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Preface to the Second Edition

The Atlantic lay at the heart of the Second World War. The Anglo-French alliance of September 1939 was a global maritime one, as both great powers drew strength from their vast possessions (and in the British case recently independent Dominions) and trading networks overseas. France, of course, was vulnerable to a land and air assault by Germany, and succumbed in May–June 1940. But Britain and her Commonwealth and Empire lay tantalisingly out of reach for the panzer armies of Nazi Germany in 1940, and so they remained despite attempts to force Britain itself into capitulation.

However, it was not enough for the western Allies simply to survive. The manpower and sinews of war – and ultimate Allied victory in 1945 – had to be brought to Britain by sea and, equally importantly, men and materiel had to be re-shipped from Britain to develop and sustain military operations in theatres around the globe. None of this was possible without unfettered use of the Atlantic. Indeed, the maritime nature of the western Allies’ war effort only increased as the United States became involved. It is difficult to imagine how the industrial and manpower resources of the Great Republic could have been applied decisively in Europe – from the landings in Italy and France, to logistical support for the campaigns ashore – without a secure Atlantic crossing to the advanced base of the British Isles. It is true that many aircraft were flown to theatres abroad, but even the massive air offensive against Nazi Germany depended, in the end, on command of the Atlantic.

This book is about the battle for that crucial theatre. It builds on decades of primary research and familiarity with the secondary sources to present a new vision of the Battle of the Atlantic. It suggests a revised understanding of the limits on German ability to win the Atlantic war. It draws long-neglected players, primarily Canadian and American, into a revamped narrative. It illuminates familiar events in new ways. And it integrates significant new material on the post–1943 era into the story of the Atlantic war.

The Afterword to the first edition indicated that much work remains to be done on this, the longest, most complex and most fascinating campaign of the Second World War. That situation has not changed appreciably since the first edition of Battle of the Atlantic appeared. I hope that this one will encourage a new generation of scholars to take up that challenge.



Marc Milner

February, 2011


Introduction

The Second World War was only a few hours old when a look-out on the conning tower of the German submarine U-30, cruising 600km north-west of Ireland, spotted a large vessel on the horizon. The U-boat’s twenty-six-year-old captain, Lieutenant Fritz Julius Lemp, spent the next two-and-a-half hours working around ahead of the contact so that he could make a close inspection from the safety of periscope depth. What Lemp saw through the lens in the gathering twilight was a small liner, running a zigzag course without lights and – apparently – armed. Such a target could only be an Armed Merchant Cruiser (AMC), typically a small passenger ship equipped with guns, manned by a naval crew, commissioned as a warship and used for patrolling. Lemp moved U-30 into firing position and, forty minutes later at 19:40 hours Greenwich Mean Time on 3 September 1939, he fired two torpedoes. Thus began the Battle of the Atlantic, the longest campaign of the Second World War and the longest and most complex submarine war in history.

The idea that German submarines might attack shipping in the North Atlantic was, of course, hardly unexpected in 1939. After all, they had done so with remarkable success during the First World War and in 1917 had brought Britain perilously close to ruin. That crisis was precipitated by a combination of wishful thinking, poor organisation and planning, and a lack of proper anti-submarine equipment – primarily a good underwater locating device. In the early years of the First World War, no one really believed that the Germans would launch a submarine campaign against unarmed merchant vessels. Submarines were ill-suited to capturing enemy vessels, or to the obligations under international law to inspect cargoes and ensure crew safety prior to sinking a ship. Simply sinking ships on sight and sending cargoes and crews alike to a watery grave not only contravened international law, but such wanton destruction of property and the lives of civilians had never occurred in maritime war before. Indeed, even the Germans were loath to undertake a submarine campaign against merchant shipping, though it was the only way to strike a blow at the Allies through their largely impenetrable surface blockade. Every time there was a mistake, like the sinking of the liner Lusitania in May 1915 or the Sussex a year later, howls of international condemnation followed – especially from the world’s most powerful neutral country, the United States.

So between 1914 and 1917, the expectation that the Germans would not slip outside the bounds of acceptable behaviour – albeit stretched and modified by the new horrors of total war – governed British attitudes towards trade defence and anti-submarine warfare. Losses to shipping were sustainable, while defence rested on ‘protected lanes’ swarming with patrol vessels and aircraft, dispersion of ships along individual routes on the high seas and, ultimately, on keeping ships in port. German U-boats wisely stayed out of the heavily patrolled zones, operating offshore in individual patrol areas through which a solitary vessel sooner or later – because of the Allied practice of dispersion – was bound to pass. In the early years, it was this that gave the submarine the advantage, since it was heavily armed and faster than the average merchant vessel. Confronted by this lethal spectre from the deep, merchant seamen usually took to their boats, leaving the U-boat crew to the leisurely business of sinking the ship by gunfire or scuttling charges. As merchant ships began to fit guns, however, running gun battles developed and wary submariners grew more and more inclined to fire torpedoes first and ask questions later. This became increasingly so when the British sent disguised and heavily armed ‘Q’ ships to sea with the express purpose of ambushing submarines on the surface as they approached. In fact, until 1917 the principal weapons in both submarine and anti-submarine warfare were guns, which says a great deal about the power of international opinion and the nature of the fighting at sea.

All that changed in February 1917, when the Germans, out of sheer frustration at their failure on all fronts and an earnest desire to win the war, declared unrestricted submarine warfare against Allied merchant shipping. With U-boats now free to simply torpedo without warning any ship in the war zone around the British Isles, losses to Allied shipping skyrocketed and through the spring of 1917 the new practice looked like being a success. By April, Britain was on the brink of crisis. Ships and cargoes were going down much faster than they could be replaced, and the existing defensive system of high seas dispersion and safe lanes inshore no longer worked. It appeared that the only way to preserve shipping was to keep it in port. What saved the situation in 1917 was the decision taken at the end of April to put all ocean-going shipping into escorted convoys.

Convoys were an ancient idea. They had been used successfully throughout the great age of sail, and were used extensively during the First World War for troopships and other vital traffic. Indeed, by early 1917 heavy losses in routine merchant traffic to Norway and Holland had been virtually eliminated by the adoption of convoys. Even the crucial coal traffic to France was convoyed without loss. Extending this system to ocean shipping brought immediate results: losses went down steadily and shipping moved. It was the new convoy system, rather than anything technological or tactical, which defeated the 1917 U-boat campaign. Gathering shipping into compact, escorted groups cleared the ocean of easy, individual targets. This made target location for lone U-boats operating off-shore extremely difficult. And then when they did find a target, it was now a mass of ships heavily escorted by destroyers and, increasingly, long-range patrol aircraft: a daunting task for submariners used to handling a single lumbering merchant vessel.

The oppressive nature of constant naval and air escort around convoys forced significant changes in German submarine tactics. To find and attack shipping they had now to move inshore, where the convoy routes converged in channels and the approaches to ports, or where they were canalised by shorelines. Since this brought U-boats well within range of powerful land-based air patrols, including those by airships, it was necessary for the submarines to operate submerged most of the time, and attack shipping from submerged positions. Thus, the adoption of mercantile convoys in 1917 drove U-boats inshore to find targets and forced them to operate primarily as submarines. In the process, losses to Allied merchant shipping returned to a sustainable rate for the balance of the war. The problem of dealing with the sub became one of finding it in the water.

The Allies worked continuously throughout the war to solve the riddle of the submerged submarine. The depth charge, a form of underwater bomb detonated by water pressure, had been invented before the war and became increasingly more effective as the war progressed. It ‘killed’ submarines not by direct strikes, but by the concussive effect of its detonation nearby, splitting hull seams, popping rivets, wrecking machinery and forcing the submarine to either fill with water or surface. With U-boats increasingly operating submerged, the depth charge supplanted the gun as the most important anti-submarine weapon. Only two U-boats were sunk with depth charges prior to 1917. In that year, depth charges sank six and in 1918 twenty-two. The only major problem with depth charges was that their lethal radius, which depended on depth and therefore water pressure, was normally no more than about twenty-five feet. Placing them with precision on a target moving in three dimensions was a difficult task, especially if you only had a vague idea where the target was.

Finding the submarine once it submerged was the problem and there was no easy solution. Most hunters had to rely on a visual fix on a submerging submarine or its periscope, random depth charging at the end of the bubble trace left by the compressed air of the U-boat’s torpedoes, or – for flyers – catching a glimpse of the sub through clear water, as happened on occasion in the Mediterranean. Precise location of a fully submerged submarine might be accomplished by primitive hydrophones: underwater microphones that picked up the sound of the sub’s engines. Both warships and aircraft began to use such listening devices early in the war. But all First World War hydrophones were passive and non-directional. Using a series of passive hydrophones to localise a sound was possible, but very time consuming; it was all weather dependent, and submarines got quieter as the war went on.

The ultimate solution was an active sound-locating device, some way to send out a signal in the water and receive an echo from whatever was out there. British scientists, building on a French breakthrough in quartz and steel transducers, conducted the first successful trials of an active underwater location system in March 1918, when echoes were received from a sub at a range of 500 yards. The technical problems of making a combined transmitter-receiver were quickly solved and the first sets of echo-location devices were ordered for the Royal Navy in June. The whole affair – a few primitive sets, trained maintainers and operators – was nearly ready when the war ended in November. Further and extensive technical improvements were made in what the British dubbed ‘asdic’ (for the Anti-Submarine Divisionics, that is the technical side of the AS Division of the Admiralty) during the immediate post-war period, but the nub of the submarine location problem had been solved – or so it was thought. The interval between transmitting and the return of the echo was measured in time, which was then easily converted to distance. Range and the fixed angle of the transducer (about ten degrees from the horizontal) allowed the depth of the submarine to be calculated as well, and therefore enabled an accurate attack using depth charges. Asdic – or sonar, as it’s now known – was one of the most important technological developments in naval warfare during the inter-war years. In theory, at least, it stripped submarines of their uniqueness – the cloak of invisibility which masked an otherwise frail warship – and it led many to even question the long-term viability of the submarine itself.

If the technical and tactical problem of the submarine seemed solved by 1918, it was also true that the larger issue of its indis-criminate use against merchant vessels had also been resolved. Within weeks of the commencement of Germany’s unrestricted U-boat campaign in February 1917, the United States of America entered the war as an ‘Associated Power’ of the Allies. Their choice of designation was deliberate. Americans had been deeply embittered by the Allied economic and military blockade of Europe, which contravened international law just as the German use of U-boats did. But the Anglo-French blockade was sparing of life and it compensated for some economic losses as well; the German blockade was of necessity unsparing of life or property. Thus the bitterness the Americans felt towards the Allies for their heavy-handed blockade was swept aside by the moral outrage that arose from the 1917 unrestricted submarine campaign. America subsequently entered the war, offset the collapse of Russia into revolution, and made Allied victory a certainty.

The lesson here was simple: in future, no nation would risk such an international sanction as a global coalition by resorting to indiscriminate use of submarines against merchant shipping.Nonetheless, during the inter-war years the international community moved to draw submarine operations back under the conventions of international law, especially the Prize Laws governing capture at sea. These obliged an attacking ship to visit and search enemy merchant vessels to determine if the ship was carrying contraband or war cargo. Then, in the event the ship was to be sunk, it was necessary to provide for the safety of the civilian crew. Troopships, ships in convoy or under escort, or those engaged in hostile actions, could be sunk on sight. These regulations were embodied in the 1930 Submarine Protocol, which was signed by most major states, including Nazi Germany in 1936. It was this agreement which prompted Commodore Percy Walker Nelles, Chief of Naval Staff of the tiny Royal Canadian Navy, to observe in 1937 that, ‘If international law is complied with, submarine attack should not prove serious.’ In this Nelles reflected the general sentiment of the whole British Empire and Commonwealth.

But the ‘if’ was the big part, and Nelles and senior British offcers were not so naive as to believe that international law would hold the U-boats at bay. They were also fully confident in the organisational and technical measures now available to deal with subs. By the late 1930s asdic had improved steadily and it was fitted in 220 Royal Navy destroyers, sloops and trawlers. Although later experience – and many historians – suggested that this was not enough, it is probably true that the RN had more asdic sets at sea in 1939 than the rest of the world’s navies combined. And the British had faith in them. In 1936 the First Lord of the Admiralty, Admiral E.M. Chatfield, claimed that the RN’s anti-submarine measures were eighty per cent effective: subs could easily be found using asdic and depth charges could follow with great precision. In theory, no U-boat was safe.

In truth, however, there were some serious flaws in Chatfield’s assumptions, not least of which was the toughness of modern submarines. This remained a mystery to the British because no proper trials of depth charges against submarine hulls were conducted during the 1920s and 1930s. Moreover, asdic training and trials were invariably conducted against submarines confined to small training areas in water that produced good results. The RN had no real experience of asdic in deep water, or in conditions that produced confused returns (like that from rough bottoms returning echoes in a random fashion). Nor did they understand that the sound beam from the asdic was distorted by temperature layers in the water (although submariners evidently knew this well enough). Finally, in most British warships asdic training was limited to once a year at best, and on foreign stations seldom that. In short, the potential of asdic was assumed, its real limitations were poorly understood, and enormous faith was placed upon it to solve the submarine problem in war.

In fairness, the British had not forgotten the two other essential lessons of battling U-boats and trade defence from the First World War: the importance of air power and the role of convoys. It was generally understood that it was air power that forced U-boats to operate fully submerged, which reduced their effectiveness and drove them inshore where, presumably, they could be found and attacked by warships. Unfortunately, the founding of the Royal Air Force in 1918 and its subsequent struggle to remain an independent service during the inter-war years resulted in a very low priority for anti-submarine aircraft prior to 1939. It took virtually the entire inter-war period to devise and develop an aerial anti-submarine bomb, which in the end was so badly fused, so light and so lacking in proper bombsights, that it was almost entirely ineffective. Most of the aircraft of Coastal Command by the late 1930s were obsolete and even the range and bomb load of the newest, the American Hudson bomber, was no improvement over the Blackburn Kangaroo of 1918 - the workhorse of the inshore maritime patrol squadrons of an earlier war. Only two squadrons of Sunderland flying boats were up to date, albeit with a poor bomb and almost useless bombsights. The ability of aircraft to kill submarines was, in fact, not a serious problem from the viewpoint of trade defence. The real value of aircraft was in aggressive patrolling and in forcing the submarines down, to render them largely immobile and short-sighted. This was true especially when they were used in conjunction with a system of convoy.

Whatever shortcomings the British may have suffered on the technical side before 1939, they were compensated for them in considerable measure by their efforts in organising and maintaining the infrastructure needed to carry out convoy and escort shipping. During the First World War the British, in conjunction with their allies and empire, erected a global naval control of shipping and naval intelligence systems. This was expanded and enhanced enormously in 1917, when oceanic convoys were adopted and the US entered the war. This organisation remained largely in place after 1918, and it was upgraded systematically and thoroughly in the late 1930s by Rear Admiral Eldon Manisty, RN, the officer responsible for perfecting it in 1917-18. It was enhanced by the establishment of an Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC) at the Admiralty in 1937, an office which would play a key role in years to come. By 1939, the British and the Empire and Commonwealth had everything in place to immediately establish a system of oceanic convoys if required.

As a result of all these measures, Commodore Nelles of the RCN was able to report confidently in 1937, when the subject of sub-marine attack on merchant shipping was reviewed in Canada and the Empire, that the menace was a manageable one:



If unrestricted [submarine] warfare is again resorted to, the means of combating submarines are considered to have advanced so far that by employing a system of convoy and utilising Air Forces, losses to submarines would be very heavy and might compel the enemy to give up this form of attack.



In this Nelles accurately reflected British sentiment as well. Admiral Sir Reginald Bacon, in one of his final publications, Modern Naval Strategy (1940), could only conceive of a U-boat attack on escorted convoys in daylight from periscope depth: a rash act which Bacon and his co-author were sure would lead to the hasty destruction of the U-boat.

Apart from international law and technological and organisational improvements, what confirmed British belief in the remoteness and manageability of the submarine menace was simply the relatively small size of Nazi Germany’s submarine fleet. The 1935 Anglo-German Naval Agreement allowed Germany to build a submarine fleet comparable in tonnage to that of the Royal Navy. But that still meant that the Nazi’s U-boat fleet was small. By 1939 it numbered only some thirty-nine operational subs, of which barely twenty-five were ocean-going; enough to keep perhaps seven or eight on station at a time. After the war, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz opined that with 300 U-boats in 1939 he could easily have beaten Britain. Perhaps. But if Germany had possessed 300 U-boats in 1939 the British would have been much better prepared to meet them. As it was, the RN had seventy-eight small escorts on order by the summer of 1939, with plans ready for a crash programme of auxiliary ‘whale catchers’ should the need arise. The fact is, given the submarine threat as it existed in 1939, the precautions taken to meet it were sensible. The bedrock of trade defence was largely in place. The small ships needed to make that work, and to supplement anti-submarine forces, could be improvised in the event of war, as they had been in 1914-1918.

Naturally, then, the primary focus of British naval planners during the inter-war years was on the large cruisers and battleships of their real and potential enemies. That kind of threat could only be met by investing in comparable ships (with all their attendant specialists and trades), the new aircraft carriers that profoundly influenced modern fleet actions, dockyards and bases – little of which could be improvised in time of crisis. Indeed, the Royal Navy’s main battlefleet was stretched around the globe, from the North Atlantic and North Sea, where it faced a rapidly rearming Germany, through the Mediterranean, which was patrolled by a small but modern Italian battlefleet, to the Far East where Imperial Japan, a powerful regional superpower, operated one of the great fleets of the world. Only the western hemisphere, left to the tender mercies of the USN, lay beyond British care. It is true that by 1939 the German surface fleet was small and principally a threat to merchant shipping. But the famous ‘Z’ plan of 1938 called for a major expansion of the German battlefleet, with massive new battlecruisers and battleships to challenge the RN directly for dominance of the eastern Atlantic. Under these circumstances, it was no wonder that the potential for the submarine problem to spiral out of control was seen to be – or was hoped to be – remote. In 1939 it could threaten, but it could not deal a mortal blow; however, enemy battlefleets could, and that threat had to be met head on.

While pre-1939 planning to deal with the U-boat threat was then based largely on common sense, no one really believed that Nazi Germany would abide by the Submarine Protocol. Moreover, submarines presented a very credible threat to warships, and so the basic technology and methods for handling submarines had – it seemed – been worked out. Senior British naval officers believed that they could deal effectively with the U-boats regardless of the strategy they adopted. In this they were proven sadly mistaken. Submerged submarines were tremendously hard to locate, even with asdic, under operational conditions, and very hard to kill once they were found. Moreover, the commander of the German submarine fleet in 1939, then Commodore Karl Dönitz, himself an experienced First World War submariner, was not convinced that sub- merged operations were the best way to employ submarines. During his last wartime operation, Dönitz had attacked a Mediterranean convoy at night while travelling on the surface, using his submarine as a form of torpedo boat. His U-boat was seen, driven down by gunfire and subsequently brought to the surface in a damaged state and abandoned. Dönitz was captured, but he remained convinced that the idea was sound. So much so that he published his ideas for night surface attacks in a small book in January 1939, Die U-Bootwaffe, which evidently went unnoticed in Britain.

The irony in all this is that when Lemp approached his target on 3 September 1939, he was operating strictly in accordance with the Submarine Protocol on direct orders from Adolph Hitler himself, and he made his final approach and attack submerged against a fast, zigzagging, darkened lone target on the high seas. This was not quite what the British imagined the submarine war to be, and not at all what the German’s wanted at the time. Mindful of the court of international opinion, anxious not to inflame relations with Britain beyond salvage and not to antagonise the French, German forces had been deployed into the eastern Atlantic in late August 1939 with absolutely strict orders to abide by international law and not to attack French shipping at all. By identifying his target as an Armed Merchant Cruiser, Lemp believed he was within his orders.

U-30’s two torpedoes had only a short distance to travel, about a thousand yards, but things immediately went wrong. One of the torpedoes turned once it left the tube and began to circle, posing a direct threat to the submarine. Lemp ordered a crash drive and evasive manoeuvres. While U-30 plunged and twisted away, the other torpedo completed the short sprint to the target, detonating against the port side engine room and opening a fatal wound. The ship soon stopped and began to settle in the water, with the sea pouring in and bulkheads collapsing. Emboldened by the ship’s distress, Lemp brought U-30 to the surface barely 800 yards away only to realise to his sudden horror that he had hit the 13,581-ton passenger ship Athenia. She was outbound from the Clyde for Canada with 1,418 people aboard. Lemp then compounded his error by trying to shoot away the ship’s antenna, before submerging and making off. Germany naturally denied any involvement and U-30’s log for that day was deliberately falsified on order to mask the disaster: the only known instance of a falsified U-boat log during the war.

Aboard Athenia, the scene was one of chaos and carnage. Passen-gers perished in their compartments below deck as the water rose, and they died as their lifeboats plunged awkwardly into the sea, or capsized. One boat filled with fifty-two women was ripped open by the propeller of a rescuing ship, drowning all but eight or nine of its occupants. In the end 118 passengers died, including sixty-nine women and sixteen children, of whom twenty-two were Americans.

No protest of error by the German government found a willing ear. Clearly, the Nazis intended to pick up where Imperial Germany had left off in 1918. The British Admiralty ordered all ships into convoy, and the whole apparatus of trade defence against submarine attack was stood up. The longest campaign of the Second World War had begun.


1

Opening Skirmishes

September 1939–March 1940

Within hours of the sinking of Athenia, the Royal Navy began its system of convoys, and deployed forces to stop German trade, intercept raiders and sink U-boats. German merchant vessels were harried at sea, some were sunk or captured, but the German surface raider fleet proved to be remarkably resilient. Kriegsmarine battlecruisers and pocket battleships struck into the broad ocean with comparative impunity. Although their success against Allied merchant vessels was slight, only one German raider was hunted down and destroyed in these early months. The others seemed to come and go as they pleased, and the lingering threat from a powerful and growing German battlefleet remained the primary concern of the British Admiralty. None of this was helped by the fact that the initial British anti-submarine offensive was a catastrophic failure.

In fact, the first month of war indicated that the submarine remained a very effective weapon. Of the fifty-three Allied vessels sunk by the end of September, forty-one were claimed by U-boats, and of the remainder most fell to mines, many of which were submarine-laid. In exchange, two U-boats were lost. British attempts to find and sink U-boats with hunting groups and aircraft were tragically futile. The first RAF Coastal Command aircraft to attack a sub in September 1939 crashed when its own anti-submarine bombs skipped on the water and exploded under the aircraft. The sub, which happened to be British in any event, escaped unharmed. Meanwhile, the Royal Navy began deploying its aircraft carriers into the Atlantic to hunt and sink U-boats. It proved a poor idea. On 14 September, U-39 fired a spread of three torpedoes at the aircraft carrier Ark Royal, which was on anti-submarine patrol west of Ireland. The torpedoes narrowly missed. U-39 was promptly sunk by the carrier’s escorting destroyers, which also rescued the submarine’s crew. It was the first U-boat kill of the war. But U-39 was an exception, one of only two U-boats found and destroyed by British hunting forces in the first six months of the war. The kill was also a stroke of luck. Shortly after U-39 was despatched, two Skua dive-bombers from Ark Royal located U-30 and attacked it with anti-submarine bombs. These bombs – like those dropped by RAF aircraft earlier in the month – also skipped on the surface, detonated in the air and brought both attacking aircraft down. The Skua’s crews were rescued by the U-boat; surely one of the most bizarre episodes of the war.

The British were not so lucky with the second aircraft carrier sent to hunt U-boats west of Ireland in September. When HMS Courageous suddenly altered course to retrieve her aircraft late in the afternoon of 17 September, she turned right in front of U-29 at a range of only 3,000 yards. Two of three torpedoes hit, sending the carrier to the bottom in fifteen minutes with heavy loss of life. Courageous’ escort hunted the U-boat without success and Kapitänleutnant Otto Schuhart arrived home to a hero’s welcome. No more fleet class carriers were sent to hunt submarines. The British had the right idea, but the best carrier for anti-submarine operations proved to be small – and expendable – and aircraft needed much better weaponry. Not surprisingly, the Flag Officer for U-boats, Commodore Karl Dönitz, reported optimistically on 28 September that, ‘It is not true that Britain possesses the means to eliminate the U-boat menace… Enemy technique has doubtless improved, but so has the U-boat, which now moves more silently.’

To prove his case, Dönitz ordered U-47, commanded by Günther Prien, to raid the main British fleet anchorage at Scapa Flow. In one of the most memorable feats of wartime navigation and skill, Prien slipped silently into the anchorage on the night of 13 October and attacked the battleship Royal Oak as she rode quietly at her mooring. Approaching on the surface, Prien fired all four torpedoes from his bow tubes at a range of only 4,000 yards. One failed to leave the tube, two missed the target, and one struck either the bow of the battleship or its mooring cable. The detonation occasioned surprisingly little alarm. Royal Oak’s officers concluded that the detonation was some kind of internal explosion. Meanwhile, Prien swung U-47 around and fired his stern tube: that torpedo failed to hit. Stunned by his inability to hit a huge stationary target at point blank range, Prien waited patiently for the next twenty minutes while his crew frantically reloaded the forward tubes. Then, at 01:16 hours, he fired another spread of three torpedoes: all of them hit. ‘Over there a curtain of water rises,’ Prien wrote afterwards. ‘It is as if the sea is suddenly standing up. Dull thumps sound rapidly in succession, like an artillery barrage in a battle, and grow together into a single ear-splitting crash – bursts of flame spring up, blue, yellow, red….Black shadows fly like giant birds through the flames… Fountains metres high spring up where they fall. They are huge fragments from the masts, the bridge, the funnels. We must have made a direct hit on the magazine…’ And so he had. Nearly 900 men perished aboard Royal Oak, and the vulnerability of the fleet was exposed. Prien received a hero’s welcome, and even the British had to admit his penetration of the Home Fleet anchorage and the attack on Royal Oak was a remarkable accomplishment.

But the Atlantic war was not about sinking carriers and battleships, it was about sinking the humble merchant vessels that carried the sinews of war. In that respect, German prospects were not entirely rosy in the late summer of 1939, and the foundations of the solid organisation that would ultimately defeat the German war at sea were being laid. In fact, the war began about five years too early for the German navy, which hoped to be in a position to challenge British sea power directly by 1944 or 1945. With the limited resources available in 1939, Grand Admiral Erich Raeder, head of the Kriegsmarine, chose a strategy of disruption against the Allies. Operations were aimed primarily at Allied merchant shipping in the hopes that they might occasion delay and embarrassment to Allied plans, and perhaps even stop some operations. Raeder was under no illusions that against the combined might of the French and the British, the Germans could achieve much. Indeed, as he confessed in his memoirs, the best that the German navy could do in 1939 was to ‘show that they knew how to die gallantly’.

Many did. In the early stages of the war, Anglo-French sea power dominated the surface of the world’s oceans and made fugitives of German raiders or confined them to more remote seas. Of the two major warships deployed in August 1939, the pocket battleship Graf Spee was tracked down and forced into an ignominious scuttling on a sand bar in the River Plate off Uruguay in December following a classic gunnery battle with three British cruisers. She might well have escaped but for an ill-conceived decision by her captain to fight when cornered. Graf Spee’s supporting tanker, the Altmark, was tracked and finally trapped in a Norwegian fjord in February, where by international law the ship ought to have been immune from attack. But the British government ordered the destroyer Cossack to take off the 299 British seamen prisoners she carried. The scuttling of the Graf Spee and the boarding of the Altmark ‘caught the imagination of the British people’, the Royal Navy’s official historian wrote later, and ‘showed that once again the Germans could not challenge us on the seas with impunity…’.

The other pocket battleship, Deutschland, made it home safely with little to show for her efforts. In the last four months of 1939, cruises by major warships – including the first by the new battle-cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and a sortie by the pocket battleship Scheer – accounted for only fifteen Allied vessels, and sank only seventeen during the whole of 1940. But the British did not have it all their way. When Scharnhorst and Gneisenau tried to slip into the North Atlantic in November through the Faeroes-Iceland gap, they stumbled on the 16,700-ton armed merchant cruiser Rawalpindi, which was on patrol and supported by heavier vessels nearby. Rawalpindi answered the German summons to ‘heave to’ with gunfire, smoke and a radio transmission calling for help. But no help could arrive during the fifteen minutes it took the two battlecruisers to pound the old liner into a wreck. Then, for the next two hours, the German ships engaged in rescue work, the only time during the war large raiders were afforded that luxury in the North Atlantic. The effort was only given up when, in the light from the burning hulk of Rawalpindi, the Germans sighted a shadow cast by the light cruiser Newcastle. Her guns were no match for Scharnhorst and Gneisenau either, but her torpedoes, delivered at close range in the dark, were, and so the powerful German raiders beat a hasty retreat.

The direct impact of major German warships on the war against shipping remained negligible: by 1945 only forty-seven Allied ships had been lost to the guns of battleships and cruisers – about the same number were lost to mines during any three-month period during the war. It is easy to dismiss this raiding effort by capital ships as ineffective and rather pointless, but it tied down huge Allied naval and air forces, and did so until nearly the end of the war. Large units of the German fleet could not be ignored and they proved remarkably difficult to destroy. Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Scheer, Lutzow (the renamed Deutschland) and the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen all operated in the Atlantic without fatal interception. Indeed, in early 1941 Scharnhorst and Gneisenau cruised to the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, raiding shipping where Scheer had attacked a convoy weeks earlier and sank the small armed merchant cruiser Jervis Bay. Only Bismarck – the last to sortie into the Atlantic in May 1941 and unlucky as well – was actually caught in the noose and sunk. It is important to bear in mind this ongoing struggle with powerful German surface ships when the focus of the war at sea shifted to submarines.

Added to the problem of a small but modern and highly efficient German surface navy was that of their equally small – consisting of only some seven vessels – fleet of disguised merchant raiders. These regular trading vessels had been refitted as auxiliary warships, manned by naval crews and prepared with a number of disguises to cruise the distant oceans of the world and attack unwary Allied shipping. In 1940, their first and best year of operations, such raiders acco-unted for fifty-four Allied vessels, many of these in the southern ocean where Atlantis, Kormoran and Penguin made reputations as particularly effective raiders. For the Allies, the elimination of these marauders, and indeed the interception and destruction of major warships, depended upon the power of the main fleet, good luck of patrols, and, equally importantly, on the progressive expansion of the British Commonwealth’s system of naval intelligence and naval control of shipping.

The bedrock of the whole system of trade defence in the North Atlantic was the British Home Fleet. Its superior force of battleships, aircraft carriers, cruisers and destroyers checked the main power of the German navy and made it a fugitive presence at sea. This had been understood clearly by the Admiralty in the inter-war years. Battlefleets could not be improvised in times of crisis, as the smaller escorts of the anti-submarine fleet could. So the limited inter-war budgets had been wisely spent.



Naturally, it would have been best for the British to destroy the Kriegsmarine battlefleet outright early in the war, thus freeing men and materiel for other duties. But the Germans understood this perfectly well, and there was little to be gained by being crushed in a gunnery duel with the Royal Navy. With a small but modern force it made sense to maintain a fleet in being, to probe and upset defences, to spread them thin, and force the British to be strong everywhere. It was a logical and effective strategy. By October 1939, the British had four battleships and battlecruisers, thirteen cruisers and five aircraft carriers chasing raiders in the Atlantic, and four battleships and battlecruisers, two cruisers and a carrier assigned to convoy escort in the North Atlantic. All this in response to the two pocket battleships, Deutschland and Graf Spee. Meanwhile, patrols maintained by the powerful French navy secured convoys operating southward, towards Africa and the Mediterranean.

[image: images]

Naval stations, intelligence centres and sub centres.

For the Allies, the second crucial component to securing the North Atlantic was therefore sound naval intelligence. This allowed enemy forces to be tracked, against the backdrop of known Allied warship and merchant vessel movements, and fleet units to be deployed to intercept them or to screen shipping. Gathering intelligence included not only keeping watch on major naval units, like Scheer or Bismarck, but also trying to track everything that moved. By keeping track of all the pieces of the puzzle, it was easier for patrols to know if the vessel they had in sight was what it claimed to be, or if it was a raider in disguise. In one of the most remarkable incidents of the war, the raider Kormoran maintained her disguise long enough to entice the Australian light cruiser Sydney to within 900 yards – a fatal error in judgement – when that warship stopped her on 19 November 1941 in the Indian Ocean. While the crew of Sydney tried to figure out just whom they were dealing with, Kormoran unmasked her guns, shattered Sydney with the first salvoes and put at least one torpedo into her. The burning cruiser was last seen drifting away over the horizon while the Germans aboard Kormoran fought their own fires and steamed for the Australian coast. Most of the Germans were later rescued; Sydney and her crew were never seen again. Naval intelligence was, therefore, crucial, and British Commonwealth naval intelligence began tracking the movements of potential merchant raiders – ships which had strengthened decks to take guns in times of war – as early as 1934, when they began to track Japanese vessels. That attention was extended to potential German raiders in September of 1938, and to similar Italian ships in February 1939. It was essential for operational naval forces to know where the enemy was so he could be attacked, but such intelligence was also crucial for diverting merchant shipping away from danger areas. Basic avoidance of the enemy remained, in fact, the principal means of defending shipping during the Second World War.

In order to make the most of covering actions by the fleet and information provided by naval intelligence, it was necessary that merchant shipping be brought under some form of effective control, what was known as ‘Naval Control of Shipping’ (NCS). Eventually the NCS organisation tracked the movements, cargoes and destinations of, eventually, all Allied merchant shipping. Working in conjunction with naval intelligence, NCS organised convoys, controlled the movements of independently routed shipping, co-ordinated departures with operational forces, and worked closely with civilian agencies, shipping firms and economic and transportation ministries to keep the ships moving. This global system had been maintained between the wars and was in good running order in 1939. Information moved around the globe via secure underwater telegraph cables through an information exchange known as the VESCA system. Daily summaries of local movements were passed to the central plots in London, and to and from local naval intelligence and NCS regions around the world. With assigned routes given out to merchant captains and convoys it was, in theory, possible to know exactly where everything was at any given time on any given day. Even safe routes for neutral shipping were promulgated. During the war, the NCS system worked well enough to route most shipping away from most dangers, and to help track down German merchant raiders as well.

It is because of this complex and effective system of trade defence that the German submariners reported in late September 1939 that a large proportion of shipping was already sailing in convoys, well screened by destroyers and in some cases cruisers, and well supported inshore by aircraft. This was not unexpected by the Germans, and Commodore Karl Dönitz had developed an operational and tactical scheme for finding and attacking them. The solution was to operate U-boats in groups, deploying them in a line across the path of the convoys to ensure interception, and then attacking the convoys on the surface at night, using the U-boats like motor-torpedo boats, slipping in on the surface at high speed and using the same high speed or submergence to escape the escort following the attack.

In response to the early introduction of escorted convoys around Great Britain, Dönitz launched the first pack operation in early October 1939. Six U-boats were ordered to concentrate south of Ireland and work as a pack to attack convoys. Kapitänleutnant W. Hartmann in U-37 was designated as tactical commander of the group. As things turned out, three of the group failed to make the rendezvous. U-40 took the shortcut through the English Channel and paid for its audacity when it was sunk by a mine off Dover. U-42 and U-45 fared no better: both were sunk by escort vessels of convoys while en route to the rendezvous. That left Hartmann with only his own submarine, plus U-46 and U-48. Undaunted, on 17 October the tiny group launched an operation against the homeward-bound convoy HG 3 while it was still well out to sea and still unescorted. The attacks were plagued by torpedo failures, but each U-boat claimed one vessel before air support arrived to drive them off. From the German perspective the assault on HG 3, which warrants no notice in British accounts, was a qualified success: proof of the basic concept of pack attacks on convoys. But for the moment, there was little point in trying to attack convoys. After the ‘battle’ for HG 3, Hartmann went on to sink seven independently routed ships during the rest of his autumn 1939 cruise.

The second pack operation, launched in November, was less successful. It, too, had difficulty getting the designated U-boats to the rendezvous when two of the five were reassigned, leaving only three for operations. More significantly, strong naval and air escorts and torpedo failures hampered attacks on both French and British convoys in the South Western Approaches. And again the U-boats of the pack had their greatest success sinking stragglers and independents. Given the difficulty of organising packs from such a small U-boat fleet and the constant distraction of easy targets, attempts to launch pack operations were temporarily abandoned in November 1939.

The abandonment of pack operations in late autumn 1939 meant that convoys enjoyed something of a false sense of security in the first phase of the war. From the submariner’s perspective, there was little point in attacking escorted convoys while the ocean remained full of independently routed shipping. In fact, while all Allied merchant shipping immediately came under effective control of the NCS in 1939, it was not until 1943 that the majority of Allied shipping worldwide moved in escorted convoys. Much of the German U-boat effort in the first years of the war was therefore devoted to finding and attacking the weak and the unescorted.

Given the overall shortage of escort vessels early in the war, convoy systems naturally developed first in the areas of greatest danger, like the eastern Atlantic, and they spread out in response to German pressure and availability of escorts. It was a sensible approach. North Atlantic trade convoys were also restricted initially to vessels in the nine to fifteen knots speed range. Slower vessels and those fast enough to be difficult targets for U-boats were routed independently along courses designed to keep them clear of the enemy. Although fast independents suffered very few losses, independent routing of slow vessels was never very successful. In the first six months of the war, seventy-two per cent of sinkings by U-boats were independents. Only thirteen per cent were lost from convoys (the rest were accounted for primarily by U-boat-laid mines). Furthermore, because of the shortage of escorts, anti-submarine protection to convoys was limited in range, and often confined to the immediate approaches to ports where U-boats were primarily expected to lurk. Oceanic convoys originating in the UK initially received anti-submarine escort only to fifteen degrees west and forty-seven degrees north. Inbound convoys picked up their A/S escort at about the same place. Beyond that point outbound convoys either dispersed or – as with inbound convoys – sailed with an ocean escort comprising of an old battleship, perhaps a cruiser or armed merchant cruiser, and sometimes even a submarine. This weakness was exploited by the German submariners.

Nonetheless, by any measure, the limited U-boat offensive against Allied shipping during the first six months of the war was successful. From September 1939 until the campaign in the Atlantic eased off in March 1940 in preparation for the assault on Norway, U-boats sank roughly 200 Allied vessels. The score ought to have been substantially higher, and would have been but for major problems with the depth control and detonators of German torpedoes, as Günther Prien discovered in his attack on Royal Oak. It is estimated that torpedo failures alone prevented the Germans from sinking an additional 300,000 tons – roughly fifty to sixty vessels – up to the spring of 1940, and the problem remained for several years to come.

In addition, the British improved at anti-submarine warfare and began to build the small craft and secure the aircraft need to fight the U-boats. Minefields were laid in the English Channel, around the British coast, in St George’s Channel between Cornwall and Ireland, in the Helgoland Bight off German naval bases and across the North Sea towards Norway, to impede U-boat movements and sink them. Much of this effort was negated in the spring of 1940 by the German conquests of Norway and France. The RAF was in the process of developing a proper air-launched depth charge, and had shifted the balance of its flying effort away from largely fruitless searches for escaping surface raiders to reflect the need for increased anti-submarine operations. ‘Scarecrow Patrols’ of First World War vintage were reintroduced, making inshore waters untenable for U-boats, and driving them further out to sea in search of targets. Moreover, trials were soon underway on airborne radar systems designed to detect ships on the surface, while more modern aircraft, like the American Hudson bomber and Catalina flying boat, were being acquired for Coastal Command.

The British and their allies also launched crash programmes of small warship construction designed to deal with the submarine menace, and permit the expansion of the convoy system. The RN had actually developed a number of escort designs prior to 1939 that it hoped to build in large numbers once the war started. The most prominent of these pre-war designs – Black Swan class sloops and Hunt class destroyers – were built to naval standards and fitted with geared turbine propulsion. As it turned out, these vessels were too complicated for emergency wartime construction, and the short-ranged Hunts proved a disappointment under operational conditions. The Black Swans, however, were superb anti-submarine and escort vessels, and although only forty-two were ever built, they made a contribution to the Atlantic war well beyond what their numbers warranted.

It soon became clear that the future of wartime escort classes lay with a simple design built to mercantile standards propelled by basic steam engines. The most famous of these designs was the ‘whale catcher’ developed by Smith’s Dock that the Admiralty soon dubbed the Flower Class Corvette. Less than 200 feet in length, constructed to mercantile standards and powered by a simple combination of Scotch marine boilers and a four-cylinder triple expansion engine, the corvette could be built by any firm that could cut and bend plate. In mid-1939, as war clouds gathered over Europe, the RN ordered sixty of the vessels, and in July plans were passed to Canada. A further fifty were ordered in Britain before the end of 1939, by which time fifty-four had been ordered in Canada for the Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) and the French had begun a modest programme as well. Other classes of emergency vessels would emerge as the war went on – most some form of ‘frigate’, a term resuscitated by the Chief of the Canadian Naval Staff for the ‘Twin Screw Corvette’ – but the corvettes ordered in 1939 carried the burden of the war against the U-boats until the end of 1943. The British had gambled during the inter-war era that they would be able to meet any new submarine menace with a crash programme of escort vessels, and events would prove them right.

While the new escorts tumbled down the slipways of Britain over the winter of 1939-40, naval vessels enjoyed considerable success against U-boats imprudent enough to lurk around convoys. By February 1940, fifteen U-boats had been sunk in the Atlantic, nine of them by escorts operating around convoys in what most believed was essentially a defensive role. In contrast, the dedicated anti-submarine hunting forces were much less successful, accounting for only three submarines and suffering the loss of the fleet carrier Courageous. The balance succumbed primarily to mines, one to a British submarine, one to an accidental ramming by a German warship and one – the first – to an aircraft. By April 1940, the number of U-boats lost to all causes had reached twenty-three, a figure that included a number of training submarines. Against this total only thirteen new U-boats had been launched, leaving the overall operational strength of the U-boat fleet largely unchanged from September 1939.

Finally, as impressive as the shipping losses to U-boats were, especially when set against other forms of attack, their total impact on Allied trade between September 1939 and March 1940 was small. The monthly average of Allied shipping losses was less than 200,000 tons, a sustainable rate and indeed one matched by new construction. Moreover, with German raiders forced to make dangerous passages through the North Sea to their patrol areas, the disruption of Allied shipping patterns remained negligible as well. One recent historian of the U-boat war, V.E. Tarrant, describes this opening phase as ‘little more than a nuisance… a preliminary skirmish’.

Winston Churchill, who joined Neville Chamberlain’s govern-ment as First Lord of the Admiralty on the day Athenia was sunk, saw it much the same way after the war. Writing in his memoirs, Churchill expressed what at the time was a risky but understandable strategy for dealing with the U-boats over the long term, ‘It was obvious that the Germans would build submarines by the hundred…’, once the war began. But that would give the British time to react. ‘In twelve months, maybe eighteen, we must expect the main U-boat war to begin. But by that time we hoped that our masses of new flotillas and anti-U-boat craft, which was our First [wartime] Priority, would be ready to meet it…’. In fact, the Germans gave the British an even longer lead in which to prepare. It was only in July 1940, with all of western Europe under Nazi domination except for Britain, that U-boat construction was given absolute priority, with a target of twenty-five new boats per month and an operational fleet of 300 submarines. This delay provided Britain with virtually a year’s head start on building resources for the U-boat war in the Atlantic, a delay which ultimately proved fatal to the U-boat campaign itself.
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The Battle of the Atlantic Begins

April 1940–March 1941

The period from spring 1940 until spring 1941 represents the only time during the war when the Germans could have achieved a decisive strategic result in the Atlantic. Throughout this period, Britain was menaced by a hostile European shore from North Cape to the Biscay and was uniquely vulnerable to blockade. This had happened only once before in all of British history, a century and a half earlier when Napoleon ruled the continent. Nothing in British pre-war planning had anticipated this. The Germans had simply to make Britain’s sea-lanes untenable and smash her ports from the air. With the right combination of punches, the British would be either knocked-out or put down on the mat for a count. Either outcome – a clear decision or a technical knock-out – constituted a German victory. Fortunately for the British, however, nothing in German pre-war planning allowed for such an eventuality either, and, although the events of 1940 and early 1941 produced some high drama, the Germans lacked the force needed at the time to deliver the knock-out punch.

The central feature of 1940 was the German victory in the west, starting with Denmark and Norway in April, followed by France and the Low Countries in May and June. These victories not only eliminated Britain’s greatest ally, France, but they gave Germany a string of air and naval bases that threatened Britain directly. The occupation of Norway and France also provided direct access to the broad North Atlantic. Britain was still able to maintain an economic blockade of Germany by virtue of her general control over the world’s oceans, but it was now proving all but impossible to keep German warships from slipping into the Atlantic and, once there, from being sustained by bases in occupied France. Moreover, the domination of the European coast by German air power virtually prohibited the use of Allied sea power along that hostile shore, while British cities, coastal shipping and major ports were vulnerable to devastating attack by large and powerful enemy air fleets operating from nearby bases. Never before, not even in 1805 when Napoleon’s army waited at Boulogne and Nelson searched the vast Atlantic for the French fleet, was Britain’s position so perilous. But Britain weathered the storm and by the spring of 1941 the complex and manifold dangers of 1940 had resolved themselves down to the lingering and deadly menace of the U-boat.

The process began in March 1940 as German forces withdrew from the North Atlantic in preparation for the invasion of Denmark and Norway. That operation, which commenced on 9 April, was the most dramatic expression of combined German naval, air and military power in the war. Virtually under the noses of the British, the Germans landed forces along the Norwegian coast as far north as Narvik, dropped them from the sky and then established the air superiority which allowed the operation to move to an eventual success. It was, in the end, an astonishingly bold act. But it was one that cost the small German navy forces it could not quickly or easily replace: one heavy cruiser, two light cruisers, ten modern destroyers and four U-boats sunk, as well as damage to most of the major ships in the fleet – including the new battlecruisers, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. Success in Norway meant that the U-boat fleet was appreciably smaller and the main fleet was largely out of action until late in the year. The significance of this was only apparent after France fell – to everyone’s surprise – like a house of cards a few months later.

The other disturbing development for the Germans coming from their strategic success in Norway in April was the comparative failure of their U-boat fleet to inflict serious damage on the British during the campaign. Some twenty-eight U-boats, basically the entire oceanic fleet, were deployed in Norwegian waters and off British ports, and they launched repeated but failed attempts to hit all manner of targets. A subsequent investigation revealed what Günther Prien and many other U-boat captains already knew; their torpedoes were almost totally useless. There were problems with virtually all the key components. The crucial magnetic pistol was a complete failure. It was developed to permit a single torpedo to explode under the keel of a ship and so break its back. This was much more effective than a direct hit, allowed for less precision in targeting (and for movement in the target at the last minute) and offered much more efficient use of the limited numbers of torpedoes carried aboard a submarine. But, as Prien had discovered during his attack on Royal Oak and others had since, the magnetic pistol was unreliable, especially in northern waters. The Norwegian campaign also revealed serious faults in the depth control mechanism, which allowed even contact-fused torpedoes to pass harmlessly under unsuspecting targets. And, if that was not enough, even the contact detonator was fickle and would only operate when a target was struck at a right angle. By German reckoning, at least twenty certain hits on battleships, cruisers, destroyers and transports failed to occur during the Norwegian campaign alone because of faulty torpedoes. Prien himself had fired no fewer than ten in quick succession against prime targets at close range in the entrance to Narvik fjord – none hit. ‘In all the history of war,’ Dönitz opined in May 1940, ‘I doubt whether men have ever had to rely on such a useless weapon.’

As a result, Dönitz ordered the disarming of the magnetic pistols in June, leaving only the contact fuses – and their faulty depth control systems – in service for the time being. The depth control problem was eventually solved, as was the contact pistol problem. The latter was simply replaced by a British design from the sub-marine Seal, which was captured in May 1940. But it was not until December 1942 that a new influence detonator entered service. The impact on the operational potential of the U-boat fleet was, by some measures, enormous. In theory, magnetic pistols used against merchant vessels ought to have guaranteed one kill per torpedo whereas, in practice, it required an average of two contact-fused torpedoes to sink a merchant ship. In these early years of the war, when targets were plentiful, a U-boat’s operational cruise was typically determined by the number of torpedoes it carried: once they were gone, the U-boat had to return for more. By some estimates, reliable magnetic pistols would have doubled the effectiveness of the U-boat fleet, with tremendous potential impact on the war itself.

Perhaps. But there were still too few U-boats in 1940. In fact, the number of operational submarines declined during that year as a result of losses and delays in the new building programmes. In May 1940 there were six fewer U-boats in service than when the war started, and the need for refit and repairs caused by the Norwegian campaign simply added to the problem. By January 1941 there were only eight U-boats on station in the Atlantic, the lowest point of the entire war. And, for the moment, the torpedo problems remained. Nonetheless, as Dönitz concluded, ‘As long as there is the smallest prospect of hits, operations must continue…’. And so in June he sent his U-boats back to sea, primarily into the South Western Approaches to Britain where pack operations under local tactical control were tried once again. These proved, in the end, to be dismal failures; the convoys were tough to find, and once targets were located, torpedo problems undid much of the hard work. After three months – from March to May – during which the campaign of shipping was suspended, only sixty-three ships were sunk by U-boats in June 1940.

The slump in the war against shipping continued during the summer, but that quiet period was simply to be a portent of signi-ficant change. If Norway was a blow to Allied maritime power, the fall of France was an unmitigated disaster. The assault began on 10 May with a quick descent on Holland, followed by a thrust through Belgium and into northern France. By 21 May, German armoured spearheads had reached the sea at Abbeville, slicing the Allied armies in half. Italy entered the war in June, throwing her modern battlefleet and nearly 100 submarines into the Axis onslaught. On 25 June 1940 France capitulated, and on that very day a long convoy of transports bearing torpedoes, stores, compressors and other essential equipment left Wilhelmshaven for the French naval base at Lorient.

The Germans understood full well the urgency of getting opera-tional bases along the French coast. Not only would it be possible to base forces outside the narrow and dangerous passages into the North Sea, which were vulnerable to British blockading efforts, but the proximity to operational areas meant that time on station was increased. As a rough estimate, the French bases added about eleven per cent to the effective strength of the U-boat fleet, an important addition in a time of shortage. On 5 July, the new base at Lorient was declared officially ready and the next day Klt Lemp – who had gained dubious fame for sinking Athenia on the first day of the war – brought U-30 into harbour, the first of hundreds to come. That month the first Italian submarines appeared in the Atlantic approaches to Gibraltar.

The surge of German power to the Atlantic littoral in the spring of 1940 changed the whole nature of the war at sea. From bases in France, Belgium, Holland and Norway, German forces, especially air power, made the English Channel and shipping routes along the east coast of Britain almost untenable – thus the essential traffic into the port of London was forced to move at night. This meant that many of Britain’s key ports, such as London and Southampton, were soon closed to overseas traffic, which upset the whole careful pre-war planning for port and railway use, and the distribution of longshoremen and offloading equipment. By the late summer it was clear that only western ports, like Liverpool and the Clyde, were capable of receiving oceanic shipping. Railway timetables, manpower, cargo handling equipment and all the myriad things associated with Britain’s import and export business had to be re-adjusted. This took time, and it is estimated that this process alone probably accounted for the greatest drop in British imports over the period. The Luftwaffe was also active in attacking British ports, which in turn helped to reduce handling capacity, occasioned delays in handling ships, reduced the carrying capacity of the fleet and resulted in losses of cargoes. All of this had little to do with the Kriegsmarine, and the U-boats in particular.

The loss of France also presented Britain with the threat of immediate invasion across the narrow straits at Dover, drawing the Royal Navy close to home on anti-invasion duty and stripping convoys of protection. Gone, too, was the large and very capable French fleet, which, during the first nine months of the war, provided about half of the escorts in the South Western Approaches. Convoys crossing the Biscay were now more important than ever at a time when the numbers of escorts fell sharply. The arrival of the entire disposable strength of the tiny Royal Canadian Navy, four of the fleet’s six modern destroyers, in early June was a welcome addition and a portent of much greater help to come, but it was scarcely enough. Even air protection for convoys all but vanished, as Coastal Command shifted its priority to home defence.

The long-term solution to this problem was the surge of emer-gency wartime escort construction in the offing: by spring 1940 nearly 300 small destroyers, sloops and corvettes were building in British, Canadian and French yards. HMS Gladiolus, the first of 269 corvettes that would carry much of the burden of the war against the U-boats, was still undergoing trials in April 1940; by the end of the year seventy-seven were in commission. These hastily built ‘whale catchers’ were designed primarily for inshore auxiliary work, including ASW, but they had the range and sea-keeping ability to roam the Atlantic. They also filled in numbers to augment the core of escorts provided by the more complex – and numerically smaller – programmes of sloops and Hunt class destroyer escorts.

The Canadians, too, were building auxiliary warships frantically by the summer of 1940. By late 1940, the RCN had over a hundred on the stocks, seventy of these corvettes. To man them the Canadians needed to double the size of the navy, adding over 7,000 officers and men. As late as November 1940 none of these men had even been enlisted, the schools and depots required to train them had not yet been built, and in most cases the necessary land had not even been acquired. As the Chief of the Canadian Naval Staff commented to his British counterpart, on the matter of rapid wartime expansion, the RCN was ‘making bricks without straw’. The ships and men would be there when they were needed most, but it would be some time before they reached an acceptable standard of efficiency.

The need to find a large number of escort vessels quickly in the high summer of 1940 drove the British to request the sale or lease of destroyers from the United States. On 1 September, an agreement was signed handing over fifty aged ‘four-stack’ destroyers in exchange for base leases in the British Caribbean. This was the famous ‘destroyers for bases’ deal, the ‘fifty ships that saved the world’. The first eight of these First World War vintage destroyers arrived in Halifax, Canada, within a week, with the first five arriving in the UK by 26 September. In the end, six were formally transferred to the RCN, and the Canadians manned two others. Most of the balance of the fifty ships were in Britain by the end of the year. Much-needed refits and the fitting of modern equipment delayed their introduction into service, however, until the crisis of 1940 was largely past. Thus, although it is hyperbole to suggest that these ‘ships saved the world’, the Town class – as the RN dubbed them – did yeoman service for the next two years.

In the meantime, while the RN drew its force home, while the ex-American destroyers were being acquired and before all the new construction could arrive, the Germans enjoyed some of their most dramatic successes of the war. Dönitz knew in the summer of 1940 that he was being presented with a unique opportunity to deal Britain a knock-out blow, but he also knew that he had too few U-boats to actually do it – even if their torpedoes had been reliable. In fact, Dönitz was unable to persuade his superiors in 1939 and early 1940 that a crash programme of massive U-boat construction was needed. By early 1940, even the modest plan for twenty-five new U-boats per month was falling behind, as easy German victories on the continent suggested that Britain, too, would succumb. Dönitz was not convinced that the British would ever quit, and appealed for a substantial increase in the U-boat programme. ‘The build-up of a powerful U-boat arm,’ Dönitz wrote in his memoirs, ‘simply failed, then, to take place. Our policy in this respect conferred enormous advantages on our British adversaries and they could not understand our decision.’ As it turned out, the German emergency U-boat construction programmes did not begin until 1941 – much too late.

The deployment of twenty-six Italian submarines to the North Atlantic in late summer provided a welcome increase – at least until the Germans discovered that their allies were ill-suited in design, equipment, training, doctrine and temperament to the Atlantic campaign. And so, while the surface fleet patched-up the damage from the Norwegian campaign, Dönitz took advantage of his new French bases to resume operations against British convoys.

The fall of France forced the British to re-route all shipping through the North Western Approaches, using the North Channel between Ireland and Scotland as the main thoroughfare. By mid-August Dönitz had concentrated nine U-boats in the area bounded by the Hebrides, Faeroes, Ireland and the tiny pinnacle of Rockall. The use of Norwegian bases also allowed him to deploy the short-ranged Type II 250-ton U-boats into the inshore approaches to the North Channel, where these tiny submarines enjoyed considerable success. Packed as they were into the focal point of all British trade, the U-boats had little problem finding shipping. Independently routed vessels still abounded, while individual submariners were able to launch successful attacks against convoys moving virtually without naval or air escorts – which were concentrated in the south because of the invasion threat. Through August and September, as the Battle of Britain was being fought, skilled and daring U-boat captains, like Prien, Schepke, Kretschmer and Lemp, prowled offshore, attacking as targets presented themselves, sinking indep-endents and convoyed shipping in equal measure (about twenty-five of each per month), while Dönitz tried to mount pack attacks on fleeting targets during their brief transit of the danger zone.

Finally, in late September, the Germans were able to put it all together. On 20 September, Günther Prien, down to one torpedo and deployed into the mid-Atlantic to provide weather reports in support of the Luftwaffe during the Battle of Britain, intercepted HX 72 while it was still well to the west. Five U-boats were ordered to intercept, and they arrived just as the convoy’s ocean escort, the AMC Jervis Bay, departed. The first to arrive, Otto Kretschmer in U-99, found the convoy before the anti-submarine escort joined, and sank one ship and damaged two – which he and Prien finished off the next day. The arrival of the four-ship escort proved totally incapable of stopping Schepke from slipping unseen into the convoy and sinking seven ships in the night. Bleichrodt in U-48 sank two others, bringing the toll to twelve of the forty-one ships in HX 72.

Worse followed in October when two inbound convoys were intercepted well to the west and packs were able to form around them. The first to suffer was SC 7, one of a new series of slow transatlantic convoys begun from Canada in mid-August to include ships in the seven-and-a-half to eight knot range. For the next two years these slow and often unruly convoys were the easy targets in the Atlantic war. Bleichrodt in U-48 intercepted SC 7 on 16 October north-west of Rockall, reported it, and then attacked and sank two ships before being driven off by a long-range air patrol the next day – a novel and disturbing experience to occur that far out to sea. By then a pack had been deployed across SC 7’s path east of Rockall and the convoy stumbled into it the next night. The three escorts were no match for what followed, as the cream of the U-boat fleet nearly annihilated the convoy in a single wild night of action. Kretschmer in U-99 sank six and disabled a seventh, U-101 sank three and disabled two more, U-123 sank two and hit two others, U-38 hit one, U-48 sank two, and U-46 sank two. Kretschmer’s log for 19 September captures some of the chaos:



00:15. Three destroyers approach the ship [which U-99 has just torpedoed] and search the area in line abreast. I make off at full speed to the south-west and again make contact with the convoy. Torpedoes from other boats are constantly heard exploding. The destroyers do not know how to help and occupy themselves by constantly firing star shells, which are of little effect in the bright moonlight. I now start to attack the convoy from astern.



Even the Germans found it difficult to determine who actually sank what and when. When it was over, U-99, U-101 and U-123 had fired all their torpedoes, and twenty ships were gone from SC 7: the single largest loss of any convoy during the war to U-boat attack, and the most in a single night of furious battle.

The next day, the U-boats from the battle around SC 7 and some who failed to make the interception turned their attention to HX 79. This one, too, had been first located by Prien 200 miles west of Rockall, with the aid of the German radio interception service, B-Dienst. U-28, U-38, U-46, U-48 and U-100 made contact just as the anti-submarine escort of the outward-bound convoy OB 229 joined HX 79 to take it home. On this occasion the escort was large: two destroyers, four corvettes, one minesweeper, three trawlers and a submarine. But this inexperienced and ad hoc group were up against Prien, Schepke, Bleichrodt and a new ace in U-46, Endrass. They poured uninhibited through the escort screen, sinking twelve ships in another night of carnage. All the U-boats engaged exhausted their torpedoes on the convoy and were forced to return to base to reload. What they would have been capable of had the magnetic pistols worked we can only guess.

In three devastating attacks – on HX 72, SC 7 and HX 79 – in barely a month the Germans had sent forty-three ships to the bottom of the ocean, only slightly fewer than the average of sinkings by U-boats over the previous four months inflicted on just three convoys. Not surprisingly, these halcyon days were remembered for the seeming invincibility of the U-boats, with the period of July to October being dubbed the ‘Happy Time’ by those who lived to recall it. For the Germans, the ineffectiveness of the convoys’ escorts seemed inexplicable, especially the strong one around HX 79. Small escorts saved U-boats from prolonged pursuits to be sure, but the depth charges seemed woefully inadequate and the escorts themselves were unable to erect a successful screen around the convoys at night. In part the problem was that many of the escorts were operating at the limit of their endurance in conditions they were never designed for. The practice of taking outbound convoys to a dispersal point and then picking up inbound convoys worked close to shore. But as the dispersal point moved westwards to cover the increasing range of U-boat attacks, many short-ranged ships were unable to stay with the inbound convoys. In addition, the new corvettes, designed as inshore jacks of all trades with short fore-castles and in some cases auxiliary minesweeping gear aboard, were poorly suited to oceanic operations, and lacked the accommodation needed for long voyages. Only air power, increasingly oppresive inshore by autumn 1940 as Coastal Command began to shift back into the Atlantic following the British victory in the Battle of Britain in September and the ebbing of the invasion threat, had an impact on German operations. In particular, the long patrol times and ranges of Sunderland flying boats, their heavy bomb loads and tenacious pursuit of contacts made the immediate approaches to the North Channel untenable for the Germans by October.

Both sides learned valuable lessons from the battles around SC 7 and HX 79. The British now understood that their escort forces needed to be properly organised and dramatically increased in size. Now that the threat of invasion had declined, many of the destroyers held in southern ports were reassigned to convoy escort duty in the North Atlantic, a powerful accretion of strength in the battle against the U-boats. In addition, it was clear that permanent escort groups needed to be established, with proper leadership and training in both convoy defence and ASW. Moreover, radar for small escorts was a priority. A search radar was already being fitted to Coastal Command aircraft, and so a set small enough for escorts – the ASV Mk I – was made available. Introduced into the RN as the type 286, the metric wavelength radar began to enter service in early 1941. Although the antenna for the 286 was fixed to the masthead and was therefore not trainable, and its 1.5-metre wavelength made it difficult to detect small targets like submarines, this first escort radar soon made a significant difference in the Atlantic war. In the meantime, improved illuminants, eventually named ‘snow-flakes’, were being developed to turn night into day during convoy battles. The routing of convoys was also shifted further north, to move them away from the French bases.

While the RN scrambled to get its escort system in order, the air force did much to shape the development of the war at sea during the latter stages of 1940. Airborne radar, the type ASV Mk I, was in production by the autumn of 1940, as was the much improved Mk II set with increased ranges (up to twenty miles at 2000 feet) and better discrimination of targets on the sea. Many of the obsolete Anson aircraft that made up the bulk of Coastal Command had been replaced by the American Hudson bomber, a modern aircraft with a 350-mile operational range, by 1940, and once freed of anti-invasion duty they made the inshore untenable for U-boats. Further out seaward – out to some 600 miles – the lumbering Sunderlands plied their trade. They carried the modified naval depth charge, a powerful explosive much feared by German submariners and delivered with considerable determination by Coastal Com-mand aircrew. Following the attacks on SC 7 and HX 79, Coastal Command concentrated much of its flying in direct support of convoy movements, harrying U-boats, clearing the lanes and helping the ships avoid the enemy. In the end, it was effective air patrols that by November had pushed the U-boats well out to sea, and therefore complicated the Germans’ search and attack problems.

The Germans, too, learned lessons from their autumn campaign against convoys in the near approaches to the North Channel. The pack attacks on convoys confirmed the wisdom of that strategy and Dönitz worked to refine the operational concept in the autumn of 1940. Prien’s example of shadowing convoys provided the model for the shadowing U-boat. This was normally the first to gain contact, and its job now became to provide contact reports every hour to Befehlshaber der U-boot (BdU), the U-boat headquarters, who would then co-ordinate the deployment of the pack (taking over formally from the earlier attempts to use a tactical commander at sea). The Germans understood that this routine and rather extensive radio traffic was susceptible to interception and being plotted by ‘direction finding’ (DF), but it was a risk well worth the benefits. U-boats were already required to broadcast a noon position report and to signal reports of any contacts, as well as weather reports on demand. These could all be DF’ed by British shore stations anyway. The Germans did not believe that it was possible to miniaturise DF equipment for shipboard use.

With the formalisation of Wolf Pack tactics in late 1940, BdU became the controlling authority, operating its fleet of submarines by the long tether of radio communications. Patrol lines were deployed on the basis of the latest intelligence, often provided by Germany’s radio interception service, the B-Dienst, which until June of 1943 read the British convoy cypher routinely and plotted the routes of many convoys. Once a U-boat made contact, its shadowing reports – and, as requested, medium-frequency homing beacons of the type used for normal commercial navigation – were used to move other U-boats into position. Once the pack had assembled and permission was granted to attack, the leash was slipped and each ‘Sea Wolf’ was on its own. After attacks were made, packs were usually reformed against the same convoy or put onto the trail of another by BdU.

Thus were the foundations of the great battles of the Atlantic war in 1941-1943 laid. What followed over the winter of 1940-41 was a sharp decline in the effectiveness of the U-boat fleet, a dramatic increase in the effectiveness of British countermeasures, and the last gasp of the German surface threat in the Atlantic. The latter began in October, when the pocket battleship Admiral Scheer slipped into the Atlantic. The first the British learned of this was when Captain Fogarty Fegen, RN, of the old liner Jervis Bay, acting as sole ocean escort to HX 84, signalled that he was under attack. HX 84 scattered while the Jervis Bay charged headlong at Scheer. The AMC was reduced to a battered and sinking wreck before she even got within range of her guns. But that bought HX 84 time to disperse and Scheer had to settle for only six of the convoy’s thirty-eight ships. Fegen was awarded a posthumous VC. HX 84 re-assembled as it approached Britain and received excellent support from Coastal Command, including help from a radar-equipped Sunderland, which used its ASV Mk I set to locate one of the U-boats trying to establish contact – the first airborne radar contact with a U-boat.

Not all U-boats were prevented from attacking convoys. Schepke, in U-100, found SC 11 and sank seven ships all on his own in late November. But as a rule, the U-boats were unable to locate convoys far enough westward to mount an attack before the ships moved in under excellent air cover. The German U-boat history records the period from November to January as the lowest point in the war, with the smallest number of U-boats at sea (only eight in January) and few interceptions. In fact they got one in December, HX 90, which was attacked west of Ireland on the night of 1-2 December, after the ocean escort had left and before the A/S escort arrived. During that unopposed night of ‘battle’ nine ships were hit, three of which sank immediately. An attack the next day by the Italian sub Argo – before the escort arrived – failed, following which the escort then drove off the Italian Tarantini. While Kretschmer and others trolled in the wake of HX 90 sinking disabled ships, U-94 penetrated the screen in daylight on 2 December and sank two more, bringing the final tally to eleven ships.

The ineffectiveness of the Italian submarines Argo and Tarantini in the battle for HX 90 was, for Dönitz, simply confirmation that they were not up to the rigours of the Atlantic war. Much of this he already knew when the Italians arrived at the Biscay bases in the late summer, and for that reason he had deployed them further to seaward, well beyond range of British aerial reconnaissance, as additional ‘eyes’. In this they also proved a dismal failure. ‘Not on one single occasion,’ Dönitz wrote of their mid-ocean patrols in October and November 1940, ‘did the Italians succeed in bringing their German allies into contact with the enemy.’ They fared no better in early 1941 and were eventually reassigned to distant operations where they enjoyed considerable success.

In fact, the battle for HX 90 was an anomaly. Most of the losses during this period along the northern routes consisted of a steady drain from attacks by lone submariners or from convoys attacked just beyond the limit of their ASW escort. Throughout much of December action shifted south, to the South Atlantic convoy routes where other forces could assist in the attack. One of these was Kampf Geschwader 40 (KG.40) of the Luftwaffe, which operated the FW 200 Condor, four-engine, very long-range (VLR) maritime patrol bombers from bases in France. Although slow and vulnerable, the Condor could range into the Atlantic as far as Iceland and carry four 250-kilogram bombs. They had already proven their potential in the Atlantic by bombing the Canadian Pacific liner Empress of Britain on 26 October, just seventy miles west of Donegal. She survived the bombing only to be sunk by U-32 two days later. At over 42,000 tons, the Empress of Britain was the largest troopship lost during the war. The other addition to the German assault in late 1940 was the heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper, which slipped into the Atlantic unseen in mid-December in an attempt to locate HX convoys. Unable to make contact south of Iceland, Hipper shifted into the mid-ocean where, on Christmas Day 1940, she stumbled onto the Middle East troop convoy WS 5A. The convoy was heavily defended by three cruisers and the old aircraft carrier Furious. The strength of the escort proved a nasty shock to Hipper’s captain, who was driven off easily and took refuge for the moment in Brest – the first major German warship to do so.

As things turned out, more large raiders were on the way and so was some promised air support. In early January 1941, Dönitz obtained operational control over KG.40 and its Condors, and set them to work looking for convoys west of Britain. The idea was that the aircraft would locate the convoys and draw the U-boats in. Early efforts were not successful. Aerial navigation was, compared to that of ships, poor at best, and the aircraft could not shadow convoys discretely nor for long. Usually the U-boats homed the Condors to the convoys. That’s what happened on 8 February 1941, when U-37 sighted the home bound HG 53 off the southern tip of Portugal – well outside the area where German aircraft had so far operated. U-37 attacked that night, sinking two ships, and then homed six Condors onto the convoy the next day. Their bombing attacks sank a further five ships. Meanwhile, Admiral Hipper, which was once again at sea, this time near the Azores, was diverted to intercept HG 53. She managed to find only a straggler and then was dispatched on the basis of a radio intercept to attack SL(S) 64, a slow convoy making its way home from Sierra Leone and still without an escort. Hipper came upon the convoy on 12 February, and sent seven of its nineteen ships to the bottom.

Operations against HG 53 and SL(S) 64 marked the first – and in the broad Atlantic the only – time that combined surface, subsurface and air forces operated against convoys. But that was not for want of trying. At the end of January, under the cover of the long northern winter nights, the battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau sailed for the Atlantic. The RN’s Home Fleet, alerted to their departure, sortied to intercept them. The British cruiser Niad made fleeting contact north of Iceland on 28 January, but the Germans slipped away, avoiding the British fleet by only a few miles, and steamed through the darkness of the Denmark Strait and into the Atlantic on 4 February. Four days later they were in contact with HX 106, escorted by the old battleship Ramillies whose presence was enough to turn them away. A two-month chase throughout the central North Atlantic followed, as Admiral Gunther Lutjens, in command of the German task force, disrupted convoy routes, sank independents and stragglers, and played cat and mouse with British patrols.

Meanwhile, KG.40 increased the range and tempo of its recon-naissance of the mid-ocean, flying circuits from France out into the Atlantic, then to Norway, where they refuelled. These efforts resulted in the only serious convoy battles of the winter since HX 90 in early December, when aircraft located the outward bound OB 288 on 23 February 1941 near the Faeroes. The Condors attacked, damaging two ships, and then the first U-boats to arrive sank three on the first night. Now deep into the Atlantic and without anti-submarine escort, the convoy scattered the next day allowing five U-boats and an Italian submarine to each sink a ship, bringing the final tally to ten. OB 289, also headed into the Atlantic and now without escort, was located and attacked. U-552’s efforts were completely foiled by torpedo failures, but U-97 managed to sink three and damage a fourth. A more infamous fate awaited OB 290, which was located by Prien in U-47 on 25 February. This convoy was routed well to the south of the U-boat concentration that attacked OB 288 and OB 289, which made it impossible for the U-boats to redeploy in time. So, while others were called to the scene, Prien attacked repeatedly and sank two ships. No other U-boats ever made contact with OB 290, but KG.40 did. Six Condors attacked the convoy to the west of Ireland during 26 February, sending seven ships to the bottom with bombs: the greatest single success achieved by German aircraft in the main Atlantic campaign.

The success of the Condor attack on OB 290 well out to sea, the depredations of the U-boat concentration between Britain and Iceland, and the simultaneous cruise of two battlecruisers along the convoy routes made February and March 1941 one of the most complex and anxious periods of the war for the British. Finding the two phantom capital ships required great resources and a measure of luck: the British just missed them repeatedly. Lutjens, for his part, understood that his primary task was to pull the lion’s tail, not sink shipping, and he did that job superbly. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau slipped into Brest harbour at the end of March to a hero’s welcome. The last-minute redeployment of British forces from the north to the Biscay to intercept them facilitated the successful passage of Scheer and Hipper through the British blockade and back to Germany for refits. It was magnificently orchestrated, the high point of the Atlantic war for the Kriegsmarine’s capital ships. The British, stunned by the German success, swore that they would not let it happen again.

But the Germans did not have it all to their own liking in the Atlantic in early 1941. In fact, the tide in the U-boat war was about to turn markedly in Britain’s favour – and not just because the fairer spring weather and longer days eased their task, although these were always crucial factors in the Atlantic war. In early February 1941, Western Approaches Command, which was responsible for trade defence and anti-submarine warfare, was moved to Liverpool and steps were taken to consolidate all aspects of the anti-U-boat war under it. This included not only training establishments, which had been working on the U-boat menace intensely since the previous summer, but beginning in mid-April operational control over Coastal Command as well. As part of this initiative, at the end of February the British Chiefs of Staff approved a major transfer of resources into the Atlantic campaign, including six squadrons of Hudson patrol aircraft and more escort vessels, and hastened airfield construction and the delivery of the American Catalina flying boats. And finally, efforts were stepped up to open an advanced refuelling base for escorts in Iceland, and base Coastal Command aircraft there. When Icelandic facilities – little more than a relay point at this stage for naval vessels – were ready in April, it was possible to extend the range of anti-submarine escort of convoys out to thirty-five degrees west, covering the area south of Iceland where U-boats attacked unescorted shipping.

[image: images]

The cruises of the Admiral Scheer, Admiral Hipper, Scharnhorst, and Gneisenau, January-May 1941.



By early 1941 the Americans were also increasingly involved in the war. The signing of the lend-lease agreement between Britain and the US, which became law on 1 March 1941, ensured that Britain would receive what she needed to fight: from now on whatever she could not afford would simply be ‘leased’. To make sure the supplies arrived safely, the US became an active ‘neutral’ in the Allied cause during 1941. It began in April with the extension of America’s self-declared ‘Security Zone’ from sixty degrees west to twenty-six degrees west, including all of Iceland. American naval and air forces were now to patrol actively within this zone, supported from bases recently leased in Newfoundland and – by mid-year – Iceland as well. The idea was to secure the western Atlantic and free British forces to deal with the German threat in the so-called ‘War Zone’ of the eastern Atlantic.

While it took time for all these measures to come fully into place, it was clear by late winter 1941 that the British intended to tackle the problem of the North Atlantic. On 6 March, Prime Minister Churchill publicly declared British resolve. ‘We must take the offensive against the U-boat and the Focke-Wulf wherever and whenever we can,’ Churchill proclaimed. ‘The U-boat at sea must be hunted, the U-boat in the building-yard or the dock must be bombed. The Focke-Wulf… must be attacked in the air and in their nests…’ Having persevered through six months of aerial assault, Churchill now declared that the Battle of Britain was over, but that ‘the Battle of the Atlantic has begun’. The memorable phrase, intended for a discrete phase of the war at sea, quickly came to encompass the whole Atlantic war.

Churchill soon had much to crow about. On the very day his ‘Battle of the Atlantic Directive’ was issued, Günther Prien made contact with OB 293 200 miles south-east of Iceland. The first two U-boats called to the scene had some modest success, but were counter-attacked mercilessly by the escort of two destroyers and two corvettes acting as a well-oiled team. Kretschmer in U-99 narrowly escaped, but U-70 succumbed after three hours and over 100 depth charges. Prien stayed in contact and when, on 8 March, he moved in to attack, U-47 was sighted on the surface, driven down and depth charged for four hours. U-47 then surfaced briefly, so close to the destroyer Wolverine that she could not fire at the sub, before diving again. Wolverine surged in and delivered one final depth charge attack, which resulted in the most spectacular underwater U-boat destruction of the war – a rending explosion which produced a bright orange glow deep in the sea, which some witnesses claim pierced the surface with flame. No one escaped from Prien’s U-boat: the Germans were so shocked that they waited until the end of May to announce his death.

On 15 March Lemp, now in command of a new U-boat, U-110, sighted HX 122 300 miles north-west of Scotland and called in a pack which included the Aces Kretschmer and Schepke. The escort, under the able leadership of Commander Donald Macintyre, RN, who would earn a reputation as one of the best escort commanders of the war, consisted of three destroyers and three corvettes. Like the group that had just killed Prien, Macintyre’s group knew what they were doing. Schepke in U-100 was the first to attack, and initially the U-boats had it all their way. Kretschmer attacked on 16 March, sinking six ships in his first encounter and leaving the scene bathed in flames from stricken tankers and the escort’s desperate illumination flares. Using this artificial light, Macintyre ordered his own destroyer, Walker, to sweep outside the convoy hoping to catch the next U-boat sliding in; it happened to be Schepke. U-100 crash-dived just as the first depth charges from Walker exploded around it. The destroyer lost contact in the disturbance that followed, while Schepke regained control of his boat and brought it to surface and slipped away. He had not gone very far when the destroyer Vanoc obtained a contact on her new type 286 radar – a first in the Atlantic war – found U-100 and rammed it, crushing Schepke against the periscope as the destroyer rode over the U-boat. Only six men were saved.

Meanwhile, at about the same time Macintyre was rewarded in his search around HX 122 by a contact with another U-boat that just happened to be U-99. A single six-charge pattern drove Kretschmer’s U-boat down to nearly 700 feet – well beyond its designed maximum depth – before he was able to stop it and surface amid a hail of fire from Walker. One valiant signalman was able to send ‘We are sinking’ from U-99, which stopped the firing and allowed all but an engineer to be rescued. Among the survivors was Otto Kretschmer who, before U-99 sank, calmly signalled BdU, ‘Two destroyers – depth charges – 50,000 tons sunk – Kretschmer.’ A British officer who later interrogated the quiet, mild-mannered and well-educated young U-boat captain observed, ‘I sincerely hoped that there were not too many more like him’. Kretschmer spent the rest of the war in Canada and later rose to flag rank in the West German navy, serving alongside his erstwhile enemies.

The loss of their three top U-boat aces in barely a week was a shattering blow to Dönitz and his fleet, and there was fear that the British had introduced some miraculous new sensor or weapon. The remaining U-boats were redeployed well south of Iceland, and for all practical purposes out of the convoy lanes, until well into April. To some extent Dönitz’s fears were justified. Vanoc’s attack on U-100 was the result of a search radar having been fitted to a small ship, something new, which would ultimately prove to be a decisive weapon in the Atlantic war. But training, able leadership, permanent escort groups, new radio telephones (which allowed rapid voice communications within the escorts group), improved air support, the switch from a five charge pattern to a ten charge pattern for depth charge attacks – in fact a welter of little things, not the least of which was audacity and a certain lack of respect for British escorts – all contributed to the death of the Aces in March 1941. The first ‘Happy Time’ was indeed over and, as Churchill observed, the Battle of the Atlantic had really begun.
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