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CONVOYS JW 56A, JW 56B, AND RA 56: |

12 JANUARY-9 FEBRUARY 1944
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everal weeks after VE Day, Rear Admirs)

John H. Godfrey, a former director of Brit-
ish naval intelligence, wrote that “no respect-
able historian would dream of writing a naval
history of the late war” without a knowledge of
the role of communications intelligence in the
conflict.' The role of communications imelli-
gence in the battles fought over convoys sailing
to northern Russia, with the exception of the
destruction of Convoy PQ 17, has been for the
most part neglected or played down by histori-
ans.” In official histories by S. E. Morison and
5. W. Roskill, there are not many references to
communications intelligence. These works are,
for the most part, surveys for the record as it
existed in the 1950s and 1960s. Intelligence
officers work in secret and, if possible, like to
keep things secret forever. This veil of secrecy
was not lifted until F. W. Winterbotham pub-
lished The Ultra Secret (London, 1974) which
told, for the first time, of Allied ability to read
German coded command radio communications.
Publication of The Ultra Secret led to declassi-
fication and the placing in American and British
archives of various documents dealing with
communications intelligence during World War
11. Even though these documents permit histori-
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ans to recoustruct the naval war against the
Germans much more clearly and precisely than
ever before, scholars have been slow to make
use of these materials.’

Between August 1941 and May 1945, the
Allies sailed forty convoys, consisting of 811
merchant ships, around northern Norway to the
north Russian ports of Archange! and Mur-
mansk. Fifty-eight merchant ships and nineteen
warships, including two cruisers, were lost to
enemy action.’ Sending military supplies to
northern Russia was among the most hazardous
of convoy operations during World War II.
Convoys sailed from Great Britain and Iceland
through the Arctic Oceap and Bareats Sea via
the North Cape of Norway to Murmansk and
Archangel. During the winter months, Allied
vessels often encountered fierce storms which
damaged the ships and scattered the convoys
Moreover, they had tc proceed in almost total
darkness. Daylight hours in the Arctic during
the winter months consist, for the most part, of
nautical twilight (the sun being twelve degrees
or less below the horizon) producing just a
glimmer of daylight.

Whilst battling these harsh natural coodi-
tions, Allied ships were also subjected to heavy
attacks from German surface units, aircraft, and
U-boats based in northern Norway. The Ger-
wans attacked the convoys with every weapon
at their disposal, for they considered it of the
greatest strategic importance to prevent, by any
means possible, military supplies from reaching
the Russians. Most Allied military aid to the
Soviets was shipped through the Far East and
Tran, but they were under heavy pressurs from
Stalin to send supplies through north Russia
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ports.® Due to this intense pressure, the Allies
believed that they had to sail convoys to north
Russia almost without regard to the difficulties
of the operation and the cost in ships and men.

It was Allied policy at this time to sail small
convoys to north Russia in the belief that small
groups of ships, which could be easily mansu-
vered, had a better chance of eluding U-boat

and air attacks. Further, small convoys could be

mote easily kept together and, if scattered by a
storm, could be quickly reformed.® As a result,
JW 56 was divided into two small heavily-
escorted convoys — JW S6A and JW 56B.
Convoy JW 564, consisting of twenty merchant
ships, sailed from Loch Ewe, Scotland, at 1500
on 12 January 1944, escorted by warships of a
local escort group. Almost immediately, storms
and heavy seas scattered the convoy. On 15
January, the American merchant ship Nathaniel
Alexander, soon followed by three others,” was
forced to return to Britain. The rest of the
convoy, after suffering heavy damage, was
ordered to the port of Akureyri in Iceland for
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repairs.”

The sixteen merchant ships of JW 56A
which arrived at Akureyri also suffered struc-
tural damage, and their deck cargoes had shifted
and required restowing. The American mer-
chant ship Joseph N. Nicollet was found not to
be in condition 1o proceed and returned to.
Scotland. Working parties from HMS Ken!
tepaired the other damaged vessels and re-
stowed their deck cargoes.” On 21 January, the
remaining fifteen merchant ships,' escorted by
eleven warships," sailed from Akureyri. Two
days later, cruisers HMS Kent and HMS Ber-
muda departed from Akureyri to provide 2
covering force.”

For the first time in months, the strategic
situation in Norway was relatively favorable to
the Allies. There were no major surface units of
the German Navy in northern Norway capable
of attacking convoys: the battle cruiser Scharn-
horst had been sunk by the Home Fleet on 26
December 1943; the cruiser Litzow was io
Germany undergoing repairs, and the buttlesbip




Tirpitz was damaged and was not capable of
putting to sea. The German Air Force [GAF]in
northern Norway was weak. It could not under-
take large-scale attacks on convoys, but could
provide reconnaissance. Allied intelligence
estimated that there were some thirty U-boars
based in Norway, of which about eight to ten
were operating across the intended route."

The Germans were expecting the Allies to
pass a convoy north of Norway, and had de-
ployed a group of seven U-boats," codenamed
Isegrimm, about eighty miles southwest of Bear
Island. The Germaus apparently knew that JW
56A was proceeding to Iceland." It is not clear
how they obtained this information. One soutce
states the data came from an agent in Reykja-
vik,* but this is highly unlikely; apparently,
there were no German agents in Iceland at the
beginning of 1944. It is possible that the Ger-
maps obtained some knowledge of JTW 56A
from reading coded radio messages, but this is
also unlikely, they were having difficulty in
reading Allied codes at the beginning of 'V
Most likely, the main source of information
came not from decoding Allied radio messages,
but rather from analysis of radio transmissions.
Captain (U/B) Norway [Fiihrer der U-Booten,
Norwegen) several times cites “radio-communi-
cation elucidation,” which is radio traffic
analysis, as a source of information.

The Germans alsc had some knowledge of
the “cycles or “rhythms” of Allied convoys
going to and from Russia.”* In any event, GAF
aircraft from northern Norway undertook recon-
naissance flights on 22, 23, and 24 January
“against presumed PQ coavoy.” Nothing was
sighted.” Nevertheless, it was “appreciated” by
the Germans that an Allied convoy would pass
through the Bear [sland Passage on 25 January.

At the same time, the Allies were reading
German coded-command radio messages. They
knew that GAF ajrcraft were hunting for JW
56A, as wel) as the approximate location of the
Isegrimm group® By the early hours of 25
January, it was clear to both the Allies and the
Germans that thers would be contact between
the Isegrimm group and JW 36A. There was not
enough sea room in the Bear Island Passage
between the southern limits of the ice cap and

n

the northern shore of Norway for the convoy,
by means of evasive routing, to evade the U-
boats.

O 1. 23 and 24 January, as JW 56A proceeded
in a northeasterly direction towards the
Bear Island Passage, ships of the conmvoy’s
escort obtained a number of HF/DF (high
frequency direction finders) bearings on a
nearby U-boat radio transmission. Atthe time it
was thought that this U-boat was not shadowing
the convoy. At 0231 en 25 January, Captain
(U/B) Norway informed the Isegrimm group
that “according to radic communications eluci-
dation ‘PQ’ convoy can be expected to pass
Bear Island Narrows soon.” At 0958, U-956
radioed “enemy in sight 5Q at 6675." Twenty- .
two minutes later, she reported a destroyer and,
at 1046, sighting the convoy. Upon receipt,
Captain (U/B) Norway ordered U-374 and L-
716 to sail from Hammerfest, northern Norway,
to join the Isegrimm group.

The Isegrimm group was further reinforced
at 1257, when U-472 was ordered to join.
Finally, at 10359, the U-boats were ordered to
operate against the convoy on the basis of L~
956's sighting reports.**

From the number of radio transmissions
made in the vicinity of TW 56A, Captain W. A.
Robson, RN, comumander of the convoy’s es-
cort, concluded that there was a U-boat off the
starboard quarter. By 1300, Robson thought that
there were at least four U-boats in contact with
the convoy, and that the U-boat off the star-
board quarter was acting as the “controller,” or
shadower, for the others. The destrovers HMS
Inconstant and HMS Offa were sent to investi-
gate. The U-boat was U/-936, which submerged
and fired a zaunkoenig — an acoustic homing
torpedo — at one of the destroyers but missed.
The two destroyers did not sight the U-boat,
although Robson thought the operation had
been successful; there was a “hiatus” in radio
transmissions.*

At 1340, HMS Venus and HN or MS Stord
were sent to hunt down a HF/DF bearing on the
starboard beam of the convoy. At 1400, HMS
Venus sighted a U-boat, most likely U-601,
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which after submerging fired a torpedo at the
destroyer.? Sonpar contact could not be ob-
tained, and both warships then returned to their
positions.*

Throughout the late afterncon, the escorts
continued to make offensive sweeps to drive
away the U-boats. At 1830, HMS Obdurate
obtained radar contact bearing 300° at a range
of 3,000 yards. As the destroyer ran down the
radar bearing, sonar coutact was obtained. This
coptact was then run down. The target was
classified as a U-boat. At 1834, however, the
radar contact disappeared; two minutes later, an
acoustic homing torpedo, fired by U-360,
exploded about 20 feet off the starboard side of
HMS Obdurate, justabreast of the after torpedo
tubes. There were no casuaities, but the de-
stroyer’s starboard engine was damaged beyond
repair and her speed was reduced to 10 knots.
At 1915, on Robson's orders, HMS Qbdurate
took up a position on the starboard quarter of
JW 3sA"

At 1833, Captain (U/B) Norway detached
[-313 from the /segrimm group and ordered her
to serve as a weather reporter. At 1941, he
informed the Isegrimm group that the convoy
was heading for Murmansk, and “the battle will
therefore be of short duration;” they must
“make full use of contact and weather early
on.” Later in the cvening, the U-boats were
informed to expect GAF reconnaissance aircraft
in the area on 26 January.®

hroughout the night of 25 January, the U-

boats continved to approach JW 36A at-
tempting to get into attacking positions. At
2014, an explosion was heard by HMS Savage.
At first this was thought to be another depth
charge attack. Minutes later, it was realized that
the American merchant ship Penelope Barker
bad been torpedoed by U-278. At 2023, HMS
Savage obtained a sonar contact, which was
attacked with depth charges two minutes later.
Sonar contact was regained but, while rupning
in to attack a second time, the commander
concluded that the target was most likely the
wreck of the Penelope Barker. The arttack, if
carried out, would kill the survivors in the
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water, and so was called off. HMS Savage
instead picked up fifty-four survivors, after
which she rejoined the convey.” :

Just after midnight, UU-360 torpedoed the
British freighter Fort Bellingham. Hit in the
port side, she settled in the water but did not
immediately sink, Shortly after the attack, U-
716 torpedoed the American freighter Andrew
G. Curtin, which quickly sank. HMS QOffa and
HMS Savage picked up the survivors. Before
rejoining the screen of JW S6A, HMS Offa
attempted to sink the Fort Bellingham. The
freighter did not sink, drifted astern of the
convoy, and was later sunk by U-957.2

The U-boats remained in contact with JW
56A during the morning of 26 January, as
reported by U-717, U-314, U-360. The U-boats
were by then also supported by GAF reconnais-
sance aircraft who, at 1134, reported JW 56A’s
location as 73° 03N 28° (05'E. They further
reported that the convoy consisted of twelve
merchant ships steering a course of 50° steam-
ing at a speed of 10 knots, which was confirmed
by two Allied seamen from one of the torpe-
doed merchant ships who were picked up by the
U-957. The aircraft, using radio beacon signals,
attempted 1o home the U-boats in on JW 56A.

The Allies first sighted a GAF shadowing
atrcraft at 0910. Two more GAF eircraft were
sighted at 1120. From radio traffic, Robson
thought that the Germans were about to mount
“a full scale” air attack on the convoy. How-
ever, this attack did not materialize because,
according to the senior officer of the escort,
there was “considerable confusion amongst the
aircraft already airborne.”®

During the afternoon of 26 January, the U-
boats lost contact with JW 56A. At 1504, U-425
reported that she had lost the convoy. At 1637,
Captain (U/B) Norway informed the Isegrimm
group that he thought J'W S6A was proceeding
via72° 27N 33° S1'Eand 70° 51'N 36° 30'E 10
Murmansk. At 1658, U-737 reported that, in
“very bad visibility,” she had picked up a
hydropbone bearing on the convoy in 73° 03'N
33° 30°E. At 1712, in an effort to get into posi-
tion ahead of JW 36A, Captain (U/B) Norway
ordered the fsegrimm U-boats to form a patral
line running from 72¢ S1'N 37° SO'E to 71°




33'N32° 30'E.*

At 2056, U-
737 reported hy-
drophone bear-
ings running
from 30 to 50°
true, “beyond
doubt” several
destroyers apd
steamships. She
was ordered to
send beacon sig-
nals in order to
home iu the oth-
ers. However, at
2241, she re-
ported that she
had lost the
hydrophone
bearings. No fur-
ther contact was
made with JW
56A on 26 Janu-
ary, and the Jse-
grimm group was
ordered to move

hier south to
form a patrol
line running
along 7:° 30'N
between 32°
J0E and 38°
B

The Germans
believed, on the
svenng of 26
January, that the
U-boats attack-
ing JW 3564 had
sunk at least four
merchant ships
and two destroy-
ers, and that ad-
ditional  Allied

-

HMS Offz. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum,

ships had been damaged. Admiral Northern
Waters, after studying the reports of Allied
ships sunk and damaged by the U-boats, pro-
posed 10 send destroyers to sweep through the
area of the battle at dawn on 27 January to

finish off any damaged ships that might be
encountered. This proposal was rejected by
Group North and the German Naval Staff as
being “not esseptial” and not serving “any
useful purpose.””
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HMS Savage. Courtesy of the Imperial War Muscum,

In the meantime, further contact would be
made beiween the convoy and the U-boats. At
0045, 27 January, [-360 reported that she had
been damaged in a collision with the U-601. U-
366 was then ordered to return to Norway. At
0652, U-957 sighted a single ship proceeding
south, but the contact was quickly lost. At0903,
GAF aircraft reported that the convoy was at
707 30'N 367 S5'E. If this report was correct,
then JW 358A had passed the night before
through the Isegrimm patrol line without being
sighted. Captain (U/B) Norway responded to
this sighting report by ordering the Isegrimm U-
boats 10 move further south and establish a new
patrol line running from 70° 09'N 37° 50'E 10
707 31'N 327 50'E. This new line, being only
ninety miles off the Russian coast and across
the entrance to Murmansk, was a fina) effort to
intercept JW 36A. However, at 1041 Captain
{C/B)-Norway ordered the Isegrinnm group to
head west and north to 73° 03'N 15° 30'E.
Operations against JW 36A were ended. The
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convay was drawing near to Muarmansk and
“another P() convoy wasreported approaching”
from the west.?

In all, twejve U-boats had operated against
JW 56A. The U-boats, especially on the night
of 26 January, had difficulty in maintaming
contact with the convoy, most likely owing to
poor visibility as well as to JW 56A maintatn-
ing an average speed of 9% knots. Nevertheless,
the U-boats fired at least twenty-ning torpedces,
sinking three Allied merchant ships and damag-
ing HMS Obdurate. No U-boats were sunk by
the convoy’s escort.

Immediately after ending operations against
JW 56A, Captain (U/B) Norway began rede-
ployment of the Isegrimm group to attack
Convoy JW 56B. GAF reconnaissance aircraft
had sighted the convoy at 1215A, 27 Jaguary, 4t
68° 33N 05° 15'W, and reported thet the con-
voy consisted of fourteen merchant ships,
escorted by seven destroyers, on 8 course of
30° and steaming at 10 knots. Captajn (U/B)

4
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Norway concluded that the Allied ships were
heading for Bear Island Passage. In the mean-
time, three U-boats™ of the Jsegrimm group
were ordered to Hammerfast to be refueled and
replenished with torpedoes. Seven other U-
boats™ were formed into a group codenamed
Werwolf and ordered to form a patrol line by
0600A, 29 January, to run from 71° 15'N 12°
30'E to 73° 09N 09° 10'E.

The Allies decoded these orders at 0250 on
28 Japuary.

On 28 January, the GAF sent two JU 88
aircraft to search for and shadow JW 56B. The
Werwolf group was reinforced by U313, bring-
ing the strength of the group to eight. At 2137
on 28 January, the Werwolf group was informed
that, beginning at 0900 on 29 January, GAF
aircraft would shadow JW 56B and transmit
radio beacon signals to home the U-boats in on
the convoy.*

On 22 January, the seventeer. ships of JW
568 sailed from Loch Ewe.* The convoy,
escorted by ten British warships,” proceeded
north and then east-northeast, following ap-
proximately the same course as did JW 56A. On
23 January, the American Liberty ship Charles
Bulfinch put back to Scotland, owing to “hot
bearings.” On 25 January, HMS Rhododendron
was detached because of “engine defects.” On
26 January, the escort was reinforced by six
destroyers.”* The next day, JW 56B was sight-

“ed, reported, and shadowed by the GAF.*

On 28 January, Captzin (U/B) Norway
ordered U-636 and U-313 to operate in the same
area as the Werwolf group, and reconnaissance
aircraft were dispatched to shadow JW 56B.
GAT aircraft intercepted and shadowed the
convoy until 1500, reporting that the ships were
oo a course of 70°. Just after the reconnais-
sance aircraft departed, JW 56B’s escort was
reinforced by the destrover HMS Meteor. At
1700, the convoy altered course to the north-
ward. This was done because the Allies knew,
from cryptographic intelligence, the location of
the Werwolf patrol line, and intended for the
convoy tp pass some 40 miles to the north of the
northern end of the Werwolf patrol line.*

TW 56B would have succeeded in escaping
but for an error of navigation; the northernmost
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U-boat was about 30 miles north ofher assigned
position. At 0934, U-956 sighted the convoy
and sent a report. Captain (U/B) Norway imme-
diately ordered the Werwolf group to operate on
that report. While sending her report, U-956
herself was sighted on the surface by HMS
Makraita, which attackad the U-boat with
gunfire, forcing the German vessel to submerge.
She was hunted by HMS Whirehali and HMS
Mahratta with sonar and depth charges for
several hours. About thirty minutes after U-9256
had sighted YW 56B, the convoy was also
sighted by 2 GAF reconnaissance aircraft.”

At 1200, JW 56B changed course to the
eastwerd. Throughout the afternoon and eve-
ning of 28 January, the escorts made repeated
sweeps, ran down & number of HF/DF bearings,
and conducted several attacks with depth char-
ges. At 2114, the commander of the escort
thought that there was a U-boat off the star-
board quarter of the convoy as well as possibly
one off each beam.”

1956, after being forced to submerge by
TW $6B’s escort, lost contact with the convoy
for several hours, although at 1531 she once
mere regained contact with 56B. At 1618,
Captain (U/B) Norway ordered her to maintain
contact and to send radio beacon signals to
epable other U-boats to gain contact. Through-
out the evening of 29 January, U-boats main-
tained contact with JW 56B. At 1647, U-427
reported a hydrophone bearing on the convoy of
70°. U-956 attempted to attack the convoy, but
failed when a torpedo exploded prematurely. U-
601 sighted a destroyor on an easterly course.*

be Allies, knowing of the deployment of the
T Werwolf group, reinforced the escort. On 28
January, sight destroyers® which had formed
the escort of JW 56A, sailed from the Kola Inlet
and joined the escort just after midnight. They
formed a broad screen fifteen miles ahead of the
convoy.“ At the same time, Captain (U/B)
Nerway had also strengthened the attacking
German forces. Four additional U-boats sailed
from Hammerfest They were subsequently
formed into & grovp codenamed Wicking and
ordered to assemble south of Bear Island, also
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HMS Obdurate. Courtesy of the [mperial War Museum.
across the suspected track of JW 56B. Had
these U-beats been able to steam at a speed of
12 knots, they would have been in an attacking
position ahead of the convoy by 0900 on 30
January

In the early hours of 30 January, the Allies
thought that there were as many as six U-boats
m the vicinity of JW 56B. However, by 0300
the main threat appeared to be off the starboard
bow and beam of the convoy. Six destrovers
were ordered to sweep along the starboard side
of JW 56B. A U-boat was sighted on the surface
by HMS Inconstant. The British warship forced
het to dive and then attacked her with depth
charges. At 0347, a bearing was obtained on a
U-boat radio transmission on the port quarter of
JW 56B. Four destroyets were dispatched to
bunt down this bearing. At 0404, HMS Hardy
was hit by an acoustic homing torpedo fired by
U-957. While HMS Firago maneuvered to pick
up the survivors, HN or MS Stord circled the
area hunting for the U-boat. At 0415, HNorNS
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Stord obtained & sonar contact and attacked it
with depth charges. After several attacks, a U-
boat was blown to the surface; however, it
immediately submerged and sonar contact could
not be regained. By 0525, the survivors from
HMS Hardy had been picked up. HMS Venus
sank the wrecked destroyer with a torpedo in
approximately 73° 37N 18° 56'E.*®

At 0700, HF/DF besrings indicated several
U-boats ahead of the convoy. Sweeps by HMS
Savage and HMS Vigilant were without result.
At 0817, HMS Metzor on the starboard bow of
the convoy heard a torpedo being fired on her
sonar. Throughout the rest of 30 January, there
was contact between the escorts and the U-
boats. Although the convoy was being shad-
owed by the GAF, the U-hoats were having
difficulty maintaining contact. At 1210, U-737
reported that she had been damaged “as a resuit
of ramming ice when being hunted by destroy-
ers.” Owing to bad weather over the German air
bases in northern Norway, the GAF was forced




to give up.*

At 1940, JW 56B, in 73° 42'N 26° 34'E,
turned southeast. This change was made sooner
as well as and further to the west than was
customary for convoys proceeding to Mur-
mansk, for it was designed to force the U-boats
to lose contact with the Allied force. In the
meantime, four destroyers continued on the old
easter]y course to put down the U-boats which
were thought to be ahead, while other ships of
the escort made sweeps along the flanks and
ahead of the convoy to throw the U-boats off
the track. The alteration of course misled Cap-
tain (U/B) Norway. At 2000, he ordered the U-
boats to form a Jine running roughly from 73°
30N 35° 10'Eto 72° 35'N 30° 30'E by 0600 on
31 January. If JW 56B had pursued her original
course, it would bave passed through the middle
of this new patrol line.

Even after the convoy had changed to a
southeasterly course, several U-boats reported
sighting star shells. Captain (U/B) Norway
thought them to be “a ruse.” He ordered the U-
boats to disregard them and to proceed to their
assigned positions in the new line.*!

At 0120, 31 January, U-278 reported to
Captain (U/B) Norway that she had been forced
to submerge by 2 “hunting group firing star-

-shells.” Hunted for three hours before escaping,
she was now “searching to the southeast.” Other
U-boats also reported sighting star shells as
well as the escorts. At 0904, the GAF dis-
patched a radar-equipped JU 88 aircraft to
locate JW 56B. At 0948, the U-boats were
ordered to move further to the southeast and te
set up a patrol line 120 miles north of Mur-
mansk %

At 1120, a GAF aircraft reported the con-
voy at 72° 30'N 34° 10'E on course of 90°.
Even though the GAF managed to shadow JW
56B throughoutthe afternoon of 31 January, the
U-boats were now able to attack the ships. At
1817, Captain (U/B) Norway, in a final attempt
to intercept JW 56B, ordered the U-boats to
establish a “last interception position” right
across the entrance to Murmansk just 60 miles
offshore. Owing to bad weather over the Ger-
man air bases in northern Norway, the GAF
aircraft; which had been shadowing JW 56B,

n

had to break off the operation at 2120.”

By the early hours of 1 February, it was
clear to the Allies and the Germans that the
battle was over. At 0401, U-278 reported that
she had been depth charged for four hours and
now “consider pursuit useless.” By 0700, even
though the Allied escorts continued to obtain
HF/DF bearings, the commander of the escort

knew that the U-boats were dropping astern of

the convoy. At 1549, Captain {U/B) Norway
ordered the U-boats to steam northward to form
a new patrol line and to be ready to attack an
Allied eonvoy proceeding from Murmansk.>

The Germans knew that the Allies would
next sail a convoy from Murmansk west to the
British Isles. Even before the arrival of JW 36B
in north Russia, GAF aircraft had spotted some
sixty-seven Allied ships, approximately thirty
of which were over 5,000 GRT, in the Kola
Peninsula. Given that it was Allied policy at
this time to run smal), heavily escorted convoys
o and from north Russia, the westbound con-
voy had been postponed. This was due tc lack
of warships. since available warships were
being used to reinforce the escort of JW 36B.
The Allies decided to combine two convoys
into one and sail one large heavily escorted
convay, RA 56, from Murmansk to Scotland.”

On 3 February, convoy RA 36, consisting of
thirty-seven merchantships escorted by tweaty-
three warships, sailed from Murmansk.* The
Germans deployed ten U-boats” across the
expected course. Departure from Murmansk and
the first stages of the voyage westward were
covered by Russian aircraft. One aircraft sight-
ed U-278 on 3 February and forced the U-boat
to submerge. As a result, Captain (U/B) Norway
directed that the U-boats remain submerged by
day o “avoid the enemy discovering the patrol
line.” The next day, [-716 sighted three de-
stroyers, but lost contact. On 6 February, a GAF
reconngissance aircraft sighted the convay and
shadowed it for a while tramsmitting radio
beacon signals. Owing to bad weather, it lost
contact.

Luck was with the Allies. Under cover of
poor visibility and strong gales blowing from
the east, RA 56 made a fast passage from Mur-
mansk without coming into contact with the U-

Vilume 58, Number 4




boats, other than abtaining several loag range
HF/DF bearings. She arrived in Scotland on 9
February, without being attacked.”

he Allies in the operations involving con-

voys JW S6A, JW 56B, and RA $6 success-
fully sailed thirty-one merchant ships to north
Russia and thirty-seven merchant ships back
from Murmansk to Scotland at the cost of one
destroyer sunk, one destroyer damaged, and
three merchant ships® sunk. No U-boats were
seriously damaged. The Germans thought that
they had won a large victory, for Captain (U/B)
Norway estimated that the U-boats had sunk,
from JW 56A and JW 56B combined, seven
destroyers and four merchant ships, with an-
other three destroyers probably having been
sunk and six merchant ships “torpedoed,”
although their sinking had not been observed. A
further six destroyers and one merchant ship
wete thought to be damaged.® This gross over-
estimation came about because the Germans
equated the number of torpedoes exploding at
the end of their runs without being observed
with successful attacks on Allied ships.

As far as the convoys t0 north Russia were
concerned, each side enjoyed advantages that
conld at times be crucial. When attacking
convoys sailing to north Russia, the Germans
had the geographical advantage. A lack of sea
room made evasive routing difficult and the
Allied ships had to run, almost every time, 2
gauntlet of GAF and U-boat bases in northern

Norway. For a number of reasons, communica- -

tions intelligence was only of limited impor-
tance in overcoming this advantage of the
enemy and hepce in determining the outcome of
the battles. Communications intelligence, in the
form of decrypted German radio messages,
however, gave the Allies important information
concerning the locations of the U-boats.

At times, it was not possible to make full
use of such information. For example, using
information obtained from communications
intelligence, the Allies attempted to route JW
56B around the northern end of a U-boat patrol
line, but lack of sea room and GAF recomnais-
sance aircraft made such evasive routing nearly
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impossible. In the end, JW 56A, JW 56B, and
RA 36 had no other choice but to pass through
the U-boat formations. At the same time, com-
munications intelligence, in the form of radio
traffic analysis, also alerted the (Germans to the
fact that the convoys were at sea, giving Cap-
tain {(U/B) Norway general but useful informa-
tion, such as the approximate location of the
ships.

Working to the advantage of the Allies was
the comparatively short length of the voyage
and the relatively high speeds of the convoys,
which greatly limited the amount of time the U-
boats could be in contact with the ships. In
addition, harsh Arctic weather and conditions
of almost total darkness, while subjecting the
crews of American and British ships to hard-
ship, worked to the tactical advantage of the
Allies. German airvcraft and U-boats, for the
most part lacking sophisticated electronic
detection devices, had to reiy on the human eye
and hydrophone to gain and maintain contact
with the enemy.

Of much greater importance to the Allies
than communications intelligence was being
equipped with sophisticated and technologically
advapced types of electronic detection
devices,® which time and time again gave the
escorts warning of the presence of U-boats.
When an enemy craft had been detected by
either HF/DF, sonar, or radar, one of the most
effective tactics was to attack and force the
enemy to lose contact with the Allied ships. U-
boats, lacking sophisticated electronic devices
and not being true submersibles, similar to
nuclear submarines, were incapable of counter-
ing such electronic detection devices and anti-
submarine tactics. Perhaps their weakness in
shipborne electronic devices should have been
offset by GAF aircraft. Both JW 56A and JW
56B were sighted and shadowed by the GAF,
but the Germans, owing to a shortage of aircraft
and poor coordination between the GAF and the
U-boats, were unable to exploit fully the advan-
tages of air power. Without a great effort made
by the GAF, which would pot be forthcoming,
the U-boats could only harass, but not prevent,
the Allies from sailing corvoys to north Russia.

At the beginning of 1944, the U-boat was a




weapon system whose time had come and gone.
During 1943, in the convoy battles of the North
Atlantic, the U-boats had been decisively de-
feated & Following such a defeat, attacks
against Murmansk convoys were nothing more
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than a desperate holding operation on the part
of the Germans, with an obsolete weapon sys-
tem, in an attempt to prevent the flow of mili-
tary supplies to Russia.
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