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FOREWORD

BY DR RICHARD
‘HARRY’ HARRIS

I’m standing on the rear deck of the dive vessel, groaning under the weight of a rebreather and two large cylinders containing back-up gas. It’s sunny and sweat trickles into my eyes inside the dive mask as I steady myself against the swell, which persists after a massive low-pressure system rolled through the Hauraki Gulf. I try to control the mild nausea which always hits at this moment, part seasickness but also part nerves. It’s the stage of the dive I truly dislike; that final wait until the skipper yells, ‘Go’, and my buddy Craig Howell and I can finally step off the duckboard and fall clumsily into the ocean. When we do, the relief is immediate. The effects of gravity disappear and the cooling embrace of the deep blue water is now my friend.

The year is 2007 and this is only my third proper deep wreck dive. I’ve done plenty of dives past 100m over the past five years, but they have been in what I consider to be the controlled confines of freshwater caves, or down tropical reef walls. Dropping into the open ocean with the sand 120m below feels much more dangerous. There are too many variables I can’t control. But there’s no time to ponder these worries now. All the preparation has been done and my more wreck-savvy dive buddy, Craig, is already swimming towards the shot line, which we will follow into the depths to finally reveal our goal – the historic wreck of RMS Niagara.

My dream to dive the Niagara started, as many dreams do, as a young boy. My father grew up during the Second World War and his father fed him with books and stories of the more colourful characters and battles. Those tattered hardcover volumes, in turn, ended up with me and I became hooked on the romance and adventure: Beaufighter, The Last Enemy, Coastal Command at War and one particularly special one, Gold from the Sea – the story of the sinking of RMS Niagara and the remarkable men who salvaged its gold.

As a 12-year-old boy, my head was full of dreams of diving coral reefs, man-eating sharks and sunken treasure. I started my formal diving course a few years later in 1979 and my thirst for knowledge of the world beneath the waves only grew. The story of the Niagara ticked all the boxes; adventure and danger in the ocean with the lure of great riches!

Fast-forward to 1999 and my journey into ‘technical diving’ was just beginning. I heard about a brazen pair of divers – Dave Apperley and Tim Cashman – who had achieved the seemingly impossible quest to dive to 120m in the open ocean to visit the Niagara. It was an extraordinary dive, especially for its time, something I never imagined myself doing. And yet, less than ten years later, here I was …

Back in the water, a finger and thumb forming an OK signal around the shot line, Craig and I release our buoyancy and begin our descent to the wreck. There’s a strange phenomenon as you approach the midpoint of such a drop. The water becomes a deep iridescent blue. Glancing up, the rope disappears into the lighter hues but the surface is no longer visible. Refocusing on the depths, the rope disappears into blackness with no sign of anything below. All around is a ‘blue orb’, a place where some feel disorientated with nothing concrete to fix upon. And if it were not for the shot line sliding between our fingers, we wouldn’t even know we were moving. It continues to darken and then there is a vague shape, indistinct at first and I’m not sure if it’s real. But then I’m certain. A massive black hulk with white sand marking its edges … it is the realisation of the dreams of a young boy from Adelaide.

Craig and I land on the wreck at around 100m depth. It seems desperately dark despite our bright dive lights, but our eyes quickly adjust and soon it seems there is plenty of ambient light. My hands are trembling. A combination of adrenaline and the physiological effects of a rapid descent make me fumble slightly as I clip my flashing strobe to the chain at the base of the shot line. This will ensure I safely navigate back to this point before I commence the long ascent back to the surface. We have arrived near the forward part of the vessel. Craig knows exactly where, and he swims across the steeply canted deck down to the sand where the port rail of the grand old ship is buried. We are looking for the main mast and derrick structure, and something very specific which Craig believes will be in that area.

Once on the sand, I look at my computer – 120m precisely. Clouds of schnapper, tarakihi and an occasional massive hapuka paddle past. Craig turns left and follows the line of the wreck until in front of us, out of the gloom, the massive mast thrusts up from the wreck heading out into the sand. Another right turn and now we swim along the sand away from the ship, the mast above us.

We both see it at the same time, although we’ll subsequently argue that point! Craig is a yard ahead of me and he reaches out with his hand. It comes to rest on top of the bell of RMS Niagara. The ship’s bell! The soul of any ship and the most prized find for any wreck diver. And it’s exactly what we are looking for. Craig is immediately deploying his lift bag to lift the relic and send it to the surface. I screech at him with my helium-induced falsetto to slow down while I deploy my camera and strobes to frame and capture this extraordinary moment. I fire off a few shots before the bell is released from the seabed and begins its upward trajectory into the safe hands of the legendary Keith Gordon. Its final resting place will be the Mangawhai Museum, North Island, New Zealand. The bell will reach the surface in minutes. For Craig and me, it will be more than five hours before we finally finish our decompression and surface back into the sunshine.

I haven’t made it back to the Niagara since 2007, although my diving career has certainly continued to take me on some wonderful adventures. Authors such as Jeff Maynard are keeping the story of RMS Niagara alive with books like Niagara’s Gold and the fascinating documentary of the same name. For these projects, Jeff managed to interview four members of the original crew of the salvage vessel Claymore. But now, new information comes to light in the form of ‘Johnno’ Johnstone’s original diary. From my perspective as a diver, Johnstone was the standout character in the dramatic tale of the salvage. His personal account of this most dangerous endeavour makes for a scintillating read, and it’s mandatory reading for every student of history, adventure and derring-do. I hope, dear reader, that you are as captivated by the story as I have been since I was a young lad.
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INTRODUCTION

Gold!

No other metal has captivated man’s imagination more or driven him to greater deeds of heroism or treachery. Gold lured the Egyptians to explore the African continent. It drove Cretans and Phoenicians to the edges of their known world. When Christopher Columbus set foot in the New World in 1492, the first thing he asked the people he encountered was ‘Where’s the gold?’

Gold has made men believe they are gods. It has made them murderers. Gold has justified the slaughter of civilisations and the ransacking of centuries of art treasures. For 6,000 years gold has had properties that have made it prized above all else. Its colour is one. The sheer lustre of its yellow attracts. The pharaohs considered it the symbol of the sun’s rays. The Incas called it the ‘tears of the sun’. Gold is durable and malleable. Jewellers can fashion it into intricate shapes of adornment. Even in ancient Egypt, a skilful artisan could hammer gold into such fine leaves that it would take 250,000 of them to make a pile 1in (2.54cm) high. Gold is ductile. That is, it has the ability to be mechanically deformed without cracking. A single bar of gold from RMS Niagara could be drawn into a wire so thin it would reach more than three-quarters of the way around the Earth at the equator.

Gold is dense – specifically, 19.32 times heavier than water. And gold is almost chemically inert. It does not tarnish. It does not corrode. It does not attract marine growth. Nothing clings to gold except the stories of what men are willing to do to possess it.

This is one of those stories.

*   *   *

As I write this, more than thirty years have passed since my wife Zoe and I first learned of the salvage of the gold from RMS Niagara. Our interest was aroused in 1992 during a visit to Castlemaine, a country town north-west of Melbourne, Australia. When we walked into the Castlemaine Visitors’ Information Centre, we were confronted with a massive steel chamber with thick glass portholes. It looked like it had been created by the imagination of Jules Verne. We asked a staff member what purpose it served and were told it was the ‘diving bell’ used during the Second World War to get the gold out of the sunken RMS Niagara. We asked more questions, many of which the staff were unable to answer, and returned home determined to learn what we could. The research consumed the next three years of our life.

Briefly, the story is as follows: at the outbreak of the Second World War, with Nazi Germany threatening to overrun Great Britain, the Bank of England was shipping gold bullion to the United States to purchase vital arms and supplies. The ocean liner RMS Niagara was secretly carrying 590 bars of British gold, each weighing 400 troy ounces* (12.44kg), when it hit a German mine and sank in deep water off the coast of New Zealand.

Various naval authorities claimed that salvage at that depth was impossible. Eager to retrieve the gold, the Bank of England offered the job to Captain John Williams, who was living in Australia. Williams hired a crew, built the ‘diving bell’, refloated a rusting ship, then, against the orders of the local naval authorities, sailed into the minefield. The men battled storms, mines, officialdom and each other. Eventually, after a salvage lasting a year, they recovered 8 tons (8,130kg) of the gold and returned it to the Bank of England.

When Zoe and I originally researched this remarkable story, we were both aided and hindered by the conditions that prevailed three decades ago. The internet was in its infancy. Very few people had email. We corresponded by writing and receiving letters which, when requesting information from a person or institution overseas, meant waiting weeks or sometimes months to receive a reply. Reading files (if one was fortunate enough to learn of their existence) often meant travelling to a museum or archive, be it in another city or country, then sitting at a table with documents and making notes. Published books could not be found quickly with a Google search, nor purchased from online bookstores. When travelling, we developed the habit of seeking second-hand bookshops and scouring them.

These disadvantages in researching the story were offset by the fact that, at the time, many people who had played a role in the recovery of the gold from RMS Niagara were still alive. We met and interviewed four members of the original salvage crew. We also spoke to people who were on the Niagara when it sank, the engineer who designed the observation chamber and foundry workers who had built it, along with many others who had vital information to contribute. In that time-consuming manner, we were able to win the trust and confidence of many people, and access a great deal of information.

For example, in Sydney, we were granted access to the relevant records of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia, which included the regular progress reports written by Captain Sir John Williams (he was knighted in 1967), as well as the bank’s internal memos and correspondence. The family of Sir John permitted us to copy the daily ship’s log of the salvage vessel, SS Claymore. The daughter of Captain James Herd gave us copies of the letters her father had sent her mother, along with a copy of the diary that Herd kept during the salvage. Two books about the head diver on the salvage, John Johnstone, were published during his lifetime. Naturally, we had copies of these. Additionally, in the final years of his life, Johnstone had also written an autobiography. It was never published. In the neatly typed manuscript, Johnstone was extremely forthright about his feelings towards Williams and the sense of betrayal felt by him and the other members of the crew. We were given that manuscript and still retain it.

The result of our original research was a book I wrote titled Niagara’s Gold, which was published in 1996. Zoe and I also produced a television documentary of the same name. Both received a positive reception, particularly in Australia and New Zealand. But I always felt my book was lacking. It was a detailed technical description of the salvage, often quoting from documents or the interviews we had recorded. But whenever we spoke with someone directly involved in the salvage, they appeared to be guarded, as if they had some secret they did not want to reveal. Others only spoke under the condition of confidentiality, asking us not to publish anything until the people concerned were dead. Still others simply refused to talk to us. The inability to reveal the full story was frustrating.

At the same time, the sense that we were missing something significant was exacerbated because Johnstone had written a diary during the salvage, but we were unable to locate it. We knew he had kept a personal diary, because there were references to it. A New Zealand journalist, R.J. Dunne, when producing a contemporary account of the salvage, claimed to have seen it. Writing in 1942, Dunne explained:


From the outset of the salvage operations [Johnstone] kept a day-to-day record in diary form, and this I was privileged to peruse from time to time. For one who is among the world’s ‘doers,’ Johnstone has a remarkable penchant for putting his thoughts and feelings on paper, so that his manuscript is a personal document expressing the great charm of his character.1



Given that so much material relating to the salvage of RMS Niagara had been preserved, Zoe and I could not understand why we could not find Johnstone’s diary. Johnstone’s surviving son and grandchildren had made the records, photographs and correspondence they held freely available to us. But when we enquired, they had no knowledge of the diary. We found it remarkable that something so central to the story had disappeared and no one had any idea of its whereabouts.

Following the publication of Niagara’s Gold, we devoted ourselves to other projects. Our records were boxed and stored. But questions remained. Foremost among them was what happened to the diary? Just as an archaeologist would have difficulty downing tools and walking away from a dig believing there were still secrets waiting to be unearthed, no historian, especially if they had devoted years to researching a story, could rest knowing a significant piece of the puzzle might still exist. I always wondered what happened to the diary that John Johnstone kept during the year of the salvage of RMS Niagara.

Everything suddenly changed in March 2018, when I unexpectedly received an email from Keith Gordon in New Zealand. Keith is the world’s leading authority on the wreck of RMS Niagara and a personal friend. We have often shared research and even dived together. Keith’s interest in RMS Niagara has never waned. He located the wreck in 1988 and continues to explore it with a Remote Operated Vehicle (ROV). Critically, Keith works tirelessly to draw attention to the potential environmental disaster the wreck still presents. Keith’s 2018 email began:


Yesterday I finally got to look at what I was told was Johnno’s diary located in Whangarei. When I was first told of it, I was doubtful it was his diary – maybe just a notebook – but it is a record of the Niagara salvage – practically a day-to-day record – original in his handwriting. Very descriptive and great writing. I think he may have had a book in mind. I spent two hours flicking through the pages. About 250 double-sided. 500 total, I think. I noted items of interest, but I would really need a week to absorb it. There is a lot of information on the dives and the various problems that they experienced, as well as day-to-day incidents and comments, including dialog.2



By the time I had completed other projects and turned my attention to the diary, COVID-19 travel restrictions were in place. That meant it would be three years before Zoe and I were able to go to New Zealand to read the diary of John Johnstone. By that time, everyone we had originally interviewed was dead, but we had kept our recordings of their interviews and, when they were interviewed on camera, our videotapes. We had also kept all our photocopies and notes. After finally reading Johnstone’s diary, and realising why it had been kept hidden for so long, we decided to take the lids off our archive boxes and, armed with new information, as well as internet-based research and communication tools previously unavailable to us, return to the story of the greatest gold salvage in history.

It is a story that began during a dark time in world events – June 1940.





*   Troy ounces are used to measure gold and precious metals. They are approximately 10 per cent heavier than standard avoirdupois ounces. When referring to gold, ounces in this book are troy ounces.




PART I

THE SHIP




1

STERNEST DUTY

June 1940 – a disguised warship escapes Germany – Hitler’s strategy to defeat Britain – a perilous mission for Captain Weyher – confusion in the Atlantic – the Germans reach the Pacific – the deadly EMC floating mine – sowing destruction in the Hauraki Gulf – war

erupts in Europe

On 13 June 1940, Captain Kurt Weyher surveyed the mountainous coastline of New Zealand from the bridge of his disguised German warship. Winter in the Southern Hemisphere meant the sun had already dropped behind the peaks and was beginning to silhouette them with a fading glow. The crisp waters of the Hauraki Gulf, which funnelled ships from around the world into Auckland Harbour, were darkening. To Weyher, the coastline looked fresh and inviting after two months at sea. It may have been his imagination, persuaded by fatigue or aroused by heightened senses, but the air seemed to taste different. Gone was the smell of fire and oil, set alight by brutal ambition. Weyher knew he was a long way from Germany.

Every fifteen seconds the rotating beam of the Cuvier Island lighthouse illuminated the port side of his ship, briefly washing it in a faint glow and revealing what appeared to be a tramp steamer of the Dutch Africa Line. Just another barely seaworthy vessel carrying cheap cargo between islands in the South Pacific, now calling at New Zealand before continuing to Australia. The regular sweep of the Cuvier Island light along the side of the ship revealed large packing crates on the foredeck. It did not, however, reveal the 5.9in (15cm) guns concealed beneath those crates. Nor did the light reveal that this ‘tramp steamer’ was crewed by twenty-one officers and 356 seamen of the Kriegsmarine (German Navy), because most of them were below decks, while the handful who were casually seen working about the ship were dressed in civilian clothes. Nor could the light shine on the reconnaissance plane, the prisoners of war or the 230 deadly sea mines that were also concealed below.

The Cuvier Island light, no matter how bright its beam, could not reveal that this insignificant-looking ship was bringing the war that Adolf Hitler had unleashed in Europe to a small outpost of the British Empire, on the other side of the world.

*   *   *

The events that brought Weyher, his highly trained crew and his deadly cargo halfway around the world to the beautiful islands of New Zealand had begun when, on 1 September 1939, Hitler had marched German troops into Poland. After waiting two days for a commitment to withdraw the troops, which did not come, Great Britain and France had declared war on Germany. For the next nine months, during what became known as the Phoney War, politicians and diplomats scurried about trying to reach a compromise that would appease Hitler and avoid all-out bloody conflict. Hitler smiled, lied and plotted to overrun Europe. In his cunning, he knew the obstacle to his ambitions was Great Britain. The tanks (almost 1,500 at the start of the war) of his Panzer divisions could crush paths that spread from Germany to its neighbouring land-based countries. But tanks could not rumble across water. The tiny British Isles, separated from Europe by the English Channel, required different tactics if they were to be conquered.

Water had helped defeat many enemies who had attempted to invade Britain. And water provided Britain with not only a defence, but also a lifeline to the world. The British Isles might be small, but the British Empire covered 30 per cent of the world’s land, while 25 per cent of the world’s population considered itself British. These British dominions were bursting with people who hung pictures of King George VI in their homes, schools and workplaces. After hearing Britain declare war against Germany, leaders around the world had immediately announced their country was also at war with Germany. While Germans marched and raised their hands in the Nazi salute, around the world British people answered the threat by singing ‘God Save the King’. Countries on every continent were ready to supply manpower and resources to defend the British Empire. In the era before regular or reliable international air travel, the key to supplying that support was the world’s shipping routes.

Hitler knew this. So, while German generals carefully planned the Blitzkrieg strikes against their land-based neighbours, German admirals plotted to win the sea war by cutting Britain off from the world. German warships and submarines would do battle in the North Atlantic, and German raiders – ships disguised as neutral merchant vessels – would sail the world’s shipping routes, to sink British ships and disrupt Britain’s lifelines.

*   *   *

Kurt Weyher was a career navy officer. Born on 30 August 1901, he had enlisted in April 1918, as the First World War was coming to a drawn-out end. After the war, Weyher remained in the navy, serving in various roles and being promoted until, at the declaration of the Second World War, he was commanding a three-masted barque teaching young people the techniques of traditional sailing ships. Four days after the declaration of war, Weyher was given a more serious assignment. He was put in command of auxiliary cruiser Orion, designated Ship 36, and given new orders.

Weyher was instructed to train a crew and then, using disguise and stealth, break through the blockade that the British Royal Navy had established off the coast of Germany. Having escaped into the North Atlantic, he was to sail south, down the east coasts of the Americas, around Cape Horn and, still undetected, cross the wide Pacific to New Zealand. There, under the cover of night, he was to sneak into Auckland Harbour – that bottleneck of British shipping in the Southern Hemisphere – and lay a minefield. After laying his minefield, he was to sail about the Pacific and sink as many British ships as possible, while keeping the presence of a German raider in the South Pacific a secret. Next, he was to sail below Australia, across the Southern Ocean, to the Indian Ocean. From there, sinking any enemy ships he encountered, he was to continue west at a sufficiently high latitude to avoid the British at Cape Town, South Africa, then reach the Atlantic and sail north. Finally, again using stealth and disguise, he was to sneak past the British blockade again and return to Germany. Thus, with a small crew and a ship of little value, Weyher was expected to circumnavigate the world, outwit the most powerful navy in history, mine a strategic port, sink a lot of ships and return home undetected.

After inspecting the ship assigned to him, Weyher knew his task would not be easy. The Orion was the former Kurmark of 15,700 tons’ (15,950 metric tonnes) displacement. It had been laid down in 1930 and fitted with tired engines from a scrapped transatlantic liner. It had seen peacetime service for the Hamburg-America Line. The old engines, he would later discover, could barely get the ship to 13 knots (24km/h).

Weyher began training his crew. To do so, he remembered lessons learned by the German raiders of the First World War. Weyher understood that disguises had to be accurate, believable and quickly changeable because details, when inspected carefully through binoculars, were important. If, for example, the ship was trying to pass itself off as a Japanese vessel, smaller members of the all-male crew would need to don kimonos and wigs and stroll about the deck pushing prams, to pose as the wives and mothers who often travelled with their husbands on Japanese vessels. The clothing of Greek merchant seamen had subtle differences from the clothing of South American or Scandinavian seamen. Skin colour was important, so crew members would black their faces and hands when they were pretending to belong to a shipping line from Africa.

False funnels could turn a single-funnel ship into a two-funnel ship, but the false funnel needed to emit smoke or the ruse might be exposed. Weyher had the Orion’s collapsible false funnel carry a small forge and bellows, so a seaman could sit inside it burning oily rags and blowing the resulting black smoke skywards. The crew could also quickly paint a funnel in a shipping line’s colours, but the paint had to appear old and dirty because fresh paint on a tramp steamer would indicate something amiss.

Weyher also had wooden crates, which looked like large packing boxes, constructed on the foredeck. These hid four guns. The crew practised crouching inside the crates, then quickly dropping the sides to fire on an enemy. Of the two guns on the afterdeck, one was covered by a tarpaulin, while the other was left exposed because it was common for merchant ships to carry one deck gun in wartime.

On 30 March 1940, Weyher was ordered to sea. The Orion cast off from the blacked-out naval yard at the Bay of Kiel and entered the 60-mile-long (100km) Kaiser Wilhelm Canal (now Kiel Canal) towards the North Sea. An onlooker watching from the banks of the canal might have wondered at the purpose of so many seamen aboard an old merchant ship. The Orion also carried supplies for a year. These included twelve pigs, thirty hens, a dog (a former stray) and two cats. The pigs would provide bacon, the hens eggs and the dog morale-lifting companionship, while the cats, it was hoped, would be adept at catching rats.

Before reaching the North Sea, Weyher assembled the crew and explained their mission. He also explained that the coming days would present their first and possibly greatest test. Britain and France were pressuring Hitler by attempting to cut off supplies to Germany. The Royal Navy had ships strung across the North Sea from Scotland to Norway. It was not yet sinking German ships, but it was examining all ships closely to ensure German ones did not slip past it. Weyher ordered his men to assume the first of their twenty disguises: the Dutch ship Beemsterdijk. The disguise called for two funnels, and as the ‘Beemsterdijk’ left the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal, a seaman sat in the false one burning oily rags.

Weyher had not been in the North Sea twenty-four hours before his disguise was challenged. Two Royal Navy destroyers steamed towards the ‘Beemsterdijk’ at 20 knots (37km/h). All but three of Weyher’s crew waited quietly below decks. The three who were topside, dressed in clothing expected of Dutch seamen, appeared to be working. One leant over a hold seemingly inspecting its contents, while actually watching the destroyer a few hundred yards off the port side. The other destroyer moved into a position behind the stern. Weyher’s crew on deck understood they were being closely observed through binoculars.

Beneath the false crates on the foredeck and the tarpaulin on the afterdeck, men crouched preparing the guns. A concealed observer peered through narrow slits as the destroyers approached.

‘Distance 1,700m. Sixteen points left.’

The elevations and angles of the guns were altered. If the destroyer signalled it was sending men aboard to inspect the ‘Beemsterdijk’, the plan was clear – drop the sides of the crates, haul away the tarpaulin and fire as many shots as possible before the retaliating fire blew them up. Given the Orion’s highly explosive cargo, every crew member understood it would not need many shots to reduce the first German raider of the Second World War to pieces of metal and flesh at the bottom of the North Sea.

The men waited.

Suddenly, the ship’s cook, wearing his dirty white apron, strolled to the stern with a bucket of food scraps and tipped them into the sea. Through their binoculars, the observers on the British destroyers watched him give a cheery wave. Instinctively, they waved back. Somehow the tension was broken. The officers on the destroyers seemed satisfied. They hove away to rejoin the blockade. Weyher continued his voyage, relieved his mission had not met an inglorious end before it had begun.

The Orion sailed around Iceland into the Denmark Strait and began its voyage south to Cape Horn, from where it could enter the Pacific Ocean. As it sailed between Greenland and Iceland, Weyher decided another disguise would be appropriate to navigate the shipping lanes that converged on the east coast of the United States. The paintbrushes came out, the false funnel was stowed and within two days the raider was posing as the Greek tramp steamer Rokos.

Meanwhile, the British blockade of German ports was giving the Seekriegsleitung (German Maritime Warfare Command) a headache. On 17 April 1940, Weyher received a coded radio message instructing him to sink an enemy ship close to the United States, to give the impression a German destroyer or pocket battleship was loose in the Atlantic. Hopefully, the Royal Navy would divert ships from the blockade to search for it. The complication was that Weyher would need to sink it quickly, before it could broadcast that Germany had managed to slip a raider into the Atlantic. If that became known, all future inspections would include boarding and searching.

Weyher waited around the Grand Banks, off the coast of Newfoundland, where there was plenty of shipping traffic sailing between Europe and the United States. He let ships that were too fast, or too capable of fighting back, go past. Then, on 24 April, the Haxby appeared on the horizon. It was an old British freighter relegated to sailing from Scotland to Texas to collect a cargo of much-needed scrap metal and take it back to Britain. Weyher moved closer.

The wartime rules of engagement were clear. A ship could only fire upon another if it was flying the flag of its country. No ship could fire upon another while flying a false flag or displaying false markings. Weyher had to reveal his allegiance and intentions before engaging. The Orion, still flying the Greek flag and displaying the name Rokos, steamed abreast of the Haxby. German sailors stood along the railings of the Orion, holding a rolled-up canvas. Suddenly the crates surrounding the deck guns collapsed, revealing both the guns and the men about to fire them. The canvas was unfurled, rolling down the sides of the Orion to cover the Greek name and markings. The Greek flag was hauled down and the German flag run up the mast. Weyher ordered, ‘Fire.’

Captain Clarence Arundel of the Haxby, realising the trap, attempted to make a run for it, but it was too late. One of the first shells hit the Haxby’s radio room, ensuring the German secret was safe. Seeing his barrage had damaged the lifeboats, Weyher ordered his crew to lower their boats and pick up survivors in the water. Twenty-four British sailors, including Arundel, were taken on board the Orion. Twenty men went down with the Haxby, which Weyher finished off with a torpedo. The survivors were given food and dry clothing and Weyher’s mission was now further complicated by the need to care for his prisoners of war. His voyage south resumed.

At 10 knots (19km/h), the Orion burnt 20 tons (20,320kg) of oil per day. At its top speed of 13 knots (24km/h), it burnt 50 tons (50,800kg) per day. Knowing that British destroyers would soon be in the area looking for the ship that had sunk the Haxby, Weyher decided to burn additional precious oil to reach the South Atlantic as soon as possible. Meanwhile, the crew got to work again and the ‘Rokos’ was soon the ‘Mandu’ out of Rio de Janeiro. On 1 May, the raider crossed the equator with severely depleted oil tanks. Weyher knew he would need to refuel if he was to cross the Pacific to New Zealand. He broke radio silence to send a message to the German Maritime Warfare Command explaining he needed more fuel. He was instructed to go to a position north of South Georgia and wait.

*   *   *

At dawn on 10 May 1940, while the crew shivered aboard the Orion waiting to be refuelled, explosions in Europe silenced the talk of the diplomats. Hitler launched his attack on western Europe. The war was no longer ‘phoney’. Hitler pushed his tanks and troops into France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. Great Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, who had spent years appeasing the German dictator in the hope of securing peace, resigned. The belligerent Winston Churchill became prime minister. More than 300,000 French and British troops who had been assembled in France as a show of strength were forced back to the beaches at Dunkirk before being hastily evacuated across the English Channel. The capitulation of western Europe was swift and humiliating. Only the English Channel prevented Britain being overrun.

*   *   *

Weyher sighted the supply tanker Winnetou on 12 May. The rough seas hampered refuelling, but 1,900 tons (1,930 tonnes) of oil were eventually taken on board, before the raider resumed its journey. It rounded Cape Horn on 21 May and entered the Pacific Ocean. To avoid shipping routes, the journey west was along 40 degrees South. Four days were lost while engineers were forced to repair the ageing boilers.

Weyher’s original intention had been to reach Auckland by 10 June, when a new moon promised a dark night, allowing him to sneak closer to Auckland where the shipping lanes merged. But the delays to repair the boilers and refuel had put him behind schedule. He had missed the cover of darkness by three days. It was 13 June before he sighted the New Zealand coast.

Weyher had not wanted war. He loved the sea and enjoyed teaching young sailors the art of sailing tall ships. Now, as he stood off the coast of New Zealand and watched the lights come on in the homes of the towns that separated the clean beaches from the forests that rose on the hills and mountains behind, he was tired. He could spend his life in a place like this, he thought. He would later write of his voyage in the Orion, ‘There is not in all the world a sailor who finds pleasure in sinking another ship. Only sternest duty can compel him to do it.’1

But Weyher had his orders.

*   *   *

The EMC moored floating contact mine was developed in 1924 by the German Navy. EM is an acronym for Elektrische Minen (Electric Mine) and the C designated that it was the third in a series that would eventually include thirteen variants. It was a moored floating contact mine because it (i) was moored to the seabed by a heavy weight, (ii) floated beneath the surface of the water and (iii) blew up when something made sharp contact with it. It was designed to be dropped overboard from a ship, sink to a pre-set depth, arm itself and wait. The ability to have the mine floating at the desired depth was achieved by the heavy mooring block beneath the large steel casing containing the explosive. The mooring block held a cable, which would unroll until a ratchet stopped it. The person arming the mine decided at what depth he wanted it to float beneath the surface. For the German Navy in the Second World War, that depth was usually between 10 and 20ft (3–6m). The Germans did not want to waste mines blowing up small boats with a shallow draught. If the hull of a vessel penetrated the water deeper than 10ft, then it was probably worth destroying.

Once put in the water, the EMC mine would continue to be tethered beneath the surface until it leaked and sank, the cable was severed and it floated to the surface, or something came in contact with it, in which case it detonated.

Protruding about 4in (10cm) from the upper half of the casing of the EMC mine were seven Hertz Horns. These contained a glass tube of sulphuric acid. The centre of the horn was a soft metal, usually thin copper. At the bottom were metal plates. If something, such as the hull of a ship, struck one of the horns with sufficient impact to bend the thin copper, the glass tube inside broke. The sulphuric acid ran down to surround the metal plates and create a low-voltage battery. This battery then sent an electric current to the detonator, which exploded a 660lb (300kg) block of hexanite. The Germans had developed hexanite before the First World War and, while not having the same explosive power as TNT, 660lb of it would make a large hole in a large ship.

*   *   *

As the Cuvier Island light intermittently illuminated the port side of what appeared to be an old tramp steamer, Kurt Weyher was trying to decide how far he was willing to penetrate the Hauraki Gulf, before sewing a field of 230 EMC mines. For two days before their arrival, the crew of the German raider had listened to New Zealand radio stations broadcast news that would have been considered secret at home. A radio station in Auckland was reporting ship movements, and even the fact that the Royal New Zealand Navy (RNZN) warships Achilles and Hector were in the area. The Germans also listened to weather reports, news and music. As the sky darkened, the lights along the coast became brighter. Clearly, there were no nightly blackouts in New Zealand.

The first mine went in the water at 7.26 p.m. on 13 June 1940. As the ship steered a zigzag course, the mines splashed between Cuvier Island and Great Barrier Island. Weyher then sailed north and dropped mines between the northern tip of Great Barrier Island and the Mokohinau Islands. From the Mokohinau Islands, Weyher ordered a north-westerly course towards the mainland, to complete the ring around the entrance to Auckland Harbour. The last mine splashed into the water seven hours after the first.

By that time, Weyher was exhausted by the tension and lack of sleep, and so were the men. He ordered a course north-east, back out to the open water of the wide Pacific. Below decks, the prisoners from the Haxby had been carefully counting the mines as they were dropped into the water. They had counted 228. Two had been considered faulty by the German crew and were later discarded.

The German raider, safely away from the New Zealand coast, now continued its circumnavigation of the world.

As the sun rose in New Zealand on the morning of 14 June, it was setting on Europe the previous day. In the five weeks since Hitler had unleashed his forces, France had capitulated and the British Army had been evacuated from Dunkirk. Western Europe was in shock. Many people believed the sun was also setting on the British Empire.




2

ANOTHER TITANIC

The Bank of England in times of war – secretly shipping gold to America – Queen of the Pacific – RMS Niagara departs Auckland Harbour – a rude awakening for Able Seaman Nelson – abandon ship – drama with the last lifeboat – Whangarei residents rush to sea – Winston Churchill makes an

impassioned speech

The Bank of England was established to help wage war. By 1688, Louis IV of France had built the strongest army and largest navy in Europe and was ambitious to expand his territory. England joined an alliance to thwart him and, in 1694, an Act of Parliament incorporated the Bank of England with the express purpose of raising money to fight the French. The bank was soon the most prestigious financial institution in Europe. People would give it money and it would issue them with a banknote, guaranteeing they could redeem their money, often with interest, on the presentation of the note. The bank assured its investors of its ability to honour their notes by holding a reserve of gold. Reputable banks have followed the same practice since.

Gold reserves are especially critical in a time of war. If it is in danger of being overrun, a combatant country will have difficulty purchasing arms and supplies from businesses, if those businesses feel the paper money with which they are being paid might soon be worthless. The country needs to be able to demonstrate it has a gold reserve, or other precious metals or items of value, to meet its debts. Gold is preferred because great value can be held in compact, easily transportable, virtually indestructible blocks. The fact that gold can be transported easily also means a country needs assurance its reserve will not fall into the hands of the enemy. In the 1930s, as Hitler rearmed Germany, neighbouring countries including Britain, France and Belgium began increasing their stockpiles of gold. The Bank of England purchased its gold from mines in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and South Africa, then shipped it to London. After the declaration of war in September 1939, Royal Navy ships transported the gold to prevent it being stolen by the Germans. Shortly after, the British Admiralty advised the Bank of England that it was busy blockading Germany and didn’t have spare warships to use as delivery vessels.

At the same time, the bank decided it would be safer to send the gold to Canada and the United States, where Hitler had less chance of getting his hands on it. Initially, gold was shipped aboard passenger liners from African ports, across the Atlantic, to the east coast of North America. As hostilities escalated in the Atlantic Ocean, the Bank of England sent the gold by the longer but safer route, the other way around the world. From Africa, it crossed the Indian Ocean to Sydney, where it was briefly held by the Commonwealth Bank of Australia. From Sydney, it crossed the Pacific, via New Zealand, Fiji and Hawaii, to Canada or the United States. By the middle of June 1940, when the Germans were goosestepping their way into Paris, shipping gold from Africa to Canada and America, via the Pacific Ocean, was an established procedure.

On 15 June 1940, 590 gold bars were loaded aboard RMS Niagara at Sydney. Each bar weighed approximately 400 troy ounces (12.44kg). Total weight was 7.22 imperial tons (7,340kg). Each bar had been mined in South Africa, belonged to His Majesty’s Treasury and was the responsibility of the Bank of England.

While almost 8 tons of gold may sound a substantial amount, the Niagara consignment was tiny compared to what the Bank of England was moving during this time. In the first year of the war alone, more than 1,200 tons (1,220 tonnes) of gold belonging to HM Treasury were shipped to North America. This should be remembered when, later in this book, the actions of the bank in relation to salvage rights and rewarding the men of the Claymore are detailed.

The Niagara’s consignment of gold was packed in pine boxes, which were lined with straw. There were two bars per box. The 295 boxes were locked in a bullion room, located roughly in the middle of the ship on D-deck. (Decks were designated alphabetically, starting at the upper A-deck.) The bullion room had been added to the Niagara in the 1930s, when it commenced carrying gold. With thick steel walls and a heavy steel door, the room was obviously designed to keep people out.

Once the gold was safely and secretly stowed on board, the Niagara left Sydney and commenced the three-day voyage to
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