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			Death barred the way to Russia, but you crosst.
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		PROLOGUE

		THE SPINNING NEEDLE

		Jim North could not tell exactly what was happening, but in the pit of his stomach he knew the fate of convoy PQ-17 had taken a calamitous turn. All around him, the thirty merchant ships in the convoy were veering off in different directions through the icy Arctic waters, abandoning the tight defensive formation that had kept the German bombers and U-boats at bay since the convoy left Iceland a week before. Every ship’s signal lanterns blinked messages nonstop. On the bridge of North’s vessel, the freighter Troubadour, the Norwegian captain and the first officer held a terse discussion in their native tongue, punctuated by vile curses. North understood only the curses, but there was no mistaking the tone of their voices. A fresh crisis had overtaken convoy PQ-17 on its misbegotten voyage to Arctic Russia.

		It was the Fourth of July 1942, a little past 9:30 p.m., although the time of day meant nothing to the men on the ships because the Arctic sun never set in July. The convoy was less than 800 miles from the North Pole. Earlier in the day, the American vessels forming the core of the convoy had celebrated Independence Day by hoisting brand-new U.S. flags into the fog and scudding clouds. Soon afterward, the Allied warships protecting the convoy had fought off an attack by twenty-three German dive-bombers. Three ships had been sunk but the mariners considered the battle a victory, an encouraging sign that they might yet reach the Soviet Union alive. Some of the men were still congratulating one another when the new crisis—whatever it was—engulfed them.

		North was still trying to figure out what the Norwegians were saying when he was startled by the blare of another ship’s claxon. A small British escort vessel approached the Troubadour, and a British officer shouted through a bullhorn, repeating an extraordinary message that had been sent to all the ships by signal flags. Convoy PQ-17 was breaking up. The powerful warships protecting it were already racing away. The Troubadour and the other merchant ships—all of them hopelessly slow and packed with TNT and other explosive cargo—were supposed to find their own way, alone and unprotected, across hundreds of miles of the remote Barents Sea to Russia.

		The convoy already was surrounded by U-boats, which had been shadowing it, probing for gaps in its defenses. Now there would be no defenses. The twenty-four-hour Arctic daylight offered no respite from the German bombers, more of which were certainly on the way. Worst of all, perhaps, convoy PQ-17 faced a possible attack by the German battleship Tirpitz, the world’s most formidable warship. The Tirpitz had guns that could hurl devastating shells for a distance of twenty-two miles—from beyond the horizon. It could sink lesser ships like the Troubadour before they even saw it coming. Men on some Allied ships called the Tirpitz the “Big Bad Wolf.”

		“Sorry to leave you like this,” the commander of a departing British destroyer shouted across the water to a friend on one of the merchant ships he was leaving behind. “Looks like a bloody business. Good luck.”

		The scattering ships would need a great deal of luck, not only against the Germans but against the Arctic itself. The convoy’s route skirted the edge of the polar ice field extending down from the North Pole. The water was full of icebergs and floes with razor-sharp edges. Though it was midsummer, the ocean was still cold enough to kill a person in minutes, and the air temperature often dipped below zero degrees Fahrenheit. Clouds and fog could persist for days, leaving navigators unable to fix their ships’ positions by the sun. The nearness of the Magnetic North Pole rendered vessels’ magnetic compasses useless.

		At twenty, Jim North was the youngest and greenest deckhand on the Troubadour. He had never been to sea before and knew little about the Soviet Union except that “it was a big country fighting the Germans like we were.” After the convoy had repelled the German dive-bombers, North had felt cocky, indestructible. Now, as he watched the convoy dissolve, he wrote, “I was scared shitless.”

		

		—

		THOUSANDS OF MILES AWAY in Washington, D.C., London, and Moscow, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, British prime minister Winston Churchill, and Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin were testing the limits of their fraught alliance against Adolf Hitler. The Soviet Union was fighting for its survival against Nazi Germany in a war of medieval savagery that already had claimed millions of lives—far more than America and Britain together would lose in the entire course of World War II. America and Britain were merely watching the slaughter from the sidelines. Stalin was furious. But Roosevelt and Churchill did not think their troops were ready yet to compete with German troops on the battlefield. For the time being, the only help they were willing to give Stalin was to send convoys of war supplies across the ocean to the reeling Red Army. Whether that was enough help to keep Stalin on the Allied side was in doubt. But Roosevelt and Churchill were determined to keep the convoys sailing.

		Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin were usually too busy to pay much attention to individual convoys. But they would all have cause to remember convoy PQ-17.

		Amid the chaos on the Troubadour’s bridge, the Norwegian captain, George Salvesen, quickly regained his unruffled demeanor. He had a plan. Salvesen did not think the lumbering Troubadour could survive an 800-mile run across open water with the Nazis already upon it. Instead, he would take the ship north, into the polar ice field, and hide there until the German attacks subsided. The captain ordered North to steer northwest into the ice—the opposite direction of most of the other fleeing vessels. The ice field was a treacherous place for a ship. The captain hoped it was the last place the logical Germans would think to look.

		North did as he was ordered. The Troubadour had to dodge floes as it approached the ice barrier, a low wall of brilliant white stretching all the way across the northern horizon. A cold, gray fog swirled around the ship. A startled polar bear scrambled away from the Troubadour across a pressure ridge, where two floes had slammed together with crushing force. The Troubadour was about to become a Ghost Ship. The bridge had fallen into an uneasy silence. The captain called out “Steady as she goes,” trying to sound reassuring. But North was far from reassured when he glanced at the compass to note the ship’s bearing. The needle of the useless compass was spinning around and around.

	
		CHAPTER ONE

		THE ENEMY OF MY ENEMY

		The stark beauty of Iceland was mostly lost on the men who took part in convoy PQ-17. By the middle of May 1942—six weeks before the convoy sailed to Arctic Russia—most of them had already spent weeks on their ships in a bleak anchorage on the coast of Iceland. The place was named Hvalfjord, which was Icelandic for “Whale Fjord,” reflecting the waterway’s long history as a whaling center. But to some of the Allied mariners, Hvalfjord felt more like an accursed realm out of Norse mythology.

		U.S. Navy ensign Howard Carraway gazed up from the chill waters to see “high, barren, almost terraced mountains on either side . . . hovering over us like great black ghosts.” A massive crag named Botnsulur loomed above the other mountains, its peaks wreathed perpetually in clouds. The constant sun broke through the gloom occasionally out of sheer persistence.

		A cold wind blew relentlessly through the fjord, keening and moaning in the ships’ rigging and often rising into a scream. “For 24 hours, the wind has blown steadily from the north at unbelievable velocity, a steady rising and fading howl, vicious and cold,” Carraway wrote. At times, it blew hard enough to yank anchors out of the muddy bottom and send ships careening through the harbor. A storm in January with 100-mile-per-hour wind gusts had blown the 13,000-ton American heavy cruiser USS Wichita into two other vessels before the warship finally ran aground. At times the wind abruptly ceased, leaving a silence so profound that ducks could be heard plopping down onto the water’s surface a half mile away. Seals cavorted among the ships, performing twists and rolls. But the mariners had grown to resent the animals’ carefree play. Nothing else about Hvalfjord was carefree.

		The ships were gathered at the end of a long, deep fjord north of the capital of Reykjavik. Hvalfjord was empty except for a few scattered farms and the rudimentary British and American naval bases. The bases consisted of fuel tanks, docks, and Nissen huts—prefabricated shelters of corrugated metal—offering supplies and cheap beer. The anchorage was crowded with more than a hundred cargo ships, flying the flags of a dozen Allied nations. They had been rushed to Hvalfjord to sail to the Soviet Union. The vessels ranged from brand-new Liberty ships, freshly launched from American shipyards, to rusting old tubs from the previous world war. Each ship had a crew of civilian volunteers to sail it and a military gun crew to defend it.

		The two-thousand-mile voyage from the United States to the North Russia ports of Murmansk and Archangel, which mariners dubbed “the Murmansk Run,” was notorious for the severity and variety of its dangers. Those included not only German bombers and U-boats but the extreme Arctic weather. Prime Minister Winston Churchill called the Murmansk Run “the worst voyage in the world.” Seafaring men usually avoided it unless they knew no better or had no choice. Ensign Carraway fit into both those categories.

		Carraway was one of the many Americans at Hvalfjord for whom convoy PQ-17 was to be a first taste of war. He jokingly referred to himself as the Great American Chicken, although events would prove otherwise. Carraway stood five foot nine, with blue eyes and sandy-brown hair. He spoke softly in a South Carolina drawl that stopped short of a twang. Carraway had grown up on a tiny farm in rural Olanta, South Carolina, near Florence, where his parents eked out a living growing tobacco and cotton. Money was so tight that Carraway, one of seven children, spent two years living with relatives to spare his parents the cost of feeding him. Carraway hated farm work but loved books. He worked his way through Furman University, graduating with a degree in English in the spring of 1941. A few months later, with America on the brink of war, he and his three brothers agreed they all should enlist before they got drafted. Each brother chose a different branch of the armed forces. They may actually have drawn straws, since Carraway, whose nautical experience consisted of rowing a skiff around a farm pond, ended up joining the U.S. Naval Reserve.

		Carraway was assigned to the Navy Armed Guard, a branch of the sea service created to man the guns installed on merchant ships to protect them from enemy submarines and planes. Though he probably did not know it, the Armed Guard was widely regarded in the Navy as an undesirable and hazardous posting. No matter how capable the Armed Guard crew was, guns on freighters and tankers provided scant protection, particularly against U-boats, which often struck without warning. Merchant ships were the primary targets of U-boats, whose main mission was to cut the Allied supply line. The Navy Armed Guard’s official motto was “We aim to deliver!” but its unofficial motto was “Sighted sub, glub, glub.”

		If Carraway was disappointed at being posted to the Armed Guard, he did not express it—at least not until he was assigned to the Troubadour.

		The Troubadour was floating evidence of America’s desperate need for cargo vessels early in the war. The ship was an old, coal-burning freighter, 415 feet long, with space for 6,000 tons of cargo in six holds, and a dubious past. Built in England in 1920, the ship had changed names and owners three times by 1940, when as the Confidenza she hauled scrap iron for an Italian company. The vessel happened to be docked in Jacksonville, Florida, in 1940 when Italy, following Germany’s lead, declared war on Britain and France. Although America was still a neutral nation, U.S. authorities held the ship in port to prevent it from serving Italy or Germany. The Confidenza sat rusting at the pier for almost a year before her Italian crew received a coded message to sabotage it so the Allies could not use it either. The Italians dry-fired the ship’s boilers—heating them without water in order to melt and warp the turbines and steam pipes—until the U.S. Coast Guard saw what was happening and seized the ship. The damage was severe, but the crippled Confidenza was turned over to the U.S. War Shipping Administration, the federal agency in charge of wartime shipping. The boilers were repaired and the vessel was fitted out with guns. The agency decided to sail the Troubadour under the flag of Panama rather than the U.S. flag, which exempted the vessel from stringent Coast Guard inspections and allowed the hiring of foreign mariners at low pay.*

		As a result, the Troubadour was manned by a polyglot crew. Its thirty-four-year-old captain, George J. Salvesen, and all its officers were Norwegian. They had been at sea on other ships when the Nazis seized Norway in 1940, and had been forced to live at sea or in temporary lodgings in Allied or neutral nations. They were stateless men, and angry ones. The third mate, Sigurd Olsen, choked up when he talked about his wife and children, living under the Germans’ thumb in the coastal city of Bergen. Olsen longed for them and the fjords and the shimmering aurora borealis. He vowed to take revenge on the Germans. If necessary, he would wait until after the war. When German tourists returned to Bergen’s cobblestoned streets, he told Carraway, he would make them suffer for his years of exile at sea.

		The Troubadour’s crew consisted of forty-six merchant mariners, all of them civilians who had joined the ship only for this one voyage to Russia. They came from seventeen different countries, including the United States, England, Norway, South Africa, Uruguay, Latvia, Estonia, Honduras, Holland, Sweden, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Belgium, and Grand Cayman Island. Some had been recruited from immigration camps in the United States, where they were given a choice of sailing with the Troubadour or being deported. Their level of experience varied widely. So did their dedication to the Allied cause.

		One of the ten Americans on the Troubadour was James Baker North III of Bucks County, Pennsylvania. North had quit high school soon after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. He was “red hot” at the Japanese and feared nothing except that the war would end too soon for him to fight in it. At age twenty, North was five foot ten and 125 pounds with “bad tonsils and a loud mouth,” as he put it. He wanted to be a pilot, but his inflamed tonsils caused both the Navy and Army air forces to reject him. A friend advised North that the U.S. Merchant Marine would not care about his tonsils and would offer him “easy money” while he served his country. Like Carraway, North knew nothing about ships. He concocted a tale about having worked on a shrimp boat, and one of the maritime unions—which were as desperate for mariners as the government was for ships—accepted North as an ordinary seaman, the lowest rank of deckhand. At the union hall in Philadelphia, North heard that a ship named the Troubadour needed crew for a voyage to Russia with a five-hundred-dollar bonus. North had never heard of the Murmansk Run, and five hundred dollars was more money than he had ever seen. He could not think of any reason not to hurry down to the docks and sign on with the Troubadour.

		North’s hope of easy money was quickly dashed. Soon after he joined the ship, a tough character in the crew grabbed him and started pounding his head on the deck out of pure meanness. Another tough shipmate watched the pounding for a while and then slugged North’s tormentor. The two brawlers exchanged a flurry of wild punches. Then they shook hands with each other and with North. North had made his first “friends” on the Troubadour. He would make others over the course of the voyage, but he gave some of his shipmates a wide berth. North was especially wary of two big redheaded brothers from Liverpool who worked as firemen, shoveling coal into the Troubadour’s flaming boilers to keep up the steam. The brothers apparently had been staring into fires too long and something was wrong with their eyes. They got right up in a person’s face when they talked. That was too close for North, who always expected them to assault him.

		The only men on the ship North actively disliked, however, were Carraway and his eight Navy Armed Guard men. North regarded them as self-important fools. Carraway in turn considered North and the other civilian mariners lazy, unreliable, and very likely disloyal. “They’re Trotskyite Reds and rowdy as all hell,” Carraway wrote. When a valve on the ship was left open, allowing the sea to flood the Armed Guard’s ammunition, Carraway was convinced the crew had done it on purpose. North thought that was absurd: What mariner would disarm his own ship before a hazardous voyage?

		On her way to Hvalfjord, the Troubadour had stopped in New York and Glasgow, Scotland, to take aboard weaponry, munitions, and supplies for the Soviets. The ship’s main deck was crowded with crates, trucks, and three M-3 General Lee tanks, lashed by steel wire to ringbolts in the deck to keep them from being washed overboard. Originally, the deck cargo had included hundreds of metal drums of ethylene gas. But the drums had started breaking free and bouncing around the deck during a storm off New England, and the captain had ordered all of them thrown overboard to prevent a disaster. Even without the drums, the Troubadour’s deck was so congested that the crew had to build a wooden catwalk above the cargo so the Navy Armed Guard men could reach their guns quickly.

		The Troubadour’s newly installed guns consisted of four .30-caliber Lewis machine guns, which Carraway suspected lacked the firepower to damage either planes or U-boats; and a single 4-inch, 50-caliber cannon, mounted on a platform on the ship’s stern, with a barrel as long as a telephone pole. The “4-50” cannon was formidable but could not be elevated higher than 45 degrees, which severely limited its use against planes. None of the guns seemed to have enough ammunition. Carraway wondered what the people who had armed the Troubadour had been thinking. At least the Troubadour was better armed than another convoy PQ-17 vessel, the Liberty ship Christopher Newport, whose guns included an old cannon that had been plucked out of retirement in a public park in Baltimore.

		Carraway, a romantic at heart with a wry, cynical side, felt his innocence quickly falling away. His transformation was obvious in a diary he kept of the voyage, in violation of naval regulations. He wrote the diary as an ongoing love letter to his new bride, Avis, a petite, green-eyed beauty he had married just before joining the ship. In every entry, he addressed Avis as “Angel” and chronicled the day’s events in detail so he could share the experience with her when he got back home—if he got back home. Well before the Troubadour reached Hvalfjord, Carraway had begun referring to the ship in his diary as a “piece of refuse” and “this gawddamned old seagoing latrine.” When a pigeon took up residence on the Troubadour, Carraway wrote, “He must have been badly mistreated in his former home to seek refuge on this scow.”

		Carraway was determined to overcome all obstacles and keep the Troubadour afloat long enough to deliver its cargo. He knew the Soviets needed help badly. Still, like most Americans in Iceland, he had grown up believing the Soviet Union was a malevolent threat to the free world. There was something strange about risking his life to help a secretive, totalitarian state run by the brutal Joseph Stalin. Carraway would have found it stranger still if he had known about the history and the high-level political maneuvers surrounding convoy PQ-17.

		

		—

		
		FOR MOST OF AMERICA’S HISTORY, its relations with Russia had been friendly if not close. The Russian empress Catherine the Great was the first world leader to recognize the United States after the American Revolution—although she did so mainly to weaken Britain, Russia’s maritime rival. During the War of 1812, Russia offered to mediate between the United States and Britain. While the American Civil War was raging, Russia expressed support for the Union side while Britain and France leaned toward the Confederacy. After America was reunited, Russia sold Alaska to the United States for a negotiated price of $7.2 million. The United States and Russia maintained a steady level of trade, mostly through the port of Archangel on the White Sea, until the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917.

		The Bolsheviks fed on resentment among Russian soldiers over the demoralizing defeats they kept suffering at the hands of the Germans in World War I. Once the Bolsheviks seized power, they quickly made peace with Germany, ceding vast stretches of territory and pulling Russian troops from the battlefield. The Russians’ withdrawal enabled the Germans to shift hundreds of thousands of troops to the western front to launch an offensive against the British and French. The result was a longer and bloodier war that eventually drew in the United States. As the fighting was finally ending in 1918, the British landed a small military force by sea at Archangel to try to stop the Bolsheviks from cementing their control of Russia. President Woodrow Wilson augmented the British forces with 5,500 American doughboys, most of them raw recruits from Michigan and Wisconsin who had expected to be defending French soil against Germany. Under British command in Archangel, the American troops fought an undeclared war against small bands of Bolsheviks in remote forests and mosquito-infested bogs south of the city. The Americans built log forts and held off raiding parties, like pioneers in America’s Old West. The fighting continued for ten months, spanning the severe winter of 1918–19, when temperatures plunged so far below zero that blood from gaping wounds froze instantly, which actually saved lives in a few cases. Before the Americans left Archangel in June 1919, they had lost 244 men to combat or illness. They had fought well against the nascent Red Army, but their small-scale intervention had failed to slow the Bolsheviks, who had begun calling themselves Communists. To this day, the doughboys of Archangel are the only American troops to have confronted Russian troops on the battlefield.

		As the last of the British forces withdrew from Archangel in early 1919, ardent anti-Communists in Britain—led by Churchill, who was then minister of munitions—called for the mustering of a large international force to stop the Bolsheviks. But Wilson and other leaders of the victorious Allied nations, who were still counting the dead from the supposed “war to end all wars,” had no stomach for a new war in the vastness of Russia. Wilson refused to send any more troops into Russia. Churchill warned at the time that the Western nations would regret not listening to him: “The day will come when it will be recognized without doubt throughout the civilized world that the strangling of Bolshevism at birth would have been an untold blessing to the human race.” Churchill’s passionate opposition to Communism would complicate his dealings with Stalin and Roosevelt in World War II and become part of the story of convoy PQ-17.

		The short-lived Allied intervention in Russia in 1918–19 was quickly forgotten in the United States, but not in Russia, where it would stoke resentment for generations and sour U.S.-Soviet relations during the Cold War. In 1959, Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev told an audience in Los Angeles, “We remember the grim days when American soldiers went to our soil headed by their generals to help . . . combat the new revolution. . . . [A]ll the capitalist countries of Europe and of America marched upon our country to strangle the new revolution. . . . [N]ever have any of our soldiers been on American soil, but your soldiers were on Russian soil. These are the facts.”

		As the Western democracies watched from the sidelines after World War I, the Communists consolidated their control of Russia. In 1924, Stalin succeeded Vladimir Lenin as leader of the Soviet Union. Over the next twenty-eight years, Stalin would prove the accuracy of Churchill’s dire warning. Stalin was born Ioseb in a rural village in the southern Soviet state of Georgia, where he was regularly beaten by his father, a drunken cobbler. The boy excelled in school but was expelled from a religious seminary and gravitated toward a violent gang of Bolsheviks, for whom he organized bank robberies and spent time in prison. Although Stalin never served in the military, he wore military-style clothing, including a peaked cap, tunic, and long boots. He carried a gun, affected a martial bearing, and adopted the surname of Stalin, from the Russian word stal, meaning “steel.”

		Stalin’s administrative skills had made him indispensable to the fledgling Communist Party. He traded on those skills to rise to power despite a lifelong reputation for casual cruelty that unsettled even the fanatical Leon Trotsky—whom Stalin eventually would have assassinated with an ice pick to the skull. People who dealt with Stalin often mistook him for a reasonable man with whom they could work. Many of them would pay for that mistake with their lives as Stalin transformed the Soviet Union through brute force and terror.

		After World War I, Stalin believed he had to transform the Soviet Union from a rural backwater into a modern power, or its hostile neighbors would carve it up during the next war. History suggests he was right about that, but his strategies took little account of human life. Stalin ordered millions of peasant farmers to surrender their land so the state could establish a vast system of collective farms to feed the Soviet Union. The peasants were uprooted and relocated to new factories and industries. Those who objected were murdered or herded into a fast-growing network of prison camps, collectively known as the Gulag. The collective farms struggled under their inexperienced new overseers, and food grew scarce. Stalin blamed thieves, hoarders, and other enemies of the state. He dispatched his secret police, the NKVD—a Russian acronym for the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs—to maraud through the countryside and ferret them out, while the food shortages worsened into a famine. By 1934, the Gulag swelled with inmates ranging from Stalin’s political foes to outspoken artists to thoroughly loyal citizens who had been falsely accused by friends or relatives under intense pressure to accuse somebody. A mind-boggling 6 to 8 million Soviet citizens had died of starvation, illness, or gunshots to the back of the head—the signature of the NKVD executioners.

		Amid the death and suffering, Stalin’s transformation of the Soviet Union took hold. The famine ended. Industrial production soared. The Red Army grew into a large, well-armed force. The Gulag evolved into a source of slave labor that built dams, canals, and other enormous public works projects. Millions of young peasants whose parents had never dreamed of being anything but peasants received formal education and found opportunities in industry and the military. All they knew was the Soviet system. If they were lucky enough to avoid the NKVD, they could tell themselves this was progress.

		No one in the Soviet Union, however, was ever truly safe. In 1936, Stalin set in motion a series of purges he insisted were necessary to snuff out a conspiracy against the Soviet state from within. The secret police murdered or imprisoned more than a million people, ranging from Stalin’s old Bolshevik comrades to Soviet government officials and military officers. Torture produced false confessions, followed by show trials at which hapless defendants confessed to elaborate crimes they had not committed and denounced other equally innocent people. Even the most slavishly loyal Russians lived in terror of a knock at the door. The purges became known as the Great Terror. But an even greater terror loomed to the west.

		Stalin quickly recognized the threat the Nazis posed to the Soviet Union. Hitler had called Bolshevism a creation of the Jews he despised, and he declared Germany needed Lebensraum—living space—where the Nazi “master race” could propagate and flourish. Hitler certainly meant Soviet territory. Stalin set out to try to avoid a war with Nazi Germany, or at least to delay it. The purges of the Great Terror had claimed more than forty-eight thousand Soviet military officers, leaving the Red Army and Soviet Navy in disarray.

		Stalin looked first for an alliance with Britain and France. In April 1939, he proposed that the three nations craft an agreement to defend any independent nation from the Baltic Sea to the Mediterranean. But leaders of the British and French governments wanted nothing to do with Stalin. Two of the nations most threatened by Hitler, Poland and Romania, refused to allow Soviet troops on their soil even to defend it from the Nazis. The Poles and Romanians “did not know whether it was German aggression or Russian rescue that they dreaded more,” Churchill wryly observed. Britain and France left Stalin’s offer dangling. Stalin decided to pursue a pact with Hitler.

		Stalin did not think a treaty with Germany would stop Hitler from attacking the Soviet Union eventually. But he believed it could buy time for the Red Army to prepare. And while the treaty was in effect, Stalin reasoned, the Nazis and the Western democracies might tear each other to pieces, leaving the Soviet Union stronger than any of them.

		Hitler was just as eager for a deal with Stalin. After Germany occupied Czechoslovakia in 1939, Hitler wanted to invade Poland. He knew such a step might lead to war with Britain and France, and he was prepared to fight them. But if the Soviet Union sided with them, the Germans would have to fight on two fronts. In May 1939, Hitler sent out feelers to Stalin, and a deal came together quickly. Officially, it committed Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union to not attacking each other for ten years. But the heart of the deal was a secret bargain that would ignite World War II. Stalin agreed not to intervene when Hitler invaded Poland. Hitler agreed that the Soviet Union could occupy the eastern third of Poland as well as the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. Stalin further agreed to provide Germany with grain, oil, wood, copper, and manganese for hardening steel.*

		The German-Soviet nonaggression pact was signed on August 23, 1939. In Moscow, Stalin drank a toast to Hitler’s health. In Berlin, the teetotaling Hitler allowed himself a sip of champagne and is said to have declared, “Now Europe is mine.” Amid the smiles and flowing alcohol, Stalin quietly told his trusted lieutenant Khrushchev, “I know what Hitler’s up to. He thinks he has outsmarted me, but actually it is I who have outsmarted him.” News of the pact between the dictators stunned the Western allies. “The sinister news broke upon the world like an explosion,” Churchill wrote. Even so, Churchill believed the Soviet-Nazi partnership was doomed. “I was still convinced of the profound, and, as I believed, quenchless antagonism between Russia and Germany,” he wrote, “and I clung to the hope that the Soviets would be drawn to our side by the force of events.” Churchill reiterated his view in a radio broadcast, in words that became famous: “I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma. But perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest.” Not even Churchill anticipated how quickly and explosively the pact between Hitler and Stalin would end.

		Soon after the treaty was signed, Germany invaded Poland. As Hitler expected, Britain and France quickly declared war on Germany. Stalin moved quickly to seize eastern Poland and occupy the Baltic states, which he thought would serve as buffers against an eventual German attack.

		Stalin was stunned in June 1940 when the Germans conquered France in only six weeks and drove the British Army off the continent at Dunkirk. News reports of the Allied defeats left Stalin “cursing like a cab driver.” Suddenly the German Army was free to seek new conquests. By the middle of June 1941, German forces were massing on the Soviet border. Stalin discounted warnings that a German invasion was imminent. He did not think Hitler was foolish enough to invade the Soviet Union only a few months before winter—as Napoleon had done in 1812 with disastrous results. In the hours just before the German invasion, Stalin was presented with two final chances to act. First, a young German officer crossed the border and handed Soviet sentries the plans for the invasion, to warn them. Stalin ordered him shot as a provocateur. Then, two of Stalin’s most trusted generals finally persuaded the dictator to warn Soviet troops on the frontier of a possible attack. By then it was too late, however: Nazi saboteurs had severed the lines of communication.

		One hour before dawn on Sunday, June 22, 1941, Hitler sent 3 million German troops roaring across the Soviet border from the Arctic tundra to the steppes of the Caucasus. The invasion, code-named Operation Barbarossa, was the largest in history. The new battlefront—the eastern front—extended for more than 1,500 miles, which is roughly the distance from New York City to New Orleans. Predawn German bombing raids destroyed 1,200 Soviet planes, virtually wiping out Stalin’s air force and leaving his ground forces at the mercy of the German planes. All along the battlefront, the Red Army staggered backward or fled. Tens of thousands of Soviet soldiers deserted, and hundreds of thousands surrendered. The first German bombs fell on Moscow on July 21, 1941—less than a month after the start of the invasion. Stalin ordered the embalmed corpse of Lenin removed from its tomb and placed in a refrigerated railway car for quick evacuation. The Bolshoi Theater and Moscow Puppet Theater were wired to explode. Stalin made plans to evacuate the capital, though he never did. Outside Moscow, the Nazis occupied the estate of Leo Tolstoy and buried their dead near the great author’s remains; a German motorcycle patrol used the home of the composer Pyotr Tchaikovsky as a garage. Soon the German armies were within sight of Moscow and Leningrad. Hitler ordered his troops not to capture those cities but to reduce them to rubble.

		As soon as Churchill learned of the invasion on June 22, he wrote Stalin offering Britain’s help. It was an awkward position for Churchill, who had likened Communism to “foul baboonery” and the bubonic plague after advocating for a military campaign against the Bolsheviks in 1919. Now, however, Churchill saw that an alliance with the Soviet Union could help save Britain and defeat Hitler. “No one has been a more consistent opponent of Communism than I have for the last twenty-five years,” Churchill told a radio audience after the Germans had launched Operation Barbarossa. “I will unsay no word that I have spoken about it. But all this fades away before the spectacle that is now unfolding.” He said Britain should do everything in its power to help the Soviet Union. Churchill was applying a Sanskrit proverb from the fourth century B.C.: The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

		Stalin asked Churchill to launch an amphibious invasion of France, creating a “second front” in Western Europe that would compel Hitler to divide his forces. Churchill considered that impossible. The British Army still had not recovered from being driven out of France, and it had abandoned most of its heavy weaponry on the retreat to Dunkirk. The Nazis were fortifying the French coast with bunkers, pillboxes, mines, machine-gun nests, barbed wire, and underwater obstacles. Churchill wrote back to Stalin that the British could not invade France without suffering “a bloody repulse.”

		Stalin’s troops, of course, suffered bloody repulses every day. Stalin never truly seemed to understand why Western leaders shrank from the prospect of heavy losses. Stalin had no compunctions about spilling the Red Army’s blood. He ordered suicidal counterattacks and blamed his generals for the resulting disasters. He demanded his troops hold hopelessly exposed positions, causing hundreds of thousands to be killed or captured. At Kiev alone 452,700 Soviet soldiers were captured because Stalin refused to allow them to retreat. Stalin did not have to defend his decisions to anyone.

		Stalin and Churchill kept their first exchange of letters cordial. Neither brought up the odious fact that Stalin had been Hitler’s ally just a few weeks before. But they eventually would exchange bitter words over the “second front” and convoy PQ-17.

		The relationship between Stalin and Churchill grew even more complicated as President Roosevelt entered the picture. Roosevelt had long been intrigued by the Soviet Union. In 1933, flush with success from his New Deal legislation, Roosevelt formally recognized the Soviet Union for the first time, reversing the policies of the four previous presidential administrations. The scope of the horrors Stalin had visited upon the Soviet people was largely hidden from the West. American news organizations including The New York Times and Life magazine painted deceptively rosy pictures of Soviet life. As late as 1943, an article in Life would describe the murderous NKVD as a national police agency “similar to the FBI.” Many Americans still clung to the hope that Stalin’s regime would evolve into a more democratic government than those of the tyrannical czars. Roosevelt was among the optimists.

		Despite America’s official neutrality, Roosevelt had found ways to help Britain against Germany, including the shipping of war supplies to Britain by convoys under the Lend-Lease Act of 1941. The act authorized the president to send arms and other defense supplies to “the government of any country whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United States.” The supplies were officially loans. Roosevelt famously compared Lend-Lease to lending a hose to a neighbor whose house was on fire, expecting to get it back but not worried about that detail for now. Roosevelt was prepared to extend Lend-Lease to the Soviet Union. First, however, he wanted to make sure he was not simply throwing away supplies if the Soviets no longer had a chance. In July 1941, about a month after the invasion, Roosevelt sent his trusted aide Harry Hopkins to Moscow to assess Stalin and the Soviet Union’s prospects of survival. Roosevelt gave Hopkins a letter to Stalin praising the Red Army’s “magnificent resistance to the treacherous aggression of Hitlerite Germany” and offering America’s help. It was the first of more than three hundred letters Roosevelt and Stalin would exchange.

		Stalin exuded such confidence that Hopkins decided the Soviets were still valuable allies. The Soviet Union’s size alone made it formidable: It was vast enough to swallow invading forces, as it had swallowed Napoleon’s, and populous enough to raise an army of 12 million soldiers. Roosevelt was so encouraged by Hopkins’s report on the Soviets’ continued viability as a fighting force that he scaled back his plans to mobilize American troops, from calling up 215 U.S. Army divisions to calling up 90.

		Yet the Soviets kept creating uncertainty. Roosevelt and Churchill learned from intelligence sources that Stalin was secretly exploring a new peace agreement with Hitler through Bulgarian diplomats. In late August 1941, Roosevelt and Churchill drafted a joint letter promising Stalin they would ship an immense quantity of war supplies via convoys to the North Russia ports of Murmansk and Archangel. They were eager to show Stalin that they, not Hitler, were his best options as allies.

		Even as America was entering World War II, Roosevelt already was looking ahead to a postwar world in which America and the Soviet Union would be the superpowers. He was eager to forge a personal relationship with Stalin to reduce conflict in the vacuum left by the defeat of Nazi Germany. Roosevelt’s great personal charm was one of his gifts. He thought he could woo Stalin more effectively without the blunt, anti-Communist Churchill stirring the pot. The president wrote Churchill, “I know you will not mind my being brutally frank when I tell you that I think I can personally handle Stalin better than either your Foreign Office or my State Department. Stalin hates the guts of all your top people. He thinks he likes me better, and I hope he will continue to do so.” Roosevelt believed the first step to winning Stalin’s trust was to provide him with all the war supplies he wanted, with no strings attached. The Arctic convoys were Roosevelt’s olive branch.

		Not all Americans shared Roosevelt’s eagerness to embrace Stalin. The conservative Chicago Tribune referred to Stalin as “Bloody Joe.” Former president Herbert Hoover declared, “Now we find ourselves promising aid to Stalin and his militant conspiracy against the democratic ideals of the world. . . . If we go further and join the war, and we win, then we have won for Stalin the grip of Communism on Russia, and more opportunity for it to extend in the world.”

		Roosevelt tried to soften the American public’s view of the Soviet state. The president took pains to characterize the Soviet citizens as freedom fighters. The president suggested in a speech that Soviet citizens enjoyed freedom of religion, when, in fact, the Communists had outlawed religion, killed and imprisoned priests, and turned thousands of churches into barns, warehouses, pigsties, and ruins.* “Bloody Joe” became avuncular “Uncle Joe.” Soviet propagandists did their part. The official Communist Party newspaper, Pravda, changed the slogan on its masthead from “Proletarians of the World, Unite!” to “Death to the German Invaders!”

		Churchill dubbed the partnership between America, Britain, and the Soviet Union “the Grand Alliance,” but it was less grand than coldly practical. It was a devil’s bargain virtually doomed to collapse when the Nazis were defeated. The question was whether it could last even that long.

		On September 29, 1941, Roosevelt wrote Stalin another letter, this time addressing the ruthless dictator as “My Dear Mr. Stalin.” The president again praised the Red Army and assured Stalin that “ways will be found to provide the material and supplies necessary to fight [Hitler] on all fronts, including your own.” Two weeks later, Roosevelt sent Stalin a long list of supplies being sent to Russia in convoys, including 167 tanks, 100 bombers, 100 new fighter planes, 5,500 trucks, and large quantities of barbed wire. “All other military supplies we promised . . . are being swiftly assembled to be placed on ships,” the president added. “Three ships left the United States yesterday for Russian ports. Every effort being made to rush other supplies.” After finishing his letter to Stalin, Roosevelt fired off a scorching memo to the government administrator handling shipments of war cargo to Russia:

		
			[N]early six weeks have elapsed since the Russian War began and . . . we have done practically nothing to get any of the material they asked for on their actual way to delivery. . . . Frankly, if I were a Russian I would feel that I had been given the run-around in the United States. Please get out the list and please, with my full authority, use a heavy hand—act as a burr under the saddle and get things moving. . . . Step on it!—F.D.R.

		

		Stalin responded to Roosevelt’s letter with a letter expressing his thanks but stressing that Roosevelt must hurry. Hitler was throwing everything he had at the Red Army to try to destroy it before the winter cold and snow forced a pause in the fighting. Stalin added that the Soviet people were making “heavy sacrifices.” He seemed to imply “unlike the American people.”

		By December 1941, when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, the Red Army was the only force on the European continent opposing Hitler. By any measure the Soviets were losing. More than 2.6 million Red Army soldiers had already been killed in action—twenty times the German losses—and 3 million others had been taken prisoner, to be shot or worked to death in slave labor camps. Hitler’s armies had overrun one third of the Soviet Union.

		In frigid Leningrad, where fuel and food were both scarce, people were dying at a rate of four to five thousand a day. “The mortuary itself is full,” a Leningrad woman wrote in her journal on December 26, 1941. “Not only are there too few trucks to go to the cemetery, but, more important, not enough gasoline to put in the trucks, and the main thing is—there is not enough strength left in the living to bury the dead.”

		Another entire year would pass before American troops would challenge Germans troops on the battlefield. Until then, the front lines of America’s war against Nazi Germany would be Arctic convoys such as PQ-17, full of rust-bucket ships like the Troubadour, sailed by men who fought among themselves when the Germans were not available.

	
		CHAPTER TWO

		HELLISH GREEN

		The Troubadour was not the only ship at Hvalfjord with a restive crew. On the night of May 18, 1942, Lieutenant William A. Carter, the Navy Armed Guard commander on the American freighter Ironclad, set out on his nightly inspection of the ship. He waited at the gangplank for two of his men who were on sentry duty. They were late, but Carter saw no reason for concern. He lit a cigarette and let his gaze wander. There was just enough darkness at 11:00 p.m. that a floodlight above the gangplank formed a pool of light on the water alongside the ship’s hull. Carter noticed an object bobbing past. It was an empty crate of light-colored wood bearing the image of a horse. Carter immediately recognized it.

		Two months earlier, while the Ironclad was still chugging up the East Coast toward Iceland, representatives of the U.S. consulate in Halifax, Nova Scotia, had come aboard lugging several cases of White Horse Scotch whisky, intended for the U.S. embassy in Moscow. The whisky was placed on the Ironclad with a level of secrecy normally reserved for battle plans. Only the Ironclad’s captain, first officer, and Carter knew it was there. Everyone else on the ship was herded to the stern on a pretext while it was sneaked aboard. The cases were tucked into the forward right corner of the No. 1 cargo hold. The first officer held the only key. The precautions had proven sufficient until a sequence of events beginning April 20.

		On that day, the Ironclad had set sail from Hvalfjord for Russia as one of twenty-five merchant ships in convoy PQ-14, only to become lost in a dense fog and collide with a jagged shard of floating ice. The ship had been forced to return to Hvalfjord with a four-foot gash in its hull just below the waterline—outside the cargo hold where the whisky was hidden. Several of the Ironclad’s crew were organized into a work detail to move cargo out of the welders’ way so they could seal up the hull. Apparently, the men on the work detail had discovered the whisky and alerted the rest of the crew.

		Carter hurried into the cargo hold and quickly confirmed his suspicions. Whoever had snatched the whisky had not bothered to close up the entrance to the hold. “Loud noises of drunken revelry” issued from the crew’s mess and recreation area. Carter was not surprised. Like his counterpart Howard Carraway on the Troubadour, Carter regarded the merchant seamen on his ship as unreliable and even traitorous.

		Carter was twenty-four years old—the same age as the Ironclad. He was bright, ambitious, and brimming with self-confidence. He had grown up on the rural Eastern Shore of Maryland, the son of a railroad worker, and had graduated with honors from St. John’s College, a small, private liberal arts school in Annapolis, not far from the U.S. Naval Academy. Carter had envisioned a career in business and was hoping to be accepted into Harvard Business School in early 1941, when the war news out of Europe told him he might as well enlist. Like Jim North, Carter had wanted to become a pilot, but he failed the eye test and entered Naval Reserve officer training instead. One of his instructors at the Naval Academy pointed out that the Armed Guard would immediately offer him an independent command—albeit the command of a small, inexperienced gun crew defending a merchant ship. Carter liked the idea of being on a fast track and seized the opportunity. On a temporary assignment to New London, Connecticut, he went on a blind date and met a college student named Ann Whitmore. Carter soon proposed to her and she accepted, but they agreed not to marry until after he returned from the war. Everything seemed to be falling into place for Carter until the day he stepped aboard the Ironclad.

		Like the Troubadour, the 8,675-ton Ironclad was a relic from World War I that had seen hard use since then. A succession of owners had called her the Mystic, Mummystic, and Iberville, and employed her as a tramp steamer, carrying whatever cargo its agents could book to wherever the customers wanted it taken. The ship had hauled ammonia, gasoline, chrome ore, railcar couplers, and goat hair. It had sailed to Egypt, Australia, Portuguese East Africa, and the Philippines. About the only place it had not been was Russia. But was it still seaworthy enough to get there and back? Men who had sailed on the Ironclad called it a rust bucket. “We had joked about the Germans not wasting expensive torpedoes on it,” wrote former crew member S. J. Flaherty. “Don’t think, however, that this ship was not liked—you can’t help liking something that you feel sorry for.”

		The Ironclad’s age had not stopped the War Shipping Administration from cramming the ship full of cargo for Stalin. In addition to the White Horse whisky, the vessel carried ammunition, aluminum, steel, fuel, copper wire, asbestos, and chemicals such as phosphorus and zinc, as well as food, lard, salt, coats, shoes, canvas, and leather. Fastened to the ship’s main deck with steel cables were fifteen American-built fighter planes, several U.S. Army tanks, and a small fleet of trucks. The Ironclad alone carried enough cargo to launch a small Red Army offensive. But the ship was even more lightly armed than the Troubadour, with a single 3-inch, 50-caliber cannon; two .50-caliber machine guns; and two .30-caliber machine guns. Carter dismissed the latter as “more deadly than a BB gun, but not much more.” Carter spent much of his time in Hvalfjord begging for ammunition and other vital supplies for his gun crew. He was beginning to conclude that the U.S. Navy, which he had joined with lofty expectations, was “as fouled up as Hogan’s Goat.”

		The Ironclad had a veteran captain, Phillip Moore of Weldon, North Carolina, and experienced officers. Moore had managed to hire some capable mariners for the voyage, thanks to the bonuses offered by the U.S. and Soviet governments, but he had to fill out the crew with various idlers and troublemakers—“the sweepings of the Baltimore union halls,” as Carter put it. At every port where the Ironclad stopped on its way to Hvalfjord, a few men jumped ship and were replaced by the best men the captain could find on short notice. Among the most incorrigible was a hard-drinking ex-prizefighter whom everyone called “the Kid.”

		Carter assumed the Kid was in the middle of the White Horse whisky caper. Before confronting the drunken mariners, Carter decided to track down the two missing Armed Guard sentries who, like him, were armed with Colt .45 pistols. He was chagrined to find both of them in their bunks, too drunk to speak intelligibly. He informed the captain, who angrily declared the incident a mutiny. It was hardly storybook stuff, but it technically met the definition of “a revolt against discipline or a superior officer.” The captain sent Carter and the Ironclad’s burly first officer to break up the party. By the time they arrived, the whisky was long gone and the carousers “appeared to be severely the worse for wear and ready to call it a night,” Carter observed. The first officer called the men traitors, declared them under arrest, and ordered them to return to their quarters and await justice. All of them meekly complied except the Kid. He seized onto a steel cable and refused to be dragged into his quarters. A cold rain started to fall. Carter handcuffed the Kid to the cable and left him there. The mutiny was over. A contingent of U.S. Marines from the nearby battleship USS Washington arrived and took the thirty hungover mutineers into custody. Four of them—but not the Kid—were identified as ringleaders and kicked off the ship. They were replaced by four Icelandic mariners. The two drunken Navy sentries were demoted, and Carter replaced one of them. The other stayed on the ship, mainly because Carter could not find a replacement for him.

		As angry as Carter was at the Ironclad’s “mutineers,” he felt a twinge of sympathy for them. The weeks of waiting in Iceland felt endless. The civilian mariners had worn out their welcome with the Icelandic authorities after a long series of misdeeds, including raiding the nests of eider ducks and throwing the eggs at one another. They were no longer allowed to go ashore. Stuck on their ships in the gloomy anchorage, they had long since played all the cards and Monopoly they could stand. Some had resorted to playing hide-and-seek on their vessels. With no meaningful work to do, they were assigned to chip rust and perform other make-work tasks. At least the Navy men could go ashore at night in nearby Reykjavik, where they could dine and drink and woo the Icelandic girls. But even those activities soon lost their appeal. Most of the Americans were heartily sick of Iceland, which the Allies had occupied in 1940 to prevent it from falling into German hands. Worse than the cold and the boredom was the knowledge—always festering in the back of the mind— that the Murmansk Run was waiting for them.

		

		—

		THE MURMANSK RUN WAS only one of three possible supply routes to Russia. Each presented formidable challenges. The shortest route was across the Pacific, from Alaska to Vladivostok, but any American or British ship in those waters would be attacked by the Japanese. A second route led south through the South Atlantic, around the Cape of Good Hope, north through the Indian Ocean, and then across the Persian Gulf to the Iraqi port of Basra. But that was a 15,000-mile round trip that took four months. Mariners hated the Persian Gulf, where the air temperature soared above 100 degrees Fahrenheit and the bathtub-warm water was infested with black-and-yellow sea snakes that had to be plucked in wriggling clusters from the anchor chains. Sandstorms blew up on the horizon like thunderclouds and broke over the ships with sibilant roars, dumping so much sand that the crews had to shovel it off the decks. On the docks at Basra, British soldiers in khaki uniforms kicked wretched Iraqi laborers in rags. Any cargo arriving at Basra had to be hauled by train for another thousand miles across the Iraqi desert and the Soviet steppes to the battlefront. Stalin far preferred to receive supplies via the Arctic route to the ports of Murmansk and Archangel. For danger and discomfort, however, that route was in a class all its own.

		Convoys sailing to North Russia departed from Hvalfjord or from Loch Ewe on the coast of Scotland. From Hvalfjord, the distance to Murmansk was roughly 1,725 miles, which under optimal conditions took eight days. The distance to Archangel was 2,150 miles, which took ten days. The convoy route from Hvalfjord led first north and then east through the Denmark Strait, a turbulent stretch of water dividing Iceland and Greenland. Once the convoy cleared the strait, it steamed east through the Norwegian Sea and hugged the edge of the polar ice field for 600 miles before passing Jan Mayen Island, a lonely wedge of snowcapped basalt, notable mainly as the home of the world’s northernmost active volcano. From Jan Mayen, the convoy would continue east for another 600 miles to Bear Island, an even more remote chunk of wave-battered rock. Bear Island marked the beginning of the most hazardous part of the voyage: Once the convoys passed east of it, they were within range of German bombers for all the rest of the voyage to Russia.

		From the island, the convoy route led east and then south 400 miles through the Barents Sea to the Murman coast of Russia, which opens into a long fjord named the Kola Inlet. Six miles up the fjord lay Murmansk. Ships bound for Archangel bypassed the Kola Inlet and steamed for more than 400 additional miles farther east and south through the vast, landlocked White Sea. Archangel sat on the wide, muddy delta of the North Dvina River.

		The Barents Sea remained open to ship traffic year-round because the tail of the warm Gulf Stream ended there. But with the warmth came some of the roughest seas on earth. Over the Barents Sea, warm air carried up by the Gulf Stream collided constantly with cold air from the North Pole, and then was spun by the earth’s rotation into large depressions, which in turn produced gales. The storms built huge, steep waves. Ships climbed up the faces of those waves, hung precariously on the crests with their propellers spinning in midair, and then plunged down the backs of the waves into deep troughs, as the next waves loomed up ahead. A passenger on a merchant ship described the progression of an Arctic storm:

		
			At first it was just grey pavements of water that came slapping against us, but within the hour it was as though whole roadways were turning over upon themselves and falling upon us. The convoy dispersed. It was not ordered to do so: it just blew apart. The tumbling walls of water cut down our vision to no more than 100 yards and the boiling scum that blew off the tops of the waves filled the air with moisture as though sleet were falling.

		

		A mariner on his first voyage through the Barents Sea said the wind sounded “like a woman screaming in terror while being raped or murdered”—for hours on end. Ship’s officers had to shout orders into men’s ears or use hand gestures. The average air temperature hovered around zero degrees Fahrenheit but could plunge quickly to 40 below. At that temperature even breathing hurt, and facial hair became weaponized. Beards froze into smothering masks of ice. Eyelashes fell off. Nose hairs froze into needles sharp enough to draw blood. Touching metal with bare skin would burn the skin and maybe even leave a patch of it behind.

		Sea spray froze almost on contact with the ships, lending them the appearance of ice sculptures. Guns and portholes froze shut. Ice accumulated on ships’ upper decks so fast that mariners had to chip it off constantly with axes and hammers to prevent the vessels from becoming dangerously top-heavy. A U.S. merchant crew claimed to have chipped off 150 tons of ice during a voyage. A British escort vessel capsized after becoming unstable from an accumulation of ice and sank without a trace or any survivors.

		In the brief Arctic summer, storms were infrequent, though always possible. More often, the sea lay as placid as a duck pond, beneath brilliant sunshine. The Arctic seemed like an entirely different place, but for men in the convoys it was not necessarily a safer place. Even in midsummer, the water temperature stayed around 40 degrees Fahrenheit, which was cold enough to incapacitate a man in ten minutes and kill him in twenty or thirty. The convoys sailed near the edge of the polar ice field, which was wildly unstable. Some floes broke apart with thunderous cracks; others slammed together with crushing force. Newly calved icebergs from Greenland glaciers drifted through the convoy routes. Unlike the pack ice, the bergs were freshwater, the products of deep snow hardened under pressure. A large berg could weigh 10 million tons and tower 500 feet out of the water, with most of its bulk hidden below the surface. Just as treacherous if less spectacular were smaller chunks of ice called growlers, which rode lower in the water and thus were harder for ships’ lookouts to spot. Growlers as big as grand pianos clunked and scraped along the ships’ hulls, reminding mariners that in Arctic waters they were never truly out of danger.

		The Mariner’s Handbook warned: “When operating in ice, a vessel not specifically designed for such work runs the risk of damage in the following ways: strained or broken propeller shafts, broken blades or loss of propellers, strained or broken rudder-head or rudder, damage to steering gear, damage to stern and plating, crushing of the hull and breaking of frames due to ice pressure, buckling of plating and tearing out of rivets.” To prepare the Troubadour and some other vessels for the Arctic run, the Allies fortified the ships’ bows with concrete and replaced their bronze propellers with steel ones that would not break so easily.

		The Arctic tricked mariners in ways that shrank their already narrow margin for error. The mingling of the cold meltwater from the ice field and warm water from the Gulf Stream created thermal layers in the water column that confused sonar, making it difficult to detect submerged U-boats. The mixing of cold and warm water also generated banks of dense, billowing fog that could persist for days. The fog hid the convoys from the Germans, but it also hid icebergs and other hazards from the ships’ lookouts and hid the sun from navigators trying to fix their vessels’ positions. The navigators could expect no help from their magnetic compasses. The Arctic also produced elaborate mirages. Sunlight slanting down on ice created sharp differences in air temperature near the water’s surface, bending light rays and producing strange effects. Objects on the horizon looked impossibly large, distorted, or even upside down. A long, low headland sloping into the sea, for example, might be inverted to look like a rocky cliff jutting out over the sea. The Arctic mirages were especially cruel to half-frozen lifeboat survivors scanning the horizon for land.

		The Arctic’s most disorienting feature was its distortion of night and day. The tilt of the earth on its axis points the northern latitudes toward the sun in spring and summer, lengthening the days, and away from the sun in winter, extending the nights. The boundaries of the Arctic Circle do not necessarily reflect conditions on the ground. Some places within the Arctic Circle are relatively temperate, owing to more localized factors, and other places below it are bitterly cold. In much of the territory north of the Arctic Circle—the imaginary line at latitude 66º33′44″N—the sun does not set in midsummer or rise in midwinter. A British merchant captain summarized the changing balance between light and dark in the Barents Sea:

		
			From February onwards it is lighting up quickly. At the end of January there are four hours of daylight. End of February eight hours, end of April 20 hours, and July and August virtually twenty-four hours daylight, with sun all the time, which works along the horizon.

		

		Some Americans never got used to how the light fell in the Arctic. “The sunlight was a hellish green,” declared Donald Murphy, an American seaman. “That’s the way everybody described it, a hellish-green light. It was the strangest thing you ever saw, just like you were in another world. It’s hard on you. Say you want to get up and get a cup of coffee. You get up at three in the morning. Christ, you don’t know if it’s nine o’clock in the morning or at night.”

		For all the Arctic’s dangers and tricks, the Germans posed a far greater menace.

		After invading Norway in 1940, Germany had transformed the Norwegian coast into a fearsome stronghold for its air and sea forces—“an Arctic Gibraltar,” as one journalist put it. Norway has one of the world’s longest coastlines, extending more than 1,600 miles as the
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“A nightmarish story of survival in the ice fields of the Arctic.
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