





Penang through the eyes
of Kptlt. Jirgen Oesten,
Commander of U-861
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Bottom left. the
U-boat
approaching
Swettenham Pier
— the myriad
small Japanese
and native craft
keeping clear of
the submarine’s
intended berth.

Top. the

welcoming party on Swettenham Pier. To the right can
be seen the workshops established by the Japanese and
used by Kriegsmarine personnel. The fifth from the left
in this photograph is Fregattenkapitan Wilhelm
Dommes.

Middle left, local transport was used to ferry
equipment and men about the Penang dockyard.

Photographs originally reproduced in Laurence Paterson, Hitler's Grey
Wolves: U-Boats in the Indian Ocean (2004).



The Shanghai Hotel. originally a
romantic villa built by Kapitan China
Chung Thye Pin, with a large dome and
underground chambers. During the war
it served as a dance hall and bordello
for the German officers. After the war,
it was a bar., restaurant and tea garden,
a favourite venue for weddings and tea
parties. The hotel has been demolished
and in its place are the condominium
blocks of 1 Persiaran Gurney.

While the tide of war turned in
Europe and the quality of life
in the Third Reich deteriorated,
conditions in Malaya were very
relaxed and opulent for visiting
Germans. Qesten’s photos
show German officers hanging
out at the pavilions around the
swimming pool at Mount
Pleasure, Penang.

The Shanghai Hotel

During the war. the Shanghai Hotel became
a bordello for the German officers. Jirgen
Oesten, commander of U-861, describes
how this establishment was set up.

... | went to the Japanese Admiral and said
‘| want a "hotel" for my boys'. and we were
given the Shanghai Hotel, which had been
requisitioned. So we started this hotel and
we engaged nice girls that were checked by
our own medical officers. We made contracts
with these girls that if they only wanted to
dance then okay, they got a certain kind of
flower to wear, but if they were willing to
sleep with the boys then they wore a
different kind of flower as a signal. We also
arranged with them that while they were
under contract with us they had to stay at
this hotel so that they didn’t get any disease
elsewhere.!

In some other ports. half the U-boat crews
came down with syphillis because their
young men availed themselves of the local
Chinese brothels.

NOTES
I Paterson. 2004: 132.

Photographs by Jirgen Oesten, originally reproduced In Laurence
Paterson, Hitler's Grey Wolves: U-Boats in the Indian Ocean (2004):



misgivings. even though the Japanese
were instructed to extend their fullest
hospitality to the Germans.

Young Nordic mariners might have proved
an embarrassment to the philosophy of
Creater East Asia Co-Prosperity,
nonetheless crews wandered about ashore
in Penang in a way denied most Japanese
military personnel. Some clashes between
shore authorities and seamen, especially
without a common language. were
inescapable, but friction was on the whole
kept to a minimum.'®

Extremely generous conditions for
Kriegsmarine sailors naturally aroused
envy and resentment by their Japanese
counterparts. Despite general food
shortages experienced by the rest of the
population, the German crews received
ample rations. including rye bread from
a special bakery, meat from a local
German butchery. and vegetables such as
potatoes and cabbages. Eating from
roadside stalls was forbidden for fear of
contracting typhus or cholera, as was
consumption of locally produced
alcohol. with the exception of beer.

It was the U-boat crews’ good fortune
that the refrigerated steamer S.S.
Nanking, travelling fully loaded from
Australia to Burma, was captured by the
German raider Thor in May 1942.
Within her cavernous holds and cold-
storage chambers were 42,000 cases of
canned meat, 28,000 cases of fruit and
vegetables and 800 tons of flour. as well
as fresh butter, meat and bacon. The ship
was tied up at the Penang harbour for
the rest of the war, serving as a food
storehouse.'?

In the midst of war, romance bloomed
between Willi Hans Bohm, a German
officer with the U-boat contingent in
Penang, and Agnes Vaz. a local
Portuguese Eurasian girl.

Bohm was a navy officer who found
himself in Japan after his tanker
Uckermark blew up in the Yokohama
harbour due to sabotage. The ship’s
commander Walther von Satorski was
posted to Singapore, while B6hm got
himself transferred to Penang.? There he
met Agnes Vaz, a nurse. As food was
scarce during the Japanese Occupation,
Bohm used to smuggle food to his
girlfriend's house in Sungai Nibong, by
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Willi Hans Béhm and Agnes Vaz
— their wedding photo in 1946.
and during their 50th
anniversary in 1996.

Photographs courtesy of Willi Goya.



bicycle. His son Willi Goya noted that
Bohm had to be very careful:

They faced a lot of resistance because it
was very difficult for a local girl to go out
with the enemy.?!

When war ended in 1945, B6hm was
interned at Changi. Upon his release the
following year, Bohm and Agnes Vaz got
married. They had three sons in post-war
Germany and three more in Penang.
before migrating to Australia in 1973. In
2004, when 86-year old Bohm was
dying of lung cancer in Perth. their love
story attracted international attention.
His poor health did not permit him to
fulfill his dying wish, which was to return
to Penang one last time. Malaysian well-
wishers responded warmly when the
family sent out a request for a Penang
flag over the Internet. and this was
eventually draped together with a
German flag over Willi Hans B&hm's
coffin.
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Corrections to this document courtesy of Axel Dorrenbach

1) p106-107: According to the information by the eye-witnesses | know, the base commanders-in-charge
were:

(0) Trendtel (from Japan, but did not take over command because of a new task in Japan)
(1) Erhardt

(2) Hoppe

(3) again Erhardt (because Hoppe was despatched on U-168, but later returned to Java)
(4) Dommes

(5) Gritzmacher

Dr. Kandeler was at no time CIC at Penang; since 1943 he was already appointed CIC at Jakarta.

Grutzmacher was CIC at Penang as late as from January 1945; earlier before, he was CIC in Yokohama (|
have got all his post war manuscripts of his navy career).

2) p108: The Arado

The picture shows dark painting but all Arados in the Far Eastern war theatre had light blue camouflage
painting and no German signs.

3) p106-107: Fritz Schneewind

p107 says “Fritz Schneewind (1917-1951) ... died in the Java sea when U-183 was sunk”. The year when
U-183 was sunk was of course “1945” not 1951. Also Schneewind was not CIC at Penang at any time. In
July 1943 he brought ”his” uboat to Japan and was given an audience by the Emperor. Later in Singapore
(not Penang) he took command of U-183.



