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			The Battle of the Atlantic

			Key information

			
					When: September 3 1939 – May 8 1945

					Where: On the Atlantic Ocean

					Context: World War II (1939-1945)

					Belligerents: Allied navies (UK, Canada and United States) against the forces of the Axis, composed of the Kriegsmarine (Third Reich) and the Regia Marina (Kingdom of Italy)

					Commanders and leaders:	Erich Raeder, German Admiral (1876-1960)

	Karl Dönitz, German Admiral (1891-1980)

	Ernest Joseph King, American Admiral (1878-1956)

	Sir Max Kennedy Horton, British Admiral (1883-1951)




					Outcome: Allied victory

					Victims:	Allied camp: approximately 45 000 dead

	Axis camp: approximately 25 000 dead




			

			Introduction

			The Battle of the Atlantic was the longest World War II campaign. It mobilized extraordinary numbers, both of men and materials, in both camps and marked significant technical advances in many areas that would revolutionize naval warfare.

			On 3 September 1939, at 9pm, just ten hours after the proclamation of the state of war between Britain and the Third Reich, the Athenia, a British ship weighing 13 500 tons that travelled to New York, was torpedoed by the German submarine, the U-30. Of the 400 people onboard the Athenia, 122 died. These were the first victims of a campaign that would last 68 months, and which would see thousands of ships sink, killing tens of thousands of sailors.

			The outcome of the battle was extremely significant. The Germans wanted to gain supremacy in the Atlantic Ocean in order to prevent the British from receiving aid from the American continent and the British colonies. They hoped to strangle the British, the only opponents of the Nazi regime in Europe after the surrender of France in June 1940, and force them to surrender in turn. However, although it was effective, the German strategy, mainly based on the use of submarines, would not bend the Allies, who managed to transport men and equipment in order to undertake the conquest of occupied Europe.

		


		
			Political and social context

			The premises of the Second World War

			The Battle of the Atlantic, its outcome and its development can only be understood by placing it in its much wider context: the Second World War. Although the war officially began on 1 September 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, this conflict had its roots in the more distant past. Several factors thus caused the conflagration of the world, including:

			
					The implementation of decisions taken at the end of the First World War, which were endorsed by the signature of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. The terms of the agreement imposed very heavy economic, military and territorial sanctions for the conquered states and were the source of a rise of resentment and a desire for revenge among the people who had lost the war.

					These feelings allowed for the emergence of nationalist political parties and even parties with totalitarian tendencies, which aimed to find the glory that would have been lost during the armistice of 1918. Thus, Italy saw Benito Mussolini (1883-1945) take power with his Fascist party, gathering the people who were disappointed by the outcome of the First World War because they believed that, although Italy was on the winning side in 1918, the peace negotiations did not provide any advantage.

					The economic crisis that began in the U.S. in 1929 quickly spread and ruined the economies of industrialized countries within a few months. The effects were particularly devastating in countries that were subject to the harsh conditions of the Treaty of Versailles. Therefore, this crisis, combined with the vengeful feelings of the population in 1933, allowed the Nazi Party led by Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) to gain power in Germany.

					The expansionist wills of men such as Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, which pushed them to want to acquire new territories. In Nazi Germany, this was the Pan-German movement, which sought to unite all people of the German culture, language or “race” within one great empire. The Führer pushed this idea to the maximum by stating that once these people were united, he would extend the territory to acquire the land necessary for the survival of his people.

					The League of Nations, created in 1919 at the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in order to prevent further global conflict, failed to restore the situation as it had no leverage.

					The Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Axis, an economic and military alliance between Italy, Nazi Germany and the Japanese Empire, was created in September 1940.

					The rearmament of the German troops would commence once Adolf Hitler had come to power, while the production of armament factories was kept to a minimum following the agreements of the Treaty of Versailles. The Führer hoped to revive the economy of the country that was previously overcome, firstly by debts owed to the victorious nations of the First World War, and secondly by the 1929 crisis. 

			

			All of these factors made a war on the European continent inevitable. Although France and the United Kingdom remained relatively inactive during the annexation of Austria (March 1938) and Czechoslovakia (March 1939) by Germany, they issued the country with an ultimatum on 1 September 1939, when the armies of Adolf Hitler invaded part of Poland, marking the beginning of the Second World War.

			The stakes in the Battle of the Atlantic

			The Battle of the Atlantic began on 3 September 1939. As soon as he heard of the ultimatums issued against him, Adolf Hitler ordered the establishment of measures to paralyze all UK imports transiting the Atlantic. On the eve of the conflict, Britain was indeed at the head of a major colonial empire, whose economy and industry were largely based on the delivery of raw materials from its colonies. Therefore, the Germans wanted to prevent any supplies brought by sea in order to paralyze the economy, starving its people, and to force the government to surrender.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Atlantic had also been the scene of fighting during the First World War. Since the outbreak of the conflict, Britain had imposed a naval blockade of Germany to undermine the country’s war economy. Therefore, fearing a direct confrontation with the Royal Navy, very powerful at the time, the German staff chose to confine its High Seas Fleet to its bases in the Baltic Sea. In 1916, an exit attempt resulted in the greatest naval battle of the First World War, which involved more than 200 ships: the Battle of Jutland (31 May-1 June). Despite a German tactical victory – the British losses were indeed much larger – it was Britain who emerged victorious as the German fleet was forced to turn around and did not try any new attempts before the end of the war.

					However, the Germans had not said their final words and tried in turn to impose a blockade on the UK using a new machine: submarines. Although the first operation was launched in 1915, it was not until February 1917 that unrestricted submarine warfare appeared, constituting a nightmare for the Britons who lost many men and ships.

				

			

			The Germany Navy in the dawn of World War II

			However, a major problem prevented the Germans from implementing their plan for controlling the Atlantic Ocean and setting up a blockade of the United Kingdom. Indeed, following the Treaty of Versailles, there were restrictions on the German forces’ armaments. The powerful army of 1918 was transformed into a defense army in order to minimize its ability to trigger a new conflict. But when Hitler came to power in 1933, he dreamed of giving Germany a vast empire. In order for this to come true, he needed a significant fighting force, which he currently lacked. The German Navy had only a few small warships, most of which were too old, with a maximum tonnage (i.e. the sum of the weights of all the ships in the fleet) that could not exceed 10 000 tons. The maximum tonnage authorized for the entire German fleet was limited to 108 000 tons, which, given the military standards of the time, was almost insignificant and did not leave the Führer with many possibilities. However, after several negotiations, Adolf Hitler managed to reach an agreement with the British government, allowing him to set up a fleet of up to 35% of the tonnage of the surface fleet and 45% of the tonnage of the anti-surface fleet of the Royal Navy.

			Therefore, during the thirties, the German construction sites were put back in service to produce new warships. From an economic point of view, the German chancellor used shipyards to create jobs in Germany, whose economy was moribund. Despite his efforts, on the eve of the conflict, the tonnage of the British fleet remained eight times larger than that of the German fleet.

			The British Navy: a giant with feet of clay?

			Building a fleet to rival that of the British was almost impossible. In fact, Britain was the head of the first colonial power in the world, which required a navy capable of protecting its colonies and the maritime routes leading to it. It was Britain who had the greatest naval force on the eve of World War II. However, this force was not without its flaws:

			
					It was aging and no longer adapted to the new naval battles that would emerge during the Second World War;

					It did not have enough escort vessels, the role of which was to protect other ships from attacks by submarines;

					Due to the extent of the British colonial empire, it was spread around the globe to ensure the protection of its possessions.

			

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Erich Raeder, German Admiral

			Erich Raeder was born in 1876 in the suburbs of Hamburg (northern Germany). As soon as he had completed his secondary education, he began a career in the German Navy. During the First World War, he was part of the staff of Admiral Franz von Hipper (1863-1932), with whom he participated in several battles against the Royal Navy. In 1925, he obtained the rank of vice admiral, then became admiral three years later.
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			Erich Raeder and Adolf Hitler, photo taken in 1934.

			When Adolf Hitler came to power, he included Erich Raeder in his plan for the restoration of the German fleet, Plan Z, which involved building six battleships, two aircraft carriers, 225 submarines and numerous cruisers and destroyers. Hitler also asked him for his advice when defining the guidelines to be followed by the Kriegsmarine (German Navy) in the event of major naval warfare. Erich Raeder advised him to favor the construction of large surface warships over submarines. In 1936, he was appointed commander-in-chief of the German Navy and received the prestigious title of Grand Admiral three years later.

			He then advised the Führer to invade Norway and Denmark in 1940, to prevent the British and the French from installing bases there and to secure the trade route of the Swedish iron ore, essential to the German war industry. But, little by little, Erich Raeder lost his influence on Adolf Hitler, because his surface ships proved less effective than he had predicted before the war. Indeed, several setbacks, such as the loss of the Bismarck, the pride and joy of the German navy, and the defeat at the Battle of Barents (31 December 1942), led to him losing his credibility due to the successes of the submarines. He resigned on 30 January 1943 and was replaced by Karl Dönitz. Following his departure and his loss of influence with the Führer, Erich Raeder spent the rest of the war without any real function and saw that he was being distanced from power. After the conflict, the Nuremberg Trials in 1946 condemned him to life imprisonment for his participation in the rearmament of Germany, which was forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles. However, Erich Raeder was released in September 1955 due to his deteriorating health and he died five years later.

			Karl Dönitz, German Admiral
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			Picture of (from left to right) Franz Xaver Dorsch (German civil engineer,1899-1986), Albert Speer (German statesman and architect, 1905-1981) and Karl Dönitz. 

			Karl Dönitz, officer of the German Navy, was born in 1891 in Berlin. He joined the Navy in 1910. During the First World War, he served on a cruiser in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, before receiving submariner training in 1916. From 1917, he fought from a submarine and was then awarded command of the UC-25 between March and September 1918. In October, he was captured by the British after his appointment as commander of the UB-68. Released after the war, he returned to Germany in 1920 and supported the ideas of the Nazi party.

			Highly regarded by Adolf Hitler – who would designate him as his successor at the head of the Third Reich before committing suicide in 1945 –, he tried to convince the Führer to convert the Kriegsmarine into a huge underwater battle fleet and abandon the big surface ships built by Erich Raeder. In 1936, he became head of the German submarine fleet. Seeing the efficiency of the U-Boot (abbreviation of Unterseeboot, meaning “submarine”) of Karl Dönitz in the Battle of the Atlantic, Adolf Hitler appointed him head of the Kriegsmarine after the resignation of Erich Raeder.

			Therefore, he sought to develop the tactic known as the Rudeltaktik (“tactical packs”) which consisted of a group attack of the German submarines on the Allied convoys. This strategy would, for a time, tip the balance in favor of the German side in the Battle of the Atlantic.

			
				
					Good to know

					In 1936, Germany signed the London Convention, which prohibited extensive submarine warfare due to the devastation caused during the First World War. Although Adolf Hitler and Erich Raeder were initially inclined to respect this principle, which partly explains why the spotlight was given to the production of surface ships, stinging setbacks to the Kriegsmarine in the early years of the conflict and the success won by the U-Boats pushed the Führer to further develop underwater weapons.

				

			

			Until the end of the war, Karl Dönitz held the position of head of the Germany Navy. On the death of Adolf Hitler, he became head of what remained of the Third Reich and decided to start negotiating peace with the Western Allies. It was on his orders that General Alfred Jodl (1890-1946) would sign the surrender of Germany in Reims on 7 May 1945.

			Karl Dönitz was then arrested and tried at Nuremberg. He was sentenced to ten years in prison, after which he led a quiet life before dying of a heart attack in 1980.

			Sir Max Kennedy Horton, British Admiral
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			Sir Max Kennedy Horton. 

			Born in Rhosneigr (North Wales) in 1883, Sir Max Kennedy Horton was a senior officer in the British Navy. He entered the Royal Navy in 1898, rising gradually through the ranks of the hierarchy and, from September 1914, commanded a submarine. He participated in many operations during the First World War in the North Sea and the Baltic Sea.

			In 1932, he was appointed Rear-Admiral, then Vice Admiral and became head of the reserve fleet five years later. When World War II broke out, he participated in the defense of Britain, before becoming head of the submarine fleet in January 1940. On 17 November 1942, he was appointed Western Approaches Command and was in charge of ships in the Atlantic area, becoming the primary commander of the Royal Navy during the Battle of the Atlantic. 

			He quickly introduced new tactics to decrease the number of Allied ships sunk by the German forces, especially by the U-Boats of Karl Dönitz. According to him, as it was impossible to avoid the German submarine groups, it was therefore necessary to fight them. To do this, Max Kennedy Horton intensified the training of crews on the escort vessels of the Allied convoys. He also created rapid support units that could come to reinforce the escorts if a submarine attack became imminent. This new approach would limit the number of ships sunk by submarines in the Atlantic.

			At the end of the war, Max Kennedy Horton requested his retirement. Therefore, he left the Royal Navy and was ordained as Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the Bath, an honor granted to British soldiers and civil servants. He died peacefully in 1951.

			Ernest King, American Admiral
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			Ernest King. 

			Born in 1878, Ernest King was an American Admiral commanding the forces of the U.S. Navy during the Battle of the Atlantic. In 1897, he enrolled at the Naval Academy in Annapolis and took part in the conflicts in which the United States participated of the Spanish-American War (April-August 1898) and the Mexican Revolution (American intervention in Veracruz in 1914), allowing him to gain some experience.

			During the First World War, he served with Vice Admiral Henry Mayo (1856-1937) and participated in several operations of the Royal Navy as an observer. After the war, Ernest King was transferred to the American submarine fleet with the rank of captain, a position he held from 1923 to 1925. He was then posted in naval aviation, an air component of the U.S. Navy. From there, he rose through the ranks to become commander of the Naval Air Force in 1936 and Vice Admiral two years later. Upon the entry of the United States into the war in 1941, he was appointed commander of the American fleet. In 1942, he was appointed Chief of Naval Operations and participated in the Battle of the Atlantic. It was also he who organized the American convoys and the routing of the U.S. troops and equipment in Europe.

			Admiral Ernest King left the Navy at the end of 1945, but was recalled to be an advisor on behalf of the Secretariat for the U.S. Navy. He died of a heart attack in 1956.
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