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Introduction


The annals of World War II resound with names like Pearl Harbor, Dunkirk, Bastogne, Midway, Stalingrad, Berlin, Iwo Jima, and many others in a geography that defined the story of the battle between the Allied and the Axis Powers. And yet, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill knew better than anyone that the Battle of the Atlantic was to be the dominating factor from the beginning of the war in September 1939 until Germany was defeated in May 1945.


It was Churchill who christened history’s longest and most complicated naval battle the Battle of the Atlantic. While Europe nervously waited through the Phoney War, the Battle of the Atlantic was where the naval contest actually got underway. Allies and Axis alike saw their lives end in watery graves, as more than 75,000 Allied seamen and 18,000 U-boat crew members died during the campaign, which began on the first day of World War II and ended on the last day of the global conflict that forever altered history.


More than 2,000 merchant ships sank, and 70% of Germany’s submarines met their demise in the Atlantic. Thousands of ships engaged in over 100 convoy battles and as many as 1,000 encounters between single ships across 3,000 square miles of the Atlantic Ocean. As Churchill noted, had the Atlantic not emerged as a success for the Allies, the invasion of Normandy and the landings in Europe would have been doomed.


After declaring war against Nazi Germany on September 3, 1939, the Allies began the blockade of Germany. In retaliation, the Nazis launched a counter-blockade. Throughout the war, victory would shift from one side to the other as the Atlantic witnessed its most volatile martial engagement ever.


The Germans were intent on blockading Europe to the point of complete capitulation, and they were counting on their U-boats to make it happen. In addition to the U-boats, the Germans had other warships of the Kriegsmarine or Navy, as well as the powerful Luftwaffe providing support from the air. They also had submarines of the Italian Royal Navy after Italy entered the war on the side of Germany on June 10, 1940. The Allies would eventually include the British, Canadian, and American navies, along with merchant shipping. The Allied merchant ships that were crossing the Atlantic did so in convoys, escorted by destroyers and corvettes. It fell to the British and Canadian ships and airplanes to guard the convoys which were heading to Great Britain and the Soviet Union from North America. American ships and planes joined in the convoys on September 13, 1941, almost three months before the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.


Great Britain’s dependence on imported goods made the nation vulnerable. To be able to fight, the British needed over a million tons of imported material a week; it was up to the Allies to keep Britain supplied, while it was the goal of Germany and its Axis partners to bring a halt to the shipping on its way to Great Britain. Knowing that the eventual intention of the Allied control of the Atlantic was the invasion of mainland Europe, Germany was determined to prevent the Allies from building up supplies and equipment in Great Britain.


The U-boats sank almost a half a million tons of the precious Allied shipping that ended up at the bottom of the North Atlantic. German battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau managed to either destroy or capture 22 ships for a total of 115,600 tons of shipping in two months alone. The Bismarck, newly built and reputed to be the most powerful of the German warships, was poised to turn its attention to the transatlantic convoys that had already endured U-boats as well as land-based bombers.


While the French remained in the war, they were able to join with their British allies to maintain a long-range blockade that was fairly effective. This initial phase of the Battle for the Atlantic, which began in the fall of 1939, was dealt a severe blow when, against all expectations of the Allies, France fell to the German invaders. Great Britain, which had lost its ally, also suffered from losses that the Germans had inflicted upon its naval forces as the British retreated from Norway and evacuated from Dunkirk. Because the Nazis were able to prevent the British from using the direct route from the Mediterranean Sea to the Suez Canal, British ships were obliged to travel around the Cape of Good Hope, a much longer route. The cargo-carrying capacity of the British merchant marine was cut nearly in half at a time when Germany had acquired naval and air bases on the coast of the Atlantic, putting the Nazis in place to deliver even more devastating attacks upon the shipping.


Germany, buoyed by its easy conquest of Western Europe, was confident that it would be no great difficulty to attack British trade on the waters and force Great Britain out of the war. Their early success with U-boat attacks bore out this optimism. But somehow, the joined forces of Germany’s U-boats, air, and surface forces were not able to drive the British to surrender. Luck seemed to hold with the British as the Canadian naval and air forces were able to support a transatlantic convoy system by May 1941.


The United States, still not an active partner in the war, was able to provide a form of support through its Lend-Lease program which took effect in 1940. In exchange for 50 American World War I destroyers, Great Britain gave the United States 99-year leases for bases in Bermuda and various places in the Caribbean as well as Newfoundland.

