
The sinking of the three British cruisers was a stunning victory for the
Germans. The event is imagined in this German newspaper engraving.
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The tenacious U-9 was the first
in a long line of victorious German

submersibles and her highly
dangerous exploits provided
the first indication of a
developing undersea power

BY JOHN SURMONT
But even if she didn’t founder when
anchored the foul, cramped, stifling
crew compartment below her
narrow deck was no place for rest
and relaxation. At sea, U-9 was even
more treacherous and her com-
mander Kapitanleutnant Otto
Weddigen was instructed never to
dive below three fathoms or 18-feet,
if he could possibly avoid it.

Beneath the waves, U-9 rolled
and pitched like a cork, her crew
tossed about like refuse in a garbage
disposal. She had never tried to
weather rough seas, principally
because her builders doubted she
could do so and, as a result, her
attack plans were all predicated on
surface approaches — the theory
being that bow waves breaking over
her miniature conning tower would
shield the U-9 from her victims.

However, surface running had
decided disadvantages. Running on
gasoline engines that stank and
smoked like a fire at an oil
refinery, the little sub trailed
a column of oily vapor that
would have been the envy of
any liner on the Atlantic

Over a century ago, those who
ventured underwater in
submarines were prime

candidates for only one thing — a
certain drowning. Any ceremony held
for them was invariably funereal,
and seamen who volunteered for
submarine duty were truly volun-
teers, for even those engaged in
building submersibles could not fully
explain the dangers that new recruits
would encounter beneath the sea.

The submarine was an
experimental weapon in the fullest
sense of the word, and although
there had been underwater craft
which actually engaged the enemy
as back as our Revolution and Civil
War, few of the men who manned
them had lived long enough to pass
on the information they acquired.
Thus, in the years immediately
preceding the First World War,
submarines were forced to learn
the demanding lessons of undersea
warfare the hard way. Foremost
among these students were the
young, aggressive commanders of
the German U-Boat fleet.

In the years between 1914 and

run. When not submerged, she could
be seen at ten-miles and if she
decided to attack beneath the sur-
face, her unreliable and overtaxed
electric motors would give her power
for little more than an hour.

These were the dubious facts of life
presented by the builders from the
Danzig yards where she was
launched in 1908, all of them duly
recorded on a brass plate mounted
below the periscope housing. But 
U-9’s commander wasn’t ready to
accept them. These were also the
days of experiment and innovation.
The industrial revolution was in full

swing by the first decade of
the 20th Century. New
inventions were constantly
coming from factory and
machine shop. Already the
world had been dazzled by
the construction of massive
buildings of reinforced concrete and
steel, motorcars, airships, and crack
express trains — some of which had
been clocked at speeds over 100-mph.

As far as U-9’s commander Otto
Weddigen was concerned, these
mechanical marvels were only the
beginning of better, more fantastic
things to come and among them

would be sleeker, more powerful,
faster submarines able to remain
below the surface for longer periods
of time. Otto Weddigen was right,
and although the builders in Danzig
and Bremen were cautiously

1918, they brought the state of
submarine attack to an exacting
science, but among those theorists
and technicians of the deep there
were also a handful of artists who
did more than manipulate gears
and levers with diabolical cunning.
One, in fact, was a virtuoso — if
such a term can be used to
describe so sanguinary a calling —
and this is his story.

U-9 was a primitive boat. In
fact, the designation 9 after the U
for Unterseeboot, informed the
inquisitive that she was only the
ninth submersible built by the
German Imperial Navy in the
winter of 1908.

Now in the spring of 1912, one
look at her was enough to convince
even the most sentimental that no
more of her particular class would
be constructed. The reasons why
were as many as they were obvious. 

U-9 was a gasoline burning scow
(the diesel engine had not yet been
fully developed). She came down the
ways at just over 150-feet in length
and was so unsafe that her crew
never slept aboard her while in port.

German child’s toy cover art, circa 1915,
in which the type reads, “Our U-Boat.”


