












































Whodunit

The Prien "Mystery”’

T UMORS to the effect that Lieut.-
m Cdr. Gunther Prien, the German
U-boat captain who penetrated Scapa
Flow on the night of October 13,
1939, and sank HMS “Royal Oak,”
is still living were repeated in an
article which appeared in a leading
American weekly magazine early this
year.

The rumors were discredited by the
author, who, after quoting them,
gaid, ... There seems to be little
doubt . . . that the official version of
his death is, in fact, the true one. He
died on patrol in the spring of 1941,
grown careless, perhaps, by his suc-
cesses and hardened by the hazards
of his calling.”

One would infer from this that
Prien probably became reckless and
unnecessarily exposed his U-boat to
attack. No credit is given the ship
which closed out his career; in fact,
its name is not even mentioned.

Who was it? ... Where? . . . and
when ?

Although no confirming evidence
was obtained, there is no doubt
that HMS ““Wolverine” sank Prien’s
“J-47" in the early morning of March
8,1941, and did so only by exercising
the utmost skill and tenacity.

Circumstantial evidence there was
in quantity, enough to earn the
“Wolverine”’ official credit for the
sinking. And as we all know, credit of
that sort was not handed out
indiscriminately.

“The Battle of the Atlantic,”
official Admiralty account of the fight
against the U-boats, says, ‘‘Prien’s
boat was sunk by depth-charges from
the destroyer ‘Wolverine’ on March
8th. Therc were no survivors.”

In that month, the U-walffe lost its
three “‘ace’’ captains. Prien was the
first, to be followed nine days later by
Schepke (U-100) and Kretschmer
(U-99). Says the Admiralty publica-
tion: “The elimination of these three

Page fourteen

What Was Fate Of U-boat Captain
Who Sank HMS ""Royal Oak’*?

‘aces’ had a considerable effect on the
Battle of the Atlantic. They outshone
all the others in ability and cunning,
Few of the U-boat commanders who
came alter were their equals.”

Let us review what happened back
in March, 1941, with particular atten-
tion to the circumstances which
resulted in HMS “Wolverine’' being
credited with the destruction of
llU_47‘”

The “U-47" left Lorient, under
Prien's command, on February 19,
1941. On March 5 or 6 she sighted
convoy OB 293 south of Iceland, and
reported it to the Vice-Admiral in
Command of U-boats. ‘“U-70"" and
“U-99,"” which were in the vicinity,
were ordered to join “U-47" and
attack the convoy, which Prien up to
that time had been shadowing.

l(U_70H

On the night of March 6/7 “U-70"
joined the other two submarines and
at 0430 on the 7th commenced the
attack. She fired torpedoes at four
ships, one of which was S.S. ‘Delilian."”
The crew of the ‘“‘Delilian’ abandoned
ship and were being picked up by the
Dutch tanker S.S. “Mijdrecht’” when
the latter was torpedoed. She did not
sink but went down nine feet by the
stern.

Minutes later, with the “‘Mijdrecht”
making about seven knots, her captain
sighted the feather of a periscope two
points on the starboard bow. He
angrily put the helm hard over and
rammed the ‘“U-70.” The U-boat was
not seriously damaged and, after
diving to test her pressure hull, broke
surface and headed away from the
convoy at full speed. At 0815 she was
sighted by HMS “Camelia,” which
gave chase and put the U-boat down.
“Camelia” attacked with depth
charges and was joined by HMS
“Arbutus,”” which took over the con-

tact and carried out seven separate
depth charge attacks,

The patterns were well laid and
with each the U-boat received more
and more damage. Finally she sur-
faced and was abandoned by her

- crew, 26 of whom were picked up.

It was the end of “U-70's" first and
last cruise,

o U—QQ”

Kretschmer’s U-boat joined Prien's
Y“U-47" at 1800 on March 6 and the
following morning torpedoed and sank
a tanker. Depth-charged and driven
away from the convoy, she turned
eastwards., On the night of March
16/17 she caught up with convoy HX
112, some 200 miles southwest of the
Faroes, and began shadowing. Several
other U-boats collected around the
convoy. In the early morning of the
17th they launched their attack.
After firing all her remaining torpedoes
and, as she claimed, sinking six ships,
“U-99" headed away from the scene
on the surface.

She was sliding along, her captain
and crew thinking, no doubt, of what
they would do when they reached
port, when suddenly a destroyer was
sighted. The sighting was mutual and
the U-boat barely had time to crash-
dive before the destroyer was over her
and dropping charges.

It was one of those opportunities
about which escort captains used to
dream, and this captain made the best
of it. The U-boat was blown to the
surface and abandoned without a
fight. Five officers and 35 men were
picked up. (Later they were given a
meal in the same mess in which were
fed the survivors of one of the ships
they had torpedoed).

The destroyer was HMS ““Walker."”
At the time she sighted the U-boat,
she was screening HMS ‘“Vanoc,”
which only a few minutes before had
rammed and sunk Schepke’s ““U-100"




and was picking up the six Germans

who had survived.

(Kretschmer, captain of ‘“U-99,”
was taken prisoner. He, like Prien,
was a national hero. He was known as
the “Tonnage King,” having sunk
considerably more than any other
U-boat captain — 338,100 tons, by
his count. Schepke, who claimed more
than 200,000 tons, was killed, crushed
by the “Vanoc’s” bows between his
bridge and periscope.)

o U—??”

After the sinking of “U-70"" and the
departure of “U-99,” a single U-boat
continued to shadow convoy OB 293,
and at 0010 on the 8th sank a freighter.

At 0026 HMS “Wolverine” sighted
the wake of a surfaced submarine and
altered towards at full speed. The
U-boat, which had been zig-zagging
at full speed, dived at a distance of
about seven cables (1,400 yards).

The destroyer swept the area,
picked up asdic contact, and at 0048
attacked with depth charges. Method-
ically she repeated these attacks with
patterns varying in size and depth
settings. At about 0130 her Engineer
Officer reported he had unmistakably
seen and smelt shale oil on the surface.

“Wolverine” held the contact and
continued to plant charges until 0400,
when a large oil patch and what was
thought to be a torpedo track were
sighted. :

At 0415 the U-boat came to the
surface and there began a chase lasting
more than an hour.

It should be noted here that it was
a black, dark morning and that
visibility was shortened further by
mist. The pursuit was carried out by
the use of instruments and only a
high degree of skill on the part of the
- captain and his team enabled the
destroyer to cling to the contact.

At 0518 the ‘“Wolverine,” which
was proceeding at 20 knots, sighted
the wake of a U-boat fine on the star-
board bow, and one minute later saw,
for the first time, the U-boat itself.
Intending to ram, the captain in-
creased speed, but when the destroyer
was yet 200-300 yards distant the
U-boat dived.

She left a tell-tale rush of bubbles
and with this to serve as a firm datum
point, “Wolverine'' carefully spread a
full pattern of depth charges over the
area in which it was estimated the
U-boat might be.

Contact was regained, and then
lost. Then, in the approximate posi-
tion in which the pattern had been
dropped, a faint orange light was
sighted. It lasted about 10 seconds,
going out before there was any chance
of determining what it might be. The
most likely explanation advanced was
that it was connected in some way
with a ‘rescue buoy.”
light was seen by the “Walker” when
“U-99"" went under).

“Wolverine” remained in the vicin-
ity until daylight and carried out four
more attacks,all, however, on contacts
classified as ‘“non-sub.” The captain
preferred to play safe.

Daylight, it was hoped, would bring
into view sufficient concrete evidence
to confirm “Wolverine's’’ belief that
she had destroyed the U-boat. Of this,
unfortunately, there was none and
“Wolverine” headed back for the
convoy empty-handed. Disappointed,
too, for although the belief that she
had scored a kill was unshaken, the
destroyer knew that Admiralty re-
quired a good deal of evidence before
giving credit for a sinking:.

No Reply

Now to get back to what little else
is known about “U-47." She attacked
convoy OB 293 on March 7, evidently
with some success, but that was the
last day on which anything was ever
heard from her. On March 8 Vice-
Admiral U-boats ordered “U-47"" and
“U-70" to report their positions. There
was no response. The order was
repeated March 10. Again no reply.

On May 13 the German High
Command announced that Prien and
his U-47" were overdue and must be
considered lost.

SUMMARY

In a nutshell, this, then, is what is
known:
1. Three U-boats, ‘‘U-70"", ‘“U-99’

~and ""U-47" attacked convoy OB 293.

(A similar -

2. “U-T0” was sunk on March 7.
“U-99” broke off on the same day and
was sunk March 17,

3. “U-??" shadowed convoy OB
293 on March 7/8, sank a freighter on
March 8 and then was herself attacked
repeatedly by HMS “Wolverine.”
Asdic contact, which had been well
and firmly held for more than three
hours, suddenly disappeared.

4. On March 8 and on March 10
“U-47" failed to answer the signals of
Vice-Admiral U-boats and, in fact,
was never heard from again.

5. The German High -Command
believed, on the basis of intelligence
reports, that the “U-47"" was rammed
and sunk by an Allied freighter. They
had learned that a U-boat had been
rammed by a ship in the convoy the
“U-47” was attacking, on or about
the day “U-47" disappeared. This was
undoubtedly a case "of mistaken
identity, the U-boat in question being,
in fact, the “U-70.”

From this evidence it was deduced
that “U-22" and “U-47"" were one and
the same. — What do you think?—R.H.

How To Get Photos

For the benefit of those who did not
see it, the following item on how to get
prints of RCN photos appearing in the
“Crowsnest” is reprinted from the
March issue:

Copies of any RCN photographs
appearing in The “Crowsnest” may
be obtained by sending an order to the
Superintendent of Photography, Na-
tional Defence Headquarters, Ottawa,

All orders should describe the photo-
graph required by giving the page and
the issue of the magazine and the
subject of the photo. A cheque or
money order for the full amount,
payable to the order of the Receiver
General of Canada, must accompany
all orders.

Sizes and finishes available, with
prices, are as follows:
4 x 5 Glossy finish only $.05 cach
5 x 7 Glossy or Matte finish .15 ¢

8 x 10 113 114 [13 111 .30 [13
11 x 14 Matte finish only .50 «
14 x 17 €« 41 [13 . 80 N
16 X 20 (13 ({3 [13 1. 20 [13
20 X 24 [{4 11 113 1. 60 L€

30x40 ¢ “ L4300 ¢
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North Cape. About 1530 ._the ship
reverted- to defence stations and the

two escort carriers were detached to

the westward to fuel the escorting
DE’s.

At 1716 “Nabob” was struck with-

out 'warning by a torpedo on  the-

starboard side aft. The day was clear
with good wisibility, light winds and
a slight sea and swell. Immediately
the ships of E.G. 5 (Senior Officer in
HMS “Bickerton”’) carried out Oper-
ation ‘‘Observant.” Seven minutes
later ‘“‘Bickerton,” which was then
five cables to the west of ‘“‘Nabob,”
was torpedoed  aft and began to
settle rapidly in a cloud of smoke and
steam.

In “Nabob,” the hit had caused all
electric' power to fail and the excessive
heat due to the shut-off of fans made it
necessary to evacuate the engine room.
The ship took a slight list to starboard
and settled rapidly by the stern until
the quarter-deck was almost awash.

The first impression was that
“Nabob’" would sink in a very short
" time, as previous experience in- other
escort carriers had not been encour-
aging. Orders were given to clear away
boats and floats, -and HMS ‘‘Kemp-
thorne placed her bow to the quarter
and removed 214 officers and men,
mostly Fleet Air Arm personnel. At
the same time the severely injured
ratings were transferred by boat. The
fleet had withdrawn, leaving “Nabob”
lying stopped in the water and screened
by three DE’s and one ‘destroyer.
The C-in-C had signalled that the
ship was to be sunk if she could not
get under way under her own power
within one hour. The survivors of
“Bickerton’’ were rescued by HMS
“Vigilant,” which then administered
the coup-de-grace to the DE in the
form of a torpedo.

In the meantime, damage control
parties had worked without let-up in
“Nabob” and, having established a
flooding boundary, set to work shoring
bulkheads, starting pumping oper-
ations and providing auxiliary electric
power. By 1900 flooding was under
control and it was possible to begin

" raising steam in the engine room.

‘Shortly after 2200 it was found that
the - shaft, propeller. and steering

machinery were serviceable, and the

- ship was able to get under way at a-

speed of about six knots.

The damage to *‘Nabob” was
extensive; the hole measured 30 by
40 feet and damage extended the
entire breadth of the ship. Almost
the entire after part of the ship from
the engine room bulkhead was flooded
and her draft at the stern had in-
creased from the normal 24 feet to
42 feet...The distance back to
Scapa Flow was 1,090 miles.

During the night H/F D/F and,
later, radar contacts were obtained
by ‘“Nabob’’ and her escorts, showing
that there was a U-boat following
astern. By 0230 the enemy had worked
up close to the starboard quarter, and
it was obvious that he intended to
finish off the cripple.

In ‘“Nabob” the catapult was
thought to be still serviceable, and
two Avenger aircraft were armed and
catapulted at about 0300 on the 23rd.
Both these aircraft immediately made
radar contact with the U-boat, and
while unable to carry out a successful
attack, managed to keep her down,
thus giving the ship a chance to alter
course and get clear.

Some four hours later the aircraft
had to return and land on. The first
Avenger made a perfect landing on
the sloping, heaving deck, but just as
the second came in the ship entered a
patch of mist, and the plane crash
landed into the barrier and the air-
craft in the deck park forward.
Fortunately, no one was severely
injured, although the impact caused
the aircraft’s depth charges and an
““educated’ weapon to drop out on the

flight deck. (Two badly damaged air-

craft were immediately jettisoned and
four others were put out of action).

From the 23rd to the 26th “Nabob”
striggled towards safety at a speed of
10 knots. Additional escorts joined,
including “Trumpeter’” and HMCS
“Algonquin.” The latter removed a
further 203 men on 24th. During the
passage back to Scapa Flow two gales

of moderate force were experienced,

- and the ship laboured: and vibrated
~in a most alarming manner in the

steep seas. The explosion had com-
pletely destroyed  all messing and
victualling facilities, and those re-
maining aboard lived on emergency
rations for five days.

Thanks to the excellent work of the
damage control parties, and the
shipwrights in particular, the shoring
held firm, and at 0625 on August 27
“Nabob’ passed through Hoxa Gate
and secured to a buoy in the Flow.

Operation “‘Goodwood"” cost the
lives of 11 RCN and 10 RN ratings,
while six were seriously injured. In
the circumstances, this was an extra-
ordinarily small number.

In forwarding his report on the
torpedoing, the Commander-in-Chief
Home Fleet remarked: ““Thefact that
HMS “Nabob" was brought back to
harbour reflects great credit to all
concerned. In particular, the cata-
pulting of the Avengers on 23rd
August was a fine achievement as a
result of which the ship may well have
been saved from destruction.”’ —

C.J.D.

—

THE “LAST ROUND-UP’

* Ships of the RCN had a hand in the
surrender of 24 U-boats in the North
Atlantic following V-E Day. Only
two of these came to Canadian waters,
the “U-889," escorted into Shelburne,
N.S., by the frigates “Buckingham”
and “Inch Arran” and the “U-190,”
brought into Bay Bulls, Newfound-
land, by HMCS “Victoriaville’ and
“Thorlock.” “U-190" later was
taken to Halifax and was sunk by
rocket-firing  Firefly  aircraft . in
“Exércise Scuppered” on Trafalgar
Day, 1947. On the.other side of the
Atlantic HMCS “Thetford Mines”
with ships of the British, French and
American fleets had taken eight
surrendered submarines into Lough
Foyle. Further north an escort group
formed miostly of Canadian ships
rounded up 14 submarines which they
delivered into Loch Eriboll.
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