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    Introduction


    




    In 1960, an almost-unnoticed event took place that to a few people seemed to symbolize the ultimate acknowledgment that Great Britain had long ceased to be a major naval power. That event was the consigning to the scrap yard of the HMS Vanguard, the last of the mighty battleships to fly the White Ensign.




    Although by this date she represented merely an obsolete hulk of an era and age long passed—with her ironic name (Rearguard would have been more apt) and her forlorn isolation for many years sealed up in reserve in Portsmouth Harbor in full view of her most illustrious forebear, the HMS Victory—the physical act of severing the last link with Britain’s former maritime greatness was a sad occasion.




    The last British battleship went to the breakers about 100 years after the arrival of the first “ironclad” battleship, the HMS Warrior, had effected a revolution in warship design, but the lineage of the Vanguard and her kind went back much farther—back four centuries, in fact, before the armada of 1588.




    In those four centuries, Britain rose to become the greatest power in the world, the richest nation on earth, and the most widespread and benevolent empire ever known. This unique position was achieved by command of the sea, and that command, for almost all of that long period, ultimately rested on Britain’s great ships, its ships of the line, its battleships.




    No weapon of war did more for Great Britain over such a length of time and so economically. Behind those forbidding but majestic bulwarks, Britain remained immune from the envy and hatred of the other lesser powers who sought to conquer and despoil it and subject its free peoples.




    No tyranny succeeded in passing those defenses, though many tried. Spanish king, French emperor, Prussian emperor, German and Italian dictators—all failed. But in the end, decay came from inside, and the decline and passing of the battleship ultimately matched exactly in its timing and speed the passing of the British nation as a major power and factor in world events. This was undoubtedly a coincidence, but it was somehow apt. Over the centuries, neglect and shortsightedness had often threatened both. Finally, the will to maintain them was eroded, and battleship and national greatness passed into history.




    The last brief years of the battleship saw them reach their zenith in size and power, but these same years were marked with acrimony and derision about the battleship’s usefulness and purpose, and its ultimate passing went unmourned in Britain at large. All that remains of the battleship era are two 15-inch guns mounted incongruously on the lawn of a London museum. It is not enough.




    A great many books have been written about the technical development of the battleship. The most worthwhile one is Dr. Oscar Parkes’s magnificent volume, a worthy monument indeed. When one turns for a brief description of what these great ships achieved during the last two decades of their long development, the situation is less satisfactory. Whereas there are several books that purport to tell the full story of their achievements in the last years, few do so in any detail. Most books of this nature dismiss the years 1919-45 in a chapter or two at best. Battleships in World War II are generally presented as already obsolete. When they put to sea, they were sunk wholesale by bombers and submarines—or so the story goes. When not sunk, they achieved nothing at all constructive to the war effort. These are the usual generalizations.


  




  

    




    Introduction to the 2008 Edition


    




    Iam very proud to have this revised edition of my book published for the American reader. The historical links between the Royal Navy and the U.S. Navy go back a very long time. After a brief period of mistrust in the 1920s, the ties grew very strong and were cemented during the period reviewed by this work, World War II. With four times the population and ten times the wealth, it was inevitable that the U.S. Navy would overtake the Royal Navy as the premier naval power. Aided by a series of mistaken decisions by Prime Minister Winston Churchill—bedazzled as he was by visions of German cities in ashes—the age-old priority given to Britain’s sea defenses lapsed, and the United States’ awesome and awe-inspiring construction program to build a two-ocean navy combined with British decline to make the U.S. the main maritime power from 1942 onward. This fact should not, however, distract from what the British battleship did during the final years of her 400-year-old history.




    The nonsense written about British battleships in many history books is nothing compared to the deluge of inaccuracy, misinformation, and downright idiocy transmitted on television in both the United Kingdom and United States since the first edition of this book in 1977. The pure scale and regularity of this media babble masquerading as “factual history” makes a new edition of this book even more essential for some balance and objectivity.




    Talking heads and voice overs reading puerile scripts, with sound bites by so-called “experts” to give the façade of accuracy, only add to the charade. I have seen the sinking of HMS Barham in the Mediterranean portrayed by the BBC as the sinking of a Japanese battleship off Leyte and by the History Channel as a sinking merchant ship in the North Atlantic. Such is the stuff served up as factual research on television today, while Hollywood, making up its own fabrications like U-571, The Battle of Midway, and Pearl Harbor, further perpetuates the rewriting of history. Nobody seems to care what is the truth anymore. This applies equally to the United Kingdom, with the television companies seemingly leading the stampede to dumb down history and steer it away from accuracy. Someone on the BBC’s The Word program recently sneered, “History is dead.” For them, that certainly would seem to be the case.




    Unfortunately, for this legion of detractors, it is a stubborn and uncomfortable fact for them to face that, for all their hasty and superficial judgements, the British battleship took part in more actions, was engaged in more operations, and voyaged more miles in combat duties in World War II than at any period since 1805.




    This new edition of my book attempts to redress the balance of knowledge and chronicle the final and neglected facet of the battleship’s story.




    Peter C. Smith




    Riseley, Bedford, United Kingdom




    June 2008


  




  

    




    CHAPTER 1


    




    Mistress of the Seas?




    On November 21, 1918, there was enacted in the bleak wastes of the cold North Sea, some forty miles from lonely May Island in the Firth of Forth, a drama of awe-inspiring significance and magnitude. It was nothing less than the surrender of the German High Seas Fleet to Britain’s Grand Fleet and this act of total submission of vanquished to the victor marked the supreme highwater mark of British sea power after three centuries of development and almost unbroken victory. But more than this, it marked the apex of supremacy of the battleship as the final arbiter of naval might after an equally long and successful period on the grim stage of sea warfare.




    “You have given us their army,” wrote Field Marshal Sir Henry Maitland Wilson to Adm. David Beatty that day, “and we have given you their fleet.”1




    There can be no doubt at all that the field marshal was speaking the plain truth. It had been the successful application of the blockade by the Royal Navy of Imperial Germany that in its slow, quiet but irresistible way had nullified the many great victories and feats of arms gained by that nation’s soldiers in the four years of the bloodiest warfare yet known to man. Though her armies might strike deep into the heart of France and Russia and there consolidate, resisting all attempts to throw them back in countless massive assaults that bled the Allies white, behind the front lines starvation grew, and in its wretched misery, the German home front festered, grew rotten, and ultimately broke.




    The German armies were finally defeated in the field by the British under Field Marshal Douglas Haig, but by that time, the whole imperial edifice built up by Kaiser Wilhelm II had become gutted spiritually from within until all that remained was the rotten core of a once-proud nation.2




    British sea power had brought this about in four years. More particularly, the Grand Fleet which, though it did not come firmly to grips with its opponent once during that period of time, by its mere existence doomed the colossal efforts of Germany to dominate the continent. In the same manner, the great ships of the Royal Navy had cast their decisive influence over other tyrannical empires with similar ambitions, Napoleon’s France and Philip’s Spain in the centuries before.




    The once imperial splendor of Germany followed these earlier examples to an equally decisive termination, laid low by the one force which they all tried to challenge but never were able to dominate: Britain’s control of the sea. And this vital factor was guarded in 1918, as in 1805 and no less surely in 1588, by the battleship, the British battleship. At this supreme hour of its greatest and most complete victory, whereby an entire enemy fleet submitted without a shot being fired, how stood the battleship in the Royal Navy, in the fleets of the lesser sea powers and in the eyes of the world.




    In Admiral Beatty’s great fleet, that remarkable November day in 1918 was to be found the greatest assembly of British warships in her history. There were 150 lithe, sleek destroyers, flotilla upon flotilla, in that assembly—six squadrons of swift, pert light cruisers and one squadron of rugged armored cruisers swelled this total, but dominating all else were the great bulks of the battleships and battlecruisers; there were seven squadrons of these mighty vessels.




    This massive armada of more than 200 fighting ships, with five American and three French representative vessels in attendance, steamed out to meet its German enemy in full fighting order. Each ship had its guns crews closed up for action with the guns trained outboard. At their battle stations, the men were issued with gas masks and asbestos clothing.




    At 9:30 the “dirty and uncared-for ships”3 of the High Seas Fleet were in sight, being led to the rendezvous by the light cruiser Cardiff and, on sighting her, Admiral Beatty formed his great command into two gigantic columns, each composed of two score or more battleships and cruisers.




    The German fleet, which surrendered that day, consisted of their most modern vessels: nine battleships, five battlecruisers, seven light cruisers, and forty-nine destroyers. Large as this array was, it was totally dwarfed by the Grand Fleet, and this comparison illustrated perfectly the hopelessness of the German challenge to dispute control of the sea.




    As the Grand Fleet came abreast of the German formation, Admiral Beatty turned the two long lines of British ships inward toward the German ships through 180 degrees, and in one brilliant maneuver, he placed his flag-ship, the battleship Queen Elizabeth, abeam Adm. Ludwig von Reuter’s German fleet. Thus sandwiched between the two British columns, the German fleet was escorted back to the Forth, where both fleets anchored. The final seal on this memorable day was set by the signal sent by Beatty to Reuter at 11:00 A.M.: “The German flag will be hauled down at sunset today, Thursday, and will not be hoisted again without permission.”




    Seven months later, in a final act of self-degradation, the bulk of these surrendered German ships scuttled themselves in the still, quiet waters of Scapa Flow. This final drama was in fact an acknowledgement that their whole creation and purpose had failed utterly. As the last of the German ships slid below the water the work of the Grand Fleet was brought to its fulfillment, in a less spectacular, but far more complete and absolute, manner than the Battle of Trafalgar.




    In 1918, then, there was no question in the minds of most senior officers of the Royal Navy that the battleship, as so often before, had been the main instrument with which this crushing victory had been secured. Nor was there much doubt then that as “Mistress of the Seas,” her place was still secure for the foreseeable future.




    Indeed, in 1918, in terms of battleship strength, the Royal Navy appeared to be in an unapproachable position. No less than seventy-one battleships and battlecruisers flew the white ensign in November 1918, a total that no other nation could even begin to approach.




    It is true that many of these ships were elderly vessels, the so-called pre-Dreadnoughts, which had possessed little fighting value during the Great War and were destined for early visits to the breakers’ yards in any event. But even without these ships, along with Dreadnought herself, which was destined for the same early termination, the number of modern fully battleworthy capital ships that the Royal Navy had in full commission was thirty-two battleships and nine battlecruisers, a total of forty-one heavy ships. This placed the Royal Navy way out ahead of any of her competitors in naval strength, especially as this ratio was maintained by cruiser and destroyer strength as well.




    With the total elimination of the German and Austrian fleets from the world scene, only a few other nations retained even the semblance of a modern fighting fleet anyway. In order of precedence, these nations possessed the following the numbers of modern battleships and battlecruisers:




    

      

        	United States



        	15

      




      

        	Japan



        	9

      




      

        	France



        	7

      




      

        	Italy



        	5

      




      

        	Russia



        	5

      




      

        	Spain



        	3

      




      

        	Brazil



        	2

      




      

        	Argentina



        	2

      




      

        	Turkey



        	1

      


    




    These nine nations totaled forty-nine modern capital ships against the Royal Navy’s strength, on its own, of forty-one. Moreover, it was not only in numbers that the Royal Navy had a convincing preponderance of strength; equally, or perhaps more important, it was at a high pitch of training and readiness, and more than any of her rivals, the British fleet was fully attuned to modern battle conditions as they existed at that time. In numbers, in expertise, and in tradition, the Royal Navy in 1918 was undoubtedly the greatest maritime fighting organization in existence.




    The figures thus presented appeared to confirm the continuing predominance of the British fleet in the postwar world and in the unshakeableness of the security of the empire, which had emerged even larger after the Great War, and whose ties were now strengthened as never before by the mutual sacrifice of the shedding of the blood of their sons in a common cause. British prestige was at its peak.




    And yet within five years, this numerical superiority had been thrown away and was never regained. In ten years, the experience and expertise amassed from the Great War had been overtaken by new technical innovations with which the Royal Navy began to fall behind. Within twenty years, the utterly prostrate German enemy would once again be in a position to challenge Britain for control of the seas. How could this come about? There is no single answer but rather a series of interlocking factors that ensured the complete reversal of the 1918 position in so short a time. And the decline of the Royal Navy and the growth of her rivals are linked absolutely with the uncertainty of the future role of the battleship in sea warfare.




    Presenting the numbers of capital ships completed and in service with the world’s fleets as a yardstick (a now familiar phrase but one that was only just about to make its debut on the naval scene in 1918) gives a somewhat reassuring picture, but at the same time, it is a completely false one. Before proceeding, an explanation of the term “capital ship” as used in this book is desirable for the lay reader. This term was adopted to identify both the battleships and the battlecruisers of the fleets—a wholly misleading adoption because the two types had little in common, save for the main armaments. How the two types differed will be discussed later in this volume, but the United States had not actually built any of the latter at this time and wished to include those of other nations in the battleship totals. This led to frequent confusion in the minds of the public that they were in fact one and the same.




    The true picture is only revealed when the actual numbers and types of capital ships then under construction are taken into account, and here the position was, for the British public—which regarded British dominance at sea as a fact of life, like breathing and taxes—far more alarming.




    In 1918, in fact, work was in progress on only one British capital ship, the battlecruiser Hood. Originally one of a class of four, her sisters—Anson, Howe, and Rodney—had been cancelled earlier. Such was not the case with Britain’s main rivals, the United States and Japan; both nations had already embarked on enormous building programs, which, once completed, would completely alter the rosy picture of British might at sea.




    In 1916, the year of the battle of Jutland, the American Congress had voted through an enormous expenditure to allow for the rapid and unprecedented growth of the U.S. fleet, with the avowed aim of creating—to use their favorite phrase of the time—“a navy second to none.” In fact, what the “big navy” men wanted was a navy superior to all, and in this, they were enthusiastically backed up by the steel and shipbuilding lobby, which foresaw an unprecedented boom in construction.




    The aim, it was said, was to create a fleet that would be able to stand up to any British challenge in the Atlantic and any Japanese threat from across the Pacific—at the same time. Britain and Japan were linked by a strong treaty of alliance. Although this treaty was not directed at the United States when it was signed in 1902 but rather drafted as a brake on Russian imperialistic expansion into China and the Pacific, the very virulent and vocal Anglophobes in the American navy—and there were many at this time4—used this treaty as a threat to persuade the Congress to authorize this enormous program.




    As a direct result, 1916 saw the beginning of construction in American yards of twelve of the largest and most powerful warships ever envisaged, vessels that, once built, would so completely outclass all existing capital ships as to somewhat nullify any temporary numerical advantage Great Britain might have. In addition, a further six equally enormous and awe-inspiring battle-cruisers were laid down. The full program was as follows: twelve battleships—Colorado, Maryland, Washington, West Virginia at 32,600 tons; eight 16-inch guns, fourteen 5-inch guns, four 3-inch guns; and twenty-one knots; South Dakota, Indiana, Montana, North Carolina, Iowa, Massachusetts at 43,200 tons; twelve 16-inch guns, sixteen 6-inch guns; and twenty-three knots; and two other battleships; and six battlecruisers—Lexington, Constellation, Saratoga, Ranger, Constitution, United States at 43,200 tons; eight 16-inch guns, sixteen 6-inch guns, four 3-inch guns; thirty-three knots. The Colorado-class battleships were laid down on the stocks between 1917 and 1920; the Lexington-class battlecruisers were commenced in 1920 and 1921, as were the South Dakota-class battleships.




    Nor was this program, ambitious as it was, the end of the story. In their eagerness to overtake Britain as the leading naval power, while that country was still fully focused on the German menace, the U.S. Navy actively considered even more far-reaching designs to produce the ultimate battleship. That summer, the American Senate directed the Committee on Naval Affairs to go ahead with research into the design of such a ship, which they aptly enough named the Terror. The ship was to have, in their own words “the maximum size, the maximum draft, and the maximum armament, and the maximum thickness of armor to make the very best battleship. or cruiser the world has ever seen or will see.”5 In their usual way, they stated that the creation of such a monster was not a threat to Britain or Japan but instead would be “the peacemaker of the world.”6




    Research work went ahead; the only limitations being put on the designers were the width of the locks on the Panama Canal. By October 1916, they had come up with a sketch design of the following characteristics: 70,000 tons; twelve 16-inch guns, twenty-one 6-inch guns; thirty-one knots.




    It was not very surprising, therefore, to anyone but the Americans themselves that both Japan and Great Britain, when viewing this gigantic expansion of American seapower, tended to regard the Terror and even the more modest vessels already under construction, not as the world’s peacemaker but as a determined threat against their very existence.




    Whereas the American senators might consider themselves “better” than most nations and therefore ideally suited to wield such an instrument and be arbiter of events on the world’s stage, both Japan and Great Britain took rather more worldly views on what they saw as a challenge. In this, the same reasons applied to the new American fleet as had been applied to the creation of the powerful German fleet before 1914. Great Britain had an enormous empire spread all over the globe. It had the world’s largest mercantile fleet, which also had to be defended, and it was dependent on the importation of food and materials to an alarming degree, as the recent U-boat campaign had so convincingly brought home. Control of the sea was essential to the British, but to the Americans, completely self-sufficient at that time, it was not a necessity, merely an exercise in prestige.




    It was a commonly expressed viewpoint in British naval circles, at all levels, that war with the United States was “unthinkable.”7 The reverse was quite often the case across the Atlantic, however, with many American admirals seeing Britain as the most logical future opponent in any new sea conflict, the clash of trading interests being the most likely cause of friction leading to such an event.8




    Japan too was alarmed. It had been pursuing her own expansionist policies at the expense of her Chinese neighbor, and when told by the United States and Great Britain to curb these policies, Japan greatly resented it. It had reached the status of a first-rate power very quickly and largely by its own military prowess. Quite naturally, Japan saw what it considered its natural destiny being thwarted by the two western powers and acted accordingly. The only way the U.S. and Britain could reach Japan in the event of war was by sea, so Japan immediately initiated a great shipbuilding program of its own to counter that threat.




    Although the earlier cordial relations between Japan and Great Britain were now wearing rather thin, the long-established ties between the two navies were still deep, and in particular, the influence of the world’s greatest seapower in design was still strongly felt. British-built and British-designed warships predominated in the Japanese fleet, as did British methods. As in other areas, however, Japan was now becoming more and more self-reliant. This was reflected in its building programs.




    As early as 1912, Japan had shown her newfound independence of thought with the magnificent Kongo-class battlecruisers. The lead ship was ordered from a British yard—Vickers, Barrow—while the three sisters were built in Japanese yards, but it was the design itself which most impressed. Indeed, Great Britain thought so highly of the Kongo, which so obviously out-classed the Lion-class of the current British program, that the Tiger, laid down soon after the launch of the Kongo, was redesigned to incorporate many of the design features of the Japanese vessel and, as a result, turned out to be one of the most successful vessels of this type ever built. Already, then, the pupil, Japan, was imparting lessons to the teacher, Britain. In the 1920s, this trend was accelerated still further.




    Alarmed at the massive United States building program of 1916 onward, Japan was now ready to counter it. Although at war in 1914 alongside the Allies, Japan was never a very enthusiastic backer of their cause, the military caste in Japan having far more in common with the Prussians, who took over the German destiny during the Great War, than with the democratic nations she was linked to by treaty. Japan therefore made the maximum effort toward the war to qualify it for a major seat at the peace conference but undertook only such military expeditions that actually contributed to her own ambitions and strict self-interest. For example, to besiege and capture Tsingtao, Germany’s main naval base in the Pacific, was a prize that she took quick action to secure. It was not so much the removal of German influence from China, however, as the establishment of Japan’s own power there that had prompted this action, which was completed by November 1914.




    Japan had solemnly promised the Chinese that she fully accepted the integrity of China, and that pledge influenced the Chinese, with whom Germany had been negotiating to return the port intact, knowing in any case that it could not be held against British sea power.




    Once established, however, the Japanese did not yield this prize of war to its rightful ownership, and in 1920, it was still very much a Japanese base.




    More than this, early in 1915, with a strong foothold thus established, with its allies fully committed in Europe, and with America apathetic and uninterested, Japan saw its chance to press on with the next stage of its program, and it had nothing to do with aiding the crusade against Germany. Japan presented the Chinese government with a series of points aimed at giving itself a complete stranglehold over China’s economy; if met in full, these points would give Japan absolute ascendancy and influence over that vast country, to the exclusion of all other foreign influences. The so-called Twenty-one Demands were made in secret, but when the British and American governments got wind of them, they combined to administer a stern warning to Japan to desist. But Japan ignored this and pressed on, and China, with little hope of material assistance at that time, was forced to accept the bulk of them. This gave the western governments a perfect indication of the probable course of Japan’s future diplomacy, but there was little they could do to stop her between 1915 and 1918.




    However, in overplaying her hand, Japan had made potential enemies out of what had hitherto been cordial friends, and as both these nations happened to be premier naval powers, Japan had no option but to speed her own naval defences. This she would have done anyway; the 1916 American program merely acted as both the spur and the necessary excuse for proceeding with her own rebuilding plans.




    The Kongo-class battlecruisers had been followed by a steady stream of Super Dreadnoughts, through the Fuso, Hyuga, and Nagato, all designed and built to outclass the corresponding ships built by the United States over the period 1912-16. Once the American 1916 plans were known, however, the Japanese countered with their 8-8 Plan. This was the immediate construction of eight battleships and eight battlecruisers to be laid down between 1917 and 1927. Again, ship for ship, they were to be the match—or much better—than the American South Dakotas and Lexingtons.




    The first two were completed in 1919 and 1920, and others were being built while more were still in the planning stage. The full program was as follows: eight battleships—Nagato, Mutsu at 33,800 tons; eight 16-inch guns, twenty 5.5-inch guns, four 3.1-inch guns; 26.5 knots; Kaga, Tosa at 39,900 tons; ten 16-inch guns, twenty 5.5-inch guns, four 3.1-inch guns; 29.5 knots; and 13, 14, 15, 16 (names unallocated). Yet a further class of four ships, the “Y Hiraga” design of 1921, were prepared with the following specifications: 47,500 tons; eight 18-inch guns, sixteen 5.5-inch guns, eight 4.7-inch guns; thirty knots. The eight battlecruiseres were the Amagi, Akagi, Atago, and Takao at 41,217 tons; ten 16-inch guns, sixteen 5.5-inch guns; and thirty knots; the Kii, Owari, 11, and 12 (names unallocated) at 42,600 tons; ten 16-inch guns, sixteen 5.5-inch guns; and thirty knots.




    Thus it can be seen that with the introduction of these monsters—mounting 18-inch guns in the main against the 16-inch guns of the American ships—Japan was not only accepting the challenge but going considerably farther.




    When compared with both these titanic building programs, the Royal Navy’s completion of the battlecruiser Hood in 1920 was the pale termination of that service’s expansion from the war programs. Compared with what had gone before, Hood was a fine addition to the fleet, but compared with the behemoths being built by Japan and the U.S., she had already been left far behind. Hood’s details were 41,200 tons; eight 15-inch guns, sixteen 5.5-inch guns; thirty-two knots.




    Worse than the fact that her 15-inch guns were already being outclassed by existing 16-inch and projected 18-inch weapons was the fact that she was only one ship against the eighteen new American vessels and the sixteen new Japanese ships, without taking into account the ships of those two powers now being completed and joining the fleet from earlier programs.




    Obviously, the Admiralty had to respond to this dual challenge, and respond it did. In 1921, Parliament sanctioned new naval estimates, which included this response. Four new battlecruisers mounting 16-inch guns were to be laid down at once, followed by a program of battleships with 18-inch guns. The details of the four battlecruisers were as follows: 1, 2, 3, 4 (names unconfirmed, although generally thought to have been Inflexible, Indomitable, Indefatigable, and Invincible; an alternative set of speculative names put forward at the time included St. George, St. Andrew, St. David, and St. Patrick) at 48,000 tons; nine 16-inch guns, sixteen 6-inch guns, six 4.7-inch and no fewer than forty 2-pounder pom-poms; and thirty-two knots. Known as the G-3 design, these four ships were approved in August 1921 and ordered on October 26 from the shipyards of Beardmore, John Brown, Fairfield, and Swan Hunter. The four battleships were designated 5, 6, 7, and 8. These four magnificent battleships, the N-3 design, were thought to have a designed tonnage of 48,500 tons and mount nine 18-inch guns, sixteen 6-inch guns, six 4.7-inch guns, and carry forty 2-pounder pom-poms, and have a speed of at least about twenty-three knots.




    It is a thousand pities these eight ships were never built, for each one would have been worth two of older battleships that were eventually retained for World War II; the battlecruisers alone would have had the speed to accompany carrier task groups; but the Treasury was hostile and unsympathetic even without the machinations of Washington.




    When details of these ships and the Japanese giants came to light, the American politicians, who had sanctioned their great program to ensure “the fulfillment of the United States’ destiny as leader of democratic impulse,”9 began to have second thoughts. It was one thing to undertake the construction of the world’s mightiest battle fleet for use as the proverbial “big stick” with which to bring Great Britain to heel and browbeat the rest of the world into accepting a Pax Americana to replace the long-established Pax Britannica. It was quite another when, after the spending of many millions of dollars on such vessels, that they would then be completely outclassed by both British and Japanese ships of the same type. They would have expended a great deal of taxpayers money and have been no farther forward.




    If Great Britain and Japan could not be outbuilt in a new naval race, then might not an alternative way be found to ensure that America’s “naval destiny” be fulfilled on the cheap? As Oscar Parkes related, “At an average cost of 7 million pounds apiece, these three powers were committed to an expenditure of 252 million pounds on capital ships alone.”10 The United States might be the world’s richest nation, but there was a limit to what public opinion at home would stand, especially as many prominent American citizens were not as convinced as the big navy group that their nation really needed to replace Great Britain as the world’s policeman, even for national prestige.11




    In this new policy, they were aided by several important factors that now began to emerge. The first was the economic bankruptcy of Great Britain, which emerged from the Great War—which it had started as the richest country in the world—with vast debts, mainly to the United States. True, the amount owed Britain by other countries exceeded its debts, but when Britain’s bills went unpaid, it was expected to pay up. Britain owed the United States a large amount of money, and the American authorities were making it clear that it must be repaid despite it having been spent, among other things, in keeping the United States safe from the German fleet, which in 1914 was second only to the British.12




    This was not at first thought to have influenced the British politicians. In March 1920, for example, the new First Lord, Walter Long, addressed the house in terms that seemed to indicate that the traditional British policy of control of the sea would be maintained indefinitely. “I believe,” he stated, “it is a fact that the naval policies of all past governments, whichever party they have represented, have at least included the common principle that our Navy should not be inferior in strength to the Navy of any other power, and to this principle the present Government firmly adheres.”13




    This was not, however, the same as saying that the government of David Lloyd George intended to maintain the old two-power standard, which was thought vital by most of its predecessors. When Sir David Beatty, now First Sea Lord, laid before Parliament the size of the postwar fleet he considered the absolute minimum, it was not well received.




    Beatty’s requirements were for an Atlantic fleet to be composed of a fleet flagship, two battleship squadrons, a battlecruiser squadron, two light cruiser squadrons, four destroyer flotillas, and three submarine flotillas, in addition to a powerful Mediterranean fleet which was once more to be reestablished after a lapse of several years. This did not seem excessive to the Royal Navy in view of the size of the old Grand Fleet, but to the economists, it seemed to be highly unrealistic. A total force of fourteen battleships in full commission in the balmy days of 1920, when not an enemy appeared in sight, was just not tolerated. The numbers were pruned to a total of six capital ships in the Atlantic Fleet and six in the Mediterranean; cruiser and destroyer strengths were cut even more, and the actual number of ships in the destroyer flotillas were reduced from one flotilla leader, one sub leader, and sixteen destroyers to one leader and eight destroyers only. This was as much a tactical consideration as an economic one, since war experience had shown that the larger numbers made handling flotillas in combat unwieldy.




    The realities of economics soon made themselves felt in the navy in other ways. The summary reduction in the strength of the serving personnel from the wartime peak of 407,316 caused great resentment, especially in the clumsy and thoughtless way it was handled. This feature of the so-called Geddes Axe, named after the First Lord of the day, was to be repeated, in the high-handed way in which it was introduced, by a later government when cuts in pay were to become necessary and led to the Invergordon mutiny. Insensitivity when dealing with service matters and personnel had long been a hallmark of the British government, although it should have been expected, by the 1920s and 30s, to have acted with more thought and tact.




    Allied to the economic factor was the strong feeling in the country that the Great War had indeed been the “war to end all wars.” This feeling was common, and the widespread pacifism that swept the western world was in its way highly commendable. It was particularly strong in Great Britain, and the reasons are not hard to find. For centuries, this country had relied on seapower to protect her. A miniscule standing army had been built up, but this was, in the main, small in comparison with the continental armies, especially those that developed during the nineteenth century. Not only had the British not fought a major land campaign since Waterloo more than a century before, but it had always conducted its campaigns without conscription. Even the Crimea operations had not brought home to the bulk of the population how bloody and all-embracing land warfare had become. Seapower was not only effective, it was economical in the nation’s most valuable asset, manpower.14




    It was only when this policy was abandoned in the 1914–18 war and a huge conscript army sent to fight in the traditional continental manner that this aspect of modern warfare was brought grimly home to the nation.15 The ghastly carnage of the Western Front naturally made a deep and long-lasting impression on all who took part, and an equally firm impression on those that had lost relations and friends—in 1920, this meant almost every household in the land. There was a fierce determination that such wholesale slaughter must never be allowed to take place again.




    The logical answer would probably have been to revert once more to the old tried, tested, and reliable defense of the sea, but the natural reaction against the huge casualty lists of France and Flanders automatically embraced all forms of self-defense. The thought that all the suffering and hardship of World War I had been in vain, that naval rivalry with Germany, held by many to have been a contributing factor to the outbreak of the war, had been overcome only to be replaced by similar rivalry on an even vaster scale, was simply not acceptable. Politicians naturally reflected the will of the people and, even if they sincerely believed in the need to maintain Britain’s defenses, found that the arguments for such a policy fell on deaf ears. It was not long therefore before excuses were being made in the House of Commons as to why Great Britain was falling behind in terms of battleship construction, and for the first time but unhappily not for the last, the reasons given were “the general, financial, and international situation prevailing.”16




    The United States, although hardly as affected in terms of casualties as Great Britain, shared the revulsion against warfare and further spending on arms, and the public climate changed sufficiently by 1921 that the American House of Representatives halved the naval estimates for that year, effectively putting an end to the immediate realizations of the big navy men. Despite Japanese aloofness from this general trend, it is not surprising that the two western powers began to make diplomatic approaches to each other to terminate the new race before it got fully underway.




    Unfortunately for all these men of good faith and idealistic intents, the old lesson—that unilateral disarmament is futile and, more to the point, highly dangerous—was forgotten in the general euphoria of the time, which led them to believe that perhaps Japan might be persuaded to join them in a reduction in naval forces, providing that they led the way in making concessions. The argument ran that if it were demonstrated to the Japanese by example that they had nothing to fear from the British and American navies, then they would agree to cooperate in wholesale limitations. All well and good, then, but suppose such a power was to renege on any new pact and go all-out for world domination? Then it was argued that an international force based on existing armaments would provide the solution.17




    Be that as it may, President Warren G. Harding’s call for an arms limitations conference, made in 1921, was warmly welcomed in British circles, and only slightly less enthusiastically by the lesser naval powers, France and Italy. And why shouldn’t it have been, for in any general agreement on naval disarmament, such powers could not help benefiting, in proportion of total strengths, at the expense of the premier naval power, Britain. It was Britain that had the most to lose at this time, and ultimately, it was Britain, or rather the men of her mercantile marine, who had to pay the price.




    When this conference got underway at Washington in November 1921, the British delegation faced the knowledge that they would have to fight hard for a large enough fleet to protect the empire. Worse, they knew that at the same time as they were striving to prevent the whittling away of the navy to a dangerous level at the conference table in Washington, they faced equally fierce opposition from the Treasury at home. It was an unenviable position but one to which Sir David Beatty applied himself with the same devotion and patience as he had his seagoing commands during the war.




    The nature of the Washington Conference was set by the opening speech of the American president. Instead of a carefully debated conference to discuss the best ways and means of limiting naval armaments, the Americans produced, out of the hat, a plan—a diktat, almost—aimed at ensuring that America achieved at least parity with Great Britain, thus leapfrogging herself to the top of the naval strength league. In one respect, Harding knew that his audacious outline was almost certain of ultimate acceptance, for the British government, in flat contradiction of their pious utterances in 1919, had already made it fairly obvious that they would not, after all, object to such a parity.18




    What came as a complete surprise to the assembled delegates—and as alluring as it was unexpected—was the proposal that all the battleships and battlecruisers then in various stages of construction should be broken up on the slips forthwith and that no new construction of capital ships should take place for at least ten years. The lure was in the tonnage figures put forward.




    Here it was seen that the United States was being virtuous and setting a wholesome lead for the other powers to follow, for she would scrap some 845,000 tons of new capital ships against 583,000 tons for Great Britain and 449,000 tons for Japan. These figures later included the tonnages for completed ships also to be dismantled at the same time. Of course, these tonnages did not reveal that, in making this concession, America was at this time well aware that the ships she was building were already far outclassed by those building in Japan and Britain, as we have seen.




    Though these proposals went far, there was still more. On completion of the scrapping program, the Royal Navy would still be left with a slight tonnage margin of superiority:




    

      

        	Great Britain



        	22 ships



        	604.450 tons

      




      

        	United States



        	18 ships



        	500,650 tons

      




      

        	Japan



        	10 ships



        	299,700 tons

      


    




    But any misplaced relief that the British representatives might have felt at even this small concession to her commitments was quickly eradicated as the American proposal went on to suggest that these figures were only temporary and that the final figures, to be achieved within the ten year period, were as follows:




    

      

        	Great Britain



        	500.000 tons

      




      

        	United States



        	500.000 tons

      




      

        	Japan



        	300.000 tons

      


    




    It was clear from these figures on whom the final sacrifice was to be placed, for whereas the American and Japanese allocations remained much the same, still further reductions were to be made by Great Britain over this period. The final ratios for all the main powers would then come out as:




    

      

        	Great Britain



        	5

      




      

        	United States



        	5

      




      

        	Japan



        	3

      




      

        	France



        	1.75

      




      

        	Italy



        	1.75

      


    




    If the nature of the fight before the British delegation was fairly obvious to them from the start, the position on the home front was equally precarious, as they well knew. Although in 1919 David Lloyd George had told the Americans that Britain would “spend her last guinea”19 to ensure that the British fleet remained superior to the American, things were now very different. Leaving Admiral Chatfield and his staff to do their best in the face of the American proposals, Beatty hurried back to London, behavior which one historian has called odd, coming, as it did, in the face of such a threat across the conference table.




    In the circumstances, there is little doubt that Beatty took the right course. Although big issues were at stake in Washington, ultimately it was the prime minister and the British government that would have to make the decisions, and knowing the strength of the forces at work in Whitehall to pare the armed forces to the bone, Beatty wanted to be at the center of affairs.20 As Beatty recorded, “If it continues, we shall have no navy at all, Washington Conference or not!”21




    Back at Washington, the caving in of the other nations to the American proposals was complete. None pretended to like it. Japan felt it a national insult to have her rapidly expanding navy frozen at 60 percent of its two potential enemies, and she gave way with bad grace. She was shrewd enough, however, to use her building program as a bargaining chip to give her mandates over the strategic islands of the Bonins, Kurile, Formosa, and the Pescadores, which she undertook, no doubt with tongue in cheek, not to fortify. Moreover, the Americans were forbidden to fortify either Guam or Manila, which meant that the closest fleet base available for their battle fleet to work against Japan remained at distant Hawaii. This agreement virtually gave the Japanese complete control of the Western Pacific, which was what she desired in order to pursue her “forward” policy with regard to China.




    If Japan was outwardly upset at, but ultimately accepted, the ratios proposed, then France was equally insulted. For more than two centuries, it had been the main rival to Britain at sea, and up until the last decades of the nineteenth century, its fleet had maintained second place. It is true that this position was usurped first by Germany and then the United States during the early years of the twentieth century, but France still had a strong tradition as a major, albeit a seldom victorious, sea power. Her rank was now equal to that of Italy, a nation with no large worldwide empire to defend. Moreover, France had at this period the largest and best-equipped army in the world, and the agreed ratios hurt her pride. She no doubt found solace in the fact that the Washington Conference failed to agree on similar limitations for lesser warships, especially submarines, which Britain had wished to ban completely.22




    But as another very perceptive historian has noted, none of these nations really suffered at Washington, despite their protests:




    Britain lost on the deal. By accepting the main American ratios, she surrendered her long-standing sea supremacy among the nations of the world, she abandoned her ancient freedom to protect in the way she thought best her vital maritime communications, and she agreed to forgo her previous commanding lead over the Japanese.23




    He added: “For the sake of a false semblance of naval equality with America, the British government gave away any chance of equality in the Far East, where it mattered a great deal.”24 Whereas the judgment of history would seem to uphold this opinion, another historian reaches quite different conclusions. The loss of this supremacy in terms of battleships was regarded as




    a considerable achievement. It failed to limit competition in submarines or military aircraft, both of which were potentially more important weapons than battleships, but this is more apparent with hindsight than it was in 1922; at that time battle fleets were generally regarded as the backbone of any navy, and it was reasonable to assume that the vicious, rising spiral of suspicion, response and counter-response had been cuts.25




    It was this reasoning that provided the fuel to the third weapon in the pacifists’ armory: “The battleship was on the way out!”26 This third front against the Admiralty had been opened almost as soon as the war was over and reached the general public by way of a furious debate in the correspondence columns of the Times through the so-called battleship-versus-bomber controversy. Moreover, it was a feeling that, combined with the war-weariness of the nation, British governments were eager to back. That the battleship in 1945 was finally recognized as being finished by the development of air weapons should not cloud the issue of the decisions made in the 1920s. Informed naval opinion at this period was completely in agreement around the world that the battleship was still the main weapon of naval power. The Admiralty has been pilloried time and time again for the stand it took in the interwar years on this issue and is generally depicted as being run by ultra-conservative men with closed minds. Such a stance is wholly unacceptable but is made with distressing frequency. It cannot accord with the facts.




    No responsible Board of Admiralty would press for the retention of the battleship in the face of tightening budgets had they not been convinced that it was a necessary weapon. Had it been demonstrably proven beyond doubt that the capital ship was outclassed and outmatched by aircraft in 1920 or by any other weapon, then surely such a weapon would have been adopted as quickly as possible by every nation aspiring to major status. In fact, the reverse was the case. It was not just Great Britain, with her long history of the battle fleet concept as defined by American admiral and naval theorist Alfred Thayer Mahan, who believed after comprehensive studies that the battleship remained supreme at this time, but the United States, Japan, and—when it again returned to the field—Germany also. Nor were the “lesser” powers—who were always outclassed and outnumbered in battleships and on whom restrictions would have placed a much lighter burden—in any less doubt that the battleship was still supreme at sea. The fact that all these powers came to the same conclusions at the same time would appear to negate the argument that the retention of the battleship was little more than “an Anglo-Mahan confidence trick, which eventually rebounded on its own innocent perpetrators.”27




    Right at the start of this long, drawn-out, and unhappy period of paper arguments, the Admiralty had made its position clear. After acknowledging the growing criticism of the keeping in commission a large number of capital ships, they stated: “The naval staff has examined this question with extreme care and as a result we profoundly dissent from these views. In our opinion the capital ship remains the unit on which sea-power is built up.”28




    The careful examination and the results that followed were not accepted by their critics however, and the press had a field day as the battleship was naturally denounced by the bomber enthusiasts, the pacifists, and—more alarmingly to the sincere men who were trying to give the empire the best defense they could—by many ex-naval men as well. Among the most vociferous of these were Adm. Percy Scott and Adm. John Fisher in England, both of whom were regarded as epitomizing the establishment of the big gun and the Dreadnought-class battleship, which both now regarded as finished. In the United States, this point of view was taken up by Adm. William Sims, an old friend of Scott’s who had done as much for the efficiency of American naval gunfire as had Scott for his own service. That such men were combined in their disdain for the battleship in the 1920s provided powerful ammunition for the advocates of the heavy bomber who were stridently calling for the complete abolition of navies.




    One concession wrung by Chatfield at Washington was that because other powers had 16-inch gun vessels completed, Britain was allowed to construct immediately two such ships to maintain the balance since her existing 15-inch-gunned ships were outclassed. These two vessels became the battleships Nelson and Rodney, laid down in 1922 and completed in 1927. Because the limit on displacement agreed to at Washington was 35,000 tons, these ships were far less powerful than the four battlecruisers of the original British postwar program. This was acknowledged in the fleet itself where the naturally perceptive sailors dubbed them the “Cherry Tree” class, because “they were cut down by Washington!” Their final details were 33,900 tons; nine 16-inch, twelve 6-inch, six 4.7-inch guns; and twenty-three knots.




    As can be seen by comparison, these two vessels, in order to conform to the new limitations, sacrificed speed for armor in the old manner, and the unusual disposition of their main armament, with three triple turrets forward, was necessitated by the need to concentrate what armor protection they were allowed over the most vital sections of the hull. Although criticized for this, they did present the best compromise possible, and in foreign circles, especially America, their appearance was considered a disturbing factor because they appeared to outclass the most modern American ships.




    In the then-current “fighting strength” table, drawn up by the U.S. Navy according to a complicated formula that involved both the life and hitting power of battleships, these two vessels rated as follows in comparison with the most recent ships in service at that time:




    

      

        	Nelson



        	British



        	20.4

      




      

        	Nagato



        	Japanese



        	18.8

      




      

        	Maryland



        	American



        	18.6

      




      

        	Hood



        	British



        	17.7

      




      

        	Arizona



        	American



        	17.6

      




      

        	Queen Elizabeth



        	British



        	16.6

      




      

        	Ise



        	Japanese



        	16.3

      




      

        	Texas



        	American



        	12.5

      




      

        	Repulse



        	British



        	12.5

      




      

        	Kongo



        	Japanese



        	12.0

      


    




    It is interesting also to notice the high position of the Hood. Although designed as a battlecruiser rather than a battleship, her great displacement had allowed for extra armor to be worked in and had not affected her speed. She carried the same main armament as the Queen Elizabeth- and Royal Sovereign-class battleships as well. Between the wars, she was regarded as “Queen of the Fleet” and the “Mighty ’ood” in the Royal Navy and regarded with awe elsewhere. It was after her startling and sudden demise that opinion swung around squarely against her.




    Although it was frequently stated that she was a post-Jutland ship and thus embodied in her great hull all the lessons learned from the tragic destruction of the three British battlecruisers at that battle, she was still suspect. Even in 1930, there were doubts about her, which obviously were still unknown to the compilers of the American table of strengths. Adm. Sir Frederick Dreyer, Director of the Admiralty Gunnery Division, stated: “It had become quite obvious to all of us that the improved type of 15-inch armour-piercing shell with which we had equipped the Grand Fleet in 1918 could easily penetrate and detonate in the Hood’s main magazines.”29 This was shown to be prophetic some ten years later, after nothing was done to rectify this weakness.




    However much the appearance of the Nelson and Rodney in the Royal Navy’s battle line might be welcomed by the Admiralty (five Iron Duke-class ships and the battlecruiser Tiger were soon afterwards scrapped in compensation), their arrival, or rather their very conception, aroused the battleship’s critics to a crescendo of anger. R.Adm. Stephen Hall was one of those who expressed the opinion of the bomber-rather-than-battleship lobby in a letter to the Times in 1922, when the ships were announced: “By the time they [Nelson and Rodney] are completed, the inevitable development of air warfare will have left them entirely out of the picture.”30




    Others pointed to the dramatic demonstration of the bomber given in July 1921 by the American aviator Billy Mitchell, which seemed to prove their point beyond dispute. Both Mitchell in America and Maj. Gen. Sir Hugh Trenchard, at this time Chief of the Air Staff of newly independent Royal Air Force, represented the viewpoints of the air superiority faction. Both were convinced that not only was air power the most important factor in any future conflict between major powers, but that air power could do the jobs then and previously done by both armies and navies.31 Both were extremely vocal in this extremist point of view, and the prevailing climate of the time, with air power being hailed as something new and exciting by the popular press against the old “sterile” (i.e., less newsworthy) forms of defense, ensured that their arguments, viewpoints, and wild statements received the maximum publicity.




    Mitchell was particularly eager to force home his opinions, for America, unlike Britain, had not adopted a separate air force in 1918 but retained the three separate arms, the Marines, Army Air Force, and the Navy. Mitchell’s crusade was for a unified, independent air force on the British pattern, and he knew the battleship would provide him with the most spectacular canvas of all on which to paint his vision of the future. The methods he used were doubtful in taste but successful, for in 1920, he was granted his first test, and the results proved so valuable to his cause that he successfully pressed for, and was granted, others in the following years.




    His first success was against the ancient coastal defense battleship Indiana, a 10,200-ton vessel completed in 1895 that had been originally paid off in 1914 and used as a training ship on the east coast. In what were supposed to have been top-secret conditions carried out in November 1920, the bombers successfully dealt with the Indiana. Moreover, a mysterious source leaked to the British Illustrated London News two sensational photographs of bomb explosions and damage aboard the ship, which gained for the air faction a tremendous publicity boost. In vain did the Secretary of the Navy, Josephus Daniels, point out that the Indiana was merely “an ancient hulk.”32 She was a battleship to the press and to the public as a whole.




    From this test, Mitchell made his usual claims. “We can tell you definitely now that we can either destroy or sink any ship in existence today.”33 The navy rose to the bait. A further series of tests was authorized, starting with smaller warships, a submarine, a destroyer, and then a light cruiser, all from America’s share of the surrendered German Navy. Finally, the German battleship Ostfriesland was to be attacked in a series of strictly controlled test bombings, with pauses between each test so that damage and results could be carefully evaluated at each stage.




    Mitchell agreed to the conditions, but as it turned out, he had no intention of keeping to them. The Ostfriesland was much more representative of the battleship type, for although obsolete by the standards of 1921, she was only ten years old, being one of Germany’s first Dreadnoughts, with a tonnage of 22,800 and being completed in 1911.




    The tests were held some seventy miles off Virginia Capes and commenced on June 20, 1921. In two days, three submarines were very quickly put down. A week later, a destroyer followed them with equal rapidity to the bottom, and finally, on July 18, the light cruiser Frankfurt sank after six hours of bombing by navy and army planes. But this was merely the buildup; the great attraction was the Ostfriesland, a very different proposition to the smaller targets so summarily dispatched to date.




    The great battleship lay ready for her supreme trial in Hampton Roads on July 20, her 3-inch-thick armor decks bare and empty, her 11-inch armor sides equally clear.34 The first waves came in just after 1:39 P.M., marine and navy aircraft again carrying 230-pound bombs. In all, three dozen of these small missiles were aimed at the Ostfriesland. A mere nine actually hit the stationary target, and of these nine hits, only two detonated. None penetrated the main deck. At 3:30, the tests resumed with heavier metal: six large army Martin bombers followed by navy seaplanes. The former carried two 600-pound bombs while the latter were equipped with 550-pound weapons. In fact, only nineteen of the twenty-four bombs were actually dropped, including eleven of the army bombs. Of these, the army scored two hits and one near-miss, and the navy fliers got three hits. At the end of it all, the Ostfriesland appeared unperturbed. None of the hits, although some penetrated the main deck, got through the protected deck and the battleship’s stability and sea-worthiness remained intact.




    Her resistance was naturally not to Mitchell’s liking. He still had his heaviest weapons in reserve, but under the strict test conditions, he feared the results might not be as dramatic as he had hoped. Under the conditions agreed to after each direct hit made by these larger bombs, a lull was to be made in the attacks while their results were analyzed by a boarding party. Mitchell had other ideas, hoping that a continued bombardment of hits and near-misses—which Mitchell believed caused a “water hammer” effect—would be almost certain of producing a more successful result. It was the publicity effect Mitchell wanted, not an analysis. He got his wish.




    At 8:32 the next morning, the first army bomber came in and scored a direct hit with a 1,000-pound bomb. The observers prepared to go aboard to carry out their assigned tasks, but to their amazement and the fury of Adm. H. B. Wilson, the second army bomber immediately followed up with a near-miss. Meanwhile, Mitchell signaled Wilson, requesting him to prevent any navy aircraft from interfering with the operations of army planes.




    Four more army bombers came in and between them scored another two direct hits and two more near-misses. Eventually, the observers got aboard the battleship, and there they found that not even three direct hits by 1,000-pound bombs had affected the watertight integrity of the ship. Mitchell concluded that a further bending of the rules would be necessary now. He was officially allowed three further drops using one-ton bombs, and then it was the navy’s turn again. Mitchell had other ideas.




    At 12:19 P.M., Mitchell signaled that his aircraft intended to attack and attack again with these big bombs until they scored two hits, but what he was really after was his “water hammer” effect with one-tonners. The first three bombs were misses, but the fourth shaved her hull on the port side forward and was followed by a second close by, both of which erupted beneath the Ostfriesland covering her heaving decks with great cascades of water.




    It was this fifth bomb that did the vital damage; the sixth bomb was another miss. By 12:30, her aft gun deck was awash; by 12:37, she had listed over to port; and at 12:41, she rolled over, with her bows upside down out of the water, and sank. As she started her final lunge, another 2,000-pound bomb was dropped on her as a parting shot from Mitchell’s jubilant airmen.




    The reaction of the press was predictable enough; the New York Evening Mail can be held as typical. A battleship that had cost 40 million dollars and taken six years to build had been sunk “by six bombs carried by machines costing less than 25,000 dollars apiece.”35 Mitchell had got his scalp, but strangely enough, his methods resulted in the good points of his arguments being spoiled by his exaggerations. He did not get his Independent Air Force, but he did add considerable fuel to the already highly stoked bomber-versus-battleship fire.




    The trials continued in the United States. In September 1921, the Alabama (11,600 tons, completed in 1900) was sunk; in September 1923, Mitchell also sank the battleships New Jersey and Virginia in similar tests. These two were also of the obsolete pre-Dreadnought type (15,000 tons, completed in 1906), and so the tests proved nothing new. In November 1924, the uncompleted hull of the new battleship Washington was also sunk, by bombs alone, in what was a more relevant test with regard to actual modern battleship strength of resistance. But even so, an end to the dispute was no nearer; instead, the battle lines merely hardened as the years went by.




    As Capt. S. W. Roskill points out, the Washington was the only modern ship allocated to these trials, and “the fact that she proved very difficult to sink supported the views of those who argued that a properly defended modern battleship would survive the worst that air attack could do to her.”36 He conclude, however, that “the most important result of the whole series of tests was that every warship attacked with live bombs was sunk, and by bombs alone.”37




    This viewpoint is not shared by another postwar appraisal, this one by an airman. Wing Cmdr. W. H. Allen concluded that “the Ostfriesland was at anchor when the bombers struck, and naturally, she was without a crew and, therefore no guns were firing back. The exercise proved nothing.”38 There were no damage control parties to check the cumulative damage either. But more to the point, he added, “There is all the difference in the world between a capital ship at anchor and such a ship steaming fast, firing heavy barrages against the bombers, and maneuvering to put the bomb-aimers off the sighting.”39 Billy Mitchell would not have agreed with this; in fact, in one statement he is alleged to have asserted, quite seriously, that “the faster a water vessel goes, the easier it is to hit from the air.”40




    The question of costs raised by the Evening Mail also got its share of attention from the air enthusiasts. If the much cheaper airplane could sink the incredibly expensive warship, there was no answer in those days of economy and penny-pinching. For the price of just three modern battleships, asserted Mitchell, America could have no fewer than 3,000 military aircraft and be impregnable.




    As usual, his was the extreme figure of cost-ratio to be thrown out in the argument and counterarguments. From Mitchell’s 1,000 bombers for the price of a battleship, the estimates ranged down to a more modest ratio of 100 to 1. “Finally, in an attempt to get to the truth of this particular argument, the Admiralty and the Air Ministry got together and made a detailed study on which they both agreed. Between them they ‘worked out an agreed figure of forty-three twin-engined medium bombers [not long-range heavy bombers] as the nearest approximation to the equivalent in cost to one battleship, taking into account all those overhead, maintenance, and replacement and similar charges which should be included to make an effective comparison during the life of one capital ship.”41




    Finally, the British also carried out a series of tests in more realistic conditions using the old pre-Dreadnought battleship Agamemnon (16,000 tons, completed in 1908), which had been stripped of her guns and fitted out as a radio-controlled target vessel. Her speed when brand new was only eighteen knots; nevertheless, she presented a moving target for the bombers. The results were not encouraging to the advocates of air supremacy. The tests were carried out during 1921-22 by RAF bombers using dummy bombs to test accuracy rather than penetration, for without the former the latter was useless. Tests were conducted from varying heights, and the percentage of hits scored varied from 0 to more than 50 percent, but the better figures were achieved only after the aircraft had pressed in at the point-blank height of 400 feet or less.




    In 1924, another series of tests was made using the more modern battleship Monarch (22,500 tons, completed in 1912). Again, dummy bombs were used initially, then live bombs “at rest.” She was then shelled by cruisers during the afternoon and by battleships, testing the new 15-inch armor-piercing shells, at night. Before dawn broke, the Monarch still floated, and the battleship Revenge had to put her down with deliberately aimed salvos.




    From such experiments the Admiralty concluded that to put a modern battleship out of action by bombing would require at least twelve direct hits from bombs of over 500-pounds, and these bombs, to achieve the necessary penetrating power to pierce her armored decks, would have to be dropped from a height of 5,000 feet. The chances of this being achieved with the aircraft, crews, and bombing sights then in service they estimated at “seven in a hundred.”42




    To anticipate somewhat, the final verdict was given after the war by Wing Commander Allen:




    Yet through the whole of the Second World War, Bomber Command sank not one enemy capital ship at sea with free-falling bombs. It is an easy—and false—assumption to believe that a bomber is a cheap antidote to a battleship. But if a thousand bombers at 3,000 pounds each are lost in an unsuccessful attempt to sink a battleship the price is still 3,000,000 pounds. The bombers are a write-off but the battleship still remains an excellent weapons’ system in various roles.43




    But heavy bombers cost far more than 3,000 pounds each—more like ten times that amount.




    Dive-bombing was far more accurate, of course, but apart from successful experiments being carried out by the U.S. Navy and later followed and improved upon by the Japanese Navy and the German Luftwaffe, these aircraft failed to figure in the estimations of the 1920s or indeed the 1930s, at least as far as the Royal Air Force was concerned.44




    Torpedo-bombing was another matter. The threat from the torpedo had long remained the major one to the position of the battleship. Underwater damage was always recognized as being much more likely to cause the loss of any ship than either bombs or shellfire. The torpedo was not a new weapon by any means and had several times over the previous fifty years been hailed as the weapon to terminate the capital ship’s long dominance.




    As the torpedo had developed, however, and as the various craft designed to deliver it to its target had also grown more effective, so countermeasures had been adopted in the world’s battle fleets. It was a weapon that had held out great promise but that promise had not been fulfilled, at least against modern battleships. Older warships and merchant vessels had proven only too vulnerable to it but the battleship had survived.




    The hordes of torpedo-boats constructed by France in the 1870s and 1880s, as her final dying gasp as a major sea power, which were going to sweep the British battlefleet from the seas, had been countered by the quick-firing gun, the development of effective secondary batteries and by the adoption of the destroyer. As the destroyer took over the offensive from the torpedo boat so had the size of secondary armament grown to counter it. In neither the Japan-China conflict nor the Japan-Russia conflict had the torpedo come up to expectations, although the Japanese had used it to gain a temporary advantage against battleships moored and in an unprepared state of defence. At Jutland, the massed attacks by scores of flotilla craft on both sides had produced one hit on a British battleship and had sunk one old German pre-Dreadnought. However, the fear of the torpedo threat was widely held to have lost Jellicoe the decisive, rather than the ultimately acknowledged strategic, victory the nation expected of him.




    Nonetheless, the threat of the surface-delivered torpedo remained a factor, but one that was considered under control. The arrival of the submarine on the scene, able to approach the most powerful battleship in secret and, in theory, destroy her with torpedoes, had been an even more startling threat. But here again the promise had not been born out by events. Although several older battleships had been sunk—this was not considered serious. No major battleship of the Grand Fleet had been sunk by a submarine and the combination of a powerful destroyer screen, high speed, and effective and constant course variations, zig-zagging, appeared to have gained as much control over the submersible threat as the surface one. With the further development of an effective (or so it was thought at the time) antisubmarine detection device (asdic in the Royal Navy, sonar to the Americans), the fear of the submarine was also beginning to fade.




    The development of the ultimate torpedo-dropping vehicle, the torpedo-bomber, was a new factor. She had the speed and maneuverability that the destroyer and submarine lacked; moreover, the British battle fleet was ill prepared to deal with an aerial threat of this nature. Again, the expected answer was in the development of a quick-firing weapon of such range, and with such weight of shell, that no aircraft approaching its target at a low height and steady course (as a torpedo dropper must do), could survive within range. The result was the pom-pom, a multiple 2-pounder gun that fired an explosive shell. Great faith was pinned on this weapon, but very little equipment were developed until the 1930s. Until then, the torpedo-bomber was acknowledged as the major air weapon against which a battleship was vulnerable.45




    Air Commodore A. V. Vyvyan warned the Post-War Questions Committee, set up under Adm. R. F. Phillimore in 1919, that the torpedo-bomber was by far the most dangerous form of attack to which the fleet would be subjected and particularly so when in harbor.




    That the Admiralty and its foreign counterparts were not only aware of the danger, but that they took steps to provide defense against air attack, and particularly torpedo-bomber attack, in the late 1920s and early 1930s is clear. In the design of the Nelson and Rodney, great emphasis was placed on this factor. Not only was the horizontal protection increased to 61/4 inches over the magazines and 1/4 inches over the machinery spaces, they were internally bulged against torpedo attack. (Bulges—blisters in U.S. Navy parlance—were originally fitted as external additions below the waterline. The theory was that any torpedo striking the vessel would expend the greater part of its destructive power against this double-skinned oil-cushion tank that extended over the ship’s vitals below the main sloping armored deck. The Royal Navy later introduced them as an integral part of the hull, the first capital ships so equipped being the Renown and Repulse in late 1916. So far they had proved effective in practice and war service, but like armor protection against gunfire, as the power of the torpedo increased so the bulges had to be constantly improved and widened.) Furthermore, the ships’ offensive power, in the form of gun armament, was also given an anti-aircraft slant never before attempted.




    The elevation of the massive triple 16-inch gun turrets was raised to forty degrees. This far exceeded any existing heavy gun and was done especially to facilitate antiaircraft fire. It also gave her main armament a range of 35,000 yards, which again upset the Americans. Not only this, but the secondary armament of 6-inch guns was also given an elevation of sixty degrees for the same purpose, and this was in addition to the smaller exclusively antiaircraft guns. While some doubt was expressed in the use of such huge weapons as the 16-inch gun in an antiaircraft role, the Nelson and Rodney were to employ this method very successfully on at least two occasions during World War II.




    This policy of ensuring that all new heavy ships, cruisers, and upward could use all their guns against aircraft gave the designers some headaches. For example, it was five years before the “teething troubles” in the Nelsons were overcome. In attempting to give the 8-inch twin turrets in the new County-class heavy cruisers the same advantages, the resulting mounting was so poor in service that further attempts were frowned upon as being “too complicated.” That Japanese and American designers were able to produce effective dual-purpose weapons for their ships, right down to destroyers, seemed no spur to the British, and British flotilla craft went to war against the cream of the Luftwaffe twelve years later almost completely defenseless against bombing. Of course, just as the best ultimate protection against the torpedo-boat had proven to be the torpedo-boat destroyer, so—as Adm. Andrew Cunningham later pointed out—the correct way to “fight the air is in the air.”46 In other words, to protect its ships against bombers, the navy needed the fighter. This was recognized in all navies, but while Japan and the United States, after a long hard struggle, were able to go ahead with the development of an effective fleet fighter defense, the Royal Navy was crippled by the fact that control of aircraft was vested in a sister service, the RAF. Moreover, the obsession of the Royal Air Force with the strategic bomber ensured that the Fleet Air Arm received the minimum time and attention; as a result, the commanding lead held by the Royal Navy in naval air power in 1918 had vanished by 1930, and over the following decade, the gap, if anything, grew wider. This is not the place to chart the stormy history of the Fleet Air Arm, but the point should be made that in this the Admiralty had its hands tied. If they strove to perfect the battleship but did not produce a massive Fleet Air Arm, they could not be blamed. An aircraft carrier is, ultimately, only as good as the aircraft it carries.




    The Royal Navy produced by 1940 a design of aircraft carrier that led the world. Fast, powerfully armed, and with an armored deck, the Illustrious-class ships were world beaters. But earlier RAF control ensured that these magnificent ships were forced to operate obsolete aircraft from their decks, which greatly reduced their efficiency in operations. Only the courage and dedication of the pilots and crews of these old aircraft raised them to such great heights. The Admiralty did the best it could. Nor could it have built more aircraft carriers than it did. When the charge is made that the Royal Navy fell behind in numbers of carriers, it is always forgotten that they were no more able to build more than 135,000 tons of such craft than they could build more battleships, for Washington had tied their hands in aircraft carrier tonnages in exactly the same way as it had in battleship tonnages. Nor was the Treasury any better disposed to grant additional funds for carrier construction than in any other field of naval rearmament.




    Meanwhile, the Royal Navy concentrated on working its remaining battle fleet up to higher efficiency. The new 15-inch armor-piercing shell was tested and retested, and in the opinion of the board, it was a great success. Captain Dreyer, then director of gunnery, stated that there was no doubt that if such a weapon had been available at Jutland, “we should have sunk all, or at any rate four or five, of the German battlecruisers and some of their battleships.”47




    Night-fighting tactics were introduced and practiced until the Royal Navy became undoubtedly the most skilled exponent of night fighting in the world. The old fear of engaging capital ships in the darkness was replaced by a supreme confidence in their mastery of such techniques.




    The search ahead of the battle fleet was entrusted to the deployment of the cruiser scouting force in the traditional manner (the A-K line), supplemented, but not replaced, by the still not completely reliable scouting float plane carried by many ships as the 1930s wore on. The massed flotilla attack by destroyers was also tested until the crews of these craft were welded into a highly trained team that had no equal anywhere. Based still on the power of the big naval gun, the swing established in the interwar years was toward more offensive use of every arm, a welcome change from the cautious and rigid attitudes of the Great War, and one which, when applied, was to reap rich dividends in the coming conflict. The very fact that the battle line itself was so much reduced probably helped in this factor, five ships being easier to control than the forty or so Jellicoe and Beatty had to deploy for action.




    Again and again, this policy had been criticized as being unrealistic, but the enemy against which the battleships were being trained to fight was Japan, and her nine battleships constituted a battle line of considerable power and strength. Moreover, the very nature of this training resulted in a highly trained fleet, prepared to take risks to force a decision.48




    As no new ships could be built until at least 1936 as a result of the later Washington conferences, work was put in hand in a modest way to modernize those that remained. In 1924, the American Congress authorized the modernization of its six oldest ships, and this included increasing the elevation of their main armaments from fifteen to thirty degrees and converting them from coal to oil. Similar plans were put in hand by the other nations, gun elevations went up, superstructure was modified and simplified to give better arcs of fire, bulges were fitted, and so on.




    Criticism continued unabated. A familiar charge was leveled by other opponents of the capital ship: its size. Why, it was asked, did the Washington Conference not agree to further limit the tonnage of such vessels, 35,000 tons being the agreed figure? Why not, asked the critics, bring this down to 10,000 tons? Adm. Sir Herbert Richmond was the leading advocate of such a policy. In his book Sea Power in the Modern World, he stated that no warship need be larger than 7,000 tons, the size he considered necessary to combat an armed merchant cruiser.49 On cost alone, his views earned him considerable attention. The Admiralty’s answer to this, as it had been in previous years when the same question had been raised, was that the Royal Navy had to have ships of a size and power equal to those of their opponents’ ships and that it was the opposition their ships had to face that dictated their size and not an arbitrary function. This ignored the fact that Richmond, supported by Admiral Scott and others, had proposed that all nations be tied to the same limit. These views were widely held to be responsible for the postponement of capital ship replacement at the London Naval Conference of 1930. The construction of new battleships was delayed until 1937, and further limitations on the total tonnages of cruisers and flotilla craft were agreed to.




    This meant that existing over-age vessels would have to soldier on, and further extensive modifications were planned. In Britain, this involved the partial rebuilding of the Warspite, Valiant, Queen Elizabeth, and Renown, but neither the money nor the time were available for this program to be extended to the Hood, Repulse, Barham, Malaya, or the Royal Sovereign–class before the outbreak of the war. In all four modernized ships, gun elevation was further increased, new machinery was installed, heavier antiaircraft weaponry was mounted, and further modification of the superstructure was carried out on a vast scale. Opinions varied as to the results of this program. Capt. S. W. Roskill wrote of it, “Rarely can new wine have been more successfully poured into old bottles, or money have been spent by a navy to better purpose than in rejuvenating the Warspite and her sisters. It cost, in the case of Warspite, 2,362,000 pounds—less than one-third of the cost of the Nelson and far less than the later-built King George V–class, and it gave the navy what was virtually a new ship.”50




    On the other hand, Oscar Parkes was more critical: “The old adage ‘Reconstruction never pays’ would certainly have applied to the Queen Elizabeth–class had we been free to build new ships to replace them. But as the treaty precluded such, there was nothing for it but to press new wine into old bottles and make the best we could of them, and the results cannot be dismissed as bad bargains, because ships which had reached their allotted span could not be armored to withstand far heavier bombs than pre-war practice employed.”51




    Only 3,000 tons per ship were allowed to be added in this construction, but happily, improved machinery saved some weight, which could be more usefully employed. In the Queen Elizabeth and Valiant, but not in the Warspite, the old secondary armament of 6-inch casement guns was completely replaced by new 4.5-inch dual-purpose guns in countersunk turrets, and this was the weapon also adopted by the rebuilt Renown; each of these ships carried twenty of these most successful weapons, which were also the main anti-aircraft defense of the new carriers then proposed. As for the other veterans, they went to war as they were.




    Adm. B. B. Schofield wrote: “When the author joined one of this class, HMS Malaya, in November 1928, after undergoing a two-year refit she was, except for the anti-torpedo blisters with which she had been fitted externally and the unification of the two funnels, basically the same ship as had fought at Jutland twelve years previously.”52




    Yet another twelve years later, there was not much difference, for besides the addition of a hangar to house four seaplanes and the provision of a few additional antiaircraft weapons, she was still the same ship.




    In contrast to this period of relative stagnation in the battle fleets of the major powers, a startlingly new and original development took place as the 1920s gave way to the 1930s. It was an ominous portent for the Royal Navy that this new impetus came from its old opponent—reduced to impotence in 1919, it was thought. Only a brief decade later, Germany produced its first pocket battleship.53


  




  

    




    CHAPTER 2


    




    The New Conflict




    The reemergence of the German naval threat was remarkable in both its swiftness and its originality. It appeared almost as if British Admiralty policy had become so engrossed with its defense of the Royal Navy against attacks mounted by the U.S. Navy, the Royal Air Force, and the Treasury, that it had not noticed the reappearance of the German menace. This was not true; the blatant way in which the Versailles disarmament clauses were being evaded and ignored were known,1 but if the Allied governments turned a blind and cynical eye to this, there was little the navy could do. In the main, however, Japan, who already had a large navy, was the immediate threat to world peace. It was realized that the rebirth of German seapower might complicate this already delicate balance, especially now that the Royal Navy had been so swiftly cut down from its position of strength to one of such weakness. But such had been the state of German forces after the war that it was felt that many years’ respite lay ahead before this situation would arise, and by that time, the Japanese situation might have been resolved.




    The results of the Versailles Treaty with regard to the German Navy would appear to have finished it forever as a major fighting force, and therefore, to discount its eventual reappearance for several decades was not too unrealistic at that time. What was not foreseen was the rapid manner in which the revival took place after 1933, with the rise to power of a nationalistic leader fired with the will and power to restore Germany to her former position in the world. Even so, the deceit, lies, and evasions of solemn treaties were as much a part of the “good” pre-Hitler Germany as they were part of the Third Reich. The Nazi Party did not invent these methods as a means of overcoming naval treaty restrictions; they merely improved upon them. Indeed, they were more open and honest about such tactics than their mentors of the Weimar Republic had been.2




    The German Navy after 1919 stood as follows. Eight old pre-Dreadnought battleships were allowed to it for coastal defense. These had been obsolete, even in 1914, and required such large crews that only two or three were kept in commission anyway in the 1920s. To supplement these ancient vessels and give a semblance of a balanced fleet, eight light cruisers of equal vintage were retained, along with thirty-two old destroyers and torpedo boats. Total personnel was limited to a mere 15,000 men. Naval aviation and submarines were completely banned. It is to their credit that the commanders in chief3 of this much reduced and decrepit force saw these limitations and restrictions not as a stranglehold and unalterable shackle upon the German Navy—as the victorious powers evidently thought they were—but as a challenge to be met by German skill and ingenuity.




    The manpower problem was evaded by hand picking the 15,000 so that they, in effect, became a hard core, an elite of 15,000 potential officers for a revitalized fleet, and not simply a total head count of all stratas. Submarines were constructed abroad, and aircraft were tested in the Soviet Union, so that German design in both kept well to the forefront of modern developments. The treaty permitted the replacement of the light cruisers and destroyers, but in each case, the tonnage exceeded what was laid down—at first by just a hundred tons or so, but as the Germans grew bolder and the Great Powers less stringent, by thousands of tons. But it was in the field of capital ship construction that the Germans pulled off their masterstroke, turning a humiliating set of restrictions into their own advantage in a manner completely unforeseen by those who, in drafting the limitations, had thought to tie any future German Navy to the Baltic.




    It will be recalled that the main points of the Washington Treaty, after the acceptance of the ratios for each nation, had been severe tonnage restrictions on individual ships in the major categories. For battleships, the upper limit was 35,000 tons and 16-inch guns; for cruisers, 10,000 tons and 8-inch guns; for aircraft carriers 27,000 tons and 8-inch guns. To prevent any double-dealing that could result in the arrival of a super-cruiser of the old armored cruiser or battle cruiser type, aircraft carriers were clearly defined as decked vessels primarily designed to operate aircraft.




    Germany’s navy was not even considered at the conference; it was in such a position of inferiority that it could be ignored, or so it was thought. Although the major powers had their battleship strengths limited by the ratio 5:5:3:1.75:1.75 for Great Britain, United States, Japan, France, and Italy, it was against the first two powers that battleship strength was effectively measured. Under the tonnage limitations, these had come down, by the 1930s, to fifteen battleships each for Great Britain and the United States and nine for Japan, giving the French and Italian navies an available total of five battleships each.




    One historian has since stated that the accepted ratios were different from this: They “provided for a reduction in size of the battle fleets of Great Britain, the United States, France, Italy, and Japan, which on completion would have their relative strengths in capital ships in the ratio of 5:5:3:3:3,”4 thus giving France and Italy equal tonnage with Japan. This bonus appears to have been unknown to those nations and five battleships was the figure accepted. It has already been stated how this gave offense to France, but Germany, by the fact that she was not involved in the conference, automatically leaped into an equal third place with these two nations, for Germany was allowed to replace its six old battleships. At a stroke, then, Germany could equal in numbers the battleship strengths of Italy and France, the two victorious continental powers. Moreover, at a time when every other nation had its shipbuilding potential at a standstill, Germany alone set off on a policy—and a legal policy at that—of building new battleships.




    Here again the major powers were at first highly smug, just as they had been on manpower, because the tonnage allowed for German battleships was only 10,000, against the 35,000 of the major powers. Any six vessels that Germany produced must therefore be inferior in every way under such a limit. And to make it absolute the caliber of gun for the main armament was put at 11 inches against the 16-inch guns of the Washington powers. Little wonder, then, that they felt Germany was stymied at sea.




    However, in the welter of self-congratulation on how clever they had been, two things were forgotten. First, Germany had showed a natural tendency to adopt the French guerre de course strategy—witness the Goeben and Breslau episode and the cruise of Adm. Maximilian von Spee’s squadron across the Pacific, coupled with the work of her cruiser-raiders like the Emden. Therefore, in seeking to restrict Germany in terms of battle fleet encounters on the Jutland style, the Allies were forcing the country to adopt the mercantile raiding policy at which she had already proved more adept.5 And second, despite their preoccupation with establishing a tonnage limit and an armament limit on British cruisers, they failed to impose a speed limitation on Germany’s new ships. By combining the merits of the cruiser and the armament of a small battleship, adding unlimited range with the adoption of diesel power units, and cheating on the tonnage, the Germans produced a warship that could outfight with ease any of the world’s heavy cruisers then under construction and could be brought to battle and destroyed by only eight of the world’s capital ships then in existence. These were the four Japanese Kongo-class battle cruisers as well as the Hood, Renown, Repulse, and Tiger from the British fleet. Japan was hardly likely to ever be an enemy of Germany, and Britain, under the terms of the Second London Treaty, soon scrapped the Tiger, thus leaving itself three aging capital ships against Germany’s three brand-new marauders. Moreover, whereas Great Britain could not even begin to replace its old, slow tonnage with new construction before 1937, Germany was at liberty to construct yet another three of the same type, again with complete legality, if it chose to do so. As David Woodward remarked, “the 10,000-ton limit was not really respected—the ships were actually about 14,000 tons, but the fact that on this displacement they mounted six 11-inch guns and that they had a speed of twenty-six knots was a tour de force for the German naval architects. That this was possible at all was due to the fact that the Germans deliberately sacrificed armor.”6




    As for their function in life, “when the design of the pocket battleship was first made public at the end of 1928, it was stated that the ship was designed to cover troop convoys between Germany proper and East Prussia, in the event of a war between Germany and Poland. Even the most naive could not help asking why for that purpose she was given a radius of action of 20,000 miles when the distance from Stettin to Elbing or Pillau was about 250 miles!”7




    Why indeed! It is a common fallacy to blame the small size of the German battle fleet in 1939 on Hitler. Had he stayed his hand, the story goes, until 1948, the German Navy would have been ready with the completion of the Z-Plan. So it would, indeed, but it is hardly likely that Britain would have stood by and made no move to counter such a threat by simply outbuilding Germany as it had done before. It was quite within Britain’s power to lay two or three keels to one against Germany over this period, and in fact, the position would have been worse, from the German point of view, had this happened. In 1939, it is true, Britain had few battleships built or being built, but those it had were old and slow. Germany’s were, by contrast, modern and fast. By 1948, Germany would have trebled her strength, but Britain could have done the same, and then the bulk of its ships would have also been modern. Moreover, this criticism of the Hitler regime always omits the fact that he left almost all naval policy making to his admirals, understanding little about sea matters and caring even less.8 What he did do was obtain for the German Navy an advantageous position first by means of the Anglo-German Naval Treaty, then by unlimited funding of fleet replacement to the absolute capacity of German shipyards, and finally by presenting his navy with the whole Atlantic coastline, from North Cape to Spain, so that they were free to roam the Atlantic at will. For all of these advantages, the German Navy was to thank him, after his death, with abuse, blaming their own lack of élan and flair in surface ship fighting on Hitler’s restrictive orders, when in fact it was their own naval leaders and admirals who failed the many tests that came their way.




    Meanwhile, the appearance of the first of the pocket battleships, the Deutschland, in the late 1920s, caused a furor in naval circles. She was quickly followed by two more, the Admiral Graf Spee and Admiral Scheer, and their names should have been enough to sound the warning bells in the Admiralty—the first being the admiral who ranged the Pacific in 1914, the victor of Coronel, and the second being the aggressive leader of the German battle cruiser force in the same conflict. They were the symbols of the best of the German fleet in the Great War; they were to be the cardinal points on which Germany’s surface fleet policy was to be built for the second conflict with Britain.




    For a totally defeated nation, the adoption of new techniques in shipbuilding was another revelation. “Novel features introduced in her- construction, for a vessel of her size, were electric welding and main propulsion by diesel engines; both weight saving items, particularly the latter, which gave her a large radius of action on a modest bunkerage, and clearly marked her as a corsair intended to operate against trade.”9




    By 1935, the first three of these vessels had been completed, the pocket battleships Deutschland, Admiral Graf Spee, and Admiral Scheer at 12,400 tons; six 11-inch guns, eight 5.9-inch guns, eight 21-inch TTs; and twenty-six knots.




    If Great Britain could not, by its own fetters, take up this challenge, then one of the lesser powers was determined to. Let Great Britain shackle itself and keep its eyes on the distant Pacific while Raeder and Hitler forged their own new navy unhindered, but France, under Darlan and others, was determined to ensure that her navy, albeit reduced in size, was to be the match of any continental rival. As a direct response to the three German pocket battleships, France laid down two new battle cruisers designed to outclass them in every way. Thus was started, almost imperceptibly at first, a new naval arms race. For when these two powerful ships were announced, the Italians, fearing their position in the Mediterranean was under challenge, laid down two large, fast battleships of their own in reply.




    The French vessels were the 26,500-ton Dunkerque and Strasbourg. They were armed with eight 13.5-inch guns as their main armaments and were capable of better than thirty knots. This magnificent pair of fighting ships was complemented by the provision of a force of super-destroyers, of around 3,000 tons and armed with 5.4-inch guns or larger, capable of speeds of forty knots. These powerful ships were the first part of a replacement program planned to restore pride and efficiency in the French fleet after a long period of decline and staleness. In this, they were effective. They utilized the German trick of saving weight by carrying their heavy guns in fewer turrets. The accepted practice was for heavy caliber guns to be paired, but the Deutsch-lands had used triple turrets, and the Dunkerque now introduced quadruple mountings. They also followed the practice of the British Nelsons in carrying all guns forward to economize the armored belt. Their details of the battle cruisers Dunkerque and Strasbourg were 26,500 tons; eight 13.5-inch guns, sixteen 5.1-inch guns; and thirty knots.




    In reply to these two ships, Germany immediately commenced work on two more heavy units, both ordered in 1934. They were originally to have been improved Deutschlands, but as they were now outclassed by the French pair, the Germans went one better and drew up plans for their own brace of battle cruisers.




    Hitler had already torn up the Treaty of Versailles on the grounds that the powers had agreed to disarm further once Germany had been disarmed and they had not done so. No bones were made about the fact then that the two new ships were designed to outmatch the French battle cruisers. Later, as a sop to Germany, and in the absence of any other movement, Great Britain accepted a new naval agreement with the new Reich, giving the Germans the go-ahead to increase their total tonnage to 35 percent of the British total. This would place them ahead of France and Italy and meant that they could now go all-out on their naval rearmament. The two new ships were announced as 26,000-ton vessels and were to carry a main armament of nine 11-inch guns. In reality, they displaced some 31,800 tons and used the extra tonnage to incorporate extra protection, a main belt, and turrets of thirteen inches. This represented a new adaption of the battle cruiser concept, sacrificing weight of armament rather than protection for speed—a much sounder concept than Fisher’s original ideas for the type. The Germans also showed a more ready appreciation of antiaircraft defense, and the heavy antiaircraft capability of these two ships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, with fourteen 4.1-inch guns controlled by four high-angled directors, was a greater advance in this direction over anything afloat up to that time. The vessels had a radius of action of 10,000 miles at nineteen knots and a top speed of thirty-two knots. Their basic details were 31,800 tons; nine 11-inch guns, twelve 5.9-inch guns, fourteen 4.1-inch guns; and thirty-two knots.




    Meanwhile, Hitler’s fellow dictator was nursing his ambition for the resurrection of the old Roman Empire, which meant dominance of the Mediterranean. Until 1935, Italy had been as alarmed as anyone else about Germany’s new intentions in Central Europe. When Austria was first menaced by Hitler, it was Italy alone of the European nations that had taken any positive steps. On the assassination of Engelbert Dolfuss, the Austrian leader, it was Italy that noisily “mobilized four divisions on the Brenner Pass,”10 thus causing Hitler to back down. But with the Abyssinian crisis a little later, Italy was turned from a common cause with France and Britain against the rising power of Germany by the introduction of sanctions in a weak attempt by Britain and the League of Nations to prevent aggression.




    There is no need to go into the details of Mussolini’s decision to invade Abyssinia on flimsy excuses or of the weak and vacillating policies adopted by the League, and Britain in particular, to stop it, except to comment on how it affected Britain’s already weak position in terms of naval power.




    If Italy were to be stopped from taking over that little country, then the main decision rested with Great Britain, especially the Royal Navy. As usual, France backed away when talk turned to fighting and action, so no help could be expected from her navy.11 Could the British Mediterranean Fleet enforce the decision on its own against both the Italian Navy and the Italian Air Force? That was the first question. The second was that if it could, would the government of the day have the will to use it?




    The British Mediterranean Fleet was at a high pitch under the inspired leadership of Adm. W. W. Fisher and was quite confident of its ability to decide the day very quickly. By September 1935, it had been reinforced to bring its strength up to five battleships against two Italian ships ready for sea, while two battle cruisers were stationed at Gibraltar.12 In all other types of warship, the two nations were roughly equal; even in the air, the balance was far more favorable than that later appeared in 1940. However, it was airpower that made the British government cringe when considering whether to use the battle fleet. So heavily had the interwar claims by the air faction influenced political thinking that they feared for the safety of the British fleet in any such conflict. This was no doubt given weight by the parlous state of the warships’ antiaircraft defenses. Sir Charles Forbes confided in the British ambassador in Cairo that his ships had only enough ammunition to shoot for fifteen minutes.13 Another estimation was that the ships had enough ammunition “for one week” and that they were “properly caught with [their] trousers down.”14




    However much these figures weighed down those at home, the men on the spot were confident that they would be able to handle the situation, given the opportunity. As Admiral Cunningham later recalled:




    About a week before the fleet sailed, I was sent for by Sir William Fisher to his office in Admiralty House. I found him greatly incensed. He handed me a document, which I recognized as an appreciation of the situation by the Chiefs of Staffs Committee in London, and pointed out two or three paragraphs, which I was to read. I did so, and found they contained a very pessimistic, not to say defeatist, view of the Mediterranean Fleet’s capacity to deal with the Italians. It was obviously this that had angered the commander in chief, and I must say I agreed with him. We had some discussion, which he closed by rising to his feet and saying in his most impressive manner: “Cunningham, I have sent a signal to Their Lordships telling them I disagree with every word of this pusillanimous document. The Mediterranean Fleet is by no means so powerless as is here set out.”15




    But fear and pessimism held sway in Britain, even though the public reacted violently to the agreement made between Foreign Minister Samuel Hoare and French Prime Minister Pierre Laval that would have acquiesced to many of Mussolini’s demands in Africa, and in the end, no move was made to oppose Mussolini, whose conquest went ahead without hindrance.




    In fact, Britain’s politicians had now got the worst of all worlds by their defense policies of the previous fifteen years. To satisfy the United States, they had reduced their own fleet to a dangerous level and had, at the same time and on the altar of the same indifferent god, turned a reliable ally, Japan, into a powerful potential enemy. In return, the United States turned its back on world affairs. In order to be ready to fight this former ally, the bulk of the truncated British battle fleet had to be preserved for use in the Far East. Because of this fact, any losses involved in opposing Italy’s expansion in the Mediterranean would be prohibitive.16 Thus, a second potential enemy was made of a previous ally, who was also an expanding sea power, with no gain on the balance to compensate for this fact. Finally, the old enemy, Germany, had been given full encouragement to build ships as fast as it could. The Royal Navy, however, was still hedged in by the various naval treaties, which only Britain was actually abiding by.




    Italy now regarded Britain and France as enemies.17 Like Britain, America, and Japan, both France and Italy were modernizing their old battleships to make them battleworthy, but unlike the major powers, the Italians now joined in the naval race initiated by Germany and seconded by France. To give herself some measure of local superiority over the British Mediterranean Fleet and to outmatch the Dunkerques, the Italians laid the keels of two new battleships of 35,000 tons, the Littorio and Vittorio Veneto. These were the most powerful warships built since the Nelsons a decade or more before, and their construction at one stroke heightened the new battleship race. For whereas the Deutschland, Dunkerque, and Scharnhorst were all smaller vessels, in tonnage and armament, than Britain’s aging battle fleet, these two new Italian giants were designed to mount 15-inch guns and achieve speeds of thirty knots. Their final details were 35,000 tons; nine 15-inch guns, twelve 6-inch guns, twelve 3.5-inch guns; and thirty knots.




    The laying down of these vessels coincided with the end of yet another round of naval limitation talks, the Second London Naval Conference. The results were predictable enough and were on par with those achieved five years before. The First London Naval Conference had reduced the Royal Navy, in the words of one historian, “to the lowest point reached between the two wars, in strength and efficiency.”18 Just how much had been shown up by the events of the summer in the Mediterranean. For the 1935 conference, the British again trotted out the two standard requests: one was the abolition of all submarine building, and second was Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald’s own pet adoption of Richmond’s theory for the reduction in the permitted size of the larger types of warships and the guns they mounted (Britain’s figures for this new top limit was 25,000 tons and 12-inch guns). As both the tonnage and the gun size had already been breached in plans by the French, Germans, and Italians, it is not surprising that this motion got nowhere at all.




    The United States still hankered after its big navy and held out for limits of 35,000 tons and 14-inch guns. America was as wedded to the battleship concept as Great Britain; in fact, the U.S. showed itself to be more so. American Vice Adm. A. L. Willard stating after the 1932 fleet exercise that “the battleship is still the backbone of the fleet.”19




    In spite of such statements and foreign building, the critics still concentrated their darts on the British Admiralty for wishing to respond. “A battleship had long been to an Admiral as a Cathedral is to a Bishop,” mocked one such distinguished observer.20 Japan was at the conference, cynically observing the charade for the last time. It knew the value of the battleship, which was the only weapon in the armory of Japan’s enemies that could threaten it in 1935. Without the battleship in play, Japan would be secure, and accordingly, she made the startling gesture of proposing that instead of seeking new limits on battleship building, why not abolish them altogether, along with aircraft carriers and heavy cruisers? Her proposal was received with the same coolness as MacDonald’s equally unrealistic limitation proposal, especially by the United States. Japan withdrew in a huff and went its own way, which is what she had been doing up to that time anyway.




    The feeling toward the future of the battleship in Japan was no weaker than elsewhere. The one major exception to this was Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto, who favored the naval air arm.21 He had first come to prominence at the 1935 conference when he made it plain that Japan would no longer accept the old 5:5:3 ratio, and the failure of the conference to ultimately achieve anything positive was blamed on him. In fact, he was a realist, while British political attitudes toward defense must have seemed to him like something out of Alice in Wonderland. For instance, Ramsay MacDonald asked him, in all seriousness, “If the other powers agree to paper parity, will Japan promise not to build to, it?” to which the Japanese delegate could only answer politely and simply, as if talking to a child, “Very sorry, but no. If we have parity, we build.”22




    On the battleship question, Yamamoto was no less plain. “These ships are like elaborate religious scrolls which old people hang up iii their homes. They are of no proved worth. They are purely a matter of faith—not reality.”23 On another occasion, he declared that “these battleships will be as useful to Japan in modern warfare as a samurai sword.”24 However, in expressing this opinion, he was very much in a minority; the great weight of informed naval opinion in Japan, as in America, France, Italy, Germany, and Britain was for a renewal in the building of such vessels and incorporating the new defenses of armored decks and antiaircraft firepower, which the older ships lacked. As Yamamoto’s biographer John Deane Potter wrote, “Yamamoto began to be criticized in Japan for his declared policy for the development of aircraft carriers at the expense of battleships. Many people thought the neglect of battleships was dangerous.”25 Certainly Yamamoto held his views until his death, and his handling of the battle fleet of Midway seemed to show that his feelings had gone too much that way, for he gave his battleship strength absolutely no chance to prove its worth one way or the other. However, his attitude did give Japan the most efficient fleet air arm at the outbreak of war, for which his nation should have been grateful. Nor did his opinions hold back Japanese battleship development; quite the contrary, on withdrawal from the conference, they felt free to go ahead to design and build the greatest and most powerful battleships of any nation. “The object behind these monsters was to give Japan a decisive tonnage lead because the naval planners banked on the fact that the United States was unlikely to build a ship which was too big to go through the Panama Canal. At this time, too, the Japanese began to disguise their naval plans. Twenty-foot fences shielded all this frenzied shipbuilding activity from view and the strictest security was enforced.”26




    The initial designs commenced in 1934, and the final plan was not approved until three years later after twenty-three different stages of development. Their object was simply to outrange and outgun any ship then afloat or being built, and it was hoped that such vessels would offset the numerical superiority that American battle fleets seemed they would always have. Over 860 feet long and with a beam of 128 feet, these gigantic vessels, when completed, displaced 69,500 tons—almost twice the permitted tonnage agreed to at Washington and London. They were thus able to incorporate a 16-inch-thick armored belt and 71-inch deck protection and carry the enormous triple 18.1-inch gun. They had a designed speed of twenty-five knots. Despite numerous public statements to the contrary, the keels were laid for the first two in 1937, and plans called for another pair three years later. Basic details of these Japanese battleships—Musashi, Yamato, Shinano, and No. 111 (unnamed)—were 64,170 tons; nine 18.1-inch guns, twelve 6.1-inch guns, twelve 5-inch guns; and twenty-seven knots.




    Back at the conference, the wrangling continued, and eventually, a confused sort of compromise was reached in which the United States, as usual, got its way. An upper battleship tonnage limit of 35,000 was agreed to. The caliber of the main armament was fixed at 14-inch guns, though with the proviso that if any of the contracting parties to the Washington Treaty failed to enter into an agreement to conform to this provision by April 1, 1937, then this maximum caliber could go up to sixteen inches, which is what the Americans wanted all along. Furthermore, no limit was placed on the numbers of ships each nation could build.




    Again, this left Great Britain in an unenviable position when the Washington Treaty finally expired at the end of 1936. Neither Japan, which had walked out, nor Italy, which was to start on 15-inch-gun ships anyway, had been party to the 1935 agreement. America’s patience ran out, and it started work on her 16-inch-gun ships. What should Britain do?




    The first ships of the new American program for 1937 were the two ships of the North Carolina class, the North Carolina and Washington at 35,000 tons; nine 16-inch guns, twenty 5-inch guns; and twenty-eight knots. They were designed to meet the Pacific requirements of long range and heavy antiair-craft capability. Much heavier deck armor was fitted in common, and the superstructure was more concentrated to give clearer fields of fire for the host of skyward-pointing batteries. The North Carolinas’ propulsion was by American-designed and -built turbines, and in practice, these proved far more economical than their British equivalents. Not only were these fine vessels more powerfully armed, faster, and longer ranging than the British ships of the same era, but their maneuverability was also far greater. Moreover, the Americans were able to build their ships much faster than the British. Thus, the Admiralty was obliged to think in terms of four or five years to design and build a battleship, which the Americans could construct in a little more than three years.27




    The Admiralty, however, had to decide whether to go for the 14-inch gun as originally agreed or to adopt the 16-inch gun. On the face of it, there would seem to be no problem. It was true that, faced with the building programs of Germany, France, and Italy, a decision had to be made quickly, for it is the guns that decide the length of time a battleship takes to construct, but in view of the American decision, there should have been only one answer. In the triple 16-inch turrets of the Nelson class, Great Britain already had a tried and tested weapon, a decade in the proving, of equal power and merit to anything the Americans were producing. Moreover, it did not call for any new design or experimental work. It seemed the obvious solution to many, including Winston Churchill.




    In a way, it was ironic that it should have concerned Churchill so much, for as much as any limitation by naval treaty, it was his policy, when he was at the Treasury, that had reduced the Royal Navy to its then-sorry straits. It was he who had introduced the “pernicious law,”28 known as the “ten-year rule,” that had given the Treasury a firm grip on the “economy axe”29 with disastrous results. Consequently, for the next ten years, the very roots of Britain’s naval existence—the dockyards, private shipbuilding, armament industries, and skilled labor in vital factories—were allowed to wither away.30




    As one naval historian has emphasized, “the ten-year rule, a penny-pinching political formula which assumed that Britain could rely on ten years’ notice of involvement in any major war, had had a crippling effect on the maintenance of the armed forces, let alone their modernization of development; and its suicidal fatuity was to be well demonstrated.”31 As Lord Lee of Fareham had already remarked with unhappy accuracy, “a great navy, once let down, cannot be’ improvised in an emergency. It is not only the ships that take years to build; the training and instinct required to handle that amazing complex of machinery, a modern battleship, needs a generation to teach.”32




    The British were in a cleft-stick because the plans for 14-inch gunned ships were already prepared. To change over to 16-inch gunned vessels would mean another year’s delay in completing the first British vessels, which meant they would not be finsished until 1941. But Britain already had both 16-inch and 15-inch designs, so why the delay and the decision? Lord Chat-field gave the answer that “on the 35,000-ton displacement, allowed by the agreement, a 14-inch ship was, we considered, a better balanced one than a 15-inch ship, taking into consideration air attack by the modern torpedo.”33




    This still did not satisfy Churchill, but when told that Britain could not afford to wait one more year and that most of its skilled draughtsman had gone, he “grudgingly withdrew his objections.”34




    As originally designed, the five new British ships might not have been so inferior to foreign designs as their completed armament showed, for they were to mount three quadruple 14-inch turrets—a total broadside of twelve 14-inch guns. This would have given them a broadside weight of 8.6 tons against the American equivalent of 8.43. However, further testing with improved shells showed that extra magazine protection was required, and as a consequence, the B mounting was made a twin and the broadside reduced to ten guns and the weight of shell to 7.1 tons. Captain Grenfell explained the results:




    Where a fixed limit is placed on warship tonnage, there is a natural tendency to squeeze into the treaty maximum as much as possible in the way of fighting power, resulting usually in the attempt to squeeze too much. The endeavor to force ten guns into a ship that ought really to have eight actually led to her only having six, since the ten had such complicated mechanism that no more than two thirds of them would normally go off at once; or at all events for the first five or six years of the new mounting’s life, until numerous modifications had been made in the light of breakdown experience.35




    Admiral Schofield, who commanded King George V later in the war, made no mention of these failures and rather stated that “had the alteration in the King George V class not been necessary, they would have compared very favorably with American South Dakota class”36.




    Nevertheless, in the 1937 and 1938 programs, Great Britain was finally allowed to replace—or slowly begin to replace—its aging tonnage of battleships. These five ships represented a total displacement of 175,000 tons but were only the first step in a complete replacement program. These ships’ tonnage was designed to conform to the treaty limitations, but the war had actually broken out before they were completed. Like most contemporary battleships, they wasted a great deal of space to fit hangars and scouting aircraft with their launching gear. With the full development of aircraft carriers in the fleet, the provision for no less than six brand-new fleet types, and one mobile repair-and-maintenance carrier (Unicorn, in addition to the new Ark Royal then laid down), it would have been thought that ample scouting facilities were already available to the battle fleet and that such space could have been better utilized, by providing two more twin 5.25-inch gun mountings for example, but this was not done. The basic details of these five battleships—Anson, Howe, Duke of York, King George V, and Prince of Wales—were 35,000 tons; ten 14-inch guns, sixteen 5.25-inch guns; and twenty-seven knots. (It had at first been planned to name the Anson and Howe the Jellicoe and Beatty.)




    Meanwhile, on the continent, further programs had been put in hand by the three powers that had started the ball rolling. In Germany, the first two battleships were laid down with the outward intention of matching those of the major powers—to a limit of 35,000 tons. These resulted from Germany’s new-found liberty to build up to 35 percent of the British tonnage. Laid down in 1936, these two powerful vessels, Bismarck and Tirpitz, were actually of 42,343 tons displacement and, at that time, seemed to be the most well-protected battleships yet designed. In fact, their design allocated no less than 40 percent of her standard displacement to protection. They were 823 feet long, with a beam of 118 feet (compared with 103 feet for a King George V–class and 108 feet for a North Carolina–class ship). Their main armament was based on the well-proven 15-inch gun, with which the Germans had had some valuable experience during the Great War with the Baden and Bayern. Their total broadside weight of eight 15-inch guns was actually less, by 220 pounds, than the King George V–type ship, but they were far better protected against bomb attack, with a special 2-inch armored upper deck above the 43/4-inch-thick main deck, which was designed to detonate any bombs before they penetrated to the main armor itself. They had a side belt 16 feet deep and 121/2 inches thick. Their speed was, at twenty-nine knots, slightly improved over the British design. However, their secondary armament was complicated by the fact that the Germans kept to the old principles of one caliber for surface protection and another for aerial defense. As usual, the antiaircraft system was vastly superior to British designs, but this mounting of two secondary calibers was a bad feature on an otherwise superb design. Britain and America, and to a lesser extent France showed a better appreciation of the advantages of dual-purpose weapons. Italy and Japan persisted with double batteries as Germany.




    In response to these monsters, the French replied with two battleships of their own, the Jean Bart and Richelieu at 35,000 tons; eight 15-inch guns, nine 6-inch guns, twelve 3.9-inch guns; and thirty knots. They were also influenced by the need to counter the two Italian battleships now well advanced and so they designed their vessels to match, as far as the treaty allowed, both designs. Again, the concentration of the main armament in quadruple turrets forward to save weight of armored belt was adopted as in the smaller Dunkerque design. However, there was no question of repeating the same small-caliber weapon, and France decided to go for the 15-inch gun. This left Great Britain, alone of all the contracting powers to the Second London Conference, with ships building with 14-inch guns. The French, Germans, and Italians went for 15-inch, the Americans and (so it was thought at the time) Japanese for the 16-inch. So much for the usefulness of these conferences in restricting other powers.




    The Italian answer was immediate and again highly predictable. Having outmaneuvered the League of Nations and the premier seapower in 1935, Mussolini was confident of his ultimate destiny as the new Caesar. The Mediterranean was, so he declared, an Italian lake, and to back up this claim and his well-ventilated claims for Corsica-Tunisia-Nice, he ordered the construction of two additional battleships based on the same general design of the Littorio class. These were the Imperio and Roma at 35,000 tons; nine 15-inch guns, twelve 6-inch guns, twelve 3.5-inch guns; and thirty knots.




    Across the Atlantic, the United States followed up her initial battleships with a further class of four for the 1938 building program. These were the South Dakota-class battleships Alabama, Indiana, Massachusetts, and South Dakota, which featured the same main and secondary armaments as the North Carolina class, but their power was concentrated into a shorter hull—680 feet as against 729 feet—in a further effort to maximize protection over the vital areas. They were also given a single-funnel arrangement to further facilitate antiaircraft fire, but their complement remained the same at 2,500. They were built with great speed, and although laid down after the King George V-class ships, they were completed ahead of some of them. Their details were 35,000 tons; nine 16-inch guns, twenty 5-inch guns; and twenty-eight knots.




    In reply to these developments abroad, the British came back in the 1938 and 1939 programs with battleships which, for the first time, began to really match their foreign opponents—and indeed, at least on paper, to outclass them. But before they could do this, they again had to fight off a new wave of criticism and hostility within their own country. Despite the fact that no fewer than twenty-three powerful capital ships were under construction in foreign yards, the Admiralty was bitterly vilified for embarking on its own battleship program. As usual, the howls of protest and rage were led by the indefatigable air lobby. Such criticism is usually reflected in postwar analysis of the situation, although, at least in these instances, the benefit of hindsight is extended to the other powers as well.




    When the Washington Treaty finally lapsed in 1936, much of the effort and financial resources of the naval powers was extended on new, monster battleships, which would have been better diverted to the construction of aircraft carriers. France and Italy built no carrier.37




    The Royal Navy’s defense was simple. “Advocates of the extreme air view wished the country to build no more capital ships although other powers continued to build them. If their theories turned out well founded much money would have been wasted; if ill founded, we would, in putting them to the test, have lost the empire.”38




    Fortunately, the balanced view is sometimes heard through the storm of criticism and scorn, as with Charles Owen: “Chatfield has since been accused of infatuation with battleships but the battleship was the unit of naval power understood by the politicians; and the navies potentially hostile to Britain were still building battleships against which at that time the Royal Navy had no convincing alternative defence or weapon of destruction.”39




    The Royal Navy was building new aircraft carriers, eight of them: Ark Royal, Unicorn, Illustrious, Formidable, Victorious, Indomitable, Indefatigable, and Implacable—far more than any other naval power, including Japan and America. However, what critics overlooked is that a carrier is not now and was certainly not then a 100 percent reliable weapon with which to operate against battleships.




    This “argument” ignores the fact that the aircraft could only operate in daylight in the first years of the war. Until radar and other navigational aids had been fitted they could not fly from carriers at night or in thick weather, so at night carriers become defenseless targets, requiring their protection to be provided by another source, and this could only be the battleship. Moreover, without radar, aircraft could not find their quarry by night or in poor visibility, nor could they hit it once it was found.40




    Thus wrote Vice Admiral Gretton, and he went on: “Indeed in the first years of the war, the carriers could not face, at night, ships like the Bismarck, the Scharnhorst, or the Gneisenau. They had to be kept out of their way, and this situation would not have been altered if there had been more of them. Modern, fast battleships were needed.”41 But not only at night. Even during the day, the carrier could at times become frighteningly vulnerable to surface attack:




    Aircraft carriers are subject to awkward periods of operational paralysis, from which gun vessels are free. A battleship or cruiser which has been bombarding one target can switch its guns round to another in a matter of seconds, and can go on firing with hardly a break till its ammunition runs out. But the carrier, as at present constituted, suffers embarrassing lacunae when its aircraft are coming down, going up, or refueling and rearming, during which it is peculiarly vulnerable to attack. Even with skillfully planned and directed operations, these “dead” periods introduce an inevitably high degree of chance into carrier warfare.42




    But these were far from the usual postwar viewpoints; most observers took the line that the battleship was as vulnerable and outdated in 1936 as it had become by 1946.




    “What had happened, in effect, was that the aeroplane had displaced the gun as the main offensive weapon, thereby extending the range of battle from tens to hundreds of miles,”43 stated Professor Lewis. He elaborated further: “This of course is why the battleship itself, traditional gun-carrier and long queen of the seas, has also lost her empire. Already fabulously expensive to build and increasingly difficult-to defend she was now being completely out-ranged in offence too. Her original raison d’être was gone, or at least, rapidly going.”44




    However, the Admiralty Board was able to get permission to go ahead with the King George V–class ships, and it is as well that they did so. Wrote Gretton:




    In the light of full after-knowledge, however, I cannot agree that the decision to build the King George Vs was a mistake. Perhaps five was too many. But they filled a gap, short but important, when the carrier was unable to produce its own protection, and I tremble to think what would have happened if in 1940 the fleets had had to rely on the Nelson and Rodney and the Queen Elizabeths and Royal Sovereigns for their main source of strength. In 1945, the battleship was a useful adjunct to the carrier. In 1940, the battleship was an indispensable defence, and sometimes a substitute for the carrier on the many occasions when aircraft could hot effectively operate.45




    The new British Lion-class battleships were the first to be designed free from the cramping restrictions of the treaties and, as such, were a much more well-balanced design than the King George V–class ships. Named the Conqueror, Lion, Temeraire, and Thunderer, they were of a designed tonnage of 40,000 tons, had an overall length of 780 feet and a beam of 105 feet, and could reach thirty knots. They featured a squared-off stern rather than the cruiser-stern as featured in the King George V–class vessels, such a feature saving weight and being conducive to better maneuverability. They carried three triple 16-inch gun turrets as designed and would have carried a 16-inch belt, of greater depth than their predecessors, with a 6-inch upper deck. They had a designed speed of thirty knots. These four ships would certainly have been a match for the Germans’ Bismarcks. Some changes of name had been made, “the names originally chosen being Lion, Temeraire, Conqueror, and Bellerophon—a fine quartet. Later, objections were raised to Bellerophon—a loved and honored name to generations of British seamen from the glorious first of June to Jutland—on the grounds that it would be beyond the powers of the sailor of 1940 to pronounce, and another Trafalgar name, Thunderer, was substituted.”46 So there was no new Billy Ruff’n for the fleet!47




    By 1939, even these giants were overawed by the projected battleships of all the other major powers. By this time, the battleship building race had gone over the top and was now completely unchecked. After twenty years of frustration and pent-up wrath, the United States now saw its way wide open to naval dominance once and for all. All the old plans and theories were taken down and dusted off, and with the outbreak of war in Europe, no further excuses were accepted. Under the benign tolerance of President Roosevelt, America embarked on the most colossal warship building spree of all time, designed quite deliberately to give her the two-ocean navy for which it had been yearning for so long.




    Pride of place in this great new fleet was, as always, the battleship. If the Americans had doubts about its role in any future war, then the size of their programs from 1939 onward hardly reflected them. Despite elaborate secrecy, the first reports of the new Japanese ships were beginning to filter into the west. Although this information was still very inaccurate (the British Admiralty estimated that the Yamato and her sisters were of 42,500 tons displacement, with nine 16-inch and twelve 5-inch guns48), they were sufficient to spur the Americans on to designing even larger ships than those building. The first group to be laid down were the six ships of the Iowa class (BB 61-66) under the 1939 and 1940 programs: the Iowa, New Jersey, Missouri, Wisconsin, Illinois, and Kentucky.




    They featured a 12.2 inch armor belt for their main protection, with 18-inch over the turrets. They were 887 feet long, this great extra length being provided to fit the new clipper bow and bulbous underwater hull form which gave them, together with the 212,000 SHP turbines, the incredible battleship speed of thirty-three knots. For a 45,000-ton vessel with such massive protection, this was a remarkable achievement by the American designers, engineers, and builders, and the resulting class of warships must rank as one of the finest, if not the best, battleships in the world. Despite their great size, they remained far handier ships than the British King George Vs, although a later British design was found to be much superior in seakeeping qualities—which was always the British warships’ best feature anyway.




    But large as the American ships were, they were only a beginning on the growing stage of the world’s navies. The subsequent Montana class was even larger. Provided for under the 1940 expansion program, these ships were almost half as large again in tonnage as the Iowas, and although their speed came down to twenty-eight knots once again, they were designed to mount twelve 16-inch guns and have an overall length of 921 feet. The six ships of this class were Montana, Ohio, Maine, New Hampshire, and Louisiana at 60,500 tons.




    Nor was this all, for word had reached the Americans that the Japanese were constructing a new class of battle cruisers on the lines of the Dunkerque and Scharnhorst, and in order to counter these projected vessels, the 1940 program also called for a class of no fewer than six more ships to swell the capital returns. Although listed as “large cruisers,” they were battle cruisers, pure and simple. They had a 9-inch belt and a speed of thirty-three knots and featured a new triple 12-inch gun, which made them the masters of the German pair as well. These ships were Alaska, Guam, Hawaii, Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Samoa at 27,500 tons; nine 12-inch guns, twelve 5-inch guns.




    The Japanese were no less ambitious. A fifth ship (Hull No. 797) of the already-building Yamato class was planned under the 1942 program. Furthermore, two even larger vessels were projected under the same year’s construction plans, and these were to push the main armament size up to an impressive 20-inches. These two unnamed battleships (798 and 799) were to carry three triple mountings of such weapons and were to displace 64,000 tons and speed at twenty-eight knots.




    The American naval chiefs were not misinformed about the projected Japanese battle cruisers. At least two were planned for the 1942 program, similar in appearance to the Yamato-class battleships with a long, flush-deck hull, two triple turrets forward, and one aft the central superstructure and single funnel. They were to feature a 7-inch main belt with 5-inch deck protection and have a length of almost 800 feet and speed of thirty-three knots.




    By this time the naval race with regard to battleship tonnage appeared to simplify into three competing pairs who were building against each other in practice, if not publicly admitting the fact: America and Japan, Italy and France, and Great Britain and Germany. Although British war plans continued to be framed to take Japan into account as the main enemy at sea in any future conflict, it was realized that we were far more likely to be embroiled with Germany or Italy first, and taking into consideration their programs, there would be very little we could do about Japan if we had to tackle them at the same time.




    Therefore, if war was with Germany only, Great Britain felt confident of her strength. If against Italy as well, then she could still be confident, especially with the French fleet by her side of equal size to the Italian one. But should Japan come in and America stay out—a not unlikely possibility in view of the American attitude over the previous two decades—then the Mediterranean would have to be left to the French, the old ships would have to somehow face the Germans, and the modern ships would go east. While the German navy was still heavily outnumbered, this was practical, if dangerous. However, the arrival of the Bismarck and Tirpitz on the scene would upset these fine calculations. They might be matched by the King George Vs but would leave only the older ships available for the Pacific (until the Lions were finished), and they were obviously not really suitable for this type of employment having neither the range nor the speed. Nor was the problem made any easier by the fact that the only naval base in eastern waters, Singapore, was not anywhere near completed. But the main complication was the lack of heavy ships themselves. Singapore had become an obsession with British defense planners as the means to halt Japan, but without sufficient heavy ships to form a balanced fleet to operate from it, it was, in the historic words of one observer, “a sentry box without a sentry.”49




    If the existence, therefore, of the two Bismarcks could cause such disruption to the long-standing illusion that Great Britain ruled the waves, then the intended full-strength building program, as developed by Germany under the guidance of Admiral Raeder, would have been its final unmasking.




    There has been a great deal of controversy over this plan, the so-called famous Z (for Ziel, German for “target”) Plan. Admiral Raeder stated that during the winter of 1938–39, he presented Hitler with two alternative plans on the future of the new navy. For a short-term war likely to take place within a year or so, he suggested a force “consisting mainly of submarines and pocket battleships—which could be produced relatively soon, and which, though admittedly unbalanced, could in the event of war present a considerable threat to Britain’s lifelines.”50 Alternatively, for long-term policy, what could be prepared was “a force of great striking power, with capital ships of the highest class-which, though it would take longer to produce, could not only threaten Britain’s lifelines but also engage the British High Seas Fleet with every prospect of success.”51




    Hitler promised Raeder that he would not need the fleet before 1946, and thus on January 29, 1939, the Z Plan was born. It was a massive program of new construction, one that was, like the Japanese and American plans, based firmly upon the battleship as its mainstay. The Bismarck and Tirpitz, although not due to be completed for another eighteen months or so, were giving the Admiralty headaches, but the new program called for six new battleships and three new battle cruisers to be completed by 1944–45. Further projections of the plan called for a total of twelve of the battle cruiser type and more battleships. Wrote David Woodward:




    From the Bismarck and Tirpitz, the Germans went on to ships of 56,000 tons with eight 16.25-inch guns; two ships of this type were actually laid down in 1939 and not definitely cancelled until two years later. . . . From these ships it was proposed to go on to 80,000 tons, and finally the height of the kolossal in naval architecture was reached with a design for a ship of 144,000 tons, full load, with a speed of thirty-four knots and eight 19.75-inch guns, but that design was so far off realization that it may be regarded simply as a piece of dreaming by a naval architect .on a grandiose scale.52




    The battleships and battle cruisers that were firmly decided upon to go ahead with were colossal enough. The six battleships were of the so-called H type. Flush-decked and twin-funneled, they adopted diesel propulsion with a BHP of 165,000 giving them a speed of twenty-nine knots and a range of 16,000 miles at nineteen knots. Their main belt was 121/2 inches thick with an upper 2-inch deck over a 4-inch main deck.




    Their main armament was to be eight 16-inch guns, in four twin turrets, with the usual double secondary batteries for surface and air defense. These huge ships with their great range and endurance were designed “as support groups, able to keep the seas indefinitely, on which the raiding squadron could fall back when opposed by a heavier concentration.”53 Two of these battleships were named the Friedrich der Grosse and Gross Deutschland, with the other four left abandoned before names had been allocated.




    The battle-cruisers reverted to the old policy of sacrificing protection for speed, while carrying heavy guns. Thus, they were designed to mount six 15-inch guns in three twin turrets in exactly the same manner as the twenty-year-old Renown and Repulse did; the Germans planned to re-arm the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau in this fashion. However, their deck protection against air attack was enhanced up to battleship standards, having an upper deck of 11 inches, a main deck of 3 inches, and a lower deck of 4 inches. They would have taken some stopping by bombing attacks. They had diesel propulsion units and had a designed top speed of thirty-three knots.




    These nine capital ships, along with two aircraft carriers were all to be completed by 1944, and would have made life very difficult for the Admiralty. As David Woodward said,




    In 1939, Britain had fifteen capital ships, of which the five units of the Royal Sovereign class at least would have been obsolete by 1945. In addition, Britain would have completed five ships of the King George V class of 35,000 tons, and the four ships of the Lion class of about 45,000 tons. The last of these would probably have been ready in 1944, and there might have been other ships, laid down in 1941 and ready in 1944–45, once the size of the German naval construction effort had been seen. But whatever happened, we would not have had much to spare, for against thirteen modern German capital ships, we would have had ten obsolete ones, and somewhere between nine and thirteen new ones.54




    When one realizes that the final program for the Z Plan called for, by 1948, six H-class battleships, twelve P-class battle cruisers, and eight aircraft carriers, the prospect seems highly alarming. However, postwar German naval historians are equally as critical of this German plan as British historians are of the King George Vs and Lions.




    The “verdict of history” that Raeder invoked has in fact gone against him. For one who held the supreme command of the Navy for over fourteen years, battleships remained a basic instrument of worldwide naval strategy. Though he accepted the aeroplane as a new and important factor, he regarded a naval air force mainly as an auxiliary to the fleet. That air power had brought to war a new dimension, rendering former naval concepts outmoded and virtually consigning battle-fleets to the scrapheap, was beyond him.55




    So much for Raeder and Z Plan. The British would hardly have agreed with that “verdict of history” had his battle fleet of 1944 come to fruition; even the much smaller ships that the Germans did complete tied down the greater bulk of British naval strength in home waters, as will be seen.




    Meanwhile, Italy and France continued to build against each other in a tit-for-tat situation, and the next pair of French ships to be projected—as answers to the Italian Roma and Imperio—were the battleships Clemenceau and Gascogne at 35,000 tons; eight 15-inch guns, nine 6-inch guns, twelve 3.9 inch guns; and thirty knots.




    By the last years of the 1930s, battleship construction was at its peak, and in this period, the major powers were joined in this feverish activity by a surprise outsider, the Soviet Union. Since the revolution in 1917, Soviet Russia had not loomed large on the naval scene. The Soviet Union had retreated into herself, and when it had finally reemerged in the 1930s under the tyrannical rule of Stalin, it found itself an outsider whose hateful political creed and cruel dictatorship had left her beyond the pale to fascists and capitalists alike. The country was deliberately excluded from most of the naval conferences of the interwar period, although it is doubtful whether this can be termed a handicap in any way. The Soviets did, however, sign the Second London Treaty. It was irrelevant, anyway, for they built no major ships in this period. With the re-awakening of Germany, her Baltic position seemed perilously exposed and thus a new naval force was seen as essential.




    In January 1938, the Russian Defense Council approved a program of new capital ship construction, which totaled four battleships and four battle cruisers. The battleships were laid down the same year for completion in 1941–42 and were the first capital ships to be built for the Russian navy since the revolution.




    It is interesting to notice that the naval experts of this largely land-oriented nation came, quite independently, to exactly the same conclusions as all the other major naval powers had with regard to the continuing validity of battleship as a weapon of war in the 1940s. Like the Japanese designers, the Soviets gave their shipbuilders one main target to aim at in the construction of these four ships: to make them invulnerable. This they set out to do, and as a result, these ships, on paper anyway, ranked with the Yamato and Iowa in size and power.




    Having an overall length of 890 feet (all dimensions are approximate since accurate and precise information on Soviet warship designs is still diffi-cult to verify)56 and a massive beam of 127 feet, 7 inches, they were engined to give 231,000 s.h.p. to attain a maximum speed of twenty-eight knots. An 18-inch side armored belt and three armored decks constituted her main protection. The estimated full load displacement for these ships was 65,000 tons and their main armament consisted of three triple 16-inch turrets. The first of these Soviet monsters was laid down at Leningrad in 1939 and the second followed a year later at Nikolajev. The second pair were due to be commenced in 1940. These four battleships were Sovyetskayai Soyuz, Sovyetskakyai Ukraina, Sovyetskayai Belorussiya, and Sovyetskayai Rossiya.
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