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An Everchanging World - 1914 to 1938



Start of World War II - 3 September 1939
- Britain declared war on Germany following the invasion of 
Poland 
- Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain addressed the nation 



Strategic Location

A natural harbour in the Orkney Islands 
covering 125 square miles, positioned to 

control access between the North Sea and 
Atlantic Ocean, making it ideal for intercepting 

German naval movements

Naval Importance

Home to the British Grand Fleet during World 
War I and the Home Fleet in 1939, considered 
the most secure anchorage in British waters 

and vital for protecting Atlantic convoys

The Home Fleet Anchorage at Scapa Flow





Strategic Position Controlling North Sea Access
Strategic Anchorage

Scapa Flow is a vast, sheltered body of water in the Orkney Islands, long 
prized as one of the safest natural harbours in northern Europe



10 miles/16 KM

15 miles/24 KM

HMS ROYAL OAK



Protective Naval and Air Stations on the Orkneys

Legend

RAF station Fleet Air Arm 
(RNAS)

Royal Navy 
shore base

RAF Grimsetter
Primary RAF airfield (now Kirkwall Airport)

RNAS HATSTON
Fleet Air Arm

RAF Skeabrae
Fighter Defence (Hurricanes  and Spitfires)

RNAS TWATT
Maritime Patrol Aircraft

HMS PYRAMUS
Shore Support, Lyness





Coastal Guns
Batteries, like those at Hoxa 
Head, guarded all approaches

Anti-Submarine Nets
Nets, sensors and patrols 
blocked U-boats

Air and Sea Cover
Royal Air Force and Fleet Air 
Arm patrols provided constant 
defence

Protected Against the Elements and the Enemy



Anti-Submarine Nets



Anti-Submarine Nets



Sunken Block Ships - What Good Looks Like



Sunken Block Ships - A Problem



But It Had Weaknesses

Static defence rely on constant verification - storms shift block ships, current scour channel, nets sag - 
Vigilance softened where confidence ran highest as to the impregnable nature  of the eastern entrance –

Neglect was an issue by September 1939 

Submarine Threat

Advances in U-boat design 
and tactics made Scapa 

Flow vulnerable to surprise 
attack, particularly from 

midget submarines

Limited Detection

Outdated detection 
equipment and poor night-

time visibility made it 
difficult to spot enemy 

submarines

Reliance
on

Static Defences

Heavy reliance on fixed 
defences and blockships 
created a false sense of 

security



Scapa Flow - Threats to Home Fleet Safety
German Preparation and Intelligence

- German U-boat technology had advanced 
significantly
- Detailed intelligence gathered through 
reconnaissance missions and a network of spies 
across Britain
- Aerial photography provided accurate 
understanding of Scapa Flow layout



HMS ROYAL OAK - The Ship

Portsmouth Harbour - 1920

HMS ROYAL OAK

HMS VICTORY



HMS ROYAL OAK - The Ship and Her Career



HMS ROYAL OAK - Movement in the Days Before 



HMS ROYAL OAK - The Ship’s Company
On the Night of 13 October 1939 …

HMS ROYAL OAK carried a Ship’s Company of 1,234 
… many were young sailors, including 163 ‘boy 
sailors’ aged between 15 and 18 years



The Protagonist … and His Boat!



The Early Life and Career of Gunther Prien

Early Years and Naval Career (1908-1938)

- Born in 1908 in Osterfeld, Germany
- After 10-years in the German merchant marine joined 
the Kriegsmarine on 16 January 1933
- Took Command of U-47 in on 17 December 1938 - so 10 
months command experience before his Scapa Flow 
escapade



U-47 - Capable - But Still Rather Them Than Me!
The U-47 – Type VIIB Submarine

- Built for stealth rather than spectacle  - 66 m 
long (one half the size of the Ocean View Buffet) - 
designed to slip quietly through the sea
- Approximately 44-man crew

Armament and Power Generation

- Forward-mounted naval gun used against 
merchant ships to conserve torpedoes
- 4 torpedo tubes in the bow and one in the stern 
– Total of 14 torpedoes carried
- Diesel engines used for surface running and 
charging batteries and then electric motors for 
silent underwater movement



U-47 - The Mission
Shock Britain - Demonstrate that even its home waters were 
vulnerable 
Inspire Germany - Boost morale with the image of daring and 
success 
Expose Weaknesses - Test and reveal flaws in British naval 
defences 
Elevate The Strategic Role Of U-Boats - Show submarines 
could strike deep in enemy waters 



U-47 - The Mission



U-47 - The Passage to Scapa Flow



U-47 - The Approach and Infiltration into Scapa Flow

- On the night of 13 October 1939, U-47 surfaced east of 
South Ronaldsay (Orkney Islands) and began her 
approach to Scapa Flow through the narrow Kirk Sound 
passage between the Burray and the Mainland islands
- Prien navigated his boat through treacherous waters 
using only surface visibility provided by the northern 
lights illuminating the night sky
- The submarine successfully passed through gaps 
between shifted blockships that were supposed to seal 
the entrance



U-47 - The Approach and Infiltration into Scapa Flow
Why The 13 October  1939?

- Full Moon – Low Water at just after midnight … so slack 
tidal stream (otherwise up to 7-9 knots)



U-47 – Incredible Feet of Navigation



U-47 – Daring Navigation through Kirk Sound Block Ships
At just after low water and on a flooding tide U-47 
manoeuvred around the Block Ships – she grazed one of 
the Block Ships … but sustained no damage



U-47 - The Search for Targets inside Scapa Flow
- U-47 moved slowly on the surface
- Prien sighted what he first believed to be a battlecruiser. It was 
actually HMS ROYAL OAK, anchored and silhouetted against the 
faint night sky
- Another ship, HMS PEGASUS (a seaplane carrier), lay nearby 
but was not attacked
- HMS ROYAL OAK was at a buoy, with minimal expectation of 
submarine threat inside the anchorage



U-47 - On Arrival in Scapa Flow



U-47 - First Salvo against HMS ROYAL OAK
At approximately 00:58, Prien fired a spread of three torpedoes:

- One torpedo hit the bow of HMS ROYAL OAK
- The explosion was muffled and confusing
- Many aboard thought it was an internal accident or minor 
explosion
- The ship did not immediately sink, and few men went to action 
stations



U-47 - Second Devasting Salvo against HMS ROYAL OAK
Prien considered departing Scapa Flow but quickly changed his 
mind and had his crew quickly (in about 18 minutes) reload the 
bow tubes and repositioned his Boat:

- At about 01:16, he fired another spread of torpedoes - two 
torpedoes struck midships and one detonated near the 
magazine
- A massive internal explosion tore through the ship and HMS 
ROYAL OAK listed heavily within minutes



U-47 – Going in for the Kill









Minutes

The time it took for HMS ROYAL OAK to list, roll, capsize and then sink completely after the 
fatal torpedo strikes, leaving hundreds of men trapped below decks with no time to 

escape the rapidly flooding compartments

835
Lives Lost

386
Survivors

126
Boy Sailors Died

15
Unaccounted 

For



The Attack Aftermath - Confusion
- British forces initially did not realise a submarine had attacked
- Some believed it was an air raid or internal explosion
- No immediate, coordinated anti-submarine response 
occurred - it was this confusion gave Prien his escape window



U-47 - Makes Her Escape - Still Un-Detected
U-47 thought it might have been seen on the approach back to 
the  Kirk Sound but, incredibly, they missed the Boat. He came 
up to full speed and exited out into the North Sea for passage 
back to Germany





The Attack Aftermath - Rescue and Recovery

Immediate Rescue Efforts

- Small boats from tenders and guard vessels were lowered 
into the water
- Sailors, many in nightclothes, were pulled from oil-covered 
seas
- Survivors clung to wreckage, Carley floats and debris - the 
freezing and oil contaminated water meant time was brutally 
limited … many who escaped here later died from exposure

Conditions in the Anchorage

- Some rescue craft were initially delayed by uncertainty over 
what had caused the explosion
- Searchlights swept the water, but ships were reluctant to show 
lights for fear of another submarine
- Burning oil on the surface created both light and hazard
-Countless acts of courage occurred as sailors repeatedly went 
back into the water to pull out survivors





The place where the German U-boat sank the British 
battleship was none other than Scapa Flow, Britain's 

greatest naval base

William Shirer

American war correspondent William Shirer captured the world's astonishment at this audacious feat. The 
propaganda value to Nazi Germany was immense, demonstrating that even Britain's most secure harbours were 
vulnerable to German submarine warfare, boosting home front morale whilst shocking Allied nations





The Attack Aftermath - Strategic Implications



U-47 - A Hero’s Homecoming



The Life and Career of Gunther Prien Post Scapa  Flow

Post Scapa Flow  (1939-1941)

- Personally awarded Knight's Cross by Hitler and dubbed ‘the 
Bull of Scapa Flow’ on the Boat’s return 
- After becoming Germany's most celebrated U-boat 
commander at Scapa Flow, Günther Prien disappeared with U-
47 and all 45 crew in the North Atlantic during March 1941 - the 
exact cause of the submarine's loss remains one of the 
enduring mysteries of the Battle of the Atlantic -  enemy action, 
mine, engineering or operational defect are all reasons listed

U-47 sent its final message on 20 February 1941 while operating 
against Allied convoys in the North Atlantic. The submarine 
failed to report in thereafter and was officially listed as missing



The Wreck Today
HMS ROYAL OAK rests on her starboard side in Scapa Flow, 
serving as both a war grave for 833 sailors and a protected 
historic wreck.

The site is marked by a green buoy and remains largely intact 
after more than 80 years underwater, still releasing small 
amounts of oil as a reminder of that night in 1939

A Protected Site,  the wreck lies in 100 feet of water and is 
designated as a controlled site under the Protection of Military 
Remains Act 1986







Commemoration





Next Presentation (See App and Celebrity Today)



Thank You
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