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Introduction

The Battle of the Atlantic was the longest, most complex, and ultimately most decisive
campaign of the Second World War. Stretching from the first day of September 1939
to the last days of conflict in 1945, this struggle determined not only the fate of
nations but of millions of people whose everyday survival relied on the unbroken
thread of shipping lanes across the Atlantic Ocean. Behind the broad sweep of military
strategy and technological innovation lies the story of the ordinary men and women
who confronted the peril of the open sea, the lurking terror of enemy submarines, and
the necessity of keeping lifelines open—day after day, year after year.

"Logbook of Convoys" seeks to bring this vast and often impersonal history into close
focus. By drawing on ship logs, firsthand interviews, and operational records, this book
charts the journey of the convoy system from its urgent reintroduction at the outbreak
of war to its ultimate victory over the German U-boat menace. Each convoy is given its
due, each ship and its crew recovering their place in the long narrative of
perseverance and innovation. Through the perspective of merchant captains, naval
officers, radio operators, and engine-room hands, the operational becomes intensely
personal: every run across the Atlantic was a calculated risk against odds that on
many nights seemed insurmountable.

Yet the convoy system was never merely a logistical exercise. It was a crucible in
which new forms of warfare were forged. The German U-boats, guided by the
doctrines of Karl Donitz, brought terror and destruction on a scale few had imagined
possible. Their evolving tactics—from lone raiders to coordinated wolf packs—forced
the Allies to innovate or die. Merchant mariners, despite often working in obsolete or
poorly defended ships, stood together with the Royal and Allied navies, forming a front
line that was as much psychological as it was tactical. The development of sonar,
radar, and high-frequency direction finding (HF/DF), as well as the deciphering of
Enigma communications, continuously shifted the balance of power in this undersea
war.

Every chapter of this book is built around the operational, technological, and human
dimensions of the Battle of the Atlantic. The logistics of convoy assembly, the decision-
making in moments of crisis, the grind of routine at sea, and the flashes of heroism
during attack and rescue—all find their place in this narrative. The story arcs from the
calamities of 1940 and the "Happy Times" for the U-boats, through the bleak winter of
Allied losses, and on to the eventual reversal of fortunes that technology, intelligence,
and sheer endurance made possible.

It is impossible to separate the outcome of the Second World War from the story told
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in these pages. Without the Merchant Navy's sacrifices and the Allied commitment to
securing the Atlantic, the massive transfer of men and materiel that made victory in
Europe possible could not have occurred. And as with all great struggles, the cost in
lives was grievous: for every ship that reached safe harbor, another foundered, seared
into memory on both sides of the conflict.

"Logbook of Convoys" is thus both a tribute and a reckoning. It commemorates the
courage of merchant seamen, naval escorts, airmen, and intelligence workers while
challenging us to reckon with the magnitude of what was risked and lost. As the
Atlantic fades slowly from living memory, their story remains a lodestar for anyone
seeking to understand how the fate of nations can hinge on the courage and
persistence of the few and the many alike, united in common purpose against
relentless adversity.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins of the Atlantic Convoy
System

The concept of vessels sailing together for mutual protection is far from a modern
invention. Indeed, the roots of the convoy system stretch back centuries, long before
the advent of steam power or the menace of the submarine. In an age when the seas
were truly wild, not just with storms but with pirates and hostile privateers, joining
forces was often the only sensible way for merchant ships to ensure their cargoes, and
their crews, reached their destination safely.

During the Age of Sail, Spanish treasure fleets, laden with riches from the Americas,
regularly formed convoys to guard against opportunistic buccaneers in the 12th
century. These early convoys were a testament to a simple truth: there was safety in
numbers, particularly when those numbers included armed escorts. As nations grew
and their maritime trade expanded, the protection of these sea lanes became a vital
strategic concern. Mercantilist policies of the 17th and 18th centuries, for instance,
saw European powers developing state-funded navies explicitly to protect their trade
routes and combat piracy, a clear precursor to later naval escort duties.

Despite this long history, by the dawn of the 20th century, the convoy system was
largely considered an outdated relic by many naval strategists. The mighty battleships
of the major powers, particularly Great Britain’s Royal Navy, were designed for
decisive fleet engagements, not for shepherding plodding merchantmen across vast
oceans. The conventional wisdom held that powerful warships would seek out and
destroy enemy naval forces, thereby securing the seas for all shipping. This doctrine,
focusing on a decisive battle, seemed to relegate the idea of convoys to the dustbin of
naval history.

However, the First World War dramatically—and brutally—shattered these
preconceptions. Germany's introduction of the U-boat, or submarine, revolutionized
naval warfare and brought an entirely new dimension to the threat against maritime
trade. Suddenly, individual merchant ships, previously vulnerable only to surface
raiders, faced an unseen predator that could strike from beneath the waves with
devastating torpedoes. Early anti-submarine tactics were rudimentary, often
amounting to little more than desperate maneuvers or optimistic attempts to ram a
sighted periscope.

The initial response from the British Admiralty to the U-boat threat was one of

reluctance to adopt convoys. They believed they couldn't spare the necessary
warships from their battle fleet for escort duties, convinced that their main role was to
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seek out and destroy the German High Seas Fleet. For the first three years of the war,
merchant ships largely sailed independently, scattered across the Atlantic, making
them easy prey for German submarines. German U-boats targeted British merchant
shipping in 1914, and by 1915, they had declared British waters a war zone. The
sinking of the Cunard liner RMS Lusitania in May 1915, with the loss of nearly 1,200
lives, including 128 Americans, was a stark demonstration of the submarine's
destructive potential and the inadequacy of existing defenses.

The losses mounted at an alarming rate. By early 1917, German unrestricted
submarine warfare was taking a catastrophic toll on Allied and neutral shipping. In
April 1917 alone, 373 ships, totaling over 870,000 tons, were sunk. Britain, an island
nation utterly dependent on seaborne imports for food, fuel, and raw materials, was
facing a genuine threat of starvation and economic collapse. The situation was
desperate, forcing a radical rethinking of naval strategy.

It was against this grim backdrop that the concept of convoys was revisited, not as an
antiquated method of protection against pirates, but as a modern defense against a
sophisticated, technologically advanced threat. The fundamental advantage was clear:
rather than scattering scarce escort vessels to protect individual ships across vast
expanses of ocean, grouping merchant vessels together would concentrate defensive
power where it was most needed—around the vulnerable ships themselves. This made
it harder for U-boats to find targets and, if they did, they would encounter armed
escorts rather than defenseless merchantmen.

Despite initial resistance within the Admiralty, largely stemming from concerns about
slowing down merchant traffic and a perceived lack of available escorts, the evidence
in favor of convoys became undeniable. Data from experimental convoys, and the
sheer scale of losses suffered by unescorted ships, finally swayed opinion. On May 24,
1917, the British Royal Navy formally introduced a comprehensive convoy system for
all merchant ships crossing the Atlantic.

The new system was quickly put into practice. A typical convoy might consist of 10 to
50 merchant ships, perhaps with a troopship carrying soldiers and arms, guarded by a
cruiser, half a dozen destroyers, armed trawlers, and even air reconnaissance.
Gathering points were established along the Atlantic coasts of North and South
America, from Halifax, Nova Scotia, to Hampton, Virginia, and as far south as Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil. These convoys transported everything from foodstuffs and horses to
munitions and troops, essentially the lifeblood of the Allied war effort.

The impact was immediate and dramatic. In the six months prior to widespread
convoy use in World War [, over three million gross tons of shipping were lost. In the
following six months, losses dropped to just over 1.4 million tons. Attacks on convoyed
ships became remarkably rare compared to those on unescorted vessels. For instance,
in July 1917, 45 out of 88 unescorted ships were sunk, while only two out of
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approximately 385 ships sailing in convoy failed to reach port. By the end of 1917,
over 80 percent of transatlantic shipping was sailing in convoys.

The success of the convoy system in World War | was a hard-won lesson. It proved
that concentration of force, even a limited force, could effectively counter the
dispersed threat of submarines. This period also saw the early integration of aircraft
for escort duties, particularly in coastal waters, a significant departure from previous
naval practices. The United States, upon its entry into the war in April 1917, also
contributed significantly to the convoy effort, providing both merchant vessels and
destroyers. By the end of 1918, the US Navy had deployed over 70 destroyers and
35,000 personnel to European waters, enabling the Allies to protect an even wider
range of shipping lanes.

By mid-1918, the convoy system had become a central tenet of Allied maritime
strategy, providing a reliable method for the movement of essential supplies and
troops. The German U-boat campaign, which had threatened to starve Britain into
submission, effectively collapsed under the weight of these organized defenses. While
the Royal Navy continued to maintain convoys until the armistice in November 1918,
the experience underscored a crucial point: naval dominance in the age of submarine
warfare would not be achieved solely through powerful battle fleets, but also through
the diligent, often unglamorous, work of protecting the vital arteries of global trade.
This historical precedent, born of desperate necessity and proven effectiveness, would
become the foundational principle upon which the Battle of the Atlantic in the Second
World War would be fought. The lessons learned, sometimes painfully, between 1914
and 1918 would be invaluable when the U-boat menace re-emerged on an even
grander and more deadly scale just two decades later.
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