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They that go down to the sea in ships,


that do business in great waters;


These see the works of the Lord,


and his wonders in the deep.


For he commandeth,


and raiseth the stormy wind,


which lifteth up the waves thereof.


They reel to and fro,


and stagger like a drunken man,


and are at their wits’ end.


Then are they glad because they be quiet;


so he bringeth them unto their desired haven.
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—Psalm 107:23–25, 107:27, 107:30















PROLOGUE



“WONDERS IN THE DEEP”


(Psalm 107:24)


At 11:09 a.m. on June 4, 1944, when the destroyer escort USS Chatelain heard the distinctive sound of a sonar hit on her elusive prey, the German submarine U-505, three men’s lives changed—two for the better and one for the worse.


For Captain Daniel Gallery aboard USS Guadalcanal, the aircraft carrier leading the task group of which Chatelain was a part, that sharp, metallic ping had resounded like the tolling of a Gothic cathedral bell. Earlier that morning—a Sunday, notably—Gallery had faithfully attended Mass on the flight deck, and now Chatelain’s revelation that the submarine he’d sought for months had been delivered unto him answered his prayers.


He had always known this day would come. For Gallery, his destiny had been inscribed, as he put it, in the “Book of Fate.” His long, winding path to this moment had been providentially ordained by the Lord, and he had treaded it dutifully. By endeavoring to fulfill His ends, just reward was now his.


For Commander Kenneth Knowles in Washington, D.C., on the other hand, Fate, Providence, Destiny—whatever you wanted to call it—had nothing to do with the matter. There, he headed the most secret room in the United States, known only as F-21—the submarine-tracking unit of the Navy’s mysterious Tenth Fleet, which was tasked with a single mission: Hunt and kill Nazi U-boats.


There, Knowles acted as a storyteller in the sense that he told stories about submarines. He could imagine, just like a novelist or screenwriter, what they would do, how they would do it, and why they did it because he understood them as real characters, not as mere mechanical objects moving to and fro. As a master of narrative, he had known, or at least suspected, that U-505 would be where he said she would be, and he had guided Gallery to this rendezvous. His colleague may have believed that he was unrolling a sacred scroll, but Knowles was in fact writing it as he went.


And finally, for Oberleutnant zur See (Senior Lieutenant) Harald Lange, luckless commander of U-505, his number had finally come up when he ran straight into Gallery and was hurled headlong into a personal hell. From Lange’s perspective, his fall was due to none but the haphazard of chance, the play of dice, the joker in the deck. At one key moment, for instance, had he turned this way rather than that, U-505 would never have intersected with Gallery.


But such were the vagaries of war. And Lange, like every U-boat captain, spun the wheel of fortune every time he ventured onto the high seas. He had been lucky so far, but U-505 was notorious for being the unluckiest boat within the German submarine fleet. Now, it seemed, the odds had caught up with him.


As different as they were, all three men served in phantom fleets—Lange in one that could not be found, and the Americans in one that did not exist. Common, too, was that by whichever route they had taken to their destination—via Providence, Imagination, or Fortune—it had been a long Odyssean voyage for the three of them.


But one way or another, it would end here, very soon.


It had begun, however, nearly two and a half years earlier, in the grim aftermath of Operation Drumbeat—the German attack on America.













ACT 1



“THEIR WITS’ END”


(Psalm 107:27)













ONE



THE EMERALD CITY


I


As U-123, dark and venomous and shielded from sight by the waves breaking against her low silhouette, killed time until the big-game night hunt, the best Fritz Rafalski could make out was that Mr. Way was arguing with Mrs. Way and that matronly Molly Goldberg, bless her sweet, interfering heart, was trying to calm the stormy waters of marital strife.


The blond, goateed Rafalski, twenty-seven years old, had never heard a Jew on the radio, or at least not since he’d been a teenager in 1933, when the Nazis took charge of the airwaves, but here there was a show devoted to the everyday doings of the Goldberg clan and their zany neighbors in a tenement building at 1030 East Tremont Avenue in the Bronx, wherever that was.


The radioman’s confusion over the distantly German-sounding Yiddishisms and the incomprehensible New Yorkese in that day’s episode of the hugely popular soap opera/comedy, The Goldbergs, was only the first, but by no means the last, clue that U-123 had arrived in the New World.


Relegated to his cupboard-sized wireless room, Rafalski had grown accustomed to hearing only the staccato bark of coded orders from headquarters. When the U-boat’s antenna had begun picking up signals from New York City, he listened in, curious to learn more about this strange and barbaric culture.


Trying to ignore the crackling static through his headphones, he shuffled past WOR’s 710 frequency and stopped at WABC’s on 880, where a cheerful fellow named John Reed King was hosting Missus Goes A-Shopping.


The contestants, all female, appeared to be playing a game in which they guessed the weight of a mighty joint of ham. Amidst their unimaginable abundance, they seemed so carefree. Did these Hausfrauen not realize there was a war on their doorstep?


Back in Europe, Stalin’s legions had recently shoved the Wehrmacht more than 100 miles back from Moscow. Gone, at least for the time being, was the prospect of exploiting Soviet territory as Germany’s granary, farm, and abattoir. Food shortages were beginning to bite on the home front. Women’s magazines now advertised recipes for dandelion tea and acorn coffee; bread, meat, and butter rations had been halved, and lines stretched around corners whenever rumors of a potato delivery circulated.


At least Rafalski, subsisting on a submariner’s tedious diet of diesel-infused water, soggy bread, greenish eggs, and dubious sausage, wouldn’t have to dwell much longer on the thought of the Yankees feasting so lavishly and enjoying their silly radio shows. Soon after the sun had set that chilly evening of January 14, 1942, Rafalski picked up what Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen had been eagerly awaiting the last seventeen hours.


On the 6:30 news, there was a brief bulletin belatedly acknowledging that a tanker had sunk, possibly hit by a torpedo, south of Montauk on the eastern edge of Long Island. At last, Hardegen’s latest kill had been confirmed.


Not long after—around 8 p.m. on that near-moonless night—U-123 gunned her engines. There was no time to rest on their laurels. The slaughter was about to begin.


II


New York presented a blinding festival of light to the dark-doused eyes of a submarine skipper.


During the weeks when Hardegen and his crew had been waiting out there, deep in the Atlantic, the nights had blackly enveloped them. As their experience of fighting the British had shown since 1939, darkness cloaked submariners from prowling destroyers and questing bombers, and the men on U-123 had done everything they could to stay hidden. When at sea, watchmen were banned from smoking on the conning-tower bridge, and carelessly letting a glimmer of light emerge from the chink of an opened hatch incurred a harsh penance.


But here, now, anyone standing topside could see bubbles of luminescence along the Long Island and New Jersey coastlines, each representing a carefree city or high-living town. Twinkling ribbons marked the paths of automobiles along highways; the crewmen could even make out the flickering neon signs by the roadside.


Bobbing lightships, like the one off Fire Island whose 18,000-candlepower lamps could be seen thirty miles out to sea, helpfully radiated their warnings of dangerous shoals while buoys flashed a rhythmic dash-dot-dash-dash guide to the nearest shipping lane. The passing cavalcade of steamers, freighters, tugs, and tankers was lit up like a funfair.


Directly north of U-123, Hardegen could even see a real one—a funfair, that is. Checking the cheap tourist map of New York given to him by U-Boat Command, the best available at short notice, Hardegen confirmed that it was Coney Island. One highlight—a more than 300-foot-high tower—was the famous Parachute Drop ride, next to which stood the huge Wonder Wheel, built twenty years earlier.


Despite their filamented garishness, these sights paled beside the main attraction: an incandescent glow suffusing the night sky. Emanating from the millions of lights illuminating Times Square and Manhattan’s thicket of skyscrapers, it was a view similar to the one that had astonished Dorothy a few years earlier when she first laid distant eyes on the Wizard’s Emerald City.


Against this aureole one could spot the silhouettes of ships gliding unwittingly past the hunter as they entered or cleared New York harbor. Hardegen, who’d visited the city in 1933 during a training cruise and had marveled at the metropolis from atop the Empire State Building’s observatory, surveyed the scene from U-123’s bridge. “I cannot describe the feeling with words,” he wrote soon after, “but it was unbelievably beautiful and great.”


Hardegen’s rapture was not occasioned solely by the view or his fond memories. No, it was the moment that signified, for “we were the first to be here, and for the first time in this war a German soldier looked out upon the coast of the U.S.A.”


Yet there was no U.S. Navy to be seen. It was as if the Americans were suffering from some kind of cognitive failure to grapple with the horror of the fact that a ship had gone missing in their home waters. Perhaps they had decided to ignore the problem in the hope that it would go away.


It wouldn’t. A few hours later, at 1:40 a.m., Hardegen found his next prey. It had not been difficult. The Coimbra, a full-bellied tanker carrying some 80,000 barrels of lubricating oil, had been steaming along with her navigation lights nonchalantly ablaze.


Hardegen maneuvered U-123 into position, gently turning to set himself up perfectly for the kill as his crew assiduously calculated the target’s course, speed, and track angle. Finally, just over an hour after the first sighting, with Coimbra silhouetted 800 yards away against the hazy lights of New York, Hardegen ordered Tube One to be flooded.


III


For fifty-eight seconds after Hardegen fired, Coimbra continued steaming along placidly while the eel, as the Germans called their torpedoes, slithered through the water. Then the projectile violently collided with its target just aft of the bridge.


The explosion—a column of yellow and red flame hundreds of feet high—lit the night sky “as bright as day,” Hardegen noted in the ship’s war diary. Chunks of superheated metal soon plummeted into the sea, hissing as they landed. Dark, oozing pools of fiery oil illuminated the horizon.


It had been a near-perfect hit, but Hardegen was nevertheless worried that the inferno was burning so fiercely its flames could be seen from New York, which meant the cavalry must surely be on its way. Just as bad—though ironic testament to the excellence of the German shipyard that had built her in 1937—was the fact that Coimbra had not sunk. Worse was that, by the glow of the fire, he could see men running to a mounted 4-inch gun on the tanker’s listing deck—and if he could see them, they could see him.


Hardegen unleashed a second eel, which would prove to be the coup de grâce, at 2:59 a.m., eighteen minutes after his initial shot. This one struck the ship beneath the funnel. Another explosion and her back was broken. Settling on the seafloor by the stern in 170 feet of cold water, Coimbra marked her own grave with her bow protruding from the water at a 30-degree angle. As he left, Hardegen thought she’d make a “pretty buoy for the Yankees.”


Of her forty-six crew, twenty-five went down with the wreck, and another eleven would die of exposure. There would be just ten survivors.
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An Allied tanker sinks, 1942.








IV


But it never happened—at least according to the local newspapers.


In that morning’s early edition of the Brooklyn Eagle, for instance, a small article cryptically mentioned the loss of “an Allied vessel of unrevealed nationality and tonnage” off Long Island. By the time the evening edition appeared, however, the story had been scrubbed. Instead, a correction noted that the “Sinking of 2nd Tanker Proves to Be a Myth,” and quoted a Navy Department spokesman in Washington denying that anything out of the ordinary had occurred.


Not until Saturday, January 17—after a couple of gruff Long Island police chiefs had unhelpfully contradicted the Official Government Version by asserting that survivors and wreckage had in fact been spotted—did Coimbra’s name first appear. Even then, the Eagle buried the revelation in a tiny story at the bottom of page 7. It was easy to miss—deliberately so.


Radio stations and other newspapers (among them the New York Times) followed a similar policy. They did not suppress the fact that at least one U-boat was operating off the East Coast, yet they did not exactly promote it, either.


Life thus went on as normal—exactly as Washington had intended when officials had discreetly urged reporters to play down the news for fear of provoking panic. Front pages were devoted instead to the death of “Hollywood’s Laughingest Actress,” screwball comedian Carole Lombard, in a plane crash outside Las Vegas.


Traders at the New York Stock Exchange accordingly registered no signs of the alarm that would have greeted the news that the Germans were sinking ships off the Hamptons. On Friday, for instance, stocks had dipped a little in sluggish trading only because brokers were closing positions so they could depart early for leisurely weekends of golf at the country club.


In one downtown Manhattan office several blocks from Wall Street, though, nobody had gone home all week.


V


At 10 p.m. on Monday, January 12, five days earlier, Lieutenant Richard Braue’s face-gleamingly polished black shoes clacked on the tiled floor as he hurried down the corridor to the office of Vice Admiral Adolphus Andrews, commander of the Eastern Sea Frontier (ESF), a zone extending 200 miles out and stretching from Canada to Florida.


In his hand, the communications officer carried a small metal case; in his holster, a service .45. You could never be too careful, even here in the ESF’s headquarters on the 14th floor of the Federal Office Building, a confident monolith of standard United States Government architecture presiding stolidly at 90 Church Street in Manhattan, across from what is today the World Trade Center and 9/11 Memorial.


Braue had orders to shoot anyone who attempted to steal the case, though it contained but a single slip of paper. He knew nothing more about the terse message it bore than that it had originated from someplace in Britain informally called “The Citadel.”


Even Andrews was in the dark as to the paper’s mysterious provenance. But when Braue handed over the case, the old man treated its contents with the kind of reverence the Greeks once reserved for the sacred pronouncements of their oracles.


VI


The British had been interested in U-123 since Christmas Day, when one of their listening stations had picked up a radio signal from Captain Hardegen to U-Boat Command relating his position.


Just after the New Year, another message was similarly intercepted, this one indicating that U-123 was heading toward Newfoundland. By January 4, alarmingly, five more submarines seemed to be following her there.


Five days after that, U-Boat Command referred to this coalescence of submarines as “Gruppe Paukenschlag.” This was the first time the cover name Paukenschlag—translated as Drumbeat or Roll of Drums—had been used, and it implied a major operation was in the offing.


Yet Drumbeat’s objective remained unclear until January 12, when it was confirmed by eavesdropping on German radio traffic that the group was bearing on New York. The first attacks on the East Coast were scheduled to begin the next day.


The Americans had to be warned, urgently. London sent the message—the one borne by Lieutenant Braue—shortly afterward.


Within minutes of its reaching Vice Admiral Andrews, a pride of senior Navy officers gathered in the ESF’s conference room. Four hours later, at 2 a.m., Andrews ended the meeting.


He had been through two wars (the Spanish-American and the Great), but here he was, aged sixty-three and just a year away from mandatory retirement, facing the ignominy of losing his final one.


Yet there was no avoiding what had to be done. He ordered an alert. After Braue flashed a signal to all civilian ships at sea—SUBMARINE MENACE ON NORTH ATLANTIC COAST—Andrews directed local air and naval units to prepare themselves for an imminent onslaught.


In the event, the rest of that day, the 13th, was unexpectedly quiet, as was the 14th. Perhaps the Brits’ entrail-reading prescience had failed them. Maybe there were no submarines after all.


But Andrews’s hopes were dashed on the Wednesday evening of January 14, when a report arrived that a Panamanian tanker, the Norness, had sunk. Until the survivors could be rescued, though, it remained to be confirmed whether she had been the victim of a torpedo or of a storm. But in his heart Andrews already knew that the first beat of the drum had been struck by U-123.


After reading the torn-off teletype reporting the loss, he glumly murmured to Braue, “Well, they are here.”


VII


Glum he was right to be. Just a couple of weeks earlier, after all, Andrews had warned his superiors that “should enemy submarines operate off this coast, this command has no forces available to take adequate action against them.” Now, he was expected to take them on anyway.


Admittedly, Andrews was something of a laughingstock in high Navy circles. In the mid-1920s he had captained Sequoia, the presidential yacht—not exactly an onerous posting—he loved to attend society parties, and yes, his nickname was “Dolly.” Those facts alone might not have been damning, but in port and speech Andrews resembled some antiquated Gilbert & Sullivan comic-relief admiral and he was known among his peers as a “terrible old fusspocket.”


Too often forgotten, though, was that Andrews was a highly capable commander who possessed more combat experience than most. Perhaps owing to his imminent retirement, too, he was one of the few gold-braided officers brave enough to have pointed out the emperor’s lack of clothes.


It was true that the United States was virtually naked, its might and majesty covered by nothing but the quivering fig leaf of 21 small ships and 103 old naval aircraft.


Of the vessels under Andrews’s command, four were 200-foot Eagle Boats, built in 1919 and described by the Navy as “almost completely useless” and “materially unreliable.” His four small, wooden “submarine chasers” were likewise hopelessly ancient—so much so that they could chase a modern submarine about as well as a jogger pursuing a sprinter. Joining them were two larger gunboats that had been in service since 1905, almost as long as had Andrews himself. And finally, there was a quartet of luxury yachts that had been sold to the Navy by their well-heeled owners to aid the war effort. Although each was now armed with a pair of machine guns, they were unlikely to strike fear into the heart of any U-boat captain.


The best ships, in fact, belonged to the Coast Guard. They included seven modest cutters, six of which had been commissioned in 1927 to catch Prohibition rumrunners. Each had since been fitted with a 3-inch cannon and ten depth charges. The remaining one, Dione, was bigger and had entered service in 1934, but she carried the same small gun as her sisters.


U-boats weren’t unarmed smugglers who’d dump crates of hooch overboard at the first sign of trouble, of course, and if it came to a knockdown fight a Nazi submarine would win on points. Not only was Hardegen’s U-123 some 251 feet in length—more than half again that of the 165-foot Dione—but she was armed with a 4.1-inch deck gun, thoroughly outclassing the Coast Guard’s puny armament.


As Andrews laconically remarked of his tatterdemalion collection, “The limited capabilities of these vessels are apparent.”


Their limited number was apparent, too. Andrews may have had on paper twenty-one vessels, but few were fit for operations. Nearly half, for instance, were being repaired or were unsuitable for wintry conditions. Others were stationed far south of New York. As of January 12, if one counted only the vessels immediately available for combat, Andrews was the grand admiral of an armada of three ships.


Naval aviation was in an almost equally parlous state. Most of his airplanes were in maintenance or waiting for pilots, meaning that Andrews could summon only thirty-eight in-service aircraft from local naval air stations. They were a mix of dated biplanes such as Grumman Ducks, usually employed for air-sea rescue, and newer scout floatplanes such as Vought Kingfishers.


Each was armed with two elderly depth charges. These bombs were capable of buckling a submarine hull, but in order to be effective they had to be dropped within an absurdly small radius of the target—thought to be around fourteen feet to be sure of a kill. The chances of a U-boat skipper idling helpfully within that bull’s-eye while waiting for one to fall next to him were around zero.


In better news, Andrews was able to request the assistance of the Army Air Forces, which had a modest contingent of bombers, but no aid was guaranteed. At the time, the contentious relationship between the Army and Navy resembled less a team of rivals than a rivalry of teams, so much so that they occupied separate wings at 90 Church Street and met in the no-man’s-land of a room designated for the purpose situated midway between them.


In any case, it wasn’t clear how helpful the Army could be even with the best will in the world. Nearly all its veteran pilots had been urgently reassigned to the Pacific after Pearl Harbor a month earlier, and the green crews that remained hadn’t the foggiest notion how to hit a small, moving target at sea using bombs designed to flatten cities.


Shortly afterward, the predictable disaster-waiting-to-happen happened when a quartet of Army pilots spotted the sinister outline of a U-boat and eagerly swooped for the kill.


All their bombs went wide, and a good thing, too, because the targeted “U-boat” turned out to be USS Trippe, an American destroyer that was 100 feet longer than (and traveling twice as fast as) any known German submarine. Completely untrained in basic sea recognition—to such a degree that to them the wake of a shark’s fin was indistinguishable from that left by a periscope—the pilots had avoided a friendly-fire tragedy owing only to their spectacular inability to hit anything.


Andrews knew there was little he could do to stop the coming rampage along the East Coast. “Whatever possible grounds there may be for optimism,” he depressingly concluded, lay in a single forlorn hope: that his skeleton force might “limit losses to bearable proportions” among civilian and merchant ships until the Germans decided to go home.















TWO



THE GOLDEN TIME


I


Vice Admiral Adolphus Andrews was being perfectly reasonable in hoping that the U-boats off the East Coast would not be there long. In the summer of 1918, five U-boats had similarly made a nuisance of themselves along the seaboard, but only for a couple of months.


Several lightly armed submarine chasers—the ones still in service, actually—and converted yachts had been sufficient to drive them off. As the Navy had languidly concluded at the time, “There was no stampede on the Atlantic coast; no excitement; [and] everything went on in the usual calm way.”


This general sense of equanimity helps explain why the Navy had devoted little time to anti-submarine training or to strengthening defensive forces before Pearl Harbor. Even if they do come, they won’t be here long.


In fact, no one really knew what the U-boats were doing there in the first place. Some thought they had been sent to ambush Prime Minister Winston Churchill as he returned from his American visit with President Franklin Roosevelt. If so, they must have been bitterly disappointed; Churchill was flying, not sailing, back to Britain. Perhaps, in their pique, the German captains had decided to sink some ships? Others suggested that they were just passing through on their way south to disrupt the Inter-American Conference in Rio de Janeiro. Whatever the objective was, the submarines would hit-and-run and surely go home.


For an unconscionably long time, then, no one bothered to order coastal towns to dim, let alone extinguish, their streetlights, theaters, and boardwalks. And for every good citizen—the New York Times turned off its famous 14,800-bulb sign in Times Square—there were scofflaws aplenty, like Roosevelt Stadium in New Jersey, where night baseball games served as a convenient lighthouse to U-boats fifty miles out to sea. Worse yet, many ships still persisted in sailing with their lights on.


None of this mattered, of course, because the U.S. Navy was handing Hitler’s U-boats a whipping they would never forget. “The recent visitors to our territorial waters will never enjoy the return portion of their voyage,” gloated a senior Navy official to newspapers in late January. No fewer than fourteen had been sunk so far, he said. By April 1, that total had risen to twenty-eight. At the time, some ninety-one German submarines were operating in the entire Atlantic Ocean, meaning the Navy had destroyed nearly a third of the fleet in damn short order.


An impressive accomplishment, except that the actual figure was zero, at least until April 14, when the destroyer Roper killed U-85 off North Carolina’s Cape Hatteras, a feat attributable more to the German skipper’s cockiness than to anything else. After that the Americans got a little more proficient, but even so, during the entire first half of 1942 U.S. forces would sink a mere six U-boats off their own coast.


That senior Navy official may have been exaggerating, but he was not, to his knowledge, lying. He genuinely believed that submarines were being sunk—because that was what captains and pilots were reporting when they returned to their bases. In late January, for instance, the pilot Donald Mason earned himself a Distinguished Flying Cross when, as his report stated, he “dove to low altitude, and dropped two depth bombs which straddled the periscope” of a submarine, which soon disappeared. After sending the sibilant message SIGHTED SUB, SANK SAME, he found himself famous.


But Mason hadn’t sunk anything. So lamentable was the quality of American anti-submarine warfare and intelligence that he, like many others, mistook standard operating procedure for a kill. Every U-boat commander always dived as soon as he spotted an airplane. It was simply a part of the getaway plan—and get away, Mason’s target had.


II


Greeks, Persians, and Romans had once marveled at the bones of unimaginably vast monsters—we know them as dinosaurs—they found in the deserts and swamps of their empires. The same might be said of the befuddled U.S. Navy as it sought to come to grips with the U-boats. What were these things?


The vessels were mystifying. Their behavior was unknown. So too were their purpose and capabilities. All anyone knew was that they were still here—and becoming ever more lethal.


On a single day—January 19, four days after his attack on Coimbra—Captain Hardegen torpedoed City of Atlanta and then Ciltvaira, on her way from New York to Savannah, while his comrade Richard Zapp in U-66 hit the Lady Hawkins, a Canadian liner carrying 212 passengers and 109 crew. Of those aboard, only 71 survived.


When the waters around New York grew too hot, Hardegen turned south to Cape Hatteras. The busy sea-lanes there soon became known as “Torpedo Junction” when four other U-boats in Drumbeat’s first wave joined him. It got so crowded that two U-boats crashed into each other and had to hobble home for repairs.


By January 24, both Hardegen and Zapp had run out of torpedoes, but the killing did not stop. A second wave of U-boats had since arrived to carry on the work. And then in mid-February, a third wave began to wreak havoc in the Caribbean and off Florida.


Among the U-boat crews, this was known as die goldene Zeit—the Golden Time.


III


The dire statistics told as dreadful a story as the sight of beaches covered in washed-up corpses and the black plumes of smoke from burning ships just a few miles offshore. In January and February, a mere five U-boats sank twenty-seven ships without suffering a single casualty. After sneaking into the Caribbean, a handful of submarines destroyed thirty-three more, again without being unduly annoyed by the Navy. Then in March alone, another twenty-seven ships disappeared along the East Coast.


Putting those figures into perspective, from 1939 to 1941, the British and their allies had lost an average of 2.1 million tons of shipping per year to all causes, including accidents and storms. In March 1942 alone, by comparison, more than a million tons were lost due solely to submarines, the vast majority of it in American waters. Over the entirety of that year, U-boats would destroy 6.1 million tons of cargo and oil, a level of destruction out of all proportion to the number of submarines deployed off the East Coast and in the Caribbean, which never totaled more than a baker’s dozen.


Even Adolf Hitler, who hadn’t held out high hopes for the campaign, told the Japanese ambassador to Berlin at the end of March that he was “surprised at the success we have met with along the American coast lately. The United States kept up the tall talk and left her coasts unguarded. Now I daresay she is quite surprised.”


It looked as if the Führer’s opportunistic declaration of war on the United States on December 11—four days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor—had paid off brilliantly. The Americans, he thought, were in no shape to withstand the hammer blows of a seaborne Blitzkrieg.


Hitler had always quickly seized any chance to benefit from his opponents’ disarray and panic. The Americans would soon collapse, he expected. They had to, because the United States was known to be a sleeping giant: weak and dopey when first awoken, but capable of extraordinary strength when roused to anger. Hitler could recall as well as anybody that in 1916 the German commander General Erich Ludendorff had casually remarked, “I don’t give a damn about America,” only to be confronted by a fresh, million-man army arriving in Europe a year later.


Although the prewar American military was puny—in 1939, the Army numbered some 270,000 men, making it the world’s seventeenth largest, just a shade smaller than mighty Romania’s—Hitler understood, if he did not deeply appreciate, that the U.S. would soon place its matchless productive capacity on a war footing. Within German High Command, the year 1943 was determined to be the key inflection point: After that, ramping U.S. superiority in numbers would remorselessly begin to tell against the Axis powers.


But not if Operation Drumbeat succeeded. Hitler’s gamble was that the Americans’ will to wage war against Germany, as opposed to the hated Japanese, was for the time being soft and malleable. If the United States was confronted by dispiriting losses at the outset, the dragon of isolationism, so recently slayed by Roosevelt, might well resurrect itself—and enter the arena in Berlin’s favor.


There was never a doubt in Hitler’s mind that the Yankees would cut and run. He admired their pluck and their flint, their system of national parks, and their sound views on eugenics, but ultimately they were ruled by a corrupt, plutocratic democracy almost as rancid as Soviet Bolshevism. “The Americans put business above all else,” Hitler wrote of their most contemptible weakness. Confronted by a hard strike on these financial interests, the Americans would fold and let their British allies hang rather than sacrifice their effete luxuries.


But it had to be done now, not later, when they would compete with Germany for mastery of the globe.


IV


It seemed a practical plan, for in December 1941, if analyzed from a certain perspective, Germany was at the height of its power and looked like a surefire winner. Among other things, the territories under Hitler’s direct and indirect control had a combined population of 290 million people—about 100 million more than that of the United States and Britain combined—and the Reich’s GDP was greater than either. Compared to the five measly Army divisions the Americans could send into the field, Germany had already deployed 180.


But when viewed in the round, the picture was decidedly less rosy. In June 1941, only six months earlier, the Soviet Union had been an ally, the United States was at peace, and a beleaguered Britain had been the only obstacle to the Nazi domination of Europe. After Hitler’s declaration of war on December 11, by contrast, Germany had descended into an existential struggle against not just an obstinate British Empire, but a bellicose America and an insatiably vengeful USSR.


Worse even than the deteriorating strategic situation, the declaration had come as such a surprise that no one at Hitler’s headquarters had even begun drafting a plan of attack against the United States, and alarmingly numerous German admirals could not locate Pearl Harbor on a map.


The Drumbeat campaign to knock out the Americans had thus been a hastily concocted one. At the last minute, however, the Führer—always his own worst enemy—got it into his head that the British were about to invade Norway. He therefore ordered eleven U-boats originally assigned to the attacking fleet to stay behind to guard his possession.


Which was why the first wave had comprised just six submarines—a lucky escape for the Americans, had they but known it.


V


Even if Hitler’s blunderous reallocation had dulled the shock power of Drumbeat, the operation succeeded not only in fraying the lifeline of supplies heading to Europe from the United States, but in exacerbating tensions between Britain and America. In mid-March, when Prime Minister Winston Churchill expressed his alarm to President Franklin Roosevelt at the never-ending losses in American waters, the president testily pointed a finger back at him for not bombing the U-boat bases on the Continent to eliminate the trouble at its source. The British already knew, however, that would be futile: The concrete pens were impregnable.


Squabbles aside, Churchill was correct to cite “the immense sinkings of tankers” as especially worrisome in his letter to Roosevelt. In January, for instance, 70 percent of the ships sunk were tankers; in March, 57 percent. That was no coincidence.


The Germans were not, it was becoming clear, hitting ships randomly. Instead they had focused on choking off the flow of oil to the Allied war machine. The Americans, German naval analysts argued, owned few domestic pipelines and lacked sufficient railway or road capacity to transport the black gold overland to their factories and shipyards. They were thus dangerously dependent on their tanker routes, with 95 percent of Texas and Oklahoma oil bound for the East Coast traveling by sea.


Because it would take at least a year to build a pipeline from Texas to New York, they estimated, the analysts confirmed German High Command’s assessment: American manufacturing would be throttled until 1943, at the very earliest, if the U-boats continued their bloody task.


More enticing still was the possibility of shutting down New York. That city’s port was the busiest in the world, as well as the biggest: Its 1,800 docks, piers, and wharves could accommodate some 600 ships at a time.


In short, New York was the heart, lungs, and sinews of the American war effort relating to Europe, and everything in, on, under, over, and near it ran on oil. To cripple operations, all the Germans had to do was target the huge, lumbering tankers arriving from the Gulf of Mexico or heading north toward Halifax in Canada, where the transatlantic convoys originated.


It would not take much to disrupt this tanker traffic. There were only some 260 U.S.–flagged vessels transporting Texas crude. In the six weeks from mid-January to March 1 alone, a few U-boats had destroyed forty-five tankers and damaged thirteen—a little more than one-fifth of the fleet. What would happen if half of it was lost over the coming months?


Quite aside from devastating the country’s economy, stanching the flow of American oil would cause British resistance to collapse; their bombers and fighters simply could not take off. What’s more, any planned invasion of North Africa would have to be canceled because there would be no fuel in the depots, and Stalin’s tanks would clank to a halt when they ran dry.


Freighter losses presented a similarly frightening outlook. An average cargo vessel carried as much matériel as four 75-wagon trains. For every two modest, 6,000-ton freighters and small, 3,000-ton tanker that were sunk, what ended up on the bottom of the sea was the equivalent of 42 tanks, 8 6-inch howitzers, 88 25-pound guns, 40 light guns, 24 armored cars, 50 Bren carriers, 5,210 tons of ammunition, 600 rifles, 428 tons of tank parts, 2,000 tons of stores, and 1,000 tanks of gasoline.


Put another way, in the first couple of months of 1942 alone, a handful of submarines had inflicted the same amount of loss as would have, statistically speaking, 96,000 bombing sorties. And the U-boat war was just getting started.


But so too was a new broom at Navy headquarters.















THREE



SHEEPDOGS AND WOLVES


I


In March 1942, the first sign of change at this nadir of American fortunes came in the tall, bleak form of Admiral Ernest King, the newly appointed Commander in Chief, U.S. Fleet, and Chief of Naval Operations.


Throughout his long career, most of King’s subordinates had despised him, and not even his few admirers had loved him, a notorious bully and bellower. Contemptuous toward those who did not meet his elevated expectations, King loudly cursed hapless captains and youthful lieutenants alike in language that shocked even old sea dogs. On land, a drunk in all but name, he could turn charming and debonair at cocktail parties, all the better to proposition his colleagues’ wives as his hands wandered beneath the table.


He did, however, maintain a small retinue of loyalists. The upside to serving under King, if you survived the gauntlet, was that he would grant his officers leeway to a degree unheard-of among American admirals. Like Napoleon, whose marshals were batoned on the basis of their enterprise, King prized initiative above any other value; a superior’s responsibility, he believed, was to tell a subordinate what needed to be done but not how to do it. Juniors needed to learn to think for themselves and to act independently when they judged it necessary. “Stop nursing them,” was one of his maxims.






[image: image]

Admiral King, as approachable as ever.








Nevertheless, there was no excusing King’s philandering, not in the starched-white Navy, and Roosevelt disliked his heavy boozing and wild poker games. For that reason, he’d been passed over for promotion until Drumbeat came along within weeks of his mandatory retirement, an event that everyone save King had been looking forward to.


No one could have guessed that the admiral, who had gloomily expected he’d soon be spending his dotage duck-hunting—a sport at which he was a grim enthusiast, if not a crack shot—would be summoned to leave his proverbial plow and return to war.


Roosevelt’s appointment of King to the Navy’s top spot had about it the sound of a barrel being scraped, and King knew it. But he also knew that when the going gets tough, they call in the bastards.


King may have lacked the easy congeniality of an Eisenhower, but he possessed the unrelenting aggression of a Patton. King was an attacking admiral—one who, like the legendary Lord Nelson, demanded that his ships engage the enemy more closely. Playing defense did not come naturally, or sit well, with a commander like King. Battle was his mettle.


Granted this unexpected opportunity, King immediately cleaned himself up. The furious chain-smoking endured, but out went the Scotch and in came a modest glass of sherry. The poker parties and the weekend affairs stopped, replaced by late-night meetings and all-day order-giving.


As Commander in Chief, U.S. Fleet—CINCUS—King’s very first act was to change this unfortunate acronym to COMINCH, or plain Commander in Chief. His second, and more consequential, was to fix America’s embarrassing response to the U-boat onslaught.


II


Admiral Karl Dönitz, King’s opponent across the water, is known to have cracked a single joke in his life. It was when he suspected the presence of a spy in his headquarters and everyone but him and his chief of staff had been thoroughly questioned by investigators. When no spy was found, Dönitz said to the man, “Now it can be only me or you.”


No one, alas, said it was a funny joke. It’s even possible that Dönitz wasn’t attempting to lighten the mood but was instead being entirely serious: At that stage, the spy really could be only one of them. Aside from there being no spy at all, that was, after all, the only logical conclusion.


Seriousness, manifested in a zeal for remorseless, self-critical improvement, had been Dönitz’s default mode since his motherless childhood, when his authoritarian father had pushed and shoved and driven him ahead at all costs. Although his subsequent rise through the German Navy wasn’t explosive, it was steady: Dönitz was always competent, always punctual, always prepared.


Following four years of sterling service during the Great War, Dönitz’s one great, unforgivable failure came in its closing weeks, when as commander of the submarine UB-68 he was forced to surrender his vessel to the British after damage rendered her unable to dive. To his mortification, he survived—albeit humiliatingly dressed only in a shirt, his underwear, and a sock—while his engineer heroically sacrificed himself to stay below to scuttle the U-boat.


Dönitz appears to have suffered some kind of mental breakdown in captivity as he turned over that day’s events repeatedly in his mind. He blamed himself: for the shame of failure, for betraying the Kaiser, for personally losing the war for Germany. His interrogator wrote that Dönitz “was very moody and almost violent at times and it was very hard to make him talk at all.”


Despite his self-flagellation and possibly suicidal intent, the loss of UB-68 was not Dönitz’s fault at all. He eventually pulled himself out of his funk by resolving never to break again.


In the 1930s, as chief of the Führer’s growing submarine force, Dönitz had become a true believer. An out-and-out anti-Semite, Dönitz was already temperamentally inclined to be mesmerized by Hitler’s power and the blood-cult of his omnipotent will. The seaman’s ramrod, compact form—until the end of his days he could still fit into his midshipman’s uniform—and rigidly controlled, taciturn exterior concealed a roiling core of molten fanaticism, the only giveaway being the dark, piercing eyes of the silent zealot.


Absolute faith in the Führer, absolute hatred of the enemy’s creed, absolute commitment to the U-boat weapon, absolute determination never to yield: These were Dönitz’s guiding stars. But his Polaris was control. During the war ahead, he would govern his U-boat fleet as tightly as he did his own body and mind, orchestrating the wolf packs’ sweeping movements from his headquarters as much as his brain regulated his own limbs.


Unlike the case of King, however, his men were fond of “Uncle Karl,” who saw in their comradeship the spirit of the German Volk in microcosm. And a good thing, too, for they would end up dying for him in their tens of thousands.



III


Handed unfettered command over the Navy, the force of nature that was Admiral Ernest King quickly made itself felt.


In early April 1942, he demanded a near-total blackout along the East Coast and ordered ships never to sail independently. These two steps alone brought an immediate drop-off in sinkings, with monthly losses in the Eastern Sea Frontier plummeting from twenty-three to five.


At first, Admiral Dönitz could not understand what was happening. The U-boats’ sudden lack of success could be ascribed to the new precautionary measures—that was only to be expected—but more mysterious was how the Americans were still able to fight. An astonishing 112 tankers now lay rusting at the bottom of the sea. Surely their machines must be sputtering for lack of oil by now?


By mid-May, it had become distressingly clear not only that the oil-starved American economy hadn’t juddered to a halt, but also that it wasn’t even oil-starved in the first place. If anything, the Yankees were almost swimming in the stuff: Since Drumbeat began, thousands of miles of pipeline from Texas to the East Coast had been rush-built and the railroad system overhauled. In January, trains had hauled 100,000 barrels a day eastward, but by June that figure had rocketed to 726,000.


These overland oil deliveries nearly completely replaced the losses caused by Dönitz’s U-boats. Just before Drumbeat, seaborne tanker shipments to the East Coast had amounted to 1.3 million barrels a day, but by June they had plummeted to 226,000. That collapse would otherwise have sparked a major political and economic crisis, but in fact all that happened was that lead-footed drivers were asked to go a little easier on the gas. Only modest rationing was needed because the remaining sea shipments, added to what the new pipelines and tank cars were bringing, totaled nearly 1.2 million barrels. In terms of oil supply, it was almost as if Drumbeat had never happened.


Dönitz conceded that Drumbeat had run its course; no longer showing results, the operation would have to be scrapped. But the relentless mariner wasn’t giving up. In August, with sinkings having fallen precipitously, Dönitz decided to transfer not only the Drumbeat submarines but also forty-eight newly built U-boats to the North Atlantic.


The war was about to enter its next, deadlier phase.


IV


Two thousand years before, the Romans had secured their shipments of olive oil and spices from Sicily and North Africa by aggregating merchant vessels in port and assigning warships to watch over them as they sailed.


Then, in the sixteenth century, Philip II of Spain’s grand galleons, groaning and creaking under the weight of their cargoes of New World gold, had similarly warded off Elizabeth I’s sea dogs by herding together on their Atlantic voyage.


And a hundred and fifty years earlier, the British had protected their own trade from Napoleon’s raiders by escorting it through the English Channel, the North Sea, and the Mediterranean.


Convoying worked, in other words, against corsairs, pirates, privateers, and insolent Frenchmen alike. Early in World War II, nevertheless, some British merchant vessels had sailed alone in the hope of evading the enemy through either guile or speed, but that hope had been dashed: Loss rates among these independents had been at least five times higher—occasionally one hundred times higher—than among convoyed ships.


The reason was that when ships sailed independently they presented multiple opportunities to attack. If a U-boat missed one, another target would soon come along, and then another. The compact mass of a convoy, on the other hand, gave U-boats a single shot. If they flubbed it, it might be weeks before the next one arrived.


On this general principle, Admiral King and the British agreed: Convoying was crucial for continuing the uninterrupted supply of fuel and matériel to Europe. But there the concordance ended.


The major point of dispute concerned not whether merchant ships should be convoyed but the role of the warships escorting the convoys. To the British, the presence of several of these wardens tended to deter submarines seeking easy kills, in the same way that a flock guarded by a sheepdog or two often went unravaged by a wolf. “We U-boat men knew well enough that a big convoy,” as the ace Kapitänleutnant Peter Cremer of U-333 put it, “escorted by even only a few destroyers and corvettes, could not be attacked even by a whole pack of U-boats without loss to ourselves.”


The British attitude was that an attack that either did not happen or failed to succeed was a victory, making it almost irrelevant whether any U-boat was sunk so long as the merchant vessels arrived safe and sound. Their yardstick of success lay in the amount of tonnage ferried to Britain to prepare for the coming invasion of continental Europe, to beef up resources for the Mediterranean and African campaigns, and to load up the arms convoys heading north to the Soviets.


For the British, preserving these supply lines was their highest priority. Their country was serving as a combination of warehouse and refinery while producing very little of the raw materials necessary for modern war. Some 95 percent of all petroleum products, 90 percent of copper ore, 90 percent of bauxite, and 100 percent of rubber, for example, had to be imported simply in order to keep fighting. “The people of Britain can tighten their belts,” advised one Admiralty expert, “but our armies cannot be let down by failure to provide equipment, guns, and tanks. This means ships and more ships, and safe escort for them.”


The arrival of the Americans was adding to that already heavy burden. Until then, no one had realized just how much stuff was needed to maintain a single soldier—an American one, at least. Each GI sent abroad was accompanied by five tons’ worth of equipment and supplies, and every month he required another ton shipped over. Japanese soldiers of the time may have survived on a bowl of rice a day, but on the Anzio beachhead in 1944 the Americans would amass 18,000 vehicles just for transport.


Given these logistical requirements, it was understandable that the British would prefer keeping their own vessels afloat to sinking the enemy’s. King, however, saw this strategy of avoidance as a passive half measure. It managed the U-boat problem by getting more ships through than Dönitz could sink, whereas King wanted to solve it by sinking more submarines than Dönitz could build.


To his mind, wars could not be won by sidestepping combat. As King put it in a memorandum to Roosevelt, it was instinctual to be initially defensive in the face of danger, but ultimately “no fighter ever won his fight by covering up—by merely fending off the other fellow’s blows. The winner hits and keeps on hitting even though he has to take some stiff blows in order to be able to keep on hitting.”


Until he built up his strength, he’d put his guard up—but then King intended to hit back hard.


V


Well, that was all right for him, retorted the British. King could afford to wait, enjoying as he did the luxury of oceanic moats around his fortress, an invulnerable continent connected by land to the riches of South America and Canada. They, on the other hand, were located on a small island twenty miles away from an aggressive enemy who had recently tried to invade it. So, yes, managing their supply lines to avoid suffocation was a rather important consideration.


King understood that his ally’s focus on trade protection rather than on decisive battles was the sensible, even necessary, approach in the short term—but he knew that it would eventually become a self-defeating one because the U-boat struggle was not static. It was dynamic in that Dönitz would build hundreds more submarines, with each successive generation more technologically advanced than the last. Aside from the boats’ better torpedoes, faster speeds, and enhanced performance, every day their crews spent unmolested at sea gained them invaluable tactical experience. The lessons they learned, logged and annotated by their captains, would be passed on to subsequent cadres of German submariners.


One could already see that both machines and men had improved in short order. Just two years earlier, the life expectancy of a U-boat had been three months; now it was thirteen. Blooded U-boat crews were these days sinking an average of nineteen enemy ships before their own vessel was sunk. In 1940, that “exchange rate” had been eleven for one.


In time, unless the Allies stopped trying simply to manage the U-boat threat, the challenge of keeping the U-boats at bay would become unmanageable. Eventually these ravenous wolves would overwhelm the sheepdogs and ravage every flock. To preempt such a disaster, King believed, the wolves must be brutally culled before they got anywhere near a convoy.


The only way to do that was for destroyers and airplanes to sally out and hunt them down in their lairs.


There was just one small problem with King’s strategy: Searching for a submarine was like trying to find one particular haystraw in a field of haystacks.


VI


In a sense, submarines are more like airplanes than ships. The latter exist in a two-dimensional environment and are therefore relatively easy to detect on the flat surface. Submarines, however, operate in three dimensions, only aquatic rather than aeronautic. Planes can change their heading, altitude, and airspeed just as much as submarines can vary their bearing, depth, and knots.


A related complication was that, even if the hunters managed to locate a submarine lingering on the surface—a difficult enough proposition, given the vast areas involved—the U-boat’s ability to maneuver in three dimensions gave its opponents only a limited time (about thirty seconds) to wound or kill one that crash-dived upon being spotted. Once it was underwater and maneuvering evasively, only guesswork and good fortune enabled a depth-charge hit.


To be sure, the Germans were manacled, too. Take a Type IX U-boat, of which U-123—the submarine that under Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen helped kick off Operation Drumbeat—was a typical example. While surfaced, her diesel engines could propel her at more than eighteen knots (twenty-one miles per hour). When submerged and running on battery-powered electric motors, by contrast, her maximum speed dropped to seven knots (about eight mph). If Hardegen throttled down his diesels to an economy speed of ten knots (twelve mph), his official surfaced range was 14,000 miles without refueling; if he did the same with the electrics and dropped to four knots (five mph), his cruising range plummeted to a mere 74 miles.


Even so, a Type IX could enjoy sixteen hours’ continuous running time underwater—more than enough to shake off its frustrated pursuers. With 74 miles as the radius of the U-boat’s operating circle from initial point of contact, and given its maximum operating depth of around 750 feet, we can form a cylinder of sorts, with the circular, 148-mile-diameter “top” being the ocean surface and the “body” extending 750 feet down. The volume of water within this cylinder amounts to 2,444 cubic miles, or 360 trillion cubic feet.


That’s a lot of theoretical space to lose oneself in. To put it into perspective, a Type IX U-boat was 250 feet long. That slight metal sliver might be anywhere, pointed in any direction, moving at any speed or depth. During those sixteen hours underwater, the submarine could have changed bearing countless times, dived deeper or risen to periscope depth, sped up or slowed down.


Under real-world conditions, of course, no captain would stay submerged for so long, he would avoid diving to anywhere near maximum operating depth, and the U-boat would surface at night to recharge its batteries and vent its stinking air. That act of self-revelation hardly mattered, though, since the craft was as good as invisible way out there in the blue.


Except to one man currently aboard an American Export Airlines flying boat en route to Washington.
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