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Felix von Luckner with his wife, 1931
Felix von Luckner and his wife are shown returning to Germany after a trip to America in
October 1931.
Pahl, Georg: Felix von Luckner mit Gattin, black-and-white photograph, Germany, October
1931; source: Bundesarchiv, Bild 102-12372, via Wikimedia Commons,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bundesarchiv_Bild_102-12372,_Felix_von_Luckner_m
it_Gattin.jpg.
This file is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Germany license:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/de/deed.en.

Luckner, Felix
Naval Officer
Born 09 June 1881 in Pennrich near Dresden
Died 13 April 1966 in Malmö, Sweden

Summary

Felix Graf von Luckner, the so-called “sea-devil”, was a German naval officer. During the
Great War he became famous as a successful, but always gallant raider in the South Sea,
until the merchant raider under his command, the sailing-vessel Seeadler, shipwrecked on a
reef off the small island Mopelia (today Maupihaa).
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Introduction
Felix Graf von Luckner (1881-1966), fourth son of Heinrich Wilhelm Graf von Luckner
(1857-1950) and his second wife Marie Magdalene (1857-1950), ran away from home to join
the merchant navy in 1896. Until 1911, interrupted only by his military service in the Imperial
German Navy from 1903-1904, he lived an unsteady life, earning his living by working as a
seaman, a professional boxer, an assistant lighthouse-keeper, a magician, and even as a
carney in many countries all over the world. Married in 1910, he eventually reentered the
Imperial Navy in 1911. In 1913, he became commander of the gun-boat S.M.S. Panther and
left Germany for a patrol of the German colony Cameroon.

Wartime
After the outbreak of war in August 1914, Count Luckner joined the High Seas Fleet. As
gunnery officer he took part in the Battle of Jutland in 1916 on board of the battleship S.M.S.
Kronprinz. Soon after, he became commander of the merchant raider Seeadler, a sailing
vessel. Successfully breaking the British blockade in the North Sea, he sank fourteen ships
totaling 60,000 tons on a 35,000 mile-long journey to the South Sea between December 1916
and August 1917. He became well-known as a cunning, courageous, but always gallant raider
who did his best not to harm his victims. Only one foreign sailor lost his life during these
raids. In August 1917, the Seeadler ran onto a reef off the island of Mopelia and had to be
abandoned. Although he tried to escape in a small boat, Luckner and five of his men were
taken prisoner on Wakaya Island (Fiji).

Post-war
Returning to Germany after two years imprisonment following the signing of the Treaty of
Versailles in 1919, Luckner joined the navy again, now renamed the Reichsmarine. However,
he had to leave in 1922 after increasing quarrels about his attempts to exploit his fame as
war-hero while commanding the navy’s training vessel Niobe. Luckner emigrated to Sweden,
where he married his second wife. He published his first book about his deeds as early as
1920. Soon after, he travelled around the world in his own sailing vessel, the Vaterland,
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giving talks about his wartime adventures and enjoying his fame. He returned to Nazi
Germany in 1933. Back in Germany, Luckner never joined the Nazi Party nor openly
supported Nazi ideology. He used his fame to win over Adolf Hitler’s (1889-1945) support for
his vessels and travels. In 1939 he was accused of incest and rape but was never convicted
following an order by Hitler personally. Prior to this, Luckner had admitted the charges
against him.

His role in saving the life of a Jewish woman from deportation and death during the war is
unclear. Though a letter from this woman from 1951 seemed to validate this claim, Yad
Vashem officials regarded this letter as well as Luckner’s own account as insufficient
evidence to honour him. In April 1945, he helped save the city of Halle/Saale from destruction
by U.S. forces.

In post-war Germany Luckner was still a popular man who enjoyed talking about his
adventures and would tear up thick telephone books to show his personal strength. Today
historians have great doubts about the truth of many of his adventurous tales. Moreover, his
fame suffered a severe setback when the files about the charges against him became public.

Michael Epkenhans, Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwissenschaften der Bundeswehr
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