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	PIRATES OF VALOUR





‘They’ll never be any use in war and I’ll tell you why: I’m going to get the First Lord to announce that we intend to treat all submarines as pirate vessels in wartime and that we’ll hang all the crews.’

Admiral Sir Arthur Wilson, Controller of the Royal Navy, 1901

Since the early days of the twentieth century the Silent Service, as the submarine arm of the Royal Navy is known, has won 14 Victoria Crosses. This is more than any other branch of the British fleet. Even old Arthur Wilson, who won the VC himself, for engaging the enemy in hand-to-hand combat during the Sudan campaign of 1884, would surely have admitted the undersea warriors he loathed so much were pretty brave fellows.

In the case of submariners there has always been an added level of valour. This was especially so in the early days, when they also had to contend with utterly appalling, life-threatening conditions posed by the very vessels in which they went to war.

Wilson was not alone in taking a dim view of submariners. There were many others in the Royal Navy who regarded the new breed of pirates in their midst as offering dubious military worth.

How on earth could one of those tiny, impertinent boats be allowed to affect a battle at sea? For a start, the people who operated them were dangerous eccentrics, lacking discipline and simply not gentlemen. Arthur Wilson also allegedly blustered that submarines were ‘under-hand and damned un-English!’

Anyone associated with submarines was, so the doubters believed, to be regarded as a criminal, indeed a lunatic. Right from the earliest days of British submarine operations, the sanity of men who ventured beneath the waves in their ‘boats’ – they were not even proper ships – was a matter of debate. Who else but a madman would go to war under the sea, inside a tiny metal tube that, in most cases, did not even boast a toilet? During the First World War submariners were sometimes forced to stay submerged for many hours at a time. With no recourse to fresh air or means of dumping human waste overboard they had to do their business, so to speak, in a bucket.

Sometimes the air became so foul a submarine’s own engines stopped working, as if out of protest at the sheer horror of it all.

Inside a submerged boat the stench of urine and faeces was combined with sweat and grease, the aroma of unwashed bodies and filthy clothes. Fresh water was invariably in short supply, so submariners would not bathe for days, if not weeks. Not for them a shave each day nor crisp clean clothes. The food could be equally foul.

Aside from the enemy’s homicidal intent, the boat herself could spring a leak or suffer some form of catastrophic mechanical failure that might kill everybody. Or at least make the chances of survival close to zero.

The Engineer-in-Chief of the Royal Navy, Sir John Durston, disowned the early British submarines. He pointed to the danger posed by running petrol engines in an enclosed space with no means of ventilation while submerged. He did not want the deaths of sailors from carbon monoxide poisoning on his conscience. The embarkation of white mice as an early-warning device was another eccentric facet of the weird world of submarining. If their little lungs couldn’t cope with the foul and fetid atmosphere then it wouldn’t be long until the humans couldn’t either. Durston suggested submersibles were unviable until a different means of propulsion could be found. Elsewhere, the Director of Naval Construction totally rejected submarines. He regarded them as lunacy, what with their blundering around beneath the waves with no means of seeing where they were going. Navigation was by guesswork. Their primitive periscope used a knuckle pivot on the outside of the hull, so it could be swung up, rather than extended vertically from inside the boat as later became the practice.

The image also rotated as the scope rotated. It was better than no sight at all, but not much. As if that wasn’t bad enough, while submerged the switch controls for the electric motor sparked frenetically. At any moment they might ignite petrol or diesel fumes, creating an inferno that burned both mice and men to a crisp.

Running on the surface with the hatch open, during recharging primitive batteries emitted poisonous gas. Death was a close companion for the early British submariners.

Their clothes, whether ashore or out on the ocean, always stank of petrol or diesel fumes, with a hint of vomit. The first generation of British boats rolled wildly while on the surface in anything but a flat calm sea, so throwing up was a normal activity. Then there was the customary tinge of excrement (more of that shortly) and the aroma of cooking grease to finish off the distinctive scent of the submariner.

Those boats lucky enough to possess some form of toilet had to follow a careful procedure to evacuate the offending faecal matter. The toilet pan had to be pumped out by hand or with the assistance of high-pressure air. While submerged it was essential not to use up all the air in the boat, so the toilet pan was not cleared until absolutely necessary. This meant quite a pile of human waste. Sometimes there would be a blowback during the pan evacuation process. The unfortunate sailor – most often the new boy in a crew – would get blasted in the face. Consequently, the wise submariner would adopt the tactic of sidling in crablike, head well below the top of the pan. He would operate the various levers and valves with utmost caution. If there was blowback it would cover only his clothes, hands and hair. The submarine stank most on its return from a patrol. The crew would have no idea how bad it was – or how much they reeked – for their olfactory senses had long ago been desensitised.

In those submarines lacking a toilet efforts were made to deploy the bucket when the boat was surfaced. The submariner did his business by hovering over it while the receptacle sat on the casing. The contents were then tipped over the side. In those boats blessed with a toilet, the trick was to make sure the expulsion of its contents while submerged did not betray the submarine’s position to the enemy. Air bubbles and brown stuff on the surface were a dead giveaway.

Despite all this, there were those who saw the game-changing nature of the submarine. For Britain’s navy also produced modernisers who seized the day with vigour. Admiral Sir John Fisher – regarded with hostility by traditionalists because of his fervent belief in technological change – welcomed the revolution offered by the torpedo and ‘Submarine Boat’ combination. Fisher was outraged both by admirals afloat and politicians ashore who saw submarines as ‘playthings’. Admiral Lord Charles Beresford was a particular foe of Fisher’s, the two men diametrically opposed ideologically, cultivating a bitter feud that at times burst into the public arena and scandalised the nation. Beresford, a confirmed battleship man, contemptuously labelled submarines ‘Fisher’s toys’.

Despite such opposition, between 1902 and 1905 the Admiralty built thirteen A Class submarines. The growth matched the rise to prominence of Fisher. In October 1903, while serving as Commander-in-Chief at Portsmouth, he wrote: ‘It is an historical fact that the British Navy stubbornly resists change. A First Sea Lord told me on one occasion that there were not torpedoes when he came to sea and he didn’t see why the devil there should be any of the beastly things now!’ Fisher declared that no invasion force would dare assault England ‘with these invisible demons known to be near’. Six months later he wrote to somebody he described as a High Official: ‘It’s astounding to me, perfectly astounding, how the very best amongst us absolutely fail to realise the vast impending revolution in naval warfare and naval strategy that the submarine will accomplish.’ Fisher was sworn in as First Sea Lord – the head of the Royal Navy – on 21 October 1904 (Trafalgar Day). And so the man who wrote at the beginning of 1904 that ‘Satan disguised as the Angel of Light’ couldn’t persuade the Admiralty submarines would be a decisive weapon was now in charge of British naval policy. In addition to getting rid of dozens of old and weak surface warships, Fisher accelerated development of the submarine in British service. By January 1910, when he retired for the first time as First Sea Lord, the Royal Navy would have 61 operational boats.

The piratical aspect of submarine warfare during the First World War shocked many people. There were numerous instances of appalling casualties among non-combatants, not least the sinking of the liner Lusitania on 7 May 1915 by U-20 with the loss of nearly 1,200 lives. The majority of them were civilians, including women and children. For centuries warfare against commerce had been conducted with a certain amount of decorum. The objective was to capture ships and take their goods, not to send them to the bottom with mass bloodshed. Such chivalrous practices were not possible in an era of steel ships, long-range guns and submarines armed with torpedoes. Merchant vessels were to be sunk along with their cargoes. Early submarines had to surface to conduct an attack. To linger too long invited destruction by the enemy. Besides, the practice of making one’s fortune via prize money had been outlawed. There was no incentive any more. New industrialised warfare required destruction of enemy capacity to wage war and denial of essential resources. It was difficult to put a prize crew aboard a ship anyway, and submarines were too small to take aboard survivors without endangering themselves. There were still meant to be rules of conduct with reference to civilian lives being preserved where possible. Submarine warfare, particularly unrestricted, as practised by the Germans had, though, outraged civilisation. Even as the Allies agreed armistice terms with the Kaiser in October 1918, a U-boat torpedoed a mail ship in the Irish Sea, not once but twice, just to ensure she went down. Nearly 200 people drowned, again including women and children. Allied leaders called for an end to the German U-boat campaign. The USA’s President Woodrow Wilson branded its pursuit replete with ‘illegal and inhuman practices’. The British politician Arthur Balfour declared the U-boat crews ‘brutes’.

A few German submarine officers were tried for war crimes, including some from U-86. After sinking the hospital ship Llandovery Castle, in June 1918, they had ordered survivors attacked, ramming lifeboats and shooting at them. Allegations of war crimes were laid against the Royal Navy, too. The notorious Q-ships, covert armed merchant vessels, had lured many a U-boat to destruction. Often they worked in conjunction with British submarines.

To early-twentieth-century sensibilities it was all rather beastly and shocking. Submariners were agents of horror, of underhand, dirty warfare in which innocents were slaughtered.

During post-war conferences there were demands for the submarines to be outlawed. The British, who had nearly been brought to their knees by Germany’s U-boat campaign against trade, were determined to get rid of submarines altogether.

Their delegation went to the 1921–22 Washington naval arms limitation conference with that objective firmly in mind. The USA was not positive towards the idea, or it might have succeeded. Both France and Japan were against getting rid of submarines. As ever, the junior navies – particularly the rising economic powers of America and Japan – were rather keen on vessels that nullified the superiority of the top fleet.

For, even after discarding many of its First World War-era warships, the Royal Navy remained the most powerful maritime force on the planet. Having failed to ban the boats, attempts were made to civilise submarine warfare. Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield, who had been one of Britain’s chief negotiators at Washington, was a confirmed surface warship proponent. He was sceptical of submarine warfare being regulated: ‘No such rules will affect the murderer in his use of any weapon which he may possess,’ he observed, ‘and to which he had devoted money and training.’ An irresistible weapon, the submarine had only just begun to show its potential.

It was here to stay.

The purpose of submarines remained stalking their prey with utmost stealth, to strike with total ruthlessness and then disappear. They would continue to be as feared and loathed as any pirate.

The British were not being idealistic when they argued for the abolition of submarines, but rather were seeking to preserve their advantage. For the time being the battleship was still king of the sea while cruisers were policemen of the empire. Submariners, along with naval aviators, were the new boys and even after the First World War their unconventional ways still provoked distaste among the ranks of the naval traditionalists in the ‘black shoe’ surface navy. Nobody wanted to believe a tiny submarine with its handful of torpedoes, or fragile biplanes carrying the same type of puny weapons, could negate the mighty walls of steel safeguarding Britain and its empire.

The submarine – a primitive platform of uncertain use and unknown capability at the beginning of the century – in the Second World War influenced the course of war in three theatres. It took the offensive on occasions when surface ships could not and into places they dared not stray. It became an effective anti-surface ship weapon and even a submarine killer.

The best British submarine type of the Second World War was the Triton Class (or T-Class), with 53 of them completed between 1936 and 1945. Royal Navy submarines, while playing their part in the Far East, were inferior to American vessels. They lacked range and suffered from sweatshop living conditions, thanks to an absence of proper air conditioning. The Americans, who had overcome a critical handicap in faulty torpedoes, deployed big air-conditioned submarine cruisers, fitted with search radar sets, night periscopes with built-in radar, and highly effective VHF radios. Predatory US Navy boats brought Japan’s economy to its knees. Some argue that it was not necessary in practical military terms to drop the nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki because the submarines had already achieved victory.

This was the submarine as a strategic weapon in addition to its proven ability as a tactical menace.

In European waters the casualty rate among undersea warriors was horrendous. Of 25,000 men who saw service as submariners in the Royal Navy during the Second World War, 3,142 perished and 359 were taken prisoner but this was a much lower attrition rate than among their German counterparts.

A total of 759 U-boats were destroyed, with 28,000 young men losing their lives, a casualty rate in the Kriegsmarine’s 41,000-strong submarine arm of almost 75 per cent.

Valour in the face of the enemy was, though, not found wanting among the ranks of the British submariners. Between 1939 and 1945, eight Victoria Crosses were awarded to Royal Navy submariners for outstanding bravery. The citation for the VC awarded to Lieutenant Commander David Wanklyn, captain of the legendary Malta-based submarine HMS Upholder, said that he exhibited ‘courage, coolness and skill’. They were qualities possessed by many of Britain’s pirates of valour. During the Second World War, British submarines sank 1.35 million tons of enemy shipping, including seven cruisers, 16 destroyers, 36 submarines, and 46 minor warships. They damaged three battleships, 11 cruisers, three destroyers and two submarines.

In the decades that followed the end of that conflict, the risks British submariners faced would be considerable. Not just for the new breed of undersea warriors, but also the whole human race, navigating the treacherous waters of the Cold War. And to begin with the Royal Navy would field a submarine force containing many vessels that had seen their share of war service.












	2

	OFFICERS AND REBELS





Launched early in 1944, at the legendary Cammell Laird shipyard on the Mersey, HMS Subtle saw combat in the Far East, where she was once severely depth-charged by Japanese destroyers after firing torpedoes at a cruiser.

By the time 19-year-old Tim Hale joined her in the summer of 1955, she had been modernised and remained a reasonably capable boat – not a bad vessel in which to begin his career.

Taken away from the bosom of his family in 1949 and plunged into the environs of Britannia Royal Naval College (BRNC), Dartmouth, Tim Hale was born on 27 August 1935. A scion of Devon landed gentry – he numbered judges, generals, a bishop, bankers and businessmen as well as landowners in his family – he joined the Royal Navy in 1949, among the final intake of boys aged 13. From then on cadets would have to be at least 16 years old.

Hale’s family had wanted him to go to Winchester School but young Tim decided he’d rather be in the Navy. He was following a tradition of military and naval service in his family dating back hundreds of years.

One of his forebears, Captain Bernard Hale, had commanded the frigate Castor on the West Indies station in 1801, where unfortunately he died of disease. Bernard’s father was General John Hale, who as a young officer had been with Wolfe at Quebec in 1759. He later founded the 17th Lancers, one of the British Army’s most famous cavalry regiments.

Tim’s father, Paymaster Commander Windham Hale, was a Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (RNVR) supply officer, serving in the Navy throughout the Second World War. He saw action in the cruiser Kenya on the Malta convoys and battleship Valiant out in the Far East.

August 1945 was a month Tim Hale never forgot: on the 6th a nuclear bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, followed three days later by another wiping out Nagasaki; on the 15th war with Japan officially ended for Britain; on the 18th his father lost his life. Commander Hale was knocked off his bicycle, returning from a fishing expedition up the river Tamar. The happy Hale family home – a 250-year-old country house near Honiton – was filled with sorrow and anger at the cruel injustice of it all. Tim’s tenth birthday nine days later passed without great joy, one to forget rather than remember. With three children to bring up alone, three years later his mother gave her permission for Tim to enter BRNC. It was a career that at the time many young boys wanted to pursue but Tim had no particular naval heroes other than his late father.

After successfully completing the first phase of the academic side of his education at Dartmouth – qualifying as a Midshipman at the end of 1953 – Hale served at sea as a cadet. His first surface warship was the Second World War-era cruiser Devonshire, in British waters, followed by the aircraft carrier Triumph in the Mediterranean. He also spent time in HMS Sheffield, another cruiser. Hale’s final surface warship, as the Senior Midshipman, was the carrier Bulwark, only commissioned into service in late 1954, and on sea trials in home waters.

Hale was soon tasked with choosing which branch of the Navy he would like to serve in. Being a fiercely independent non-conformist – in his own words ‘a bit of a bloody rebel’ – Hale didn’t fancy the conventional spit-and-polish ways of the surface fleet. He’d had enough of that at Dartmouth.

Becoming an aviator or submariner was preferable to anything else and so he joined HMS Subtle in May 1955, at wind-blown Portland on the Dorset coast. The boat was commanded by Lt Cdr Bobby Camplin, who would write in a confidential character assessment that Sub Lieutenant Hale ‘was quick to learn and showed interest in technical matters, but needs to develop a sense of responsibility and his powers of leadership’.

Hale took his first dive in his stride, showing no anxiety at all about being confined in what war-time German submariners dubbed ‘an iron coffin’. His maiden voyage under the waves took place off Portland when Subtle was acting as a target for frigates on exercise with Flag Officer Sea Training (FOST).

Hale’s eager eyes took in all the many varied activities connected to diving, including the First Lieutenant making sure all the hatches had been shut properly and then giving orders to dive.

‘That didn’t seem too much of a problem,’ thought Hale, who was more impressed with the excitement offered by the boat’s subsequent trip up the canals to Brussels. After some alcohol-lubricated diplomacy with the locals, Subtle headed back to sea and for waters off Scotland to take part in Flag Officer Submarine’s (FOSM’s) so-called ‘summer war’.

She would be stalked by friendly frigates while, in turn she would try to ‘kill’ them in practice torpedo runs. Subtle sailed on the surface to make better time. As she ploughed through rough seas, headed out into a stormy stretch of ocean called the Iceland–Faroes Gap, conditions aboard ship were appalling. Subtle was a tiny submarine in huge seas and Hale made an astonishing discovery. While most of those around him were chucking their guts up, he felt fine. And hungry.

‘I consumed all the cheese and biscuits when the other officers were off their food and the galley couldn’t cook. When weather eased and people fancied some biscuits and cheese, they found they couldn’t. The “fucking Subbie”, as they called me, had eaten it all.’

The dangers inherent to Hale’s new profession were shockingly brought home on his boat’s return to port. As she entered harbour Subtle’s men saw efforts being made to raise her sister submarine Sidon from the bottom of Portland Harbour. The last time they had seen her, she was floating alongside the depot ship, HMS Maidstone.

Ultimately Sidon would be beached on Chesil Beach and never go to sea as an operational submarine again. Subtle inherited bottles of spirits from Sidon’s wardroom bar stock, for the wine merchant Saccone and Speed had written off the booze. Hale and his shipmates drank a toast to the memory of comrades who had lost their lives in the other submarine.

At 08.25 on 16 June 1955, while Subtle was en route to Brussels, one of two High Test Peroxide (HTP)-propelled torpedoes carried by Sidon was being slid into a tube. It accidentally went past the top stop and triggered the engine start lever. HTP fuel igniting within the confines of the tube caused the subsequent explosion. Because Sidon was closed up for a move, her torpedo-loading hatch was shut. The only way the force of the explosion could vent was into the boat. Even though there was no warhead fitted the blast tore through the two forward watertight bulkheads, killing a dozen of Sidon’s crew and severely injuring seven others. Everyone forward of the Control Room was killed. It also blew open the torpedo tube bowcap, allowing a massive ingress of water.

Fire consumed the forward section of the boat as toxic smoke filled the interior, flames shooting out of the conning tower hatch, which was the only one open. An onlooker saw ‘pieces of equipment and furniture, hats and coats, flung into the air’.

The aft escape hatches clanged open and men emerged, jumping overboard to escape the inferno and fumes. A rescue team put aboard from Maidstone assisted Sidon’s surviving 37 able-bodied men. Twenty-five minutes after the initial explosion – and despite strenuous fire-fighting efforts – the boat sank. A naval doctor who went down into the boat from Maidstone died and was posthumously awarded the Albert Medal.

With Sidon on the bottom of Portland Harbour in 36ft of water, Maid-stone transmitted the signal every submariner dreaded: ‘SUBSUNK.’

When Sidon blew up, Hale’s fellow Dartmouth term mate, Sub Lt David Eliot, was working on the boat’s casing – it was by chance that he wasn’t in the torpedo compartment in the fore ends. That he might have lost a friend in that fashion, rather than to enemy, was thought-provoking for Hale.

‘In those days being in the submarine service was a bit risky, as such incidents, involving somebody being killed, were not unusual, but we put up with it and carried on.’ Hard-drinking runs ashore helped to take the edge off the stress, and Hale soon proved he could hold his own.

Sidon’s accident was a precursor to the Kursk incident 45 years later, in which the Russians lost an Oscar II Class cruise missile boat thanks to the same cause: unstable HTP again being used as a propellant in torpedoes. While the British recognised in the 1950s that it wasn’t worth the risk, the Russians had a different philosophy.

To continue Hale’s naval education there were eight months on the Junior Officers War Course at the Royal Naval College in Greenwich. He luxuriated in exploring the many local pubs and pursuing the young ladies of the capital city. With his fellow officers, he lived in grandly ornate buildings that dated back to the end of the seventeenth century, for the college was originally a hospital and retirement home for invalid naval veterans. In 1873 it became the staff college for the Navy, training generations of seafaring warriors in strategy and tactics. Hale ate his meals in the splendour of the Painted Hall, beneath epic ceiling decorations by James Thornhill celebrating British sea power. Despite a growing reputation as a roisterer, Hale still managed a first-class pass in all the courses. Switching venues to Portsmouth, he was required to spend nine months split between various training establishments learning the arts of navigation, gunnery and anti-submarine warfare among other things. Hale also passed the submarine Officer Training Course at HMS Dolphin – the Gosport home base and headquarters of the Submarine Service – with flying colours.

In the 1950s, with the Navy still on station in far-flung bases around the world, there were some exotic places in which to serve, even for submariners, and Hale wanted a posting to Australia. He knew a rather attractive young lady who lived there but it was not available, so he asked for a billet in the Mediterranean.


In July 1957, Hale joined the 1st Submarine Squadron (SM1), at Msida Creek, Malta, where HMS Forth was mother ship. His boat was to be HMS Totem, the squadron’s most modern submarine. Hale would spend six months in Totem, and had already qualified as a Lieutenant that June.

He asked if he could put his second stripe up. The captain, Lt Cdr Brian Mills, required that Hale gained his watch-keeping certificate first, to prove he could take charge of a submarine responsibly. Eventually putting up his second stripe in December 1957, he would have the increase in pay back-dated to the date he made seniority.

Back at Britannia Royal Naval College, in September 1957, the independent-minded Rob Forsyth was disenchanted at being treated like a schoolboy rather than a young adult.

‘As a bit of a rebel, I resented the discipline of “old navy” since Victoria’s time being imposed on 18-year-olds [for by then that was the minimum age of cadets]. The seeds of my move to submarines were sown, because the surface navy ruled the roost at Dartmouth with all its mind-boggling tradition and formality. The staff was accustomed to managing – actually more like bullying – children into a naval way of doing things. They had no idea how to manage older teenagers like myself, other than to continue in the same vein.’

Born in July 1939, two months before the outbreak of the Second World War, in which his father saw action with the RNVR, Forsyth grew up far from the ocean in leafy Warwickshire and Hertfordshire. He devoured stories of the Navy in action, his father inculcating a love of the sea. One of Forsyth’s earliest memories was aged five hiding in the front garden of the family home by the drive gates, across which he and his brother had arrayed a banner saying: ‘Welcome Home Daddy’. He had no idea, though, what his dad might look like as he had been away at war for so long. ‘When the gates were opened there was a naval officer in uniform with his cap at an angle. I think that is when I decided to join the navy because I liked the cap.’

Forsyth’s sailor dad infused his son with a work ethic, telling him: ‘If you want to get anywhere in life you should give it everything you have. Half-measures are never enough.’ This had an enormous impact on the youngster and it would govern his attitude to life.

In 1955, at the age of 16, just a decade after the end of the Second World War, Forsyth was applying for a scholarship to Dartmouth. After spending four years at a grammar school, he would switch to two years at a private school, where it was thought the regime would better prepare him for the naval college. During his first two years at Dartmouth, by day Forsyth learned naval lore, basic parade ground drill and seamanship. In the classroom, aside from in-depth study of Admiralty seamanship manuals, the cadets were also taught applied maths, physics, a language (Spanish for Forsyth), naval history, astro navigation, terrestrial navigation and communications. Gunnery, Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW), mine-sweeping and an introduction to naval aviation were also served up. The last was most exciting, with flights in a Tiger Moth biplane trainer and Dove air navigation aircraft, though airsickness was not so enjoyable.

Meanwhile, what kind of Cold War at sea would Hale and Forsyth – one still learning his seagoing trade in the second-line boats and the other a cadet – soon join? It is impossible to understand the arena they and others would one day enter without first voyaging across the landscape of the early Cold War under the sea and through some of the major events that shaped it. Out there in the vast, cold ocean was a secret conflict being waged by submarines – on both sides – that owed much to Nazi technology.
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	THE FORMIDABLE ELECTROBOOT





Forays by British submarines into dangerous waters off northern Russia could only happen thanks to Hitler’s scientists and engineers.

In the closing weeks of the Second Word War a special commando unit, which boasted James Bond’s creator, Ian Fleming, as one of its operational planners, had raced for Nazi technological secrets. It wanted to secure them before they were destroyed or the Soviets got them. One of the key achievements of 30 Amphibious Assault Unit (30 AU) was capturing snorkel technology and also advanced submarines at Kiel on Germany’s Baltic coast. The British amassed nearly 100 surrendered German submarines at the Northern Irish port of Lishally, near Londonderry.

The Type XXI U-boat was a revolutionary kind of submarine, with high-speed batteries providing up to 17 knots submerged. This was extraordinary when the most Allied boats could manage submerged was 9 knots. Snorkel masts enabled Germany’s advanced diesel submarines to stay submerged – and safe from enemy attack – while venting generator fumes, recharging their batteries and sucking in fresh air.

Capable of impressive submerged endurance, via use of the snort mast (as the snorkel became known), the Type XXI had a sleek, supremely hydrodynamic hull form, with no external guns other than cannons mounted within the fin.

Combined with boosted battery power delivering high underwater speed a Type XXI did not have to surface to attack a convoy. It could fire 18 torpedoes (three salvoes) in around 20 minutes, which was as long as it took any other submarine to load a single torpedo.

The Type XXI could manage 50 hours submerged on batteries at full capacity (charged), an endurance that could be doubled by reducing energy consumption by 50 per cent. Other submarines could only achieve half an hour submerged on battery power, or 24 hours if they shut almost all equipment down. Using the snort to recharge the batteries, the prime objective for a Type XXI was an entire patrol submerged (and it took only three hours’ snorting to recharge batteries). It was also very stealthy at low speeds, using what were called creeping speed motors (on rubber mountings) to absorb noise. The Type XXI could safely dive up to 440ft (90ft deeper than the most modern Second World War-era British submarine), with a crush depth of more than 1,000ft.

Fortunately for the Allies only two ‘electroboots’ ever deployed on combat patrol during the Second World War. Crew training, technological defects common to any cutting-edge technology, and intensive bombing kept the majority of the 120 ‘electroboots’ non-operational. They were captured or destroyed. Even more remarkable were Type XVIIB boats, which used air-independent hydrogen peroxide propulsion, removing the necessity to even poke a snort mast above the surface.

Following a series of top-level meetings, it was decided the British, Americans and Russians should each have ten U-boats of all varieties, the remainder to be scuttled in Operation Deadlight.

The Soviets had limited contemporary experience on the open ocean in any kind of warship – during the Second World War the Red Navy fought mainly in littoral waters or operated along rivers and other inland waterways.

As a result the Russians requested that Royal Navy crews sail their allocated U-boats to Leningrad. The Soviets hid their lack of confidence on the high seas behind claims that they were being given defective submarines. The British had, though, delivered detailed seaworthiness assessments of the boats to their new owners.

The Americans, who took two XXIs, would base the design of their new Tang Class upon the Nazi boat type. They also reconstructed some of their newer Second World War-era submarines, under a programme entitled Greater Underwater Propulsive Power, or GUPPY, to incorporate German innovations.

Some Type XXIs were even pressed into service, the British operating two. While one was scrapped in 1949 after running on trials, the other was given to the French. They commissioned seven ex-German U-boats into their fleet, one of the Type XXIs seeing service into the late 1960s.

Even the Swedes, neutral during the conflict, recognised the necessity of acquiring revolutionary U-boats if their own navy was not to lose its status as a leading submarine operator. They raised U-3503 – scuttled inside their territorial waters – from the bottom of the Baltic and towed her to a naval base. Experts carried out a dry-dock inspection of her innovations before the submarine was scrapped. In the mid-1950s, when they needed to revive their submarine arm as part of NATO, the West Germans adopted a similar practice, locating U-boats sunk during the war and raising them.

Faced with a sudden need to match the West’s operational capability the Russians made the most of their inherited U-boats. Four of the ten they received from the British were Type XXIs, seeing service in the Soviet’s Navy’s Baltic Fleet for nine years. They also wasted no time in replicating the Type XXI in the Zulu and Whiskey classes of diesel boat. The British decided to implement what they had gleaned from the XXIs in a radical reconstruction programme for some of their T-Class submarines. Eight boats, including HMS Taciturn, were taken in hand between 1950 and 1956. Cut in two, they had a whole new section inserted containing two more electric motors and a fourth battery. It gave them a submerged top speed of between 15 and 18 knots but this could only be maintained for a short period. There were no external guns – these were removed as part of the rebuild – for they were given sleek streamlined outer casings. A large fin enclosed the bridge, periscopes and masts. Space was also made for specialist intelligence-gathering equipment.

Taciturn and her reconstructed sisters were known as the ‘Super-Ts’. Externally she bore little, if any, resemblance to the submarine that had emerged from the Vickers yard at Barrow-in-Furness in the north-west of England in 1944. Taciturn was blooded in action against the Japanese. She sank a number of small vessels and also joined forces with her sister submarine Thorough, both using their 4-inch deck guns to bombard shore targets. The first to receive the Super-T conversion, Taciturn was a perfect solution for cash-strapped Britain, almost bankrupted by the Second World War, yet needing to match the rising threat of Russian naval power. Construction of brand-new boats was not possible for some years. Submarines built to combat Hitler’s Germany and militaristic Japan were refashioned using the fruit of Nazi science to become the best Britain could send against the Soviets.

It was Vice Admiral Sir Geoffrey Oliver who proposed the Royal Navy’s much reduced submarine force should take the war to the enemy.

Staking out Soviet submarine bases in the Kola Peninsula and on the shores of the White Sea, they would eliminate the threat before it could break out into the vastness of the Atlantic. Oliver, who first went to sea as a midshipman in the battleship Dreadnought in 1916, also saw action in the Second World War as a cruiser captain. He had even commanded carrier strike forces, so was a well-rounded tactician, though never a submariner. His April 1949 paper – written when Oliver was Assistant Chief of the Naval Staff (ACNS) – gave impetus to the conversion of Taciturn and her seven sister boats into Super-Ts. If things turned hot they would sink Soviet boats in the Barents Sea, hunting down and killing them with torpedoes, or laying mines.

The precedent for using submarines to destroy other submarines had been set in the recent world war. British boats sank 36 enemy submarines, while the Americans claimed 23 Japanese. All but one of the targets was sunk while on the surface. The distinction of hunting and killing an enemy submarine while both were submerged fell to Lieutenant James Launders in HMS Venturer. His successful attack on U-864 off Norway, on 9 February 1945, remains the only one of its kind and was achieved after Venturer trailed the zig-zagging enemy boat for some hours. Having fixed the German’s position – and likely future track – via ASDIC, Launders fired a spread of four torpedoes, at 17-second intervals. U-864 managed to evade three, but steered into the path of the fourth and was blown apart.

By the mid-1950s Britain’s navy simply had to be more aggressive and push its submarines forward, to repeat Launders’s remarkable feat in order to make up for withered global sea control capability. It had not only ceded supremacy on the high seas to America, but was facing relegation into third place by the burgeoning maritime might of the Soviets. Even before the Second World War Stalin had been urging Red Navy chiefs to build a battle fleet that would break free of the traditional coast-hugging role. Within three months of the fighting in Europe ending, Stalin decreed the USSR should create a powerful ocean-going navy. Unfortunately, the vessels that started to come off the slipways, such as Sverdlov Class cruisers, were outmoded before they were launched. They replicated Nazi technology without taking it much further.

May 1955 saw the creation of the Warsaw Pact, which militarily melded the USSR with its satellite states in Eastern Europe to counter NATO.

Emboldened by Kremlin concessions to protests for more freedom in Poland, on 23 October 1956 200,000 Hungarians took to the streets, objecting to the presence of Russian troops in their country. Their revolution was brutally suppressed by the Red Army. Around 20,000 Hungarians paid with their lives for daring to try and cast off the Soviet yoke.

Even as Russian tanks crushed dreams of democracy on the streets of Budapest, the Soviets were threatening nuclear war against Britain and France in response to an invasion of Egypt.

The Americans did not back their Second World War allies’ bid to take back control of the Suez Canal by force, while the new Soviet overlord, Nikita Khrushchev – supporting the fervent Arab nationalist leader Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser – warned he would unleash ‘rocket weapons’ against London and Paris.

Despite a measure of military success, it was President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s fury at his allies going it alone that forced them, ultimately, to withdraw from Suez. The Cold War had turned nasty, but open warfare between the two armed camps had been avoided. Beyond confrontations on land, lethal shadow boxing between the naval forces of East and West was already a facet of the Cold War confrontation.

In April 1956 the mysterious disappearance, and probable murder, of a frogman trying to spy on Soviet warships within sight of Taciturn’s home base in Gosport heightened tension.

The Russians were returning the courtesy of a British naval diplomatic mission to Leningrad the previous year. As the aircraft carrier HMS Triumph and her escorts sailed up the river Neva, they passed building yards containing dozens of surface warships and submarines in various states of completion. Many in the British naval community had refused until then to believe the Soviets really were undertaking such an ambitious programme. Their hosts had not actually meant to leave so much on display. When the British naval squadron sailed back down the Neva, smokescreens were generated in front of the building yards. With Triumph’s height as an aircraft carrier, it was still possible for naval intelligence specialists to take photographs.

When the Russian Navy sent the cruiser Ordzhonikidze to Portsmouth she carried no less a person than Nikita Khrushchev. On the British side there was a great desire to learn as much as possible about the Russian warship – a temptation too hard to resist, especially as she was parked in the centre of the Hampshire harbour.

Lionel ‘Buster’ Crabb, a well-known veteran of daring underwater exploits in the Second World War, was ordered by MI6 to see what he could find out about the Ordzhonikidze. Crabb had already covertly inspected the propulsion of a Sverdlov Class cruiser in 1953 – Sverdlov herself, when the vessel was anchored at Spithead for the Coronation Review of Queen Elizabeth II – discovering an innovative bow thruster. Three years later it was worth seeing what else might be below the water-line. Crabb stayed at the Sally Port Hotel in Portsmouth with his MI6 handler, who signed the register as ‘Mr Smith’. After the former naval officer departed to carry out his dive, ‘Mr Smith’ cleansed the room of Crabb’s civilian clothes and other belongings. Newspapers were soon carrying stories about Crabb disappearing on an espionage mission. The Navy maintained he was testing new diving equipment in Stokes Bay, just down the coast, rather than diving in Portsmouth Harbour. Soviet sources said sailors aboard the cruiser had spotted a frogman. An official complaint was lodged with the Foreign Office. Nobody publicly admitted to anything. The head of MI6 was forced to resign by the Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, for launching an ill-advised mission without specific authorisation by the government. The Navy had allegedly assisted MI6, providing a boat and a naval officer to support Crabb’s dive.

It was claimed the local Special Branch squad sent someone to rip out relevant pages in the hotel register.

The furious British government cancelled various military intelligence-gathering operations, including deploying submarines into the Barents Sea. This caused massive loss of face for the Royal Navy but in the absence of British boats taking part, the Americans received a confidential briefing on surveillance skills from Cdr John Coote. He had captained the Super-T boat HMS Totem on at least one recent spying mission in the Arctic. At one stage Totem had to surface so one of her officers, Peter Lucy, could carry out temporary repairs to a defective S-band search-receiver. Mounted in the periscope it picked up potential threats by detecting radars of searching aircraft and surface vessels. Normally such a procedure required a workshop, but Totem was hundreds of miles from home. Lucy would be working solo in the housing at the top of the fin and if the Russians loomed over the horizon Coote would dive the boat under him. Lucy would have to swim for his life and, if captured, probably suffer a grisly fate at the hands of Soviet interrogators. Several months later, Cdr Coote told senior British naval officers and the US Navy that intelligence gathered on the Soviet Navy in the Barents had revealed a weakness in its ASW capabilities. To gain such an edge risks were justified.

Not long after Coote showed the Americans how valuable Royal Navy missions in the Barents were, the British PM was warned that without them the US–UK defence relationship was at risk. It was felt the Americans would press ahead with the submarine surveillance programme anyway, denying the British access to data collected. Eden was still worried about the possibility of such forays sparking a hot war, so he remained true to one of his favourite sayings: ‘Peace comes first, always.’


Eden’s subsequent Suez misadventure led only to national humiliation and his resignation, in January 1957. Harold Macmillan, a firm supporter of the Anglo-American ‘Special Relationship’, succeeded him. The new PM authorised resumption of British participation in submarine deployments to the Barents. He was only too well aware that Soviet military doctrine was following a new direction that would require intelligence gathering in Northern seas. For while Khrushchev agreed with the need for a powerful global navy he saw there was no point in trying to match Western strength, but rather to outflank it. A battle-cruiser programme was cut, the number of Sverdlovs under construction revised downwards. Khrushchev announced a ‘Revolution in Military Affairs’, which sought to steer the Russian armed forces away from huge, lumbering conventional formations, to smaller high-tech units. They would deploy missiles with nuclear warheads.

Many of these new weapons would, from the 1950s onwards, be tested at firing ranges and detonation test sites located on the island of Novaya Zemlya. The Barents, Arctic and Kara seas washed its shores, but it was from the western side that it was most approachable by submarines.

To Khrushchev nuclear weapons were a means to achieving super-power punch while enabling a reduction in military spending, diverting resources instead to the civilian economy. Submarines armed with missiles would be a key component of the USSR’s defence revolution. To enact this element Khrushchev turned to a man he had served alongside during the 1941–45 war, Sergei Gorshkov, making his old comrade in arms Commander-in-Chief of the Soviet Navy in 1957. The ascent of Gorshkov would reinvigorate the Soviet Union’s naval forces and make them more aggressive, both in home waters and overseas.

On 9 June 1957, what remained of a corpse in a diving suit – minus head and hands – was found in the sea off Chichester. It was difficult to identify, although a scar on a knee was supposedly a match for Crabb. While an inquest recorded an open verdict the coroner decided that, on balance of probability, it was him. One popular theory was that Crabb had been spotted by the Russian cruiser’s own frogmen on security duty. He had either been captured alive and taken aboard ship or killed in the water. More recently it has been suggested Crabb was sucked into the Ordzhonikidze’s screws. When at anchor in a foreign port, the cruiser turned them vigorously from time to time as a standard counter-measure against snooping frogmen.


With Crabb apparently suffering a grisly fate at the hands of the Soviet Navy – during a spying mission just a few hundred yards from Taciturn’s home berth at HMS Dolphin – did any submariner need to be reminded the Cold War could be fatal?












	4

	YOU MUST NOT SAY A WORD





When she set sail from Portsmouth on 4 September 1957, HMS Taciturn headed west and then up through the Irish Sea.

As would be typical of many submarines of the nations actively engaged in the Cold War under the sea, the front line was joined the moment Taciturn left her home base.

There was no fixed line of trenches to signify the point where combat conditions prevailed – distinct from rear areas where there was little if any risk of conflict. On land a carefully delineated Iron Curtain existed, across which tanks and troops of each side dared not trespass for fear of sparking a massive conflict. For submarines and the men who operated them, the front line was fluid and intermingled, stretching all the way from the deep ocean to coastal waters.

As Taciturn cast off from the jetty, newspapers were carrying reports on a big Russian naval exercise, which was to be held in Arctic waters between 10 September and 15 October.

The Kremlin issued warnings for all foreign ships to stay out, as live ammunition would be used. Legally of course, Taciturn was perfectly at ease to operate within the Barents Sea. If she made her presence felt by cruising on the surface, within international waters, there was nothing the Russians could do about it, technically speaking. However, they regarded the Barents as exclusively theirs. Strangers should keep out.

Around a fortnight before HMS Taciturn left Portsmouth the Soviets conducted a successful test flight of an 8K71 Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM). It was launched from the Baikonur Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan, describing an arc of some 6,000km to splash down in the Pacific. If the Russians could put a warhead on such a missile – as they undoubtedly would– it would tear up the rules of the game in the East–West stand-off.

At that stage of the Cold War, to deliver their nuclear weapons the Americans relied on B-52 bombers, while the UK’s Royal Air Force (RAF) was also in the vanguard of countering the Russian threat, operating the Vulcan and Valiant. NATO estimated 16 million Russians could be killed or injured via raids on key Soviet cities by the British V-Force before the American B-52s got anywhere near their targets.


The Valiant had been used on strike missions against Egyptian troops during the Suez Crisis. Proving its conventional lethality, it performed well in a role that harked back to the days of the Second World War, but in any conflict with the Soviets the West’s bombers would spend their time dodging flak and surface-to-air missiles.

Rockets travelled at thousands of miles an hour, invulnerable to anti-air defences, and the NATO bombers’ home airfields would be easily destroyed. America and NATO’s promises of protection for Europe seemed rather hollow. The US Air Force’s Atlas ICBM would not achieve a successful test flight until late October 1958 and it was not ready as an operational weapon until a year later.

Taciturn was now being sent into Soviet waters to find a chink in the foe’s armour, to try and give the West an edge in some fashion while it struggled to catch up in the ICBM race.

Aside from recording individual war vessels in sound and vision, noting data on weapons and radar performance – all useful tools if it came to war – NATO submarines studied naval base infrastructure. They also observed how Soviet vessels manoeuvred at sea and noted any tactical bad habits.

To know an enemy’s vulnerabilities – and capabilities – without him realising you had gained that insight awarded the possessor a killer edge. And that was the point of Taciturn’s mission to the Barents. It was not to sink enemy vessels, but to get close enough to record the distinctive sound signatures of Soviet warships.

Early on 6 September, shortly after the boat had dived, her captain, Lt Cdr Roche O’Connor, made a broadcast promising his men he would soon explain as much as he could about their important mission.

For the next five days the boat would remain submerged and carry out an exercise, trying to sneak into a formation of NATO surface vessels. It was an important dress rehearsal for the mission ahead, to see if the boat could spy on warships without being rumbled. Thereafter Taciturn would head for the submarine depot ship HMS Adamant, anchored in Rothesay Bay, off the Isle of Bute, to take on stores.

Sailors would be able to write to their families, leaving their letters with the post room aboard Adamant to be forwarded after the boat departed. To preserve operational secrecy, none of Taciturn’s men were allowed to telephone home. O’Connor advised his men the boat would be dived for most, if not all, of the subsequent seven weeks. He warned: ‘We must remain completely and utterly undetected by friend and foe.’ Furthermore, if the Russians caught them, it would be ‘unpleasant and most dangerous’.

The chart table was to be screened. Only a select few officers with the correct level of clearance would know the boat’s exact position.

Radio silence would only be broken in an extreme emergency. On returning to the UK they must not speak about what they had been doing. Most chilling of all, they and their families would for some time be monitored by the security services. O’Connor cautioned: ‘You must not say a word to even your wives or mothers.’ Concluding the briefing he explained lights must be switched off where and when possible, to conserve battery power. The boat would run in Defence State 2, which meant ready to go deep at any moment. Throughout whatever lay ahead, the captain’s ability to take the right decision in moments of crisis – retaining his cool while others around might be losing theirs – would be essential to the survival of Taciturn. In the eyes of a 22-year-old rating, Leading Engineer Mechanic M. Hurley, who worked in the machinery spaces, O’Connor was ‘first and foremost a gentleman’.

In the 1950s, when notions of Kipling-style gentlemanly bravery in the face of the enemy still resonated, this was a true tribute and sign of respect. An officer could have many personality faults, but so long as he was a gentleman he could be forgiven a lot. Writing about O’Connor in a secret diary, Hurley observed of his captain: ‘He knows his job, is patient, polite and understanding. Unlike many submarine skippers he never cracks or shows signs of irritation under strain (and if he did it would be understandable). Very popular with the crew and is considerate to them. In all one could not ask for a better man as Captain.’

As the Cold War increased its intensity, those qualities of cool command in the face of pressure and also a genuine care for the welfare of sailors would remain vital. Steely courage and technical competence, not forgetting an ability to think fast – and to come up with solutions to problems that only a non-conformist mind could find – were also important. There was no accessible chain of command beyond the confines of a solo submarine in hostile waters. The buck stopped with the captain.

And Lt Cdr O’Connor was determined to make absolutely certain his crew were in the right mindset. They must understand the mission they were embarking on could require the ultimate sacrifice.

Who knew what the Russians would do to his men if they were caught snooping around in the Barents Sea? Grabbing the hand-mike for the public broadcast system, O’Connor gave his men a resolute, steely call to action:

‘This will be a wartime patrol – we must get good results.’

Aboard Taciturn as she headed for Soviet waters was an officer unlikely to have been a product of Dartmouth.

To handle her forthcoming penetration of the Red Navy’s domain, Taciturn had a specially embarked team of experts, ready to apply their dark arts. One was a Lieutenant Commander called Lucas, which seemed extremely likely to be an alias. Of portly build, he had the appearance and manner of a foreigner, with a hint of an accent. Pleasant in nature, he was inevitably the object of much curiosity. Taciturn’s men speculated ‘Lucas’ was actually Russian and someone suggested he could speak up to 14 languages. Hurley confided to his diary that ‘one thing is certain – he has made this trip for a useful purpose and will make use of some unusual talents’. Lucas would probably have been gainfully employed listening in to Soviet wireless transmissions. As such ‘Lucas’ was a key advisor to O’Connor. Whether he was Russian or came from some other East European nation, he was playing for high stakes. Should Taciturn be cornered and her crew captured, he could expect only brutal interrogation and execution.

Despite rough seas, on Sunday, 8 September 1957, as she edged up through the Irish Sea, Taciturn used her snort mast. Having taken in air and vented fumes, the snort was lowered. To conserve battery power, carbon dioxide absorbers were kept off and oxygen generators not used for much of the day. It was important to push the envelope of dived endurance.

Hurley wrote in his secret diary that conditions became ‘quite stuffy’. If anyone wanted to smoke it was almost impossible to light a match thanks to a lack of oxygen. Smoking was an essential morale boost for sailors under pressure, a refuge from the strange pressures of their trade, even though it poisoned the atmosphere.

As time wore on people got out of breath very quickly and there was bad news on the fresh-water front – the patrol was estimated to last 47 days, but already there was only enough left for 20.

The consumption rate had to be reduced radically.

Shaving would be out of the question.

As Taciturn ventured into the middle of the unsuspecting group of NATO warships for her tactical exercise, the boat suddenly rocked violently from side to side. Had practice depth charges been dropped? Word soon spread that Taciturn had actually struck an uncharted rock pinnacle.

The Control Room requested damage assessment reports from throughout the boat, which fortunately discovered no leaks. O’Connor ordered the submarine to periscope depth. Once he had checked there were no lurking surface ships to collide with, Taciturn surfaced and headed for the depot ship HMS Adamant. As soon as the boat was secured alongside, divers were put over the side to inspect Taciturn, finding only slight damage. It was nothing that would impede the mission.

Adamant was sent to Rothesay in late 1954, to support the Scottish-based 3rd Submarine Flotilla, but she didn’t mind accepting visitors like Taciturn. The depot ship was a floating one-stop shop, built during the Second World War as mother ship for submarines operating with the Eastern Fleet against the Japanese. While alongside her, submariners would sling their hammocks in Adamant’s mess decks, while the officers moved into cabins. Aside from providing somewhere for sailors to live and eat, Adamant – whose Ship’s Company included shipwrights, metal-workers, ship fitters and even coppersmiths – was host to workshops in which both heavy and light machinery could be mended. Torpedoes could be repaired and fresh ones supplied. During the 1950s she would be mother to half a dozen boats at a time, supplying power and freshwater supplies, to relieve strain on their own systems. On this occasion an outbreak of Asian flu meant nobody was allowed off the submarine. The depot ship lowered stores over the side, restoring the boat’s food lockers and replenishing fresh-water tanks. A false deck was created over storage boxes in passageways; fruit and vegetables were kept either hanging up or packed into fridge compartments alongside fresh meat.

At 06.20 on 10 September 1957 Taciturn slipped from Adamant and headed north. The warning klaxon for diving sounded twice and she began to submerge, the bridge team clambering down ladders within the fin. The last man down from the bridge shut and secured the hatches. Lieutenant Commander O’Connor went to the periscope and took a quick look, a senior rating stepping forward behind him to secure the lower hatch.

The priority was to immediately assess Taciturn’s own noise levels, to see if anything might give her away to Soviet sonar and hydrophone operators. A frequent source of such giveaway sounds would be cables or other fixtures, such as anchors, not secured properly within the outer casing.


After checking her own noise levels, and satisfied Taciturn was not generating ‘rattles’, the boat was ‘trimmed’. This was necessary to ensure she was neutrally buoyant and neither heavy by the bows or by the stern.

In a Super-T boat like Taciturn, the main ballast tanks were on the outside of the pressure hull, although there were also two supplementary internal ballast tanks as well. As Taciturn dived she vented air out of the top of the tanks, with water entering the bottom via free flood holes. To surface the vents were shut. Compressed air – stored in bottles and used sparingly – was released into the top of Taciturn’s main ballast tanks, forcing water out of the bottom, creating positive buoyancy.

As she dived at the beginning of her journey to Arctic waters, the boat’s fore hydroplanes (on the bows) and aft hydroplanes (on the rudder) angled down and up respectively.

Rather like an aircraft’s flaps, hydroplanes function by water flowing over them creating pressure, in the case of a diving submarine forcing the bows down and the stern up. Propellers push the boat forward and under at the required speed. Once the submarine is below the surface, small internal tanks are filled to adjust the weight and longitudinal stability of the boat

This is a process known as ‘catching the trim’. Ensuring all this went smoothly would be the First Lieutenant, assisted by the Chief Stoker who probably knew more than the officer (by virtue of long experience).

They were responsible for calculating changes in internal weight, such as the amount of stores aboard, as well as torpedoes, fuel and the number of people – their collective weight, together with personal kit and any equipment they might have brought aboard – not forgetting engineering stores. These were computed and appropriate adjustments made to the internal tanks – known as the auxiliary and compensating tanks – which had been dipped, to gauge the levels while Taciturn was at Dolphin. The First Lieutenant did this again when the boat was alongside Adamant, arriving at a figure of so many thousand gallons of water, representing the adjustable weight. Taciturn therefore modified her displacement by pumping more water into, or pumping it out of, the internal tanks. This aimed to give the boat perfect balance in water. It meant that once dived, and having achieved neutral buoyancy, Taciturn could hover under the surface, both props stopped. Or she could be manoeuvred with ease and precision at very low speeds. Until trim was achieved the boat would only be taken to periscope depth – 60ft – but
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