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INTRODUCTION

All books have something which their authors most wish to bring to
their readers’ attention. Some authors are successful in this, and their read-
ers remain prejudiced to the authors’ points of view for the rest of their
reading lives; some authors are not, and when the last page, the last ap-
pendix and wearisome footnote have been scanned the reader asks himself:
what was it all about?

I fear that I fall into the latter category, and lest this book be misunder-
stood its readers should know before they enter into the narrative proper
that the guiding light in deciding which incidents in this canvas of trage-
dy to dwell upon, and which to suppress, has been a conviction that
gallantry is best portrayed in its real setting; the ships should be shown to
be crewed by normal men with normal fears and feelings. Too often one
has read histories of individual acts of heroism, and one’s appreciation
has been dulled by the picture’s lack of relationship to normal human
character. So The Destruction of Convoy PQ. is primarily a book peo-
pled with ordinary people: we see how men reacted when confronted with
a grim situation which meant certain disaster and probably death. But
against this sombre background we shall find that the individual jewels of
gallantry sparkle most, emerging unexpectedly to dazzle us by their now
unaccustomed shine.

Nor can there be any doubt but that in PQ. it is a sombre background;
crews mutiny, and are confined in chains below decks; their Masters haul
down the Allied flags and display signals reading ‘Unconditional Surren-
der’; they deliberately run aground and abandon their vessels; nine
merchant ships are deserted by their crews even though still seaworthy,
some of them before they have even been attacked; and American cap-
tains volunteer to scuttle their ships so that they can finish their voyage in
safety. But it is this background which allows one fully to savour the her-
oism of the few brave men, faced with identical perils, who single-handed
bring their ships and cargoes into port, often against the wishes of their
crews, with officers like the British lieutenant who urged the Americans
to drop their plan to scuttle their ships, like the Welsh rescue-ship captain

mailto:Focalp@aol.com?subject=Mr Irving, I see on error on "PQ.17" PDF page number(s) ...


vi This PDF version: © Focal Point Publications 2002                                           

Report
errors

whose gallantry was such that he was one of the first three Merchant Navy
officers to win the military Distinguished Service Order.

In the story of PQ. we find that there are indeed two kinds of courage
in war—both the single and outstanding acts of reckless gallantry with
which we have come to associate the individual units of the Royal Navy,
and a quiet moral courage which alone can sustain an officer in acting
against his every human instinct, when he understands from the orders
given him that this is the only way in which he can serve the higher plan.
The dogged manner in which Captain E. D. W. Lawford of the anti-air-
craft ship Pozarica (afterwards awarded a D.S.O. for his rôle in this
operation) carried out the instructions which had been given him in spite
of the entreaties of the merchant ships, is an example of moral courage as
worthy of our admiration as the more spectacular feats of the smaller
vessels’ skippers.

These are, I hope, more convincing brands of heroism than the syn-
thetic deeds of valour of which the war’s propaganda media were so
monotonously full.

R

Because so much that is wrong has been published about this tragic
convoy operation, PQ., partly in an attempt to depict all the partici-
pants as heroes and partly in an endeavour to lay the blame for the disaster
on officers who were least at fault, I have felt compelled to weary the reader
with extensive indications of my sources, so that the reader may rest as-
sured that even the least credible part of the narrative is securely footed
in contemporary war records.

The original research for this book was done in  and  in the
commission of Neuer Verlag, Cologne, and I am grateful to Herr Egon
Fein for permission to make use in this work of all the material then col-
lected, to which considerable further material has since been added,
notably the diary and personal records written at the time by one of the
RN lieutenants, Mr James Caradus, of New Zealand, and a detailed chron-
icle of the operations of the cruiser covering force, written by Mr Douglas
E. Fairbanks, Jr, at the time a lieutenant USNR. I wish to express my thanks
to Miss Jean and Captain Henry Hamilton, who gave me permission to
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use the papers of the late Rear-Admiral Sir Louis Hamilton, one of this
book’s central figures; and to the Custodian of Manuscripts at the Na-
tional Maritime Museum for the same reason. Mr Leo Gradwell,
Commander Peter Kemp, Mr F. H. Petter, Doctor Jürgen Rohwer and
Commander M. G. Saunders all afforded me special assistance, and I am
grateful to Rear-Admiral E. M. Eller, Captain F. Kent Loomis, Mr J. Allard
and Miss M. D. Mayeux of the US Navy Historical Division for supplying
me with copies of German files and the various American war diaries and
voyage reports to which reference is made in the notes. Further assistance
was rendered by the owners of the convoy’s ships—in Britain Chapman
and Willan Ltd, the Clyde Shipping Co. Ltd, General Steam Navigation
Co. Ltd, J. & C. Harrison Ltd, Hunting and Son Ltd and Royal Mail Lines
Ltd; in America Isthmian Lines Inc., Matson Navigation Co., States Steam-
ship Co., United States Lines and Waterman Steamship Corporation; in
Norway Wilh. Wilhelmsen of Oslo. The Bundesarchiv in Koblenz provid-
ed me with specific documents, and many newspapers in this country
and America, including local newspapers, and the American National
Maritime Union and National Marine Engineers’ Beneficial Association
aided me in my search for eye-witnesses and survivors. I found in all over
three hundred, British, American and German. Those to whom I am most
grateful are: Mr James E. Akins, the late Rt. Hon. Earl Alexander of Hills-
borough, Captain G. R. G. Allen, Captain I. J. Andersen, Captain Humphrey
Archdale, Mr William Arnell-Smith, Mr Ronald G. Baxter, Mr Philip J.
Beard, Mr Patrick Beesley, Mr P. R. B. Bennett, Mr Hawtry Benson, Rear-
Admiral Sir R. H. L. Bevan, Mr George R. Bissilf, Herr Otto Bork, Mr S. J.
Bowden, the late Admiral Sir E. J. P. Brind, Mr James Bruce, Mr David
Burroughs, Mr J. F. Carter, Captain Harold W. Charlton, Mr John Ch-
vostal, Mr John J. Collins, Mr William O. Connolly, Mr J. B. Corlett,
Rear-Admiral J. H. F. Crombie, Mr Richard Crossley, Herr Hugo Deiring,
Vice-Admiral Sir Norman Denning, Herr Günter Döschner, the late Com-
modore J. C. K. Dowding, Mr W. A. Dunk, Admiral Sir John Eccles, Mr
Hugh Edwards, Captain John Evans, Mr R. B. Fearnside, Mr Eric R. Fiske,
Captain J. R. G. Findley, Mr N. E. Forth, Mr John F. Geisse, Admiral J. H.
Godfrey, Mr Thomas Goodwin, Captain Stanley Gordon, Mr Albert Gray,
Captain J. Haines, Mr William Harper, Mr Alan L. Harvie, Lieutenant-
Commander H. R. A. Higgens, Admiral H. W. Hill, Captain Archibald
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Hobson, Lieutenant-Colonel Karl-Otto Hoffmann, Captain Rupert F. Hull,
Dr Hümmelchen, Mr Richard Keating, Vice-Admiral E. L. S. King, Com-
mander W. E. B. Klinefeld, Mr Iain Laing, Captain C. T. G. Lennard, Mr
Frank Lewin, Mr E. A. Leycock, Captain John Litchfield, MP, Dr Norman
McCallum, Mr Norman McMahel, Mr Shaun Maloney, Mr Norman Mc-
Corison, Captain Guy Maund, Mr J. Mickelburgh, Admiral Sir Geoffrey
Miles, Mr E. C. Miller, Mr T. J. Mooney, Admiral Sir H. R. Moore, Captain
Owen C. Morris, Mr K. Morton, Mr Ted Narovas, Captain C. A. G. Nichols,
Mr T. D. Nield, Commander P. E. Newstead, Mr L. H. Norgate, Dr Arthur
J. O’Friell, Captain John Pascoe, Herr Emil Plambeck, Mr William H. Por-
ter, Mr N. E. Platt, Captain E. Rainbird, Lieutenant-Commander J. G.
Rankin, Commander Reinhard Reche, Mr Robert P. Rucker, Herr Admi-
ral a. D. Hubert Schmundt, Herr Hermann Schwabe, Vice-Admiral R. M.
Servaes, Mr Leslie F. Smith, Mr E. G. Soliman, Commander S. S. Stam-
mwitz, Captain Mervyn C. Stone, Mr D. D. Summers, Mr H. C. Summers,
Mr W. G. Taylor, Mr Lloyd Thomas, Mr H. B. Tours, Mr P. Vance, Mr J.
Waterhouse, Mr S. Webster, Captain J. Wharton, Mr Alexander Williams,
and Mr Jack Wright.

I am also deeply indebted to my Father, the late Commander John Irv-
ing, R.N. Retired, who made valuable contributions to the manuscript at
every stage, but died a few months before it could be published.
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The Regular Millstone



These Russian convoys are becoming a regular millstone round our
necks. . . .—Admiral Sir Dudley Pound to Admiral King, USN,  May


The summer of 1942 saw German military accomplishment at its zenith.
Waves of grey men and armour were storming eastwards across the Sovi-
et Union, and thrusting deep into Egypt, extending the domain of German
rule over the greatest area it ever had been, or ever would be. All but a
fraction of British armour in the Middle Eastern desert had been crushed;
Tobruk had fallen with over thirty thousand men, and the British Eighth
Army was on the retreat. The evacuation of the great port of Alexandria
had begun; by the first days of July , Cairo was in panic and the Brit-
ish embassy and military headquarters were already destroying their files,
while unseemly crowds of refugees packed the city’s railway station.

At the beginning of the fourth week of June, the Germans had unleashed
their major summer offensive in the Soviet Union too, crashing through
the Russian lines and beginning that summer’s extraordinary advance on
the Volga and the Caucasus.

It was at this time that a Conservative member of the British Parlia-
ment placed on the Order Book a motion that the House had lost
confidence in Mr Winston Churchill’s direction of the war. During the
debate which followed on  July, Sir Archibald Southby, Conservative MP
for Epsom, raised his voice in protest at the continuing slaughter of Al-
lied ships running the Arctic convoy routes to north Russia: ‘It is true to
say that upon the merchant navies of the Allies rests our hope of victory,
and the hope of salvation of all those who are now enslaved under the
Axis. The world will never be able to repay the debt it owes to the officers
and men of the Merchant Navy.’

He continued by warning:
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If then, by foolish strategy, we suffer reverse after reverse which not only
involve us in military defeats but dissipate the sea power upon which
the whole of our war effort is built, we render impossible the fulfilment
of the task of guarding those merchant ships upon which we all de-
pend.1*

Three days after he had uttered this warning, the British Admiralty took
a certain decision, and issued orders to an Allied convoy bound for Rus-
sia, which resulted in the loss of two-thirds of its ships. It is true that the
convoy, PQ. , would never have been sailed had it not been for the Prime
Minister’s personal directive: but it took more than ‘foolish strategy’ for
the disaster to assume the proportions which it did.2

(  )

‘The Russian convoy’, said Rear-Admiral Hamilton, ‘is and always has
been an unsound operation of war.’3 The first convoy from Great Britain
to Russia had sailed in August , two months after the German armed
forces had invaded the Soviet Union. By the spring of  only one ship
out of the  that had made the passage had been lost; twelve convoys
had been sailed to north Russia. The one casualty was a merchant ship
lost to a German submarine as the new year began, the first appearance of
U-boats in the Arctic. The presence of enemy submarines brought a new
threat to the escorting cruisers, as it was no longer safe for them to cruise
at the  knots the average convoy made; the cruisers were ordered in fu-
ture to leave the convoy between ° East and ° East—the most likely
zone of U-boat operations—and hurry through it at increased speed, to
rejoin the convoy emerging from the other side of this zone. At that time
it was considered unlikely that the Germans would risk their surface units
in waters infested with their own submarines, so the cruisers could be
dispensed with temporarily in that zone.

The next convoy, PQ.,† was also attacked by submarines, north- east

* Throughout this book, superior figures refer to sources, which are listed
chapter by chapter, commencing on page .

† The officer in the Admiralty’s Director of Operations Division originally
charged with planning the north Russian convoys was one Commander P. Q.
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of the Kola Inlet, the entrance to the port of Murmansk, and on  Janu-
ary one of the two escorting destroyers—the Matabele—was sunk with
nearly all hands. The British authorities were particularly disturbed by
the increasing effort being devoted to attacks on these convoys now, as the
early spring was approaching: the ice-barrier would not have receded far
enough to the north to permit the convoys to give northern Norway, with
the German air bases, a wide berth; while the combination of fair weather
and short hours of darkness would give the enemy the greatest advan-
tage.

It became one of the chief commitments of Admiral Sir John C. Tovey,
the Commander-in-Chief of the British Home Fleet, to ensure the safe
passage of these convoys. He pointed out to the Admiralty that attacks on
the convoys might well reach a scale beyond the escorting resources of
the Home Fleet. He suggested that the Russians should be pressed to pa-
trol the Kola Inlet and make it uninhabitable to the German submarines;
they should also provide fighter aircraft to protect the convoys, as it was
foolhardy for British cruisers to accompany the convoys through hazard-
ous submarine zones solely to provide additional anti-aircraft defence
for the convoys. For some time his appeal remained unheeded.

For Germany, the triumphant summer of  had been preceded by
the disappointments of the winter campaign in Russia, the bitter months
when the Germans had been checked at the very gates of Moscow, and
their forces in North Africa had been on the defensive too. It was a winter
that had brought renewed pressure on their exposed northern flank in
the Arctic, where the newly belligerent United States had completed their
occupation of Iceland.5 On Christmas Day , the German High Com-
mand (OKW) cited information which indicated that Great Britain and
the United States were planning a major operation in the Scandinavian
area, and ordered an immediate investigation of the prospects of defeat-
ing an Allied invasion attempt in Norway; the conclusions were not
encouraging.6

Edwards: the eastbound convoys were soon popularly known as ‘P.Q.’s’ con-
voys, while the westbound convoys logically became ‘QP’ convoys.4
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By chance, two days later the Royal Navy staged a seaborne raid on the
Lofoten Islands, off the north-western coast of Norway, and this under-
taking— although unconnected with any Allied invasion plan—gave a
sharp stimulus to the German fears: all eyes in the German higher com-
mands turned to the northern theatre of operations, and the Führer’s
own stubborn belief in an impending Allied invasion of those shores once
again guided the Germans in their immediate strategic dispositions. To
meet the danger to this exposed northern flank, Adolf Hitler ordained
that the Norwegian coastal defences should be reinforced, and that Ger-
many’s most powerful naval forces should be concentrated in Norwegian
waters. In connection with Norway’s air defence, he rated torpedo-carry-
ing aircraft very highly.

The German fleet must therefore use all its forces for the defence of
Norway [the Führer was reported as deciding on  December]. It would
be expedient to transfer all battleships there for this purpose. latter could
be used for attacking convoys in the north, for instance.7

The Commander-in-Chief of the German Navy and Chief of Naval Staff,
Grand-Admiral Erich Raeder, expressed himself unconvinced of their
suitability for such an active rôle. Despite his objections, the middle of
January  saw the new battleship Tirpitz transferred to Trondheim, a
move the German Naval Staff had in fact been planning since November
primarily for the effect it would have in tying down British heavy naval
units.8 The battleship berthed at Trondheim on  January . Com-
manded by Captain Topp, she was the most formidable warship afloat.
The Admiralty Intelligence officer most concerned with the German sur-
face vessels later declared that ‘Tirpitz and Bismarck were in my opinion
two of the finest battleships ever built.’9 With a displacement of ,

tons and eight -inch guns as her main armament, Tirpitz would have
been a match for any vessel the Allies could confront her with. The strate-
gic effect of her move to Norway was great.

Mr Churchill estimated at the time that the entire naval situation
throughout the whole world would be altered by the battleship’s success-
ful destruction; in particular, it would enable the Allies to regain naval
supremacy in the Pacific.10
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Some weeks after Tirpitz’s move, the Germans transferred still further
heavy warships to Norway. Hitler realized that the time was past for sweep-
ing Atlantic sorties by the battle group at Brest, consisting of the ,-ton
battleships Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, sometimes called ‘battle-cruisers’,
and the ,-ton heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen. Brest was now the sole At-
lantic base available to the Germans, and if the warships were to stay
bottled up indefinitely there, well within range of RAF Bomber Com-
mand, the Germans would sooner or later have to reckon with their
warships being crippled in air attacks. On Hitler’s orders, the battle group
was withdrawn eastwards through the English Channel in the second week
of February .

The immediate value of the break-out was lessened by the mine dam-
age sustained by both battleships during the dash and by subsequent
further air-raid damage to Gneisenau while lying in dock at Kiel. Only
Prinz Eugen was fit to sail for Trondheim, with the ,-ton heavy cruis-
er Admiral Scheer (sometimes called a ‘pocket-battleship’) in attendance,
on  February. Bad luck still dogged the German Navy’s movements: off

the Norwegian coast Prinz Eugen’s rudder was blown off by a British sub-
marine’s torpedo, and she had to return to Germany from Norway for
repairs. While the German plan to form a squadron composed of Tirpitz,
Admiral Scheer and Prinz Eugen ‘to conduct offensive and defensive oper-
ations from Trondheim in northern waters’ had gone awry, they could
still mount a formidable striking force from Norway.

The dual rô1e now expected of the Home Fleet increased the anxieties
of Admiral Tovey: how could he guard against a breakout by this power-
ful German squadron through the northern passages into the Atlantic,
while at the same time covering the passage of the Allied convoys to north
Russia? He warned that no disposition of the Home Fleet could adequately
protect both the convoys and the northern passages.11

With the present concentration of German heavy warships in Norway,
Tovey expected any or all of them to attack the convoys to the west of
Bear Island while the eastern part of the convoy route would be subjected
exclusively to submarine and air attacks. Plans were accordingly laid for
the western part of the next Russian convoy’s route to be covered by move-
ments of the Home Fleet.
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At the same time, the German Naval Staff had decided that the mere
presence of their naval forces in Norway was not sufficient to bind Allied
heavy warships in northern waters, and they decided to send out Tirpitz
to attack the Allies’ next eastbound convoy. The sequel to this operation
was of the greatest importance for an understanding of the German bat-
tle fleet’s behaviour during its later operations against PQ..

(  )

The British convoy PQ. sailed in the first week of March at the same
time as the westbound convoy QP. left the Russian end. The battleship
Tirpitz, wearing the flag of Vice-Admiral Ciliax (Flag Officer Battleships),
put out with three destroyers of the th Destroyer Flotilla, to attack it.12

According to their operation order, they were to ‘avoid becoming em-
broiled with superior enemy forces’, while they were to accept battle with
equal or inferior forces in so far as this did not prevent them from dis-
charging their main function, destroying the convoy. Lone merchantmen
were not to be attacked, to preserve the element of surprise.

Admiral Ciliax did not think highly of accepting battle with ‘equal forc-
es’, as a duel with a battleship like King George V would result in Tirpitz
being badly damaged at least; for the possible loss or damaging of one of
many enemy battleships, it was not worth it. The German Naval Staff in
Berlin subsequently endorsed Ciliax’s view.

So much for the best laid plans: on the outward run, the German de-
stroyers found a lone Russian merchantman straggling far behind the
westbound convoy, and despite their clear orders to the contrary opened
fire on her; before the luckless Russian sank, she transmitted a wireless
signal reporting the attack and her position. Soon after, Tirpitz’s wireless
room picked up an acknowledgment of the distress signal from the wire-
less station at Cleethorpes.

After three days’ cruising, and having failed to find the eastbound PQ
convoy which had by then been diverted by the Admiralty, the German
warships were ordered to return. The weather closed in, but early on the
morning of  March it began to clear, and at eight o’clock Tirpitz saw
through the breaks in the cloud layer several aircraft, apparently shadow-
ing her. The gravity of the position was at once apparent: the aircraft were
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Albacores, which meant that somewhere within striking range there was
an Allied aircraft-carrier. Admiral Ciliax radioed an urgent appeal for fight-
er aircraft from nearby Bodö airfield, but the naval radio station there was
out of order and the fighters never came.

Too late, the Germans realized their exposed position—uncomfortably
similar to the situation which had sealed Bismarck’s fate in May , and
that of Prince of Wales and Repulse seven months later. As Ciliax looked
about himself he saw Tirpitz accompanied by only one destroyer—the
other two having been detached for refuelling—and this one remaining
destroyer was unserviceable because of ice formation and the heavy seas;
the battleship had no air cover, and there was an enemy aircraft-carrier
within striking range. Why had his wireless room picked up no nearby
Allied wireless traffic? He knew that an Allied carrier would not have ven-
tured so far into Norwegian waters without an adequate battle fleet to
protect her. The Tirpitz was trapped.

Ciliax turned to make a dash for the shelter of the Lofoten Islands, and
catapulted an aircraft to drive off his shadowers; but his aircraft met a
cloud of Albacores coming in to attack the German battleship. Twenty-
five torpedo aircraft attacked Tirpitz in a nine-minute battle which none
of the German sailors was ever likely to forget, the British aircraft racing
in three and six at a time from every angle, heedless of the defences, forc-
ing the battleship to dodge, yaw and weave in a way that she cannot have
been designed to do.

This time, as the Germans afterwards wryly commented, the luck was
on their side: Tirpitz was able to comb the torpedo tracks and they all
missed, every one of them. The only German casualties were three offic-
ers on the battleship’s bridge, injured by machine-gun fire from the planes.

At the time, the Allies did not realize the fright which the sudden en-
counter with carrier aircraft had given the Germans; but from this
traumatic experience the Germans derived an ‘aircraft-carrier complex’
which was to beset all the remaining operations of the German capital
ships.

The muffing of this opportunity to engage Tirpitz was the object of
some recrimination among the Royal Naval officers who had participat-
ed in the action. Rear-Admiral L. H. K. Hamilton, newly appointed
commander of the First Cruiser Squadron, called particular attention to
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the Fleet’s difficulties in situations where the Commander-in-Chief, Ad-
miral Tovey, was at sea and unable to break wireless silence, even in an
operation so basically simple as this.13 Stressing that the enemy would
take every possible precaution to avoid Tirpitz’s being brought into ac-
tion, and was ‘believed to have adequate arrangements for
direction-finding’, Hamilton pointed out that it was unrealistic to expect
a Commander-in-Chief if at sea to maintain wireless silence during vital
operations lasting over a period of several days: the fact was that the move-
ment of a single W/T key in a capital ship in a position to intercept Tirpitz
would be sufficient to drive her back forthwith to the shelter of the fiords.

The corollary of the British Commander-in-Chief ’s having been at sea
during the last operation, with the consequent need for him to maintain
strict wireless silence, had been that at one stage Tovey was controlling
the movements of his battle fleet and aircraft-carrier, while the Admiralty
was controlling his cruisers and destroyers; at . p.m. on  March, Tovey
had eventually been obliged to wireless the Admiralty, stating his posi-
tion and intentions, and asking them to operate his cruisers and destroyers
for him. This, commented Hamilton, was hardly the most effective way of
conducting operations. Notwithstanding these criticisms, the Command-
er-in-Chief persisted in accompanying the Home Fleet to sea during
convoy operations up to PQ.; after which, as will be seen, he desisted.
For the time being, also, the Admiralty continued to intervene in the fle-
et’s operations, to Tovey’s ‘serious embarrassment’.14

The British were not alone in drawing important conclusions from the
attack on Tirpitz by aircraft from a British carrier on  March. For the
character of the operations of the German battle fleet against PQ., and
for Hitler’s own attitude to such operations, the conclusions reached by
Raeder and the German Naval Staff from this first sortie by Tirpitz were
eloquent:

The course of events shows our own naval weakness in these north-
ern waters. The enemy responds to every German sortie by sending
out strong battle groups, particularly aircraft-carriers, which must be
recognized as the most dangerous opponents of our heavy ships!

It is an indication of our own extremely exposed position that the
enemy dares to advance into our own northern coastal waters with-
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out being annihilated by the German Air Force. Our own escort forc-
es (destroyers, torpedo-boats) are numerically so weak that our capital
ships are inevitably under the utmost pressure during air attacks and
enemy engagements.15

Reporting on this to the Führer three days after Tirpitz’s escape, Raeder
insisted that as long as Germany had no aircraft-carriers, the German Air
Force must provide the closest land-based support for any planned naval
operations from Norway.

Raeder’s own belief was that as there could be no major naval opera-
tions in the Arctic without committing the whole German battle fleet
based on Norway, it would be better for them to stay at anchor, as a fleet-
in-being able to deter the Allies from undertaking invasion operations.
They must be risked in Arctic operations only when the German Air Force
could establish beyond doubt exactly where the enemy was, and was strong
enough to neutralize any enemy aircraft-carriers in the vicinity.

The final conclusion the Germans drew from Tirpitz’s adventure was
not capable of early implementation: the Germans must proceed with all
haste with the construction of their own aircraft-carriers, and the provi-
sion of suitable aircraft. Hitler agreed that he believed now that an
aircraft-carrier was urgently needed. Work on the only carrier under con-
struction, the Graf Zeppelin, had in fact been shut down earlier because
of the steel shortage.*

Now Hitler realized that the sooner a battle group comprising, say,
Tirpitz, Scharnhorst, an aircraft-carrier, two heavy cruisers and some twelve
or fourteen destroyers could be formed, the better: that would change the
character of the German naval position in northern waters—and indeed
elsewhere—more decisively than any other action.

Two days after his evening discussion with Grand-Admiral Raeder at
the ‘Wolf ’s Lair’, Hitler issued the first order for intensive operations against
the Allied convoy traffic to Murmansk, ‘which so far has hardly been

* On  April , Raeder had to report to Hitler that for technical reasons
the Graf Zeppelin would not be completed before the end of ; and a month
later Hitler began to plan in terms of converting four other ships into auxil-
iary aircraft-carriers, ‘even at this late date’.16
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touched.’17 The Navy was to concentrate more submarines in the north
for this purpose, and the Air Force was to strengthen its long-range re-
connaissance and bomber forces in that region, and to move up torpedo
bombers from other theatres of war; the Air Force was instructed to keep
Murmansk under constant air attack, to survey the waters between Bear
Island and the Murman coast, to interdict the convoy traffic itself and to
attack the escorting warships.

Five days later, the new ,-ton heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper also
left Germany for Norway, where she anchored near the Tirpitz at Trond-
heim. As the build-up for the major surface attack on north Russian
convoys continued, the Germans began attacks with light forces. On 

March three destroyers of the th Flotilla sailed to attack PQ., then pass-
ing North Cape barely one hundred miles off the coast. Because of
inadequate air reconnaissance, the destroyers failed to locate the convoy,
which had become widely scattered; they did locate and sink a Panama-
nian vessel, whose survivors disclosed to them the composition and
movements of the erstwhile convoy’s escort.

The destroyers altered to engage these vessels, and in appalling condi-
tions that evening fought a series of confused actions against the cruiser
Trinidad and two British destroyers. During the actions, Trinidad was
damaged by a torpedo (one of her own) and two guns of the destroyer
Eclipse were knocked out. The convoy itself lost one-quarter of its mer-
chantmen during German air and submarine attacks. The Germans
claimed ‘a notable success’.

Looking back on the history of the north Russian convoy operations up
to this point, Admiral Tovey called attention to the importance which the
enemy now clearly attached to stopping convoy traffic.2 There was evi-
dence enough for this in the continued northward movement of enemy
warships and of submarines and aircraft reinforcements: clearly every
north Russian convoy would now involve the Allies in a major fleet oper-
ation.

Tovey was promised a number of destroyers and corvettes from West-
ern Approaches for the next convoys; and early in April he received
sufficient to increase each convoy’s anti-submarine escort to ten vessels.
The Russians were also pressed—and agreed—to receive an RAF Coastal
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Command mission to assist them in organizing their own over-seas re-
connaissance and fighter-escort services, particularly at the eastern end
of the convoys’ ,-mile journeys from Iceland. They were also asked
to bomb the German airfields in northern Norway. ‘The result was disap-
pointing’, commented Tovey later.*

Early in April the First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, warned
the Cabinet’s Defence Committee that geographic conditions in the Arc-
tic were so heavily in the enemy’s favour that losses to the convoys might
well reach a point where their running became an uneconomical propo-
sition; but political pressure for their continuance was mounting in both
London and Washington.19 Alarmed by the increasing scale of enemy at-
tack, Admiral Tovey proposed during the third week of April that if the
convoys could not be postponed until the ice receded farther north, they
should at least be limited in size; but on the th, President Roosevelt
cabled Mr Churchill a reminder that the USA had made such a  ‘tremen-
dous effort’ to get its supplies moving to Russia that it seemed to him it
would be a serious mistake to have them blocked, ‘except for most com-
pelling reasons’.20 At this level, the objections advanced by Tovey were not
considered ‘compelling’: the convoys were not restricted in size, but ex-
panded successively as each one sailed, far beyond the prudent limits
ascertained by the Admiralty’s operational research.

President Roosevelt informed Mr Churchill soon afterwards that there
were at the end of April  ships loaded or being loaded in Britain and
America; he wanted to see them being moved within the next month. On
 May, Churchill replied: ‘With very great respect, what you suggest is
beyond our power to fulfil.’ He could not, he said, press the Admiralty any
further. Four days later Marshal Stalin was also approaching Churchill
with a request to ‘take all possible measures’ to ensure that the supplies
reached Russia during May: ‘This is extremely important for our front.’

In that same month, Admiral Tovey went so far as to advocate a reduc-
tion in the number of convoys during the coming months: the

* The Russians did bomb Banak airfield in the first two days of July, de-
stroying three of KG.’s Junkers s on the ground.18
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improvement in the condition of the German bomber airfields and in
their aerial reconnaissance service would greatly facilitate the enemy’s
operations, while the ice barrier would still not have receded far enough
to the north to allow the convoys to evade them.

Three bombing attacks had now been delivered on the anchored Tirpitz
within a space of thirty days by RAF Bomber Command, but these costly
operations had resulted in no hits at all. And still the United States was
insisting on first priority for the convoys. It seemed there was little pros-
pect of their reduction.

(  )

There is no doubt that by now Adolf Hitler believed that Germany’s
ultimate victory could depend on her destroying the greatest possible
weight of Allied shipping tonnage: if they could achieve a steady attrition
of the merchant fleets, they could slow down all the Allies’ offensive oper-
ations or even choke them off altogether. In this connection he reaffirmed
in mid-April21 that ‘attacks on the Murmansk convoys are most impor-
tant at the moment’.*

Grand-Admiral Raeder did not see the tactical conditions for a full-
scale German fleet attack on the PQ convoys met as yet; but on  May a
German naval operation was mounted with the objective of finishing off

the British cruiser Edinburgh—crippled by a U-boat while proceeding
about fifteen miles ahead of the east-bound PQ. on the day before. Ad-
miral Hubert Schmundt, the German ‘Admiral Commanding, Arctic’
(Admiral Nordmeer), sent out three destroyers, including the large de-
stroyer Hermann Schoemann (Captain Schulze-Hinrichs) to finish off the
British cruiser, lying disabled, her guns in studied disarray.

After a skirmish with four destroyers escorting the homeward convoy
QP.11, the Germans found Edinburgh next day with four smaller vessels
fussing round her. They closed in for the kill.

*It is clear how he had come upon this strategy: ‘Time and again, Churchill
speaks of shipping tonnage as his greatest worry.’ Führer Naval Conference,
 February .
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Against their expectations, the cruiser’s main armament was not out of
action, and as they manœuvred into position to launch their torpedoes,
Edinburgh’s main batteries suddenly tracked round on them and opened
fire. The cruiser’s second salvo straddled the German flotilla leader Her-
mann Schoemann, stopped both her engines and smashed her funnel. The
disabled destroyer had to be abandoned under heavy fire and scuttled by
her crew. The survivors were picked up by another German destroyer and
the submarine U- (Lieutenant-Commander Heino Bohmann). The
British attempt at salvaging Edinburgh, which had been hit by another
torpedo, was given up soon after, and her flood valves were opened to
sink her.22

In the meantime, the cruiser Trinidad had had her self-inflicted torpe-
do wound temporarily repaired at Murmansk. She left on  May en route
for the United States for a more permanent refit. She was sighted by Ger-
man aircraft next day, bombed and abandoned.

The loss of Edinburgh and Trinidad underlined to the British Com-
mander-in-Chief the grave risk to which heavy naval vessels of
convoy-covering forces were constantly exposed in the waters east of Bear
Island, not only from German submarines but from German aircraft. For
a great part of the route there were up to eight submarines operating
against them, and the necessity for conserving fuel did not permit pro-
tracted anti-submarine chases; the submarines could be put down and
harassed, but seldom destroyed. So although it was adequately recognized
that the cruiser forces could provide effective cover only if in the immedi-
ate vicinity of the convoy, it was here that the cruisers were most
endangered by enemy submarines.

The inevitable result was that just as the Germans were plagued by their
‘aircraft-carrier complex’, so the British—smarting from the loss of their
two cruisers—were now equally troubled by fears for their cruisers in the
face of attacks by German submarines and bombers. Admiral Tovey went
so far as to recommend that unless the enemy airfields in northern Nor-
way could be neutralized, or until the months of darkness returned, the
convoys should be stopped altogether. ‘If they must continue for political
reasons,’ he warned, ‘very serious and heavy losses must be expected.’23

The political reasons were very formidable, however. On  May the Prime

mailto:Focalp@aol.com?subject=Mr Irving, I see on error on "PQ.17" PDF page number(s) ...
mailto:Focalp@aol.com?subject=Mr Irving, I see on error on "PQ.17" PDF page number(s) ...


the destruction of  convoy pq.17 

14 This PDF version: © Focal Point Publications 2002                                           

Report
errors

Minister minuted the Chiefs of Staff Committee:

Not only Premier Stalin but President Roosevelt will object very much
to our desisting from running the convoys now. The Russians are in
heavy action, and will expect us to run the risk and pay the price en-
tailed by our contribution. The United States ships are queuing up. My
own feeling, mingled with much anxiety, is that the convoy [PQ.]
ought to sail on the th. The operation is justified if a half gets through.24

It was in his view that to fail to make the attempt would weaken Brit-
ain’s influence with both her major Allies, while on the other hand the
vagaries of the Arctic weather or—failing that—good fortune might work
on the British side.

The Admiralty did not share Mr Churchill’s callous sentiment. ‘These
Russian convoys are be coming a regular millstone round our necks,’ Sir
Dudley Pound told Admiral E. J. King, the American chief of naval oper-
ations, on  May; and again: ‘The whole thing is a most unsound
operation, with the dice loaded against us in every direction.’25 Pound’s
sentiments were echoed by every officer engaged on the north Russian
convoy movements. But they were overruled—the convoy operations were
pressed to the inevitable climax which forms the central subject of this
book.

(  )

The clear conclusion drawn by the Germans from their light forces’
sorties into the Barents Sea (on  March and  May) was that destroyer
flotillas could not be matched against Allied convoys covered by cruisers
if the Germans were not to suffer such casualties as to make these opera-
tions unprofitable.

The German Navy’s heavy warships had been offered no opportunity to
strike at Russian convoy traffic since the first alarming sortie of Tirpitz in
March; as the Germans themselves admitted, their own aerial reconnais-
sance was still inadequate to permit major surface operations. Tirpitz’s
one brief March sweep with three destroyers had alone cost the German
Navy some , tons of fuel oil and the consequent critical logistic situ-
ation of the naval forces in Norway ruled out any extended fleet operation



The Regular Millstone 

15 This PDF version: © Focal Point Publications 2002

Report
errors

where the enemy had not been clearly identified and located first.26 This
did not affect the submarines; they operated on diesel oil, of which there
was as yet no real shortage.

By the beginning of May, the offensive build-up ordered by the Führer
two months before was taking effect: the Navy how had one battleship of
no mean capabilities, two heavy cruisers, eight destroyers and twenty sub-
marines stationed along the Norwegian coast at Trondheim, Narvik, and
Kirkenes.

Of the twenty submarines, twelve had been allocated to the anti-con-
voy operations, the remainder being defensively deployed. The German
Air Force had also taken immediate action to implement Hitler’s order:
German airmen subsequently captured during the battle of PQ. de-
scribed to British Intelligence officers how they had been on conversion
courses for torpedo-bombers at Grosseto in Italy when ‘at about the end
of March they were suddenly hurried through the remainder of the course’
and sent up to Norway; by the beginning of May the first twelve torpedo
bombers—newly converted from standard Heinkel  medium bomb-
ers—had been delivered to their units in northern Norway.27 Nine of the
torpedo-bombers of their squadron, the first squadron of KG., had at-
tacked Convoy PQ. on their first-ever sortie into the Arctic on  May;
they claimed three sinkings.

By the second half of the month the German build-up was complete.
The ,-ton heavy cruiser (‘pocket-battleship’) Lützow had also arrived
in Norway. All the German fleet units available were thus assembled there,
waiting for the order from their Commander-in-Chief to mount the first
all-out attack on an Allied eastbound convoy.

Despite the fact that this was the least favourable period of the year for
convoys in the Arctic, PQ., which sailed with thirty-five merchant ships
from Iceland on  May, was the largest convoy yet to leave for north
Russia. A contemporary description by one of the American seamen sail-
ing in this convoy gives the full flavour of the hazards of northern convoy
duties: his ship was the elderly American freighter Carlton, laden with a
cargo of explosives, tanks and tank ammunition and bound for Murmansk
with a crew of forty-five seamen. The ,-ton vessel had left Philadel-
phia in March, on the day before Hitler had signed the order for an
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intensification of attacks on Murmansk convoy traffic. To add to the
freighter’s trials, it had sailed from Philadelphia on a Friday the Thir-
teenth: even the novices among the freighter’s crew knew that this was
cocking a snook at implacable Fate. The name Carlton was to hover over
the disaster of PQ. like some bird of ill-omen: everywhere it went, trou-
ble and dislocation was churned up in her wake; and even when the rusty
tramp was finally sent down, the curse still did not desert her unhappy
crew.

One of her seamen was James E. Akins, who wrote a contemporary
record of the ship’s last voyage.28 He had signed on in Philadelphia just
before they sailed, and had learned only afterwards that the Carlton was
destined for Murmansk. Akins was a cynic: ‘We were loaded with war
materials including  tons of high explosive, loaded fore, aft and amid-
ships: they were not taking any chances on our getting through to
Russia. . . .’

The Carlton proceeded alone to Halifax, Nova Scotia, her seamen gain-
ing a grim forewarning of the hazards of their calling as they passed the
steel ribs and skeletons of several ships claimed by prowling German sub-
marines. One ship was a ‘Gulf ’ tanker. Her bows reared a hundred feet
out of the sea like some ugly sentinel, marking the start of the ,-mile
voyage to Russia. Off Halifax the Carlton lay idle for seven days. Then she
left as part of an Atlantic convoy of sixty-five ships, some heading for
Iceland and some for English ports.

On  May, the Carlton sailed as part of PQ., the convoy bound for
Murmansk.29 The Germans planned to deliver their first major assault on
this convoy, but because of the fuel shortage the surface warships were
not included in the operation. The convoy was given a large escort—five
destroyers, four corvettes, four trawlers, one minesweeper and an anti-
aircraft ship, and there was a Sea Hurricane fighter-plane waiting on the
CAM ship.*

As the days passed, the seamen also saw a plane circling the convoy all
day long; it was only two days later, when a destroyer opened fire on it,
that the Americans realized it was a German shadower.

The plane departed to the horizon and kept on circling there, unim-

* Catapult Aircraft Merchantman.
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pressed by the convoy’s escort’s fire. ‘I began to wonder’, said Akins, ‘how
anyone got medals if this was what they called war.’

Three days later, on the th, he had his answer: a flight of eight bomb-
ers was seen approaching at low level on the horizon, while high overhead
about twenty Junkers  dive-bombers appeared; one by one the latter
peeled off and dived on the merchantmen. One plane flew close to Carl-
ton and her gunners opened fire with their machine-guns, putting about
five hundred rounds into the aircraft before it caught fire. A man baled
out, and the plane—the CAM ship’s Sea Hurricane—crashed into the
sea.

The attack was hardly over before ‘eight bells’ sounded and Akins went
on watch as a lookout on the foc’s’le-head, directly above most of the
ship’s explosive cargo in No.  hatch. He confessed that he would have
given his right arm to have got out of that watch: ‘Another plane dived on
us and gave us the works. There were three or four bombs within three
feet of us, one by the poop deck, one by No.  and two amidships. They
sank about fifty feet and then went off one at a time.’

The ship was picked up ‘like an egg-shell’ and Akins heard the Master
shouting to the crew to stand by the life boats. He admitted breaking all
speed records himself in reaching his lifeboat station.

When he arrived there, everything was blanketed in steam issuing from
the engine-room.

The Carlton’s Norwegian captain, Hansen, refused to abandon ship, but
asked the chief engineer to see what damage had been done. ‘The chief
engineer did not know, and looked like he didn’t care either; so Captain
Hansen asked me to go and take a look around and find out about the
damage. I said I was willing, but that as I was a sailor I wouldn’t know
what damage there was when I saw it.’

Finally two seamen, one of them an oiler destined not to survive the
German attack on pq.17, went below. They reported that all the steam
pipes were broken. Now Akins and the boatswain were sent below to take
soundings in the shaft-alley, about as far below decks as human beings
could penetrate: ‘We went all right, but not cheerfully.’

They had taken the soundings when two more bombs detonated in close
succession right next to the Carlton. Akins claimed to have beaten the
boatswain back on to deck by thirty feet.
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Two British destroyers came alongside the disabled freighter and re-
gretted that they had orders to sink the vessel as she was holding up the
escort. Captain Hansen asked the chief engineer whether the damage could
be repaired; the engineer replied that given about two hours he felt it
could be done. Hansen requested an escort to stay with him, as the con-
voy proper had now vanished. The escort commander gave him a trawler,
Northern Spray, to tow them back to Iceland. ‘All this time the black gang
[the engine-room crew] was on deck, refusing to go below until the chief
engineer went too, as is customary in any emergency. Well, Captain Hansen
gave them all quite a spiel and they all went below, leaving the chief engi-
neer on deck “to watch for planes”.’

Even then the Carlton was not left unmolested: after twelve laborious
hours in tow of the tiny trawler, the nervous Americans—whose natural
thirst for coffee was unfortunately unrequitable as the drinking-water had
been polluted by a leaking oil line—spotted a second plane coming in to
attack. The trawler opened fire at the German aircraft and the Carlton
fired eighteen rounds from her -inch gun. The bomber dived too soon
and its bombs fell some way short. As the aircraft flew over the freighter,
it strafed them with machine-gun fire; the Americans claimed to have hit
the plane.

As usual Akins was again on watch when a new threat arose: ‘The fourth
mate, Franks, was giving us stuff about what we would do if anything
bothered us now, when someone reported ships astern of us.’ The Amer-
icans were understandably jumpy, and began visualizing the whole
German fleet closing in. Soon after, one of the warships sent off a plane,
and the seamen saw to their relief that it had British roundels. The ships
were the carrier Victorious with a screen of three destroyers. They sig-
nalled, “Congratulations on your lucky escape”.’

The American freighter limped back into Iceland on  May, and her
seamen swarmed ashore ‘with visions of getting good and drunk’, but the
strongest beverage they could buy in Iceland was coffee. Akins expressed
some dissatisfaction at the almost indecent haste with which the ship was
patched up and cleared for the next convoy’s sailing: ‘I guess they figured,
if we stayed any longer we would sink in the harbour.’ Their spirits some-
what impaired, the American seamen settled down for the long wait before
the next convoy, PQ., was due to sail.
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While the Carlton had still been on its way back to Iceland, the main air
attacks on PQ. had begun, continuing almost without pause until 

May; the Germans directed  bomber and torpedo-bomber sorties
against the convoy, sinking five more ships and damaging three. The Ger-
mans believed they had sunk nine, a success which suggested to them that
simultaneous attacks by high-level conventional bombers and low-level
torpedo-bombers would present the Allied convoy defences with the
maximum distraction.80

By the time PQ. eventually sailed, towards the end of June, the Ger-
man Air Force had amassed a mighty attacking force of aircraft in the
vicinity of North Cape, under the commanding general of the Fifth Air
Force, Colonel-General Stumpff: the armada included  twin-engined
Junkers  bombers, fifteen Heinkel  torpedo-bombers on floats, thirty
Junkers  dive-bombers and seventy-four reconnaissance aircraft includ-
ing the four-engined Focke-Wulf -the ‘Condor’-the Junkers  and
the Blohm & Voss ; all forty-two of I./KG.’s Heinkel  torpedo-
bombers had also been concentrated at Bardufoss, their training complete.
Stumpff thus disposed of  operational combat aircraft for the strike.81

It should not be thought that the whole German Air Force organization
in Norway was of an offensive nature: there was also an Air Force unit
engaged solely on Intelligence work of the greatest importance. One com-
pany of the Air Force’s th Signals Regiment had been established at
Kirkenes with the primary duty of monitoring and intercepting enemy
radio transmissions, whether they originated from the western Allies or
from the Russians; particularly important was the interception of wire-
less signals from aircraft.82

The German cryptographical service was by that time at the high peak
of its efficiency, and we know now from German naval records that at the
time Admiralty signals were regularly being intercepted and decoded up
to a certain level.

The service as a whole was so efficient that they were greatly alarmed
lest the Allies realize the extent to which their wireless traffic was being
overheard; reports originating from the Kirkenes unit were forwarded
without details of how they had been obtained, in order not to compro-
mise their method.
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All the main German heavy vessels were now concentrated in Norwe-
gian waters. The battleship Tirpitz was at Trondheim, together with the
heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper and the th and th Destroyer Flotillas; and
the rather slower ‘pocket-battleships’ Lützow and Scheer together with the
th Destroyer Flotilla and the German ‘Leader of Flotillas’ were farther
north at Narvik. This disposition of the surface forces was dictated by the
task that lay ahead of them.

The units based on Trondheim were to form a ‘First Battle Group’—to
term them a ‘squadron’ implies too inflexible a grouping—under the tac-
tical command of Admiral Schniewind, the Fleet Commander, wearing
his Flag in Tirpitz; while the Narvik units would form a ‘Second Battle
Group’ under Vice-Admiral Kummetz, Flag Officer Cruisers. (Schniewind
had temporarily replaced Vice-Admiral Ciliax as Flag Officer Battleships
during the latter’s illness.)33

At first Naval Group North, Schniewind’s operational superiors, were
uneasy about the idea of committing their heavy warships to an attack on
PQ.17: late in May, they pointed out that by the following month the ice
edge would have receded sufficiently far for the Air Force to have some
difficulty in guaranteeing to locate the enemy’s heavy units—a prerequi-
site for any sortie of the German battle fleet. To preserve some element of
surprise, therefore, the group’s commanding admiral, General-Admiral
Carls, recommended that the Trondheim group should delay its move
northwards until after the next convoy, PQ., had been sighted, and then
sail simultaneously with the pocket battleships while U-boats shadowed
the convoy.34

Admiral Schniewind was more emphatically in favour of a major fleet
operation, and when Grand-Admiral Raeder visited Trondheim on  May,
the Fleet Commander took the opportunity to hand to his Commander-
in-Chief his own fifteen-page appreciation of the naval situation in the
Arctic. He stated that he was inclined to discount the frequent Intelli-
gence reports warning of imminent Allied landings in Norway; on the
other hand, he believed that the Allies would do all in their power to aid
the Russians now that the German spring offensive had opened on the
Eastern Front.

Schniewind suggested a lightning demonstration of German naval su-
periority against the next Russian convoy; for this the ideal time would be
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June, when twenty-four hours of daylight would permit continuous aeri-
al reconnaissance, and his own fleet had been strengthened in both
destroyers and torpedo-boats.

Above all, Naval Group North had been allocated some , tons of
fuel oil for its operations in June, a considerable improvement on the
May position. In short, Admiral Schniewind recommended a ‘simulta-
neous attack by all naval units in northern waters, including Tirpitz and
Hipper’; he believed that the total destruction of a PQ convoy would have
immense consequences on the development of the war at sea.35

The Naval Staff was in principle in favour of this proposal, and on 
June Vice-Admiral Krancke, Raeder’s permanent representative at the
Führer’s headquarters, was asked to inform Hitler that a plan was being
weighed which would involve Tirpitz putting to sea.36

June certainly seemed to be the most favourable month for such an
operation: the period of spring storms would be over, and the calmer seas
would enable the destroyers to exploit their great speeds to the full. Sea
fog was less prevalent in June—with an average of only nine days of fog
in that month compared with nineteen in July.

Against that, the ice barrier would still stand so far to the south that any
convoys were bound to pass within  or  miles* of the German na-
val and air bases in northern Norway.

If the German battle fleet were to lie low in these northernmost fiords, it
could be up to the convoy within eight hours of weighing anchor; it could
strike at the convoy and be away before the distant cover force of the
Allied battle fleet could arrive to offer battle.

Past experience strongly suggested that the Allies would contain this
force in an area to the west of Jan Mayen Island until then, so that it could
equally keep one eye on the northern passages, to guard against a break-
out by one of the pocket-battleships into the Atlantic Ocean.

On  June, Naval Group North drafted an operational directive for the
attack on PQ. , and General-Admiral Rolf Carls outlined the plan ver-
bally to Admiral Schniewind, Admiral Schmundt (Admiral Commanding,
Arctic) and the Fifth Air Force soon after.

The written orders were marked Top Secret, and endorsed: ‘Number of

*All ‘miles’ in this book are nautical miles.
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those in the know is to be restricted to very minimum.’ Carls planned that
at a given codeword, both battle groups would sail from their advanced
bases at speeds and times adjusted so that they would arrive together at a
rendezvous off North Cape, from which they would advance on, and de-
stroy, the convoy. ‘Above all, the enemy’s dispositions demand a swift
assault and a brief operation. The primary object of the attack is the rap-
id destruction of enemy shipping space. To this end it will suffice for ships
to cripple the freighters with gunfire .... The taking of prizes, especially
tankers, is important ‘37 The operation was to be code-named ‘The Knight’s
Move’.

The Naval Staff in Berlin formally approved the group’s recommenda-
tions and the detailed suggestions put forward by Admiral Schniewind,
but learned soon after that Adolf Hitler was still reluctant to commit his
heavy warships. Krancke informed them that the Führer was not whole-
heartedly in agreement; on the other hand, he had not rejected the plan
altogether. This was a disappointment for the Naval Staff, but they direct-
ed Krancke to reassure Hitler that no kind of ‘gamble’ was involved, and
that they thought the operation of the highest importance. Hitler was
also to be instructed that the operation’s total success would be in no
small measure dependent on the degree of co-operation provided by the
Air Force.38 One suspects that in making this latter point the German
Naval Staff were already preparing a possible excuse for failure later on.

At first the Air Force ran true to form. Its operations staff advised the
Navy that while the Fifth Air Force would of course perform a reconnais-
sance function for the Navy, there could be no question of doing so at the
expense of their bombing effort, which had been so dramatically demon-
strated against PQ.. This suggestion that only the Air Force was of any
consequence in the campaign against the Murmansk convoys greatly an-
gered the Naval Staff, and they pointed out that impressive though the Air
Force’s success against PQ.  had been, it seemed that twenty-five ships
had in fact reached Russia: ‘But an operation like The Knight’s Move prom-
ises the opportunity, given moderately favourable conditions, of completely
destroying a convoy down to its very last ship.’39 In this vein, a detailed scheme
was prepared for Admiral Krancke or—if he should see the Führer first—
Grand-Admiral Raeder himself to put to Hitler, to persuade him to give
his blessing to the operation.40
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In the meantime, German photographic reconnaissance of Scapa Flow
on the last day of May had shown a formidable collection of British and
American warships lying at anchor there, including three battleships, three
heavy cruisers, four light cruisers and twenty-two destroyers; agents’ re-
ports and aerial reconnaissance showed that there were further Allied
warships gathering at Iceland–including aircraft-carriers.

Early in June, German agents reported convoy PQ. forming off the
south-west coast of Iceland. On  June Admiral Schmundt ordered his
first three U-boats (U-, U- and U-) to take up patrol positions
in the Denmark Strait, watching for the first signs of PQ.. These H-
boats were grouped into the ‘Ice Devil’ pack. To these and the several
U-boats that Schmundt ordered to sea in the next few days, the following
instructions were issued:

During joint operations with our surface forces the following special
orders will come into force on reception of codeword Concord:

(a) positive shadowing of the convoy takes predominance over at-
tacking it;

(b) surface forces from destroyers upwards in size may be attacked
only when positively identified as hostile. In thick weather or uncertain
situations, all attacks on warships are prohibited;

(c) our surface forces have orders not to attack submarines, but oth-
erwise to act as though submarines they meet are hostile.41

On  June, Admiral Schniewind completed his own operation order
for The Knight’s Move.42 It was outlined by Raeder to Hitler at Berchtes-
gaden next day.
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‘The Knight’s Move’

Saturday  June–Wednesday  July

When the chances on both sides are equal, it is intelligence that makes one able to
look down on one’s opponent, and which proceeds not by hoping for the best (a
method only valuable in desperate situations) but by estimating what the facts are,
and thus obtaining a clearer vision of what to expect. —Pericles to the Athenians,
in Thucydides: The Peloponnesian War, Book Two

The brief leave which Hitler had planned for himself in his private home,
the Berghof, at Berchtesgaden during early May had been interrupted by
an unseasonal fall of snow; Hitler disliked snow, and he had curtailed his
holiday. On  June, he left Munich in his special train to resume his leave
at Berchtesgaden.1

Four evenings later, Grand-Admiral Raeder, his Chief of Naval Staff,
hurried to Berchtesgaden from Berlin to broach to the Führer the plan
for the battle fleet’s attack on Convoy PQ.. He described to Hitler in
detail how their naval forces, including the German capital ships, planned
to execute The Knight’s Move, and drew particular attention to the favour-
able weather to be expected during June.2 He assured Hitler that the
operation would be executed only if air reconnaissance had established
with certainty that the fleet ran no risk of becoming embroiled with su-
perior enemy forces. Hitler showed that one aspect of the operation was
still causing him anxiety, and Raeder afterwards wrote:

The Führer considers aircraft-carriers a great threat to the large vessels.
The aircraft-carriers must be located before the attack and they must be
rendered harmless by our aircraft (Junkers s) beforehand.

The only acceptable alternative to this would be if the carrier forces
were found to be so distant as to rule out any possibility of their interven-
ing against the German battle fleet before it had broken off its operations
and withdrawn. Raeder stressed to Hitler that the Navy was dependent
on the Air Force for adequate aerial reconnaissance; he suggested that the
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Air Force should concentrate on this even at the expense of participating
in the attack on the convoy.

Given the Navy’s prospects of obtaining a total victory with their war-
ships alone, this seemed a not unreasonable request. (In the event, air
reconnaissance was to prove the operation’s weakest link.) To all this Hit-
ler agreed, and he approved Raeder’s plan for the two battle groups to
transfer to advanced bases in the far north as soon as the convoy was
sighted.

Raeder specifically minuted that the actual order to sail would be ‘sub-
ject to the Führer’s approval’.

The operation order issued for The Knight’s Move by Admiral Schniewind
from his flagship Tirpitz on the day before this Berchtesgaden conference
had dealt with every likely contingency. The objective was ‘the annihila-
tion of the PQ convoy in collaboration with U-boats and the Air Force.’3

The strategic purpose of the attack was the destruction of the enemy’s
shipping capacity; the sinking of the actual cargoes carried was of sec-
ondary importance. Enemy escort vessels were to be neutralized only in
so far as necessary for the achievement of this objective.

According to the German Intelligence service, the convoy was due off

Jan Mayen Island on about  June.
Previous convoys had steamed hard up against the ice-barrier in a broad

pattern of four or five columns, escorted by one or two cruisers and sev-
eral submarines; PQ.  in particular had also been screened by about five
destroyers proceeding three to ten miles ahead of the convoy and a num-
ber of destroyers on either flank and bringing up the rear. It was believed
to have been met by an escort of Russian destroyers and submarines from
about ° East onwards.

A force consisting of one or two battleships, an aircraft-carrier, cruisers
and destroyers had stood in its usual covering position between Iceland
and Jan Mayen Island, while a cruiser covering force, of two heavy and
two light cruisers and a destroyer screen, had accompanied PQ.  to about
° East, at which meridian it had turned back.

On that occasion, the Allies had flown continuous reconnaissance sor-
ties over Trondheim and Narvik both before and during the convoy’s
passage, to watch for German fleet movements.
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The command structure for The Knight’s Move was complex and con-
fused, and Schniewind saw in this a source of possible embarrassment
later. While he himself would retain tactical control of the sortie from his
flagship, operational control was vested in General-Admiral Carls at Na-
val Group North headquarters in Kiel; Carls would assume command of
all naval forces—both surface and submarine—during the actual sortie.
The movements and operations of the U-boats would be the immediate
responsibility of the Admiral Commanding, Arctic, Hubert Schmundt,
who would remain at Narvik aboard his command vessel Tanga. His office
would repeat all submarine signals, sighting reports, and the like to the
fleet commander, Schniewind, in Tirpitz. Schmundt’s communications
with the Air Force units were even less direct, and on several occasions
during the coming operation Intelligence derived by Air Force units was
to take an inordinate time reaching his headquarters at Narvik.4 The rea-
son was that the Oslo-based Fifth Air Force, in overall charge of the air
operations, had established a forward headquarters at Kemi, and as wire-
less traffic between the two headquarters could be intercepted by the enemy
all communication had to be conducted by time-wasting coded teleprinter
signals over a thousand miles of landline, which—the Germans believed—
could not be monitored by unfriendly ears.4 The links between Oslo and
Narvik, and between the various naval headquarters, were of a similar
nature.

The German Navy’s entire available strength in Norway was to become
concentrated on the convoy: the First Battle Group, comprising Tirpitz,
Hipper, five destroyers of the th and th Flotillas and two torpedo-boats,
all currently at Trondheim; and the Second Battle Group, consisting of
Lützow—flagship of the Flag Officer Cruisers, Vice-Admiral Kummetz—
and Admiral Scheer, and five destroyers of the th Flotilla, all stationed at
Narvik. The potency of this battle fleet cannot be over-emphasized: the
formidable armament of the new battleship Tirpitz, mounting eight -
inch guns, has already been referred to; Hipper mounted the more
conventional -inch guns, but both Scheer and Lützow had -inch guns
as their main armament.5

As soon as the preparative order had been issued, all the warships would
transfer northwards to advanced bases: the First Battle Group would trans-
fer from Trondheim Fiord to the Gimsöy Narrows, in Vestfiord, while the
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somewhat slower Second Battle Group would transfer from Narvik right
up to the northern reaches of Altenfiord, the Leads at Soröy being sug-
gested for their wait. There the destroyers would complete with fuel oil
from oilers awaiting them.* Both battle groups were to be ready to sail
within twenty-four hours of leaving for these advanced bases.

As soon as aerial reconnaissance had detected the approach of the Al-
lied convoy, and the codeword had been issued for the attack by Naval
Group North in Kiel, both battle groups would sail at their respective
maximum speeds, which would enable them to join up about a hundred
miles to the north-west of North Cape, having by then covered about half
the run to the chosen battleground east of Bear Island. East of Bear Is-
land! It was to the west of this dreary, uninhabited hummock in the middle
of the Arctic that Admiral Sir John Tovey had anticipated that the Ger-
man fleet’s attack would develop. But Schniewind was quite plain about
this:

The most favourable conditions for the attack are at present met in the
sea area to the east of Bear Island and between about  and  degrees
East.

At least four hours before action was joined, Schniewind was to pass
details of the probable timing, location and direction of the German at-
tack to the command authorities ashore by means of a message flown off

by one of his ship’s aircraft—not by wireless telegraphy, which might be
intercepted by the enemy. The two torpedo-boats were to await the re-
turn of the battle fleet to the Leads off North Cape.

In the meantime, the German Air Force was expected to carry out con-
tinuous sweeps reconnoitring the sea routes along which the warships
planned to advance on the convoy, beginning some five hours before the
battle fleet weighed anchor, and extending two hundred miles out from
the coast in an arc subtended by the latitude of ° North and the merid-
ian of ° East. The Fifth Air Force had also been requested to lay on

* The destroyers of the First Battle Group to oil from Nordmark, Tiger,
and—if necessary—from Tirpitz herself; those of the Second Battle Group
from Dithmarschen.
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fighter cover for the fleet, both as it lay in wait at its northern bases and
during its outward and inward movements, for as far as fighter endur-
ance would permit.

Schniewind realized that it was imperative for the battle fleet to attack
and wipe out the convoy in one rapid, concentrated strike before the Al-
lied fleet could rush down to intervene; hence the need for reliable air
reconnaissance all the time. He intended, if the convoy should prove to be
escorted by several heavier naval units, to attack with both battle groups
in concert from one side of the convoy. The elimination of any cruiser
covering force would fall to the First Battle Group—Tirpitz and Hipper—
while the remaining warships would deal with the light forces and
merchant vessels. Action with superior or equal forces was to be avoided
at all costs. The German battle fleet would circle round to surprise the
enemy from ahead, where they would be least expected. If on the other
hand he had reliable information that the convoy’s cover consisted only
of one or two cruisers, then he would order an enveloping attack, the
battle groups attacking from both sides of the convoy right from the start,
which would ensure even swifter destruction.

Should the convoy be hugging the ice-barrier, he would open the action
by circling right round to the north to force the ships away from the ice,
and thus enable his destroyers to deliver their attacks unhampered by ice
floes. There was one other possibility for which Schniewind had to pre-
pare, the unlikely event that the Allies should accompany the convoy for
part of its voyage with a heavy covering force including one or more bat-
tleships. He would then continue to press his attack, but only so long as
the balance of strength allowed any prospect of neutralizing the Allied
strength. It was no part of German naval strategy to engage superior en-
emy forces.

Admiral Schniewind envisaged the fleet action against convoy PQ.
taking the following course: the first battle group to sight the convoy would
alarm the other by signal lamp. The enemy’s warships would probably at
once come out to offer battle, while the convoy escaped under a smoke-
screen. The enemy would probably send in their destroyers first to launch
a torpedo attack; then they would endeavour to lure the German battle
fleet over the waiting Allied submarines that would have accompanied
the convoy. The countermeasure would be to keep on the move, while
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each ship’s guns opened fire on several targets from the start, as the battle
fleet—and primarily Tirpitz and Hipper—set about annihilating the cruis-
ers accompanying the convoy. The German destroyer flotillas were to
engage the enemy destroyers and prevent them from manœuvring for
torpedo attacks, while they themselves were to seize every opportunity of
launching torpedo attacks on the enemy’s cruisers—and if the range were
to close so far—on the enemy’s destroyers and merchant ships as well.
But these diversions were not to jeopardize their main rôle, screening the
heavy German warships. The German battle fleet might open fire on any
merchant ships coming within range as soon as opportunities presented
themselves, even during the preliminary action with the covering forces;
but once this action was over, and the convoy’s covering forces were on
the run, the real massacre would begin.

For the attack on the convoy it would be sufficient to cripple the mer-
chant ships. There was neither time for nor sense in waiting to finish off

each one; the disabled freighters could be sunk afterwards by the follow-
ing U-boats and bomber aircraft. If possible, prizes were to be taken by
the destroyers, particularly any tankers in the convoy, but only if there
was no likelihood of new enemy forces arriving on the scene and turning
the tables. They might also attempt to force enemy freighters from the
convoy to steer for German-occupied ports, without attempting to set a
prize-crew aboard each one. Destroyers might attempt to take some pris-
oners for Intelligence purposes, but their primary rôle was unchanged:
screening the capital ships.

Visibility on the field of battle would be poor, with fires, fumes, smoke-
screens, and possibly fog. German warships were enjoined to exercise
especial care not to engage their own ships; their attention was called to
their radar device enabling them to distinguish friend from foe. The Ger-
man U-boats were for their part directed not to fire torpedoes during the
battle unless their targets had been identified beyond all doubt as Allied;
any submarines encountered, on the other hand, were to be treated as
hostile to the extent of forcing them to dive, without actually sinking them.
The German bomber crews were reminded that the roofs and sides of
gun turrets on German ships were painted luminous yellow, while large
red-white-and-black swastikas were painted on the fore- and afterdecks,
should there still be any doubt in their minds.
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The task of the German Air Force would be to locate and shadow PQ.
and its covering force, the latter particularly as it passed through the area
between ° and ° East, paying special attention to the number—if any—
of battleships and cruisers; to the convoy’s distance from the ice-barrier;
to the composition and deployment of the convoy’s close escorts, and to
whether there were any submarines or fighter aircraft among its defences;
and to obtaining general meteorological information just prior to the
battle’s commencement. The Allied naval bases were to be kept under
constant surveillance too.

Once the battle had begun, the Air Force was to provide spotter planes
as well. Finally, the Fifth Air Force was asked to arrange a mass bombing
attack on the convoy just before the arrival of the German battle fleet, so
that the latter could exploit any confusion and disarray to the full. After
the action was over, all destroyers were to keep at least three torpedoes in
reserve for possible actions on the homeward run. Admiral Schniewind
ended with a sober provision for disaster: ‘The tugs Atlantik and Pelworm
are to stand by at instant readiness at Narvik, as soon as the First Battle
Group has put to sea from its advanced base.’

On  June, Admiral Schmundt ordered U- to sea with U-. U-

was already putting out from Narvik, and U- had left Trondheim on
the previous day. On the th, he ordered U- to sail from Trondheim
next day, and on the rd he ordered U- and U- to put out of Nar-
vik and Bergen respectively. All these U-boats received the same orders,
and all were to join the ‘Ice Devil’ pack being formed to fight Convoy
PQ..6*

But the middle of June, which the ‘rhythm’ of previous convoy sailings
had suggested would be the time for the sailing of PQ., had come and
gone and still the convoy had not been sighted.

The German Air Force had completely reversed its former attitude to-

* Nine U-boats were now at sea: U- (Bohmann); U- (Timm); U-

(Reche); U- (Siemon); U- (La Baume); U- (Marks); U- (von
Hymmen); U- (Teichert); U- (Brandenburg). Two more U-boats, U-
 (Göllnitz) and U- (Bielfeld) were later attached to the ‘Ice Devil’ pack
for the attack on PQ..
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wards the Navy and now promised to carry out total air reconnaissance
up to a radius of  miles off North Cape, with fresh reconnaissance
available at four hours’ notice.

This far exceeded the Navy’s wildest expectations, and made success for
The Knight’s Move a virtual certainty. Word was passed to Captain von
Puttkamer, Hitler’s naval adjutant, about this development at once.7

Despite the lack of hard information on the convoy’s departure, the
German Naval Staff judged by the end of June that the time had come to
throw a spanner into the works of any Allied plan for a battleship force to
cover PQ. so far east as to make it impossible for Tirpitz safely to attack.
On  June, arrangements were made for ‘reliable’ information to be chan-
nelled into the British Intelligence network to the effect that the
pocket-battleships Admiral Scheer and Lützow were fully provisioned and
ready to break out together into the Atlantic ‘through the Denmark Strait’,
as soon as weather permitted. The ships were to be correctly described as
lying at Narvik.8

At last the nerve-eroding inactivity of the ten U-boats sent out by Ad-
miral Schmundt to patrol south of Jan Mayen Island seemed to be over:
at . p.m. on  June air reconnaissance glimpsed a large westbound
convoy, QP., only  miles north of North Cape.9

Now Naval Group North knew that PQ. must also have sailed. Some-
where, The Knight’s Move’s victim was at sea.

(  )

During June, the backlog of shipping in Icelandic ports had assumed
considerable proportions. In Reykjavik there were dozens of ships await-
ing the formation of convoys.

The protracted delays and the waiting at anchor among the steep and
icy cliffs led to increasing unrest among the Allied merchant crews, al-
ready taxed to the utmost by the unwelcome prospect of the hazardous
duty that lay ahead. The crews of earlier convoys had run amok in Ice-
land, enraging the local populace by starting costly battles using the
precious eider eggs as missiles, and by ‘fraternizing’ with the women. All
shore-leave had been cancelled. Two-thirds of PQ.’s ships were Ameri-
can, and the United States had been at war only six months: their merchant
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ships were  still crewed by an unhappy mixture of extravagantly paid ($

a month, plus danger-money) professional seamen, mercenaries and an
international mob of cut-throat nomads. Each had been provided with
an ‘armed guard’ of American servicemen to man the guns. Typical of the
ships was the Troubadour, a ,-ton tramp built twenty-two years be-
fore by an English firm and already a veteran of both the Belgian and the
Italian merchant marines; now she was American-owned, but flew the
Panamanian flag—a rusting steamer that had been scuttled by her trucu-
lent crew at Jacksonville when America entered the war, and now boasted
a seventeen-nation crew of ex-convicts and the rakings of the U.S. depor-
tation camps. While at anchor in New York harbour one month before,
the ship’s ammunition magazine had been deliberately flooded ‘by a per-
son or persons unknown’. Eight Colt automatic pistols had been issued to
the naval Armed Guard officers shortly before sailing: ‘This was consid-
ered necessary in view of the conduct of the ship’s crew.’

In Iceland on  June, twenty members of Troubadour’s crew mutinied,
having been told their ship was now bound for Russia; they sent a depu-
tation up to their Master, the Norwegian Captain George Salvesen, and
told him they refused to take the ship any farther. The Reykjavik port
director ordered Salvesen to use his ship’s Armed Guard to quell the mu-
tiny. The American naval gunners rounded up the seamen and barred a
dozen of them into a stinking hold in the forepeak area, in ‘very crowded,
foul conditions’. The seamen held out in there under armed guard for
fifty hours and then surrendered. ‘We didn’t have any more appreciable
trouble until the convoy reached Russia,’ reported the Armed Guard officer,
Ensign Howard E. Carraway, to his superiors.* 10

The days rolled by and still the merchant ships lay at anchor there. Ear-
ly in June, the Chief of Naval Operations in Washington had been advised
that the British Admiralty had postponed PQ. ’s departure until the
th, but that the number of ships in this and the following convoys was

* In Archangel, following trouble over women, the ship’s crew was again
imprisoned in a tiny hold, for ½ weeks this time. They were eventually turned
over to the Russian penal authorities. The ship’s Master, two officers and
Carraway were cleared at a Court of Inquiry subsequently held by the War
Shipping Administration.10
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to remain unchanged. A week later Washington had again been advised
that PQ.  was to depart on  June, but that date came and went, and
still the convoy had not sailed. At about the same time, the American
naval authorities learned that the normal rule, that there must be suffi-
cient lifeboat capacity on each side of a ship to accommodate all its crew,
had been waived by the British Ministry of War Transport, provided that
the ship had enough rafts and floats; this relaxation of the rules would
not in itself be dangerous—provided that the ship remained in convoy
with other vessels, of course.11

In Iceland, the American seamen were not allowed to listen to the wire-
less, so they built their own illicit sets and even tuned in to the broadcasts
of Mr William Joyce (Lord Haw-Haw) beamed from Germany. Joyce’s
warning, shortly before PQ.  sailed, to American seamen to stay out of
the Barents Sea caused them great amusement; the seamen naturally pre-
ferred the BBC’s more palliatory bulletins on the shipping war. ‘We were
to learn later to our disgust the loose manner in which the BBC handled
the truth,’ an officer of the American Bellingham said.12

During June, Allied Intelligence had appreciated that the Germans in-
tended to employ their heavy surface ships to attack the next eastbound
convoy, PQ. , east of Bear Island.13 This was a reversal of the tactics
previously expected of the enemy, and one might have expected that the
Admiralty would persuade the British Government to postpone the op-
eration until the conditions were less favourable to the enemy; as it was,
the political pressure was the stronger, and the decision was taken to sail
the convoy, even though the Cabinet knew that their naval forces could
not protect it in the area where the German battle fleet planned to attack
it. This was the point of error; but apparently PQ. , like its predecessor,
would be considered ‘justified’ even if only half got through.

The Cabinet had given the British Admiralty a task which it could not
possibly perform: if Tirpitz were to attack east of Bear Island, circum-
stances would be wholly in her favour; she would be fighting close to
friendly shores, under a powerful air ‘umbrella’, with the maximum co-
operation of the German reconnaissance and bomber forces assembled
at North Cape. The Allied naval forces would have no shore-based air
support in these waters; they would be a thousand miles from base, and
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their destroyers would have insufficient fuel to escort a damaged ship to
harbour.

There seemed to Admiral Tovey, Commander-in-Chief of the Home
Fleet, only two ways of successfully challenging a German surface attack
on PQ.: the Allied submarines stationed off the Norwegian coast could
attempt to stop the German battle fleet— at best a meagre chance; or
alternatively, by a ruse, the enemy heavy ships could be lured farther west-
ward than they had bargained for, lured westward on to the guns of Tovey’s
distant battle fleet. This latter could be achieved, as Tovey suggested to
the Admiralty, by turning the convoy back as it reached about ° East at
which juncture the German battle fleet would probably have been sailed;
the convoy would retrace its path for twelve to eighteen hours, in the
hope that the enemy would either be tempted to search westwards for the
reported convoy—bringing them within range of the cruising Home
Fleet—or would at least be obliged to move for an extended period in the
waters off North Cape, where the Allied submarines were waiting for them.
Tovey’s proposal, which later study of German intentions suggests would
not have met with success, was soon after disapproved by the Admiralty.

Admiral Tovey’s distant covering force would consist of the battleships
Duke of York (his flagship) and Washington (the latter wearing the flag of
Rear-Admiral R. C. Giffen, USN, commanding the American Task Force
); three cruisers, the aircraft-carrier Victorious and fourteen destroyers
were also included in the force, which would stand to the north-east of
Jan Mayen Island. PQ.  was the first such operation for which a substan-
tial American force had been subordinated to British command. Tovey
issued orders according to which the British cruiser London (wearing the
flag of Rear-Admiral L. H. K. Hamilton, commanding the First Cruiser
Squadron), together with the cruisers HMS Norfolk, USS Wichita and USS
Tuscaloosa, would form a ‘cruiser covering force’ for PQ., screened by
three destroyers—USS Wainwright (Captain D. P. Moon, USN, ‘ComDes-
Ron ’), USS Rowan and HMS Somali (th Destroyer Flotilla leader).14 A
signal was accordingly made to Wichita, on patrol in the Denmark Strait,
ordering her to depart forthwith for Hvalfiord in Iceland. On the same
day Admiral Tovey instructed the cruiser covering force to be prepared to
reach the vicinity of PQ.  on  July, and to remain in a covering position
until  July, ‘or as circumstances dictate’.15
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The convoy would, as before, be provided with a close escort, with Com-
mander J. E. Broome, RN, as Senior Officer Escort; Broome’s force would
consist of no fewer than six destroyers, four corvettes, three minesweep-
ers, two anti-aircraft ships and four trawlers as a measure of protection
against German submarines and aircraft throughout the whole of the
convoy’s passage. There were also two submarines in the convoy, which
would remain concealed from the enemy as far as possible; should a Ger-
man surface attack develop they were to endeavour to attack the German
heavy vessels.

Rear-Admiral L. H. K. Hamilton had been appointed to the command
of the First Cruiser Squadron four months before; known as ‘Turtle’ Hamil-
ton not only to his family but throughout the Royal Navy, he had been
one of the original Osborne cadets in ; after going on to Dartmouth
he had passed out of the training cruiser Cumberland with the King’s
Gold Medal for the ‘most gentlemanlike bearing’, and for his good infl-

uence on his fellow cadets.
The Royal Navy was his life’s career, and he viewed its detractors with

proud disdain. In  he had been awarded his first DSO for an expedi-
tion several hundred miles inland in an Army support operation in West
Africa. After commanding both Norfolk and Delhi, he was given com-
mand of Aurora in January , winning a bar to his DSO during the
ill-fated Norwegian campaign. Hamilton was universally popular with all
ranks, in a service noted for its rivalry. He was a humane officer and a
chivalrous warrior, a man who wrote a weekly letter to his mother (‘My
Dear Mum . . .’) in London, a regular correspondence which paused mo-
mentarily only for the black week surrounding the events depicted in this
book.

When he was promoted to Rear-Admiral in the spring of , he had
been one of the first to disapprove: it represented a first departure from a
naval tradition of two centuries whereby promotion to flag rank went by
seniority alone. He had been given command of the First Cruiser Squad-
ron only in February . In many respects, he was old-fashioned in his
service outlook: he took the cruiser London as his flagship, as Norfolk had
the Senior Captain in the squadron and he preferred a junior Flag Cap-
tain.
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