to protect it against whatever the Soviets had decided to throw at them.

The Wilhelm Gustloff was now heading for Kiel on Petersen’s preferred course through the areas clear of minefields. The ship was still darkened when Captain Zahn came onto the bridge in an attempt to urge Petersen to return to shallow waters. Petersen was having none of it. At around that time one of the radio officers also came onto the bridge, a message slip in his hand. Petersen took it quickly and scanned the radio officer’s hurried scrawl. A German minesweeper convoy was on a course that could intercept with the Wilhelm Gustloff. In the darkness of the night it could prove catastrophic. As a precaution Petersen decided to turn on the ship’s port and starboard navigation lights. Moments later the red and green lights blinked on. All four captains on board were now becoming extremely concerned that they were dangerously exposing the ship. If a Soviet submarine was lurking out there, the Wilhelm Gustloff would make an irresistible target. The intensity of the dangers facing the liner were even further heightened because the submarine detection equipment aboard the sole remaining escort vessel was now frozen solid and had become completely inoperable. If a Soviet submarine was anywhere in the vicinity it would be completely invisible.

 ~~~~~~



The war patrol aboard Alexander Marinesko’s Stalinets-class submarine S-13 was going well, despite the fact that Marinesko had already had to dodge several attacks from German torpedo boats. At more than seventy-seven metres in length and carrying twelve torpedoes, the boat was capable of speeds up to nine knots when submerged. The submarine had already proved its worth in the Baltic war against the Germans. Commissioned in July 1941, its first commanding officer had been Captain Pavel Malantyenko. Under Malantyenko’s command the boat had previously sunk three vessels in the Baltic totalling more than four thousand tons. These had been two Finnish freighters, the Hera and the Jussi H., both of which had been torpedoed, followed by a small German freighter which the S-13 had sunk with gunfire. These relatively small actions were to serve only as an ‘appetiser’ for the carnage that was soon to come under the command of Captain Alexander Marinesko.

Submerged that night at periscope depth, S-13 was a wraith. Running almost silently on its twin electric motors, its presence in the vicinity remained completely undetected. With his face glued to the periscope lens, Marinesko could hardly believe his luck when the red and green navigation lights of the Wilhelm Gustloff suddenly winked at him from across the darkened waves. At that distance, and largely blacked out, it was impossible for Marinesko to know how large the ship was, or its name, but this was evidently a German vessel and possibly a large one. Without doubt it would be filled with refugees, wounded and German troops but it was not a registered hospital ship and therefore fair game.

Marinesko sucked in the stale submarine air and closed his eyes for a few seconds, gathering his thoughts.

Plotting a successful torpedo attack is a tricky business, especially when there was the very real possibility of German anti-submarine boats being in the vicinity, hidden by the night. Most German merchantmen were also armed with anti-aircraft 

 weapons which could quickly cut swathes into the relatively delicate hull of a submarine making submerging impossible. Marinesko had no way of knowing that aboard the Wilhelm Gustloff the ship’s guns had also been rendered inoperable by the intense cold. They were frozen solid and could not have damaged S-13 in any way.

For the following two hours S-13 shadowed the Wilhelm Gustloff while Marinesko made his plans. Finally he decided that his best chance of success would be to surface the submarine and under the cover of night to steer around the stern of the Wilhelm Gustloff, to position the S-13 between the far shore and the ship itself with his bows pointing to the vessel’s port side.

Finally, S-13 was in position and ready to attack. The time was 2100 hours (9 p.m.) about nine hours after the Wilhelm Gustloff had departed for Kiel. The crew of the submarine went to battlestations, the torpedo tubes were already loaded. The Wilhelm Gustloff and around nine or ten thousand people, including approximately five thousand children, had just minutes left to live. This was not going to be just another tragedy of war or ‘acceptable collateral damage’ – the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff was to become the deadliest shipping disaster of all time.

Marinesko wasn’t even thinking about the casualties now. The death toll, whatever it was to be, would be just another statistic of war. A hundred dead: two hundred ... five it made no difference. These people were Germans. Contrary to their own beliefs they were not born to be racially superior. If Marinesko had anything to do with it they were born to die. They had come to Mother Russia like a plague, killing everything in sight, slaughtering in the hundreds of thousands, massacring whole towns and villages. Now it was their turn.

A large slab of ice bumped suddenly against the hull of the submarine, one of many floating past in a sea that was well below freezing that night. Marinesko watched the pale glow of the ice as it floated astern and a cold chill ran through him. 

 In a few minutes time he would be launching a deadly attack on a merchant ship filled to overflowing with people. Anyone who found themselves in the water after the torpedoes struck would have only twenty or thirty minutes to live, if that. Marinesko realised that tonight the sea would be the murderer. More people would die of hypothermia than the explosives that were about to hit the ship. There was nothing he could do about that. It was just war.

He put the Zeiss binoculars to his eyes and scanned the darkness, adjusting the focus as his target’s navigation light came suddenly into view. He checked the luminous dial on his watch, waiting for the second hand to reach twelve. ‘Fire tubes one and two,’ he said softly. The duty officer repeated the order into the microphone he wore around his neck. He was shivering so badly that he could hardly say the words.

‘Fire one and two.’

Seconds later the submarine jolted in the water as the first two torpedoes spat into the sea.

‘Fire three and four,’ Marinesko ordered. Seconds later a third torpedo plunged from its tube and began its deadly journey towards destruction. Marinesko turned to his duty officer. ‘What happened to four?’

The duty officer was listening to a voice in his earphones. He nodded unconsciously, turning to Marinesko. ‘Four has become stuck in the tube, captain. They are trying to dismantle it now but the tube won’t be ready for use for an hour or so.’

Marinesko was only half listening. He raised the binoculars to his eyes once again, straining to see through the darkness. There was nothing, just the sounds of the waves slapping against the hull of the boat and the two red and green navigation lights bobbing about, seemingly on the very surface of the sea. Marinesko was now counting off the seconds. They dragged by so slowly. More ice began scraping against the hull.


‘Clear the conning tower, prepare to dive to periscope depth,’ Marinesko was still counting as he spoke, hardly breathing. When his count reached sixty seconds there was still nothing. Five more seconds passed. Marinesko was now alone on the conning tower, rigid, almost frozen himself.

When the first two torpedoes struck the Wilhelm Gustloff it seemed, from a distance, to be almost an anticlimax. Two brief orange glows, mere flickers, like dim light bulbs far away, followed seconds later by another dull glow and then, almost immediately following that third explosion came the sound, the crump-crump-crump as the high explosive charges in the heads of the torpedoes detonated against the steel plates of the ship’s outer hull. Marinesko scrambled for the conning tower hatch, climbed down and slammed the hatch shut behind him.

On board the Wilhelm Gustloff the detonation of three massive explosions in the middle of the night, striking the ship in its most vital areas, could not have been more devastating.

The first torpedo struck the ship for’ard, smashing into the bows of the vessel killing initially an unknown number of passengers and many of the crew who had been asleep in the crews’ mess at the time. The blast virtually sealed off the bow section from the remainder of the ship. Alone, this one torpedo cause significant damage but may not have sunk the massive liner had the remaining members of the crew been able to implement effective damage-control measures. However, moments later came the second blast. This struck the Wilhelm Gustloff amidships, blasting a massive hole in the ship’s steel plates. The principal force of the explosion was centred right in the liner’s commodious former swimming pool which had been emptied and was now being used as sleeping space for hundreds of women, members of the Women’s Naval Auxiliary. The blast turned the deep pool into an instant bloodbath. Ceramic tiles, steel rails and other fittings were transformed instantly into 

 thousands of pieces of deadly shrapnel. Many of those not killed by the blast of the torpedo exploding were either killed or wounded by the flying fragments of steel, ceramics or glass. It was subsequently reported that of the 373 women who had been asleep, or attempting to sleep, in the drained pool that night, only three survived. The scene of carnage in and around the pool has been described horrifically in many ways since that bloody night – screaming young women, some of them not so young, hysterical with fright, covered with the blood of their friends and comrades, dead civilians everywhere, dead children like toy dolls, broken on the decks, bloodied, tragically dismembered. The ship was filled with shock and horror, the questioning confusion of what was happening. How had all this death suddenly appeared right in their midst? Incongruously, while all this destruction was taking place, amid the turmoil of blood and smoke and the cries of the wounded, the ship’s alarm klaxon continued to wail its now obsolete warning.

At that moment Marinesko’s third torpedo struck the ship, smashing into the engine room, killing almost everyone there and completely disabling the liner. Communications on board the vessel failed instantly as did the lights. The four massive MAN diesels were largely obliterated. The Wilhelm Gustloff began immediately to lose headway. A massive volume of water flooded into the ship and the doomed liner began quickly to list to port.

Between decks on the Wilhelm Gustloff that night everything was in a state of panic and confusion. Many of the passengers and crew were already dead, killed almost instantaneously by the blasts of the explosions, but thousands more were still alive and all of them now wanted desperately, somehow, to get to their lifeboat stations and survive.

For many of the passengers it was difficult to imagine what was going to happen next. Some even believed that the ship could still be saved, they could survive this, but others knew 

 that the Wilhelm Gustloff was doomed, that it would soon be on the bottom of the sea and that most of the passengers and crew would be down there with it.

The passengers particularly had been completely unprepared, both for the attack and the ordeal they would soon have to face once the sea had claimed the ship. It had been hot between decks. Even in this cold weather it had been steamy. Thousands of people generated a lot of heat; the ship had been locked down and battened up for the weather and for security, and people had quickly shed much of their clothing. Now, in the darkness, illuminated only by the dim, emergency lighting, and amid all the confusion, panic, suffering and death, it was almost impossible for the refugees, wounded, nurses and military personnel to find their clothing and the lifejackets that had been issued to them upon boarding the liner. Officers had repeated Captain Petersen’s orders that life-jackets were to be worn at all times but too many people, stifling in the heat, had abandoned the only piece of safety apparatus that might have given them at least a slim chance of life.

Minutes were now counted in lives as the terrified surge of people struggled through the hellish, smoke-filled darkness to the lifeboats on the upper decks. Many people were dying in the rush. When people realised that the ship had been hit, when they managed somehow to recover from the initial shock, then an almost instantaneous need for survival kicked in, overruling in many cases all thoughts of common decency, of unselfishness, or any tendency to look after others who might be in need of assistance. Hysteria simply bred more hysteria; panic created panic, and when thousands of people are panicking simultaneously, in a situation of death and imminent destruction, then the scene quickly descends into utter chaos.

There was no time for any kind of damage-control. Those members of the crew who had been detailed to carry out emergency repairs in the case of attack were nowhere to be seen. They should 

 now have been carrying timber supports to the breaches in the hull, shoring them up with mattresses or whatever materials they could find in a desperate attempt to stem the flow of seawater. Damage-control under such circumstances would always be treacherously difficult, the men struggling to hold back a tide of water under almost impossible conditions, but in the darkened confines of the Wilhelm Gustloff that night the task would have been all but impossible, largely because of the enormous volume of people who now surged out of the cabins and every available space within the ship, clogging every stairwell and passageway in a desperate attempt to get successively up each deck, one after another, while every deck was choked with both the maniacal living and the quiet dead.

The people formed human wedges in every passageway, a solid throng of men, women and children, crushed, shoulder-to-shoulder, carried along by their own panic and the weight and momentum of those around them. Those who fell were trampled underfoot. Even if some of the passengers had wanted to save those who had fallen it would have been an almost impossible task. They would be unable to lend assistance as they had no power of their own. They were simply being impelled forward by the crowd, squeezed through bulkhead doors and up stairs – a terrified mass of humanity with little or no independent will of their own other than survival.

 ~~~~~~


On the main upper deck, at least during the early minutes of the tragedy, there was some semblance of order, despite the obvious fact that the ship was almost certainly going to sink and many people were probably going to die. In the heavy seas the ship was rolling sluggishly under the influence of the dark waves but it was quickly apparent to all that the vessel was tilting alarmingly to port. Crew members and anyone free to lend a hand struggled to get the lifeboats ready so that they could be 

 loaded and lowered. However, it was quickly discovered that many of the davits had become hopelessly frozen and would not move. Men attacked the davits with an array of tools: axes, hammers, even wheel-spanners, smashing away the ice in a desperate attempt to get the davits to move so that the boats could be got out and lowered.

Those passengers who had been closest to the main deck were now coming out into the snow, wind and ice, leaving behind the warmth of the ship to be confronted immediately by conditions that were evidently highly dangerous, even to people who were well dressed and prepared for such weather. Yet most were still in relative states of undress, wearing only light clothing and far too many were not wearing or even carrying their lifebelts. Despite this they were hurried to their lifeboats by those members of the crew who had been fortunate to survive the triple torpedo blasts, and as the davits were in the process of being de-iced, they formed orderly queues with women and children taking precedence.

The good order on deck, however, lasted only momentarily. As that fear-crazed mass of humanity came from the lower decks onto the frozen main deck the people were already in a state of complete panic. The situation was made immediately worse by the fact that although they had escaped from between decks with all its inherent dangers, confusion, death and fear, they were now confronted by even more dangers. Whipped by snow and wind, the decks covered with ice and the ship tilting alarmingly to port, the people came out in a crush and began slipping and sliding about, desperately attempting to save themselves from either sliding into the sea or being forced overboard by the crush of those around them.

One boat was now about to be lowered and a mass of people, men, women and children, simply launched themselves at it, ignoring the orders of the crew and the protests of those who had been waiting patiently to be allowed to board the lifeboat. It was 

 immediately filled to overflowing, some people even throwing themselves down into the boat as it was being lowered. When the boat touched the surface of the sea, however, it very quickly capsized throwing all its occupants into the freezing waters of the Baltic.

Meanwhile, on the bridge, Captain Petersen was attempting to think through every major problem as they rapidly presented themselves. The Wilhelm Gustloff was a big, robust, fairly modern ship. If trained damage-control crews could be brought into action quickly, shoring up as much as possible of the breached hull and pumping out water with the portable pumps, then vital time might be bought while an orderly evacuation of the ship could take place. At least that was the original emergency planning when such an eventuality had been anticipated. However, the reality was now far more complex. Firstly, Petersen knew that only a fraction of the passengers and crew would be able to get into the lifeboats, even if the boats could be launched. The remaining passengers would have to take to the rafts – more easily launched, admittedly, but so precarious and unprotected from the elements that it seemed unlikely many people on them would survive for long, especially if they were soaked by seawater as they would almost certainly be.

Petersen paused, rubbing thick granules of salt from his eyes. He was finding it difficult to think, perhaps it was the intense cold. He shook his head in an attempt to clear his mind. It seemed to work. He realised immediately that somehow he had to control the widespread panic that was evidently sweeping throughout the ship. Passengers were swarming on deck, screaming in terror, wild-eyed, clinging to relatives, the infirm, the children, all seeking ways to escape the death that loomed so close. Petersen leaned over the bridge rails, shouting to make himself heard above the wind and the cries of frightened passengers. He ordered his crew to take control, to stem the flow of passengers from below, to bring order to the flow of people coming on deck and to prevent the remaining lifeboats from 

 being rushed. However, the panic had firmly set in and despite every effort of Petersen and his crew, little could be done to quell the rising hysteria that was emanating from the surging mass of people in a solid wave of fear.

Petersen realised that with so few places in the boats and so many passengers scrambling to fill them, there were soon going to be thousands of people in the sea where their survival might be counted in just minutes. It was essential to get rescue vessels to the scene as quickly as possible and radio officers were working to send distress calls on their emergency transmitters, the main transmitters having been badly damaged during the torpedo blasts. The trouble with this situation lay in the fact that the emergency transmitters were only low powered units and so far there was no indication that anyone was hearing the distress signals. Time after time the signals went out accompanied by all the essential details. The Wilhelm Gustloff had been attacked by a submarine. Thousands of people were on board. Help was urgently needed. SOS SOS. Time after time. There were no replies. Petersen paced up and down on the bridge, issuing orders calmly, a man in control of himself while many of those around him were in a state of complete confusion, fear and panic. Silently, inside, he screamed out to hear a response to the distress calls.

 ~~~~~~


The davits on the starboard side of the ship were even more useless than those on the port side, if that were possible, because the badly stricken vessel was increasingly listing to port and the boats on the starboard side were pressing against the hull of the ship, preventing them from being launched. Those boats that were able to be dropped from the davits, filled with terrified survivors, were often dashed against the side of the ship while being lowered, spilling their occupants into the sea. Hundreds of passengers who were unable to get into lifeboats 

 simply jumped into the freezing water. With slabs of ice floes bobbing around in the darkness, it was evident to all that those who were forced to jump would have only minutes to live if they could not get into one of the few lifeboats that had been launched successfully. It was a heartbreaking sight of terrified, shouting men, women and screaming children, jumping for their lives, knowing that they were really just jumping to their deaths.

[image: ]

Lifeboat davits aboard the Wilhelm Gustloff.

Getting the lifeboats away after the ship had been torpedoed proved to be murderously difficult.

– Reproduced courtesy of the Wilhelm Gustloff Museum, 
www.wilhelmgustloffmuseum.com

Meanwhile, below decks, a thousand mini-dramas – deadly mini-dramas – were being enacted every minute and the minutes themselves were stretching out, it seemed, into hours as the thousands still trapped between the decks attempted desperately to escape. Captain Petersen had sent crew members below in an attempt to help the passengers clamber up through the tilting decks but they were very seriously hampered by the condition of the ship at that time and also by the continuous 

 rush of panic-stricken people. Petersen had no way of knowing exactly what was going on below but he could imagine. The damage-control parties, whose job it should have been to assess the damage to the hull and interior of the ship, and then report that damage to the captain and the designated damage-control coordination officer, had been unable to get to those sections where they were most needed. Additionally, communications were down and even if the damage-control parties had been able to report they would have had no way of doing so apart from sending a runner. Yet with the passageways and stairs clogged with passengers they also had no way of getting the messages to the bridge. It was a hopeless, uncontrollable situation from the very beginning.

On every level of the ship people were attempting perilously to climb upwards, deck-by-deck, and the personal tragedies occurring everywhere throughout the ship were both uncountable and often unimaginable. Husbands were torn from their wives and children who were being ground beneath the wild stampede of thousands of feet. Men abandoned their families in a cowardly attempt to save their own skins. Whole families were trapped in cabins or compartments either by steel doors that were so badly damaged by the explosions that it was impossible to open them or by doors that would no longer move because of the pressure of the rising water. As the cabins and compartments filled rapidly, so the dying continued.

In the damaged radio room the ship’s communications officers continued to send out their pathetically weak distress messages, unsure whether or not anyone was receiving them. Like Captain Petersen and the other officers and crew on the bridge that night they were praying that somewhere out there in the icy darkness at least one person was listening to the urgent calls for assistance and that help was already on its way.

In fact this was actually the case. The Germans were utilising what they called a ‘corridor’ in their plans to evacuate all 

 the refugees, wounded and military personnel from Poland to Germany and the corridor that night was relatively well populated with German shipping ranging from trawlers, torpedo boats, minesweepers, a mine-layer, several merchant vessels and at least one major German warship, the Admiral Hipper which had left Gdynia soon after the departure of the Wilhelm Gustloff.

The Hipper, as it was more generally known, was under the command of Kapitäin Heningst a well respected and highly experienced officer who maintained a genuine concern not only to ensure that he carried out his orders but also to ensure the wellbeing and survival of his crew and passengers. On this occasion the Hipper was being used not to track and attack Allied convoys, the task for which it had originally been designed, but was now involved, like the Wilhelm Gustloff, in ferrying passengers from ports such as Danzig and Gdynia to Kiel. The Hipper was escorted that night by several minesweepers and the relatively small but fast and modern torpedo boat destroyer TZ 36 under the command of a rather youngish captain, Lieutenant Commander Hering.

On board the Hipper that night were approximately 1700 passengers, all of whom had been rather miraculously crammed tightly between decks, warships generally being designed as weapons platforms rather than vessels where space might be used to carry cargoes or passengers. It was a tight squeeze.

Having somehow received the weakened distress signals from the Wilhelm Gustloff, Captain Heningst immediately turned the Hipper and his escorts onto a course that would bring the ships to the reported position of the stricken vessel. Heningst’s mind was racing with the new problems that now confronted him. How was he to rescue thousands of men, women and children, half-frozen, struggling in the wild seas, while also attempting not to make a target of his own ship? Submarines may still be lurking nearby waiting for just such a rescue attempt to give them another opportunity to sink a second ship, especially a 

 warship like the Admiral Hipper which would be a major prize for any submarine commander to claim.

Additionally, Captain Heningst was grappling with the logistical problem of where to put everybody. He had no way of knowing how many people were actually on board the Wilhelm Gustloff – no one at that time knew that exact figure, but Heningst knew that there were several thousand people on board. How many would still be alive by the time the Hipper arrived at the scene was a question no one wanted to think about.

As the Hipper raced to the scene, its bows slicing a clean wave through the icy sea, Heningst stood on the bridge, a tin mug of hot chocolate in his fist, his fingers thrumming on the steel bridge rail at his side. Every minute now counted. Every minute those survivors were in the water meant that more people were dying somewhere out there in the icy darkness.

There were other vessels too, now racing to the scene of the disaster, having learned of the event from radio signals relayed by a small minesweeper which had been closer to the scene of the disaster and had been able to pass on the terrible cry for help. It was said there were six thousand people on board, but it was just a guess. Yet no one listening to the Morse signals that night could believe the number. There must have been some kind of mistake. They were correct. It was indeed a tragic error. The number was wildly inaccurate. There were not six thousand souls on board the stricken vessel but closer to ten thousand. Had anyone voiced that opinion at the time they would been regarded as being on the fringes of lunacy. No ship, not even the Wilhelm Gustloff, could carry that many people. It was an impossible number.

Having relayed the distress signal, the minesweeper turned on a course to bring it to the Wilhelm Gustloff’s last known position. It was about two hours away. By the time the Hipper and its escort vessels arrived many of the passengers and crew of 

 the Wilhelm Gustloff, who were then in the process of throwing themselves into the sea, would be both dead and frozen.

Captain Heningst ordered full speed ahead and the officer of the watch rang down the command on the engine order telegraph. Heningst went to the bridge side window and looked back into the night where he could just make out the bow-waves and several darkened outlines of his ships. He realised that most of his escorts could never hope to match his speed of around twenty-eight knots. Only the destroyer under the command of Lieutenant Commander Hering could hope to match that speed and on board that ship, as on the Hipper, preparations were almost immediately being set in motion to take on board a large number of survivors assuming, of course, that there would be any survivors to rescue from the frozen sea.

 ~~~~~~


On board the Wilhelm Gustloff the situation could hardly have been more dangerous. Getting the lifeboats away was proving to be far more difficult than had ever been imagined when the ship had been designed. The ice-bound davits were locked solid and crew members were working frantically to release them in time before the entire ship toppled onto its side and crushed or drowned everyone. The increasingly sloping deck was like some kind of rough skating rink on which passengers slipped and slid uncontrollably. Some slipped right into the waiting sea. Seamen and male passengers were desperately hacking at the frozen ropes which held the rafts in place but even these seemed unwilling to release their rafts. People were literally fighting for places on the boats. Even murder was taking place as men fought to get themselves or their families to safety. Social values had all but broken down. Self-preservation was the dominant factor that drove people on. Selfless acts were few. The term, ‘every man for himself’, had taken on a whole new and very personal meaning. 

 The only way to survive this catastrophe was to fight for it. The strong would live, the weak would perish.

The boat stations were now being swamped. Seamen with their petty officers were desperately attempting to prevent the boats from being rushed. Boats filled to overcapacity were difficult to lower safely and highly dangerous once they hit the turbulent water. Yet no one was really thinking of these issues as the blind struggle for survival continued with thousands of frantic people crowding on deck and thousands more squeezing up behind them.

Petty officers were shouting warnings. One even fired a shot from his revolver in an attempt to calm the crowd through the sudden shock of fear. However, the panic was beyond control, beyond fear. The frenzy of imminent death was upon almost everyone. That single pistol shot went almost unnoticed. As the boats continued to be swamped the petty officer was forced to issue a final warning. Even though he was wearing a seaman’s glove, the pistol felt ice-cold in his hand. His mind seemed frozen too. He could hardly believe that it had come to this. He pointed the revolver at the chest of the closest man and shouted hoarsely, ‘Stand back or die.’

If anyone heard him they did not react. The man whose life was threatened looked at the petty officer for what seemed a long moment then pressed forward again, struggling to make way through the crowd.

With the boat now almost impossibly filled with struggling men, women and children, the petty officer lost both patience and control and, fearing for his own life, turned again to the pressing wall of people and fired twice in rapid succession. Two passengers fell dead in the throng.

It was the signal for murder to commence.

The scene was now almost impossible to describe. Fear has an indescribable energy. It has an ugly face, a face that can haunt dreams and blunt caution. Captain Petersen was standing 

 on the bridge wings, shocked by the sudden pistol shots and uncertain what they might have meant. In the darkness he was unable to see that two passengers lay dead. Had he been able to see the decks more clearly he would have had great difficulty in distinguishing those who may have been shot from those were were being trampled to death by thousands of feet. Suddenly there came an ominous stutter of machine-gun fire. Petersen leaned over the rails, struggling to see what was happening, but was also unable to see that aft of the bridge someone had managed to find a machine-pistol and had begun killing several members of the ship’s crew who had been attempting to control the boarding of the lifeboats. The gunfire ceased as abruptly as it had begun. Nothing had changed. The fear and panic was still all-pervasive, only now there were bloodied bodies also lying on deck and the wild boarding of lifeboats was continuing unabated. Terror had taken command. Petersen could see it in their eyes.

He turned to the white-faced duty officer standing behind him on the bridge. ‘We’ve got to bring this situation under control.’ He paused, gripping the bridge rail tightly. He felt suddenly nauseous, sickened by what he was about to say. ‘Issue small-arms to all hands. Cordon off the passengers into sections, by force if necessary, and prevent them from rushing any more of the boats.’

The officer nodded and rushed off the bridge as Petersen shouted to the radio officers. ‘Any response to our distress calls?’

A radio officer shook his head. ‘Not yet captain, apart from a weak message that might have been something from the Hipper but we can’t be sure.’

Petersen turned away, his face a mask of pain.

Meanwhile, on the upper decks, armed seamen led by officers and petty officers were beginning to put in an appearance. The bloodied bodies of their comrades lent them a steely determination to become hardened to the needs of the 

 passengers. Using the threat of their weapons and itching to use them now that some of their own had been ruthlessly gunned down, they forced wedges into the crowds, pushing them back, segmenting them and at the same time bringing some semblance of order. The crowd, despite the frenzy, quickly recognised the very clear threat of violence and reluctantly responded. Better to calm down, to await developments rather than simply being shot out of hand and tossed into the sea like dead meat.

Slowly, access to the boats was cleared. Order, however tenuous, was somehow restored. In the biting wind, in darkness, in pounding hail, with the ship now tilting alarmingly, the passengers and crew waited for what would happen next.

Yet even as all this was happening, elsewhere on the ship the tragic mini-dramas were continuing. Boats were being lowered, sometimes in good order, only to be washed away or overturned the moment they hit the water. Hysteria and calm sanity seemed to coexist everywhere. When passengers saw that boats were being overturned in the heavy seas many of them experienced a sense of terrible, almost suicidal hopelessness followed by a strange acceptance of death and its accompanying quiet listlessness. They sat on the decks, on chairs, on ventilation housings and looked around disinterestedly, almost as if the scene were not real, as if it existed in another world or in a dream. Petersen, standing on the bridge, saw it happen. He remembered reading of exactly the same effect that had overtaken passengers and crew aboard the stricken Titanic in 1912: people had seated themselves quietly while others had been raging at impending death. Now it was exactly the same. Some were listless, emotion having drained from their faces, while others were galvanised into action at the sight of the lifeboats dropping to their destruction loaded with screaming passengers. They tore around the ship looking for any way to escape this nightmare. If the boats could not be lowered successfully then there must be other ways to get off the ship and still survive – life-rafts, wooden doors, mattresses, anything that might float and keep 

 them at least partially out of that freezing water until help could arrive.

By now the upper decks were literally choked with people yet even more were flooding up from below, pushing, shoving, unaware of the freezing horrors that awaited them on the exposed decks. One man turned and was surprised to see that, from that hatch at least, he was the last to climb the steel steps. When he looked back and down into the gloom of the darkened passageway he understood why. There were no more people behind him because the stairwell was filled with rising water and the water was filled with corpses, many of them children, just swirling around as though caught in a whirlpool. He turned and hurried up the last few steps into the icy night and hail. Almost immediately the wind began to buffet him badly and he pulled up the collar of his coat. At least he had been wise enough to keep the coat close and when the panic had begun and the lights had gone out he had been able simply to reach out in the darkness and grab it quickly. He had already been pulling it on when the emergency lighting had flickered reluctantly into life. Now he looked around at the chaos of the promenade deck. Seamen were loading the boats with passengers, women and children, he noticed, but there was some kind of order now, at least here. Wounded soldiers were also being allowed onto the boats but only a few of them. Some nurses were tending to several injured women, bending over them, their faces pinched with fright and cold. Not far away a minister of religion was on his knees praying, his hands held high. Then the light seemed to drift out of the minister’s eyes. He was not a young man. His face was creased. It was grey with fright. Suddenly he fell onto his side, shook violently a few times, almost as if he were shivering in the cold, and died. Nobody took any notice as the body slid down the angled deck and rolled almost casually into the sea.

From the aft deck now came the sounds of a few more gunshots. Some believed that drowning was a quiet, peaceful 

 death but it wasn’t true. Drowning was a choking, horrible, gagging, desperate death. Those who were capable of thinking about it in those vital minutes realised that. A pistol was easier. It was quicker.

 ~~~~~~


Two ships now led the pack in a desperate attempt to get to the scene of the disaster before all those on board the Wilhelm Gustloff could become ice-stiffened corpses. The cruiser Admiral Hipper and the destroyer TZ 36. On board both vessels preparations were in full momentum to receive survivors. Moving at a speed of around twenty-eight knots in heavy seas was hard on the ships and also on their passengers and crews. Lunging and plunging through the ice-heavy waves, the ships were gyrating almost drunkenly, their sharp bows smashing relentlessly into the waves as they forged their way to the scene of the tragedy.

On board both ships conditions could hardly have been worse as the crews and passengers prepared to receive survivors. Preparing hot food and drinks under such conditions was not only difficult it was positively dangerous. Bedding had to be dragged out of storage compartments deep in the bowels of the ships – compartments that were usually accessed only when in harbour and even then they would be entered reluctantly as they were often wet, mouldy and claustrophobic places inhabited by rats and cockroaches. Clothing had to be found, sandwiches cut and made with knives and ingredients that somehow seemed to take on a mind of their own as the ships plunged like monstrous rocking horses. On the bridges of both vessels their respective captains and their watch-keepers and lookouts had their eyes glued to binoculars as they strained to see ahead through the swirling sea-spray and hail.


These two ships, and the escort minesweepers now far behind, were not the only ships now racing to the aid of the Wilhelm Gustloff. The stricken liner’s weakened distress calls were being picked up by numerous ships and ports all along the coast and had created a frenzy of activity as ships and small vessels were now gearing up to race to the scene of the rapidly unfolding tragedy. Minesweepers, patrol boats, motor-launches and even smaller vessels were now heading out of their various ports and into the biting wind and waves on their urgent humanitarian missions. It was only a matter of time before at least one vessel arrived to begin plucking survivors from the water. But time now seemed to compress significantly. What had been hours now seemed like minutes because that’s how long a human being could last in that frozen sea. Most of those in the water were already dead. If the living could stay out of the water long enough they might stand a small chance of survival, but that chance was slim indeed. People everywhere prayed.

~~~~~~


Boats were getting away, a few here and there amid all the massed confusion and panic. They dropped from the davits loaded to capacity and if they were not immediately crushed by the strength of the waves then they would float off, bobbing about madly, their terrified passengers holding grimly onto the thwarts, frightened of being tossed into the water by the violence of the waves. Many were immediately seasick, adding further to the suffering of all. A few of the boats were without oars, an oversight which one of the sailors immediately described as, ‘A cock-up of monumental cock-ups.’ An old man shouted angrily wondering how on earth they were going to survive in a sea like this without oars. A hundred people in a boat designed to carry less than half that number.

Other boats nearby were in much the same state of confusion, overloaded to the point of complete instability, people white-faced 

 and wet, eyes black with the horrors of everything they had seen and heard during the last half hour – things they never wanted to see again but would haunt their dreams for the remainder of their lives.

Looking back from the boat the survivors could just make out the shape of the Wilhelm Gustloff where thousands were trapped in a wailing frenzy of fear. From across the water came the sounds of gunfire, the crackle of automatic weapons and the screams of the wounded. People in the boats wondered what was going on over there. But it was fairly obvious. Dying was going on and it was now beginning in earnest.

 ~~~~~~


The Wilhelm Gustloff was dying too and it was not going gently. From deep in the bowels of the liner came the low rumbling of explosions. The explosions frightened the passengers even more, if that were possible. Then panic broke out on the promenade deck and suddenly the gunfire started again, more intensely this time, and prolonged, as the seamen fought not only to keep the half-demented passengers under some kind of control but also to save their own lives. Men were fighting back now. Some were battle-hardened soldiers, fully armed, and they knew how to fight. They had been fighting the Soviets for years. People were dying on the decks like stranded fish. It was wet and bloody and rather than succeeding in keeping a check on the crowd, the gunshots and the dying created even more havoc and confusion, more bitterness, more murder.

Captain Petersen knew now that there could be no hope. The ship was almost in its final stages of existence. The rapidity and intensity of the gunfire was clear evidence that the situation was completely out of control. It was no longer a case of simply abandoning ship in any kind of orderly fashion. It was now every man for himself. He closed his eyes, lowered his head, 

 breathed deeply, trying to control that terrible feeling of inevitable horror that was rising darkly from somewhere deep within him. There was nothing more he could do. If this was his time to die then he had better get on with it.

The last boat was pulling away but from the intensity of the crowds still on deck it might appear that the Wilhelm Gustloff had been carrying no boats at all. So few people had managed to get away that they had hardly put a dent in the numbers now churning around the blood-sodden decks, all terribly aware that there appeared to be no way off this ship.

The angle of the icy deck was also increasing alarmingly and people were either falling into the sea or simply allowing themselves to slip overboard. And they were not going in their twos or threes any more. Now they were going in their dozens, silently too, most of them, quietly aware that death was waiting close at hand and they just needed a little quiet space in which to die. But although many went to their deaths with an almost ethereal silence, the overall scene was still one of noise and confusion and screams of terror rising sometimes to hysterical shrieks.

Seated precariously in the stern of one of the overcrowded lifeboats, one woman was able to twist her body slightly to watch the last few minutes of the Wilhelm Gustloff’s existence. The sea all around was now littered with debris – boats, floats, people, bodies, wooden planks, lifebelts without people, oil. ‘She’s going’, someone said in the bows of the boat, his voice had a note of almost unbelieving awe, and the woman in the stern twisted her head to watch. Years later she was to describe it to her grandchildren. She never forgot even a second of what she saw that night. When the Wilhelm Gustloff died, it did so in grand style, an epic performance filled with every single element of deadly operatic tragedy.

How many people were still alive and trapped on the ship at that moment is impossible to calculate accurately. Many thousands, certainly, a number that made the sinking of the Titanic thirty-three years earlier seem somehow almost insignificant by comparison. 

 The ship’s emergency lights were still on, yellowed by distance as the survivors, huddled in the lifeboats, watched the tragedy unfold before them. Yet those lights were bright enough, even through the snow that was now falling, for the spectators to this tragedy to see the ship’s death agony in all its horror. Low in the water now, and listing badly, for a few moments it almost appeared that the ship might survive for it suddenly righted itself, and although still low it was fairly even with the heaving sea. Yet the illusion of any apparent safety was quickly dispelled. Within a few minutes the Wilhelm Gustloff began to go down by the bows and the thousands on deck let out a collective scream of terror as the ship’s stern began to rise, quickly exposing its massive twin bronze propellers. Within moments people were falling forward towards the bows, as out of control as the ship itself. They were caught by the tide of gravity and the waves of people who tumbled on top of those in front and then those farther back, also tumbling forward so that thousands of people, men, women, children, babes torn from their mother’s arms, were either falling forward as the ship began its juggernaut dive or were simply thrown over the side, dropping into the sea like rice pouring from a sack.

And then it was gone. The people too, most of them. The ship had left a massive vortex in the sea, the waves were flattened momentarily by a vast pool of oil in the centre of which were hundreds of bodies and what seemed like some kind of heaving rubbish dump of debris – tables, chairs, deck-cupboards, ropes, canvasses, bottles of wine and beer, crates of food from the galleys, children’s toys, luggage, officers’ hats – there seemed to be no end to the variety and intensity of the flotsam.

The other flotsam, of course, was far more tragic. Thousands had gone down with the ship, either trapped between decks before the ship had gone or sucked down by the vessel itself as it had plunged to the sea-bed. Yet there were still well over a thousand people, maybe two, struggling to survive in the freezing water.


Those in the water were ferociously attempting to get onto rafts or boats. Those in the overcrowded boats and rafts were frantically attempting to prevent the boats from being swamped by people. It was an ugly sight, pitiless, even murderous, as the people in the water were struck by oars or any kind of weapon to prevent them from grasping the sides of the rafts or boats. A few were taken on board, but not many, and for those left in the water there could be only one ending. Rapid hypothermia followed by unconsciousness and death. The intense cold quickly numbed the body. The hypothermia numbed the mind. After a while it was a quiet way to die.

 ~~~~~~


The Admiral Hipper was drawn to the scene by the distress flares being fired from several of the lifeboats. The massive ship was itself a great danger to those struggling in the water and also in the boats and on the rafts. It would have been so tragically easy for the Hipper to begin sloughing through vast pools of people, crushing them with its bows and shredding them into a bloodied froth with its propellers. Captain Heningst was well aware of the dangers as the Hipper came up to the scene of the disaster, the first ship to arrive. He was also aware that the submarine that had attacked the Wilhelm Gustloff was probably still out there somewhere, submerged or on the surface, hidden by darkness and the thick curtains of snow. It was not uncommon for the Russians to sink one ship and wait around for rescue vessels to arrive so that they could also be attacked. Heningst knew this but in the darkness he could have no hope at all of rescuing the survivors unless the ship was stopped and the searchlights turned on. He had to make a terrible decision; to risk his ship, its entire crew and the 1700 refugees already on board, against the lives of the thousands of people now flailing about in the water. He hesitated for only a moment: ‘Stop main engines,’ he shouted. ‘Man the searchlights.’


As the lights came on there was immediate panic by those still alive in the water. Many thought that a Russian ship had arrived and they were about to be machine-gunned, but Captain Heningst calmed them with a loudspeaker, telling them what ship it was and that they would soon be rescued. Among the survivors there was an almost immediate sense of intense relief. They were not to be killed. This was a rescue ship.

In reality few would be rescued by the Hipper. The ship was too large, too high in the water to be able to get survivors aboard easily, especially in such difficult weather conditions, and when the ship’s sonar operator announced suddenly that he had detected a submarine closing quickly, the rescue attempt was immediately abandoned, the lights switched off and the Hipper was forced to make off in an attempt to hide from the danger that apparently lurked beneath the waves. What it must have been like for those still in the water to watch their rescue ship picking up speed and disappearing into the snow-blanketed night is almost impossible to imagine.

Off to starboard the destroyer TZ 36, which had been approaching the scene of the sinking, had also registered submarine contact close by. Lieutenant Commander Hering, who was one of the heroes of the entire Wilhelm Gustloff tragedy, standing on the destroyer’s bridge, realised immediately what was happening when he saw the distant searchlights on board the Hipper wink off. A submarine was closing for the kill. The destroyer was rigged for anti-submarine work but there was little Hering could do. If he began to drop depth-charges into the water so close to the survivors it would be unlikely that any of them would survive. Like Captain Heningst aboard the Hipper, Hering now had to make an agonising decision, to flee and seek the anonymity of the night leaving thousands of people behind, or to risk his ship and stay in a courageous attempt to pick up as many survivors as possible. It took him only seconds to decide. ‘Rig the nets’, he ordered, ‘and listen to every movement of that damned submarine.’


The asdic operators listened with owl-like intensity to the acoustics emanating from the Russian submarine, keeping Lieutenant Commander Hering fully informed of the enemy’s movements so that he was able to calculate exactly when the submarine was manoeuvring into an attack position. Meanwhile the crew of TZ 36 went efficiently on with the business of rescuing hundreds of survivors. Seamen standing on the nets literally dragged men, women and children from the water and onto the nets and then passed them up to sailors above who, in turn, began passing the half-frozen and semiconscious survivors even higher on the nets until they could be dragged, more dead than alive, over the scuppers and onto the decks. It has to be said that Hering’s superb organisational skills, coupled with the grim determination of the ship’s seamen who were working under freezing and extremely hazardous circumstances, managed to save the lives of five or six hundred people that night.

Hering’s actions were the only brief shining light in the entire miserable affair. He remained on the bridge throughout, directing operations, constantly harassing the asdic and radar operators for information about the submarine’s movements. When it became obvious that the submarine was placing itself into the best position for an attack, Hering would counter its move intelligently, anticipating how the attack would be made and from what direction. It was like a deadly game of chess. All this manoeuvring was taking place while the rescue work was being carried out and Hering also had to consider not only the dangers facing those in the water, as the ship was moving among them, but also how best to ensure that as many people as possible were rescued. The work continued for what seemed like an agonisingly long time, the crew anticipating a torpedo attack at any moment.

Yet it could not last. The little ship was now stretching its luck beyond the boundaries of credibility. With the decks, cabins and every available space crammed with survivors, there seemed little room for more, and although Hering was 

 determined to bring even greater numbers on board, he received an urgent message that another submarine had been detected on radar and that it too, semi-submerged, was in the process of manoeuvring for an attack. Hering, outnumbered and unable any longer to dance the ship around making it difficult for an attack to take place, reluctantly decided that the rescue mission would have to be truncated and ordered full-steam ahead. As he did so, two torpedo trails hissed past the ship on both sides. It was definitely time to get out of there.

~~~~~~


Hundreds of people – many hundreds – were still alive in boats or in the water when TZ 36 was forced to leave the scene of the disaster. They had no way of knowing what was happening and when the ship turned suddenly and took off at high speed those left behind felt a terrible sense of abandonment. One ship had come and achieved almost nothing, disappearing into the night and snow like some grey wraith, and now the second ship was leaving too. True, it had managed to rescue many hundreds from the freezing sea and it was obvious that not everyone would be able to get aboard but where were the other rescue ships? Surely they should have been at the scene by now.

The agonising cries from those in the water had all but ceased by now. TZ 36 had made it a priority to rescue those in the water and those efforts had largely been successful. Many in the water were already dead, of course. In took only minutes to die in such temperatures and the corpses were floating silently away into the night, most of them never to be recovered. In the boats too, and also on the rafts, people were dying. Soaked through and frozen to the core, it did not take long to die, even when not in the water. There was little time or room for sentiment. As people died their bodies were placed into the sea to float away with the rest.


It was an intensive night of dying. Those struggling to survive could have no way of knowing that a massive rescue mission was already underway with small and large ships and boats racing to the scene from a variety of Baltic ports. Yet, despite these efforts the chances of survival for those awaiting rescue were becoming slimmer by the moment. Well below freezing to begin with, the temperature was now plummeting like a stone and soon it was hovering at around minus twenty degrees Celsius. The elderly, the weak, the children, were all dying like flies. A man, a woman and several children had managed to crawl onto an ice-floe in a desperate attempt to survive. When they were later found by one of the rescue vessels it was discovered that they had all died during the night and their bodies were already embedded in ice.

Captain Petersen miraculously managed to survive. In the end it transpired that most of those who would survive the sinking had already been picked up by TZ 36. Those remaining at the scene, or at least the majority of them, would die either before the rescue vessels arrived or soon afterwards, victims of hypothermia or of complications resulting from emergency surgery such as the amputation of frozen limbs.

Captain Alexander Marinesko was almost certainly the commander of one of the submarines that had stalked both the Hipper and TZ 36 as they had attempted to rescue the men, women and children in the water. He would have been attempting to get his submarine S-13 into position to launch an attack against one or both ships and it may well have been his torpedoes that narrowly missed TZ 36 at the moment Lieutenant Commander Hering had abruptly ended his rescue mission.

After the Wilhelm Gustloff had been torpedoed Marinesko had submerged to periscope depth to watch the results of his actions. What must have been going through his mind when he realised that he had been responsible for the deaths of so many people, mainly civilians and up to around five thousand children, has never been recorded. He was evidently sufficiently 

 pleased with himself to take part in the attack on TZ 36 before that destroyer had taken off at speed, and Marinesko must have known that TZ 36 had taken on board hundreds of survivors from the Wilhelm Gustloff so one must assume that he felt nothing for these people nor did he have any remorse for killing them in such enormous numbers.

Marinesko did not attack any more vessels coming to the aid of the survivors, probably because they were so small and relatively insignificant that he believed them unworthy of his dwindling supply of torpedoes. S-13 was capable of carrying twelve torpedoes and Marinesko had used three on the Wilhelm Gustloff and possibly another two aimed at TZ 36. He was still on a war patrol and the Baltic was filled with ships carrying refugees to Kiel.

Marinesko’s next target, and the last ship he would ever sink, was the German transport Steuben. It too would go down with an enormous loss of life, far more than twice the number lost in the Titanic, but mercifully only about half of those who had just been killed aboard the Wilhelm Gustloff.

The Steuben had been constructed by the company AG Vulcan of Stettin, Germany, and was owned by the Norddeutscher Lloyd Company. It had been launched in 1922 under the name of München and completed its maiden voyage in June/July the following year. Even now the München was making history. Following the armistice of the First World War, Germany was punished severely by the terms of the armistice, particularly with the need to make very costly reparations to the victorious nations. Constructing liners at such a time was both hideously expensive and extremely difficult. Yet the München was constructed and began its life successfully, although it was to have a chequered career. The München was the first liner to be built after the war and also the first such vessel to dock at New York Harbour after the war following a trans-Atlantic crossing. Sadly, its career as a trans-Atlantic liner was almost cut 

 short after only seven years of operations. In February 1930 the ship arrived at New York and after its passengers and cargo had been landed a fire broke out in one of the ship’s paint-lockers. These were particularly dangerous places, prone to fires, and being filled with paint and other highly flammable materials such fires were often difficult to control. This was certainly the case on 3 February that year when the paint-locker aboard the ship burst into flames. The fire quickly gained a hold on the ship and at least five fire appliances had to be brought in to fight the resulting conflagration. In the end the fire won the day and the München sank at its moorings. It took months and a vast amount of money to re-float the huge ship which was subsequently placed into a dry-dock and repaired. Following this disaster the owners decided to rename the ship and it became known as the General von Steuben, being named after Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, a famous German general of the American Revolutionary War era. In 1938 the ship’s name was shortened simply to the Steuben and the following year it was pressed into service with the German Kriegsmarine as an armed transport ship and used to ferry troops to the eastern Baltic and to return with wounded for landing at Kiel.

Now, however, the Steuben was about to take part in its final and most terrifying voyage.

The Steuben was designed to carry around eight hundred passengers in modest comfort ranging from first to third class. Now, as a troopship, the vessel was rigged to accommodate far more in much less comfort. It had departed from Pillau on 9 February, 1945, reportedly carrying more than 5,000 people on board. These included about 2,800 wounded German soldiers, 800 civilian refugees and various numbers of servicemen, medical staff and crew.

Carrying on with his successful war patrol, Russian submarine commander, Captain Alexander Marinesko, was studiously studying the darkened sea on the night of 9 February when he 

 recognised the outline of a large ship which was apparently on course for Kiel. This was just what Marinesko was looking for. His success in sinking the Wilhelm Gustloff would make him well known, he was sure, but to cap off that feat with another successful attack would raise him to almost legendary status among the close-knit Soviet submariners’ fraternity. He quickly set up an attack plan and was soon launching two torpedoes at the completely unsuspecting liner.

Both torpedoes struck the ship on its starboard side, just forward of the bridge. Many of the crew were asleep in the mess-decks situated in that position and a large number of them were killed instantly. The ship began to list to starboard and sank within twenty minutes of having been attacked. Of more than 5,000 people on board, around 4,500 were killed during the disaster. The remainder, approximately 650 in number, were rescued by another German vessel, the torpedo boat T-196 which was able, in those few frantic minutes, to come alongside the stricken vessel and take the survivors straight from the decks of the sinking ship.

Following these murderous attacks on the two ships and their thousands of civilian passengers, Captain Alexander Marinesko was both right and also wrong in his estimate of his fame in the Soviet Union. He actually became the most successful Soviet submarine commander of the war, having sunk a total of 42,000 tons of shipping during his career. This might sound a lot on the face of it but compared to German U-boat commanders Alexander Marinesko’s successes were minuscule. Kapitänleutnant Otto Kretschmer, for example, who was known as the ‘Tonnage King’ or ‘Silent Otto’, sank a total of forty-seven ships with a total tonnage of 274,333 tons, despite the fact that he was only operational until 1941 when his submarine, U-99, was attacked and sunk and Kretschmer was taken prisoner. He would remain a prisoner-of war in both the U.K. and Canada until December 1947.


Even so, Marinesko’s successes were notable by Soviet standards and he had certainly killed more people than any other submarine commander in the war. With such a success he should have expected to have been awarded a coveted ‘Hero of the Soviet Union’ medal. However, his past life now caught up with him. At this time Marinesko was due to face a court-martial on charges associated with his alcoholism. This stain on his character meant that his superiors felt it impossible to make him a ‘Hero of the Soviet Union’ so Marinesko was instead given the lesser award of the ‘Order of the Red Banner’. If this were not sufficient humiliation for the submarine captain then more was to follow. He was downgraded in rank to a mere lieutenant and subsequently dishonourably discharged from the navy. It should be pointed out that these punishments had nothing whatever to do with the fact that he had killed around 14,000 people in two attacks but merely because he was unable to handle his vodka and had been ignominiously caught visiting a brothel.

Marinesko later found work on a building site and was subsequently deported to Siberia. Yet he must have been a tough person because he managed somehow to survive the notorious gulags. His humiliation was not, however, to be permanent. In 1960 he was reinstated as a captain (third class) and given a full pension. He died of cancer in November 1963, aged just forty-six years, apparently never regretting for a second all those people he had put to death so terribly.

President Mikhail Gorbachev subsequently made Marinesko a posthumous ‘Hero of the Soviet Union’.

~~~~~~
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Moate Ronald ‘Ron’ (chief pantryman) 18, 58-61, 71, 77

Modified Air Warning Device (M.A.W.D.) 34

Mombasa 113

Montgomery Field Marshal Sir Bernard ‘Monty’ 224

Moreton Bay 106

Moreton Island 28, 34, 128

Morris Matthew 93

Morris Tom (radio officer) 18-19, 57

Mossop John Coubro 185-87

Moston Sister Merle 47, 51-52

Mount Taurus (vessel) 165

Mullins Marie (bombardier) 41

München (later the Steuben) 317

Murray George 5- 6, 9, 14, 59-60, 72, 90, 92, 129-30

Murray Kenneth 79, 84

Musser William M. 247-48

MV Anshun 90

MV Delane (British vessel) 111

MV Straat Soenda (Dutch steamer) 120

MV Sutlej (sometimes reported as Sutley) 112-13, 115-17, 125


N

Nagasaki 231, 263

Nakagawa Hajime viii, 1-3, 9-14, 25-28, 34, 39-40, 65, 70, 77-78, 107-12, 116-19, 121-27, 129,

Nakahara

Jiro 271

Nambu Commander Nobukiyo 264, 267

National Socialist Party 281

Naval Officer in Command (Brisbane) (N.O.I.C.) 88

Naval War College (Japan) 235

Neuman Pierre 157

New Guinea 7, 88, 95-96, 103, 106

Newstead No. 3 [wharf] 93

Nilsson Captain David Martin 244-46, 249, 255

Nishino Commander (..) 26

Norddeutscher Lloyd Company 317

Number 3 Interrogation Centre (UK) 187

Number 8 Fighter Sector (Brisbane) 35-36

Number 71 Squadron (R.A.A.F.) 79

Nuremberg 142, 226-27


O

Obori Lieutenant Hajime (submarine gunnery officer) 10-12, 25-27, 125

Ofuna prison camp 255

O’Gara Francis J. 249, 254-55, 269

‘O’ Heavy Battery (also known as Rous Battery) 28-30

Ohlsdorf cemetery, 226

Okinawa 262, 269, 271

Oliver J. Olson Company 244

Operation Crossroads 127

Operation Detachment 269

Operation Hailstone 263

Operation Hannibal 282

Oshima Baron (Japanese ambassador to Germany) 123-24

Outridge Lieutenant-Colonel Dr Leslie 73, 78, 98-100

Ozawa Admiral Jisaburo 260-61


P

Pabst Dr Max 182, 190, 200-02, 207, 212, 217-20, 223, 227

Panama Canal 232, 257-58, 260, 262, 264

Pearl Harbor 85, 235-36, 256-57, 263, 267, 269

Peleus (freighter) ix, 133, 148, 150-51, 153-54, 156-65, 169-71, 173, 175-79, 181-84, 192, 196, 198, 202, 209-10, 212, 217, 219, 225-26, 228-29

Penang 109, 111, 144, 237, 255

Pentonville Prison 229

Persian Gulf 109

Petersen Captain Friedrich 273-76, 279-80, 282-87, 293, 296-99, 303-05, 309, 316

Pettiford Private Allan 16, 20-21, 23-24, 44, 63, 66, 69, 72, 106

Pillau 318

Port Kembla 41

Portsmouth 113

Potsdam Declaration 263-64

Pratten 20, 23, 106

Prinz Eugen (German cruiser) 127

Pyle Charles E. 247-48, 250-51, 256


R

R.A.A.F. 34, 36, 104

Rabaul 235

Radar Yarns (publication) 36

R.A.F. 136, 174

Ranft Leutnant Woldemar 164

Rape of Nanking 242

Ras Hafun 176

Records Bill (radioman and ‘hot shellman’) 80, 82, 85, 89, 91, 131

Records Marion 82

Redbank 107

Red Cross 25, 193, 241, 279

Reilly Sergeant Dermott 29-32

Reinstein Anna Cecilia Francesca Imelda 229

Richardson (..) 119

Rippon Gordon 5, 17, 24, 55-57, 69, 71-74, 78, 80, 89, 91, 128

River Plate 151, 157

RO-64 (Japanese submarine) 235

Rokossovsky General Konstantin 275

Roma 22

Rosenbaum Carl 250

Rous Battery (see ‘O’ Heavy Battery) 28

Royal Army Service Corps 229

Royal Australian Navy 8, 128

Royal Brisbane Hospital 100-01

Royal Hellenic Navy 182

Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve 177

Rugh Lieutenant J.T. 177-80


S

S-13

(Soviet submarine) x, 277-79, 288-89, 316-17

Said Rocco 154, 158, 165, 167, 173

Sakamoto Rear Admiral Kaneyoshi 127

Salt Captain Richard ‘Jock’ 90

San Francisco 244, 261

San Pedro (California) 244

Sasebo 235

Savage Sister Ellen 47-48, 51-52, 54-55, 67, 71-73, 76, 78, 82, 89, 92, 96-97, 131

Sawfish (American submarine) 237

Schleswig-Holstein

(training battleship) 186

Schmidtz Obersteuermann Wilhelm 179, 184

Schnee Korvettenkapitän Adalbert 133-39, 142-43, 150, 158-59, 169, 191, 197-200, 217

Schurch Theodore William John 229

Schwender Gefreiter Wolfgang 163-64, 180, 182, 187, 189-90, 195-96, 200-01, 209-14, 217-24, 227-28

Seletar Naval Base 109

Sendai 268

Siddons Fred ‘Jock’ 58-59

Sieber Helmut (Kriegsmarine judge) 182

Simmonds Ed 36

Simonstown 171

Singapore 4, 109, 111, 129, 237, 239, 243

Smith Ernest ‘Ernie’ (Chief engineer) 50-51, 102

Norm 36

Sogias Stavros 157

Somaliland Camel Corps 177

Soviet Navy viii Special Operations Executive (S.O.E.) 230

Spuybroek Cees (third engineer) 242

Stenhouse Gordon 104-05

Steuben (German transport vessel, formerly München and General von

Steuben x, 317-18

Stevenson, K.C. Major Aubrey Melford Steed 182, 188-89, 222, 228-30

St. Nazaire 61

Stolpe Bank 279

Stradbroke Island 34-37

Stutter Jessie ‘Jack’ 60

Sussex 80, 83

Sugamo Prison 1, 27, 123, 125, 272

Summers Eric (senior radio officer [and purser]) 18, 24, 128

Sunnyside (property) 20

Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers (SCAP) 272

Supreme War Council 272


T

Taronga Park Zoo (Sydney) 22

Taurus (British submarine) 165, 237

Taylor Corporal Albert (dental technician) 24-25, 39, 69, 79, 84

Tenryu (Japanese cruiser) 90

Thelander Major Charles 42, 44

Third Reich 143

Thomas Captain Penry 88

Thousand Year Reich 275

Tilden Augustus (Gus) (radio officer) 245, 249, 253, 255 

Titan (vessel) 129

Titanic (liner) 305, 310, 317

Tjisalak (Dutch freighter) ix, 231, 240-43, 272

Tobruk 41, 229

Todson Dr Harold 182, 190-92, 203, 217, 227

Tokyo 1, 125, 231, 233, 260, 265, 267, 272

Torres Straits 90

Toyoda Admiral Soemu 272

Travis Captain James Fawcett 117-18, 120 

Truk Island 10, 14, 26, 28, 107, 124, 262-63

TZ 36

(torpedo boat destroyer) 300, 307, 313-17


U

U-11 (German submarine) 186

U-47 (German submarine) 129

U-94 (German submarine) 129

U-99 (German submarine) 319

U-161 (German submarine) 237

U-177 (German submarine) 150

U-453 (German submarine) 186

U-847 (German submarine) 137

U-848 (German submarine) 149

U-849 (German submarine) 149

U-852 (German submarine) ix, 134, 139, 143-44, 146-47, 151, 154, 157-58, 161, 164, 168, 171, 174-78, 180-81, 183, 187, 190, 193, 196, 198, 200, 208-09

U-1224 (German submarine) 237

Uchino Shinjo 237

Ulithi 262-64

Union Steamship Company 13

Unit 731 (Manchuria) (biological weapons research) 260

United States Naval Reserve 177

U.S. Army Air Corps 34

USAT General William Mitchel (vessel) 254

USS Astoria 86

USS Bismarck Sea (escort carrier) 269

USS Conklin (American destroyer) 121

USS Hoggatt (American destroyer) 122

USS Lunga Point (escort carrier) 269

USS McCoy Reynolds (American destroyer) 121-22

USS Morrison (American warship) 269-71

USS Mugford 80-86, 88-91, 93, 96-97, 127-28, 131

USS Samuel S. Miles (American destroyer) 122

USS Segundo (American submarine) 264-66

USS Stockton (American warship) 269-71

USS Vincennes 86

USS Winterberry (vessel) 121


V

von Steuben Friedrich Wilhelm 318


W

Walder Jack (driver) 78-79

Walker (..) 119

War Crimes Commission 111

Ward Lieutenant Russell 28-29, 31-33

War Shipping Administration 244, 249, 254-55

Warwick (Queensland) 20-22, 106

Watterson James ‘Jim’ (storeman) 72

Watts, Watts and Co (London) 117

Wegner Professor Albert (international law expert) 182, 191, 213-17, 222

Weisspfenning Oberstabsarzt Walter (submarine’s doctor) 156, 158, 160, 177-80, 182, 188-90, 195, 201-02, 206-09, 217, 219-21, 223-27

Westerplatte 186

Westwood

Seaman Robert ‘Bob’ 45-47, 68-69, 71, 73-74, 78, 91

Wilhelm Gustloff (vessel) x, 273-74, 277-82, 284-89, 291-94, 296-98, 300-02, 307-13, 316-17, 319

Wilhelmshaven 186

William Grey and Company (ship builders) 150

Winn Lieutenant Commander Edwin K. 121

Women’s Naval Auxiliary 291

Wong Mr (..) 102

Wulf Dr P. 182, 212, 220, 223


Y

Yamamoto Admiral Isoroku 256-57

Yamato (Japanese cruiser) 272

Yanagi Missions 236, 238

YMS-33 (minesweeper) 121

Yokohama 125, 255, 272

Yokoi

Rear Admiral 239


Z

Zahn Captain Wilhelm 286-87

Zealander (vessel) 95


Other

1st Submarine Squadron (based at Truk Island) 10

2/12th Field Ambulance (Australian) 5, 7, 15-16, 18, 20, 24, 41-42, 44, 58, 62-63, 73, 78-79, 89, 98

2nd Belorussian Front 275

3rd Submarine Squadron (Japanese) 235

5th Light Horse (Australian) 99

8th Corps District (based in Germany) 182

22nd Submarine Flotilla (Japanese) 26

106 AA Brigade (British) 182, 223

112th Australian General Hospital (Greenslopes) 93-94

631st Naval Air Corps (Japanese) 232
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Tragedy at Évian
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How the World Allowed Hitler to 
Proceed with the Holocaust


In July 1938 the United States, Great Britain and thirty other countries participated in a vital conference at Evian-les-Bains, France, to discuss the persecution and possible emigration of the European Jews, specifically those caught under the anvil of Nazi atrocities. However, most of those nations rejected the pleas then being made by the Jewish communities, thus condemning them to the Holocaust.

There is no doubt that the Évian conference was a critical turning point in world history. The disastrous outcome of the conference set the stage for the murder of six million people. Today we live in a world defined by turmoil with a disturbing rise of authoritarian governments and ultra right-wing nationalism. Now is the time to reflect on the past to ensure we never again make the same mistakes.



Quiet Courage 

Forgotten Heroes of World War Two
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What could induce a young pilot to walk out onto the wing of his burning aircraft at 13,000 feet?

Why would a plucky young woman descend into the bowels of a sinking ship knowing that she would almost certainly die there?

Why did a family remain on their farm, tending crops while suffering four long years of deadly artillery shelling?

How did a former fishing trawler sink one of Hitler’s deadliest U-boats, and who were the two Australian nurses who protected wounded patients with their own bodies while experiencing a savage machine-gun attack?

Why did a young naval apprentice keep rowing when his hands had been so badly burned they were literally glued to his oar? And who were the two selfless ‘Dad’s Army’ soldiers who miraculously saved the lives of hundreds of their comrades even when it meant sacrificing their own?

These and many other fascinating questions are answered in one of the most remarkable books of gallantry, fortitude and self-sacrifice you will ever read. Quiet Courage – Forgotten Heroes of World War Two is a book about thoughtful, intelligent actions and above all, an enviable capacity for bravery.
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The true story of a deeply murdorous intent that lurked
manacingly beneath the waves during World War Two,

The torpedoos strike axplosively and nine thousand people
die — five thousand of them are just defenceless children.
Another ship founders after being attacked by a brutal
submarine commander and the ship's crew and passengers are
used in @ murdarous kind of blood:sport

Merchant seaman are savagely machine-gunnad in the water,
callously slaughtered with hand-grenades or simply left to the
circling sharks

Andhundreds of doctors,nurses, ship's craw, ambulance drivers
and hospital orderlies ar viciously kiled without compassion,
despite being protected by the Geneva Convention.

From the heart.rending account of the sinking of the German
liner Wilhelm Gustloff in 1945 — the worst maritime disaster
in world history — through to a variety of other
cartied out by numorous submarine commanders, including
the sinking of the hospital ship Centaur in 1943, this book
comes from the deep shadows of  tragic past. It reveals the
terrible truth of 2 secretive war thet

e for the

daaths of unimaginable numbers of innocent people
Sea Monsters includes powerful and poignant interviews with
Survivors ~ nevar bafore published
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