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INTRODUCTION: THE SILENT
HUNTERS’ BADGES OF HONOR

The German U-boat campaigns of both
World  Wars  remain  one  of  the  most
dramatic chapters in naval history. Yet
beyond  the  technical  detai ls  of
torpedoes, depth charges, and the grey
steel of the hulls, there is a lesser-known
but  deeply  symbolic  aspect  of  these
submarines: their emblems. German U-
boat  emblems  were  far  more  than
mere  decoration.  They  served  as
identit ies,  morale  boosters,  and
talismans for  crews that spent months
submerged  in  the  cold  Atlantic.  From
snarling  wolves  to  laughing  sawfish,
these  insignia  told  stories  of  pride,
superstition,  and  camaraderie.  In  this
art ic le ,  we  explore  the  or ig ins,
meanings ,  and  legacy  o f  these
fascinating  symbols  that  still  captivate
historians and collectors today.

THE ORIGINS OF GERMAN U-
BOAT EMBLEMS

The tradition of marking submarines with
distinctive  submarine  badges  began
during the First World War. Early German
U-boats  often  displayed  s imple
geometric designs or national markings.
However, as the war progressed and U-
boat crews developed a strong esprit de
corps,  commanders  began  to  adopt
personal  or  unit  emblems.  These were
painted on the conning tower – the most
visible part of the boat when surfaced.

The  p rac t i ce  was  in fo rma l  bu t
widespread,  and  it  continued  into  the
interwar period.
By the time of the Second World War,
the Kriegsmarine had formalized certain
aspects of naval heraldry, but the use of
U-boat insignia remained largely at the
discretion  of  the  commanding  officer.
Emblems  could  be  inherited  from
previous  commanders,  chosen  to  reflect
the  boat’s  personality,  or  selected  to
honor  a  patron  or  region.  Some were
humorous, others aggressive, and a few
were deeply personal. They became part
of the boat’s very essence.

WHY EMBLEMS MATTERED:
BEYOND DECORATION

Life  aboard  a  German  U-boat  was
claustrophobic,  dangerous,  and
psychologically  taxing.  In  such  an
environment,  German  submarine
emblems  served  multiple  crucial
functions.  First,  they fostered a strong
sense  of  identity.  A  crew  that  sailed
under a unique symbol – a charging bull,
a diving shark, or a grinning devil – felt a
bond  that  transcended  rank.  The
emblem  was  their  flag,  their  mascot,
their  shared  story.
Second,  emblems  were  used  for
identification  at  sea.  When  multiple  U-
boats  gathered  in  a  “wolfpack,”  the
conning  tower  markings  allowed  rapid
recognition. This was vital  for avoiding
friendly  fire  and  coordinating  attacks.
The  v i sua l  d i s t i n c t i veness  o f
Kriegsmarine emblems also helped in
propaganda photographs and newsreels,
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both at home and abroad.
Third,  superstition  ran  deep  among
submariners.  Many  crewmen  believed
that  a  powerful  emblem could  protect
them from harm. A snarling animal or a
mythical creature was thought to ward
off  bad  luck.  Some  emblems  were
changed  after  a  boat  survived  a
particularly  harrowing  depth-charge
attack, as a form of gratitude or renewed
protection.

CATEGORIES OF GERMAN U-BOAT
EMBLEMS

The  variety  of  U-boat  insignia  is
astonishing.  One  can  group  them into
several broad categories:

Animal emblems: Wolves,
sharks, bears, eagles, dogs, and
even insects were common. The
wolf was especially popular,
referencing the U-boat “wolfpack”
tactic. Sharks symbolized
predatory stealth. The famous
U-96 carried a laughing sawfish,
which became one of the most
iconic emblems of the war.
Mythical and supernatural
figures: Devils, skeletons, and
grim reapers reflected the
fatalistic humor of U-boat crews. A
skeleton holding a scythe was a
dark joke about the boat’s grim
trade. The devil motif often
appeared as a red figure with a
pitchfork.
Humorous and cartoonish
designs: Some emblems were
lighthearted. A pig riding a
torpedo, a duck with a depth
charge, or a cartoon sailor winking
– these helped relieve tension.
Commander Karl-Friedrich Merten
of U-68 used a smiling sun over a

sailboat, a stark contrast to the
violence of war.
Geographic and regional
symbols: Many U-boats were
adopted by cities or regions. The
Edelweiss flower (U-124), the
Bavarian lion, or the Prussian
eagle linked the boat to a
homeland. Crews often painted the
emblem of their hometown on the
conning tower.
Abstract and heraldic designs:
Shields, crests, tridents, and
anchors were also used. These
often borrowed from traditional
naval symbolism but were
customized for each boat.

FAMOUS GERMAN U-BOAT
EMBLEMS AND THEIR STORIES

Some emblems have become legendary,
thanks to the exploits of the boats that
carried  them.  Here  are  a  few  notable
examples:

The Laughing
Sawfish of U-96
Perhaps  the  most  recognized  German
U-boat emblem is that of U-96, made
famous by  the  novel  and film Das Boot.
The  emblem  –  a  green  sawfish  with  a
wide grin and a red scarf – was originally
adopted by an earlier boat, U-96 (WWI),
but was revived by Commander Heinrich
Lehmann-Willenbrock.  The  sawfish’s
cheerful,  almost  mocking  expression
became a symbol of the boat’s survival
and aggression. It is still reproduced on
models and memorabilia worldwide.
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The Snorting Bull
of U-47
Perhaps no emblem is as aggressive as
the “Snorting Bull” of U-47, commanded
by the legendary Günther Prien. The bull,
shown  charging  with  lowered  head,
represented  the  boat’s  daring  raid  on
Scapa Flow in 1939. After that success,
the  emblem  was  officially  adopted  and
became  synonymous  with  the  “Scapa
Flow  Bull.”  Prien’s  own  cap  badge
featured  a  miniature  version.  The  bull
was a powerful  morale symbol  for  the
entire U-boat arm.

The Edelweiss of
U-124
U-124 carried a white Edelweiss flower, a
symbol of the Alpine regions of Germany
and  Austria.  The  boat’s  commander,
Johann Mohr, had served in the Austrian
navy  before  the  war,  and  the  flower
honored  that  heritage.  The  Edelweiss
also represented purity and resilience in
harsh  conditions  –  fitting  for  a  U-boat.
The emblem was simple but elegant, and
it stood out among the more aggressive
animal designs.

The Devil and
the Anchor –
U-99 and Others
Otto  Kretschmer’s  U-99  used a  simple
horseshoe,  a  symbol  of  good  luck.  In
contrast,  U-552  (commanded  by  Erich
Topp) featured a “Red Devil” – a grinning

imp holding  a  spade,  often  called  the
“Devil  of  the  Atlantic.”  The  U-552
emblem  became  one  of  the  most
photographed, partly because Topp was
a  highly  decorated  commander.  The
combination of a red devil with a black
hull made for a striking image.

DESIGN AND PLACEMENT OF
EMBLEMS

The  primary  location  for  a  U-boat
conning  tower  emblem  was  on  the
side of the tower itself, painted in white
or bright colors so it could be seen from
a  distance.  Smaller  versions  often
appeared  on  the  crew’s  caps,  on  the
boat’s logbooks, and sometimes on the
torpedo tubes. Some commanders had a
personal  emblem  that  differed  from  the
boat’s  official  one.  For  instance,  U-977
carried a stylized “U” and an anchor, but
the crew also had a mascot of a black
cat.
The  painting  was  usually  done  by  a
crewmember with artistic talent – often a
machinist  or  a  signalman.  Paints  were
limited,  so  designs  were  kept  simple,
using two or three colors. The emblem
had to  be  easily  recognizable  even in
rough seas or low light. Over time, the
paint  would  chip  and  fade,  and  the
emblem would be repainted, sometimes
with slight variations. This gives a rich
field  for  historians  studying  WWII
submarine markings  –  no two boats
looked exactly alike at different points in
their careers.

EMBLEMS AS MEMORIALS AND
BATTLE HONORS

As  the  war  progressed,  some  U-boat
badges  were  modified  to  reflect
achievements. Rings around the emblem
could indicate the number of ships sunk.
Stars,  swords,  or  oak  leaves  were
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sometimes  added.  For  example,  the
“Snorting Bull” of U-47 was shown with a
knight’s  cross  after  Prien  received the
award.  These  additions  turned  the
emblem into a living record of the boat’s
success.
When  a  U-boat  was  lost,  its  emblem
often  lived  on.  Crews  of  subsequent
boats  might  adopt  it  as  a  tribute.
Additionally,  reunion  associations  of
former  U-boat  men  continued  to  use
their emblems on flags and patches long
after  the  war  ended.  Today,  these
symbols  can  be  found  in  museums,
private collections, and on reproduction
memorabilia.  They are  a  gateway into
the personal, human side of submarine
warfare.

THE LEGACY OF GERMAN U-BOAT
EMBLEMS TODAY

Interest  in  German  submarine
emblems remains high among military
historians,  model  builders,  and  World
War  II  enthusiasts.  Many  books  and
websites catalog every known emblem
with great precision. The emblems are
also used in modern naval traditions –
for  example,  some  modern  submarine
crews adopt mascots or logos, following
the same spirit.
However, collectors and historians must
approach these emblems with context.
They  are  not  just  cool  designs;  they

represent  the  tools  of  a  devastating
conflict.  The  emblems  were  part  of  the
machinery of  war,  and the boats  they
decorated were responsible for immense
loss  of  life.  Responsible  scholarship
respects  the  historical  reality  while
appreciating the artistry and symbolism.
Reproduction patches, mugs, and model
decals  featuring  these  emblems  are
widely available.  This has helped keep
the memory of the U-boat crews alive,
but  also  commercialized  it.  The  most
famous emblems – the sawfish, the bull,
the  edelweiss  –  have  become  iconic
beyond their original context.

CONCLUSION: SYMBOLS OF THE
DEEP

German U-boat emblems were far more
than painted decorations. They were the
heart  and  sou l  o f  a  submar ine ,
representing the crew’s  identity,  fears,
hopes, and pride. From the fierce bull of
Scapa  Flow  to  the  grinning  sawfish  of
Das Boot,  these insignia have become
timeless  symbols  of  the  U-boat  war.
They remind us that even in the depths
of the ocean, surrounded by steel and
fear, humans seek to mark their territory
and tell their story. Whether seen on a
museum  exhibit,  a  book  cover,  or  a
hobbyist’s  model,  these  German  U-
boat emblems  continue to evoke the
eerie,  thrilling,  and  tragic  world  of
undersea  warfare.


