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For the entire crew of the USS Eagle 56 (PE-56)—those who died and those who survived on April 23,1945; especially for John Breeze, Harold Petersen, John Scagnelli, and Joseph Priestas, survivors who learned the truth.


And for World War II veterans James R. Lawton, and my father, Anthony W. Puleo.


Brave heroes all.
















April 3, 1946


“This office has been informed that, in view of the fact the investigating officers conducting the Board of Inquiry into the loss of the USS Eagle (PE-56) stated that the loss of this vessel was due to the explosion of its boilers, there is no authority for changing the status of the personnel from ‘dead or injured not the result of enemy action,’ to ‘dead or injured as the result of enemy action.’


“In view of the above, favorable action cannot be given to your request for the award of the Purple Heart to the personnel listed…”


Captain H. G. Patrick,


Navy Department Board of Decorations and Medals


To Lieutenant John P. Scagnelli, USNR, lone surviving officer of the USS Eagle PE-56





* * *




May 1, 2001


TO: Secretary of the Navy


FROM: Director of Naval History


Subj: Request for correction of historical record ICO [in case of] USS Eagle (PE-56) and recommendation of award of Purple Heart medals


“I have determined compelling evidence and facts that support the correction of the historical record in the case of the loss of the USS Eagle (PE-56), sunk on 23 April 1945, by enemy action. It is further strongly recommended that…a blanket authorization for the 49 crew members of the USS Eagle (PE-56) killed and those 13 eligible survivors, be awarded the Purple Heart Medal for death and wounds suffered in combat….”
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Prologue


Honor and Redemption




Saturday, June 8, 2002


Quincy, Massachusetts


Aboard the USS Salem





Under a piercing blue sky, bright late-morning sun splashed across the main deck of the moored USS Salem and danced upon her gray anti-aircraft guns. High above the ship, white seagulls glinted as they wheeled in lazy circles amid faint cloud wisps. Light traffic thrummed across the short drawbridge nearby that traversed Quincy’s inner bay, and the Salem’s American flag whispered in the soft wind. A hushed crowd aboard the Salem listened as eighty-two-year-old John Scagnelli read the names of his former comrades, men who had perished on another warship, the USS Eagle PE-56, nearly six decades earlier. After each name, Scagnelli’s fellow Eagle 56 survivors, Johnny Breeze and Harold “Pete” Petersen, took turns tolling the ship’s bell in memory of men they had known in another lifetime, shipmates who would remain forever young.


Flanking Scagnelli, the invited VIPs sat ramrod straight, their chairs lined across a low platform stage, facing the families of the deceased Eagle 56 crewmen, loved ones who, in many cases, had traveled thousands of miles to attend this special ceremony aboard the Salem. A sprawling canopy shielded these relatives from the hot sun, protecting them as surely today as their fathers, brothers, grandfathers, and uncles were left vulnerable and exposed fifty-seven years earlier.


As the lone surviving officer of the Eagle 56, Scagnelli’s job was to read the names of the forty-nine men who had gone down with their ship in the final days of World War II, but as he neared the end of the list, his strong, clear voice caught in his throat and he blinked back tears. In his mind’s eye, he saw each of these young men, their faces flashing one after another, some smiling, most still in their twenties, and he was overcome with emotion. With Scagnelli literally unable to speak for a few moments, Breeze and Petersen struck the clapper against the bell again and again, pausing a respectful two seconds between each. The clarity and resonance of each peal reverberated across the Salem’s decks and into the harbor beyond, until finally the forty-ninth clang faded like a memory in mournful tribute to those crew members of the Eagle 56 who never returned home from World War II.


On April 23, 1945, just two weeks before Germany’s surrender, the Eagle 56 had sailed from the U.S. Naval Frontier Base in Portland, Maine, at 8:15 A.M., with sixty-two men aboard. She had been towing a target buoy at the end of a 500-yard line for naval aircraft bombing exercises. With the war in Europe nearly over, Navy and Marine pilots practiced to stay sharp in case they were needed to fight the Japanese in the Pacific.


Shortly after noon, with the Eagle 56 at a dead stop less than five miles southeast of Cape Elizabeth off the rocky Maine coast, she suddenly exploded amidships, sending a geyser of steam and water two hundred feet skyward. She broke in half and sank within minutes. Forty-nine men perished in the terrible blast, either from the explosion itself or from drowning in the frigid waters of the North Atlantic. Of the “Lucky Thirteen” who survived, only Scagnelli, Petersen, and Breeze were still alive in 2002. Each of them, along with their ten shipmates who had been pulled from the water by rescue ships, had testified in 1945 as part of a hastily convened and clearly biased Court of Inquiry (COI) investigation, which ultimately concluded that a faulty boiler had caused the explosion. Soon afterward, the Navy modified its findings, officially attributing the destruction of the Eagle 56 to “undetermined causes.”


The Lucky Thirteen knew otherwise. As they plunged into the icy North Atlantic to save themselves, their ship torn in two, several men spotted a German U-boat that—against all rules of engagement—had surfaced near the wreckage of the Eagle 56. Even those men who did not see the U-boat testified unanimously that the rocking, concussive power of the blast left little doubt in their minds that it was caused by an external force, either a torpedo or a mine, but certainly not by a ruptured boiler. The thirteen survivors also knew, and many testified, that the Eagle’s boilers and engines had been completely overhauled two weeks earlier, and were in perfect working order.


Yet, their accounts were ignored by the Court of Inquiry and the Portland commander. The Navy brass, while skeptical of the COI’s findings, was reluctant to overturn the official ruling and went along with the decision. Top-secret U.S. intelligence intercepts that showed a German U-boat, the U-853, prowling in the Gulf of Maine during April of 1945 were not declassified until many years later. Scagnelli, as the Eagle’s lone surviving officer, wrote condolence letters to the families of his dead comrades, but was prohibited from mentioning a cause for the explosion.


The 2002 ceremony aboard the USS Salem signified that everything had changed. A year earlier, the Navy had grudgingly acknowledged its mistake, fifty-six years after the Eagle 56 was sunk, thanks primarily to the efforts of one man, attorney and naval historian Paul M. Lawton. His dogged persistence revealed the truth about the Eagle 56 and convinced the Navy to alter its official history. For the first time ever, the Secretary of the Navy had overturned a Court of Inquiry decision and revised the official cause of the Eagle’s sinking to “due to enemy action.” The ruling entitled most of her crew to Purple Heart medals, awarded by the military to servicemen wounded or killed in action. The Navy awarded those medals posthumously to the forty-nine sailors who died on April 23, 1945; many of their family members accepted them with reverence at the ceremony aboard the Salem, eloquently sharing their feelings about the importance of the emotional day.


Scagnelli and Petersen also received Purple Hearts for injuries they sustained when the Eagle 56 was torpedoed. Breeze, who spent twenty minutes in the freezing water and suffered hypothermia, was not awarded the Purple Heart, nor were the other ten members of the Lucky Thirteen who had died since; the Navy apparently believed that their ordeal was not sufficient to earn the medal. Johnny Breeze, however, had little concern about a medal and an abiding passion for the truth. To him, the ceremony aboard the Salem was a vivid testament to that truth, albeit a half-century too late.


The Navy’s reversal vindicated Scagnelli, Petersen, and Breeze. Scagnelli served as the Eagle 56’s engineering officer, and thus had responsibility for the vessel’s operation and maintenance. He supervised the boiler-room crew, and the Court of Inquiry’s findings haunted him for years afterwards. Petersen and Breeze were proud members of the ship’s “Black Gang” who reported to Scagnelli, the men who worked belowdecks in the boiler and engine rooms. All three believed that the Navy had perpetrated a miscarriage of justice when it blamed the explosion on faulty boilers; all three took the 1945 decision personally. They had always known that their shipmates had not died due to carelessness. Now the families of the deceased Eagle 56 crew members knew it, too.


*


The Salem’s bell tolled as a solemn reminder of a forgotten World War II story that began in the 1940s and did not conclude until 2002, a story that is told in its entirety here for the first time.


It is much more than a story of a small subchaser, the Eagle 56, caught in the crosshairs of the U-853, whose brazen commander doomed his own fifty-five-man crew in a desperate, last-ditch attempt to record final kills before his country’s imminent defeat. Rather, the Eagle 56 (officially the PE-56—for Patrol Escort—one of sixty “Eagle-class” boats built in the World War I era) and the U-853 were the major players in the final chapter in the Battle of the Atlantic, an epic struggle that began with dramatic U-boat attacks against hundreds of defenseless merchant ships off American shores in 1942. The tide of this great sea battle turned in 1943, thanks to an unprecedented American industrial effort that produced vast numbers of ships and planes, coupled with the astonishing intelligence-gathering, analysis, and sub-tracking capabilities of the British at Bletchley Park and the Americans at the Navy’s “Secret Room” in Washington, D.C. By 1945, when the U-853 sunk the Eagle, superior Allied air and sea power had rendered any U-boat maneuver in Atlantic waters perilous, virtually suicidal. Yet, the U-853 had managed to creep shockingly close to the Maine coast to destroy the Eagle 56, the last American warship sunk by a German U-boat in World War II. Eleven days later, on May 5, 1945, after eluding surveillance along the East Coast, the U-853 sunk the final American freighter of the war, the Black Point, off the coast of Rhode Island. American warships hunted the U-853 and destroyed her one day later, the last German U-boat that the Allies destroyed in the war, just hours before Germany surrendered.


The Battle of the Atlantic, and the war against Germany, both finally ended with the “kill” of the U-853 just off America’s East Coast.


But the story did not end there; Paul Lawton would not let it. More than a half-century later, he began a quest to right an injustice that had affected the lives of so many for so long. Inspired by his own father’s bravery in World War II, and his friendship with the sons of a deceased Eagle 56 crew member, Lawton dug tenaciously for the truth and refused to take no for an answer, despite encountering one bureaucratic obstacle after another. Through his commitment and dedication, he achieved what the mere passage of time could not. He brought peace to the Eagle 56 family: to the three living survivors, Scagnelli, Breeze, and Petersen, part of the Lucky Thirteen, who lived with painful memories for nearly sixty years; to the widows and children of the deceased Eagle crew members who wondered what really happened on that fateful April day; and perhaps even to the sailors who died in 1945, whose frozen bodies sank below the roiling Atlantic waves and never resurfaced.


All of them were forgotten at war’s end, their stories lost amid a flurry of stunning headlines in the spring and summer of 1945: the death of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the liberation of the Nazi death camps, the suicide of Adolf Hitler, the fall of Berlin, the German surrender, V-E Day celebrations, the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan, and finally, the Japanese surrender and the end of the war. In the wake of these events, which would reshape the world in the twentieth century, the full story of the USS Eagle PE-56 remained buried in archives and memories for more than fifty years—until Lawton unearthed the truth and changed history.


Now, in a new century, even as John Scagnelli’s voice broke with sadness during the solemn Purple Heart ceremony aboard the USS Salem, the souls of those who had perished could finally rest. For the young Eagle 56 officers and crewmen who had died so unexpectedly and so violently in 1945, and for old sailors like Scagnelli, Petersen, and Breeze, who remembered their shipmates with each toll of the Salem’s bell, World War II was finally over.
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The Hunters and the Prey
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January 23, 1946


U.S. Naval Frontier Base


Portland, Maine


Aboard the USS Eagle PE-56





As much as Lieutenant Commander John L. Barr Jr. loved these men, he knew in his heart that it was now time to leave them.


The skipper of the USS Eagle PE-56 was relinquishing command of the 200-foot subchaser. Barr was finished with the boredom of stateside duty, the sluggishness of Portland, and the predictability of the Eagle’s role since she had arrived in Maine seven months earlier. He had requested a transfer to the Pacific, where the real action was for an experienced naval officer.


The Eagle 56 had a noble World War II record. Early in the war, before Barr had assumed command, her crew had rescued survivors from the USS Jacob Jones II after the destroyer had been sunk by torpedoes from a German U-boat, the U-578, off the Delaware coast. The date was February 28, 1942, less than three months after Pearl Harbor; the Jacob Jones was the first U.S. warship sunk by a German U-boat within American coastal waters in World War II. She would be far from the last vessel sunk along the country’s eastern seaboard in the war’s early stages. More than six hundred merchant and war ships totaling three million aggregate tons went to the bottom between January and August of 1942, with thousands of crewmen lost. Yet, the destruction of the Jacob Jones, an elite destroyer of the U.S. Navy’s Atlantic fleet, less than twenty-five miles from the U.S. shore, was a powerful message that German U-boats were operating with impunity and little fear of retaliation along America’s Atlantic coast in the months following Pearl Harbor. Of the nearly two hundred crew members aboard the Jacob Jones, only about two dozen escaped the doomed ship in life rafts, and several of those men were killed when their ship’s depth charges exploded as she sank.


The other surviving crew members were spotted by an army observation plane in the early morning hours of February 28, 1942. The pilot reported their position to the Eagle 56, which was then stationed at Cape May, New Jersey, as part of Inshore Patrol. Her crew fought rising seas—and the knowledge that a U-boat was in the area—to reach the stranded Jones crewmen, and two hours after the plane had spotted the life rafts, the Eagle 56 radioed back to Cape May: “Am picking up survivors from the USS Jacob Jones—details later.” The details were few; the Eagle 56 had rescued twelve survivors, and one of them died on the way back to shore. For the next two days, planes and ships searched without success for other Jacob Jones survivors.


The PE-56 did other important work, too. In May of 1942, she reported to Key West, Florida, as a sound training school-ship conducting exercises in anti-submarine warfare tactics. In 1943, with Barr at the helm, she had participated in the development of the Navy’s top-secret “homing mine” (or anti-submarine torpedo) by acting as an acoustic target during testing trials.


Since Portland had become the Eagle’s home base in late June of 1944, though, the “old girl,” or the “tub” (as the crew affectionately referred to the twenty-five-year-old vessel) had been relegated to towing a green cylindrical target float, which was mounted on a sled at the end of a 500-yard cable, off the coast of Cape Elizabeth. The green float, nicknamed “the pickle” by Barr’s men, was used for bombing practice by Navy “Avenger” torpedo bomber aircraft from the Naval Air Station in Brunswick, Maine. The Navy and Marine flyboys needed the practice before they shipped out to battle the Japanese in the Pacific.


Barr would soon join them. The war in Europe was drawing to a close, which would snuff out any remote chance the PE-56 had of ever seeing combat. It was only a matter of time before Germany surrendered; the Allies had just repelled the Reich’s massive last-gasp counteroffensive through the Ardennes Forest that had begun just before Christmas of 1944. Hitler’s final gamble, the Battle of the Bulge, had failed, and American, British, and Russian troops were all converging on Berlin. For Barr to feel he was truly contributing to the war effort, he would have to transfer to the Pacific Theater to fight against the Japanese, seeking not glory but the fulfillment of his own sense of duty. Some of the guys thought he was crazy, giving up a cushy command on America’s shores and volunteering to ship out to hostile waters to face a tenacious enemy ten thousand miles away. But his decision was final.


Now, he prepared to read the change of command order, with the entire crew assembled before him as part of the formal ceremony, including Lieutenant James G. Early, who would become the new skipper of the Eagle 56. Barr believed he was leaving the old girl in good hands. His officers were competent: Lieutenant Early, Lieutenant (junior grade) John Scagnelli, and especially, his executive officer, Jack Laubach, with whom he was particularly close; and the crew was as skilled and well trained as any in the Navy. Bidding farewell to shipmates who had become friends was difficult, but Barr felt the war was passing him by. Many other good men had sacrificed far more than he had in this war; for their sakes, and his, he needed to venture into harm’s way.


“Almighty God has blessed our land in many ways,” President Franklin D. Roosevelt had said in his fourth inaugural address just a few days earlier. “He has given our people stout hearts and strong arms with which to strike mighty blows for freedom and truth.”


The time had come for Barr to strike his own blows for freedom and truth, to leave the snugness of Portland Harbor and the safety of the Eagle 56.
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February 23, 1945


Stavenger, Norway


Aboard the U-853





One month after John L. Barr relinquished command of the PE-56 in Portland, Maine, Helmut Froemsdorf, twenty-three-year-old commander of the U-853, maneuvered his boat out of Germany’s alternative operational center, one of five U-boats with orders to proceed to America’s New England coast and wreak as much havoc as possible with Allied shipping.


Froemsdorf’s orders had been issued by Grossadmiral (Grand Admiral) Karl Dönitz, formerly head of Unterseeboote, the German U-boat service, and now Commander in Chief of the Kriegsmarine, the German Navy. Froemsdorf was well aware of Dönitz’s swift rise in the German high command, and knew the Grossadmiral was a trusted adviser of the Führer, Adolf Hitler. Like most U-boatmen, Froemsdorf admired and respected Dönitz, and would do most anything to please him.


Remarkably tall for a U-boatman—nearly six feet, five inches—Froemsdorf was bright and strong, an athlete, a skier, and a dancer. He was neither a member of the Nazi Party nor a fanatic, but he had great pride in the Fatherland, a brashness to accompany his ascendance to U-boat commander at such a tender age, and a determination to carve out a reputation for himself in the U-boat service, whose ranks were replete with Germany’s most celebrated heroes.


One of those was the U-853’s previous commander, Helmut Sommer, whose heroics helped him and the boat achieve near legendary status when, on May 25, 1944, the U-853 happened upon one of the most prized targets in the Atlantic, according to authors Henry C. Keatts and George C. Farr. While the U-853 was surfaced to transmit a weather report, Sommer sighted the enormous profile of the Queen Mary filling the horizon, transporting American troops and goods to England. Usually, large ocean liners required no escorts; they were so fast that no U-boat could get into attack position unless she happened to be in the right spot. Immediately, Sommer had ordered the U-853 to submerge and pursue, but the fast ocean liner easily outran it.


The U-853 surfaced again to complete her interrupted weather transmissions. German intelligence believed these reports could help anticipate Allied plans to invade Europe from across the English Channel—an invasion the Germans knew was imminent by May of 1944, and one which would be heavily influenced by weather conditions. The U-853 was suddenly attacked by three rocket-firing British planes. Instead of diving immediately, Sommer ordered his anti-aircraft guns into action, a daring strategy that briefly confused the attacking pilots. While the three planes regrouped for a second attack, the captain took the U-853 down to safety.


Three weeks later, June 15, 1944—nine days after the Allied invasion on the beaches of Normandy, France—a hunter-killer group, comprised of the carrier USS Croatan and six destroyers, pursued the U-853. The Allied ships had located the U-boat by intercepting radio transmissions using high-frequency direction-finding (h/f-d/f, or “Huff-Duff”) detecting equipment. For seventy-two hours, according to Keatts and Farr, aircraft from the carrier combed the area while the carriers waited for the U-boat to surface, which it would have to do sooner or later. Men on the waiting surface ships named the elusive U-853 “Moby-Dick” after the great white whale that the fictional Captain Ahab pursued in Herman Melville’s classic novel. During this same period, the U-853 crew, in admiration of Sommer’s skill in eluding attackers, nicknamed their boat Der Seiltaenger, or “Tightrope Walker.”


Finally, on June 18, Croatan’s Huff-Duff equipment intercepted a weather transmission from the U-853 only thirty miles distant. Within minutes, fighter planes from the carrier were strafing the deck of the surfaced U-boat. This time, the U-853’s anti-aircraft gun crews were less fortunate. Two crewmen were killed, and several others were wounded, including Sommer, who was riddled by slugs and fragments that ripped into his head, stomach, and arms. In all, Sommer was hit twenty-eight times, but he managed to stay alert long enough to give the order to submerge just seconds before bombers arrived to finish off the U-853. The act became folklore in the U-boat service, and Sommer became a hero to his men.


The U-853 limped back to her base in Lorient, France, on July 4 of 1944, sixteen days after the attack, but was forced to leave the base as the Allies advanced on the port city. With a temporary commander at the helm, she was transported to Germany, where she underwent repairs and was fitted with a schnorchel (snorkel), a retractable air intake and exhaust pipe that would permit operation of her diesel engines while submerged. The new device reduced the dangerous periods the U-boats had to spend on the surface charging their batteries. Soon thereafter, on September 1, 1944, Froemsdorf, the U-853’s twenty-three-year-old former executive officer who had performed well on the previous mission, assumed command of the 252-foot-long Type IXC/40 U-boat.


*


Though young, Froemsdorf understood that the world had changed dramatically in three short years.


In the first few months of 1942, German U-boats had operated boldly and with little resistance off the East Coast of the United States, inflicting physical and psychological damage on the Americans by sinking hundreds of ships just miles from her shores. German U-boat commanders dubbed it the “Great American Turkey Shoot” and the “Second Happy Time,” a sequel to the resounding success U-boatmen had against British shipping in the summer and fall of 1940.


By mid-1943, though, the tide had turned, and the situation deteriorated quickly for the U-boats. The American president, Franklin Roosevelt, had called the United States home front to action. Her people and her factories responded by building ships and airplanes at astounding rates. The U.S. Navy soon developed a sophisticated convoy system whereby merchant ships were protected by warships both across the Atlantic and along the eastern seaboard. American fighter planes and bombers became the nemesis of the U-boats, which had operated in the early days primarily on the surface, submerging to stay hidden for a short time or to slip away undetected if enemy ships were in the area. Now, remaining on the surface was near suicide. The U-853’s snorkel meant it could remain submerged at periscope depth for most of the trip across the Atlantic—with just the top of the snorkel tube protruding above the surface—but the trade-off was that travel was unbearably slow. A slight miscalculation by the operator who controlled the boat’s depth, or even a moderate amount of extra surface turbulence, would cause water to cover the snorkel cap, closing its valve suddenly and shutting off the flow of air. At that point, the U-boat’s diesels, which needed a large amount of air, would suck the air from the inside of the hull unless they were immediately switched off. This could result in a dangerous buildup of carbon dioxide that could prove toxic to the crew. Froemsdorf and his men were protected from Allied planes while submerged, but the trip across the Atlantic would take them the better part of two months. The U-853 would only be about halfway through its Atlantic crossing when Froemsdorf celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday on March 26.


Though they were now more the hunted than the hunter, the crew of the U-853 possessed a strong sense of pride. The men had adorned the U-boat’s black conning tower with the insignia of a trotting red horse on a yellow shield, which was technically against German Navy regulations, but a remnant of the boat’s glory days under Sommer. Froemsdorf would try to recapture some of that glory for the U-853, though he knew his efforts would ultimately be in vain. With the Russians bearing down on Berlin from the East, and the Americans and British advancing from the West, the outcome of the war was no longer in doubt. Germany would keep fighting, but she could not win, and with each passing day, her options narrowed. Dönitz hoped that these recently dispatched U-boats could disrupt Allied supply lines enough to convince American president Franklin D. Roosevelt and General Dwight D. Eisenhower to reconsider their position—that only the “unconditional surrender” of Germany would be acceptable to end the war.


For Germany, the fighting was all but over. The intent of Froemsdorf’s mission was to improve the prospects of the Fatherland’s postwar future.


As the U-853 headed westward toward the American coast in late February of 1945, Helmut Froemsdorf knew the chances for survival were slim for him and his crew. The U-boat service suffered casualty rates approaching 85 percent, the highest of all the military branches, Axis or Allied. In the last three years, thousands of brave U-boatmen had met their deaths in watery graves, pummeled by bombs from Allied airplanes or depth charges from their ships. Not only was Froemsdorf’s mission difficult, it was perilous; even if the U-853 managed to record any kills, she would be hard-pressed to return to Norway safely.


Froemsdorf, a member of the U-boat class of 1939, hoped for some success, but in his last letter to his parents, even while expressing his pride at commanding the U-853, he portended a sense of doom: “I am lucky in these difficult days of my Fatherland to have the honor of commanding this submarine and it is my duty to accept… I’m not very good at last words, so good-bye for now, and give my sister my love.”
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Early March 1945


Phyllis Westerlund


Brockton, Massachusetts





Rain drummed on the roof and plinked into the metal pails that Phyllis Westerlund had set out under her leaky ceiling, the repeating clink-clank-clink-clank the only sounds in the house as midnight drew near. All four children had been asleep for hours, and Phyllis had turned off the radio so she could collect her thoughts; turned off every light, too, except for the overhead in the kitchen, where she sat now rereading her husband’s poems, missing him desperately. The loneliness was always worse at night. It was bad enough that Ivar had been away from home with the Navy for nearly a year, but America was now more than three years into this war, and on nights like this, Phyllis wondered if it would ever end.


She pictured him every day: the brown hair, the hazel eyes, the warm sense of humor, and the cocksure attitude that had taken her breath away from that first moment in 1935, when he had pulled his car up to the Brockton bus stop where she and her friend had been waiting for the Stoughton bus. He had rolled down his window and asked, “Can I give you girls a ride?” The women looked at each other, shrugged, and because there were two of them, decided to accept the offer. On the short ride to Stoughton, Ivar talked mostly to twenty-year-old Phyllis, both of them laughing often. She knew then that Ivar Westerlund would become her husband; they were married on June 6, 1936, during the heart of the Depression. Ivar worked as a clerk in a feed store and they were dirt-poor, but as Phyllis always said, “very happy with nothing.”


The children had followed quickly; Carol first, and then the three boys: Robert, Frederick, and finally, Paul, in 1943, with America at war. Their fortunes improved as the family grew. An elderly couple and friends of Ivar’s parents, the Nelsons, had been unable to afford their home any longer, and told Ivar and Phyllis that the house was theirs if they could pay the back taxes and mortgage. The Nelsons’ misfortune provided a big break for the Westerlunds; Phyllis and Ivar bought the house on Belair Street and took over the $59 annual property-tax bill and the $28 monthly mortgage. Phyllis felt like a millionaire when she walked through her new home—two floors, a beautiful walk-in basement, and a garage. By the time Paul was born, Ivar had switched jobs, too, and was earning considerably more money as one of 51,000 workers at the enormous and bustling Quincy Fore River Shipyard, building America’s warships.


Life had been good, even in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, with the shortages and endless rationing of meat, sugar, coffee, butter, paper, gasoline, and what seemed like hundreds of other items. Ivar, her first love, was a wonderful husband and father, her best friend, a joy to be around. He was a strong man with a boyish sense of humor, an animal-lover who brought home one pet after another for the children: chickens, a billy goat, dogs, cats, turtles, parakeets, and finally, a baby pig that had grown to three hundred pounds, which they kept in a backyard pen near the woods. Phyllis had scolded Ivar gently for bringing so many animals home, insisting that the City of Brockton would not look kindly on the pig, especially; Ivar just laughed and said it was important for their children to love and enjoy animals.


His sense of humor was his most endearing quality, and sometimes his most infuriating. The only time Phyllis remembered being truly angry with him was when she returned home from grocery shopping one summer day and discovered that he had shaved every last hair off the heads of two of their sons. She had always loved her sons’ beautiful hair, and was initially devastated, but she couldn’t stay angry with Ivar for long. He took to calling the boys “Eight Ball” and “Cue Ball,” said it would be cooler for them in the summer, and claimed that their hair would grow back thicker than ever.


She considered herself lucky to have shared so much time with Ivar before he entered the Navy. The draft boards took the single men early, nearly all of them, before claiming the married men without children first, and finally, those with children. By the time Ivar’s number had come up in the spring of 1944, he probably could have petitioned for a deferment, but he chose not to, even at the age of thirty-one. So many men had been called up and sent to faraway places to fight, and Ivar had felt a sense of duty to join them. He had entered the Navy on Good Friday, leaving Phyllis with the four children. She remembered the sense of despair she had felt two days later, on Easter Sunday of ’44; she and the children had been dressed in their finery, but the family felt incomplete without Ivar’s solid presence.


He was assigned to the USS Eagle PE-56, which was then based in Key West, Florida. For Phyllis, it might as well have been Egypt. She longed for him, especially on D-Day, June 6, 1944, their eighth wedding anniversary. City Hall closed early and churches remained open late as prayer services took place around the city. At the nearby Eaton Shoe Company factory, a moment of silence was called throughout the building at 11:30 A.M. on June 6, and 600 men and women offered prayers for the safety of American troops landing in France. “Many with tears streaming down their faces prayed aloud for loved ones ‘over there,’” the Brockton Enterprise reported. At Brockton High School the next day, students stood at attention for several moments during the normally festive end-of-year “Class Day” ceremonies, while their parents again observed several moments of silence from the stands. For those families who had servicemen stationed overseas—and that was virtually every family—no one really knew if their loved ones had been part of the massive invasion force that had crossed the English Channel into the teeth of Hitler’s “Fortress Europe.”


Phyllis had been thankful that Ivar was stationed in Key West, and took some solace in the fact that he was not landing on the beaches of Normandy facing withering German machine-gun fire; still, she felt desperately alone and frightened on D-Day, and while the fear had subsided in the months that followed, the loneliness persisted. A recent Enterprise survey had asked men and women what they missed most during the war. Nearly everyone insisted that their sacrifices were small, but since the paper had asked, the men said they missed regular access to rationed items like good cigars and gasoline. The women said, indisputably, that they missed their men the most, an answer Phyllis would have echoed immediately had the paper contacted her.


Phyllis had been thrilled when, shortly after D-Day, in late June of 1944, the Eagle 56 had been reassigned to Portland, Maine. Ivar was now close enough to visit on weekend furloughs, and by the early months of 1945, she knew that the war in Europe was nearly over, a day for which she longed. Ivar would return home soon, much sooner than GIs stationed overseas, and they could get on with their lives. For that, she realized she was one of the fortunate women in Brockton.


But at this late hour, just before her mother came over to be with the children so she could go to work, Phyllis felt most alone.


*


With the raindrops the only sound on this quiet night, she read his poems. He was a warm, loving man, but it was not like him to write poetry. He had sent two, one entitled “To My Wife and Children,” and one just to her, called “Remember.” He signed them both, “Daddy.” Both had been written from the heart and both contained a wisp of melancholy that sent a chill through Phyllis each time she read them. To Phyllis and the children Ivar had written:




Each night before I go to bed


I say a prayer with low-bowed head.


Praying to God that he will keep


watch o’er my family while they sleep…


So good night my love and my children, too.


One more night to dream—if my dream could come true


I’d hope and I’d pray there would come a day,


When I’ll come home safely to you.





And to Phyllis in “Remember,” Ivar had written:




Remember the hours we spent, dear


The happiness we knew


The peaceful hours in the parlor


In the house I once knew.


Oh darling, everything we did


I will never forget.


And I always thank my star


For that lucky day we met.





Phyllis was no poet, either, but she felt like she needed to respond in verse. If Ivar had taken the time to bare his heart, she would, too. She had been thinking for a long time, reading and rereading Ivar’s words, growing more saddened than reassured, feeling that her husband seemed further away rather than closer. She tried to shake these thoughts; maybe the rain or the late hour was causing her this intense melancholy. She titled her poem “Miss You,” and began to write:




Hon, this isn’t much, as you can see,


But I want you to know I am thinking of thee.


The days are so dreary, the nights are so long,


If God only knew, he would send you along—


Home to your family, your children, your friends,


But God only knows when this thing will end.





There would be more, Phyllis knew, but she had no time to finish tonight. Her factory job was much too important. Ivar was able to send home a small amount of money, but she was the family’s main breadwinner.


As the raindrops tapped into the metal pails and midnight approached, she put down her pen, and went to check on the children and get ready for work.
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Early March, 1945


Helmut Froemsdorf


Aboard the U-853, halfway across the Atlantic





Around the same time that Phyllis Westerlund was reading her husband’s poetry in the quiet of her own home, Helmut Froemsdorf was reading the latest secret radio dispatch from Berlin. Grossadmiral Dönitz’s message exhorted U-boat commanders to remain steadfast in their loyalty to the Third Reich’s cause.


“Let us fly into the face of all those who want to give up, who adopt the silly motto ‘It is no longer any use.’ Those are the greatest weaklings. They are the ones who let themselves be led to the slaughter like patient cattle,” Dönitz’s message read. “Let us fly into the face of any German who now becomes the least bit shaky in his loyalty to the Nazi state and to the Führer. The motives for this are only fear, cowardice, and weakness. We are the strong and the faithful.”


Froemsdorf, who would soon celebrate his twenty-fourth birthday in the cramped quarters of his U-boat, never publicly questioned his crew’s loyalty, but was aware that he had two things working against him as a commander of men: his tender age, and former Commander Sommer’s stellar reputation, which would be difficult for him to emulate. This alone would make it difficult for him to command the respect of his crew, a relationship “based squarely on the concept of a benign autocrat who is all-powerful but who nevertheless requires trust and confidence from below so he can rule effectively,” in the words of author Jordan Vause. “There were no secrets” among men who “suddenly found themselves thrown together in a metal shell the size of a small apartment, in which they worked, ate common meals, literally slept in each other’s bunks, grew rank and dirty together, and remained so for weeks at a time…each man knew everyone else intimately and soon found himself depending on everyone else for his life. If he made a mistake, others suffered for it…an enemy ship might escape, or the entire crew might die.”


Indeed, it was this very intimacy that likely prompted Froemsdorf to suspect what he must not have known for certain: that several members of his crew questioned his leadership and feared his potential for recklessness. Before the U-853 departed from Norway, twenty-year-old Machinist Mate 2nd Class Frederick Volk had written to his mother that he was worried about the mission because he had no faith in Froemsdorf. Theodore Woner, a U-853 crewman who had missed the last cruise because of illness, later wrote that, “He [Froemsdorf] was a different personality [than Sommer]…at least some of the crew believed Froemsdorf was out to get a decoration.” Even Sommer was concerned for the safety of his officers and crew under Froemsdorf’s command. Sommer’s wife would write later that her husband thought Froemsdorf was “very young and ambitious when he became commander. My husband asked him again and again not to act frivolously, for he knew the end of the war was near and…that all the fine fellows of his crew should survive.”


Though he may have sensed his crew’s misgivings, Froemsdorf knew nothing of these letters. For now, the correspondence he was most concerned with was the latest radio message sent by Karl Dönitz in Berlin: “Let us show our enemies that the destruction of Germany will cost them more in blood, treasure, and time than they can withstand,” the dispatch read. “Let us exert all our powers to the utmost, for example, by sinking as many ships as possible for the Anglo-Saxons in total disregard of risk. Then their doubts as to whether this unconditional defeat of Germany is practicable and not too costly will increase.”


Froemsdorf did not know whether he would have the opportunity to fulfill Dönitz’s desire to sink Allied ships. Nor could he have known how he or his crew would react under combat stress.


As he finished reading Dönitz’s secret communiqué, as the U-853 moved slowly and cautiously toward the Gulf of Maine, there was one other thing Froemsdorf could not have known: Within hours, in a highly secure room inside U.S. Naval Headquarters on Constitution Avenue in Washington, D.C., a small, select group of American naval intelligence officers—the enemy—would be reading the same message.
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Early March 1945


Commander Kenneth A. Knowles


F-211 “Secret Room,” Washington, D.C.





Commander Kenneth Alward Knowles reviewed Dönitz’s latest dispatch with great interest, along with the letter from the intelligence officer who had forwarded it to Knowles’s U-boat tracking area, known as the “Secret Room.” The general tone suggests that it may well be the prelude to the all-out U/boat offensive in the North Atlantic,” noted the U.S. officer.


Knowles suffered from acute nearsightedness, but he seldom erred in his ability to see the big picture clearly. He was one of America’s top intelligence officers, and the operation he commanded was among the most secret of the entire war. Indeed, in terms of sheer numbers, more people knew about the Manhattan Project to build the atomic bomb than knew about the Navy’s U-boat Tracking Room and the sealed-off Secret Room within its perimeter in Washington, D.C. There, Knowles and a small handpicked team read and analyzed radio messages between Berlin and German U-boats that Navy cryptographers had intercepted and decoded. Intelligence derived from these messages was categorized under the top-secret and classified “Ultra” cover name, which technically referred to all high-grade signal intelligence (SIGINT) obtained from Axis radio communications, as well as the collective name for intercepts between the German Naval Command and the U-boats.


The Germans used a cipher machine called Enigma to put messages into secret form, and the British first broke the code after the capture of an Enigma machine from a U-boat in May of 1941. Between June and December of 1941, British cryptographers at Bletchley Park, England’s code-breaking Government Communications Headquarters, were able to read German naval traffic (code-named “Hydra”) within approximately forty-eight hours. But the Germans changed the Hydra code in February of 1942 to the more complex Triton code. This act “blinded” both British and American code breakers for most of the remainder of 1942, and this lack of intelligence—coupled with insufficient escort ships and planes—led to horrible Allied shipping losses for the year.


By the end of 1942, Allied code breakers had broken the Triton code, and the Ultra blackout ended. In the United States, these intelligence staffers were part of OP-20-G, the Navy’s communication intelligence section: OP because it was a division of the office of the chief of naval operations; 20, the number of the communications division; and G for communications intelligence. OP-20-G began supplying Ultra information directly to the Commander in Chief, U.S. Fleet (COMINCH), headed up by Admiral Ernest J. King, and working closely with Bletchley Park.


On December 27, 1942, King created a special sub-tracking intelligence unit, designated F-21, and modeled after the British Operational Intelligence Center (OIC), headed up by Commander Roger Winn, whose operational intelligence methods focused not only on pinpointing where U-boats were located, but, through advanced analyses, predicting where they might attack. King directed Admiral Russell Willson, Chief of Staff of COMINCH, to select an officer who could study under Winn and learn about British intelligence in general. Willson’s assistant, Admiral Francis “Frog” Low, immediately recommended a man he knew well, a reservist who had nearly six years of experience aboard destroyers and battleships, serving under both Willson and Low, before eye problems forced him to cashier out of the active Navy.


His name was Kenneth A. Knowles.


*


At first glance, Knowles seemed an unlikely candidate for the bold and daring decision-making that would accompany such a clandestine intelligence assignment. Nearly forty-three years old, married, and a father of two when Low recruited him, Knowles was both boyish- and bookish-looking, with horn-rimmed spectacles dominating his narrow face, a serious, studious man whose brother, Frank, once said was “born old.”


The youngest of seven siblings whose ne’er-do-well father squandered an inherited family fortune by investing in a barren Nevada silver mine, Kenneth Knowles’s approach to life was methodical and conservative, and he eschewed risk taking.


Yet, other personality traits made Knowles the perfect choice for managing the sub-tracking operation. He worked long hours, paid attention to detail, prided himself on his organizational skills, and was highly intelligent, graduating near the top of his 1927 class at the U.S. Naval Academy. “As a worker, he is par excellence,” one Naval Academy classmate said of him. “If work makes a naval officer, then Ken is due to fly that two-starred flag some day, for he believes in getting results…”


Knowles was tough, too. Prior to entering the Academy, in the early 1920s, he had completed Marine Corps training at Parris Island, and was part of a company that marched from Parris Island to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to take part in a Civil War reenactment of Pickett’s Charge. At the Academy he was a strong swimmer and a crack marksman, becoming captain of the naval rifle team. He had always been known as a serious officer who set high standards for achieving excellence. He was thorough, unassuming, shunned the spotlight, and possessed a keen, analytical mind. Admiral Low knew that Knowles’s understated personality would be a plus in cooperating with the British, and his seriousness would ensure that the highly classified material that crossed his desk would remain secret.


Maybe most importantly, Kenneth Knowles loved the Navy. He battled a bout with depression after his eye problems forced him from active duty as a lieutenant in 1936, and then found a way to maintain close ties with the Navy by serving as an editor for Our Navy, the branch’s official publication, for the next three years. He worked in the journal’s offices on the tenth story of the Brooklyn National Bank, overlooking the Brooklyn Navy Yard. In his capacity as editor, he met frequently with ranking officers and covered many important events in the Navy Yard. He knew the Navy and its brass, and he had gained some notoriety as an intellectual and writer among active naval officers. He had remained close to Admiral Low—his two children knew the admiral as their “other Uncle Frank”—and when Low had asked him enthusiastically to run the sub-tracking room, Knowles had accepted in kind. Knowles was excited by the opportunity to serve under Low and Willson. He later remembered both of his former skippers as “SOBs, and as far as operations went, they were pretty strict on performance and so was I, so we fitted together pretty well.”


* * *


Knowles’s unit formed a part of the thirty-man Combat Intelligence Section of COMINCH. The Combat Intelligence Section and its commander were designated F-2; Knowles and the Atlantic branch were F-21, and the Pacific branch was F-22. When, on May 20, 1943, Admiral King created the Tenth Fleet—the “fleet without a ship,” an administrative body to direct the anti-submarine war—he designated Knowles’s unit as the intelligence staff for the Tenth as well as the U.S. Fleet. Its principal function was to process and analyze intelligence from OP-20-G to track, monitor, predict the movements of, and defeat the U-boats.


F-21’s U-boat Tracking Room was itself a confidential operation, but once Allied code breakers began experiencing even greater success at breaking German codes, Knowles decided that further compartmentalization was necessary, according to author and historian David Kohnen. He created a separate area within the F-21 tracking room known as F-211. Sealed off from the main tracking room, the space was widely referred to as the Secret Room among F-21 trackers. The Secret Room was kept locked, and could only be entered through the F-21 tracking room. Moreover, only the three men who worked in it—along with Knowles and a relief officer—had keys; except for a few high-ranking officers with special permission, “no other personnel have access to or participate in the activities of the room,” according to F-211 regulations. In fact, very few people knew Knowles, his team, or Ultra even existed.


Validating Low’s judgment, Knowles proved to be the perfect choice to command the U-boat tracking effort. He visited England to observe the Admiralty’s OIC operation under the command of Roger Winn and his assistant in the OIC tracking room, Royal Navy Lieutenant Patrick Beesly. While in England, Knowles observed Winn and his tracking room staff gleaning operational intelligence from all sources—Huff-Duff intercepts, land-based radar sites, POW interrogation summaries, and radio transmissions that code breakers had decrypted from German Enigma machines. Knowles learned how the OIC collected information, and then distilled and sanitized it before staffers transmitted it over a teletype to operational intelligence headquarters in Liverpool. There, Admiralty strategists could consider Winn’s analyses and guesstimates, and determine a proper course of action. By the time Knowles returned to the United States, “he was fully initiated into the small society of those who were familiar with the most secret aspects of Ultra special intelligence,” biographer David Kohnen would write years later. “Moreover, Knowles was also experienced in all aspects of Admiralty OIC operations and he fully understood Winn’s techniques in the art of tracking the enemy.”


This knowledge helped Knowles quickly establish the foundation for a deadly efficient Secret Room in Washington, D.C., which was manned only by Knowles, executive officer Lieutenant John E. Parsons, USNR, and two other assistants. Knowles created the Secret Room to limit access to the raw cryptologic intelligence that the staff derived from all sources on a daily basis; the most significant information came from the text of deciphered enemy radio messages. Kohnen points out that these intercepts were sent directly to the Secret Room over a scrambled teletype by the OP-20-G code-breaking and translation specialists on Nebraska Avenue in Washington, D.C. In addition, the British Admiralty regularly sent “Ultra serials” that were delivered directly to the Secret Room in double-sealed pouches by commissioned U.S. naval officers.


By the summer of 1943, the most significant U-boat tracking work was performed in the security of the Secret Room, whose staff maintained three wall charts—one depicting the North Atlantic, one the South Atlantic, and a third, the Indian Ocean. They recorded individual U-boat positions with color-coded pins on the wall charts, and labeled the pins with the type and tonnage of the U-boat, and the names of known U-boat commanders.


Knowles and his team processed and analyzed the intelligence that helped American warships hunt down and destroy U-boats. Knowles and Admiral Low were usually in hourly contact, working together at keeping the American fleet updated on the latest enemy locations and activities. Knowles insisted on very strict procedures to accomplish this. The Ultra intercepts were never mentioned, and in fact, Knowles and his team were careful that they always had a “cover” story available as to how they learned about U-boat locations and movements, such as intercepted Huff-Duff signals or aircraft spotters. Under no circumstances could the information about Ultra leak, lest the Germans learn that the Allies had broken their Enigma codes.


In fact, the British OIC criticized the American Secret Room for using Ultra “offensively”—to coordinate hunter-killer attacks—which created tension in the friendship Knowles and Winn had developed. Winn was paranoid about any operation that might cause the Germans to realize that their codes and ciphers had been compromised. Knowles later wrote that the British concept of Ultra was more defensive, “a lifesaving operation” that was understandable, since “it was the only thing that we had to save Britain from complete destruction…so they were very cautious in utilizing Ultra. Whereas, over in my area, being younger at the game and also being somewhat aggressive, we were using Ultra more aggressively. There’s quite a difference in philosophy here.”


To ensure the circle of secrecy, Knowles himself met regularly with escort commanders before they departed for sea, providing them with detailed estimates of enemy trends in their planned operations area, but without giving these commanders direct knowledge of Ultra. Knowles’s briefings soon became almost legendary for their prescience. One hunter-killer task group commander said in a postwar report: “There was a Commander Ken Knowles in Washington who ran this submarine estimate thing. He was a soothsayer. He could put himself in the position of a German skipper and just figure out what the guy was going to do, and where he would go. He was absolutely uncanny in his predictions…I treated the COMINCH daily estimate as Bible truth every day, and we based our operations on it completely.”


Knowles himself either drafted or approved the daily U-boat situation estimate, with its forecast of where submarines were going, and then transmitted it to task forces at sea under the signature of the Commander in Chief, U.S. Fleet.


By meeting directly with convoy commanders, and sending encrypted dispatches directly to specific tactical units at sea, Knowles and his team were able to avoid communicating top-secret information to individual naval bases up and down the East Coast. Instead, in sharp contrast to the briefings they gave at-sea task force commanders, Knowles’s team sent sanitized messages to base commanders. These most often took the form of highly general dispatches, such as “be alert” for enemy subs or “potential U-boat activity” in a large, general grid area, such as “from Nova Scotia to Cape Hatteras.” As a result, as the war continued, operational base commanders came to view these messages as formalities, and—while perhaps not ignoring them altogether—often did not treat them as genuine warnings.


Still, for security reasons, Knowles would not budge on this point. “None of the operational commands were so informed [of specific intelligence gleaned from Ultra],” Knowles would write years later. “These restrictions were deemed necessary in the American Theater because of the wide separation of commands and the difficulty of maintaining security among them.”


* * *


F-21’s and the F-211 Secret Room’s clandestine battle against the U-boats was an extraordinary contribution during the last two years of the war. Acting on intelligence collected by F-21 and the Admiralty OIC, Allied convoys traversed the Atlantic safely while American hunter-killer formations brought the U-boat offensive to a grinding halt. Historian David Kohnen noted that between the summer of 1943 and March of 1945, Ultra intelligence provided by the Secret Room and British OIC was directly responsible for the liquidation of more than ninety Axis U-boats. Many years after the war, Knowles noted, “Throughout [the Battle of the Atlantic] were woven technical achievements of the highest order… But transcending all of these feats was ‘Ultra intelligence,’ the breaking of the German U-boat cipher. It gave first to the British and then to the Americans the edge of victory at sea; and from it flowed victory in Europe. Without it, the British could have been beaten to their knees. No wonder Churchill considered ‘Ultra intelligence’ his prime and sacred weapon—his Excalibur.”


Rumors abounded in late 1944 and early 1945 that the last waves of German U-boats intended to smash New York and Washington with V-l cruise missiles or V-2 ballistic rockets. Knowles thought that the belief took root with a secret OSS report in October of 1944 from Stockholm, in which sources indicated a U-boat would “depart for New York harbor to use V-l” for propaganda purposes. On November 6, OSS Stockholm followed this up with a report that said, “four U-boats will be used in operation against New York.” A similar message was dispatched from Stockholm on December 22, 1944.


The U.S. sub-tracking room would have been reassured when, on November 29, 1944, British intelligence wired the following message to OP-20-G: “We have of course received the rumours to which you refer that the Germans plan to use a U-boat (or U-boats) to fire robot bombs on the East Coast of the United States and—because, as you say, the project is worthy of considerable attention—we have been in close touch with the Admiralty in an effort to discover whether these rumours have any foundation. To date, [the Admiralty is] quite happy that the rumours are mere propaganda, and that they are not corroborated by any reliable high-grade evidence…”


Still, according to naval historians Clay Blair and Philip K. Lundeberg, following the secret British cable, two high-level American officials spoke publicly about German rocket attacks on New York City.


On December 10, 1944, New York Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia caused a near panic when he raised the possibility. Then, on January 8, 1945, Admiral Jonas Ingram, Commander in Chief of the U.S. Navy’s Atlantic Fleet, also raised the specter of German rocket attacks, but said the U.S. Navy and Army Air Forces were fully prepared with a secret plan (“Bumblebee,” later renamed “Teardrop”) to “thwart any German U-boat missile attack on any shore of the U.S.”


Then, Hitler’s chief of war production, Albert Speer, further fanned the speculation when he announced in a Berlin radio broadcast that V-1 missiles and V-2 rockets “would fall on New York by February 1, 1945.” This caused renewed panic in “the highest military levels in the United States,” Blair wrote. The British Admiralty, though, remained calm, and on February 16, cabled this message to Admiral King:




A. There was no evidence from photographic reconnaissance to confirm preparations by the Germans to mount such attacks.


B. The V-2 ballistic missile could not be launched from a U-boat.


C. The winged V-l “buzz bomb” (i.e., cruise missile) could be stored in a topside hangar in knocked-down condition, assembled, and fired from launch skids on a Type IX U-boat.


D. The damage created by one V-l (assuming it could hit a target) would be so negligible as to make the putative project not worthwhile.


E. A missile attack from U-boats at this stage of the war was “highly unlikely.”





Despite the British reassurances, the Americans proceeded with Operation Teardrop, Blair pointed out, mobilizing a massive number of American air and naval forces in late 1944 and 1945 to greet Dönitz’s U-boats.


*


There were other rumors about the U-boats crossing the Atlantic in these latter stages of the war. Some claimed that these boats carried high-level Nazi officers seeking escape from Germany, or Nazi gold that the Reich was spiriting to South America, or even Japan. British intelligence had debunked the V-l and V-2 story, and with his scholar’s reliance on hard evidence, Knowles would have been skeptical of the other rumors as well.


Kenneth Knowles was a man who put his faith in facts; the fact was, while Dönitz’s U-boats now making their way westward across the Atlantic were likely not planning to rain rockets upon New York City, they were intending to cause destruction in other ways.


It was up to Knowles and the Secret Room to track them and predict their next move so the American task force commanders could hunt them down.
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