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Praise for  A Measureless Peril


“Snow writes with verve and a keen eye. He is a kind of John McPhee of combat at sea, finding humanity in the small, telling details of duty.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“In this exhaustively researched and gracefully written book, Snow vividly re-creates the epic showdown between German submarines, sent to hunt merchant ships in the Atlantic, and the vessels sent to thwart them, one of which bore Snow’s father. This is a hell of a story, at turns rousing, terrifying, fascinating, surprisingly funny, and deeply moving, and the postscript, telling of the peacetime fate of Snow’s father, brought me to tears.”


—Laura Hillenbrand, Salon.com


 “A Measureless Peril … will keep you riveted. . . . [Snow’s] description of key personalities is flawless.”


—Forbes


“An accomplished historian with a welcome personal touch.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Snow ably uses his father’s letters to reconstruct Atlantic duty in the final years of a vital battle for Allied victory.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Richard Snow captures the sweep of battle—years long, thousands of square miles in extent—and its life-sized, daily events, from routine tasks to hellish violence, as seen through the eyes of the men who were there. The result is a stereoscopic view of a world-historical struggle and of the author’s father, Lieutenant Richard B. Snow, USNR, a representative member of the greatest generation.”


—Richard Brookhiser, author of Founding Father: 
Rediscovering George Washington


“By way of a great raft of sea stories, each impeccably told and perfectly turned, Richard Snow has transformed the faraway and half-forgotten world of the Atlantic convoys into a narrative as touching and exciting as it is melancholy and memorable. This is a valuable book: few better accounts have ever been crafted about this cruelest of wars, fought for year after year on the most imperturbably cruel of the world’s great oceans.”


—Simon Winchester


“Richard Snow’s A Measureless Peril is epic, poignant, and until now the story he tells has been little known. At the same time, Snow’s voice is warm, wildly entertaining, and achieves that rare magic effect in writing history: complete intimacy and authority. The book is chock-full of engrossing detail and the surprising stories spool out like private movies shot by our fathers, grandfathers, uncles, and brothers and sent back from the war—but arriving only now in this world of ours. Most of all, Snow’s father, a courageous presence, is as literate and humane a voice as one could hope to meet in the darkest hours at sea. Snow smartly and thoroughly honors the men and women—and their families—who served in WWII.”


—Doug Stanton, author of Horse Soldiers and In Harm’s Way


“There is one very annoying and upsetting aspect to A Measureless Peril: it ends. However, I have to admit that when I am fascinated and excited by a book, and having the time of my life, I’m able to read really fast. What a fine writer is Richard Snow, and what a treasure this is.”


—Alan Furst


“In this terrific tale, Richard Snow has written a splendid and exciting account of an unjustly overlooked story of World War II: the fight for the Atlantic. With a skillful narrative hand, he moves between scenes of combat and peril at sea (and under the sea) to moments of debate and decision at the highest levels of Washington and London. A Measureless Peril—the phrase is Churchill’s—is a book to savor, and to remember.”


—Jon Meacham
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“What’s the Matter with the Davis?”


Looking back on the Atlantic struggle
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One hot, windy September afternoon in the early 1970s my mother and father came home to Bronxville from a two-week vacation in Maine. Bronxville is a town in Westchester County, half an hour north of Manhattan on what was then the Penn Central railroad. Like countless thousands of other couples, my mother, Emma, and my father, Richard, had quit the city in the hopeful months after World War II ended to raise their infant child in a house surrounded by suburban greenery and well-nourished public schools.


The beneficiary of this relocation came down to help them unload their luggage, and I was soon joined by Mr. Curcio, the superintendent of the apartment building in the village my parents had moved into after I’d gotten out of college.


Superintendent Curcio was a chatty, affable, powerfully built man (he once paused halfway up a flight of stairs to speculate with me at some length about the Mets’ chances, all the time holding two air conditioners, one under each arm). He scooped a half dozen suitcases out of the Chrysler, and as we headed toward the apartment, something—the weather, perhaps—reminded him of having taken part in the landings on Sicily in July 1943, and he began to talk about it.


“Look, I’m a wop,” he said cheerfully about his Italian heritage, “but let me tell you, once those wops on the beach were shooting at me, I was one hundred percent American. Guys begin dropping around me, and I start firing while I’m still in the water.”


The story continued until the suitcases were in front of the door. We all said thanks, and then my mother put a protective hand on my father’s forearm. “I’m so glad,” she told Mr. Curcio, “that Dick was never in action.”


AT A LITTLE AFTER eight thirty on the morning of April 24, 1945, a sailor said to my father, “What’s the matter with the Davis?” He meant the Frederick C. Davis, destroyer escort 136, and she looked funny, canted forward and apparently stopped in the water. My father was watching her from the deck of another destroyer escort, the USS Neunzer, DE-150. The Davis lay a few hundred yards away, but not for long. “Jesus Christ!” said someone. “She took a fish.” And sure enough, although nobody aboard the Neunzer had heard the explosion, a torpedo had struck the Davis’s forward engine room. Minutes later the Davis split apart and sank, taking 115 men to their deaths, while the Neunzer and seven other destroyer escorts—helped by planes from the escort carrier Bogue—set off on what would prove to be a ten-hour struggle against the submarine that had destroyed her.


While he unpacked in Bronxville, my father reviewed his role in this event for my mother, then added, with what seemed to me impressive mildness, “That’s generally considered having been in action.”
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MY FATHER TOOK PART in the last great campaign of the Atlantic war. The Neunzer was one of a web of ships stretched across a hundred miles hunting an enemy that naval intelligence had reason to believe was going to launch rocket attacks against American cities. He was in at the end of the longest battle of World War II, indeed, of any war in history. If the Allies had lost that battle, they would have lost the war.


And yet, my mother’s remark was not ludicrous.


Few people today remember the Atlantic war as a battle, and even at the time only some of those who were in it saw it as a coherent effort. The Pacific was the picturesque war, the one where naval victories took the form we think they should: battleships hammering it out gun to gun, aircraft carriers deciding in a morning the fate of nations. Louis Auchincloss, already a lawyer, soon to be a novelist, but at the time the navigator on an LST (landing ship, tank) remembered, “Changing oceans was like changing navies. In the European theater the army and air force were everything; the navy, only a police escort. . . . Never shall I forget my first glimpse of the Pacific navy in the atoll Ulithi where the lines of battleships, cruisers, carriers, and auxiliary vessels seemed to stretch out to the crack of doom.”


Conquer an island; then conquer another island; then sink some battleships. That was a proper sea war. The Atlantic effort by contrast was strange and diffuse, week upon week of boredom endured in constant discomfort, fires on the sea at night and yet nothing there in the morning, eventually the unheroic sight of Halifax through the fog if you were lucky. It was a sea fight whose results were recorded on land. But it began on the first day of the war and ended on the final one, five years and eight months later. In the Pacific, the Battle of Midway broke a Japanese fleet in five minutes.


But the Allied aim in the Atlantic was not to destroy an enemy on the high seas. It was to keep a delivery system going: to get grain and aviation gas, chocolate and rifles and tires, oil and boots and airplane engines, from America to Europe. The trucks in this operation were merchant ships, some of them ancient, none of them carrying the martial glamour of a PT boat, let alone a cruiser.


One who did see the high consequence of this dogged chore was Winston Churchill. He said that the U-boat campaign was “the only thing that ever really frightened me during the war.” While the Atlantic battle was going on, he wrote, “How willingly would I have exchanged a full-scale invasion for this shapeless, measureless peril, expressed in charts, curves, and statistics.” The charts and statistics showed how many ships the German submarines were sinking, as against how many the Allies could build. It was “a war of groping and drowning, of ambuscade and stratagem,” said Churchill, “of science and seamanship.” If the stratagems failed, if the seamanship faltered, Britain would starve and the European fighting fronts would fall to the German army.


In Commander in Chief, his fine book about the American high command in the war, the historian Eric Larrabee wrote the arresting sentence “The Battle of the Atlantic was the war’s inner core, an only partly visible axle on which other contingencies turned.” That image has stayed with me since I first read it twenty years ago, although I can also see the battle as a vast drill bit or screw, with grooves a week or a month apart, turning and turning through the mortal years, always from America toward Europe, driving convoys eastward. Some of the vessels it carries will get through fifty trips without a scratch; some will burn and sink in front of vacationers on Miami Beach. Sometimes destroyers will protect them; sometimes there won’t be enough destroyers to spare for the job; and sometimes the destroyers won’t do any good at all, darting this way and that as the U-boats lance into the heart of the convoy and with a torpedo or two turn the months of manufacturing the ammunition and trucks and locomotives and radios and the days of loading them and all the time spent building the vessel that carries this cargo and the lifetimes of raising the crewmen who are attending it into a horrible inanity.


The battle killed nearly eighty thousand people: drowned them, crushed them, burned them, froze them, starved them in lifeboats. Far beyond the brutal vacancy of ocean that extinguished all those lives, an empire of strenuous ingenuity fizzed and crackled, whole cities running night and day given over to trying to outsmart the slim, dark shapes that Allied seamen so rarely saw.


It took three nations to end the U-boat campaign—the United States, Canada, and Great Britain—and Britain’s role in the immense task seems better remembered than America’s. In some ways this is just; in some, it isn’t.


The particular fight my father was in that April went just the way it should have. This despite the loss of the Frederick C. Davis. By then what Lincoln called the “terrible arithmetic of war” had established that an American destroyer was a small price to pay for a German submarine. Over the previous four years the U.S. navy had learned a great deal about how to cope with U-boats. Not one ship that took part in this final wide sweep had existed before the war began. I don’t just mean the vessels themselves, but the kind of vessels they were. The escort carriers—“baby flattops” that carried a fraction of the number of airplanes that rode in the immense fleet carriers that were going about their famous work in the Pacific—had been improvised to meet the crisis, and so had the class of ship my father served on, the destroyer escort, the DE.


This book tells the story of the American effort in the Battle of the Atlantic. The destroyer escort figures prominently in it because the ship represents a combination of practicality and ingenuity that America brought to the war; and, of course, my father was on one. He isn’t in this story through mere sentimentality on my part. I believe that he embodied the kind of war America fought and the kind of people that allowed us to win it.


Richard B. Snow (I escaped the inconveniences of being called Junior by grace of having a different middle name) was an architect. Before the war, his only connection with the sea was having ridden across it in ocean liners to study the violin in Paris. Born in 1905, he was old for active duty, and moreover he was married. Yet when the war came he pulled such strings as he could find, and although he had reached the wintry heights of his late thirties, he managed to wangle sea duty. In time he became a “plank owner” (part of the original crew) on a brand-new destroyer escort. His wife wasn’t happy about this, but he promised to write her every day they were apart, and he came surprisingly close to fulfilling this pledge. Recently I began to read those letters for the first time.


Before he went into architecture school, my father had studied at Columbia College with the critic, poet, and novelist Mark Van Doren, who encouraged him to become a writer. The letters suggest what it was that caught Van Doren’s eye. They’re fluent, sardonic, fond, observant, full of irony about many things but never about his work at sea, and not quite like any other war letters I’ve ever read.


But like the unique but widely produced ship he served aboard, my father’s letters encapsulate a vast common experience. This architect became a capable officer, and thus his career echoes those of the eighty thousand other Americans who became naval officers during those years—and of the twelve million Americans who were in uniform by war’s end. Five years earlier these warriors had no more thought of joining the military than of joining the circus. They at once brought about and were formed by the biggest, swiftest change that has ever overtaken our society.


If my father can speak for them, though, he can’t do it yet, because the story starts long before he traded his T square for a sextant. He will make only a few brief appearances before he ventures out into the Atlantic, that beautiful, malevolent thirty-million-square-mile battlefield where he and those like him were to win a great and underappreciated victory.





Flower Show


The dangerous state of the U.S. navy on the eve of war, 1939
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The planes that spotted the U-boat that sank the Frederick C. Davis and the ships that pursued it were still minerals in the ground in the spring of 1939. The people who ran them were raising poultry, teaching school, selling cars or stocks or hot dogs. In Flushing Meadows, in Queens, New York, some of them were putting the finishing touches on pavilions designed to advertise the virtues of nations that in a few months wouldn’t exist. For the New York World’s Fair was about to send up its brief sparkle between the paired darknesses of global depression and global war.


This tremendous undertaking—three hundred buildings, sixty miles of new roadway, the vision of a benign future made concrete on top of a sometime municipal garbage dump to the tune of $155 million—changed a great many lives, among them my father’s.


He had graduated from the Columbia School of Architecture in 1931, about the worst possible year for a young man embarking on the profession. The sort of people who commissioned new buildings were hard-pressed merely to maintain the ones they owned. Unlike many newly minted architects, he had a salaried position, but the prospects throughout the field looked bleak. Indeed, they seemed so barren to the parents of Emma Louise Folger, the girl who was about to become Mrs. Richard Boring Snow, that they forced her to break the engagement.


He got rid of the apartment he had rented for them, dated other women, scratched up jobs—a shoe-store redesign was a particular windfall—and soldiered along. In 1936 he read that the World’s Fair Corporation, bolstered with a lot of New Deal money, was going to help architects by mounting a contest: design an “Applied Arts Building” for the fair and, if you place high enough, get a commission to build an actual pavilion. He contacted some friends and acquaintances in the profession and formed a team; they worked up plans and submitted them. One (very) fine morning, riding on top of one of the double-decker Fifth Avenue buses that cost a nickel more than their humdrum counterparts serving lesser streets, he opened the New York Times to discover he’d won.


Well, not “won” exactly, but he had received an honorable mention, which was enough to get him a commission for the Focal Foods Building. This pavilion was not what the name might suggest to the modern reader—a gathering of tapas and sushi bars—but an exhibition meant to teach Americans who had been through a hungry decade something about basic nutrition. The lesson had the virtue of being entertaining, for the building contained an elaborate animated display by the designer Russel Wright. Strongly influenced by the surrealists of the day, Wright had put together a landscape where giant fur-covered eggs greeted the visitor and bright red lobsters circled in the sky over distant mountaintops. Outside stood the exhibit’s emblem, which was less antic: a quartet of gilded steel wheatstalks, designed by my father, severe art deco abstractions that stood one hundred feet high.


The fleet was in on opening day, April 30, 1939, and although for the sailors this was, in a way, demanding duty (the ships had to be made immaculate before they tied up at the Hudson River piers), hundreds of men got liberty and went out to the fair. It seems likely that they would have been more attracted by, say, the Crystal Lassies peep show than by flying lobsters, but surely many of them gave at least a glance to those metal wheatstalks glinting in the spring sunshine.


This was the first time my father’s career intersected with that of the Atlantic Squadron. Of course he had no idea that before so very long the groups of sailors he saw wandering through this pageant billed as “The World of Tomorrow” would be part of his today, once it became clear where all the fair’s pastel boulevards actually led.


THE SQUADRON HAD COME to New York for the best imaginable “flower show.” That’s what the sailors called it when their ship got dispatched to take part in a civic occasion. The phrase had been born in a Florida senator’s request that a “battleship or other suitable vessel” be sent to his verdant state to add heft to an actual flower show. For years the navy had been generating goodwill by responding to such requests: battleships for the big cities, destroyers for smaller ones.


The ships that steamed up through the Narrows and into the Hudson that April gave a good indication of the state of the U.S. navy at the time. For one thing, far fewer were on hand than there should have been. At the last moment many of the scheduled attendees were recalled to the Pacific—the more glamorous ocean, as far as navy men were concerned, and a place increasingly troubled by Japan’s imperial ambitions. The fleets of both oceans had just taken part in a six-day simulated battle that had suggested the rising influence of the aircraft carrier and the waning one of the battleship. Throughout the entire exercise, not one battleship had found the opportunity to fire the big guns that justified its existence. The destroyers, not surprisingly, did best what destroyermen best liked to do: a gallant dash at the enemy line, loosing torpedoes, then dodging away between the (in this case, imaginary) columns of water thrown up by heavy shells. On less flashy duty, things hadn’t gone so well. During a bored and lax patrol of San Juan harbor, the Reuben James was “sunk” by a submarine. None of the vessels assigned to hunt submarines had done well.


The ships looked fine at the Hudson piers, buffed and bright with signal flags. But they weren’t young, and they’d been worked hard, going on cruises that sometimes ran ten thousand miles, training men who were then often grabbed away for Pacific duty.


Here is the battleship Arkansas, commissioned in 1912. Earlier in the year, when she’d been directed to train midshipmen on the .50-caliber antiaircraft guns, her captain made the reasonable suggestion—couched in the inevitable passive voice of any military communication—that if .50-caliber antiaircraft practice is required, “it is felt that .50 caliber anti-aircraft guns should be supplied.”


Tied up near the Arkansas is a sister ship, the Wyoming, commissioned the same year. Half her twelve-inch guns have been removed to comply with the naval treaties of the past two decades. These international accords, designed to discourage aggression, are the children of acrimonious wrangling, parents to immediate cheating, and are satisfactory to nobody who is participating in them.


And here are the destroyers. They seem small next to the battleships, but they’re worth particular attention. They will forever be known as four-stackers or four-pipers, even though not every one was born with four funnels (the single characteristic that they all share is their flush deck, a clean line sloping from high bow to low stern). Products of the ferocious spasm of industrial energy that accompanied America’s entry into World War I, almost all of them were finished too late to take part in it, and many of their fellows are sleeping flank to flank in rusting rows up the Hudson or out in San Diego, thoroughly embalmed for years, but not quite dead.


They are handsome. Even from our vantage point of nearly a century they don’t look quaint, although many warships built just a couple of decades earlier can bring to mind antique wind-up toys.


They are not easy ships to work. Their sailors all know a brief poem, by no means affectionate:




Pitch, pitch, goddamn your soul.


The more you pitch, the less you roll.


Roll, roll, you mean old bitch.


The more you roll, the less you pitch.





Before too long, they will bend the course of human events far beyond the capacities suggested by their middle-aged fighting powers.


THE SEAMEN WHO SERVE them, the lucky ones prowling around the city now, their less-favored counterparts showing visitors about the battleships and destroyers, are most of them old hands, members of a guild that goes back to the age of fighting sail. Scraps of their uniforms and many of their assumptions have come down from the War of 1812.


During the next few years they will accept with resigned competence a torrent of newcomers—people who talk about “stairs” instead of “ladders,” of “back that way” instead of “aft”—and in time make sailors of them, too.


The life they live seems fantastic to us now, these men of what would soon be called the Old Navy, the prewar service that is half folklore and half dirty joke. What popular memory remains has them moving through a perpetual riotous shore leave of whores and bars and brawls (a tradition illuminated at its least attractive by the painter Paul Cadmus), and in some navy towns citizens are still hammering into their lawns signs that read SAILORS AND DOGS KEEP OFF THE GRASS. This seems an almost insane provocation, one whose outcome is as inevitable as it is predictable, yet a seventeen-year-old enlistee named Emory Jernigan saw them in Norfolk, Virginia. “Many signs were vandalized and urinated on,” he reported, adding that he was “high on the list of sailors” who had done so.





Too Dumb to Stay on the Farm


The making of a sailor, 1940
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Jernigan joined the navy in 1940. Things were already heating up by then, but he nonetheless went through the same process that had been turning out American sailors for generations. Unlike the overwhelming majority of them, Jernigan wrote a memoir about his navy experiences and thus speaks for the multitudes who preceded and followed him into the ranks of the OS—the “ordinary seaman,” who is the foundation upon which all naval enterprise ultimately rests.


E. J. Jernigan, a Chattahoochee, Florida, farm boy, was six years old when the stock market disintegrated. “Our garden assured us plenty to eat,” he wrote, “even though we had no money, no electricity, and no car.”


Attracted early to the military, Jernigan tried to join the navy at sixteen. The recruiting officer he spoke to was sympathetic, but Jernigan was too young. “We’ll be starting the new kiddy cruises in December,” the sailor told him. “I can come back for you then.”


A kiddy cruise, it turned out, took you in at seventeen and let you out four years later, at twenty-one. Jernigan went home, persuaded his parents to sign his enlistment papers, and turned up in early December with other boys who wanted to go to sea. “Of the 21 of us trying to get in the Navy that day, 3 made it.” This would have been about right for the time; in Depression America the service, with its regular pay and regular meals, had plenty of candidates to choose from. During the twelve-month period that had ended the previous June, the navy looked over 159,409 volunteers and accepted 14,512—less than 10 percent.


Jernigan was sworn in by a lieutenant and sent by train to the Naval Operations Base in Norfolk. He ate in the dining car, watching cows and farms and water tanks wheel past, buoyant in the knowledge that he was now earning $21 a month.


Norfolk was dirty, and it stank. “A young man like myself out of the backwoods wasn’t used to the smell of warehouses, stored fruit, and exhaust fumes.” The base itself was smart and well maintained, although the barracks, built for World War I, seethed with cockroaches. There, he was taken in hand by a man so thoroughly Old Navy that he had come back from retirement to find that his rating, chief turret captain, although permanently conferred, had not actually existed for years. Chief Turret Captain Mettick welcomed his new charges by explaining, “We were too damn dumb to stay on the farm, let alone to become sailors.”


Then, after a brief nestle among the roaches, they were up at 4:00 a.m. This was boot camp, with all its routine discomforts and humiliations: shots, venereal disease inspection (“‘Pull it back, milk it down.’ If you didn’t do it right, the pharmacist’s mate would grab you and jerk it half off. He did this to get your attention. It was extremely effective”), on the double to collect uniforms—whites, blues, peacoats—issued with perfect contempt for any consonance in size between the clothes and their future inhabitants, and then, perhaps worst, the barbershop: “The barber was the most sadistic man I ever met,” said Jernigan, rather surprisingly adding that his remorseless shearing was “the best way I could think of to break a man into the hard job he had to do.” The bald products of the barber’s work “even looked alike”—uniform new parts for a machine whose building never ceased.


Jernigan and the other men in his newborn platoon each got a seabag, “shaped like a long bucket made of canvas and tied with a drawstring at the top.” These would follow their owners down the years, for everything they had went inside them; there were no closets, no footlockers, just the bags. Amid much cursing and scorn, the men learned how to pack them. Chief Mettick would seize one man’s jumper, fling it to the floor, and stamp on it screaming, “Roll the damn thing right or give your heart to God and your ass to me!” Rolling it right meant along the seam and then, for seabag stowage, tying it with twine, like a butcher’s roast. Two other vital items went in with the cylinders of clothing: a sewing kit and a small ditty bag with shoe-polishing equipment. All sailors knew how to sew (to the end of his days, my father would darn and redarn his socks far beyond the boundaries of respectability); and their black shoes had always to glow with a liquid sheen, an effect achieved by hours of brushing and polishing and alchemical acts such as the application of Aqua Velva. Finally, there was The Bluejackets’ Manual, which, Jernigan said, “was our Bible.”


Bound in flexible covers so it could squirm in among the stacked coils of uniform, the 1940 edition of the Manual contained 784 pages of maritime wisdom. At “ninety cents, postpaid,” as it said on the title page, it was an impressive bargain, with color plates of signal flags and the markings on shells, drawings and photos showing the firing chamber of a rifle, platoon formations, and, of course, an infinitude of knots. The book opened with instructions on how to behave under such headings as “Knowledge” (it “comes only through study and hard work”), “Self-control” (“Do not fly off the handle”), “Justice” (“Play the game hard but play it squarely”), “Faith” (“Count on yourself to be one of the best man-o’-war’s men in the whole Navy”), and “Cheerfulness” (“If you cannot smile, at least try to. You can surely keep the corners of your mouth up”).


This last dictum was not always easy to follow. From the moment the master-at-arms came clattering through the barracks clubbing the steel bunks to wake the men, the day was one long, loud, wearing scramble: push-ups, jumping jacks, squat-and-walk (and at all other times, run); learning rifle drill on bolt-action weapons from the Great War; learning to row under the scalding tutelage of a man Jernigan described as “the ugliest, meanest seaman in the Navy”; learning how to talk (“a bed was a bunk; upstairs was topside . . . you drank water from a scuttlebutt. The window was a porthole. To work was called turning to; the kitchen was a galley; a light was a lantern; a light on a ship was a running light”); learning to take a swat on the ass from the flat of the chief’s saber without making a move to retaliate.


Christmas came: “We slept until noon and turkey time. Everyone was sad, happy, and lonely at the same time and thankful when the Navy routine started anew. That December 25, 1940, was to be our last peaceful Christmas until 1945.”


Back to drill, to marching in formation, and to—in the wake of some particularly egregious breach of military order—scrubbing the sidewalk with toothbrushes. The weeks passed. Jernigan began to realize that he liked some things about navy life: the food was fine; the jumper—so tight that pulling it “over your head was like skinning a squirrel”—looked good; he found the archaic complexity of the bell-bottoms satisfying (“with a flap that had thirteen buttons and was big as the opening in a coal chute. When you had to get to your talley-whacker, you unbuttoned a vertical row of buttons right and left and a horizontal row at the top”); his peacoat (“I was never cold in one”). The hat was another story; he could never manage to get the little white disk firmly secured on his head.


Then, after a week of close-order drill, came graduation. The men checked each other’s blues, flicked motes from their shoes, gave a final rub to the stocks of their rifles, laced and relaced their leggings. Finally they marched past the reviewing stand. The captain of the base was there, along with “many flag rank officers, their wives, and kids.” It was over too quickly, and they wanted to march past again. Instead they threw their caps in the air, hugged each other, and felt the first stirrings of affection for Chief Turret Captain Mettick.


Jernigan drew $15 and went back to Chattahoochee on leave. Nobody met him at the station. “It was a homecoming without anything happening. I’ll never forget how disappointed I was. My little brothers and sisters said, ‘Oh, you look thinner than you did when you left. Your hair’s too short.’ The girls didn’t take to the uniform like I thought they would. I had a bad 15 days and went back to Norfolk.”


Which was home now. He and his buddies would get liberty (liberty was permission to go ashore for less than forty-eight hours; any longer stretch of time was leave) and head to the Shamrock Beer Garden, which was “big enough to plant corn in and lined from one end to the other with sailors sipping suds.” Beer gardens in Norfolk “were easier to find than a traffic light.”


So were women. The chief had told them, “The girls in Norfolk can give you more grief in ten minutes than the Navy can in four years.” He held up a condom, ordered them to use one every time, “and then check in at a pro[phylactic] station. They are open all night. The pharmacist’s mate will show you what to do. If you catch VD, the navy will put you on restriction and stop your pay until you are cured. You will make up the time at the end of your cruise.”


Thus encouraged, they visited places where half-naked women chatted with them until they made a choice, paid their $2, and found themselves back on the street within half an hour. As for any more permanent arrangement, “if the Navy wanted you to have a wife, they would have issued you one.”


Jernigan went to a tailor and had the man run him up a set of good dress blues, despite the stern passage about this in The Bluejackets’ Manual: “Many men want ‘tailor-made’ clothes and spend large sums ashore to get them. In most cases the cloth in these clothes is not as good as in the clothes purchased from the supply officer. The pattern is usually not strictly regulation, and these men frequently get in trouble over this.” This admonition was universally ignored.


Jernigan wore his new blues when, in March, he reported to Philadelphia for duty aboard BB56, the USS Washington. She was a brand-new battleship, still under construction, and the crew at first slept in barracks ashore. “Every ship is like a city, large or small. Even a tugboat is a little town all its own,” wrote Jernigan, who had found his way to a big town, one with fifteen hundred inhabitants. It would take him months to become familiar with this town, but a lot of his neighbors were already at home there.


These knowledgeable old-timers reflected a stasis throughout the navy that turned out to be a gift in the Pandora’s box of the Depression. For years there had been scant chance of getting ahead. “You had to be perfect,” Jernigan said, “or you were called on the mat. I knew many shipmates with 12 to 15 years in service who were seamen or third class petty officers, not because they weren’t good but because the Navy didn’t advance you that fast.” These long-seasoned professionals would be the tough hide of an ever-expanding balloon filling with neophytes who needed to be taught jobs on which the survival of a nation depended. It was a good thing they were there, for that time was coming soon.





Building Hitler’s Navy


Superbattleships vs. submarines, 1933–39
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Adolf Hitler didn’t much like ships. “I am a hero on land,” he said once, “but a coward at sea.” He had a wonderfully retentive mind for nautical detail, but his grasp of strategy was that of a general, not an admiral. He saw his country as historically threatened by France and Russia, and his response was to set about building a peerless army. Even his air force, powerful enough to frighten half the world in 1939, was essentially designed to support the operations of his troops in battles on the ground. Nor did his searing formative experiences in World War I make him feel more warmly toward naval matters.


By 1914 Germany had built a battle fleet that, if not as large as Great Britain’s, had better ships, better armor on them, and better shells for them to fire. And what had this superb High Seas Fleet done? Come out once in full strength, in 1916, and, at the Battle of Jutland, badly roughed up the British fleet, but then fled for home and stayed in port while the months ground by and morale corroded and, in the war’s last days, mutinied and refused to go back to sea.


Only one branch of the service had kept faith until the very end: the submarines. Indeed, they came close to putting Britain out of the war long after the surface fleet had tried and failed.


Nevertheless, despite his often-expressed scorn for battleships, Hitler was vexed by the theories of a naval officer who was not only long dead but an American. As a teacher at the Naval War College in the 1880s, Alfred Thayer Mahan had come to believe that “control of the sea was an historic factor which had never been systematically appreciated and expounded.” He wrote a book to correct this. The Influence of Sea Power upon History came out in 1890.


Mahan’s thesis was simple and strong. Maritime commerce is the life of a nation; choke it off and the nation will wither. The key to dominating the seas, though, is not commerce raiding—that is, attacking the ships that carry the commerce—but rather keeping a powerful battle fleet that can destroy the battle fleet of an opposing nation. This force should not be frittered away chasing after merchant ships, but should instead concentrate itself, stay together, and strike a decisive blow. Once the main force of the enemy is shattered, the rest will follow.


Of all the American books ever published, perhaps only Common Sense and Uncle Tom’s Cabin have had a comparable impact on events. Mahan’s argument was taken up everywhere. America settled upon the all-big-gun battleship as its main strategic weapon at sea and started building them. Britain not surprisingly embraced his thesis; so did Kaiser Wilhelm II, who had a copy of Influence placed aboard every German warship. Mahan played a role in the American defeat of the Spanish navy in 1898 and the Japanese annihilation of their Russian opponents at Tsushima in 1905, and in bringing the German and British fleets together at Jutland in 1916.*


Even though Hitler knew that commerce-raiding submarines had come far closer than the High Seas Fleet ever had to tipping the balance in Germany’s favor during the Great War, Mahan’s potent theory continued to influence him. So did Mahan’s disciple Erich Raeder.


In 1939 Raeder had been commander in chief of the German navy for eleven years. He was sixty-three years old, a thoroughgoing professional who had joined the service in 1894 and seen it grow into a force that could threaten Britain’s three-century command of the seas. He had fought at Jutland aboard a cruiser and had taken over the husk of his navy when it barely existed. He despised Nazism, thought it mere thuggery, but he saw in Hitler a man who could bring back the old High Seas Fleet, and then perhaps the Jutland-to-come would go the other way.


Hitler listened to Raeder, listened and was drawn as when speaking with his architect Albert Speer about the wide boulevards and colossal buildings that would transform German cities once the world was set aright. Hitler and Raeder talked of battle cruisers, of seventy-two-thousand-ton superbattleships, of aircraft carriers.


The predecessor to this dream navy had committed suicide. After Germany surrendered in the winter of 1918, the High Seas Fleet had been interned up in the Orkney Islands at the great British naval base of Scapa Flow. The next spring, when the skeleton crews of those ships learned of the terms of the Versailles Treaty, they scuttled them in protest. The peace treaty had all but abolished the German navy. The service was cut to fifteen thousand men and a handful of aging ships. These could be replaced when they got to be fifteen years old, but only with smaller counterparts. There could be no German submarines at all.


The victorious nations, looking back at the monstrous cost of the past four years, began to talk about devising disarmament agreements that would extinguish the possibility of another war. That these treaties failed in the end is not nearly so surprising as what they actually accomplished.


President Harding is generally remembered as being affable and lazily incompetent, but he certainly got what he wanted here, which was an armament reduction of radical severity. Henceforth, navies would be confined to a maximum tonnage—eventually, in capital ships (those of ten thousand tons or more with guns larger than eight inches), 500,000 tons for Great Britain and the United States, 300,000 for their recent ally Japan, 175,000 for Italy and France. These ratios would be echoed in the permissible tonnage of smaller warships. This meant not only naval self-restraint on the part of the signatories, but naval self-destruction. The United States alone would have to scrap fifteen battleships and another fifteen capital ships that were still being built. Britain would be obligated to destroy nineteen of her battleships, but the Mistress of the Seas was all for the plan because it would allow her to maintain her naval superiority without the exorbitant competitive shipbuilding that had roiled the century’s first years. In 1921, at the Washington Naval Conference, England signed, America signed, and so did France and Japan and Italy. And for a while, they all played by the rules.


To be sure, a lot of haggling and bad faith continued about lesser vessels, especially cruisers and submarines. The matter didn’t get settled until 1930, when, after having veered toward the total abolition of submarines, the delegates at the London Naval Conference settled on a 52,700-ton limit per nation, and all of them signed Article 22, which in retrospect seems a most extraordinary exercise in wishful thinking: “a submarine may not sink or render incapable of navigation a merchant vessel without having first placed passengers, crew and ship’s papers in a place of safety.”


Of course, this clause would not have affected Germany because she was permitted no submarines. Her little navy, reborn in 1921 and christened the Reichsmarine—the State Navy—tried to figure out a role for itself. It would most likely fight against France and Poland, the planners decided, and when it came time to replace their ships, they looked to build successors that could fill the role of the outlawed U-boats in a war of commerce: fast surface raiders. But as the decade wore on Germany more and more blatantly experimented with submarine development, too. Under a fairly transparent front company, research went forward in Holland. Boats were built in Finland and Spain and tested by German sailors dressed as tourists. A submarine school opened in Turkey.


Meanwhile, Raeder moved away from the limits imposed by Versailles. In late 1932 he got permission from his government to build six capital ships and six squadrons of destroyers, and to establish a secret submarine school on German soil. A couple of months later, Hitler came to power. He encouraged Raeder, while urging him to keep on good terms with Britain. There would never again be a war between the two countries, Hitler said; German naval planners weren’t even permitted to envision one in their exercises. In March 1935 Hitler repudiated the terms of Versailles, announcing that he would build Germany the army, air force, and navy she deserved. Three months later British and German delegates met in London, and Hitler’s new foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, offered to establish a comforting three-to-one ratio between British and German tonnage. The result was the Anglo-German Naval Treaty, which also allowed parity in submarines, Germany having agreed to the Article 22 stipulation about not attacking merchant ships. In keeping with the tenor of that anxious decade, Britain was both pleased and relieved. No less a figure than David Beatty, who had been first sea lord for eight years, declared to the House of Lords, “We owe thanks to the Germans. . . . That we do not have an armament race with one nation in the world at least is something for which we must be thankful.” That same year the Reichsmarine adopted a sharp-fanged new name: the Kriegsmarine. The State Navy had become the War Navy.


The Germans kept their word for about as long as they usually did in that era. At the end of 1938, Raeder presented his Z plan to Hitler. It called for a massive expansion of the fleet. Plenty of U-boats, but also ten battleships, four aircraft carriers, nearly seventy destroyers—a million tons all told by the time the job was done, in 1948. Hitler approved, but with one change: the fleet must ready by 1946. There would be no war until then, he promised—and never one with England.





“The Simple Principle of Fighting Several Steamers with Several U-boats”


Captain Doenitz works out his strategy, 1918–39
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The Z plan came as a highly unpleasant surprise not only to the British, but also to Captain Karl Doenitz. He knew very well that Germany would be at war before 1946 and that Great Britain would almost certainly be the enemy. He knew how he wanted to fight that war, too, and it had nothing to do with aircraft carriers.


Karl Doentiz, who was to be the single most important man in the Nazi navy, was born in Berlin in 1891, the son of an engineer. He joined the kaiser’s navy in 1910 and became a lieutenant three years later. Assigned to the cruiser Breslau, he quickly impressed his captain, as he would every officer he served under. After a year’s service in the Black Sea (where he met his wife-to-be, the daughter of a general), the Breslau’s skipper wrote, “Doenitz is a charming, dashing and plucky officer with first-rate character qualities.” In the fall of 1916, with Jutland fought and Germany looking more and more toward her submarine fleet, the young officer was ordered to U-boat school in Flensburg, up on the Baltic. After a three-month course, he was sent to U-39 to serve under Captain Walter Forstmann.


It was an opportune posting at an opportune time. Forstmann was one of the most celebrated and capable of all U-boat commanders, and Germany, after years of trying to keep from angering a neutral America, was soon to declare unrestricted submarine warfare.


Two days after setting sail, the U-39 sank an Italian freighter. There followed ten busy months, at the end of which Forstmann gave Doenitz as warm an assessment as any U-boat man could hope for: “Sailed and navigated the boat calmly and confidently, is reliable as watch-keeping officer and understands the management of his subordinates . . . Lively, energetic officer, who enters into each duty with diligence and enthusiasm . . . Popular comrade, tactful messmate.” These were all the main qualities necessary for success as a submariner, and not least of them was the tact: it was not just a matter of good manners, but nearly as necessary as oxygen in the claustrophobic little society of a U-boat.


After a year with Forstmann, Doenitz got his own command, of a mine-laying submarine, and did so well that after just two cruises he became captain of a better boat, the UB-68. During his time at sea, he had thought a great deal about submarines and how they should best be used. “Up till now the U-boats had always waged war alone,” he wrote years later. “They set forth and ranged the seas alone, they battled alone against the antisubmarine defenses, and they sought out and fought the enemy alone.”


The evening of October 3, 1918, found the UB-68 lying motionless under a fingernail of moon fifty miles off the southeast corner of Sicily. Doenitz was waiting for two things: a British convoy bound westward from the Suez Canal and, what was probably a more exciting prospect to him just then, the arrival of another U-boat. This operation, he wrote, would be “the first ever undertaken by two U-boats together.” The other U-boat never showed; engine trouble had kept it in port. The convoy did, though. At about 1:00 a.m. Doenitz’s lookout spotted a British destroyer. “Soon more shadows loomed up in the darkness, first more destroyers and escort vessels, and finally the great solid silhouettes of the merchantmen themselves—a convoy of heavily laden ships from the East, from India and China and bound for Malta and the West.”


He took the UB-68 in unseen past the guarding destroyers and got between two lines of merchantmen. He went after one in the farther line and had the satisfaction of seeing “a gigantic, brightly illuminated column of water” rise beside it, “followed by a mighty explosion.” As a destroyer came pelting toward him, Doenitz took his boat down and slipped away from the convoy.


When he cautiously surfaced, he saw the lines of ships moving away to the west, and followed them. He always preferred to attack on the surface, “but dawn came too soon; as I came up on the convoy, it became so light that I was compelled to submerge. I then decided to try and attack, submerged at periscope depth. Things worked out very differently, however.”


The dive to periscope depth came close to being his last. Perhaps he made a mistake, perhaps his engineer did, or perhaps the crew was not sufficiently trained. The result was that “we suddenly found ourselves submerged and standing on our heads. The batteries spilled over and the lights went out.” He ordered all tanks blown—the water in them replaced with buoying air—and could then only sweat it out, watching his first lieutenant play a flashlight on the depth gauge while a thousand fathoms of water drew his boat down. The hull could stand up to a dive of 180 feet, perhaps 200. Under the lieutenant’s light the unforgiving needle dropped steadily past 170, past 200; it went by 220 and 230 without pausing; 250; 260. Somewhere beyond 270 it began to quiver, stopped, and then rose from 300 feet even more swiftly than it had gotten there. The submarine rocketed to the surface and burst up into full daylight in the middle of the convoy, having over the past few hours provided a succinct working demonstration of the strengths and weaknesses of this capricious weapon.


“All the ships, destroyers and merchantmen alike, were flying signal flags, sirens were howling all round us. The merchant ships turned away and opened fire with the guns they had mounted on their sterns, and the destroyers, firing furiously, came tearing down upon me. A fine situation!”


Doenitz had no choice. “I gave the order, ‘All hands, abandon ship.’”


The UB-68 sank. Doenitz lost seven of his crew. “That was the end of my seagoing career in a U-boat in the First World War. That last night, however, had taught me a lesson as regards basic principles.”


He had time to mull over those principles while a prisoner of war for the next ten months. Then he returned to the naval base at Kiel, a ghost town now with the fleet that had once occupied it rusting on the bottom of another harbor and a few remaining submarines going under the wrecker’s torch. Still, this was headquarters of the new navy. It was permitted just fifteen hundred officers, but Doenitz’s reputation made him an obvious choice. The director of personnel asked “whether I would like to remain in the service.”


Doenitz replied with a question: “Do you think we shall soon have U-boats again?”


“I’m sure we shall. Things won’t always be like this.”


The time Doenitz had spent in submarines had made him a passionate advocate of them, and that passion was still warm when he came to write his memoirs nearly forty years afterward. It is something of a surprise to see it flash out amid his austere prose: “This was all that I needed to persuade me to serve on in the navy. . . . I had been fascinated by that unique characteristic of the submarine service, which requires a submariner to stand on his own feet and sets him a task in the great spaces of the oceans, the fulfillment of which demands a stout heart and ready skill; I was fascinated by that unique spirit of comradeship engendered by destiny and hardship shared in the community of a U-boat’s crew, where every man’s well-being was in the hands of all and where every single man was an indispensable part of the whole. Every submariner, I am sure, has experienced in his heart the glow of the open sea and the task entrusted to him, has felt himself to be as rich as a king and would change places with no man.”


It would take him quite a while to return to that favored company. The Versailles Treaty allowed no submarines, and he was posted to their surface counterparts, torpedo boats. As before, he flourished, drawing the same sort of praise from his superiors that he had when the kaiser was still in business: “exemplary service outlook and fullest devotion to duty”; “full of hearty merriment at appropriate times”; “respected and popular.” It was the same story when he took a staff course under Erich Raeder in 1924: “Clever, industrious, ambitious officer,” Raeder wrote of his new student. “Of excellent general professional knowledge and clear judgment in questions of naval war leadership.” Raeder became commander in chief in 1928, and Doenitz got the Fourth Half-Flotilla—torpedo boats again, four of them, with twenty officers and six hundred men under him. In exercises he was directed to mount a night attack against a “convoy”; he found it and “destroyed” it.


Next he was posted to shore duty in a job much vaguer than commanding torpedo boats: “My tasks included measures of protection against inner unrest [that is, within the service].” Whatever he was doing, it was “truly a time filled with hard work,” and it gained him a commendation that stands in curious contrast with the tenor of his earlier praise. It came from the sinuous, canny, unknowable William Canaris, the admiral who would take over German military intelligence in the war they were all busy hatching and be put to death for his role in the 1944 plot to assassinate Hitler. “Very ambitious,” Canaris wrote of Doenitz, “and consequently asserts himself to obtain prestige, finding it difficult to subordinate himself and confine himself to his own work-sphere. . . . His strong temperament and inner verve frequently affected him with restlessness and, for his age, imbalance. Must therefore be brought to take things more calmly and not to set exaggerated demands, above all on himself. . . . Character is not yet fully formed.”


Perhaps Doenitz offers a glimpse of the person Canaris saw in his account of the hours that preceded his capture, when he says the aborted meeting with the other U-boat would have been the first time submarines had ever operated in concert. It wasn’t true. Joint attacks on convoys had been going on for months; the captain of the U-boat he’d been scheduled to meet had taken part in two of them. Doenitz made the claim in a memoir written after he had been the head of his navy—and, indeed, of his nation. That he still had to assert the credit for inventing group U-boat tactics suggests the gnawing of a restless, hungry ego.


If Canaris alone spotted this, he was an observer with experience that lay beyond the boundaries of most officers in the German naval fraternity. For Doenitz, it was back to the usual fare of high compliment: “magnificent intellectual and character gifts,” said his annual report for 1934, the year he took command of the light cruiser Emden. She was about to be sent around Africa and the Indian Ocean as a traveling emblem of Germany’s resurgence. But first, her captain was summoned to meet the new chancellor.


Doenitz was not only of a different generation from his commander in chief, Raeder, he held very different political views (Raeder would mockingly refer to Doenitz as “Hitler Boy”—but only after the war was over). Doenitz felt no disdain for Hitler or his party, and he would warmly agree with Hitler’s policies throughout the war—save where they differed with his own about how the navy should be employed.


Doenitz returned home in the summer of 1935 to be given a big assignment. “You, Doenitz,” Raeder told him, “are to take over the job of raising our new U-boat arm.”


Despite Doenitz’s paean to the virtues of the service, he wrote, “I cannot say I was altogether pleased.” His hesitations did not come from any doubt about the efficacy of submarines. “I believed in the fighting powers of the U-boat. I regarded it, as I had always regarded it, as a first-class weapon of offense in naval warfare and as the best possible torpedo-carrier.” Rather, he was keenly aware of the chimera of the heavy surface fleet. This view extended even to the submarine itself in the German admiralty, which wanted to build immense U-boats—U-cruisers—that could fight gun battles with big surface ships. Doenitz found this ludicrous.


It was not a hasty judgment. He’d been thinking hard, both pragmatically and imaginatively, about U-boats, applying those “basic principles” that had been driven home to him nearly twenty years earlier while he was upside down in darkness under a drizzle of battery acid with British destroyers awaiting him on the surface if he could ever get back there.


He believed the U-boat existed solely to deliver torpedoes. The same low freeboard that made the vessel so hard to spot in attacks—which should take place on the surface, at night, close in—made it a poor gun platform and worse reconnaissance vessel. Nor was a U-boat fast enough to work effectively with a surface fleet, although it should always cooperate with its fellows in joint attacks such as the one he’d been looking forward to the night before he’d been captured. And now that radio had come of age, these could surely be coordinated from some central command post,


What, then, was the most desirable kind of U-boat to build? Doenitz was sure he knew, and he explained why with clarity and bite: “The submarine is the sole class of warship which is called upon only on the rarest and exceptional occasions to fight one of its own kind. The question of the strength of the corresponding type of ship possessed by a potential adversary, which plays so important a role in the design and construction of all other types of warships, is therefore of no importance whatever when it comes to deciding the size and fighting power of a submarine.” Despite the universal naval temptation to build ever-bigger ships, “many of those characteristics from which the submarine derives its own particular value as a fighting unit tend to decrease in value once a certain size is overstepped.” The bigger the submarine, the longer it takes to dive, and the harder it is to maneuver.


Amid such considerations, what he had on hand when he took over that July were twenty-four boats either in commission or soon to be: twelve Type IIs, of 250 tons and three torpedo tubes in their bows, “a very simple and successful vessel, but very small”; two Type Is—four bow and two stern torpedo tubes, but, at 712 tons, too big to handle easily; and ten Type VIIs, “approximately 500 tons; four bow and one stern tube; surface speed 16 knots; radius of action 6,200 miles.” “An excellent type,” Doenitz concluded of this last with fond economy. Whenever he could, he would fight the Atlantic war with Type VIIs.
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