














Also by Andrew Williams


NON-FICTION


The Battle of the Atlantic


D-Day to Berlin




THE
INTERROGATOR


ANDREW WILLIAMS


[image: Image]


www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2009 by John Murray (Publishers)
An Hachette UK Company


© Andrew Williams 2009


The right of Andrew Williams to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978-1-84854-257-0
Book ISBN 978-0-7195-2381-6


John Murray (Publishers)
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.johnmurray.co.uk




For my parents




CONTENTS


PROLOGUE


PART ONE


March 1941


April 1941


May 1941


June 1941


PART TWO


July 1941


August 1941


September 1941


PART THREE


Historical Note on Codes


Note on Sources







PROLOGUE


Do not rescue people and take them along.
Do not worry about lifeboats . . . concern yourself
only with your own boat and the effort to achieve
the next success as quickly as possible. We must
be hard in this war.


Standing Operational Order
No. 154, Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote, Admiral
Karl Dönitz




2210 GMT
HMS Culloden
16 September 1940
55°20N, 22°30W


At nightfall the rhythm of the storm quickened and by the middle of the first watch the sea was surging knee-high across the quarterdeck. Sharp plumes of spray swept along the ship’s sides into the darkness astern as she cut the top of one wave and raced to the bottom of the next. Douglas Lindsay – the Culloden’s first lieutenant – stepped into the shelter of the gun platform and hoisted himself clear of the tide foaming white towards him. He had made his way through the ship from bridge to quarterdeck and everything was secure, the life-lines rigged and the watch as vigilant as it could be on such a night. It was North Atlantic foul, and yet he was glad of the excuse to be on the upper deck, salt spray stinging his face and hands. On the bridge, the atmosphere was thick with failure, the captain restless and ill tempered.


Bent almost double, he stepped out from beneath the canopy on the port side into the wind. Spray rattled against his oilskins and he reached for a lifeline to steady himself. It whipped from his grasp. At the same moment he heard a noise above the storm that was quite foreign. It was a deep hollow boom like the sound of a heavy door slamming in a cathedral cloister. The ship shuddered and heeled violently, pitching Lindsay forward on to his hands and knees. Thin blue smoke was rising from the starboard side below the funnel, ragged chunks of steel falling through it like a fountain. The wireless mast, the bridge and fo’c’sle were toppling to starboard and above the wail of the Atlantic Lindsay could hear the screech of grinding metal. Someone at his shoulder was moaning, ‘Please God no, please.’ Then it was over, over in a terrifying, bewildering instant. The entire forepart of the ship had gone and with it close to two hundred men.


Through the spray and smoke, Lindsay could see the for’ard section drifting away, the dark outline of stem and bow uppermost, the bridge and most of the mess deck beneath the waves. A torpedo had torn the ship in two and men he knew well were struggling below against a dark torrent. He could see them there, a savage kaleidoscope of images, but he could do nothing to help them.


A seaman pushed roughly past, forcing him to look away. The deck trembled beneath his feet as the wreck of the stern pitched awkwardly, tumbling from wave to wave. Then a torch light flashed across his face.


‘Thank God, sir . . .’ The junior engineer, Jones, sounded close to tears. ‘The captain’s . . .’ but his words were lost to the wind.


Lindsay ordered a headcount beneath the quarterdeck canopy. There were twenty-five seamen – the depth-charge party, the after-gun crew, engineer and stokers shivering in only their oily singlets and trousers.


‘They’ll miss us, sir,’ one of them chattered, ‘the other escorts, they’ll miss us soon, won’t they?.’


‘Yes,’ he said with as much conviction as he could manage. But their convoy and its escort ships were seven miles to the east and steaming away. The waves were twice the height of an ordinary house, rolling out of the darkness, their crests breaking into straggly white spindrift. The wreck was without power, the wireless and the lifeboats gone. Their best, their only hope was to cling to its heaving deck for as long as they were able. ‘My first command,’ and he almost laughed out loud.


Lindsay was twenty-four years old – tall, slim, with straw-blond hair, light-blue eyes, a soft voice and the faintest of Scottish accents. Before the war, he had considered a career in the quiet smoke-filled rooms of the Foreign Office. It might have suited him well – he was clever, articulate, close by disposition – but he had joined the volunteer reserve – the gentleman’s navy. Many times in the last two years he had reflected ruefully on this choice – diplomats never died in war.


Shoulders hunched, spray driving hard against his face, he staggered as far for’ard with the engineer, Jones, as he dared. A little more than a third of the ship had gone, ripped apart at the break of the fo’c’sle. The sea was pounding the flat steel bulkhead of Number Two boiler room.


‘It won’t hold for long,’ shouted Jones. As if to prove his point a huge wave thundered against it, forcing them to cower at the foot of the funnel, eyes stinging, salt spiking their throats.


Lindsay tugged at Jones’s arm and pointed back along the deck. There was a rumble and seconds later a crack as a star shell burst over the sea to starboard and began to fall slowly back. Half a dozen seamen were gathered about the anti-aircraft gun, their faces turned intently upwards like Baptists at a Sabbath prayer meeting.


Chief Petty Officer Hyde was in command: ‘No flares, sir, just twenty star shells.’


Lindsay glanced at his watch and was surprised to see that twenty minutes had passed since the explosion and it was almost half past ten. How long would the boiler room bulkhead hold? An hour, perhaps two, no more than two. ‘One shell every six minutes, Chief.’


Hyde’s face wrinkled in concentration as he counted: ‘Two hours. Yes, sir.’


They made their way down dark companionways and passages, unfamiliar in the torchlight, intensely close, shuddering and bucking. The wreck’s movement was sickening below and their mouths dry with fear that the bulkhead would collapse and catch them there.


‘There’s about three feet of water,’ said Jones, his torch flashing about the boiler room. ‘We’re too late here. We’ll have to shore up the engine room.’ The atmosphere was thick with hot choking fumes and the sea rang in the boiler room like a temple bell. They stepped back through the watertight door and Lindsay watched as Jones and the stokers struggled in anxious silence to position a timber brace against the bulkhead. Wide-eyed, white, they flickered in and out of the torchlight like figures in an old film.


‘It won’t last long when the boiler room floods,’ shouted Jones, the strain evident in his voice.


‘You’ve done well,’ said Lindsay with studied calm. They all needed some reassurance, some hope.


He left the engineer and returned to the quarterdeck where a second work party was trying to hoist depth charges over the side. They were stacked in racks at the stern, a score or more of them, enough high explosive to scatter the wreck across the Atlantic. Another star shell burst on the starboard side casting a restless splinter of light. Number nine – it was almost eleven o’clock. The stokers were back on the upper deck, shivering uncontrollably, singlets clinging wet beneath their life jackets. None of them would survive longer than half an hour in the water, not at this latitude, even in September. He was on the point of ordering them below to search for clothes when there was a muffled shout from the lookout on the gun platform above. Jones raced up the ladder and was back in an instant: ‘Flashing light to starboard, sir, perhaps two miles distance.’ He was breathless with hope.


‘Very good. Let’s fire another then and quick about it,’ said Lindsay as calmly as he could.


It was further twenty minutes before they could be sure, but as she pitched and rolled out of the darkness the seamen on the quarterdeck began to cheer. She was the dumpy little corvette HMS Rosemary from their escort group; there was no mistaking her open bridge and the sweep of her bow. Her Aldis lamp blinked madly at them.


‘Signal from Rosemary, sir. She wants to get a line across to us and rig a bosun’s chair.’


The wreck shuddered as a wave pounded against its makeshift bow, sending another drenching sheet of spray racing along the sides.


‘Let’s make sure we’re ready to receive it, Chief,’ shouted Lindsay.


The Rosemary turned to run on a parallel course and was lifted to the crest of a wave until she towered above them, her screws racing clear of the ocean. She was rolling unhappily, struggling to edge close enough to fire a line, the sea an unbridgeable broken white between them, the restless length of a rugby pitch. One pass, a second and then a third, and Lindsay knew it was impossible. Grim faces, sagging shoulders, the seamen about him were of the same mind. And at that moment, as if possessed by a contrary spirit, the wreck pitched forward with a vicious jolt, the sea sweeping along the deck to meet them.


‘She’s going,’ shouted Jones desperately. No one needed to be told. Instead of rising with the next wave the Culloden was settling at a sickening angle, the sea boiling about its funnel.


‘Signal to Rosemary, preparing to abandon ship,’ shouted Lindsay. But the Rosemary was already hanging scramble nets down her sides.


Everyone was at the quarterdeck rail. To Lindsay’s right was one of the stokers, eyes glazed, expression fixed, careless with the cold. It was too late to do anything for him.


‘The Rosemary’s standing by.’ He spoke as if to strangers, empty and distant. ‘Stay with the Carley rafts and she will find you. Good luck.’ And then, from somewhere, words he never thought he would hear, let alone have to say: ‘Abandon ship.’


A few feet below him, the sea was surging white up the side, in constant terrifying motion. ‘Go. Go now,’ and with a great effort of will he stepped forward. The shock of the cold water left him breathless. He was struggling to keep his head clear, gasping, panicking. Swept to the crest of a wave, he could see the grey side of the corvette two hundred yards away and, close by, a Carley raft with men hanging round its sides. Heart pounding, he struck out towards it and welcoming hands pulled him in and on to a rope. At that moment, the wreck gave a deep groan and as the raft swung about he saw its stern rise from the sea to hang there, its screws glinting darkly.


‘Swim, swim.’


They were too close. It would drag them under. There was a frenzy of splashing and the raft raced forward. Then with a blinding yellow-white flash, the sea lifted in a huge dome beneath them. Confused, only half-conscious, Lindsay let go of the raft. His eyes were stinging, his arms heavy as if he were swimming in treacle. The wreck had gone and the sea was on fire, shrouded in choking black smoke. A dark shape floated close by and he reached out to touch it. It half turned, a body, face burnt black, features unrecognisable, and he could taste its sickly smell. Through the smoke he glimpsed another seaman waving frantically. He was lost between waves for a moment but reappeared only feet away. His face was oily black and almost all his hair had gone.


‘Where’s the Rosemary?’ Lindsay shouted, but the sailor was too frantic to listen or care. After a few seconds his head slumped forward on to his life vest. Lindsay tried to support him, to keep his mouth and nose clear of the water, but he felt weak and cold to his very core. ‘I’m going to die,’ he thought, and was surprised by how little it concerned him. He could see himself drifting on, pushed from wave to wave, held upright in the Atlantic by his life jacket, and he wondered if he had the strength to take it off.


And then someone was pulling at his arm and shouting, ‘Give me your fucking hand.’ More hands were pulling at him, lifting him up and over the side. And the last thing he remembered was his cheek against cold steel.







PART ONE







MARCH 1941


In the spring our U-boat war will begin at sea, and they will notice that we have not been sleeping . . . the year 1941 will be, I am convinced, the historical year of a great European New Order.


Adolf Hitler Speech at Berlin Sports Hall 1941
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The Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre
The Citadel
London


Mary Henderson woke to a splitting headache, her sheets damp with condensation and every muscle in her body stiff. It was morning but the room was as black as the grave. She lay there listening to the rumble of sleep. The Admiralty had squeezed three bunk beds – six women – into a narrow concrete corridor with no windows and no ventilation. Could it have been worse on a slaver? Mary wondered. Fumbling for her torch, she dived beneath the bedclothes and shone the light on the face of her watch. Seven o’clock. No time for breakfast – a small sacrifice – the canteen cooks boiled and battered the taste from everything they touched.


One of the bunks creaked threateningly. Mary surfaced, grabbed the bag at the bottom of her bed and swung her legs into the darkness. The bolt on the bathroom door slid into place with a satisfying clunk. She turned reluctantly to the mirror. Her sandy-green eyes were red-rimmed and weepy. Two days without sunlight had cast an unhealthy shadow on her white, even skin and her thick black shoulder-length hair fell in unruly curls about her face. Her girlfriends told her that she should make more effort with her appearance; she was pretty and, at twenty-six, too young for sensible shoes and badly cut tweed. Perhaps it was acceptable in the university libraries she used to frequent, but naval officers preferred a little glamour. Mary knew her friends were wrong. A spring frock from the collection at Adèle’s might turn a head or two above ground but it would do nothing for her authority in the subterranean world of the Citadel.


Huge, featureless, it was a cruel brown block of concrete just a stone’s throw from Trafalgar Square, Whitehall and Downing Street. The Citadel was a little like a submarine with its squat tower on the Mall and its deck stretching aft to Horse Guards Parade, and rather like a submarine, it was larger below the surface than above. Mary had visited her uncle at the House of Commons the autumn before and he was the first to mention it to her. Hitler’s bombers were pounding London by day and night and it had struck her as strange that a small army of workmen was busy throwing up a new building when so many were in need of repair. In the time it had taken to complete, she had abandoned her academic post at an Oxford college to become part of its secret life. Workmen were still crashing about the upper floors and there was the sharp smell of wet concrete in the corridors but the Navy’s Operational Intelligence Centre had moved into its new home next to the Admiralty


By the time she felt presentable enough to leave the ladies’ room it was almost half past seven. A couple of cross-looking Wrens were shivering in their dressing gowns in the dimly lit corridor. She gave them her sweetest smile. Room 41 was in the bowels of the building, down drab cream stairs and corridors, past the convoy wall-plot, the signals girls in Room 29 and the watch-keepers in 30. At its blue door, she paused to catch her breath, then turned the handle and stepped quickly inside.


‘Good morning, Dr Henderson’ – it was the duty officer, Lieutenant Freddie Wilmot. He liked to tease her with her academic title. ‘Sleep well?’


‘No.’


Wilmot frowned and shook his head in mock sympathy: ‘Sorry to hear that but then I didn’t sleep at all.’


‘You’ll be off duty in an hour – you’ll be able to breathe again.’


Heavy pools of smoke swirled beneath the droplights like winter smog. The atmosphere was always impossibly thick in the Tracking Room. Everyone smoked – everyone but Mary. It had the stale smell of a room that was never empty. With the smoke, the half-light and the clatter of typewriters, at first her head had throbbed continually. But she was used to it now and perversely it helped to induce a strange, exhilarating mental clarity.


Mary Henderson was the first woman to be given a senior role in Naval Intelligence. Her crustier male colleagues had grumbled that the Submarine Tracking Room was no place for a ‘female’, an Oxford archaeologist. In her first weeks, they had made her feel as useful as a village bumpkin press-ganged into service on a man-of-war. What with the shrugs and snatched conversations, she had floundered in a sea of acronyms and potent initials: ‘Put DDOD (H) on the distribution list’; ‘don’t forget DNOR and please be sure to ring the SOI. to FOS’. It seemed like a ritual designed to confuse the interloper in the clubhouse. She found it easier to nod and pretend, then secretly search the Citadel’s telephone directory for clues. Her head of section, Rodger Winn, caught her with one on her knee, like a naughty schoolgirl with a crib sheet in an examination. But Winn was an outsider too, a clever lawyer with a twisted back and a limp. The Navy would have classified him as ‘unfit’ in peacetime but now the heavy duty of tracking the enemy’s submarines in the Atlantic rested on his awkward shoulders.


Winn took Mary’s education upon himself. Calling her into his office, he roughed out the structure of the Naval Intelligence Division on a blackboard. ‘At the top, the Director or DNI, that’s Admiral Godfrey in Room 39, entrance behind the statue of Captain Cook on the Mall. Under the Director, nineteen sections dealing with everything from the security of our own codes to propaganda and prisoners of war.’ For more than an hour, he shuffled back and forth in front of the board, presenting the facts with the austere clarity of a High Court barrister. ‘We’ll only win the war at sea if we win it here in the Citadel first,’ he told her.


The Citadel was the heartbeat of the Division, where threads from fifteen different sources – enemy signals, agents in the field, photographic reconnaissance – were carefully gathered. A thousand ships had been lost in 1940 and with them food, fuel, steel and ore. The country was under siege. The Germans held the coast from Norway to the Pyrenees and were busy establishing new bases for their U-boats. ‘They’re playing merry hell with our convoys. If we can’t stop them, they’ll cut our lifeline west to America and the Empire and we’ll lose the war.’ Winn was not a man to gild the lily.


Mary settled behind her desk and lifted a thick bundle of signals and reports from her in-tray. The first flimsy was from HMS Wanderer in the North Atlantic. At 0212 the destroyer had registered a ‘strong contact’ with a submerged submarine on her echo detector. Two hours later and fifteen miles to the west, HMS Vanoc reported another. Was it the same U-boat on a north-westerly course? Perhaps the enemy was preparing a fresh pack attack on convoys south of Iceland. A timely warning would save ships and lives. Mary’s task was to pursue the German U-boat as mercilessly on paper as a destroyer might at sea. It was careful work that called for a trained mind and the memory of an elephant. My sort of work, she thought with the self-conscious pride of a novice.


A few feet from her, Wilmot was dictating the night’s ‘headlines’ to a typist and at the far end of the room, the plotters were clucking around a wall chart of the British coast. Room 41 was long and narrow, bursting with map tables and filing cabinets, too small for the fifteen people who would be weaving up and down it within the hour. It resembled a shabby newspaper office with its rows of plain wooden desks covered in copy paper, black Bakelite phones and typewriters. The main Atlantic plot was laid out on a large table in the centre of the room: a crazy collage of cardboard arrows, pinheads and crisscrossed cotton threads. At times the enemy’s U-boats could be tracked with painful certainty – a distress call from a lone merchant ship or a convoy under attack – but at other times the plot was marked with what the section called ‘Winn’s Guess’.


‘Good morning to all. A quiet night I hope?’


Rodger Winn had shuffled through the doorway, peaked cap in one hand, brown leather briefcase in the other. He blinked owlishly at the room for a moment, then began to struggle out of his service coat. The well-tailored uniform beneath was embroidered with the swirling gold sleeve-hoops of a commander in the volunteer reserve. He was in his late thirties, short, stocky, with powerful, restless shoulders, twinkling eyes and a good-humoured smile. Wilmot stepped forward with his clipboard to hover at his elbow: ‘Good news, Rodger – Berlin has confirmed the loss of the U-100.’


‘I heard that on the BBC,’ replied Winn brusquely.


Mary bent a little closer to the signals on her desk in an effort to disguise an embarrassingly broad smirk.


‘It’s the only good news. I was trying to spare you the rest.’


‘Don’t.’


Wilmot led Winn to the plot and began to take him through the night’s business. A tanker and three freighters had been sunk in the North Atlantic and four more ships damaged. ‘But here the news is worse.’ Wilmot’s hand swept south across the table to a cluster of pinheads off the coast of West Africa. ‘Homebound convoy from Sierra Leone – SL.68. Six more ships sunk – three of them tankers – that’s twelve ships in three days.’


Winn groaned and reached inside his jacket for his cigarettes. He shook one from the packet and lit it with a snap of his lighter: ‘Any idea how many U-boats they’ve sent into African waters?’


‘Perhaps three,’ said Wilmot with a doubtful shrug of his shoulders. ‘A French source in the naval dockyard at Lorient thinks one of them is the U-112. The crew was issued with warm-weather clothes.’


Winn half turned from the plot to blink over his glasses at Mary: ‘Dr Henderson, what do we have in the index?’


Mary reached up to a small box on top of the battered filing cabinet beside her desk. She flicked through it, found the 112’s file card and handed it to Winn.


‘Kapitän zur See Jürgen Mohr: a very capable commander,’ he grunted. ‘What’s our source – can you check?’ He paused to remove a thread of tobacco from his lip. ‘The most senior U-boat officer still at sea. The darling of the newsreels. They’ve credited him with twenty five of our ships – perhaps after last night’s attacks, a few more.’


Winn handed Mary the card: ‘You’ll need to update this.’


He turned back to lean over the plot, resting his weight on his hands. He had suffered from Polio as a boy and found it uncomfortable to stand unsupported for long. The pile of signals and reports on Mary’s desk seemed to have mysteriously grown. She would have to work her way through it before the midday conference.


‘He’s winning, Mary. Winning.’


She looked up in surprise. Winn was gazing intently at a small portrait photograph on the wall above the plot table. It was of a thin, severe-looking man who sat primly upright, hands held tightly in front of him. He was wearing the rings and star of a German admiral and the Ritterkreuz – the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross – hung at his throat. It was the face of the enemy, their particular enemy, the commander of the German U-boat arm:Karl Dönitz.


‘Always a step ahead of us.’ Winn drew heavily on the last of his cigarette, then squeezed it into an ashtray at the edge of the plot. ‘A step ahead.’


Mary did not speak to Winn again that morning but she was conscious of his presence at the plot. He shuffled out of his office three, perhaps four times, to stand beside it, stroking his cheek thoughtfully, cigarette burning between his fingers. After an unpleasant lunch in the Admiralty canteen, she returned to her desk to find a note from him in her in-tray.


An interrogator from Section 11 visiting tomorrow at 1100. He says he has something for us. Talk to him.


Mary groaned and glanced resentfully at Winn’s office but he was out. She pushed the note away. Who was this interrogator and what was so important that he could not send in a report like the rest of his Section?
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MI5 Holding Centre
Camp 020
Ham Common
London


There was a sharp grating noise on the flagstones and the interrogator’s head bobbed out of the light. He had lost patience. On the other side of the desk Helmut Lange hunched his shoulders. His right knee was trembling and his mouth was sticky dry. This time the blow drove him to the floor, a crushing tide of pain breaking through his body. The room was hot with confused, brilliant light. Something was dripping on to the stone in front of him.


‘Get up. Get up.’


The words seemed to echo down a long tunnel. Then someone grabbed his arm tightly, pulling him to his feet.


‘I know you’re a spy, Leutnant Lange. Help me and you will help yourself.’ Lange could feel the interrogator’s breath on his cheek, smoky stale. He was an elderly man, softly spoken and with strangely sympathetic eyes, an army officer of some kind. His German was thickly accented. There were two more soldiers in the room, younger, harder.


‘I’m a navy journalist,’ Lange croaked, ‘I’ve told you. It was my first war patrol.’ His lips were salty with blood.


‘The U-500 was going to land you in Scotland. Who were you to contact?’


Lange tried to shake his head. Shapes swirled before his eyes: highly polished shoes, well-creased trousers – someone was wearing gloves – crimson spots, there were drops of blood on his prison overalls. He felt guilty about the blood.


‘You speak English,’ said the interrogator.


‘A little,’ groaned Lange.


‘And you’ve been trained to use a wireless transmitter.’


‘No.’


‘You’re not the first, Herr Lange. We were expecting you. Another of Major Ritter’s men. You were trained in Hamburg?’ There was a note of quiet menace in the interrogator’s voice.


‘I was writing a feature piece,’ said Lange. ‘Why won’t you believe me? Please, please ask the crew. Ask the commander, he’ll tell you.’


‘You’re a fool not a hero, Herr Lange, and we’re losing patience with you.’ The interrogator paused, then added in almost a whisper: ‘If you won’t co-operate we’ll take you to Cell Fourteen. The mortuary is opposite Cell Fourteen.’


Lange knew he couldn’t stand any more, but how could he make them believe him? He had been in the room for hours, the same questions over and over, questions he could not answer. He knew nothing of U-boats or spies. It had been his first war patrol.


And then he was on his knees again, gasping for air, a deep throbbing pain in his side. He was going to be sick. One of the other men was shouting at him now: ‘Cell Fourteen, Lange, Cell Fourteen . . . oh Christ he’s . . .’


There was a bitter taste of bile in Lange’s mouth. He retched again. His knees felt wet. The interrogator said something in English he could not understand. Then shadows began to move across the floor.


The door opened and he heard the sharp click of leather-soled shoes. Were they taking him to Cell Fourteen? He felt dizzy and he was shaking. There was a murmur in the room, his interrogator’s voice raised sharply above the rest. They were arguing. Lange caught no more of their conversation than his name. It was important not to speak or move. He felt so tired, tired enough to fall asleep there on the floor.


For a moment, he thought he had been struck again. The room was full of painful light. But a soft voice he did not recognise said in perfect German,‘You can get up now, Herr Leutnant.’


He was suddenly conscious that he was kneeling in a pool of vomit. There were five men in the room and they were all looking at him. He felt no better than a dog, broken and humiliated. He lifted a trembling hand to his swollen face. One of his eyes had closed.


‘Let me help you.’ It was the same calm, reassuring voice and instead of khaki this man was wearing the blue uniform of a naval officer. Lange began to cry quiet tears of shame. The naval officer reached down and hoisted him up on to unsteady legs.


‘My name is Lieutenant Lindsay. I want you to come with me.’


Confused, Lange followed him out of the interrogation room and slowly, head bowed, along a dark corridor with cell doors to left and right. Footfalls echoed behind them and his heart beat faster. Perhaps it was a trick and they were going to drag him back. But at the end of the corridor, a guard opened the steel security gate and Lindsay led him down a short flight of steps into the rain. He stood in front of the cell block, cool drops falling gently on his face. Smoky London rain, he could taste it, smell it. To his right there was a large yellow-brick Victorian villa; opposite, a collection of Nissan huts and the perimeter wire. A wooden screen had been built a few yards beyond it to shield the camp from passers-by.


‘Where is this place?’


‘Do you smoke?’ Lieutenant Lindsay offered him a silver cigarette case. Lange tried to take one but his hand was still shaking uncontrollably. ‘Here.’ Lindsay held a cigarette to his lips. The smoke made him giddy, numbing the pain in his face and sides.


Lindsay waved to a large black official-looking car that was parked in front of the house. It moved forward at once and a few seconds later pulled up in front of the cell block. The soldier behind the wheel stepped smartly out and opened the rear doors. Lange shuffled across the red leather seat, his trousers clinging unpleasantly to his knees.


‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered, conscious of the sickly-sweet smell.


The heater was on and the air was hot and stale. An opaque glass screen separated them from the driver and blinds were pulled down over the rear windows. It looked and felt like a funeral car. The engine turned again. Lange glanced across at the British officer sitting impassively beside him, and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He wanted to say, ‘Thank you, thank you for saving me,’ but the tight anxiety of the last four days was draining from him and his head began to nod forwards. He was just conscious of stammering, ‘Where are we going?’ but if there was an answer he did not hear it.
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Room 41
The Citadel
London


It was a little after eleven and Mary Henderson had just begun to hack her way through a report from the Admiralty’s technical branch when a shadow fell across her desk. She raised her eyes to its edge, to the doeskin sleeves and gold hoops of a reserve lieutenant.


‘This is Dr Henderson.’ Rodger Winn was standing at his side. ‘Mary, I would like you to meet one of our colleagues from Section 11.’


The interrogator; she had forgotten all about him. She pushed her chair back and looked up at a curiously striking face, thin, with prominent cheek-bones and a nose that looked as if it had been broken on the rugby field. The lieutenant was at least six feet tall, upright, with wavy fair hair, youthful but for the dark shadows about his blue eyes.


‘Douglas Lindsay.’ He held her hand firmly in his for a moment.


Winn was fiddling impatiently with one of the pencils on Mary’s desk, clearly itching to extricate himself: ‘Lindsay’s going to take you through some of the things he’s wrung from the crew of the U-500. One of the prisoners – the engineer – claims they can dive deeper than we thought possible – below six hundred and fifty feet.’


Without waiting for a reply, Winn turned back to his little glass office, leaving Lindsay standing awkwardly at Mary’s desk.


‘I don’t suppose Rodger offered you tea?’


‘No but no thank you.’


She watched him struggle like an ungainly spider into a chair that was uncomfortably close to the desk. Glancing up in some confusion, he caught her smile.


‘You’re enjoying my discomfort, Dr Henderson,’ he said in mock outrage, delivered with a twinkle in the primmest of prim west-of-Scotland accents. ‘I’m glad to have been of some service.’


She laughed: ‘Great service. Rodger seems impressed with your report.’


‘It’s not Rodger I need to impress,’ he said with a weak smile. ‘Our own submarine people refuse to believe us and if they don’t, the Admiralty staff certainly won’t.’ He held her gaze for an uncomfortable, unblinking moment, then glanced down at his hands: ‘Perhaps you’re wondering why the Navy bothers with interrogators if it doesn’t trust them to distinguish fact from fiction. I’ve asked myself the question every day for the last four months.’


‘My brother works for Section 11 too.’


‘Henderson?’ Lindsay shook his head a little: ‘How foolish of me – Lieutenant-Commander Henderson.’


Mary nodded. Her brother had joined Naval Intelligence a few weeks before the outbreak of war. Everyone in the family had been surprised. Their father was a gentleman farmer, prosperous, conservative, but with a keen armchair interest in the world. He was encouraged by Mary’s mother to educate them well but with James it had been, a struggle. They were not close. He was only four years older than Mary but paternalistic, insufferably so, with conventional views on women and work. And yet, remarkably, he had mentioned her name to the Director’s Assistant, Ian Fleming, and that had secured her the position in the Division.


Lindsay reached down to his briefcase and took out a red cardboard file marked ‘U-500.’ Placing it on the edge of Mary’s desk, he opened it to reveal a sheaf of closely typed flimsies.


‘The commander, Kapitänleutnant Fischer, was quite a decent sort, although his officers thought he was too familiar with the men – drank with them, enjoyed the same brothels, that sort of thing. There was a propaganda reporter on board but I haven’t had a chance to question him yet. The other officers were Nazis, an ignorant bunch with no knowledge of history or literature. They were insulted when I asked them if they were religious . . .’


Mary leant forward as if to touch Lindsay’s sleeve: ‘Why were they insulted?’


‘They are devout Deutschgläubig – German-believers. Their creed is pure blood, strong leadership – immeasurably superior to faith in a God they call a “Jewish Jehovah”.’


‘Do you ever meet prisoners who are just ordinary Christians?’


‘Sometimes,’ said Lindsay, glancing at his watch. ‘I can tell you more, but perhaps some other time.’


It sounded a little like a brush-off. Mary flushed with embarrassment. She eased back into her chair, twisting her body towards the desk and away from him: ‘I’m sorry, curiosity – it’s just that the enemy is not much more than a name and number here.’


She glanced up at Lindsay and was surprised by his playful smile. ‘No, I’m glad you’re interested and I would be happy to talk to you about the prisoners in a little more detail, if you think it would be useful. There are a few sketchy observations here.’ He rested his hand on the cardboard file. ‘But this is just the crew of the U-500.’


Mary nodded: ‘I can’t get anything from my brother, he just grumbles about them.’


Lindsay frowned and was on the point of saying something but must have thought better of it. Instead he pulled out another file from his briefcase. This one was stamped in red, Very Secret’.


‘These are SR reports, Speech Recordings taken in the last couple of weeks at our Interrogation Centre at Cockfosters.’


‘You’ve been secretly recording the prisoners?’ she asked.


‘The interesting ones. It’s a laborious process, you have to change recording discs every six minutes or so.’


‘And they don’t suspect?’


‘They were warned not to say anything but they forget after a time. They can’t help themselves, they’re anxious so they talk. You know – ‘What did he ask you?’ Lindsay smiled a small tight-lipped smile: ‘I’m just glad we don’t have to beat it out of them.’


‘Could you?’


‘No.’


He began to leaf through the SR reports, drawing to her attention details of U-boat sailings, new commanders and ships attacked. It was routine intelligence, nothing that set Mary’s blood racing, nothing that seemed ‘Very Secret’. After a quarter of an hour he closed the file and slipped it back on the desk. One flimsy was still lying across his knees. Mary caught his eye again but this time he looked away. She watched him play with the edge of the paper, lifting it and letting it fall.


‘Thank you, Lieutenant,’ she said at last, ‘I’ll work my way through your file and . . .’


But Lindsay cut across her: ‘There is one more thing.’ He picked up the sheet on his knee. ‘Commander Winn was rather cool about it,’ he shifted awkwardly in his chair as if embarrassed at the recollection, ‘but I think it’s important. Unser B-Dienst ist unterrichtet. I’m sorry, do you speak German?’


‘Not enough.’


‘B-Dienst – the B-Service – is responsible for the Kriegsmarine’s signals intelligence, code-breaking, that sort of thing.’


‘I know.’


‘We’re under strict orders not to discuss signals and codes with the prisoners, but look at this.’ Lindsay handed her the sheet of paper. It was the transcript of a conversation between three wireless operators. Prisoners 495 and 514 were from a U-boat sunk in January, but the third man was one of the wireless operators on the U-500 – prisoner 530.


Prisoner 495: We heard on the radio that the convoy had sailed on the 5th and was probably to the south of our area. It is really amazing how well organised our ‘B-Service’ is, what it seems to know.


Prisoner 514: It was the same on my last U-boat.


Prisoner 530: Our B-men know everything. They know when the English convoys sail and when they arrive for sure. They’re very clever. They know how many ships are in the convoy and the number of escort destroyers.


Mary read it again and then for a third time. She could sense that Lindsay was watching her carefully and he wanted her to be impressed. She was impressed. A few short sentences but it might be something of real importance. Of course, it was just one prisoner and only a petty officer. Perhaps it was idle talk or a ruse de guerre.


Lindsay’s chair screeched as he pulled it closer and their knees touched.


‘You don’t need to worry about people here, you know,’ she said, blushing a little. ‘They’re all cleared to read this stuff.’


‘It’s just that I’m not sure Commander Winn wanted me to mention it to you.’


‘No? Why?’


Lindsay brushed the question aside: ‘You can see what this means.’


He was leaning forward, his blue eyes bright with excitement, almost childlike. Mary was conscious of how close he had pulled his chair, really too close. A tiny charge of excitement tingled from her neck to her toes. The proper thing would be to restore a businesslike distance but instead she pretended to study the transcript on her knee.


Beyond the edge of the paper she could see that his hands were squeezing the arms of his chair so hard his knuckles had turned white. He was a tightly coiled spring.


‘You do see what this means,’ he said again. ‘Prisoner 530, Oberfunkmaat Zier – you see what this means?’


‘What do you think it means?’


Lindsay leant back and took a deep breath: ‘At least one of our codes has been broken.’
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‘Are you all right, sir?’


Lindsay opened his eyes and blinked at the blur of khaki by his side. It was one of the Citadel’s guards, a tubby sergeant in a uniform at least a size too small for him.


‘I’m fine, Sergeant, thank you.’


‘Yes, sir.’ With a sharp salute, the sergeant turned on his heels and began to march purposefully towards the gun emplacement beneath the centre span of Admiralty Arch. A work detail of Indian soldiers was filling sandbags in front of it, traffic passing to left and right, their strongpoint creeping up the white stone like a growth. Whitehall was still preparing for an invasion: there were trenches in St James’s Park, rifle pits at the Palace. Across the Mall, a matronly-looking lady was bumping her pram up the steps at the bottom of Spring Gardens, a baby’s gas mask swinging wildly from the canopy.


It was a glorious spring day. Lindsay was standing by the statue of Cook in front of the Admiralty, enjoying the bright warmth of the sun on his face. Exhilaration, he felt sheer bloody exhilaration and tense too, like an animal caught in the lights of a car at night. Reason and good sense were threatened. Mary Henderson had lit an unruly spark. She had the air of an academic bluestocking, dusty, a little neglected, but there was something reticent and thoughtful in her manner that he found very, very attractive. She was pretty in an unconventional way, with the most striking Slavic green eyes, complicated like jadeite. Quite different from her brother. Chalk and cheese.


Lindsay had spent his first awkward weeks as an interrogator shadowing James Henderson. It had been enlightening in a way. Henderson spoke barely intelligible German with a thick county accent and he bellowed it at the prisoners as if he was on a Prussian parade ground. Most were either baffled or openly contemptuous of him and not to be shaken from their belligerent silence. For his part, Henderson felt nothing short of hatred for them. Nor did he care very much for Lindsay. What would he think of Mary’s invitation? It was as intriguing as it was unexpected. She had asked him to her brother’s birthday celebration and he had surprised himself and said ‘Yes’. Since the Culloden, he had avoided clubs and parties, and friends and family had given up trying to coax him out in the evenings. Perhaps Henderson’s bash would be a new beginning, some sort of release.


The sun slipped behind cloud and Lindsay felt the sharp chill of a March breeze on his face. It was a little after one o’clock and he was expected at the Interrogation Centre – a dreary train journey through the north London suburbs to Cockfosters. He glanced over his shoulder at the entrance to the Admiralty, half hoping to find Mary in the traffic at the door, then he set off at a brisk pace along the Mall. In Trafalgar Square, a violinist, a refugee from Middle Europe, was playing Strauss for pennies from civil servants in their lunch break. Some soldiers in greatcoats were smoking and chatting close by, their eyes drawn as one to the legs of a passing shopgirl. The square had become a sad grey place, the fountains empty but for a few dirty puddles. Ugly brick shelters had been built on the north and west sides, their walls roughly plastered with air-raid instructions, and the east side was dominated by a huge soot-stained banner of a convoy sailing under the protection of the white ensign. London was changing, slipping into a dark pocket, a place of wire and rubble, ration cards and wailing sirens.


Beyond the square, smartly dressed women were beginning to gather on the steps of St Martin-in-the Fields for a service that was to be broadcast by the BBC to the Empire. Lindsay slipped through the crowd and on past the long, patient bus queues in Charing Cross Road. At Leicester Square, the concourse was heaving with shoppers, travellers with cardboard suitcases, blue and khaki uniforms. He joined the queue for the Piccadilly Line and was stepping through the ticket barrier when he heard someone call his name: ‘Lieutenant Lindsay . . . sir.’


Turning, he saw the slight figure of a young naval officer pushing towards him. It was the Culloden’s engineer, Edward Jones, his thin freckled face pink with embarrassment.


‘I’m sorry I shouted, sir,’ he said anxiously, ‘I was so pleased to see you. What a coincidence.’


They shook hands over the ticket barrier.


‘Yes. Quite a coincidence,’ said Lindsay quietly.


The last he had seen of Jones was on the ward of a Liverpool hospital five months before. In the days after the sinking they had said very little to each other. None of the survivors had talked much. A few had gone on drunken benders together in the city but Lindsay had turned inwards, ashamed and guilty, and there were the flashbacks. Every second, every word spoken on the ship that night picked over until it was raw. He felt responsible – he was the ship’s first officer – he should have done more. Why was he alive when so many had perished? The question was always with him.


The doctors said it was a sort of battle fatigue and that it would pass – in time.


‘How are you, Jones?’


‘Fine, sir. I’ve been visiting a friend at the Admiralty. Spot of leave, my last for a while.’ And he explained in his mellifluous Welsh way that he had become the engineering officer on a newly commissioned corvette that would begin convoy duties at the end of the month.


‘Of course I would rather serve on a destroyer. Our little ship has this very awkward corkscrew motion. A glorified trawler. And you, sir?’


‘I’m working for the Admiralty. With German prisoners,’ said Lindsay almost apologetically.


‘Oh, bad luck.’ Jones coloured, aware that he had said something that might offend: ‘Not that I want to suggest . . . but more comfortable.’


‘Yes,’ said Lindsay with a slight nod of the head. Of course it was more comfortable. They stood in awkward silence at the barrier as shoppers and servicemen bustled noisily past.


‘Look, I’m sorry, Jones, but I must go,’ said Lindsay at last, his voice a little strained.


Jones was clearly disappointed: ‘I hope I haven’t said . . .’


‘No, no, of course not,’ said Lindsay, cutting across him. ‘I’m on my way to a meeting.’ It was a lie and it sounded very like one too, but nothing had changed since the hospital. He could not speak of the Culloden, of the memories they shared, and what else was there? He held out his hand again and as Jones shook it they made proper eye contact for the first time. It was only for a moment but Lindsay recognised the deep weariness in the engineer’s eyes.


Later, he found it difficult to shake the recollection of it from his thoughts. He stood at the edge of the Piccadilly Line platform and peered into the mouth of the tunnel, barely conscious of the passing minutes and the people who came to stand at his side. A distant speck of light began to rumble and flash towards him, almost imperceptibly at first, then it seemed to gather speed, faster, closer, faster, until it was disconcertingly close. It burst from the tunnel with a high-pitched scream that filled his mind with a familiar dull ache.


‘HMS Culloden? It was last September. She was lost in one of their first group attacks. Some of the details were in the monthly bulletin. Cut clean in two.’


Rodger Winn pushed his chair back and reached for a cigarette. Mary was standing beside his desk with the U-500 interrogation file in her hands. ‘Lindsay was the first officer,’ said Winn, ‘and well, he . . .’


Winn leant forward and lifted a flimsy from the mountain of paper in front of him.


‘Have you seen this?’ he said, with the air of someone with more pressing matters to consider.


‘What were you going to say about Lieutenant Lindsay?’


Winn blinked curiously at Mary, then looked away, but not before she had caught the suggestion of a sly smile.


‘Did you notice his ribbon – the Distinguished Service Cross? Fleming says he picked it up on the night the ship was lost.’


Mary had not noticed.


Winn took off his thick black-rimmed spectacles and placed them carefully on the desk. Head bent, he rubbed his eyes wearily with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Fleming has a high opinion of Lindsay,’ he said from behind his hand, ‘a natural interrogator, but he says the loss of the ship has hit him hard. You can see it in his face, can’t you? He’s a little over-zealous too. This business of our codes – the Director and Fleming agree with me – he needs to be careful not to overstep the mark.’


‘I told him you’d think it was important and would want someone to look into it,’ said Mary.


‘Did you?’ Winn looked up at her, his brow knotted in a deep frown. ‘You’re ready to make that judgement? Yes, it needs to be investigated but not by Lieutenant Lindsay. Interrogators are under strict orders not to question prisoners about their codes in case they give away too much of what we know already. The head of Section 11, Colonel Checkland, will be asked to send all that he has on this to Code Security here at the Admiralty. Of course, it’s a possibility. They’re hammering away at our codes but . . .’ Winn held Mary’s gaze for a moment, then said with careful emphasis, ‘but we’ll know if one of them has been broken soon enough, won’t we, and from a rather more reliable source than Lindsay’s prisoner?’


Mary nodded. Special intelligence. It was the secret key to their work in the Citadel, or promised to be. Only a small circle in Naval Intelligence – ‘the indoctrinated’ – knew of the source. Lindsay was outside the circle.


‘Is there anything else?’ Winn glanced down to the papers on his desk as if to indicate that he hoped there was not.


‘Just that I’ve asked Lieutenant Lindsay to tell me a little more about the U-boat prisoners – morale, education, beliefs, that sort of thing. Is that all right?’


‘Fleming tells me there’s no better person.’ There was a cautious note in his voice that surprised Mary.


‘That’s his job isn’t it?’


Winn lifted his glasses very deliberately from the desk and slipped them back on. He stared at her intently, then he said: ‘Yes, it is his job. But be very careful what you say to him about ours. You see, he’s half German.’


The clock at the far end of Room 41 had stopped – one of the plotters was trying to coax it back to life – but Mary knew that it was at least ten. The cigarette smoke of the day hung eerily thick beneath the droplamps, softening the hard edges of the room. The plotters floated through it as if in a dream, distant and opaque. Mary’s eyes were stinging with fatigue. She reached beneath the papers on her desk for her watch. Yes, it was a quarter past ten. There was just one thing more she wanted to do.


The duty officer, Lieutenant Geoff Childs, a dry but cheery soul, a peacetime geographer, was standing at the plot table: ‘On your way?’


‘Almost. Just a little housekeeping.’


She picked up her bag and walked down the room to one of the large grey filing cabinets that stood against the wall just beyond the plot.


Pulling open the top drawer, she began to flick through the tightly packed files of anti-submarine warfare bulletins. It was in the October report – homebound fast convoy attacked first on 15 September 1940 – thirty-six ships in nine columns with four Royal Navy escorts – a depressingly thick bundle listing the hulls and the cargoes lost; oil, grain, lead and lumber. A very brief paper had been attached to the main narrative:


Subject: Loss of HMS Culloden:
At about 2210/16 a torpedo struck the ship on the starboard side, probably in No. 1 Boiler Room. At once the ship began to list and then broke in two. This took place within a minute of the explosion. The wreck of the stern wallowed on an even keel until 1145/16, when the order was given to abandon ship. HMS Rosemary was on hand to rescue twelve of the crew.


It was signed by the ‘senior surviving officer’: Lieutenant Douglas Lindsay. Mary checked all the September and October reports but there was nothing more on the loss of the ship. It was puzzling. Everything was written up and circulated in the Navy, a small forest consumed every day. But two hundred men and a ship had been sunk and there were just five lines in the file. Why? She closed the drawer of the cabinet with a resounding thump.


Mary stepped out into a world of unexpected noise and light. A heavy rescue squad in blue boiler suits was marshalling at the entrance to the Admiralty and she could hear the clatter and whine of a fire engine in the Mall. The all-clear had just sounded and people were beginning to trickle from the surface shelters in Trafalgar Square. The sky flickered an angry orange and searchlights were hunting madly overhead, careering back and forth through the darkness. Above them, a cold white moon – a bomber’s moon. A whirlwind of fire had rumbled and burst in the city, sweeping away warehouses, churches, homes, gouging great holes in streets and parks. And yet cocooned in her concrete world twenty feet below the ground, Mary had heard nothing, sensed nothing.


‘It’s the worst this year. They’ve got the Café de Paris.’


A naval officer she did not recognise was standing at her side. The Café de Paris: her brother had taken her to hear the West Indian Orchestra only two weeks before. It was expensive, smart and gay, one of the hottest nightspots in town and one of the safest. A waiter had told them the Café was untouchable.


‘That’s where this lot are going,’ said the naval officer, nodding to the rescue squad; ‘it’s a mess.’


The windows were out and smoke and brick dust seemed to hang over Coventry Street like a fog. Was it curiosity, or a need to do ‘something’, or both? Mary was not sure why she chose to follow the rescue workers. The anti-aircraft guns were still thumping in Hyde Park and yet the street was full of people like her, the anxious and the nosy, fat men smoking cigars, women in evening dresses who looked for all the world as if they were queuing for a West End show. She walked slowly on, slipping through the dust fog like a shadow, her shoes crunching across a carpet of glass.


The ambulances were full and the stretcher parties had begun to lay the wounded and dying on the pavement in front of the Rialto Cinema. A foot, stocking torn and shoeless, poked rudely out from beneath a rough pile of the Café’s tablecloths. A young woman was sobbing uncontrollably beside it, her face flecked with tiny splinters of glass. The Café was beneath the cinema, its entrance at the bottom of a long flight of steps, choked with rubble. A Dutch army officer was staggering up them with an elegantly dressed, grey-haired lady in his arms. She cried out in pain as he stumbled and Mary could see that her leg had been roughly set with a long-handled spoon from the Café’s kitchens. Then they brought up an RAF officer on a stretcher, face ashen, thick trauma pad pressed to a hole in his head, and more stretchers and more walking wounded. Lonely figures wandered in the smoke haze, numb and uncertain. Mary recognised a clerical assistant from the Citadel, her pretty face streaked with tears, and she stepped out of the crowd to put a comforting arm around her.


‘Have you seen Teddy?’ Her voice was empty, distant.


‘Sarah, isn’t it?’


‘Where’s Teddy?’


A large Canadian nurse caught Mary’s arm and pulled her roughly away from the steps: ‘Mobile Aid Leicester Square.’


‘Here—’ and Mary wrapped her mackintosh about Sarah’s bare shoulders. Then she led her by the hand through the press of spectators.


‘There was a woman, naked, and bodies – bodies everywhere. An RAF officer was holding another woman and he kept saying, “mother’s all right” but her head was practically . . .’


Mary stopped to fold Sarah tightly in her arms, to stroke her dusty hair: ‘Shush. Let’s not speak of it.’ Sarah’s slight frame began to heave with silent sobs. ‘Where’s Teddy?’ she gasped again.


Two, three, four minutes, and they stood in the dark street hugging each other as ambulances, the walking wounded and the curious passed them by.


Teddy was waiting at the aid post in Leicester Square, his chin trembling with emotion: ‘Thank God.’ He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and teardrops stained the dusty sleeve of his khaki uniform. Were they brother and sister or lovers? They left before Mary could find out, their heads bent together across the square. Sarah was still wearing Mary’s old mac. At the aid post a weary Belgian doctor who had been in the Café told her that two bombs had crashed through the roof of the Rialto on to the dance floor. Only one had exploded but the carnage was terrible none the less. The Café was like the great ballroom of an ocean liner and its glittering mirrors had shattered into countless cutting, stabbing pieces.


Mary walked slowly home along Whitehall, mind and weary body oppressed by thoughts of the Café de Paris. The sky was still a flaming orange and strangely beautiful. But in the City – or was it further east in Stepney and Bow – firemen were fighting to save other streets, other families trapped in the rubble of their homes. Why was it like this? So many lives lost and so much pain. Nothing seemed to be beyond the reach of the Germans, nothing was sacred any more.
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TOP SECRET


Interrogation on Enemy Signal Procedure: . . . a firm rule must be maintained: prisoners should never be interrogated on signals procedure or questioned on the signals they have made or received . . .
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Notes on the Interrogation of Prisoners of War 1939–45




5


U-112
08°50N 15°30W
North Atlantic


‘Alaaaarm!’


It pierced the anxious silence like the cry of a man falling from a precipice. At once the dive bell began to tremble.


‘Clear the bridge.’


Bodies dropping from the tower, heavy boots clattering over the deck plates, the lights swinging above the mess tables as every man sought his station in the boat.


‘Herr Kap’tän. Destroyer.’


The first officer’s face was white with shock, words tripping and tumbling from him: ‘From nowhere . . . upon us . . . under a thousand metres . . .’


‘Calm yourself. Down to a hundred.’


‘Flood four and five.’


The control-room mechanics were already working the valve wheels, the sea rumbling into the tanks as the U-112 began to dip sharply under. Seventy-six tight metres of steel from stern to bow. At least thirty seconds to clear the surface. Kapitän zur See Jürgen Mohr glanced at his watch and then towards the radio room:


‘Well?’


The operator’s face was half turned towards him, one hand pressed firmly to his headpiece, the other at the dial of the hydrophones: ‘Contact closing fast. 050 degrees. Port bow.’


‘Silent running, Chief.’


Young faces stiff and pale in the harsh light of the control room, bearded after a month at sea, their wide eyes turned to the depth-gauge needle dropping so slowly.


‘Herr Kap’tän. Coming straight for us.’ The voice of the radio operator was high-pitched and urgent. Seconds later and Mohr could hear her too, drawing ever closer, louder, closer, her screws swishing like wind in the Arctic. The young engineer at his side was gripping the skirt of the tower, his mouth a little open, his breath short and shaky.


‘Engines full. Right full rudder. Deeper.’


The radio operator leant further forward to make himself heard: ‘Herr Kap’tän. Depth charges.’


But he could hear the soft splash, splash, splash of the barrels as they broke the surface, rolling and sinking. And he followed the second hand round the face of his watch, 25, 30, 35 . . .


‘Brace. Brace.’


A crewman was whimpering close by. As Mohr turned to look, a charge boomed beneath the boat, tossing the stern up and round in a corkscrew motion and he was thrown hard against the periscope housing. Deck plates lifted as a second detonated on the starboard side, then a third and the lights flickered and died . . . Someone was lying across Mohr’s feet and he could feel a trickle of blood on his cheek. Some lights had shattered. The depth gauge had blown too. Another detonation, above them this time. A tin of some sort smacked against the skirt of the tower behind him. One of the men in the torpedo room for’ard was shouting something unintelligible, his voice shaking with fear.


‘Steady. Steady there. Watch your depth, Chief.’


A swooshing of compressed air to the tanks and the 112’s bow began to lift.


‘Emergency lighting.’


‘Herr Kap’tän.’ The first officer, Gretschel, was holding his white commander’s cap.


The faces of the control-room mechanics were turned towards him, anxious, expectant, trusting. They had been there together a dozen times.


‘Depth?’


The second officer had taken his place for’ard by the gauge in the torpedo room: ‘180 metres . . .’


‘Damage report, Chief?’


Everything was wet to the touch, oil and water working their way through valves, trickling down the pipes into the bilges, the deck plates treacherous underfoot, cracked battery cells, splintered wood, broken glass.


‘Deeper. Take her deeper.’


Leutnant Koch’s voice rang the length of the boat: ‘170 metres . . . 180 . . .’


‘Where is she?’


The operator leant out of the radio room and shook his head: ‘Nothing.’


But a moment later they could hear her reaching out for them with her Asdic detector, high-pitched, insistent, ping, ping, ping bouncing against the hull of the boat.


‘Deeper still.’


‘190 . . . 200 . . .’


‘Contact closing, Herr Kap’tän . . .’


The thrashing of her screws again, attack speed, closer, closer, closer.


‘Both engines full.’


‘Depth charges dropped . . .’


A deep shudder ran through the boat as a charge detonated with an ear-splitting boom on the port bow. And then another, and another, and another, rolling the boat like a bath toy under a tap, throwing men against wheels and pipes and instruments and to the deck, and plunging them into darkness.


‘Torches.’


Another barrage, charge after charge, the boat dipped down and round, a deep echo grumbling through the depths. Mohr could hear water cascading in a heavy stream from the periscope packing. His uniform was wet and the control room was filling with the sharp smell and taste of chlorine gas. Someone flashed a torch in his face: ‘Herr Kap’tän, the starboard motor’s gone completely.’ It was the young engineer, Heine, his face contorted with stress and fear, ‘And the port motor’s damaged and the port diesel too.’


‘Work on it and quickly.’


Then from the for’ard torpedo room: ‘210 metres . . . 220 . . .’


The boat was slipping away, the hull creaking and groaning under the pressure. And from somewhere near the stern, a wild knocking as if a giant sea creature was prising the 112 open like a shell. A sharp pop close by as another valve seal was blown open and then another and another and a fountain of water arching across the control room, twinkling in the torchlight. Mohr could hear water and diesel sloshing above the deck plates, and his ankles were wet.


‘Get those valves tightened at once. Air to the tanks. Give her air.’


‘Herr Kap’tän, there’s too much water in the for’ard bilges.’


‘230 metres . . .’ The crew could hear the panic in Leutnant Koch’s voice. Was this the end? If the 112 slipped much further it would be crushed under the pressure like an empty tin can. The stern and bow planes were in the surface position but the boat was still drifting to the ocean floor.


‘Come on, give it air.’


‘240 metres . . .’


They were deeper than the maximum dive depth now and still sinking. All heads for’ard of the control room were turned in Mohr’s direction; the petty officers, the torpedo men and machinists, the radio operators and Braun the cook, so young, so frightened, breathless, silently pleading with him: ‘What now, Kap’tän, what now?’ And he knew there was only one thing he could do:
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