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INTRODUCTION

In June 1941, Germany and its allies invaded the Soviet Union. At that moment, a vast nation that had been a dubious neutral power suddenly became Britain’s most important ally. Within a month, Britain agreed to supply military aid to the Soviet Union: tanks, trucks, aircraft and other war materiel.

These shipments were sent to help the Soviets resist the German invaders, at a time when the fate of the world hung in the balance. While some aid was sent through Iran, the bulk of the shipments were transported by sea, directly from Britain to the Russian Arctic ports of Archangel and Murmansk. This meant passing close to German-occupied Norway, where both the Kriegsmarine (German Navy) and Luftwaffe (German Air Force) were firmly established. So, the British Home Fleet was given the responsibility of protecting these Arctic convoys as they passed within range of the German bases in northern Norway.

In the summer of 1942, with no ‘Second Front’ possible, the most significant challenge facing the Western Allies was ensuring this flow of war materiel continued. The Germans were slow to wake up to the threat posed by these convoys. As such, until the start of 1942, the convoys were largely unopposed. Then, when the Germans realized what was at stake, heavy air and naval reinforcements were redeployed to northern Norway. This included a powerful naval surface group, centred on the battleship Tirpitz, sister ship of Bismarck. In January 1942, Tirpitz arrived in Norwegian waters. It was moored in the Faettenfjord to the north-east of Trondheim, a spot chosen because it was easy to defend and difficult to attack. Tirpitz had been sent there to form the core of the Kriegsmarine’s battlegroup in Norwegian waters. Essentially, this battlegroup was what was known as a ‘fleet in being’. This was a strategic concept first defined by the American naval theorist Alfred Mahan, which centred on the use of a smaller fleet when facing a larger one.

In essence, a smaller fleet, even when it remained in port, would still pose a threat to a larger fleet, obliging the latter to keep a similar-sized force in the region to counter its smaller rival. This would prevent the larger fleet from deploying its resources to other regions – for instance to the Mediterranean or the Far East. So, the presence of Tirpitz at the heart of a powerful German naval surface group would force the British Admiralty to attach a sizeable force of capital ships to the Home Fleet based in Scapa Flow, to counter any sortie by this ‘fleet in being’. This threat of a German naval sortie was why, from early 1942, the Arctic convoys were protected by a Distant Covering Force, which was made up of battleships and, when possible, an aircraft carrier as well. It was this overblown fear of Tirpitz that led directly to the disaster that overtook Convoy PQ-17.


[image: A view from the deck of a British vessel looking toward multiple warships sailing across open water with a distant shoreline and rising smoke.]

A pair of British escorts enter the Hvalfjörður in late May 1942, during the assembly of Convoy PQ-17. On the left is the destroyer HMS Icarus, while behind it is the Soviet tanker Azerbaijan, which had a predominantly female crew.



This eastbound Arctic convoy made up of 36 merchant ships left Iceland on 27 June, bound for Archangel in northern Russia. It never arrived – at least not as an organized entity. Instead, reactive moves by the Kriegsmarine suggested that Tirpitz would sortie against the convoy, supported by a powerful battlegroup of German surface ships. As a result, on 4 July, the decision was made for the convoy to ‘scatter’. All but the smallest supporting warships withdrew, and the merchantmen were essentially left to their own devices. In July, it never really gets dark in the Arctic – the sun does not really drop below the horizon. This suited the Luftwaffe, whose bombers were then free to pick off the lone merchant ships one after the other. A wolfpack of U-boats also played its part. There were moments of immense bravery, as individual ships and their crews fought off enemy attacks, but the result was inevitable. What followed was a slaughter. In the end, only 11 merchantmen reached their destination. The others were sunk, and over 120,000 tons of vital war supplies were lost.

Convoy PQ-17 was an unmitigated disaster for the Allies – the worst convoy loss of the entire war. The calamity was made even more poignant because, in the end, Tirpitz never put to sea. The British Admiralty’s decision to scatter the convoy was one of the most controversial orders of the entire war at sea. Here, we take a fresh look at that decision, the reasoning behind it, and the horrendous consequences for the Allied cause.




CHRONOLOGY




Fri, 26 June 1942




 









 




Convoy QP-13 sails from Archangel.








Sat, 27 June




 









1600hrs




Convoy PQ-17 sails from Hvalfjörður in Iceland.







1720hrs




Richard Bland runs aground and returns to Icelandic port.








Mon, 29 June




 









1200hrs




Captain Broome joins PQ-17 with remaining close escorts.







1700hrs




Admiral Tovey’s Distant Covering Force sails from Scapa Flow.







2240hrs




Exford runs aground and returns to Icelandic port.








Tues, 30 June




 









0200hrs




Rear Admiral Hamilton’s Covering Force sails from Seyðisfjörður in Iceland.







1550hrs




Convoy QP-13 sighted by U-boat.







2140hrs




Grey Ranger collides with drifting ice and returns to Icelandic port.








Wed, 1 July




 









1000hrs




Convoy PQ-17 sighted by U-456 off Jan Mayen Island.







1400hrs




First appearance of a Bv 138 seaplane shadowing Convoy PQ-17.







1500hrs




Tovey’s Distant Covering Force passed PQ-17.







1510hrs




Unsuccessful attack on convoy by U-456.








Thurs, 2 July




 









1300hrs




Convoys PQ-17 and QP-13 pass each other north-east of Jan Mayen Island.







1700hrs




Initial phase of Operation Rösselsprung approved by Admiral Carls.







1800–1830hrs




First air attack on convoy.







2000hrs




Admiral Schniewind’s battlegroup sails from the Faettenfjord near Trondheim.








Fri, 3 July




 









0230hrs




Vizeadmiral Kummetz’s battlegroup sails from Narvik.







1320hrs




RAF flight over the Faettenfjord reveals Tirpitz has sailed.







1600hrs




Kummetz’s battlegroup arrives in the Altenfjord.







1630hrs




RAF flight over Narvik reveals second German battlegroup has sailed.







2215hrs




Hamilton’s force first detected by a Bv 138 seaplane.








Sat, 4 July




 









0440–0500hrs




Second air attack on Convoy – Christopher Newport crippled.







0655hrs




Tovey’s force sighted by German reconnaissance aircraft.







0900hrs




Schniewind’s battlegroup arrives in the Altenfjord.







1200hrs




Hamilton’s force permitted to venture farther east.







1645hrs




Convoy attacked unsuccessfully by U-88.







1900hrs




First Sea Lord convenes meeting of the Admiralty.







1910–1930hrs




Third air attack on convoy.







2030–2050hrs




Fourth air attack on convoy. Navarino and William Hooper crippled, Azerbaijan damaged.







2111hrs




Hamilton ordered to withdraw to the west at speed.







2123hrs




Convoy ordered to disperse to Russian ports.







2136hrs




Convoy ordered to scatter.







2215hrs




Convoy PQ-17 begins to scatter.







2220hrs




Destroyers of Close Escort attached to Hamilton’s command.







2230hrs




Hamilton’s Covering Force begins withdrawal at speed.







2330hrs




William Hooper sunk by U-334.








Sun, 5 July




 









0100hrs




Germans deduce convoy has scattered, and deploy accordingly.







0330hrs




Admiralty confirms that Tirpitz has not sortied.







0720hrs




Navarino sinks.







0808hrs




Christopher Newport sunk by U-457.







0827hrs




Empire Byron sunk by U-703.







0940hrs




Trawler Ayrshire hides three merchant ships amid the pack ice.







1015hrs




Carlton sunk by U-88.







1030hrs




Pan Kraft hit in air attack.







1130hrs




Schniewind sorties from the Altenfjord.







1256hrs




Aldersdale, crippled in air attack, is sunk by U-457.







1435hrs




Honomu sunk by U-456.







1500hrs




Fairfield City sunk in air attack.







1550hrs




Earlston crippled in air attack. Vessel is finally sunk by U-334 at 1747hrs.







1700–1920hrs




Schniewind’s battlegroup sighted by Allied submarines and aircraft.







1705hrs




Peter Kerr crippled in air attack.







1730–1745hrs




Bolton Castle and Washington sunk in air attack, and Paulus Potter crippled.







1800hrs




Daniel Morgan damaged in air attack. Vessel is finally sunk by U-88 at 2252hrs.







1818hrs




Zaafaran sunk in air attack.







2102hrs




River Afton sunk by U-703.







2132hrs




Schniewind orders battlegroup to abort sortie and return to the Altenfjord.








Mon, 6 July




 









0610hrs




Pan Atlantic sunk in air attack.







0900hrs




Schniewind’s battlegroup anchors in Altenfjord.







1530hrs




Remaining convoy close escorts arrive in Matochkin Strait.







1638hrs




John Weatherspoon sunk by U-255.







1800hrs




Schniewind’s battlegroup leaves the Altenfjord, bound for Narvik.








Tues, 7 July




 









0927hrs




Alcoa Ranger sunk by U-255.







1100hrs




Ayrshire leaves bolthole in pack ice with three merchantmen.







1840hrs




Hartlebury sunk by U-355.







1900hrs




Captain Dowding’s makeshift convoy departs from Matochkin Strait.








Wed, 8 July




 









0136hrs




Olopana sunk by U-255.







1630hrs




Dowding’s convoy encounters pack ice off Cape Kanin.








Thurs, 9 July




 









1640hrs




Unsuccessful U-boat attack on Dowding’s convoy.







1700hrs




Bellingham and Rathlin arrive in Archangel, the first PQ-17 ships to do so.







1725hrs




Hoosier crippled in air attack. Later sunk by U-376.








Fri, 10 July




 









0156hrs




El Capitan crippled in air attack. Sunk by U-251 at 0300hrs.







0410hrs




Zamalek damaged in air attack off Russian coast.







1700hrs




Ayrshire and its three merchantmen arrive in Matochkin Strait.








Sat, 11 July




 









1100hrs




Samuel Chase damaged in air attack in White Sea.







1400hrs




Captain Jauncey’s escort force reaches Archangel.







2200hrs




Dowding’s convoy reaches Archangel.








Thurs, 16 July




 









0800hrs




Dowding leaves Archangel with three corvettes, bound for Novaya Zemlya.








Sat, 18 July




 









1730hrs




Dowding arrives in Matochkin Strait, to find several vessels there.








Mon, 20 July




 









1115hrs




Dowding’s new convoy leaves Matochkin Strait, bound for Archangel.








Fri, 24 July




 









1630hrs




Dowding’s convoy arrives safely in Archangel.








Tues, 28 July




 









 




Winston Salem towed into Archangel, the last PQ-17 merchantman to arrive.








ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

Operation Barbarossa, the Axis invasion of the Soviet Union, had gone well for the attackers. Although the German advance had been halted at the gates of Moscow and Leningrad (now St. Petersburg), the German army had achieved spectacular successes, and despite setbacks during the winter, its commanders were planning a major summer offensive in southern Russia, which would capture the oilfields of the Caucasus, and reach the Volga, by capturing the strategically vital city of Stalingrad. The Germans controlled the entire coast of Europe, from the northern tip of Norway down to the French–Spanish border at the Pyrenees. However, with the start of the Arctic convoys the previous summer, Norway became the most strategically important section of this German-held coastline. Norway was a major prize for the Germans. As a forward naval and air base, it was perfectly placed to attack these Arctic convoys, and to harry Allied shipping coming within range of these airfields.

By necessity, the Arctic convoys had to sail past the northern tip of Norway, transiting the Barents Sea to reach the ports of Archangel or Murmansk. The Barents Sea extended eastwards from the southern tip of Spitzbergen, down through Bear Island to the north-western tip of Norway. To the north, a line of permanent pack ice extended all the way to the North Pole. This ice advanced and receded with the seasons, but its edge marked a northern boundary of the Barents Sea. Whatever the season, it still lay within range of German bombers. The Barents Sea, from 1942 on, became one of the most heavily contested naval battlegrounds of the war. Of course, there were other ways for the Allies to send military materiel to the Soviet Union. It could be shipped across the Pacific to Vladivostok in Siberia, or south around the southern tip of Africa to Basra on the Persian Gulf, which was connected to the Soviet Union by rail and road. At that time, the more direct route through the Suez Canal was impractical due to Axis air superiority in the central Mediterranean.

Both of these alternative routes had their drawbacks. The Vladivostok route was open to interdiction by the Japanese, although Soviet-flagged vessels were safe, as Japan and the Soviet Union were not at war. However, it was the longest of the three possible routes, if you added on the need for the Soviets to transport the supplies through Siberia to the front line. The Persian route was almost as lengthy, and a merchant ship sailing from a US port would take around ten weeks to reach its destination. This placed a major drain on mercantile resources, at a time when merchant shipping was still being sunk in appreciable numbers in the Atlantic. So, that left the shortest and most dangerous of the three options – the passage through Arctic waters.


[image: An Admiral of the Fleet, Sir Dudley Pound, wearing a naval uniform and cap, stands on a ship's bridge, holding onto a railing.]

As First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Dudley Pound was a man burdened with great responsibility. By mid-1942, this pressure, together with his fast-declining health, made this highly experienced naval officer more fallible than usual.



The Soviets themselves preferred it, too, as it meant the war materiel they received could be transported and distributed relatively quickly. The least popular option for the Soviets was the Persian route, as they were suspicious of Allied interference in the region, which they saw as lying within their political sphere of influence in Central Asia. In the summer of 1941, the decision to commence Arctic convoy operations was made by British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, with the approval of the US President Franklin D. Roosevelt. It began modestly in August 1941, when the seven-ship Dervish convoy made its way from Liverpool to Archangel, by way of Orkney and Iceland. Incidentally, one of these pioneering ships was the Royal Fleet Auxiliary (RFA) Aldersdale, a fleet oiler (tanker). It would also play its part in the story of Convoy PQ-17, 11 months later.

By September 1941, a convoy system had been worked out, which remained in use with minor modifications until the end of the war. Outbound (or eastward-bound) convoys were designated ‘PQ’, while homeward (or westward-bound) convoys became ‘QP’. This designation remained in place until the following September, the last convoys using this designation being PQ-18 and QP-15. For the most part, the convoys gathered in Hvalfjörður (Whale Fjord) near Reykjavik in south-west Iceland, and then steamed through the Denmark Strait between Greenland and the west coast of Iceland. Once in the Greenland Sea, they headed north-east towards Jan Mayen Island, then on to Bear Island to enter the Barents Sea. The convoys would keep as far away from the Norwegian coast as they could, before turning south towards either Archangel or Murmansk.

The seasonal advance and retreat of the Arctic pack ice had an impact on the route. In summer, when the pack ice had retreated to roughly the latitude of Spitzbergen, the convoys took a more northerly route, passing to the north of Bear Island. By mid-winter, the ice reached Bear Island, forcing the convoys to take a more southerly route. In addition, more pack ice blocking the White Sea, which led to Archangel, meant that the Arctic convoys had to head for Murmansk instead, which remained ice-free in winter. In either case, the primary threat came from German U-boats and bombers, including torpedo planes. The Luftwaffe’s Luftflotte 5 (5th Air Fleet) had been sent to Norway with the principal aim of interdicting the Arctic convoys. Airfields in northern Norway, such as Bardufoss, Banak and Kirkenes, were well within bomber range of either convoy route, while long-range reconnaissance aircraft operating from Trondheim could range out over the Greenland Sea almost as far as Jan Mayen. The main killing ground, though, was the Barents Sea.

Similarly, the Kriegsmarine stationed a sizeable force of U-boats in northern Norway, with the major U-boat base being at Narvik. Forewarned by intelligence reports or by aerial reconnaissance, naval commanders in the Norwegian theatre could establish a U-boat patrol line lying across the expected path of the convoy. Then, once contact was made, the U-boats could shadow the convoy, and attack it whenever a suitable opportunity arose. The third threat posed by the Germans came from the Kriegsmarine’s surface group. Tirpitz was usually based in the Faettenfjord near Trondheim, while another anchorage near Narvik was used by several smaller warships.


[image: A convoy of ships on a body of water with clouds in the background.]

Convoys drew their strength from both numbers and formation. The merchantmen were arrayed in a large rectangle of ships – in the case of PQ-17, this was nine ships wide and up to four deep. Each ship kept station a set distance from its neighbours, and the whole moving rectangle was protected by a ring of escorts. If this formation was broken, the merchant ships were left virtually defenceless.



However, the Kriegsmarine also used a more northerly forward base in the Altenfjord, near Hammerfest and North Cape. A surface group based there was within easy reach of the convoys. Part of the growing alarm that gripped the British Admiralty during the PQ-17 operation was the move northwards by Tirpitz and other warships from Trondheim and Narvik to the Altenfjord. This, it felt, presaged an attack by a powerful German battlegroup, led by Tirpitz. It was rare for the Germans to conduct a sortie, as they were often constrained by risk-adverse operational orders, and by shortages of fuel. However, this powerful battlegroup remained a latent threat, and had to be factored into Allied plans.


[image: A side profile portrait of a uniformed military officer seated, wearing medals, with cropped hair and a formal posture.]

Grossadmiral Erich Raeder, Commander-in-Chief of the Kriegsmarine, in his Berlin headquarters. While Raeder was ultimately responsible for all naval operations, he had to rely on others to carry out his orders, while he was also heavily constrained by the dictates of his own superior, Adolf Hitler, who was reluctant to deploy Tirpitz unless the risk to the battleship was minimal.



Inevitably, the often hostile environment of the Arctic posed as much of a threat to the convoys as the Germans did.
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