
submarines in world war one
Submarines in World War One played a pivotal role that forever changed naval
warfare. The Great War (1914-1918) marked the first significant use of
submarines in combat, leading to strategic innovations and international
maritime policies that resonate to this day. This article delves into the
evolution of submarine technology, their operational tactics, and the impact
they had on the outcome of World War One.

The Evolution of Submarine Technology

The use of submarines can be traced back to early attempts at underwater
vessels, but it wasn't until the late 19th and early 20th centuries that
significant advancements were made. By the time World War One erupted,
submarines had evolved into more sophisticated craft, thanks to innovations
in engineering and propulsion.

Early Submarines

Before World War One, several countries experimented with submarine designs:

- Nautilus (1800): Designed by Robert Fulton, this early submarine was a
hand-powered vessel that never saw military action.
- Resurgam (1878): Developed by Reverend George Garrett, Resurgam was a
Victorian-era submarine that used steam power, although it also did not see
combat.
- Holland-class Submarines (1900): The first successful submarines, built by
John Philip Holland, were adopted by the U.S. Navy and the Royal Navy,
marking the dawn of modern submarines.

Technological Advancements

By 1914, submarines had undergone considerable technological improvements:

1. Propulsion Systems: The introduction of diesel engines allowed submarines
to travel faster and more quietly while submerged.
2. Torpedo Technology: The development of the self-propelled torpedo made
submarines lethal threats to surface vessels.
3. Periscopes: This technology allowed submariners to observe enemy ships
while remaining submerged, providing a tactical advantage.

These advancements ensured that submarines were not only viable but also
formidable components of naval warfare.



Submarine Warfare Strategies

As nations engaged in World War One, submarines were employed in various
strategic capacities. The most prominent of these was the practice of
unrestricted submarine warfare, a controversial tactic primarily utilized by
Germany.

Unrestricted Submarine Warfare

Unrestricted submarine warfare entailed attacking enemy merchant ships
without warning. Germany adopted this policy in response to the British naval
blockade, which severely restricted German access to supplies and resources.
Key elements of this strategy included:

- Targeting Merchant Vessels: German U-boats (Unterseeboot) aimed to cripple
Britain's supply lines by sinking merchant ships carrying food, ammunition,
and other essential commodities.
- Sinking Warships: U-boats also targeted enemy naval vessels, leading to
several notable naval engagements.

The most infamous incident occurred on May 7, 1915, when the British ocean
liner RMS Lusitania was sunk by a German U-boat, resulting in the loss of
1,198 lives, including 128 Americans. This event fueled anti-German sentiment
and contributed to the United States’ eventual entry into the war.

Countermeasures and Defense

The Allies quickly recognized the threat posed by submarines and implemented
various countermeasures:

- Convoy System: To protect merchant ships, the Allies adopted a convoy
system, where groups of ships traveled together under the protection of naval
escorts.
- Depth Charges: These explosive devices were designed to detonate
underwater, targeting submerged submarines and forcing them to surface or
destroy them outright.
- Anti-Submarine Warfare Ships: New classes of ships, such as destroyers and
smaller vessels, were specifically designed to hunt and destroy U-boats.

These countermeasures significantly reduced the effectiveness of German U-
boats later in the war.



The Impact of Submarines on World War One

The use of submarines in World War One had far-reaching consequences, both
immediate and long-lasting. Their impact can be evaluated through several
lenses:

Strategic Consequences

1. Naval Blockades: The German U-boat campaign aimed to break the British
blockade but ultimately led to increased Allied control of the seas.
2. Tactical Innovations: The war prompted advancements in naval tactics,
focusing on anti-submarine warfare and the need for better naval
intelligence.

Political Implications

The submarine warfare strategies employed during the war had significant
political ramifications:

- U.S. Entry into the War: The sinking of the Lusitania and ongoing attacks
on American vessels led to rising tensions between Germany and the United
States, contributing to the U.S. declaring war on Germany in April 1917.
- Public Sentiment: The unrestricted submarine warfare strategy stirred
public outrage and influenced both domestic and international opinion against
Germany.

Legacy and Lessons Learned

The legacy of submarine warfare in World War One set the stage for future
naval engagements. Key lessons included:

- Evolving Technologies: Submarine technology continued to advance post-war,
with nations investing in more sophisticated designs during the interwar
period.
- International Maritime Law: The indiscriminate sinking of merchant vessels
raised ethical questions about submarine warfare, leading to discussions on
the need for regulations governing naval engagements and civilian protection.

Conclusion

The role of submarines in World War One was transformative, marking a
significant shift in the nature of naval warfare. The technological



advancements, strategic innovations, and political consequences of submarine
operations during the war reshaped military tactics and international
relations for decades to come. Understanding the complex interplay between
submarines and the broader context of World War One offers valuable insights
into the evolution of modern warfare and the ongoing relevance of naval power
in global conflicts.

As we reflect on the legacy of submarines in this pivotal conflict, it
becomes clear that their influence extends far beyond the battlefields of the
Great War, underscoring the importance of naval capabilities in contemporary
military strategy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did submarines play in World War One?
Submarines were primarily used for anti-shipping operations, targeting enemy
merchant vessels and blockading ports to disrupt supply lines.

Which country was the first to use submarines
effectively in World War One?
Germany was the first country to effectively use submarines in World War One,
specifically their U-boats.

What was unrestricted submarine warfare?
Unrestricted submarine warfare was a naval strategy employed by Germany that
involved attacking any ship, including neutral and civilian vessels, without
warning.

How did the use of submarines affect the outcome of
World War One?
The use of submarines significantly affected the war by disrupting supply
chains, leading to food shortages and impacting the morale of the Allies.

What was the Lusitania, and why is it significant in
submarine warfare?
The Lusitania was a British ocean liner sunk by a German U-boat in 1915,
resulting in the deaths of 1,198 people, which turned public opinion against
Germany and influenced the United States' entry into the war.



How did the Allies counter the threat of German U-
boats?
The Allies countered U-boats by employing convoy systems, where merchant
ships traveled in groups escorted by naval vessels to protect against
submarine attacks.

What technological advancements were made in
submarine design during World War One?
Submarine design saw advancements such as improved hull materials, increased
range, and the introduction of torpedo technology, enhancing their combat
effectiveness.

What was the impact of submarine warfare on civilian
shipping during World War One?
Submarine warfare had a devastating impact on civilian shipping, leading to
increased losses of civilian lives and cargo, which strained economies and
trade.

Were submarines used by any other countries besides
Germany in World War One?
Yes, several countries, including Britain, France, and the United States,
also utilized submarines during World War One, although they were not as
prominent as the German U-boats.
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