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U Boat Emblems In World War Ii

Unveiling the Markings of the Deep: U Boat Emblems In
World War Ii

The grey wolves of the Atlantic, the U-boats of Nazi Germany's Kriegsmarine, are often
remembered  for  their  deadly  effectiveness  and  the  chilling  terror  they  wrought  upon
Allied shipping. Yet, beneath the clinical statistics of tonnage sunk and the grim reality of
convoy  battles  lies  a  fascinating  and  often  overlooked  aspect  of  their  history:  the
distinctive artwork that adorned their conning towers. U boat emblems in World War
Ii were far more than mere decoration. These intricate and sometimes fearsome designs
served as powerful symbols of identity, morale, and superstitious belief for the men who
lived and died in the cold, cramped confines of these underwater vessels. Understanding
these  emblems  offers  a  unique  window  into  the  psychology  and  culture  of  the  U-boat



arm, revealing a human dimension to a mechanized war.

From playful cartoon characters to menacing predatory beasts, the variety of emblems
was astonishing. They were a visual language, speaking of a boat's history, its crew's
personality, and its commander's ambitions. This article delves deep into the world of U-
boat insignia, exploring their origins, their meanings, the most famous examples, and
their lasting legacy in naval history. For enthusiasts, historians, and modelers alike, these
markings are the key to identifying and understanding the individual character of each
submarine that prowled the depths.

The Origins and Purpose of U-Boat Insignia

The tradition of adorning warships with emblems is ancient, but for U-boats, the practice
truly  flourished  during  the  Second  World  War.  Initially,  the  concept  was  not  officially
regulated by the Kriegsmarine high command. Instead, it emerged organically from the
crews themselves, particularly as a means of building esprit de corps. A boat that had
completed  several  successful  patrols  and  returned  to  port  would  often  adopt  a  specific
symbol as a badge of honor. This symbol would then be painted on the conning tower,
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visible to all as the boat entered and exited its home base in the French Atlantic ports like
St. Nazaire, Lorient, or Brest.

The primary purpose of U boat emblems in World War Ii was psychological. For the
crew, it was a totem, a lucky charm, and a unifying identity. Living in incredibly stressful
and dangerous conditions,  the men needed something to rally around. The emblem
became a shorthand for their collective experience. It was common for the crew to take
immense  pride  in  their  specific  design.  Furthermore,  these  emblems  served  a  practical
purpose in port. With dozens of similar-looking Type VII and Type IX boats moored side-
by-side,  a  distinctive  emblem  was  the  easiest  way  for  sailors,  dockworkers,  and
commanders to identify a specific vessel at a glance.

Popular Motifs and Their Meanings

The designs chosen for  U boat emblems in World War Ii  fell  into several  broad
categories, each reflecting different aspects of the crew's mentality or the boat's history.
The  choice  of  a  motif  was  often  a  democratic  process,  sometimes  decided  by  the
commanding officer (Kaleun) or by a crew-wide vote.



Predatory Animals: By far the most common category. Sharks, wolves, bears,
lions, and tigers were popular, symbolizing the U-boat's role as a hunter of the
seas. The terrifying shark, in particular, was a frequent choice, perfectly embodying
the silent, deadly approach of the submarine. The "Grey Wolves" was a nickname
for the U-boat arm itself, making wolf emblems especially fitting.
Mythical and Fearsome Creatures: Dragons, devils, and skeletons added a
layer of supernatural intimidation. These designs were often more complex and
visually striking, meant to strike fear into the hearts of the enemy. A grinning devil
or a grim reaper painted on a conning tower sent a clear message about the boat's
deadly purpose.
Humor and Cartoons: Despite the grim nature of their work, many U-boats
adopted whimsical or cartoonish emblems. Characters from popular culture, such
as Mickey Mouse or figures from German folklore, were used. This might seem
incongruous, but it served as a vital coping mechanism, injecting a bit of levity and
normalcy into an otherwise terrifying existence. The famous Laughing Sawfish of
U-96 is a perfect example of a humorous emblem that became iconic.
Geographic and Symbolic Marks: Many emblems were tied to the home city of
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the boat's crew or its sponsoring organization. The coat of arms of a city like Danzig
or Kiel was a common sight. Other symbols included horseshoes (for luck), swords,
anchors, or specific military symbols like the Ritterkreuz (Knight's Cross of the Iron
Cross) awarded to the commander.
Personal Insignia of the Commander: Often, a successful and charismatic
Kaleun would have his own personal crest or emblem, which would then be
adopted by the boat he commanded. When he moved to a new boat, he sometimes
brought the emblem with him, creating a lineage of design tied to a specific
commander rather than a hull number.

Case Studies: The Most Famous U-Boat Emblems

Some U boat emblems in World War Ii have become legendary, transcending their
original  context to become symbols of  the entire Battle of  the Atlantic.  These case
studies highlight the power of a simple image.



The Laughing Sawfish of U-96

Perhaps  the  single  most  famous  U-boat  emblem  is  the  "Laughing  Sawfish"  (Lachender
Sägefisch) of U-96, a Type VIIC boat. This striking image, showing a sawfish with a broad
grin, was originally the insignia of the 9th U-Flotilla, based in Brest. However, it was
forever associated with U-96 and its famous commander, Heinrich Lehmann-Willenbrock.
The  emblem gained  immense  popularity  and  was  later  immortalized  in  the  classic
German  film  "Das  Boot,"  which  depicted  the  life  of  U-96's  crew.  The  sawfish  is  now
arguably the most reproduced and recognized U-boat emblem in history, a symbol of
both the bravery and the tragedy of the U-boat war.

The Devil's Head of U-47

U-47, commanded by the legendary Günther Prien, was one of the most celebrated U-
boats of the war. Its emblem was a simple but potent image: a man's head with a severe
expression, often described as the "Devil's Head" or "Snorting Bull." This emblem was
directly inspired by Prien's daring and successful raid on the British home fleet at Scapa
Flow in  October  1939,  where  he  sank  the  battleship  HMS Royal  Oak.  The  emblem
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represented the aggressive, audacious spirit  of  the boat and its commander. Prien's
personal symbol became synonymous with his boat, and after his death, the emblem
continued to be a symbol of the U-boat arm's "Golden Age."

The Green Devil of U-552

U-552, commanded by Erich Topp, another of the top U-boat aces, had one of the most
visually memorable emblems: a green, grinning devil  holding a top hat. This "Green
Devil"  was  brightly  colored  and  highly  distinctive.  It  reflected  Topp's  aggressive  tactics
and the destructive persona of the boat. The emblem was so well-known that it became
the official insignia of the 7th U-Flotilla, to which U-552 belonged. The bright green color
made it easy to spot in the ports of St. Nazaire and remains a favorite among historians
and modelers for its striking contrast against the grey of the submarine.

The White Horse of U-99

U-99, commanded by Otto Kretschmer, the highest-scoring U-boat ace of the war, had a
much simpler and more elegant emblem: a white horse. This was likely a reference to the



Coat of Arms of the city of Hannover, which features a white horse. Kretschmer was from
a military family, and the emblem suggested a more traditional, almost knightly approach
to naval warfare. It stood in stark contrast to the terrifying devils and sharks of other
boats,  reflecting  Kretschmer's  cool,  calculated,  and  professional  demeanor.  The  white
horse  was  a  mark  of  distinction  for  a  boat  that  achieved  legendary  success.

The Emblems as Superstition and Morale Boosters

The superstitious nature of sailors is a well-documented fact, and U-boat crews were no
exception.  U boat emblems in World War Ii  were deeply intertwined with these
beliefs.  An emblem was not just a painting; it  was a living part of  the boat.  Crews
believed that their emblem brought them luck, protected them from depth charges, and
guided them home safely.

Before a patrol, the crew would often touch or salute the emblem for good luck. If a boat
suffered a string of bad luck or mechanical failures, there was sometimes a quiet debate
about changing the emblem to ward off the bad fortune. The painting and repainting of
the emblem was a ritual. Keeping the colors bright and sharp was a matter of pride and,
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in a way, a form of tribute to the protective spirit  of the design. This psychological
comfort was invaluable in the deep, dark waters of the Atlantic, where the threat of
sudden death was a daily reality. A fearsome emblem could also be a final "screw you" to
the enemy, a defiant statement of the boat's existence and purpose.

The Evolution and Regulation of Emblems

As the war progressed,  the tradition of  painting emblems became more formalized.
Initially  a  grassroots  effort,  the  practice  was  eventually  acknowledged  and,  to  some
degree, regulated by the Kriegsmarine. The larger flotillas, such as the 1st, 7th, and 9th,
adopted their  own flotilla  badges,  which were often used by the boats within them. For
instance, the 9th Flotilla's sawfish was seen on many boats besides U-96.

Furthermore, earlier in the war, boats on patrol would paint a white "sinking flag" or "kill
flag"  on  their  conning  tower  for  each  ship  they  sank.  This  practice  was  a  direct  visual
scoreboard of the boat's success. However, this proved to be a serious security risk.
Allied intelligence could easily photograph a returning U-boat and count its kills, gaining
valuable  information  about  a  boat's  effectiveness  and  the  status  of  the  Battle  of  the



Atlantic. By 1943, the high command ordered that these kill markings be removed or
obscured. Commanders were instructed to keep their boats more discreet. The glorious,
colorful emblems of the early war years began to fade as the tide turned and the U-boat
arm faced increasingly harsh conditions.

How Emblems Were Designed and Painted

The creation of an emblem was a hands-on process. The design was often sketched on
paper by a crew member with artistic talent. The chosen design was then transferred to
the steel of the conning tower. The paint used was standard naval paint, applied with
brushes. The process was not always precise; many emblems were hand-painted and had
a slightly rough, organic look to them.

The location of the emblem was standard: on both sides of the conning tower. This was
the most visible part of the boat when it was on the surface. Some emblems were also
painted on the bow or, more rarely, on the side of the pressure hull below the deck. Early
in the war, the designs were often large and colorful. Later, as the risk of aerial attack
increased, emblems were made smaller and darker to reduce visibility from the air. The
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materials  were  simple,  and  the  artists  were  amateurs,  but  the  results  were  often
breathtakingly creative and effective.

The Legacy and Collectibility of U-Boat Emblems

Today, U boat emblems in World War Ii are a major focus of historical interest and
military memorabilia collecting. They are a powerful visual key to the past. For historians,
identifying the emblem on a U-boat in a period photograph is the primary method of
identifying the boat. This is crucial for research and for correcting misattributions in
historical records.

In the world of scale modeling, these emblems are incredibly popular. Modelers spend
hours replicating the exact colors, curves, and expressions of these historical designs on
their miniature submarines. Decal sheets featuring dozens of different emblems are best-
sellers. The emblem is what brings the model to life, giving it a specific identity beyond
just a generic grey hull.

Original artifacts bearing these emblems, such as ships' badges, flags


