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         Welcome

         As World War II raged across the Russian steppes, in Africa and especially in the skies over Europe, elite German and Soviet forces fought a bitter battle in an isolated northern corner of Europe. Here, the battle was for control of the ice-free port of Murmansk, where the Soviet Union received convoy after convoy loaded with British and American tanks, guns, fuel, small arms, food and aircraft.

          
      

         Supplies from the Allied convoys kept the Soviet Union alive at a critical time during the early stages of the war, and Hitler therefore tried every means to stop the convoys. At the beginning of the campaign against the Soviet Union, he hoped to capture Murmansk and thus weaken his arch-enemy. Later, when he realised that fighting in the barren, mountainous terrain of the north was unwinnable, he set his sights on destroying the convoys. The Luftwaffe and U-boats attacked the Allied sailors throughout the perpetual daylight of polar summer, while crushing ice and raging storms threatened during the dark winter months.

          
      

         For the men aboard the Arctic convoys, the voyages were dreaded, and it was with good reason that the crews dubbed them “suicide convoys”. If they fell overboard in a storm, a quick death awaited them in the icy sea, and if the ships’ holds, filled with fuel and ammunition, were hit by a torpedo or a bomb, everything exploded in a sea of flames.

          
      

         The Arctic convoy trips and the fighting on the Northern Front challenged some of the war’s toughest men. Read their stories here.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Convoys to save Soviet Union
      

         

         
            When the Nazi war machine roared across the borders of the Soviet Union on 22nd June 1941, Britain and the US immediately offered to help the Soviets. The Red Army needed everything – from boots to tanks – so a few months after the invasion, sailors began to ship huge quantities of supplies to the Soviet Union.
      

            By Stine Overbye
      

         

         It came as a shock when Hitler’s war machine of up to 3.5 million troops, supported by aircraft and some 3,000 tanks, pushed across the 3,000-kilometre Soviet border from Finland in the north to the Black Sea in the south on 22nd June 1941, and surged forwards. Joseph Stalin may have known the invasion was coming but he’d hoped the 1939 non-aggression pact with Hitler would hold a little longer, at least until the Soviet Union was better equipped to defend itself. The exhausted Soviet soldiers therefore became cannon fodder, and the inhabitants of the Soviet Union were left bewildered by the fact that the two allies had gone from living in what amounted to a marriage of convenience to becoming mortal enemies overnight.

         It wasn’t just the Soviets who were horrified. In London, the British government feared the consequences of the Nazi attack on the East. The Soviet economy was already strained, vast agricultural areas had been occupied, the population was starving, and the Red Army lacked everything from food and boots to weapons, planes and tanks.

         Presumably, Stalin would be forced to surrender within weeks, with disastrous consequences for the course of the war. If the Soviets did capitulate, the Nazis would not only be able to transfer all their forces to the Western Front, they would also have access to vast quantities of raw materials that could make the Third Reich virtually invincible. “We have only to kick in the door and the whole rotten structure will come crashing down,” Hitler had proclaimed of the Soviet superpower.

         With Führer Directive No. 21 – Operation Barbarossa – of 18th December 1940, the Nazis had begun preparations to “crush Soviet Russia in a quick campaign”. The Nazi leaders had optimistically reckoned it would take six weeks to overrun the Soviet Union and defeat the Red Army. In one fell swoop, Hitler would wipe out Communism and destroy the last obstacle standing between him and his total domination of Europe.

         Now the day had come when deafening thunder from German guns shattered the peace in the Soviet Union. In the soft moonlight, at 03.15, Nazi forces had begun to storm swiftly and devastatingly across the border in the largest military operation in history. Screeching machine-gun salvoes spread death. In the sky, German bombers swarmed, raining their cargo of bombs over the unprepared Soviet forces.

          
      

         Churchill promised to help Stalin

         Without hesitation, on the day of the invasion, Prime Minister Winston Churchill reached out to the Soviets and, in a radio address on the BBC, offered all the help the British could muster. Churchill had hitherto been one of the Communists’ fiercest opponents, but in the face of the German offensive, old grudges had to be forgotten. Following the thinking that ‘one’s enemy’s enemies are one’s friends’, the Prime Minister promised immediate assistance to Stalin and the Soviet people.

         “No one has been a more consistent opponent of Communism than I have for the last 25 years. I will unsay no word that I have spoken about it; but all this fades away before the spectacle which is now unfolded. The past, with its crimes, its follies and its tragedies, flashes away. I see the Russian soldiers standing on the threshold of their native land, guarding the fields which their fathers have tilled from time immemorial … But now I have to declare the decision of His Majesty’s Government … we must speak out now, at once, without a day’s delay … Any man or state who fights against Nazism, will have our aid. Any man or state who marches with Hitler is our foe … That is our policy and that is our declaration. It follows, therefore, that we shall give whatever help we can to Russia and the Russian people. We shall appeal to all our friends and Allies in every part of the world to take the same course and to pursue it as we shall, faithfully and steadfastly to the end,” the prime minister guaranteed.

         In a memorandum to the Admiralty in London, Winston Churchill explained the rationale for helping. “The advantage we should reap if the Russians could keep in the field and go on with the war, at any rate until the winter closes in, is measureless. As long as they go on, it does not matter so much where the front lies … [W]e must make sacrifices and take risks … to maintain their morale,” Churchill stressed to the Royal Navy’s top administrative brass.

          
      

         USA joins relief effort

         Although at that point the USA wasn’t involved in the war, the US government decided to back the British relief effort a few weeks after the invasion. On 28th July 1941, Harry Hopkins, one of President Franklin D Roosevelt’s closest advisers, flew from Britain to the Soviet port of Arkhangelsk, and from there to Moscow to meet Stalin in person.

         “I told Mr Stalin that the question of aid to the Soviet Union was divided into two parts. First, what would Russia most require that the United States could deliver immediately and, second, what would be Russia’s requirements on the basis of a long war? Stalin listed in the first category the immediate need of, first, anti-aircraft guns of medium calibre, of from 20 to 37 mm, together with ammunition.

         “Second, he asked for large size machine guns for the defence of his cities. Third, he said he heard there were many rifles available in the United States … He stated that he needed one million or more such rifles … In the second category, namely, the supplies needed for a long-range war, he mentioned first high-octane aviation gasoline, second, aluminium for the construction of airplanes,” Hopkins said of his meeting with the Soviet dictator.

         Later, Stalin added another essential to the list: steel and armour for tanks. On both the Soviet and German sides, tank losses were massive, but the Nazis would be able to manufacture far more tanks during the winter than his own people, the Communist leader noted.

         When Hopkins asked Stalin how the aid convoys could best reach the Soviet Union, he pointed to the route through the Arctic Circle to Arkhangelsk in north-western Russia. There, Stalin explained, the port could be kept open all winter by an icebreaker, so supply ships could dock at any time. He added that the port of Murmansk was also a possibility, because it was ice-free all year round.

         By 1940, the Germans had occupied Norway and gained access to its ports and airfields. It was therefore vital that the convoys stayed a long and safe distance from the Norwegian coast, where the Nazis stood guard, ready to destroy enemy ships at sea and from the air. Transporting supplies into the Soviet Union from the south was completely out of the question, because the Nazis controlled large parts of North Africa and the Mediterranean.

         However, the Arctic transport route was riddled with dangers that could turn a routine voyage into a journey towards death in a split second. During summer, it was light 24 hours a day, which meant the enemy could easily track the convoys. In the darkness of winter, it would be easy to blend in with the surroundings – but the pitch black, the storms, the frightening sea, with its treacherous icebergs, and the brutal cold, with temperatures dropping to around minus 50º Celsius, would be a huge challenge.

         After a series of unofficial and official negotiations, a joint British-American delegation led by the British minister of supply, Lord Beaverbrook, and Roosevelt’s special envoy, the diplomat William Averell Harriman, went to Moscow in late September 1941 to sign a supply agreement with Stalin. At the meeting, Lord Beaverbrook enumerated the long list of items that the Allies in the West would be able to supply immediately. It included medicines, brand new fighter planes, rubber, jeeps, tanks, small warships, food, field telephones and up to 400,000 pairs of boots a month.

         “Are you pleased?” Lord Beaverbrook asked afterwards, looking inquiringly at Stalin, who for some minutes had been unusually silent. Joseph Stalin nodded and, for once, smiled graciously.

         Another of the meeting’s participants, the Soviet ambassador to the United States, Maksim Litvinov, could not manage to contain his enthusiasm. “Now we shall win the war!” he cheered, jumping up from the negotiating table in delight.

         In a letter to Stalin, Churchill subsequently stressed that Britain was striving to set the flow of supplies in motion immediately. He further assured the Communist leader that, “We … have never thought of payment.”

         The British prime minister wrote, “Any assistance we can give you would better be upon the same basis of comradeship as the American Lend-Lease Bill, of which no formal account is kept in money.”

         President Roosevelt was of the same opinion. He telegraphed a message to Stalin on 30th October 1941 to say that deliveries up to a value of one billion dollars would be financed interest-free by the Lend-Lease Act. This legislation, which Congress had approved in March 1941, made it possible to sell, barter, borrow and lease supplies and military equipment to countries whose defence the president considered vital to US security.

          
      

         Commander gave initials to convoys

         Responsibility for directing and organising the flow of aid to the Soviet Union fell to Lieutenant Commander Philip Quellyn Roberts of the British Admiralty. As the newly appointed planning officer, he had to build up a vast administrative system to manage all the details of the convoys that would carry the supplies safely by sea.

         Roberts had a great many things to deal with: cargo, freighters, crews, port facilities, fuel, departures, arrivals... Everything had to be planned quickly, and Roberts also had to provide escorts to protect the vulnerable cargo ships on their way to the Soviet Union. The main task of the escorts was to track attacking submarines, but in some cases the convoys also needed a long-range escort consisting of a group of sea-going warships. These vessels were not to follow the convoy itself, but to remain in the area through which the convoy was to pass, ready to respond to attacks from German warships.

         In the Admiralty, Captain Roberts was referred to as PQ. These initials would eventually become the identifying letters of the Arctic convoys. The fleets of ships heading for the Soviet Union were christened PQ, while the convoys sailing in the opposite direction were referred to as QP. Each convoy was also given a number indicating where it came chronologically.

          
      

         Seafarers were given a cool reception

         On 21st August 1941 – two months after German forces invaded the Soviet Union – the first of the Arctic convoys, the Dervish, set sail. The convoy consisted of six cargo ships from different nations and had nine warships for protection. As with most of the convoys that followed, the vessels gathered at Hvalfjörður, north of Reykjavík in Iceland. With this as their starting point, ships from the United States could avoid Great Britain.

         Carrying 15 Hawker Hurricane fighters, 1,500 army boots and 10,000 tonnes of rubber, the convoy set off for Arkhangelsk. The voyage went smoothly, and on 31st August 1941, the ships arrived at their destination without suffering a single casualty.

         “It was dark for most of the time and we saw no action for the whole round voyage. German intelligence seemed to have fallen down for once,” noted Ken Allen, a sailor on the British freighter New Westminster City.

         If the crew had been looking forward to a warm welcome in the Soviet Union, they were sadly disappointed – according to Ken Allen, the reception in the cold north was at least as chilly as the weather.

         “Despite us taking war supplies to Russia, at that time in the war there was very little cooperation from the Russians. We were to dock in Arkhangelsk but arriving off the quay there were no boatmen to take our ropes … [A]rmed guards stopped [our crewmembers] because we did not have shore passes. Eventually officials came down and a few passes were issued but when the gangway was down the passes were collected and we were not allowed ashore for several days,” said a disappointed Allen.

         The sailors had to do the unloading themselves, but when they started to empty one of the holds of timber, they got a helping hand from an unexpected quarter: a group of women suddenly appeared and made sure the wood was stacked up on land. Later, just like the outward trip, the return trip went smoothly. The weather was fine and the Germans were conspicuous by their absence – all in all, the convoy was blessed with what can best be described as beginner’s luck, given the disasters that were to follow.

         “The Germans didn’t wake up to what we were doing,” recalled radio operator Eric Alley, who served on one of the convoy’s destroyers.

          
      

         Arctic Ocean sparkled with beauty

         The first convoy to be named after Philip Quellyn Roberts’s initials was PQ 1, which set out from Iceland on 29th September 1941. The convoy consisted of 11 cargo ships loaded with raw materials in addition to 20 tanks and 193 Hurricane aircraft packed in crates. This voyage also went smoothly.

         “There was no real threat from the enemy at this stage of the war, which was fortunate really, as it was summer in the north and we had 24 hours of daylight, apart from the odd patch of fog in the Barents Sea. It was an unusual experience to go on watch at midnight until 04.00 and to have the sun still shining,” said John Squires of the British destroyer HMS Impulsive. The seaman was thrilled both by the camaraderie of the convoy and by the glimpses of overwhelming beauty the sailors experienced as they made their way through the polar landscape.

         “These were the times during long days and nights, on convoy runs, when the ships companies’ talents came to light, such as model making, embroidery, sketching, rug making, you mention it. To avoid the enemy, we had to sail into the Greenland Sea between Bear Island and Spitsbergen, and those Arctic waters are notorious for fog and it can be very scary in dense fog surrounded by many ships, straining one’s eyes in case another ship got too close. But on a moonlit night, the north can be quite pleasant. I remember one night, it was very misty and moonlight, and around the ship’s bow was a white crescent, just like a miniature rainbow but pure white. Also, there was the beautiful spectacle (sometimes) of the northern lights, Aurora-Borealis. They are huge ribbons of fabulous colours, dancing and flickering against the black of the night, and as we approached our destination, we sailed through the sea of pack ice. Some of the ice flow had the odd seal or two on them who, I thought, looked at us reproachfully for disturbing their peace.”

          
      

         Teeth chattered on coffee cups

         Convoys PQ 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 sailed in the autumn and early winter of 1941, all without losing a single ship. But during the winter, in particular, the sailors certainly didn’t have it easy. Icy waves frequently washed over the deck and froze the second the water hit the ship. To prevent the heavy ice adding so much weight to one side of the ship that it capsized, the crew had to constantly knock it off the decks and railings. When the men took a short break to fortify themselves with a mug of scalding coffee in the cold, their teeth chattered audibly against the cup and the enamel of their teeth was in danger of shattering.

         John Douglas-Hiley, who served on the minesweeper Bramble in the escort that accompanied PQ 2, remembered the extreme cold that chilled him to the marrow on the last part of the voyage to Arkhangelsk – a cold that was apparently not considered to be anything out of the ordinary by the locals:

         “While waiting to enter the Dvina River for passage to Arkhangelsk itself, we were met by a small Russian icebreaker tug. Although it was only late September, we were all ‘rugged up’ with thick clothing – two pairs of socks and a pair of oiled wool sea-boot stockings under leather sea-boots. The Russian Engineer Officer of the tug, a young woman, came on deck to look at us. She wore a short-sleeved shirt, trousers and ordinary shoes and stood there for some time without a goose-pimple showing. We were amazed and impressed.”

          
      

         Torpedo hit first destroyer

         PQ 6 was the first convoy to run into problems, but they were manageable. In December 1941, four German destroyers attempted to engage the convoy’s escort, but after a brief exchange of fire, the Germans withdrew. As planned, the convoy reached Arkhangelsk on 20th December. However, several ships in the convoy froze and were forced to overwinter there, leading to subsequent convoys being directed to Murmansk, where the port was ice-free all year.

         Convoy PQ 8 got a chilling taste of just how deadly the icy waters were in early 1942. North-east of Kola Bay, near the entrance to Murmansk port, the destroyer Matabele was suddenly torpedoed by a German submarine on the evening of 17th January. The torpedo burst through the iron hull of the ship, which exploded in an inferno of flames. A pillar of fire roared up more than 200 metres into the black sky and the survivors on the burning wreck had no choice but to jump into the freezing sea. Just two minutes after the attack, the remains of the shattered Matabele sank beneath the waves.

         When the minesweeper Harrier arrived immediately afterwards, ready to rescue the shipwrecked sailors, the crew was greeted by a horrifying sight: dead bodies wearing life jackets were floating all over the foaming surface of the sea. Only two of the Matabele’s 238 crew members escaped freezing to death in the tragedy, which made one thing terrifyingly clear: anyone who ended up in the Arctic waves had only seconds to make peace with God before perishing.

         Death could take many forms in the convoys that travelled through one of the coldest seas on the planet, a place that was nicknamed The Devil’s Ballroom by the sailors of the time. And had the seamen thought that with the loss of Matabele they had seen the worst, they were soon to be painfully enlightened. A long nightmare of unimaginable horror had only just begun – dangers lurked everywhere on the perilous voyage that Winston Churchill would rightly describe as “the worst journey in the world”.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Blitzkrieg in Arctic
      

         

         
            Just 100 “ludicrous” kilometres stood between elite German forces and control of Murmansk in the Soviet Union in 1941. Although the distance was short, the war in the Arctic would be brutal. Plagues of mosquitoes and perpetual daylight wore on Nazi morale as Soviet soldiers mounted a desperate defence.
      

            By Stine Overbye
      

         

         The Führer jabbed his index finger down on the map of Murmansk rolled out on the table before him. The important port city lay on the Barents Sea coast, 200 kilometres north of the Arctic Circle. Warm seawater from the Gulf Stream kept the Murmansk harbour ice-free all year round, the Soviet Union’s only northern port where that was the case. For Adolf Hitler, capturing the city was vital in order to block the military supplies from the US and Britain that he foresaw pouring into the Soviet Union to help the war effort.

         At Hitler’s side at the April 1941 meeting was Eduard Dietl, commander of Mountain Corps Norway, who the previous year had taken part in the bloody battles for Narvik in Norway. On paper, Dietl’s task looked simple: the Germans would capture Murmansk from the north by means of a giant pincer manoeuvre through the Arctic wasteland. The operation would also enable the Nazis to gain control of the railway linking the port city to the rest of the Soviet Union in the south. From his position in Norway, Dietl would lead one part of the campaign, Operation Platinum Fox, which would first secure the militarily important nickel mines at Kolosjoki in the Petsamo region of northern Finland. The advance would then continue towards Murmansk, where Dietl’s Mountain Corps would surround and destroy the Soviet 14th Army.
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