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PRAISE FOR ED OFFLEY’S

TURNING THE TIDE:

“As important and engaging as the sweep and generalities of the largest naval campaign in history are, the bulk of this book, and Offley’s signal contribution, is his first-hand, blow-by-blow descriptions of some of the deadliest and most game-changing encounters of the Atlantic war. . . . Turning the Tide . . . belongs on the bookshelves of professional historians or of general readers attempting to understand a central campaign in the most horrific war in human history.”

—American Spectator

 

“In this volume the author has selected a series of stories that both explicate and dramatize the most fateful months of the Allied-German battle for control of the North Atlantic in World War II. I am confident that the reader will find, as I did, his stories to be both engagingly written and compelling in effect.”

—Michael Gannon, author of Operation Drumbeat and Black May

 

“Long before there was D-Day, there was D-Day in the North Atlantic Ocean for England. In Turning the Tide, Ed Offley delivers the definitive bible of how the Allies in March and May of 1943 turned defeat into victory against an armada of German U-boats determined to strangle resupply lines to England. The book delivers high suspense on the storm-tossed North Atlantic by taking readers inside the U-boats and the Allied convoys as well as American, English and German high commands racing for technological advantage at sea. In the end, Offley’s masterful account not only probes what gave each side an edge but reveals the bravado it took for a rather small group of Allied and German sailors to fight to the death in one of history’s great naval struggles.”

—Carl LaVO, author of Back from the Deep, Slade Cutter, and The Galloping Ghost 

“Offley tackles a complex and difficult campaign spanning months across a vast ocean and involving a myriad of actors, and turns it into a compelling piece of writing. In a field where the outcomes of battles are often treated as mere statistics—of tonnages sunk or shipping safely escorted—or as evidence of the impact of technology, Offley’s Atlantic tale is full of people wrestling with the sea, the enemy and their fate. In the end, Turning the Tide captures the human dimension of the crisis of the Atlantic war in the spring of 1943 in a way no one has for nearly forty years. And it is a welcome reminder that the Atlantic war lay at the heart of Allied victory in World War II.”

—Marc Milner, University of New Brunswick,author of North Atlantic Run and The Battle of the Atlantic

 

“WWII buffs can glory in [Turning the Tide].”

—San Antonio Express

 

“[An] excellent new book. . . . Offley describes in clear and wonderful detail how the Allies did it. . . . [His] writing is superb, and his research in the text and in the appendices are clear and to the point.”

—Virginia Gazette

 

“Panama City Beach resident Ed Offley’s new book Turning the Tide is a story few know in the history of World War II. The cat-and-mouse tale played out in the book in dark seas, during treacherous storms has first-hand accounts told by those [who] saw the battles up close and personal with real life-and-death consequences.”

—Panama City News Herald

 

“As Ed Offley shows in this detailed and compelling book, a combination of technology and tactics enabled the Allies to turn the tide in the longest and most deadly naval battles ever fought. . . . He brings his naval expertise to bear in describing each side’s actions and perspectives during those pivotal encounters. Moreover, he does a masterful job of detailing the horrors of battle as brave men fought each other with fire and steel and also fought the ferocious and frigid waves in which many of them drowned.”

—Virginian-Pilot

“Offley re-creates the perilous journeys during the Battle of the Atlantic—journeys that cost the lives of tens of thousands of sailors—merchant seamen, U.S. Navy personnel and the crews of German

U-boats.”—Roanoke Times

 

“[A] great historical account . . . [a] disturbing, fantastic new book. . . . Offley has sifted through a towering heap of official records, read a library’s worth of histories, even interviewed surviving U-boat sailors. He’s brought all that formidable research together, crafted it with a very considerable degree of narrative skill, and produced a volume worthy to stand with Gunter Hessler’s The U-Boat War in the Atlantic: 1939-1945 or Clay Blair’s magnificent 2-volume Hitler’s U-Boat War. In passage after passage, he brings the submarine experience—Allied and Axis alike—vividly to life. . . . Offley is keenly attuned to the give and take of the Battle of the Atlantic . . . and he’s adept at painting quick portraits of determination—and bravery—on both sides of that battle. . . . Readers of serious, well-done history shouldn’t miss it.”

—Open Letters Monthly

 

“Offley’s story . . . has all the guts and glory of the best World War II novels. Here, the heroes are real in this most important battle. . . . From the admirals to the ordinary seamen, Offley gives us the whole story, but he also manages to capture the intimate danger of pushing a small ship through treacherous seas while someone is shooting at you.”

—Florida Times-Union

 

“[A] thorough and scrupulous operational history. . . . Turning the Tide ably sketches in the background and then sends the reader out on board two convoys in March 1943. . . . Offley recounts the struggle of ONS5 meticulously. We follow each merchant vessel and each U-boat and understand what they are up to; but we also get a sense of what it must have been like for the submariner in his dank little world and the watchman on his sleet-flailed bridge. . . . [A] valuable book.”

—Naval Institute Proceedings 

“[An] exciting narrative of a critical turning point in the Second World War. Focusing on a brief period in 1943, the work examines the efforts of navy submarine hunters from Britain, Canada and the United States to break the grip of German U-boats on the critical shipping lanes of the North Atlantic. . . . [A] gripping account of this important key to the eventual Allied victory in the war.”

—Book News

 

“Among the revelations in this engrossing book are the facts that German U-boats stalked the entire eastern coastline of North America, penetrating the mouth of the Mississippi River and the Chesapeake Bay and that 70 per cent of the Germans volunteering for the U-Boat Force did not come back.”

—History Wire

 

“Offley meticulously re-creates the terrifying U-boat assaults during this pivotal spring . . . and explains how the Allies turned the tide of the years-long battle. . . . An intensely focused account that cuts through the battle’s sprawl and duration, supplying the general reader with an appreciation of its character and importance.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“This is an account of the crucial convoy battles of March to May 1943 that saw Allied naval escorts and air power finally subdue the deadly Kriegsmarine subs. Offley . . . shows how the battle was very much a mind game, each side trying to outfox the other.”

—Library Journal

 

“[Offley] focuses on individual combatants, from the lowest ranks to the highest, emphasizing the human elements and making for an extremely readable text that should appeal to neophytes as well as professionals.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“This sound, readable WWII naval history focuses on a crucial period of the Battle of the Atlantic, one Offley argues was the turning point in the campaign. . . . Equally strong in writing, research, and backgrounding, this is a fine addition to material on the epic Battle of the Atlantic.”

—Booklist 

“Turning the Tide is based on the experiences of British, American, Canadian and German sailors, merchantmen and navy, recounted in interviews, personal papers, memoirs. And as such this is good narrative history which gives the reader a flavour of what it was like to fight in the Battle of the Atlantic at its climax. It was a struggle of unremitting strain and terror for friend and foe alike.”

—Navy News (London)

 

“Over three months in spring 1943, history’s biggest ocean fight finally swung the Allies’ way. Thanks to whom and how is the grist of this saga.”

—World War II

 

“Through the eyes of their prey, Ed Offley tells the constant terror of German hunter-killer wolf packs going after ships and their military escorts. To win, the allies needed just to survive, to carry desperately needed supplies to Europe. The miracle is these ships do far more. They turn the tide and pummel their tormentors in a moment of history that makes one hell of a story.”

—Sherry Sontag, co-author of Blind Man’s Bluff

 

“With firsthand recollections from German U-boat crewmen hunting ships deep below the frigid North Atlantic to American sailors nervously standing watch above, and even inside the British code-breaking effort.”

—Kate Wiltrout, military reporter, The Virginian-Pilot

 

“What’s left to add to the oft-told tale of the Battle of the Atlantic? Ed Offley manages to invest the story of the convoys with renewed drama. Buttressed with statistics and details of tactics and ordnance, Turning the Tide is worth a place on the shelf with the best maritime nonfiction.”

—David Poyer, author of Ghosting and The Crisis






ALSO BY ED OFFLEY

 

 

Scorpion Down: Sunk by the Soviets, Buried by the Pentagon, The Untold Story of the USS Scorpion

 

Pen & Sword: A Journalist’s Guide to Covering the Military

 

Lifting the Fog of War 
(With Admiral William A. Owens, USN)






This book is dedicated to the men 
who fought the Battle of the Atlantic 
from September 3, 1939, until May 7, 1945.






Introduction

A FIGHT IN THE DARK

The Battle of the Atlantic was the dominating factor all through the war.
 Never for one moment could we forget that everything happening elsewhere,
 on land, at sea, or in the air, depended ultimately on its outcome, and amid
 all other cares we viewed its changing fortunes day by day with hope or
 apprehension.

 

—WINSTON CHURCHILL1

 

 

 

The battle began ninety minutes after midnight. The British destroyer HMS Hesperus had been patrolling ten miles astern of a slow-moving Allied merchant convoy when a bright dot appeared on the ship’s radarscope. The radar technician, hunched over his equipment, spoke into the speaking tube, loudly so as to be heard on the windswept navigation bridge. “Very small contact just come up, sir. Bearing 230 degrees. Range five miles.” Duty watch-standers on the bridge stiffened at the words.

Hearing the technician’s alert, Hesperus Commander Donald G. F. W. MacIntyre set a course change to race toward the as-yet unseen enemy. At the sound of the Action Stations alarm, all 145 officers and enlisted men rushed to their combat stations. Gunner’s mates clambered through the access hatches into the turrets to man the warship’s two 4.7-inch guns, while other sailors armed the smaller pedestal-mounted 20-mm Oerlikon cannons. Aft on the main deck, the depth charge teams checked and rechecked the massive metal cylinders on the deck rails and K-gun launchers, which sent depth charges flying out to either side of the ship.

The weather was turbulent in the first hours of May 12, 1943, as the twenty-two merchant ships of Slow Convoy 129 steamed on an east-northeast course that would take them several hundred miles northwest of the Azores. They had left Halifax, Nova Scotia nine days earlier carrying supplies for the British people and the ever-growing U.S. military force in the British Isles. The merchant ships, with a total capacity of 103,384 tons, carried grain, sugar, flour, lumber, steel, petroleum supplies, army trucks, ammunition, and explosives as well as scarce bauxite ore for the production of aluminum.2

Elsewhere on the North Atlantic that stormy night, eleven other Allied convoys were at sea. Including Convoy SC129, more than 517 freighters, bulk carriers, and oil tankers were proceeding in five eastbound convoys with cargo for the United Kingdom, and another seven were heading westbound in ballast from British ports for North America to pick up more materiel for the war effort. It was a typically busy night on the North Atlantic.3

The dozen Allied convoys were not alone as they made their way across the North Atlantic. During the past two weeks, Allied convoy planners had learned of a massive enemy formation northeast of Newfoundland: forty German Unterseebooten, or U-boats, arranged in three separate “wolf packs,” each searching for transatlantic convoys. The threat was serious enough that U.S. Navy convoy planners had ordered Slow Convoy SC129 and fast Convoy HX237 to take a more southerly route to avoid the wolf packs in the north. SC129 had left New York on May 2 and five days later rendezvoused with MacIntyre and his British Escort Group B-2 at the designated Western Ocean Meeting Point southeast of Cape Race, Newfoundland. But the group then turned south, away from the U-boats. Although MacIntyre and his fellow escort ship commanders doubted that the maneuver would work in the long run, they had no choice but to relieve the local escort ships and proceed out into the Atlantic. Five days later, the convoy’s steady speed of five knots had taken SC129 out into a perilous swath of ocean, which was called the “Greenland air gap” because patrol aircraft flying from bases in Canada, Iceland, and Northern Ireland could not reach them. For the next week, there would be no air cover. Escort Group B-2 would have to defend the convoy on its own.4

On the night of May 11–12 as MacIntyre and his men scanned the ocean for signs of the enemy, the U-boat Force was also on the prowl. There were 129 U-boats on patrol at sea, 114 in the North Atlantic. Alerted by German naval intelligence that two convoys were taking the southerly route, U-boat headquarters ordered twenty-three U-boats to find them. Orders transmitted via encrypted wireless Morse code separated the boats into two wolf packs, which formed a 550-mile-long line across the estimated path of the convoys. Strung out in a generally north-south direction at twenty-mile intervals, the U-boats shifted the line twenty miles south to find the forty-two vessels in fast Convoy HX237 or the twenty-two merchant ships in SC129.5

At nightfall on May 11, SC129 moved in standard convoy formation on a base course of 20 degrees north-northeast, proceeding in nine parallel columns of two to four ships each. Each column was separated from the next by 1,000 yards, and each ship maintained 500 yards’ separation between the vessel in front and the one behind. From the air, the convoy resembled a wide rectangle with the longer sides facing forward and aft. Three to five miles outside the formation, the two destroyers, five corvettes, and two ASW (anti-submarine warfare) trawlers from Escort Group B-2 patrolled a perimeter twenty-one miles long. Between five and ten miles apart, the escorts cruised back and forth in their stations like sheepdogs guiding a herd.6

As senior officer of the convoy escort group, Commander MacIntyre had placed the Hesperus at the rear of Slow Convoy 129. That afternoon, the escort ships had detected U-boat radio signals astern of the convoy, and MacIntyre suspected that the U-boats were still trailing the formation and would most likely attack from that direction. The fateful radar sighting a half hour after midnight had confirmed his suspicions. It showed a U-boat dead astern of the convoy, close enough that its maximum surface speed of eighteen knots could bring it into torpedo range within the next ten minutes.

The U-boat commander in the darkness up ahead did not know it yet, but he was about to encounter a formidable enemy. MacIntyre, an escort group leader for the past twenty-seven months, had already presided over the destruction of four U-boats, including three by his ship. The Hesperus had originally been built for the Brazilian Navy, but the British Admiralty  acquired it and five sister ships at the start of the war. British shipwrights had reconfigured the 323-foot-long destroyer for convoy escort work. They installed depth-charge racks and K-guns, radar and other anti-submarine sensors, later removing the forward-most 4.7-inch cannon and replacing it with a forward-firing Hedgehog mortar. The ship was an efficient U-boat killer, and its crew were operating at the top of their deadly game.

 



Commander Donald MacIntyre was one of the leading U-boat killers in the Royal Navy.

 

Imperial War Museum, U.K.
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A warship’s weapons and sensors made a great difference in the fight against the U-boats, but so did the abilities of the crew. Catching a surfaced U-boat required the maximum performance by each man on the ship. As MacIntyre wrote after the war, it was imperative for each crewman to carry out his designated task as quickly and accurately as possible for the destroyer to capitalize on the brief opportunity a U-boat sighting would offer. “Naval successes are almost invariably the result of teamwork and training. . . . failure by the humblest member of the team can ruin the efforts of all.” The crew’s most important objective was to close with the U-boat as fast as possible before its lookouts spotted the approaching de-stroyer  and made an emergency crash dive. The closer the distance meant higher odds that a depth-charge attack would succeed.7

 



The British destroyer HMS Hesperus at sea in late 1942.  National Archives and Records Administration
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In close-range combat, the Hesperus and the U-boat each had strengths and weaknesses. The Hesperus could easily outrace a surfaced U-boat, and so could the second destroyer in Escort Group B-2, but the six Flower-class corvettes and two smaller ASW trawlers assigned to the group could not. The escorts had to work together to take account of the smaller ships’ limitations; thwarting multiple U-boat contacts around the twenty-to-forty-mile perimeter of a convoy required first-rate communications and teamwork. Both destroyers carried deck guns and lighter automatic cannons, but neither MacIntyre nor his gunner’s mates had much faith in gunfire against a surfaced U-boat. In the heavy seas, the ship would not provide a stable platform, severely reducing the guns’ accuracy.

Until the end of April 1943, the escorts’ primary weapon had been the Mark VII depth charge. First developed as a dropping mine in 1910, the World War II depth charge was a cylindrical metal device weighing about 600 pounds and carrying 300 pounds of Torpex high explosive with a  hydrostatic fuse that crewmen could set to detonate the weapon at a specific depth. Using four side-mounted K-gun launchers and the twin depth-charge rails on the stern, a destroyer could drop a diamond-shaped pattern of up to ten depth charges over the suspected U-boat location in each pass. However, since the Asdic (sonar) hydrophone system that tracked the underwater sounds of a U-boat had a blind spot directly under the ship, its operator would lose contact with the U-boat just as the destroyer reached the target area. Thus, the actual release point was always an educated guess.

Besides its conventional depth charges, the Hesperus sported two new anti-submarine weapons that had been rushed into service in recent months. The first was the Hedgehog, a forward-firing mortar system that could throw up to twenty-four contact-fused projectiles at a time 200 yards ahead of the launching warship. Each mortar had a shaped-charge warhead of thirty-five pounds of Torpex explosive. The Hedgehog provided MacIntyre and the other escort commanders an alternative to the standard depth charge diamond. When fired, the mortars would hit the water in an elliptical pattern 100 feet in diameter well ahead of the ship. With the Hedgehog, escort crews could target a U-boat while the Asdic system still pinpointed its underwater location. The Hedgehog was an improvement on conventional depth charges, which required the crews to fire blindly. Furthermore, the projectiles were designed to explode on contact, rather than at a given depth. If an initial salvo missed, the U-boat would hear nothing and the escort would have an additional chance to strike. The second new weapon was the massive Mark X depth charge. Designed for use against a U-boat hovering just above its 820-foot crush depth (the depth at which the submarine’s hull would begin to collapse from water pressure), the Mark X featured more than a ton of high explosives. Too large to be dropped from the stern rails, it was launched from a torpedo tube, from which it sank toward a target directly beneath the attacking ship.8

With these two formidable weapons, the Hedgehog and the Mark X, at his disposal, MacIntyre had only to locate his target before planning his attack. Bracing himself on the exposed compass platform on the edge of the navigation bridge, from which he had the maximum possible visibility of the oncoming waters, MacIntyre reached for his most precious war souvenir: a U-boat commander’s Zeiss night binoculars, which had been personally presented by Grossadmiral (Fleet Admiral) Karl Dönitz, commander in chief of the U-boat Force, to one of his favorite U-boat aces.a

MacIntyre had earned his cherished binoculars the hard way. While commanding the destroyer HMS Walker escorting eastbound Convoy HX112 two years earlier, MacIntyre had depth-charged and critically damaged the Type VIIB U-99 in a bitter convoy battle southeast of Iceland. The battered U-boat barely made it back to the surface, where forty of its forty-three crewmen jumped clear before their boat sank. Among those rescued was Korvettenkapitän (Commander) Otto Kretschmer, the leading ace of the U-boat Force with forty-five Allied ships totaling 258,905 tons under his belt—including six from HX112 sunk just the previous day.b As sailors leaned over to pluck Kretschmer from the water, a junior officer from the Walker yanked the Zeiss binoculars from around the German officer’s neck and strode to the bridge to present them to his commanding officer. Now, MacIntyre raised the eyepieces and spotted a thin white line in the water nearly dead ahead. It was phosphorescent foam from the U-boat’s wake lighting up the sea.9

As MacIntyre watched the distance between his destroyer and the surfaced U-boat shrink, he found himself in a contradictory mood. Normally, escort sailors who cornered a hated U-boat went on the attack with a sense of elation, even exhilaration. After weeks or even months of monotonous patrolling in punishing weather without so much as a glimpse of the enemy, the sudden appearance of a U-boat would send their adrenalin levels soaring, and they would race to the guns and depth-charge racks in practically a state of euphoria. Not so this night. MacIntyre was consumed with what he later described as “rage in my heart” toward the enemy.10

MacIntyre was furious because a U-boat had just outfoxed his escort group. Earlier that day, the veteran U-402 had carried out a submerged daylight attack—a risky move for a U-boat, given its relative daytime visibility near the surface—by getting ahead of Convoy SC129 and silently   loitering submerged until the merchantmen drew within torpedo range. At 1800 hours,c U-402, under Korvettenkapitän Siegfried von Forstner, had risen to periscope depth and fired a torpedo into the 3,082-ton Norwegian steam freighter Grado, carrying 1,000 tons of steel and 3,000 tons of lumber, and another into the 4,545-ton British freighter Antigone, with 7,800 tons of grain, general cargo, and 250 trucks. Both ships sank within minutes. The only bright spot was that the convoy rescue ship Melrose Abbey and two of the escorts picked up seventy-nine survivors, with only three crewmen from the Antigone killed. Although that U-boat had escaped, the enemy submersible looming larger and larger was still unaware of the Hesperus. MacIntyre hoped he could balance the books.11

Only a few minutes had passed since the Hesperus’s radar operator had spotted the blip on his scope. Rain suddenly lashed the watch-standers on the bridge as the destroyer rushed into a small squall. Emerging on the other side, MacIntyre and his lookouts saw the U-boat. It had reached ahead of the convoy’s starboard flank and was on an interception course when its lookouts spotted the British destroyer closing fast. MacIntyre and his lookouts suddenly saw huge plumes of spray as the German vessel opened its vents and flooded its ballast tanks for an emergency dive. The warship raced over to the phosphorescent swirl that marked where the U-boat had just submerged. It was 0130 on Wednesday, May 12, 1943.

As MacIntyre and his crew prepared to attack the submerged U-boat, it became a matter of simple physics—and simple luck—whether the U-boat would survive. Accuracy, timing, and correct depth settings on the depth charges were essential. Guessing the right settings was only one of numerous variables that for the escorts spelled the difference between a kill and a U-boat crew rattled but free to fight another day.

Beneath the ocean surface, the U-boat frantically diving under the destroyer was the eleven-month-old U-223, the forty-first Type VIIC boat that the Germans constructed during the war. U-223’s commander was Oberleutnant zur See (Lieutenant) Karl-Jürg Wächter, twenty-seven. He and his crew were twenty-six days out from port on their second combat    patrol. Despite serving in three different wolf packs, they had yet to see action.

 



The U-223 was a Type VIIC boat, the workhorse U-boat in the Battle of the Atlantic. Here, another Type VIIC, the U-701, returns to port at La Pallice, France, after a patrol.

Courtesy of Horst Degen
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When the Hesperus suddenly materialized out of the rain squall, Wächter immediately realized it had been tracking U-223 on radar. He shouted, “Alarm!” and the crew began a crash dive. The four other crewmen with Wächter on the exposed bridge jumped down the conning tower hatch, followed by Wächter himself, who spun the hatch wheel to secure the watertight fitting. The crewmen below were also scrambling to their diving stations. In the control room, Leutnant (Ingenieur) Walter Junge, the U-boat’s chief engineer, shouted the order, “Flood!” and then  opened the vents of the bow ballast tanks, which expelled their contents of air and began flooding with water. One of the two planesmen set the bow hydroplanes at the maximum down angle, and all other crewmen scrambled toward the bow compartment to add their weight to hasten the boat’s descent. Meanwhile, at the first sound of the alarm, the diesel motor operators had closed the air induction vents to the two six-cylinder diesel motors and shut down the motors themselves, while simultaneously, in the next compartment, others activated the two electric motors. A well-trained crew could submerge its U-boat just thirty seconds after the emergency alarm and reach a depth of 300 feet in about a minute. But in this case, Wächter and his crew were too slow.12

As the Hesperus crossed the aim point, MacIntyre ordered a pattern of eight depth charges set to the shallowest settings, fifty feet. Instantly, his four K-guns blasted four depth charges to either side, and four more of the deadly canisters rolled off the stern rails. Within three to five seconds they began detonating. Years later, he described the scene: “As the depth-charges exploded, the tall columns of gleaming phosphorescent water soared up to stand momentarily like pillars of light before tumbling back into the sea in a torrent of foam.” On MacIntyre’s order, the Hesperus slowed and turned to reacquire the target on Asdic to begin another run on the U-boat. Within minutes, the tumult in the water settled down, and his Asdic operator called out a bearing angle to the enemy below.13

MacIntyre’s first depth charge salvo had straddled U-223, and the shock waves had savagely pummeled the boat. The explosions had knocked out the lights and hurled crewmen to the deck plates and up against the bulkheads. There were leaks at the conning tower voice tube, the conning tower air intake valve, and the rudder and propeller shaft seals. Worse, the U-boat had begun an uncontrolled dive. Loss of depth control could send the U-boat falling below crush depth at 820 feet in a minute or two.

When the emergency lighting finally came on inside U-223, the crew returned to their stations and got the U-boat under control at 600 feet. Wächter and his men could hear the sharp whine of the British destroyer’s Asdic pulses as they bounced off the U-boat’s hull and the steadily louder beat of its propellers as it raced in for a second salvo. The roar of the warship overhead peaked then slowly subsided into silence. Reaching a terminal sinking velocity of ten feet per second, another eleven of the explosive-packed cylinders silently fell through the dark water toward the U-boat. It took a minute for them to get to U-223’s depth and hammer the crewmen inside their damaged vessel. During the next hour, the Hesperus attacked U-223 three more times, dropping thirty-one more depth charges. The Hesperus’s last attack, at 0245 early Wednesday, May 12, seriously damaged the U-boat.14

After the last strikes by the Hesperus, the emergency lights went out and stayed out. By flashlight, Wächter and his men saw the depth indicator falling to 700 feet. They were approaching crush depth and would plummet through unless they could get U-233 under control. It seemed hopeless. Sailors in the torpedo compartment reported flooding. The engine room crew reported that one of the e-motors had an electrical fire. There were new leaks. Using ballast tanks and hydroplanes, however, Chief Engineer Junge somehow leveled the boat. Wächter realized there was no choice: another depth-charge pattern would finish them off. At 0250, he ordered an emergency blow of his ballast tanks and prepared to confront his enemy where the warship held all of the advantages, on the surface. The desperation maneuver saved the U-boat from its deadly freefall. Totally out of control, U-223 soared up out of the depths.15

After the final depth-charge salvo, MacIntyre held the Hesperus several hundred yards from the attack point as his crew frantically reloaded their K-guns and depth-charge racks. The ship was lurching and rolling in the heavy chop, and the depth-charge crews on the stern deck found themselves waist deep in frigid seawater as the destroyer rolled to one side or another, sending water sweeping across the deck. Suddenly, MacIntyre heard his Asdic operator shout out a report that the U-boat was blowing its ballast tanks. As the destroyer crew looked on, astonished, U-223 surfaced so close ahead of the Hesperus that the warship’s forward 4.7-inch gun could not be depressed far enough to hit its target. The 20-mm Oerlikon cannons, however, could. MacIntyre ordered the Hesperus to close with the U-boat, which appeared to be dead in the water. Illuminated by the destroyer’s searchlight, several crewmen were visible atop the conning tower on U-223’s navigation bridge. As the escort warship surged ahead, several Oerlikon gunners swept the U-boat’s conning tower and main deck with automatic fire, driving the U-boat crewmen back inside.  Passing less than fifty feet away, the Hesperus dropped several more depth charges set to the minimum depth right next to the U-boat, then circled around to repeat the maneuver.

Though battered, the U-223 was not finished yet. As Commander MacIntyre and his bridge watch-standers looked on from the bridge of the Hesperus, the U-boat suddenly began moving through the water. Wächter’s engine-room crew had gotten its diesel engines started. MacIntyre ordered his gunners to open fire again, and his forward 4.7-inch gun scored several hits on the illuminated target. The beam of light dimly showed the tiny figures on the U-boat’s bridge again scrambling below. But Wächter and his men were not about to go down without a fight. As the U-boat swung around in the water, MacIntyre’s lookouts cried out a warning: Wächter had fired a torpedo from his stern tube, and it was racing toward the destroyer. But it missed.

MacIntyre’s pursuit of the U-boat continued, and Wächter and his men were still not ready to quit. The German ordered a sharp turn to bring his bow torpedo tubes to bear, and fired four more torpedoes at the destroyer’s knife-thin silhouette. All missed. With few options left, Wächter gave yet another desperation order. “Now we can only ram,” he said to his crew. An 871-ton U-boat ramming a destroyer displacing nearly twice the weight was unthinkable, but Wächter had no other choice. Fortunately for MacIntyre and his men, that near-suicidal ploy proved impossible to carry out. U-223 was settling lower in the water, losing its ability to maneuver, and finally came to a dead stop. It was a prime target, but the Hesperus once more was too close to shell it with the ship’s main battery.

For a long moment, MacIntyre stared down at U-223 and its unmanned bridge. “What in God’s name do I do now?” he thought to himself. He considered ramming the boat and finishing it off but had second thoughts. The destroyer’s second U-boat kill five months earlier had come from a ramming, but at a high cost. On December 26, 1942, during the battle for Convoy HX2 19 southwest of Iceland, the Hesperus was chasing a surfaced U-boat when the fleeing U-357 unexpectedly turned across the warship’s bow. Seconds later, the Hesperus rammed it with what MacIntyre later described as “a deeply satisfying crunch.” Sliced in half, U-357 sank, carrying thirty-six of its forty-two-man crew to their deaths. But the Hesperus had also been damaged. The collision had shredded eighty feet of its  hull at the keel, flooding a number of bow compartments. Although it limped back to Liverpool to a hero’s welcome, MacIntyre and his ship were sidelined for four months while shipwrights rebuilt its forward hull. Then there was the ongoing threat to Convoy SC129 to consider. “I recalled the state of Hesperus after the last occasion of ramming, her keel twisted back, fore compartments flooded and, above all, the Asdic dome wiped off and the Asdic out of action,” MacIntyre recalled. “With the convoy still under attack and a long way to go, I could not afford that.”

A ramming maneuver would likely sink the U-boat, but it would also surely prevent the Hesperus from completing its escort mission. Conferring with his first lieutenant, MacIntyre decided on a creative approach: a “gentle ram” aimed at capsizing the U-boat without endangering his ship. Moving at a near crawl, he nudged the destroyer’s bow against the U-boat and bumped into U-223. “The submarine rolled over on to its beam ends, lay like that for a moment, but then as our bow slid down its length, sluggishly righted itself,” he later recalled. “But it was obviously lying much lower in the water and I felt its end must be near.” Concerned over his dwindling number of depth charges, MacIntyre once more ordered Hesperus to move out to bring its guns into play.16

Wächter realized that U-223 was doomed. If sunk, the odds of being rescued by the enemy they had been trying to kill were indeterminate. The chances of survival in the open ocean with nothing but a lifejacket were practically zero; the springtime waters of the North Atlantic were an icy forty to fifty degrees Fahrenheit and at that temperature could kill a man within hours. But there was nothing else to be done. Remaining aboard the stricken U-boat was not an option, since it was close to sinking. As the rest of the crew scrambled up through the hatches on deck, Wächter ordered Leutnant Junge and the control room’s leading seaman to be “ready on the vents” to scuttle the boat by filling its ballast tanks with water and sending it to the ocean floor. Then Wächter went to join the rest of his crew atop the doomed U-boat. In the chaos on the rolling weather deck, two crewmen fell into the heavy waves. Matrosenobergefreiter (Seaman First Class) Heinz Hoog, nineteen, injured during the attacks, was hit by a wave and washed overboard. Thinking Hoog had jumped and that Wächter had given the order to abandon ship, Maschinenobergefreiter (Fireman Second Class) Gerhard Zieger, twenty-three, leaped into the ocean.17

MacIntyre had to choose. It was now 0253 hours, nearly ninety minutes since MacIntyre’s radar operator had spotted U-223. As the Hesperus turned yet again to attack, MacIntyre peered at the U-boat, still illuminated by the destroyer’s searchlight. Through his Zeiss binoculars, he could clearly see the German crew scrambling out on deck wearing life preservers in what obviously was an abandon-ship maneuver. As he watched, several crewmen appeared to jump into the sea. With Convoy SC129 now more than thirty miles distant and another twenty-two U-boats known to be closing in, MacIntyre gave the order to secure from Action Stations. The Hesperus was soon racing to the northeast at thirty-six knots to rejoin its comrades. “I left the sinking U-boat to its fate,” MacIntyre recalled.

In fact, Wächter had not yet given the order for his men to jump. Stunned by the unexpected reprieve, he ordered everyone back inside the boat. For twelve hours they furiously pumped the bilges, repaired the motors, and reset the instruments. By mid-afternoon on May 12, they had salvaged their U-boat. Then they began the long crawl back to their homeport at St. Nazaire, France, one of five U-boat bases on the Brittany coast. Wächter stopped on the surface near midnight on May 12 to bury a crewman who had died from a head wound suffered during the encounter. U-223 arrived at the base twelve days later, with a tale almost unparalleled in the long and bloodstained history of the Battle of the Atlantic.18

Because of Escort Group B-2’s aggressive reaction to each U-boat contact, Convoy SC129 safely reached Liverpool ten days after the showdown between the Hesperus and U-223. The convoy’s twenty-four surviving merchant ships delivered 100,000 tons of supplies to the British Isles. MacIntyre and his crew, for their part, were doubly proud of their performance. In addition to their belief that they had destroyed Wächter’s boat, the very next day they had located and sunk the Type IXC/40 U-186. U-186’s fate was very different from that of U-223. Neither it nor any of its fifty-three crewmen were ever seen again.

The infantryman cowering in his foxhole cannot see the macro view of the battle surging around him for many miles. The bomber aircrew flying in tight aerial formation droning hundreds of miles to a target cannot comprehend the campaign in which their aircraft plays a small part. Both individuals and units engaged in the battles of World War II were locked  into the moment and the proximate terrain, desperately trying to survive even as they struggled to kill their enemy. So too, Commander MacIntyre and Oberleutnant Wächter left the trackless scene of their fierce encounter that spring night in 1943 aware of little else but that they had survived to fight another day. What neither officer knew—nor could have been expected to know—was that the skirmish over Convoy SC129 occurred at the very turning point in the Battle of the Atlantic.19

 

THE BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC was the longest and deadliest naval conflict in world history, and the crucial naval battle of the Second World War. For the British, starved by a protracted war with Germany and almost entirely dependent on supplies being rushed in by Allied ships, the Battle of the Atlantic was a last-ditch struggle for survival. For the Germans and their enemies across the Atlantic, the battle had more far-ranging significance. If the Allies could sustain the British war effort for long enough to assemble an invading force in the British Isles, they could carry the fight onto the European continent and, eventually, to Germany itself. But if the U-boats won, Germany would thwart the Allied invasion, strangle the British economy, and force the United Kingdom out of the war. The effects of this capitulation would be enormous. Without a second front to occupy the Germans in Western Europe, it was possible that the Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin might offer Germany a separate peace on the Eastern Front, giving Adolf Hitler most of the lands that the Wehrmacht, the unified German military forces, had already occupied. By the spring of 1943, the stakes in the Battle of the Atlantic were the same as the overall Allied grand strategy against the Nazis: victory or defeat. There was no middle ground.

The Battle of the Atlantic ran almost exactly as long as the war in Europe. Naval action began on September 3, 1939, eight hours and thirty-nine minutes after Great Britain had declared war on Germany following the invasion of Poland two days before. At 1839 hours on September 3, the German U-30 patrolling off the northern coast of Ireland torpedoed and sank the 13,581-ton British passenger liner Athenia, killing 112 of the 1,148 passengers and crew. These civilian casualties were the first of tens of thousands of lives lost in the fight for the North Atlantic, a battle that would only end with Germany’s surrender more than five and a half years later.

Hunting the Allied merchant fleet was a formidable force of 830 U-boats. Commissioned over the nine-year span from 1936 to 1945, they destroyed by torpedo, gunfire, and mines 2,653 Allied merchant vessels and 175 warships worldwide, for a loss of 14.6 million gross registered tons of Allied shipping. Most of those attacks, nearly sixty percent, occurred in the North Atlantic.

The sinkings in the North Atlantic resulted in horrific loss of life. Allied and neutral merchant sailors and military gunners on merchant ships suffered extraordinarily heavy casualties during the war. Over 71,000 civilian crewmen and naval gunners perished, most in the Battle of the Atlantic. Casualty rates for merchant seamen were higher than for any other branch of the armed forces of their nation. Of 243,000 U.S. Merchant Marine crewmen who served in World War II, 9,500 died at sea from combat and shipwreck, a 3.9 percent fatality rate. That did not include 1,640 Naval Armed Guard gunners who perished at sea on the same merchant ships but were counted among navy fatalities. By contrast, the U.S. Marine Corps lost 19,733 of 669,108 active-duty personnel, a fatality rate of 2.94 percent, and the U.S. Navy, with 36,958 killed out of a wartime end-strength of 4.18 million, lost 0.88 percent of its sailors. The British Merchant Navy suffered even worse losses. A total of 37,318 British and Commonwealth merchant seamen died at sea. Of that, 22,490 British merchant sailors perished, a fatality rate of seventeen percent. In contrast, the British Army fatality rate was six percent. In addition to American, British, and Commonwealth losses, about 6,000 sailors from neutral-flag nations sailing the Allied trade routes died in attacks by U-boats, and another 10,777 merchant sailors from Nazi-occupied countries operating under British Admiralty support also lost their lives.20

The only military group that experienced an even higher fatality rate than Allied merchant seamen was their enemy: the men of the U-boat Force. The first U-boat lost in combat was the Type IX U-39. During an unsuccessful attempt to torpedo the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal on September 14, 1939, three of the carrier’s escorts fatally damaged U-39. Its commander ordered his crew to abandon ship and set off scuttling charges. All forty-four crewmen survived as prisoners of war. Most of their comrades would not be so lucky. Over the course of the war, the U-boat Force lost 717 of its 830 commissioned U-boats, all but a handful in combat. Of 39,000 U-boat men who went to sea in World War II, 27,490 perished in combat and from accidents, a stunning seventy percent fatality rate. Of the 11,510 German crewmen who survived, some 5,000 ended the war in Allied prisoner-of-war camps.21

The Battle of the Atlantic shifted locations like a forest fire driven by fickle winds, as the courses of convoys, and the strategic options on both sides, changed over time. Despite the massive growth of the U-boat Force between 1939 and 1943, the Germans never had enough U-boats to impose a total quarantine on Allied shipping lanes. The ocean was just too vast. But the damage the U-boats inflicted on Allied shipping was severe, and the opposition they faced was often paltry; pressed by other wartime concerns, the Allies themselves struggled throughout the conflict to amass sufficient numbers of escorts and patrol aircraft. Due to these factors, the battle can be divided into a series of distinct periods, each of which was determined, to some extent, by developments elsewhere in the war.

From the beginning of the war, Germany’s limited number of U-boats restrained its strikes against Allied merchantmen. During the first phase of the Battle of the Atlantic, running from the outbreak of the war until the German occupation of France in May 1940, Admiral Dönitz mounted limited attacks on Allied shipping by individual U-boats around the British Isles and the approaches to Gibraltar. Still, the U-boats managed to sink 148 ships for 678,130 gross tons of lost shipping during that period. German surface raiders were also active during this phase, and the Luftwaffe attacked shipping from the air. Occasionally, Hitler intervened to direct U-boat dispositions. In April 1940, for example, he personally ordered Dönitz to divert all available U-boats to Norwegian waters to support the German invasion of Norway.

The second phase of the Battle of the Atlantic saw Germany extend the reach of its naval offensives, thanks to its newfound foothold on the shore of France. This period spanned the eleven months from June 1940 to May 1941, when five U-boat bases on the French Atlantic coast became operational. The geographical advantage gained by command of the French coast helped compensate for the still lagging U-boat construction program, and the handful of U-boats then operational in the Atlantic were able to sink 381 ships, totaling two million gross tons. This period was followed by a third phase, which ran from May 1941 until  the German declaration of war against the United States on December 11, 1941.

The third phase of the Battle of the Atlantic began when the U-boat bases along the French Atlantic coast were completed. Dönitz now deployed the first wolf packs against Allied convoys crossing the North Atlantic. In September 1941, one pack alone sank sixteen merchant ships from an eastbound convoy, totaling 68,259 gross tons of lost supplies. This third phase also saw the covert intervention of the U.S. Atlantic Fleet into the Allied convoy escort program, which led to several combat incidents between German U-boats and American escorts the following month. These encounters resulted in the loss of American lives when U-boats attacked the destroyers USS Kearney and USS Reuben James while they were escorting convoys. With scant publicity and in the face of avowed American neutrality in the Atlantic, the U.S. Navy had gone to war against the U-boat Force in the North Atlantic.

The fourth phase of the Battle of the Atlantic saw a stark military defeat and humiliation for the U.S. Navy, which had been unprepared for hostilities with Germany. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had taken the Allies by surprise, and now Germany dispatched the first of several dozen long-range Type IX U-boats to hit U.S. and Canadian coastal shipping. They found the coastal sea lanes empty of Allied warships and aircraft, the cities brightly lit in peacetime array, and merchant ships steaming without protection. The U-boat campaign against American coastal shipping became a slaughter. During the first six months of 1942, U-boats sank 229 merchant ships along the U.S. East Coast. During the same period, U-boats in the Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean Sea, and North and Central Atlantic sank 392 ships. The overall losses were horrific, with nearly three million tons of shipping capacity destroyed.

Beginning in the fall of 1942, the fifth phase of the battle saw the U-boats focus on the North Atlantic convoy routes, with deadly results. The U-boat Force now numbered 80 to 100 boats at sea each day, allowing Germany to expand mass attacks against the trans-Atlantic convoys. More than 200 Allied warships totaling over 1.3 million tons went down from U-boat torpedoes or deck guns during the last four months of 1942. It was only because of the harsh winter storms of December 1942 through February 1943 that the Allies’ losses were not greater. The coming of spring in 1943 would bring a resumption of the conflict in all its fury.22

The sea itself, the North Atlantic, played a vital, often decisive, role in this maritime clash. In the northern latitudes, the Atlantic can shift from tranquility to raging storm in less than a hundred heartbeats, and it is at its deadliest in the long, dark storm season running from September to May. Driven by oceanic circulation, the relatively warmer water of the North Atlantic Current sweeps up from the lower latitudes to collide with the frigid temperatures of the frozen Arctic landmass, setting off a semipermanent center of depressed atmospheric pressure known today as the Icelandic Low. Anchored between Iceland and southern Greenland for nearly six months of the year, this meteorological engine generates the dreaded storms that whip across the North Atlantic each winter. For weeks and months that can be an eternity for the seafarer, the Icelandic Low turns the water and air into a white shroud, its winds shrieking with fury. Constant flashes of lightning and the eerie violet glow of St. Elmo’s fire add to the surreal chaos of the North Atlantic storms.

The North Atlantic’s harsh reality has long been ingrained in the marrow of European sailors. The fifth-century Irish, in their curragh boats of tanned oxen leather stretched over a wooden frame, endured the ocean’s rage as they searched for the mythical Isle of the Blessed far to the west. Seven centuries later, the Viking explorers in their pine-plank knarr ships endured the savagery of the North Atlantic as they sailed out to settle the Faeroe Islands, Iceland, Greenland, and L’Anse aux Meadows in northern Newfoundland. So too did the famed European explorers of North America—Christopher Columbus, John Cabot, Giovanni da Verrazzano, Jacques Cartier, and others—who braved the North Atlantic in small square-rigged ships.

The North Atlantic has long had a habit of foiling the best-laid schemes of sailors and warriors. In 1588, forced to circumnavigate the British Isles after Queen Elizabeth’s fleet blocked their homeward route from the Spanish Netherlands down the English Channel, the Spanish Armada succumbed to the harsh westerly gales and dozens of warships foundered on the rocky shoals of Ireland. King Philip himself later said, “I sent the Armada against men, not God’s winds and waves.” Four centuries later, Joseph Conrad experienced a North Atlantic storm, and lived to tell: “The Westerly Wind asserting his sway from the south-west quarter is often like a monarch gone mad, driving forth with wild imprecations the most faithful of his courtiers to shipwreck, disaster, and death.”23

Until the twentieth century, major naval battles rarely occurred in the deep ocean. Available technology and naval architecture produced wooden, sail-powered warships that simply could not overcome the extremes of wave, wind, and temperature. It wasn’t until the close of the nineteenth century that steam propulsion—achieved with coal-burning furnaces powering steam boilers—enabled the development of both trans-Atlantic merchant ships and deep-ocean navies. A half century later, the North Atlantic had been transformed from a wilderness of wind and sea to a network of established trade routes connecting North America and Europe. Thousands of freighters, bulk carriers, oil tankers, and passenger liners hastened across the Great Circle routes (the shortest, and most direct path from one point on the ocean to another) to the ports of Hampton Roads, New York, Boston, and Halifax on one side, and London, Liverpool, Rotterdam, and Brest on the other.

By the late 1930s, Great Britain relied on trans-Atlantic trade for essential food, petroleum, and raw materials. Thus, it came as no surprise that when war broke out in 1939, the U-boats went after that vital caravan of cargo. By 1941, imports had shrunk by one-third as a consequence of shipping losses and wartime requirements to bring military cargo and personnel from North America to the British Isles, and the British government warned that the country might run out of food in four months if the U-boats succeeded in a total cutoff of maritime shipments.24

The lumbering convoys, storm-battered escort ships, and sleek U-boats would be the instruments of Britain’s fate, determined by a brutal series of skirmishes and attacks across the wide ocean. More often than not, these conflicts occurred as a violent and strangely intimate duel between a solitary Allied warship captain and his U-boat nemesis, as Commander MacIntyre and Oberleutnant zur See Wächter discovered on that rainy night in May 1943. But, taken together, these isolated encounters would determine the victor—not just in the Battle of the Atlantic—but in the entire war. The outcome of both struggles would be decided on this unforgiving expanse, by the individual men who braved it. This is their story.






Chapter 1

A CITY AT WAR

Dawn came cold and dreary along the Manhattan waterfront as the great city stirred to life. Deep in the shadow of the skyscrapers and office buildings, the advance guard of hundreds of thousands of people had begun pouring out of the subway entrances on their way to another day of work, dodging clumps of snow and ice from a storm two days earlier. Huddling in their winter coats against the subzero wind that blew in from the rivers, few would have noticed the flurry of activity on dozens of merchant ships as their crews prepared to cast off mooring lines or raise anchor to get under way. The preparations had, by now, become a regular sight. It was Friday, March 5, 1943, and New York was very much a city at war. Thousands of miles away, the Allies were locked in a mortal conflict with Germany, Italy, and Japan. After years of struggle and setback, they had halted the momentum of the Axis, but the much harder task of seizing the initiative and beating back the aggressors remained off in the uncertain future.

To many Americans, the conflict was a remote spectacle, but New Yorkers knew better. After four months of covert struggle between the U.S. Atlantic Fleet and the German U-boat Force, German submarines began their campaign against American shipping in the waters off New York on January 14, 1942, when the Type IXB U-123 sank the 9,577-ton Panamanian-flagged tanker Norness sixty miles off Montauk, Long Island. The next day, Kapitänleutnant (Lieutenant Commander) Reinhard Hardegen torpedoed the 6,768-ton British tanker Coimbra just twenty-seven miles south of Long Island. The towering flames from the burning ship  were visible from the Hamptons, whose residents phoned authorities to notify them of the attacks.

Since the December 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor, the conflict had pervaded the life of New York. Military servicemen and merchant sailors crowded the city’s sidewalks. Shipyards in Brooklyn, Staten Island, and New Jersey hummed day and night with ship construction and battle repairs. Freight trains brought supplies to merchant ships docked at the city’s piers. Dockyard cranes swung over boxcars and flatbeds to lift crates of ammunition, disassembled warplanes, amphibious landing craft, and army trucks into the ships’ cargo holds. Crews of 200 Allied merchant ships were preparing for sea on that first Friday morning in March.1

New Yorkers reading the city’s many newspapers during the week of March 5 were reminded of the war that dominated every aspect of American life, both in New York and across the nation. Especially chilling would have been the reports that U.S. government leaders feared Nazi Germany might somehow develop an intercontinental bomber that could attack New York and other East Coast cities. Referring to the ongoing Allied bombing campaign against Berlin and other German cities, a German government communiqué reprinted in The New York Times earlier that week had warned, “We should not forget that in consequence of the progress of aviation even New York with its much vaunted skyscrapers, Boston and Washington may not be safe a few months hence.” In response to the threat, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia ordered a major air raid blackout drill for New York City, and Fire Commissioner Patrick J. Walsh estimated that nearly forty percent of the city’s 700,000 buildings still lacked the emergency fire-fighting equipment required under a new city ordinance. Not to miss a sales opportunity, the Triangle Appliance Corp. placed an ad in the Times offering immediate delivery of stirrup pumps “approved by the New York Fire Dept.”

While they braced to prepare for the war’s possible return to American shores, New York residents also connected with the far-off fight through news reports of New York–area servicemen in action. All too often, the most visceral connection came from empathizing with a family’s grief, and there was much grief to share in the first week of March. The New York Times briefly noted the crash of a U.S. Army Air Forces bomber in the New Mexico desert on March 3 that had killed eight crewmen, including  2nd Lieutenant Thomas N. La Pai of Westfield, New Jersey. In a more positive account, the War Department proudly announced that an Army Air Forces P-40 fighter group had destroyed 129 Japanese warplanes during the Allied campaign in New Guinea, citing individual performances by several New York–area pilots including Captain John H. Posten of Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey, and 2nd Lieutenant Edward M. Miller of Glen Cove, New York.2

 



Cargo handlers load a disassembled fighter onto a freighter in New York for shipment to the United Kingdom.

Office of War Information
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By March 1943, New York itself had become the primary shipping hub for the trans-Atlantic flow of civilian aid and military supplies bound for the British Isles. Its port facilities, shipyards, and railroad terminals made the city and surrounding region the primary jumping-off point for Allied convoys. Other American and Canadian cities on the East Coast—particularly Halifax, Sydney, and Cape Breton in Nova Scotia and Hampton  Roads in Virginia—also served as convoy ports, but New York was by far the most prominent.

Although their city teemed with sailors heading for Europe, many New Yorkers were fixated on the Pacific Theater. For most Americans, New Yorkers included, the fight against the Japanese was an emotionally charged struggle that took precedence over the war in Europe. Eight months earlier, the U.S. Pacific Fleet had smashed the Japanese carrier force at Midway, inflicting catastrophic damage on Japan’s navy. By the spring of 1943, the Allies had halted Japanese expansion and were now ready to begin the long and bloody counteroffensive to roll back Tokyo’s occupation of half the Pacific basin. U.S. Marines and Army soldiers were consolidating their strategic stronghold on Guadalcanal after fighting there ended on February 9.

Having frozen the Japanese advance in the Pacific, by the spring of 1943, the Allies had also stopped Nazi Germany on two key fronts. In North Africa, in November 1942, first British troops, then a joint British-American force, had swarmed onto the African continent to form a western front against the Germans. By early March, the Allies had trapped the German Army’s Afrika Korps in Tunisia. The battered German troops would hold out for another two months before surrendering.

The second Allied victory against Germany was even more significant than the campaign in Africa. On February 2, 1943, the German Sixth Army had surrendered to the Soviets at Stalingrad, ending one of the bloodiest battles of the war. During four months of house-to-house fighting, the Germans had lost 750,000 troops, either killed or wounded. Another 91,000 had surrendered. The victorious Red Army was itself bled dry in the siege, losing nearly 1.5 million killed, wounded, or captured. While the German Army remained capable of offensive action on the eastern front, its opportunity to destroy the Soviet Union had passed. The Allies had, it seemed, halted the German Blitzkrieg and were now preparing to reverse it.3

The Germans may have been down after their losses in Africa and Russia, but they were very certainly not out of the war. On February 18, Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels gave a passionate speech to tens of thousands of loyal Nazis at the Berlin Sports Palace. Broadcast throughout Germany, Goebbels admitted to the “disaster” in the east but used the defeat  as a rallying cry to further unite the German people under Hitler and the Nazis. “The German people face the gravest demand of the war,” Goebbels thundered, “namely of finding the determination to use all our resources to protect everything we have and everything we will need in the future. . . . Total war is the demand of the hour.”4

 



Grossadmiral Karl Dönitz, commander-in-chief of both the German Navy and its U-boat Force in the spring of 1943, sought to strangle the Allied war effort by destroying merchant ships vital to supplying the United Kingdom.

Clay Blair Collection, American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming
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Despite Germany’s setbacks, it still had the initiative in one area: the sea. Grossadmiral Karl Dönitz, the U-boat Force commander-in-chief since 1936 and the recently appointed head of the entire German Navy, was determined to win the guerre de course he had launched against the United Kingdom and its allies on the first day of the war. Britain’s economy, historically dependent on foreign imports, had been ground to a nub during their long battle with Germany. If Britain’s lifeline of Allied supplies were severed, it would have to sue for peace with Germany. With Britain out of the war, the risk of the Allies launching an amphibious invasion of the European continent would be almost nil. From the very outset of the war, Dönitz saw this weakness in the British battle plan, and he intended to exploit it.

The German war on Allied shipping had started bit by bit. On September 3, 1939, the day Britain declared war on Germany, the U-boat Force had only fifty-seven U-boats in commission, of which only twenty were combat ready. The German Navy also had battleships, cruisers, and a small fleet of surface raiders that took part in the war on Allied shipping, although the contribution of these surface ships would quickly decline due to high losses inflicted by the Royal Navy, the lack of German escort warships, and few secure port facilities overseas. Even before the war began, Dönitz had been pleading for 300 U-boats, the minimum number he calculated was required to sever the trans-Atlantic supply pipeline to Great Britain. Competing demands by the German Army and the Luftwaffe for steel and other critical materials had delayed the planned growth of the U-boat Force. After the war began, Hitler approved an accelerated U-boat construction program, but the time lag between a U-boat’s keel-laying and its initial war patrol ran between twelve and twenty-one months. Only in February 1942 did the number of U-boats reach fifty, and it was another seven months before the force topped 100 operational U-boats. Despite the slow growth of their fleet, the U-boats achieved spectacular successes against the British and neutral merchant ships during the early months of the war, for the Allies had been woefully unprepared for fighting them. Anti-submarine warfare had been a career backwater for Royal Navy officers during the interwar years, and when hostilities commenced, the fleet had too few destroyers and other escort warships.5

On the other side of the ocean, U.S. involvement in the Battle of the Atlantic had advanced in fits and starts, beginning fifteen months before the German declaration of war against the United States on December 11, 1941. Despite avowed American neutrality, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had steadily supported the British against Hitler and his U-boats. In September 1940, the United States transferred fifty World War I–era destroyers to the British and Canadian navies, in return getting American military bases in Canada, Bermuda, and the Caribbean. Then, in February 1941, Roosevelt upgraded the poorly equipped and undermanned Atlantic Squadron to a full fleet headed by Admiral Ernest J. King.

America’s claim of neutrality was rapidly losing any semantic value by the spring of 1941. A month after his decision to expand America’s naval presence in the Atlantic, FDR took a bolder step toward supporting Great  Britain. In March of 1941 he convinced Congress to pass the Lend-Lease Act, making American war supplies available to the British, Soviets, and, later, the Chinese and other allies. Over the course of the war, the United States would provide the British $31.4 billion (roughly $489 billion today) worth of aircraft, tanks, trucks, fuel, and other essential wartime supplies. American intervention grew in July 1941, when U.S. Marines occupied Iceland—already under British control since May 1940—to allow the Royal Army troops there to transfer to North Africa. Then, with the stroke of a pen, Roosevelt extended the declared American Neutrality Zone in the Atlantic to 26 degrees West longitude, a north-south line just to the west of Iceland. And in top-secret negotiations, U.S. and British military leaders forged a joint war plan that called for American warships to help escort Allied merchant convoys. To carry out this covert operation, Admiral King created the Atlantic Fleet Support Force, which quickly grew to twenty-seven destroyers, fifteen R-class submarines, a patrol wing of forty-eight PBY-5A Catalina flying boats, and several support and repair vessels. After a secret rendezvous with Prime Minister Winston Churchill in Placentia Bay, Newfoundland, from August 9 to 12, 1941, President Roosevelt ordered the U.S. Navy to begin convoy escort operations with the Atlantic Fleet Support Force.6

 



As Atlantic Fleet commander in late 1941, Admiral Ernest J. King supervised the U.S. Navy’s covert hostilities against the U-boats.

Clay Blair Collection, American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming
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It didn’t take long for the first combat incident between German U-boats and Atlantic fleet warships. On September 4, Lieutenant Commander Laurence H. Frost in the twenty-two-year-old destroyer USS Greer was ferrying passengers and mail to Iceland when a British Lockheed Hudson patrol bomber flying overhead signaled the Greer that it had spotted a U-boat crash-diving ten miles ahead. The Hudson had seen U-652, commanded by Oberleutnant zur See Georg-Werner Fraatz. As the Greer moved in to investigate, the Hudson attacked, dropping depth charges on the U-boat. For ninety minutes, the Greer patiently tracked the submerged U-boat with its sonar. Both Frost and Fraatz found themselves painted into a corner. Existing Atlantic Fleet instructions did not authorize warships sailing independently to attack U-boats. Only those warships escorting convoys could do so. U-652, on the other hand, could not skulk along submerged forever, and Fraatz was well aware that someone up there had already fired on him.

Fraatz was unsure whether he had been attacked by the aircraft or the destroyer, but he decided to fire at the surface ship. U-652 rose to periscope depth, where Fraatz spotted a warship’s silhouette identical to the fifty World War I–era destroyers that the U.S. Navy had transferred to the British. Fraatz fired a single torpedo at the Greer. Frost’s bellowed helm order, “All ahead full speed! Right full rudder!” jerked the 314-foot-long destroyer out of the weapon’s path. The Greer’s crew looked on, astonished, as the torpedo raced by 100 yards from the side of the ship. The Greer responded with depth-charge attacks against U-652, which prompted a second torpedo attack from the U-boat. The Greer continued to hunt the U-boat but after six hours broke off and resumed the mail run to Iceland. U-652 continued west to join a wolf pack hunting eastbound Slow Convoy 42.

Neither the destroyer nor the U-boat had suffered serious damage in the encounter, but the two sides had crossed a critical line. For the first time in World War II, an American warship and a German U-boat had traded fire. The real action took place back ashore. In a nationwide radio fireside chat, President Roosevelt announced a “shoot-on-sight order”  authorizing all American warships to attack Axis U-boats and surface ships even if not provoked.7

Hostilities between the Support Force and the U-boats escalated after the Greer incident. On October 16, 1941, a Canadian escort group was guarding fifty-two Allied merchant ships in eastbound Convoy SC48 when a wolf pack of nine U-boats struck. They had already sunk three merchantmen when the USS Kearny and four other American destroyers arrived to reinforce the Canadian warships. Shortly after midnight on October 17, the thirteen-month-old Kearny was operating on the port flank of the convoy when a single torpedo struck its starboard side. The blast ripped a large hole in the side of the ship, knocking out electrical power, seriously damaging the bridge, killing eleven crewmen, and injuring another twenty-two. Postwar investigators learned that Kapitänleutnant Joachim Preuss in U-568 had attacked with three torpedoes, two of which missed. The Kearny’s skipper, Commander Arthur Danis, restored limited power, and the destroyer limped back to Reykjavik for repairs.

Any lingering doubt that the U.S. Navy was in a shooting war with the U-boat Force vanished two weeks after the Kearny was torpedoed. On October 31, Kapitänleutnant Erich Topp in the U-552, one of a six-boat wolf pack attacking eastbound Convoy HX156, fired two torpedoes at the destroyer USS Reuben James, and at least one of them struck the warship. The blast set off the destroyer’s forward ammunition magazine and blew the ship in half. The sinking killed 115 of its 160-man crew, including its commanding officer, Lieutenant Commander Heywood L. Evans, and all of the other officers aboard. It was an incident that sent shock waves throughout the United States, and Woody Guthrie soon released a folk song commemorating those who died on the Reuben James.8

Americans did not have long to mourn the Reuben James. When America and Germany found themselves formally at war in mid-December 1941, Dönitz moved quickly. He dispatched five of his long-range Type IX U-boats to attack merchant shipping along the U.S. East Coast and prepared another sixteen for follow-on missions. Despite unambiguous intelligence warnings by the British revealing the westward movement of the U-boats, the U.S. Navy was caught flat-footed. Hardegen in U-123 struck first, sinking the 9,076-ton British freighter Cyclops 125 miles  southeast of Cape Sable, Nova Scotia. The carnage of Operation Paukenschlag (Drumbeat) had begun, and several attacks off Long Island hammered home a terrifying new reality: the grey wolves were at America’s door. Between January and August 1942, when the U.S. Navy and Army Air Forces finally secured the North American coastline by establishing a coastal convoy system and mounting extensive aerial patrols, the U-boats sank 609 Allied merchant ships totaling three million tons of shipping capacity. By March 1943, however, New York and other American coastal cities could breathe a bit easier. The Battle of the Atlantic had shifted to the northern convoy runs, and the U-boats had long since vanished from the harbor approaches to Boston, New York, Hampton Roads, and Florida. Now they were farther out at sea, hunting the convoys that were keeping Britain alive.9

The naval battles playing out in the North Atlantic were a key part of the Allied war plan, which called for taking the fight to Germany on the European continent it now dominated. That meant, first and foremost, that the Allies had to defeat the U-boats. When Roosevelt, Churchill, and their military advisers met in Washington, D.C., several weeks after Pearl Harbor, FDR had pledged that the United States would support the strategic goal of “Germany first,” giving priority to the defeat of the Nazi regime over all others, including the crushing of Japan. Turning that pledge into military reality posed two challenges for the U.S. military: helping defend the British against the U-boat threat to its maritime trade lifeline, while also shipping a massive force of army soldiers, airmen, and sailors and their gear to staging bases in the United Kingdom.

To invade Europe from a staging ground in Britain, the Allies would almost certainly have to land somewhere in France, which at the narrowest point in the English Channel is just over twenty miles from Britain. The initial plan to invade France, drafted in early 1942 by an obscure major general named Dwight David Eisenhower, anticipated a force of twenty-eight U.S. Army divisions totaling nearly 400,000 men, who would fight alongside another ten British divisions after a cross-Channel invasion. Called Operation Sledgehammer, this plan quickly collapsed under the weight of its own contradictions. No such U.S. Army force existed anywhere in 1942, much less in the United Kingdom. In fact, only the 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions with a total of 28,000 troops had reached  British soil by October 1942, joining a vanguard of several thousand U.S. Army Air Forces personnel assembling there for a separate, planned Anglo-American aerial bombing campaign against Germany. Fearing that further Allied delays in going to battle against the Germans might spark the Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin to make a separate peace with Hitler, the Allies opted for Operation Torch—the invasion of North Africa. As a result, the 1st Infantry Division and most of the stockpiled military supplies in Great Britain went south against the Afrika Korps, and by early March 1943 the buildup of men and equipment for the invasion of France was just starting over from scratch.10

 



British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and First Sea Lord Admiral Dudley Pound took a direct interest in Great Britain’s response to the U-boat threat.

Clay Blair Collection, American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming
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Military supplies were not the only commodity desperately needed in Britain in the early spring of 1943. To be sure, the military gear that Allied merchant ships continued to haul to the United Kingdom—disassembled aircraft, bombs, artillery pieces, trucks, landing craft, ammunition, and fuel—were in high demand at the bases and military stockpiles that covered Great Britain from Londonderry to Cornwall. But a second category of cargo was just as vital to the British war effort: food, fuel, and other supplies still being sent to the civilian population under the Lend-Lease program. The initial U-boat onslaught in the Atlantic in 1940–41 had reduced British shipping capacity to the point that food and raw material imports had dropped from 43 million tons to 29.4 million tons. Strict food rationing had become a fact of life in Britain since then. On average, a British civilian could obtain twelve ounces of bread and two ounces of tea per day. Meat and eggs were in even shorter supply, with an allotment of just four ounces of ham or bacon per person each week, and one egg every two weeks—if eggs were available. Lend-Lease shipments provided much of this food, in thousands of tons of cargo that ranged from canned meat, vegetables, and fruit to condensed milk, cheese, and eggs. By early 1943, the U.S. economy was committed to providing the embattled British one-fourth of their national food supply. If the ships carrying these rations could not make it past the U-boats in the Atlantic, many Britons would starve.11

The Allied convoy system had risen to meet Britain’s urgent needs but was still desperately short itself in several crucial respects. On paper, it had matured into a well-organized structure by March 1943. As the number of available merchant vessels steadily grew and the U-boat threat—also steadily escalating—shifted from one operational area to another, the Allied convoy system had expanded and regularly changed its routes to avoid enemy encounters. In reality, however, the Allies continuously scrambled to overcome shortages of escort warships, land-based patrol aircraft, and modern weapons and sensors to fight the U-boats.

The escort shortages that plagued the Allied convoy system had been a perennial problem since the beginning of the war. From September 1939 until March 1942, the British Admiralty and its Canadian counterpart, the Naval Service Headquarters in Ottawa, had managed the North Atlantic convoys. A shortage of surface warships had only allowed the two navies to escort eastbound convoys partway across the Atlantic, and westbound convoys only to a point west of Ireland. After these points, the escorts would turn back to port while the merchant ships dispersed to proceed independently to their ports of destination. The German U-boat Force had quickly learned of this weakness and shifted operations out into the deep Atlantic to pick off the unprotected merchant vessels. This forced the British and Canadians—and by mid-1941 in deep secrecy, the U.S. Atlantic Fleet—to come up with enough escorts to convoy the civilian ships all the way across the ocean.12

In organizing North Atlantic shipping, British planners devised a simple system that divided merchantmen into two groups based on the ship’s top speed. Vessels that could maintain a steady speed of ten to fifteen knots would go in fast HX convoys staging out of Halifax, Nova Scotia, a major Canadian city whose port served as a gateway for resources from across the country. Those merchantmen unable to maintain at least ten knots sustained speed would travel in slow SC convoys embarking from Sydney, Cape Breton, or Halifax. Westbound convoys were similarly separated into fast Outbound (North), or ON groups and Outbound (North) Slow, or ONS formations, which left British ports to assemble in the North Channel separating Scotland and Northern Ireland.

Even under the best conditions, east- and westbound convoys often took longer to cross the Atlantic than their planners would have liked. For one thing, the average speed of a convoy was normally several knots slower than the designated rate of advance, since each formation would steam only as fast as the slowest vessel in the group. Assuming they encountered no delays from weather or U-boat attacks, the HX convoys would usually complete the 2,300-nautical-mile passage in fourteen to fifteen days depending on the specific routing, while the slow SC convoys would complete the crossing in fifteen to sixteen days. The trip would take longer if the convoy encountered storms or if its course track required significant evasive routing to the north or south of the great-circle routes between the Canadian and British ports. One formation in February 1943, Slow Convoy ONS169, was battered by a series of fierce winter gales that brought it to a standstill for days at a time. The convoy took an unprecedented twenty-seven days to reach New York.d

By the fall of 1942, New York had become the principal staging ground for convoys departing for Britain. The U.S. Navy had assumed control over eastbound convoys in September 1942 and shifted the port of departure for both HX and SC convoys to New York. After this changeover, the fast westbound ON formations proceeded to New York, while slower ONS convoys headed for Halifax or New York, as convoy planners dictated. By early March 1943, slow convoys were departing New York and the United Kingdom at roughly eight- or nine-day intervals, while fast convoys departed about once a week. Because of their staggered departure schedules, there were always between ten and twelve eastbound and westbound convoys at sea on any given day. During the first week of March, ten North Atlantic convoys—six westbound ON/ONS formations and four eastbound HX/SC convoys—were at sea with a total of 577 ships among them.

The inexorable growth of the Allied merchant fleet had created a new problem for port authorities and convoy planners: overcrowding in New York and other ports. Collisions between ships in port had soared; in New York in February alone, thirty-one collisions involving sixty-two ships had occurred in the crowded anchorages or shipping channels. Scrambling to clear New York’s congested harbor so as to avoid repair-related delays in the merchantmen’s shipping schedules, convoy officials assigned eighty merchant ships apiece to the last HX and SC convoys to depart for the United Kingdom in February. Convoys SC121 and HX228 had departed on February 23 and February 28, respectively, dropping the number of merchantmen in New York to about 200. The much-needed expansion of the merchant fleet had only one downside: there would be more targets for the German wolf packs.13

A little over a week after the departure of fast Convoy HX228, another 118 merchant ships prepared to leave port. Three convoys were scheduled to sail during March 5–9: Slow Convoy SC122 with fifty vessels, fast Convoy HX229 with forty merchantmen, and an ad hoc fast Convoy HX229A, organized to further relieve the overcrowding. HX229A would contain another twenty-eight vessels, including thirteen large oil tankers. While each convoy’s ultimate destination was the North Channel and the United Kingdom, the formations also served to move ships between three interim ports along the way. As the convoys moved past the Canadian  ports of Halifax and St. John’s, a number of ships were scheduled to detach from the formations, while additional ships would steam out to meet the convoys for the mid-Atlantic passage. Five ships that left New York in SC122 would detach for Halifax or St. John’s, while another sixteen merchantmen would join the slow convoy from those ports. Six ships in fast Convoy HX229A likewise would break off for the Canadian ports while another eighteen merchantmen were scheduled to join up from there.

The ships waiting to depart New York in the first week of March formed a cross-section of the Allied merchant fleet. They included dry cargo freighters, refrigerated ships with cargoes of frozen meat, bulk cargo carriers laden with chemicals or grain, oil tankers, and several tank landing ships. They also came from a dozen different nations. Of 149 ships preparing to sail in the three convoys from all ports, fifty-one flew the Union Jack. There were also thirty-three American merchantmen, thirteen Panamanian-flagged vessels, eight from Norway, and seven Dutchmen. Seven other countries were represented as well, with three Icelandic ships, two apiece from Belgium, Greece, and Sweden, and one each from Canada, Denmark, and Yugoslavia. The ships flying the flags of six German-occupied countries were operating under the protection of the British Merchant Navy. Beginning with the German invasion of Norway in April 1940, the British publicly invited merchant ships at sea whose countries had been occupied to come under the protection of the Union Jack—for the duration of the war, or until they were sunk. More than 700 ships from Norway, Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, France, Greece, and Yugoslavia eventually joined the Allied convoy effort.14

Combined, convoys SC122, HX229, and HX229A would transport nearly a million tons of food, fuel, and war supplies to the British Isles. Stowed in their holds were 170,000 tons of petroleum fuels, 150,000 tons of frozen meat, and 600,000 tons of general cargo, including food, timber, ammunition, disassembled aircraft, locomotives, and tanks. The ships ranged in age from the forty-three-year-old 7,022-ton British ship Sevilla to eight vessels on their first voyage, including a number of American-built Liberty ships now just entering the merchant fleet. They ranged in size from the diminutive 775-ton Icelandic coastal steamer Selfoss to the mammoth 15,130-ton British refrigerated ship Akaroa.15

Although this trip would be the maiden voyage for some of the ships in the three convoys, many of the merchantmen bound had already traversed their fair share of treacherous waters. The Glen Line’s 9,503-ton refrigerated stores ship Glenapp had loaded a cargo of cocoa, palm oil, and copper at Lagos, Nigeria, in November but the Admiralty had canceled the Sierra Leone–Great Britain convoy route due to the Allied invasion of North Africa. So the twenty-three-year-old British merchantman had sailed from Africa to Cuba to join the U.S. interlocking coastal convoy system, arriving in New York on Christmas 1942 with a burned-out engine that necessitated weeks of repairs before it could complete its voyage home. The Royal Mail Lines 8,174-ton Nariva and Donaldson Line’s 7,252-ton Coracero—both refrigerated stores ships—had taken even longer, more wandering routes to find themselves in New York that week. Both had loaded frozen beef cargoes at Buenos Aires for Great Britain. U.S. Navy convoy planners, having received reports of a U-boat wolf pack off the Brazilian coast, ordered the two ships to make the long voyage around Cape Horn into the Pacific, then steam north along the west coast of South America until they could pass into the Caribbean via the Panama Canal. Two vessels—the Dutch 5,158-ton Terkoelei and New Zealander 8,695-ton Tekoa—were among a number of vessels that had begun their voyages in distant Australia, loading cargoes of Australian wheat, zinc, and frozen meats. The newly constructed Fort Cedar Lake and Fort Anne, both 7,134-ton freighters, had begun their trips in Vancouver, British Columbia, with cargoes of lumber, phosphates, lead, timber, and explosives.16

Convoy SC122 was the first of the three early March formations to depart New York. The slow convoy was scheduled to leave for the Atlantic at first light on Friday, March 5, and as New Yorkers began to fill the city’s streets, the crewmen on the fifty vessels were preparing to get their ships underway. As they readied for departure, the civilian masters of the ships in SC122 would no doubt have reminded themselves of the explicit instructions presented to them by U.S. Navy authorities the day before.

On Thursday morning, with their ships topped off with fuel and last-minute extra cargo lashed to the main decks, the captains had met with U.S. Navy and civilian port officials at a formal sailing conference at the New York port director’s office at 17 Battery Place. Presiding was Navy Captain F. G. Reinicke, navy director of the Port of New York. The sailing  conference followed a well-established routine. Reinicke introduced the SC122 convoy commodore, retired Royal Navy Reserve Captain Samuel N. White. A veteran British merchant sea captain, White would fly his flag on the recently repaired Glenapp. As commodore, it was White’s responsibility to coordinate the convoy’s movements as directed by the commander of the escort group, and to ensure that the ships maintained proper formation and carried out emergency maneuvers passed on by a small communications staff riding with him on the flagship. The authorities at the sailing conference also introduced Commodore F. R. McNeil, master of the 2,870-ton British freighter Boston City, as vice commodore. His responsibility would be to take over leadership of SC122 if anything happened to Captain White or the Glenapp.

After the convoy’s leaders had been presented, the rest of the session consisted of a review of convoy basics. SC122 would travel in fourteen columns of two to five ships each. Every ship would maintain the standard separation of 1,000 yards between vessels in the adjacent columns and 500 yards between the leading and following ships. The masters reviewed communications security, including which radio frequencies to guard and which convoy ciphers to use. Commodore White restated how important it was for each ship to avoid making excess smoke by day, and for maintaining strict darkened-ship conditions at night so as not to betray the convoy’s presence to the U-boats. In addition to these security regulations, each master was informed of the position that his vessel would occupy in the convoy. Captain William Laidler, master of the 4,898-ton British freighter Kingsbury, learned that his ship was assigned to position 51, lead ship in the fifth (counting from port to starboard) of the fourteen columns of Convoy SC122. Thus the Kingsbury would be one of the first vessels to weigh anchor and get under way on Friday morning.17

The first leg of SC122’s eastbound passage from New York promised to be uneventful. The convoy would sail several hundred miles due east from New York, then turn northeast to follow the U.S. and Canadian coastlines for about 1,200 nautical miles up toward Newfoundland, under the protection of a local escort group. When it reached the assigned Western Ocean Meeting Point, or WESTOMP, eighty-one nautical miles southeast of St. John’s, Newfoundland, the formation would then rendezvous with a more powerful mid-ocean escort group assigned to shepherd it across the  North Atlantic. The U-boats had heavily attacked coastal shipping during the spring of 1942, but abandoned the inshore area in late summer after a steady buildup of coastal convoys, reinforced local escort groups, and land-based patrol aircraft. SC122 could expect a peaceful start to its long journey.e

The key piece of information that the SC122 ship captains had received at Thursday’s sailing conference was not the route up to WESTOMP, however, but what would follow it: the convoy’s path from WESTOMP to the North Channel. Unlike the voyage up the North American coast, this leg of the trip promised to be a treacherous one. Particularly risky was the lack of air cover for the convoys for a long stretch of their trans-Atlantic journey. In the spring of 1943, Allied land-based patrol aircraft could not cover the Greenland air gap, the broad, 600-to-800-mile swath of open ocean southwest of Iceland. While crossing this expanse of ocean, the merchantmen and their escorts could expect no air support. Unlike warships, which could have a difficult time spotting U-boats in the choppy waters of the North Atlantic even when the enemy was hovering at periscope depth, aircraft had a bird’s-eye view that enabled them to quickly spot the shadows of U-boats and relay this information down to the convoy escorts. Additionally, these patrol aircraft were being equipped with airborne radar sets that could detect a U-boat on the surface even if it were cloaked in cloud cover. Without this critical air support, the defenders would have to rely on their own, imperfect methods for locating and attacking submerged U-boats.

Like the Allies, the Germans were well aware of the Greenland air gap. Swarms of U-boats assigned to different wolf packs were using it as their primary hunting ground for the North Atlantic convoys. For anywhere from three to six days, depending on convoy speed and the weather, each formation and its mid-ocean escort group would be most vulnerable to attack.

The shifting locations of U-boats in the Greenland air gap made up only one factor that convoy planners used to determine each formation’s specific mid-ocean route. The navy’s Convoy and Routing staffers in   Washington pored over Allied naval intelligence reports on the U-boat Force, studied the current weather patterns, and coordinated with their British counterparts at the Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre and the Admiralty Trading Division in London over the routing of other convoys. A prime concern was to avoid entangling the various east- and westbound formations with one another as they transited the Atlantic. The Great Circle route from Newfoundland to the entrance of the North Channel measured about 1,700 nautical miles. Taking this route would normally result in a seven-day journey in good weather for a fast HX convoy and nine to eleven days for a slow SC formation. This was also the least likely course track that Allied planners would ever use, for it would send the merchantmen straight through the German wolf packs lurking in the Greenland air gap. Moreover, SC122, like many convoys leaving New York, included ships bound for Halifax and St. John’s in Canada, and additional ships with cargo for Great Britain coming out of those Canadian ports would join up with the HX/SC formations. Similarly, eight ships in SC122 were scheduled to detach for Iceland midway through the crossing, so the convoy’s planners needed to send it close to the south of that island nation.18

The planners rarely plotted a straight-line course track, which would be too easy for the enemy to track if the convoy were spotted. Instead, planners devised a series of waypoints with course changes aimed at maneuvering the main convoy body, usually spanning six to seven miles in width and one mile deep, around the massed U-boats. Because of those factors, the North Atlantic convoy routes from WESTOMP to the British Isles tended to fall within a broad corridor of the ocean roughly 650 to 700 miles wide, bordered to the north by the Greenland ice pack and to the south by the current estimated position of the U-boats. In theory, there was plenty of ocean in which to steam undetected.

When the civilian masters assigned to Convoy SC122 met on March 4 and their counterparts in HX229 and HX229A met several days later, Allied planners had plotted initial courses for the three convoys. The intention was to have SC122 and HX229 gradually diverge until they were nearly 250 miles apart after passing Cape Race and entering the Greenland air gap. Upon leaving harbor, all three formations would proceed several hundred miles in a generally easterly course before turning east-northeast  for the four-day passage up toward Newfoundland. However, SC122 beginning on March 8 would steer a course of 061 degrees for five days, and HX229 beginning on March 10 would hold firm to a course of 070 degrees. Even though both convoy routes passed well to the north of the Great Circle path, the two still kept well to the south of the dangerous iceberg waters off Labrador and Greenland.

Convoy HX229A would follow a significantly different course than those of SC122 and HX229. The Navy Convoy and Routing planners plotted a course that took that formation far to the north as soon as it passed Cape Race. While adding nearly 600 miles to the convoy’s route, the northward track minimized the amount of time the ships would lack land-based aircraft support, while also steering the formation well clear of the known U-boat locations. Given the known risks and the continuing shortage of escorts, it was the best the planners could do for the three convoys.19

 

DEANE WYNNE came up on deck after a four-hour watch in the freighter’s engine room, where he had shoveled coal nonstop into the fire boxes below the massive boilers. For the past ten days, Wynne and the other forty-three officers and merchant sailors aboard the 4,898-ton British freighter Kingsbury had been confined to the ship as it lay anchored in New York Harbor. They were awaiting the sailing of the next slow convoy to the United Kingdom. The harbor and docks were jammed with merchant vessels of all types and nationalities, and the ships were heavily laden with every form of cargo imaginable. It was Friday, March 5, 1943, and the crew was preparing for sea at last. Captain William Laidler, master of the Kingsbury, had informed his crew the afternoon before that they would be raising anchor shortly after 7:00 a.m. EST as part of eastbound Convoy SC122.

While Wynne was conscious of the cityscape he was now departing, he was just as aware of the dangerous waters through which the Kingsbury would soon be passing. Their ten-day sojourn in New York Harbor had been a difficult time. The Kingsbury had originally left New York on February 23 in Convoy SC121 but sustained minor damage in a storm that left the ship unable to keep up with the formation. Forced to return to port, the crew confronted another worry, the ice-clogged Hudson River. Massive chunks of ice continuously drifted downstream into the crowded anchorage, and the crewmen were forced to prepare for an emergency  move at all hours. “Ice floes were banging against the ships’ sides as the wind broke up the ice further upstream,” Wynne recalled years later. Just as hazardous as the wintry weather could be the effect it had on other ships. The combination of gale-force winds and the swift river current frequently had resulted in ships dragging their anchors and sliding downstream out of control. Two ships moored near the Kingsbury—the 6,813-ton Dutch freighter Zaanland and 5,214-ton Norwegian ship Elin K.—had already collided when the larger ship, swinging on its anchor chain at the turn of the tide, got stuck by the bow on the harbor bottom. While the crew attempted to free their ship, the larger Zaanland struck the Norwegian merchantman, ripping a hole in the Elin K.’s forepeak that required emergency repairs.20

 



The 4,898-ton British steam merchant Kingsbury in Convoy SC122 was carrying a cargo from West Africa of bauxite and bulk lumber.

Alexander Capper & Co. Ltd., U.K.
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The nineteen-year-old Wynne did not know the name of the convoy in which his ship would return to the British Isles, nor did he care. As a junior member of the Kingsbury’s “black gang,” the detachment responsible for shoveling coal into the ship’s enormous furnaces, he was unaware of the ship’s assigned position at the head of Column 5 in SC122. He was a lower-ranking member of the crew, privy to none of the information about the current U-boat threat or even the long-term weather predictions  on the convoy’s projected route. All Wynne knew was that he was finally returning to England and his widowed mother after nearly a year of nonstop convoying since signing up in the British Merchant Navy in the spring of 1942. That one year had been more than enough.

In his time at sea, Wynne had already seen the Allied shipping program from a great many angles. After signing up in the merchant navy, Wynne had briefly served as a cabin steward on a Dutch freighter plying the English coastal routes. The assignment ended abruptly when a drunken crewman assaulted him, prompting a brief hospital stay, facial stitches, and a hasty transfer to the 2,892-ton Norwegian freighter Veni. Wynne had crossed the North Atlantic five times on that filthy, coal-dust-ridden freighter before leaving the ship in New York in January 1943. His most recent convoy trip, the last aboard the Veni, had been a voyage of terror. The forty-six ships of westbound Convoy ONS 154 had endured a fierce assault by two German wolf packs that sank a total of sixteen ships during December 27–30, 1942. For nearly ninety-six hours, the U-boats had outmatched and overpowered the Canadian escort group trying to protect the convoy. Wynne and the other engine-room crewmen frantically shoveled coal as the Veni’s hull reverberated with the concussions from exploding torpedo warheads. The experience had made all too clear the dangers that awaited Wynne on the Kingsbury’s imminent voyage.

After leaving the Veni, Wynne had enjoyed a six-week sabbatical ashore while waiting for a new assignment. As a British merchant sailor, he received a $3 per day allowance, which covered his meals and lodging in a New York Seaman’s Mission and allowed him to explore the sights and sounds of Manhattan. Wynne’s leave abruptly ended on February 23, when a British consular aide collared him at the Seaman’s Mission and whisked him down to the waterfront for a boat ride out to the Kingsbury and its sailing with Convoy SC121.21

With a sudden blast of the ship’s horn and a loudspeaker announcement from the bridge, the Kingsbury began weighing anchor around 0718 hours EST, as the first of the fifty merchantmen in Convoy SC122 began heading down the channel. Wynne turned and went below to shovel coal into the Kingsbury’s furnaces—ready once again, after days of inactivity, for the dull routine that would consume two four-hour watches every day of the voyage. It was backbreaking work that paid relatively little. Yet apart  from the danger of being torpedoed, Wynne saw this as a far better life than fighting with the British Army in Africa or flailing about the ocean in a Royal Navy corvette.

 



Deane Wynne spent most of World War II at sea on merchant ships.

Courtesy of Ruth Wynne
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The convoy flagship Glenapp went first, backing out from a wharf on the city’s Upper West Side. Slowly proceeding downriver, it gathered the ships earmarked to lead the convoy’s thirteen other columns. The Kingsbury met the procession as it passed down through New York Harbor, taking position astern of the Glenapp as the formation proceeded in single file through the Verrazano Narrows and down the outbound channel to the sea.

As it entered the coastal waters of the Atlantic Ocean, the captains and crews in SC122 were confident about the first leg of their journey. Dense coverage by land-based patrol aircraft and the protection afforded to convoys under the year-old coastal convoy system made it unlikely that any U-boats would interfere with the formation on the initial 1,200-nautical-mile run from New York to the designated Western Ocean Meeting Point. The convoy’s diminutive escort force, three Canadian corvettes and a minesweeper, confirmed the Allies’ awareness that no U-boats were in the  coastal waters. Throughout the day, patrol aircraft and even a navy blimp flew overhead. It would have been a reassuring sight for veterans of previous voyages across the North Atlantic. Once they reached the deeper ocean, air cover would become more sporadic, then disappear altogether.22

After leaving New York harbor, Commodore White held the Glenapp and the column leaders on a steady easterly course and speed of five knots, while the rest of the convoy ships fell into their assigned positions. It took more than seven hours for the convoy to maneuver into its designated formation, by which point the skyscrapers of New York had faded into the distance.

As with most convoys, the ships in SC122 were assigned a position in the convoy’s main body based on each vessel’s intended destination, with an eye toward minimizing the disruption to the convoy as ships detached or joined the formation en route. For SC122, two vessels destined for Halifax constituted Column 1 on the convoy’s port side. When they arrived at the Halifax Ocean Meeting Point on Tuesday, March 9, these ships would simply turn out of the formation to proceed to the Nova Scotia capital while the main body continued on its way. Similarly, a trio of merchantmen proceeding to St. John’s occupied Column 2, which would then be the outermost port file of ships after Column 1 departed. Another six ships destined for Reyjkavik under separate escort filled Columns 3 and 4. The same planning dictated which vessels would fill the starboard columns. As the convoy neared the northern coast of Ireland, the eleven ships scheduled for Belfast, Northern Ireland, would find it easy to detach from SC122, since the planners had placed them in Columns 12 through 14 on the far right flank of the formation. The rest of the ships heading for the North Channel filled the convoy’s center columns.23

This logical arrangement of ships brought scant comfort to veteran merchant seamen. All too often, a ship’s placement in a convoy could determine its chances of surviving the trans-Atlantic voyage. Sailors like Deane Wynne were well aware of this cold fact and would have watched with apprehension as their ship maneuvered into its designated spot in the front row of the convoy. Their greatest fear was to be an easy target for a marauding U-boat, and from experience they knew that some positions in a convoy formation were significantly more dangerous than others. During his previous trans-Atlantic crossings on the Norwegian freighter Veni,  Wynne had quickly soaked up the conventional wisdom of which sailing positions were relatively safe, and which ones were not. Since U-boats primarily attacked convoy formations from the sides or from the front, the exposed outer columns and the leading row of ships were deemed the most dangerous places to be. Ships bringing up the rear in each column faced an additional potential danger, Wynne later recalled. “The last ship in each column was always asked if they would stop and pick up survivors,” he noted. “Very few did. It was at great risk to themselves and their own crews. The value of a few lives at sea in those days was far outvalued by the cargo the ship was carrying, and indeed the ship itself, which would hopefully be available to make a few more crossings.”

By late afternoon on Friday, March 5, Commodore White had Convoy SC122 in relatively good shape as the formation continued on its initial easterly track. All fifty vessels had reached their designated positions in the convoy, which was now traveling at the assigned speed of seven knots. The only glitch came when the forty-year-old Greek freighter Georgios P., carrying a bulk load of sugar, signaled Commodore White that it could not maintain speed. The commodore ordered it to return to New York.

For the first few hours the convoy saw numerous patrol aircraft and several navy dirigibles overhead, but the skies grew empty as the ships continued east for the initial waypoint at 40:28 North 066:30 West, some 334 nautical miles offshore. There, the plan called for SC122 to turn to the northeast for the rendezvous four days later with fourteen ships joining from Halifax, and the handover three days after that from the Western Local Escort Force to the British mid-ocean escort group for the trans-Atlantic passage.

The first day and night at sea had passed in good weather, but late in the afternoon of Saturday, March 6, conditions began to deteriorate. As the sun dipped toward the western horizon, the winds picked up and the cloud layer thickened. A southerly gale swept in from the starboard beam and began lashing the ships. The waves grew in size until they dwarfed the merchantmen’s hulls. The crewmen braced themselves for a long night. The ships began to roll and pitch in the deepening swells, and the convoy’s neat pattern of rows and columns began to fall apart. The wind increased steadily until it was blowing a full gale. Watch-standers on the open navigation bridges of the four local escorts and lookouts on the merchant  vessels braced themselves as the rain and spray lashed their faces. The captains of several merchant ships were forced to heave to, their bows pointed into the face of the wind, minimizing the chances that a rogue wave could capsize the ship, as the rest of the formation slowly vanished into the east.

When the sun broke through clouds on the morning of March 7, SC122 was scattered across several hundred square miles of ocean. Commodore White, however, had prepared for this eventuality. Anticipating the gale, he had sent a signal to the ships the previous afternoon identifying a rendezvous point for noon the next day, so most of the convoy was able to rejoin. When White finished counting, he found that eleven of the original forty-nine ships were still missing. He later learned that eight of them had aborted the convoy to return to port.

Two of the straggler ships rejoined SC122 two days later, prompting a message from Commodore White that perplexed many of the non-British signalmen throughout the convoy. When the 3,881-ton British bulk carrier Vinriver and the 3,684-ton Dutch freighter Kedoe finally caught up with the main body, the seas were still running high, making it difficult for them to return to their assigned stations. From his vantage point on the Glenapp’s bridge at the head of Column 8, White peered through binoculars as the smaller Kedoe struggled for more than an hour to get back to the second spot in Column 14, immediately behind the 6,198-ton American freighter McKeesport. When the doughty little ship finally made it, White ordered his signalman to flash a message to the Dutch captain via Aldis lamp: “Well done. Look up Luke 15:6.” A short time later, the Dutch master signaled back, “I cannot find it in my Confidential Books.”

The Dutchman’s perplexity caused chuckling on the Glenapp’s bridge, for the British crew were experienced users of an informal communications technique that had evolved during the war: citing a biblical verse that contained the gist of what the sender wanted to communicate. Since most schoolchildren in British public schools studied the Bible as literature and history, many seamen found it simpler and faster to form their messages around an appropriate quotation in the Good Book. The signal itself would consist of just the particular biblical chapter and verse. British Merchant Navy veterans said the practice was popular because it offered watch-standers the chance to inject a little humor into what could be a boring or tense routine. “Captains were well versed and would turn to yeomen to  look up a particular quotation applicable to a particular incident (or accident),” said J. A. Bayley, a former Royal Navy signal yeoman. “Some [were] humorous, some serious, some admonishing a junior ship’s captain for an error. Proverbs always were popular.” In Bible Code, as British seamen called it, White had compared the straggler to the Prodigal Son: “And when he cometh home, he calleth together his friends and neighbors, saying unto them, rejoice with me; for I have found my sheep which was lost.”

As Bayley could attest, not all messages in Bible Code were sent in a spirit of fun, however. One escort group commander reportedly became irked with the master of a coal-burning freighter that was having difficulty maintaining speed with the formation. At sunrise one morning, the destroyer skipper saw the elderly merchantman lagging several miles behind the other ships, and flashed it a Morse code message to keep better station. The master on the freighter signaled back that he was having trouble keeping pressure in his steam boilers but would try harder. However, on the following morning, the freighter once more had fallen behind the main body. The escort commander once more ordered the culprit to do what it took to get back in its assigned column. The civilian master meekly agreed. Then on the third morning in a row, the escort commander found the wrongdoer once again several miles astern of the convoy, a ripe target for the next U-boat that might come along. “Get back in station as fast as possible,” the destroyer commander signaled the freighter. “I’m doing the best I can,” the freighter blinked back. Exasperated, the naval escort commander signaled, “Hebrews 13:8.” The master of the freighter turned to the passage, which read: “JESUS CHRIST, the same yesterday, and today, and forever.”24

By the end of the second day at sea, White had the convoy—now reduced to thirty-eight ships—more or less back on track. Apart from the eight ships that had returned to port, only one, the 5,754-ton British iron ore carrier Clarissa Radcliffe, remained missing, and in fact, would never be seen again. The rectangular array of merchantmen, screened by the local escorts, continued plodding its way to the convoy route waypoint east of New York, where it would make the turn to the north-northeast and commence the five-day trek up to the meeting point off Newfoundland. From there, it would begin its long trek into the U-boat-infested North Atlantic.

WHILE CONVOY SC122 steamed into the early morning of March 8, heading toward the Western Ocean Meeting Point southeast of Newfoundland, several thousand other merchant crewmen and navy sailors were just beginning their preparations for the departure of fast Convoy HX229, which was slated to leave New York that same morning. In New York, Navy Signalman 3rd Class Theodore M. Schorr woke up in a strange room with a shadowy figure leaning into his bunk, shaking him hard. “You are wanted on the bridge,” the sailor said. For a long moment, Schorr could not remember where he was or even how he had gotten to this unfamiliar berthing compartment. Then he remembered. His assignment to the 6,008-ton Panamanian-flagged freighter El Mundo had come suddenly the night before. By the time he had arrived at the ship and gotten checked in, it was already several hours past midnight. He had fallen instantly asleep upon climbing into his rack.

“Where is the bridge?” Schorr mumbled, shaking the sleep out of his head and climbing out on the linoleum tile deck. At that point, Schorr felt something strange underfoot. The ship was moving! Quickly dressing, Schorr climbed up a ladder and opened a door to the ship’s rear cargo deck. He walked briskly forward toward the superstructure amidships to climb up to the ship’s navigation bridge. The weather was frigid under a partial cloud layer and the ship’s passage created a strong breeze that made him clench his hands together. It was Monday, March 8, 1943, and he was heading out into the North Atlantic on his first convoy.

Theodore Schorr was embarking on his initial convoy voyage, but he had been training for a long time for this moment. The son and grandson of Pittsburgh-area steel workers, the twenty-one-year-old Schorr had opted out of a safe “essential” industrial job in the Duquesne Steel Works that would have exempted him from the military draft. He had enlisted in the U.S. Navy at the end of 1942, hoping to serve on a large warship such as an aircraft carrier or battleship. Schorr soon learned that the navy had other needs and that the choice of assignment was not his to make. After boot camp at Great Lakes, Illinois, he received orders to attend a four-month signal school downstate in Champaign-Urbana, where he and dozens of other sailors were trained as signalmen. He studied Morse code, semaphore flag signaling, alphabet and numeral signal flag recognition, while taking refresher courses in reading and grammar. At the end of January  1943, Schorr and a handful of others were promoted to signalman 3rd class and assigned to the Naval Armed Guard. He had never heard of the organization.25

 



Signalman 3rd Class Ted Schorr, second from right, relaxes with fellow Naval Armed Guard sailors on the freighter El Mundo in Convoy HX229.

Courtesy of Ted Schorr
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Schorr had never heard of the Naval Armed Guard because, up until recently, it hadn’t existed. In January 1943, when he was assigned to that naval branch, the U.S. Navy was well into a wartime expansion program unprecedented in military history. Twelve months earlier, in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, about 400,000 naval personnel were on active duty or in training. In the year that followed, the number of men and women in navy uniform more than tripled to 1.3 million. By July 1943, the navy would have sworn in its two millionth sailor and would continue to expand until reaching its wartime peak of 3.6 million officers and enlisted personnel on September 2, 1945, when the Japanese surrender ended the global conflict.26

The navy did not just assign this tidal wave of personnel to its rapidly expanding fleet of warships and auxiliaries. It also created a number of new  commands to confront the many emerging threats at sea. One of these was organized to help defend merchant shipping from German U-boats, surface raiders, and aircraft, as well as Japanese forces in the Pacific theater. At the outbreak of war in Europe on September 1, 1939, the United States Merchant Marine had roughly 1,400 large merchant ships under its control. The U.S. Maritime Commission soon organized a massive civilian shipbuilding program to expand the merchant fleet, particularly the supply chain being formed between the United States and Britain. Like their Royal Navy counterparts, U.S. Navy officials after Pearl Harbor realized that to protect larger merchant ships it would be necessary to install defensive armament on board, man them with naval gunners, and provide a cadre of communications specialists to aid the civilian ship masters when steaming in formation. The navy foresaw that the need would become even greater as the American shipbuilding industry went into high gear, constructing nearly 5,000 new merchant freighters and fuel tankers to replace those lost by the enemy. The expanding merchant fleet would ferry ever larger numbers of troops, supplies, and armament across the Atlantic and Pacific to far-flung scenes of battle. Thus was born the Naval Armed Guard, the American counterpart to the British Defensively Equipped Merchant Ships (DEMS).27

The primary mission of Naval Armed Guard sailors was to man an array of guns that the service hastily installed aboard merchant ships. These ranged from a four-inch/.50-cal. deck gun firing high explosive shells at targets up to nine miles away, to diminutive 20-mm Oerlikon pedestal-mounted automatic cannons that a single sailor could man and fire. The navy also assigned signalmen and radio operators to aid the civilian masters as they followed their convoy commodore’s orders at sea. Schorr had been trained as one of these specialists: a military serviceman who could help maintain order among the convoy of civilian merchantmen.

Like all sailors assigned to merchant ships in the Atlantic, Schorr had reported for duty at the Armed Guard Center (Atlantic), a sprawling navy complex on the Brooklyn waterfront facing New York Harbor. He arrived at the facility on February 28 and stored his sea bag and other possessions in its massive berthing compartment that could accommodate 1,700 sailors at a time. Sleep was difficult because at all hours, loudspeakers would blare out instructions to crewmen assigned to departing ships. Depending on the size of the ship and the number of guns it carried, an Armed Guard detachment could be anywhere from a dozen to as many as forty men. Schorr spent the next few days processing paperwork. After that, the master-at-arms told him to listen carefully whenever there was a loudspeaker announcement. His name would soon come up.

On Sunday evening, March 7, seven days after his arrival, Schorr had been watching a movie when the loudspeaker summoned him and two other sailors to the master-at-arms’ shack. There, the grizzled chief petty officer ordered them to pack their gear. Several minutes later, the three sailors were in a station wagon driven by a Red Cross volunteer slowly heading down the Brooklyn docks. They stopped at one warehouse and wandered through to the other end, where a large door opened out onto a pier. There, Navy Ensign Leonardo DeMarco, the ship’s Armed Guard detachment commander, was waiting for them. He accepted their papers and told them to board the freighter. They were last-minute replacements for three other sailors in the twenty-man Armed Guard detachment aboard, the officer said. “He explained that I was the only signalman so that my duty was to be on the bridge from before sunrise until after sunset,” Schorr recalled. “The rest, he said, I would have to myself as time allowed.”28

As Schorr made his way up to the bridge on the El Mundo on the morning of March 8, the forty ships of Convoy HX229 were beginning their departure from New York the same way that SC122 had done three days earlier. Starting at 0930 EST, the convoy flagship Abraham Lincoln, a 5,749-ton Norwegian freighter, edged out into the Hudson River and, with a loud blast of its horn, summoned the other ten column leaders to follow it downstream toward New York Harbor and the Verrazano Narrows. In charge of the merchantman was convoy Commodore Maurice J. D. Mayall, a World War I–era destroyer commander whose civilian career in the interwar years had been spent with the Canadian Pacific Lines, a freight and passenger liner company operating worldwide. The retired Royal Navy Reserve captain had returned to wartime service in November 1942 as a convoy leader. Earlier in the year, the sixty-year-old Mayall had served as vice-commodore of Convoy ON159 in the 7,248-ton British tanker Daghestan. The formation of twenty-nine merchantmen made the westbound crossing without incident from the North Channel to New York during January 4–20.29

Like his colleague Captain White in SC122, Mayall spent the better part of HX229’s first day at sea organizing the eleven columns of three and four ships, with his flagship in the lead position in Column 6, dead center in the front row. He sent signal flag after signal flag soaring up the hoists, and the ship’s Aldis lamp flashed continuous messages in blinking Morse code to the other vessels. Once the convoy had formed up, four local escort warships—an American destroyer, a British destroyer, and two Canadian corvettes—took station for the first leg of the journey.30

Signalman Ted Schorr’s first watch began in total chaos. Arriving in the El Mundo’s pilot house several minutes after the abrupt summons, he reported to Ensign DeMarco, the detachment commander. “Schorr,” the ensign told him, “someone on the beach is calling us with a flashing light.” Schorr glanced around to see where the ship’s Aldis lamp was mounted, so that he could prepare to flash back a response. There was no lamp in sight. Only then did DeMarco explain why Schorr had been assigned to the El Mundo at the last minute: the detachment signalman and two gunners had been given a four-day leave and could not return in time to make the ship’s movement. Now, no one on the ship had any idea where the signalman had stowed his equipment. Everyone in the wheelhouse who was able to lend a free hand began to break into the boxes laying about, until someone found an Aldis lamp and showed Schorr where to mount it on the bridge wing and plug it into the electrical system. Schorr prompted the signaler on shore to relay the message, then turned to El Mundo’s master.

The signalman announced to the ship’s master that an important matter had been overlooked. “Sir,” Schorr said, “your degaussing system has not been turned on.” This revelation caused a major commotion on the El Mundo. Each merchant vessel and warship carried special degaussing gear designed to neutralize the steel hull’s magnetic field so as to prevent it from setting off magnetic mines. The captain barked an order, and soon the shore-based lamp blinked again, confirming that the system was now operating.

The degaussing system was working, but several minutes later came another hubbub. A lookout reported that several ships in the convoy were sending signal flag messages. Schorr asked for a pair of binoculars and read off the letters from the convoy flagship. He then went out on the bridge wing to send a confirming reply up the signal hoists, only to find that  there were no signal flags in the storage boxes. This brought another hands-and-knees search in the boxes and crates before they were found. Schorr spent an hour stowing the brightly colored flags in their assigned pigeonholes. By that time, the El Mundo had taken Position 73 in the convoy, the third ship in the seventh column, and the other ships in convoy HX229 were continuing to assemble as the formation steamed due east from the mouth of New York Harbor. As in all convoys, the process of getting each ship to its designated place required tremendous exertion from the masters, helmsmen, lookouts, and signalmen.31

About three miles away from the convoy flagship, the 5,848-ton American freighter Mathew Luckenbach was steaming in Position 34, the last of four ships in the third column from the convoy’s port beam. On the Mathew Luckenbach’s bridge wing, Signalman 3rd Class John Orris Jackson confirmed yet another message from the flagship and turned to hand the scrawled text to Captain Antwood N. Borden, master of the twenty-five-year-old merchant ship. A native of the small farming town of Rydal, Kansas, Jackson had already made five convoy runs since joining the navy fourteen months earlier. He had sufficient experience to be wary of his new assignment on the ramshackle merchantman.

The Mathew Luckenbach was an old, cranky ship. It carried a single funnel amidships behind the three-level pilot house and was distinctive for its two clusters of boom cranes to service the forward and aft cargo holds. One civilian crewman years later described how he felt on first seeing the freighter about a week after Jackson himself had come on board. “I will never forget my first impression of the ship,” said Able Seaman Pasquale Civitillo. “As we stepped from the warehouse onto the pier, my heart sank. There, lying low in the water, vintage World War One, a mass of rust, booms in disarray, lashings running everywhere and toilet chutes flying in the wind, was the Mathew Luckenbach. I felt like turning around and running; only pride kept me going.”

Despite the Mathew Luckenbach’s age and poor appearance, the navy had invested considerable expense in outfitting the ship for duty. Installed on its decks were twelve guns, including a four-inch/.50-cal. cannon on the stern, a three-inch/.50-caliber anti-aircraft gun on the foc’s’le, the forward-most deck at the bow, and eight 20-mm Oerlikon cannons at stations amidship and aft. In addition to Jackson, there were twenty-one  gunners and petty officers under the command of Ensign James H. Hammond. The ship may have been ugly, but it was doing its part in the convoy, carrying 12,000 tons of general cargo including two holds full of wheat and a dozen army trucks lashed to the weather decks.32

 



Signalman 3rd Class John Orris Jackson, assigned to the American freighter  Mathew Luckenbach in Convoy HX229, holds a long glass telescope used to identify signal flags from another ship.  Courtesy of the Jackson family
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Jackson had recently returned to duty from two months of leave with his family in Kansas and was finding that he still enjoyed his war service. He had enlisted in the navy six weeks after Pearl Harbor and attended the navy’s Signal School after boot camp. Receiving orders to the Naval Armed Guard—like Ted Schorr, he had never heard of the organization—Jackson had arrived at the Brooklyn center in July 1942. Several weeks later, he and thirteen other sailors had shipped out on the 7,462-ton Belgian-flagged freighter Ville d’Anvers, making an unremarkable run to Belfast, Northern Ireland with a cargo of steel and general supplies. Jackson’s second cruise on the Ville d’Anvers had been a completely different experience. After steaming independently from New York to Liverpool, the ship had joined a massive southbound convoy moving supplies from Great Britain to North Africa as part of Operation Torch. Because the convoy had to run the gauntlet of both German aircraft and U-boats as it proceeded south near the Bay of Biscay, and because of German air threats  in North Africa itself, the Western Approaches Command had assigned an unusually large force of escorts to protect it. Fortunately for the merchantmen, the passage was relatively uneventful, although, on November 28, Jackson had felt the deck underfoot rumble from the shock waves of depth charges that an escort had dropped on a suspected U-boat. It was his first taste of action, but it wouldn’t be his last.33

Elsewhere in the Atlantic on the night of March 8, far from convoy HX229, another eastbound convoy was experiencing a brand of terror that Jackson had yet to encounter. Crewmen aboard the Mathew Luckenbach and the other HX229 merchantmen were still getting reacquainted with shipboard routine when sporadic messages came in over the BAMS circuit, a radio channel dedicated to message traffic to convoys at sea: a major U-boat attack was under way against eastbound Convoy SC121, more than 1,500 miles ahead of HX229 on the route to Great Britain. Word of the attack spread rapidly around the convoy. Although the men in HX229 were still relatively safe as they hugged the North American coastline, the coming days would require them to traverse the same expanse of water where, at this very moment, their fellow sailors were being stalked—and savaged—by the massed German wolf packs.






Chapter 2

THE ADVERSARIES

There could be no doubt about who was in charge in the massive, windowless chamber at Derby House in Liverpool. Among all the Royal Navy and Air Force officers and young uniformed members of the Women’s Royal Naval Service who bustled about the crowded operations center of the Western Approaches Command, one figure often wore no signs of rank or military service. He frequently dressed, in fact, in ragged pajamas and a bathrobe—“hirsute fore and aft,” as one staff aide later described it. Admiral Sir Max Kennedy Horton cut a strange and oft-commented-upon sight, but if the commander-in-chief opted to review an imminent convoy battle without bothering to dress, there was not a solitary person on his staff who was about to remind him of the Royal Navy’s uniform regulations.

From their underground, armored citadel beneath Derby House, Admiral Horton and his staff directed the vast and unimaginably intricate business of protecting the flow of military supplies to the United Kingdom. Western Approaches Command monitored the movements of convoys and coordinated with the Royal Air Force Coastal Command’s No. 15 Group on the disposition of land-based patrol aircraft. One of the command’s primary responsibilities was the management of the Mid-Ocean Escort Force. In March 1943, the force consisted of twelve escort groups responsible for protecting east- and westbound convoys as they crossed the open waters of the North Atlantic (additional escort groups protected convoys running between Great Britain and Gibraltar, and from the United Kingdom to Soviet ports in the far north). Each of the North Atlantic  escort groups—seven British, four Canadian, and one American—would rendezvous with a convoy at its assigned Western Ocean Meeting Point for the eastbound trek to the British Isles, or at the entrance to the North Channel for the western journey to North America. Upon arrival at St. John’s, Newfoundland, or Londonderry, Northern Ireland, an escort group would have at least one week for crew rest and repairs before meeting its next assigned convoy. Each of the escort groups nominally consisted of two larger warships such as destroyers, frigates, or sloops, with a half dozen or more smaller Flower-class corvettes filling its ranks. However, storm damage and battle repairs usually reduced each of the escort groups to six or seven operational warships.1

 



British Admiral Sir Max Horton, commander of Western Approaches Command in Liverpool, directed the Allied effort against the U-boats in the North Atlantic.  Imperial War Museum, U.K.
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The Western Approaches Command, in effect, managed the British effort in the Battle of the Atlantic. Its tasks were extremely time sensitive and required a high level of secrecy; the staff worked via a secure teleprinter with the co-located Operational Intelligence Centre and Admiralty Trade Division in London, which helped to coordinate the movement of the convoys and their escort groups by providing time-sensitive intelligence on U-boat movements.

There was a good reason for the nonstop bustle and cloak-and-dagger procedures at the Western Approaches Command headquarters. The efforts of this staff—its success or its failure—would decide the fate of Great Britain and, along with it, the ultimate outcome of the Allied war effort against Nazi Germany. In order to safeguard the trans-Atlantic convoys that sustained the civilian population, the command was charged with scrambling additional escort warships to reinforce convoys whose escorts were too weak to drive off attacking U-boats. Horton and his partners at Coastal Command would also send aircrews—stationed at airfields from Newfoundland to Scotland—running to their VLR Liberators, Sunderland flying boats, and PBY-5A Catalinas on emergency flights to survey the waters around a convoy and drive U-boats underwater until convoys could slip past. Horton and his staff were akin to a conductor and a great orchestra whose performance requires a breathtaking degree of teamwork and cohesion. This restrained bedlam went on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.2

In the early morning hours of March 12, 1943, the two pin-studded, twenty-foot-tall charts that dominated the cavernous main room of Western Approaches Command headquarters showed an ocean alive with civilian shipping. Spread out across the North Atlantic were ten convoys totaling 436 ships, five westbound for New York and five eastbound for the British Isles. The eastbound convoys were laden with 2.8 million gross registered tons of cargo. About five dozen U-boat pins also adorned the North Atlantic chart; climbing a telescopic ladder, Women’s Royal Naval Service members—known informally as Wrens—would add a brightly colored marker to show the location of each German U-boat as soon as it had been spotted by the Allied forces that crisscrossed the Atlantic or its location gleaned from British intelligence.

Horton had taken over as commander-in-chief, Western Approaches Command (CINCWA) just fifteen weeks earlier, on November 17, 1942, in what was then the darkest period of the Battle of the Atlantic. That month alone had brought the greatest loss of shipping tonnage since the outbreak of the war, with 126 merchant hulls totaling 802,160 gross tons of shipping falling to the seabed. Indeed, the surging losses were partially  what had landed Horton at Derby House. In late 1942, Prime Minister Churchill and his senior military advisers had decided that the best way to defeat Grossadmiral Dönitz and his marauding U-boat commanders was to bring in a submariner of their own, a man who inherently grasped the fundamentals of undersea warfare and who could quickly devise tactics to neutralize and defeat the threat. If there was one general consensus in the Royal Navy in those trying months, it was that Horton was the most effective submariner in British naval history.

 



Western Approaches Command at Derby House in Liverpool monitored the Battle of the Atlantic using oversized wall murals depicting the convoy routes.

Imperial War Museum, U.K.
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Horton had been a part of the Royal Navy’s submarine program almost since its inception. He had joined the navy at its Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth in 1898, at the age of fifteen, and upon graduating had lobbied to join the service’s nascent Submarine Branch. He received orders for submarine training in 1904 and, during the decade before World War I, commanded three early-model submarines and helped write the Royal Navy’s book on submarine tactics. Commanding the submarine E-9 at the outbreak of the First World War, Horton had sunk a German cruiser and destroyer in the first months of the conflict, then mounted a  daring offensive in which he and another submarine commander slipped into the Baltic and ran rampant against the German Baltic Fleet for the next year. His success led Germans to pick up on the British propaganda line and call the Baltic “Horton’s Sea.” Horton’s career continued on a steady ascent after the war, but it wasn’t until shortly after World War II erupted that Churchill assigned Horton to the job he had always wanted: commanding the Royal Navy’s Submarine Branch.

Horton had taken part in numerous critical operations in his thirty-five-month command of the Submarine Branch, from shepherding the evacuating British and French forces at Dunkirk to defending England against an anticipated German invasion, but he made it clear that the fight raging in the Atlantic was one of the most critical of the war. In early February 1942, Horton had written a blunt memorandum to his superiors at the Admiralty. “Control of the sea is vital to the British Empire,” Horton warned. “If we lose it, we lose the war.” Churchill’s belated response nine months later was to transfer Horton from his post at the Submarine Branch and to put him in charge of a more far-reaching operation: not only defending the flow of civilian shipping from the U-boats but organizing and carrying out the offensive against the enemy when adequate numbers of warships and aircraft finally became available.3

Horton’s strong personality had played a role in landing him in his job at Western Approaches Command, but it also ruffled some feathers among the more than 1,000 naval and air force personnel working at Derby House. Unlike his predecessor, Admiral Sir Percy Noble, who had presided over the North Atlantic convoy escort operation for the past two years and who was regarded within the Royal Navy as an astute commander and kind, fatherly figure to his juniors, Horton was like a bull elephant. He had a short-fuse temper and was forceful, blunt, and sometimes abrasive. Whereas Noble had taken pains to get to know each man and woman with whom he had direct daily contact, Horton usually dealt only with his three immediate subordinates, as well as Air Marshal Sir John Slessor, with whom he coordinated anti-submarine aircraft patrols in the North Atlantic. Horton’s idiosyncrasies were legion: he disdained the formal housing provided him and moved into a small room just off the operations center. Most days he would leave Derby House in the afternoon for a round of golf, then return for dinner and several  hours of bridge. After a nap, he would materialize in the operations center around 11:30 p.m. and begin summoning the staff for updates on the convoys, firing questions nonstop until he had a clear image of the situation. After a while, the CINCWA staff took Horton’s bizarre schedule for granted. “Battles were generally fought at night now,” one staffer noted.4

The situation in the Atlantic had improved steadily since Horton had assumed command at Derby House, but the reprieve was sure to be short-lived. The fierce winter storms that raged from December through February had hampered many wolf pack attacks and caused Allied losses to drop sharply in those months, but everyone at Western Approaches knew that Dönitz and his U-boat crews would be back in full force when the weather finally moderated. And when they returned, Horton knew that he would be hard-pressed to come up with enough firepower with which to meet them.

The wall chart at Derby House in the early hours of March 12, 1943, showed an imminent crisis on the North Atlantic convoy routes. Although the number of warships in his command had steadily grown in recent months, Horton and his staff struggled to keep the escort groups fully manned with combat-ready warships. The winter storms were the main culprit; in early March, 33 of the 116 warships assigned to the command—twenty-eight percent of the force—were sidelined with storm damage. If warships were in short supply in the months leading up to March 1943, so were land-based patrol aircraft essential to convoy defense. Earlier in the war, the Allies had learned that convoys under the protection of both surface escorts and land-based aircraft had a much higher survival rate than convoys lacking air cover. The tactical equation was quite simple: the mere presence of a patrol aircraft overhead would send U-boat crewmen leaping down their conning tower hatches in an emergency crash dive. Capable of outrunning the convoys and most of their escorts on the surface, a submerged U-boat was all but immobile as long as it crouched in the deep, and the convoy could easily pass on out of sight before the U-boat commander dared come back up to periscope depth. Without patrolling aircraft to drive them underwater, however, U-boats could prowl in the vicinity of a convoy with relative impunity.

On the morning of Friday, March 12, Horton and his staff were grimly studying a new example of what the U-boats could do against inadequate convoy defenses. Two savage attacks on eastbound convoys had ended just the day before. On Derby House’s two outsized wall charts, brightly colored pins marked the locations where fourteen ships from Convoy SC121 and five ships from Convoy HX228 had gone down at the hands of forty-five U-boats in three wolf packs. The ships had taken with them to the seabed 82,049 tons of cargo, making this one of the most costly convoy battles since the Germans had initiated wolf pack attacks back in August 1940. The combined SC121-HX228 battle was the third highest in tonnage losses—a somber harbinger to Horton and his staff of what the Germans might do once the winter storms abated.

The attacks on SC121 and HX228 had been a severe blow to the Allies for an additional reason: the loss of life had been particularly horrific. Of 1,114 crewmen on the nineteen stricken vessels, 740 had perished. One of those lost was a close friend of Horton’s, Commander Arthur A. Tait, skipper of the destroyer HMS Harvester and senior officer of Escort Group B-3, which was escorting eastbound Convoy HX228.

Commander Tait’s last battle was one of the more bloody encounters in the entire Battle of the Atlantic. On the morning of March 11, the U-757 had torpedoed the Liberty ship William M. Gorgas, killing three crewmen and forcing seventy survivors to take to lifeboats. Five hours later, the Harvester arrived at the scene to rescue survivors, but discovered another U-boat, U-444, proceeding on the surface. Tait ordered his destroyer to flank speed and rammed U-444. The destroyer rode up over the U-boat’s hull, which became entangled in one of the destroyer’s propeller shafts. After nearly an hour, the heavy waves finally broke both crippled vessels apart. Their crews were too busy attempting emergency repairs to avoid sinking to resume fighting. After several hours, Tait managed to get one propeller shaft turning, and the Harvester—which had rescued a German crewman thrown overboard in the ramming—limped back to the site of the William M. Gorgas torpedoing to rescue survivors. Of the seventy merchant seaman and Naval Armed Guard gunners who had escaped the sinking, only fifty were alive when the heavily damaged Harvester found them—and most of them had only a few more hours to  live. The Harvester tried to rejoin Convoy HX228, but after several hours, the solitary propeller shaft failed, and the destroyer wallowed helplessly in the swells. Tait had earlier radioed the Free French–manned warship Aconit to break off from Convoy HX228 to assist, but before the corvette could arrive, two torpedoes slammed into the Harvester, killing 183 of the 243 men on board, including Commander Tait.

The German counterattack against Tait’s destroyer came from a second U-boat, U-432, which had happened upon the immobilized Harvester. Its newly appointed commander, Kapitänleutnant Hermann Eckhardt, easily dispatched the British destroyer with a pair of G7es fired from 600 yards away. The twin warhead explosions blasted the 1,340-ton warship to pieces, leaving just sixty survivors (including twenty of the fifty crewmen from the Liberty ship and the U-444 crewman) floating amidst the debris.

It was now Escort Group B-3’s turn for revenge. Before Lieutenant Jean Levasseur could maneuver the Aconit into the floating wreckage to pick up survivors, his lookouts spotted a U-boat on the surface several miles away. It was the heavily damaged U-444. After breaking free of the Harvester, Oberleutnant zur See Albert Langfeld had discovered his boat was unable to dive. Before Langfeld could get an emergency message dispatched to BdU Headquarters, the Aconit closed and rammed U-444. This time, the U-boat split in half and plunged to the seabed. Levasseur fished out three members of the U-boat’s bridge watch who survived the sinking, then headed back for the Harvester survivors.

What happened next was a rare double-kill for one of the small Flower-class corvettes. After destroying the Harvester, U-432 remained at periscope depth, but Eckhardt inexplicably dismissed his crew from battle stations to celebrate the sinking of the enemy warship. While the forty-six-man crew enjoyed lunch, the Aconit’s Asdic operator got a firm contact on the submerged U-boat. Levasseur plastered U-432 with two salvos of ten depth charges apiece, which drove the U-boat into an uncontrollable dive that soon reached 1,000 feet, well beyond its crush depth of 960 feet. Eckhardt managed to get the boat under control and ordered an emergency blow of the ballast tanks. The Aconit was waiting. When U-432 popped up on the surface, the corvette was less than a half mile away. Levasseur’s gunners sprayed the conning tower with four-inch gunfire, killing Eckhardt and a number of other crewmen.

In the final act of this brutal encounter, Levasseur edged his corvette up to the U-boat with plans to board and capture it. However, a heaving swell threw the 940-ton warship into the U-boat’s side. U-432 sank instantly, carrying all but twenty of its forty-six-man crew down with it. Levasseur’s crew fished the survivors out of the water, then returned to rescue the sixty survivors from the Harvester.5

Horton’s personal loss hammered home the severity of the attacks on HX228 and SC121, but he knew that more trouble was imminent. The next eastbound convoy, SC122, was nearing its designated Western Ocean Meeting Point to rendezvous with its long-range escort group and head out into the Greenland air gap. There, more than a thousand miles from Allied air bases in Canada, Iceland, and Northern Ireland, the slow convoy could expect only minimal air support from a handful of VLR Liberators. The two following fast convoys, HX229 and HX229A, would also be vulnerable. Horton and his staff knew that the same mass of U-boats that had savaged SC121 and HX228 would regroup and take up the hunt for these next three formations as they drew to the northeast from their Newfoundland rendezvous points. There was little that the Derby House staff could do to help.

The shortage of air support had hampered Western Approaches Command since the beginning of the war. Horton’s predecessor, Admiral Noble, had lobbied the Admiralty to transfer several escort aircraft carriers then under construction to protect North Atlantic convoys. Noble had also pressed the Admiralty for enough additional destroyers to form special support groups that would operate independently of the convoys in a hunter-killer role. While escort groups remained close to their assigned convoys, these support groups would comprise fast warships able to actively hunt down U-boats wherever they were sighted as well as to lend a hand in defending endangered convoys. Building on Noble’s plans, Horton, from the beginning pressed his superiors to provide additional destroyers for support groups.

Thus far, the Admiralty’s answer had been a firm “No.” There had simply not been enough fast warships to form the proposed hunter-killer groups. Besides being denied additional destroyers, Horton was also frustrated in his attempts to obtain more air support to convoys crossing the North Atlantic. Western Approaches Command and its partner, RAF  Coastal Command Group 15, still lacked enough land-based patrol bombers that could reach the heart of the Greenland air gap. It had taken no time at all for the U-boat Force to determine the limits of Allied ground-based air coverage and for the wolf packs to set up their patrol lines and attack formations in that unguarded part of the ocean. By early 1943, a convoy would take between thirty-six and forty-eight hours to cross the 600-to-800-mile–wide Greenland air gap—more than enough time for a U-boat to sight the formation and call up the other boats in a wolf pack for a mass assault.6

 



A modified U.S. Army Air Forces B-24D Liberator, shown here, became a powerful weapon against the U-boats. By removing excess weight and adding an extra fuel tank in the aircraft’s aft bomb bay, the Royal Air Force increased its combat flight radius range to over 1,000 miles, enabling the aircraft to close the feared “Greenland air gap.”
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In fact, the Allies had a weapon that, in sufficient numbers, could have closed the Greenland air gap in short order. In late 1942, British scientists and engineers had come up with a simple and brilliant solution by reconfiguring the four-engine B-24D Liberator bomber for extended patrol range. The B-24 was at that time the heaviest and longest-range bomber in the Allied inventory. Developed in 1939 to provide the U.S. Army Air Corps a more powerful weapon than the Boeing B-17, the Liberator was 67 feet long and 18 feet high, with a wingspan of 110 feet. It  sported a distinct twin tail. It could carry a 4,500-pound bomb load for 800 miles to its target and have enough fuel left over to return to base. The standard air force models bristled with defensive gun turrets in the nose, top, rear, sides, and belly of the fuselage. By adding an extra fuel tank in the Liberator’s rear bomb bay and stripping it of armor plating, excess gun turrets, and other unneeded weight, British scientists came up with the VLR variant, which the British named the Liberator III. It had an extended operating range of up to 2,300 nautical miles, enabling it to reach the middle of the Greenland air gap from Iceland or Northern Ireland, linger for several hours to seek and hunt any U-boats lurking in the area, and return home.7

The Liberator III had the necessary range to patrol the Greenland air gap, but it was an ungainly beast of an aircraft. It was a misery to fly in, its crew forced to suck oxygen through rubber facemasks and to wear bulky flight suits and jackets to ward off the subfreezing wind howling through the fuselage. The aircraft’s extended range meant agonizingly long missions: most flights to the Greenland air gap and back lasted twenty hours. Worse, they often ended in disappointment. The navigational capabilities of both ships and aircraft were primitive by twenty-first-century standards. Thus, many VLR Liberators would arrive at the calculated spot to find an empty expanse of ocean, thanks to crosswind drift or inaccurate navigational fixes. Even if they were able to locate the convoys, Liberators often had to contend with local weather conditions. It was not uncommon for the crews on escort and merchant vessels to identify a Liberator only by the heavy droning of its four Pratt & Whitney R-1830-43 supercharged engines as it searched fruitlessly for them in fog banks or cloud cover that reached down to the water. Yet when the VLR Liberators did appear overhead, any U-boats in the area crash-dived, and the merchant sailors cheered.8

Despite its shortcomings, the VLR Liberator was the best shot the Allies had at providing continual air support for their merchant convoys. Coastal Command’s new commander in 1943, Air Marshal Sir John Slessor, argued to his RAF superiors that a modest allotment of VLR-converted Liberators—one hundred at most—would enable his aircrews to close the Greenland air gap once and for all. This appeared to be an easy and straightforward solution, considering that by early 1943 Consolidated  Aircraft and three other American aircraft manufacturers had already built nearly 3,500 Liberators and were on target to construct over 19,000 by 1945. Even though hundreds of new B-24s were coming off the assembly lines in California, Michigan, Texas, and Oklahoma each month, American and British senior military commanders could not satisfy Coastal Command’s plea for more.

The growing number of the new Liberators rolling out of American factories were not enough to meet the Allies’ need for the aircraft. The Liberator was a very popular flying machine in early 1943. Until the advent of the Boeing B-29 Superfortress in May 1944, it remained the Allies’ heaviest bomber. It was also in great demand by a number of Allied air services whose leaders argued that their priorities were much greater than that of Slessor’s No. 15 Group. In early 1943, British Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris refused to transfer any Liberators from Bomber Command to the Coastal Command to hunt U-boats, arguing that they were needed for the upcoming planned Anglo-American bombing campaign against Germany. Churchill supported Harris. General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold of the U.S. Army Air Forces, meanwhile, was deploying Liberator bomb groups overseas as fast as their crews received their aircraft and finished training. In fact, by 1944, Liberators would be operating from airfields in Alaska, Hawaii, the Southwest Pacific, India, North Africa, and Great Britain, but in the eyes of the Allies’ senior commanders in March 1943, defending the trade routes in the Atlantic was simply not as critical as prosecuting the air war against the Axis.9

The struggle between convoy planners and other military commanders was not the only dust-up among the Allies over the dispensation of their aircraft. An equally vicious fight over the VLR Liberators pitted General Arnold against the U.S. Navy’s contentious, hard-bitten commander-in-chief, Admiral Ernest J. King, who also held the title chief of naval operations. Arnold and King clashed throughout the first fifteen months of World War II over all aspects of land-based maritime patrol aircraft, particularly the VLR Liberator. This army-navy rivalry was deeply rooted in the past. Before the war, the army’s aviation generals persuaded Congress to enact laws dictating that all land-based aircraft—particularly bombers of all makes—were to belong to the U.S. Army Air Corps (which was renamed the U.S. Army Air Forces in 1941; there was no separate U.S. Air  Force until 1947). As a consolation, the navy retained control of carrier-based aircraft and seaplanes, but the army—under its mandate to protect the continental United States from attack—got control of all land-based anti-submarine air patrols. In early 1942, King had requested 400 long-range B-24 Liberators and 900 medium-range B-25 Mitchell bombers for navy use in the anti-submarine role. General Arnold, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, and even President Roosevelt all rejected his request.

The navy’s lack of control over land-based, U-boat-hunting bomber squadrons plagued the Allied anti-U-boat campaign throughout 1942 and the first three months of 1943. Like their navy rivals, the Army Air Forces generals found themselves ill prepared for the task of submarine hunting in the initial months of the war and were forced to scramble to devise effective tactics. Worse, the army Liberators at that stage lacked modern radar with which to spot U-boats, and the squadrons at first did not even have depth charges in their munitions bunkers, although by late 1942 this had been rectified. Army pilots themselves were often part of the problem, as well; they disdained the drudgery of long patrols along the convoy routes, and advocated sweeping the sea-lanes with aerial hunter-killer groups hunting U-boats. This dashing, take-the-offensive approach flew in the face of a British analysis showing that aircraft patrolling in the vicinity of convoys made a successful U-boat sighting for every twenty-nine hours of flight, while aircraft searching the ocean at random only found surfaced U-boats on average every 164 hours. Maintaining their offensive strategy, the army aircraft made few kills as the U-boat Force plundered the East Coast littoral in early 1942, sinking over 585 ships in six months.10

Even if it were able to come up with a larger number of VLR Liberators, the U.S. Navy could not be counted upon to use these aircraft to protect trans-Atlantic convoys. Admiral King desperately wanted a large force of VLR Liberators for his service’s use in the Pacific, where they were well suited for long-range reconnaissance missions. Unfortunately for Western Approaches Command and its escort groups, though King had finally obtained 112 of the bombers by March 1943, he assigned seventy to the Pacific. None were flying convoy escort missions in the North Atlantic.

Early March 1943 had seen further disappointment for the convoy commodores and merchant sailors who wanted more protection by Allied  aircraft. On March 1, four days before Convoy HX229 had begun its exodus of merchant ships from New York, more than a hundred U.S., British, and Canadian military leaders convened at a top-secret Atlantic Convoy Conference at U.S. Navy headquarters on Constitution Avenue in Washington, D.C. The representatives from the three nations constituted the Allies’ expert leadership on anti-submarine warfare. They had thus far proven themselves unable to come up with a solution to the VLR Liberator dispute, and yet it fell to this fractious bunch to put into effect Roosevelt and Churchill’s declaration at the Casablanca Conference in January 1943 that “the defeat of the U-boat must remain the first charge on the resources of the United Nations” (as the Allies had begun calling themselves at that stage of the war). Not surprisingly, the critical meetings in Washington were somber and tense. The Allies were suffering mightily in the North Atlantic, and no speedy solution was in sight.11

Meeting from March 1 to 12, the Allied admirals and generals did make progress on a number of contentious issues. Some hard compromises included raising the role of the Royal Canadian Navy in the Battle of the Atlantic by shifting control of convoys in the western sector from the United States to a new Canadian Northwest Atlantic Command, headquartered in Halifax. The U.S. Navy, which under Admiral King resisted the creation of multinational military commands, succeeded in thwarting a long-held British campaign to place all Allied convoy defenses under the control of Admiral Horton at Western Approaches Command. The Atlantic Convoy Conference concluded that the U.S. Navy would unilaterally manage the central Atlantic convoy routes between Hampton Roads, Virginia, and the Mediterranean, while the British and Canadians would share control over the North Atlantic routes. As a temporary aid to British escorts in the North Atlantic, Admiral King agreed to have the USS Bogue, the first of ten new escort carriers joining the fleet, operate with its escort destroyers on the North Atlantic convoy routes until the British brought their own escort carriers into operation later that spring.12

While the Allies agreed on who would manage the convoy routes, the Atlantic Convoy Conference failed to resolve the issue of VLR Liberator allocations. The senior generals of both the U.S. Army Air Forces and the Royal Air Force’s Bomber Command still clung tightly to every B-24 that  came off the production lines. The paralysis would remain long after the Atlantic Convoy Conference ended.

Thanks to the deadlock among the Allied commanders, the week that Convoys SC122, HX229, and HX229A left New York, Coastal Command had only eighteen VLR Liberators available. Twelve were operating with the RAF 120 Squadron based at Reykjavik, Iceland, from which they could make penetrating but infrequent forays into the Greenland air gap. Another six aircraft recently arrived from conversion to the VLR model were operating with the newly formed 86 Squadron based at Aldergrove, Northern Ireland, from which they could similarly reach the air gap. Since generally one-third of the planes were down for repairs or maintenance at any given time, Horton and Slessor could count on only twelve of the extended-range Liberators to come to the aid of the embattled convoys within the Greenland air gap. It was just not enough. In the spring of 1943, the continuing lack of sufficient VLR Liberators would bring great comfort to Grossadmiral Dönitz and his U-boat crews. Those woefully insufficient numbers would also play a role in the carnage that soon followed.13

 

IN THE CRAMPED operations room, a handful of senior German U-boat officers pored over a nautical chart spread before them on a large table covered with a green baize cloth. Dressed in formal blue uniforms, with most of them bearing the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross commemorating their valor in combat, they were a far cry from their salt-stained, bedraggled comrades at sea. But the small staff at Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote (BdU), the U-boat Force Headquarters in a guarded villa adjoining the Hotel am Steinplatz in the Charlottenburg district of Berlin, was intimately involved in the day-to-day operations of the U-boats deployed across the globe. This handful of men presided over U-boat attacks on Allied merchant ships from the Arctic Ocean to the Indian Ocean.

At midmorning on Friday, March 12, 1943, several of the BdU operations staff officers were compiling attack reports from the U-boats that had assaulted the two eastbound North Atlantic convoys SC121 and HX228 over the past five days. Of thirty-nine U-boats that had attempted to intercept the two formations, twenty-two had reported successful attacks. The  U-boats that had attacked Convoy SC121 reported sinking sixteen merchant ships totaling 92,500 tons, while the U-boats that had stalked Convoy HX228 reported eight ships sunk for about 50,000 tons—a modest exaggeration of the actual losses of thirteen ships totaling 73,000 tons from SC121 and six ships (including a deck-stowed landing craft) totaling 25,806 tons from HX228.14

A trim, unsmiling admiral in his early fifties entered the operations room. Grossadmiral Karl Dönitz was commander-in-chief of both the German Navy and its U-boat Force, and although he had ceded day-today responsibility for tactical command of the U-boats to his senior staff since assuming command of the entire Kriegsmarine five weeks earlier, Dönitz made a point of visiting the BdU operations center every day that his schedule permitted. These appearances gave Dönitz the opportunity to obtain updates on his U-boats at sea and on any ongoing or pending wolf pack battles. Given the predominant role that the U-boats played against Germany’s maritime enemies, the staff knew that Dönitz was soaking in every detail that the flags and pins on the charts conveyed. One observer later described the admiral’s unguarded intensity: “His eyes were rather close together and extremely alert. His mouth was smallish and he . . . seemed to be constantly collecting information.”15

Admiral Dönitz and the BdU staff had a meticulous system for organizing their U-boat forces in the North Atlantic. Dominating one wall of the operations room was an oversize copy of the “1870G Nord-Atlantischer Ozean” chart. Unlike most nautical maps, which only relied on latitude and longitude marks to help pinpoint ship locations, the German naval chart also featured a dense matrix of numbered squares covering the oceanic areas on the map. From north of Iceland to the equator, a series of quadrants, each identified with a two-letter code and measuring 486 nautical miles per side, marked off the trackless ocean. Inside each lettered quadrant were eighty-one smaller squares identified by a two-digit number, measuring fifty-four miles per side. And within each of those secondary quadrants, yet another subdivision of eighty-one numbered squares marked a relatively tiny swath of ocean measuring six by six nautical miles. This was the German Navy’s unique way of plotting U-boat positions, enemy contacts, and convoy routes.

Developed prior to the outbreak of the war, the Kriegsmarine’s German Naval Grid system was designed to avoid identifying a designated location by latitude and longitude, a recurring numerical pattern that security officials feared would facilitate enemy code-breaking efforts. When a U-boat reported a convoy contact, or the BdU staff issued a redeployment order to a U-boat commander, the message would use the two-letter, four-number grid reference. For instance, a U-boat in the North Atlantic operating at 57:21 North 032:00 West—a position about 400 miles east-southeast of Greenland’s Cape Farewell—would cite the naval grid designation AK 2799 for its position instead of the actual latitude and longitude (see Naval Grid Chart on pages 54-55). Festooning the chart were pins depicting each U-boat on patrol, as well as other markers denoting the locations of known Allied convoys.16

The U-boat Force was operating in full stride by March 1943. The German Navy had launched an ambitious construction plan shortly after the outbreak of war on September 3, 1939, but it had taken more than two years for the new U-boats to reach operational status. The force had steadily grown during that period. In March 1941, Dönitz, a vice admiral at the time, was able to keep an average of only thirteen U-boats deployed at sea at any one time. A year later, the average daily deployment figure was forty-eight. By March 1943, with a total of 430 in commission, Dönitz now commanded a worldwide operational force of more than 100 combat-ready U-boats at sea on any given day. The large nautical chart that morning was covered with sixty small flags showing the U-boats operating in the North Atlantic, with another sixteen returning to port. Merchant mariners and escort sailors traversing the dangerous North Atlantic convoy routes did not have access to those classified figures, but they knew well enough that the U-boats were out in unprecedented numbers as spring began.17

Presiding over the huddle of staff officers at U-boat Force Headquarters was Konteradmiral (Rear Admiral) Eberhard Godt, forty-two, who, as Chef der Operationsabteilung (Operations Chief), was in charge of the BdU staff on a day-to-day basis. Godt had first served in the Imperial Navy’s surface fleet in the final year of World War I, then transferred to the newly formed Reichsmarine of the Weimar Republic in 1920. He had  served under Dönitz on several assignments and followed Dönitz to the newly organized U-boat Force in 1936. After commanding the Type IA U-25 and the Type IIB U-23 during the prewar naval buildup of 1936–38, Godt became the senior Admiralstabsoffizier (admiral’s staff officer) to Dönitz in January 1938. The taciturn Dönitz described his deputy as “a man of unshakeable imperturbability, who was of immense assistance in arriving at a factual appreciation of any given situation.”18
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The German Naval Grid system utilized a two-letter, four-number code to indicate positions of U-boats and convoys on the nautical chart.

Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, U.K.

[image: 017]

The other officers standing shoulder to shoulder with Dönitz and Godt that morning were among the most highly decorated U-boat commanders in the German Navy. They included Korvettenkapitän Günter Hessler, thirty-three, who had sunk twenty-one ships totaling 118,822 gross tons during three patrols in command of the Type IXB U-107 during seven months in 1941. Hessler had been on the BdU staff since November of that year, but he had a longer-standing connection to the admiral; he was Dönitz’s son-in-law, having married the admiral’s only daughter, Ursula, in 1937. Serving as convoy staff officer since October 1942 was Kapitänleutnant Adalbert Schnee, twenty-nine, another combat veteran who had already commanded three U-boats and had sunk twenty-three Allied ships for a total of 95,889 tons while commanding the Type IIC U-boat U-60 in 1939–40 and the Type VIIC U-201 in 1941–42. A relative newcomer to Dönitz’s staff was Kapitänleutnant Peter-Erich Cremer. The thirty-one-year-old officer had commanded U-333 on its first four war patrols from August 1941 until October 1942, bagging six ships for a total of 26,873 tons. Cremer’s crew regarded him as a good-luck charm after U-333 enjoyed several close escapes from enemy warships. Seriously wounded during an attack on his boat five months earlier, Cremer was temporarily assigned to BdU Operations pending a medical evaluation.19

Despite their own distinguished records, the BdU staff officers regarded the fleet admiral with respect bordering on awe. His nickname was der Löwe—the Lion. More than anyone else, the U-boat Force was the product of his vision and implacable drive. As a twenty-five-year-old oberleutnant zur see in World War I, Dönitz had transferred to U-boats in 1916, serving in the Mediterranean in command of the UC-25 and later in the larger UB-68. This second command ended in disaster for the skipper and his crew. While they were attacking a convoy, UB-68 experienced a major malfunction, forcing Dönitz to surface and abandon ship. He and thirty-one  surviving crewmen spent the rest of the war as POWs in Britain. Repatriated to Germany after the war, Dönitz served in the Weimar Republic Navy, steadily rising through the ranks. In July 1935, German Navy commander-in-chief Grand Admiral Erich Raeder appointed then–Kapitän zur See (Captain) Dönitz to be the Führer der Unterseeboote (FdU, or U-boat Force Leader), responsible for bringing the U-boat Force back to life. For nearly eight years—half in peacetime and half at war—Dönitz had overseen the training of nearly 40,000 U-boat officers and crewmen, and the planning for a fleet of over 430 U-boats, of which 240 were operational by the spring of 1943.20

 



Admiral Dönitz tried to personally greet each U-boat crew upon their return from patrol.  Imperial War Museum, U.K.
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Dönitz and his operations staff at BdU Headquarters kept a tight leash on the U-boats, organizing and directing them based on the most up-to-date information about Allied convoy movements. When German naval intelligence anticipated a merchant convoy approaching the U-boats’ location, Dönitz assigned them to temporary wolf packs to entrap the enemy ships. Using encrypted high-frequency communications, Dönitz would array a wolf pack in an extended patrol line several hundred miles long.  The line of U-boats would orient at a right angle to the convoy’s suspected course to maximize the odds of snaring the enemy merchantmen. Each U-boat might find itself between ten and thirty miles from the next as the lookouts scanned the horizon for a forest of masts or plumes of exhaust marking the presence of the target. Once a U-boat sighted the convoy, it would radio the detection to BdU and transmit a medium-frequency radio homing signal, which consisted of the letter “V” repeated for three minutes, followed by an encrypted “short signal” giving the distance and bearing to the convoy. Dönitz and his staff then would order some or all of the pack to close in on the “contact keeper” U-boat. Because the first U-boat to attack a convoy usually came under fierce counterattack by the escorts that forced it to crash-dive, Dönitz imposed a stern rule that at least two boats had to be in firm contact with the enemy merchantmen before unleashing their attacks to ensure the convoy did not escape.

By mid-1943, both sides in the convoy battles were well informed of their enemy’s tactics and had adapted their own defensive countermeasures to match them. In a night attack, U-boats would attempt to swarm against the convoys from all sides in order to overwhelm the seven to ten warships constituting the convoy escort screen. The escort warships, for their part, would try to calculate the most likely approach route and, if warranted, stack the defense in that area. Dönitz had long preferred attacking on the surface at night because the U-boat’s top surface speed of eighteen knots was faster than most merchant vessels, allowing the attackers to position themselves as advantageously as possible with relatively little risk of being spotted. Because the U-boat’s maximum submerged speed was just between four and seven knots, slower than most convoy speeds, a daylight attack—virtually impossible for a surfaced U-boat, given the high likelihood of being spotted and forced underwater by a convoy’s escorts—required the U-boat to position itself at periscope level ahead of the merchantmen in the formation’s course track, and wait for the target vessels to move to within torpedo range. U-boat commanders preferred night attacks for both the cover and the maneuverability they afforded. However, substantial gains in Allied shipboard radar had stripped the U-boats of much of the cover that darkness afforded them, convincing Dönitz that the far more difficult and risky daylight maneuvers had an equal chance of success as nighttime actions.21

AS THE BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC wore on, the Allies turned to radar as a means of neutralizing the U-boats’ stealth characteristics and providing Allied convoy defenses with the ability to defeat the wolf packs. Radar was one of three major technological innovations installed aboard escort warships after the outbreak of World War II. The other two were the high-frequency direction-finding (HF/DF) receiver and the Talk Between Ships, or TBS. HF/DF (which its users pronounced Huff-Duff) allowed an escort warship to pinpoint a line of bearing to a U-boat when it sent an encrypted radio message. TBS was a very-high-frequency (VHF) radiotelephone system that enabled escort ship commanders to coordinate their movements and actions in a much faster and more effective manner than had been possible with older signaling devices such as blinking Morse code via the Aldis lamp or signal flags in daylight. While all three inventions significantly bolstered the convoy escort group’s ability to detect U-boats and to organize a coordinated counterattack, radar was the most important, since it provided the escort group with an instant situational awareness of the convoy, its defenses, and the threat it faced.

Scientists had known about the possible uses of radar for some time before figuring out how to exploit the technology for military use. Shorthand for radio detection and ranging, radar works by sending a burst of radio wave pulses from a transmitter, and then capturing the returning echo when the radar signal strikes a solid object such as a ship or aircraft. On the radar sets developed for use during World War II, the returning pulse appeared on a cathode ray tube display in such a manner that the operator could calculate the bearing and range of the object. At the beginning of the war, however, military radar was still only a concept. American, British, and German scientists had dabbled with radar during the 1930s, but it wasn’t until after the outbreak of the war that both sides realized the potential military applications of this new technology. Nevertheless, progress in developing an effective radar capability remained uneven on all sides due to the serious technical challenge of devising systems that were both accurate and either rugged enough to withstand the harsh environment of shipboard life or light enough to install in aircraft.

The breakthrough in radar came in 1940 with the British invention of the cavity magnetron, a device that generated the outgoing radar pulse at a vastly more powerful energy level and with a much narrower wavelength  that significantly increased both its range and its accuracy. Whereas earlier radar sets operated on wavelengths ranging from one and one-half to seven meters, the Type 271M radar first deployed in March 1941 was stepped down to 9.7 centimeters (operators rounded up the number to ten centimeters, and called the device a “centimetric” radar). When working properly under the hands of a trained operator, the Type 271M could detect a submerged U-boat’s periscope up to four miles away, a significant increase in range from the earlier systems, whose maximum range was less than two miles. By the spring of 1943, most Allied convoy escort ships had received the Type 271M system, and their crews were becoming proficient in its use.

Just as convoy escorts were benefiting from the new centimetric radar, Allied scientists had made a parallel breakthrough in radar that would prove equally valuable in the Battle of the Atlantic. In February 1943, the first ASV Mark III (for “air-to-surface vessel”) centimetric radar was installed on Royal Air Force Coastal Command patrol bombers. Like ground- and ship-based sets, the earlier models were plagued with glitches and operators were not well trained in their use, but scientists and air force technicians worked hard to smooth out the wrinkles in the system. Soon, the ASV Mark III radar had become an effective tool in the fight against the U-boats. When it functioned properly, this look-down radar enabled aircrews to locate U-boats operating below the thick cloud cover that frequently blanketed the North Atlantic, and ambush them by suddenly dropping through the cloud layer to straddle the U-boat with a pattern of aerial depth charges.

German ignorance and technical shortcomings made the centimetric radar especially lethal against the U-boats. Admiral Dönitz did not fully realize the technological threat from Allied centimetric radar until May 1943, when it was all but too late to overcome the strengthened convoy defenses. Worse, German scientists were long unable to come up with a receiver that could register the centimetric radar pulses. As a result, German radar detection receivers carried on the U-boats were blind to the shorter-wavelength pulses even as the new technology stripped them of much of the cover of darkness that they relied upon to close with and attack a convoy. Even though he still did not know the specific cause, by March of 1943, Admiral Dönitz had become convinced that, because nighttime attacks were obviously losing their effectiveness, his U-boats would have to try the far more difficult and risky daylight attack at periscope depth in addition to assaulting convoys at night on the surface.22

At Dönitz’s bidding, the wolf packs that had bloodied convoys SC121 and HX228 had carried out their attacks in the daytime as well as at night. The fierce storms that had bedeviled both convoys made the periscope-depth attacks more effective than normal, since the U-boats were cloaked by the towering swells and low clouds. The results had been astounding; the convoys’ escorts, it seemed, were simply unable to fend off such a large-scale assault, regardless of the hour in which it occurred. While Grossadmiral Dönitz and the staff at BdU were tallying up the damage their U-boats had wrought upon convoys SC121 and HX228, they also had their eyes on a new target, which was even now approaching the killing fields of the North Atlantic. Neither Commodore White nor the merchant captains in SC122, or Commodore Mayall and the ship masters in HX229, realized that Dönitz and his BdU staff were aware of the movement of both convoys. The Germans had enough information on the two formations and their routes that the U-boat chief was preparing to unleash forty-six fully armed U-boats against them, in what would be the largest wolf pack attack so far in the war.23
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Ship Flag  Year Tors Cargo Fate [
Abvabam Lincoln  Norway 1929 5,740 General arived Beffast

Antar Bish 1941 7,742 General arived Mersey

Belgian Gult Panama 1929 8.401 LubOil arived Mersey

Canadian Star  Bitsh 1939 8293 Frig /U-22103/18/43 a9
‘Cape Breton Biish 1940 6,044 Linseed arived Ciyde

City of Agra Bish 1936 6361 General, explosives armived Mersey

Clan Matheson  Bitish 1919 5613 General rotumed Halfax 03/12/43
Coracero Bish 1923 7252 Frig 9/U-384'5/ U-63103/17/43 06/51
Daniel Webster  USA 1942 7.176 General arived Bast

ElMundo Panama 1910 6,008 General arived Blfast/Newport

Elin K. Norway 1937 5214 Manganese, wheat s/ U-603 03/16/43 0080
Empire Cavaller  Bifish 1942 9,891 Buring ol arved Mersey

Empire Knight Bish 1942 7244 General arived Ciyde

Fort Ame Bish 1942 7,134 Lead,lumber armived Loch Ewe

Gul Disc UsA 1938 7.a1 FFO arived Ciyde

Harry Luckenbach USA 1919 6366 General 5/U-9108/17/43 8000
Hugh Willamson  USA 1942 7,176 General arived destination
IrénéoDuPont  USA 1941 6125 Genera, ol Q/U-6005/ U-9103/17/43 24170
James Oglothorpe USA 1942 7,176 Genera, AC  /U-7585/U-9108/17/43 44330
Jean USA 1918 4902 General arived Mersey

Kapara Bitsh 1938 5882 Frig arived Mersey

Koffelsi USA 1920 4934 Stores arved Mersey

Luculus Bish 1929 6546 Petrol arived Bfast

Magdala Dutch 1931 8248 Augas arived Blfast

Margeret Lykes  USA 1919 3537 Grain, general arived Mersey

Mathow Luckenbach USA 1918 5848 General o/ U-527 5/ U-52303/19/43 00168
Nariva Bish 1920 8714 Frig U600/ U-91 03/17/43 00104
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ship Flag Year Tons Cargo Fato s
NYCto Halitax

Astjorn Canada 1935 4733 Ballast arved Halfax 03/08/43
Pormian Panama 1931 8890 FFO arived Halfax 03/08/43

NYCto St John's

Livingston Briish 1928 2,140 General returned 03/00/43

Polariand Noway 1923 1591 General returned 03/09/43

Sevill Briish 1900 7,022 Fuelol arived St. John's 03/12/43
NYCto leeland

Alcedo Panama 1937 1392 General returned Halfax 03/08/43
Askepot Noway 1937 1312 Amy supplies

Cartago UsA 1908 4732 Frig

Eastom Guide  USA 1919 3704 Ammuniion returned Halfax 03/08/43
Godafoss ledland 1921 1542 General

Granvile Panama 1930 5745 General & U-338 03/17/43 1874
Gudor Norway 1928 2280 General returned Halfax 03/08/43

NYCto UK

Aderamin  Dutch 1920 7,886 Genera,ol, seed &/ U-33803/17/43 18049
‘Atland Sweden 1910 5203 Ionore arved Loch Ewe.

Aymeric Briish 1919 5196 Ionore arved Loch Ewe.

BaonElgn  Biish 1933 3942 Sugar arived Loch Ewe.

Baron Semple  Bitish 1939 4,573 General arved Blfast/Loch Ewe

Baron Stranraer Brtish 1920 3668 Ionore arved Loch Ewe.

‘Baaconoil Panama 1919 6893 Diesel oi arved Clyde

Benedick Briish 1920 9503 Admialtyfuel  armived Clyde

Bonita Panama 1918 4929 Steel tobacco  arived UK.

BostonCily  Bitish 1920 2,870 General, explosives arived Belfast

Bridgepool  Bish 1924 4845 Linseed arved Loch Ewe.
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Ship Flag  Year Tons Cargo Fate [
Nebraska Bish 1920 8261 Frig arived Mersey

Nicaria Bish 1942 8179 Petrol arived Mersey
PanRhodelsiand  USA 1941 7742 Augas arived Mersay

Regent Panther  Briish 1937 9556 Avgas arived Mersy

Robert Howe. USA 192 7.176 General arived Mersey

San Veronica Bieh 1943 8600 Petrol arived Mersey

Southem Princess  Briish 1915 12,156 Fuel ol /U-60003/17/43 0694
StephenC:. Foster  USA 1943 7,196 Sugar,stores  retumed 03/13/43

Teroa Bish 1922 8695 Frig, general arived Mersey

Torkoolol Dutch 1923 5,158 Wheat, zinc 9/ U-384'5/ U-631 03/17/43 36/00
Waltor @. Grosham USA 1943 7,191 Food /U-22103/18/43 2882
Willam Eustis ~ USA 1943 7,196 Sugar O/ U-435'5/ U-91 031743 0072
Zaanland Dutch 1921 6813 Frig, wheat,zinc  s/U-758 03/17/43 00553

Note: At convoy, HXEZ9A, was formed at New Yrk o the sams time as HX229 and SC12, conisting
of twenty-ight shps that departe on March 9, 1943 undar ol scort;sx wee dastne forHalfx and
o or St s e ships returnod to port wihstom darmage; sitoen more shps oned rom Halfax
anctone om St. Johs, makng a ttal f tiy-four vessels makingthe tans-lant crosing protected
by Bt Escort Group 40 baginning on March 15. HX2Z9A took a far rothely route o Gret Brain,
lucing e U-boat woll packs i micocean; oneshi, th 14,785-ton Bitsh fusl tanker Svnd Foyn, sank
afer string an csberg on March 19, resuting in the drowning deaths of 43 croumen and passangors
o totel complement aboard of 195; rest of convoy safely arived Liverpoo on March 26,
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Ship Flag Year Tons _Cargo Fate
AC.Bedford  USA 1918 9485 Fusiol artived United Kingdom
Amstel Dutch 1925 2,15  Pup arived United Kingdom
Beaconoil Bish 1919 6893  SunFuel arived United Kingdom
Banedick Bish 1928 6978 FFO arived United Kingdom
BenfoMsersk  Danish 1928 5722 Petrol arived United Kingdom
Caimar USA 1920 5787 Stores, explosives  amived United Kingdom
Cathlamat UsA 1919 5869  General arived United Kingdom
Cotus Noway 1920 2614  Pup arived United Kingdom
ChristnoMarie  Briish 1919 3895 General, ammunition  arived United Kingdom
Colytto Duch 1926 4408 Gran arived United Kingdom
Dalemoor Bish 1922 5835  Gran, general arived United Kingdom
Dallngton Court~ Briish 1920 6,889 Grain, general arived United Kingdom
Dayight USA 1931 9180 Fuelol arived United Kingdom
Dynastic USA 1919 5773  Generalexplosives  amived United Kingdom
EG. Seubert UsA 1918 9181  FFO,stores arived United Kingdom
EmpireMelody  Brilsh 1942 2883  Sugar arived United Kingdom
EmpiroMeteor  Briish 1940 7457  Steel, lumber arived United Kingdom
EmpireSpartan  Briish 1942 7,009 Stesl, lumber arived United Kingdom
Empire Tistam  Briish 1942 7,167  Wneat, general arived United Kingdom
Estrella Noway 1920 3888  Grain, lumber arived United Kingdom
Exchester USA 1919 4999  Generastores arived United Kingdom
Fialfoss lesand 1919 1451 General arived United Kingdom
Fort Bedford Bish 1943 7.127  General arived United Kingdom
Gitano Bish 1921 3956  General,explosives  arived United Kingdom
Graigas Bish 1940 4312  Steel, mber arived United Kingdom
Henrik Ibsen Noway 1906 4671  Grain, general arived United Kingdom
Ingman Bish 1907 3169  Gran, general arived United Kingdom
Katla lesland 1911 1200 General arived United Kingdom
Lagarfoss. losand 1904 1211  General arived United Kingdom
Narbo USA 1920 6005 General arived United Kingdom
Ovebank Bish 1926 5154  Genera explosives  arived United Kingdom
Ravnefell Noway 1938 1339 General arived United Kingdom
Shea Holme Bish 1929 4814  Stoel, general arived United Kingdom
Staniodge Bish 1943 5977  Grain general arived United Kingdom
Tamaha Bish 1914 6946 FFO artived United Kingdom
WestHonaker  USA 1920 5428  Grai, general arived United Kingdom
Winona USA 1919 6197  Phospales arived United Kingdom
Zamalek. Bitsh 1921 1565  Rescue Ship arrived United Kingdom
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Flag Year Tons Cargo Fate [
Gresce 1911 4248 Unk;prob n ballast_arrived Halfax
UsA 1920 6952 Of arrved Halfax
Britsh 1933 3942  Unk:probinballast amved Halfax
Britsh 1925 3242 Unk:probinballast arved Halfax
Britsh 1939 4573  Unk:probin ballast arived Halfax
Dutch 1918 6453  Unk;probin ballast ariived Halfax
Duich 1930 2130  Unk:probinballast arived Halfax
Norway 1986 1570 Coal /U-26605/0543 14112
Britsh 1990 3177 Unk:probinballast arived Halfax
Britsh 1919 6672  Unkprobin ballast arived Halfax
Bristol City Biiish 1920 2864 Genericago  /U-35B0S/05/43 15534
British Lady Bitsh 1923 6098 Oil arived Halifax
Campus Britsh 1925 3667 Unk:probinballast arived Halfax
Comm.Dorise  Brfish 1917 5529 Unk: prob in ballast _arrved Hafax
Cydonia Britsh 1927 3517  Unk:probinbalast anived Halfax
Director Biitsh 1926 5107 Unk:probin ballast arrived Halfax
Dolus Britsh 1924 5507 Inbalast 5/ U-638.05/05/43 04/66
Dunsley Britsh 1929 3862  Unk;probin ballast amved Halfax
Empire Advocate  Bitish 1913 5,787 Retumed Ciyds
Empirs Gazelle  Briish 1920 4848 arived Haffax
Empiro Planet  Briish 1923 4290 Unk prob i ballast _arrved Halifax
Fana Norway 1939 1375 Uk probin ballast arived Halfax
Gharinda Britsh 1919 5306 Inbalast /U-26605/05/43 00192
Gudvor Norvay 1928 2280  Inbalast arrved Halffax
Harbury Britsh 1928 5081 Coal o/ U-628.0505/43 07/42
Harperioy Bitsh 1933 4586  Coaland mail /0-26405/05/43 10536
Isobel Panama 1929 1,515  Unk:probin ballast arrived Halfax
van Topic Yugoslavia 1920 4,943 Unk;prob in ballast  arved Halffax
Lorient Britsh 1921 4737 Inbalast /U-125 06004143 40100
Lomaston Biish 1925 4934  Unk;probinballast anived Halfax
Losada Biitsh 1921 6520 Unkiprobinbalast anived Halfax

“Unk prob i ballast = Unknown; probably n ballast
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U Navy Royal Navy ‘Gorman Navy.
Fleet Admiral ‘Admial of the Fleet Grossadmiral +
Admiral Admiral Generaladrmial

Vice Admiral Vice-Admiral Vizsadmiral

Rear Admiral Rear-Admiral Konteradmiral
Captain Captain Kapitén 2ur Sea

a wa Fregattenkapitan *
Commander Commander Koettenkapitén
Ueutenant Commander Ueutenant-Commander  Kapiténleutnant
Ueutenant Lieutenant Oberleutnant zur See
Ueutonant (unior grade)  Lieutenant (unior grade)  Leutnant zur See

Ensign

Midshipman

+ Englsh transaton: Grand Acmiral
~Engie ransiaton; Jurior Captain

Subliewtenant

Midshipman

# Englis vanslaton: Serior Listanant

Obertaharich zur See.
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Convoy | Depart | From amve | To atsea|ship 1| ship2 | ss'5/
1 ONI66 | 02/11/a3 | Liverpool | 03/03/3 | NYC 20 |55 | a6 |1
2 scr20 | oen3u3 | Nve 03/05/43 | Lverpool | 20 [ 65 [ 61 | o
3 ON167 | 02143 | Liverpool | 0310843 | NYC 2 3 a1 |2
4 ONsies | 022143 | Liverpool | 031243 | Boston 19 |60 | a9 | 2
5 ONSi6 | 022243 | Liverpool | 032143 | NYC 27 [a5 [ | 1
6 scr21 | oerus | NYC 0314743 | Lverpool | 19 [ 80 [ 74 |12
7 ez | oerss3 | NYC 031543 | Lverpool | 15 80 | e | 5
8 ONI70 | 030343 | Liverpool | 0320143 | NYC 17 |a |47 | o
9 ONSIZI | 030443 | Liverpool | 032343 | Halfax 19 (a3 |41 | o
10 sctz2 | 080543 | NYC 032443 | Lverpool | 19 50 [ so | o
11 Wxes | oaomas | NYC 0323/43 | Lverpool | 15 |40 | 27 | 13
12 HXe29A | 080943 | NYC 032643 | Lverpool | 17 [ 45 [ 39 | o
13 ON72 | 030043 | Liverpool | 03/27/43 | NYC 1815 |13 | o
14 ONI73 | 081343 | Lverpool | 08229/43 | Halfax 16 |37 |3 | o
15 sC123 | 0343 | NYC 0403743 | Lverpool | 21 [ 50 | 48 | o
16 ONSt | 031543 | Lverpool | 040443 | Halfax 20 [3 [a | o
17 M3 | oatans | NYC 04/02/43 | Lverpool | 15 | a6 | a3 | 1
18 ONI74 | 032043 | Liverpool | 04/08/43 | NYC 19 | a0 |40 | o
19 sCi2a | 032043 | NYC 04/09/43 | Lverpool | 20 38 | 36 | o
20 ONI7s | 032443 | Liverpool | 04716443 | NYC 23 [0 |30 | o
21 Hest | 032su3 | NYC 041043 | Lverpool | 16 [ 48 | 38 | 6
22 ONs2 | 032843 | Liverpool | 041943 | Halfax 2 |41 [a8 | 1
23 ONI76 | 033143 | Liverpool | 042043 | NYC 20 [46 |aa | 2
24 SCt2s | 0353143 | Halfax 0415743 | Lverpool | 15 [ 40 [ as | 0
25 s | 040143 | NYC 041643 | Lverpool | 15 [ 47 | a4 | 4
2 ONS3 | 040543 | Liverpool | 04728443 | Halfax 2 28 [ 20 | 2
27 HXss | 04643 | NYC 04221/43 | Lverpool | 15 | 8 | 56 | 1
28 ONI77 | 04106143 | Liverpool | 04723143 | NYC w2 |27 | o
20 SCi26 | 040843 | Halfax 04223743 | Lverpool | 15 40 | a8 | ©
30 s | 041243 | NYC 0420083 | Lverpool | 17 [ 46 [ a0 | 2
31 ONI78 | 041243 | Liverpool | 05/0243 | NYC 20 s s | 1
32 ONss | 041343 | Lverbool | 0510543 | Haifax 2 a2 [ |0
3 scre7 | 0463 | Haifax 050343 | Lverpool | 17 [ 56 | s | o
31 Hews | ounsus | Nve 0505743 | Lverpool | 17 [ 40 [ a5 | o
35 ONI7O | 041843 | Liverpool | 0/0643 | NYC 8 |51 |52 | o
3 ONS5 | 0422143 | Liverpool | 05/1243 | Haifax 21 [46 |31 |13
37 He% | 04ras3 | NYC 05/00/43 | Lverpool | 15 [ 45 | a5 | 0
3 ON1B | 0424143 | Liverpool | 05/14i3 | NYC 20 [6s |50 | o
39 SOf28 | 042543 | Halfax 05/13/43 | Lverpool | 18 32 | a1 | 0
4 ONSs | 042943 | Liverpool | 05/17/43 | Halfax 8% |31 | o
41 ONIBI | 043043 | Liverpool | 05/1843 | NYC 18 | a8 | a7 | 0
a2 mes | oso14s | NYC 0517743 | Lverpool | 16 [ 47 [ @2 | 3
43 SCf20 | 050243 | Halfax 0521/43 | Lverpool | 19 [ 25 | 23 | 2
44 ON1B2 | 0510643 | Liverpool | 0522143 | NYC. 16 |8 |52 | o
45 Hesm | 05743 | NYC 0522743 | Lverpool | 15 |44 | @2 | o
4 ONS7 | 05/07/43 | Liverpool | 0572543 | Halfax 8 | so |47 | 1
47 ONIES | 051043 | Liverpool | 0/2543 | NYC 152 |30 | o
4 SCtao | 0s/1143 | Halfax 0s726/43 | Lverpool | 15 [ 37 [ as | o
49 W | 051343 | NYC 05/28/43 | Lverpool | 15 [ 41 | 30 | o
50 ONiB | 05/1543 | Liverpool | 05/3143 | Liverpool | 16 | 36 | 36 | 0
51 ONS8 | 051743 | Lverpool | 06/0143 | Haifax 15 |83 |53 | o
52 e | 051943 | NYC 0604743 | Lverpool | 16 [ 54 [ s3 | 0
53 ONI8 | 052443 | Liverpool | 06/07/43 | NYC a3 | | o
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ship Flag Year Cargo Fate [
Wano Bitsh 1925 Unk; prob in ballast _arived Halfax
Mckeesport UsA 1919 I ballast /U258 04729143 01/67
Merton Bish 1941 Unk; prob in ballast  arrived Halfax

Modin Poland 1906 returned

Nicolas Gresce 1910 Unk; probin ballast  arived Halfax

North Britain  Brtish 1940 Bricks andclay &/ U-707 05/08/43 35/11
Omega. Bitsh 1912 Unk; prob in ballast  arived Halftax

ottinge. Bish 1940 arved Halfax

Pennale Bish 1924 Unk; prob in ballast _straggled to Reykjavik
Rena Noway 1924 Unk prob in balast _ arived Halifax

Sapelo usa 1919 Unk; prob in ballast _ arived Halitax
Selvistan Bish 1924 I ballast /U-266 05/05/43 06/40
Tomple Arch Bish 1940 Unk; prob in ballast _ arived Halfax
Wentworth Bish 1919 I ballast /U-356 05/05/43 05/42
Wost Madaket  USA 1918 In ballast /U-584 05/05/43 00/61
Wost Maximus  USA 1919 I ballast /U-264 05/05/43 06/56
Yearty Bish 1918 Unk; prob in ballast  arived Halftax
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Clemson Wickes

Constructed: 1917-20 1919

Displacement: 1215 tons 1060 tons

Length 314.5 feer 3.4 feet

Complemens: 101 crewmen 149

Armament 4 4inch/.s0-cal. guns; 1 3-inch gun; 12 torpedo tubes; DIC (both)
Maximum Speed: 35 knots

Engines/Power: - Geared twrbines, 2 shafts; 27,000 SHP

Maximum Range: 4,900 miles at 15 knots

Notes on Clas: 50 of these “lush deck” destroyers transferred to Royal Navy as part of
the 1940 “destroyers for bases” agreement; Clemson Class a follow-on to the World
War I-era Wickes Class destroyer with improved fiel capacitys considered inferior
as a convoy escort because difficul to handle: narrow, V-shaped sterns made for a
large turning radius at high speed; some armament removed to allow inereased
DIC capacicy

Sclected ships in Clas: HMS Beverley (Wickes), HMS Mangfeld (Clemson), HMS Ripley
(Clemson)
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Convoy SC122
OnheEve of Bt on March 16,1943
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Comuoy SC122.0n arch 16,1943 conistedof ity merchant shis proteced by clght warships
inEscon GoupB-.Columns of sips re 1,000 ardsapart and wsof hips are 500 yards apart.
Escort warships normallypatoled betveen 3000 and 5000 yards ot fom the convoy s main body:
Darkened sihouettes depict the ineships sunk by U-boots over thenext e days.

Columns 13nd 2 arevacan becaus thei ships had gone o ports n Canada.
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Ship Flag Year Cargo Fate [3
Carras Gresce 1918 Wheat /U-666 5/ U-333 09/19/43 00531
Carso Biiish 1937 Steel,food arived Loch Ewe
Christian Holm  DanishvBr 1827 Fueloil arived Beffast
Glarissa Radciife Biiish 1915 ron ore o/ U-663 38/43 5500
Dolus Biiish 1924 Bauite, general  arived Befast
Empire Dunstan  Biiish 1942 Sugar arived Lverpool
Empiro Gaahad  Biish 1942 General, meat,  arived iverpool
Empire Summer  Biiish 1941 Explosives, 8 A/C _ returned 03/09/43
Engish Monarch  Biish 1924 Explosives, general returned 03/09/43
Fileign Biish 1928 General, mail_arived Liverpool
Fort Cedar Lake ~ Briish 1842 Explosives, general o/ U-338 s/ U165 03/17/43 00/50
Georgios P Gresce 1903 Sugar returned NYC 03/03/43
Glnaop Biiish 1920 Aficaproduce  arved Liverpool
Gloxiia Biish 1820 Lube oil arived Lverpool
Historan Biish 1924 General arived Liverpool
Innesmoor Biish 1928 Wheat arived Loch Ewe
Kedoe Duch 1921 Wheat, Zincore  arived Beffast
King Gruftydd  Biiish 1818 Steel, explosives s/ U-338 03/17/43 2025
Kingsbury Biiish 1937 Produce, bauxite s/ U-338 03/17/43 oa/as
Losada Biish 1921 Genera, mail arived Liverpool
LST305 UsA 1883 Tanks, food arived Clyde
L5T365 UsA  teas Tanks, food,steel  arived Lverpool
McKoesport  USA 1918 General, grain returned NYC 03/08/43
Ominister Biish 1914 ron ore arived Loch Ewe
siran Biiish 1825 Gasoline arived Belfat/Mersey
Viniver Biish 1917 Sugar arived Loch Ewe
Vistula UsA 1920 Petroleum arived Belfast
Halita o lceland
Falfoss losland 1919 1451 Timberfood  arived ReyKiavik
Seloss losland 1914 775 Timber arived Reyigavik
Halitaxto UK
Badjestan Biish 1928 Grain arived Clyde
Drakepool Biish 1924 General arived Loch Ewe
EmpireMom  Biiish 1941 Grain arived UK.
Franka Yugosiavia 1918 General arived Loch Ewe
Helencrest Biish  — Grain arived Belfast
Ogmore Castle  Biish 1818 Flour arived Loch Ewe
Parknaven Duch 1820 General arived Loch Ewe
PLM 13 Bish 1021 Steel, mber  retumed St. John's
Polariand Norway 1923 General returned 0309/43
Porus Sweden 1906 Stesl pulp arived Mersey
PortAuckland  Biish 1928 Fig; ganeral &/ U-305 00/17/43 owtio
Zamalek Bish 1021 Noe Rescue Ship
Zouave Biish 1930 ron ore /U305 03/17/43 13530
St John's to UK
Reaveley Biish 1940 4998 None given arived Mersey
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TURNING
THE TIDE
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Tons us

Tonnage | Lost | Wolt Pack s Reinforcoment

247,736 | 88,001 | Riter

313699 o

170766 | 13,466

350862 [ 13,713 | Raubgrat

216836 | 3355 | Raubgraf

256,782 | 55,661 | Westmark, Ostmark

566,130 | 24,175 | Neuland, Westmark 2 6th SG (Bogue), 3/5-10

332498 0 | Raubgral

204024 o

248,923 | 53,094 | Raubgrat, Stummer, Dranger | 0

284613 | 93,502 | Raubgraf 1

203,133 ] o | omea

115388 o c3

256530 o B7

225647 o B2 | 395G,60n G Bogue), 321-26

225333 o 86

317.122 | 7,176 | Sesteutel o | B1 | 3dsea2e81

287,780 o B3

19637 o c3

248,438 o A3

427399 | 41,494 | Lowenherz 2 4hSG, 4/6-8

164218 | 3835 | Ader

201741 | 3,129 | Ader

168291 0 | Adier o

312,860 | 24,300 | Adier Lerche 4th S, 4/12-15

106,781 [ 10,403 | Meise

384710 | 7,131 3456, 4/17-18

174819 ]

200774 o 3456, 4/19-21

293,478 | 17,994 | Meiso 305G, 4/25; 4th SG 4/15

351,789 | 3,025 | Meise 5t SG (Bier), 4113-15.

205285 o 5th SG (Bien, 4723-26;
15156, 4/26-28.

270438 o | specnt C1 | 155G, 4/24-25; 313 $G, 42730

4ih SG 4/27-30

263,501 0 | spectt C-4 | 6thSG (Bogue), 4725-20

ar2419 o c2

149257 | 61,958 | Fink, Amsel 1, Amsel2, Star 8 | B7 | 3rdSG, 52-6; 15t SG, 5/6-8

345,666 o B1 |20d5G,515

42569 o c3

167632 o 0mEG

167348 o B6 | 1s15G,5/9-10, Archer 5/o-14

330713 o B3

312,400 | 21,389 | Drossel G2 | sthsa @ien, 57-13

113575 | 7,627 | Drossel, Elbe2 B2 |5 SG (Biter, 5/1a-16

378,807 [ G5 | Awcher, 5/12-14

ats,141 o c3

235783 | 5,196 5 | Bs

215424 o B4

192,993 0 | Donau s | B7 | 1stsest022

312,588 0 | Mosel B3 | 4th G (Archen, 521-24

248,475 0 | Mosel G1 | 6hSG Bogue), 5119-25

237.724 o C4 | 2ndsesz2-25

410,995 0 o5

305048 o c2
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