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Foreword



The military career of the battleship Bismarck was unusually brief, embracing but nine days at sea, while the interest she has provoked has lasted for more than half a century. Perhaps it is all the mysteries that surround her, despite this single operational journey, which have attracted the curiosity of historians, military professionals and general readers alike. Most certainly, this interest in the Bismarck has also been promoted by her size, her speed, her very effective armour belt and the power and efficiency of her armament. When launched, she was, together with the British battlecruiser Hood, the largest warship then afloat. As these two giants met during the dramatic battle in the Denmark Strait, posterity was given a gripping tale and a naval story that continues to tantalize many an audience. Radio silence that was broken for reasons still unexplained; fuel tanks not topped up before departure; and the question of whether the crew of the Bismarck scuttled her during the final battle, are only some examples of the many unanswered puzzles that followed the German battleship to her grave, and which continue to baffle those searching for answers today.

One of the central issues regarding the short life of the Bismarck is why she was sent out on the Atlantic at all. What was the underlying purpose of her deployment there? It may appear as if she was sent out aimlessly onto the open sea, where she was first discovered in the Denmark Strait, fought a major battle in which she was damaged, shook off her British pursuers and turned towards German-occupied France, only to be rediscovered again. And finally went down, damaged, alone, and fighting bitterly to the very end. A partial aim of this book is to depict the Bismarck within the context created by both the German and the British maritime strategies, which in turn were mainly dictated by the trade, economy and history of these two nations. Of course, most of the space in the book is devoted to the Bismarck’s dramatic journey, but we will also discuss whether the above mentioned strategies were sound or mere folly.

While working with the story of the Bismarck, it gradually became apparent to us that chance, coincidence and sheer luck play a great part in the shaping of maritime events, at least during a single episode like Operation Rheinübung. Numerous examples spring to mind: misinterpreted orders, false assumptions, the taking of unnecessary risks. If grave, just one of these examples could mean the difference between success and utter failure; and even if minor, a number of these mishaps could combine to alter the chain of events and lead to an unexpected outcome. For us, who enjoy the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to see that sometimes mistakes and misjudgements could even create advantages. Huge sums of money were spent to build, outfit and crew the huge ships, and thus responsibility weighed heavily on the vast numbers of officers and seamen who were entrusted to command and serve on them. Added to the burden of responsibility were scant intelligence, uncertainty about enemy intentions, lack of knowledge about other friendly forces, fatigue and many other hardships and ambiguities which demanded luck to result in victorious battles or operations.

A problem encountered by anyone trying to follow the movements of ships on the Atlantic is time, as the ships sailed over vast expanses of ocean, covering several time zones. The Bismarck followed daylightsaving times, which was introduced in Germany in 1940. As the ships moved further and further west, sunset happened progressively later, unless the clocks on board the ships were adjusted. Indeed Admiral Lütjens ordered that Bismarck and Prinz Eugen should set back all clocks on board one hour at 13.00 hours on 23 May.1 Consequently, the two ships used Central European Standard time. The British also used daylight-saving time, but unlike the Germans they adjusted the clock by two hours compared to normal time. Hence, German and British time on land coincided during this period, while Lütjens’ squadron was one hour behind. British ships at sea may of course also have adjusted their clocks to suit the time zone they were sailed within. We have endeavoured to use Central European summer time in our description of the events, but the reader is asked to keep in mind that the clocks on board the ships may have differed.2

An exception is the times given during Operation Berlin (January–March 1941), when virtually all events are described from the point of view of the German squadron. We decided to use the time as it was set on board the two German battleships. During the operation, several time zones were covered, further complicating the issue.

Another time-related problem is encountered when the various messages are dealt with. A message was assigned a time when it was written. However, minutes or hours could pass before it had been coded, transmitted, received, decoded and presented to the commander for whom it was intended, so it can be tricky to settle for a specific time. Sources do not always make it fully clear what is meant when the timing of a message is given. Thus the reader is encouraged not to take all times given in the book too literally. We have tried to limit the problem by not using more exact wording than warranted by the actions described, but it has not been possible to do away with times altogether.

The terminology used at sea can place demands upon writer as well as reader. Many of the words common within naval forces may be difficult to understand for landlubbers like us. We have chosen to use specific maritime terminology to some extent, as the book clearly is about naval warfare, but as we want to reach a broader range of readers, who like us may lack experience with the terminology used by navies, we have strived to reduce the professional terminology to a necessary minimum.

Some of the literature we have relied upon is available in many versions and even languages. Most important is Burkhardt von Müllenheim-Rechberg’s book, which has been available to us in Swedish, English and of course German. All page references in our footnotes refer to Müllenheim-Rechberg’s German version. As very few of Bismarck’s crew survived, and even fewer survived from the Hood, we have relied heavily on Müllenheim-Rechberg and Ted Briggs, respectively. When, as authors, we worked extensively with the thoughts and impressions of another person, we gradually developed a kind of acquaintance with him. Thus it was with regret we learned, early in June 2003, that Müllenheim-Rechberg had passed away, 62 years after the Bismarck hit the bottom of the ocean. Ted Briggs is, at the time of writing, still alive and healthy. He is now the only survivor of the more than 1,400 men that left Scapa Flow with the Hood on 21 May 1941.






Prologue



When Prime Minister Winston Churchill left London on a Friday evening in May 1941, to spend the weekend at Chequers Court, he was not in a cheerful mood. The fortunes of war did not favour his fellow countrymen. The British army had been evicted from the continent a year earlier, and France – Britain’s most powerful ally – had surrendered shortly afterwards. After the disasters in May and June 1940, Britain had almost been forced out of the war. Only the Royal Navy, the Royal Air Force and the obstacle presented to the Germans by the Channel, allowed her to battle on. Nevertheless, the war so far had been one of setbacks, defeats and disasters.

After the week that had just passed, the situation looked even bleaker. The Blitz still persisted. A bomb had recently wrecked the House of Commons and many surrounding buildings. In the Atlantic, the German submarines became more and more aggressive and a few days earlier a convoy had lost seven merchant ships in a single attack. In North Africa and the Middle East the situation was no brighter. An insurrection in Iraq threatened the vital British supply of oil from the region and in Libya a German general, Rommel (who was yet to become famous), had advanced from the Sirte to the border of Egypt and laid siege to Tobruk.

The latest crisis that had occurred was at Crete, which had been assaulted by German paratroopers and where a violent battle ensued in dust and heat. At first news had reached the British Prime Minister that the German attack might have failed. The enemy had suffered serious losses and initial reports reaching London presented a bright picture. But the situation changed. Suddenly he had to face the fact that defeat was not only a possibility, but a likely one.

To make matters worse still, news had reached London that the brand new German battleship Bismarck had been sighted in the Kattegat, accompanied by a heavy cruiser. She had anchored at Bergen in occupied Norway, only to slip away in the poor weather. For the moment no one knew where she was. Was she heading back towards Germany, after a concluded mission, or did she intend to break out into the vast expanses of the Atlantic? The latter scenario could mean catastrophe to the British convoys that were plodding along the routes over the Atlantic. Churchill was concerned especially about a major troop transport heading for the Middle East.

Churchill’s bad mood was not alleviated during the dinner with his family and the invited guests who were at Chequers Court. Almost silently he ate his food, pondering on the gloomy situation for the British Empire. He uttered a few sentences to Averell Harriman, the envoy of President Roosevelt who had come to Britain to administer lend-lease weapons and ordnance, and to generals Ismay and Pownall, who were to stay at Chequers during the weekend. After the meal, Churchill’s son-in-law went to the piano and began to play the ‘Apassionata’ by Ludwig van Beethoven.

Possibly thoughts about the high casualties suffered at Crete were foremost in his mind, when Churchill turned to his son-in-law and said in a high tone: ‘Not now, Oliver! The last I want to hear tonight is a funeral march.’

‘Why?’ asked the baffled son-in-law. ‘Don’t you like it?’

‘No funeral march in my house,’ said the Prime Minister, who obviously confused the piece of music with something else. The family and the guests smiled at the situation.

Later in the evening, news reaching the Prime Minister slightly cheered him up. The Suffolk had sighted the Bismarck on the way towards the Atlantic. The Suffolk, assisted by the cruiser Norfolk, had immediately begun to shadow the German squadron. Admiral Lancelot Holland was already at sea, with the battlecruiser Hood and the brand new battleship Prince of Wales. His squadron was on a course to intercept the Bismarck. Hopefully the German battleship could be brought to battle sometime after midnight.

Could this be the chance for a victory, to offset the negative political consequences of all defeats suffered thus far? Of course, in a naval battle almost anything could happen, but if the two British capital ships, together with Norfolk and Suffolk, could attack Bismarck and her lone cruiser, the outcome seemed to be clear. Churchill had a direct telephone line to the Admiralty and the First Sea Lord, Dudley Pound, who had promised to stay at the Admiralty until the operation against the Bismarck had ended. The Prime Minister would be informed as soon as anything particular happened at sea.

The hours passed without the phone ringing. Churchill’s wife and the rest of the family went to bed; Ismay and Pownall too found the hour late. The Prime Minister stayed up together with Harriman for a few hours after midnight, but just before 3.00 am they, too, went to bed.

When Churchill woke up the following morning the sky was grey and unusually strong winds swept over England. Rain rattled on the windows behind the curfew curtains.

Surprised, the Prime Minister blinked at the secretary who had just woken him. Then he remembered.

‘Have we caught her?’ he exclaimed. ‘Have we caught the Bismarck?’

The secretary shook his head.

‘No,’ he answered, ‘but unfortunately the Hood has been sunk.’






PART 1








CHAPTER 1

Lessons from Previous Wars



The logic behind the expansion of the German Navy during the two decades that preceded World War I is difficult to grasp. In 1871 Germany had been united under the leadership of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. The young German nation, surrounded as she was by strong land powers, gave priority to the army, but as industry developed, considerable resources could also be devoted to the Navy. In 1898 it was announced that Germany would lay down 12 armoured cruisers; two years later another 20. A few years later it was declared that cruiser forces too would be expanded. The expansion of the Navy was zealously pursued, despite reasons to limit it. With the benefit of hindsight it seems clear that Germany possession of a strong navy would certainly drive Great Britain to oppose her.

At the time, rivalry between France and Britain remained pronounced. France still had a grudge against Germany dating from the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871. With France a most likely enemy, it might have seemed natural for Germany to foster good relations with Britain in the future. However, the German naval expansion served to alienate Britain. Command of the seas had been the pillar upon which British foreign policy and military strategy rested. The British economy had long since been adapted to the transoceanic trade, and the import of raw materials and manufactured goods had become absolutely vital to it. The insular nation had gradually increased its influence over the seas and the transoceanic trade since the 16th century. She had been challenged many times, but always emerged with a stronger position than before, and during the 19th century British dominance of the seas reached its height.

With this background it is not surprising that German naval expansion alarmed the British. A wiser strategy might have been for the Germans to curtail their naval programme, to avoid provoking the British to ally with the French against them. Almost regardless of German long-term ambitions, it would have served them better to have Britain as friend rather than foe. The naval arms race contributed to forming two blocks in Europe, fighting against each other in World War I, with Germany dominant on one side and Britain and France on the other.

During World War I Germany possessed a strong Navy, but not strong enough seriously to challenge the Royal Navy. The only major battle at sea was the famous Battle of Jutland in 1916. Both sides tried to claim the battle as a victory, but the outcome of the battle was not clear-cut. The British lost more ships, but on the other hand many German ships had to be repaired after the battle. Furthermore, the Royal Navy had forced the Hochseeflotte to return to its bases, where it was to remain for the duration of the war. This was a major success, as the main British aim was to protect the merchant shipping so vital to her ability to conduct war.

Both sides, of course, analysed the Battle of Jutland thoroughly to extract useful lessons. In Britain, much attention was devoted to the vulnerability of the battle cruisers and to fire control. Before World War I the British First Sea Lord, Admiral John Arbuthnot Fisher, had argued that the battleships should be replaced by battle cruisers. The latter were, at the expense of armour protection, characterized by high speed and a powerful armament. With their efficient armament they were supposed to engage enemy ships at long range, while their high speed would allow them to determine when, where and how the battle was to be fought. Heavy armour would thus be superfluous. Since three British battle cruisers blew up after being hit during the Battle of Jutland, their protection was called into question. The British experts were quite convinced that the German battle cruisers had remained afloat despite receiving several hits.

A problem partly related to the vulnerability of the battle cruisers had been the German ability to score quick hits at long range, usually before the British gunners found their mark. This was a serious disadvantage for British battle cruisers, which had been designed on the premise that they should be able to engage the enemy at ranges long enough to render him unable to return fire effectively. The experiences from the Battle of Jutland contributed to a reduction of the British battle cruiser programmes. Only three British battle cruisers were ever completed after Jutland, two of them the already launched Repulse and Renown. The third was the battle cruiser Hood. There was still much work remaining before the latter was completed and some of the lessons from Jutland were incorporated into her design.

For the Germans, the lessons from Jutland did not revolve mainly around the issue of ship design. Rather, their problem was much more fundamental: how to achieve freedom of action. The strong Royal Navy possessed favourably located bases, which allowed it to prevent the Germans from reaching the Atlantic. Any hopes that production of ships would turn the scales in German favour were unfounded. Admittedly there were heavy naval ships being completed at German shipyards, but even more could be expected to be commissioned by the Royal Navy in the future.

Although the Germans were tactically on the defensive, the strategic roles were actually the opposite. It was the British who defended their merchant shipping and the Germans who tried to attack it. Since the German Navy was confined to a few poorly located bases on the coast of the North Sea, the British Navy could keep the Germans curbed. All German attempts to break out into the Atlantic had failed. The alternative found by the Germans was to go under the British blockade, instead of through or around it. The submarine eventually became the principal German weapon to attack British shipping during World War I.

However, although the sinking by German submarines of numerous merchant ships during World War I severely strained the British war effort, they could not knock Britain out of the war. After stubborn resistance from their own top leadership, the British finally adopted the convoy system, which reduced the threat from the German submarines to manageable proportions. German submarine warfare was also one of the chief reasons behind President Woodrow Wilson’s decision to declare war on Germany in 1917. The American involvement contributed heavily to the German defeat late in 1918, when she was forced to sue for armistice and then to accept the Versailles Treaty. In an attempt permanently eliminate the threat of the German Navy, the British demanded that the German warships should be surrendered. However, the Germans chose to sink most of their ships rather than give them up to their former opponent. Nevertheless, with the German ships on the bottom of the sea, the main British objective had been achieved.

The Versailles Treaty forced many limitations upon Germany, including reductions to her Navy. She was forbidden submarines completely, as well as any surface ships above 10,000 tons. Such limitations forced German naval strategists to be content with hypothetical speculations on a future war, as a useful German Navy simply did not exist.

Britain had emerged victorious from World War I, but it was an appallingly costly victory, politically and economically, as well as in terms of human suffering. The general public wanted to avoid yet more carnage of the same kind at almost any cost. Due to the general exhaustion after the war, there were strong sentiments in favour of reducing military spending.

The United States and Japan had emerged from World War I stronger and more capable of challenging British dominance at sea. The rivalry between France and Italy was a threatening cloud and a naval arms race loomed ominously. The depleted economies would be severely strained if vast sums of money were spent on large naval vessels. To prevent yet another naval arms race, a conference was held in Washington 1921–22, where size limitations were imposed upon the signatory powers. Germany did not attend, as she was already limited by the Versailles Treaty, but the victors of World War I—the United States, Great Britain, France, Japan and Italy—participated.. During the conference the participants agreed upper limits to the total tonnage of each nation’s battle fleet. The Royal Navy was allowed to complete the two Nelson class battleships, but otherwise production of battleships and battle cruisers was halted. In some cases battleship projects that were already underway were converted to aircraft carriers.

The Interwar Years

It comes as no surprise that officers in the German Navy had ample reason to reconsider their strategic concepts after World War I, but too had to reconsider their naval strategies. While the limitations enforced by the Treaty of Washington prevented battleship production, resources were devoted to development of aircraft carriers. How and to what extent aircraft would influence naval operations remained uncertain during these years. The effect that the use of mines and submarines might have on the conduct of naval operations was still unforeseen.

For the Royal Navy, it was not only a matter of thoroughly disseminating its revised tactical and operational concepts; the strategic situation too might be in a process of change that was decidedly unwelcome. During World War I, Japan had fought alongside Britain, but the course of events in the Far East was ominous, as it suggested that Japan might become hostile to Britain. A conflict with Japan was serious even if British interests elsewhere in the world were not threatened. But if war broke out in Europe and if Japan commenced hostilities in the Far East, Britain would have to depend on support from the United States.

Great Britain imported numerous different products, from cars and crude oil to cereals and tinned meat. Her domestic food production only sufficed to feed about half the population. For obvious reasons, the products had to reach the British Isles by sea. For her trade, Britain possessed 4,000 merchant ships, of which at least 2,500 were sailing at any given moment.3 The most important task for the Royal Navy was to protect the vital sea lanes. However, the Royal Navy also had many other tasks, as the British Empire covered considerable parts of the globe. During the 1930s, it gradually became apparent that the size of the Empire placed such vast demands on the Royal Navy that it would be strained beyond its capacity if war broke out. As long as France balanced Italy and the United States held Japan in check, the strategy could be maintained, but if support from France or the United States were to disappear, the situation would become intolerable.

Since the British trade routes from the United States and Canada converged as they approached the home country, it was particularly important to protect the Northern Atlantic. But at this time few dangers seemed to threaten the North Atlantic trade routes. Neither Japan nor Italy could seriously threaten British trade routes in the North Atlantic, and the German surface forces were far too small to effectively challenge the Royal Navy. German submarines posed a more serious threat; here, the British placed high hopes on a technological solution. With a clear memory of the German submarine attacks during World War I, the British developed ASDIC, a system that could detect submerged submarines. Aided by ASDIC, the Royal Navy confidently believed the threat from German submarines could effectively be countered. When Germany began re-arming after Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933, British superiority in the North Atlantic seemed more than adequate. To build major warships required time and in this period the German Navy had no such vessels in service. It would require less time to build submarines, but the Royal Navy felt confident that the ASDIC system could handle the submarine threat.

Other problems than British superiority at sea were discussed among the German naval staff. In Germany, the Navy had always been considered secondary to the Army. When the Luftwaffe was created as a separate force, the Navy became the third priority. This was not surprising. Germany’s most dangerous enemies were the Soviet Union, Poland, Czechoslovakia and France, all land powers with strong armies. Until the middle of the 1930s, Poland, Czechoslovakia or France would probably have been able to defeat Germany. Even later the three powers could probably have defeated Germany, had they cooperated effectively. The Russians should also be included in these strategic considerations. Although the Soviet Union did not have a land border with Germany, it could nevertheless interfere in a war involving Poland or Czechoslovakia. In this context, Germany had no realistic alternative to a strong army and an air force that was developed to cooperate with the Army. Neither a strategic air force nor a strong navy could be expected to produce decisive results, except during a long war, the kind of war Germany was not expected to win anyway.

Like Britain, Germany had few domestic raw materials. In the event of war, import across the seas would be impossible and inevitably all imports would have to travel via land. Thus, the primary task for the German Navy was not to protect her own sea routes, but to attack the trade routes of other belligerents. Exactly how this was to be achieved, remained an unanswered question. During World War II, German naval warfare would eventually be directed first and foremost against Great Britain, but in fact a war against Britain had never been something Hitler strived for. Rather he hoped that Britain would not participate in a war on the continent. All the other countries that Germany could face in war had, with the exception of France, no major interests on the seas. To attack France with naval forces from Germany was highly impractical. Altogether it was not clear what role the German Navy should have in case of war.

Within the German Navy itself hopes for a more prominent role had never been extinguished. Should the necessity arise, German naval officers held that the main responsibility for waging war against the British would fall on the Navy. How to do it was of course more difficult to say. Admiral Karl Dönitz, commander of the German submarines, believed he had found a solution. If the German submarines attacked on the surface during the night, it would be very difficult for the ASDIC system to detect them, since it was designed to detect submerged submarines. Under cover of darkness, the low silhouette of the submarine would make it almost invisible to observers on board surface ships, while the submarine would find it easier to find merchant ships, whose high silhouette would be clearly visible against the lighter night sky. If the submarines also operated in groups, Dönitz believed they would be able to attack convoys even if the latter were escorted by enemy warships. Small-scale tests, conducted in the second half of the 1930s, suggested that he might be correct. However, most high-ranking German naval officers were not willing to spend large sums of money on submarines, as they believed strongly in the value of the major surface ships.

The first major German ships built after World War I were three vessels that have proved difficult to classify. They have alternately been called pocket battleships, armoured cruisers and heavy cruisers. Their names were Deutschland (later renamed Lützow), Admiral Graf Spee and Admiral Scheer. The ships were armed with 28cm guns and were fairly well protected. They had diesel engines, which limited their speed to 26 knots but their radius of action was exceptionally large. It was intended that they should attack enemy shipping on the Atlantic. If confronted with an enemy battleship they would use their superior speed to evade it, while they could use their heavy artillery if they met faster adversaries. Their excellent radius of action would enable operations in areas far from home bases, including the southern Atlantic and the Indian Ocean. The Germans called this strategy Kreuzerkrieg, cruiser warfare.

The design of the pocket battleships had certain shortcomings. The British battle cruisers Repulse, Renown and Hood were faster, better protected and more heavily armed. Furthermore, the French battle cruiser Dunkerque was completed about the same time as the Germans constructed the three pocket battleships. She was also faster, better protected and carried more powerful armament than the German pocket battleships. It was unlikely that the German pocket battleships would face any of these adversaries, since the French as well as the British Navy had other tasks than chasing German pocket battleships. In the future however, more ships would be introduced and they were almost certain to be quicker and more powerful than the German pocket battleships. The Germans themselves had such ships on the drawing table, to go into production soon.

Nonetheless, the pocket battleships were indicative of future maritime strategy for the Germans. They could operate alone or in small groups on the vast expanses of the oceans. By staying outside the main shipping lanes, they could unexpectedly attack lonely merchant ships or convoys that lacked strong escort. A prerequisite for this strategy was supply ships, which the Germans stationed in desolate areas of the oceans, where few ships sailed. From the supply ships the warships could refuel, replenish ammunition and get various stores. Furthermore, it was necessary to move from the home bases to the Atlantic undetected, that is, beyond the line Northern Ireland – Iceland – Greenland. This would be especially difficult if war had already commenced, since the Royal Navy would then be in an excellent position to block the routes between Great Britain and Norway. However, if the ships had already sailed before war broke out, they could be ordered by radio to begin cruiser warfare as soon as war had been declared. Nevertheless, sooner or later the pocket battleships would still have to return to Germany, to rest their crews and to provide maintenance or repairs to ships damaged in battle. They would be forced to travel through waters dominated by the Royal Navy in order to return to Germany, and then again as they made their way back to the Atlantic. No matter how the Germans thought about the problems, there was always some inherent disadvantage.

In the 1930s the naval arms race began in earnest. After the three pocket battleships, in 1935 the German Navy began building two heavy ships, the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. They are sometimes called battle cruisers, but that is actually quite inappropriate, as a battle cruiser was characterized by high speed at the expense of protection. The two ships were indeed fast, capable of 32 knots, but also well protected. However, their armament was weak, as they did not receive the six 38cm guns that had been intended for them, but were rather given nine 28cm guns. Undoubtedly these ships were more suited to cruiser warfare on the Atlantic, compared to other German ships, although they did have one weakness. The Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau were powered by a new type of high-pressure steam turbine that, despite low weight and small space requirements, generated much power. Unfortunately these were not as reliable as the older machines, which of course was a serious disadvantage during prolonged operations on the Atlantic.

Before the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were commissioned, construction on the Bismarck and Tirpitz were begun. With the latter two ships, the German constructors expected to be ahead of all other navies. Like the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau the Bismarck-class had a few characteristics suggesting their usefulness against allied merchant shipping on the Atlantic. They had 12 15cm guns, well suited to engaging merchant ships or transports and the lighter naval vessels expected to escort convoys. The heavy guns could thereby be spared until a more equal opponent emerged on the horizon. It was important to use the 38cm guns as sparingly as possible, since the barrels of these high performance guns quickly wore out.

During the second half of the 1930s, many high ranking German naval officers became increasingly convinced that surface ships attacking convoys would be a major element in a war with Great Britain. The British were of course resolved to protect their crucial merchant shipping, which could be done in many ways. The British Home Fleet with its base at Scapa Flow in the Orkneys, could quickly reach waters between Norway and Scotland. This area could also be mined, to prevent German ships from reaching the Atlantic. The only remaining alternative for the Germans was the Channel, but this narrow strait was even easier to block and it seemed highly unlikely that the Germans would try to sail through the Channel with surface ships.

The British Navy was indeed very large, but it also contained many ships that were fairly old. In particular the battle fleet was quite old, as many of the ships originated from World War I. When World War II began in September 1939, the Nelson and Rodney were the most modern British battleships, despite the fact that they were almost 15 years old, and their speed of 23 knots was hardly sufficient to cope with the kind of warfare the Germans envisaged. Five new battleships were under construction, but the first of them was not expected to be in commission until late in 1940.

Despite the age many of its ships, the mere size of the Royal Navy was such that the Germans had to avoid battles between major ships. Speed was, as mentioned before, one way to avoid engagement; another was of course to avoid detection. In this respect two factors were particularly important: air power and the development of radar. Both the Germans and the British made considerable progress in radar development, but it was difficult to assess its effect on naval warfare. Air power was, by this time, a fairly mature technological system, but there was no agreement on how and to what extent it would affect naval warfare. Furthermore, in Britain as well as in Germany, the Navy and the Air Force often became absorbed by petty rivalry. Almost since its inception, the Royal Air Force had focused on forcing an opponent into submission by bombing industrial areas and cities. Naval warfare was almost regarded as an unnecessary waste by the commanders of the Royal Air Force. This was a serious disadvantage to the Royal Navy, as aerial reconnaissance could be extremely useful in detecting German ships trying to break out into the Atlantic. Certainly it was assumed that the Germans would try to use the cover of darkness and poor weather to avoid being detected, but it required quite some time to move from the German North Sea ports to the waters north of the British Isles. Luck was needed to cover the entire distance under conditions wholly unsuitable for reconnaissance aircraft. Coastal Command was the part of the Royal Air Force that was responsible for cooperating with the Navy. It was allotted aircraft, but often old models and not in abundant numbers.

The situation was hardly better on the German side. Admittedly, the Germans, in specific operations, managed to improvise very good cooperation between the Navy and Air Force, but this was accomplished rather by the initiative of local commanders, than as the result of a sound doctrine formulated by the top commanders of the respective branches. Hermann Göring’s Luftwaffe showed no inclination to conduct long-term development work to produce the kind of equipment, units and techniques necessary effectively play an effective part in naval warfare on the Atlantic.

The difficulties encountered by the British and German naval strategists during the interwar period, when they pondered on how to fight the next war, were hardly unique. Military forces in peace time have to rely on many assumptions on what the future has in store. The purpose of a war and its actors can vary considerably. Swift technological progress, as was evident during the interwar period, makes it even more difficult. It was by no means obvious how submarines, aircraft, mines, carriers or battleships would develop.






CHAPTER 2

The First Attempt



On 1 September, 1939 the Deutschland and Admiral Graf Spee were at sea and awaited orders to attack British and French merchant shipping, while Admiral Scheer lay in dock, as her machinery needed maintenance. Furthermore, German supply ships were stationed in the Atlantic. One of them was the Altmark, who was detailed to support the Graf Spee. But the Germans also had other intentions for their supply ships. Warships aimed to capture their prey rather than sink them, so that they could take possession of the valuable cargoes merchant ships carried. German crews could then be transferred to the merchant ships, to sail them to Germany. Prisoners were then transferred from the German warships to the supply ships.

During the first days of the war, Hitler hesitated to permit cruiser warfare. He seems to have nurtured hopes that there would be no war with Great Britain and was unwilling to do anything that could push the British into a more hostile attitude towards Germany. His hopes were frustrated however, and towards the end of September 1939 the German warships on the Atlantic were instructed to initiate operations. The two pocket battleships accomplished little. The Graf Spee sank nine merchant ships and the Deutschland sank or captured only three. This was enough to make the allies deeply concerned about the threat from the raiders and they organized several task forces to chase the German ships out of their waters. It was not an easy task. The German ships were equipped with powerful radio transmitters that could jam the alarm signals from the merchant ships. With scant useful information, the Allies were hard-pressed to locate the German raiders. Often the loss of a merchant ship was not recognized until several days after the actual sinking. The British Admiralty was therefore forced to rely on information that was outdated. It was also unclear to the Allies how many German raiders were at sea.

One of the British task forces finally located the Admiral Graf Spee off the coast of South America. It was one of the weaker groups, consisting of one heavy cruiser and two light cruisers. All of them were faster than the German ship, which could hardly avoid battle. The British commander, Captain Henry Harwood, did not hesitate to attack. The British heavy cruiser Exeter was seriously damaged in the ensuing action and forced to withdraw from battle, but the light cruisers continued the action. The Admiral Graf Spee was damaged too and the commander of the ship, Captain Langsdorff, decided to set course for Montevideo in Uruguay and put in at the neutral port. The two British light cruisers followed closely.

Once he had reached the port of Montevideo, Captain Langsdorff faced difficult decisions. He did not know whether the two British cruisers outside the port were the only enemy ships nearby, or if more ships were on the way. Finally he decided to blow his ship up, and committed suicide. The loss of the Admiral Graf Spee was a set-back for German maritime strategy. She had only scored limited success before she was lost. The Deutschland took advantage of poor weather to return to Germany and reached port on November 15, also without achieving significant results. After this operation, the ship was renamed the Lützow.

It was not only the pocket battleships that were used for cruiser warfare early in the war. The Scharnhorst and Gneisenau finished their period of testing and training early in the autumn of 1939 and were sent on a foray against British merchant shipping. The two ships had recently been fitted with secret equipment called Dete or E.M. II, later known as radar.

On 22 November 1939, the two battleships left Wilhelmshaven, with the Gneisenau as flagship. The force was commanded by Admiral Marschall. After passing through the lanes created in the German mine fields outside the North Sea coast, the squadron increased speed to 27 knots, while the new radar searched for enemy ships. Nothing was seen on the screens. At noon on 22 November the two battleships passed between Scotland and Norway, without noting any British counter measures. The weather became rougher. The wind got stronger and the seas became higher and higher. Even the battleships began to roll and several sailors on board the ships suffered from sea sickness, while wave after wave hit the decks. Late in the evening the ships set course towards Iceland. Later in the night, the gale abated, to the relief of many on board the two battleships.4

At dawn on 23 November, the weather was clear and visibility excellent. Nothing was seen along the horizon until late in the afternoon, when a merchant ship could be discerned at a position half-way between Iceland and the Faeroe islands. It was the British auxiliary cruiser Rawalpindi, an armed merchant ship that was patrolling the area. She had been sent out to assist in the search for the pocket battleship Deutschland, which was expected to head towards her home bases.5

On board the Rawalpindi, the commander, Edward Kennedy, saw the winter sun set on the horizon. The sea was calm and in the north a bank of fog drew nearer. It drifted towards a few distant icebergs that had recently gleamed white in the approaching twilight.

‘Bridge!’ the lookout in the foremast shouted. ‘Ship starboard aft!’

Kennedy shifted his attention from north to south, where he discovered the silhouette of a major warship. It was the Scharnhorst, heading straight towards Rawalpindi. After briefly studying it through his binoculars, Kennedy incorrectly assumed that it must be the Deutschland. The captain ordered ‘Action Stations!’ followed swiftly by a command to alter course to port. His ship turned north, while smoke floats were lit. Thereafter a signal officer reported to Home Fleet that an enemy ship, probably the Deutschland, had been sighted. In situations like this, auxiliary cruisers were not expected to engage the enemy but were supposed to assist the heavy units of the Royal Navy to attack the enemy.

While the alarm bells rang in the ship and the Rawalpindi approached the bank of fog far too slowly, Kennedy saw how the German ship signalled to him with a signal light.

‘Heave to!’ one of the signalmen reported.

The German request was followed by the blast of a gun, and soon a column of water shot up in front of the auxiliary cruiser. Kennedy ignored the request. He continued towards the bank of fog, but he knew he would not make it in time. The gravity of the situation became even more apparent when he was informed that the smoke floats had died down. Kennedy quickly gave orders for a new course, this time towards an iceberg that could provide some cover.
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Suddenly another major warship was observed, further east, and for a short while the crew on board the Rawalpindi hoped it was a British cruiser. In fact, it was the Gneisenau and she was soon identified as a German battleship. Kennedy fully realized that his ship was doomed. While Scharnhorst’s signal lamp sent yet another message, Kennedy turned towards his officers on the bridge.

‘We’ll fight them both, they’ll sink us – and that will be that. Goodbye.’ He shook the Chief’s hand, turned on his heel and cleared the decks for action. Kennedy had been moulded by the traditions of the Royal Navy and surrender was unthinkable to him. The auxiliary cruiser was made ready for battle.

On the Scharnhorst’s foretop, Captain Hoffmann watched incredulously how the Rawalpindi turned to starboard. ‘What is she doing?’ he exclaimed in astonishment. ‘She can’t intend to attack us?’ But as the Rawalpindi completed her turn and approached on a south-southeasterly course, it indeed seemed as if the auxiliary cruiser was attacking. Three times Hoffman requested the Rawalpindi to stop and take her crew into safety, but the auxiliary cruiser showed no inclination to comply with the requests. The range was quickly reduced and soon amounted to little more than 5,000 metres. Finally, Hoffmann decided to sink the wilful ship, but the Rawalpindi opened fire first. Her port 15cm guns fired a salvo against the Gneisenau, which hit but failed to cause any damage. Shortly afterwards, the British ship fired a starboard salvo at the Scharnhorst and again scored, but without causing any damage. The protection of the German ships seemed too strong.

Nevertheless, the Rawalpindi’s fire was not harmless and the Germans soon responded. The first shell from the Scharnhorst hit the boat deck just beneath the bridge. The radio room was destroyed and splinters from the explosion penetrated the floor of the bridge, killing most of the men there. It was the beginning of a quick execution of the poor Rawalpindi, as the Germans could hardly miss at the short range. The fire control was knocked out, thereafter one of the starboard guns. The electrical power to the ammunition lifts was put out of action. Kennedy, who had survived the massacre on the bridge, ordered the seven remaining guns to fire individually and ammunition to be carried to the guns.

The Rawalpindi suffered further hits. Her steering system was destroyed. Fires covered her from fore to aft and her guns were silenced one after the other. Somebody yelled that the captain was dead and the struggle against the German battleships gradually became a struggle to survive. A life boat turned upside down when it was lowered down to the sea. On the deck a number of shells had began rolling away from a knocked-out gun and a few seamen threw them overboard, to prevent them from reaching the flames and exploding. One of the loaders bellowed at his comrades to help him—he was so confused and shocked that he could not understand that the men he shouted at were already dead.

The inevitable end came as a shell from the Scharnhorst hit one of Rawalpindi’s magazines. The ensuing explosion tore the hapless auxiliary cruiser apart and she sank quickly. A few life boats had already been launched and some of the crew had saved themselves. The men who remained on board the Rawalpindi dived into the ice-cold water. Unfortunately the Scharnhorst had come so close that her backwash turned some of the life boats upside down. The Germans stayed to help save British seamen, and this rescue work was in full swing when suddenly an unknown ship was sighted. The initial report from the Rawalpindi had reached Home Fleet and the light cruisers Newcastle and Delhi had been dispatched, together with their heavier sisters Suffolk and Norfolk. The Newcastle was the first to arrive on the scene. The Germans broke off the rescue when they saw the British warship and turned away in the twilight. The British cruiser vainly tried to follow them, but she could not match their speed. She had to turn back and save the survivors of the Rawalpindi. Only 38 men from her complement of 276 survived.6

Admiral Marschall seemed to believe that the British would be able to order warships to the area far more swiftly than was actually the case and consequently he ordered his squadron back to German bases. Soon visibility deteriorated, thus facilitating his attempt to return undetected. The barometer fell and a gale began to blow. The Scharnhorst and Gneisenau scarcely reduced their but proceeded at 27 knots in the violent weather. On 27 November they reached Wilhelmshaven.7

After these fumbling efforts to initiate cruiser warfare in the Atlantic, the strategic situation changed to such an extent that further German attempts to reach the Atlantic were temporarily abandoned. Scandinavia suddenly attracted Hitler’s attention. Several factors were behind his newly awakened interest in northern Europe. The commander-in-chief of the German Navy, Admiral Raeder, advocated an invasion of Norway, arguing that the German Navy might find far better bases along the Norwegian coast. Such bases could not easily be blockaded by the Royal Navy and could be used for submarines as well as surface vessels. There were also strong fears that the Royal Navy might block shipments of Swedish iron ore, which was shipped from the port at Narvik to Germany. The iron ore was crucial to Germany’s ongoing war efforts. At first Hitler was indifferent to the warnings, but after he had met the leader of the Norwegian fascist party, Vidkun Quisling, and seen reports that the allies planned to attack Scandinavia, he decided to occupy Norway and Denmark. The preparations for this operation, code named Weserübung, called for a halt to the cruiser warfare in the Atlantic.

When Germany attacked Norway and Denmark on April 9, most of her Navy was involved. Several of the assumptions upon which the Germans had based their plans quickly proved wrong. Among other things, Norwegian resistance was tougher than expected. The hopes that tankers would reach Norwegian ports undetected turned out to be unfounded. The German Navy suffered serious losses: one heavy cruiser, two light cruisers and ten destroyers. Further, two battleships, one heavy cruiser, one light cruiser and one pocket battleship were damaged and required several months in shipyards before again being capable of operations. During the summer of 1940, only the heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper was available for operations in the Atlantic. The recently conquered bases were of little value when hardly any ships were available.

Plans for cruiser warfare had to be postponed further during the summer of 1940. The German Navy was expected to take active part in Operation Sealion, the planned invasion of Great Britain. The Kriegsmarine had to keep its few heavy units ready if the operation were initiated. Not until 17 September, when Hitler shelved Operation Sealion, could Raeder and his colleagues seriously begin to reconsider forays into the Atlantic.

The Royal Navy had also been prepared for Operation Sealion. A significant portion of her destroyers and escort ships were tied up in the Channel ports, in case of a German invasion. The German submarines were able to attack weakly protected British convoys, while many of the escort ships were awaiting a German invasion of Britain. Although the British could not know what Hitler had decided, from mid-September they grew increasingly confident that there would be no German invasion during 1940, not least because of the difficult weather that could be expected during the autumn. As the Germans lacked real landing craft, they had to rely on prams and various other vessels of limited seaworthiness, so calm weather was a prerequisite for invasion. Furthermore, their inferiority at sea forced the Germans to rely on air support from the Luftwaffe, which also required good weather in order to operate effectively.

From mid-September onwards, there were likely to be long periods when the weather would not be appropriate for an invasion. When the Battle of Britain failed to weaken the RAF significantly, so that it remained a force to be reckoned with, it was clear that the imminent danger of invasion was over. The Royal Navy was able to send many of its ships to escort the convoys on the Atlantic. Consequently, losses of merchant ships declined during the latter part of 1940. Thus Raeder had good reason to use his surface ships to increase the pressure on the shipping lanes in the Atlantic. In short, he wanted to use the German Navy in what he regarded as its primary role, that of attacking British imports over the sea.

Both sides began to devote a larger share of their resources to the war in the Atlantic, but a few factors favoured Germany, making her prospects look brighter compared to the situation one year earlier. France had been knocked out of the war, while Italy had entered it, which meant that the situation in the Mediterranean had changed dramatically. The Royal Navy had to send many ships to Alexandria and Gibraltar to counter Mussolini’s ambitions. The Home Fleet was further strained by the fact that larger areas had to be patrolled after the German conquest of Norway.

The time had come to begin operations against the British sea trade.






CHAPTER 3

Preparations



During a rainy day early in June 1940, Lieutenant Burkard von Müllenheim-Rechberg arrived at Hamburg to begin his duty on the battleship Bismarck. The German armed forces had achieved triumph after triumph and the German army was about to complete its greatest victory since the beginning of the war. France had lost her army and the British had already evacuated their expeditionary force from Dunkirk. Despite this, in a speech on national radio, Winston Churchill declared: ‘We shall never surrender.’ However, at the time, there was little to suggest that the Allies would emerge victorious in the war.

Müllenheim-Rechberg arrived one day ahead of the time appointed and decided to stay at a hotel. Thirty years old, and with a long family tradition of serving in the armed forces, he had served 11 years with the German Navy. His father had been killed in action during World War I, at the Argonne in France. His younger brother, a Luftwaffe officer, died in Poland on the second day of the war. Müllenheim-Rechberg was a gunner and had served on the Scharnhorst when she sank the Rawalpindi. He was to serve on the Bismarck as fourth artillery officer.

After his breakfast, Müllenheim-Rechberg went to the harbour, where he saw the battleship Bismarck for the first time. Not even the army of workers swarming the deck and the superstructures, or the tools, machinery, cables and welding equipment which concealed substantial parts of the ship, could diminish the impression of an enormously powerful ship. The silhouette strongly resembled that of the Scharnhorst, but everything was larger, longer and much wider. The main artillery was the most powerful ever carried by a German battleship and she was cluttered up with lighter guns and anti-aircraft weapons. From a distance, Müllenheim-Rechberg contemplated his new home for a few minutes, before going on board and asking for the captain’s cabin. He could not avoid feeling somewhat nervous when he met the man who commanded the battleship that was soon to be the most powerful in service.

‘Lieutenant Müllenheim-Rechberg reporting aboard for duty, as ordered.’

Captain Ernst Lindemann was 16 years older than Müllenheim-Rechberg, delicately built, but with strong willpower. He was an ambitious man, but he never let his ambitions affect those around him. The crews that served under Lindemann respected him as a selfless and skilled leader. Such impressions filled Müllenheim-Rechberg already during the first seconds, when Lindemann inspected the young officer without letting his bright blue eyes turn away. The commander of the Bismarck smiled and said: ‘Welcome on board.’

Lindemann quickly made Müllenheim-Rechberg acquainted with his duties on board the ship. ‘I regard it as my objective,’ the captain said, ‘to make this powerful and beautiful ship ready for action as soon as possible. I expect your complete participation.’

Müllenheim-Rechberg answered that he intended to do his duty to the best of his ability.

‘As you already know,’ continued Lindemann, who like Müllenheim-Rechberg was a gunner, ‘as you are trained to direct fire from heavy guns, your battle station will be in the aft fire control centre. But as it will not be sufficient to keep you fully occupied until the ship is commissioned, I have decided to make you my aide.’

Müllenheim-Rechberg was pleasantly surprised by the appointment. It would make his work much more interesting.

‘Oh, yes, there was one more thing,’ Lindemann added after completing his instructions. ‘In the future, I would prefer to hear people talk about Bismarck in the masculine form. A ship as powerful as this can only be a he, not a she.’

Language puritans may shudder at this breach of the traditional naval language, but undoubtedly the Bismarck was a very powerful ship. Yet, the battleship era was not old when World War II broke out. As late as the time of the American Civil War (1860–1865), wooden ships fought alongside early metal vessels. Subsequently, naval technology developed at an accelerated pace, but the British Dreadnought was the first really modern battleship. She carried a uniform armament and was commissioned in 1905. Most other heavy ships became obsolete, although the Royal Navy was not alone in the development of similar ships. During World War I, further advances in naval technology led to bigger and more powerful ships. Even more impressive designs existed when the war ended in 1918, but the ensuing peace and the Washington conference brought production of battleships to a standstill. It was not until the 1930s, when war began to seem possible, that governments began to increase spending on naval ship construction. As a consequence, many navies had two generations of battleships in World War II.

After World War I, the German situation differed markedly from the British. Germany had been deprived of all her heavy ships by the Treaty of Versailles, and had to rebuild the Navy from scratch after Hitler’s seizure of power. Therefore, unlike the Royal Navy, the Kriegsmarine mainly consisted of modern vessels when war broke out in 1939. Still, the German Navy had only relatively few ships, and still lacked carriers and battleships with powerful armament. Matters seemed to be improving though. Construction of the Bismarck and her sister ship the Tirpitz had proceeded well. These two ships, much anticipated by the German Navy, had been laid down in 1936.

According to international treaties, battleships were not allowed to exceed 35,000 tons. When the Bismarck and Tirpitz were designed, the limit was neglected from the very beginning, but the Germans were by no means alone in doing that. The Bismarck had a design displacement of 41,700 tons (over 50,000 fully loaded). The British battleships of the King George V class also exceeded 35,000 tons, but not by as much as the Bismarck and Tirpitz did. Battleships constructed in the United States, Italy and France at the time also also exceeded treaty commitments.

The two German battleships were bigger than their contemporary rivals in the Royal Navy and all the extra weight was devoted to armour protection. Altogether, armour made up 41% of the weight.8 In the King George V class, armour protection made up 32% of the weight.9 Of course the protection of a battleship also depends on the layout and the quality of the armour steel, but the percentages indicates how highly protection was prioritized when the Bismarck was designed.

Such immense ships involved an expenditure of vast amounts of money. Overall cost for the Bismarck was almost 200 million Reichsmark, an enormous sum in those days. To put it into perspective, the same amount of money could have bought the Germans almost 1,700 main battle tanks, or a similar number of fighter planes. Another impressive figure is the number of working hours needed to build the ship. It was estimated that the shipyard spent almost six million working hours on the project, and further time was of course spent at the subcontractors.10

Even a major power like Germany had relatively few companies that could undertake a project of these dimensions. The contract for the Bismarck was given to Blohm & Voss in Hamburg, while the Kriegsmarinewerft in Wilhelmshaven was assigned the project to build the Tirpitz. On 1 July, 1936, the Bismarck was laid down, followed four months later by the Tirpitz. For almost three years, the two ships lay on their slipways, while they gradually assumed the shape designed. The Germans wanted to build more battleships, ships even larger than the Bismarck class. However, as long as the Bismarck and Tirpitz were on the slipway, these projects had to wait.

On 14 February, 1939 many of the leading figures in the Nazi machinery of power arrived at the Blohm & Voss shipyard in Hamburg, among them Hitler, Heinrich Himmler, Hermann Göring, Joachim von Ribbentrop and Martin Bormann. The commander-inchief of the German Navy, Grand Admiral Raeder, attended as well. The time had come to launch and christen the battleship. The latter honour was given to Dorothea von Loewenfeld, grandchild of the ‘Iron Chancellor,’ Otto von Bismarck. Before a crowd numbering several thousand, Hitler delivered a speech where he urged the crew of the battleship to show the same resolve and spirit as Chancellor Bismarck had exhibited.11

Immediately afterwards, the Bismarck began to slide down majestically into the Elbe River, but much work remained to be done on her before she could be taken over by the Kriegsmarine. In fact, another year and a half remained before the Navy could begin testing the brand new ship.

Besides the cost, the long construction time indicates the enormity of the project. Almost five years passed from the day work on the Bismarck was begun, until the Kriegsmarine had a combat-ready ship with a fully trained crew. In addition, the construction of the ship had been preceded by years of discussions, studies, drafts, sketches and plans before the final design was approved.

A battleship was like a small community. The crew on board the ship numbered about 2,000 men and they needed enough room to endure weeks or months at sea. They had to take care of their hygiene, so facilities such as numerous showers had to be included on the ship. Also, they needed some amusement. On the Bismarck there was a pub where beer could be served. The battleship had its own bakery and a laundry. Dirty clothes amounting to several hundred kilograms could be cleaned in a single day. Doctors were needed too, and there were operating theatres where surgery could be performed. Similarly a dentist served on the ship, fully equipped to attend the dental problems suffered by the seamen. A tailor’s workshop repaired and modified clothes, a necessity on a journey extending over several months. Specialists like tailors, bakers and launderers had further duties during battle, such as assisting the medical orderlies.

To all of this was of course added everything that had to do with the firepower and survivability of the ship. Bismarck had eight 38cm guns in four twin turrets. Each gun barrel was almost 20m long and weighed over 100 tons, while a complete turret, with all its armour, weighed over 1,000 tons. The turrets revolved on a bearing ring, but they were not actually fixed. Rather they had just been lifted into place on the barbettes. Once in place their considerable weight would keep them there.

In future actions, it was vital to enter combat from an advantageous position, which required good intelligence. Radar had been fitted to some British and German warships (although, oddly, both sides seem to have doubted that their opponents had radar) but was yet not in widespread use. Radar technology was at an early stage of its development, which meant that its performance could vary greatly from ship to ship. Many of the early systems were fragile and it was necessary to have skilled technicians on board, who could quickly repair any damage.

Another important source of information was hydrophones, which were used to listen for noise, for example from propellers. Skilled operators were needed to extract as much valuable information as possible from the hydrophones.

Many other positions required specialised skills. The machinery fitted to the Bismarck was of an advanced type, constructed to generate 138,000 horsepower, but during trials it exceeded the intended output. Figures ranging from 150,000 to 163,000 horsepower can be found in different sources.12 Whatever the final number, it was sufficient to propel the Bismarck at speeds exceeding 30 knots, surpassing the designer’s calculations. Machinery of this kind required considerable expertise on behalf of the men who operated it. As the machines were specifically designed for the Bismarck and Tirpitz, familiarity with them was needed. At sea the engineers and technicians were responsible for the ship’s ability to move at high speed, which was vital to its ability to survive. The knowledge needed to locate any defects or damage that might occur at sea, and repair or confine them, was indispensable.

A battleship also had various teams responsible for damage control. Most important was to fight, prevent and extinguish fires and to keep the hull reasonably watertight. Despite the metal construction, fire was a major hazard. There were many flammable substances on a ship, for example electrical components, fabric, wood, paper and various fluids. Furthermore, the Bismarck carried about 1,000 tons of ammunition and about 8,000 tons of fuel oil at full load. Consequently, there was serious danger of fire, especially as the ships were intended for battle. Ammunition for the heavy guns was stowed in armoured compartments and hoisted to the guns mechanically, as the rounds were far too heavy to be manhandled. The ships had many anti-aircraft guns, and due to their very high rate of fire, some ammunition had to be kept near the respective guns. Even hits from lighter weapons could cause fires near the anti-aircraft guns.

Despite her 18,000 tons of armour, plus the armour on the gun turrets, the Bismarck could not be entirely protected.13 First and foremost, the armour was concentrated around the most vital components, such as machinery and ammunition compartments. Thus in common with other vessels in all navies, large areas of the ship lacked armour protection.

It was assumed that combat might well result in water entering the hull. To a significant degree it was the task of the damage control teams to handle such situations. As soon as leaks occurred, the damage control parties attempted to seal them, work that might be difficult as well as dangerous. To cope with inflow of water, large sections of the ship could purposely be filled with water to restore trim. If water entered the starboard side, pumps could fill compartments on the port side with water. In the same manner, water could be pumped into the aft, if a leak had occurred in the bow. The pumping systems were elaborate and were sufficient to keep minor leaks in check.

If the sea was reasonably calm, the bow could be filled with water to such an extent that the propellers came up above the waterline, allowing repairs to propellers or rudders. A ship as large as the Bismarck could take in thousands of tons of water, without being seriously affected, partly because she was divided into 22 watertight sections, which were further subdivided. It seemed that nothing relating to her survivability had been left to chance.

Enemy shells were not the only threat to the battleships. Torpedoes from surface vessels, submarines or aircraft were another serious threat. During the interwar period, aerial bombs had been emphasized as a major threat against heavy warships. The infamous American Air Force officer Billy Mitchell had arranged a trial where bombs from aircraft sank one of the German battleships handed over to the victors after World War I. During World War II however, it would become apparent that it was difficult to hit ships with heavy bombs while they moved at sea. Dive bombers were more accurate, but they could not carry the heavy bombs needed to cause serious damage to modern battleships.14 Torpedoes were a different matter, though. They could be launched by smaller aircraft, including those operating from carriers. As the torpedo detonated beneath the waterline, it could cause serious damage. The large underwater surface of a battleship precluded all ideas to use armour for torpedo protection. Rather, the underwater protection system was designed to bring the torpedo to detonate as far as possible from the vital parts of the ship. Also, the careful subdivision into watertight compartments was an important element in a ship’s ability to absorb torpedo hits. A wide beam created opportunities for an effective underwater protection and the Bismarck had an unusually wide beam of 36 metres, which was four metres wider than the largest British battleships.15

The Bismarck had other advantages over her British counterparts. Her protection was better, and her speed slightly superior to the British battleships, although the actual speed a ship was able to attain could vary with the amount of fuel on board. Another important advantage was her superior radius of action, especially at speeds exceeding 25 knots, when she could cover twice the distance before having to re-fuel, a most important characteristic during operations in the Atlantic.

The main artillery of the Bismarck was eight 38cm guns mounted in two twin turrets fore and two aft, as had been employed many times before, by British battleships as well as German ones. Most British capital ships launched before 1920 and still in service at the outbreak of World War II carried exactly this armament, for example, the battlecruiser Hood. The Bismarck’s guns were more modern though, with greater range, a higher rate of fire and her shells could penetrate thicker armour.

Evidently the Bismarck had several advantages compared to the ships she was likely to confront and expectations of her performance were high. However, success in naval battles did not depend on the performance of the ships alone. The crews had to be well trained and the commanders had to possess the necessary experience. Most of the seamen serving on the Bismarck were about 21 years old, all of them had volunteered. First they were given basic military training and education for the specific positions to which they had been assigned, which was conducted while Blohm & Voss completed the Bismarck. Some of the crew also assisted at the shipyard, in particular those who were responsible for various technical systems. For example, many of those who were eventually to serve in the machinery assisted when turbines, high-pressure steam pipes and fire extinguishing systems were fitted to the battleship. Similarly some of the gunners attended the mounting of guns. Also, some crewmen were sent away to subcontractors, to gain knowledge about generators and other electrical components.16

By the summer of 1940, the Bismarck was almost complete. On 24 August she was officially taken over by the Kriegsmarine. It was a cloudy day. Cold easterly winds swept over Hamburg and created small waves with white crests on the River Elbe. The crew of the Bismarck had assembled on deck, from the forecastle to the quarterdeck, while Lindemann addressed his men. Müllenheim-Rechberg was present, as was Commander Hans Oels, the second-in-command, the Lieutenant Commanders Adalbert Schneider and Helmut Albrecht, 1st and 2nd artillery officers respectively, Lieutenant Commander Wolf Neumann, the navigation officer, and Lieutenant Commander Walter Lehmann, the Chief Engineer.

When Müllenheim-Rechberg began his service on board the Bismarck almost two months earlier, it had seemed likely that the war would end soon and the guns of the battleship would not have to be fired in anger. But German hopes for a peace with Great Britain gradually faded as the summer months passed. Early in July, the Royal Navy attacked and sank part of the French Navy at Oran, a clear demonstration of British resolve. Shortly afterwards, the Luftwaffe, commanded by Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring, intensified attacks on England, but the Royal Air Force offered harder resistance than expected. When Lindemann addressed his officers and seamen, there was no doubt that he expected his ships to be committed to combat.

‘Soldiers on the Bismarck,’ he began. ‘The awaited day when our beautiful, great ship is commissioned has arrived.’ He expressed his thanks to the Blohm & Voss shipyard for its extensive effort to deliver the ship and added that he expected every man to do his utmost to make the Bismarck an instrument of war. The German nation was in a momentous period requiring a military solution.

‘Politics is not created by speeches, shooting displays or songs,’ he said and quoted the man whose name the battleship carried. ‘It is only created by blood and iron.’ The German Navy colours were hoisted. The Bismarck was now officially a warship.17
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