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INTRODUCTION

There was no other warship like her. In the spring of 1941, a combination of German steel, an impressive and integrated armament, and an excellent design made the Bismarck one of the most powerful warships in the world. The Germans claimed she was unsinkable – the ultimate battleship. This is why she posed such a threat to Britain during those dark months of 1941 – she was a floating challenge to British naval prestige and supremacy, and she might well be as invincible as the German propagandists claimed. She entered service in August 1940, when Britain was still fighting for her life in the Battle of Britain and German invasion barges filled the French channel ports. For nine months the Bismarck remained one of the most serious latent threats Britain faced – a warship that could single-handedly sever her vital maritime lifeline and bring the beleaguered island nation to her knees.

In early 1941, Germany’s U-boats were causing devastation in the Atlantic, and hundreds of thousands of tons of Allied shipping were being sunk every month. While the Battle of the Atlantic was going well, Großadmiral Erich Raeder was also aware that he still lacked enough U-boats to have a decisive impact. To starve the British of the resources they needed to continue fighting, the commander of the Kriegsmarine (the German Navy) knew that he had to use all the assets at his disposal. That included the Bismarck.

[image: images]

The KMS Bismarck in happier days, pictured during her ‘working-up’ exercises in the Baltic Sea, sailing in consort with the Prinz Eugen. The chevrons of her ‘Baltic camouflage scheme’ were painted over during her brief sojourn in Norwegian waters.

[image: images]

HMS Hood entering Portsmouth in April 1937 during preparations for the Royal Fleet Review. This elegant old battlecruiser might have been the pride of the Royal Navy, but by 1941 her poor armour meant modern battleships outclassed her.

Given the situation, both sides knew that the Bismarck would make a sortie into the Atlantic – her target the convoys whose survival were entwined with that of Britain. That spring, both fleets prepared for the clash. The German battleship had become the new bogeyman for the sailors of the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet, based in Scapa Flow. Their commander Vice Admiral John Tovey was prepared to do anything he could to intercept and destroy the Bismarck when she made her move. He realized just how high the stakes had become. Not only was the reputation of the Royal Navy at stake, but the Bismarck also posed the direst possible threat to Britain’s maritime lifeline. Whatever happened, she had to be located, caught and sunk.

The Germans planned to unleash the Bismarck in May 1941 – her maiden voyage would be a sortie deep into the North Atlantic, codenamed Operation Rheinübung. The Bismarck was considered fast enough to slip past the British warships blocking her path into the Atlantic, and, if it came to a fight, her guns were considered more than a match for any single battleship that the Royal Navy could send against her.

The short naval campaign that followed pitted the Bismarck against the might of the Royal Navy – a tense drama played out against the cold, grey backdrop of the North Atlantic. Even the most experienced sailor can find the North Atlantic a grim, forbidding place, where storm-tossed grey seas merge with a glowering grey sky to create a harsh, unremitting environment, which isn’t conducive to smooth-running naval operations. Looking at a map also gives a false impression of the scale of the campaign. This was a giant maritime game of cat and mouse, only the prey was no docile creature but a powerful modern battleship, with the speed, firepower and armour to fight her way out of trouble if the need arose. Finding a single ship in the vast expanse of the North Atlantic is a difficult task today, but in 1941 it was that much harder as the weather conditions were poor, radar was in its infancy, and, for a crucial 24 hours, the British had no real idea where to look.
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The newly built Bismarck, pictured as she was being towed out from the outfitting wharf at Hamburg’s Blohm & Voss shipyard. This photograph was taken at the start of her initial trials in mid-September 1940, three weeks after she was commissioned.

This would end in one of two ways. One would be that the Royal Navy would destroy the Bismarck, thereby restoring the naval status quo, and allowing the Admiralty to concentrate their resources on fighting the menace of the U-boats. German naval confidence would be shattered and her remaining surface warships would be consigned to a defensive role. The other would be that the Bismarck would evade her pursuers, cause havoc in the transatlantic shipping lanes and return safely to port, where she could threaten to repeat the sortie whenever she liked. This would be an immense blow to British naval prestige, and call into question Britain’s very ability to continue the war. As the Bismarck prepared for sea, both sides realized just how important the coming few days would be.


CHRONOLOGY



	July 1936
	Keel of Bismarck laid in Hamburg.



	February 1939
	Bismarck launched.



	August 1940
	Bismarck commissioned into the Kriegsmarine.



	Sept–Nov 1940
	The Bismarck conducts sea trials in the Baltic Sea.



	December 1940
	She returns to Hamburg for final outfitting.



	1941
	 



	March
	Sails from Hamburg to Gotenhafen (Gdynia) on the Baltic.



	April
	Final sea trials and crew training exercises.



	5 May
	Hitler inspects the Bismarck, accompanied by Admiral Lütjens.



	12 May
	Admiral Lütjens and staff embark.



	Sunday 18 May
	 



	 
	Start of Operation Rheinübung.



	12pm
	Bismarck slips her berth and anchors in Gotenhafen Bay to take on fuel and last-minute supplies.



	Monday 19 May
	 



	2am
	Bismarck proceeds to sea, accompanied by the Prinz Eugen.



	12pm
	Rendezvous with two destroyers off island of Rügen.



	11.30pm
	German Seekampfgruppe (naval task force) joined by a third destroyer.



	Tuesday 20 May
	 



	2am
	Seekampfgruppe begins four hour transit of the Great Belt in Danish waters.



	1pm
	Bismarck sighted in the Kattegat by the Swedish cruiser Gotland.



	Wednesday 21 May
	 



	8am
	Seekampfgruppe enters the Korsfjord, near Bergen.



	11am
	Bismarck anchors in the Grimstadfjord, an arm of the Korsfjord.



	1.15pm
	Bismarck spotted by Coastal Command Reconnaissance Plane.



	8pm
	Seekampfgruppe departs from the Korsfjord, and proceeds to sea, heading north.



	Thursday 22 May
	 



	12.15am
	Holland sails from Scapa Flow with Hood and Prince of Wales.



	2am
	Bombing attack on the Grimstadfjord.



	4.20am
	The German destroyers are detached, and return to the Korsfjord.



	12pm
	Bismarck and Prinz Eugen in Norwegian Sea, still heading north at 24 knots.



	1.10pm
	Course altered towards the Denmark Strait.



	9pm
	Tovey learns that the Bismarck has sailed from Grimstadfjord.



	11pm
	Tovey sails from Scapa with King George V and Victorious.



	Friday 23 May
	 



	6pm
	Seekampfgruppe approaches Denmark Strait, reaches limit of pack ice. Course altered to the south-west.



	7.22pm
	Suffolk sights Bismarck, and reports her position.



	8.30pm
	Bismarck sights Norfolk, and engages her, without scoring a hit. Forward radar damaged by the blast. Prinz Eugen takes the lead.



	10pm
	British cruisers evade the Bismarck, and shadow her through the night.



	Saturday 24 May
	 



	 
	Battle of the Denmark Strait.



	5.37am
	German Seekampfgruppe sights Hood and Prince of Wales at range of 17 miles (31km).



	5.52am
	British ships open fire, Hood targeting Prinz Eugen, and Prince of Wales firing at Bismarck.



	5.54am
	Prinz Eugen opens fire on Hood.



	5.55am
	Bismarck opens fire on Hood.



	6am
	Hood hit by salvo from Bismarck and blows up.



	6.02am
	Bismarck switches fire to Prince of Wales, quickly scores hits. Prince of Wales also scores at least one hit on Bismarck.



	6.05am
	Prince of Wales retires from the battle.



	6.09am
	Bismarck ceases fire. Damage control report oil leak.



	12.40pm
	Lütjens heads south, still shadowed by British cruisers.



	6.15pm
	Prinz Eugen detached, leaving Bismarck to continue on alone. Owing to fuel leak Lütjens decides to put in to Saint-Nazaire.



	Sunday 25 May
	 



	12.15am
	Bismarck attacked by Swordfish from Victorious; one torpedo hit amidships, but no significant damage caused.



	1.31am
	Bismarck engages Prince of Wales, but no hits are inflicted.



	3.15am
	Bismarck alters course and evades pursuers.



	9.30am
	Lütjens radios Germany, giving detailed report. The signal is intercepted.



	Monday 26 May
	 



	10.30am
	Bismarck spotted by Catalina flying boat.



	5.40pm
	Sheffield locates and shadows Bismarck.



	9pm
	Bismarck attacked by Swordfish from Ark Royal. Hit twice, and rudder jammed.



	9.30pm
	Bismarck fires on Sheffield, but no hits inflicted.



	9.40pm
	Lütjens radios Germany, reporting Bismarck can no longer manoeuvre.



	10.40pm
	Bismarck shadowed by Polish destroyer Piorun and three British destroyers.



	11.59pm
	Lütjens radios Germany, reporting hopeless situation. Speed now 7 knots.



	Tuesday 27 May
	 



	7.10am
	Lütjens sends final signal.



	8.45am
	Bismarck sighted by Rodney and King George V.



	8.47am
	Rodney opens fire. followed a minute later by King George V.



	8.49am
	Bismarck returns fire.



	8.59am
	Bismarck receives first 16in. hit from Rodney. Main gunnery director destroyed.



	9.02am
	Forward turrets knocked out, after gunnery director put out of action.



	9.27am
	Dora turret knocked out, fires raging.



	9.30am
	Caesar turret knocked out – Bismarck’s guns now silenced.



	10.24am
	Hit by two torpedoes from Dorsetshire, followed by a second salvo six minutes later.



	10.40am
	Bismarck finally sinks. 116 survivors recovered from the water.





ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

For the Royal Navy, the showdown with the Bismarck could hardly have come at a worse time. The ‘Senior Service’ was stretched to its limit, fighting a bitter two-front naval war in both the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean. The ‘phoney war’ ended in the early summer of 1940 when the whirlwind German invasion of France that May was followed in June by Italy entering the war as Germany’s ally. Britain’s resources were now committed, as the peacetime navy lacked the ships and men it needed to guarantee victory in both spheres of operation.

That summer the British Mediterranean Fleet was immediately pitched into a vicious naval campaign for supremacy, and by the spring of 1941 it appeared to have gained the upper hand. Victories at Taranto and Cape Matapan deprived the Italian Supermarina of some of its most powerful warships, and its commanders became increasingly reluctant to risk the rest of their fleet in a battle they felt they couldn’t win.

Then in April, less than a month before the Bismarck slipped out to sea, everything changed. Germany invaded Yugoslavia and Greece, and within weeks the Royal Navy was called in to evacuate Commonwealth and Greek soldiers, first from Greece and then from Crete. The Germans had moved hundreds of aircraft to the region, and warships began to be bombed and sunk in ever-increasing numbers. When Churchill suggested withdrawing the fleet, Cunningham replied; ‘it takes three years to build a ship. It takes three centuries to build a tradition’. The evacuation continued. The losses ended after the final evacuation of Crete, but the incident taxed the resources of the Royal Navy even further, as replacements from the Home Fleet had to be sent to the Mediterranean to help make up for the losses. The Royal Navy was now stretched very thinly indeed.

[image: images]

The battleship Bismarck, photographed shortly after she was commissioned into service. Before undertaking Operation Rheinübung, she underwent a considerable crew training and ‘working-up’ programme in the relative safety of the Baltic Sea, before being declared ready for operational duty in April 1941.
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The battleship Bismarck was launched in Hamburg on St Valentine’s Day – 14 February 1939. At the time of her launch she was regarded as one of the most powerful warships in the world, as well as the most technologically advanced.

The past 12 months had also seen a dramatic change in home waters. In April 1940 the Germans invaded Norway, which gave them control of Norway’s airfields and numerous secluded anchorages. The collapse of France in May and June 1940 meant that the Germans now controlled France’s Atlantic ports, the most important of which were Brest, Cherbourg and Saint-Nazaire. The first arm of the Kriegsmarine to use them was the U-boat fleet, but ports were also perfectly suited as bases for Germany’s major surface warships. The occupation of the Channel ports also raised the possibility of a German invasion of Britain. While the Luftwaffe vied for control of the skies, German troops prepared for a cross-channel invasion, and landing barges were gathered in the French Channel ports.

Since the war began the Kriegsmarine had been waging a U-boat campaign against Britain. As early as August 1939 the Kriegsmarine’s Seekriegsleitung (operations department) ordered its U-boat forces to engage in ‘commerce warfare’ – in other words to attack British shipping. Starved of fuel for her ships and aircraft, food for her population or steel for her ships, Britain would be brought to her knees. If her maritime links overseas were severed, Britain would be unable to wage war, or defend her global possessions, In World War I, German U-boats had almost succeeded in severing Britain’s maritime arteries. The Kriegsmarine’s Commander-in-Chief Großadmiral Raeder was determined that this time Germany would succeed.

This enterprise – an operation that evolved into the Battle of the Atlantic – would be spearheaded by the Kriegsmarine’s U-boat arm. However, Raeder also saw a role for his major surface warships. When the war broke out the Kriegsmarine sent the pocket battleship Graf Spee on a rampage through the South Atlantic and the Indian Ocean – a spree that lasted for ten weeks before a squadron of British cruisers caught up with her off the River Plate, damaging her enough for the German warship to flee into a neutral port. She put to sea again only to scuttle herself off Montevideo, her captain preferring to save lives rather than make his crew face a battle against overwhelming odds.

Then in January 1941 the battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau broke out into the North Atlantic, where they sank 22 merchant ships, totalling some 115,000 tons. This sortie – codenamed Operation Berlin – was a complete success. The two battlecruisers passed through the Denmark Strait between Greenland and Iceland, then spent two months disrupting Allied convoys in the mid-Atlantic before returning safely to Brest in late March. The force was commanded by Admiral Lütjens, the man chosen to lead the Bismarck and Prinz Eugen on a similar sortie less than two months after his triumphal return.

Apart from the loss of the Graf Spee, these sorties had been successful, and made the Seekriegsleitung believe that further operations of this kind were a useful way to increase the pressure on the British, whose transatlantic lifeline was already under pressure from the U-boats. If such impressive results could be achieved with battlecruisers, even greater success could be expected if the far more powerful Bismarck managed to break out into the North Atlantic. Therefore, within a fortnight of Lütjens’ safe arrival in Brest, plans were being drawn up for a new operation.

On 2 April, just 11 days after Lütjens’ homecoming, Generaladmiral Otto Schniewind, Chief of Staff of the Seekriegsleitung, issued a new directive, which had just been approved by Großadmiral Raeder. It emphasized the strategic importance of these surface ship sorties into the Atlantic, and outlined what their objectives were. In effect it laid out the reasons behind the German strategy and showed what Raeder hoped to achieve. From this, it was clear
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