Skipper Dupes a German U Boat

13 July 1916
An interesting account given by Mr Alex Watson, Abbey Road, skipper of the motor fishing boat “Andrewina” on to which the German U boat transferred the crews of the Lowestoft steam drifter “Peep o’ Day” and the North Shields motor fishing boat “Annie Anderson”, which were submarined in the North Sea early last Wednesday evening.   When lying almost becalmed, 18 miles from Shields, Skipper Watson stated all hands on board the Andrewina were turned out by the man on watch, who sighted a submarine and a small boat with a crew of eight men coming towards them.   On reaching the Andrewina, the German in charge of the small boat stood with a revolver in hand and demanded the flag.   He then turned to the submarined crew and inquired what type of craft the Andrewina was.   The men replied she was a small fishing boat of between 45 and 50 feet, with no motor, although in reality she is one of Pittenweem’s largest type, and measures 70 ft.   He then asked if she would hold them all, and the men readily responded, “We’ll do if we get aboard her.”   The submarine, Skipper Watson stated, one of the latest type, and carried three light quick-firing guns and one five or six inch gun on her deck.   She lay only a distance of 100 yards from the Andrewina when the men were being transferred.   When the German in the small boat set off to transfer from the submarine the crew of the Peep o’ Day, Skipper Watson said, “I grasped the situation, and as he had not previously boarded our boat, I ordered the crew to prepare the mast and set the sail ready, there being very little wind blowing at the time, and thus we duped the Huns that the Andrewina was a sail boat.  Our small boat,” he added, “was hidden from their view, being covered by the mizzen sail on the port side.
When the submarine’s small boat arrived the second time, a member of the crew of the Andrewina ventured to ask, “How is the war getting on in Germany now?” and for a reply received “I wish to H--- it was over and me out of this.   The German in charge admitted that the Germans knew they were beaten, and the war, he said, would be over in three months.   He was almost ruined, and wished the war had never started.   However, it would soon be over and the British would win.   The Germans, he admitted, were too hard pressed on both fronts now, but “when you go ashore you can tell the people we are not yet starving in Germany.”    He stated he was sent across to sink all the fishing fleet and, he added “We will do it.   If we fail to do our duty we will be shot when we return to Germany”.  Bags of flour were taken from the doomed vessels before they were sent below, and one fisherman who forgot his watch had it handed back to him by the Germans.   The fishermen were suffering from cold owing to their clothes being drenched, and were taken below to the cabin of the submarine and were kindly treated.   They were also entertained for about two hours to gramophone selections.   Skipper Watson also stated the Germans were very anxious to gain information and inquired if the trawlers carried guns on board, but needless to say the Scotch fishermen were not being drawn, and acted “green” on this point, even although the Germans threatened to shoot them.   They also referred to the loss they had sustained in the recent naval engagement off Jutland, and prior to leaving shook hands with several members of the three crews, wished them good luck, and at the same time were overheard to remark that the Andrewina would have been a good prize, too.
The submarine, Skipper Watson stated, appeared to be going in the direction of the fishing fleet, and after she was out of sight they started their motor and made for Shields.   The thick weather prevailing saved the fishing fleet, otherwise, in Skipper Watson’s opinion, many more crafts would have been doomed by her.   This is the second narrow escape Skipper Watson has experienced, having, while fishing off Yarmouth only a year ago, captured a live German torpedo, for which he received a reward of £24.


Pittenweem and St Monance Boats Sunk by Submarine

27 July 1916

It was on Thursday night the 27th of July when the fleet fishing from Shields were at their nets. Explosions could be heard in the darkness and it was realised that some mischief was going on.   They were then about l5 miles off the Tyne.   Soon after this a large German submarine came alongside one of the boats and stepped aboard as the weather was fine at the time.   They each had a bomb with a fuse attached in one hand and a revolver in the other.   They first smashed one of the white riding lights then one went down forward, the other aft, where they placed the bombs, the latter returning on deck with the boat’s barometer and a red ensign in his hand.   Speaking in good English, one of the German Officers ordered the crew to get into their small boat.   With the Germans aboard the small boat was towed to the submarine but the crew were not taken aboard.   There were, however, a number of men aboard the submarine from other boats and they were put aboard the small boat.   The submarine then sailed away and soon the bombs aboard the fishing boat went off and the crew saw their boat disappear very quickly.   After rowing about for nearly five hours they were picked up by the Pittenweem Patrol boat Restless Ocean which took them to Shields.
The submarine went alongside another fishing boat the Andrewina, Skipper Alex Watson.   The crew were having tea in the cabin before starting to haul their nets when they felt something strike the side of their boat.   The skipper’s son went to go up the ladder and found two Germans looking down the hatch at him with revolvers in their hands.   The crew were ordered on deck and the Germans helped them to launch their small boat before placing a fuse bomb fore and aft.   The German officers this time removed the clock and barometer from the Andrewina.   After they were all safely aboard the small boat the German Officers ordered them alongside the submarine and then ordered Skipper Watson on board.   Skipper Watson had four sons with him in his boat and one can imagine what it must have been for them to see the submarine submerge with their father aboard.   The German Commander then saw two white lights about a quarter of a mile distant and enquired of Skipper Watson what kind of craft it was.   His answer was that he thought it would be a fishing boat.   The Germans then steered for the two lights and at the same time threatened to shoot Skipper Watson if it turned out to be a British warship.   Fortunately the lights turned out to be a Lowestoft steam drifter Renown which the submarine also sank.   Skipper Watson was put aboard the drifter and he assisted them to launch their small boat and then assisted them to row towards the St. Monance fishing boat Elspeth Smith with Skipper William Gay in charge, a Pittenweem fisherman, who landed them safely at Shields on Friday morning at seven am.   The other members of the Andrewina’s crew rowed about three miles before they were picked up by the motor bauldie Lizzie of Shields.   When the submarine had come alongside the Andrewina one of the crew had the presence of mind to throw off the messenger rope which held the boat to the nets, and on Sunday they heard that their fishing gear had been recovered.   The Andrewina, a boat of 70ft in length, sank in 20 minutes.
In all the submarine sank eight boats that night, the Andrewina belonging to Pittenweem Skipper Watson and four from St Monance.   They were the motor bauldies Johan, Skipper John Mayes, Spero Meliora belonging to Alex Irvine, St Monance, and manned by a Buckhaven crew, Janet Ovenstone, Skipper John Ovenstone, and the sailing boat Good Design, Skipper T Guthrie.

After the summer fishing it had been hoped that it might be possible for the Admiralty to permit, if not the full fishing, at least a restricted fishing at Yarmouth and Lowestoft in the autumn, but it was not found possible by the authorities who stated that there would be no fishing at all.
Margaret Murray

Skipper Watson’s grand-daughter

PAGE  
1

