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STRUGGLE FOR THE SEALANES

September 1939—December 1940

The war plans of the Royal Navy had been taking shape since 1936, when
Hitler’'s march into the Rhineland had set the pattern of his future path of
aggression. Even at that time, it was apparent to the British Chiefs-of-Staff that war
would come, and in a memorandum to the Cabinet they assumed it would break
out in the latter part of 1939.

As a result of the Rhineland occupation a supplementary naval estimate was
introduced into the House of Commons in 1936 to build two new battle ships, an
aircraft-currier, five cruisers, and a variety of smaller ships, to be followed in
1937 by estimates which included another three battleships, two more aircraft-
carriers, seven cruisers, and a big increase in small craft. And when the nation
went to war in 1939, the first of these ships were beginning to join the fleet.
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The war plans, which were sent out from the Admiralty on January 30,
1939, represented the adoption of a defensive strategy. this has to be so in the early
stages of is a well-proved element in the exercise of sea power. The desire to rush
into offensive action has so often been the prelude to local disaster that naval
planning in the initial stages of a maritime war must always allow time for a
sufficient force to be built up and trained for the offensive. Only when that stage
has been reached can the true dividends of an offensive strategy be harvested.

The naval plan in 1939, which was based on the assumption that the war
would be fought against both Germany and Italy from the start, fell into three
broad parts. The first looked to the defense of trade in home waters and the
Atlantic. This was fundamental to any national strategy, for supplies are the vital
sinews of war. Second came the defense of trade in Mediterranean and the Indian
Ocean. It was obvious that, if Italy became an energetic enemy, her dominating
geographical position in the Mediterranean would force all seaborne trade to use the
longer route round the Cape of Good Hope, but it was hoped to contain her
adequately with a strong fleet in the Mediterranean. The third broad part of the
naval plan was the imposition of a blockade on Germany and Italy, and with the
actual declaration of war was published the list of contraband liable to seizure at
BRAEM, B 1939 SFXES R, X268 A0 B0 & M B 7 U4 AR
PR BA .
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seca, even if carried in neutral ships.

To put the plan into operation, the main strength of the Home Fleet was
concentrated in Scotland. Far to the north the cruisers of the Northern Patrol kept
watch, waiting to intercept any enemy or neutral ship, whether inward or outward
bound. From the Shetlands to the coast of Norway a line of search was mounted,
partly by air patrols, partly by submarines. The Home Fleet, less a few uvnits stationed
elsewhere, lay at Scapa Flow, more than capable of meeting any surface threat which
the enemy could mount at sea. At Rosyth lay the aircraftcarrier Furious and her
attendant destroyers, while submarine flotillas were based at Dundee and Blyth to
carry the naval war into German waters. A cruiser squadron and a destroyer flotilla lay
in the Humber, while far to the south a force of battleships, aircraftcarrier, cruisers,
and destroyers was based at Portland to hold the southern exit into the Atlantic.

In addition to the Home Fleet, the four home commands—Plymouth,
Portsmouth, the Nore, and Rosyth-—each had forces of destroyers, anti-submarine
vessels, and minesweepers for convoy duties and local defense, under the
command of the local commander-in-chief. In the light of existing naval knowledge
in 1939, all this formed a net strong enough and wide enough to cat‘ch any enemy
ship attempting to force a way out or in.

XL gt .

KT RIS, EEA LA B BRI LY LK
B ALBA AL ZE AL B M (ST, WA R T B s oy [ A RO R 7R 3R
NG MEER AR T ARSI R B
Fo BRT—/NSYSEFLAERIAL SN, K LA 2R SRR, B DR AT
KEHBERW RN, 5 ERTE 7RSS U SR IRE, 8N A
FULE XS FAT ST, LA R B B R M K 5 A B W 38, — 2 3K % AR P BA P35 E AR
A BTN X, R NS ILE — Sl SR . A2 AR 0 A 4 R
ROFEEA, RN TR B TE RS 2L, LIBHE U AR RMAD,

BRT AR, GREGFFN . AMKFER. SRS BRI AE
RER# T HOKEER, REMMHEN, £FERK 54 0EETF T LT
MUBEF o #28R 1930 4R BT MG FHIR, A XEHBRERT —BAE 1Mk
K, R CAERIRAT AR £ B 3 o 4 B



In the Mediterranean, the agreement was that the French navy would hold the
western basin in force. The British Mediterranean Fleet was therefore based on
Alexandria, to operate in and dominate the eastern basin. To implement the blockade,
the naval plan called for strong forces in the Gibraltar straits and the Red Sea, where
examination anchorages for strong forles in the Gibraltar straits and the Red Sea, where
examination anchorages for all merchant ships entering the Mediterranean were set up.

The German battle plans

The German war plans were, of course, tailored to a fleet which was basically
unready for war. Shortly after coming to power, Hitler had told Admiral Raeder that he
would not precipitate a general war until 1944, and it was on this assumption that Raeder
had planned German naval expansion. When the war came in 1939, many of the ships
which Raeder had hoped would be ready were still building or in the planning stage.
Nevertheless, he still had a useful navy. The three pocketbattleships—nominally of
10000 tons to keep within treaty limitations but secretly built to 13000 tons—were
immediately available. The battlecruisers Scharmhorst and Gneisenau, which also
exceeded their treaty limits, by 6000 tons, were formidable opponents, and the big
Hipper-class cruiser, some 4000 tons overweight, were nearly ready. There were 56
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1 Erich Raeder (1876-1960), German admiral, who fought both in World War [ and World War 11 .
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Uboats', of which all but ten were operational, and their crews had been well trained,
during the years when no Uboats were permitted, under the pretence that they were
undergoing anti-submarine exercise.

The German battle instructions were issued to their fleet in May 1939. The
plan envisaged a continuous series of operations in the North Sea to create as much
nuisance as possible, mainly by attacks on shipping, and thus tying down large
British forces to contain them. All the larger ships were due to cruise in the oceans
in a heavy and sustained attack on merchant shipping. The U-boats were to operate
against trade in the Atlantic and in the approaches to the main British ports. And to
counterbalance the delay in the new heavy ships still under construction, a number
of merchant ships were to be taken in hand for conversion into fast, heavily armed
raiders.

In the German battle instructions, one ominous phrase was inserted:
“fighting method will never fail to be employed merely because some international
regulations are opposed to them.” It was a foreshadowing of the unrestricted
submarine and raider warfare which, it had been hoped in Britain, had by now
been outlawed for all time as an instrument of naval warfare.

The German navy made its war dispositions in good time. On August 21,
WEAMIA AT 56 BETEAE, BRT 10 8545 ERRE (A, M0 EL ¥ BE A 5 76 1 S S8 AL e,
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1 U-boat, German submarine, used in World War 1 .




1939, the pocket-battleship Graf Spee, using darkness for her passage of the North
Sea, slipped into the Atlantic unobserved. Three days later the Deutschland,
another pocket-battleship, made a similar move, also undetected. Their supply
tankers, Alrmark and westerwald, joined them there, their passage also being
unobserved. Between August 19 and 29, 17 of the ocean-going type of U-boats
were sent out to their Atlantic war patrol areas while seven of the smaller coastal
type were dispatched to lay mines off the Channel' ports. Six more were sent out to
patrol the central North Sea.

The initial task of the Royal Navy? was to draw a ring round the enemy,
denying him the supplies which could only come over the seas. From the south of
Norway, across and down the Mediterranean, and throughout the length of the
Mediterranean, Allied® sea power held the ring. Allied land and air power filled the
Continental gaps. Only to the east, where Russia enjoyed a breathing space through
her non-aggression pact with Germany, was a possible supply line left open. One
result of this closing of the ring can be judged by the fact that, from the outbreak
of war to the end of 1939, the Royal Navy seized 530,000 tons of supplies destined
for Germany.

It was outside this ring, however, that the problem accumulated. Within hours
BRI LR RBEBA . EIRAARFRRED LS Mgyt R e
6. WARBIEkZY%, M8 H 19 BHE 20 A, 17 {8 1 5 18 5g o 35 2
FU K VG PE U AR I, 7 AN TR A T 0 U R R GO O A T K
B, MESh, AT 6 BB AETE AL M AR B8 BKGE
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RN — EE MBS, REEREE SRR GEE, Bk
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1 the English Channel.
2 Royal Navy, the Navy of Britain.
3 of or relating to the nations united against the Axis powers in World War 1] .
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of the declaration of war the Donaldson liner Athenia was attacked by U-30 200
miles west of Hebrides, and was sunk with a loss of 112 lives. It is true that the
captain of U-30 exceeded his instructions in sinking this ship, bur her loss was
taken in the British Admiralty as evidence that unrestricted submarine warfare was
already in force. The provisional arrangements in the war plan for the defence of
ocean trade, which was to have been by the patrol of focal points and the evasive
routing of merchant ships, was abandoned, and it was decided to adopt the full

convoy system as soon as it could be introduced.

Lack of escorts
It was at this stage that the Royal Navy began to feel acutely the pre-war
lateness of the naval rebuilding programme. Such destroyers and other ships as were

available as convoy escorts lacked the endurance to take them far out into the
Atlantic, and until the new ships came along, a “limit of convoy” had to be
drawn at about 300 miles to the west. After that point, the ships in convoy
dispersed and proceeded independently. Incoming convoys were escorted across the
Atlantic by an anti-raider escort, usually an armed merchant cruiser, and then were
picked up by the escort forces at the limit of convoy and escorted into British ports.
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Later, as the new ships became available, the convoy limit was pushed farther out
into the Atlantic, but it was not until mid-1941 that the Royal Navy was able to
provide an anti-submarine escort all the way across the Atlantic.

But even with these limitations, the shipping loss figures were fairly
encouraging. Up to the end of 1939, U-boats had sunk 114 ships, with a tonnage
of 421,156, but nine U-boats had paid the price. Considering the attenuated
strength of the escort forces, these figures were satisfactory. But that these results
were ephemeral in the overall picture was always present in the British Admiraity’s
mind. It was known that Germany was embarking on a very substantial program of
U-boat construction, and that, by 1941 at latest, the number of operational
submarines would be doubled or trebled, and that this number would be
progressively increased as the war lengthened. There was no blinking the fact that,
once the U-boat fleet was at full strength, merchant ship losses would be grievous.

In the meantime, an attempt to take the offensive against the U-boat led to
disaster. Two hunting groups were formed, each consisting of an aircraft-carrier
and four destroyers, to operate against U-boats in the western approaches. On
Septemberl4. the Ark Royal was narrowly missed by torpedoes from U-39. The
escorting destroyers counterattacked, sank the U-boat, and captured her crew. But
PRREET KB RAE., HREHES 1941 £44, SREES BB REBTHR K
P R 2B TS,
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it had been a narrow shavel.

Three days later the second hunting group was in action. The aircraft-carrier
Courageous was sighted by U-29, which torpedoed and sank her with a loss of 519
lives, and lived to tell the tale. At that stage of the war aircraft-carrier were
particularly valuable ships, since those ordered in 1936 and 1937 were not expected
to be operational until 1941 at earliest, and the British Admiralty quickly decided
that it was asking for trouble to risk them on that type of warfare. The Ark Royal
was quickly withdrawn to take her proper place again with the Home Fleet.

Inside the Admiralty an organization was growing to co-ordinate the war
against the U-boat. Before the war an operational intelligence center had been set up
to deal with all intelligence received of an operational nature, to deduce its value,
and to pass it out to the fleet.

On the submarine side a “tracking room” was established into which came
every piece of U-boat intelligence. Reports from agents in enemy countries, giving
details of arrivals and departures, U-boat sightings by ships and aircraft, U-boat
attacks, and, most prolific source of all, wireless bearings of ever message
transmitted at sea by a U-boat-all were channeled into the intelligence center. The
E-REEMD . :
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1 narrow shave, an almost unsuccessful escape or avoiding of sth. bad; narrow escape.
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