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In the late morning of Dec.9th 1944, within sight of Cape Jaffa, the crew of the Greek cargo ship Ilissos saw a submarine surface at their stern and fire three rounds at them from its deck gun. The ship was not damaged and by returning fire from her stern mounted gun, forced the U-boat to submerge and retreat.

The submarine was the German cruising U-boat U-862, which had left Keil on May 21st 1944. Making final departure from Trodheim on the 28th she steered through the Denmark Strait and down the middle of the Atlantic Ocean en route for Penang with a crew of 64 under the command of Korvettenkapitän Heinrich Timm. Having been defeated in the North Atlantic, German U-boats were despatched further afield in search of easy prey and light defences. By the final year of the Second World War over two-dozen boats had been sent to the Indian Ocean to destroy shipping and divert allied resources. By the time they reached Penang on Sept.23rd the crew of U-862 had sunk 5 ships and an RAF Catalina aircraft.

After rest and repairs at the Japanese Naval bases of Penang, Singapore and Jakarta, U-862 commenced its second mission on Nov.18th. Allied intelligence was aware of most enemy movements so surveillance was increased off the West Australian coast. Navigating a course wide of Fremantle however, Timm cautiously approached the shipping lanes in the Great Australian Bight. Finding nothing there, U-862 passed South Neptune Island and to the south of Kangaroo Island and did not encounter another vessel until the morning of Dec.9th. Due to the heavy swell, the Germans were unable to use torpedoes to sink the Ilissos. So Timm, impatient for a kill, decide to surface, give pursuit and attack with his deck gun. The rough weather prevented any hope for success and by crash-diving the U-boat had a very narrow escape.

Despite this failure, U-862 did succeed in sinking the American liberty ship Robert J.Walker off Bateman’s Bay and the Peter Silvester in the Indian Ocean, as well as cruising along New Zealand’s east coast and occupying enormous naval and airforce resources. She returned safely to Singapore on Feb.20th 1945 and on the German surrender in May was taken over by the Imperial Japanese Navy. A year later U-862 was scuttled in the Strait of Malacca.
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