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“Plundered gold, sunken treasure, Nazi secrets—if that doesn’t have the makings of a Steven Spielberg adventure, then Hollywood isn’t what it used to be. Battleground Atlantic plumbs the ocean’s depths and spans decades in resolving a World War II mystery involving Axis uranium shipments, broken codes, American salvagers, and Russian aquanauts. It’s a book that will be enjoyed by any explorer—armchair or otherwise.”
—Barrett Tillman, author of Clash of the Carriers
“Billings has captured the excitement of a relatively unknown aspect of World War II and succeeded in conveying the frightening impact that I-52 could have had for the United States. With elements of intrigue, grand adventure, and drama, the book reads like a spy novel, yet it is made more intense by the awesome reality of the situation.”
—John Wukovits, author of One Square Mile of Hell and Pacific Alamo
“Battleground Atlantic is one part intriguing mystery, one part pulse-pounding race for sunken treasure, and one part jaw-dropping historical revelation. And that, my friend, is a formula for some wonderful reading.”
—Don Keith, author of In the Course of Duty
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To Sandy Greenwood, whose presence I cherish
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1. A DREAMER WHO DARED

After resting in silence these many years the I-52 was missing no longer. Evidence of her presence had spilled upon the ocean floor as she neared the end of her spiral plunge, so the path to her watery grave was clearly marked. Twisted shards of steel ripped from the hull lay alongside intricate pieces of plumbing and other mechanical parts. Without warning, a death scene was revealed: kitchen utensils and bunks from the crew quarters, shoes never in pairs, a sweater whose wearer had long since vanished.
Approaching from the southwest, the visitors ran abreast of the starboard bow and noticed how the World War II Japanese submarine was listing to port, yet her conning tower appeared to be unscathed. On the bridge, where the captain had stood, there were windows with watch standers’ binoculars still in place. On the afterdeck, trained on an avenue of anticipated attack, a 25-millimeter machine gun looked loaded and ready to fire.
Paul Tidwell motioned for a closer look and his Russian pilot cautiously obeyed, knowing that a bump at the wrong time and place could cause the wreck to topple and entomb them. The markings on the boat were faded but readable—a symbol resembling the letter I and the number 52. The I-52 was last heard from in June 1944.
 
Tidwell is a professional salvager of sunken ships—for twenty-five years he has been in business, in part for the profits that finance his expeditions and may someday make him wealthy. There is, however, more to Tidwell and his work than monetary concerns. He is an oceanic explorer, influenced by the creative design of Jules Verne and the inventive engineering of Jacques Cousteau. He is determined to reach the last frontier, as the ocean floor has been called, and retrieve a little of what man has lost while making his way in a dark and distant world.
And sometimes he betrays an artistic bent, as when he founded his first company and named it Raven Enterprises, with Edgar Allan Poe in mind:
Deep into that darkness peering,
Long I stood there, wondering, fearing,
Doubting, dreaming dreams
No mortal ever dared to dream before.

 
Tidwell has ambitious plans for exploring a region that only recently was opened to private enterprise. Shortly after World War II, governments began to develop the technology that would enable them to reach a depth of twenty thousand feet, and then the Big Two, the United States and the Soviet Union, kept their discoveries to themselves as they engaged in secret antisubmarine warfare (ASW). The Cold War ended with the collapse of the USSR in 1991, and the wherewithal of deep-ocean activity, scientific and commercial, was part of the peace dividend. Literally hundreds of sunken warships and merchant vessels with precious cargoes were suddenly within a salvage company’s range.
Tidwell discovered the wreck of the I-52 in May 1995. Two months later William Broad of the New York Times broke the I-52 story, and he had more to say in a book published in 1997, The Universe Below. “I asked Tidwell what the future might hold for deep recovery. To me, he seemed like the logical person to ask. After all, he knew not only his own projects but, by virtue of having worked as a maritime researcher, knew of many other projects around the world, an unusual thing in so secretive a business.” Tidwell predicted that in fifty years most of the big gold shipments will be recovered from the sea, causing Broad to comment: “If Paul Tidwell…is correct in his assessments, the exploratory wave in the next century will shake up thousands of deep wrecks. For better or worse, we are at a turning point in the history of history.”
A LIFE OF ADVENTURE
Tidwell spent his childhood in central Florida watching space-bound rockets lift off from Cape Canaveral. His family moved to Louisiana when he was eleven, and over the next ten years he attended high school, met his future wife, and served two tours in Vietnam as a U.S. Army infantryman. He came home in 1969 a decorated hero (two Bronze Stars, two Purple Hearts), and completed his education, earning a bachelor’s in sociology at Southeastern Louisiana College. He did not pursue an advanced degree, but he was a self-taught engineer versed in computer technology when he embarked on a career of maritime research and ship salvage. Early on, he experienced both success and frustration searching for the Luckenback, a freighter sunk by a mine during World War II off the Florida coast, and the Merida, which was bound for New York from Mexico with eleven tons of silver when it went down off Virginia in 1911. These wrecks were in coastal waters—not the sort of deep-ocean operations that would soon entice Tidwell—but the Luckenback yielded a profitable amount of mineral ore. As for the Merida, she was turned upside down, and her cargo was out of reach.
In the 1980s he did a stint with Mel Fisher, who had become rich and famous hunting ancient Spanish galleons off Florida, but digging in the sand for disintegrating hulls was of little interest to Tidwell. What did get his attention were the hundreds of warships lost in battle during two world wars, many of them sunk at depths so great they had been officially lost for decades. One that he found especially intriguing was the John Barry, an American Liberty Ship sunk in 1944 by a German submarine, the U-859, in the Arabian Sea. His interest in the Barry was stimulated as much by the mysterious circumstances of her mission and her fate as by her cargo of 3 million Saudi Arabian riyals. It seems that King Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia had been persuaded to award a lease to American oil interests, excluding the British, and the riyals, freshly minted in Philadelphia, were for use in forming Aramco, the Arabian American Oil Company. It was alleged that a resentful British government actually directed its intelligence service to prescribe a course for the Barry that put her in the crosshairs of the U-859’s periscope.
Given these circumstances, Tidwell found it ironic that a British company, Blue Water Recoveries Ltd., reached the John Barry at eighty-five hundred feet in 1994 and recovered $1.5 million in coins. His interest was not totally academic, for Tidwell was retained as a consultant by Blue Water, and he became convinced that here was a fiction thriller waiting to be written and produced as a motion picture—to the extent that he sought out a survivor, the ship’s purser, and purchased the rights to his story. When Tidwell became interested in the I-52, however, he abandoned the John Barry project.
THE I-52 AND HER GOLD
Tidwell began searching for the I-52 in Washington with no preconceived notions other than a long-held belief that whenever a ship goes down with a cargo of gold, it must be accounted for by someone. Starting at the Library of Congress, he dug into a 1917 volume of Foreign Relations of the United States, perusing papers with titles that caught his eye: “Attacks on Unarmed Enemy Merchant Vessels”; “Management of Shipments of Precious Metals.” Before long his strategy of working from the general to the specific guided him to the National Archives, Military Intelligence Division, where he became engrossed in a hefty tome , Boundaries Around Japan—1917–1941. By this time Tidwell had come to know John Taylor, a human encyclopedia with Record Group 457, the repository for National Security Agency (NSA) files. Taylor seemed taken by Tidwell’s persistence and offered a helpful tip: World War II documents, including intercepted German and Japanese messages—sent by radio in codes that had been broken by the Allies—had recently been declassified.
With hundreds of thousands of pages of NSA intercepts to scan, Tidwell paid close attention to those that mentioned ship movements. It was a difficult task, but he knew he was on the right track when he read a listing under U.S. Navy records related to code breaking. It was titled “COMINCH File: Intelligence Summaries, January 1943–May 1945,” and when he opened it, he noted the letterhead of each report: “United States Fleet, Headquarters of the Commander in Chief, Navy Department, Washington, D.C.” He soon learned the system that was followed in preparing reports and knew to take account of references to “blockade running,” especially when the subhead was “Jap Subs.” As a student of World War II, Tidwell knew of Japanese efforts to ship gold by submarine to Europe for deposit in a German bank. He also knew of Allied efforts to intercept those shipments by means of a blockade across the Bay of Biscay.
Tidwell learned too that in May 1944 the movement of two Japanese submarines was being monitored: the I-29, headed for Japan from a port in occupied France, and the I-52, which was “inbound,” having reached the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of Africa in early May. Tidwell recorded the dates, and his notes indicate that the COMINCH files occurred at random—May 11, May 31, and so on. When he came to June 22 and scanned the pages for the I-52, he felt his heart starting to pound and he was shaking, but he continued to read.
I-52, 2500-ton Jap sub en route to Lorient, will [rendezvous] the outbound German U-530…22 June about 900 miles west of the Cape Verde Islands (15N 40W). A German liaison officer, and latest German search gear, with operators, will be transferred. I-52 will then cruise west of the Azores to France….

Tidwell’s brain was bursting; he was excited, but he was also certain he was being watched. Paranoia maybe, but word of what he was up to had gotten around. From his work on the John Barry, Tidwell was known in the salvage business, which is tightly knit and very competitive. Well founded or not in this particular instance, his fears were justified.
 
Tidwell had learned it was a practice of U.S. Fleet Radio Intelligence to insert parenthetical advisories based on intercepted enemy messages, and one of these was an eye-opener:
Note: Besides a number of Jap technical experts I-52 is carrying 2 tons of gold; 228 tons of tin, molybdenum, and tungsten; 54 tons of rubber, 3 tons of quinine and opium….)

He covered up the page he was reading—quickly, but he hoped not noticeably—stood up, and walked around the reading room, collecting his thoughts. This was beyond his greatest expectations: a Japanese submarine carrying two tons of gold was to meet a German U-boat on June 22, 1944, and the U.S. Navy knew the rendezvous point. The obvious question was what had happened to the I-52, and Tidwell found the answer when he turned to a COMINCH file dated July 20 and read an entry labeled “Jap U/Boats.” It was just a fragment but it was all he needed for now:
Loss of the I-52 (Momi) considered sunk 24 June west of the Cape Verde Islands by planes from U.S.S. Bogue….

As he leafed through intercepted radio messages, Tidwell turned up one dated June 12, 1944, from the Bureau of Military Affairs in Tokyo to the Japanese naval attaché in Berlin. It contained a list of crew members and technical experts aboard submarine I-52 and an account of her cargo, including the gold bullion: “146 bars weighing two tons packed in forty-nine metal boxes.”
 
Tidwell methodically built a file on the I-52, code name Momi: she was on her maiden voyage when she went down, having been launched on December 18, 1943, at Kure, the center of Japanese naval activity. She was bound for Lorient, on the Atlantic coast of France, with raw materials for German industry in addition to the gold. She was to return with up-to-date arms and data on such new and deadly weapons as the V-2 rocket. He discovered that top secret “Ultra” intelligence—information obtained from broken enemy codes—had enabled the Allies to track down and destroy blockade runners. He also gathered data on Task Group 22.2, the Bogue group, and naval air squadron VC-69, which would mark June 23–24 as the night the unit sank its only submarine of the war.
Tidwell tackled the project knowing it would lead him into territory where no one had dared to tread without government authority. He knew too that Cold War activities at great depths and the associated technology had been closely guarded official secrets. But with the end of the superpower standoff, exotic equipment appeared on the open market—laser cameras, sonar scanners, submersible vehicles both manned and remote. Navigation satellites were available to entrepreneurs, as were such communications innovations as fiber-optic cable. Meanwhile, a digital revolution proceeded apace, and a generation of whiz kids—many trained by the military in secret operations—was ready to be recruited.
Tidwell developed a modus operandi based on an A-team concept. He preferred working with contractors rather than employees, drawing from a vast pool of talent—sonar technicians, marine biologists, artifact conservators. Consequently, his company—he named it Cape Verde Explorations, Ltd., after locating the I-52—consisted of just himself and his wife, and he ran it from his Virginia home.
 
Without needlessly looking for trouble, Tidwell believed it was prudent to anticipate opposition, and he worried in particular about the government of Japan. Under U.S. law the rights to a wrecked vessel in international waters belong to a salvager, although a nation may lay claim to a sunken warship. He hoped to avoid a confrontation and would meet with Japanese officials in Washington and Tokyo—he later did—to discuss the delicate matter of human remains and personal effects of the I-52 crew. He was also prepared to play hardball and would warn the Japanese that by raising the rights issue, they might call attention to the origin of the gold, an absorbing story if not a pretty one. In its conquest of Asia in the 1930s, the Japanese army swept southward from China and Burma to Malaya and Singapore, looting government and corporate treasuries, temples, and banks. The plunder amounted to billions of dollars, most of it in gold—six thousand tons of bullion from banks and businesses, and much more from illicit sources. Tidwell knew from his research at the National Archives that the I-52 loaded her shipment of gold in Singapore, which would be consistent with a presumption that it was part of the “loot.” And he knew that if and when he recovered the gold, he would most likely be able to determine its origin.
BETTING THE RANCH ON MOMI
Tidwell inhabited a topsy-turvy world as he prepared in the early months of 1995 to go to sea in search of the I-52 and her cargo of gold. First of all, he had secured financing in the form of a $750,000 investment by a venture capitalist from Arkansas, and he had signed up a pair of specialized contractors to provide the expertise required for the mission he had in mind. One was a remotely operated vehicle (ROV) manufacturer in Seattle, Sound Ocean Systems, whose president, Ted Brockett, was an old friend of Tidwell’s. In turn, Brockett recommended Meridian Sciences of Columbia, Maryland, whose sensitive work for the U.S. Navy entailed refining the navigation data of nuclear submarine missions. Meridian’s president, Dave Jourdan—Jourdan was a Naval Academy graduate who had served as a submarine officer—had designed a computer program, called RENAV, to do the analysis for the navy, and he had coined the term “renavigation” to describe his secret system. When Tidwell asked if RENAV could be applied to World War II navigation data (from the logs of the Bogue, the carrier whose aircraft sank the I-52 in 1944, and the U-530, a German submarine at the scene), Jourdan replied that it could. So Tidwell made him an offer—the standard fee plus permission to use photographs of the I-52 to promote his company if the submarine search was successful. Jourdan accepted and promised to load RENAV onto his laptop computer in order to devote time to the project during spare moments on business trips.
Still depending on Brockett for advice, Tidwell chartered the research vessel Yuzhmorgeologiya from the Shirshov Institute in Moscow, though he might have thought better of the deal had he known he was the subject of a federal espionage investigation. The contract for the “Yuz” had just been signed when two U.S. Navy intelligence agents questioned a Tidwell associate in New Orleans. They were acting on an allegation by a disgruntled bureaucrat that Tidwell had improperly sought data from the Office of Oceanography in Mississippi, and it appears their suspicion was also aroused by his having chartered what was once a Soviet spy ship. Tidwell was willing to grant that a navy investigation was justified by his dealings with the Russians, and harassment of the “Yuz” by navy ships and planes during sea trials off California was also warranted. These actions were within the limits of fair play as he defines them. But Tidwell would not say the same for what occurred after his expedition left Bridgetown, Barbados, on April 12, 1995, for a five-day run to where he hoped to find the wreck of the I-52. On the third day out, both of the ship’s diesel engines repeatedly broke down, and the Russian captain determined the cause to be tainted fuel. He had refueled in Panama, taking on about half of the ship’s 1,446-ton capacity. Fortunately, it was possible to isolate the bad fuel in a storage bunker, leaving a usable amount of 700 tons, which would limit the submarine search but not cripple it. Taking the captain at his word, and therefore believing the fuel had been tampered with in an outright act of sabotage, Tidwell was left to wonder who might be trying so hard to prevent him from finding the I-52, and why.
 
Tidwell knew he had a formidable rival in the search for the I-52, though he doubted the British salvage company in question—Orca Ltd., named for a species of killer whale—was capable of sabotage. By the time he put to sea that April, Orca had been in search of the I-52 for nearly three months aboard the Mstislav Keldysh, the lead vessel of the Russian research fleet. Just months earlier, when he learned of Orca’s $3.6 million budget, Tidwell had made a bid to become a minority partner in the I-52 search, but his offer was rejected. It was then that he decided to resort to deception, letting it be known that he had given up on the I-52 and would search instead for the West Lashaway, an American freighter sunk during World War II in the same vicinity of the mid-Atlantic. Tidwell had an informant aboard the Keldysh, an American playing both sides, and when this individual revealed Orca’s coordinates for the location of the submarine, Tidwell did his best to sound encouraging. “Right on the money,” he fibbed, secure in the belief that the killer whales were not even close.
There was one man on the Orca team who may not have been fooled by Tidwell’s trickery, having learned from experience not to accept the word of a rival. He was Anatoly Sagalevitch, the head Russian aboard the Keldysh—shrewd and experienced and a hard man to fool. Sagalevitch was an Orca shareholder and stood to benefit financially from a successful search. For thirty-odd years with the Academy of Sciences in Moscow, Sagalevitch had been dedicated to the science of ocean exploration. He considered himself a disciple of William Beebe and Auguste Piccard, and for his pioneering work at record depths with the Mirs, a pair of submersibles whose mother ship was the Keldysh, he deserved to be regarded as such. Sagalevitch also had been a loyal soldier of the Soviet regime, and while ideology may have been just a means to an end, the collapse of Communism in August 1991 did not work to his advantage. All of a sudden the Shirshov Institute had to think commercially and seek big-dollar contracts for the Keldysh and the Mirs, which would explain how Sagalevitch, whether it suited him or not, cast his lot with the treasure hunters. Soon enough they would include Paul Tidwell.
 
It was taking Jourdan longer than expected to refine the data, so Tidwell began searching where the sinking occurred according to 1944 U.S. Navy navigation records. It was an agonizing process, as an acoustical tracking device on a twenty-thousand-foot cable was towed at 1.5 knots over a series of parallel lines—twelve hours to complete a line, another eight to turn around and head back. The equipment was a MAK-1 sidescan sonar, whose designer-operator, Midkat Ibreav, had been a KGB oceanographer before defecting from the Soviet Union and becoming a resident of Canada. (Ibreav died mysteriously later in 1995 on an airline flight to Moscow.) The MAK-1 could cover a thousand meters to the left and right on each line, but the size of the search area was greater than a thousand square kilometers. So with time running short due to the limited fuel supply, it was coming up on crunch time.
On April 26 there was a message from Jourdan over the Internet via satellite and in code, a precaution Tidwell insisted on since he assumed the Russians aboard his own ship, the “Yuz,” were routinely monitoring his communications. The I-52 position he had arrived at, using RENAV, was ten miles southwest of where old navy data had placed the submarine, and Tidwell was so impressed with the analysis that he favored going directly there. But Tom Dettweiler, a Meridian Sciences engineer whom Tidwell had named project manager, preferred a gradual approach that would mean searching the entire southwest quadrant of the thousand-square-kilometer area. Dettweiler spoke from experience, having been with Robert Ballard on two major discoveries, the Titanic and the German battleship Bismarck. Even though Dettweiler’s method would require four or five days, Tidwell said okay.
DOWN TO THE LAST LINE
On the morning of May 2, 1995, Tidwell was forced to make an announcement on the public address system of the “Yuz”: “This is the last line, guys.” There was just enough fuel for two more days and the trip back to Barbados, and Tidwell would need time for photographic documentation should they get lucky and find the submarine. Breakfast was glum that morning, but everything changed when Ibreav reported a target at 17,400 feet on his acquisition monitor. And he was getting a strong return of digitally reprocessed images from Meridian Sciences’ ORION software. Tidwell could make out a cigar-shaped object, pointed at each end, and he asked for a density check. A computer technician fixed the sonar crosshairs on the target, pressed a switch, and reported a reading of 100 percent. That was when Tidwell knew for certain that they were looking at a metallic object, not a rock.
Dettweiler hoped for better definition on a second pass by increasing the frequency from 30 to 100 kilohertz and reducing the range from 1,000 to 250 meters. But the MAK-1, a hundred feet from the bottom, passed directly over the target, blocking it from view. On a third pass, at three thirty on the morning of May 3, a distinct image appeared—cylindrical hull, conning tower, scattered debris torn loose and strewn about.
The rest of this mission, Tidwell realized, would be anticlimactic.


2. A MAIDEN VOYAGE, TO BE HER LAST

From the day of her launching—December 18, 1943—at the naval station in Kure, Japan, the submarine I-52 was on a secret deployment of vital importance in the war. And while her fate was not foreordained, she was cursed by a dreadful Imperial Navy statistic, a 50 percent mortality rate, which Japanese submariners had learned to live with. The I-52’s captain, Commander Kameo Uno, and his hundred-man crew had come to terms with the inevitable risk of warfare. But at this very moment of the war there were dangerous conditions they could not address, as they were unaware of their existence. In what amounted to an intelligence catastrophe, Japanese and German radio codes had been compromised, and the movements of the I-52 were being monitored by the enemy. In early March 1944 the U.S. Fleet Radio Unit at Pearl Harbor intercepted a message from the Bureau of Military Affairs in Tokyo to the naval attaché at the Japanese embassy in Berlin, announcing that the I-52 would sail from Kure in the middle of March. She arrived in Singapore on March 21 and loaded 270 tons of strategic materials before departing for Europe on April 23. On May 11, 1944, she was identified by U.S. Navy Intelligence as Momi, her code name, as she passed south of Madagascar.
 
One can imagine that Commander Kameo Uno was a worried man as he guided the I-52 through the Singapore Strait on the long voyage to occupied France. The war was not going well, to say the least. Germany was fighting for survival, as Russian armies drove from the east, through Hungary and Poland, and British and American forces were poised for an invasion of the European continent. And Japan had been reeling since the naval disaster at Midway in June 1942 and the loss of Guadalcanal in a prolonged siege and another American victory at sea. Recent reports from the Marshall Islands were deeply disappointing: Kwajalein had fallen, and eight thousand Japanese fighting men had died; then Eniwetok, with the loss of twenty-seven hundred defenders. Meanwhile, a surprise attack by U.S. carrier forces at the island of Truk, the headquarters of the Japanese Combined Fleet, had destroyed 200,000 tons of Japanese shipping and forced the resignation of Admiral Osami Nagano as chief of the Naval General Staff. From Truk a month later had come news that was very disturbing for Uno personally: navy headquarters had dispatched submarines to bolster the defense of New Guinea, and four of them—including Uno’s old ship, the I-175—were sunk by U.S. destroyers.
But now Uno was in command of a new fleet kaidai, a submarine of leviathan proportions, and as he watched from atop the forty-foot conning tower, he could put aside his concerns momentarily and enjoy a tinge of pride. He also must have sensed an awesome responsibility from having read his orders, sealed until departure, and learned that the success of this mission could actually affect the outcome of the war.
 
The I-52’s code name, Momi, meaning fir tree, had belonged to the I-34, which was sunk by a British submarine off the Strait of Malacca on November 13, 1943, two days after sailing for Europe from Singapore. Taking the name of a doomed sister ship was done on purpose, as if the I-52 had joined the battle in relief of the I-34. Uno, of course, was well aware that a similar fate might await the I-52—the 50 percent factor—but it was not something he dwelled on as a submarine officer in wartime.
His first command had been the I-75 (it was renamed I-175 in 1942), one of thirty kaidai engaged in the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941. It was determined in a postmortem of that attack that submarines were of little significance (the only ones lost were the I-70 and five midget subs sent into the harbor during the air attack). Accordingly, submarines were ordered by Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, the commander in chief of the Combined Fleet, to direct their attention to enemy merchant vessels rather than warships. Uno’s I-75 remained in the area, and on December 18, 1941, in response to Admiral Yamamoto’s order, she sank an American freighter.
MIDWAY AS THE WORLD TURNED
In the immediate aftermath of Pearl Harbor, Japan enjoyed a tremendous advantage in terms of sea power, so Yamamoto decided to finish off the battered U.S. Navy Pacific Fleet with a decisive eastward thrust. The objective was Midway, a U.S. island outpost strategically situated, as the name implies, in the mid-Pacific twelve hundred miles northwest of Hawaii. It was a go-for-broke maneuver, and Yamamoto amassed the full resources of the Combined Fleet, including submarines, thereby contradicting his order confining their attack targets to merchantmen. The I-175 was one of a squadron, SubRon 3, which formed a picket line south of French Frigate Shoal, in the Hawaiian chain; its mission was to support seaplane reconnaissance operations and to intercept enemy forces approaching from Pearl Harbor. The U.S. Pacific Fleet commander, Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, had been alerted to an attack on Midway, however, and he seized the initiative. Yamamoto would blame his submarines for being late to arrive on station, but the Japanese disaster could be attributed primarily to an American intelligence advantage. Having broken the Japanese naval code, U.S. Navy analysts had figured from radio messages that Midway had been targeted for the attack, enabling Nimitz to assemble his three aircraft carriers in a classic ambush deployment. Japanese losses were monumental in the two-day battle: four aircraft carriers and a heavy cruiser, with two thousand sailors aboard, plus three hundred aircraft and their pilots, while the American toll amounted to one carrier and one destroyer.
Uno was no doubt painfully aware of an abrupt change in Japanese naval strategy as of mid-1942, from offense to defense. This of course had not escaped the attention of Admiral Nimitz, and an American assault on Guadalcanal, beginning in August, was in response to an assessment of Japanese carrier-based airpower, which had been decimated at Midway. By February 1943, when Guadalcanal finally fell, the American strategy was taking shape. It stipulated bypassing islands where defenses were strong, such as New Britain, letting them “wither on the vine,” and attacking those where the defenses were weak. A prerequisite of this “leapfrog” scheme was the sealing of air and sea routes; so in order to deliver supplies to isolated outposts and evacuate the wounded, the Japanese resorted to submarines. I-boat captains, Uno for one, while mindful of the need in a desperate situation, vocally opposed the use of their boats and crews for what were disparagingly referred to as “mogura [mole] missions.” Stripped of deck guns and torpedoes to make room for food and supplies, submarines on mole missions had but one defense, their ability to remain undetected, which would explain the loss of twenty-seven of them in 1943. Another statistic indicated that the Japanese submarine force in the Pacific far from matched the record of German U-boats prowling the Atlantic that year. While German U-boats sank 489 merchant ships in 1943, the Japanese kill in the Pacific amounted to 26 ships.
COMMANDER UNO’S COVERT OP
As an I-boat captain, Uno was an honored member of an elite service. A graduate of Etajima, the Japanese naval academy, he had trained for years in undersea warfare before being selected for schooling as a commander, finally reaching the top of the conning tower, figuratively speaking. Having succeeded in the long and often strenuous climb, Uno could be forgiven for an inflated ego and for taking offense when he felt his ship and his men had been demeaned or degraded, as was the case—or so Uno believed—with the mogura missions. A similar resentment applied to the voyage to Europe, for it demanded of the I-52 a steer-clear approach to combat and emphasized her role as a freight hauler. Uno had bowed to necessity and allowed his ship’s firepower to be diminished: a 5.5-inch deck gun had been replaced by a 4-centimeter weapon, and a half dozen manned torpedoes, called kaitens, had been left behind to make room for 54 tons of rubber. The cargo hold also contained industrial metals for German factories (228 tons of tin, tungsten, and molybdenum) and medicinal drugs (3 tons of quinine and 2.88 tons of opium). And the ship was overloaded with personnel—11 officers, 84 enlisted crewmen, 6 navy passengers, 7 civilian engineers, and a German language translator, for a total complement of 109.
The I-52 was also a mail carrier, a function magnified by the fact that submarines had become the single means of secure communication—in the form of military and diplomatic messages as well as personal letters—between Asia and Europe in 1944. But this mail boat aspect of the mission reminded Uno that among the many pounds of paper on board, there were sensitive and highly classified documents to be delivered to Berlin. These would have included the orders for the return voyage of the I-52, a sealed copy of which had been received by Commander Uno. If he needed convincing, these orders did the trick. As he had suspected all along, this was to be an intelligence mission involving secret weapons systems that had been developed by the Germans. This would explain the gold bullion: 146 bars in forty-nine metal boxes weighing two tons. By order of the Ministry of Finance in Tokyo to the financial commissioner in the Japanese embassy in Berlin, the gold was to replenish a special account in the Reichsbank in Berlin. (This would be the second such gold shipment sent to Berlin by submarine in 1944, the first having been delivered by the I-29 when she arrived in Europe in March.) The I-52 had loaded the gold in Singapore, and Uno knew more about its origin than he was willing to admit. He also knew that a problem had arisen in efforts to deposit the plundered gold and exchange it for currency, so there was an abundance on hand for the purchase of weapons. Uno knew, however, that if the enemy learned he was transporting gold, the I-52 would be a high-priority target when she reached the North Atlantic.
Uno would have realized that the odds on reaching the German naval base at the French port of Lorient were no better than fifty-fifty. The twenty-five-hundred-ton I-52 was an enticing target—357 feet in length and able to cruise on the surface at no better than sixteen knots because her designers had traded horsepower for a twenty-one-thousand-mile cruising range. So with or without valuable cargo, the I-52 was a likely target.
 
The payments in gold to the Germans would enable the Japanese to effect a technology transfer, the specifics of which would have been contained in Uno’s secret orders. It would turn out the crucial phase of this mission was to occur on the return trip, as the I-52 would be transporting to Japan up-to-date items of the German arms inventory—jet aircraft and rocket engines, which would explain the presence among the I-52 passengers of engineers from Mitsubishi, the aircraft manufacturer. It would not have surprised Uno if the civilian passengers were in possession of secrets of their own, given their positions in the arms industry. There would be, however, one experimental weapon aboard that would not be a topic of idle conversation, since it was so significant and so highly classified. This weapon was called the genzai bakudan, the “bomb as of now.”
THE LIAISON BOAT PROGRAM
Upon reading his orders and learning the delicate nature of the mission, Uno could take heart in knowing he was under the control of the naval attaché in Berlin. Since the beginning of the war a succession of officers serving in the position had been regarded as much more than diplomatic aides, and had in fact been the ranking Japanese naval officers in Europe. And it was not merely coincidental that the three of them—Naokuni Nomura, Katsuo Abe, and Hideo Kojima—had served in intelligence during much of their careers. Nomura had been captain of the cruiser Haguro and the aircraft carrier Kaga, as well as a submarine squadron commander, before being named chief of staff of the Combined Fleet in 1936. He then became chief of Joho Kyoku, the Bureau of Naval Intelligence, and with the signing of the Axis Pact in 1940 he was in charge of a Japanese naval mission in Berlin. Nomura was also the naval attaché until he returned to Tokyo in 1943 to take command of the naval station at Kure. He served briefly as navy minister in 1944—it was a period of political turmoil, as Japan was clearly losing the war at sea—and then was appointed commander in chief of the Grand Escort Command Headquarters (GEHQ). Nomura’s successor as naval attaché in Berlin was Vice Admiral Katsuo Abe, who also had commanded a cruiser and a carrier before becoming chief of Joho Kyoku. Abe had been the naval attaché in Italy and then the Japanese member of the Tripartite Military Commission. When he was replaced as attaché by Rear Admiral Hideo Kojima, Abe remained the ranking Japanese naval officer in Europe and served secretly as chief of Japanese Naval Intelligence in Germany. Kojima, who arrived in Europe in March 1944 aboard the submarine I-29, was a career intelligence officer and a specialist in German military affairs. He had been the naval attaché in Germany in the 1930s, and then returned to Tokyo to become head of the German desk at Joho Kyoku.
The exchange by submarine of vital elements of warfare and key personnel was called Yamabuki, in keeping with a curious Japanese custom of identifying warships and their activities by botanical names. Yamabuki (or Kerria japonica, a yellow-flowered shrub of the rose family) was a Navy Department operation coordinated by the attaché in Berlin with the immediate objective of succeeding where blockade runs by surface vessels, called Yanagi, had been thwarted by British and American naval forces. There had been a greater goal when Yamabuki was conceived, but like so many Japanese dreams of conquest, it was abandoned after the defeat at Midway. A victory there would have enabled the Combined Fleet to control the Pacific and deploy submarines into the Indian Ocean, where they could operate from the Malayan port of Penang. (The longer-range objective was to turn the Indian Ocean into an Axis lake by closing Suez Canal exits and blocking supply routes to Australia and India via the Cape of Good Hope.) The overall confidence of the Imperial Navy was such that an attack force of five long-range I-boats, three of them piggybacking two-man midget subs, was sent into the Indian Ocean in May 1942, a month before Midway. One of the midgets put a British battleship out of commission and sank an oil tanker. The midget sub was lost when it went aground on a coral reef, ending the Indian Ocean foray, but not before a Japanese presence had been established off the coast of Madagascar.
The Yamabuki program was officially inaugurated by the I-30, one of the Indian Ocean attackers. Having reached Madagascar, she had put a third of the trip behind her, so after refueling at sea she departed for France, arriving at Lorient in August. The commander in chief of the German navy, Erich Raeder, personally welcomed the first of the liaison boats (as intercontinental Japanese submarines were often called), but fate would have its way on the return voyage. Nearing Singapore in October 1942, the I-30 struck a British mine and went down with thirteen crew members and a valuable cargo of weapons and radar equipment.
 
Next out was the I-29, code name Matsu (pine tree), though she went only as far as Madagascar, reaching there in April 1943 for a rendezvous with the U-180 and an exchange of passengers and cargo. Aboard the German sub was Subhas Chandra Bose, an anti-British Indian nationalist en route to Japan, where he intended to raise an army of Indian conscripts to fight the British in Burma. Switching places with Bose was Commander Hideo Tomonaga, a technical officer who was bringing advanced Japanese weapons—three kaiten kamikaze torpedoes and a self-loading cannon—to demonstrate to the Germans. Tomonaga was also the custodian of several tons of gold to cover the cost of German technology, but he was not merely a courier. He was a naval architect who had invented a submarine depth control system, and as a student of nuclear physics he knew the basics of a so-called miracle weapon.
 
It must have occurred to Uno that Imperial Navy headquarters was acting carelessly in repeatedly issuing radio reports on the progress of his mission. Afraid the enemy might be listening, he would have been appalled to know the extent to which his fears were justified. The Japanese were apparently oblivious to the threat because they were blissfully unaware of the extent to which their codes had been broken. The intelligence disadvantage was a major factor throughout the war, accounting for enormous Japanese losses.
“The I-52 will depart Kure the middle of March,” read the coded message from Tokyo to Berlin that was intercepted by the U.S. Fleet Radio Unit, Pacific (FRUPAC). “While docked at Singapore, preparations will be made for her trip to Germany.” Serving to make her all the more vulnerable, the I-52 was referred to in a stream of messages overheard by British and American intelligence. The British first broke German U-boat codes in 1941, and the Americans had mastered both the Japanese naval codes and the equally important diplomatic code. As a matter of fact, Hiroshi Oshima, the ambassador to Germany, was a major American intelligence asset for the information he unwittingly provided in reports to Tokyo throughout the war. It was Oshima who alerted the British to the submarine attack at Madagascar in May 1942, and in January 1943 he revealed that Hitler intended to make a gift of two U-boats to the Japanese navy. This was the führer’s not-so-subtle way of acting on the advice of naval experts, who had little use for clumsy twenty-five-hundred-ton I-boats. They reasoned that the experience of operating a late-model IX C U-boat would convince the Japanese of the advantage of a more streamlined design and reduced size. The length of the IX C was 105 feet less than boats of the I-52’s Type C2 class, and its displacement of 1,120 tons was less than half that of the I-52. Type IX C U-boats were only marginally faster, 18.3 knots to the I-52’s 17.7 knots submerged, but were more maneuverable, thus better able to elude hostile fire.
Uno had good reason to watch closely as the U-boat transfer played out over crucial months of combat. Admiral Karl Doenitz, the commander in chief of U-boats, opposed it, arguing that the Japanese, even if they adopted the German design, would not be able to act in time to alter the course of the war. But Hitler insisted, and the first of the two, the U-511, sailed from Kiel in April 1943 with Admiral Nomura and the German ambassador to Japanese-occupied China as passengers. On arrival in Kure the U-511 became the RO-500, code name Satsuki I, but Doenitz’s misgivings were justified: the Japanese never figured out the U-boat’s complex design, and she spent the rest of the war as a training vessel confined to the Sea of Japan. The second of Hitler’s gifts, the U-1224, became the RO-501, code name Satsuki II, when she was turned over to a Japanese crew in Danzig in late 1943. She departed from Kiel for Japan
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