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Part 2: The Reckoning
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The wind commands me away.

Our ships are under sail...

...Haste!

Sir Frances Drake (2nd April 1587)
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CHAPTER 26: 9th – 14th MAY 1945
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From ‘The Memoirs of Ólafur Thors’ translated from Icelandic by Steingrimur Tördarson, Tetrarch Press, 1958

The 9th of May 1945. A dreadful day! I went to my office in the morning to find both the German and American consuls there to see me. I saw each one in turn, to find that both were asking to take over the country! And this a scant two weeks before the first anniversary of our independence from Denmark! I sent them both packing, but it was noticeable that whereas the American was conciliatory, apologetic and promised that American soldiers would interfere as little as possible with Icelandic people and get out as soon as the war was over, the German seemed to think they could just waltz in and take over. He was babbling nonsense about the destiny of the Aryan race or some such. I felt much like Count de Broqueville, the Prime Minister of Belgium must have felt in 1914! I was horrified; up to that point I had considered Germany to be friendly towards Iceland. And the Americans! Jabbering about their ‘Munroe Doctrine’ and their ‘national security’. We Icelanders just wanted to be left in peace, but of course, geography precluded that...

I called an assembly of the Althing (The Icelandic Parliament), but of course hardly anyone could be there at such short notice so my office was telephoning and sending telegrams all over; communications were quite primitive back then. We had to have a plan because we had to assume that invasion was imminent. We had no army, but we had a police force and we sent out the word that every man had to report for duty in Reykjavik at once. Well, after 3 days we only had 180 men, the entire force was only about 300 men in total, but travelling around the country was difficult back then. 

The president, Sveinn Björnsson, had a son, Björn Björnsson, serving in the Waffen SS as a reporter. He was based in Denmark and was a failed officer candidate. There were a handful of other Waffen SS Icelandic soldiers; all served in the ‘Wiking’ division. No one knew it at the time but Agnar Hansen, the chief of police for all of Iceland, was a German spy...
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Although no one on Iceland was aware of it, (except perhaps Agnar Hansen) by the 11th of May 1945 both the Americans and the Germans had begun military operations to invade our country. The first we knew of it was when two German warships arrived on the afternoon of the 13th, though both German and American reconnaissance aircraft had over flown the capital the day before. One of the warships, the heavy cruiser Goeben, had suffered engine trouble on the way, so their arrival at Reykjavik was delayed by twenty–four hours. I’m told the Germans were always having troubles with the engines in their warships.

It seemed eerily familiar to anyone who had watched the British invade us in 1940, as I had. The Germans marched ashore and began fanning out through the city, moving towards the airfield, the telegraph office, the radio station and the post office. One of their officers was making announcements on a megaphone, but they were in German so few could understand him. As with the British invasion, big crowds gathered and this impeded their progress. When the British came, they sent very inexperienced troops and one of our people snatched a rifle from one of them and shoved a cigarette down the barrel. He then threw it back to the Tommy and told him to take more care. Everyone laughed and a British officer rebuked the Tommy. Well someone tried the same trick (it might even have been the same man, I don’t know) but the German soldier was a bit more awake than the Tommy had been, so the man didn’t get the rifle off him, but the German, he shot him dead, he shot the man right there and some of the other Germans opened fire on the crowd also! Seven people were hit, three of them died! They were unarmed! Soon everyone was screaming and running to get away and we realised then, that the character of the invader was very different from before.

The very next thing that happened was that one of the German officers announced that we were to arrest all the Jews. Arrest the Jews! There were only nine Jews in Iceland! Then we heard the sound of an aircraft overhead and the Germans got very agitated. The German warships began firing at it and I realised that it was American.

I met with President Björnsson that evening and told him my belief that the United States was our best hope and that we should invite them in. He was in a terrible state, he too had considered the Germans to be a friendly nation and his son, the one in the Waffen SS, had said as much to him. I told him that the Germans were rounding up the Jews and had already shot indiscriminately at anyone who tried to stop them. I feared for their safety, and for that of every man, woman and child on the island. 

He was appalled and sent word to Agnar Hansen that he was to arm his policemen and as many other men as possible with any weapons available. We had discovered an old British arms cache; they had left it behind in 1940, by accident I assume, and many men had rifles and pistols of their own. If we had known Hansen had been acting as a German spy I suppose that he would not have issued such an order, but Hansen, like the president, was wrestling with his conscience. Our friendliness to the Germans was because we didn’t want the British back; but the fact was, we didn’t want anybody to come marching in and taking over our home and the Germans had murdered innocent Icelanders already. I never got to ask Hansen about it because of course he died in the fighting, but I think he rediscovered his loyalty to Iceland that day. Certainly he organised the men who fought the Germans and I can tell you that the German Abwher, their intelligence service, received no communications from him between the arrival of the German warships and his death.

Even as Björnsson and I were speaking we heard more shooting from nearby. The Germans were in a panic. These were not first line troops, though we did not know it at the time. They were garrison troops from the German forces in Norway and they had just seen the ships on which they had arrived beat a hasty retreat.

If there was any doubt left in Björnsson’s mind, then that settled it; he agreed with me that we had to invite the Americans in. They were coming anyway, but this would show to which side we were willing to submit. The only way we could get the word out was to use the radio transmitter in the Swedish consulate. The consul radioed to Stockholm in code and the word was passed to the Americans from there.
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I had a sleepless night. I doubt anyone in Reykjavik slept well. Not everyone knew that a curfew had been put in place and the night was full of gunfire and shouting. Eight of our people were killed or injured by the German troops that night. I do not believe that any one of them had any idea that they were supposed to stay at home.

Hansen had ordered every man who possessed a gun to report to the police station and many turned up. There were too few Germans to patrol the city effectively and they didn’t know their way around, so dodging German patrols was not difficult. The next morning at around half past nine, about thirty American Aircraft began circling the airfield. No one knew what they were doing and the noise was appalling. The Germans fired their guns at them but I don’t think they hit any. It was unnerving; the noise of the circling aircraft and the shooting.

Then at eleven O’clock all hell broke loose as the Americans began their attack. It went on for about thirty minutes, bombs going off, fighters strafing the airfield, it was awful, the noise and the dust and smoke. Then that afternoon I got word from Hansen that one of his officers had reported that the Americans had landed at Hafnarfjordur, a few kilometres south of Reykjavik. I was jubilant!

When the Americans attacked, the fight went on for about four hours, it was, house to house, absolutely terrifying – and who would win? Who would be Iceland’s new conqueror? All of us Icelanders could only wait and watch in fear as the fate of our country was taken out of our hands...
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CHAPTER 27: AMERICA ALONE
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From ‘The Hitlerian Wars’ by Jason Corell, Tormeline 1973

The scramble to occupy Iceland in the wake of the declarations of war on 7th and 8th May 1945 was perhaps inevitable. Iceland was an important strategic location for both the United States and Germany, as well as the key to control of Greenland, which would also be strategically important in the coming conflict. In 1940 Iceland was a Danish colony and had opened a diplomatic mission in New York City after the German invasion of Denmark. Sceptical about the chances of British survival, the Icelandic legation approached the US State Department about the possibility of protection under the Monroe Doctrine in July, but no action was taken by the Americans.

The British had occupied Iceland in the summer of 1940, building air strips and small bases at Reykjavik, Akureyri and Breidalsvick. The only useable airstrips for military purposes by 1945 were those at Reykjavik and Breidalsvick, though the one at Breidalsvick was little more than a cleared landing ground with no facilities. Iceland was a nation of small fishing communities and only had a population of 80,000 people. Of these, 39,000 were at Reykjavik. Akureyri, the second largest city, had a population of only 5,300. 

The British government had found German interest in Iceland, which had grown rapidly during the late 1930s, to be alarming. This had begun with seemingly innocuous contacts such as football matches between German and Icelandic teams and free instruction in aeronautics by German flyers who arrived in the summer of 1938 with several gliders and an aeroplane.

Quite correctly, the British interpreted this as being not so much for the benefit of Icelandic aviation as for the purpose of compiling maps and identifying suitable landing grounds. Teams of German ‘anthropology experts’ arrived, declared the Icelanders to be Aryans and began looking for ancient artefacts – another perfect cover for surveying the island. Lufthansa even attempted to establish a commercial air service, though this was unsuccessful and German warships including Submarines visited Reykjavik. Commercial trade between the countries also increased dramatically.

Although alarmed by these dealings, the British seemed unable or unwilling to take steps to increase their influence in Iceland but nevertheless, there was a distinct sea change in Icelandic attitudes towards Germany between 1942 and 1945. Initially impressed with German successes, the Icelanders became alarmed by the character of the Nazi regimes in the occupied countries of Europe. Despite German propaganda, news was leaking out of Denmark and Norway as well as the Faroe Islands of Nazi atrocities and injustices. These reports understandably began to alarm the Icelandic people.

Iceland’s Prime Minister was Ólafur Thors, who also held the portfolio of Foreign Minister. In his autobiography he describes 9th May 1945, the day on which both the Americans and Germans demanded that Iceland consent to occupation as ‘A dreadful  day’. He initially rejected both approaches. 

––––––––
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From ‘Studies in the Psychology of Institutional Incompetence’ by Christopher Melancamp, Halder and Stratton 1976

The remission of Hitler’s Syphilis in early 1945 meant that he was once more closely involved with the planning of German military operations as well as the day–to day running of the Third Reich. Displaying typical hubris he was quick to voice his doubts that the Americans would fight as tenaciously as the Russians. German strategy was to draw the United States Navy into battle around the Azores and it seems that the Germans consistently overlooked the possibilities offered by an occupation of Iceland until the declaration of war in May 1945. [1]

After the purges of November 1943, Martin Bormann’s widening control over the Third Reich was, in no small part, because of the worsening of the Fuhrer’s illness. This meant that diplomatic conflict between Germany and the United States over international affairs had not been as intense as it otherwise might have. The Germans were not ready to start a war in 1944 and Bormann was averse to foreign policy formation. His reticence, when it came to international relations, combined with the unfocused approach of the Willkie administration on the same subject, meant that many issues that might otherwise have come to a head at this time, did not.

––––––––
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From ‘United States Naval Operations in the Second World War – Abridged Edition’ by Rear Admiral Simon L. Madison

Hitler believed that the Germans would be invited in by the Icelanders and was enraged by the rebuff given to the German Consul on 9th May by Ólafur Thors. In plans to confront the US, the German assumption had always been that France and the UK would be neutralised and they would be able to concentrate on the southern route to subjugate America rather than a northern one.

This is not to say that no plans existed to occupy Iceland. ‘Fall Ikarus’ (Operation Icarus) had been drafted in 1940 as a follow up to the invasion of Britain. Despite invoking the name of the winged son of Daedalus, airborne landings were deemed impractical. A seaborne invasion of Iceland was considered possible at that time; however, defence and resupply were viewed as difficult and after the armistice with the British, attention turned to the east.

The strategic circumstances of 1945 were, of course, somewhat different from those of 1940. Firstly, the Germans now possessed a large fleet and the 1940 plan was completely revised. The new plan was named ‘Fall Hexerei’ (Operation Sorcery) and the first draft was drawn up by the German chiefs of staff in great haste on 9th May at the Bendlerblock – the headquarters of the Wehrmacht in Berlin. As in 1940, it was considered impractical to drop paratroops or land gliders on Iceland because of the distance and the terrain; therefore the plan that was adopted involved a seaborne force and was much like that used by the British in 1940.

A pair of cruisers, Goeben and Konigsberg, accompanied by three destroyers; were ordered to embark 600 garrison troops and proceed with all haste from Trondheim. They were ordered to leave within 18 hours and it was calculated that they would arrive at Reykjavik on the 12th. The troops would disembark and secure the airfield, the radio station and the offices of government. Resistance was expected to be negligible, but the possibility was planned for. It was noted that the initial British landing force which took Iceland in 1940 consisted of only 746 Royal Marines and met no opposition.

Once the airport was secure (on 12th May according to the timetable) twenty Junkers Ju 290 transport aircraft were to leave from Germany with five hundred SS troops embarked along with the German governor and his staff and proceed to Reykjavik after a refuelling stop in Bergen. They would arrive on the 13th. Sixteen Zeppelin ZSO 523 transport aeroplanes, also from Bergen, with artillery and armoured cars, were scheduled to arrive on the 14th. They would refuel in the Faeroes.

The German governor was to declare an ‘Anschlus’ of Iceland and Germany. It was assumed that Sveinn Björnsson, Iceland’s president, could be ‘persuaded’ to give his blessing to this union, thus preempting any American objection on legal grounds. Björn Björnsson, the president’s son and a serving SS NCO based in Copenhagen, would arrive with the German governor on the 13th to help persuade his father to comply with Nazi demands. At no time was his loyalty to Germany bought into question during the planning phase of the operation but it was understood that if he personally failed to persuade his father then the threat of his ‘execution’ would be used to bring the old man to heel. If this too failed, they were both to be executed. 

This force was to secure Reykjavik until the main force, a convoy with 10,000 troops from Trondheim, could arrive on the 22nd. The convoy was scheduled to leave on the 18th. It was decided to sortie the main body of the Kriegsmarine to act as cover to the convoy as well as engage any US naval forces that might be committed to the area. This ambitious timetable immediately began to suffer delays due to logistical issues.

The decision to use garrison troops from Norway in the initial wave was driven by their availability and adjacency to the Kriegsmarine’s main base at Trondheim. However, it was soon discovered that only a few ZSO 523s and Junkers Ju 290s were available. These aircraft had only ever been built in small numbers and were widely scattered. The Ju 290s had been given an unexpected new career with Lufthansa after the series of disasters that befell the Junkers Ju 338 Silber Adler airliner led to the grounding of the entire fleet. But this meant that many were a great distance from northern Europe and could not be quickly recalled.

	Assault aircraft

	Number in service May ‘45

	Number available for 

‘Fall Hexerei’


	Ju 290s,

	39 (14 Lufthansa 25 Luftwaffe)

	17


	ZSO 523s

	28

	12



The Ju 290s were to fly from Germany to Iceland with a refuelling stop in Bergen. The ZSO 523s had a range of over two thousand kilometres, but with a distance of fifteen hundred kilometres from Bergen to Reykjavik, refuelling stops in the Faeroes (six hundred and eighty kilometres from Bergen, eight hundred and twenty kilometres from Reykjavik) on both legs of the journey were essential as it had to be assumed that there would be no fuel available in Iceland.

This immediately raised the next problem, which was that the Luftwaffe base on the Faeroe Islands had an insufficient supply of fuel on hand to fill the tanks of twelve of the enormous ZSO 523s. There were ample stocks available at Trondheim, but readying a tanker, loading the fuel, sailing to the Faeroes and then unloading the fuel and refuelling the aircraft would require at least four days and possibly five. This meant that the artillery and armoured cars could not arrive until the 15th or 16th of May. This delay was judged to be acceptable; again, the key assumption was that the Americans would be unable to move quickly enough to pre-empt the Germans. This supposition underpinned the planning of the entire operation.  

It was known that Iceland had no army and no heavy weapons. It was not known that an ammo dump from the British Occupation of Iceland during the war of 1940 had, by an oversight, remained after the British withdrew in January 1941. This included one hundred rifles, five heavy machine guns, a hundred thousand rounds of ammunition and a large quantity of hand grenades. 

The German High Command also issued a note to the British Government insisting on the immediate assignment of several military bases in Scotland and Ireland, including the Royal Navy base at Bantry Bay in Eire. A similar notification was sent to the Irish Government. To the surprise and irritation of the Germans, the Irish government failed to give an immediate reply. The British rejected the demand out of hand.

Both the Azores and Iceland had begun to figure in American planning in early 1940. While there were contingency plans for the occupation of both territories, due to the prevalent mood of isolationism in the US and the sensitive nature of occupying a foreign neutral, the Willkie Administration wanted invitations from the governments of both before it would permit action. With the entry into office of the Truman administration there was some relaxation of this policy. With the declaration of war in May 1945 it was swept away entirely.

The service entry of the Luftwaffe’s Messerschmitt Me 364A bomber (an enlarged six engined version of the Me 264 long range bomber – see Appendices) in March 1945 caused grave disquiet in the American high command. The range of the Me 364, coupled with the Luftwaffe’s recent mastery of in-flight refuelling, meant that German bombers could threaten cities in the continental United States from bases in Europe. It was realised that the bomb load that could be carried over such a distance was likely to be small; however it was also noted that if a hostile power were able to establish air bases on either the Azores or Iceland then the weight of bombs that could be carried by German bombers operating from these bases would be significantly greater.

The American plan to occupy Iceland was known as War Plan Indigo. Admiral Husband Kimmel,[2] the chief of Naval Operations, reviewed the plan in the office of General Dwight Eisenhower, the Army Chief of Staff on the morning of 9th May. (Kimmel had replaced Admiral Ernest King the previous year upon his retirement and Eisenhower had recently replaced George C. Marshall also upon retirement.) Major General James Chaney, Commander of the US First Air Force which had responsibility for the air defence of the north eastern United States, was also present as were several other officers from the Navy, the Army and USAAF.  

Kimmel informed Eisenhower and Chaney that upon hearing news of the occupation of the Azores by Spanish and German forces, the Commander in Chief of the Atlantic Fleet, Admiral Roy Ingersoll, had ordered his command to be ready for sea at twelve hours notice. Kimmel had concurred and had ordered every available unit of the fleet to sortie from their various ports on 7th May. The fleet, consisting of 11 battleships, four aircraft carriers, nine cruisers and 31 destroyers; had reached the rendezvous point four hundred miles north of Bermuda and was now steaming east at 18 knots. 

It was appreciated that after occupying the Azores, the next German move was likely to be the occupation of Iceland. A separate task force, consisting of the aircraft carrier Valley Forge, the cruiser New Orleans and four destroyers, had been ordered to steam towards Icelandic waters. It had left New York Harbour on 7th May and was now south of Greenland, some three days steaming from Reykjavik. It was expected to be off the southern coast of Iceland on the 13th. 

Both Kimmel and Eisenhower expressed surprise that the Germans had not yet taken Iceland and made the accurate assessment that this must mean that they had not been ready to do so and had not expected war to be an outcome of their occupation of the Azores. Both men had also seen intelligence reports that indicated the same thing. (These were from the British ‘Ultra’ operation which had broken the German Enigma codes. The British were willing to share some of the information derived from Ultra, but were wary of compromising the secret of the operation’s extraordinary success. Consequently, though they knew the German timetable, they were reluctant to let the Americans know too much. The British were also able to provide up to date maps of Iceland and an assessment of its leaders.)

Kimmel’s evaluation of German intentions was based on his own knowledge of naval operations as well as information (again from the British) of Iceland’s unsuitability for a parachute assault. This led him to the conclusion that it might take as much as two weeks for the Germans to extemporise and implement an occupation. (It is noteworthy that both the Germans and Americans underestimated the speed at which the other might be able to move.)

Time was of the essence and Chaney put forward a radical plan to forestall such an action and get an American presence on Iceland before the Germans. The USN had taken delivery of 43 Boeing JRB Clipper transport aircraft in 1940. This was the military version of the Boeing Model 314 Clipper passenger flying boat. The JRB was a large aircraft with an unrefueled range of just under 3,500 miles. Chaney had already established that 24 aircraft from squadrons based at Norfolk, Virginia and San Francisco, in California, could rendezvous at Portland, Maine and airlift five hundred soldiers and supplies from there to the vicinity of Reykjavik non–stop. They would be ready to leave from Portland by the 13th. He suggested airborne troops would be ideal for the mission and Eisenhower committed elements of the 82nd Airborne Division based at Camp Claiborne in Louisiana to the operation.

Chaney was aware that Portland to Reykjavik was a distance of over two thousand three hundred and forty miles and so a refuelling stop would be imperative for the JRB aircraft on the return journey. Kimmel suggested that a refuelling stop in Newfoundland or Nova Scotia might be a possibility if the governments of Canada and Newfoundland were as alarmed by German aggression as that of the United States. Certainly a convenient cover story could be fabricated to explain the presence of US transport aircraft in either territory if the mission had to be aborted for some reason. Even if the aircraft and crews were compelled to land without approval and interned (as Canada and Newfoundland were neutrals) this was judged an acceptable risk. However, this left too small a margin for error with the aircraft’s fuel and it was realised that they would have to land in Greenland. Greenland was now administered from Iceland, the southern tip of the Island was uninhabited and had many fjords in which an amphibious aircraft could land.

The mission was considered to be of such high priority that the JRB aircraft were deemed expendable. It was decided that they could land in Prince Christian Sound which divided the southern tip of Greenland from the uninhabited Christian IV islands. Once there, they could wait to be refuelled by a seaplane tender from Norfolk, Virginia; or, be scuttled after landing and the crews wait to be rescued (presumably by a warship). However, a United States Navy seaplane tender, the USS Timbalier was crossing the Atlantic after a visit to Rosyth in Scotland and, if diverted, was four days steaming from the Christian IV islands.  

A larger garrison force was also to be assembled and transported to Iceland as soon as possible. It would consist of two waves; the first, of 9,000 troops, was to leave on the 15th on board commandeered fast ocean liners and arrive on the 19th. (Ironically one of these was the German HAPAG liner Bremen (formerly the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique’s Normandie) which was in New York harbour on 8th May and had been interned. [3]) The second wave of 15,000 men was to leave on the 23rd to arrive on the 3rd of June. It was suggested that in the meantime, troops could be airlifted in on transport aircraft via the Reykjavik airfield but this could only be done with the co–operation of the government of Newfoundland as the transport aircraft would have to refuel there on both legs of the journey.

If orders were issued immediately, the main body of the Atlantic Fleet could join the Valley Forge task force on the 15th of May and the USS Timbalier could be in place by the afternoon of the 14th of May. Other than being at sea to counter a German attempt to bombard the US coast or land an invasion force (both prospects seemed unlikely), the Atlantic Fleet would accomplish little by remaining between the Azores and the East Coast. The Azores were lost and would have to be retaken by seaborne assault. Meanwhile, current intelligence reports indicated that the main body of the Spanish fleet was returning to El Ferrol after the Azores operation and the German fleet was at anchor in Trondheim. Therefore, there was no good reason not to order Ingersoll to steam for northern waters at his best speed. As a precautionary measure, patrols by reconnaissance aircraft over the Atlantic were ordered to be stepped up. 

The plan left less margin for error, bad weather or other delays than might have been considered ideal, but it was workable and the necessity of occupying Iceland was of such high priority that the considerable risks it entailed were judged acceptable. With that settled, Kimmel and Eisenhower ordered the commanders of the units involved to prepare for the mission and contacted President Truman’s office to get the go ahead for the operation as soon as possible. They met with Truman at noon. The President expressed his surprise at the boldness of the plan and received assurances from both men that it was feasible. Both men certainly expressed more confidence than they actually felt. Truman expressed concern as to the movements of the Spanish and German fleets but although sceptical of the intelligence reports that placed the German fleet at Trondheim, realised the importance of the mission and gave the go–ahead. The plan was named Operation Ragtime.  
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The first news that the Americans received that the Germans had arrived at Reykjavik, was from a reconnaissance flight from the USS Valley Forge on the afternoon of 13th May. The American task force had steamed to within two hundred miles of the south coast of Iceland and launched a pair of Grumman TBF Avenger aircraft which spotted the German warships at anchor in Skerjafjord near the airfield. The Germans launched an aircraft from Goeben to try and intercept the Americans, but it was unable to catch them. 

Captain Joseph Clarke of Valley Forge relayed the information to Washington, but the JRB flying boats of Operation Ragtime had already left Portland. Admiral Kimmel decided not to recall them, but ordered Valley Forge to mount an air strike on the German cruisers immediately, and this was fully launched by 16:00 that day. The German cruisers had disembarked the last of the occupation force and got underway, but they were found steaming north of the Ólafsvick penninsular. 

The American force consisted of 24 Grumman TBF Avengers and 21 Curtiss SB2C Helldivers. Konigsberg and the destroyers accelerated to full speed, but Goeben had been experiencing engine trouble and wasn’t capable of more than 12 knots. She took seven torpedoes and four bombs and sank at 17:37 with all but 11 of her crew. Konigsberg was hit by two bombs, though damage was light. One of the destroyers, Z84, was cut in half by a torpedo at 17:39, sinking with all hands. When Grosseadmiral Rolf Carls (Commander–in–Chief of the German Navy) received the report of the sinkings he ordered the German Schlachtflotte (battle fleet) to sea immediately. [4] 

The German troops began to dig in around the Reykjavik airfield which was on the Seltjamarnes peninsula, a good defensive position. They declared a night time curfew, though of course in mid-May, at that latitude, the sky is never dark. Agnar Hansen, the chief of police, ordered his men to co–operate with the Germans and in fact he was a German agent. However, he seems to have had a change of heart regarding his loyalties. He sent a group of police officers in trucks to the British arms dump (left behind after their withdrawal in 1941) to get as many weapons as they could. He also put the word out that every man in Reykjavik who owned a gun was to report with it to the main police station. 

The Germans, unaware of Hansen’s volte–face, believed his assurance that this was a precautionary measure to prevent the arming of a resistance. Little did they realise that Hansen was actually starting the resistance!

Valley Forge sent reconnaissance patrols over the city at frequent intervals and relayed reports back to Washington. From these it was realised that the Germans had control of the airfield and were digging in. The original plan was to land the flying boats in Skerjafjörd, an inlet south of the airfield, but this would mean landing in sight of the Germans. The plan of operation Ragtime was quickly modified to prevent disaster. A new landing place was found on the Hvaleyri peninsular near the village of Hafnarfjordur. The revised plan was radioed in code to the JRBs and Colonel James Gavin, the commander of the American airborne force, while they were still three hours from Iceland. Gavin was also advised in the same signal that a message had come through diplomatic channels that the government of Iceland had requested US assistance in ejecting the Germans. Because the JRBs were required to keep radio silence there was no way for them to communicate that the message had been received.

This new landing place was some 10 miles south of the German positions near the airfield and Gavin’s orders were now to go ashore, secure the village and wait to be relieved. To cover the American landing, Valley Forge would launch a strike on the airfield at the same time as the paratroops were scheduled to arrive.

On receipt of the updated plan, Captain Clarke on Valley Forge, having already established that the Germans had no anti-aircraft guns, broke radio silence to suggest to Eisenhower and Kimmel that to distract the Germans, he order the strike aircraft to circle the airfield until the transports were close to their objective and begin their attack when the transports themselves signalled that fact. His suggestion was accepted and relayed to the American forces involved.

The transports arrived in sight of their landing point at 11:00 on the 14th May, the attack on the airfield by the American carrier aircraft began a few minutes later. Gavin’s men were ashore and in control of Hafnarfjordur by 12:07. They met no opposition.

Meanwhile the German transport aircraft carrying the five hundred SS troops who were due to arrive at 15:00 that afternoon were ordered to turn back because the airfield was now too damaged by American bombs to permit a landing. They diverted to the Faeroes.

Hansen went to the American lines and met with Colonel Gavin, they conversed in English. Hansen had learned a little of the language during the British occupation – a number of his men did also. He advised Gavin of the German dispositions as well as their strength and level of equipment. He also informed him that he had about two hundred and fifty armed men under his command, a hundred armed with British Lee–Enfield rifles, the rest with hand guns and hunting rifles. The British had also left some heavy machine guns, but no one was quite sure how they worked. Gavin realised immediately that the opportunity existed to re–capture the airfield. He could see smoke rising from it and realised that it must have been devastated by the carrier aircraft. He did not know that the officer in charge of the Germans had been killed and they were now led by junior officers.

Gavin ordered his force to prepare to move out and asked Hansen to send some of his men that spoke English to act as guides. He then contacted Washington, advised them of the situation and informed them that he intended to take the airfield.

They quickly covered the ten miles to the city and to everyone’s surprise did not make contact with the enemy until less than two miles from their objective. In fact, the Germans had recalled all their men to the airfield perimeter situating them in houses and buildings around it. 

Gavin decided not to pause once contact had been made and led his men straight into the attack. The Icelandic guides were invaluable because they knew all the streets and alleys of Reykjavik whereas the Germans did not. Consequently, they were able to tell the Americans how to outflank the Germans time and again.

Once the fighting began (and against the orders of Gavin who did not want untrained civilians getting in the way of his men) Hansen led his force into the fray as well. The fight was vicious and casualties on both sides were heavy. Eventually the Germans were pushed back and believing that they were opposed by a much larger force than they actually were, decided to throw in the towel. About two hundred of them surrendered. The Germans soldiers were only garrison troops and they were completely lost in the city. The Americans sent some of the best soldiers they possessed and had guides familiar with the area to lead them.  

When it was all over, the Icelanders did not really greet the Americans as liberators. Events had unfolded with great suddenness, few of them were aware that President Björnsson had actually invited the Americans in and there was a feeling that Iceland had merely got rid of one occupier to be subjugated by another. It took some time before the Icelanders fully trusted the Americans. More than a hundred Icelanders died in those two days. Some were murdered by the Germans, some died in the American air attack, and some were killed in the assault on the airfield. A monument to them was erected in Klambratún Park in 1949. 
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Admiral Ingersoll, with the main body of the Atlantic Fleet, arrived early on the morning of May 15th at a point roughly two hundred miles north of Rockall. His command consisted of 11 battleships and four aircraft carriers as well as escorting cruisers and destroyers. They were divided into four divisions; Battleship Division One (BatDiv1) consisted of three fast battleships of the Iowa class, namely; Wisconsin (on which Ingersoll was flying his flag), Illinois and Kentucky. BatDiv2 consisted of the four ships of the South Dakota class; South Dakota, Indiana, Massachusetts and Alabama, while BatDiv3 comprised Washington, North Carolina, Tennessee and Colorado (both Colorado and Tennessee had been reconstructed between 1942 and 1944.

Escorting the battleships was Carrier Division One (CarDiv1) commanded by Vice Admiral Frank ‘Jack’ Fletcher with Enterprise, Wasp, Kearsarge and Ticonderoga. CarDiv1s escorting cruisers included the new large cruiser Alaska.

Fletcher launched an air strike against the German bases in the Faeroes with some one hundred aircraft as soon as he was in range. Heinz Brandt, a Luftwaffe airman based there describes the raid;


“The Americans came in low so our radars didn’t see them until they were very close. The first warning I had was when I heard their engines; they came screaming across the airfield dropping  bombs and shooting everything up. Vágar was the only airfield on the islands. Usually there was just my squadron of worn out FW 200s which were used for patrol work, but on that day the field was crowded with aircraft. Two squadrons of big Ju 290 transports had arrived the previous day and a squadron of even bigger ZSO 523s had arrived that morning. They were all being refuelled from a petrol tanker that had moored near the village of Bøur on Sorvagsfjord about six kilometres away. During the attack the tanker blew up with a huge sheet of flame and an almighty ‘whoosh’ sound; pieces of it were landing on the runway. It was chaos, aircraft exploding; the control tower was blown to pieces; I remember a flak tower collapsing with a 20mm flakvierling (quadruple AA gun) on top of it and the crew trying to jump off the sides. The Americans flew so low the guns on the flak towers were shooting downwards! They probably did more damage to the airfield than the Americans did...”



The airfield at Vágar was completely destroyed but even as he got news of the success Admiral Ingersoll received a message from Washington warning him that the main body of the German fleet had encountered a British destroyer a hundred and fifty nautical miles north of the Shetland Islands the previous evening and was on a heading to pass north of the Faeroes in about an hour. It was believed the German force consisted of nine battleships and four aircraft carriers. This information was inaccurate, in fact the force consisted of six battleships; Friederich Der Grosse (Flag), Hindenburg, Bismarck, Tirpitz, Moltke and Blucher as well as the carriers Falke, Cormoran and Elbe. As an aside it is interesting to note that many of the major ships in the German fleet were war prizes that had been launched in other countries and then completed or converted to modified designs in Germany or under German supervision. Moltke and Blucher were formerly French battleships of the Richelieu class, while Falke and Cormoran had started out life as Dutch battle cruisers and Elbe as a French heavy cruiser. (See Appendices)

Fletcher sent out reconnaissance aircraft to search the area and after recovering his strike aircraft turned north. Conditions now began to worsen with a weather system moving into the area from the south–west and reducing visibility. None of Fletcher’s reconnaissance aircraft were able to locate the German fleet and the rising gale made air operations hazardous.

Generaladmiral Otto Schniewind who was ‘Flottenchef’ (commander of the German fleet) was also caught in the same gale and turned north–west towards Iceland. [5] He too launched reconnaissance aircraft and at 19:00 on the evening of the15th, received a signal informing him of the capitulation of the German forces on Iceland. The two fleets were now only a hundred and twenty miles distant from one another and were both proceeding north on a course that brought them gradually closer together. The weather by midnight had degenerated into a vicious spring storm with heavy seas and pounding winds slowing the progress of both fleets and making air operations impossible. 

By 07:00 on the 16th, the fleets were both east of Iceland and within 90 miles of each other but completely unaware of the other’s true position. It was as close as they were to come that day. Ingersoll ordered the Atlantic Fleet to turn south–west, back towards the Faeroes, where he believed the German fleet might be, while Schniewind received orders from Carls that he was to return to Trondheim and turned east. 

Why didn’t the German fleet press forward to engage? The war was just days old, Schniewind appreciated that his force had to be preserved, was uncertain of the strength of Ingersoll’s force, and had no desire to commit to battle unless certain of success. Ingersoll, unable to launch reconnaissance aircraft, was simply looking in the wrong place. Neither side had much to gain in the sense that a sea battle could not now directly affect the outcome on Iceland itself. Both had much to lose. By the time the weather cleared enough for each side to launch reconnaissance flights they were over 500 miles apart.

News of the American success arrived in Germany as the ships assigned to transporting the bulk of the Iceland garrison were fully occupied with assembling in Trondheim and provisioning.  Hitler, undismayed by the news, ordered that the troop convoy should sail anyway and retake Iceland by mounting a seaborne invasion. Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel – the Supreme Command of the German Armed Forces (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht or OKW) and Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch, Commander–in–Chief of the Army came into immediate conflict with the Fuhrer, telling him that the Iceland occupation force was neither equipped nor trained to tackle an opposed landing. Keitel informed him that, if the Americans already held Iceland, then it had to be assumed that they were there in numbers. The terrain and lack of infrastructure on the island meant any attempt to retake it would have to be undertaken by well-equipped first line troops in conditions where control of both air and sea were assured. It was clear from the air attack on Vágar that the American fleet was now in Icelandic waters in some strength, further complicating the situation. Both Field Marshals further explained that the plan, as it had been implemented, was premised on a swift seizure of Iceland in a scenario where the Americans were unwilling or unable to react as quickly as they actually had. The plan had failed. To continue with it would simply turn failure into disaster. After some discussion, Hitler concurred.

Of the 24 JRB aircraft that carried Gavin’s force to Iceland, eleven were lost. One crashed in Greenland after running out of fuel on the return journey when its compass failed and the crew became disoriented. There were no survivors. Nine more were damaged while landing in Prince Christian Sound which still had many small ice floes in the water. These damaged the flying boat’s hulls and they either sank or were scuttled by their crews who were then able to depart in the undamaged JRB’s or were rescued by the USS Timbalier. The last aircraft developed engine trouble and landed in Newfoundland. The aircraft and crew were interned. 
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From ‘Studies in the Psychology of Institutional Incompetence’ by Christopher Melancamp, Halder and Stratton 1976

The failure of German forces to take Iceland was glossed over by the German high command as a matter of bad luck and was presented as a temporary setback. In an institution not used to searching self-appraisal this was a convenient fig leaf to cover what was certainly a debacle.

At a meeting at the Reichstag on 17th May attended by Hitler, Goering, Keitel, Carls and most of the General Staff, the strategy for the prosecution of the war against the United States was outlined. One of the first issues that arose was the desirability of an occupation of the British Isles. The geographical location of Britain and Ireland made it essential to ensure that these territories would become a north western rampart of the Third Reich. Anglo–German relations had been deteriorating and the neutrality of the UK was increasingly uncertain, but the onset of war with America bought a serious reassessment of the situation. The refusal of the British to permit German usage of bases in Scotland, Northern Ireland and at Bantry Bay had been the signal that the United Kingdom once again presented a serious limit to German expansion.

Hitler pronounced that an invasion of the UK was required immediately. It was decided to strike Britain without any prior declaration of war and to seek co–operation from Japan to tie down as much of the British and American fleets as possible in the Far East. Goering and Carls said that the Kriegsmarine and Luftwaffe could be ready for such an operation within three months (both were over confident in making this judgement) if Japan could be persuaded to strike at once. However, Kietel flatly informed the meeting that this was impossible for the Wehrmacht and that at least one year would be required. This caused consternation and Keitel was forced to then give a detailed assessment of the problems the Wehrmacht would have to overcome to be ready for such an operation. 

The first problem was shrinkage. In the wake of peace many experienced men had left the Heer (the regular German Army, as opposed to the Waffen SS or other ground forces operated by other services) and gone back to civilian life. They could certainly be called up again, but would have to be retrained and re–integrated. The army was now 91 divisions in strength (at its peak in late 1942 it had consisted of over 200) and many of these were garrison troops.

Since the victories of 1940 and 1942, the German Army had been compelled to undergo a subtle but significant change. It had gone from a force trained and equipped to fight conventional campaigns against other armies, to a force whose primary mission was counter insurgency operations. These were essential to ensure that the increasingly well organised and well equipped resistance movements in the new German territories in the east did not grow strong enough to overwhelm the German forces based there, but it meant that the army had lost its edge. Keitel expressed confidence that proficiency could be regained, but emphasised that this would take time.

Concentration on the Kriegsmarine, which was essential to the strategy for the defeat of the United States, had detrimentally affected the timetable of equipment replacement in the Army. (The Luftwaffe had been affected less seriously because of Goering’s authority within the Nazi Party.) This was due, in part, to the general reduction in armaments spending in the wake of peace after 1942, but also to a re–focussing of industry on the needs of the navy and the anti-insurgency operations in the east. Many German combat formations now possessed equipment that was either outdated, unsuitable for the kind of operation that had characterised the success of German arms in the period 1940 – 42, or both. In short, the needs of the Kriegsmarine and the Ostfront had left the Heer debilitated. 

Keitel’s assessment came as an unpleasant surprise. From late 1943 to early 1945, Hitler’s illness had rendered him incapable of directing the day to day running of the German war machine. Bormann had simply tried to interpret his own understanding of the general thrust of Hitler’s frequently contradictory instructions, while leaving the commanders of the armed forces to bicker over the allocation of resources. 

Ironically, while planning world conquest, the German Reich had become far more inward looking. The atmosphere of deadly competition, central to the mindset of the Nazi State, meant that rational analysis was frequently replaced by toadying and the appeasement of unrealistic expectations with obfuscation and mendacity. Statistics might show that a panzer division had its full complement of tanks and armoured vehicles without revealing that these were obsolete, or so heavily modified for counter insurgency work that they were unfit for conventional warfare. It was not until the demand was made by Hitler for a resumption of conventional warfare that Keitel was compelled to spell out the problem, so the problem was not revealed until then.

Some explanation is also needed here, of why the Germans were so slow to recognise the threat from Britain. Firstly there was the issue of German expectations. By suing for peace in 1940 the British fell neatly into line with these. In the minds of the Nazi hierarchy, the British took on the roll allotted to them in their version of the natural order of the world. They became a power with a large, distant empire that was of limited consequence to Europe. The British were a beaten foe, one that existed at the whim of German largesse. Furthermore, until 1943, the British did little to disabuse the Germans of these misconceptions. In sum; when the Nazis looked at the British, they saw what they wanted to see. They did not appreciate the fundamental shift in British attitudes signalled by the 1941 election. Pre–occupied by the war in the east from 1941 – 42,

then by the power struggle within Germany in 1943, then blinded by Hitler’s sickness and Bormann’s poor grasp of international affairs, they simply failed to see the obvious.

Some German military commanders, including Carls, Doenitz, Reichenau, and Rommel noted the change and bought their analysis to Bormann’s attention. But Bormann was also advised by Kesselring, Sperrle and Milch that the Kriegsmarine and Heer’s concerns were exaggerated because the Luftwaffe feared losing resources to the army if they were taken seriously. Crucially, the man in a position to significantly alter what were now false perceptions (Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Abwehr and Bormann’s close ally in the power struggle with Himmler, Heydrich and Goebbels) did nothing to allay them. 

It is almost impossible to discuss the poor showing of German intelligence in the Hitlerian Wars without raising the question of whether or not Admiral Canaris was a traitor or merely incompetent. But in either case, his failure to furnish the German high command with vital pieces of intelligence (for instance from German spying activities in Iran, which demonstrated that British support of the regimes of the former Soviet Union was far more involved and concrete than was realised) had disastrous consequences for the German war effort. 

Most important of all, Canaris’ spy network in Britain was completely compromised and was used by British intelligence against the Germans to spread disinformation. It is no exaggeration to say that MI5 (Britain’s counter–intelligence agency) actually ran and controlled the German espionage system in the UK. 

Bormann’s overreliance on Canaris meant that warnings sounded by other commanders were ignored. Even the unmistakable signs of a British military build-up were misinterpreted as being solely concerned with the needs of policing the Empire. A misconception fostered by British intelligence.  

This error, oversight, lapse of judgement – call it what you will – was deepest within the Wehrmacht’s most senior officers who, as a group, suffered from an ossification of perceptions. Between 1936 and 1942 Hitler appointed no less than 13 Army Field Marshals and four Luftwaffe Field Marshals. [6]Such mass promotion was unprecedented and is perhaps understandable only in the context of the Nazi state; a cut–throat, status obsessed society with a fetish for uniforms.

By 1945, all but two of the Army’s Field Marshals were in their sixties; one (Gerd von Rundstedt) was seventy. There was no thought of retiring what one commentator has called ‘this gang of geriatrics with their sclerotic attitudes and failing memories’. [7]
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Planning and preparation for an invasion of Britain in June 1946 was greatly accelerated. The invasion of the United States was to follow in November 1946 at the end of the Caribbean hurricane season. It was assumed that British resistance would not last a month, that The Republic of Ireland would continue to be compliant and that losses would be manageable.

It is interesting to note that while there was tremendous confidence among the Nazi elite, some of the other Axis leaders were not so sure of success. Mussolini did not consider the British to be as feeble as the Germans did, and privately expressed grave reservations at the prospect of going to war with the British Empire again. Il Duce certainly did not wish to declare war on the United States either, but could see no way around Italy’s obligations under the Axis Pact. Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria also issued declarations of war. The Japanese however decided to bide their time, they had been caught by surprise at the sudden renewal of hostilities and were not ready. In fact they had no plans for war with America before November 1945, believing that operations in China would be concluded by this date freeing resources for a strike southward. 

Here again we see one of the fundamental areas of dissonance within the Axis Pact and the failure of the partners to co–ordinate their strategies in the most effective way possible. Both Carls and Goering expressed irritation with the Japanese for their failure to immediately bring pressure to bear upon the Americans, but ultimately Hitler did not care and believed that Germany could defeat America alone. 

For their part, the Japanese made two critical false assumptions. Firstly, seeing the United States engaged, they assumed that German rhetoric about attacking America without mercy or let-up was to be relied on. Secondly, they assumed that Britain had little stomach for a fight. In consequence, they stepped up their planning for the attack on ‘the Southern Resources Zone’. This, after all, is what Jackals do – wait till the enemy is at his weakest. It is also noteworthy that the fear in Japan was that Germany would, by defeating the United States, gain mastery of the resources of South East Asia. This would mean that Japan once again did not have direct control over what it saw as assets vital to itself. Pre–empting this disagreeable outcome was certainly one of the motives for attack.

––––––––
[image: image]


From ‘The Hitlerian Wars’ by Jason Corell, Tormeline 1973

The German submarine campaign (Fall Nachtschwalbe – Operation Nightjar) against shipping along the United States’ Atlantic seaboard, commenced on 27th May 1945. The German bombing campaign against American cities (Operation Ibex), was slower to get started because of logistical issues, but began on 23rd June with a raid on New York. This was mounted from the Azores by 93 Messerschmitt Me 364 bombers of KG 40. They were refuelled in flight by 28 Blohm and Voss BV 238 tanker aircraft. The BV 238 was a flying boat. Space at airfields on the Azores was limited, so it was decided to use the flying boat facilities at Ponta del Garda on Sao Miguel. A tanker ship was used as the fuel storage for the raids as the infrastructure on the islands did not include storage facilities for large quantities of aviation fuel. 

Damage from the raid was light, but it caused shock and alarm in the United States out of all proportion to the weight of bombs dropped. The people of every city in the eastern part of the country demanded that interceptor squadrons be deployed to defend them immediately. The USAAF was left scrambling to organise a defence. A tracking and interception system based on the British Chain Home radar network had been under construction since 1943 but was far from complete. The system had been named Atlas and to augment it, USN cruisers and destroyers were sent to patrol 400 miles from shore, where their radars could provide early warning of incoming raids.

The USAAF’s Pursuit squadrons were quickly concentrated in the north eastern United States. The P58 interceptor program (the Lockheed P58 was a development of the P38) and the associated Allison V3420 engine program went into high gear. Philadelphia was attacked by German bombers on 29th June and Washington DC on the 4th of July. In each case the American response was haphazard and ineffective and Luftwaffe losses to all causes were in the region of 4%. 

The Americans had encountered a number of problems in using the basics of the Chain Home system. The system was not particularly complex, but the Americans were unfamiliar with it and under the pressure of actual combat it was difficult to master quickly. American Lockheed P38 ‘Lightning’ interceptors also encountered problems with their 20mm cannon which kept jamming. This problem had been known before the war but not properly addressed. [8] Now, it was decided to order large quantities of British 20mm cannon which were almost identical to their American counterparts but worked properly. The British also seconded a number of key personnel to assist with Atlas. These were flown over a matter of days after the 29th June raid.  

A second raid on New York on 12th July was very roughly handled. On this occasion the radar pickets at sea plotted the raids advance more than four hundred miles from landfall. The Atlas system worked and the Germans were intercepted well out to sea by large numbers of American fighters including many North American P51 Mustangs and Republic P47 Thunderbolts. These had no cannon, but heavy batteries of .50 calibre machine guns. While these were not nearly as effective against such large aircraft as cannon would have been, the American pilots pressed home their attacks with reckless courage. German losses were 28% of the aircraft committed, though only half of these were due to enemy action. (The Me 364 bombers suffered a high rate of loss and aborted missions due to mechanical failures and other problems with the aircraft.) This loss rate was calamitously high and losses on 19th July in an attack on Norfolk, Virginia were almost as bad. Goering called a halt to the raids then and there and decided that in future, raids would be carried out at night but in fact the 19th July operation was the last German raid mounted from the Azores. 

Operation Ibex was at the absolute limit of what was technologically and logistically possible. It was an extraordinary achievement in many ways. Fuelling a hundred of the massive Me 364 bombers took an entire day’s production of the German aviation fuel industry. The runway of Lajes Airfield on the Azores had been extended and strengthened for the enormous weights and take off runs of the bombers before the conflict began (See Appendices) but there was little in the way of military infrastructure on the Azores and everything had to be bought in by ship or aircraft. Part of the reason it had been decided to convert BV 238 flying boats to the tanker role was that there was simply not enough room on the air base for more aircraft; the BV 238s could operate from harbours.

Ibex was seen in Germany as a strategic success, but a costly tactical failure. The Me 364 bomber had proved a grave disappointment in operations and was reassigned to the maritime reconnaissance role. What was not immediately realised however was the scar left on the American psyche by the raids. The United States had never been bombed before and the panic caused by a few German bombers was out of all proportion to the military effectiveness of the raids. Americans living on the Eastern Seaboard demanded that more interceptors be deployed to protect them and the P58 interceptor program became one of the largest of the war, pulling in resources that might have been better utilised elsewhere. 
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On 24th June a plan had been put forward whereby an American carrier task force would steam to within a few hundred miles of the Azores to be in a position to launch fighters to intercept returning German bombers close to their bases. It was quashed by Kimmel, in favour of a general carrier air strike against the German bases on the Azores with the intention of destroying the infrastructure as well as catching the bombers on the ground. After this, the force committed would raid other Axis targets before returning home. 

The plan was called Operation Vertigo and President Truman, who was under a great deal of pressure from Congress, the Senate and the press; insisted that it go ahead as soon as possible. It was imperative that the Atlantic Fleet keep its main body close to the American coast in case of either a seaborne raid to bombard coastal cities or even an invasion, but four of its available aircraft carriers were committed to the operation along with supporting cruisers and destroyers. The force was named Task Force 21 and its command was given to Vice Admiral Frank Fletcher. TF 21 rendezvoused at a point a hundred and fifty miles south of Nova Scotia on 14th July. The fleet consisted of the carriers Valley Forge and Ticonderoga as well as the newly commissioned Alliance and Franklin, the cruisers Wichita, Atlanta and Brooklyn as well as twelve destroyers. This potent force possessed some four hundred aircraft.
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From: ‘Technological Change, Industrial Strength and Military Effectiveness in the Hitlerian Wars’ by René Brodeur, Tremane Press, 2014

From the formation of the RAF in 1919, the service had presented strategic bombing as a decisive method of destroying the ability of an enemy to prosecute a war. This precept was widely held to be true. The
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