THE LACONIA INCIDENT: SEPT. 1942 

*
The Laconia was a 19,695 ton British liner traveling north along the African continent in the Atlantic.  It was headed toward the U.K. and carried a 136-man crew, 80 civilians, 268 military personnel, 160 Polish guards and approximately 1,800 Italian POWs.

*
U-156, commanded by Werner Hartenstein, torpedoed it on 12 September.

*
The crew of U-156 was amazed to hear Italian voices in the water and in the lifeboats from the Laconia.  Hartenstein began rescue operations and radioed for assistance.

*
He sent out an uncoded messages saying “If any ship will assist the ship-wrecked “Laconia” crew, I will not attack providing I am not being attacked by ship or air forces.”  I picked up 193 men.”  He then added his position.

*
Over the next few days, U-156 rescued about 400 individuals; 200 were on board the U-156 and 200 in lifeboats.  

*
U-506 and U-507 arrived shortly and then added more.  All of the U-boats headed for the African shore, towing the lifeboats.

*
On 16 September, at 1125 hours, an American B-24 operating from Ascension Island spotted the boats, some of which were flying the Red Cross flag.  He radioed his base, asking for instructions.  He was told to attack.  He did at 1232 hours and the U-boats cut their lines to the life boats and submerged.  

*
Fortunately, some neutral French warships from Dakar arrived and picked up the survivors.  Roughly 1,500 survived the sinking.

*
Admiral Karl Dönitz, on hearing what happened, issued an order which later was held against him when he was tried at Nuremberg.  He forbade U-boats to pick up survivors, unless they were commanders or chief engineers, or to hand over food and water.   U-boats should rescue survivors only when it was necessary for the U-boat to survive.

*
The U.S. was doing the same thing in the Pacific, but Dönitz was charged with this as a violation of the laws of war.  He was sentenced to ten years in Spandau Prison. 

