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PROLOGUE

WINTER, NORTH ATLANTIC





OUT HERE ONLY WEATHER EXISTS, AND THE IMMENSE field of the sea, wide as a wilderness all its own, white-flecked, deep blue, marked by the endless waves that march away in perfect, receding uniformity. The spot at latitude 42° 80' north, longitude 37° 20' west on the Atlantic Ocean is vacant, blank, chilly, grooved by the layers and furrows of the mid-ocean currents, precisely identical to every other mile around it. Beneath these waters lie the countless graves of navy sailors and merchant seamen who perished at the hands of German U-boats to keep the supplies flowing to feed World War II. There are no headstones out here, no markers, no monuments. For sailors lost at sea, there are no tablets. There is only this place, the wind-whipped, empty, anonymous ocean. A modern containership passing by in 2002 hustles past the froth, and the waves turn to marbled swirls of aqua, blue, white, mingling and turning and folding into frigid pinwheels of color.

More than 36,200 Allied sailors, airmen, and servicemen and women went to their death on this ocean, or in the contest centered around it, between 1939 and 1945, in Lightning Class destroyers, tiny corvettes, and B-24 Liberator aircraft, or at land installations ashore.

Alongside these, some 36,000 merchant ship sailors were lost, many dying terrible deaths, plunging to the bottom of the Atlantic in ships which disappeared from the surface with all hands in less than twenty seconds, many others succumbing to isolation, exposure, or starvation in open lifeboats or on rafts.

The Germans paid a high price, too. One thousand one hundred seventy-one U-boats went to war between 1939 and 1945. Six hundred sixty, almost 57 percent, were lost. The loss in men was far greater; the casualty rate for the German U-boat service is the highest for any military unit since the time of the Romans. Forty thousand German officers and men went to war in U-boats. Only 7,000 came home.

The Battle of the Atlantic was fought all across the 32 million square miles of the pitching, heaving Atlantic Ocean, in the frigid, green wastes up by Iceland, in the empty waters off the Azores, in the gray, quick approaches to the English coast. It saw lone, knifelike U-boats surface in the pit of night on heaving seas to set, aim, and slam torpedoes into aging merchant ships; it saw wolfpacks of ten or more U-boats gather to maul convoys of forty or fifty merchant ships in battles that stretched over three or four days; it saw the development of advanced, futuristic Type XXI U-boats which could race along underwater at phenomenal speeds. The conflict was Hitler’s ambitious bid to win the war on the Atlantic with his U-boats, long, tapered, bristling with guns.

The battle—it was not really a battle but a struggle that lasted the entire war—was a six-year effort of fundamental importance to every other engagement of World War II. On this battle hinged the effort to bring massive convoys of merchant ships across the Atlantic, carrying the provisions, food, raw materials, and oil to keep solitary England alive during the years she stood alone against the Germans until 1941, and later every tank, gun, tent, helmet, bomb, all the troops, gasoline, coffee, wheat, rations to feed, fuel to supply the Allied armies sprawled across Europe. Without the men and ordnance on the ships, no battle, on any front, in any country overseas could be fought. The Battle of the Atlantic was the confrontation upon which the rest of World War II depended.

The convoys—eastbound formations were designated HX, for Halifax, Nova Scotia, and SC for Slow Convoy; westbound formations were dubbed ON, for Outward Bound North, and ONS for Outward Bound North Slow—originated in the East Coast ports of Canada and America, formed up in Nova Scotia, and then followed the great circle route, up across the top of the globe, then came into the North Channel above Ireland after a crossing of about two weeks.

On the side of the Nazis, Admiral Karl Dönitz, commander of the German submarine service, meticulous, possessed of a punctilious memory, presided over the flotillas of low, dark subs which hurried everywhere across the Atlantic. An accomplished submariner himself in World War I, Dönitz had been given the task of rebuilding Germany’s submarine arm in the aftermath of the crippling terms of the Versailles Treaty. Above Dönitz was Grand Admiral Erich Raeder, commander-in-chief of the entire German navy. Raeder had come up through the ranks in heavy surface ships. These two men spearheaded the German submarine war.

From the catacombs of his headquarters, secreted in a bunker in a villa in Lorient, Occupied France, Admiral Dönitz oversaw his worldwide fleet of U-boats chiefly by means of an advanced radio network that carried as many as seventy messages a day to his U-boats at sea. Almost alone among the German High Command, Dönitz, convinced of the supremacy of his submarine weapon, grasped that if his subs could sever the Atlantic convoy chain, the Allies would be crippled.

By November 1940 the war in Europe had grown to frightening dimensions. Germany had overrun France, Poland, Czechoslovakia, the Low Countries, and now threatened to roll over all of Europe. The British now stood alone.

Then, too, there was the peculiar darkness of Nazi Germany, which made the conflict so important and desperate. Adolf Hitler, appointed chancellor of Germany on January 30, 1933, had risen to power on the fanatic appeal of his National Socialist German Workers Party and its weird proselytizing on the ideas of extremist nationalism, Aryan supremacy and a German master race, and absolute, authoritarian power. Later, after Hitler’s rise, the Nazi Party had developed the plan for the war to advance and perpetuate the Thousand Year Reich. From this had grown the militant and bizarre specter of Nazi Germany, a state in which fervid, warped totalitarianism prevailed and the doctrine and figure of Hitler held complete sway. Under the Nazi state, the systems of society—art, culture, media, education, every social institution down to the Hitler Youth and the League of German Maidens—all these were manipulated and controlled by the state. Under the rule of the Third Reich, life by the tether was the law. The vision of Hitler and the Nazis was to export this horror by war.

Eventually, of course, came the midnight event of the Holocaust. In an attempt to eliminate Jews and Judaism, more than six million people—nearly two thirds of the Jews in the countries overrun by Hitler’s armies—were shot in mass graves or marched into gas chambers and exterminated with Zyklon B gas in an act that was not only genocide, but also religiocide, an attempt to kill a people, a faith.

To counter Nazi Germany’s attempt to propagate the Third Reich, the Allies had to go to war against the Reich at sea.

 

The endless, pitching, rolling, unforgiving conflict called the Battle of the Atlantic was waged on a vast scale—across the void, windswept, yawing wastes of 2,500 miles of open Atlantic Ocean. It unrolled on huge dimensions—some 1,000 warships belonging to numerous navies marshaled to decide the outcome of the war. Its significance was enormous, determining the fate not only of Britain but of Europe and the Western world. It was won almost entirely by the British Royal Navy, 300 years old, the blade of Jervis, Nelson, and Jellicoe, England’s “Wooden Wall,” which had defended her throughout her history. Until 1943, the United States, for the most part, was tied up in the Pacific winning an equally stunning triumph over the Japanese. After 1943, when the U.S. Navy took up a significant role in the engagement, most action and battles took place in the British sector of the Atlantic. The cost of the effort was staggering; British Commonwealth forces suffered more than 33,600 casualties on the sea and in the air; by comparison, the U.S. Navy and Army Air Force, alongside the British, lost roughly 2,600 servicemen. The British, to all intents and purposes, were the overwhelming factor in the immense contest that unfolded across the wide, vacant wilderness of the Atlantic Ocean.

The names of Trafalgar, Jutland, Omdurman, are names which rise from the gorge of time and stand as monuments to British military achievement. At these places, Englishmen won great battles which were not only victories, often against far superior odds, but also displayed ingenious strategies. So, too, the Atlantic victory should stand alongside them. In substance and stroke, the Atlantic victory was British, Royal Navy, Union Jack.

In terms of almost every phase of the war’s prosecution—the makeup of the enormous fleet which fought the struggle, the officer and rating corps which manned the ships, the celebrated aces who racked up the top tallies, Captain F. J. “Johnnie” Walker; the crisp, ever-correct Captain Donald Macintyre; the superbly talented Commander Peter Gretton and his fabled B-7 Escort Group; in terms of the tactical thinking and strategic planning which underlay the triumph; combat victories; the command apparatus overseeing the effort—the victory on the Atlantic was overwhelmingly Britain’s, with great assistance from its stout cousin, the Royal Canadian Navy. Up to 1943, virtually all confirmed combat victories in the Atlantic conflict were scored by British and Canadians. After 1943, when America took on responsibility for the South Atlantic, roughly 75 percent of the combat victories were still British Commonwealth.

But Britain did not win the Battle of the Atlantic alone. U.S. Navy and Coast Guard units did join in the war, fighting straight across the ocean alongside the British. Beyond the naval battle, U.S. shipbuilding pumped out a boggling total of some 27 million tons of shipping and in the end flooded the Atlantic with ships faster, literally, than the Germans could sink them, helping to swing the outcome of the war. American advances in science and technology—including radar, communications, and aviation—all helped to win the day.

 

All record begins with the gleaming new tanker San Demetrio, shoving through the ocean 700 miles west of Cape Clear, Ireland, one in a thirty-eight-ship convoy, HX 84, departed Nova Scotia October 28, 1940. She was an oil-burning ship, 463 feet in length, carrying 11,200 tons of oil. She had two deckhouses midships and aft, and nine cavernous tanks. Before her journey was done, she would tell a remarkable tale of men and survival. That was in the future, however, far ahead across the great distances which lay before her. Now she was just a plodding, anonymous merchant ship, registered in London, pushing east across a bright sea.

She nudged through the broad, quiet distance, a hobo, workhorse ship, 8,073 tons, her Kincaid 8-cylinder engine chugging on, plowing through the sea. Finally, during the morning, the Kincaid broke down, so she had to drop out of the convoy on the open, broad Atlantic and come to a stop on the blank face of the ocean for engine repairs. She slipped out of drive, steadily, slowly lost way, and drifted to a halt on the trackless ocean expanse. The San Demetrio sat as the engineers went below to the engine. They tinkered, worked on the engine—burning oil, not coal. The repairs took sixteen hours; after that, she got underway, her big propellers biting into the deep green water, and she picked up head, rejoining the convoy that night.

The next day was November 5, 1940, by coincidence Guy Fawkes Day, a British holiday onboard; the San Demetrio was a British ship. Now, on the great, flat, Atlantic terrain, thousands of miles away, HX 84 proceeded, shedding the miles of open sea which dropped behind. It was as peaceful a day as any sailor could remember. The convoy commodore, the officer commanding the merchant ships, was well satisfied with the progress of his charges, spread over the Atlantic. The convoy proceeded east across the empty, unending distance. In time, evening descended, a wash of hue against the horizon. It was a tranquil, pale dusk; the San Demetrio’s engine rumbled in fine health.

They saw it just after sunset. They saw it on the horizon, small as a fleck of pepper. At first it was no more than a speck, but unmistakable, a mast on the horizon. Then they saw quite clearly it was the mast of a warship. Then they saw a superstructure, a forward turret, a bridge; finally the huge battle cruiser was in sight: the Nazi raider Admiral Scheer. Captain George Waite, the master of the San Demetrio, sprang into action. He signaled all ahead full to the engine room below and ordered the lifeboats readied. The gun crews manned the 4.7-inch low-angle gun and the 12-pounder. No one onboard the San Demetrio needed to wonder what would happen next. The ships of the convoy and the German battlewagon closed slowly across the water, drawing nearer and nearer. Now the Scheer was clearly in sight, bearing in upon the flotilla. The raider drove down on them, getting larger and larger, plowing through the sea. She continued, steaming in, a big sash of bow wave in her teeth—then, all at once, she opened fire. Crashes rocked the evening. Thuds and whumps of salvos shook the sky. Thundering echoes and sharp cracks filled the distance. Onward came the Scheer, lobbing salvo after salvo onto the convoy; now the men on the San Demetrio commenced firing. The immense Scheer, big as a fort, kept coming.

The convoy now proceeded to pour fire onto the German battlewagon; the sea shook with shellfire. The commodore of the convoy, its senior merchant officer, ordered his ships to scatter and make off at full speed. The roar of the guns continued, the reverberations shuddering through the tints of the evening. What followed next was a selfless and remarkable act of bravery so extraordinary that every San Demetrio crewman who witnessed it remembered it forever.

Outgunned and outpowered by the German raider, mounting only 6-inch rifles against the Scheer’s 11-inch armament, E. S. F. Fegen, the captain of the armed merchant cruiser escorting the convoy, the Jervis Bay, proceeded to make directly for the Scheer and challenge her. Tied up all at once by the Jervis Bay, the Scheer now commenced firing at the Jervis at 18,000 yards, far beyond the range of the British warship’s guns. The Jervis was suddenly hit and burst into flames; still Captain Fegen drove on, not yet shooting. He closed on the Scheer, and only when his guns were close enough to score direct hits did Fegen let loose with his barrage. He did not have a chance against the battleship. His ship was hit again and again, but his guns kept roaring, the two ships firing back and forth. The guns rocked with their thundering salvos. The duel went on. The Jervis was finally outstripped, and ablaze. At last, with flames enveloping her from stem to stern, her ensign still flapping from her rigging, the Jervis Bay went under. She was gone, but her action, distracting the Scheer without any consideration for her own chances, had given most of the convoy time to escape. Captain Fegen, mortally wounded, had given his life and his last defiant fight to save the convoy and allow the ships to pass on.

The German raider now turned on Cornish City and Rangitiki, two other ships in the convoy. Rangitiki, turning through the seas, managed to escape through her own smokescreen. Aware that the San Demetrio was next in the line of attack, Captain Waite at this point ordered a course change, as the Scheer opened fire.

The first shells missed, nearly, sending up columns of water on either side of the ship. The second salvo slammed into the tanker, ripping into her amidships and blasting through her port bow. The wireless operators were killed instantly. The lookout was killed as well. Waite, whose first thoughts had been for his cargo and his ship, now turned his concern to the lives of his crewmen. He signaled “Abandon Ship” and rang down to the engine room “Finished with Engines,” a prearranged signal to take to the lifeboats. The engineers, who would die trapped in their steel catacombs if the ship went down, lost no time in abandoning their gauges and wheels, and ran across the catwalks, up to the deck.

Fire was ripping overhead with a whine, and steel fragments tore through the air. Speeding through the hail of volleys, the men raced to lifeboat stations. Charles Pollard, the chief engineer, took charge of one lifeboat; Samuel Wilson, the first officer, took charge of the other. The crew lowered away, let go the falls, and dipped their oars into the dark water. At any moment the San Demetrio, fully laden with a highly volatile cargo, could blow up. Tracers like red flashes were whizzing across the night; the Scheer sent up flares to illuminate the dark. The men took hold of their oars and began desperately to pull away from the ship. There were sixteen men in Mr. Pollard’s boat, and they pulled, their arms pumping like pistons until they were free and the tanker well behind. Then they were away, alone. The other ships in the convoy had long since moved on. They were not to see Mr. Wilson’s boat again. Chief Pollard’s sixteen men stroked slowly along. Not a sound stirred. Behind them, the pyre of the ship lit up the night.

They rowed, slipping in silence across the water. Soon they were safe. They had nothing now but the immense void stretching out in all directions around them. They huddled over their oars, rowing quietly in the dark and the cold. Calum Macneil, a young sailor who was an expert at handling small boats, chanted out a rhythm for the stroke. They had little hope of making land or being rescued. What morning would bring would stun even the most hardened of them. But tonight they had only the small, open boat, on the black, inky sea spreading away.

The San Demetrio had been obliterated by the Scheer and her 11-inch guns; the Scheer was typical of the heavy surface ships on which the Germans had depended in the first years of the war. In 1940, the German navy’s High Command looked to big battlewagons like the Scheer, the Bismarck, and the Scharnhorst as a key piece of their strategy to devastate Allied shipping. The U-boat would come next. After the humiliating defeat of the Graf Spee in 1939 and the Bismarck in 1941, Hitler would turn away from a strategy centering on heavy surface ships, and take up the U-boat as his chief naval weapon. The day of Dönitz’s blunt, dark raptors would come. The long, gray subs would multiply, and spread out all across the ocean in dozens of flotillas.









PART ONE

THE BRITISH MACE
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THE LONG, CLIPPED BOW OF THE SUBMARINE HURTLED across the waves, shooting through the night, transferring fast across the water. He was on the bridge of U-99, peering through his binoculars, clear-eyed, with a pronounced brow, clad in his gray leather U-boat commander’s coat with large collar, slash pockets, and silver buttons embossed with anchors. He was trim, lean, liked to smoke small cigars, and now he could see it, off in the distance, a convoy heading home in the dark pit of the night. Earlier they had picked up the smoke trail, now, just past ten o’clock at night, they were up on it. Kretschmer focused his glasses on the dim forms of the ships, calculating to himself in the windy black. At twenty-eight, Kapitänleutnant Otto Kretschmer was no ordinary sub commander. He was the top-scoring German U-boat ace, with thirty-one victories to his credit, making him the silver bullet of the Kriegsmarine, the German navy. Otto Kretschmer had also earned a distinct reputation for keeping to himself, rarely speaking to others, rarely chatting. The submarine raced across the distance, gobbling up the yards, her black silhouette invisible in the night. Now, as was his wont, Kretschmer was silent.

U-99 dashed along, closing the distance between the convoy and herself, and they all kept quiet. There were two other men on the bridge with him; they watched; no one spoke. It was November 5, 1940. Earlier that night, the San Demetrio had been devastated by the immense guns of the Admiral Scheer. Now, hundreds of miles away, the crewmen of the San Demetrio were bent over their oars, rowing slowly, thrown by chance into the same common vortex of chronology as Kretschmer, closing on his quarry. U-99 galloped across the waves, narrowing the distance, closing on the attack. The dark veiled everything, Kretschmer hunched against the bridge bulkhead, peering through his glasses. The sub raced forward, cutting through the sea. Kretschmer said nothing. The men on the bridge watched in the windy night. Kretschmer looked, made final calculations. The final preparations and settings for the torpedoes were given. Kretschmer peered through the dark, made last adjustments, and shouted, “Fire!”

A hiss of compressed air shot the torpedo out of its tube. The projectile streaked through the water. A stopwatch ticked. Seconds passed. The torpedo shot under the surface. They waited. Nothing happened. The stopwatch ticked. Then all at once, a huge explosion thundered and rocked the air and the British tanker Scottish Maiden erupted in a column of water and steel. Slowly the wreckage settled. In the emptiness of the dark, another Allied ship slid to her agonized, groaning death.

Kapitänleutnant Kretschmer had just claimed his thirty-second victory. He had every reason to be proud this November 5. He had just come from a patrol which had netted him six sunken ships. Upon his return, he was to be awarded the Oak Leaves to his Knight’s Cross decoration. To top off events, the führer had invited Germany’s number one skipper to lunch.

 

This was the U-boat, a 220-foot, 761-ton tube of cold, narrow steel armed with twelve torpedoes, an 88mm deck gun forward, and a 20mm antiaircraft mount on its conning tower. In an emergency it could disappear completely from the surface in thirty seconds. The narrow, bristling U-boat was the long, slender knife which nearly cut the Allied convoy supply chain in two. Through the war, in shipyards and design offices, the Germans developed thirty-four separate types of U-boat varieties, including the large Type IXs, the Type X minelayers, and Type XIV tanker supply subs, but the most common were the Type VII and the Type IX. The Type VII, a medium open-ocean boat, was the most numerous class of sub. With four bow torpedo tubes, one stern tube, it was capable of 17 knots on the surface, and 6 knots submerged. This animal, long and low, thick with ballast tanks like a cobra, called a “Hearse” in slang by U.S. Navy sailors, was the venom-tipped fang of Dönitz’s effort to disrupt Allied shipping.

These voracious predators, grouped into wolfpacks with names such as Pfeil (Arrow), Stürmer (Stormer), or Dränger (Pusher), were a deadly weapon administering a summary, lethal blow. In the worst year of the war, 1942, U-boats bagged a total of 1,006 Allied merchant ships, roughly the equivalent of four good-sized national merchant navies. The U-boat service was considered an elite branch of the military; its success in the climactic years of 1942–43 made for a torturous test of Allied resolve. “The Battle of the Atlantic was the dominating factor all through the war,” said Winston Churchill, the promontory who stood unbuttressed against the Nazis for more than two years. “Never for one moment could we forget that everything happening on land, sea and in the air depended ultimately on its outcome and amid all other causes, we viewed its changing fortunes day by day with hope and apprehension.”1

 

The U-boat theory which guided the war was simple, basic, strikingly straightforward. Over twenty-five years it had evolved from the experience of the First World War, refined in a kind of collaborative process half centered at U-boat Command, half taken from the observations of the commanders at sea themselves. U-boat theory was based on a set of remarkably ruled, regimented lessons; they formed the fundamental scheme for U-boat operations from the first years of the war to the later elaborate phases.

The classic attack called for approach on the surface, at night, behind the moonlight, so you would be hidden by the darkness. According to the pattern, the commander took station ahead of a convoy, so it would sail down upon the sub, and then, when it did, the submarine skipper fired a spread of torpedoes into the convoy. This was the classic maneuver; individual skippers made up their own variations. Kretschmer spun his own tactics—to penetrate the defense screen of a convoy and pop up smack in the middle of it, then “one shot per ship.” Kretschmer’s trick went against the school; it was maverick—and it earned him the top score in the navy.

The mother arch of all submarine strategy was wolfpack tactics, or Rudeltaktik. Wolfpack theory was the master strategy from which all types of combat action descended. Intricate, involved, pack action was like a complicated dance and became the basis for every type of action from the Western Approaches of England to the mid-ocean reaches. In pack theory, a long string of U-boats, separated by twenty miles between boats, was dangled in hiding across the path of a convoy. When one of the subs picked up the oncoming formation, the other boats slowly assembled at the fix of the sighting sub. Then the attack went off. Revolutionary, groundbreaking, the wolfpack concept governed all U-boat battle order, was the standard exercise for attack. It had first been hatched by Admiral Dönitz himself in World War I. Stringing together pieces of combat experience, Dönitz had observed: “The greater the number of U-boats that could be brought simultaneously into the attack, the more favorable would become the opportunities to each individual attacker.”2 The strike power of submarines was exponentially increased when they were massed into groups.

Dönitz brought his wolfpack idea to U-boat Command even before 1939, and sought to institute it at once, at first with little success. On October 13, 1939, he attempted to corral nine subs into a pack to attack Convoy HG (Homeward from Gibraltar) 3 off Ireland. Then snafus entered the picture. Only three subs were prepared when the action commenced and problems with faulty torpedoes and the coordination of the three subs fouled the operation. On September 7, 1940, Dönitz attempted again to gather four U-boats into a pack to strike the fifty-three-ship convoy SC 2, bound for Liverpool. A Royal Air Force antisubmarine aircraft arrived overhead out of the blue, however, forcing the U-boats under. These efforts characterized Dönitz’s early attempts at pack actions. But finally, on the night of October 16, 1940, a window of opportunity opened wide. Headquarters managed to assemble seven subs into a team, all targeted on inbound Convoy SC 7, the group led by submarine aces Kretschmer and Heinrich Bleichrodt. The ensuing battle lasted three days. Kretschmer penetrated the inner rows of the convoy formation and went on a shooting spree which potted six Allied ships. Of Convoy SC 7’s total roster of thirty-five merchant vessels, twenty were sent below. The wolfpack was born.

The formation of dangling patrol lines, coordination, communications, the careful gathering of subs to form strike groups, all this was a delicate, dark ballet choreographed by Dönitz in the dim catacombs of his headquarters, Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote, BdU, located in the villa of a sardine merchant in Lorient, Occupied France. The nerve center of all worldwide fleet operations, the lair consisted of two rooms, a situation room, and, across the way, a data room with charts and graphs showing the progress of the U-boat campaign.

Here, the man called by his crews “The Diva” orchestrated distant patrols, all boats in the field, and the course and shape of the U-boat war. On the walls of the situation room were sea charts, maps showing the positions of Germany’s U-boats and the locations, as known, of Allied convoys at sea. Convoy cross-ocean routes were shown here; also on the walls were tide charts, current charts, charts showing ice and fog, the data, readings, intelligence from the sea. Dominating the room was a huge globe three feet in diameter.

Amid these surroundings, Dönitz’s team presided over subs from the North Sea to the Indian Ocean, assigned U-boats to their sectors, and directed the strategic thrust of the Battle of the Atlantic. The team was young; British naval experts considered it incredibly small. Most important was Captain, later Admiral, Eberhard Godt, chief of staff, Dönitz’s right-hand man. Under Godt was a 1st staff officer and a 1st staff officer for operations. Beneath this trio was a tiny roster of six other men. From this lair, the U-boat admiral and his staff coordinated the Second World War on the Atlantic, and the gambit to smash the British.

That was later, at the apogee of the U-boat campaign. The war had started with a bare growl, with an almost ridiculous pocket armada of fifty-seven operational submarines. Long before hostilities had commenced, since 1939, Dönitz had argued vociferously, repeatedly, for a massive fleet of subs. With a fleet of 300 boats, he had insisted, he could bring Britain to her knees. The Royal Air Force would run out of petrol. The British would run out of iron ore, steel, food, supplies.

“In our present situation the one essential thing is that we should…set about the task not only of raising the number of our operational U-boats to the highest possible total, but also that we should do it as quickly as possible, while…enemy anti-U-boat measures…are still inadequate. The opportunity we miss today will never occur again,” Dönitz said of his idea for a war to sever the ocean convoy supply lines.3 The führer had been lukewarm to Dönitz’s concept. Prone to seasickness, with little aptitude for things nautical, Hitler had once said, “On land I am a hero, at sea I am a coward.” Hitler had rejected Dönitz’s concept of a submarine war at sea.

The reality of the submarine situation was far worse than that. Cold logistics winnowed the U-boat fleet far below the fifty-seven number. The laws of maintenance and administration dictated that one third of the fleet was tied up in port undergoing repairs, one third was tied up in transit to and from the combat areas, leaving only a third on patrol. The simple fact was that Germany’s effort to rupture the convoy chain started with no more than twenty subs patrolling, more often twelve or fifteen.

Germany’s fleet of submarines was small; the blunder, though, was to underestimate the pocket armada, as the British Admiralty understood. First action, first taste of war, showed that Hitler’s small band of commanders was proficient far beyond its number. At sea, the Germans were racking up victories at an astonishing rate. Through the twelve months of 1940, U-boats had sunk 375 ships amounting to 1,804,494 tons. That roughed out to a formidable twenty-five ships sunk by each boat, better than two ships every month. The Germans were good, they were bull’s-eye good.

By 1940, the Southern Approaches to England, through the Channel, had been eliminated as too perilous, and the convoys now came in high, over the top of England, through the North Channel. The U-boats waited off the coast of the British Isles, where they could find the lumbering flotillas; then the scene was the same: a hover, the final aim and torpedo settings; the shoot—another merchant ship going up in a thundering explosion, its back broken by a torpedo. It was a scene that happened all too often. The number counters at the Western Approaches Command and in the Admiralty’s Submarine Tracking Room in London counted. Hitler’s sea raiders were more than a side show; they were raising the curtain on a long, draining war.

The first sally disturbed Churchill, it disturbed the other Allied leaders—Greece, the Free French, the Dutch and Poles who had escaped occupation forces, others—who dreaded what they felt must follow: a major offensive. Churchill, in the gloomy apprehension of these early years, compared Britain to:

…the diver deep below the surface of the sea, depending from minute to minute on his air pipe. What would he feel if he could see a growing shoal of sharks biting at it? All the more when there was no possibility of being pulled up to the surface. For us there was no surface.4


The U-boat was out of the cage; it was goring the North Atlantic convoy system.
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THOUSANDS OF WINDY MILES FROM THE POINT WHERE Otto Kretschmer was hurrying home through the inky black of the Atlantic night to a hero’s welcome, and thousands of miles from the spot where the San Demetrio survivors sat in their open lifeboat, pulling on their oars, rowing slowly through the water, November 5, 1940, had an entirely different meaning across the United States of America. Before the day was done, the diaphanous shroud of history would slip silently across America, the Atlantic, and the world.

From the foggy hills of San Francisco, to Chicago, with its honking lakefront drives, to the farms of Kansas and Ohio, the American people were leaving their homes, gathering at polling places, coming together as one. November 5, 1940, was election day.

High in the obscure thermosphere of politics, the decision of the American people took shape all day long, crystallizing in the cloudy medium of millions of single votes, slowly taking form. This election day had presented voters with a dramatic choice: whether to return President Franklin D. Roosevelt to an unprecedented third term in office. Opposing him was Wendell Willkie, a popular Wall Street lawyer. While the campaign began as a debate on Roosevelt’s New Deal anti-Depression program, the war in Europe bulged before the election like a giant, bloated abscess. Norway had been invaded by the Germans. Denmark was occupied. Using their armored blitzkrieg tactics, the Germans had rolled across France in a matter of weeks with their mechanized panzer divisions. Now America’s closest ally, Britain, was besieged; U-boats marauded all across the Atlantic, the war seemed to be at the very doorstep of America, the slumbering giant. Would it awake? Isolationists who opposed committing American lives to war rallied in Congress, in the press, and in the streets to keep America out of Europe’s crisis. Opposing the isolationist view was William Allen White’s Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies. White’s committee had organized a massive grassroots movement calling for U.S. aid to Britain. Roosevelt, privately, in his own thoughts, had drifted from doubt about entering the war, to conviction that arms and material support for Britain would be necessary. Publicly, however, Roosevelt had been forced to hide his beliefs in the face of widespread opposition, and assure Americans their sons would not have to fight overseas. Willkie also played on the isolationist question.

Against the backdrop of this dense swirl of opposing views, election day stole forward as the clock wound through hour after hour on November 5. From coast to coast, America awaited its outcome; so, too, did statesmen in London, Berlin, and Tokyo.

Of all the world leaders who awaited the outcome of the American election in foreign capitals scattered across the globe, none waited more anxiously than Winston Churchill, Britain’s prime minister, embattled, implacable. Churchill, lone, indomitable, the very backbone of Britain’s defiance to Nazi aggression, had led England’s redoubtable stand against the advancing German onslaught.

In July, some 715 British pilots in banking, soaring Hawker Hurricanes and Supermarine Spitfires, considerably outnumbered by German ME-109 Messerschmitts, had cut the Luftwaffe down out of the skies in the famous Battle of Britain, the storied triumph of the RAF, establishing crucial air superiority over England, and resoundingly besting the Germans. Now, though, Britain barely clung to survival and viability in the darkest hour of its trial, enduring the siege of Hitler. England hung on, beleaguered, battered by the Nazi broadsword.

In June 1940, Britain’s army had almost been trapped in the disastrous retreat from Dunkirk following the fall of France. Then had come the Blitz, the unrelenting bombing campaign of Hermann Göring’s air force. On the night of September 7, 1940, a fleet of 200 Luftwaffe bombers had rained down destruction upon London. For one month after that, night after night, London had endured the hammering of the German raids; the attacks soon shifted to the west coast ports of Liverpool, Glasgow, and Bristol.

At sea, the war went little better. The ever multiplying groups of U-boats were deadly effective with their strikes. In 1940, sinkings for the year had passed the 1.8-million-ton level. In February 1941, shipping losses reached an alarming 300,000 tons. In all, dock tallies showed, by mid-1941, Britain was losing ships three times faster than shipyards could replace them.

Across the ocean, Roosevelt watched the stubborn stand of Britain from his distant remove. Churchill watched Roosevelt and America, and wondered, would the sleeping giant stir? The British prime minister sought with all urgency and guile to move the American president.

 

Britain endured in the rubble of Göring’s bombing. At sea, the war seemed to stall in the face of mounting losses. The rush to arm did not go well. All across the parade grounds, fields, and anchorages of England, lack of ships, men, and effective equipment hampered the ability to mount an offensive. The Royal Navy and RAF Coastal Command, the navy’s adjunct in the air, were ensnared in squabbles over command jurisdiction, interfering with combined operations. The Royal Navy, the greatest in the world at the time, counted but 245 escort bottoms in early 1940. Though it would swell to 336 escort ships by 1941, it was badly strained now by lack of hulls. Norway, invaded that spring, had drawn off even more ships. On RN destroyers, sloops, and corvettes, training was a critical weakness. Recruits frequently had no training at all; ships often counted no more than a handful of experienced seamen in their crews. Weekend yachtsmen rounded out many ships’ companies. As 1940 came on, the venerable Royal Navy was compromised by lack of training, a shortage of escort hulls, most critically excessive reliance on sonar. Sonar had been developed in the First World War; it was a pod that projected an underwater beam which could detect a submarine. Yet U-boats, aware of the device, had come to attack on the surface, where they were out of reach of the underwater probe.

RAF Coastal Command also struggled to gather its mobilization. Coastal Command’s long-range aircraft were critical for far-flung reconnaissance flights and attacks on U-boats, but the air arm was compromised by deficiencies. The service had only recently introduced the Sunderland, its first really effective, combat-proven antisubmarine warfare (ASW) aircraft. Bombs and detection devices mounted on the air arm’s planes were badly outdated. Coastal Command fumbled, as well, to respond.

Thus, Britain lurched off to war in the Atlantic, a slouching, stumbling Quasimodo. As sailors and airmen raced to hone their defenses, Dönitz’s U-boats roved the ocean wastes, crossing the offshore waters of England, chalking up ever more victories. German skippers called it “The Happy Time.” The convoys shoved across the empty, rolling, white-capped Atlantic and the British mustered along their coasts, and guardedly waited, watching the sleeping giant, America. Would it wake up?

 

Roosevelt won the election of 1940 by defeating Willkie with a vote of 27,243,466 to 22,304,755. FDR captured thirty-eight states; the tally, though far narrower than in 1936, was still broad enough to give him decisive leadership of the American people.

The president could now turn his mind to the great, waiting question of the war in Europe; the president was free to embark on his cautious march to action. It had started long before, in a halting series of gestures, each one betraying Roosevelt’s real concern over the specter of the Thousand Year Reich and its war.

Months before, amid the hot summer clamor of the baseball season, and the debate of isolationists and interventionists, Roosevelt, in a show of support for the British, had dispatched to England twelve merchant freighters loaded to the gunwales with a bulging array of arms. The whopping payload had included 93 bombers, 184 tanks, 500,000 Enfield rifles, 76,000 machine guns, 25,000 Browning Automatic Rifles, 895 75mm guns, and 100 million rounds of ammunition. The shipment had weighed in at 70,000 tons.

Then, in September, Roosevelt had responded again to Churchill’s urgent pleas. Acting without congressional approval, he had given the British fifty surplus destroyers in a ships-for-bases deal that netted the U.S. rights to use Britain’s airstrips in the Atlantic.

Now, in November, the decision of the American electorate was past; Roosevelt could move forward with somewhat more freedom. Here, presently, with victory in hand, FDR at this point proceeded to confound all about him as well as leaders on three continents by taking off on a cruise alone in the Caribbean aboard the cruiser USS Tuscaloosa.

For ten days in December, the Tuscaloosa steamed through the bright, azure waters of the Caribbean, the president diverting himself, but all the time weighing the difficult predicament of the nearly bankrupt British. Sixteen months into the war, Great Britain could no longer afford to pay for arms. Her coffers strained at each new purchase. Roosevelt fished, enjoyed movies, entertained a retinue of British dignitaries, and considered the intricate question of arms and money. By the time the cruise ended, the elaborate elements of the president’s thinking had meshed and he had come up with an answer.

The solution—the Lend-Lease program—was unveiled at a press conference back in Washington not long after the Tuscaloosa’s return. The ingenious arrangement called for Britain to receive American arms, and then repay the U.S. not in cash but “in kind” after the war was over. The program, part banking, part contract, removed a major hurdle to American support for Britain.

Then, on December 29, the president took a decisive step in his long journey toward war. In a fireside chat broadcast to the American people, Roosevelt for the first time cast the conflict directly as an American concern. In the talk, broadcast coast to coast on the radio, the president declared to listeners gathered close in kitchens and living rooms that “the Nazi masters of Germany have made it clear that they intend not only to dominate all life and thought in their own country, but also to enslave the whole of Europe, and then to use the resources of Europe to dominate the rest of the world.” Roosevelt had brought the specter of Nazi Germany directly to the doorsteps of American homes. In London, Britons had tuned in on the speech and listened with relief to his message as bombs had rained down on the heaviest night of the Blitz.

Fully one year before Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt had suggested for the first time that the strife across the sea must come to concern all the great, sprawling, square-shouldered American nation. Thousands of soldiers, sailors, and airmen could read the headline plainly: the thunderheads of war would soon crack before them. Aboard battleships and cruisers, aboard destroyers and submarines of the U.S. Navy, men and officers could clearly see how the skies crossing the horizon were changing.

Among these thousands of capable young officers was a straight-cut, dark-haired, tough-minded commander named Paul R. Heineman, forty-three years old. As a twenty-year-old midshipman schooling at the U.S. Naval Academy, Heineman had served in battleships during the First World War, then logged other sea duty before being given his first command in 1933, of a minesweeper, the USS Robin. Now, in December 1940, Commander Heineman was one of a flurry of young officers lost amid the byzantine corridors of the U.S. Navy’s Bureau of Ships, or Buships, tinkering with the technicalities of ship design and construction. Heineman was a digit, almost unseen. Later on, the Atlantic battle would come to him with an enormous importance. But now, he was a desk driver lost amid the maze of navy bureaucracy.

So, with Commander Heineman tucked away in the corridors of Buships, Roosevelt freshly reelected to lead the “Arsenal of Democracy,” and the British navy and air force rushing to marshal their ranks and mount an effective offense, the convoys kept coming across the Atlantic, across the marching, white-capped, rippled swells. The Royal Navy was struggling to respond, the weather blustery, the destroyers and sloops strained. There was a shortage of escort hulls. Radar had not yet come in. Sonar was useless against submarines attacking on the surface, as they were now. The fall of 1940 was a difficult, thankless time for the British on the Atlantic. The U-boats were hitting hard, the Royal Navy laboring, still assembling its cohorts. The convoys toppled across the expanses. There were many hard-luck convoys that year. One of them was Convoy SC 11.
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THE SEA IN NOVEMBER WAS CHILLY, CARVED WITH identical rows of blue, whitecapped waves, spray-tossed, and as far back as he could see, Commander Alan K. Scott-Moncrieff, senior officer escort, aboard HMS Enchantress, was pleased with the progress of his charges, thirty-four merchant ships spreading back in a wide field behind him. Ten years hence, Scott-Moncrieff would rise to the rank of rear admiral and become commander-in-chief of all British naval forces in the Korean War, but today, at forty, he was one of many young, promising escort group leaders. The ships pitched along, rolling in the green swells: the determined British Fintra, carrying lumber, only 2,089 tons; the Brask, a Norwegian ship, in number two position of the third column; next the Greek Panaghis, carrying corn, the other ships stretching behind.

Now they plunged ahead, the weather clear, the sea playful no more. Visibility was fine, a good wind blowing, and the entire procession was coming up northeast on the last leg into the North Channel, which would take them in to England. Vice Admiral F. M. Austin, the convoy commodore, had noted: “SS Henry Mory…. Engine trouble…was a menace to convoy through bad station keeping…. Vicia—Finn [Finnish]…. Was never in station. Never answered any signals.”1 So they continued, a motley pack, lumbering and pitching on their way. The sky was clear and blue all the way down to the horizon.

The weather came up in the afternoon, Friday, November 22; by evening it was blowing full gale force. The winds shrieked out of the west, tearing the tops off the seas, and the great waves were now combers, the wind ripping spume from their crests, making a field of hills and ditches through which the thirty-four ships of Convoy SC 11 rose and fell. All afternoon they kept on, heading to the northeast. Evening descended, darkening the face of the heaving sea and the dome where sky and sea are indistinguishable. Many of the ships switched on their navigation lights so they would be more visible to each other. This was a mistake. U-boats saw these lights, too.

At 10:30, with the seas convulsing, the convoy made an 18 degree turn to port, left. In the howl of the wind and the water, it was awkward; some of the ships became separated from the convoy and fell astern. Now squalls came in, bringing violent rains. The ships plugged on.

All at once, blowing the night apart and splitting the black, an explosion roared through the dark, coming from one of the ships that had fallen behind, the 4,740-ton British freighter Bradfyne. She had been hit just aft of her bridge, at just about the point of her No. 2 Hold. She was new, modern, one of the most efficient ships in the fleet, had been built in 1928. She would sail no more. The Bradfyne’s days were done.

Somewhere about the darkened yards of the convoy, an intruder had just launched his first fish, first torpedo, of the evening. The Germans called them Aale, eels. Commander Scott-Moncrieff would have been very interested in the identity of the stranger. He was Kapitänleutnant Joachim Schepke in U-100, one of the leading aces of Germany. One of the black virtuosos had stumbled onto Convoy SC 11.

As it was, Scott-Moncrieff was unaware of the torpedoing. The Bradfyne was well astern, in the group of ships which had become separated behind, out of sight and earshot of the commander. Alone, in the black pit of the night, the Bradfyne, smoking, slipped from the surface and dove below, her short service done. Of forty-three men aboard her, only four would survive.

The rains continued. The winds were blowing at Beaufort Force 7, gusting to 33 knots. The convoy swung on, leaving a trail of smoke behind. The sheets of the downpour slanted across the ships; the wind flapped and shook through the rigging and masts of the darkened merchantmen. They pitched on. Then, forty-five minutes later, at 11:45, another deafening roar rocked the air and split the calm. Now, the 4,562-ton freighter Justitia had been hit. She was British as well, carrying steel and lumber. The Justitia was also in the group well astern; again, no one in the main body of the convoy was aware that she had been attacked. Of thirty-nine men aboard the ship, only twenty-six would be accounted for. The Justitia was just six years old, gleaming new. She had given her last in the fight to bear her cargo to England. Schepke’s log records the moment of her destruction. Requiem for a hobo freighter: “Torpedo firing. Tube IV, 7e [electric torpedo], hit amidships. Steamer stops with strong list; not observed further because preparing for next attack. Sinking assumed.”2

It was shortly after one in the morning. Schepke, the maestro, had bagged two invaluable Allied ships for openers. He had only begun the dark tarantella of mayhem he would dance that night. He was not alone. One other intruder had joined Schepke at this point. Kapitänleutnant Claus Korth, in U-93, had responded to Schepke’s alert on finding the convoy. Convoy SC 11 now had two wolves running amid its ranks. The rains lashed down. The seas swept to the east in the pitch black.

The main body of the convoy was still unaware of what had happened. Commodore Austin, looking out from the bridge of his ship, SS Llandilo, kept the wandering herd of merchant ships in line—twenty-two of thirty-four vessels in the convoy had no signal lamps and had to communicate by the rude means of signal flags. They stumbled on, the rain pelted down, dribbling across bridge windows, making trails along the glass. For three and a half hours nothing happened. The wind howled east.

Then, at once, out of the blue, from the fourth ship in the fourth column, came another deep rumble and a deafening blast at 3:35 in the morning. This time, the little Norwegian Bruse, 2,205 tons, registered in Oslo, had taken a torpedo. She was modern, had been built in 1933. The Bruse’s call sign, the ready identifier of a ship in wireless traffic, had been Lima, India, Tango, Hotel, LITH. It would call no more. Schepke had struck again. His log records: “Torpedo tube firing, tube I (G 7e) on a tanker of approx. 7,000 tons. [He badly overestimated the tonnage.] Characteristics: forward mast fairly far forward, very large and very broad bridge, with two derricks…aft very large stack. Hit in the engine room.” Schepke had bagged his third hull; he would go on to rack up an even more extraordinary number of victories during the night.

Now, Scott-Moncrieff wound up into action. He swung around in the dark. He gave helm and engine orders. A personnel fitness report had said of him: “[An officer] of great merit and ability, he leads and handles his flotilla with skill and dash. He is admired with affection by his subordinates, over whom he retains a firm and paternal hand. Fit and strong, cheerful under adversity, and possessing a high moral standard.” Scott-Moncrieff had seen a white rocket go up, presumably from Bruse. He lunged forward. His fast, 282-foot sloop, Enchantress, was a legend in the British navy. Before the war, she had served as the Admiralty yacht, painted a beautiful royal blue.

Now the commander and his tiger, Enchantress, immediately took off at flank speed and surged through the darkened rows of ships toward the white rocket they had seen.

Suddenly, as they crossed through the shadowy masses of the ships, a second explosion split the air and rocked the convoy with a thundering roar. The Norwegian Salonica, 2,694 tons, carrying pit props, wood frames for coal mines, had been hit. She had been built in 1912; the Salonica’s good life had ended. Schepke again. He was pumping torpedoes into SC 11 like a sniper with bolt-action reflexes.

Now the full chaos of a convoy battle broke into life. Commander Scott-Moncrieff, running up between columns one and two of the convoy, began firing starshell, bright white, illuminating projectiles, and started to search for submarines.

Schepke’s log reads: “While a destroyer comes straight at us, [we are] still able to get off a quick torpedo shot. Torpedo tube firing tube II (G 7e) at a medium sized freighter of 5,000 tons, stack and bridge separate, hit amidships. Immediately afterwards target of repeated firing of star shells from destroyer while approaching rapidly.”

Now Scott-Moncrieff signaled two Canadian escorts, Ottawa and Saguenay, to stay close by the convoy. To a third escort, the Canadian destroyer Skeena, he sent a request for a starshell to display her position. As Enchantress drove through the confusion, her sonar pinging, Scott-Moncrieff peered through the dark for signals.

“He had a pair of leather sea boots that came up to his knees,” recalls James Woodhead, chief yeoman of signals aboard Enchantress at the time of the battle of Convoy SC 11. “We all had rubber sea boots. He had leather…and a towel around his neck and his hat slightly to one side. He was a commanding figure.”3 The escort leader, on his open bridge, looked in the dark for his cohorts. The reports were not good. Saguenay indicated she was many miles out of the picture. Skeena responded that she was four miles astern. At this point, with a full convoy battle breaking wide open, Enchantress was left with one other ship, the Canadian destroyer Ottawa, to fight off the subs. Skeena returned to the convoy. Ottawa took up station close by. The storm blew, lashing the ships with rain.

Commander Scott-Moncrieff, lone armored maw in the night, now took off, up the convoy ranks. He jumped ahead, lunging forward to hunt for the submarine which had attacked Salonica. At the rear of the convoy, Skeena was now on to the track of another U-boat. She tracked, caught up, and attacked with three depth charges. Nothing showed; nothing came to the surface. She had missed. She pressed her search with starshell, but finally the sub was gone. Schepke and Korth had evaded the entire group.

The battle now fell into a lull. The U-boats, for a time, held off. Scott-Moncrieff diverted to pick up survivors from the torpedoed ships. In the heavy weather prevailing, the crew of Enchantress had enormous difficulty with the rescue. Skeena picked up one boatload of men; Lieutenant Roger P. Hill, a senior officer aboard Enchantress, now began to lead his crew in recovering survivors amid the heaving waves.

Then the bizarre, smoky aftermath of combat closed in around Scott-Moncrieff about six o’clock in the morning. First he came upon the strange sight of the bow section of Bruse still floating, with the master and four men aboard it. He ordered Skeena to assist.

The following scenes drifted by: a straggler, SS Hilversum, in the damp dark of the morning, which Scott-Moncrieff ordered to get to England on her own as best she could; the bow of the sinking Salonica, settling fast, with pit props in the water all about her shattered hulk. The destroyer Skeena, with survivors from Salonica and Bruse, and Enchantress, now headed back to the convoy formation.

For a time, the calm following action settled in over the flotilla. The storm had quieted down. The wind fell off to Beaufort Force 5, gusting to 21 knots. The ships of SC 11 slugged on through the early hours of morning. The convoy was smaller by four ships, the remaining thirty straggling along; they were now about 200 miles from the coast of Ireland. The ships rolled along through the seaway, nine columns, most four rows deep. Nothing marred the quiet of the early morning hours. The ships steamed ahead in their precise formation. One hour passed.

Then, all at once, at 7:10 in the morning, another explosion tore through the convoy and split the air, coming from the third ship in the second column. The Canadian Ottawa responded, taking off at full speed, jumping off onto a depth charge attack. The 3,136-ton British Leise Maersk had swallowed an “eel.” H. E. E. Pedersen, the third mate of the Leise, “felt a terrific shaking and I was thrown out of my bunk. I heard a noise like the crack of a gun.”4 The Leise had been hit at No. 3 Hold, which had blown up.

Schepke had bagged his fifth ship of the night. He shucked his position and sped off again. He was having a marksman’s night.

Onboard the sinking Leise, Pedersen struggled to get to the bridge, but could not get there with the beams and debris from the explosion blocking his way. In the confusion, several men in the crew tried to lower lifeboats, but failed.

Men now jumped from the ship into the water, one after the other. Pedersen swam around in the cold of the morning until he sighted a raft, toward which he made his way. Two men were already on the raft; five others were picked up before long, making eight in all. In the chill of the waters, the float drifted away. Soon the men lost sight of the ship. All day, in the storming weather which still prevailed, the eight clung to the raft as best they could, cold and exhausted, marooned on the sea. Once in the building swells, the raft turned over and the chief mate, exhausted, drifted away despite all efforts to retrieve him. Now reduced to seven, including Pedersen, the men on the raft held on in the rain, riding like a sled over the waves that came. Three times, airplanes flew over them, but did not see the float. Twice, ships passed nearby, one to port, one far ahead, but these, too, failed to see the raft. At last, the next day, after eight hours on their makeshift platform, the seven were picked up by a Dutch tug. They were the only survivors of the Leise Maersk. Seventeen men perished with the ship.

Back on the field of battle, with the Leise torpedoed, the destroyer Ottawa now moved out, firing starshell, hurrying up past the rows of ships. Skeena, too, was on the move. She had picked up a contact, and now attacked and swept thoroughly, but by the end of her hunt, nothing had turned up. The subs still eluded. She broke off.

 

Morning at last spread over the convoy, a wash of robin’s-egg blue at first, then brilliant, quiet, spreading over the surface of the Atlantic. The ships lumbered on, making their slow, determined way toward Ireland. Once more, the lull between action settled in on the ships. On the decks, along the rails, in the compartments of the tired, lifting escorts, depth charge crews stood down, sailors gathered at their stations, men waited, tense, some talking, mostly silent. The convoy lumbered on, heaving east, due east now. Day passed. Evening fell, bringing the gentle curtain of dusk. The twenty-nine ships of SC 11 swung through the seaway, toppling across the waves, plunging on. The escorts pitched across the combers. The convoy shoved ahead. Nothing marred the quiet of the pale sky.

Then, as the ships rocked along, at 8:05 in the evening, as darkness descended across the horizon, a huge explosion three quarters off Enchantress’s port bow shattered the twilight. The sloop jumped ahead in a split second and sprinted toward the sound at flank speed, making a beeline for the blast. Five minutes later, a red flare went up in the air. The Dutch Bussum, fourth position in the ninth column, had been torpedoed. She was 3,636 tons, carrying grain. Schepke had struck again, number six.

Once again, the escorts turned to. The immense dynamo of an escort group of five ships and a thousand men slowly cranking up into gear began to turn. Enchantress altered course to 360 degrees, due north, and took off in pursuit of the sub which had struck at Bussum.

Once more, the full fury of convoy battle broke into havoc. Ships began firing starshell. Ottawa lunged ahead, searching the right side of the convoy. Scott-Moncrieff launched a depth charge attack. At this point, around 9:00 P.M., still on the 23rd, the weather-beaten Enchantress had only one starshell left, having expended thirty in twenty-two hours of continuous combat. The ships chased contacts in the night. Shadows and hulls crossed in the dark. Finally, around nine o’clock, Scott-Moncrieff broke off, having found nothing, and fell away to rejoin the armada.

The convoy returned to course in the full black, and Enchantress assumed position ahead of her flock, the flotilla moving on, now reduced to twenty-eight. Night had come on, and the shroud of darkness fell across the dutiful ships, peace once more spreading throughout the long, neat columns.

The battle, most of it, had passed. Six ships totaling 20,972 tons had been sunk in two days. Schepke had pranced through a stunning dance of devastation lasting more than twenty hours, picking off ships like clay pigeons. Korth, in U-93, had unaccountably failed to score. Schepke tried to approach for one more attack, but failed. He retired with a rich day under his belt.

Convoy SC 11 plodded along. In the windy gusts of the night, the weather moderated, a light swell ran to the east. The procession was no more than ninety miles from Ireland, shoving east in the darkness, coming up on the big, inbound approaches which would take them into the Irish Sea and the cluster of ports to which they would scatter. But the Germans had prepared one last surprise.
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