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I didn’t do much damage to the ship, .

but it killed the skipper, the exec, the
engineering officer and two lookouts —
evervbody on deck at the time. There was
blood everywhere. Picces of bodies all
over the bridge. There wasn’t 10 kilos left
of any one,”” remembers Houben.

With buckets and a firchose, Houben
and other crewmen washed the bloody re-
mains of their captain and shipmates into
the sea. Then Houben ordered evervone
below, and took the U-boat down to the
comparative safety of the deep.

Lt. Heinz Houben was now acting cap-
ain of thé German submarine U-134, a
750-ton raider with six .torpedoes, a lot
less diesel fuel than needed to get home
and 46 crewmen. It was 1943, and Heinz
Houben was 20 years old.

Although thousands of miles from
home port, short on fuél and torpedoes,
in command of a lone submarine deep in
enemy territory, Houben didn’t panic.
Despite his youth he found himself in a
position he had prepared himself to han-
dle; although he will always wish his sud-
den elevation to command at sea’ had

come about through other circumstances,

it was exactly the position he had long
sought.

" He was born in Dusseldorf, the son of a
successful contractor, a member of a fam-
ily with a long and honorable military tra-
dition. His father served as a naval officer
in WWI. An uncle fought his way 1o lieu-
tenant general of cavalry during the Fran-
co-Prussian Wai of 1870. Young Houben
joined the Navy Youth in 1937, when he
was 14, On weekends and school vaca-
tions he learned navigation and scaman-
ship under retired navy instructors. He
first saw. sea duty aboard the Horst
Wessel, a wooden, 19th-century square
rigger that is Tamiliar (o generations of
postwar U.S. Coast Guard  Academy
eraduates as a classroom-at-sca under its
present name, the Eagle.

By 1941, Houben was in his country’s
navy. After boot camp he went through
an accelerated, wartime version of the
naval academy at Flensburg. Graduating
in late 1941, Cader Houben was posted to
a minesweeper on convoy cscort to Nor-
wav. The idea was (o give him a chance to
et his fect wet. The plan succeeded with
help from a British Swordfish torpedo
bomber: atin fish from the planc sank the
mincsweeper and Houben found himself
swimming in the icy waters ol the North
Sca until rescued. o

Then it was back to dry land for more
school, this time at the submarine base at
Licbau. Subs were Houben’s sccond
choice: he had requested duty in fast

“torpedo boats. 1 was elory hungry,”  he
recalls. “‘Torpedo boats scemed like the
quickest way to a command, the quickest
way 1o glory — and that's all there was (o
it. There were no moral issues in war.”” He
was turned down for PT boat duty. *‘1
thought, ‘The next best shot is a sub-
marine.” A good friend ot mine was the
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son of the German submarine comman-
der, Admiral Doenitz. He helped get me
into U-boat school.”’ ‘

After six months of “‘thcory and prac-
tice,” Ens. Houben graduaied to the next
phase of his education as a naval officer
— front-line duty. He was assigned to the
U-134, baced at La Rochelle in France.
The U-134 pairolled the mid-Atlantic, an
area bounded roughly by lines drawn east-
west through the Bay of Biscay on the
north and the Cape Verde Islands on the
south.

“U-boats—where
the action was.”’

“Our patrols Tasted about six weeks at
first because that was as long as we could
stay out without resupply,”™ Houben re-
calls. ““Later we would rendezvous with
supply submarines — ‘milk cows’ — and
our patrol range was doubled, sometimes
tripled.”™

By the end of the war, Houben was 1o
survivé 16 combat patrols in U-boats, a
record never equaled by any other sub-
mariner in any navy, he claims. Ordinari-
ly, six or cight patrols were as many as
most submariners were required o com-
plete. Those that survived were transfer-
red to instructor duty or sent o surface
vessels. Houben was offered such trans-
fers, He turned them down.

“1 didn’t want to go on a destroyer or a
minesweeper,”” he says. ““The best of the
German navy was assigned to the U-boat
fleet. That’s where I wanted to be, where
the action was.”

During most of the war vears following
the United States’ entry into the fray,
much of the German surface fleet was
bottled up in the Baltic by the numerically
superior British and American fleets;
U-boats were Germany’s primary sca
threat.

One of Houben's first patrols took the
U-134 a bit further west than usual. *‘In
the fall of 1942 we went up the Hudson
River, at night,”” he recalls. “We were

wlooking for a target. When the lights of

New York City were in view, we turned
around and went back the way we came.”’
It was a nervy time for all aboard the
sub; if they ran into trouble, they would
have to fight it out with deck guns — the
river was far too shallow to risk a dive.
But no worthy targets presented them-
selves, and the low-lying sub escaped
detection by the U.S. Navy's primitive
radar. A few minutes before dawn the
U-134 slipped silently into the Adantic.
Their mission was 1o destroy  Allied
shipping. Oil tankers were especially priz-
ed targets, although the U-134s skipper
liked to go aflter escorts. “‘He had this
chivalrous notion that warships should be
lighting warships,”” remembers Houben.
““He would have gone after a carrier if
there was one around. It was all very
romantic, but he had a hard time getting it
through his head that the best way we

could help Germany win the war was to
sink tankers and freighters. We had to cut
the British lifeline. That was the U-boat’s
mission — sink the ships cafrying the war
materiel that kept England in the war.”
And sink them they did. Houben
reckons that U-boats he served on ac-
counted for more than 100,000 tons of
merchant shipping — about 20 vessels —
plus a British destroyer and a Canadian
Corvette. ““We liked operating in Amer-
ican waters early in the war. The Yanks
weren’t nearly as good at hunting sub-
marines as the British. The British had so
much more experience. And we especially
liked to hunt in the Gulf of Mexico during
1942 and 1943, because it wasn’t as
dangerous for us,”” says Houben.

“Most of the action was in Europe and
the Puacific — there wasn’t anvbody
around in the Gulf. The Americans came
after us with B-17s, flving. out of Cuba,
but there wasn’t much they could do
about us even if they caught us on the sur-
face. It was good hunting. for a while.
L.ater on the Americans came up with
hunter-killer groups, and that was trou-
ble. Their job was to kill you, and they
never stopped until they did. And when
vou're up against planes from a jeep car-
rier and three or four destroyers, there
isn’t much a submarine can do except try
to hide. What else could we do? Try 10
sink them all ourselves? Nobody was that
good,” recalls Houben.

“‘One fish
and down they'd go.”

In 1943, the British and Yanks began 10
get  their anti-submarine act together.
“They were pressing us, driving us further
out into the Atlantic. So we'd slip into the
Gulf of Mexico and hang around outside

~ ol Galveston, Pensacola or Corpus Chris--

ti. There were a lot of shipyards along the
coast there, building Liberty Ships —
cheap little freighters of maybe 5,000
tons. They’d launch one and then take it
out for a sea trial. One torpedo and down
they'd ¢o,”” remembers Houben.:

On one Gulf patrol their mission was to
go after tankers returning from the
Venezuelan oil refineries at  Curacao.
“We went after them, shot three or four
fish. I'm pretty sure we got some hits, but
there was no explosion, no flames. Maybe
we busted up some empties. Anyway, we
had to get out. The Gulf is big if you're
going to swim but for a submarine there
isn't enough room to hide.

“We were low on fuel, so we went
through the Mona Passage, between Puer-
to Rico and the Dominican Republic. We
were trying 1o save a lew davs.” The
U-134 threaded the passage ai night, on
the surface. That night Houben™s watch
ended and he went below to sleep. The
skipper tried to make it a few miles further.
from land before pulling the plug. He cut
it 100 fine, and Houben suddenly found
himself in command.
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hit but T didn’t see it sink. The other
U-boat was closer, but I never got confir-
mation on the second target because he
didn’t make it. We had nothing to shoot
with, so we headed.for home. The other
skipper went back after the convoy, but
they knocked him off,”” Houben says.

[t was a close call for Houben. Had the
other skipper had more confidence in his
exec, he would have taken Houben
aboard his own vessel and Houben would
have gone down with it.

“But that wasn’t my closest call,”” grins
Houben. ““In 1941 [ was on leave in Paris.
My boat was in drydock, and somebody
on another boat — U-80 — had gotten
sick. They ordered me to St. Nazaire to
take his place. But the Allies were already
bombing the French rail system night and
day. By the time my train got through the
mess left by the bombing, we were six
hours late getting to St. Nazaire and |
missed my ship. That was the last anybody
ever heard from U-80, so my luck held. |
guess 'm Irish — 1 always thought I'd get
through the war, and [ did.”

Houben’s closest brush with the enemy
came on a record 225-day combat patrol,
thought to be the longest of the war. “‘In
those days U-boats were quite primitive,”
explains Houben. “It isn’t like now, with
a big boat with lots of room, frozen food
and a nuclear reactor SO you can stay out
for two vears if you have to. Boats like the
U-82 were only 218 feet long. There was
absolutely no privacy — cven the skipper
had only a green curtain to screen his
hammock, and the rest of us nothing at

all., . .
“When we left port we had supplies

stored everywhere. Fresh food was Kept
within reach. By the middle ol a vovage it
was all gone and we ate mostly dried
potatoes. Even today I can’t stand to
think of them. We had a small fresh-water
still, but it was barely capable of making
enough water for drinking. There was
nonc for bathing, shaving or washing
clothing, so sometimes we used sea water.
Mostly everyone did without. We'd take a
change of underwear and by the end of
the vovage our clothes would be black —
so dirty we usually just threw them away.
Life on a U-boat at sea was miserable,”
he says.

The boat Houben joined in latc 1943
was the U-134. Although it was a little
larger (1,120 tons, 252 feet) than U-82, liv-
ing conditions were about the same. ‘I
was assigned as the U-181"s executive of-
ficer,” remembers Houben. “We were
supposed to go to the Indian Ocean (0
operate. Germany had a U-boat base at
Penang [in what is now called Malaysia —
The Eds.],”” Houben explains. With the
Suez Canal in Allied hands, it meant
the U-boat would have to circumnavigate
Africa. “‘Since our mission was first of all
to get to Penang, we stayed clear of ship-
ping lancs. We just wanted to get there as
quickly and safely as possible,”” he recalls.

The trip took nearly four months —
and when they arrived at Japanese-occu-
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pied Penang they found out it was all for
nothing. “The Japanese were not really
our friends. When we got there they Kick-
ed us out. Something about t0o many sub-
marines in the Indian Occan. They were
like a bunch of bookkeepers. While our
skipper argued with a Japanese liaison of-
ficer, they Kept us in a litde camp on the
cdge of the city. We lived in tents. They
wouldn't let us leave the camp while we
tricd o straighten (hings out.

“The Japs kicked us out.”

It was some kind of an administrative
foul-up. There was another German base
in Indonesia, and one of the German subs
there — they also operated in the Indian
Ocean — was torpedoed and sunk by an
American sub, not long before we arrived.
[This was the only sinking of a U-boat by
an American sub in the entire war — The
Eds.] So in the end we had to turn around
and go home.”

That was when the trouble began. ““We
began to have all sorts of psychological
problems with the crew. It came from be-
ing confined for so long, under constant
stress. Evervone began to show signs of ir-
ritation. Men would get into fights about
stupid little things. We didn’t really begin
to understand how bad things were until
we got under combat pressure. But in the
meantime we had all sorts of little prob-
lems. The weather was hot and humid.
Everyone was getting rashes from the heat
and from being dirty all ithe time. The
skipper staried 1o worry about a mutiny.

“There was a fecling among the officers
that we didn’t have a stable crew. We had
a doctor aboard on that patrol, and he
told the skipper: ‘You better watch these
men. Don’t put them under too much
pressure.” But I was voung, and the skip-
per was young — about 26 or 27 — and he
said, ‘Don’t worry so much. They'll shape
up as soon as they hear depth charges.’
Well, it didn’c work that way,”” recalls
Houben.

“We were pinned down.”’

“We got in trouble off Freetown, on
the west coast of Africa. There was a con-
voy coming out of Sierra Leone, going
west. This we attacked. We shot and miss-
ed. And then came the American destroy-
ers — Fletcher class jobs. They were new
then, and they came after us. They had a
hunter-killer group inside that convoy,
and we didn’t know it. They were hanging
back. We got into trouble. We had to
dive, and they kept sitting on top of us,
dropping depth charges, and we got
knocked around quite a bit.

“When you're pinned down like thai

there’s not much you can do. They kep?

us down for hours and hours. After about
12 or 14 hours the air got bad. Undernor-
mal conditions that would be pretty

hairy,” explains Houben. In the U-181"s
situation, it was even worse. The crew's
nerves were shattered by some eight
months of nearly continuous sea duty.

“Keep in mind that the skipper was on-
ly 26 and the voungest man aboard was
17, says Houben. ““A lot of raw nerves.
Then we took a couple of depth charges
real close, and the lights went out. Glass
flew everywhere. A couple of gaskets pop-
ped. Now this is not too serious, usually
— vou shut some valves off and later vou
fix the gaskets. But some of these voung
guys were on the edge of panic. When the
lights go out, the emergency sysiem is sup-
posed to cut in automatically. Tt didn't. It
wis pitch dark and we had to fix some-
thing, so somebody felt around for a
flashlight.

““Before he came up with it, we heard
this other guy start praving. Out loud.
When the flashlight came on he was sit-
ting there like a monk, with his hands
folded, praying as loud as he could. Now
prayer is not bad. But praying out foud in
the conning tower of a submarine with
Yank destroyers all over the surface —
that was bad. Someonc told him to shut
up, and he just prayed louder. So one of
the petty officers went over to him and hit
him in the face, and he shut up.

“In a while we got the lights fixed and
when they came on we thought we'd try to
sneak awayv. But they were up there wait-
ing, and when we started our electrics they
came right back and dropped more depth
charges. The guy who had been praving —
he was only about 18 yvears old — just got
up and started running. He smashed into
a bulkhead — his face was a bloody mess.

“We got him quieted down again. By
this time, we had been submerged for
about 16 hours straight. We were at 800
feet, which was about 150 feet more than
our equipment was supposed to handle.
We weren’t too worried about the pres-
sure hull cracking, because we knew some
other subs had been as deep as 930 feet
and come back. I myself had been to 750
once. But the air was very bad, and those
devils were still up there.

STt was quiet for a while, and 1 took
over the con so the skipper could have
some relief. Then suddenly we heard the
screws of the destroyers coming again,
right at us. The radio operator was
another kid, about 18. He just couldn’t
take it any more. He grabbed the signal
pistol — what we used to shoot signal
flares — and stuck it in his mouth. Before
anyone could get to him he blew his entire
head off. It just disintegrated. It was
awful. Somebody threw up.

“We were very lucky, because the de-
stroyer just went on over us. He didn’t
stop. Nothing happened — he headed
back toward Freeport. We waited awhile
and then we surfaced, and headed for
home,”” he says. ‘“‘Lucky again, because
we couldn’t have stayed down much long-
er, and we didn’t want to fight it out.on
the surface with a big Yank destroyer.”
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Continued from page 8

no doubt in my mind or in the minds of
many other British servicemen and civil-
ians of there being communist agents ac-
tive in British politics, industry and serv-
ices, including the police forces of Great
Britain, some in high places and some in
low positions. This first came to my atten-
tion when I started my career as a police
cadet at age 17 and was evident through-
out my service.

I was one of many who resigned from
the Force because of political policy, poor
living conditions and very low pay (a year
and a half ago | was earning 140 pounds
($280) a month after taxes). I was ex-
pected to live above the station in single
men’s quarters. I must say I believe the
dedication of the men and women of the
British police and the high standards
maintained while getting the job done are
the finest in the world, bar none.

I believe the apathy and lethargy that
have ailowed communists and other ele-
ments to infiltrate great nations like
Britain and the U.S.A. must be halted.
Like Brian Crozier, T feel whether it’s
domestic infiltration or agitation, foreign
domination or pressure by communist
agents throughout the free world, the
situation can be handled, because there
arc plenty of men capable and willing to
do so. Keeping an eye on our domestic
happenings and on foreign activity is each
free man’s god-given right. Diplomacy
and international politics are words but
freedom is life for me and my son’s sons
and | mean to keep it.

Yours sincerely,

Andrew Smith

P.O. Box 4174

Walnut Creek, CA 94596

NIFEMAN
THROWS QUERIES ...
Sirs:

I’ve been a regular, eager reader of your
magazine from the very first issue. I think
it’s tops. However, I’ve had to accept on
faith the accounts and content of your ar-
ticles because most of your features deal
with adventures or exploits of men in the
U.S. Army, Marines, the Rhodesian and
South African armies and the French
Foreign Legion. My realm of experience
lies with the U.S. Navy, from which 1
retired with 30 years honorable service as
a CPO.

[’ve had a lifelong interest in all sorts of
weapons but have narrowed my interest to
handguns and knives. I not only make the
world-famous DAN-D fighting knife, but
I’ve been a knife user for some 48 years
and a knife thrower for about 40 — all of
which leads me to the point (ouch!) of this
letter. While glancing over Tom Dunkin’s
article about WerBell’s Cobray School
(SOF, January "80) my cye was caught by
a remark made by Barney Cochran, Wer-
Bell’s acting president: ‘It is as important
to know when to throw a knife as to how
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