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This book is dedicated to the brave seamen from various nations who fought, were 

injured, or perished during the U-boat Battle of the Caribbean between 1940 and 

1945, and beyond. 

A special salute is given to the numerous Caribbean  seamen who served, and those 

who died, in this critical  theater of World War II, many of whom were never  properly 

acknowledged. 

May their souls rest in eternal peace. 
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FOREWORD 

History often reaches us in fragments—half-remembered stories, 

sepia photographs, names spoken with reverence at kitchen tables 

or under almond trees. Occasionally, however, a work appears that 

gathers those fragments, tests them against the archive, and returns 

them to us whole, luminous, and anchored in truth. Sea Wolves in 

Warm Waters is such a work. 

I have known Clement Richards for most of my life. He was a 

year or two ahead of me at the Dominica Grammar School, which 

we attended during a pivotal era under the British principal J. K. 

Gough, a physicist by training and a headmaster presiding over a 

school—and a generation—on the cusp of profound change. In the 

mid-1970s, Clement took time away from formal schooling to 

reason things through in the green immensities of Dominica‗s 

mountainous interior. Immersed in Rastafarian meditation and 

reflection, he was part of a broader Caribbean youth movement 

that questioned inherited socio-historical norms, colonial 

hierarchies, and the imposed limitations placed upon people of 

African descent. That search for understanding—of self, society, 

and history—was not a retreat, but a preparation. 

When Clement returned in 1975, he re-entered Fourth Form 

alongside those of us who had begun Grammar School in 1972. 

One year later in 1976 he became Head Boy, and I served as his 

Deputy. Those titles mattered less than what they symbolized: a 

convergence of discipline, inquiry, and moral seriousness forged 

within an institution grappling with the legacies of empire even as it 

sought to reshape itself for a new Caribbean future. 

That inheritance ran deep. Clement was the son of a renowned 

tailor (Clement Richards, Sr.), a man whose craft stitched dignity 
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into daily Caribbean life, and a horn blower in the Dominica 

Musical Society‗s Band—later the Music Lovers Government 

Band—whose lineage traced directly to the Dominica Defense 

Force Band of the 1920s and 1930s, when the Defense Force stood 

at its apex. His eldest brother, Francis Richards, then a Corporal 

and later a Lieutenant, was regarded as one of the finest cadet 

leaders of his generation. Commissioned by our Head of State, 

Queen Elizabeth II, and sent to the Canadian Army Cadet Training 

Camp at Valcartier, his most treasured photograph—taken at the 

age of fourteen—shows him peering from the turret of a Canadian 

Ferret armored car. For boys of our era, that image carried the 

weight of discipline, possibility, and service. 

We were children of the postwar Caribbean, nourished on 

British war comics—Commando, Valiant, Lion, Victor— and on 

war films that colored our imaginations. Yet these were not mere 

entertainments. They were reinforced by the oral histories of our 

parents and elders who had endured the Second World War 

firsthand: the hunger, rationing, and anxiety brought on when 

German U-boats ravaged Caribbean shipping lanes, decimating 

Allied supply routes upon which island life depended. These 

islands, so intrinsic to the wealth of Britain and North America 

through sugar and trade, suddenly found themselves exposed and 

vulnerable. 

We knew the names of those who served and those who paid 

the ultimate price. RAF Sergeant Osmond St. Clair Alleyne, killed 

in aerial combat over Malta; Pilot Officer Lacombe Alphonsus 

Cornelius Mackoy, lost over France; and Able Seaman Basil 

Davenport of the Royal Navy, who died at sea. These were not 

distant figures to us. Clement Richards and I grew up quite literally 

in the presence of their memory. At the Dominica Grammar 
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School stood a granite memorial—a squat block of stone set firmly 

upon a plinth—into which was encased a bronze plaque bearing 

their names. That plaque commemorated the fallen of the 

Dominica Grammar School Cadet Corps—Alleyne, Mackoy, and 

Davenport—inscribed for eternity as young men who had given 

their lives in defense of country and freedom. 

Heroism and noble service were therefore never far from our 

minds. Each morning during our high school years, we strode past 

that memorial on the quadrangle where we assembled before class. 

Its quiet solidity and solemn bronze inscription shaped our 

understanding of duty long before we could fully articulate it. At 

that distinguished institution of learning—which was, and we hope 

continues to be, the Dominica Grammar School—the defense of 

freedom was not an abstract lesson. It was etched in granite, 

embedded in routine, and woven into the moral fabric of our 

education. 

We spoke also of those who stood watch at home as members 

of the British Army South Caribbean Forces— men such as 

Wendell McKenzie Christian, Louis Martin, Cecil Clark, Stafford 

Lestrade, Twistleton Bertrand, and others—who wore the khaki of 

the British Empire against marauding German U-boats. These 

submarines, captained by men steeped in a vicious racial-

supremacist ideology, preyed upon merchant shipping and did not 

hesitate to machine-gun West Indian fishermen as they hunted for 

fresh water and provisions far from their European bases. 

Caribbean resistance, sacrifice, and vigilance were thus not 

incidental to the Allied victory; they were integral to it. 

One moment years later illuminated for me how much of this 

history remained untold. While a student at the Georgetown 

University Law Center on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C., I took 
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a late-night break in the library from a thick tome on estate law and 

wandered into a section devoted to the collected works of the 

Nuremberg War Crimes Trials. Pulling one volume from the shelf, 

I read of a German U-boat captain prosecuted for having machine-

gunned a fishing boat off St. Vincent, killing most of its crew. That 

jarring discovery—set out in the cold language of indictment and 

testimony—imprinted itself on my mind forever. It connected the 

abstractions of international criminal law to the lived realities of 

Caribbean people. 

The revelation struck even closer to home because our father, 

Wendell McKenzie Christian, had served on St. Vincent during the 

Second World War at Arnos Vale British Army Barracks, and 

because I myself had camped at Londonderry Regional Youth 

Camp alongside St. Vincent army cadets after joining the Dominica 

Grammar School Cadet Unit between 1972 and 1976. The 

Windward Islands, Leeward Islands and other British West Indian 

territories were very close and people from those islands often 

intermarried.  

These were places in my region I had known of in my youth—

quiet, familiar, Caribbean—were suddenly revealed as sites of 

unacknowledged wartime violence and suffering. In that instant, 

the gap between oral history, colonial silence, and documented 

atrocity closed, and the necessity of works like this one became 

unmistakably clear. 

Shaping our youth no less profoundly was the sterling 

leadership of the late, great Major Lyndon Earl Johnson, 

Commandant of the Dominica Cadet Corps and the Dominica 

Defense Force. His bearing, discipline, and moral clarity taught us 

the art of courage and victory— virtues deeply native to a small 

island people who had fought gallantly for freedom from slavery 
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and colonial domination. That tradition of resolve stands in stark 

contrast to the morass of poor leadership that has too often 

characterized the early twenty-first century. Yet it is precisely this 

contrast that makes the recovery of our historical memory so 

urgent—and so hopeful. 

It is from this soil—family legacy, disciplined schooling, 

Rastafarian inquiry, Caribbean resistance, and a lived awareness of 

empire and war—that Sea Wolves in Warm Waters emerges. This 

book is not only history; it is a consolation and culmination of a 

long quest for understanding our condition. With scholarly rigor 

and humane clarity, Clement Richards restores the Caribbean to its 

rightful place in the Second World War, drawing on British War 

Cabinet and Colonial Office papers, German naval war diaries, 

American intelligence reports, and survivor testimony to show how 

these ―warm waters‖ became a decisive front in the global struggle 

against fascism. 

In doing so, he stands in continuity with earlier Caribbean 

scholarship, including For King and Country: The Service and 

Sacrifice of the Dominican Soldier (2008) and For King and 

Country: The Service and Sacrifice of the British West Indian 

Military (2009), co-authored with my colleague and friend Dr. 

Irving W. André. It is also a worthy addition to The U-boat War in 

the Caribbean (1988) by Trinidad and Tobago Coast Guard 

Commander Gaylord Kelshall, himself of Dominican descent.  

Those works, too, explored the U-boat war in the Caribbean 

and the gallantry of West Indian servicemen who helped best the 

submarine menace. Clement extends and deepens that tradition, 

recovering not only operations and strategy, but memory, meaning, 

and moral clarity. 
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This book encourages me in the belief that our past glories are 

not relics, but signposts. As Clement Richards has recovered our 

region‗s resistance to tyranny in the form of fascist U-boats, so too 

can we recover democracy, dignity, and progress in our own time. 

The Caribbean has faced darkness before—and prevailed. Knowing 

that history, as this book compels us to do, strengthen our resolve 

to craft a better dispensation for generations yet to come. 

 

 

Gabriel J. Christian, Esquire Past President, East Coast Chapter, 

Tuskegee Airmen, Inc. Founding Member, Pond Casse Press (with 

Dr. Irving W. André) 
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PREFACE 

World War II is frequently recounted through a familiar 

geography. The conflict is anchored in Europe‗s land campaigns, 

the North Atlantic convoy battles, the Pacific island war, and the 

climactic struggles on the Eastern Front. Within that framework, 

the Caribbean has frequently been treated almost as an 

afterthought— a warm backwater that was far removed from the 

decisive theaters of war. 

That assumption is misleading. 

Between 1940 and 1944, the Caribbean formed a critical 

logistical hinge in the Allied war effort. The region‗s oil refineries, 

tanker routes, ports, and airfields sustained operations across the 

Atlantic world. When German U- boats entered these waters in 

force, they were not conducting opportunistic raids at the margins 

of the conflict. They were striking at the infrastructure that made 

sustained industrial warfare possible. 

The result was a campaign that sometimes unfolded close to 

shore and within sight of civilian life. Ships burned near beaches. 

Harbor attacks violated long-standing assumptions of safety. 

Survivors reached land carrying the war with them, often into small 

communities where loss could not be abstracted. For the 

Caribbean, the U-boat war was not distant or theoretical. It was 

immediate and visible. 

This book examines that campaign as both a military contest 

and a lived experience. It traces how German submarine doctrine 

was applied in tropical waters; how Allied defenses lagged, adapted, 

and eventually prevailed; and how intelligence, convoy discipline, 

air coverage, and port security evolved under pressure. At the same 

time, it preserves the human dimension of the conflict, particularly 
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the voices of merchant seamen and civilians whose lives were 

altered by a war that arrived without choice or warning. 

The structure of the book reflects this dual purpose. 

Operational analysis is paired with intelligence context and survivor 

testimony. Short documentary quotations are embedded where they 

clarify intent, perception, or consequence. Source signposting is 

used throughout to indicate the documentary foundations of each 

chapter without interrupting narrative flow. 

The aim is not to dramatize events beyond what the record 

supports, nor to reduce the campaign to tonnage tables alone. 

Rather, it is to place the Caribbean U-boat war in its proper 

historical position: as a sustained battle with strategic consequences, 

regional impact, and a legacy that extends beyond the war years 

themselves. 

What follows is a reconstruction of that conflict as it unfolded 

in real time — uncertain, adaptive, and costly. It is also an 

examination of how the region absorbed the shock of modern 

maritime warfare and channeled its ramifications into the future. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 

As a Caribbean youth on the island of Dominica I grew up 

reading war comics. Among my favorites were the Commando 

issues, tight stories of men behind enemy lines, courage under 

pressure, and missions that occurred in distant lands. And as I got 

older, I read the more detailed accounts too: Rommel and the 

Afrika Korps, Stalingrad, the North Atlantic convoys, the familiar 

names and battlefields that dominate most accounts of World War 

II. 

What I did not realize until much later is that one of the war‗s 

most consequential battlefronts ran through the Caribbean. 

Through the same waters and island chains that many associate 

with warm sunshine, sandy beaches and tropical flora and fauna. 

Not torpedoes and burning oil. 

Even today, that gap in public knowledge persists. Ask around 

the region and many people can speak about the European theater 

or the Pacific battles, yet few can place the U-boat war in its 

Caribbean setting: the refineries and tanker routes, the sinkings in 

sight of shore, the harbor attacks that shattered assumptions of 

safety. And the merchant seamen, many of them Caribbean, who 

carried the war‗s cost in their bodies and their homes. 

This book is an attempt to help correct this knowledge 

deficiency. 

It is also an effort to place the Caribbean U-boat campaign in 

its proper context—not as a footnote to ―large‖ battles elsewhere, 

but as a theater with its own strategic logic, its own local 

consequences, and its own enduring legacy. The warm waters of 

the Caribbean did not soften the war; in some respects they made it 
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more brutal, precisely because the explosions were often visible and 

close to land and civilian life. 

If this book succeeds, it will give readers a clearer sense of 

what happened in these waters, how this critical maritime campaign 

unfolded, and why the U-boat battle in the Caribbean still deserves 

to be remembered. 
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PART I: BACKGROUND & CONTEXT 

PROLOGUE 

Night of Fire 

On the night of February 16, 1942, warm trade winds blew steadily 

across the Caribbean Sea. Off the island of Aruba the air smelled of 

oil and salt; the great refinery at San Nicolas glowed faintly against 

the horizon, its towers and tanks outlined by work lights and flares. 

Tankers rode at anchor outside the harbor, hulls black against the 

paler water. To the men aboard them, the greatest danger seemed 

to be boredom. 

A few miles offshore, unseen in the darkness, a long grey 

shape moved slowly on the surface. Diesel engines throbbed at low 

power. Men stood on the conning tower and bridge, peering ahead. 

They were not sailors or refinery workers. They were the crew of a 

German U-boat, furtively working their way toward one of the 

richest targets in the Second World War. 

The log for that night, written in cramped handwriting and 

later typed into the BdU (Befehlshaber der U-Boote, or 

Commander-in-Chief of Submarines of the Kriegsmarine, the 

German War Navy) war diary, would reduce the moment to a few 

lines: course, speed, distance to land; description of targets; 

torpedoes fired; explosions observed. There is no smell of burning 

fuel on the page, no heat of the flames. But to the officers and men 

on that submarine, the sight was unforgettable: towering columns 

of fire erupting from the tankers, black smoke rolling into the night 

sky, and the dim outline of the refinery suddenly illuminated in 

orange light. 
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For months BdU—Admiral Karl Dönitz—and his staff had 

studied maps of the Caribbean. They knew that these waters carried 

oil from Venezuela and the refineries of Trinidad, Aruba and 

Curaçao to Britain, North America, and beyond. They knew that 

the British and Dutch had limited defenses here, that American 

base construction was still incomplete, that air cover was sparse. 

Operation Neuland, the assault into "new land," was designed to 

exploit that weakness. A small group of long-range Type IX 

submarines would cross the Atlantic, infiltrate the Caribbean arc, 

and strike the tankers and oil facilities that kept the Allied war 

machine running. 

Now, on this February night, that plan was being carried out. 

The officers on the bridge counted the seconds between the 

launch of each torpedo and the impact on their targets. White 

flashes and dull orange fireballs marked successful hits. Through 

binoculars they watched a tanker's bow lift, then sag again as flames 

ran along the deck. Men on nearby ships began to shout and 

scramble; some jumped overboard before orders could be given. 

Shore batteries, still uncertain of where the attack was coming 

from, fired blindly into the dark. 

For the U-boat crew, the scene was both triumphant and 

unsettling. They had been told that these were legitimate military 

targets: ships carrying fuel to enemy forces, refineries producing 

aviation gasoline for bombers and fighters. Yet in the glare of the 

burning tankers it was impossible not to see the human silhouettes 

on deck ladders and in the water, the frantic movement of lifeboats 

and rafts. The war diary did not record the cries, only the results. 

Within hours, secret coded signals flashed back across the 

Atlantic. The BdU staff in France received the first reports: enemy 

taken completely by surprise, several tankers sunk or damaged, fires 
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in the harbor area. On his ocean grid map Dönitz marked the 

square corresponding to Aruba and noted the initial success of his 

"sea wolves." In his view, the operation again validated years of 

argument for long- range boats and distant offensives. Another rich 

hunting ground had been opened, following the earlier successes of 

his U-boats in the North Atlantic. 

Thousands of kilometers away in London, the British War 

Cabinet would not see the pictures until later. The first information 

came in the dry language of naval summaries and telegrams: 

"Enemy submarine attack on tankers off Aruba … considerable 

damage to refinery installations feared." For ministers already 

grappling with heavy losses in the North Atlantic, the idea that 

German submarines were now operating with impunity in the 

Caribbean was unsettling. Aruba and Curaçao were among the 

largest refineries in the world; their output fed not only British 

ships but also American and Allied aircraft. To attack them was to 

disrupt a vital artery of the war effort. 

In Washington, the news arrived in the midst of the shock and 

reorganization which followed the earlier Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor on December 7, 1941. American officers had anticipated 

the possibility of U-boat activity in the Western Atlantic, but not 

the scale or audacity of this attack. New terms would soon enter 

their vocabulary: "Caribbean Sea Frontier," "Neuland boats," 

"cargo war," "supply crisis." 

To the crews of the sunken and damaged ships, the strategic 

calculations were of little consequence. Survivors later spoke of the 

sudden wall of fire engulfing the sea, of decks coated in burning oil, 

of men who jumped into the water only to find it on fire. 

By dawn the main attack was over. The U-boat withdrew into 

deeper water, changing position to avoid air patrols. On shore, 
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emergency crews fought the fires and began to triage the damage. 

The refinery would survive and return to production, but the 

illusion of safety in the Caribbean had been shattered. The war that 

had seemed distant suddenly arrived at night, in the unseen shape 

of a steel cylinder surfacing from beneath the waves, while flames 

from burning ships lit up the shore. 

In the months that followed, more U-boats would slip into the 

warm waters of the Caribbean Sea. They would sink tankers off 

Curaçao and Trinidad, torpedo ships in the Gulf of Paria and off 

Barbados, and stalk convoys threading their way through the 

Windward Islands. The campaign would draw in British, American, 

Dutch, and French authorities; it would force the rapid 

construction of bases, the introduction of convoys, and the 

deployment of aircraft whose crews learned anti-submarine warfare 

over blue seas, instead of grey ones. 

This book follows the campaign from four distinct viewpoints: 

the German submarine War Diary of Admiral Dönitz in which he 

outlines his hopes and frustrations; the papers of Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill‗s War Cabinet, which reveal how London 

perceived and managed the crisis; American intelligence summaries, 

tracing the shift from early vulnerability to eventual dominance; 

and Caribbean sources and local records, offering regional 

perspectives on the conflict. 

For clarification, the FdU (Führer der U-Boote, or Leader of the U-

boats) and BdU War Logs both refer to the Kriegstagebuch (War 

Diary) of the German U-boat command during World War II. FdU 

was an earlier title for the U-boat command position, or in some 

instances a subordinate operational command. BdU—the title held 

by Admiral Karl Dönitz and, in the final months of the war, by 

Admiral Hans-Georg von Friedeburg—superseded it as the senior 

designation. 
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The narrative also follows the ships, the commanders, and the Caribbean 

seamen whose lives and deaths converted oil routes and grid squares into 

human anguish. 

The night of fire off Aruba was not the beginning of the Second World 

War, nor even the start of the U-boat war. But it was the moment when 

the Caribbean stopped being a quiet backwater and became a critical 

battleground. 

To understand how that happened, why these islands and waters 

mattered so much, and how the "sea wolves" came to hunt in paradise, 

we must step back from the burning tankers and look at the world that 

produced them. 

Because the flames off Aruba were the noticeable end of an invisible 

chain: doctrine translated into orders, orders into patrol routes, patrol 

routes into a periscope angle, and then into fires that lit up a Caribbean 

coastline. 

- 
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Karl_Do nitz,  Befehlshaber der U-Boote 
(German Commander-in-Chief of Submarines) 

Source: Bundesarchiv, Bild 146-1976-127-06A / CC-BY-SA 3.0 



24 

CHAPTER 1 

From Doctrine to Flame 

The prologue's fires are not simply an opening spectacle. They 

are the first Caribbean manifestation of a doctrine already refined 

in colder European waters: concentration, coordination, and the 

relentless targeting of commerce. The framework of this 

philosophy is outlined in an essay titled "The Conduct of the War at 

Sea" by the architect of this campaign, Admiral Karl Dönitz. 

In this document Dönitz consistently emphasized that the 

decisive naval struggle of World War II would be fought not 

against enemy fleets, but against the logistical systems that 

sustained them. At the core of this doctrine was asymmetry. 

Germany could not hope to match the surface fleets of Britain and, 

later, the United States. It could, however, impose disproportionate 

strain by attacking merchant shipping, the connective tissue of 

industrial war. Every tanker sunk or freighter disabled represented 

not only a loss of resources, but a disruption of schedules, 

insurance calculations, port operations—and most importantly, 

morale. Dönitz understood that the cumulative effect of such 

losses impacted more than an individual dramatic success. 

This logic shaped his insistence on concentration. Submarines, 

he argued, were most effective when employed cooperatively rather 

than independently, overwhelming defenses through coordinated 

attack. The wolfpack was not simply a tactical innovation. It was 

the practical expression of a strategic viewpoint that pressure must 

be applied continuously and in volume to achieve systemic results. 

Equally important was Dönitz's sensitivity to timing. He 

believed that defensive systems always lagged offensive innovation. 
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Convoys, air patrols, and detection technologies required time to 

organize and integrate, especially in regions not previously 

considered frontline positions. That delay created windows of 

opportunity in which submarines could operate with relative 

freedom. Doctrine therefore demanded agility: an ability to shift 

patrol areas rapidly in response to enemy assumptions rather than 

fixed expectations. 

Dönitz also rejected the notion that distance diluted 

effectiveness. Long-range operations were not, in his view, a 

distraction from the main effort but an extension of it, provided 

they struck vital supply arteries. The technical challenges of 

endurance and logistics were therefore subordinate to the strategic 

imperative of reaching poorly defended shipping routes. Seen in 

this light, U-boat operations beyond traditional Atlantic lanes were 

not improvisations born of opportunism. They flowed directly 

from a doctrine that prioritized vulnerability over proximity, 

disruption over spectacle, and strategic results over geographic 

obstacles. 

Dönitz's thinking included an almost fatal confidence in 

adaptation. When the enemy introduced a new measure—better 

radar, improved convoy discipline, air cover—he sought a technical 

or tactical counter. He pressed for better detection equipment, for 

improved submerged performance, for changes in procedure. This 

mindset, intensely operational, is present everywhere in the war 

diaries: every loss becomes a problem to be solved; every success 

becomes a technique to be repeated. 

When the Caribbean appears in that picture, it is not exotic. It 

is functional. It is a place where the enemy's economic bloodstream 

ran close to shore and where defensive habits had not yet caught 

up with the threat. Dönitz did not need to romanticize it. His 
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doctrine required only one thing: that ships had to pass through 

this funnel. If they passed, they could be found; if they could be 

found, they could be attacked; and if they could be attacked, the 

enemy would have to pay in lives and equipment to protect them. 

That collectivism is one reason the war diary matters so much 

in this narrative. BdU's language—cold, clipped, precise—was 

designed to turn the chaos of the ocean into something that could 

be directed. For Dönitz, a patrol report was not merely a record; it 

was a piece of operational significance. The diary is the paper 

surface of his reflections: an explanation of how he attempted to 

pin down and control a dynamic war. 

All of this fed into a particular leadership philosophy. Dönitz 

cultivated an image of the U-boat arm as an elite team: tough, 

disciplined, and emotionally controlled. But beneath the mythology 

is a managerial purpose. Elite status encouraged aggressiveness and 

endurance; it also encouraged conformity to doctrine. A 

commander was expected to report, to obey, to return to sea when 

ordered, and to treat the campaign as a collective endeavor rather 

than a personal hunt. 

The Caribbean campaign that follows can therefore be read in 

two ways at once. On one hand, it is a direct manifestation of the 

―Dönitz Doctrine‖ as outlined earlier; on the other, it is a study of 

how that same conflict fell upon, and helped to shape, the often-

neglected colonial Caribbean islands. 

Dönitz's concepts also shaped the human reality of this 

narrative. It turned ship crews into numbers in a ledger and islands 

into points on a route. It rewarded audacity and punished 

hesitation, because every missed opportunity meant a convoy that 

lived, a cargo that arrived, a front that held. And it created a 

rhythm—periods of sudden violence followed by long silent 
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days—that could make men feel both omnipotent and strangely 

helpless. This mostly depended on whether they were the hunters, 

or the prey. 

In that sense, the leap southward in early 1942 was not a 

change of philosophy. It was an application. The boats that slipped 

past island lights and into warm waters carried the same mental 

map they had carried off Ireland and Newfoundland: locate, 

converge, attack; force the enemy to spend. The targets looked 

different—tankers instead of general cargo ships, refineries instead 

of docks—but the premise remained the same: commerce was the 

war. 

Air power appears in the essay as both absence and threat. 

Dönitz notes how the German navy entered the war without an 

organic air arm under naval control, and how this limited 

reconnaissance and coordination. At the same time, he watched 

Allied air cover expand until it became the submarine's natural 

predator, an enemy that could see farther, arrive faster, and force 

the U-boat down, blind and slow. His insistence on night attacks 

and surprise, and his later push for technical countermeasures, are 

inseparable from that evolving air-sea contest. 

He was equally blunt about the value of bases. The fall of 

France, in Dönitz's view, was not merely a continental triumph; it 

was a naval event. Atlantic ports shortened the transit to hunting 

grounds and extended the time boats could remain on station. 

More time on station meant more contacts; more contacts meant 

more sinkings; and more sinkings meant increased pressure. 

Geography, for Dönitz, was not mere scenery. It was time 

converted into impact. 

The essay is also revealing about constraints that shaped his 

patience and his anger. Early in the war, political considerations and 
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legal restrictions limited what the U- boat arm was permitted to do. 

Dönitz describes an opening phase in which submarines were 

forced to operate under rules that treated merchantmen as quasi-

civilian targets, requiring warnings and limiting attacks. To him 

these restraints were operational nonsense in a war for survival. 

Their relaxation marked, in his telling, the moment the U- boat 

weapon could finally be used as intended. 

It also helps explain the recurring BdU fascination with ports, 

narrows, and bottlenecks. A ship at sea is a moving target; a ship 

leaving harbor is predictable. A refinery cannot maneuver at all. In 

the Caribbean, the war at sea touches shore more directly than it 

does in the mid- Atlantic. Fixed infrastructure, limited routes, and 

predictable schedules, made the region look like a place where 

concentrated effort could reap exceptional dividends. 

He also believed in pressure as a psychological weapon. Even 

when sinkings were not at their peak, this forced the enemy to 

behave differently. He is compelled to delay departures, to guard 

harbors, to commit aircraft to patrols, to build escort vessels that 

would never carry cargo. In Dönitz's mind, the effect of U-boat 

warfare was calculated not only in ships lost, but also in the 

defensive machinery the enemy was forced to implement as a 

counter point. 

Tactics flowed from this same logic. Dönitz emphasized 

conditions that favored the attacker such as surprise, confusion, 

and the collapse of escort control. He stressed the night surface 

approach in the Atlantic because, in his words, "night was by far 

the most opportune time for attack." This was the period when a 

submarine could be transformed into a fast, low silhouette rather 

than a hunted underwater machine. 



29 

That focus shaped how submarines were built and deployed, 

how they were trained, what counted as success, and what counted 

as failure. The purpose of a patrol was not to trade blows with 

escorts. It was to remove tonnage from the world faster than the 

Allies could replace it. Also to force the enemy into defensive 

measures that consumed ships, aircraft, time, and finance. 

His postwar essay on the conduct of the war at sea is dated 

January 15, 1946, and was written after his capture and 

imprisonment following Germany's surrender. It was subsequently 

published by the U.S. Navy's Division of Naval Intelligence in 

Washington, D.C., as an unclassified but restricted document. 

In this essay Dönitz returned time and again to the same 

central conviction. Germany could not win a surface contest 

against Britain's traditional sea power, but she could destroy its 

commerce. The decisive target was therefore not the enemy's 

battleships—it was the merchant ships. 

Therefore, before the Caribbean became a place of fire, it was 

a mark on a chart, an argument in a German headquarters room. 

For Admiral Karl Dönitz, the war at sea was never a collection of 

dramatic encounters. It was a war of systems: routes, schedules, 

fuel, repair yards, and the consistent arithmetic of replacement. 

Sources for this chapter include Dönitz‟s own operational reflections and directives, and BdU war diary 

material (KTB) used to frame doctrine and intent. 
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                                A collage of war scenes in 1940 
                                             Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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CHAPTER 2 

A World at War 

In 1941 the world's ocean was already a battlefield. From the 

cold grey waters of the North Atlantic to the narrow lanes of the 

Mediterranean, ships burned in the night while governments argued 

over tonnage, convoy routes, and the brutal calculations of a long 

war. The Royal Navy fought to keep Britain alive; the 

Kriegsmarine's U-boats tried to strangle that lifeline. Far away, 

under the bright sun of the Caribbean, tankers and tramp steamers 

sailed through peaceful waters, their crews more concerned with 

tropical heat and port gossip than periscopes. 

But even before the first torpedoes exploded off Aruba and 

Trinidad, the fate of those warm waters was being decided in files 

stamped "Secret" and in the cramped handwriting of Admiral 

Dönitz. 

 
The Global Struggle for Sea Power 

When Germany invaded Poland in 1939, the British War 

Cabinet knew that the coming conflict would be fought not only on 

land and in the air, but also along the trade routes of a global 

empire. Early memoranda on the colonial empire at the outbreak of 

war catalogued the measures needed in distant territories: 

censorship, internment of enemy aliens, mobilization of colonial 

troops, and economic controls to conserve foreign exchange and 

strategic raw materials. What they did not yet fully grasp was how 

quickly German submarines would extend their reach beyond the 

North Sea. 

In the first two years of the war, the U-boat campaign focused 

on the North Atlantic. Dönitz's boats, mostly Type VII coastal and 
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Atlantic submarines, hunted convoys between North America and 

the British Isles. Shipping losses were serious, but, helped by early 

convoy adoption, Britain survived. The main routes were still 

relatively close to British air cover, and German boats were limited 

in range and endurance. 

That limitation was not permanent. Even before 1941, 

German naval planners had been experimenting with longer-ranged 

Type IX submarines, boats capable of crossing the Atlantic and 

operating for weeks in distant seas. For Dönitz, these vessels were 

the key to a new phase of the war: not just attacking convoys 

bound for Britain, but striking the sources of oil and raw materials 

that fed the entire Allied war machine. 

 
Oil: The Fuel of Total War 

By 1941, oil was the indispensable currency of power. It 

moved fleets, powered bomber formations, and fed the chemical 

industry that produced explosives, synthetic rubber, and countless 

war materials. Retrospective analyses would later spell this out in 

dry but devastating terms: without oil, neither tank nor aircraft nor 

convoy could move. 

The British Empire depended heavily on imported oil from the 

Americas and the Middle East. A large part of that crude was 

refined in a string of coastal plants: on the Persian Gulf, on the 

U.S. Gulf Coast, and in the Dutch West Indies and British 

Caribbean. Aruba and Curaçao boasted some of the largest 

refineries in the world, processing Venezuelan crude into aviation 

fuel and bunker oil. Trinidad's refinery complex at Pointe-à-Pierre 

and its tank farms provided additional capacity and convenient 

bunkering for Allied ships. 

These installations were known to British planners. Chiefs of 

Staff memoranda before 1941 discussed the strategic importance of 
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Aruba and Curaçao and the danger that enemy forces might 

bombard or sabotage them. But the war in Europe and North 

Africa consumed attention. The West Indies were geographically 

distant, politically quiet, and, on paper, protected by the Royal 

Navy and friendly American neutrality. It would not stay that way. 

 
The Colonial Caribbean on the Eve of Hostilities 

On the ground, the Caribbean in 1941 was a mixture of 

poverty, political frustration, and imperial routine. This was 

encapsulated in the report of the Royal Commission on the West 

Indies, better known as the Moyne Commission. Originally 

presented in 1940 but released only after the war in 1945, it spoke 

at length about unemployment, social unrest, and the need for 

welfare support in the region. According to British War Cabinet 

sources, the document was considered so vulnerable to exploitation 

by German propaganda that its publication was postponed until 

after hostilities had ended. 

It was not a document about war; it was about bread, work, 

and social deprivation in Britain's "Neglected Arcadia." 

Defense was treated as a secondary matter. Colonial governors 

implemented wartime regulations including censorship, monitoring 

of enemy nationals, and coast- watching arrangements, but there 

was limited heavy equipment. Most islands had small local defense 

forces and a scattering of coastal guns inherited from earlier eras. 

Airfields were short and few. Harbors were busy with inter-island 

schooners, cargo vessels, and tankers. But there were no radar nets 

and few escorts. 

The French Antilles presented a different problem. After 

France's defeat in 1940, the islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe 

came under the control of Admiral Georges Robert, the Vichy 

High Commissioner. Rumors spread across the region that German 
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U-boats were refueling secretly in Martinique's harbors or drawing 

on the fuel and munitions of the immobilized French cruiser and 

aircraft carrier, the Jeanne d'Arc. Later American naval accounts 

would show that these rumors were exaggerated and that the 

French ships were effectively neutralized. However at the time 

these stories contributed to a sense of uncertainty and suspicion in 

Allied councils. 

Against this background of unprepared colonies, ambiguous 

French territories, and vast unguarded sea lanes, German planners 

began to look west. 

 
Dönitz Looks Beyond the North Atlantic 

From his headquarters in occupied France, Admiral Karl 

Dönitz studied maps that divided the ocean into a grid of squares. 

The German navy used a comprehensive classified grid system (the 

Marinequadratkarte) to communicate, plot, and coordinate 

positions of its vessels, including U-boats, across the world's 

oceans. This system reduced the Atlantic and the Caribbean to 

letters and numbers: DM, DN, DO, DQ, EB, EC, and so on. 

On his chart, the Caribbean Sea and adjacent waters fell into a 

tight band of these squares, a belt of water stretching from the 

Yucatán Channel across the southern approaches to the Windward 

Islands. Long-range Type IX boats had already shown they could 

reach the South Atlantic and operate off West Africa. What if they 

could push farther west, slipping between convoy lanes and 

appearing off the refineries and shipping routes of the Caribbean 

itself? From there, U-boats could strike tankers laden with fuel and 

bauxite, hit the entrance points to the Panama Canal routes, and 

sow panic in waters that the Allies still regarded as a rear area. 
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The German war diaries make clear that this was not an 

impulsive decision. Through 1941, BdU staff evaluated intelligence 

on Allied shipping density, refinery capacity, and the likely presence 

of air and naval forces. The United States was still officially neutral 

for much of that period, but its naval patrols and base negotiations 

with Britain were tightening the noose around German surface 

raiders. Submarines, with their stealth and long range, offered 

another way to create crisis in Allied logistics. 

In late 1941 and early 1942, Dönitz began allocating more 

Type IX boats to western sorties. Some would operate off the U.S. 

East Coast and in the Gulf of Mexico; others were earmarked for 

something even more ambitious: a coordinated strike against the oil 

heart of the Caribbean. 

 

The Anglo-American Base Bargain 

While Dönitz was plotting his westward expansion, a parallel 

story was unfolding in London and Washington. By mid-1940 

Britain's situation was precarious. The fall of France, the threat of 

invasion, and mounting shipping losses created intense pressure on 

the Royal Navy. The War Cabinet debated how to secure additional 

destroyers for convoy escort and how to safeguard Atlantic routes. 

One controversial but decisive solution was the "Destroyers 

for Bases" deal with the United States. In exchange for fifty 

overage American destroyers, Britain granted the United States 

long-term rights to establish bases in Newfoundland, Bermuda, the 

Bahamas, Jamaica, St. Lucia, Antigua, Trinidad, and British Guiana. 

Cabinet minutes and accompanying memoranda reveal both relief 

and unease. The destroyers were urgently needed, but the price of 

ceding base rights to a still-neutral power, was high. The Colonial 

Office fretted over implications for local governments, and the 
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Chiefs of Staff weighed the strategic value. Nevertheless, the 

agreements went ahead, and by 1941 American engineers and 

troops were building airfields and naval installations across the 

Caribbean arc. 

These bases would soon be vital to convoy escorts and air 

patrols. However, in 1941 they were incomplete. Runways were 

under construction, and radar installations and anti- submarine 

schools lay in the future. The bare framework of a defense network 

was being erected even as Dönitz's staff traced their grid squares 

and made final attack preparations. 

 
American Neutrality and Quiet Preparation 

The United States only formally entered the war against 

Germany after Hitler declared war on America following the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. But American 

policy had been shifting for months. Naval forces operated 

"Neutrality Patrols" in the western Atlantic, reporting contacts and 

shadowing German raiders. Intelligence officers monitored Vichy 

movements in the French Antilles and evaluated potential Axis use 

of bases in the Western Hemisphere. Agreements with Britain, 

including Lend-Lease and the base deals, allowed U.S. forces to 

expand their Caribbean footprint without a formal declaration of 

war. 

Yet the monthly intelligence reports that would later track U-

boat sinkings in precise columns did not yet exist. American 

commanders were still learning how to think about the ocean as a 

vast grid of risks and opportunities. The idea that the Caribbean 

Sea could become a major submarine battlefield was not yet 

embedded in operational planning. Resources, attention, and 

personnel were being committed, but the system was not yet ready. 
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In that sense, the region "slept" not because it was 

unimportant, but because global strategy and domestic politics had 

not yet forced it to stir. 

 
A Narrow Window of Opportunity 

By the end of 1941, the world ocean was changing. Japan's 

entry into the war drew American attention to the Pacific, even as 

the Atlantic convoy battle intensified. German U- boats scored 

heavy successes off the U.S. East Coast in the early months of 

1942, the so-called "Second Happy Time," exploiting poor coastal 

blackouts and sparse escort coverage. 

From the German point of view, the Caribbean offered similar 

conditions with even richer rewards. Tanker tracks converged on 

the refineries of Aruba and Trinidad; the Panama Canal created a 

predictable funnel; and the island chain of the Lesser Antilles 

formed a series of narrows through which loaded ships had to pass. 

Defensive coverage was thin; radar-equipped aircraft were few, and 

the base network under construction was not yet operational. 

British memoranda had noted the danger, and the Anglo- 

American base agreements had, in response, laid the foundations of 

a defense network. But the structure was still incomplete, the forces 

still insufficient, and the habit of treating the Caribbean as a 

secondary theater still strong. As Dönitz read intelligence reports 

and studied his grid charts, saw a window of opportunity and 

decided to exploit it. 

The war diary entries from early 1942 would later describe the 

Caribbean as a "rich hunting ground." Before those words were 

written, however, the hunt had to begin. 
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Sources for this chapter include British War Cabinet and Colonial Office papers, West India Commission 

reporting, and contemporary Anglo‑ American base and logistics documentation used to establish wartime 

context and strategic priorities 
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King Street, Kingston, Jamaica. c1930 
Source: Canadian Pacific Cruise Postcard 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Caribbean Sleeps 

On the eve of the German assault, the Caribbean was busy and 

essential, but almost undefended. By day, harbor quays at Port of 

Spain, San Nicolas, Willemstad, and smaller ports along the island 

chain echoed with the sounds of winches and cargo hooks. By 

night, tankers and freighters lay at anchor under soft tropical skies, 

their riding lights swaying gently. For most of the people who lived 

and worked there, the war was something war away that they read 

about in newspapers or heard on the BBC radio from London. 

Yet in government files marked "Secret," and on the plotting 

boards of U-boat headquarters in France, these same waters were 

acquiring a very different significance. 

 
Imperial Priorities and a "Quiet" Colonial Sea 

From the perspective of the British War Cabinet, the early war 

years were dominated by the fall of France, the threat of invasion 

across the Channel, and the convoy battle in the North Atlantic. 

When ministers reviewed reports on the colonial empire, the focus 

lay on internal security, economic controls, and the mobilization of 

manpower, not on the prospect of a submarine campaign in 

tropical waters. 

The Colonial Office's studies of the empire at the outbreak of 

war read more like civil-administration manuals than war plans. 

They prioritized censorship regulations, the internment of enemy 

nationals, and the need to conserve foreign exchange. For the West 

Indies and British Guiana, the emphasis fell on sugar quotas, trade 

disruptions, and the risk of social unrest if unemployment rose. 

The sea lanes that tied the islands to the wider world were 
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acknowledged, but generally as commercial arteries rather than 

potential battlefields. 

The Moyne Commission's report reinforced that framing, 

producing a detailed analysis of overcrowding, poverty, and 

political frustration. Consequently it recommended welfare 

schemes, educational investment, and economic diversification. 

Defense appeared mainly as background. The colonies might face 

air raids or enemy agents, but the overwhelming picture was of 

societies struggling with long-standing structural problems made 

worse by war, not of front-line territories bracing for attack. 

In practical terms, the Caribbean remained on the margins of 

British strategic thought. It mattered, but not as much as other 

locations considered more significant. That assessment of priorities 

shaped everything that followed. 

 
Thin Local Defenses 

Local defense arrangements reflected the same assumptions. 

Most British colonies in the region maintained small volunteer 

forces or local defense units. This included part-time infantry 

companies, coast artillery detachments manning a handful of guns 

that had guarded harbors for decades, and police forces that could 

be expanded in emergencies. 

In some islands, colonial governments raised additional units 

at the outbreak of war, including Caribbean-raised battalions of the 

British Army, coast watchers, and home guard units. But these 

forces were lightly equipped. Modern field artillery was scarce; 

radar was non-existent; anti-submarine warfare remained the 

preserve of the Royal Navy and, increasingly, the United States. 

Air power was even more limited. A few islands possessed 

short runways that could handle small aircraft. There were no large, 

fully developed airbases dedicated to maritime patrol. Where 
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aircraft did exist, they were often tasked with internal 

communications or basic reconnaissance, not systematic anti-

submarine sweeps. 

The Royal Navy's presence in the area was intermittent and 

insufficient for what would eventually be required. Warships 

rotated through Caribbean ports, escorted convoys across sections 

of the Atlantic, and supported colonial administration. But no 

permanent, heavily reinforced escort group was assigned solely to 

protecting the tanker routes and coastal shipping lines between 

Venezuela, the Dutch West Indies, Trinidad, and the Windward 

Islands. The assumption was that any serious submarine threat 

would continue to manifest itself nearer to Britain. 

All this created a structural vulnerability. It revealed an 

economically important region protected by thin local forces, and a 

navy whose attention and assets were concentrated elsewhere. 

 
Oil Arteries in the Caribbean 

This vulnerability was nowhere greater than in the oil trade. By 

1941, oil had become the central fuel of industrial warfare. It 

powered fleets and air forces, fed armaments factories, and 

underpinned everything from mechanized divisions to merchant 

shipping. 

And the Caribbean stood at a critical junction  of this global oil 

economy during World War II. To provide some context, 

Venezuela, Trinidad and Tobago, Aruba, and Curaçao together 

constituted a vital, high-volume energy source for the Allied forces. 

Together they provided roughly 20–25% of the total petroleum 

needed to fuel the Allied war effort. 

This Caribbean-based oil was particularly crucial to the United 

States and the United Kingdom, specifically in supplying aviation 

fuel and refined products. 
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In 1942, these areas (specifically Venezuelan fields and 

refineries on Aruba/Curaçao) provided approximately 95% of the 

oil needed to sustain the US East Coast. Trinidad's refinery at 

Pointe-à-Pierre and its tank farms provided additional capacity and 

convenient bunkering for ships transiting the region. 

Venezuela was the world's third-largest producer and top 

exporter at the start of the war in 1939. It provided roughly 8% of 

total world oil production then, and increased its production by 

over 60% between 1939 and 1945. 

On Curaçao the Royal Dutch Shell refinery was processing 11 

million barrels per month during the war, making it one of the 

largest refineries in the world at the time. 

British planners understood the importance of these 

installations in principle. Chiefs of Staff papers identified the Dutch 

West Indies refineries as vital assets whose loss would seriously 

damage Allied fuel supplies. Some staff reflections contemplated 

the possibility that German surface raiders or aircraft might strike 

them and discussed the need for garrisons and coastal artillery. 

But the same documents admitted that garrison strength was 

limited and that reinforcing the West Indies would mean weakening 

other, more urgent theaters. With German armies in France, the 

Luftwaffe over Britain, and Italy active in the Mediterranean, the 

Caribbean refineries became one more critical item on a long list. 

They were noted, worried about, and left with only partial 

protection. 

Tankers, for their part, sailed under peacetime habits modified 

only slightly by war. They observed blackout regulations at night, 

maintained lookouts for suspicious vessels, and sometimes took 

zigzag courses in open water. But most routes remained 

unescorted, with individual ships making their way between loading 
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ports and discharge terminals on schedules dictated by refinery 

output and demand, not by naval considerations. The pattern was 

predictable to anyone who studied it carefully. 

Admiral Dönitz and his staff would prove to be very astute 
students. 
 
The American Shield Still Under Construction 

If the British could not fully protect the Caribbean alone, the 

obvious solution was to share the burden, so negotiations with the 

United States began even before it formally entered the war. Two 

key developments reshaped the strategic geometry of the region: 

the Lend-Lease Act and the Destroyers-for-Bases agreement. 

Under the Destroyers-for-Bases arrangement of 1940, Britain 

received fifty overage American destroyers for convoy escort work. 

In return, the United States gained long-term rights to establish 

bases in a string of British territories, including Newfoundland and 

several Caribbean islands. Additional agreements followed in 1941, 

clarifying jurisdiction, construction rights, and division of 

responsibilities. 

From London's viewpoint, these agreements were a pragmatic 

necessity. The Royal Navy needed destroyers urgently, and 

American industrial capacity offered the only realistic prospect of 

significantly expanding base infrastructure in the hemisphere. From 

Washington's perspective, the bases served both hemispheric 

defense and longer-term strategic interests. 

On paper, the network of bases formed a defensive arc. 

Airfields in the Bahamas and Jamaica would cover approaches to 

the Gulf of Mexico and the Yucatán Channel; bases in St. Lucia, 

Antigua, and Trinidad would extend surveillance down the Lesser 

Antilles and over the oil routes; British Guiana would serve as a 

link toward Brazil. 
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On the ground in 1941, however, the shield was still being 

built. Survey teams were in the field, local land negotiations under 

way, and construction firms contracted. In some islands, runways 

were clearings of graded earth waiting for proper surfacing. Fuel 

depots, barracks, and workshops were only partially completed. 

Radar equipment had yet to be installed or was in experimental 

infancy. 

American officers were arriving, but the complex command 

arrangements required for full integration with British forces were 

still being worked out. Even when installations became operational, 

their initial aircraft complement was limited and crews were 

inexperienced in anti-submarine warfare. 

Thus, at the moment when Dönitz's staff began planning 

Operation Neuland, the Anglo-American base structure in the 

Caribbean was more promise than reality. The scaffolding of a 

future defense system stood on several islands, but it had not yet 

matured into a dense web of patrols and radar capable of denying 

U-boats access to key routes. 

 
The Ambiguous French Antilles 

The French islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe added 

another layer of complexity. After the collapse of France in 1940, 

these territories remained loyal to the Vichy regime, under the 

authority of Admiral Georges Robert. In Martinique's harbors lay 

an immobilized French squadron: a cruiser, an aircraft carrier, and 

other vessels, as well as stockpiles of fuel and munitions. 

To Allied planners, this situation posed both a risk and a 

dilemma. The ships and supplies could, in theory, be used to the 

benefit of Germany if Vichy policy shifted further toward 

collaboration. At the same time, any attempt by Britain or the 

United States to seize the islands outright risked inflaming French 
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opinion and complicating delicate diplomacy with General Charles 

de Gaulle, and elsewhere. 

For London and Washington, the French Antilles were a 

strategic question mark on the map: neither enemy base nor secure 

ally. For the people of the Caribbean, they were a source of rumor 

and unease. It was another sign that the familiar world of island 

commerce and colonial routine was changing in ways that no one 

fully understood yet. 

 
Caribbean Seamen Already at War 

Amid these high-level calculations, hundreds of Caribbean 

men were already at war, although few would have described it that 

way at the time. They had signed on to merchant ships—tankers, 

freighters, inter-island schooners, and were sailing routes that 

crossed the North Atlantic and the approaches to Britain. Some 

served in the Royal Navy or in the navies of occupied countries 

such as the Netherlands and Norway, whose ships continued to 

operate under Allied flags. 

The dangers they faced were real but, in many minds, 

geographically distant at first. The worst U-boat tales came from 

the stormy North Atlantic of ships split in two by torpedoes in icy 

waters, lifeboats lost in gales, and convoys under constant threat. 

When Caribbean seamen sailed north, they steeled themselves for 

that risk. Returning homeward, they expected relief. Their home 

sea, with its clear warm waters and sun-kissed winds, felt benign by 

comparison. 

This perception that the Caribbean was safer than the North 

Atlantic reflected the broader Allied mindset. There had been 

sporadic U-boat activity in western Atlantic waters before 1942, 

and some sinkings had occurred farther south. But there was no 

sustained campaign, no sense of a "battle of the Caribbean." Mostly 
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because of censorship regulations, local newspapers carried war 

news from Europe and North Africa far more prominently than 

any mention of submarines near home . 

The routes that Caribbean seamen worked, however, 

contradicted that false sense of security. Tankers carrying refined 

oil steamed between refineries and northern ports; freighters loaded 

with bauxite from British Guiana and Suriname sailed toward 

factories that turned ore into aircraft; ships bound to and from the 

Panama Canal passed close to island chains that offered few natural 

defenses. All of these movements could be plotted by those who 

had the data. 

The German naval staff, studying shipping statistics and route 
charts, would do just that. 
 
Intelligence and Misperceptions 

Allied intelligence coverage of the Caribbean before 1942 was 

fragmented. British and American naval officers collected reports 

of ship movements, coastal observations, and rumors of enemy 

activity. Consular officials and local administrators provided 

information about port conditions, labor issues, and the political 

mood. Yet there was no unified picture comparable to the detailed, 

color-coded maps that would later depict U-boat densities and 

convoy routes. 

Part of the problem was simple scale. The Atlantic and 

European theaters consumed the bulk of analytic attention. 

Another part lay in the legal and political constraints of American 

neutrality before Pearl Harbor. Information sharing between 

Britain and the United States increased steadily in 1940–41, but it 

remained shaped by the need to avoid open violations of neutrality 

laws. 



48 

As a result, both British and American decision-makers tended 

to see the Caribbean as a zone of potential problems rather than an 

operational front. They worried about sabotage or political 

agitation; they debated how best to supervise French Vichy 

territories; they monitored shipping statistics. But the concept of a 

sustained submarine campaign, complete with dedicated U-boat 

patrol lines, coordinated attacks, and systematic exploitation of 

tanker routes, had not yet taken root in their planning. 

German intelligence, by contrast, had the advantage of focus. 

Dönitz and his staff did not need to administer an empire; they 

needed to sink ships. They examined global shipping patterns, 

identified sources of Allied fuel and critical raw materials, and 

looked for weakly defended junctions in the system. The 

Caribbean, with its refineries and transshipment ports, emerged 

from this analysis as one such important junction. 

 
A Region on the Edge 

By late 1941, then, the Caribbean occupied an ambiguous 

place in the global war. Economically, it was central because its oil, 

bauxite, sugar, and of shipping routes tied it tightly to the Allied 

war effort. Politically, it was a mix of British colonies, Dutch 

territories, and Vichy-controlled French islands, all influenced 

increasingly by the United States. Militarily, its defenses were in 

transition, with local forces and aging guns supplemented by a 

growing but still incomplete network of American bases and 

patrols. 

For the people who lived and worked there, the war was both 

present and distant. Men from the islands were dying on ships 

torpedoed far from home; prices and shortages reflected global 

disruptions; and foreign troops and construction crews were 

becoming familiar sights on some islands. 
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But the notion that the familiar seas—between Venezuela, 

Trinidad, Barbados, and the Windward Islands, and between 

Curaçao and Aruba—might soon be described in war diaries as a 

"rich hunting ground" for German submarines would have seemed, 

It was precisely this mismatch between importance and 

preparedness that attracted German attention. To Dönitz, looking 

at shipping figures and grid squares, the Caribbean was no sleepy 

backwater but an exposed, under-defended artery of Allied power. 

To British and American leaders, it was still a secondary theater 

slowly being brought within a broader protective system. 

The gap between those perceptions would soon be closed by 

torpedoes. 

In early 1942, long-range U-boats would crosHs the Atlantic 

under radio silence, navigate by stars and grid coordinates, and slip 

into these warm waters. Their arrival would shake colonial 

complacency, accelerate Anglo-American cooperation, and pull the 

Caribbean decisively into the center of the global war at sea. 

Sources for this chapter include U.S. Monthly Intelligence Reports, British War Cabinet/Colonial Office 

assessments, and contemporary port and defense reporting used to describe pre‑ attack conditions and 

vulnerabilities. 
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Artistic Sketch: Attack on Aruba by U-156, February 16, 1942 
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PART II: WOLVES IN WARM WATERS 

CHAPTER 4 

The Wake-Up Call: Operation Neuland 

“The roar of destruction shattered the quiet night. An explosion-ripped 

tanker spewed forth flaming crude oil. Crewmen screamed in fire-

enveloped quarters. Some drowned in the flames. Others fled, plummeting 

into the water. Many died. It was 0133, Feb. 16, 1942. World War II 

had been brought to Aruba by the German Reich Navy U-boat 156, 

Kapitänleutnant Werner Hartenstein, commanding.” 

This excerpt is taken from an article in the Aruba Esso News 

describing the attack of February 16, 1942 that announced the 

opening of Operation Neuland in the Caribbean. The full English 

text of the article appears in Appendix F. 

But Neuland did not begin as a newspaper headline. It began 

as a set of signals, short, clipped orders in cipher, pushed out from 

a headquarters that measured war in sinkings and days at sea. In 

BdU‗s rooms, the Caribbean was not a postcard of beaches and 

ports. It was a joint in the Allied system with narrow approaches, 

predictable tanker routes, concentrated refineries, and a defensive 

posture that still assumed distance was protection. 

The men chosen for the job were not sent to fight a duel. They 

were sent to harvest. For the crews of the long-range boats, this 

meant weeks of routine before a few minutes of violence. This 

entailed a slow, sweating transit south and west; the careful 

husbanding of fuel and torpedoes; and the boring watch cycles that 

dissolved into sudden alertness at a periscope‗s rise. The ―wake-up 
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call‖ that later histories would name Operation Neuland was, to the 

submariners, simply the point where calculation met coastline. 

By the winter of 1941–42, the surface war in the Atlantic had 

changed, but the struggle beneath it had not. Germany‗s surface 

raiders had been largely driven from the oceans. The Bismarck lay 

on the seabed, and commerce raiders were hunted down one by 

one. In their place, Admiral Karl Dönitz‗s U-boats had become the 

primary tool for attacking Allied shipping. From bases in Lorient 

and Bordeaux in occupied France, long, low silhouettes slipped out 

at night and vanished into the swell, their commanders carrying 

orders that were as simple as they were ruthless: sink tonnage. 

For two years, the main killing ground had been the North 

Atlantic. There, under gray skies, wolf packs attacked convoys in 

bitter weather, fighting escorts and aircraft in waters that were 

increasingly dangerous to both sides. But the entry of the United 

States into the war after Pearl Harbor, and the extension of U-boat 

operations toward the American coast, opened new possibilities. 

On Dönitz‗s chart of the world, one region in particular attracted 

attention: a curved belt of warm seas where tankers and freighters 

converged on a handful of refineries and ports— the Caribbean. 

 

A New Front in the Submarine War 
To grasp why the Caribbean drew BdU‗s focus, it helps to 

think in terms of allocating pressure. The North Atlantic convoy 

lanes were defended, patrolled, and increasingly systematized. Even 

when U-boats struck hard, they were striking into a machine that 

learned, adapted, and replaced losses with industrial speed. The 

Caribbean looked different. It was a sprawling basin of islands and 

straits where merchantmen still moved as if peacetime habits could 

be stretched into wartime safety. 
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The logic of the theater was oil. Not oil as an abstraction, but 

as a daily flow. Crude arrived from Venezuela, was refined into 

aviation fuel and bunker oil, and shipped out again in tankers that 

could not disguise what they carried. Trinidad, Aruba and Curaçao 

were not merely targets; they were amplifiers. As stated previously, 

a refinery hit, or a tanker burned in sight of a harbor, produced 

effects far beyond its tonnage. It generated panic, routing changes, 

port congestion, and the suspicion that nowhere was secure. 

BdU‗s grid, those impersonal rectangles, turned this landscape 

into a set of hunting instructions. But the human geography 

mattered, too. This included colonial crews, coastal lights, shallow-

water routes close to land, and captains who still relied on familiar 

tracks. Neuland was a plan to exploit that familiarity before it was 

replaced by discipline. 

 
The Chart Table 

In the cramped control room of a Type IX boat, the chart 

table was not a prop. It was the altar of the patrol. A grease pencil 

line might mark a lane off the Venezuelan coast; a small circle 

might mark a rendezvous point that existed only in the mind of the 

navigator and in BdU‗s encrypted traffic. The sea around the 

Antilles, so bright in modern travel brochures, appeared here as 

bearings, distances, currents, and the hard rule that a submerged 

boat could not sprint for long without draining its batteries. The 

chart turned warmth into constraint. 

And yet the chart also promised opportunity. In these waters, 

ships often ran blacked-out but predictable, hugging coastlines to 

save time and fuel. A submarine that arrived on station early could 

simply wait, listening with hydrophones for the faint throb of 

engines and the irregular creak of a hull. The sea gave the hunter a 

kind of patience the land war could not. 
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German naval planners had been looking west even before 

December 1941. Intelligence summaries and shipping studies 

showed that enormous volumes of oil and refined products moved 

through the southern Caribbean. 

These routes were not secret. They were printed on 

commercial shipping charts and recorded in trade statistics. What 

made them attractive to Dönitz was their combination of 

importance and weakness. Inside BdU headquarters, staff officers 

drew lines on the grid map that covered the entire world. On this 

U-boat grid, the Caribbean Sea and adjacent islands fell mainly in 

the following squares: 

• EE, EF, EG, EH, EJ, EK, EL, EM (eastern Caribbean and 

Lesser Antilles) 

• DE, DF, DG, DH, DJ, DK, DL (Greater Antilles and 

northern Caribbean) 

• FE, FF, FG, FH, FJ (southern/central Caribbean and off 

Venezuela–Colombia) 

They cross-referenced Admiralty shipping statistics, 

intelligence on refinery output, and reconnaissance reports. The 

emerging picture suggested that a handful of long- range U-boats 

could inflict disproportionate damage if they struck quickly and in 

an organized fashion. 

The United States‗ formal entry into the war removed one 

political constraint. With American neutrality no longer an issue, 

Dönitz could send boats across the Atlantic without fearing that a 

diplomatic incident would undercut German strategy. At the same 

time, he knew that the window would be narrow. Once the Allies 

recognized the danger, they could reinforce bases, deploy aircraft, 

and impose convoy systems. The challenge was to act before that 

happened. 
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Out of these calculations came the plan for Operation 

Neuland, or ―new land‖ in English. This would be a coordinated 

strike into waters the Allies had not yet begun to defend. 

 
Selecting the Sea Wolves 

Neuland‗s initial strength lay not in numbers but in reach. The 

Type IX boats chosen for the operation were built for distance, 

with longer patrol endurance, heavier fuel load, and crews trained 

to live in a floating steel cylinder for months. Their advantage was 

strategic surprise, but their burden was mechanical fragility. In 

tropical heat, diesel engines ran hot; lubricants thinned; 

refrigeration struggled; and the air below decks turned sour long 

before a target appeared. 

Command counted as much as machinery. The Caribbean raid 

required captains comfortable with independence, men who could 

interpret broad intent without constant guidance, and who would 

take risks near shore, sometimes in bright moonlight, and in waters 

where navigation errors could put a submarine on a reef. BdU did 

not need tacticians for fleet action. It needed opportunists and 

commanders willing to treat every silhouette as a chance to turn 

concept into tonnage. 

Operation Neuland was personal as well as operational. Each 

captain selected not only torpedoes but temperament. Included in 

this roster was the cautious hunter who preferred open-water 

strikes; the aggressive one who would press into a harbor; and the 

methodical officer who hunted at dawn and dusk like a crepuscular 

animal. The Caribbean would test all of them in a theater where 

targets were plentiful but mistakes were fatal. 

Neuland was conceived not as a massed wolf pack assault, but 

as a concentrated insertion of a small number of powerful boats 

into a rich and unsuspecting hunting ground. The backbone of the 
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operation would be Type IXC submarines, the large, ocean-going 

vessels designed for long patrols far from European waters. 

The FdU and BdU war log entry of December 9, 1941 gives an 

insight into this decision: 

Original text: 

“The lifting of all restrictions regarding U.S.A. ships and the so-called 

Pan-American safety zone has been ordered by the Führer. Therefore, the whole 

area of the American coasts will become open for operations by U-boats… 

There is an opportunity here… to achieve a spectacular success on the 

American coast… The following come into question as the main points of 

attack… Sydney Roads, Halifax, Bermudas, New York, Galveston, Aruba, 

Trinidad… I have requested from Naval War Staff release of 12 boats type 

IX” 

Although Dönitz initially requested 12 U-boats he actually 

received 5. These were assigned the following initial target areas: 

U-67, Kapitänleutnant Günther Müller-Stöckheim: Curaçao U-

156, Werner Hartenstein: Aruba U-502, Jürgen von Rosenstiel: 

Aruba U- 1, Albrecht Achilles: Port of Spain, Trinidad U-129, 

Asmus Clausen: British and Dutch Guiana 

Crucially, the commanders received instructions emphasizing 

persistence: “Do not break off [operations] too soon.” They were 

expected to remain in the theater to maintain operational pressure, 

using torpedoes first, but also employing their 10.5-cm deck guns if 

coastal or land targets were available. 

Each had already demonstrated competence in earlier patrols. 

Each had the endurance to cross the Atlantic, operate in distant 

waters, and return without relying on base facilities outside Europe. 

German staff officers summarized the thinking behind 

Neuland in the war logs. Late-1941 entries stress the potential of 

―distant operations‖ against tanker routes and refineries; January 
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1942 notes show increasing emphasis on the Dutch West Indies 

and Trinidad. Orders to individual commanders laid out patrol 

areas and primary targets including tanker lanes south of Aruba and 

Curaçao, approaches to Trinidad, and secondary opportunities in 

the eastern Caribbean and northern South America. 

The tone of these orders, preserved in BdU extracts, is 

confident. The boats were to attack aggressively, exploit the 

element of surprise, and seek out anchored or harbor- bound 

vessels as well as ships at sea. They were warned that air cover 

might be limited but not negligible. Fuel calculations were made 

with care. The submarines would have to cross the Atlantic, patrol, 

and return without running dangerously low. 

In January 1942 the first Neuland boats slipped down the 

rivers and estuaries of occupied France toward the open sea. On 

board, crews saw little difference between this patrol and others 

they had undertaken. They were told their area of operations would 

be off ―the Americas,‖ in warm seas far from Europe. Many 

welcomed the thought of better weather, although few could 

picture the islands they were about to visit except as names on a 

chart. 

 
Allied Preparations and Blind Spots 

The Allies were not ignorant of submarines. What they lacked, 

especially in the opening weeks of 1942, was a shared Caribbean 

conception. Lines of command crossed between colonial 

administrations, naval districts, air commands, and commercial 

operators. A refinery might have guards and searchlights, but its 

approaches could be crowded with anchored ships. And the tanker 

lanes beyond might be essentially unprotected. 

Blackout was uneven. Some ports dimmed. Others continued 

with a glow of navigation lights, refinery flares, and waterfront 
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lamps that made silhouettes easy to pick out. Merchant captains 

resented delays and zig-zag orders that slowed schedules. Coastal 

pilots knew the reefs, but not the enemy‗s habits. And even where 

orders existed, enforcement was thin because there were too many 

islands, too many inlets, and too many economic reasons to keep 

moving. 

In this environment within the time it took for a committee to 

draft a directive, a submarine could cross the approaches to 

Trinidad twice and be gone. Neuland exploited this administrative 

lag as much as it exploited the tanker routes. The wake-up call was 

not simply the sinkings. It was the discovery that the region‗s 

defensive institutions were not yet speaking the same language. 

British and American officials were aware in general terms that 

the Caribbean was vulnerable. Chiefs of Staff discussions had 

warned of the strategic importance of the Dutch and British 

refineries, and staff papers on Aruba and Curaçao had discussed 

the risk of sabotage or bombardment. The solution proposed in 

those documents was primarily defensive, such as garrisons, coastal 

artillery, and closer cooperation with the Netherlands authorities. 

At the same time, Anglo-American base agreements were 

turning legal undertakings into concrete and asphalt. American 

engineers were grading runways in Trinidad, St. Lucia, Antigua, and 

British Guiana, while naval facilities were emerging in key harbors. 

But these efforts were still in progress. Airfields lacked full 

complements of aircraft; radar installations were unfinished; 

command arrangements between British colonial governments and 

American forces were still being refined. 

The United States Navy, now openly in the war after 

December 1941, faced urgent demands along the entire Eastern 

Seaboard and in the North Atlantic. It had to protect troop 
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convoys, escort supply ships to Britain and the Soviet Union, and 

respond to mounting U-boat activity off the American coast. The 

Caribbean, while recognized as important, was only one of several 

competing priorities. 

Thus, when the Neuland boats began their transit, no 

comprehensive Allied system existed to detect or deter them. 

Patrols flew, ships sailed, but the coverage was patchy and based on 

pre-war assumptions. At that stage no one anticipated a major 

submarine campaign centered on the oil islands and Trinidad. From 

BdU‗s perspective that was the ideal moment to strike. 

 
Crossing the Atlantic 
For the crew, the crossing was a war of time rather than gunfire. 

This entailed watches, drills, maintenance, meals, and the constant 

management of small failures. Leaking pumps, stuck valves, and 

bad battery cells became part of the routine. The boat carried its 

whole world within its steel hull. Diesel fumes, damp clothing, stale 

bread, and the faint sweetness of spoiling fruit made up its everyday 

reality. But when the hydrophone operator lifted a hand for silence 

hard discipline snapped instantly into place. 

The ocean itself offered both concealment and danger. In the 

open Atlantic, aircraft could appear unexpectedly, forcing crash 

dives that punished the hull and the men‗s nerves. In heavy 

weather, the boat might ride low and ship (or take in) water, 

drenching the bridge watch and filling the conning tower with 

spray. In calm seas, the surface became an revealing mirror. Every 

transit was a gamble between speed and invisibility. 

By the time the Antilles rose on the horizon, the crew had 

already been at war for weeks. The men were leaner. Tempers were 

sharper. And the promise of targets, those ―rich hunting grounds‖ 
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hinted at in signals, had become the psychological fuel that kept the 

patrol moving. 

The Neuland boats made their passage under strict radio 

silence, surfacing at night to recharge batteries and travelling 

submerged by day in threatened areas. Their commanders 

navigated by star sights, dead reckoning, and the U-boat grid 

system, checking positions against the latitudes and longitudes 

marked on their charts. 

The journey west was not remarkable in itself; German U- 

boats had crossed the Atlantic before to operate off North America 

and in the South Atlantic. What made this mission different were 

its focus and the degree of coordination between boats assigned to 

the same general theater. Dönitz did not intend to micro manage 

every decision from France, but he expected his captains to exploit 

common opportunities and report successes quickly so that the 

operation‗s overall effect could be assessed. 

As the U-boats drew near their patrol areas, commanders 

began to climb more frequently to periscope depth during the day, 

scanning the horizon for silhouettes of tankers and coastal craft. At 

night, they surfaced closer to land, listening for the hum of engines 

and watching for harbor lights. 

What they found matched BdU‗s anticipations. There was: 

heavy traffic, minimal escort presence, and coastal installations that 

appeared, from the sea, more industrious than alert. 

 
First Blows: Aruba and Curaçao 

Aruba and Curaçao were ideal targets a fount of fear, not fun 

and frolic.for the concentrated, visible, and economically significant 

kind of attack Dönitz valued. The refineries and their tank farms 

were not hidden. They were industrial landscapes of towers, pipes, 

and flare stacks, with lights and flames visible from offshore. 
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Nearby, tankers loaded and unloaded on schedules that could be 

anticipated. A submarine did not need to search far; it needed only 

to arrive and choose its targets.. 

The first attacks demonstrated both the potency and difficulty 

of submarine war. Torpedoes could fail. 

Identification could be imperfect. Harbors could surprise a 

captain with shoals, patrol craft, or simple confusion in the dark. 

Yet even imperfect attacks achieved strategic theater. A ship 

burning in a roadstead created a spectacle that traveled faster than 

any signal. Sailors talked, dockworkers watched, newspapers 

repeated fragments, and every rumor multiplied fear. 

For Caribbean islands whose prosperity depended on 

movement—ships in, ships out—the sight of a tanker aflame was 

not merely a loss. It was a warning that the sea itself had changed 

character. The same lanes that brought fuel and goods could now 

bring a predator that struck without warning and vanished into 

warm water. 

Operation Neuland began in earnest on February 16, 1942, 

when U-156 attacked San Nicholas Harbor in Aruba under cover 

of darkness. But the submarine had departed from its French base 

earlier on January 19, under the command of Werner Hartenstein. 

This departure marked the actual start of Operation Neuland. The 

boat was part of a coordinated group of five German submarines, 

often referred to as Gruppe Neuland (or the Newland Group), that 

departed from Lorient to launch the Caribbean offensive. 

While they did not all leave on the same day, they were briefed 

together in Lorient on January 15, 1942, and were under orders to 

begin their attacks from February 16, 1942. 

 

 



62 

Departure Schedule from Lorient 

The German contingent of Operation Neuland departed in 

staggered waves to ensure they reached their respective Caribbean 

stations at the same time: 

• January 19: U-156, U-67, and U-502 all sailed from Lorient. 

• 24 January: U-161 departed. 

• 26 January: U-129 left 

In addition to the German group from Lorient, five large 

Italian submarines (including Luigi Torelli and Enrico Tazzoli) 

sailed from the Bordeaux BETASOM base at roughly the same 

time to patrol the Atlantic side of the Lesser Antilles. This brought 

the total strength of the initial Operation Neuland force to ten 

submarines. 

 
Attack on Aruba 

After nearly a month at sea, U-156 reached the waters off 

Aruba. The island‗s refinery at San Nicolas was one of the largest in 

the world, a sprawling complex of towers, tanks, and pipelines 

feeding a sheltered harbor where tankers loaded and discharged. 

On the night chosen for the attack, ships lay at anchor in the 

roadstead and inside the harbor, and refinery lights glowed faintly 

At 01:31 the submarine surfaced about 1.5 km off San 

Nicholas Harbor and fired a torpedo at the SS Pedernales, which 

was hit amidships. Shortly after, a second torpedo hit the 

Oranjestad. 

The SS Pedernales burst into flames, while the 

Oranjestad.began to sink. Blast vibrations rolled across the water, 

harbor alarms sounded stridently, and searchlights probed the sea, 

often in the wrong direction. Some coastal batteries fired, but their 

crews struggled to determine the submarine‗s position. They fired 
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at fleeting shadows and muzzle flashes rather than confirmed 

targets. 

In this confused scenario an attempt to shell shore installations 

with the deck gun proved disastrous. The weapon malfunctioned 

and exploded, limiting Hartenstein‗s ability to continue the attack. 

Later reports indicate that the gun exploded because the crew 

forgot to remove the water plug (or tampion), resulting in the death 

of one crew member and the wounding of the gunnery officer. 

Even so, the raid was a clear tactical success: several ships were 

sunk or damaged, and oil fires blazed spectacularly, sending pillars 

of smoke into the night sky. 

Here is a blow-by-blow account of this attack from the war 

logs of Captain Werner Hartenstein of U-156: 

Time (D.G.Z.) Position / reference Key action / note 

00.00 Hooiberg 72°, 21 nm Course near Aruba; E by N wind force 5, 

sea 4, light cloud, visibility about 6 nm. 

04.00 Hooiberg 82°, 9 nm Closed the coast. 

05.00 Hooiberg 92°, 7 nm Heading toward Oranjestad on easterly 

course. 

06.14 Off Oranjestad Observed illuminated tanker loading; proceeded 

toward Nicolas Harbor. 

07.35 Off Nicolas Harbor Approached two anchored tankers at low 

speed. 

08.01 Colorado 65°, 2 nm Surface bow attack; Ato torpedo at 2.5 m 

depth, 40 kn, 500 m; hit amidships, 3,080-ton tanker burns. 

08.03 – Second surface bow attack; Eto torpedo 2.5 m, 30 kn, 500 m; 

hit amidships, 2,740-ton tanker burns. 

08.08–08.11 – Turned to course 300° and opened artillery fire on 

refinery and tanks. 
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08.12 – First 10.5-cm round bursts barrel; two seriously injured, 3.7 cm 

fires 16 poorly-aimed shots. 

Later – Only a small flash seen ashore; fire on land targets stopped due to 

limited effect. 

08.50 Colorado 99°, 9 nm Guard vessel on Oranjestad– Nicolas route 

passes 400 m abeam using weak searchlight; turned away. 

08.59 – Proceeded again toward Oranjestad; searchlights also from land. 

09.00 – Matrosengefreiter Büssinger dies of injuries; II Watch Officer„s 

foot amputated, bleeding stopped. 

Almost simultaneously, other Neuland boats moved toward 

Curaçao. There, too, German torpedoes struck tankers tied up at 

piers or anchored nearby. Though the details of each attack 

differed, the pattern was similar: surprise, confusion, burning ships, 

and a hurried but often ineffective response from coastal defenses. 

In both cases, the impact on local populations was immediate 

and shocking. Workers and residents who had regarded the war as 

something distant now saw flames on their own horizon. The 

sound of explosions woke families; and rumors spread rapidly of 

further attacks and enemy landings. The fact that the attackers were 

invisible beneath the water made them all the more menacing. 

 
Emergency Evacuation to Martinique 

Following the gun explosion on U-156, the vessel‗s 

commander, undertook a high-stakes detour to the island of 

Martinique to save a critically injured officer. As indicated earlier, 

the explosion occurred during an attempt to shell the Lago Oil 

refinery on Aruba. The 10.5-cm deck gun barrel burst because the 

crew reportedly had forgotten to remove the tampion, the 

watertight muzzle plug, before firing. 

The blast severly injured Matrosengefreiter Heinrich Büssinger 

(who died hours later) and severely wounded the gunnery officer, 
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Dietrich von dem Borne, whose right leg was severed. Hartenstein 

requested and received permission from Admiral Dönitz to seek 

medical aid at Martinique, which was then part of Vichy France. 

On February 20, 1942, U-156 arrived at Fort-de-France, and 

Von dem Borne was put ashore for surgery and recovery. He 

reportedly survived the war. 

This stop at a supposedly neutral Vichy port was a serious 

diplomatic incident, and worsened relations between the United 

States and the Vichy French government. 

 
Trinidad and the Gulf of Paria 

Trinidad added another layer to the campaign. It was a node 

where oil, bauxite, and war logistics converged, and where coastal 

geography offered both cover and complexity. The Gulf of Paria 

could feel like an inland sea, bounded, busy, and deceptively 

familiar. Merchantmen clustered, waiting for pilots or paperwork, 

their routines creating the very predictability a submarine could 

exploit. 

A boat operating near Trinidad faced hazards unknown in 

open water. Shallows limited submerged movement. Currents and 

tides complicated approach. Patrol craft, even if few, could appear 

quickly once an alarm sounded. But the reward was traffic. Ships 

arriving from the South American coast and ships departing for the 

Atlantic created a funnel. A captain who understood the funnel 

could lay in wait rather than chase. 

For island defenders, Trinidad also exposed the problem of 

scale. Protecting a refinery, a harbor, and the approaches 

simultaneously required aircraft, escorts, radar, coordination, and 

training. As these resources were in short supply in early 1942, 

Neuland forced those deficiencies into the open. 
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While U-156 and U-67 were hitting the Dutch West Indies, U-

161 under Albrecht Achilles moved toward Trinidad and the 

enclosed waters of the Gulf of Paria on February 19, 1942. 

Trinidad held a refinery complex and served as a key anchorage and 

staging point for ships moving along the South American coast and 

into the Atlantic. At night, the lights of Port of Spain and 

surrounding facilities were often visible from offshore, and ships at 

anchor made tempting targets. 

Achilles‗ patrol log, as preserved in post-war extracts, describes 

cautious penetration into the approaches, navigation close to land, 

and attacks on vessels lying at anchor or moving along the coast. 

Torpedoes fired in confined waters produced particularly dramatic 

effects. Ships struck in the Gulf had little sea room in which to 

maneuver or beach themselves, and rescue operations were 

complicated by oil slicks and debris. 

Several ships were hit in quick succession during Neuland‗s 

Trinidad phase. Some went down in relatively shallow water; others 

were left crippled, their crews abandoning them in lifeboats and 

rafts. The psychological effect on local shipping was considerable. 

The idea that anchorages and coastal waters were safe, an 

assumption carried over from pre-war practice, was abruptly 

shattered. 

These attacks also underlined the thinness of local naval and 

air forces. Patrol craft and occasional aircraft searched for the 

submarines responsible, dropping depth charges and flares, but 

they lacked the systematic training and equipment that would later 

characterize Allied antisubmarine efforts. For the time being, the 

Neuland boats remained elusive. 

Here is a condensed, dramatic report of an attack in this area 

from Werner Hartenstein on U-156: 
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Time (D.G.Z.) Position Key action / note 

01.32 – Surfaced, moved off to the south and charged batteries. 

02.31 – Crash dive for low-flying aircraft. 

02.50 – Surfaced, headed toward Port of Spain roadstead; notes depth 

limits for torpedoes and many small vessels nearby. 

04.00 ED 9889 In roadstead area. 

05.32 – Fired tubes V and VI at illuminated 6,000-GRT freighter 

and partly-covered tanker at 3,000 m; both unmarked. 

05.36–05.40 – After 4 min hit center of freighter (large explosion, heavy 

smoke); after 4:28 hit tanker (huge fire, wreckage). 

After 4 minutes 28 seconds (= 4,000 meters) hit center tanker, very high 

pillar of fire, parts of the superstructure tumble through the air. The tanker is 

no longer observed. Of the freighter in the fiery glow the bow is observed jutting 

out of the water, seems to have broken apart amidships.” 

05.38 – Crash dive to 15 m to stay unseen in tanker„s glare. 

05.42 – Surfaced again. 

5.53 – Crash dive for shadow ahead; noises shift astern on hydrophones. 

BdU‗s diary entries and operational notes reduced these events 

to an austere ledger of boats, grids, targets, sinkings, and the 

constant question of how to keep pressure applied. The tone was 

often calm, even when describing catastrophe. That calm was part 

of the method. A war that was meant to exhaust the enemy could 

not be conducted as an emotional drama. It had to be managed as a 

system. 

The Caribbean‗s value, in this view, lay in its density of 

consequence. A few sinkings could ripple into convoy experiments, 

rerouting, fuel shortages, and political demands for protection. 

BdU watched not only ships lost but reactions provoked. A ―rich 

hunting ground‖ was not simply a place with targets; it was a place 
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where each success forced the enemy to spend time, ships, and 

attention in ways that weakened other fronts. 

As Neuland unfolded, signals from the Caribbean reached 

BdU headquarters in France. Each confirmed sinking and each 

successful raid was logged in the war diary, alongside other 

operational reports from different theaters. The entries for 

February and March 1942, as distilled in later German 

compilations, convey satisfaction and even a sense of vindication. 

From Dönitz‗s perspective, the operation demonstrated the 

validity of his long-argued case for distant, concentrated assaults on 

weakly defended but vital shipping zones. The initial success in and 

around Aruba, Curaçao, and Trinidad confirmed that the Caribbean 

could be treated as a new hunting ground, one in which relatively 

few boats could achieve significant results. 

In one often-cited set of diary notes, Dönitz described the 

western Atlantic and Caribbean during this period as enjoying a 

―golden time‖ for U-boats. Forward bases in France, long-range 

boats, and unprepared defenses combined to create conditions in 

which submarines could operate with freedom and effect. 

Yet even in these early entries, there are hints of caution. 

Reports of air patrols, though limited, reminded BdU that the Allies 

were not blind. Some Neuland boats reported near misses from 

depth charges or aircraft sightings that forced them to dive 

abruptly. Dönitz therefore pressed his captains to maintain 

vigilance and avoid complacency even as he praised their successes. 

 
London Wakes Up 

In London, the Neuland attacks triggered a wave of concern in 

Winston Churchill‗s War Cabinet and the Admiralty. Naval 

summaries reported the sinkings and damage, while diplomatic 
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channels relayed Dutch assessments of the impact on Aruba and 

Curaçao. 

The British reaction combined immediate crisis management 

with longer-term reassessment. On one hand, ministers sought 

assurance that the refineries could resume production quickly and 

that fire damage had not permanently crippled them. On the other, 

they began to confront the fact that German submarines were now 

operating energetically in a region that had previously been treated 

as a secondary concern. 

Earlier staff papers warning about the vulnerability of the 

Dutch West Indies were revisited. Proposals for reinforcing 

garrisons, improving coastal defenses, and accelerating convoy 

organization gained new urgency. The War Cabinet‗s global 

perspective, already stretched between Europe, the Mediterranean, 

and the Far East, had to expand again to include what was now 

viewed as a matter of grave concern in the Caribbean. 

Thus, Operation Neuland served as both a blow and a catalyst. 

It inflicted real damage and losses, but it also forced the British 

government to bring the Caribbean into the center of 

antisubmarine planning, rather than leaving it on the margins. 

 
Washington’s Shock and Reassessment 

For the United States, still coming to terms with the 

devastation at Pearl Harbor and the rapid Japanese advances in the 

Pacific, Neuland was another unwelcome development. American 

naval commanders had anticipated some level of U-boat activity in 

the western Atlantic. The rapid escalation off the U.S. coast in early 

1942 confirmed those fears. But coordinated attacks on Caribbean 

oil 

centers, conducted with apparent impunity, revealed a gap in 

the emerging system of hemispheric defense. 
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Reports from Aruba, Curaçao, and Trinidad reached 

Washington through both naval channels and diplomatic 

communications. Intelligence officers in the newly formed 

antisubmarine and operations sections began piecing together a 

picture of German intentions. The pattern that emerged suggested 

that the enemy was not only attacking coastal shipping along the 

Eastern Seaboard but also seeking to cripple the fuel supply chain 

that sustained Allied fleets and air forces. 

In response, the United States accelerated the development of 

the Caribbean Sea Frontier as a distinct command. Air patrols were 

expanded, coordination with British and Dutch authorities 

intensified, and base construction in Trinidad, Antigua, and other 

islands was pushed forward. Yet all of this would take time. For the 

moment, American monthly intelligence reports could do little 

more than record the losses and infer that the enemy had exposed a 

vulnerable area of operations. 

 
The War Comes Home 

On the islands themselves, Operation Neuland transformed 

the war from an abstraction into an immediate, frightening reality. 

In Aruba and Curaçao, refinery workers and their families 

watched tankers burning in waters they had known all their lives. 

Explosions shattered windows, oil soot drifted inland, and rumors 

spread of further attacks and enemy landings. Dutch colonial 

officials, already grappling with the consequences of their 

homeland‗s occupation, now had to manage both physical damage 

and morale. 

In Trinidad and Tobago and nearby islands, people awoke to 

news that ships had been torpedoed in the Gulf of Paria and off 

the island‗s approaches. Some of the dead and wounded were 

Caribbean seamen. Fear and curiosity mingled in port towns. 
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Children and adults alike scanned the sea for periscopes, and 

fishermen told stories of mysterious wakes in the water. 

Local newspapers, such as the Jamaica Gleaner and the Port of 

Spain Gazette, previously dominated by European headlines, now 

carried stories of sinkings ―close to home.‖ While information was 

to wartime censorship, these events were significant local 

occurrences, and were covered in the press. 

Governments imposed stricter blackout regulations and civil 

defense measures. Air-raid precautions, previously regarded as 

unnecessary, were taken more seriously. And the presence of 

American troops and construction crews, once a novelty, began to 

be seen as both a necessary shield and an economic opportunity. 

 
The End of Illusion 

Operation Neuland did not, by itself, decide the outcome of 

the U-boat war in the Caribbean. But it shattered two illusions that 

had shaped Allied thinking. 

The first was the belief that distance would protect colonial 

waters. The Caribbean was thousands of kilometers from Germany, 

ringed by Allied or neutral territories, and nominally under the 

oversight of the Royal and U.S. Navies. Neuland proved that long-

range submarines, operating from French bases, could bridge that 

distance and strike with precision. 

The second illusion was that the Caribbean could continue to 

be treated as peripheral. British War Cabinet papers and American 

planning documents had, until 1942, treated the region as 

important but not urgent. After Neuland, that position became 

untenable. The combination of vital oil facilities, exposed shipping 

lanes, and demonstrated enemy capability forced London and 

Washington to recognize the Caribbean as a front that demanded 

resources, planning, and new policy. 
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For Dönitz and his captains, the early weeks of Neuland 

confirmed the Caribbean as a ―rich hunting ground.‖ For the Allies, 

they were a strident wake-up call. 

 
The Italian Connection 

It is not widely known that while the German U-boats targeted 

refineries, five large Italian submarines from the Bordeaux 

BETASOM base in France patrolled the Atlantic side of the Lesser 

Antilles as part of Operation Neuland. They were tasked with 

engaging Allied ships leaving the Caribbean. 

The Italian contingent included highly effective long-range 

boats such as Enrico Tazzoli, Giuseppe Finzi, Morosini, Leonardo 

da Vinci, and Luigi Torelli. During this phase, the Italian 

submarines were remarkably effective. Morosini and Enrico Tazzoli 

each sank multiple tankers and merchant vessels, contributing to 

the ―staggering‖ success of Operation Neuland, where tankers 

made up a very high proportion of all ships sunk. 

The campaign that followed in the Caribbean would be longer, 

bloodier, and more complex than either side anticipated. It would 

involve not only torpedoes and convoys, but also intelligence 

battles, base-building, and the gradual spread of air power over 

waters once considered secure. 

Sources for this chapter include BdU war diary entries and operational signals relating to Operation 

Neuland, supplemented by Allied assessments, official papers on Caribbean oil and port security, and 

Wikipedia. 
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Castries Harbor Postcard (c1910) 

Source: Commons:WikiProject Postcards 
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CHAPTER 5 

Surprise in St. Lucia 

St. Lucia was another island which was shaken from its slumber by 

Operation Neuland. Under a starry sky in March 1942, a U-boat 

under the command of Kapitänleutnant Albrecht Achilles slipped 

silently into Castries Harbor, and recorded both drama and 

technical precision. In the operational record of U-161, the Castries 

incident is framed mainly as a navigational and tactical problem. 

The chronology is spare and precise. A submerged penetration 

was constrained by depth. The channel soundings were limited, and 

the entry required careful handling close to land. The war diary 

notes that a periscope-depth approach in evening twilight was not 

practicable because of water depth, with soundings in the channel 

recorded at 15–17 meters. This left little margin to maneuver 

For comparison it should be noted that the hull (or watertight, 

main body of the vessel) was about 9.6 meters from the keel to the 

top of the conning tower. 

At 2:03, the submarine surfaced and proceeded slowly toward 

the harbor entrance. By 4:00, the diary reports a ―bright starry clear 

night‖ as the boat moved toward targets lying inside. 

The entry then records, verbatim, the spatial pressure of the 

approach: 

“There is great tension in the boat because everything happens so close to 

land. (distance to the Vigie peninsula about 200 meters) sounding 9 meters. 

Am positioned north of the channel in order to be sure to be able to turn to the 

opposite course off Tapion Rock Shoal after the shot.” 

The language is striking for its concrete, closely observed 

detail. Vigie Peninsula is reduced to a measured threat- distance; 
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Tapion Rock Shoal becomes a planned turning reference. Shore 

and shoal are not scenery but constraints that govern how an attack 

can be executed and how a withdrawal must be shaped. 

 
The Attack 

The record describes the approach in terms of firing 

calculations. Steamers lying inside, a workable target angle, and the 

submarine positioning itself to ensure it can reverse course and exit 

after discharge. The log‗s reference to ―tension‖ is directly tied to 

proximity in a restricted space where a mistake so close to land 

would be catastrophic. 

At the point of execution, the diary collapses the action into a 

single line: 

04:49: Shot from tubes III and IV, one on each steamer. 

The KTB (Kriegstagebuch, or war diary) then supplies the 

technical framing consistent with firing at stationary ships: target 

speed recorded as 0 knots, with range and depth settings noted. 

The numbers treat the moored vessels as fixed objects inside a 

narrow, shallow operating space. 

Shortly after the shots, the record describes observable effects 

such as smoke, fire, and the stern settling. Afterwards Achilles 

signaled the result to headquarters. His message captures both the 

target description and what could be observed before defensive fire 

forced the boat to disengage: 

“On 7 March sank freighter with ammunition, 6000 GRT square 

6891, course 85°. Just now Port Castries inner harbor a passenger-freighter 

8000 GRT, a freighter 5000 GRT torpedoed. Steamers lay before the pier in 

9–10 meters water. First: stern under water, foreship burning. Second: bright 

fiery glow, secondary detonations, probably ammunition, stern under water. Due 

to machine gun fire shots nothing more observed, both steamers total loss 

likely.” 
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The war diary records withdrawal westward under expectation 

of air surveillance, followed by onward movement toward the 

wider operational area. 

 
Why Castries Mattered 

Castries was not the largest harbor in the region, but it 

functioned as a classic Caribbean anchor point. Ships paused there, 

passengers slept, routine continued, and the port behaved, 

operationally and psychologically, as if war was far offshore. It 

never realized that is was now inside the harbor mouth itself. 

The Caribbean campaign‗s first months repeatedly exposed a 

structural gap. Where lighting discipline, controlled entrances, and 

practiced response lagged behind the threat, the sea became 

readable to the attacker. In such conditions a harbor‗s familiarity 

does not protect it. Instead it can simplify navigation for an 

intruder who is willing to accept the risk of operating close to land. 

Castries therefore carried significance beyond mere tonnage. A 

ship lost in open water might fade into rumor; a ship sunk at 

anchor in a capital harbor becomes a loud public spectacle, visible 

from the shore. The impact is concrete in a way that deep-water 

losses can never be. 

Achilles‗ record in the Caribbean is consistently linked to 

audacity in a setting of Allied unpreparedness. This did not result 

from novel weaponry, but rather to a willingness to press into 

―inside‖ spaces: roadsteads, narrow approaches, and waters within 

sight of land. In these early months, that boldness met a defensive 

system still shifting from commerce-first routine to war-first 

discipline. 
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A Harbor Attack as Psychological Violence 
A harbor is where crews rest and civilians normalize the 

presence of ships as part of daily town life. When a torpedo strikes 

at anchor, it does more than destroy hulls. It overturns assumptions 

about what the shoreline means in wartime. 

In the Caribbean, this effect was intensified by scale and 

proximity. The event was not ―far at sea.‖ It occurred within the 

town‗s familiar geography, and therefore entered public 

consciousness as a direct violation of local space. 

 
The Ships: Lady Nelson and Umtata 

The targets were not anonymous hulls; they were named 

presences tied to people on board, and labor on the docks. 

HMCS Lady Nelson, a Canadian passenger liner, was one of 

the victims. The ship caught fire and sank by the stern in shallow 

water when it was hit. This resulted in 25 deaths, and 204 survivors. 

The other victim of the attack was the SS Umtata, a British 

merchant vessel. It was also torpedoed, and sank by the stern. 41 

persons died from that ship, including 4 crew, 4 gunners and 33 

passengers. 169 persons survived. 

In addition, seven local dock workers, whose names are 

unfortunately lost to history, also perished in the attack. 

It should be noted, however, that published summaries differ 

slightly on the reported number of survivors from the Lady 

Nelson, depending on how the ship‗s complement is defined. 

Because the harbor was shallow, neither ship disappeared into 

deep-water oblivion. Their damage and wreckage remained locally 

recognizable—first as immediate spectacle, and later as concrete 

evidence. In wartime, wreckage inside a harbor is not just a loss; it 

becomes an ongoing statement. 
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The local psychological effect was immediate. The attack 

shocked the population, who previously considered the harbor 

immune to submarine intrusion. Following the incident, residents 

were advised to flee to the hills for safety. 

 
Eyewitness Account: Catherine Jean Martindale (née Titley) 

Among those aboard Lady Nelson was Catherine Jean 

Martindale. She was five years old at the time and was traveling 

with her family to Guyana. Her testimony preserves the civilian 

interior of the harbor attack. This includes routine preparation, 

abrupt alarm, movement through cramped spaces, and the 

disorienting transition from passenger life to evacuation. 

She recalls that after the captain realized the ship was being 

followed by a U-boat, ―there was drill every morning with the life 

jackets.‖ She recalls her younger sister resisting the life jacket, an 

ordinary childhood detail that becomes more significant once the 

emergency materialized. 

On the night of the attack, the decisive moment is not a 

distant naval engagement but a shouted command that instantly 

turns the ship into an emergency zone: ―All hands ashore, the ship 

is sinking, the ship is sinking.‖ 

Her account emphasizes speed, confusion, and the 

compressed physical reality of evacuation. She remembers waking, 

being moved, the press of people, the passage toward shore, and 

the immediate displacement into a town now treating its own 

harbor as a threat-space rather than a shelter. 

 
The Tactical Anatomy of the Raid 

The U-161 record lays out the raid‗s basic anatomy: surfaced 

approach, close-in manoeuvre, firing solution, sharp turn and 
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withdrawal. Yet the Castries episode is equally instructive for what 

it shows about the weight of non-technical factors: 

 Depth and manoeuvre room: shallow water and 

proximity to land magnify risk and dictate how a 

commander times his firing and turning. 

 Lighting and visibility: a brightly lit coastline and clearly 

marked harbor features make an intruder‗s navigation 

easier and more certain. 

 Harbor control: effective nets and tightly managed 

entrances, when in place and enforced, can radically 

narrow an attacker‗s options. 

 Expectation and readiness: the quickest defence begins 

with accepting that the threat is real, followed by 

drilling the responses until they are instinctive. 

In Castries, Achilles‗calculation appears to have been that 

these elements were either incomplete or not operating with full 

seriousness at that moment. The raid‗s success, and the scale of its 

shock effect, suggests that this assessment was correct. 

 
Strategic Effect Beyond Castries 

The attack in Castries resonated because it confirmed, coming 

on the heels of the earlier attacks in Trinidad, that the harbors in 

the smaller Caribbean islands were also vulnerable. That inference 

compelled resource allocation and accelerated discipline across 

multiple ports. 

In small island societies, such events quickly enter everyday 

conversation, passed along by families of passengers, dock workers, 

port staff, and survivors. In that sense, a single harbor strike can 

trigger a faster mental shift than any directive on paper could 

achieve. 
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Because it was so unexpected, the attack on Castries pushed 

the Caribbean toward visible, physical defenses— nets, stricter 

patrol routines, tighter harbor discipline. It also spurred the region 

toward the psychological adjustment that coastal life itself was now 

part of the battlefield. 

The attack on St. Lucia showed that Caribbean ports could be 

penetrated and attacked at will, forcing an immediate reassessment 

of harbor security. It also left a durable imprint in local memory 

among those who lived through it. 

 

Sources for this chapter include uboatarchive.net, Times Caribbean Online, the Log Book Project,U-boat 

war diary/log material for U-161, BdU signal traffic, survivor testimony (including Catherine Jean 

Martindale/Titley), and ship loss/casualty records relating to HMCS Lady Nelson and SS Umtata. 
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An Allied Tanker sinks after being torpedoed by a U-boat 
Source: wikiwand.com 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Battle Begins 

The word ―battle‖ implies two sides meeting with mutual intent. In 

the Caribbean in early 1942, intent was lopsided. On one side stood 

a set of submarines acting according to a dogma of attrition, 

striking where the enemy‗s system was exposed. On the other 

stood a patchwork of defenses, authorities, and habits that had not 

yet accepted that this warm sea was now an active front. What 

followed was not a single engagement but a campaign of learning 

under fire. 

The opening weeks mattered because they established a 

rhythm: attack, alarm, improvisation, and renewed attack before the 

improvisation could harden into policy. The sea was not merely a 

space between islands; it was a conveyor belt of fuel and goods. 

Once that belt could be cut at will, every harbor became anxious, 

every schedule became uncertain, and every seaman‗s routine 

became a calculation of risk. 

Operation Neuland was supposed to be an incursion, a bold 

thrust into ―new land‖ to test whether the Caribbean could be 

turned into a killing ground for U-boats. Within weeks, it was clear 

that something more than a raid was underway. 

Tankers had burned off Aruba and Curaçao. Ships had gone 

down in the Gulf of Paria and along the Trinidad approaches. 

British and Dutch authorities had been jolted; American planners 

had been forced to look south as well as east. But from early 1942 

onward, patrol logs and intelligence summaries show that the 

attacks did not end with the first shock. They spread, persisted, and 

began to form a pattern. 
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What would later be called the Battle of the Caribbean had 

begun. 

 
From Spectacular Raid to Sustained Campaign 

Neuland‗s psychological effect was immediate, but its 

operational lesson was even more important: the Caribbean offered 

returns on effort. A single long-range boat, properly positioned, 

could strike multiple times in a patrol. Targets were often poorly 

escorted, and many ships still ran independently. The weather and 

warm water could be favorable to a submarine‗s surface 

movements, while the crowded lanes reduced the need for wide 

search. 

BdU‗s next step was to normalize the extraordinary, to turn 

―raid conditions‖ into ―campaign conditions.‖ That meant rotating 

boats through the region, feeding in replacements, and ensuring 

that captains arriving on station already understood the local 

patterns. It also meant treating refineries and ports not as isolated 

prizes but as nodes in a network. This strategy entailed hitting the 

tanker lanes to starve the refineries; hitting the refineries to force 

tankers into longer routes; hitting both to create dislocation that 

demanded escorts the Allies could not spare everywhere 

simultaneously. 

For the U-boat crews, this shift felt like a permission slip. The 

Caribbean was no longer a daring excursion at the edge of the map. 

It was, increasingly, a regular assignment with its own expectations, 

hazards, and opportunities. 

In the immediate aftermath of Neuland‗s opening blows, it 

was still possible, especially in London, to treat the attacks as a 

sharp but limited episode. German submarines had demonstrated 

their reach, inflicted damage, and retreated. The War Cabinet 

wanted to know how quickly refineries could resume output, 
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whether fire damage had been contained, and what immediate steps 

could be taken to stiffen defenses. 

Dönitz, by contrast, saw Neuland as a starting point. The early 

success of U-156, U-67, U-502, and U-161 confirmed his 

expectation that the Caribbean arc could serve as a profitable 

theater for long-range boats. In his war diary, the tone after the first 

reports is not one of closure but of opportunity. The ―rich hunting 

ground‖ had been located; the question now was how best to 

exploit it before the Allies fully reacted. 

German staff studies quickly broadened their focus beyond 

Aruba, Curaçao, and Trinidad themselves. The routes feeding those 

refineries and carrying their products away— northward to the 

United States, eastward into the Atlantic, and westward toward the 

Panama approaches—became as important as the islands. To strike 

a tanker at sea was, in operational terms, as useful as hitting one at 

anchor beside a pier. 

In practice, that meant moving from a single coordinated set 

of raids to a campaign of patrols across the southern and eastern 

Caribbean. Boats would no longer be tasked simply to bombard or 

raid a fixed point; they would patrol grid squares where traffic 

converged, choosing targets along stretches of track rather than at a 

single harbor. 

 
Drawing the Battleground on Two Different Maps 

Mapping was not a neutral act; it shaped what commanders 

believed was possible. German grid squares encouraged a hunter‗s 

mentality: choose a box, patrol it, and exploit what passes through. 

Allied ―frontiers‖ encouraged a defender‗s mentality: guard 

approaches, prioritize bases, and protect choke points. Both were 

logical. Neither fully captured the reality that the Caribbean was a 
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web of short passages and long routes layered together, where a 

ship could be ―local ― in one sense and ―strategic‖ in another. 

The mismatch produced delays. A sinking reported by an 

island station might be filed under one command‗s responsibility, 

while the patrol assets needed to respond belonged to another. Air 

units might be tasked with coastal reconnaissance while merchant 

ships were being hit offshore. Even when everyone agreed that 

something had to be done, they often disagreed about where the 

―something‖ belonged. 

This administrative layout was precisely what a submarine 

exploited. The U-boat did not need to win an argument; it needed 

only to arrive in the seam between responsibilities and strike before 

the seam could be stitched closed. 

The Allies and the Germans conceptualized the Caribbean 

theater in different ways. 

As noted earlier, German commanders divided the sea into 

rectangles of the Marinequadratkarte: DM, DN, DO, DQ, DR, and 

their numbered sub-squares. On Dönitz‗s map, the Caribbean 

appeared as a cluster of these coded blocks running from the 

Yucatán Channel and the Florida Straits down past Cuba and 

Jamaica, across the eastern Caribbean between Puerto Rico and 

Trinidad, and along the northern coast of South America. Patrol 

orders were written in these terms: a boat would be instructed to 

search or patrol in specific grids, with suggested waypoints near 

major shipping lanes. 

Allied planners, by contrast, thought in terms of sea frontiers, 

commands, and convoy routes. The United States carved the 

western Atlantic into the Eastern Sea Frontier, Gulf Sea Frontier, 

and Caribbean Sea Frontier, each with its own headquarters and 

patrol responsibilities. British staff papers referred to the ―West 
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Indies Station,‖ the ―South Atlantic Station,‖ and to the routes 

leading to and from the Panama Canal, Trinidad, and the North 

Atlantic. 

When the British Admiralty or U.S. antisubmarine sections 

produced situation maps, they used symbols and arrows 

representing ships sunk, convoys attacked, and suspected U-boat 

positions. Over time, those charts would show a tightening net of 

air patrols and convoy tracks. In the early months of 1942, 

however, they looked more like scattered wounds of crosses 

marking ships lost near familiar island names. 

The two mapping systems, German grid squares and Allied 

frontiers, did not match visually, but they referred to the same 

reality: a warm sea where commerce flowed along predictable lines. 

 
Extending the Hunt: February to May 1942 

As weeks became months, the campaign broadened in 

technique as well as location. Captains experimented. Some 

preferred night surface attacks, using speed and darkness to close 

quickly and fire. Others stayed submerged at dawn and dusk, when 

silhouettes were easiest to pick out and aircraft were less likely to 

linger. Some attacked inside harbors when opportunity presented 

itself; others treated harbors as traps and hunted instead on the 

approaches, where an escort was less likely and the sea offered an 

escape route. 

The merchantmen, for their part, began to change behavior in 

uneven increments. Reports circulated of torpedoes striking 

without warning. Crews grew wary of running close to shore. 

Captains debated whether zig-zagging was worth the fuel and time. 

Port authorities issued instructions that varied by colony and by 

day. The result was not immediate order but a kind of anxious 
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improvisation, exactly the transitional phase BdU hoped to 

prolong. 

In these months, the Caribbean became a laboratory of 

adaptation. But adaptation requires time, and time was precisely 

what the U-boats were trying to steal. 

In the weeks after Neuland‗s opening raids, additional U- 

boats entered or passed through the Caribbean theater as part of a 

broad western offensive. Some were sent explicitly to reinforce the 

initial effort; others transited to patrol areas off the American east 

coast, attacking targets of opportunity in Caribbean or near-

Caribbean waters along the way. 

Patrol logs and post-war reconstructions show that boats 

hunted south of the Dutch islands, in the tanker lanes hugging the 

Venezuelan coast. Others lay in wait on the approaches to 

Trinidad, where ships from the Gulf of Paria joined or left ocean 

routes. And some tested the eastern Caribbean, watching the 

passages between the Windward and Leeward Islands where inter-

island and longer-range freighters passed close to land. 

The attacks themselves ranged from dramatic harbor raids to 

single torpedo strikes against solitary ships. Some victims went 

down quickly; others burned for hours, visible from shore. The 

nationalities of the ships and crews reflected the diversity of the 

Allied merchant marine: British, Dutch, Norwegian, American, 

with a wide range of colonial and Caribbean seamen serving on 

board. 

During this period, the German side enjoyed an initial 

imbalance of knowledge and preparation. U-boat commanders 

knew, from BdU‗s analysis, that the Caribbean refineries and routes 

were lightly defended. 
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Allied commanders, though increasingly aware of the threat, 

did not yet have the tools, numbers, or strategy to impose an 

effective convoy system across the region. Single-ship sailings 

remained common, while air patrols were thin and often poorly 

coordinated with naval units. 

For Dönitz, each successful attack reinforced his argument 

that long-range boats should continue operating in western waters. 

As long as patrols could reach the Caribbean, sink ships, and return 

without unsustainable losses, the area would remain a high priority 

location. 

 
Broadening the Geographic Scope 

Once that principle was established, geography became elastic. 

Boats pushed toward the passages between the islands, where 

short-range traffic moved as steadily as the long-range routes. 

Others prowled near the mouths of gulfs and along coastal shelves, 

where a ship‗s options were constrained by depth and land. The 

theater‗s breadth created a cruel choice for defenders. They could 

either: concentrate protection and leave gaps, or spread protection 

thin and be strong nowhere. 

The expansion also created narrative confusion in real time. 

Islanders heard of sinkings ―nearby‖ and ―off the coast,‖ phrases 

that could mean ten miles or a hundred. Each incident felt local, 

even when the pattern was regional. That perception mattered, 

because political pressure for protection often followed emotion 

rather than statistics. 

For BdU, these sensitivities were part of the weapon. A 

scattered pattern of attacks could feel like omnipresence, and 

omnipresence could force overreaction. 
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Although Aruba, Curaçao, and Trinidad formed the core of 

Neuland, the ―Battle of the Caribbean‖ soon involved a wider set 

of seas and coasts. 

Northward, U-boats probed along the approaches to Puerto 

Rico and the Virgin Islands, looking for troop transports and 

tankers moving between North American ports and the canal 

routes. To the west, some boats ventured through or near the 

Yucatán Channel and the Gulf of Mexico, where tankers and 

freighters moved between Mexican ports, Texas refineries, and the 

Caribbean. 

South and east, the arcs off Barbados, St. Lucia, Grenada, and 

British Guiana began to see intermittent attacks. These moves were 

not random. German analytic work had highlighted bauxite 

shipments from British Guiana and Suriname as crucial to 

aluminum production. Some patrols were therefore tasked to watch 

those routes. 

As the campaign expanded, the line between the ―Caribbean 

battle‖ and other parts of the Atlantic war blurred. Some ships 

sunk just north or south of the strict geographic Caribbean still 

belonged to the same traffic system, and Allied reports sometimes 

grouped them together. For convenience, both contemporary and 

later analysts used the term ―Battle of the Caribbean‖ to cover the 

wider arc of tanker and cargo routes from the southern exits of the 

North Atlantic down through the islands and along the South 

American coast. 

From the viewpoint of a Caribbean seaman or island resident, 

the effect was simple—more ships were being attacked and 

destroyed in familiar waters. 
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Counting Losses 

Counting in wartime is never straightforward. Tonnage figures 

are clean; human experience is not. A ship might be listed as sunk 

in one ledger and damaged in another. Survivors might land on 

island days later, carrying a story that reshaped rumor. Ports might 

record delays and shortages without attributing them to a specific 

sinking. Yet even imperfect numbers revealed the direction of 

travel: more ships lost, more routes threatened, more pressure on 

fuel distribution. 

Patterns also emerged in the kinds of ships hit. Tankers drew 

attention because they burned spectacularly and because their cargo 

was visibly strategic. But tramp steamers and small freighters 

mattered too. They carried food, mail, machinery, and the ordinary 

supplies that made islands livable. When those ships vanished or 

arrived late, ―the war‖ stopped being something that happened 

elsewhere. It entered shop shelves, ration lines, and dockside 

conversations. 

In this sense, the battle was measured not only in tonnage but 

in the slow tightening of daily life. 

British and American authorities began to track the 

accumulating toll in regular summaries. Naval situation reports and, 

later, U.S. monthly antisubmarine intelligence reports tabulated 

ships sunk, tonnage lost, and estimated U- boat positions. 

The numbers varied from month to month, but certain trends 

emerged: 

• February and March 1942 showed a sharp spike in tanker 

losses in and near the Caribbean, reflecting Neuland and related 

operations. 
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• Spring 1942 saw continued sinkings along the routes 

touching the region, even as U-boat activity increased dramatically 

off the U.S. East Coast. 

• Allied intelligence noted that U-boat concentrations in the 

―Western Atlantic and Caribbean Sea‖ had increased, and that the 

proportion of global losses occurring in the western hemisphere 

was rising. 

At first, the statistics were used primarily to illustrate a crisis. 

Ministers and commanders saw them as indicators of failure, with 

too many ships lost, too much fuel and cargo going to the bottom. 

Over time, the same figures would serve as benchmarks for success 

as Allied measures began to take effect and the curves of losses and 

U-boat sinkings crossed. 

For the moment, however, they served to confirm what front-

line reports had already suggested: the Caribbean could no longer 

be treated as a quiet backwater. 

 
Tankers, Tramps, and “Mosquito Fleets” 

Large tankers were the arteries, but the Caribbean also 

depended on a fleet of small craft, inter-island schooners, coasters, 

and small steamers that stitched the region together. They were too 

small to attract the prestige of a headline, but they were close 

enough to shore that their loss felt intimate. Their crews were often 

local men, known by name in a village or a port, and their cargoes 

were the kinds of things that mattered immediately, including flour, 

oil, kerosene, spare parts, and medicine. 

Submarines treated such craft as nuisance targets or as easy 

opportunities, depending on orders and temperament. Even when 

not attacked directly, the mosquito fleets suffered from the 

atmosphere Neuland created. Sailings were delayed. Night 

movement became more dangerous. Insurance and fear did their 
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work. In aggregate, this disruption amplified the effects of the 

larger sinkings by fraying the region‗s internal circulatory system. 

Not all ships in the Caribbean were equal in strategic value. 

The most important targets were the large tankers carrying refined 

products from the Dutch and British refineries to distant fronts. 

Their loss meant not just ships sunk but convoys postponed, 

operations delayed, and fuel rationed. 

German commanders understood this well. Patrol orders 

emphasized tankers and instructed captains to look for them on 

expected routes. When a tanker was sighted, its silhouette and 

behavior often made it easy to identify: its full lines, the 

arrangement of its superstructure, the oil hoses and piping visible 

on deck. A successful torpedo attack against such a vessel was 

always reported with particular satisfaction. 

Yet in practice, U-boats did not confine themselves to tankers 

only. The war logs and post-war compilations show attacks on 

tramp steamers carrying general cargo, sometimes including war 

materiel or food. Ships loaded with bauxite, the aluminum ore 

needed for aircraft production. Small coasters and tugs were 

another target, especially in confined waters where their sinking 

could block channels or cause local disruption. 

Off the Venezuelan coast and in the approaches to some 

ports, German reports refer to the ―mosquito fleet‖: small, often 

lightly built vessels servicing local oil or coastal traffic. Individually, 

these ships could not match the strategic importance of a big 

tanker. Collectively, their destruction contributed to a climate of 

fear and the choking of local trade. 

The variety of targets posed a challenge for Allied decision-

makers. Every loss mattered to the individuals and communities 

affected, but scarce escorts and aircraft had to be allocated 
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according to strategic priority. As a result tankers and bulk carriers 

were favored, while smaller, local craft were often left to operate 

without protection. To the U-boats, that meant a constant supply 

of secondary targets when primary ones were scarce. 

 
Human Costs Rises 

The human cost of the campaign did not arrive all at once. It 

seeped into records with names in casualty lists, brief notes of men 

missing, and survivors‗testimonies attached to official reports. 

Many of the dead were not sailors by romantic calling. They were 

workers of the sea, stokers, and deckhands, cooks, drawn from 

islands and colonies where maritime labor was a lifeline to wages. 

A torpedo attack compressed a ship‗s world into minutes. Men 

woke to a thud that felt like a collision with the ocean itself. 

Corridors filled with smoke. The deck tilted. Some reached boats; 

others did not. Even when a crew survived, the sea left its mark 

with burns from fuel on the water, exposure, and the shock of 

watching a familiar ship disappear. These experiences circulated 

back to ports in fragments, and each fragment deepened the sense 

that the Caribbean had become a place where death could arrive 

without warning. 

These human moments also carried moral weight. They were 

part of the story of endurance, highlighting a workforce that kept 

sailing because the war economy demanded it. And as the 

campaign deepened, so did its human toll. 

In the early weeks, attention naturally focused on the 

spectacular aspects of Neuland: the flames at Aruba, the burning 

tankers at Curaçao, the torpedoed ships near Trinidad. But as 

reports accumulated, a different set of numbers began to appear in 

Allied documents, including: counts of seamen lost, survivors 

landed, and bodies recovered on island shores. 
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These lists reveal a pattern that might otherwise have remained 

abstract. Among the dead were: 

• Experienced European officers and engineers 

• Young British, Dutch, and Norwegian deckhands on their 

first voyages 

• Cooks, stewards, radio operators, and pursers 

• Caribbean firemen and trimmers, whose work in boiling 

engine-rooms left little trace in official histories 

Some died in explosions; others drowned or succumbed to 

exposure in lifeboats and rafts. Those who survived often returned 

to sea quickly, driven by necessity or duty, only to face the same 

dangers again. 

Island communities began to feel the impact in concrete ways. 

Notices from shipping companies and government offices 

informed families that sons, brothers, and fathers were ―missing 

presumed drowned‖‖ Churches held memorial services, and 

newspapers printed short obituaries for men whose working lives 

had rarely been considered newsworthy. The fact that many of 

these casualties occurred not far from home ports intensified the 

shock. 

The human cost did not, in itself, alter military policy. But it 

added weight to the argument that the Caribbean had become a 

front line in its own right. It also underscored that measures to 

protect shipping there were not merely a matter of distant strategy 

but of local survival. 

 
Recognizing the “Battle” 

Recognizing the battle was itself a turning point. Once officials 

began to speak of the ―Battle of the Caribbean,‖ they implicitly 

accepted that the region required a coherent operational response, 

not merely local security measures. Language changed priorities. An 



95 

area long regarded as ―a backwater theater‖ could be handled by 

improvisation. But a military engagement defined as a ―battle‖ 

demanded resources, coordination—and the uncomfortable 

admission that earlier assumptions had been entirely wrong. 

This recognition also influenced how the campaign was 

remembered. Later accounts would highlight dramatic raids and 

celebrated boats, but its defining characteristic was persistence: a 

steady, grinding pressure that compelled the Allies to restructure 

shipping and antisubmarine defenses. In that sense, naming the 

battle marked the point at which the Caribbean ceased to be an 

unwelcome surprise and became a problem to be systematically 

addressed. 

The phrase ―Battle of the Atlantic‖ had already entered 

common use by the time U-boats appeared in force in the 

Caribbean. Applying similar terminology to the tropical theater 

took longer. British and American planners tended to think in 

terms of fronts, commands, and campaigns rather than named 

battles. Yet as the sinkings mounted in 1942, references to a 

distinct ―Caribbean problem‖ became more frequent. 

In weekly summaries and War Cabinet discussions, the 

western hemisphere was increasingly broken down into sub-

theaters: the North American seaboard, the Gulf, and the 

Caribbean Sea. U.S. antisubmarine reports began to treat the 

Caribbean Sea Frontier as a defined area of concern with its own 

statistics. Naval historians writing after the war would 

retrospectively group these events under the label ―Battle of the 

Caribbean,‖ reflecting both the intensity of the fighting and its clear 

geographic focus. 

From the German standpoint, no such formal name was 

necessary. For BdU, the western Atlantic and Caribbean formed 
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part of a broader, global U-boat war in which boats shifted 

between theaters as opportunity and risk dictated. Commands used 

operational shorthand, references to the ―Trinidad area,‖ the 

―Dutch islands,‖ or the ―South American coast,‖ rather than grand 

labels. What mattered was whether patrols in those areas produced 

sinkings at acceptable cost. 

Nevertheless, the concept of a distinct Caribbean struggle 

emerged organically from the pattern of events. It was not just 

another patch of ocean where an occasional ship went down. It was 

a region where the intersection of vital resources, specific 

geography, and changing Allied responses created a recognizable 

campaign. 

 
Limits of Early German Advantage 

Even at its height, the German advantage had limits. Long- 

range boats could reach the Caribbean, but they could not linger 

indefinitely without resupply and maintenance. Torpedo stocks 

were finite. Engines wore down. Crews became exhausted. Every 

patrol was a balance between aggression and the risk of being 

caught in shallow waters with batteries low. 

Moreover, the very success of the campaign carried the seed of 

its undoing. Each spectacular sinking attracted attention. Every 

refinery scare provoked new measures. As escorts, aircraft, and 

convoy procedures gradually increased, the Caribbean began to 

harden. The prey learned to move differently. The hunter found 

fewer easy targets. 

The early months therefore form a crucial phase: a brief 

window in which doctrine could be applied with unusually high 

returns, before defensive learning caught up. That opening is what 

Neuland created, and it was that space the Germans tried to keep 

open, while the Allies spent the rest of 1942 trying to close it. 
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But for all their early success, the U-boats operating in the 

Caribbean faced constraints that would grow more serious over 

time. 

First, they were few. Even at the height of Neuland and its 

immediate aftermath, only a handful of boats operated in or near 

the Caribbean at any given moment. The same Type IX submarines 

that hunted tankers off Aruba also had to cover stretches of the 

American coast, the South Atlantic, and approaches to other trade 

routes. BdU could not permanently saturate the Caribbean without 

neglecting other opportunities. 

Second, the long distances involved imposed logistical limits. 

Boats had to husband fuel, torpedoes, and provisions carefully. 

Aggressive commanders might be tempted to chase targets or 

linger too long near heavily patrolled areas, increasing their risk. 

Resupply at sea from ―milch cow‖ U- tankers helped, but such 

rendezvous created vulnerabilities of their own once Allied 

intelligence began to intercept signals and track patterns. 

Third, each successful attack reduced the Allied knowledge 

deficit. Fire and wreckage near islands, distress calls, survivors‗ 

testimonies, and shipping company reports all fed into British and 

American assessments. The longer the campaign continued, the 

more time the Allies had to adapt. The ―golden time‖ in western 

waters, as Dönitz later described it, was always destined to be finite. 

By mid-1942, the battle lines in the Caribbean had been drawn. 
German submarines knew they could achieve results in the region; 
Allied commanders knew they could no longer afford to leave it 
under-defended. The initial phase, the transition from raid to 
campaign, was over. 
 
A Sea Transformed 

By late spring 1942, the Caribbean‗s mood had changed. The 

sea was still warm; the trade winds still blew. But the region‗s 
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relationship with the ocean became more restrictive. Sailings carried 

new instructions. Harbors practiced alarms. And rumors traveled 

with every ship. Even islands far from the main sinking points such 

as Dominica absorbed the atmosphere of threat. 

This transformation was not only psychological but also 

concrete, as routes were reconfigured, schedules revised, and the 

economic rhythms of the islands forced into a wartime posture. 

The Caribbean did not stop functioning; it adapted. Yet it did so 

under mounting pressure, and that force—applied by a relatively 

small number of submarines operating under a doctrine of 

exhaustion—became a central fact of daily life. 

In less than six months, the Caribbean shifted from a  

―sleeping‖ colonial sea to a recognized theater in the global naval 

war. The change showed itself in countless small ways: airfields that 

had once handled only light aircraft were extended for patrol 

bombers; corvettes and destroyers began tying up in harbors that 

had seldom seen escort vessels; merchant captains received new 

routing orders and, in some cases, instructions to join fledgling 

convoys where none had existed before; and island newspapers 

carried not only reports from distant fronts but also casualty lists 

naming people close to home. 

For local populations, the change was both unsettling and 

paradoxical: the militarization of their waters brought protection, 

but also rationing, disruption, and fear. The full account of how U-

boat attacks reached Caribbean dinner tables — shortages of flour, 

rice, and cooking oil, ration books, and "Grow More Food" 

campaigns — is treated in detail in Chapter 17 (Bread, Butter, and 

U-boats). 

For the men aboard the U-boats, the Caribbean patrols 

blended the exotic and the deadly. They saw palm-fringed 
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coastlines and bright stars over warm seas. But they also faced 

depth charges, air attacks, and the constant risk of mechanical 

failure far from friendly ports. To some, the campaign would later 

seem like a strange interlude between the bleak battles of the North 

Atlantic and the final defensive patrols closer to Europe. To others, 

especially those who did not return, it was the decisive chapter of 

their war. 

What all sides could agree on, in retrospect, was that by early 

1942 the Battle of the Caribbean was underway. The question now 

was how it would be fought and who would adapt faster. 

Sources for this chapter include BdU war log compilations for the Caribbean theater, ship attack/loss 

tables and statistics, and contemporary U.S./British reporting used to track escalation and early 

countermeasures. 
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A convoy conference in progress, August 1942 
Source: Coote, R.G.G. (Lt), Royal Navy official photographer (Public domain 
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CHAPTER 7 

Intelligence Deficiencies 

During the early months of the Caribbean campaign the initial gaps 

were interpretive as much as operational. Ships were being sunk, 

but the reporting apparatus initially struggled to convert those 

sinkings into timely actionable intelligence. When it did, once the 

separate attacks were perceived as a synchronized maneuver, the 

defensive response hardened into routine that reduced 

vulnerability. 

This systemic shift was forced by loss, by public pressure, and 

by the operational necessity of anticipating the next attack. 

Incidents began to be treated as associated intelligence, with 

separate fires connected into a pattern of routes, ports, and 

essential commodities. 

 
From Fragmentary Awareness to Regional System 

In the Caribbean, civilian behavior and port discipline were 

operational variables. Lighting, harbor control, routine 

enforcement, were partly technical and partly social. Reporting 

learned to treat them as both. 

But there is one category of effect the system recorded 

imperfectly, which is psychological shock. Harbor attacks and near-

shore sinkings produced public reactions including panic, and 

reluctant compliance with restrictions. These reactions counted 

strategically because they influenced governance and compliance, 

which shaped defensive effectiveness. 

By mid-1942, summaries increasingly emphasized patrol 

patterns and effectiveness, improved detection methods, escort 

availability and training, and the role of air coverage. 
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Reporting no longer described a crisis, but instead defined a 

program of correction. 

Once convoys began to sail, intelligence started to assess the 

defenses systematically: identifying what worked, what failed, and 

what needed strengthening. Early convoying, however, brought 

new friction. Gathering ships, enforcing sailing discipline, ensuring 

escort availability, coordinating air cover, and weighing commercial 

urgency against defensive procedure all added pressure. Over time, 

reports learned to treat these frictions as operational risk rather 

than mere administrative inconvenience. 

This change of character in intelligence reporting — from 

cataloguing losses to tracking sailings, arrivals, and timing gaps — 

made the system increasingly predictive rather than reactive. 

As this logic became established, intelligence reporting began 

to interpret sinkings as more than loss events. They became 

indicators of pressure against Allied operations. 

Even when individual attacks appeared dispersed, oil provided 

both sides with an organizing principle. As established in Chapter 

4, the Caribbean refineries at Aruba, Curaçao, and Trinidad were 

not incidental targets but the operational rationale for the entire 

campaign — a point that intelligence analysis was now forced to 

absorb, codify, and act on. 

 
Oil as an Intelligence Magnet 

Once this was grasped, the intelligence focus shifted from 

simply plotting U-boat positions to identifying which harbors and 

approaches were most exposed under current conditions. Attention 

also turned to which commodity flows created predictable targets, 

and what defensive routines might make those routes more difficult 

for attackers. 
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Harbor strikes and near-shore attacks hastened this 

recognition because they demonstrated more than mere reach. 

They demonstrated confidence and method: a readiness to work 

close to land, to exploit navigation aids and lapses in lighting 

discipline, and to accept the risks of shallow water for strategic 

effect. 

Early reports sometimes treated the campaign as simply an 

extension of open-sea sinkings in which boats patrolled given 

routes, searched for targets, and struck when opportunity arose. 

But Caribbean events forced a realization that certain attacks were 

not just opportunistic. They were deliberately staged to shock, to 

disrupt critical flows, and to compel a redistribution of defensive 

resources. 

Therefore one of the earliest strategic corrections was 

conceptual. The question was not whether U-boats could reach the 

Caribbean, they clearly could. The question became how they 

intended to fight once there. 

 
A Reporting Challenge 

Overload compounded the problem of dispersion. The early 

months of 1942 generated so many incidents that reporting became 

reactive, focusing on what had just happened rather than on likely 

future attacks. In effect, the system chased the offensive instead of 

anticipating it. 

A sinking near one island might be logged locally but not 

quickly integrated into a regional pattern. Different authorities held 

vital pieces, including port officials, naval commands, air units, 

colonial administrators, and shipping companies. The theater‗s 

breadth encouraged a false sense that attacks were scattered rather 

than methodical. 
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The Caribbean is a complex theater for intelligence. It is not 

one narrow lane but a basin with multiple choke points, island 

chains, inter-island routes, and separate national and colonial 

jurisdictions. The geography itself made accurate reporting difficult. 

This cautious framing is one reason the Caribbean could 

remain, for a time, categorized as a secondary theater even as losses 

surged. This resulted in uncertainty which in turn delayed 

mobilization. It separated what happened from what it means. 

Reports would readily acknowledge that ships were being hit. 

They were slower to accept the deeper implication that specific 

ports and approaches were operationally vulnerable in ways that 

had previously been brushed aside. 

It slowed the shift from isolated incident to established policy, 

because a single loss could be written off as a one- off attack and 

even a small cluster as a brief incursion. Only repeated blows 

generally forced authorities to draw firmer conclusions and 

recognize the pattern as a sustained offensive. 

This caution shaped the early Caribbean picture in two ways: 

Early 1942 intelligence reporting often relied on cautious 

language Terms such as ―believed,‖ ―reported,‖ ―unconfirmed,‖ 

and ―possibly‖ were not simply stylistic hesitation. They were 

indications of institutional safeguards against rumor and error. 

 
The Vocabulary of Caution 

The result was a lag between reality and interpretation. 

German commanders could act on a coherent operational plan. 

Allied reporting, by necessity, began as a mosaic and only later 

detected the big picture. 

In this environment, the earliest summaries read more like 

inventories than interpretations. They listed ship names, positions, 
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times, probable causes, and a cautious judgment about whether a 

submarine had definitely been involved. The pattern that now 

seems obvious—coordinated pressure against oil routes and 

shipping arteries—did not always emerge clearly in this first wave 

of reports, because the reporting system was built to prevent 

premature certainty. 

A tanker burning off a coast could be recorded as an 

―incident‖ without immediately producing a theory of enemy 

method. A ship attacked between islands could be logged with 

approximate position and time but without certainty about the 

attacker‗s course, depth, or subsequent direction of movement. An 

explosion heard from shore might trigger rumors faster than 

confirmation. 

The first intelligence problem was tempo. Reports were 

generated from fragments, survivor statements, port authority 

notices, radio intercepts, ship movement records, and coastal 

observation. Each piece could be accurate and still fail to reveal the 

whole. 

In the first months of 1942, the Caribbean war unfolded faster 

than the Allied reporting system could digest it. Sinkings occurred 

in bursts across wide water space that had not yet been regimented 

into predictable convoy lanes. The operational facts were visible. 

The meaning of those facts, what they revealed about method, 

intent, and likely next moves, were often interpreted too late for 

effective response. 

Sources for this chapter include contemporary Allied intelligence summaries (including U.S. Monthly 

Intelligence Reports), British War Cabinet/Colonial Office material, and operational reporting used to 

describe how patterns were identified and defenses organized under pressure. 
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A U-boat on the prowl in daylight 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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CHAPTER 8 

Attacks in the Caribbean 

By late February 1942, the first shock of Operation Neuland had 

hardened into something more dangerous: expectation. Harbor 

officials kept their lights low, tanker masters scanned the sea as if it 

were a horizon of teeth, and islands that had once lived by the 

rhythm of cargo arrivals now moved to the tempo of ships that 

failed to appear. In BdU‗s reckoning, the Caribbean was no longer 

a stunt or a dramatic flare thrown behind Allied lines. It became a 

working ground where tonnage could be cut down even in daylight 

waters, close enough to shore for the explosions to be seen, and 

remembered. 

The U-boats that followed the first wave no longer needed to 

announce themselves with burning refineries. They came instead to 

reap predictable sailings, routine coastwise traffic, and the 

complacency that lingered after the initial panic. The campaign‗s 

deadliness lay in its repetition. 

To the men inside the U-boats, this phase felt less like the 

configuration of a single raid and more like a prolonged hunt in a 

confined sea. Days were spent in heat and stale air, nights in 

straining to pick out propeller beats, all under the constant 

discipline of conserving fuel and battery power. The Caribbean 

could lie smooth as glass, but it could also turn suddenly rough, its 

short, steep seas turning surface-running at night into a calculated 

risk.. 

By the spring of 1942, the Caribbean had ceased to be an 

overlooked corner of the war. It was now a place where ships 
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burned at night and seamen scanned the horizon with a new kind 

of tension. 

Operation Neuland had opened the door. The raids on Aruba, 

Curaçao, and Trinidad were the opening blows, but 

not the whole story. Once the first tankers went down, the U-

boats did not simply turn away. They settled into a rhythm of 

patrols and attacks that, taken together, formed the core of the 

Battle of the Caribbean. 

 
The Rhythm of a Caribbean Patrol 

A Caribbean patrol began with the management of distance, 

fuel, and time. The Type IX boats that were assigned to these 

waters had the endurance the theater demanded, but every day at 

sea burned diesel, consumed lubricants, and created improvisation 

with dwindling spare parts. 

. Commanders learned quickly that the Caribbean was not 

merely ―warm.‖ Heat changed everything. It thinned tempers, 

degraded food, and made every compartment feel smaller than it 

was. 

On the surface at night, the boat lived by sound. A lookout‗s 

whispered bearing could be the difference between a clean 

approach and a wasted chase. Below, the hydrophone room 

became a second set of eyes, translating faint propeller beats into 

guesswork that, when it worked, felt like certainty. When it didn‗t, a 

contact vanished into the dark and the patrol returned to waiting. 

Between attacks there was navigation through island chains 

and shoals, the careful reading of lights (or their absence), and the 

constant question of identification. Coastwise traffic was a jumble 

of small freighters, inter-island schooners, and fishing craft, and 

tankers that sometimes sailed alone. 
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German U-boat bases in France, like Lorient, Brest, Saint- 

Nazaire, La Rochelle, and Bordeaux, were crucial hubs for Atlantic 

operations, including those targeting the Caribbean. These bases 

gave German U-boats direct access to the Atlantic, bypassing the 

English Channel and increasing their operational range and impact 

on shipping. 

A typical Neuland-era patrol therefore began far from the 

islands themselves. Leaving their bases in occupied France, Type 

IX U-boats carried enough fuel, torpedoes, and food to remain at 

sea for many weeks. The long transit across the Atlantic was usually 

uneventful. The real work began when the boats reached the belt of 

grid squares that BdU had marked out as their Caribbean hunting 

ground. 

From that point onward, a patrol followed a repeated cycle. 

This included: 

• Night on the surface: diesel engines pushing the boat along at 

cruising speed, lookouts on the bridge, commander and watch 

officers scanning for silhouettes and lights. 

• Day submerged, batteries running silently, periscope raised 

periodically to check for ships or aircraft. 

Each commander had been given a general patrol area rather 

than a single fixed target. The lanes south of Aruba and Curaçao; 

the approaches to Trinidad; the routes between the Windward 

Islands and the Venezuelan coast were their hunting ground. 

Within those boundaries, the captain decided where to wait, which 

course to shadow, and when to strike. 

In early 1942, the Caribbean appeared appealing to German 

raiders. Sea conditions were gentler than in the North Atlantic, with 

clearer water, more predictable weather, and relatively few escorts 

or patrol aircraft. Yet what truly made the theater attractive was not 
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the climate, but the regular, concentrated pattern of shipping that 

moved through it. 

Target concentration of this kind was available in the 

Caribbean in a way it was not in the North Atlantic. Tanker routes 

narrowed toward a handful of critical nodes— refineries, storage 

depots, and choke points—so that a single boat, well placed and 

patient, could hit the same artery again and again.. 

 
Enemy Tankers “Heavily Used” 

The language of the war diary and operational summaries 

often reduces ships to numbers and tonnage, but the intent behind 

the arithmetic was to disrupt the enemy‗s fuel cycle. Oil did not 

merely power ships; it powered aircraft, factories, and the mobility 

of every army. To threaten oil in the Caribbean was to threaten the 

outcome of war far beyond the islands. 

The BdU war log extracts for early 1942 describe Caribbean 

operations in clipped, operational language. They note the number 

of ships sighted, attacked, and sunk, the type and estimated tonnage 

of targets, and the occasional defensive response. Here is an 

example of this:: 

“Area off [Dutch West Indies] rich in tanker traffic. Enemy defenses 

weak but growing. Several successful attacks against anchored and coastal 

traffic.” 

The tone is calm, even in the face of dramatic events. An 

explosion that lights up an entire harbor becomes a line about a 

“successful torpedo shot.” Men scrambling into lifeboats appear, if at all, 

as “survivors leaving ship.” 

Yet between these neutral phrases, the diary reveals what 

Dönitz and his staff thought of the campaign. They noted that 

enemy tankers were ―heavily used‖ in the area and that the 

destruction of refining and shipping capacity would seriously affect 
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the British and Americans. The Caribbean, in their view, was not 

just another ocean sector; it was a particularly promising one. 

When reports from U-156, U-67, U-502, and U-161 arrived in 

quick succession, the BdU commentary used words like ―favorable 

results‖ and ―rich traffic.‖ The ―golden time‖ in western waters, to 

which Dönitz would later refer, was in large part a description of 

this moment when U-boats seemed able to roam Caribbean 

approaches with relative impunity. 

 
Case Study: U-156 and the Oil Islands After Neuland 

After Neuland‗s opening fires, U-156‗s name continued to 

circulate in Caribbean rumor like a curse repeated in dockside bars. 

Whether anchored offshore or pacing the approaches, the boat 

embodied the new vulnerability of the oil islands. While the 

refineries could be guarded, the sea- lanes feeding them could not 

be fenced. 

The ―oil islands‖ were not simply targets; they were theater 

props in a larger message. Every strike said the same thing: the 

Atlantic wall had gaps, and those gaps led straight to fuel. 

Commanders operating here learned to work the gap between 

coastal traffic and deep-water routes, where lone tankers still sailed. 

U-156‗s spectacular attack off Aruba on the night of February 

16, 1942 is often treated as a stand-alone event. The war diary, 

however, shows that the boat‗s Caribbean patrol did not end there. 

In the days following the raid, U-156 moved along the tanker 

routes that fed and left the Dutch islands. Hartenstein‗s orders had 

emphasized tankers as priority targets, and the logs record further 

attempts to intercept them at sea. Where anchored ships had been 

struck in harbor, now moving vessels were shadowed and attacked 

at night. 

One paraphrased entry notes: 
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“Boat patrolling south of [Dutch island]. Several tankers sighted over two 

days. One attack successful, tanker hit amidships, heavy fire, ship likely total 

loss. Anti-submarine measures still weak.” 

These notes convey three important points about the evolving 

campaign: 

The focus on oil never wavered. U-156 continued to seek out 

loaded tankers wherever possible. 

The Germans saw no reason, yet, to abandon the area. The 

initial success had not been followed by a decisive Allied 

counterstroke. 

Attacks were no longer confined to headline-grabbing harbor 

raids. Now a ―normal‖ Caribbean patrol consisted of quieter, but 

cumulatively destructive, hits against traffic at sea. 

For the crews of the tankers still sailing in those lanes, this 

meant that the danger did not end when the fires at Aruba were 

extinguished. The sea itself had become part of the target set. 

 
Case Study: U-161 and the Trinidad Approaches 

The approaches to Trinidad were a lesson in the cruelty of 

environment. Channels, passages, and predictable turning points 

created ambush sites as surely as an ―X‖ on a map. To 

merchantmen, these waters were ―near home.‖ To U- boats, they 

were funnels. 

U- 61‗s operations in this sector illustrate the transition from 

opportunistic hunting to patterned predation. Ships entered the 

approaches, slowed, altered course, and committed themselves to 

channels, exactly the moments when a submerged attacker could 

convert patience into an attack.. 

If Neuland had focused attention on the Dutch islands, U- 

161‗s patrol brought home the vulnerability of Trinidad and the 

waters of the Gulf of Paria. 
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Approaching Trinidad from the east, Kapitänleutnant Albrecht 

Achilles took advantage of local topography. Ships from the Gulf 

and from ports along the Venezuelan coast had to funnel through 

relatively narrow channels before turning north or east into the 

open Atlantic. In confined waters, with depth and bottom 

conditions limiting submarine maneuver, cautious tactics were 

required. But once again, the thinness of Allied defenses in early 

1942 favored the attacker. 

Paraphrased entries from the war log and later patrol 

summaries describe how U-161 

• Laid in wait near the approaches, identifying patterns of 

traffic. 

• Slipped closer to the anchorage areas at night, using coastal 

lights and silhouettes to guide attacks. 

• Fired torpedoes into shipping that was either at anchor or 

moving slowly in constrained channels. 

One report records a night in which two vessels were hit 

within hours of each other. Flames and searchlights lit the waters of 

the Gulf; anti-aircraft and small-caliber guns fired in confused arcs, 

but no coordinated antisubmarine response followed immediately. 

The effect on Trinidad was similar to that on Aruba, Curaçao, 

and St. Lucia: shock, fear, and the realization that local waters were 

no longer a safe rest area. The difference was that Trinidad was 

already becoming a major Anglo- American base. Therefore U-

161‗s attacks not only hurt shipping but also exposed the 

weaknesses of the fledgling defensive system. 

 
U-502 and the Venezuelan “Mosquito Fleet” 

Off Venezuela, the war shrank to a more intimate scale. Along 

the coast moved small tankers and coastal carriers that stitched 

together refineries, depots, and ports – the so called ―mosquito 
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fleet.‖ These vessels were not glamorous, but they were essential, as 

they kept fuel circulating like blood through capillaries. 

For U-boat commanders, such targets were both tempting and 

awkward. Small ships could be harder to hit cleanly, and some were 

too modest in tonnage to justify expensive torpedoes. This is where 

deck guns, surface tactics, and the brutal calculus of ammunition 

entered the story. 

While some boats concentrated on tankers and larger 

freighters, others found targets among these smaller vessels serving 

the Venezuelan oil industry and coastal trade. 

U- 2, under Kapitänleutnant Jürgen von Rosenstiel, operated 

in waters where a multitude of such small tankers, lighters, and 

coastal craft shuttled between loading points and larger ports. From 

a strategic perspective, each of these ships represented only a 

fraction of the capacity of a full- sized ocean-going tanker. From 

the viewpoint of BdU, however, they offered two advantages: they 

were plentiful, and they were almost entirely unprotected. 

Patrol accounts describe a series of attacks against such vessels 

with short-range torpedo shots and, in some cases, the use of the 

deck gun. Though small, the sinking of such ships was justified in 

BdU‗s view because they disrupted the flow of fuel from fields to 

refineries and from shore to shore. 

These operations did not produce the dramatic images that 

burned tankers did. A small coastal tanker hit by a single torpedo 

might roll over quickly and sink with few witnesses. Yet their 

cumulative effect was felt in local shortages, delays, and a growing 

sense among Venezuelan and Caribbean coastal communities that 

the war had crept into their near-shore waters as well. 
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Making Sense of a New Threat 

Allied reporting in early 1942 often reads like an argument 

between what was seen and what was believed. Eyewitnesses 

described periscopes, muzzle flashes, and silhouettes. Authorities 

tried to fit those sightings into a coherent picture of the number of 

boats, the area of operating, and the pattern employed. 

Reports also reveal the tension between public reassurance and 

operational honesty. Island communities demanded protection, but 

navies required time. Between the two sat governors, port officials, 

and police forces who suddenly found themselves responsible for a 

war that they had not been trained to fight.. 

As the attacks spread, British and American authorities 

attempted to build a coherent picture of what was happening in the 

region. 

British War Cabinet weekly résumés for the period began to 

include specific references to ―sinkings in the Western Atlantic and 

Caribbean Sea,‖ noting that a significant portion of global losses 

were now occurring in the western hemisphere. The tables attached 

to these reports broke down ships sunk by area and cause, with 

conspicuous entries for tankers lost to submarine attacks in 

Caribbean waters. 

On the American side, the new monthly antisubmarine 

intelligence reports, compiled once enough data was available, 

treated the Caribbean Sea Frontier as a distinct segment. In those 

reports, the early months of 1942 showed: 

• A surge in tanker sinkings in and near the Caribbean. 

• Reports of U-boat sightings and attacks near refineries and 

major ports. 
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• Growing concern about unescorted traffic and the need to 

organize convoys even in areas that had previously relied on 

independent sailings. 

The tone of these documents mixed alarm with determination. 

Analysts acknowledged that the enemy had found a vulnerable area 

and was exploiting it. But they also emphasized that the situation 

could be reversed if bases, escorts, and air power were brought to 

bear systematically. 

From both London and Washington, however, one message 

was becoming impossible to ignore—the Caribbean could no 

longer be treated as a sideshow dealt with by ad hoc measures. 

 
The View from the Bridge and Engine Room 

From the bridge of a merchant ship, the Caribbean could still 

look deceptively benign: moonlight on waves, the smell of land, 

and the faint glow of towns dimmed by blackout. But below decks 

the engine room remained a furnace, and routine continued even as 

danger changed the meaning of every vibration and sound. 

For crews, the first sign of attack was often not the torpedo‗s 

wake but the transformation of air, pressure, heat, and a violent 

concussion that turned metal into a drum. Then came the human 

work of closing watertight doors, fighting fires, lowering boats, 

counting heads, and the comprehension that the sea, so often a 

workplace, could now be either a refuge, or a grave. 

For the men aboard the ships , the attacks were not 

experienced not as entries in a report but as abrupt, violent attacks 

on lives and livelihoods. 

Many attacks followed a similar pattern in the waters of the 

Caribbean. 

A tanker or freighter steamed along at night under wartime 

blackout conditions, with only a few shielded lights showing 
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around the bridge and deck. The watch on the bridge scanned the 

sea for phosphorescent wakes or unnatural shapes. In fine weather, 

the line of the horizon was clear enough, but sudden squalls and 

haze could make visibility poor. 

When a U-boat fired, the first sign on board was often the 

impact. Men heard a dull thud or a sharp crack, followed by a 

violent shudder. In the engine room, gauges jumped and pipes tore 

loose; steam filled confined spaces. On deck, fire might erupt 

almost immediately if fuel or vapors were ignited. 

Some ships sank quickly; others burned for hours, giving time 

for organized abandon-ship procedures. Survival depended on the 

location of the hit, weather, time of night, and the ship‗s condition. 

Caribbean seamen—stokers, firemen, deckhands—were often 

among the most vulnerable, working in the hottest, deepest parts of 

the ship and facing the greatest difficulty in reaching the open deck 

in time. 

In anchorages and ports, the pattern was slightly different but 

no less terrifying. Ships that had expected to be safe while loading 

or unloading suddenly found themselves under attack from an 

enemy they could not see. Searchlights swept the sea; coastal guns 

barked; sirens wailed. But unless escorts or patrol craft were already 

nearby, the submarine responsible was usually gone by the time a 

response could be organized. 

These experiences filtered back into Allied records in the form 

of survivor interviews and casualty lists. They gave flesh and blood 

to the abstract numbers in War Cabinet summaries and intelligence 

charts. 

 
Gains and Warnings 

Even in success, BdU‗s calculations were edged with caution. 

Long-range patrols strained engines and crews, and the greater the 
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distance, the smaller the margin for mechanical failure. Every 

commander knew that a single failed pump or damaged valve could 

turn the homeward leg into a slow-motion catastrophe. 

BdU also assumed the Allies would adapt. Convoys would be 

introduced, air patrols would thicken, and escorts would improve. 

The Caribbean campaign‗s value therefore lay heavily in its timing, 

with U-boats striking hard while the defenses were still learning the 

complexities of antisubmarine warfare. 

In BdU headquarters, the flow of reports from Caribbean 

patrols fed into Dönitz‗s running assessment of the war at sea. 

On the positive side, Neuland and the subsequent attacks had 

produced substantial sinkings, particularly of tankers. The war diary 

notes that ―enemy losses in the western Atlantic and Caribbean‖ 

were putting pressure on Allied fuel supplies and shipping 

schedules. From a purely operational standpoint, the attacks in the 

Caribbean appeared to be meeting its objectives. 

Yet even in early 1942, warning signs appeared in the war log. 

Some boats reported increased air sightings and more frequent 

depth-charge attacks near the approaches to key ports. Occasional 

entries mention U-boats forced to crash- dive by aircraft or surface 

vessels in areas previously undefended. Dönitz, reading these 

accounts, may have been reminded of earlier phases of the Atlantic 

campaign, where initial success led eventually to heavy losses once 

the Allies adapted. 

The BdU commentary therefore combines praise for the 

Caribbean operations with reminders to captains to remain cautious 

and to avoid staying too long in predictable positions. U-boats were 

to keep moving between grid squares, shift their hunting grounds 

as enemy defenses stiffened, and take advantage of areas where 

Allied coverage were still weak. 
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This dynamic—success provoking countermeasures, leading to 
a search for new vulnerabilities—would continue throughout the 
Battle of the Caribbean, and indeed throughout the U-boat war as a 
whole. 

 
A Sea of Blood, Sweat, and Treasure 

To speak only of ships sunk is to miss the texture of the 

theater. Each sinking spilled not just oil but lives, wages, and the 

fragile confidence that held colonial economies together. The full 

account of how this translated into daily Caribbean life — 

rationing, food shortages, and civilian adaptation — is drawn 

together in Chapter 17. 

And yet the sea kept moving cargo. Even under threat, men 

still signed on. Some did it for pay; some for duty; some because 

there was no other work. In this way the Caribbean war was both 

extraordinary and grimly commonplace as danger became a 

condition of employment. 

By mid-1942, the Caribbean could no longer be described as a 

―sleeping‖ region. It had become a sea of blood, sweat, and 

treasure in the most literal sense: 

• Blood, in the form of merchant seamen killed and wounded 

in attacks that often took place within sight of familiar shores. 

• Sweat, in the labor of Caribbean dock workers, refinery staff, 

ship crews, and base construction teams trying to keep fuel and 

cargo moving under increasingly dangerous conditions. 

• Treasure, in the shape of oil, bauxite, and other strategic 

materials moving along routes that had become prime targets for 

German submarines. 

The first phase of the battle, the shift from spectacular raids to 

a sustained campaign of attacks on ships, had thus run its course. 

The U-boats had demonstrated what they could do in a region that 
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was poorly defended. The Allies, in turn, had been forced to 

acknowledge the scale of the threat. 

The next step would be to concentrate on the areas where the 

fighting became most intense: the eastern Caribbean waters off 

Trinidad, Aruba, and Curaçao, and the ship-by- ship narratives of 

destruction and survival that unfolded there. 

Sources for this chapter include BdU war log compilations, attack/loss datasets, and convoy/route 

documentation used to describe the widening pattern of operations and early defensive adjustments. 

. 
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Map Showing Shipping Losses in the Caribbean. 

Note the cluster in the Eastern Caribbean (Horizontal Orientation) 
Source: Caribbean Roll of Honour 
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CHAPTER 9 

Eastern Waters Run Red 

The phrase ―eastern waters‖ can sound abstract until it is located 

on a map of the Caribbean. It is the chain of islands, the narrow 

passages, the deep basins, and the coastal shelves where ships must 

either slow or commit. In 1942 these waters became a testing 

ground where German reach met Allied improvisation, and in 

which the cost of delay was paid in flames that sometimes were 

visible from beaches and headlands. 

Unlike the refinery strikes of the opening months, the violence 

here often arrived without spectacle. A ship vanished between 

islands. A radio message cut off mid- sentence. Wreckage drifted 

ashore days later, carrying the story in splintered wood and the 

smell of fuel. To most islanders, the war appeared in fragments—

lifeboats, oil slicks, bodies—each fragment an announcement that 

the sea itself appeared to have turned hostile. 

In the spring and summer of 1942, the long crescent of sea 

from the Dutch West Indies through Trinidad and up the island 

chain acquired a new reputation among seamen. It was no longer 

just a belt of clear water and warm winds. It was a place of sudden 

explosions, burning fuel, and men scrambling for their lives in the 

dark. 

These were the eastern waters of the Caribbean campaign, the 

approaches to Aruba and Curaçao, the Gulf of Paria and Trinidad‗s 

channels, the lanes past Barbados and St. Lucia, the routes that 

carried oil and bauxite along the South American coast. In German 

documents they were a cluster of grid squares mapped to specific 
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geographic locations. To the men of the U-boats who sailed them, 

they became a killing ground. 

 
The Arc of Oil and Fire 

The eastern arc did not exist in isolation from the oil story; it 

was one of its extensions. Fuel moved along routes that linked the 

Guianas, Suriname, Trinidad, Barbados, the Lesser Antilles, and 

onward to the wider Atlantic. When one segment was threatened, 

pressure shifted to another, creating new concentrations of 

shipping and new opportunities for ambush. 

During these months, the war in the Caribbean began to 

behave like water seeking a channel. Wherever ships concentrated, 

the danger settled in; wherever defenses grew thicker, the danger 

shifted and probed for gaps. What emerged was not a tidy front 

line, but a shifting field of hazards that island administrations found 

hard even to describe, let alone to control. 

To the west, along the Venezuelan coast, tankers loaded with 

crude and refined products threaded their way past coastal shoals 

and small ports. Just offshore, in deeper water, German U-boats 

could lie in wait. Northwards stood Aruba and Curaçao, their 

refineries at San Nicolas and Willemstad looming over sheltered 

harbors filled with tankers and supply craft. Farther southeast lay 

Trinidad, with its refinery, tank farms, and the Gulf of Paria, a vast 

enclosed waterway that seemed, before 1942, too sheltered to be a 

battlefield. 

From those hubs, shipping routes fanned outward: north to 

the United States and Bermuda, east and north-east into the open 

Atlantic, and south-east toward British and Dutch Guiana and 

Brazil. Inter-island schooners and smaller coastal vessels knitted the 

system together, feeding cargoes to larger ships and carrying 

supplies to islands that depended on sea-borne imports. 
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When BdU staff officers examined the traffic patterns for this 

region, they saw an opportunity. Oil refineries and bauxite loading 

ports could not be moved. The routes that connected them had 

limited room to shift. Even if the Allies re-routed ships to avoid 

known danger spots, they would still have to pass through a finite 

number of channels and arcs of water. 

In early 1942, long-range Type IX U-boats moved into those 

arcs. The result, recorded in war diaries, convoy reports and 

survivor accounts, was a series of attacks so concentrated that some 

Allied observers later described the sea as if it had literally turned 

red. 

 
The Offshore Hunt 

After the oil islands‗ first shock, U-boat operations offshore 

became an exercise in persistence. Commanders learned to loiter in 

likely lanes rather than chase every rumor of smoke on the horizon. 

Offshore hunting also reduced the risk of coastal patrol craft and 

shore batteries, though it placed greater weight on hydrophone 

work and night surface tactics. 

Merchantmen, for their part, began to make small changes that 

could mean survival: zigzag patterns, altered departure times, 

stricter radio discipline. Yet without escort, these measures were 

often rituals performed against a predator that still held the 

advantage of surprise. 

The spectacular explosions off Aruba and Curaçao in February 

1942 did not exhaust German interest in the oil islands. Once the 

first attacks had shown how vulnerable the area was, U-boat 

commanders began to treat the waters around them as a regular 

hunting ground. 

U-156‗s war diary shows that after the initial raid the boat that 

did not simply retreat into the Atlantic. Hartenstein instead shifted 
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his attention to tankers entering and leaving the harbor. At night, 

he maneuvered along the approaches, identifying vessels by 

silhouette and course. Ships that had slipped out of San Nicolas in 

the belief that the worst was behind them found themselves under 

attack in open water. 

The same pattern appeared in patrols by other boats around 

Curaçao. The harbor at Willemstad, with its narrow entrance and 

oil installations, remained a tempting target. Even when submarines 

did not or could not penetrate the harbor itself, they could position 

themselves along the exit routes. A tanker that had survived the 

first week of Neuland by staying inside suddenly became vulnerable 

once it ventured beyond the headlands. 

Allied reports from this period note a cluster of sinkings and 

damaged ships in the sea lanes just south and west of the islands. 

Some vessels managed to beach themselves or limp back to port, 

while others went down in deeper water, leaving only slicks of oil 

and debris on the surface. In several cases, flames were visible from 

shore at night, drawing crowds of anxious onlookers to the beaches 

and harbor walls. 

To island residents, the horizon had become a barometer of 

danger. In previous years, a distant glow might have signaled a 

refinery flare or a passing storm. Now it might mean that another 

tanker had taken a torpedo. 

 
“Torpedo Junction” 

The sobriquet ―Torpedo Junction‖ captured both locality and 

dread. That was the sobriquet given to the sea around Trinidad and 

Tobago. This area sat astride major routes, and ships arriving for 

fuel, repair, or onward routing often funneled through predictable 

approaches. 
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A strike near these islands carried special weight. It threatened 

not only ships but also confidence. Assurance in Port of Spain‗s 

harbor, in the safety of coastal runs, in the idea that the Caribbean 

was a rear area. Each explosion offshore was a signal flare that 

could be seen and heard across communities already living under 

blackout and ration. 

In local memory, the war‗s violence did not always wear a 

German face. Frequently it wore the face of a missing father, a 

neighbor lost at sea, and a ship that never returned with flour or 

kerosene, ―Torpedo Junction‖ became shorthand for absence. 

If Aruba and Curaçao represented the northern pivot of the 

eastern arc, Trinidad was its southern anchor. 

The island was already becoming a major Allied base, with new 

American facilities alongside British installations, when U-161 and 

other boats began to operate in its waters. Merchant captains and 

local authorities had long treated the Gulf of Paria and the channels 

leading to Port of Spain and Pointe-à-Pierre as relatively secure. 

The Gulf was enclosed by land on three sides, and its traffic was 

heavy but familiar. The assumption was that U-boats belonged 

outside, in the open sea. 

Operation Neuland and its aftermath overturned that 

assumption. 

Achilles, commanding U-161, proved willing to exploit 

geographical boldness. Using careful navigation and nighttime 

surface running, he maneuvered into the approaches where ships 

were anchored or moving slowly. A tanker lying in what its crew 

regarded as a safe anchorage could in fact be a stationary target 

with little room to evade once a torpedo was in the water. 

Witness statements and Allied summaries describe several 

attacks near Trinidad in early 1942 that followed this pattern: a 
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single torpedo striking a ship at anchor or just getting underway; a 

column of flame rising above the water; panic among nearby 

vessels uncertain whether to stay put, move, or cut lines and 

scatter. Depth charges were dropped and signals flashed, but 

coherent antisubmarine tactics in these confined waters were still 

developing. 

As incidents accumulated, Trinidad gained a new, grim 

nickname in some accounts: a kind of ―torpedo junction,‖ where 

routes from the Gulf, the Venezuelan coast, and ocean convoys 

intersected. The name captured both the strategic reality and the 

new sense of vulnerability among those who worked the island‗s 

ports. 

The base-building program that had earlier seemed like a 

largely abstract projection of American power now took on an 

urgent defensive purpose. Additional patrol craft and aircraft were 

assigned to the area, and efforts began to organize inbound and 

outbound ships into more tightly controlled groups. But these 

measures could not be fully implemented overnight. For a time, the 

U-boats retained the initiative. 

 
The Shadow of Attack 

For small islands, defense was not merely a naval question but 

a social one. Blackouts altered nights, censorship and rumor altered 

conversations, and ports became both economic lifelines and 

points of vulnerability. People learned to read the sea as a bulletin 

board: wreckage meant a story; an oil slick meant a ship had died 

nearby. 

In some places, the arrival of Allied aircraft and the 

construction of facilities brought a different kind of upheaval in 

new jobs, new rules, and new tensions. The war introduced 
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modernity under duress, and islanders experienced it as both 

opportunity and intrusion. 

Beyond the major hubs, smaller islands along the eastern 

Caribbean chain also found themselves exposed. 

The routes that connected Trinidad, the Dutch islands and the 

South American coast to the wider Atlantic passed close to 

Barbados, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Grenada, and other islands. Ships 

sailing between refinery ports and North American or British 

destinations often cut across the open water east or north-east of 

these islands. German patrols soon learned to watch those tracks. 

Records from the period list ships torpedoed: 

• off Barbados, where survivors sometimes managed to reach 

the island in lifeboats or were picked up by local craft. 

• near St. Lucia, whose distinctive twin peaks made a useful 

navigation aid for both merchantmen and attackers. 

• in the channels between the Grenadines, where small islands 

and reefs gave little cover to a damaged ship trying to beach itself. 

In many cases, attacks unfolded within sight of land. 

Fishermen and coastal residents watched distant ships suddenly 

wrapped in flame or swallowed by pillars of smoke. In some places, 

wreckage—planks, scattered cargo, and, at times, a lifeboat or a 

body—washed ashore. The war that had once been a rumor 

became a visible fact. 

The Allied response on these smaller islands varied according 

to resources. Some had modest coastguard or defense forces that 

could help rescue survivors and report incidents. Others relied on 

visiting warships or aircraft operating from larger bases. What they 

all shared was a growing awareness that no part of the eastern 

Caribbean could be assumed safe simply because it was small or out 

of the way. 
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Oil and Ore 
The South American coastline carried more than oil. Bauxite 

and other strategic materials moved through ports and along 

coastal routes. To threaten those flows was to threaten the 

industrial heart of the Allied war effort, including the production of 

planes, vehicles, and the infrastructure of sustained conflict. 

Operations along this coast also exposed a basic fact: the 

Caribbean theater was inseparable from the broader American 

theater. Waters off Venezuela, British Guiana, Suriname, and the 

Antilles formed a single operating space, stitched together by 

shipping and by the submarines that hunted it. 

The eastern Caribbean campaign did not stop at the formal 

limits of the sea. It ran down the adjacent South American coast, 

where two strategic cargoes, crude oil and bauxite, shipped through 

in volume. 

To the west, along the Venezuelan shore, U-boats like U- 502 

found targets among the small tankers and service vessels that 

linked offshore loading points with harbors and refineries. Each 

sinking disrupted the flow of oil and increased local anxiety. In 

some stretches, these smaller vessels were so numerous that a U-

boat could often find something to attack if larger tankers were 

scarce. 

Farther east, off the coasts of British Guiana and Suriname, 

German interest turned toward the bauxite carriers. Bauxite—the 

ore used to produce aluminum—was vital for aircraft 

manufacturing, a fact well understood by German analysts. Both 

BdU directives and postwar studies confirm that vessels 

transporting the ore from these ports were considered legitimate 

and highly valuable targets. 
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In practice, attacks on bauxite carriers followed the same 

pattern as those on other freight ships. Boats waited on expected 

routes, identified vessels by type and course, and attacked when 

conditions were favorable. For local communities in British Guiana 

and Suriname, the sinkings were a direct blow to export economies 

already strained by war. This signaled that no strategic cargo 

moving through the eastern Caribbean in support of the wider 

Allied war effort could be regarded as safe. 

 
Intelligence Takes Stock 

Intelligence in the eastern Caribbean matured in fragments: 

reports consolidated, patterns recognized, and the theater‗s 

importance slowly admitted. Early confusion gave way to sharper 

questions including which routes were being favored, which 

commanders were most active, how often boats could be rotated 

into the region. 

Even when intelligence was accurate, its value still depended 

on available escorts, aircraft, radar, and training. Information 

without the means to act became a particular kind of frustration, a 

tension between knowing and doing that surfaced in many reports 

from this period. 

By late 1942, Allied intelligence summaries began to offer 

something more than raw counts. They attempted to trace trends 

and identify whether measures taken after Neuland were beginning 

to bite. 

American monthly antisubmarine reports noted that sinkings 

in the Caribbean Sea Frontier and adjacent waters remained high 

through much of 1942, especially for tankers. And although the 

introduction of more regular convoy routes in some sectors, 

combined with greater air patrol coverage from Trinidad and other 

bases, appeared to be reducing unescorted traffic, gaps still 
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remained. Moreover U-boat density, estimated from sighting 

reports and attack locations, was still significant in the grid squares 

covering the eastern Caribbean approaches. 

British War Cabinet assessments echoed these concerns. They 

pointed to the strain on tanker fleets, the importance of keeping oil 

from the Dutch and British Caribbean flowing, and the need to 

strengthen both escort numbers and coordination between British, 

American, and Dutch forces. 

In practical terms, this led to the diversion of additional 

corvettes and destroyers into Caribbean escort duty. At the same 

time, American patrol bombers and British flying boats were 

employed more intensively in antisubmarine sweeps, and the 

construction and expansion of bases in Trinidad, Antigua, St. Lucia, 

and other islands was accelerated. 

The goal was not merely to reduce sinkings but to change the 

balance of risk. This made the eastern Caribbean a more dangerous 

place for the U-boats than for the ships they hunted. 

 
The First Learning Curve 

By mid-1942 the Allies began to assemble a response that was 

less dramatic than a single decisive battle but ultimately more 

consequential: coordination. Air patrols, escort schedules, convoy 

timings, and coastal reporting started to interlock. None of this 

eliminated risk overnight, but it changed the U-boat commander‗s 

sense of freedom. The sea that had felt open began to develop 

edges. 

Aircraft did not have to sink a submarine to matter. They 

forced dives, broke up approaches, and turned night surface-

running into a gamble. Even a small number of escorts altered the 

calculations for an attack. And although convoys were awkward, 



132 

slow, and often resented by merchantmen, they reduced the 

number of solitary ships that could be picked off at will. 

 
A Golden Time with Shadows 

From the German side, the Caribbean could appear as a 

―golden time,‖ targets abundant, defenses thin. But shadows 

lengthened. Mechanical strain increased with distance; Allied air 

power began to bite; the sea grew less forgiving as escorts gained 

experience. 

Commanders who had once operated with broad freedom 

found themselves forced into narrower opportunities: night attacks 

under threat of aircraft, hurried approaches, and deeper dives. The 

campaign‗s early ease began to look like a window that was closing. 

For the Germans, the eastern Caribbean campaign of 1942 

marked both the high point of their success and the onset of a 

more difficult phase. 

Dönitz‗s war diary and later reflections refer to this period as 

part of the U-boat arm‗s ―golden time‖ in western waters. Sinkings 

were high, Allied defenses had not yet fully adapted, and long-range 

boats could operate with a freedom that would become impossible 

later in the war. The Caribbean, and particularly its eastern 

approaches, played a central role in that assessment. 

At the same time, reports from individual boats operating off 

Trinidad, Aruba, Curaçao, and the South American coast began to 

note developments that caused concern. They described more 

frequent aircraft sightings, occasional heavy depth charge attacks 

near key approaches, and indications that convoys were being 

formed where ships had previously sailed alone. 

Dönitz was sensitive to these signals. He had seen how quickly 

the situation could change in the North Atlantic when the Allies 

introduced new tactics and technology. For the moment, the 
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eastern Caribbean remained attractive, but BdU planners 

understood that the window of maximum advantage would not 

stay open indefinitely. 

Therefore, although they continued to send boats into the grid 

squares off the Caribbean, they also began to widen their focus by 

diverting some U-boats to other theatres and testing new tactics 

closer to Europe. 

 
Eastern Waters, Lasting Memories 

When the attacks shifted elsewhere or slackened, the eastern 

Caribbean did not simply ―return to normal.‖ War had altered daily 

routines. Convoy discipline, blackouts, military installations, and a 

sharpened awareness of how global conflict could enter local life 

from the sea all remained. 

Memory lingered in names, in stories told and retold along the 

docks, and in the occasional relic washed up on the shore. The 

eastern waters had run bloody, but when the surface calmed, 

people understood that the Caribbean Sea can be part of the tide 

that decides history. 

For many of those directly affected, the memory of 1942 in the 

eastern Caribbean was vivid long after the statistical tables and war 

diaries had been filed away. 

Island residents remembered nights when the horizon glowed 

orange and smoke hung over the sea; days when survivor-filled 

lifeboats came ashore, carrying exhausted, oil-soaked men who 

spoke in many accents; weeks when news of another ship lost 

seemed to follow every radio bulletin. 

Caribbean seamen who survived attacks off Trinidad, Aruba, 

Curaçao, or the South American coast carried those experiences in 

both body and mind. Scars from burns and shrapnel, nightmares of 
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explosions and drowning, and a newly sharpened sense of the sea 

as something that could betray them without warning all persisted. 

For German submariners, patrols in these waters were among 

the most unusual of their war. They saw palm-lined coasts and 

bright stars rather than gray northern skies; they hunted in clear, 

warm water; and they faced a mix of easy early successes and 

increasingly dangerous countermeasures. Many never returned to 

tell the tale. 

Strategically, the eastern Caribbean campaign forced the Allies 

to invest heavily in defending routes that had once been taken for 

granted. It turned the region into a true front in the global conflict 

at sea. 

The story of those months can be told through narratives and 

vignettes, but it can also be seen in numbers: how many ships were 

lost, how many tons of oil and ore went to the bottom, and how 

many seamen, Caribbean and otherwise, never came home. Part of 

that quantitative reckoning is the subject of the subsequent 

chapters. 

Sources for this chapter include Eastern Caribbean patrol and attack records, BdU war diary/log entries, 

and island‑ specific incident reporting used to reconstruct operations and local effects. 
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Artistic Sketch: Caribbean Seamen on a Merchant Ship in World War II 
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CHAPTER 10 

Caribbean Seamen in the War 

They almost never appear in official photographs. 

When the war at sea is remembered, the images tend to focus 

on steel: destroyers cutting white wakes, aircraft banking low over 

glittering water, the hard silhouettes of convoys marching in 

disciplined lines. Even in the Caribbean, where the war came close 

enough that civilians could smell burning oil from shore, the 

human story is often told through commanders and tonnage, patrol 

arcs and convoy schedules. 

But there was another war running beneath those headlines, 

and it was carried by men whose names were often filed under 

categories that blurred them into invisibility: ―British subjects,‖ 

―colonials,‖ ―firemen,‖ ―trimmers,‖ ‖stewards,‖ ―ordinary seamen.‖ 

They came from Barbados, Trinidad, Jamaica, British Guiana, 

St. Lucia, Grenada, Dominica, Antigua, St. Vincent, and elsewhere 

across the region. 

They served on inter-island schooners and coastal traders, on 

tankers and freighters, on passenger steamers and ocean- going 

merchantmen. They served in hot engine rooms and cramped bunk 

spaces, on deck in salt spray, in galleys and stewards‗ corridors. And 

when the U-boats reached the Caribbean, these men became, 

quietly, and without ceremony, front-line participants in the most 

dangerous supply war of the century. 

 
Why Caribbean Seamen Counted 

The Caribbean didn‗t only produce targets; it also produced 

labor. 
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When the U-boat campaign surged into warm waters in 1942, 

the region was already threaded with maritime work. Islands lived 

by shipping. Fuel moved by tanker. Food moved by coaster. Rum, 

sugar, molasses, bauxite, and countless smaller cargos moved 

through the basin‗s arteries. Ports were not occasional destinations; 

they were daily institutions. Even before the war, the Caribbean 

was a place where a young man could learn that the sea was not 

romance, it was wages. 

And the war expanded that need. Shipping multiplied, routes 

intensified, and the demand for crews remained constant even as 

the risk rose sharply. Merchant shipping could not simply ―pause‖ 

until the danger passed. The Allied system was too dependent on 

fuel and supply. So the Caribbean, like many colonial regions, 

became both a strategic corridor and a manpower reservoir. 

That reservoir was not always acknowledged openly. In many 

records, Caribbean men appear under broad labels, especially those 

from British territories, where the paper trail treats them less as 

distinct national identities and more as imperial categories. In 

practice, this meant that a Barbadian fireman and a Jamaican 

deckhand might be recorded similarly, their origins flattened into 

an administrative shorthand that made later distinction harder. 

But the operational truth was simple: if ships sailed, Caribbean 

men were aboard. And when ships burned, Caribbean men 

perished with them. 

 
Who Were They? 

Caribbean seamen came from across the basin, but certain 

islands appear again and again in the personnel flow. 

Barbados is particularly visible because it had a longstanding 

maritime culture and because later casualty narratives and survivor 

arrivals highlight Barbadian presence. Barbadian men served as 
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firemen, trimmers, deckhands, stewards, roles that were essential 

and physically punishing. Their names appear in loss accounts tied 

to ships operating through the tanker routes and convoy lanes. 

Trinidad & Tobago produced maritime labor in the shadow of 

oil. With refining and fuel operations central to the Allied war 

effort, Trinidad‗s maritime ecosystem included tankers, coastal 

craft, and larger merchant vessels. Men who lived near this 

industrial coastline grew up in a world where oil shipping wasn‗t 

abstract; it was the daily traffic on the horizon. 

Jamaica, with its population and maritime connections, also 

contributed large numbers of sailors to British merchant shipping. 

Jamaican men served not only in Caribbean waters but globally; the 

Caribbean war was one portion of a broader labor story. 

Guyanese sailors played a vital role in the Merchant Navy, 

crewing ships that supplied the United Kingdom with essential 

goods like bauxite, food, and oil. 

Smaller British islands—St. Lucia, Grenada, Dominica, 

Antigua, St. Vincent, St. Kitts-Nevis, and others—also appear as 

places that supplied crewmen to ships plying both inter-island 

routes and long-haul voyages. The sea was one of the few 

employers that offered consistent wages and a path outward from 

limited local economies. 

Beyond the British colonies, the Caribbean seafaring world 

also included: 

• Dutch Caribbean labor, especially tied to Aruba and Curaçao, 

where the oil/refinery ecosystem demanded maritime work and 

where small tankers and local craft moved refined product in 

vulnerable lanes. 

• Hispanic Caribbean seamen, including Cuban and 

Dominican nationals (i.e. Dominican Republic, not Dominica 
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island) serving on national merchant ships or regionally operated 

vessels, sometimes pulled into convoy operations or threatened by 

U-boat patrols. 

This diversity is relevant because the U-boat war in the 

Caribbean was not only a clash between Germany and the Anglo-

American alliance. It was also a collision between a global war 

machine and a regional maritime workforce that was multinational, 

layered, and often under-documented. 

 
Average Age 

Specific data analyzing the average age of only Caribbean 

seamen during World War II is not widely highlighted in general 

statistics. However data on the British Merchant Navy—in which 

most served—shows the average age of all seamen was 

approximately 36 in 1938, and dropped to around 32 by 1945. 

But Caribbean seamen had a wide age range. A database of 

Caribbean merchant marine casualties shows that while many were 

young, sailors ages spanned decades, as displayed here: 

 Youngest casualty: Joseph De Silva from Trinidad (18 

years old).  

 Oldest casualty: Joseph Trotmann from Barbados (67 years 

old).  

 Volunteers: Many West Indians volunteered to join the 

Royal Navy or Merchant Navy at very young ages, with 

some, like Allan Wilmot from Jamaica, joining at 15 or 16. 

The Caribbean seamen were, like the broader merchant 

marine, "aged from roughly 16 through to their late sixties". 

Because these men were often recorded as "British" in official 

merchant navy stats, their specific demographic trends are often 
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overlooked, but they functioned as a crucial part of the wartime 

supply chain. 

This data also refers to the merchant seamen who found 

themselves on the front line of the U-boat war in the Caribbean. 

 
Jobs That Kept Ships Alive 

Merchant ships did not function by magic. They functioned 

because men performed tasks that were repetitive, exhausting, and 

dangerous even in peacetime. 

Caribbean seamen often served in roles that were physically 

punishing and frequently racialized within shipboard hierarchies. In 

many merchant services of the era, the most grueling below-deck 

jobs—firemen, trimmers, greasers—were disproportionately held 

by non- white sailors. This was not a Caribbean-specific reality; it 

was an imperial one, replicated across the shipping world in that 

era. 

Firemen fed boilers and maintained the heat of propulsion, 

work defined by sweat, darkness, and constant motion. 

Trimmers handled coal (and later other fuel-related labor), 

often working in brutal heat and filth, a job that reduced the human 

body to endurance. 

Greasers tended engines and machinery, living in spaces where 

oil fumes and metal heat became the air itself. 

Ordinary Seamen and Able Seamen worked deck routines, 

maintenance, watch standing, line handling, and cargo- related 

tasks. 

Stewards and cooks kept crews fed and functional, operating 

under pressure that increased when routines were shattered by 

attacks. 

These were not glamorous jobs, but they were indispensable. 

A ship might have armament or a gun crew, but if its engine room 
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failed, it became helpless. The U- boat threat turned such 

helplessness into a death sentence. 

And there is a special cruelty here: when torpedoes hit, the 

men below decks often received the worst of it first. They were 

closest to machinery spaces, fuel lines, boilers, and the 

infrastructure that turns damage into fatality. 

 
Vignette: Below Deck Before the Strike 

A man wakes in heat that never truly cools, even at night. He wipes 

sweat with the back of his hand and tastes salt and oil. The ship„s rhythm has 

its own music: the slow pounding of machinery, the creak of steel, the hush and 

slap of water on the hull. In the engine room, routine is survival. You learn the 

sound of things working properly. You also recognize the tiny changes that 

signal trouble. 

Above deck, the sea might look calm. Below deck, calm is a myth. The 

ship is always labor. And when the torpedo strikes, it hits that world first. 

 
Risk Without Battle Language 

One of the most revealing truths about merchant seamen is 

this: many did not talk about their work in the language of combat, 

even when they were in war. 

A sailor might speak about routes and cargoes, about ports 

and delays, about weather and wages. He might complain about 

food. He might talk about an officer‗s temperament. He might 

speak about the ache in his hands after a hard watch. 

Then, suddenly, war arrives. 

In the Caribbean, this arrival could be spectacular: burning oil 

visible from shore, explosions heard in towns, survivors coming in 

with stories. But for the men aboard ship, the war often arrived as a 

single, violent transition from routine to chaos. Without warning, 
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without gradual escalation, and without the psychological 

preparation that military training provides. 

It also arrived in a special environment because the warm 

waters of the Caribbean created illusions. The sea looked 

hospitable. The air felt like home. Shorelines were often visible. But 

that visibility did not protect ships. Sometimes it actually left them 

more exposed, and made attacks feel even more devastating, 

because danger arrived in places where safety had been assumed. 

 
Names With Meaning 

An examination of the paperwork explains why Caribbean 

seamen are underrepresented in common war narratives. 

As stated earlier, many West Indian seamen in British colonies 

were recorded as ―British subjects,‖ which can obscure their island 

origins unless you know exactly where to look. Other archival 

systems segregated or inconsistently categorized non-European 

seamen. Sometimes names appear without full biographical detail; 

sometimes they appear with detail but are buried in lists that are not 

easily searchable by modern readers. 

This is not only a technical problem. It is a moral one. A man 

who dies at sea deserves a trace that can be found. 

That is why projects that compile named Caribbean casualties 

are important, as they restore distinctiveness. They turn ―crew 

losses‖ into people with mothers, wives, addresses, and 

communities. 

Hundreds of examples are not needed to solidify this 

proposition. Only a few specific examples will suffice. 

The Nimba: Two Names That Anchor a Story 

The Nimba casualty record includes Caribbean crewmen 

whose origins are clearly stated, details that pull a ship loss out of 

anonymity: 
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• Lloyd Chang, Purser, from Trinidad 

• Albert Harris, Ordinary Seaman, from Barbados 

Even the job titles matter. A purser is administration and 

order, the ship‗s internal treasurer; an ordinary seaman is labor and 

watch standing. Different roles, but the same vulnerability when 

the sea turns hostile. 

With the listing of these names the Caribbean becomes visible 

in the crew composition of a merchant vessel. Not as background 

but as presence. 

Unfortunately both died when the Nimba was torpedoed by 

U515 near Trinidad on September 13, 1942 

The Arica: Three Barbadian Lives 

The Arica record is even more revealing because it provides 

names with family ties and addresses. Three Caribbean crewmen 

are listed as killed: 

• James Fitz Aubrey Arthur Clarke, Chief Steward, from St. 

Michael, Barbados 

• Edward Greaves, Fireman, from St. Michael, Barbados 

• Joseph Nathaniel Morris, Fireman, from St. Michael, 

Barbados 

These lines do something powerful: they connect ocean death 

to parish geography. St. Michael is not a vague ―Caribbean origin.‖ 

It is a place in Barbados with streets, churches, schools, and 

families who waited— sometimes in vain. 

And the roles tell their own story: chief steward and firemen. 

One above-deck service role and two below-deck engine labor 

roles, again reflecting how Caribbean men often filled the hardest 

and least-celebrated positions. 

This ship was attacked near Trinidad by U-160 on November 

6, 1942 
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The Sarniadoc: British Guiana‟s Names 

The Sarniadoc record includes Caribbean (Guyanese) 

crewmen, showing how then British Guiana‗s maritime labor fed 

the merchant system: 

• Jerome De Freitas, Deck Hand 

• John De Freitas 

• Roy Da Silva, Watchman 

• Jascintho Phillippe, Fireman 

• Richard Ashley Husbands, Trimmer 

Here the job titles again tell the same story: deck hand, 

watchman, fireman, trimmer. The ship‗s routine labor is provided 

from the Caribbean. And when the ship is lost, Caribbean families 

also inherit the silence. 

The Sarniadoc was torpedoed west of Guadeloupe on March 

14, 1942 by U-161. All 21 crew on board perished. 

 
Vignette: The Letter That Doesn‘t Answer Anything 

A notice arrives with a ship„s name and a date. It uses phrases that sound 

precise but feel empty: missing presumed lost. Sometimes there is no body. Often 

there is no certainty. There is only a line on paper and a growing understanding 

that the sea does not return what it takes. 

In a small island community, the loss is not private. It spreads. People 

know which family has the missing son. People know which wife is suddenly 

alone. People watch the docks for a man who will not return. 

War in the Caribbean was not only burning ships. It was also the social 

structure of silence. 

 
Caribbean Seamen on Two Fronts 

Caribbean seamen served at two overlapping scales: 

a) Inter-Island and Regional Trade 
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Small coastal ships, schooners, and regional traders moved 

food, fuel, and material between islands. This work was the 

bloodstream of daily Caribbean life, renewing supplies of flour, salt 

fish, building goods, and wartime necessities. 

These crews were often almost entirely West Indian, and their 

vulnerability was acute because smaller vessels could be lightly 

built, thinly defended, and heavily exposed. Even when U-boats 

focused on tankers and big freighters, the broader environment of 

fear, patrols, and disrupted routes affected smaller craft as well. 

 

b) Global Service 

Many Caribbean seamen served far beyond the islands. They 

became part of the Atlantic convoy system, participated in global 

merchant operations, and sailed routes that connected the 

Caribbean to North America, Britain, West Africa, and beyond. 

This is important as it debunks a common misconception in 

some quarters that Caribbean seamen were only ―local 

sailors‖ in a limited war. In fact they were also participants in a 

global maritime conflict, one that depended on colonial labor in 

ways that were rarely celebrated, and often undercounted. 

 
An Empire in Miniature 

The complement of a British merchant ship in World War II 

was like a floating empire. 

There were officers and ratings, Europeans and colonials, 

enveloped in divisions of labor that reflected imperial assumptions. 

Caribbean men often served in the roles considered ―suitable‖ for 

non-white labor. This shaped their war experience in multiple ways: 

• They lived in more crowded quarters. 

• They were assigned the hottest and most dangerous 

workspaces. 
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• They had less access to promotion channels. 

• Their voices and experiences were often captured 

incompletely in official narratives 

The war did not erase these structures. Sometimes it only 

hardened them. Occasionally it exposed their cruelty. 

Ironically, the war also created moments of forced equality 

because when a ship is hit, hierarchy becomes irrelevant. Fire does 

not care who is an officer and who is a trimmer. Water is 

indifferent to who sleeps above deck and who sleeps below. 

Survival reduces the ship‗s society to the simplest human questions: 

can you breathe, can you swim, can you climb, can you hold on? 

This is why the merchant seaman‗s story belongs at the center 

of the Caribbean narrative. It reveals the war‗s true social reach. 

 
Survival in Warm Waters 

Warm water does not always mean safe water. 

In the Caribbean, the sea could be deceptively calm after an 

attack, flat and bright, as if it were mocking the violence that had 

just occurred. Survivors might drift under a brutal sun, lips 

cracking, skin burning, and thirst becoming the chief enemy. 

Furthermore oil slicks could spread across the surface, turning 

rescue into a dangerous encounter with fumes and flames. 

Survivors could also be closer to shore than in the North 

Atlantic, which occasionally shortened rescue time, but not always. 

The sea can hide men even in shallow distances because weather 

can erase a lifeboat, and night makes the horizon infinite. 

And there was another significant factor. When merchant 

ships were attacked, rescue depended heavily on system readiness 

including patrol schedules, escort proximity, and sheer luck. The 

same Allied improvements that reduced sinkings also improved 
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rescue probabilities, because better patrol coverage meant more 

eyes on the sea. 

 
Vignette: Quiet After Noise 

After the thunderous sound of an explosion, there is often a strange 

silence. The ship„s machinery stops. The pounding rhythm of routine vanishes. 

Men can hear water again, the slap against wreckage, the hiss of fire, and the 

occasional crack of timber or steel. 

Somewhere a man is shouting. Somewhere a lifeboat falls wrong. 

Somewhere another man is praying. The sea holds all of it, returning only what 

it chooses to. 

This is the war Caribbean seamen endured. It was a war that began 

without warning, and for many ended without witness. 

The Caribbean U-boat war was a collision between a German 

strategy and a maritime workforce, much of it colonial, much of it 

under-acknowledged. It required Caribbean and other seamen to 

keep sailing so that the war machine could keep turning. 

The Caribbean seamen did not choose the theater‗s 

importance. They simply lived it. 

 
Names, Not Just Numbers 

There are many ways to measure the Battle of the Caribbean: 

ships sunk, routes defended, oil delivered, convoys stabilized. 

Those measures are important. 

But one of the most honest measures of the war at sea is also 

the simplest: who did not come back, and who returned. 

When we recall their names we restore what the sea tried to 

delete. This returns the Caribbean into a story that too often treats 

the region as geography rather than as a human source of labor, 

risk, and loss. 
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The Battle of the Caribbean was not only fought by those who 

hunted and those who fought back, but also by those who worked. 

And the Caribbean seamen who often toiled unseen also 

deserve to be given adequate recognition. 

Sources for this chapter include Caribbean seamen and casualty compilations, ship loss records, and 

contemporary reporting and testimony used to document roles, losses, and the human record of the 

campaign. 
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Artistic Sketch: The ill-fated Clan Macfadyen, a vessel that suffered one of the 
highest crew death tolls during the Battle of the Caribbean. 

 

 



150 

CHAPTER 11 

Ships, Steel, and Silence 

By mid-1942 the Battle of the Caribbean could be measured 

not only in stories, but in ledgers. 

What had begun as scattered reports, ‗one tanker torpedoed 

off Aruba,‖ ―freighter sunk near Trinidad,‖ had become a 

thickening pile of casualty lists and statistical tables. War Cabinet 

summaries, American antisubmarine reports, BdU logs and post-

war compilations all converged on the same picture: a warm sea 

where hundreds of ships had burned or gone down and thousands 

of seamen had died. 

In official documents, the campaign was reduced to tonnage 

and numbers killed. In the ports and villages of the Caribbean, it 

was remembered in names and empty chairs. 

 
A Ledger of Loss 

Reconstructing the full cost of the Caribbean campaign is 

almost impossible since ships were sunk in many adjacent theaters. 

Some went down just outside what official definitions later called 

―Caribbean waters‖. Others were lost on routes that began or 

ended in the region. 

To make sense of this, naval analysts after the war drew an 

operational boundary that reflected the way U-boats had actually 

hunted. They grouped the grid squares covering the southern 

approaches to the Gulf of Mexico, the passages between Cuba and 

Hispaniola, the Dutch West Indies, the eastern Caribbean islands 

and the northern coast of South America. Within that zone, they 

tallied every merchant ship sunk or badly damaged by submarines 

over the key years of the campaign. 
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The result was stark. In the period when the Caribbean battle 

was most intense, the combined records show hundreds of ships 

lost or crippled in these warm waters, amounting to roughly two 

million tons of shipping destroyed and more than three thousand 

merchant seamen killed. The exact totals vary according to the 

precise boundary and time frame chosen, but the order of 

magnitude is clear. What had once been treated as a secondary sea 

had become one of the most dangerous shipping regions in the 

world. 

Behind those aggregate figures lay a pattern. Tankers made up 

a disproportionately large share of the tonnage lost. Some reports 

place this figure at a staggering 57 percent of Allied shipping sunk 

in the Caribbean. Coastal freighters and ―mosquito fleet‖ vessels 

contributed numerous additional hulls to the count, even if each 

individual ship was small. Bauxite carriers and general cargo ships, 

mainly from Guyana, filled out the remainder. 

From the German perspective, this meant that the Caribbean 

campaign had met one of its key objectives. Each tanker destroyed 

represented tens of thousands of barrels of fuel that would never 

reach Allied fleets or air forces. Each bauxite carrier sent to the 

bottom was a disruption in the flow of ore to smelters and aircraft 

factories. The BdU war diary emphasized those strategic outcomes 

when noting successes. To them the names of individual ships were 

less important than the cumulative effect. 

For the Allies, the same numbers were cause for alarm. The 

tanker losses in particular strained a fleet already under pressure 

from North Atlantic sinkings. Convoy schedules had to be 

adjusted; operations in other theaters were resupplied more 

cautiously; new construction was pushed forward at urgent speed 

simply to replace what had been lost. 
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Where Blood Ran Thickest 
Within the larger Caribbean theater, the eastern arc from 

Aruba and Curaçao through Trinidad and up past Barbados and St. 

Lucia accounted for a disproportionate share of both sinkings and 

deaths. 

The reasons lay in geography and economics. The Dutch and 

British refineries concentrated vast flows of oil into a handful of 

ports. The routes that carried this fuel outward and brought crude 

and supplies in were relatively fixed. The bauxite ports of British 

Guiana and Suriname added their own lines of traffic. Once U-

boats learned these patterns, they could focus their patrols on a few 

key corridors. 

In the compiled statistics, this eastern crescent shows up as a 

cluster of ―hot‖ grid zones. More ships were sunk there than in the 

sparser western reaches of the theater. More seamen died in attacks 

near refineries and in the approaches to Trinidad than in the open 

waters further north. 

The tanker losses were particularly deadly. When a torpedo 

struck a loaded tanker in the wrong place, the explosion could rip 

the ship apart and touch off a fire that swept along decks and into 

the sea. Oil burned on the surface; men who abandoned ship too 

hastily found themselves in water that seemed to be on fire. 

Survivors whose boats or rafts drifted into slicks risked suffocation 

from fumes or burns from floating patches of flame. 

Other ships suffered different fates. Some freighters survived 

long enough for orderly evacuation procedures. 

Their crews had time to launch lifeboats away from the 

burning vessel and row clear. In such cases casualty rates could be 

relatively low, especially in calmer weather. But in the eastern 
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Caribbean campaign, where many attacks were made at night 

against tankers and ore carriers, the odds were often less kind. 

 
Rolls of Death 

In the roll calls of the dead from this campaign, Caribbean 

names appear again and again. 

The merchant fleets that crossed the Atlantic and served the 

Caribbean were multinational. British, Dutch, Norwegian, Greek 

and American ships carried crews drawn from many parts of the 

world. Among the engine-room staff, deckhands and stewards, 

men from Trinidad, Barbados, Grenada, St. Vincent, Jamaica, 

British Guiana and other territories were heavily represented. The 

sea had long been one of the few paths to steady employment for 

young men from the islands. 

When those ships were torpedoed in Caribbean waters, the 

losses therefore fell heavily on the region‗s people. 

The ship histories preserved in the files put faces, however 

briefly, to some of these casualties. On the freighter Nimba, 

torpedoed while carrying cargo through waters Caribbean seamen 

had sailed all their lives, engine-room staff from Trinidad were 

among those killed when flooding and steam tore through 

compartments deep below the waterline. On Arica, struck in the 

eastern approaches where tankers and freighters converged, 

Barbadian and Trinidadian crewmen died alongside European 

officers and sailors, their bodies later washed ashore or lost at sea. 

On Sarniadoc, hit while engaged in regional trade, West Indian 

seamen serving as firemen and able seamen perished in the 

explosion and subsequent sinking. 

These are only three ships among many. Their stories reflect a 

broader reality. When war reached the Caribbean lanes, it did not 

spare those who had grown up along their shores. For communities 



154 

in Port of Spain, Bridgetown, Kingstown, Georgetown and smaller 

ports, the battle at sea was not an abstract struggle in far-off 

oceans. It was a source of direct and repeated bereavement. 

Attempts to count the number of Caribbean nationals killed in 

the campaign face a familiar difficulty: men signed on to ships 

under many flags, records were often incomplete, and wartime 

reporting could be imprecise. Even so, careful compilation of crew 

lists and casualty reports reveals a significant total. Dozens of 

Caribbeans are confirmed dead on ships sunk in the regional 

theater, although the true number is almost certainly higher. 

 
The Uneven Chances of Survival 

A raw tally of ships sunk and men lost obscures the highly 

uneven chances of survival that different crews faced. 

A tanker in ballast, empty or only partly loaded, might survive 

a hit long enough for most of its crew to escape. A fully loaded 

tanker struck in the boiler room could explode and break in two 

before anyone on board understood what had happened. A cargo 

ship with ample lifeboats and regular boat drills might see most of 

its crew get away; a smaller vessel with poorly maintained gear or a 

sudden list might trap men when it went down. 

The time of day also mattered. Many U-boat attacks in the 

Caribbean were made at night, when darkness favored the attacker 

and complicated the defense. For the men on board such targets, 

this meant being wrenched abruptly from sleep into chaos. A man 

sleeping in a bunk below decks might wake to pitch darkness, 

smoke and the sensation of the deck tilting steeply. He had seconds 

to decide whether to try for a ladder, a porthole, or a 

companionway that might already be blocked. 

And weather played a crucial role. Calm seas and relatively 

short distances to shore improved survival odds; heavy swell or 
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squalls made lifeboat launches more hazardous and navigation 

more uncertain. Even in warm seas prolonged exposure could be 

deadly, especially for men already injured, or suffering from oil 

inhalation. 

Caribbean conditions created their own peculiar mix of 

dangers. Although the warm sea reduced the risk of hypothermia 

compared with the North Atlantic, burning oil, the harsh tropical 

sun, and, in some areas, the scarcity of nearby rescue craft 

introduced other hazards. 

Some survivors in lifeboats spoke of blistered skin, parched 

throats, and the disorienting effect of days spent surrounded by an 

empty horizon broken only occasionally by the outline of an island 

or a passing ship. 

Where attacks occurred near major ports or along well- 

travelled routes, rescue could be swift. Patrol craft, other merchant 

ships or fishing vessels plucked men from the water and brought 

them ashore. In more isolated stretches, lifeboats drifted for days. 

Some never reached land. 

 
Names on Paper, Absences at Home 

As the months passed and the casualty lists grew, the cost of 

the campaign made itself felt in ways that are harder to quantify 

than ship counts or tonnage. 

In port cities like Port of Spain and San Fernando, posters in 

shipping offices and union halls announced ships lost and crews 

missing. Families received official telegrams or letters informing 

them that a relative was ―missing, believed drowned‖ or ―lost at sea 

due to enemy action.‖ Churches held services for men whose 

bodies had never been recovered. 

In smaller island communities, news travelled quickly and 

informally. A neighbor who worked at the harbor might bring word 
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of a ship reported sunk; a returning seaman might carry tales of 

attacks, survivors and ships known to have gone down with all 

hands. Sometimes the first sign that anything had happened was 

the arrival of a survivor, brought ashore by a rescue vessel and able 

to send only a brief message home. 

The dead themselves were not, at the time, often 

commemorated as war dead in the same way as soldiers or airmen. 

Merchant seamen served under civilian contracts, even when their 

work took them into the most dangerous waters. Their 

contribution to the war effort, while recognized in official circles, 

did not always translate into public acknowledgement or benefits 

for their families. 

It is in detailed lists of ships attacked, nationalities of crew, and 

named Caribbean casualties that some of this imbalance is partially 

redressed. They show that the cost of keeping oil and cargo moving 

through the eastern Caribbean was measured not only in tons and 

hulls but in the lives of men whose labor had long sustained the 

maritime economy of the region. 

 
The Strategic Balance Sheet 

For naval planners, the ships lost in the Caribbean had to be 

considered in strategic as well as human terms. 

From the U-boat command‗s point of view, the tally of tankers 

and cargo ships sunk justified the risks of sending long-range boats 

so far from Europe. Each destroyed vessel made Allied logistics 

more difficult. In the first half of 1942, when the campaign was at 

its peak, U-boats operating in and around the Caribbean 

contributed significantly to the overall pressure on Allied shipping. 

But the numbers also contained the seeds of change. When the 

Allies compiled their own statistics, they saw not just the loss of 

ships but the pattern of where and how those losses occurred. The 
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concentration of sinkings in certain approaches and arcs convinced 

them that new convoy routes, heavier escort coverage and 

extended air patrols in the Caribbean were not optional extras but 

essential measures. 

As those countermeasures were gradually put in place, the 

―balance sheet‖ began to shift. U-boat sinkings did not cease, but 

their cost to Germany rose. Boats that had once prowled Caribbean 

waters with impunity and little fear now had to reckon with aircraft, 

radar and more frequent depth- charge attacks. The same statistics 

that had once testified to Allied vulnerability in the region would 

later demonstrate their growing dominance. 

Yet even when the strategic balance began to turn, the human 

losses remained. A tanker salvaged and repaired could sail again. A 

ship replaced by wartime shipbuilding programs could make new 

voyages.  

But a fallen seaman could not be brought back to life. 
 
Ships of Doom 

The phrase ―ships of doom‖ captures both the role these 

vessels played and the fate that befell so many of them. One on 

hand they were the indispensable carriers of fuel, ore, and goods 

without which the Allied war machine could not operate. Yet in the 

Caribbean campaign they were also prime targets in a battle fought 

along routes rather than along clearly defined front lines. 

But they form only part of the story. The ships that went 

down off Aruba and Curaçao that burned in the Gulf of Paria, that 

vanished off Barbados or along the Guiana coast were not merely 

cold entries in a ledger. They were floating communities in which 

men from many nations worked, argued, joked, and endured harsh 

conditions together. When torpedoes blew them apart those fragile 

communities were erased in an instant. 
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The Battle of the Caribbean cannot be understood without a 

reckoning with this human dimension. The numbers are significant, 

and the names are relevant, since they show why the campaign 

received, the massive Allied response that would eventually alter its 

course. 

In this the most profoundly unlucky vessels were those that 

suffered the complete loss of every soul on board. Fortunately this 

horror was the exception rather than the norm. Nonetheless among 

the ill-fated ―ships of doom‖ in the Battle of the Caribbean were 

the following: 

 
Clan Macfadyen (82 dead, 10 survivors), near Trinidad 
At 0002 hours on 27 November 1942, the unescorted Clan 

Macfadyen (Master Percy Edgar Williams) was struck on the 

starboard side by two G7e torpedoes from U-508 about 95 miles 

southeast of Galeota Point, Trinidad. 

The U-boat had pursued the ship for 13 hours and previously 

missed with a two-torpedo spread on 26 November; that attack 

went unnoticed, and zigzagging ceased about an hour before the 

successful strike. The ship broke in two and sank within four 

minutes, the fore section capsizing and the after section going 

down on an even keel. 

The complement was 84 crew and eight gunners, and the ship 

was armed with one 4-inch gun, one 12-pounder, and six machine 

guns. There was no time to launch lifeboats, and only a few men 

escaped on rafts. Three crewmen and one gunner were rescued by 

the Harvard and landed at Port of Spain, while six others reached 

Trinidad on a raft; the master, 74 crew members, and seven 

gunners were lost. 
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Poseidon (32 dead, no survivors reported), near Barbados 

On 26 May 1942, the Dutch motor vessel Poseidon (Master 

W. Klijn) sailed from Trinidad for New York, due on 6 June but 

never arrived and was reported missing. In the evening of 27 May, 

U-155 sighted an unescorted steamer of about 5,000 tons near 

Barbados and, unable to overhaul her, prepared a night surface 

attack. 

At 0500 hours on 28 May a first two-torpedo spread missed; at 

0630 hours a second spread was fired and one torpedo struck 

between the stack and after mast. A subsequent boiler explosion 

caused the ship to sink rapidly 

by the stern, and this loss is generally identified as Poseidon. 

All 32 men on board were lost. Contemporary reports note 

that two bodies later washed ashore and were buried in Barbados, 

the only visible trace of a crew otherwise taken by the sea. 

 

The San Victorio (52 killed, 1 survivor), near Grenada: 
At 02.17 hours on May 17, 1942, the unescorted San Victorio 

(Master Sidney Perry), on her maiden voyage, was struck by two 

torpedoes from U-155 and sank to the southwest of Grenada. The 

tanker had been spotted at 00.33 hours and missed by a first 

torpedo at 01.14 hours. Ten minutes after the successful hits, the 

U-boat had to crash- dive because a flying boat was sighted 

overhead. 

The master, 42 crew members, seven gunners, and one 

passenger were lost. The sole survivor was gunner Anthony Ryan 

of the Maritime Regiment of the Royal Artillery. He happened to 

be on the poop deck and was blown over the stern rail by the first 

explosion, placing him far enough from the ship to escape the 

second devastating blast that killed everyone else on board. Ryan 
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was rescued by the American patrol yacht USS Turquoise (PY 18) 

and landed at Trinidad. 

 
The Sarniadoc (entire crew of 21 killed), near 

Guadeloupe: 
At 02.30 hours on March 14, 1942, the unescorted Sarniadoc 

(Master William Allen Darling) was struck near the stack by a single 

torpedo from U-161 roughly 200 miles west of Guadeloupe and 

sank in just 30 seconds after the boiler exploded. The master and 

all 20 crew members perished. 

This listing was complied from information obtained from the 

uboat.net website, to which we extend our thanks. 

For those who wish to delve deeper, the names of the seamen 

who died on these vessels can be examined at U- boat.net at: 

https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/crews/ 

Sources for this chapter include Allied operational reporting on anti‑ submarine measures, U.S. and 

British intelligence summaries, convoy documentation, ship loss data used to describe the turning of the tide 

and its mechanisms, and online reports from uboat.net and uboatarchive.net 
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An anti-submarine net similar to what was installed in St. Lucia 
Source: Library and Archives Canada 
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PART III: THE TIDE TURNS 

CHAPTER 12 

Response and Fight Back 

By mid-1942, the Caribbean was no longer a forgotten corner of 

the war. Tankers had burned in the region and casualty lists from 

―nearby waters‖ were appearing in British and American reports. 

What had begun as a brutal surprise inevitably became a test of 

Allied reaction and counter measures. 

The response did not arrive all at once. It unfolded in layers 

which included fire brigades and emergency repairs, hurried 

defensive measures, new command structures, systematic convoys, 

and the expansion of air power. In the end, it became a contest of 

patience and planning, in which the U-boats saw their room for 

manoeuvre shrink day by day. 

 
Strategy From Shock 

The first Allied reactions to Operation Neuland were 

necessarily local and immediate. In Aruba and Curaçao, emergency 

crews fought fires, salvaged damaged tankers where possible, and 

assessed how the refineries could be brought back into operation. 

In Trinidad, harbor authorities reviewed anchorage procedures and 

tried to make sense of torpedo tracks in waters that had never 

before seen such attacks. 

But almost as soon as the smoke cleared, the events of early 

1942 forced a broader re-examination in London and Washington. 

In the British War Cabinet, reports from the oil islands and 

Trinidad were read against earlier staff appreciations that had 
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warned of the strategic importance, and vulnerability, of these 

refineries and routes. Now those warnings had acquired flames and 

casualty figures. The Admiralty was pressed for an answer to this 

critical question: how could shipping in the region be better 

protected without stripping escorts from the North Atlantic? 

In Washington, the same sinkings appeared in the first wave of 

U.S. antisubmarine and intelligence reports on the Caribbean Sea 

Frontier. American planners, reeling from the U-boat onslaught off 

the U.S. East Coast, now saw that their new Caribbean bases were 

vital to developing an active defense. 

Out of that dual realization emerged a set of linked decisions: 

• to give the Caribbean a more coherent Allied command 

structure, 

• to organize shipping into convoys across key routes, 

• to accelerate base construction and air patrols, 

• and to tighten defensive measures in ports and along coasts. 

The Battle of the Caribbean was about to move from German 

initiative to Allied counter-offensive. 

 
Convoys Come South 

Convoys had already proven their worth in the North Atlantic, 

but until 1942 much Caribbean shipping still moved independently 

or in loose, ad-hoc groups. That changed once the full impact of 

Neuland and its aftermath became clear. 

By mid-1942 the Allies were creating convoy routes tailored to 

Caribbean geography and trade patterns. They were given two- and 

three-letter codes and numbered sequentially, just like the Atlantic 

convoys. These included: 

• TAW: Trinidad via Aruba or Curaçao to Key West or 

Guantánamo, begun in July 1942 as a way of shepherding tankers 
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and freighters north-west through dangerous waters. Reverse 

convoys were coded WAT. 

• TAG and GAT: from August 1942, TAG convoys ran 

Trinidad–Aruba–Guantánamo, with GAT as their reverse; together 

they created a guarded artery linking the oil islands to a major U.S. 

naval base in Cuba. 

• Shorter feeder routes such as TO (Trinidad–Curaçao in mid-

1942), WA (Curaçao–Aruba), and TG (Trinidad– Guantánamo) 

stitched smaller segments of the network together. 

Eastbound traffic leaving Trinidad toward the Atlantic was 

assembled into TE convoys or dispersed under schemes like TRIN 

(Trinidad eastbound), both designed to reduce the number of lone 

ships on well-known tracks. 

On paper, these were just letters and numbers. In practice, 

they transformed daily life in ports like Port of Spain, San Nicolas 

and Willemstad. 

Where captains had once received individual sailing orders, 

―proceed independently to…‖ they were now told to join a convoy 

forming at a given time and anchorage. Ships gathered in lines, 

signal flags replaced some of the informal chatter, and the 

appearance of an escorting corvette or destroyer at the head of the 

column became a reassuring sight. 

A typical TAG convoy out of Trinidad, for example, might 

assemble in the Gulf of Paria: a column of tankers and freighters, 

some heavily laden with fuel, others carrying general cargo. A small 

group of escorts, perhaps a U.S. destroyer and a couple of smaller 

vessels, would shepherd them out through the channels, then 

north-west past the Venezuelan coast and the Dutch islands toward 

Guantánamo. Along the route, ships might peel off toward Aruba 

or Curaçao and others join from there, but the fundamental 
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principle remained. No valuable ship, if it could be helped, should 

sail alone. 

Convoys did not make the U-boat threat disappear. In some 

cases, they offered richer targets because a single intercepted 

convoy could yield several sinkings. But they changed the odds in 

favor of the Allies. A lone tanker surprised at night by a U-boat had 

almost no defense; a convoy surrounded by escorts, supported by 

air patrols, at least had a fighting chance. 

 
Air Power Spreads Over Warm Waters 

Ships could not be protected by escorts alone. The decisive 

change in the wider U-boat war had come when air cover extended 

into mid-ocean gaps. In the Caribbean, a similar dynamic played 

out on a smaller, but no less crucial, scale. 

The Anglo-American base agreements of 1940 had already 

authorized the construction of airfields in the region. After 

Neuland, those plans moved from paper to priority. 

By late 1942 and into 1943 Airfields in Trinidad were hosting 

long-range patrol aircraft capable of sweeping wide arcs over the 

tanker routes and convoy tracks. Smaller but strategically placed 

bases in Antigua, St. Lucia and other islands began to see regular 

patrols by U.S. Navy and U.S. Army Air Forces aircraft. And 

British and Canadian crews operating Catalinas and other types of 

flying boats, used anchorages and seaplane ramps in key harbors to 

extend coverage into the eastern approaches and the southern exits 

of the North Atlantic. 

U.S. Monthly Intelligence Reports from 1943 note a gradual 

tightening of the air net. Patrol patterns became more systematic, 

with search plans refined to cover likely U-boat approach routes to 

convoys. Reports speak of ―increased air coverage in Caribbean Sea 

Frontier area‖ and record growing numbers of U-boat sighting and 
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attack incidents‖ where aircraft at least forced submarines to dive, 

even if no kill resulted. 

For U-boat commanders, this meant a change in daily routine. 

Previously a submarine could run on the surface in daylight with 

relatively little risk, hugging the horizon or using cloud cover. Now 

it spent more time submerged in daylight hours, limiting speed and 

visibility. Surfacing to recharge batteries and ventilate the boat 

became riskier, forcing commanders to watch the sky as anxiously 

as the sea. 

The BdU war diary began to reflect this. Caribbean patrol 

reports that once only occasionally mentioned air sightings now 

contained more frequent references to aircraft forcing dives. Also 

of depth charges dropped in patterns suggesting radar or radio 

signal detection rather than chance encounters. 

 
Corvettes, Destroyers and Small Hunters 

Convoys and air patrols needed a third element: ships 

dedicated to hunting submarines. 

In the Caribbean, the escort forces were a patchwork drawn 

from several navies. This included British corvettes, often Flower-

class, were sent south from North Atlantic duties when available, 

though the Admiralty could never spare as many as local 

commanders wanted. 

Another component was U.S. Navy destroyers and smaller 

destroyer escorts began to appear regularly around TAG, GAT, 

TAW and WAT convoys, bringing sonar—known in the Royal 

Navy as ASDIC (Allied Submarine Detection Investigation 

Committee)—depth charges, and increasingly experienced 

antisubmarine crews. 
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Small patrol craft, sub-chasers, converted yachts, and local 

naval vessels filled in gaps, especially in approaches and narrow 

channels where bigger ships could not maneuver easily. 

The coordination of these forces improved over time. Early in 

the campaign, escort groups were often thrown together on an ad 

hoc basis with a destroyer assigned at short notice, a corvette 

diverted from other duties, and patrol vessel pressed into convoy 

escort without specialised training. As the Caribbean Sea Frontier 

and parallel British commands in the region matured, more 

permanent escort units and settled routines took shape. 

A simple but important change was the establishment of 

standard escort rendezvous points. Instead of improvising 

handovers between local patrol craft and ocean escorts, convoys 

approaching or leaving Trinidad, Aruba or Curaçao met their 

assigned escorts at pre-arranged coordinates. This reduced 

confusion and the gaps in coverage that U-boats had been quick to 

exploit. 

For merchant crews who had become accustomed to sailing 

alone, the presence of these escorts was both comforting and 

sobering. Comforting, because there was now someone actively 

looking for the enemy; sobering, because the very need for escorts 

made plain that their routes were dangerous. 

 
Defensive Measures On Shore 

Alongside convoys and escorts, the Allies tightened defenses 

in Caribbean ports and along coasts. 

Blackouts became stricter and more uniform. Harbor towns 

that had once left lights burning freely now dimmed street lamps, 

shielded factory windows, and imposed curfews on unnecessary 

illumination. Oil refineries reduced visible flaring where possible, or 

shielded flares to make them less conspicuous from seaward. Local 



168 

populations, initially resistant to the inconvenience, adapted as 

news of nearby sinkings spread. 

Harbor defenses were strengthened as well. Antisubmarine 

nets were strung across some entrances with navigation channels 

were more tightly controlled. Ships at anchor in exposed roadsteads 

were moved, where possible, into more sheltered berths. Their 

positioning was also adjusted to reduce the chance that a single 

torpedo spread could hit multiple vessels. 

Coastal artillery, already present in some colonies, was 

upgraded or supplemented. While heavy guns could not defeat a 

submerged submarine, they could at least deter or disrupt surface 

attacks and shore bombardments. After the early Neuland raids, 

gunners in Aruba, Curaçao and Trinidad trained more frequently 

on night-time target acquisition, determined not to be caught off 

guard again. 

Civil defense arrangements also evolved. Island governments 

organized air raid drills even if actual bombing raids remained 

unlikely. This trained fire brigades in dealing with oil fires and 

established procedures for receiving survivors from torpedoed 

ships. In some ports, warehouses were reorganized to keep critical 

war cargoes in less vulnerable locations. 

These measures did not make Caribbean ports invulnerable. 

U-boats continued to attack ships in approaches and anchorages. 

But the days when a submarine could surface within easy range of a 

refinery, linger on the surface and select targets almost at leisure 

were coming to an end. 

 
Pressure Mounts 

The decline of the Caribbean campaign can be traced in the 

changing tone of the BdU war diary. 
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In the first Neuland reports, there was excitement and 

satisfaction: ―enemy totally surprised,‖ ―rich tanker traffic,‖ ―weak 

defenses.‖ Patrol logs from U-156, U-161 and others emphasize 

opportunities: anchored ships, unescorted tankers, minimal air 

activity. 

By late 1942 and into 1943, the language shifts dramatically. U-

boat commanders operating in Caribbean grid squares begin to 

report ―strong air activity‖ near certain approaches, Convoys with 

multiple escorts in areas where previously single ships sailed. And 

more frequent and more accurate depth charge attacks. 

One report might speak of a promising contact, ―large convoy 

sighted, heavy tanker component‖, followed by a note that the 

attack was broken off due to aggressive escort action and repeated 

air harassment. Battery states and fuel consumption figures, always 

important in patrol logs, become even more critical as boats spend 

more time submerged and have less freedom to pick their angles of 

attack. 

Dönitz‗s entries in the war diary capture his sense of strain 

between ongoing opportunity and mounting danger. He observes 

that the western Atlantic and Caribbean still present worthwhile 

targets. However he also concedes that U-boat losses are increasing 

and that the Allies are clearly reinforcing their air–sea defense 

system in the region. 

As in the North Atlantic, BdU responds by adjusting strategy 

rather than simply abandoning the theater overnight. Some boats 

are shifted to other areas when Caribbean defenses become too 

tight. Others were instructed to alter patrol patterns, avoid certain 

choke points except under favorable conditions, or operate further 

from heavily patrolled harbors. 
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Yet the direction of travel was clear. The ―golden time‖ for U-

boats in the western hemisphere, which had included the early 

Caribbean successes, was beginning to close. 

 
New Rules 

For those on and around the Caribbean Sea, the Allied fight-

back brought visible and tangible changes. 

Merchant crews now sailed under stricter discipline. Captains 

who might once have chosen their own courses were now obliged 

to stick to convoy schedules and routing instructions. Blackouts on 

board were enforced more rigidly. Boat drills were held more 

frequently, a grim acknowledgement that even with convoys and 

escorts, the danger remained real. 

Islanders saw their skylines altered by military infrastructure. 

Airfields expanded; runways lengthened; new hangars and control 

towers appeared on once-quiet stretches of land. Patrol aircraft 

became familiar sights, droning overhead on long antisubmarine 

sweeps. Harbors grew busier with naval craft, not just merchant 

ships. 

Civilian life adapted to the rhythm of war. Curfews, rationing 

and civil defense drills became part of the everyday fabric. In some 

islands, the presence of American troops and construction workers 

created cultural tensions as well as economic opportunities. And 

the shared sense of threat fostered a pragmatic cooperation 

between local authorities and Allied commands in others. 

At sea, Caribbean seamen learned new habits. Many had 

already survived one or more attacks and now approached every 

voyage with a sharpened awareness. They learned to recognize the 

outline of an escort‗s hull, the sound of depth charges, the subtle 

changes in courses ordered by convoy commodores. Some became 

informal conduits of information, bringing home stories of 
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improved protection or new dangers encountered on particular 

routes. 

The Tide Turns 

By early 1943, the Allied measures in the Caribbean were 

beginning to show results. Convoys like TAG, GAT, TAW and 

WAT continued to sail, but the ratio of ships lost to ships 

protected improved noticeably compared to the brutal months of 

early 1942. 

In the statistical summaries of the U.S. Monthly Intelligence 

Reports and British War Cabinet papers, this appears as a gradual 

flattening and then decline in the curve of sinkings in Caribbean 

waters. U-boats still inflicted losses, but fewer than before and at 

steadily increasing cost to themselves. Some convoys, once easy 

prey, began to pass through their routes without incident; others 

turned attempted attacks into occasions for counter-attack, 

sometimes damaging or destroying the submarines that had once 

hunted them with impunity. 

The Battle of the Caribbean was not over. German submarines 

would continue to operate in and around these waters into 1943 

and beyond, and local tragedies would still punctuate the larger 

trend. But the initiative was shifting. Where once a small number of 

long-range U-boats had been able to impose their will on the 

region, they now found themselves constrained by a web of 

convoys, air patrols, escort ships and harbor defenses. 

From a distance, this shift can be described in terms of 

logistics and strategy. Up close, it was experienced in subtler ways, 

such as in the sight of more escort pennants at the head of a 

convoy, and in the hum of patrol aircraft overhead at dawn. There 

was also an appreciation that a ship torpedoed near Trinidad or 
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Aruba now had a better chance of being avenged, and its survivors 

a better chance of rescue, than had been the case a year earlier. 

Sources for this chapter include US Navy and Army Air Forces operational summaries, British War 

Cabinet and Colonial Office papers, convoy routing and escort records, intelligence assessments tracking 

anti-submarine warfare effectiveness, and contemporary reporting on the expansion of Allied air and naval 

coordination in the Caribbean theater 
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A German Enigma Machine in Use 
Source: Bundesarchiv_Bild_183-2007-0705-502, Chiffriermaschine 'Enigma' 
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CHAPTER 13 

The Intelligence War 

By 1943, the battle for the Caribbean was no longer decided only 

by torpedoes and depth charges. It was increasingly shaped by 

something more elusive, information. 

Every U-boat attack began and ended with signals: orders 

transmitted from BdU headquarters in France, patrol reports sent 

back across the Atlantic, bearings taken by Allied direction-finding 

stations, summaries compiled in London and Washington. The 

warm seas of the Caribbean that had once been almost invisible to 

Allied high command were now crossed by an electronic web of 

radio waves and code groups. 

But behind the scenes of the Caribbean campaign intelligence, 

miscalculation and adaptation changed the odds for both sides. 

 
Signals in the Ether 

The German U-boat arm controlled its far-flung boats through 

a steady stream of radio traffic. Orders assigning patrol areas, 

rerouting boats to new hunting grounds, reporting sinkings or fuel 

states, all of this passed through high-frequency (HF) transmitters 

on shore and receivers on board the submarines. 

In the early phase of the war, this system had given Dönitz a 

powerful advantage. From BdU headquarters he could see, almost 

in real time, reports from dozens of boats across the Atlantic. He 

could direct wolf packs, shift patrol lines, and concentrate force 

where convoys were expected. The same methods, adapted to 

longer distances, underpinned Operation Neuland and the 

subsequent Caribbean patrols. 
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But HF signals did not travel only in one direction. They also 

radiated into the sky, bouncing off the ionosphere and sweeping 

across oceans. Allied listening posts, British, American, and where 

possible, Dutch and Canadian, were tuned to those frequencies. 

Even when they could not read the messages, they could almost 

always detect them. 

This asymmetry lay at the heart of the intelligence war in the 

Caribbean. Germany relied on radio to project control into distant 

waters. In response, the Allies built systems designed to exploit that 

very dependence. 

 
The “Huff-Duff” Bearings 

One of the most important tools in that exploitation was 

HF/DF, high-frequency direction finding, nicknamed ―Huff-Duff‖ 

by British sailors. 

The principle was simple: when a U-boat transmitted on HF, 

its signal could be picked up by multiple Allied listening stations. 

Each station, using a rotating antenna or fixed frame, could 

determine the approximate direction from which the signal was 

coming, called a bearing. Two or more bearings, plotted on a chart, 

intersected at or near the submarine‗s position. 

In the North Atlantic, shore-based HF/DF stations had 

already proved their worth. In the Caribbean and western Atlantic, 

the Allies extended this concept. 

Fixed HF/DF sites in the United States, Bermuda and, 

increasingly, Caribbean bases, began listened for U-boat signals 

across the region. 

Some warships and escorts were also equipped with ship- 

borne HF/DF sets, allowing them to take bearings at sea and home 

in on nearby transmitters. 
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By 1943, when the Caribbean convoys TAG, GAT, TAW and 

WAT were running regularly, Allied reports speak of HF/DF-

assisted routing. If direction-finding showed U-boat activity 

clustering in certain grid zones, convoys could be re-routed around 

them where possible. Moreover escorts could be alerted that a boat 

was shadowing their track, even if no periscope or wake had been 

seen. 

In the Caribbean context, where geography constrained routes 

between islands and along coasts, HF/DF had particular value. A 

single bearing, combined with a knowledge of likely submarine 

patrol patterns and convoy positions, could narrow down threats to 

specific approaches, for instance, the sea lanes north of Aruba or 

the exits from the Gulf of Paria. 

U-boat commanders knew they were vulnerable when they 

transmitted. BdU‗s instructions repeatedly cautioned captains to 

keep radio messages short, to avoid unnecessary transmissions near 

suspected HF/DF coverage, using pre- arranged brevity codes. Yet 

the basic problem remained: a distant command system could not 

function without radio. Each message sent to or from a Caribbean 

patrol carried with it a small, invisible risk. 

 
Reading the Enemy’s Mail 

Direction-finding could reveal where U-boats were. Cracking 

their codes could reveal what they were doing. 

The story of British and Allied success against Enigma, the 

German cipher system used by the U-boat arm, has been 

told in detail elsewhere. Here, it is enough to note that by 

1942–43, intelligence derived from intercepted and decrypted U-

boat messages, known under the codename ULTRA, was feeding 

into operational decisions across multiple theaters. 
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In the Caribbean and western Atlantic, ULTRA‗s impact was 

more limited and uneven than in the central North Atlantic 

convoys, but it was still felt. 

When Enigma keys for the U-boat network were broken 

Allied staffs in London and Washington could read portions of 

BdU‗s communications to boats operating in the Americas. That 

meant they could sometimes see which grid squares boats were 

being sent to, how BdU assessed results of operations in Caribbean 

areas, and when submarines were being redeployed away from or 

back into the region. 

This information did not translate directly into orders like 

―Convoy TAG-xx: turn 20 degrees to port now.‖ Intelligence had 

to be protected. Over-use of ULTRA could have tipped off the 

Germans that their cipher system was compromised, prompting 

changes that might shut off the source entirely. 

Instead, ULTRA and related decrypts informed broader 

decisions. If BdU ordered a concentration of boats in certain 

western Atlantic grids, Allied routes might be adjusted. If decrypts 

confirmed that a particular U-boat had been ordered to lie in wait 

off Trinidad or the Dutch islands, local commands might increase 

air patrols or alter convoy timing. 

In some instances decrypted messages also exposed German 

misperceptions. BdU might assume that a certain approach 

remained weakly defended when, in fact, Allied patrols had already 

increased there. That gap between German expectations and Allied 

reality could be exploited, alerting escorts of likely ambush points. 

From Dönitz‗s perspective, these setbacks were difficult to 

diagnose. He could see that attacks were becoming riskier and that 

some boats were being intercepted more swiftly than before. But 



178 

he did not know that part of the reason lay in his own radio traffic, 

or ―mail‖, being read. 

 
American Intelligence Joins the Fight 

While British code breakers and HF/DF stations formed one 

pillar of the intelligence war, American analysts added another. 

The U.S. Monthly Intelligence Reports which were examined 

show a steady progression in the way the United States assessed the 

U-boat threat in the Caribbean and the western Atlantic. 

Early reports in late 1942 tend to be descriptive, summarizing 

sinkings, plotting approximate positions of attacks, and noting 

general patterns, such as an apparent enemy focus on tanker traffic 

and refinery approaches. As 1943 advances, the reports become 

more analytical. 

They divided U-boat activity into sub-theaters, including the 

Caribbean Sea Frontier, and tracked trends across them. They also 

evaluated whether convoying and intensified patrols were reducing 

losses per ship sailed, and assessed likely U-boat intentions, noting, 

for example, when U-boat effort appeared to be shifting away from 

Caribbean waters toward other areas as defenses stiffened. 

The American system also integrated tactical intelligence from 

air and surface sightings. Pilots on antisubmarine patrols filed 

detailed contact reports showing time, position, course, speed, and 

visible markings. Even when attacks failed to sink a boat, these 

reports helped refine estimates of where U-boats were operating, 

and how they reacted to being detected. 

Taken together, these strands formed a feedback loop. As 

convoys moved through the Caribbean under increasing protection, 

intelligence reports informed incremental adjustments. A reported 

cluster of U-boat contacts near a particular canal or channel might 

prompted responsive measures. A period of quiet in one area could 
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indicate either genuine withdrawal or a temporary lull before 

redeployment. 

The monthly reports show that the Americans increasingly 

regarded intelligence as an active weapon in its own right. They 

came to see the Battle of the Caribbean as not only a matter of 

building more escorts and aircraft, but of using information to 

penetrate the enemy‗s decision cycle. This allowed them to 

anticipate where U-boats would move next and denying them easy 

success. 

 
German Miscalculations and Blind Spots 

Intelligence war is never one-sided. BdU had its own sources 

of information such as radio intercepts of Allied convoy signals, 

reports from U-boat commanders, and, occasionally, data from 

Axis diplomatic or consular channels in the Americas before those 

were fully shut down. 

Yet in the Caribbean theater, German strategic understanding 

was often incomplete. Several factors contributed to this deficiency: 

 
Distance and limited feedback 

Boats operating thousands of kilometers from France had to 

be economical with transmissions. That meant Dönitz received less 

detailed patrol reporting from Caribbean areas than from waters 

closer to Europe. Gaps in information had to be filled with 

extrapolation and assumption. 

 
Overestimation of local Vichy utility 

Early in the war, German planners entertained hopes that 

Vichy-controlled territories in the French Antilles might, in some 

way, assist U-boat operations, by providing weather information, 

reconnaissance or even discreet supply. In practice, American and 

British pressure on Martinique and Guadeloupe, and the cautious 
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stance of Admiral Robert, kept such possibilities largely theoretical. 

Later German accounts acknowledge that the French Antilles never 

became the auxiliary base network some had hoped for. 

 
Underestimation of Allied intelligence gains 

BdU knew that HF/DF was a threat and that some degree of 

signals intelligence existed on the Allied side. But the full extent of 

British and American code-breaking and integrated HF/DF was 

not appreciated. As a result, orders that seemed innocuous, 

directing boats to certain grid squares off Aruba, Curaçao or 

Trinidad, sometimes gave Allied planners early warning of where to 

concentrate defenses. 

 
Lag in Recognizing the Convoy Effect 

As convoys like TAG, GAT, TAW and WAT became routine, 

their protective effect grew. BdU‗s own analysis noted increased 

escort presence and the difficulty of attacking well-defended 

convoys, but there was a natural tendency to attribute individual 

failures to local conditions rather than to a systematic shift in the 

balance of information and coordination. 

These miscalculations did not mean that U-boats suddenly 

became ineffective. They did mean that, in the Caribbean, Germany 

continued to operate on assumptions that were valid in early 1942 

but less so by 1943. They still anticipated that air patrols would 

remain thin, that convoy systems would be slow to organise, and 

that oil routes would continue to offer relatively easy pickings. 

As Allied intelligence work and defensive measures intensified, 

those assumptions grew steadily more dangerous for the U-boats 

that relied on them. 
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Frustration at the Edges 
The BdU war diary captures Dönitz‗s changing mood as the 

intelligence balance shifted. 

In the early Neuland entries, the Caribbean operations feature 

as proof of concept: long-range boats striking a vulnerable theater, 

tankers going down, Allied confusion evident in the lack of 

effective countermeasures. The tone is analytical but satisfied. The 

enemy is off-balance; the U- boat arm is doing exactly what it was 

built to do. 

By late 1942 and into 1943, diary entries dealing with western 

Atlantic and Caribbean operations acquire sharper edges. Phrases 

like ―enemy defenses strengthened,‖ ―increased air patrols in grid 

area,‖ and ―difficulties in attack‖ signal the change. Dönitz still 

expected his captains to find and sink ships, but he also begins to 

complain about the tactical environment. He now had to accept 

that convoys are more frequent and better escorted, aircraft were 

are appearing in areas that were once quiet, and boats were being 

lost or damaged where previously they would have escaped 

unscathed. 

At the same time, he remains committed to the strategic logic 

that originally led him to Neuland. Oil and tanker routes matter; as 

long as boats can reach them, they are worth attacking. The diary 

therefore oscillates between confidence in the basic concept and 

frustration at the growing cost of executing it. 

What Dönitz did not comprehend was the invisible framework 

tightening around his boats. He did not recognize the radio signal 

bearings passed from shore stations to convoy commodores, the 

decrypted messages that revealed where he planned to send his 

next Caribbean patrol, and slowly growing Allied capacity to fuse 

multiple sources of information into a coherent picture. 
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From his perspective, the Caribbean was becoming a harder 

theater. From the Allied perspective, intelligence and operations 

were finally working in tandem. 

 
Local Echoes of a Hidden War 

For ordinary people in the Caribbean, the intelligence war was 

invisible. They did not see direction-finding bearings drawn on 

plotting boards in Bermuda or Washington, or decoded messages 

on the desks of staff officers in London. 

But they experienced its effects. 

Convoy rerouting changed the pattern of ship arrivals and 

departures in ports. Expanding air patrols, guided in part by radio 

signals and analysis, meant more aircraft passing overhead. 

Occasional rumours circulated, of a ―submarine caught‖ near a 

particular channel, or of a boat forced to the surface by aircraft and 

escorts. Survivors from torpedoed ships sometimes spoke of how 

quickly escorts had reached them, or of depth charges falling in 

patterns that suggested more than blind searching. 

To Caribbean seamen, some of these changes were 

unmistakable. Men who had sailed unescorted routes early in the 

war now found themselves part of carefully organized convoys. 

They noticed that escorts sometimes altered course abruptly in 

response to signals from the flagship, moves that, unknown to 

them, might be based on radio signals or intelligence reports. When 

U-boat attacks did occur, the swiftness and coordination of the 

counter- attack made a strong impression. 

These experiences gave civilians and seamen a sense that, 

somehow, the tide was turning, even if the mechanisms remained 

obscure. 
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A War of Nerves and Numbers 
The intelligence war in the Caribbean was not dramatic in the 

way a night-time torpedo attack was. It played out in offices and 

listening posts, in long hours of analysis and in cautious 

adjustments to convoy routes. 

Yet it was central to the shift which manifested, from a region 

where U-boats could act with near impunity, to one where each 

patrol was shadowed, tracked, and increasingly likely to end badly 

for the hunter. 

For the Allies, success did not mean eliminating all losses. 

Ships continued to be sunk in Caribbean waters even after convoys, 

radio signal detection, and better air cover were in place. But it did 

mean changing the ratio, reducing sinkings per ship sailed, and 

increasing U-boat losses per patrol. This gradually made the 

Caribbean a less attractive investment of Germany‗s scarce 

submarines. 

For Germany, the intelligence war in the Caribbean formed 

part of a larger story – the gradual erosion of the U-boat arm‗s early 

advantages worldwide. What made the Caribbean distinctive was 

how quickly the transformation occurred. Within roughly twelve 

months the region made a remarkable transformation – from 

under-appreciated and lightly defended, to closely watched and 

strongly patrolled. And this became a severe problem for the 

German sea wolves who hunted in the waters of the Caribbean. 

Sources for this chapter include intelligence summaries, operational communications, and BdU diary 

material used to describe the intelligence contest, pattern recognition, and the role of reporting in operational 

change. 
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A U.S. Navy boarding party working to secure a tow line to the bow of a 
captured German submarine 

Source: U.S. Navy photo 80-G-49172 
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CHAPTER 14 

Retreat of the Sea Wolves 

By the middle of 1943, the Caribbean no longer looked like the 

―new land‖ that had enticed the U-boat arm in early 1942. The 

routes were the same, the islands unchanged, but the sea itself 

seemed to have grown hostile. 

Where long-range boats had once slipped almost unchallenged 

into the approaches off Aruba, Curaçao, St. Lucia, and Trinidad, 

they now met radar-equipped aircraft, tightly guarded convoys, and 

escorts willing to press home attacks. The BdU war diary still spoke 

of ―possibilities‖ in the western Atlantic and Caribbean, but the 

language of opportunity was increasingly paired with the language 

of loss. 

The sea wolves that had hunted so freely in warm waters were 

now being hunted in return. 

By mid-1943, even the most aggressive U-boat commanders 

could no longer deny that the Caribbean had changed character. 

The very features that had once made it so attractive, wide sea 

areas, dispersed land masses, and vital oil routes, now worked in 

favor of the defenders, who could position aircraft and escorts to 

cover choke points and refueling hubs. Radar sets that had been 

experimental or rare in early 1942 were, by 1943, more common on 

aircraft. Some escorts turned night, which U-boats had relied on as 

a shield, into a time of special danger. 

The cumulative effect of Allied learning was stark. Patrol 

patterns evolved from simple, straight-line searches into layered, 

overlapping grids based on decrypted signals, shipping intelligence, 

and after-action reports from earlier encounters. Aircrews who had 
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once been unsure how to distinguish a periscope feather from a 

line of surf became more adept at picking out the faintest sign of a 

submerged boat. 

German planners could still point to occasional successes in 

Caribbean waters, especially when a convoy system was temporarily 

disrupted or when a single tanker became separated from its 

escorts. But those victories no longer came at modest cost. Each 

patrol required longer transit through increasingly hostile 

approaches, and each attack brought a higher probability of 

counter-attack. The argument that the Caribbean represented a 

―good use‖ of scarce boats and veteran crews was harder to sustain 

in the face of mounting losses and declining returns. 

Within BdU, discussions about the western Atlantic and 

Caribbean increasingly shifted from ambition to trade-off. The 

question was no longer simply what could be sunk there, but what 

had to be risked there that might be better used elsewhere. Reports 

from front-line commanders, often phrased cautiously, nonetheless 

carried a clear message: the old Neuland opportunities were closing, 

and what remained looked more like attrition than advantage. 

 
Rising Losses, Shrinking Returns 

As with other events, the turning of the tide in the Caribbean 

did not happen in a single dramatic moment. It emerged from the 

aggregated effect of dozens of small encounters. Aircraft forced U-

boats to dive and break contact, depth charges damaged hulls and 

systems, and convoys passed through known danger zones without 

losing a ship. 

On paper, the shift appears in the curves traced on Allied and 

German charts. For the Allies, graphs of ships sunk in the 

Caribbean theater show a steep climb through early 1942, a plateau, 

and then a gradual decline as convoys, escorts, and air patrols take 
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hold. For BdU, the same period looks like a narrowing gap between 

tonnage sunk and boats lost, followed by a disturbing crossover. 

Now more U-boats failed to return from patrols than could be 

justified by the shipping they sent to the bottom. 

Individual Caribbean patrols reflected this shift. A commander 

who, on the strength of earlier operations, expected rich tanker 

traffic off the Dutch islands might now find convoys instead of 

stragglers, and escorts where there had once been only 

merchantmen. In the approaches to Trinidad, the growing presence 

of aircraft and patrol vessels made daylight surface work hazardous 

in waters where U-161 and others had previously prowled with 

impunity. 

The BdU war log began to record phrases that had been rare 

in the early Neuland days: ―no success despite favourable patrol 

area,‖ ―repeated air attacks in vicinity of convoy,‖ ―boat forced to 

submerge, contact lost.‖ Each such entry represented a patrol in 

which fuel, torpedoes, and men had been committed, but from 

which little or no shipping loss could be claimed. In the abstract 

arithmetic of war, the Caribbean was becoming a poor investment. 

Graphs and curves in war diaries could never fully capture the 

experience of the men who lived through the shift, but they framed 

the debate over deployment. A patrol that returned with one or two 

ships sunk but with severe damage to the boat might, in 1942, have 

been hailed as a worthwhile gamble. However by 1943, when 

replacement crews and hulls were harder to come by, the same 

result looked less like success and more like erosion of the fleet. 

In Caribbean waters, the narrowing gap between tonnage sunk 

and boats lost reflected this new calculus. Early patrols had 

produced tallies that seemed to justify the fuel, torpedoes, and men 

committed to them. Later sorties often yielded only a single 
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sinking—or none at all—while exposing crews to repeated air 

attacks and prolonged depth-charge hunts. When such patrols 

ended in the loss of boat and crew together, the imbalance between 

cost and benefit became stark. 

The growing sophistication of Allied routing contributed to 

shrinking returns. Tanker and bauxite convoys were scheduled to 

minimize time in the most dangerous grids, and their sailing times 

and compositions were adjusted in response to intelligence about 

U-boat concentrations. As a result a commander who had plotted 

his patrol area based on past traffic patterns might find stretches of 

ocean that were emptier than his pre-war charts and previous 

reports had led him to expect. 

Some U-boat commanders tried to adapt by pressing closer to 

harbor exits and coastal approaches, hoping to catch ships as they 

formed up or dispersed from convoys. But this tactic increased 

exposure to shore-based air patrols and coastal radar, further 

increasing the risk without guaranteeing extra sinkings. The same 

pattern emerged again and again in patrol narratives: opportunity 

glimpsed, attack attempted, counter-attack endured, and a final 

return to base with little to show but damage and exhausted men. 

 
Death by Depth Charges 

For the crews of the U-boats the change was felt in vibrations 

rather than in graphs. This registered as heavier thuds of depth 

charges closer to the hull, the more frequent crash-dives, and the 

increased hours spent submerged. 

In early 1942, a Caribbean patrol had often been described by 

veterans as ―pleasant‖ compared to the North Atlantic. The air was 

warm; the water was clear; air attacks were rare. By late 1942 and 

into 1943, the same waters had become a place where watch 

officers scanned the sky as anxiously as the horizon. 
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A typical sequence might run like this: 

A U-boat, running on the surface at night to charge batteries 

and cover ground, detects distant aircraft engine noise or the faint 

echo of radar on its detectors. The commander orders an 

immediate dive. The boat slips under just as a patrol plane passes 

overhead, perhaps dropping flares or a pattern of depth charges 

into the sea within sight of the disappearing wake. 

Even when no damage is done, the interruption is costly. 

Batteries must now be preserved, air rationed, speed reduced. The 

boat spends more time submerged in daylight than before, reducing 

the chances of spotting and intercepting targets. Each forced dive 

shaves a little off the boat‗s effective range and endurance. 

When escorts acquire a firm contact, through sonar (ASDIC), 

HF/DF bearings, or visual sightings, the consequences can be 

worse. A well-handled corvette or destroyer can keep a submarine 

pinned down for hours, dropping repeated depth-charge patterns 

designed to bracket the target. Inside the U-boat‗s pressure hull, 

men brace themselves at each explosion: lights flicker, gauges 

tremble, fittings shake loose. Water may seep through gasketed 

joints, and air grows stale and hot. 

Several Caribbean patrols ended this way. Boats that had once 

expected, at worst, an uncomfortable encounter with an 

inexperienced escort now had to reckon with aggressive, better-

trained crews. Some U-boats never surfaced again. 

For crews, the hardening of the Caribbean theater translated 

into a more claustrophobic daily life. On earlier patrols, long 

surface runs in clear weather had been occasions for relief, fresh 

air, and even brief moments of scenery, with islands visible on the 

horizon. As air patrols intensified, those same surface intervals 
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became calculated risks, timed around expected aircraft coverage 

and kept as short as possible. 

Routine drills took on a sharper edge. Crash-dive practices, 

once largely procedural, now mirrored real emergencies the men 

knew they might face several times in a single week. Engineers 

listened for subtle changes in machinery sounds that could signal 

damage from near-miss depth charges, and petty officers watched 

younger sailors for signs that nerves were fraying under the 

constant strain. 

When a U-boat came under sustained attack, the technical 

language of sonar bearings and depth settings turned into physical 

sensation. The descending whine of a depth- charge pattern, the 

split second of silence before impact, the hammer-blow of the 

explosion, and the hull‗s groan under pressure made that 

translation vivid. Men gripped handholds or lay flat in their bunks 

as lights flickered and dust sifted from overhead. Every successful 

evasion felt like a reprieve. To many crews, each patrol that ended 

with only minor damage seemed more like borrowed time than 

normal survival. 

Reports from the Caribbean recorded several instances in 

which boats survived fierce hunts but returned home effectively 

unfit for further front-line service without major repairs. Hull 

plates were buckled, batteries cracked, instruments misaligned. 

When such boats were withdrawn for repair, they left a gap in the 

patrol roster. This sharpened the sense that the campaign had 

transformed from offensive opportunity to defensive survival. 

 
Graveyard Reputation 

As losses rose and reports of intense antisubmarine activity 

accumulated, some German officers began to speak of certain 

western Atlantic sectors as ―graveyards‖ for U- boats. The phrase 
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captured a sense that the balance had shifted decisively in those 

waters. 

The Caribbean became one such location. 

Boats operating near the main convoy tracks, particularly the 

TAG, GAT, TAW, and WAT routes, found the combination of 

escorts and air cover increasingly lethal. A commander who pressed 

home a night surface attack against a convoy might succeed in 

sinking or damaging a ship. But he did so at increased risk of being 

counter- attacked by radar-equipped escorts and aircraft summoned 

by radio. 

Some patrol reports underscored the rising danger. One boat 

came back from a Caribbean sortie with a dented hull and damaged 

equipment; another failed to report at all. BdU analysts marked 

suspected loss positions on their grid charts, often in the same 

squares that Allied maps shaded as U-boat hot spots. 

However, the notion of the Caribbean as a U-boat ―graveyard‖ 

should not be overstated. Most U-boat losses still occurred in the 

broader North Atlantic and European waters, where both 

submarine and Allied force densities were higher. Nonetheless 

within the U-boat arm‗s own memory the warm waters that had 

once promised advantage came increasingly to be linked with boats 

that did not return. 

Therefore the emerging ―graveyard‖ reputation of certain 

Caribbean sectors did not arise solely from statistics; it grew from 

specific stories retold in messes and on bases. Boats that had once 

shared pier space and escorted one another out of French ports 

simply stopped returning. A grid reference mentioned in one patrol 

order acquired a darker resonance when weeks later it reappeared 

as the suspected loss position of another missing submarine. 
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Allied documentation underscores why those reputations 

formed. Convoy reports from routes such as TAG and GAT 

record increasingly confident counter-attacks: coordinated 

maneuvers by escorts, effective use of radar and sonar, and air 

support called in with growing speed. From the German side, the 

same engagements appear as terse log entries describing ―heavy 

depth-charge barrage‖ or ―boat under continual hunt,‖ followed by 

silence when a submarine failed to report again. 

Not every grid square branded a ―graveyard‖ in memory 

justified the term in a strictly numerical sense. But memory rarely 

follows calculation. To U-boat crews, a sea area in which several 

comrades had disappeared took on a symbolic weight that far 

exceeded its size on the chart. In some minds the warm, clear 

waters that had once been seen as a respite from the harsh North 

Atlantic became associated with unseen dangers and sudden loss. 

In later memoirs some veterans folded the Caribbean into a 

broader story of overreach and response. The same daring that had 

carried U-boats into distant seas also exposed them to defenses that 

grew stronger with each passing month. 

The ―graveyard‖ label thus marked not only specific patrol 

zones but a stage in the war when the initiative, once firmly with 

the hunters, had passed to their pursuers. 

 
Crew Morale Under Strain 

The change in conditions affected both patrol outcomes and 

the internal climate within U-boats. 

In 1942, when Caribbean operations formed part of the 

―golden time,‖ crews looked forward to patrols with the 

expectation of success. They returned to base with pennants 

representing ships sunk, were feted in port, and saw their 

commanders decorated. The risks seemed to be paying off. 
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By 1943, that narrative was harder to sustain. Boats that sailed 

with high hopes sometimes returned with nothing to show but 

scars and shaken men. Others did not return at all, leaving 

comrades to speculate and mourn. Promotions and decorations still 

occurred, but they were increasingly offset by funerals and lists of 

the missing. 

In such circumstances, morale became a complex mix of 

professionalism, fatalism, and disillusion. 

Some crews responded with increased determination. They 

prided themselves on being among the few who could still strike 

Allied shipping in defended waters. For them, a successful 

Caribbean patrol under heavy pressure proved the enduring worth 

of the U-boat arm. 

Others, especially among newer recruits who had never 

experienced the early easy successes, felt only the danger. To them, 

the U-boat service seemed less like a path to glory and more like a 

high-risk assignment in a war that was visibly turning against 

Germany. Stories of aircraft appearing out of the sun, of convoys 

bristling with escorts, and of friends lost in warm seas they had 

thought benign eroded any remaining illusion of a one-sided hunt. 

Commanders felt the strain as well. They were expected to 

reconcile BdU‗s demand for results with the realities they saw 

through the periscope: a sea that was increasingly hostile, a sky 

more thickly sown with patrols, and patrol orders that at times 

seemed to lag behind the evolving danger. 

Morale aboard U-boats in the Caribbean mirrored a tension 

between professional pride and the growing sense that the odds 

were turning against them. Crews still held a strong confidence in 

their technical competence: they knew their boats, their weapons, 

and their routines, and many believed that skill and discipline could 
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see them through. At the same time, letters from home, rumors 

about missing boats, and their own experiences under attack made 

it increasingly hard to ignore the war‗s downward trajectory. 

Younger sailors who had joined after the ―golden time‖ had 

little personal memory of easy victories. For them, the service was 

defined by risk rather than reward, long hours submerged and 

frequent brushes with disaster. Veterans sometimes tried to counter 

this with stories of earlier patrols, but those tales meant to inspire 

also emphasized how much conditions had changed. 

Inside the cramped hull, commanders walked a narrow line. 

They had to maintain authority and optimism without slipping into 

denial that their men would recognize as false. Some adopted a dry, 

understated style, acknowledging dangers but insisting on 

professionalism; others leaned on camaraderie and shared hardship, 

framing each patrol as a test that only a few could endure. 

Official propaganda continued to cast the U-boat arm as an 

elite force, but the lived reality of late 1942 and 1943 made that 

image increasingly ambiguous. Decorations and promotions still 

went ahead, butt every ceremony was overshadowed by the 

absence of men who had not returned. In this atmosphere, even 

outwardly uneventful Caribbean patrols contributed to a slow 

erosion of morale that mirrored the physical attrition of the fleet. 

 
BdU Adjusts Course 

For Dönitz and his staff, the Caribbean formed only one 

theater in a global U-boat war, but it was an important test case. 

The same pattern, early success, rapid Allied adaptation, rising 

losses, was appearing elsewhere. In deciding how to allocate boats, 

BdU had to weigh the potential gains in the Caribbean against 

enormous pressures in the North Atlantic, the Arctic, the Bay of 

Biscay, and the waters off West Africa and Brazil. 
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As 1943 wore on, BdU‗s orders reflected a cautious 

recalibration. 

Some long-range Type IX boats previously assigned to western 

Atlantic and Caribbean patrols were redeployed to other duties, 

including operations off the coast of Africa and the South Atlantic. 

Others were used in attempts to re- open offensive action in more 

central Atlantic lanes, where Dönitz hoped that temporary tactical 

adjustments might still yield results. 

When boats were sent into Caribbean grid squares, their patrol 

areas and tactics were increasingly constrained. Commanders were 

advised to avoid the most heavily patrolled convoy routes unless 

specific intelligence suggested a worthwhile opportunity. Where 

early Neuland orders had urged aggressive penetration of harbor 

approaches, later instructions emphasized caution and the need to 

preserve boats for future operations. 

In his war diary, Dönitz remained unwilling to write off the 

Caribbean entirely. Oil and tanker routes were still too important to 

ignore. But there is a noticeable change in tone. The region ceases 

to be described as a ―rich hunting ground‖ and instead appears as 

one of several contested seas where Allied defenses were 

―considerably strengthened.‖ 

This was not a formal withdrawal or a single dramatic order 

pulling all boats out of the Caribbean. It was, rather, a gradual 

tightening of resources and a shift in emphasis. Over time, fewer 

submarines were committed to the region, and those that were sent 

operated under more restrictive guidance. 

Within BdU headquarters, the Caribbean theater became a 

case study in how quickly an apparently promising operational area 

could harden under Allied pressure. Staff officers compared early 

Neuland reports, full of sinkings and undetected approaches, with 
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later patrol logs that emphasized evasion, forced dives, and 

unsuccessful attacks. The contrast underlined the danger of 

inferring future results from a brief window of unopposed success. 

Resource constraints sharpened these reflections. The U- boat 

arm faced demands on multiple fronts: the North Atlantic lifeline, 

the Arctic convoys to the Soviet Union, the approaches to British 

and Mediterranean ports, and distant operations off South America 

and West Africa. Every Type IX sent to the Caribbean was a boat 

not available to reinforce a North Atlantic wolfpack or to patrol 

near Britain‗s main supply routes. 

As a result, orders for Caribbean and western Atlantic patrols 

became more conditional. Commanders were instructed to exploit 

intelligence about weakly defended gaps when such information 

was available, but to avoid protracted, high-risk operations against 

heavily escorted convoys. The language of directives shifted subtly 

from ―seek and attack‖ toward ―use opportunities without undue 

risk to the boat.‖ 

These adjustments did not amount to a formal abandonment 

of the Caribbean. Instead, they signaled the region‗s demotion to a 

secondary place in BdU planning: a theatre to be probed when 

conditions looked favorable, but no longer a centerpiece of global 

U-boat strategy. The ―retreat‖ of the sea wolves from these waters 

was therefore as much administrative as physical, visible in fewer 

inked patrol tracks on charts and fewer boats scheduled to pass 

through those grids. 

 
Allied Confidence Grows 

On the Allied side, the cumulative effect of convoys, air 

power, escorts, and intelligence gains in the Caribbean fed a 

growing sense of confidence, tempered, as always, by the 

knowledge that the enemy remained dangerous. 
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U.S. Monthly Intelligence Reports and British War Cabinet 

summaries from late 1943 speak in measured but noticeably more 

optimistic tones about the western Atlantic and Caribbean. They 

note that: 

• Sinkings per ship sailed had declined compared to the worst 

months of 1942. 

• Convoy systems in the region were working more reliably, 

with fewer gaps. 

• U-boat sightings and attacks, while still occurring, were less 

frequent and often less successful. 

Where earlier reports had been dominated by the language of 

crisis, ―serious situation in Caribbean tanker routes,‖ later ones 

adopt phrases such as ―marked improvement in security,‖ and 

―enemy activity reduced.‖ 

This did not mean complacency. Commanders understood 

that a single successful U-boat penetration of a convoy could undo 

weeks of apparent calm. They continued to refine antisubmarine 

tactics, upgrade equipment, and adjust routes. But the overall 

trajectory was clear. The Battle of the Caribbean, as a distinct 

campaign in which U-boats could inflict enormous damage on an 

under-protected theater, was nearing its end. 

For Caribbean seamen and civilians, the shift registered in 

small, cumulative ways: fewer reports of local sinkings, more 

convoys arriving and departing without incident. There was also a 

widely shared sense that the worst might be over, even if few were 

willing to say so aloud. 

The gradual stabilization of the Caribbean fed into a broader 

narrative of learning and adaptation. Naval and air commanders 

could point to the region as evidence that coherent convoy 

systems, integrated air–sea cooperation, and the strategic use of 
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intelligence could turn a vulnerable sea lane into a relatively secure 

corridor within a surprisingly short time. 

Reports from the U.S. Navy and Royal Navy in late 1943 often 

highlighted the Caribbean and western Atlantic as examples when 

arguing for additional resources in other theaters. They noted that 

early investments in bases, aircraft, and escorts had paid off in 

reduced loss rates and improved control of shipping. This 

experience bolstered the case for similar buildups in the mid-

Atlantic gap, the Bay of Biscay, and later in waters threatened by 

Japanese submarines. 

For local Allied commanders in the Caribbean, increased 

confidence translated into more flexible operations. With convoys 

suffering fewer losses, some escorts could be rotated for 

maintenance or reassigned temporarily to support special tasks, 

such as covering troop movements or conducting focused hunts in 

suspected U-boat concentrations. Aircrews, no longer flying under 

the constant shadow of crisis, could devote more time to training 

and refining tactics rather than simply reacting to emergency calls. 

Yet even as confidence grew, a residual caution remained. The 

memory of the shock of early 1942 lingered, and planners knew 

that a handful of successful U-boat attacks could still cause 

disruption if vigilance slackened. The Caribbean thus moved into a 

new phase: no longer a theater of acute alarm, but not yet a place 

where the sea could be taken for granted. 

 
Warm Graves, Cold Conclusions 

The retreat of the sea wolves from the Caribbean was not a 

theatrical exit. There was no single day on which the last U-boat 

left these waters never to return. Instead, the campaign faded, 

thinned out, and was gradually overshadowed by larger events in 

other theaters: the intensified struggle in the North Atlantic, the 
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landings in Italy and France, and the shifting alliances and fronts of 

a global war entering its final phases. 

What remained in the Caribbean were the traces: wrecks of 

ships on shallow sea beds, some still seeping oil long after the guns 

fell silent; official and unofficial graves and memorials for seamen 

whose bodies washed ashore, or whose names were recorded as 

missing; and bases and airfields built in haste that outlasted the war 

and reshaped the physical and political landscape of several islands. 

For German submariners, the Caribbean chapter of their war 

settled into a peculiar memory: a time when distant, sunlit waters 

had first seemed an inviting opportunity and had then turned into 

another dangerous front. For Caribbean communities, it was a 

period when the sea that sustained them became, briefly and 

brutally, a place of sudden death and global consequence. 

As the U-boat presence ebbed, Caribbean waters bore silent 

witness to what had occurred. Wreck charts compiled after the war, 

drawing on Allied and German records, showed clusters of sunk 

ships along familiar routes: approaches to oil ports, exits from the 

Gulf of Paria, channels between the Lesser Antilles, and coastal 

stretches off Venezuela and Guyana. Each notation corresponded 

to a specific night or day when a voyage ended in fire and oil. 

Local communities lived with more immediate signs. 

Fragments of wreckage washed ashore long after the last torpedoes 

were fired; fishermen snagged nets on twisted metal; divers 

discovered hulls lying on their sides in clear, shallow water. 

Memorial plaques and simple headstones, sometimes far from the 

ports the ships had sailed from, marked the resting places of men 

whose families could never see the exact locations of their loss. 

For German veterans, later visits to the Caribbean carried a 

different weight. The sunlit harbors and beaches sought out by 
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tourists existed alongside memories of anxious nights on the 

surface, urgent dives, and comrades who did not return. The region 

became, in recollection, both a place of youthful audacity and a 

symbol of a campaign that had turned decisively against them. 

Analysts of the Battle of the Atlantic often treat the Caribbean 

as a telling case study. It showed how quickly a peripheral theatre 

could become critical, and how the combined use of intelligence, 

technology, and organization could eventually offset even severe 

early losses. The ―warm graves‖ scattered along its sea lanes fed 

into a larger, colder conclusion: that modern industrial war could 

project lethal precision into even the most distant waters. 

Sources for this chapter include BdU war diary entries and signals, Allied operational reporting, and loss 

and attack data used to describe the contraction of U-boat effectiveness and the reasons for withdrawal. 
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Two grounded German U-boats 

Source: U.S. National Archives file 208-PR-10K-1 
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PART IV: LESSONS & LEGACY 

CHAPTER 15 

The War Moves On 

In the middle of 1943 the Battle of the Caribbean was no longer 

the crisis it had been a year before. Ships still sailed in convoy, 

aircraft combed the sea for periscopes and wakes, and U-boats still 

prowled the edges of the tanker lanes. But the center of gravity of 

the war had shifted. 

The same War Cabinet papers and U.S. intelligence reports 

that had once carried urgent headings about ―tanker losses in 

western Atlantic and Caribbean‖ were now filled with other names: 

Sicily, Salerno, Anzio, Normandy. In the Pacific, a different kind of 

submarine campaign, Japanese, not German, was unfolding across 

thousands of miles of ocean. What had been first a shock and then 

a proving ground in the Caribbean was becoming, in strategic 

terms, a secured corridor rather than an active front. 

The war had not ended. It had moved on. 

By the time the Caribbean crisis eased, the momentum of 

global events had swung decisively elsewhere. Newspapers and 

radio broadcasts that had once reported tanker losses off Trinidad 

or Curaçao now led with news of landings, offensives and city 

bombings across multiple continents. For observers in the 

Caribbean, the war‗s center of gravity seemed to drift steadily north 

and east, even as the local sea grew quieter. 

Yet the region‗s earlier ordeal was not forgotten by those 

charged with sustaining Allied logistics. Staff officers calculating 



203 

tanker availability or bauxite shipments still factored Caribbean 

routes into their tables, aware that the supplies flowing through 

those waters underpinned operations far away. In that sense, the 

Battle of the Caribbean continued in muted form: not as a series of 

dramatic sinkings, but as a steady, reliable movement of ships 

whose safety could no longer be taken for granted but was no 

longer daily in doubt. 

 
A Diminished Storm 

Through much of 1942, the Caribbean had been a place of 

sharp alarm for British and American planners. Tanker sinkings off 

Aruba, Curaçao and Trinidad, and attacks along the South 

American coast, had forced them to reorganize routes, build bases, 

and devote scarce escorts to what had once seemed a secondary 

sea. 

By late 1943, those measures were bearing fruit. Convoys such 

as TAG, GAT, TAW and WAT were running routinely. Escort 

groups had learned their trade; air patrols from Antigua, Trinidad, 

Guantánamo, Puerto Rico and other bases had tightened the net 

over the main shipping lanes.. 

U.S. Monthly Intelligence Reports and British naval summaries 

from that period, when laid side by side, tell a consistent story. 

Caribbean sinkings did not cease altogether; isolated ships were still 

attacked, and an occasional convoy battle flared in the region. But 

the numbers were no longer catastrophic. Losses per ship sailed 

declined, while U-boat loss rates per patrol rose. 

In the cold language of staff work, the Caribbean had shifted 

from ―critical problem area‖ to ―improving situation.‖ The same 

sea that had once seemed to bleed Allied fuel and lives now 

appeared as a comparatively well-ordered theater whose problems 
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could be managed without constant crisis meetings in London and 

Washington. 

As convoys settled into routine patterns, what had once been 

emergency improvisations hardened into standard practice. Sailing 

schedules, escort assignments and air patrol rosters in the 

Caribbean were drawn up with an eye to efficiency as well as 

security, reflecting the belief that the immediate crisis had passed. 

This did not eliminate risk, but it reduced the sense of constant 

peril that had characterized 1942. 

The statistics compiled at the time bear out this impression. 

While ships continued to be lost in the Caribbean after 1942, the 

ratio of sinkings to sailings fell markedly. U- boats, when they did 

attack, were more likely to encounter prompt counter-action from 

escorts or aircraft, and were more frequently damaged or sunk in 

the process. The region‗s shipping arteries, once seen as 

dangerously exposed, began to look, in comparative terms, like 

stable veins in a global circulatory system under strain. 

For seamen, the shift appeared in quieter crossings. Convoy 

drills, blackouts, and watch routines stayed in place, but voyages 

once broken by alarms and detours increasingly passed without 

incident. Superstitions and private rituals endured, yet the practical 

sense of a ―diminishing storm‖ shaped how veterans later recalled 

their late-war Caribbean passages. 

 
New Strategic Priorities 

As the urgency of the Caribbean campaign eased, Allied 

leaders were drawn ever more tightly into other demands. 

In 1943 the Mediterranean filled with convoys and invasion 

fleets. Allied landings in North Africa, Sicily and mainland Italy 

required immense amounts of shipping and escort power. Every 

destroyer or corvette sent to guard a TAG convoy in the Caribbean 
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was a ship that could not escort a troop group to Oran or shuttle 

between Gibraltar and Algiers. The fact that the Caribbean‗s own 

convoys were now suffering fewer losses made it easier, politically 

and practically, to defend modest reductions in reinforcement there 

when Mediterranean operations reached their peaks. 

At the same time, preparations for a cross-Channel invasion of 

north-west Europe began to overshadow all else in British thinking. 

The Battle of the Atlantic, the struggle to secure the main North 

Atlantic convoy lanes to Britain, remained existential. Only if those 

routes were held could the build-up in Britain for the eventual D-

Day landings be sustained. 

The U-boat campaign in the Caribbean was a crucial, if often 

overlooked, part of the wider Battle of the Atlantic. Yet, for all its 

importance, the southern theater could no longer claim priority 

access to new escorts, long-range aircraft, or escort carriers. 

Moreover, for the United States, the Pacific demanded 

growing attention. Carrier battles at Coral Sea and Midway, the 

bitter fighting in the Solomons, and the long island- hopping 

campaign toward the Philippines and Japan all required ships, 

aircraft and men. American planners had to distribute resources 

between two oceans. The Caribbean Sea Frontier, once a focal 

point in the wake of Neuland, came to be seen as one link in a 

larger hemispheric defensive chain, not a theater in crisis. 

In this global context, ―war moving on‖ was not a metaphor. 

It was a literal shift in the focus of Allied planning from warm 

Caribbean channels to beaches in Europe, deserts in North Africa 

and atolls in the central Pacific. 

As Allied strategy shifted, the Caribbean became part of a 

larger logistical web whose strands led to beaches, deserts and 

islands far from its shores. Oil drawn from Venezuela, Curaçao, 
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Aruba and Trinidadian fields powered ships and aircraft in the 

Mediterranean; bauxite shipped from Guiana and Suriname fed 

aluminum production for aircraft used in Europe and the Pacific. 

The security achieved in Caribbean lanes thus fed directly into 

operations that never came near those waters. 

Planners weighing deployments faced hard choices. A 

destroyer or escort carrier assigned to the Caribbean might 

contribute to a sense of safety there but would not be available to 

face the massed U-boat packs still threatening North Atlantic 

convoys. As Caribbean loss rates fell, arguments for reallocating 

some assets northward or westward gained weight, especially when 

imminent operations, such as invasions in the Mediterranean or 

preparations for Normandy, demanded every available hull. 

In the Pacific, American naval leaders confronted a different 

geography but a similar problem of finite resources. The need to 

supply distant island bases, defend long, thin lines of 

communication, and counter Japanese submarines and surface 

raiders stretched escort forces thin. The ability to treat the 

Caribbean as a relatively stabilized theater by 1943 and 1944 thus 

functioned as a kind of strategic dividend. This was one theater 

where, thanks to earlier investment, pressure had eased enough to 

permit reinforcements to be sent elsewhere. 

 
The U-boat War Narrows 

The U-boat fleet experienced its own version of this shift. By 

1943, the German submarine arm was under severe pressure 

everywhere. Technological changes, ship-borne and airborne radar, 

more effective HF/DF, improved sonar and new weapons like 

forward-throwing ―hedgehog‖ mortars, had made the oceans more 

dangerous for submarines. Escort carriers and long-range patrol 

aircraft had closed the mid-Atlantic air gap. The North Atlantic, 
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Bay of Biscay and coastal European waters became increasingly 

deadly for U-boats simply trying to leave or return from patrol. 

Within BdU headquarters, the problem was painfully clear. 

Boats had to run a gauntlet just to get to their hunting grounds. 

Once there, they faced convoys better guarded than ever before. 

Losses mounted. Toward the end of 1943 and into 1944, entire 

waves of newly commissioned U- boats never sank a ship. Many 

never returned. 

In this environment, BdU could no longer treat the Caribbean 

as a priority hunting ground. The logic that had once recommended 

it—distance from major fronts, light defenses, and concentrated 

tanker traffic—no longer applied. With stronger defenses in place, 

the region‗s tonnage losses, though still significant, no longer 

justified committing boats that might be needed elsewhere. 

U- boat deployments reflected this. Fewer Type IX boats were 

sent on pure Caribbean patrols. Those that transited the region 

often did so en route to or from operations off Brazil, West Africa 

or in the central Atlantic. Patrol zones were defined more 

conservatively; commanders were warned to avoid heavily patrolled 

approaches and to save their energies for less defended locations. 

Dönitz‗s war diary, which had once praised Caribbean 

operations as a proof of U-boat reach, now concentrated on saving 

the campaign nearer home. The western hemisphere remained on 

his maps, but his main anxiety lay on the lines between North 

America and Britain and on the approaches to Europe, where 

Allied convoys and invasion fleets were gathering. 

As the U-boat war intensified closer to Europe, the declining 

emphasis on the Caribbean formed part of a larger contraction. 

German submarines that had once ranged widely into the South 

Atlantic, Indian Ocean and western hemisphere increasingly found 
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their operational choices constrained by heavier defenses and by 

fuel and maintenance limitations. The era of far-flung cruiser-style 

patrols gave way to grimmer, more confined battles near key 

convoy routes. 

For BdU, this meant that earlier ambitions of global reach had 

to be tempered. The Caribbean, once a symbol of that reach, 

slipped down the list of operational priorities. Boats that transited 

its waters often did so en route to more pressing targets, spending 

less time stalking local convoys and more time conserving fuel and 

avoiding detection on their way to or from their main patrol areas. 

The narrowing of the U-boat war to a few critical theaters had 

implications for morale and expectations. Crews had fewer 

opportunities to experience the relative freedom of movement that 

distant patrol areas had once provided. Instead, they faced repeated 

deployments into seas where Allied air and surface coverage was 

densest, and where the margin for error was smallest. In that 

context, the fading of the Caribbean campaign looked, from the 

German side, less like a discrete defeat and more like one part of a 

wider tightening net. 

 
A Different Submarine War in the Pacific 

As German U-boat fortunes declined and the Caribbean 

theater became calmer, another submarine war was intensifying far 

away: the Japanese campaign in the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 

Japanese submarines differed from their German counterparts 

in both doctrine and focus. Dönitz had championed commerce 

destruction, sinking merchant shipping as the primary means of 

hurting the enemy. But Japanese naval doctrine traditionally viewed 

submarines as extensions of the battle fleet, meant to scout for and 

attack enemy warships. As a result, Japanese submarines often 
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passed up merchant targets in favor of attempts on carriers and 

battleships. 

Even when Japan turned more attention to Allied supply lines, 

its submarine campaign did not concentrate on the Caribbean or 

western Atlantic. Instead it unfolded along routes to Australia, 

India, the South Pacific and, later, toward the U.S. coasts and 

Hawaii. Attacks in the Indian Ocean and around Ceylon, commerce 

raiding in the southern Pacific and occasional operations off the 

U.S. West Coast formed the core of this separate struggle. 

From the Caribbean vantage point, the Japanese submarine 

war remained mostly a distant narrative. Yet still shaped Allied 

thinking about global priorities. The same American and British 

admirals who had reinforced the Caribbean in 1942 now had to 

decide how many escorts and patrol aircraft could be spared for the 

Indian Ocean, the Pacific, and British home waters. Each additional 

danger zone thinned the pool of forces available to any one theatre. 

The fact that the Caribbean‗s U-boat threat was fading by 1943 

therefore eased a larger burden. Hard-won stability in Atlantic 

waters allowed more ships and aircraft to be sent to other seas 

where Japanese submarines and surface forces still posed serious 

risks. 

For many Caribbean and Atlantic sailors, news of Japanese 

submarine operations arrived as brief mentions in bulletins or 

scattered rumors. The Pacific war seemed, geographically and 

culturally, distant; yet decisions made in response to it affected how 

resources were apportioned closer to home. Every escort diverted 

to the Indian Ocean or South Pacific to counter Japanese threats 

was one less hull available for the western Atlantic or Caribbean 

Sea Frontier. 
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Allied planners tried to exploit differences in enemy doctrine. 

Japanese emphasis on attacking warships rather than merchant 

shipping meant that some sea lanes saw fewer submarine attacks 

than might otherwise have been expected. Nevertheless, the need 

to guard major fleet movements and reinforce distant bases 

imposed real strain. The ability to treat the Caribbean as a relatively 

stabilized theater by 1943 helped offset that strain by freeing forces 

for regions where Japanese submarines operated with ruthless 

efficiency. 

Historians later compared the German and Japanese 

submarine campaigns as contrasting models of undersea warfare. In 

those assessments, the Caribbean figured as a case study in what 

happens when a commerce-raiding strategy meets a determined and 

technologically advancing defense. Its relative quiet by the war‗s 

later years stood in marked contrast to the continuing turmoil in 

Pacific and Asian waters. 

 
Caribbean Bases Find New Roles 

Even as the U-boat threat receded, the infrastructure thrown 

up in response to Neuland and the early tanker sinkings did not 

vanish. Instead, many Caribbean bases took on new or expanded 

roles. 

Airfields in Trinidad, Antigua, St. Lucia, Jamaica and 

elsewhere, originally built or enlarged for antisubmarine patrols, 

became nodes in a wider network of ferry and transport routes. 

American aircraft transiting to North Africa and Europe used 

Caribbean fields as stepping stones. Training flights, transport 

missions and coastal patrols flew from runways that had only 

months before been hurriedly carved from hillsides or mangrove 

swamps in response to U-boat alarms. 
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Naval installations, too, adapted. Repair and supply facilities 

that had serviced escort vessels now handled a broader mix of 

ships. Some ports hosted amphibious training exercises; others 

supported the movement of troops and equipment across the 

Atlantic and to the Pacific via the Panama Canal. 

The ―Destroyers-for-Bases‖ deal and subsequent agreements, 

which had once been defended to doubters by pointing to the U-

boat threat, now showed their longer-term value. The chain of 

bases secured by the United States across the Atlantic and 

Caribbean would remain assets long after German submarines 

ceased to be a primary concern. 

For the Caribbean colonies and territories themselves, this 

meant that the wartime influx of construction, garrisons and 

technology did not simply evaporate when the local submarine 

threat diminished. The bases remained as physical reminders of the 

war and as potential levers in post-war politics and development. 

As wartime urgency gave way to longer-term planning, Allied 

governments reassessed the value of their Caribbean installations. 

Airfields that had once hosted antisubmarine patrols proved equally 

useful as staging points for transport aircraft shuttling between the 

Americas, Africa and Europe. Communication centers, radar 

stations and fuel depots, established at speed early in the war, 

became permanent fixtures in regional infrastructure. 

In some colonies, the presence of large bases accelerated social 

and economic change. Local workers employed in construction, 

dockyard labor and support roles acquired new skills and, in some 

cases, new expectations about wages and political rights. After the 

immediate U-boat threat receded, debates arose about how these 

facilities should be used and who should control them. This 
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foreshadowed post-war discussions about sovereignty, defense 

agreements and development. 

For the United States and Britain, the network of Caribbean 

bases functioned as part of a broader post-war security architecture. 

The same locations that had once guarded against German 

submarines now offered vantage points in a world soon to be 

shaped by new rivalries and technologies. In this way, the legacy of 

the Battle of the Caribbean extended well beyond the last U-boat 

patrol, into the strategic geography of the later twentieth century 

and beyond. 

 
Caribbean Men at War Elsewhere 

As the submarine war in Caribbean waters eased, many 

Caribbean people found themselves drawn more directly into other 

theaters. 

Thousands of men from the British West Indies had already 

volunteered or been recruited into the armed forces earlier in the 

war. Some served in infantry and artillery units in the Middle East, 

North Africa and, later, Italy. Others joined the Royal Air Force, 

the Royal Navy and merchant fleets. By 1943–44, Caribbean 

servicemen were fighting in places far from home: on the Italian 

peninsula, in the skies over Europe, in the jungles of Burma. 

Their experiences formed a parallel thread to the Caribbean 

shipping story. Those who had started the war as merchant seamen 

in vulnerable routes close to home found themselves, in some 

cases, transferred to North Atlantic convoys or to training schools 

in Britain. Others stayed in the region as part of local defense 

forces and base garrisons, watching as the focus of fighting shifted 

away from their home sea. 

Letters and reports from these men, where they survive, show 

an awareness of both fronts. A Trinidadian gunner in Italy might 



213 

write home about snow and mountains while referring casually to 

the U-boat scares of 1942 as something already past. A Jamaican 

airman in Britain might recall friends lost on torpedoed ships in 

warm waters even as he faced the cold of a northern winter. 

In this way, Caribbean participation in the war broadened even 

as the most intense phases of the Battle of the Caribbean itself 

receded. The region‗s contribution was no longer only that of a 

threatened tanker route; it was that of men fighting and dying 

under many flags in numerous places. 

The human stories that tied the Caribbean to other theaters 

continued after local submarine threats diminished. 

Correspondence and post-war memoirs show West Indian soldiers, 

sailors and airmen reflecting on the contrast between their island 

homes and the distant landscapes where they served. Many carried 

memories of 1942 shipping losses as a personal point of reference 

even when fighting far from the Caribbean Sea. 

These experiences fed back into post-war Caribbean societies. 

Veterans returned with broadened horizons and sharpened political 

awareness, having seen both the scale of the war and the workings 

of the imperial powers up close. 

In subsequent decades, commemorations of Caribbean 

wartime service often wove together these different strands. 

Ceremonies might honor men lost on local merchant ships and 

those who died in Italy or over Europe in the same breath. The 

Battle of the Caribbean thus took its place within a wider 

remembrance of Caribbean contributions to a global conflict. 

 
The Last Patrols 

When Germany surrendered in May 1945, the U-boat fleet that 

had once seemed poised to strangle Allied shipping lay shattered. 
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Many boats had been sunk in combat; others were scuttled or 

surrendered. The surviving submarines, including those that had 

once prowled Caribbean waters, were gathered and either studied 

or destroyed in operations such as the post-war scuttling program 

in the North Atlantic. 

The surrender did not instantly erase the war‗s traces in the 

Caribbean. Mines and wrecks still posed dangers; shipping patterns 

took time to normalize; bases remained garrisoned as the world 

waited to see how the post-war order would settle. In the Pacific, 

fighting continued against Japan until September 1945. This 

focused global attention elsewhere even as the Atlantic grew quiet. 

For Caribbean shipping, the conclusion of the European and 

Pacific wars brought a gradual return to near-peacetime conditions. 

Convoy systems were disbanded, and blackout restrictions eased. 

Tankers and freighters regained freedom of movement, and the 

sea—once a theater of war—slowly became a commercial highway 

again. 

Yet the memory of the U-boat campaign lingered. Mariners 

who had sailed during the dangerous years did not quickly forget 

the sudden explosions, the burning oil, and the scramble for 

lifeboats in the dark. Harbor towns remembered the nights when 

the horizon glowed with distant fires and the days when survivors 

came ashore, exhausted and oil-stained. 

When surrender orders finally reached the remnants of the U-

boat fleet, some boats were still far from European waters. A few 

that had once patrolled or transited the Caribbean lay at anchor or 

on passage in the Atlantic, their crews absorbing the abrupt 

transition from clandestine war to enforced peace. Allied 

instructions dictated where they were to proceed and under what 

conditions they were to surface and signal. 



215 

In Caribbean ports, the war‗s end came with less drama but no 

less significance. Convoy schedules were gradually unwound and 

censorship of shipping movements eased. Civilian shipping 

companies looked to rebuild or modernize fleets that had been 

hard-used during the conflict. The antisubmarine forts, listening 

posts and control rooms that had once hummed with urgency 

became quieter, even as they continued to function in scaled-back 

form during the uncertain early post-war years. 

The wrecks on the sea floor did not move when peace was 

declared. Salvage operations recovered some hulls or cargoes, but 

many remained where they had fallen, slowly becoming artificial 

reefs. For mariners and coastal communities, their presence served 

as a reminder that the restoration of peace did not erase the 

physical and emotional marks left by three years of submarine 

warfare in warm waters. 

 
Looking Back From a Changed World 

By the time peace was formally restored, the Battle of the 

Caribbean had already secured its place as a notable chapter within 

the broader story of the Battle of the Atlantic. Although the central 

North Atlantic convoy routes drew most of the attention from 

historians and strategists, the Caribbean‘s contribution was both 

distinct and vital. It served as a proving ground where the Allies 

learned to extend convoy and patrol systems into new regions, and 

a vital artery transporting oil and strategic materials at a time when 

fuel and bauxite were as critical as guns and shells. It was also a 

local tragedy for the men and communities that suffered losses so 

near to home. 

As the war moved on to beaches in Normandy and islands in 

the Pacific, the Caribbean‗s shipping war faded from headlines. But 

its effects persisted in the infrastructure left behind, in the 
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memories of those who survived, and in the altered economic and 

political landscape of a region that had become, however briefly, a 

front line. 

In the decades that followed, historians and local researchers 

pieced together the Battle of the Caribbean from war diaries, 

survivor accounts, official reports and underwater surveys. Their 

work helped to restore the campaign from a minor footnote in 

Atlantic histories to a distinct and significant episode in its own 

right. The region‗s experience illustrated how global war could 

transform even those seas that had once seemed peripheral to great 

power rivalry. 

For Caribbean societies, the war years, including the submarine 

campaign, formed part of a broader story of transition. The 

presence of foreign bases, the mobilization of local labor, the 

service of Caribbean men and women abroad, and the shock of 

local shipping losses all contributed to shifting attitudes toward 

empire, self- government and external dependence. The Battle of 

the Caribbean, while primarily a naval and maritime episode, thus 

intersected with political and social currents that would shape the 

region‗s path in the later twentieth century. 

In global memory, the campaign remains overshadowed by 

larger, more dramatic battles. Yet its lessons endure: about the 

vulnerability of vital but distant supply lines, the speed with which 

defenses can evolve when demanded by necessity, and the ways in 

which local seas can become arenas of world-scale conflict. For 

those who sail, fish, or live along the Caribbean‗s shores today, the 

calm surface of the sea hides a past when these waters once formed 

a perilous front line. 
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Sources for this chapter include contemporary Allied strategic and operational reporting, War 

Cabinet/Colonial Office material, and campaign datasets used to situate the Caribbean theater within the 

wider war‟s shifting priorities. 
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Artistic Sketch: Survivors Cling to Hope at Sea 
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CHAPTER 16 

Survival Stories 

The sea does not keep records the way archives do. 

It keeps wreckage. It keeps oil slicks and splintered planks. It 

keeps the peculiar silence after an explosion, when the machinery 

stops and a ship‗s familiar rhythm vanishes so completely that men 

can hear their own breathing. 

And it keeps the most dreadful evidence: the absence of those 

who were there a moment earlier. 

For years after the Battle of the Caribbean, survivors carried 

fragments: images that returned uninvited, sounds that surfaced at 

night, smells that could collapse an ordinary day into panic. This 

later became known as post-traumatic stress, or PTS. 

Many of them never described what happened in a neat 

timeline. Trauma does not file itself. It arrives in flashes, such as a 

hand slipping, a lifeboat falling wrong, a horizon that refuses to 

deliver rescue. 

This chapter is not a catalog of records. It is a listening 

chamber. 

Here, the war is told not by staff maps or tonnage tables, but 

by the voices of those who experienced the Caribbean sea war at its 

most intimate point – when a ship becomes fire, and the water 

becomes both escape and threat. 

 
The Moment Before 

Survivors often remember the moments before the strike with 

unnatural clarity, because those moments became the last ordinary 

ones. 



220 

There is often a detail that has nothing to do with war: 

someone laughing, a card game, a cup of coffee, a disagreement, a 

song. A man turning in for sleep. A watch stander scanning a calm 

horizon. An engineer listening to machinery the way a farmer 

listens to weather. 

In warm waters, this ordinariness could feel almost insulting. 

The sea looked hospitable. The sky was usually clear. Islands could 

sometimes be guessed by the shape of clouds over land. The very 

environment encouraged the illusion that danger was far away. 

Then, without warning, war arrived. 

 
Vignette: The Calm That Becomes a Trap 

A sailor leans on the rail and watches the dark water slide past the hull. 

There„s no storm, no drama. The ship feels steady. He has almost forgotten that 

the Caribbean is now a combat zone. He goes below. 

And minutes later, the world breaks open. 

What survivors describe at this stage is not “heroism” It is sudden 

reclassification: a ship that had been workplace, home, routine, instantly 

becomes hazard, maze, and countdown. 

 
The Horizon Problem 

In survivor accounts, the horizon becomes a character, silent, 

stubborn, and often cruel. 

After a sinking, survivors watch the horizon for rescue because 

it is the only available hope. But the horizon also teaches a hard 

truth: distance at sea is deceptive. A ship that looks close can be 

hours away. A plane that appears briefly may not see you at all. 

Land that seems ―near‖ can remain unreachable for a lifeboat with 

weak oars and exhausted arms, and also because of outbound 

currents. 
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The Caribbean‗s geography, its visible islands, its closer 

shorelines, can intensify this experience. Survivors can sometimes 

see the suggestion of land and still be unable to reach it. That 

proximity sharpens despair because it makes rescue feel deserved, 

and therefore feels like betrayal when it does not arrive. 

The horizon does not promise. It only waits. 

 
Impact 

No two sinkings feel identical, but survivors tend to describe 

the same first sensation: disbelief. 

A torpedo strike is often described as a blunt impossibility, an 

impact that does not fit the mind‗s expectation of how the world 

behaves. Even when men know the threat exists, the instant of 

contact feels like the rules of reality have been rewritten. 

Then the details begin to separate: a sudden list, a cry from 

below decks, steam filling the corridors, darkness as the lights go 

out, the sharp stench of fuel, and the terrible sounds of metal 

rending and objects crashing as the ship heels over. 

In the Caribbean, fuel cargoes and bunker oil added another 

dimension – water that could burn. Survivors speak of fire moving 

across the surface of water in ways the mind refuse to believe. 

When people say ―the sea was on fire,‖ they do not mean 

metaphor. They mean the water itself became an enemy. 

A distinct subset of testimony comes from harbor and near- 

harbor attacks, where impact was not merely felt by crews, but 

witnessed by towns. Castries, St. Lucia is one documented example: 

ships struck at anchor, smoke and flame within sight of shore, and 

survivors moving from burning decks onto a wharf that had never 

expected to function as a battlefield. 
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In such incidents, the shock was not only the torpedo strike. It 

was the collapse of a boundary: harbor as shelter versus harbor as 

target. 

 
Heat, Smoke, and First Choices 

The next phase is always choice, and the choices are cruel. 

Do you go toward the lifeboats, or do you go toward open 

deck? Do you stop to help someone, or do you run because smoke 

is already closing the corridor? Do you jump now, or do you wait 

and risk being pulled down with the ship? 

Survivors often remember the smallest decisions because they 

were life decisions disguised as instincts. 

A man who turns left instead of right. A man who chooses to 

climb rather than descend. A man who takes one breath too late. 

Each could literally lead to survival or demise. 

And for those below decks, especially those in engine spaces, 

the choices narrow instantly. Heat rises, smoke thickens, and exits 

become contested. In these spaces, survival can depend on 

knowing the ship‗s internal geography by memory, like an animal 

that knows its burrow. 

 
Vignette: The Ladder 

A man finds the ladder and begins to climb. He cannot see the top. The 

air is hot and thin. Behind him, someone is shouting, whether in warning or in 

prayer he cannot tell. 

He climbs because climbing is the only direction that still feels possible. 

When he reaches open air, he sees the night is not dark anymore. It is lit 

by flame. 

In survivor descriptions, the ship itself becomes an unstable 

layout. Corridors become chimneys. Decks tilt into slopes. Familiar 

spaces become unrecognizable under smoke and darkness. Orders, 
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where they are recalled, are often remembered not as speeches but 

as shouted fragments: ―Up!‖ ―Out!‖ ―Ashore!‖ ―Jump!‖ 

 
Sea of Fire 

There are few images in the Caribbean Sea war more 

disturbing than fire traveling across the surface. 

In tanker attacks and fuel-laden sinkings, survivors 

encountered a surface that behaved like a trap. Oil spread into 

slicks that coated skin and clothing. Flames could race along those 

slicks in unpredictable lines, fast enough to outrun swimmers, fast 

enough to turn a lifeboat launch into a panic. 

This created a special terror. You cannot remain aboard, 

because the ship is burning. But you cannot always take to the sea, 

for the sea itself may be on fire. 

Survivors recall an unforgettable stench—sharp, chemical, and 

suffocating. Their eyes burned, their throats tightened, and their 

bodies fought for breath in a world where even the air seemed 

poisoned. 

―Burning water‖ is not merely a dramatic turn of phrase. It 

was a mechanical reality of fuel warfare at sea, and it helps explain 

why some Caribbean sinkings felt not only deadly but nightmarish. 

It seemed to abolish the normal laws separating fire on land from 

safety at sea. 

 
Warm Water 

Survivors often describe entering the water as a second shock. 

The Caribbean is warm, yes, but warm water does not always 

mean gentle water. The sea has motion, pull, and unpredictability. 

Oil slicks can coat skin and make breathing difficult. Burning fuel 

can trap swimmers between fire and darkness. Debris can injure. 

Panic can drown as surely as waves. 
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Warm water seduces the imagination into thinking rescue is 

easier. But survivors speak of the sun as a weapon. They speak of 

thirst that turns a mouth into sand. They speak of the psychological 

torture of a horizon that does not produce help. 

Even near islands, the sea can make distance feel infinite. 

 

Vignette: The Burning Slick 

A survivor surfaces and realizes his arms and chest are coated in oil. He 

wipes at his face and smears it worse. The smell is everywhere, chemical and 

choking. A flame leaps across the surface in a thin line, like a fast animal. 

He understands, in one instant, that he is swimming in something that 

wants to become fire. 

He kicks harder, not toward a destination he can see, but away from the 

heat behind him. 

Testimonies from Caribbean sinkings often return to the 

immediate hazards that followed the explosion, including choking 

on smoke and fuel vapors, oil burning the eyes and mouth, wounds 

worsened by saltwater, and desperate struggles through debris. 

Another factor was exhaustion overtaking the injured, or sailors 

weighed down by their clothing within minutes. 

At sea level, the physics are indifferent. Many survivors learned 

quickly that ―getting clear of the ship‖ was only the first stage. The 

second stage was staying alive long enough to be rescued, or 

finding land without first dying of dehydration and exposure. 

 
Lifeboats and Survival 

When survivors reach a lifeboat, they enter a new kind of 

world. 

A lifeboat is a fragile civilization. It has rules, spoken or 

unspoken, about who rows, who bails, who keeps watch, who 

shares water, who prays aloud and who stays silent. It produces a 
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harsh equality: rank matters less than strength, less than calm, less 

than the willingness to endure. 

In lifeboats, survivors discovered personal capacities they 

never knew existed. They learned to ration, to read the sky for signs 

of land, to fall silent because words wasted saliva, and to watch for 

aircraft not as threats but as deliverance. They realized that hope 

was not a feeling, but a form of discipline. And they learnt that 

sometimes rescue is not immediate. 

Rescue arrives on its own schedule. The sea does not negotiate. 

Lifeboat testimony in the Caribbean often carries a particular 

emphasis: the sun. In northern waters, survivors fear cold first. In 

the Caribbean, many feared heat, thirst, and long exposure. Skin 

split. Lips cracked. Salt dried into cloth. Some men became 

delirious. Others became quiet, not as choice, but as conservation. 

 

The Lifeboat Society 
A lifeboat is not merely a tool; it becomes a miniature world 

under extreme stress. 

Within minutes, unspoken hierarchies form: 

 The practical leaders: those who can row, navigate, or 

organize rationing.  

 The quiet stabilizers: those who calm panic, who keep 

men from wasting strength, who insist on routine.  

 The injured: those who must be cared for, sometimes 

at the expense of the boat‗s limited resources.  

 The watchers: those tasked with scanning the horizon, 

counting the hours, staying awake when sleep becomes 

dangerous. 

In some accounts, faith becomes structure. In others, 

discipline becomes faith. Arguments erupt over water. Silence 
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becomes a form of endurance. And above all, the lifeboat creates 

the most brutal kind of equality: everyone is reduced to body limits, 

heat, thirst, exhaustion, and the ability to keep moving. 

The lifeboat is where war at sea becomes purely human. 

Strategy is gone. Doctrine is gone. Only survival remains. 

 

Rescue: Relief and a New Kind of Shock 
Rescue is often described with conflicting emotion. 

There is relief, yes, but also disorientation. The rescued man often 

feels embarrassment at his own weakness, guilt for those not saved, 

and a kind of numbness that comes from the mind refusing to 

process the full sequence. 

Some survivors speak of being lifted aboard another ship and 

feeling as if the deck is moving wrong, even though it is stable. 

Others speak of drinking too fast and vomiting. Others speak of 

silence: the inability to speak at all, because speech would make the 

horror real. 

Sometimes rescue did not end the war for a survivor. It was 

merely internalized. 

Vignette: The Blanket 

A man is handed a blanket and begins to shake. He thought he 

was not cold. He thought the Caribbean could not make a man 

cold. 

But the shaking comes from somewhere deeper than 

temperature. It comes from the body realizing it has survived. 

He cannot stop. 

A common feature of rescue accounts is the body‗s delayed 

reaction. Men who thought they were steady collapse when they are 

safe. Men who believed they were not injured discover burns, cuts, 
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and fractures once adrenaline drains away. Men who were quiet at 

sea begin to speak rapidly, or not at all. 

 
The Aftermath: What Survivors Carried Home 

The sea war did not end when survivors stepped on shore. 

They carried the war into homes and villages in ways that were 

often invisible to those who had not been there. A man might 

return and find that people want a story, but only the kind of story 

that ends neatly. Survivors rarely have neat endings. 

What remains are only fragments—the sound of the explosion, 

a friend‗s face caught in the glow of firelight, the slick feel of oil on 

skin, the slow descent of a ship‗s stern, and the haunting moment 

when the horizon refused to change. 

Some survivors avoided the sea afterwards. Others returned 

because wages demanded it, because family needed it, because the 

war required it. Many learned to perform normality while carrying 

images that normality could not absorb. 

And in Caribbean communities, small, connected, often 

intensely social, the survivor‗s presence became both comfort and 

reminder. Comfort, because he returned. Reminder, because others 

did not. 

Here the documentary record often becomes thin. Official 

summaries account for ships and cargoes. Local memory accounts 

for faces and absences. The gap between those two records is itself 

part of the war‗s legacy in the region. 

 
Significant  Voices 

It is possible to describe the Battle of the Caribbean as a 

strategic contest, routes defended, convoys organized, air patrols 

expanded, sinkings reduced, the tide turned. All of that is true. 
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But if the story ends there, the war becomes clean. It becomes 

an argument rather than an experience. 

Survivors‗ voices prevent that cleansing. They force the record 

to preserve that maritime war is not only a contest of doctrine. It is 

a contest of endurance fought by ordinary people trapped between 

fire and water. 

This is especially important in the Caribbean context because 

the campaign‗s visibility, burning tankers near shore, harbor attacks, 

survivors landing in small ports, made the war feel intimate. It 

entered the region‗s memory as sight, smell, and rumor, not only as 

policy. 

These voices are the echo beneath the statistics. 

To that extent, testimony is not an ―add-on‖‖ It is part of the 

evidentiary record of the Caribbean theater: what happened to 

bodies, what happened to nerves. What resulted in communities 

when the sea ceased to be background and became threat. 

 
The Sea Keeps Its Share 

The sea is indifferent, but memory is not. 

The Caribbean‗s warm waters became a battlefield, and men 

who had sailed those waters as workers became participants in a 

global war‗s most brutal supply contest. Some returned. Some did 

not. Some returned and carried the war inside them for decades. 

When survivors speak, they do not always speak in military 

terms. They speak in human terms of heat, darkness, oil, thirst, 

fear, a horizon. 

And in those terms, the truth becomes unavoidable: 

A ship can be replaced. A cargo can be rerouted. A convoy 

schedule can be rewritten. 

But the moment a man enters burning water, the war is no 

longer about strategy. It is about life. 
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That is what these echoes reveal. Not that the sea recuperated, 

nor that the Allies ultimately won— but that the Caribbean conflict 

exacted a cost far deeper than anything tonnage tables can truly 

express. 

And, as stated in the time-tested adage, the sea keeps its share. 

The rest is carried by those who remember. 

Sources for this chapter include survivor testimony collections, contemporary ship loss records, and selected 

operational documents used to frame the lived experience of sinkings, lifeboat survival, and aftermath 

  



230 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Plaque at the Merchant Seamen's Memorial 
Source: Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 
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CHAPTER 17 

A Terrible Toll 

When the last U-boats slipped away from Caribbean waters and 

convoys began to sail with fewer escorts and less apprehension, the 

sea looked the same as it always had. The trade winds still blew; the 

islands still rose green and steep from the water; tankers and 

freighters still traced their wakes across the bays and channels. 

But on paper, and in memory, the Caribbean was no longer 

the same place. It had paid a heavy price for occupying a narrow 

but crucial corner of the global war at sea. 

 
Counting the Dead and the Sunken 

Historians and naval analysts tend to begin with the ledger. 

How many ships were lost? How much tonnage? How many men? 

Exact numbers vary according to the boundaries one draws, 

but when we define the Caribbean theater as the arcs of water 

around the Dutch West Indies, Trinidad and the eastern and 

southern approaches, extending across the island chain and along 

the northern coast of South America, the totals are sobering. 

Within this zone, over the key years of 1942–43: 

• Hundreds of merchant ships were sunk or fatally damaged by 

U-boats, adding up to roughly two million gross registered tons of 

shipping lost. 

• Thousands of merchant seamen, officers, ratings, engine-

room staff, stewards, cooks and gunners, were killed, many of them 

within sight of shore. 

These figures come into focus when set against the larger 

Battle of the Atlantic. Globally, German U-boats sank around 

2,800 Allied and neutral merchant ships during the war, totaling 
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more than 14 million tons. A significant fraction of that loss fell 

not in the icy North Atlantic, but in western Atlantic and Caribbean 

waters, where U-boats exploited unprepared defenses in 1942 

before Allied measures took hold. 

The Caribbean was never the largest theater in terms of 

tonnage lost, but it was uniquely concentrated: a relatively small sea 

that contained a very high proportion of tankers and strategic 

cargoes. Each ship that went down mattered more than its tonnage 

alone might suggest. 

 
Tankers: The Bloodstream of the War 

Oil was the bloodstream of modern war. Without it, fleets 

could not sail, aircraft could not fly, and mechanized armies could 

not move. The Caribbean sat astride one of the main arteries 

feeding that bloodstream. 

The refineries at Aruba, Curaçao and Trinidad processed crude 

from Venezuela and elsewhere into refined products that fed Allied 

fleets in the Atlantic, Mediterranean and beyond. Tankers carrying 

aviation spirit, diesel and fuel oil left these islands in constant 

procession, heading for North America, Britain and intermediate 

bases. 

German U-boat commanders selected their targets with this in 

mind. Patrol orders and BdU analyses gave priority to tankers in 

Caribbean waters. Sinking a single loaded tanker might equate, in 

practical terms, to sinking several ordinary freighters elsewhere. In 

early 1942 they had no shortage of such targets. 

The toll on tankers in and around the Caribbean was therefore 

disproportionate. Dozens were sunk or damaged: some at anchor 

off Aruba and Curaçao during Operation Neuland, others in the 

open sea on routes that passed near Trinidad, Barbados or the 
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Venezuelan coast. Some limped back to port, scorched and listing; 

many did not. 

Each loss had ripples: 

• Fuel deliveries to Britain and North America were delayed or 

reduced. 

• Naval and air operations dependent on those supplies had to 

adjust schedules or ration usage. 

• War Cabinet and U.S. Navy planners were forced to weigh 

whether particular offensives or redeployments could be supported 

given tanker losses in the western hemisphere. 

In this sense, the Caribbean campaign was never ―merely 

local‖. A tanker lost in the Gulf of Paria or off Aruba might have 

been destined to fuel destroyers in the North Atlantic or aircraft in 

North Africa. When it went down, its absence was felt far from the 

warm waters where it burned. 

 
Bauxite and Bulk Cargoes 

Oil was not the only strategic material flowing through 

Caribbean and near-Caribbean routes. Bauxite, the ore from which 

aluminum is refined, was almost as vital. 

The British Empire and the United States depended heavily on 

bauxite from British Guiana and Suriname. Ship after ship carried 

ore from the river ports and loading points of those colonies to 

refineries in North America. Without that flow, aircraft production, 

fighters, bombers, and transport planes, would have suffered. 

German planners understood this. BdU memoranda identified 

bauxite carriers as legitimate and important targets. U-boats 

hunting along the South American coast were instructed to watch 

for the distinctive silhouettes of ore carriers and to attack when 

conditions allowed. 
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Each bauxite ship lost represented not just a loss of hull and 

crew but a break in the chain that led from remote river banks to 

airfields and factories. While the Caribbean bauxite routes never 

drew quite the same concentrated onslaught as the tanker lanes, the 

sinkings that did occur formed part of the wider ―terrible toll‖ the 

region paid in the currency of strategic materials. 

Other bulk cargoes, though less glamorous, were also vital. 

Foodstuffs, coal, machinery, and manufactured goods passed 

through Caribbean routes to supply both local populations and 

troops stationed in the region and beyond. Ships carrying these 

loads were sometimes lost in the same attacks that claimed tankers, 

their cargoes vanishing into the sea along with the men who 

worked them. 

 
Economic Shockwaves 

The U-boat campaign in the Caribbean did not just kill men 

and sink ships; it shook economies. 

In Aruba and Curaçao, the Neuland attacks and follow-up 

sinkings temporarily reduced output at what were then among the 

largest refineries in the world. Though the Dutch and British 

authorities moved quickly to repair damage and restore production, 

the psychological shock was real. The islands‗ economies, bound 

closely to refinery activity, felt how fragile their prosperity truly 

was. 

In Trinidad, repeated sinkings in the approaches and the Gulf 

of Paria disrupted shipping schedules. Insurance premiums rose; 

some ship owners hesitated to send vessels into what they now saw 

as a high-risk zone unless convoy protection was guaranteed. Local 

industries dependent on regular imports and exports of sugar, 

asphalt, cocoa, manufactured goods, had to adapt to delays and 

occasional shortages. 
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Along the South American coast, British Guiana and Suriname 

faced serious concerns about maintaining bauxite exports at 

required volumes. When ships were sunk or damaged, ore piled up 

on docks and riverbanks. Governments and companies scrambled 

to find replacement tonnage or re-route vessels. In an economy 

where bauxite had become the central export, each shipping 

disruption had ripple effects on employment, revenue, and quality 

of life. 

Even for islands not directly hit by U-boat attacks, the war 

changed economic patterns. The massive influx of American 

construction projects, garrisons and base work created new 

opportunities: wages for laborers, contracts for local firms, demand 

for food and services. At the same time, traditional trades, coastal 

shipping, inter-island commerce, were squeezed between wartime 

controls and the risks of sailing. 

After the war, some islands found that the economies they had 

known before 1940 were gone for good. Military infrastructure, 

foreign capital and altered trade routes reshaped their prospects. 

The U-boat campaign had been one part of a larger transformation. 

 
Bread, Butter, and U-boats 

German U-boats brought the global war directly to Caribbean 

dinner tables by attacking the merchant ships that supplied the 

islands with imported food and fuel. 

By 1942, German submarines were sinking tankers and 

freighters carrying oil, flour, sugar, and other staples through the 

region, part of a deliberate attempt to choke off Allied oil and raw 

materials from Caribbean refineries and ports. Colonial economies 

geared to export sugar and bananas suddenly found that imported 

wheat flour, butter, and cooking oil became scarce as ship losses 
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mounted and surviving vessels were diverted to strictly military 

cargoes. 

On several islands, authorities imposed strict rationing of 

flour, rice, soap, and butter, issuing ration books and limiting the 

sale of imported wheat flour, while urging people to substitute 

cassava or green banana flour. 

In some local agriculture covered only a fraction of food 

needs, so the sinkings produced empty warehouses, shrinking food 

reserves, and long queues for basic items such as sugar and cooking 

oil. Governors reported hospitals filling with shipwrecked sailors 

even as provisions, medicines, and firefighting equipment failed to 

arrive. 

Caribbean governments and British and U.S. colonial officials 

responded with ―Grow More Food‖ drives that pushed households 

to plant yam, dasheen, plantain, and cassava to replace imported 

bread, butter, and tinned goods. Everyday deprivation—thinly 

sliced bread, less sugar in tea, and the disappearance of familiar 

imported foods—was thus a direct consequence of the submarine 

war offshore. 

 

Strategic Strain and Adaptation 
From the perspective of London and Washington, the 

Caribbean campaign was a persistent headache in the larger battle 

to keep the Allied war effort supplied. 

Every tanker lost in the region forced a reckoning: 

• Could North Atlantic convoys to Britain be maintained at 

current strength? 

• Would fuel allocations to certain fleets have to be cut back or 

postponed? 

• Should scarce escorts and patrol aircraft be diverted from the 

North Atlantic or Pacific to reinforce Caribbean convoys? 
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British War Cabinet minutes and U.S. Navy correspondence 

from 1942 and early 1943 show these debates clearly. The 

Caribbean was never the main theater, but it repeatedly intruded on 

strategic calculations. 

In the short term, the response was expansion: more escorts 

were built and redistributed among theaters, additional patrol 

aircraft were deployed southward, and new convoys were organized 

to limit losses. 

From the longer perspective, the Caribbean campaign also 

nudged the Allies toward a more integrated antisubmarine 

strategy—one built on shared intelligence among British, American, 

and Dutch commands. This incorporated standardized convoy 

procedures across several sea frontiers, and a strategic 

understanding of the Atlantic as a single, interdependent system 

where pressure in one region inevitably affected the rest. 

The Battle of the Caribbean therefore contributed indirectly to 

improvements that benefited the entire Allied nautical network. 

 
Wrecks, Ruins, and Memory 

The physical remnants of the Caribbean campaign are still 

present, though often hidden from casual view. 

Some ships lie in relatively shallow water near their last 

positions. Divers and fishermen know the outlines of old hulls off 

Trinidad, Aruba, Curaçao, Barbados, St. Lucia and along the South 

American coast. In some places coral has overgrown steel, turning 

the victims of war into artificial reefs. 

On shore, you can still find traces of hastily built wartime 

infrastructure: abandoned gun emplacements, old radar 

foundations, disused airstrips and concrete pillboxes. These relics 

mark the coastline as surely as any memorial, reminders that the 

war once came uncomfortably close. 
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In churches and cemeteries across the region, plaques and 

gravestones bear the names of seamen and service personnel lost at 

sea. Some are formal Commonwealth War Graves; others are 

simple local inscriptions mentioning that a son or father was ―lost 

by enemy action at sea.‖ In more than a few cases, the sea itself is 

the only grave. 

In the decades after the war, the story of the Caribbean U- 

boat campaign faded in public consciousness, overshadowed by D-

Day, El Alamein, the Eastern Front and the atomic bomb. Yet 

among mariners, veterans and their families, the memories 

persisted: the glow of burning ships on the horizon, the wail of 

sirens in island towns, and in the empty space created when a man 

who usually came home from voyages was swallowed by the sea. 

 
Local Battle/Global War 

The U-boat battle of the Caribbean illustrates how a regional 

battle can be both highly local and intensely global at the same 

time. 

Locally, it was about specific islands, ports and shipping lanes: 

San Nicolas and Willemstad, Port of Spain and the Gulf of Paria, 

the channels past Barbados and St. Lucia, the bauxite docks of 

British Guiana and Suriname. Some of the men who died were 

from those places, or had lived and worked among them. The fires 

were seen from Caribbean beaches, not British or European coasts. 

Globally, it was about the larger battle to secure the Allied 

supply chain: the flow of oil, ore and cargo that fed factories in 

North America and Britain, fueled fleets and air forces, and 

sustained armies in Africa, Europe and Asia. If the Caribbean 

arteries had been severed or seriously degraded for long, the global 

war effort would have suffered. 



239 

The terrible toll paid in these waters therefore cannot be 

dismissed as a side story. It is one of the costs of eventual Allied 

victory. It is a price measured not only in ships and cargoes but in 

Caribbean lives and livelihoods. 

 
Regional Impact 

By the time the last U-boats left the Caribbean and peace 

returned, the numbers had been tallied, the bases built, the ships 

counted and replaced. Tankers and freighters resumed more 

normal sailings; refineries shifted from wartime to normal 

production; bases were repurposed or scaled down. 

Yet the impact of those years endured in multiple ways: 

• In the memories and family histories of Caribbean people 

whose relatives served and sometimes died at sea. 

• In the infrastructure, ports, airfields, communications 

systems, that would later support new initiatives. 

• In the maritime culture of the region, where stories of ―the 

time of the submarines‖ became part of dockside lore and 

collective memory. 

But the consequences of the U-boat offensive extended 

beyond shipping and oil, reaching into the political and military 

struggles of the wider war 

Sources for this chapter include compiled loss and casualty lists, attack area/ship tables, and contemporary 
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   British Colonial Office telegram, confirming impact of that U-boat activity  

Source: UK National Archives, Colonial Office correspondence, reference 
RG26/BR311/148. 



241 

CHAPTER 18 

Operation Neuland and  
General Charles de Gaulle 

 

A little-known consequence of Operation Neuland was its impact 

far beyond the oil refineries and shipping lanes of the Caribbean. 

While the campaign is most often understood in terms of tankers 

sunk and fuel supplies disrupted, its effects extended into the 

political and military struggle between Vichy France and the Free 

French Forces. In this arena, the German submarine offensive 

indirectly affected the efforts of Charles de Gaulle to build a viable 

fighting force from among French territories overseas. 

Following the collapse of France in June 1940, de Gaulle issued his 

now-famous call to resistance from London, urging French 

soldiers, sailors, and citizens to continue the fight alongside Britain. 

Yet his position remained precarious. Without territory, without 

secure lines of communication, and with limited manpower, the 

Free French movement depended heavily on the willingness of 

overseas French populations to reject Vichy authority and align 

themselves with the Allied cause. 

Dissent in the French Caribbean  
Nowhere was this tension more evident than in the French 

Caribbean. In Martinique and Guadeloupe, administered under 

Vichy control, a dissident movement gradually took shape. Young 

men in particular—motivated by patriotism, anti-Vichy sentiment, 

and the desire to take part in the wider war—sought ways to escape 

the constraints of colonial administration and join the Free French 

forces. For many, the nearby British island of Dominica became 

the gateway to that ambition. 
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From 1941 to 1943, during the height of Operation Neuland, small 

bands of volunteers journeyed from Martinique and Guadeloupe to 

Dominica, risking their lives under perilous and clandestine 

circumstances. By mid-1942, many had assembled there, waiting for 

passage to Allied territory to enlist, train, and serve as Free French 

soldiers. Among their number were future figures of note, such as 

Frantz Fanon and Paul Valentino. 

In later years, Frantz Fanon emerged as a leading psychiatrist, 

political philosopher, and anti-colonial revolutionary whose 

writings fundamentally informed the development of postcolonial 

theory. His best-known work, The Wretched of the Earth, remains a 

foundational text alongside several other major publications 

After the war, Paul Valentino was elected to the French National 

Assembly, where he served from 1946 to 1955, and he later 

completed two terms as mayor of Pointe-à-Pitre in Guadeloupe. 

His first mayoral term began in 1945, following the liberation of 

Guadeloupe from the Vichy regime, and lasted until 1947. He 

returned to the office in January 1951 and remained mayor until 

March 1959. 

But in 1942 they were both simply part of the broader body of 

young volunteers awaiting evacuation. 

That opportunity, however, would be dramatically and 

unexpectedly delayed by events unfolding at sea. 

As noted previously, at that time German U-boats had extended 

their operations into the Caribbean with devastating effect. The 

offensive, launched under Operation Neuland, targeted the vital oil 

infrastructure of Aruba, Curaçao, and the surrounding shipping 

lanes. Tankers were sunk in large numbers, refineries and harbors 

came under attack, and the sense of vulnerability across the region 

grew rapidly. In response, Allied authorities were forced to make 

difficult strategic decisions. Shipping was withdrawn or reallocated, 
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convoy systems were reorganized, and non-essential movements 

were curtailed. 

Stranded by U-boat Attacks 
Because of this the fate of the Free French volunteers in Dominica 

became entangled with the wider naval war. 

Plans had been made to evacuate the volunteers from Dominica to 

safer Allied-controlled locations—initially via Trinidad, and 

ultimately onward to the United States for training. Yet these plans 

depended on the availability of suitable vessels and secure passage 

through waters increasingly patrolled by German submarines. As 

U-boat attacks intensified, such arrangements became progressively 

more difficult to execute. 

The consequences were immediate and severe. Shipping resources 

in the Caribbean were drastically reduced as vessels were 

reassigned, withdrawn, or committed to more urgent wartime tasks. 

The risks of moving unescorted or lightly protected transports grew 

unacceptable. Communications between British, American, and 

colonial authorities reveal a pattern of delay, reconsideration, and 

postponement. 

One communication captured the underlying constraint with 

notable clarity: 

“United States Government‟s decision to withdraw shipping from 

the Caribbean area owing to submarine attacks…” 

This was not a temporary inconvenience, but a structural limitation 

imposed by the expanding reach of German U-boat operations. 

What had initially appeared to be a logistical challenge evolved into 

a prolonged impasse. 

As the months passed, the tone of official correspondence reflected 

mounting frustration. Carefully laid plans were repeatedly 

disrupted, and even when arrangements were made, they could not 
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be executed under prevailing conditions. In another 

communication, the scale of the problem was evident in the 

number of individuals affected and the urgency of their situation: 

“124 men and women and children awaiting removal…” 

Such statements highlighted the human dimension of the delay—

individuals who had already committed themselves to the Free 

French cause, were now unable to proceed. 

Over A Year in Limbo 
For over a year, volunteers ready to fight for Free France remained 

stranded in Dominica. 

The delay, extending from May 11, 1942, to June 11, 1943, 

represents a striking and often overlooked consequence of the U-

boat campaign. During this thirteen-month period, men who had 

already taken the decisive step of leaving Vichy-controlled 

territory—and who stood ready to be incorporated into the Free 

French Forces—were unable to proceed. Their journey stalled not 

by political hesitation or lack of will, but by the operational realities 

imposed by German U-boat warfare. 

Efforts to resolve the situation continued throughout this period. 

British colonial authorities, the United States government, and Free 

French representatives all explored possible solutions. Proposals 

were made to secure transport, to coordinate convoy protection, 

and to prioritize the evacuation. Yet the overriding constraint 

remained the same: the Caribbean had become an active war zone, 

and shipping could not be spared without unacceptable risk. 

From Dominica to the Front 
Eventually in 1943, as Allied anti-submarine measures improved 

and convoy systems became more effective, arrangements were put 

in place to move the volunteers. Transport via U.S.-controlled 

routes was organized, and the long-delayed evacuation proceeded. 

From Dominica, the volunteers were moved onward to the United 
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States, where they underwent training and formal integration into 

the Free French Forces. 

Once deployed, many of these men served in theaters such as 

North Africa and the Middle East, contributing to the broader 

Allied war effort and to the gradual strengthening of de Gaulle‘s 

position. Their eventual service underscores the significance of 

what had been delayed: not merely a movement of individuals, but 

the reinforcement of a fragile and emerging military force. 

Seen in this light, Operation Neuland assumes a broader historical 

significance. Its success in disrupting Caribbean shipping did more 

than threaten oil supplies and commercial routes. It also, indirectly 

but materially, hindered the mobilization of Free French manpower 

at a critical stage of the war. At a time when de Gaulle‘s movement 

relied on every available recruit to establish legitimacy and 

operational capability, the loss of over a year in deploying willing 

volunteers represented a tangible setback. 

This episode illustrates the interconnected nature of global war. 

Actions taken in one theater—in this case, German submarine 

operations in the Caribbean—could reverberate across political and 

military domains far removed from their immediate targets. The 

stranded volunteers in Dominica stand as a reminder that the Battle 

of the Atlantic, and its Caribbean extension, influenced not only 

the movement of goods and fuel, but also the course of resistance, 

allegiance, and the rebuilding of national forces. 

In the end, the men who waited did fight. But they fought later 

than they might have, and under circumstances shaped in no small 

part by the unseen presence of U-boats beneath warm Caribbean 

waters. 
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Synthetic aperture sonar imagery of a German submarine 
Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/oceanexplorergov/44184404635/ (Share Alike 

2.0 Generic license) 
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CHAPTER 19 

A Legacy from Tragedy 

When the guns fell silent and the last U-boats surrendered, the 

Caribbean did not suddenly become a different sea. The water was 

still warm and clear blue; the trade winds still passed between 

islands; tankers and freighters continued to carve white wakes 

through familiar channels. 

Yet beneath the surface, and in the lives of the people who 

lived within its borders, the Caribbean had changed. A region that 

had once been treated as a distant imperial backwater had been 

drawn, unmistakably, into the center of a global war. Its waters had 

carried not only cargo and tankers, but also fire, wreckage and loss. 

What the submarines left behind was a complex legacy: 

wounds of loss and memory, new infrastructures, fresh economic 

possibilities, and a subtle but lasting shift in how the wider world 

saw the Caribbean—and how the Caribbean perceived itself. 

 
From Killing Ground to Trade Corridor 

In the immediate post-war years, the first priority was simply 

to restore normal life. Convoy systems were phased out; blackout 

regulations were relaxed; civilian shipping companies tried to 

resume more flexible routes. But nothing returned exactly to the 

way it had been before 1940. 

The Battle of the Caribbean had accelerated a set of changes 

that would outlast the war. 
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At the global level, governments and shipping companies drew 

hard lessons from the U-boat campaign. Navigation and 

communication practices were overhauled, as radio discipline, 

routing procedures, and emergency signaling were tightened and 

brought under stricter, more uniform standards. 

Safety requirements for merchant ships were also 

fundamentally revised. Lifeboats, life-rafts, emergency drills, and 

fire-fighting equipment could no longer be treated as afterthoughts 

but became central elements of ship design and operation. The 

experiences of men who escaped burning tankers or sinking 

freighters in Caribbean waters fed directly into these reforms, 

giving them an immediate and practical edge. 

Convoy doctrine, although no longer required in peacetime, 

left behind a significant institutional legacy. It fostered closer 

coordination among navies, coast guards, and merchant fleets, 

embedding habits of joint planning and mutual support that 

outlived the war itself. 

Wartime practices of sharing information between British, 

American, and Dutch authorities in the region helped shape post-

war arrangements for maritime cooperation. Systems that begun as 

emergency responses to a submarine threat evolved into more 

permanent frameworks for managing sea lanes, responding to 

crises, and maintaining security in an increasingly interconnected 

maritime world. 

At the regional level, the Caribbean‗s role in global trading 

patterns was quietly redefined. The routes that had once been war 

corridors and tanker remained essential to Atlantic commerce. But 

improvements in navigation, radar, communications and port 

facilities made them more efficient and, in normal circumstances, 

safer. 
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The irony was stark. The same waters that had claimed so 

many ships in 1942–43 became, in the post-war decades, some of 

the busiest and most regularized shipping corridors in the world. 

The ―warm graveyard‖ of fire and wreckage gave way to a 

humming highway of oil, ore, containers and cruise ships. 

 
Foundations of Tourism 

One of the most visible legacies of the U-boat campaign lay 

not at sea but on land. The need to patrol, supply, and protect, the 

Caribbean drove a massive program of base- building that carved 

airfields out of cane fields and hillsides, dredged and enlarged 

harbors to receive escorts and transports, and stretched networks 

of communications—radio stations, cables, and radar sites— 

between the islands and the mainland. 

These installations were built for war. Many stayed to shape 

the peace. 

In the years after 1945, governments and local authorities 

faced a choice, abandon these expensive constructions, or put them 

to new use. Across the region, many of the wartime airfields found 

a second life, including: 

• Runways that had once launched patrol bombers became the 

first civilian airports, handling small passenger planes and, later, jet 

airliners. 

• Barracks and base housing were converted into 

administrative buildings, schools or housing estates. 

• Harbor improvements remained, allowing bigger ships to 

dock and opening the way for new forms of maritime traffic. 

This transition coincided with another global shift: the rise of 

mass tourism. For people in North America and Europe, the 
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Caribbean‗s image began to change, from a name in war reports 

about burning tankers to a place of beaches, sunshine and leisure. 

Tourist brochures never mentioned U-boats. They showed 

palm trees and cruise ships, not refineries and escort vessels. Yet 

many of the planes that carried early tourists to the islands landed 

on runways poured by wartime engineers. Many cruise ships 

followed routes once used by convoys, gliding safely over wrecks 

that had gone down in the very waters they now marketed as 

―paradise.‖ 

In this sense, there was a direct, if rarely acknowledged, line 

between wartime tragedy and post-war prosperity. The battle to 

secure Caribbean shipping had laid the physical groundwork for a 

new industry that would come to dominate many island economies. 

 
Wrecks to Reefs 

The U-boat campaign left another enduring legacy, hidden 

below the surface. 

Dozens of ships sunk in Caribbean and near-Caribbean waters 

during the war still lie on the seabed: tankers, cargo ships, coasters, 

tugs. Some rest in deep water, out of reach; others lie in shallower 

depths, where coral and marine life have turned rusting hulls into 

vibrant ecosystems. 

Over time, divers and fishermen mapped these wrecks. What 

had been war graves became, cautiously and respectfully, sites of 

underwater exploration: 

• In some islands, wrecks have become famous dive sites, 

drawing visitors interested in both marine life and wartime history. 

• Local guides tell stories of ―the ship that was torpedoed 

here,‖ blending historical fact with dockside lore. 
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• Marine archaeologists, working carefully, have documented 

hulls, cargo remnants and even personal items left on the seabed, 

adding detail to the written record of which ships were lost where. 

This underwater archive is double-edged. It preserves 

fragments of the past in haunting form: twisted metal, and jagged 

hulls, sometimes still bearing the outline of a ship‗s name. It also 

supports new life: coral reefs, schools of fish, entire micro-

ecosystems flourishing on the bones of war. 

For the region, these wrecks have become a literal submerged 

heritage, connecting present-day economic activities with memories 

of a time when the sea was a fount of fear, not fun and frolic. 

 
Silence and the Seamen’s War 

Not all legacies are physical. Some are carried in stories, and in 

the gaps where stories ought to be. 

For many years after the war, the Caribbean U-boat campaign 

remained a relatively quiet chapter in the wider story of World War 

II. Global attention focused on big land battles and famous 

campaigns, and not to tanker and tonnage sinkings in the waters of 

the Caribbean Sea. 

Merchant seamen around the world experienced much the 

same neglect. They had sailed without uniforms, often under flags 

of convenience, and their deaths did not always register cleanly in 

military records. Caribbean seamen who survived torpedoes and 

lifeboat ordeals returned with vivid memories but without any 

formal acknowledgment of their service. 

In island communities, the memory of the war at sea persisted 

in more local forms: 

• Names on plaques and gravestones: ―lost at sea due to enemy 

action,‖ ―missing presumed drowned.‖ 
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• Stories told in rum shops and at family gatherings, of the 

uncle who never came back, the father who survived two sinkings, 

the neighbor who worked as a stoker and ―saw the submarines‗ 

work for himself.‖ 

• Occasional ceremonies at harbors or cenotaphs, often 

modest, sometimes folded into broader memorials for World War 

II. 

In some places, organized efforts were made decades later to 

document and honor merchant seamen. Lists like those presented 

here are part of this process. They transform scattered mentions 

into a coherent memorial, making it possible to clearly state: ―These 

are the ships on which men from the Caribbean and other areas 

perished; this is their story, and the weight of their sacrifice.‖ 

Slowly, historians began to pay more attention to the Battle of 

the Caribbean as a distinct campaign. Files such as war diaries from 

Dönitz‗s headquarters, British War Cabinet papers, U.S. Monthly 

Intelligence Reports and similar documents, were opened to 

research. Together with local records and oral histories, they 

allowed a more nuanced picture to emerge: not just of submarines 

and convoys, but of the people and islands caught between them. 

The work of remembrance remains uneven. Some wrecks are 

known and honored; others are forgotten. Some communities have 

memorials; others have only fading family stories. But the trajectory 

is clear: the ―seamen‗s war‖ in the Caribbean is increasingly 

recognized as an integral part of the region‗s, and the worlds, 

history, not a footnote. 

 
The View from the Islands 

The Caribbean‗s war at sea also fed, indirectly, into political 

and social changes that would gather pace when peace returned. 
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The conflict had exposed the region‗s strategic importance. 

Islands once treated as remote sugar colonies suddenly became 

sites of bases, refineries, airfields and negotiations between major 

powers. Local populations saw American and British forces up 

close, watched foreign governments argue over bases and rights, 

and experienced both the benefits and the disruptions of 

militarization. 

Caribbean men who served, at sea, in the merchant marine, or 

in military units abroad, returned with expanded horizons. They 

had seen other societies, fought in other continents, and 

experienced, often sharply, both camaraderie and discrimination. 

Many found that the experience altered their view of empire and 

their expectations of what life at home should be like. 

While it would be an oversimplification to say that the U- boat 

war ―caused‖ post-war decolonization, it formed one strand in a 

broader process of change. The conflict underscored the economic 

centrality of petroleum, bauxite, and shipping to the colonial 

powers, and people in the region understood that their labor and 

territory had been essential to Allied survival. 

The direct experience of loss and danger in their own waters 

also reshaped perceptions. Many in the Caribbean came to see that 

their region was not merely a distant backdrop to global events but 

an active participant whose sacrifices and contributions mattered. 

At the same time, the wartime buildup of infrastructure and 

bases left a lasting imprint on the landscape. New airfields, ports, 

and military facilities altered local economies and patterns of 

employment, tying island societies more closely to global strategic 

and commercial networks. 

Crucially, many of these installations were under American 

rather than European control, and their presence began to shift the 
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balance of outside influence in the region. The old pattern of 

exclusive European dominance gave way to a more complex 

arrangement, in which U.S. power, local expectations, and emerging 

nationalist movements all interacted in shaping the Caribbean‗s 

post-war trajectory. 

In the decades after the war, movements for self- government 

and independence gathered strength across the Caribbean, and 

indeed, the world. Veterans, seamen and those who had lived 

through the wartime years often played roles, directly or indirectly, 

in those movements. The memory of being central to a global 

conflict made it harder to accept being treated as second-class 

citizens in their own homes when peace returned. 

 
Rewriting the Sea 

As the twentieth century moved on, the image of the 

Caribbean in the outside world shifted decisively. The region that 

had once been a wartime shipping corridor, lined with refineries 

and patrolled by escorts, was rebranded as a holiday destination. 

Cruise ships that glided into ports like Bridgetown, St. 

George‗s, Castries, Willemstad and Port of Spain sailed over routes 

once stalked by U-boats. Passengers on deck saw the same island 

silhouettes that wartime lookouts had scanned for signs of danger, 

and utilized as location signposts. The difference lay in the stories 

being told about those waters. 

Tourism brochures emphasized beaches, calypso, carnival and 

sunshine. Some mentioned ―rich history,‖ but understandably 

never said that this included burning tankers and submerged mass 

graves. At the same time, commercial shipping in the region grew 

more efficient and less visible to the general public as supertankers 

and container ships passed offshore, out of sight of resort beaches. 



255 

For the islands, this brought both prosperity and tension. 

Tourism offered foreign exchange, jobs and development, but it 

also risked simplifying the region‗s identity in the eyes of visitors. 

The deeper history, the indigenous Caribbean, slavery, plantation 

economies, migration, and the wartime battles at sea, could easily 

be overshadowed by images of cocktails and sunsets. 

Against this simplification, this book represents a counter- 

current. By recounting the U-boat war in the Caribbean through 

historical records, we offer a clearer understanding of the region‗s 

underlying complexity. 

Readers are gently reminded that beneath the surface of 

―paradise‖ lies a layered history in which our warm waters were 

once sites of ferocious struggle. 

In recent years, some forms of tourism have begun to engage 

more directly with this past: heritage trails, museum exhibits, 

battlefield and wreck-diving excursions. Where handled 

thoughtfully, they link economic activity with education, inviting 

visitors to see the Caribbean not just as a backdrop for leisure, but 

as a place where global history was made. 

 
The Afterlife of Records 

One of the most striking legacies of the Caribbean U-boat 

campaign is the very fact that we can reconstruct it in such detail. 

During the war, documents were urgent and immediate, 

including: 

• Dönitz‗s BdU war diaries, written to guide operations and 

justify decisions. 

• British War Cabinet papers, stamped ―Secret‖ and circulated 

to a small circle of ministers and officials. 

• American Monthly Intelligence Reports, compiled for 

officers grappling with crises in multiple theaters. 
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All of these documents were originally classified as top secret 

or otherwise restricted, and at the time unauthorized possession 

could have resulted in imprisonment, or even execution. 

None were intended as future sources for historians, and 

certainly not for a narrative like this that integrates German, British, 

American and Caribbean viewpoints. Yet decades later, they have 

become essential tools for understanding what happened and why. 

Their afterlife is part of the legacy. The fact that we can now 

read BdU‗s assessments of Caribbean operations, set them 

alongside War Cabinet concerns about tanker losses, compare them 

with U.S. intelligence trends, and include Caribbean perspectives 

and local records, allows us to see the campaign in four distinct 

dimensions. 

As far as we are aware, this may be the first book on the topic 

to offer such a comprehensive overview. 

It also allows a kind of belated dialogue between voices that 

never met: a German staff officer noting ―favorable results in 

western Atlantic, a British minister worrying about fuel reserves, an 

American analyst plotting U-boat density, and a Caribbean family 

mourning the loss of a loved one. 

Bringing these strands together, as this book does, represents a 

particularly high form of legacy work. It aims to draw the 

Caribbean U-boat war out of the margins of national histories and 

set it where it properly belongs: at the intersection of global 

strategy and regional development. 

Sources for this chapter include contemporary reporting, casualty and loss compilations, and regional 

documentation used to trace memory, commemoration, and lasting effects of the campaign. 
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Inside Boarding Area, Piarco International Airport 
Source: Wikimedia.org 
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EPILOGUE:  

SWORDS TO PLOUGHSHARES 

This concluding segment is not intended to diminish or discredit 

the achievements or pride of Caribbean governments and peoples, 

or our outstanding contribution to regional development. What 

follows is simply an attempt to trace the historical record as 

accurately as possible, and follow the dots, as it were. With this 

clarification made, we can now turn to the content. 

 
Infrastructure Dividend 

Without diminishing the role of regional agency, it is clear that 

much of the foundational infrastructure for modern tourism 

development in the Caribbean was not financed by newly emerging 

nations, but resulted from a massive infrastructure dividend from 

the Second World War. In biblical terms, it was a case of ―turning 

swords into ploughshares‖: installations originally built to wage war 

against German U-boats were repurposed into exceptional civilian 

transport and hospitality facilities afterwards. 

In this sense, the transition from strategic military outposts to 

international vacation destinations stands as one of the most 

distinctive, yet least acknowledged, collateral effects of the U-boat 

Battle in the Caribbean. 

This outlook suggests that, after a brief period of strategic 

urgency, the Caribbean (somewhat unexpectedly) received a vast 

infrastructure dividend that reshaped its post-colonial economic 

prospects. Military investment laid down the essential, high-

capacity transport links on which mass tourism would later depend, 

from runways capable of handling long-haul commercial jets, to 



259 

harbors suited to the logistical demands of large cruise ships. What 

might otherwise have taken decades to build through constrained 

colonial or early independent budgets was compressed into a few 

wartime years. 

The immediate availability of advanced facilities meant that, by 

the 1950s and 1960s, the region already possessed a network of 

public assets ideally matched to the rise of mass tourism. Tactical 

requirements for long-range patrol bombers such as radar-equipped 

B-24s demanded runways of a length, strength, and layout far 

beyond the needs of 1940s inter-island traffic. The result was a 

lattice of durable, high-specification airfields and supporting 

infrastructure that post-colonial governments did not have to 

finance from scratch. 

In places like Seawell in Barbados (later rebranded the 

Grantley Adams International Airport), wartime construction 

effectively leapfrogged the modest civil needs of the era. The 

robust airstrips built for heavy military aircraft replaced or rendered 

obsolete earlier facilities such as the 3,000-foot grass strip which 

existed previously in Barbados, removing the need for costly 

upgrades before the arrival of jet-age tourism. In this way, wartime 

infrastructure originally intended for anti-submarine warfare quietly 

became the backbone of the Caribbean‗s tourism boom. 

 
Case Studies in Conversion 

The conversion process drew chiefly on two categories of 

wartime assets: large-capacity airfields and modernized port 

facilities. The following analysis traces both the direct and indirect 

ways in which these installations were adapted for civilian use. 

Comparable patterns can be seen at similar sites on other islands, 

including Antigua, Grenada, and others. 
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St. Lucia: Beane Air Force Base to Hewanorra International Airport  

The transformation of Beane Air Force Base (Beane Field) in 

St. Lucia is one of the clearest illustrations of the ―Swords to 

Ploughshares‖ thesis. Built near Vieux Fort in 1941, it was activated 

by the United States Army Air Forces to provide air cover and 

search capacity in the campaign against German U-boats. Operated 

by the U.S. military until its closure in 1949, the base was later 

refurbished and converted for civilian use, eventually emerging as 

Hewanorra International Airport (UVF), the island‗s principal long-

haul gateway. 

The site‗s surviving military features still bear witness to its 

wartime origins and robust design. A now-disused northeast–

southwest runway, separate from the main east– west strip, along 

with several concrete dispersal pads, remains visible, though in 

deteriorated condition. Together, they reflect a core principle of 

wartime airbase planning: redundancy and dispersal, intended to 

keep operations functioning under attack. 

What might appear excessive in a purely commercial context—

a sprawling footprint, multiple runways, and wide areas of 

hardstanding—proved highly advantageous in the long run. The 

original military specifications ensured that the primary runway was 

constructed to demanding standards and that there was ample 

surrounding land for later civilian expansion, including terminals, 

cargo areas, and support facilities. In effect, today‗s UVF operates 

atop a military blueprint engineered for strategic resilience, which 

later became ideal for the growth of long-haul tourism. 

The post-war renaming of the airport to Hewanorra, a 

Kalinago term meaning ―Land of the Iguana,‖ adds another layer of 

significance. It marks not only the conversion of a strategic military 
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outpost into a civilian gateway, but also the symbolic reclamation of 

the site into the island‗s own historical and cultural narrative. 

 

Trinidad & Tobago: Piarco Aerodrome and Naval Installations 

Trinidad‗s Piarco Aerodrome, opened in 1931, and was already 

in operation before the U-boats invaded its waters in 1942. 

However World War II provided the decisive impulse for its 

expansion and modernization far beyond its original civilian role. 

During the conflict, the airfield was heavily utilized by the Royal 

Navy‗s Fleet Air Arm as RNAS Piarco (or HMS Goshawk), 

transforming it into a key operational base in the regional 

campaign. 

To cope with wartime demands, the existing 3,000-foot paved 

runway was rapidly extended to 5,000 feet in length and 150 feet in 

width by 1941, with additional cross runways and dispersal areas 

constructed to handle increased traffic and provide resilience under 

threat. This accelerated development set Piarco on a permanent 

path of growth. Even after its return to civil control, its strategic 

significance ensured continuing investment: the runway was 

lengthened to 7,000 feet in 1947, and again between 1958 and 1959 

to an impressive 9,500 feet. 

These capacities were designed to accommodate the largest 

post-war commercial airliners, including aircraft such as the Boeing 

747, firmly establishing Piarco International Airport (POS) as a 

primary hub and operational base for Caribbean aviation and 

tourism. Because so much of this upgrading originated in wartime 

funding and strategic planning, Trinidad emerged from the conflict 

with an air transport facility capable of serving as a central logistical 

and passenger node for the region almost immediately. 
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Furthermore, Trinidad was the focal point of the political 

conflict over the Chaguaramas Naval Station. Prime Minister Dr. 

Eric Williams's demands for the return of the leased base 

exemplified how the geopolitical contest over military sites 

accelerated the transfer of valuable naval facilities to an 

independent government. 

 

Barbados: Seawell Runway and Bridgetown Port 

Barbados offers a prime example of an essential infrastructure 

gift provided through wartime necessity, even though it was not 

formally part of the Destroyers-for- Bases lease agreement. 

Barbados was not chosen as a base site, but its Seawell Airport was 

made available to the Americans to enable the extension of 

antisubmarine air coverage activities. 

The key contribution of the U.S. presence was highly specific 

and economically invaluable. U.S. Army engineers extended the 

existing runway from a limited 3,000 feet to 5,000 feet and, most 

importantly, laid down a hard surface. This provided a durable, 

high-quality civil aviation foundation, the so-called "gift of the hard 

surface", which accelerated the subsequent development of what 

became Seawell International Airport in 1956. Subsequently 

renamed the Grantley Adams International Airport (BGI), the 

facility continues to serve as a critical link in the region's aviation 

infrastructure, built directly upon the foundation established by 

wartime necessity. 

The logistical imperative that drove this military construction 

also shaped the future of Bridgetown Harbor. 

For over three centuries, Bridgetown required large ships to 

anchor in Carlisle Bay, relying on the inefficient, labor- intensive 
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lightering system to transfer cargo and passengers to the Wharf at 

the Careenage. 

The immense logistical strain of efficiently handling massive 

wartime and post-war shipping confirmed that this system was a 

critical bottleneck. The construction of the Bridgetown Deep 

Water Harbor, which commenced in June 1957, was the delayed 

but direct strategic response to the modern logistical needs 

identified during the war era. 

The project cost approximately ten million US dollars in 1957, 

and was financed through the combination of a grant from the 

British government and public borrowing in London. This sum 

would be roughly equivalent to US$114,350,000.00 in 2026, after 

taking account of cumulative inflation. The port expansion project 

also included the land reclamation of Pelican Island, which added 

more than 90 acres to the mainland. 

This facility was completed in 1961, and immediately 

eliminated logistical issues previously experienced in the tourism 

industry. Modern mass tourism requires the fast, efficient transfer 

of containerized goods to supply resorts, alongside the smooth 

movement of large volumes of cruise passengers. The deep-water 

facility drastically reduced these challenges, making Barbados a 

hyper-competitive destination, now welcoming approximately 

800,000 cruise visitors annually. 

The Barbados example shows that even after receiving an 

infrastructure dividend, Caribbean governments still made 

substantial investments in the projects that ensued. 

 
Hosting Former Adversaries 

One of the most striking outcomes of the ―swords into 

ploughshares‖ conversion lies in the identity of today‗s visitors. The 

mature Caribbean tourism industry is deliberately tailored to attract, 
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and now depends upon, travellers from the very countries that 

once fought over the region or built its wartime infrastructure: the 

United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and the nations of 

Western Europe. 

Among them are tourists from former adversary states as well, 

such as Germany and Italy, whose U-boats once hunted in these 

same warm waters. The steady flow of international holidaymakers 

marks a complete inversion of strategic purpose, replacing wartime 

pressure and occupation with reciprocal economic exchange and 

unique cultural contact. High-capacity air travel, underpinned by 

runways and support systems first laid down for military reasons, 

has made this global circulation of people possible. 

 
Military Necessity to Tourism Opportunity 

Taken together, the historical and economic record supports a 

clear conclusion: the modern Caribbean tourism sector is, in 

important respects, a collateral outcome of the Second World War. 

Between 1940 and 1945, Allied requirements for long-range 

antisubmarine operations drove the creation of durable, high-value 

capital assets—jet-capable runways, deep-water ports, and the road 

networks that linked them to hinterlands and urban centers. 

In the post-war years, these installations were gradually 

transferred to local control, occasionally after sustained nationalist 

campaigns. Once reassigned, they became a crucial platform for the 

region‗s reorientation toward a service-based, tourism-led economy. 

Viewed from this angle, the United States and its allies 

effectively provided a substantial, if unintended, infrastructure 

subsidy that accelerated the Caribbean‗s entry into the age of 

international jet travel and mass cruise tourism. That support did 

not take the form of direct grants or development loans, but of 

structures built for strategic necessity, and later re-purposed for 
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civilian prosperity. It is, arguably, one of the most significant and 

enduring legacies of the U-boat campaign in Caribbean waters. 

 
Swords to Ploughshares 

When peace returned, the Caribbean did not simply draw a line 

under the wartime years. It absorbed their consequences—quietly, 

unevenly, and permanently. In this context, ―swords into 

ploughshares‖ does not mean that the instruments of war vanished; 

rather, it signifies that the region inherited what strategic 

imperatives had created— runways, ports, roads, and the 

organizational habits of logistics—and then bent those inheritances 

toward civilian survival and economic reinvention. 

The same airfields and harbors that now receive holidaymakers 

were originally constructed to hunt submarines. The sea lanes 

traced today by cruise itineraries were once studied for tell-tale 

wakes and periscope shadows. Even the tourist clientele expresses 

this reversal: citizens of former belligerent powers mix easily with 

those of the erstwhile Allied countries. They visit our warm waters 

not to contest or defend Caribbean borders, but to enjoy and 

consume Caribbean leisure, sights, and culture products. 

 
Enduring Echoes 

The hazards that once filled these waters did not outlast the 

war, but they left a deep imprint. As global systems of security and 

trade tightened, the oceans again became workable spaces, 

integrated more closely than ever into worldwide flows of people, 

goods, and capital. The Caribbean, having experienced the sudden 

arrival of ―wolves‖ in warm seas, learned to move from crisis to 

reconstruction, from military necessity to opportunity, from 

scarcity to the abundance and complexity of contemporary tourism. 
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The most immediate legacy of the Battle of the Caribbean was 

survival: oil safeguarded, shipping restored. Its longer- term legacy, 

however, may be the infrastructure dividend that helped shape the 

region‗s post-war landscape. The swords did not disappear; they 

were recast as ploughshares. 

Therefore beneath the sound of engines lifting from runways 

and the churn of propellers in modern harbors, a deeper resonance 

persists. It is a reminder that in the warm waters of the Caribbean, 

history can burn and still be transforming—leaving behind not only 

memories of danger and loss, but also the material foundations of a 

new prosperity. 
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SELECTED SOURCES AND ARCHIVES 

This book is built primarily from contemporary operational 

records, official reporting, and selected survivor testimony. The list 

below is descriptive rather than exhaustive; it is intended to guide 

further research and to clarify the documentary foundations used 

throughout the manuscript 

German Naval Records  

• BdU (Befehlshaber der U-Boote) war diaries/KTB excerpts 

and operational signals, including materials associated with Admiral 

Karl Dönitz‗s headquarters.  

• U-boat war diaries (KTB) and patrol reporting used for 

operational chronology, geographic positioning, and intent. Typical 

repositories: Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv (Germany) and 

published/translated documentary compilations. 

United States Records  

• U.S. Monthly Intelligence Reports and related naval 

intelligence summaries used for threat assessment, defensive 

adaptation, and theater-wide framing.  

• U.S. Navy and Army Air Forces operational summaries, anti-

submarine warfare (ASW) reporting, and base 

construction/operations documentation. Typical repositories: U.S. 

National Archives (NARA), Naval History and Heritage Command 

(NHHC), and service historical offices. 

United Kingdom and Colonial Records  

• War Cabinet and Chiefs of Staff papers, including 

memoranda on Caribbean oil, refinery protection, and 

regional strategic priorities.  

• Colonial Office and related interdepartmental papers on base 

facilities, civil defense, and wartime administration.  
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• West India Commission report and associated wartime 

economic and infrastructure assessments. Typical repositories: The 

National Archives (UK), including CAB, CO, and related series. 

Caribbean and Commonwealth Perspectives  

• Port authority records, local reporting, and compiled ship- 

attack datasets used to connect operational events to island- level 

impact.  

• Materials concerning Caribbean merchant seamen, casualties, 

and postwar memory (including Commonwealth service links 

where applicable). 

Survivor Testimony and Oral History  

• Survivor and eyewitness testimony collections used sparingly 

and explicitly, particularly where they illuminate sequence, 

conditions of survival, or immediate local response.  

• The Log Book Project and comparable curated testimony 

sources (where cited in-text). 

Secondary Works and Syntheses  

Selected naval histories and campaign studies used for 

corroboration, context, and analytical positioning. These 

secondary sources are not treated as primary evidence but as 

interpretive support where they align with the documentary 

record. 
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APPENDIX A 

Convoy Codes and Caribbean Routing 

The introduction of convoying in the Caribbean during 1942–1943 

required the rapid creation and standardization of routing systems 

that could accommodate oil traffic, inter-island trade, and long-haul 

movements to and from North America and the Atlantic theaters. 

Unlike the North Atlantic, where convoy systems had been refined 

earlier in the war, Caribbean convoying had to be built while under 

active attack. 

This appendix summarizes the logic, structure, and operational 

implications of convoy codes and routing as they were applied in 

the Caribbean theater. 

1. Purpose of Convoy Codes 

Convoy codes served three primary operational functions: 

i). Identification: 

To distinguish groups of ships operating together under escort 

from independently sailing vessels.  

ii). Routing Control: 

To manage traffic flow through defined sea lanes, chokepoints, 

and port approaches, particularly where oil tanker movements were 

concentrated.  

iii). Command and Coordination: 

To allow naval and air commands to synchronize escort 

availability, patrol coverage, and port scheduling without 

broadcasting sensitive information openly. 

Codes were functional tools rather than secret ciphers; their 

value lay in administrative clarity and disciplined execution rather 

than concealment alone. 
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2. Structure of Caribbean Convoy Designations 

Caribbean convoys generally followed letter-based systems 

indicating: 

• Point of origin  

•  

While specific designations varied by period and command 

authority, convoy naming conventions typically reflected: 

• Northbound oil traffic toward the United States 

and Atlantic convoy junctions  

• Southbound and inter-island traffic supplying 

refineries, ports, and military bases  

• Feeder convoys linking smaller ports to major 

assembly points 

Because the Caribbean was administered through multiple 

Allied commands, convoy nomenclature was not always uniform 

across the entire basin, particularly during the early months of 

implementation. 

3. Routing Logic and Geographic Constraints 

Convoy routing in the Caribbean was shaped by geography as 

much as enemy threat. 

Key factors included: 

• Island chains and shallow shelves, which restricted 

maneuvering room and influenced escort tactics  

• Narrow passages between islands, which created 

predictable transit points vulnerable to attack  

• Proximity to land, which complicated sonar use 

but improved opportunities for air coverage 

Routing often balanced the desire to avoid predictable tracks 

against the practical necessity of passing through limited 

navigational corridors. 
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4. Escort Availability and Convoy Size 

Early Caribbean convoys were frequently limited by escort 

scarcity rather than shipping availability. As a result: 

• Convoys were sometimes smaller than ideal  

•  Sailing schedules were irregular  

• Some ships continued to sail independently longer 

than established strategy preferred 

As escort numbers increased and air coverage expanded, 

convoy sizes stabilized and routing became more standardized, 

reducing opportunities for U-boats to exploit isolated targets. 

5. Convoy Codes as Indicators of Adaptation 

The gradual regularization of convoy codes and routes 

provides a measurable indicator of Allied adaptation. 

By mid-1943: 

 Convoy sailings became more predictable to Allied 

planners but less exploitable by attackers 

 Coordination between naval escorts and air patrols 

improved  

 Losses along established routes declined sharply 

Convoy codes thus function not merely as administrative 

labels, but as evidence of the transition from reactive defense to 

systemized control of sea space. 

6. Operational Consequences 

The implementation of convoy routing in the Caribbean 

produced several lasting effects: 

 Reduced exposure of high-value shipping, particularly 

tankers  

 Improved response times to sightings and attacks  

Greater integration of regional commands  
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 Higher compliance with blackout, speed, and sailing 

discipline 

Although convoying imposed costs in time and flexibility, its 
cumulative effect was decisive in reducing U-boat effectiveness in 
the region. 

 
Editorial Note 

This appendix is intended to clarify how convoy systems 

functioned in practice, rather than to provide an exhaustive list of 

convoy codes. The operational value of convoying lay not in the 

terminology itself, but in the disciplined application of routing, 

escort, and coordination principles across the Caribbean theater. 
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APPENDIX B 

Commanders and Boats in the Caribbean 

This appendix identifies German U-boats and commanders 

most directly associated with operations in the Caribbean theater 

during the peak period of activity (1942–1943). It is intended as a 

reference aid, not an exhaustive roster of every boat that transited 

Caribbean waters. 

Only boats with documented patrol activity, attacks, or 
confirmed presence in the region are included. 

 
1. Purpose and Scope 
The Caribbean campaign involved a relatively limited number 

of U-boats compared with the North Atlantic, but those boats 

operated with disproportionate effect due to: 

 proximity to shore and ports  

 concentration of oil traffic  

 delayed Allied defensive adaptation 

This appendix provides: 

 Commander identification  

 boat designation  

 general operational role within the Caribbean theater 

Detailed patrol tracks and individual sinkings are addressed in 

narrative chapters and attack tables elsewhere. 

 

2. Principal U-boats and Commanders 
 
U-161 
Commander: Kapitänleutnant Albrecht Achilles  

 Notes: One of the most audacious boats in the Caribbean; 

responsible for harbor penetration attacks, including 
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Castries, St. Lucia. Operated aggressively in near-shore 

waters and demonstrated the psychological impact of 

harbor strikes. 

U-156 

Commander: Kapitänleutnant Werner Hartenstein   

 Notes: Active in the wider Atlantic-Caribbean interfaces; 

associated with operations near oil routes and tanker traffic. 

Later involved in the Laconia incident outside the 

Caribbean, illustrating the blurred boundaries of theaters. 

U-67 

Commander: Kapitänleutnant Günther Müller- Stockheim 

 Notes: Operated in Caribbean approaches; contributed to 

early pressure on Allied shipping during the initial offensive 

phase. 

U-129 

Commander: Kapitänleutnant Nicolai Clausen  

 Notes: Conducted patrols targeting shipping routes 

connecting the Caribbean with the Atlantic convoy system. 

U-502 

Commander: Kapitänleutnant Jürgen von Rosenstiel  

 Notes: Active during the early Caribbean offensive; 

participated in attacks near refinery-linked tanker routes. 

U-510 

Commander: Kapitänleutnant Alfred Eick  

 Notes: Later-phase operations; reflected the declining 

effectiveness of U-boats as Allied defenses hardened. 
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U-615 

Commander: Kapitänleutnant Ralph Kapitzky  

 Notes: Represented late-war persistence in Caribbean 
operations despite increasing Allied air dominance; 
ultimately killed, illustrating the shift in tactical balance. 

 
3. Command Characteristics 
Caribbean operations favored commanders who were: 

 willing to operate close to land  

 prepared to accept shallow-water risk  

 attentive to harbor lighting, navigation aids, and routine 

behavior 

Aggressiveness alone did not define success. The most 
effective commanders combined audacity with precise spatial 
awareness and careful escape planning. 

 
4. The Caribbean as a Distinct Operational Test 
The theater tested U-boat doctrine under conditions different 

from the open Atlantic: 

 reduced maneuvering depth  

 increased visibility  

 greater air threat once Allied adaptation accelerated 

Commanders who achieved early success did so before these 
constraints were fully addressed by Allied forces. Later operations 
demonstrate diminishing returns despite continued effort. 

 
5. Limitations of the List 

This appendix does not: 

 rank Commanders by tonnage  

 assess personal leadership beyond operational context 

 include boats that merely transited without action 
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Its purpose is to anchor names and boats for readers 

encountering them throughout the text, enhancing clarity and 

continuity. 
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APPENDIX C 

Attack Areas and Ship Loss Tables 

This appendix consolidates geographic attack patterns and 

representative ship losses in the Caribbean theater during World 

War II. It is intended to support the narrative chapters by 

providing spatial and quantitative context, not to serve as an 

exhaustive ledger of all sinkings. 

The emphasis is on where attacks occurred, what types of 
ships were targeted, and what these patterns reveal about the 
evolution of the U-boat campaign and the Allied response. 

 
1. Purpose and Method 
The Caribbean campaign generated a large volume of discrete 

attack reports across multiple jurisdictions and reporting systems. 

Rather than reproducing a comprehensive list—which would 

obscure patterns through sheer volume—this appendix presents: 

 Primary attac

Representative ship losses, illustrating typical targets 

and outcomes  

 Sequential clustering, highlighting peaks and declines in 

activity 

Data summarized here draws from wartime operational 
reporting, intelligence summaries, and postwar compilations used 
throughout the book. 

 
2. Principal Attack Areas 
Southern Caribbean Oil Zone 

 Waters off Trinidad, Aruba, Curaçao, and adjacent 

tanker routes  

 Primary targets: oil tankers and refinery-linked 

shipping 
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 Characterized by early concentration of losses and 

rapid Allied defensive escalation 

Eastern Caribbean Island Approaches 

 St. Lucia, Martinique, Dominica, Barbados approaches 

Included harbor and near-harbor attacks  

 High psychological impact due to proximity to civilian 

populations 

Greater Antilles Routes 

 Jamaica, Hispaniola (Dominican Republic, not 

Dominica), Puerto Rico approaches  

 Mixed cargo and passenger traffic  

 Increasing air patrol coverage reduced U-boat freedom 

of action over time 

Gulf–Caribbean Interface 

 Routes linking the Caribbean to the Gulf of Mexico 

and Florida Straits  

 Transitional zone where Atlantic and Caribbean 

operations overlapped  

 Target density remained high due to strategic necessity 

of oil flow 

3. Representative Ship Loss Table (Selected) 

Ship Name Type Location Date Outcome 

SS Umtata Passenger/Freighter 
Castries 

Harbor, St. 

Lucia 

March 

1942 
Sunk at 

anchor 

HMCS Lady 

Nelson 
Passenger Liner 

Castries 

Harbor, St. 

Lucia 

March 

1942 

Sunk 

(later 

salvaged) 
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Ship Name Type Location Date Outcome 

SS 

Pedernales 
Oil Tanker Off Aruba 

February 

1942 
Heavily 

damaged 

SS British 

Consul 
Oil Tanker 

Caribbean 

Sea 
February 

1942 
Sunk 

SS San 

Nicolas 
Oil Tanker 

Southern 

Caribbean 
February 

1942 
Sunk 

Note: Table is illustrative rather than exhaustive. Full attack lists 

are preserved in archival sources referenced in the Selected 

Sources and Archives section. 
. 
4. Chronological Patterns 

 Early 1942: Sharp spike in losses following 

the launch of German offensive operations into 

Caribbean waters Mid-1942: Continued losses, but 

with growing signs of Allied adjustment 

 Late 1942–1943: Noticeable decline in 

successful attacks as convoying, air patrols, and port 

defenses tightened  

 1944: Residual U-boat presence with limited 

operational effect 

These patterns reinforce the narrative conclusion that the 
Caribbean campaign followed a clear arc: surprise, exploitation, 
adaptation, and containment. 

 
5. Interpretation and Limits 
Attack data alone cannot explain outcomes. A single harbor 

attack could have greater strategic and psychological effect than 

multiple open-sea sinkings. Likewise, declining loss figures do not 

always indicate reduced effort; they may reflect improved defense. 
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This appendix should therefore be read in conjunction with 
narrative chapters, not as a standalone measure of campaign 
intensity. 

 
6. Importance of These Tables 
Quantitative summaries: 

 anchor the narrative in verifiable events  

 reveal geographic concentration of risk  

 illustrate how quickly operational conditions changed 

They also underscore a central theme of this book: the 

Caribbean was not a peripheral battleground, but a contested space 

where loss, learning, and adaptation unfolded rapidly and visibly. 
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APPENDIX D 

Caribbean Seamen in the U-boat War 

This appendix addresses the role, exposure, and postwar invisibility 

of Caribbean seamen who served aboard merchant vessels during 

the U-boat campaign. Their participation was central to the 

operation of Allied supply lines, yet their contribution has often 

been under- documented in standard naval histories. 

The purpose here is not to individualize every service record, 

but to establish presence, pattern, and consequence. 

1. Scope and Context 

By the outbreak of World War II, the Caribbean had already 

supplied maritime labor to the British merchant fleet for 

generations. Sailors from Jamaica, Barbados, Trinidad, the 

Windward Islands, and British Guiana were routinely employed on: 

 tankers moving refined petroleum products  

 cargo vessels serving inter-island and transatlantic 

routes  

 passenger ships linking the Caribbean with North 

America and Britain 

When the U-boat war expanded into the Caribbean, these 

seamen found themselves on the front line of a modern industrial 

conflict, often without the training and equipment afforded to 

uniformed combatants. 

2. Conditions of Service 

Caribbean seamen served under conditions shaped by both 

wartime risk and colonial labor structures. 
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Common features included: 

 long voyages with limited shore leave  

 assignment to high-risk routes, particularly tanker 

traffic  

 uneven access to safety equipment and training 

 exposure to attack without the legal status of naval 

combatants 

Despite these conditions, Caribbean sailors remained essential 

to maintaining shipping flow during periods when losses were 

severe and crew shortages acute. 

3. Casualties and Exposure 

Exact casualty figures for Caribbean seamen are difficult to 

isolate. As discussed in Chapter 10 (Caribbean Seamen in the U-

boat War), the challenge is structural: crew lists did not consistently 

record nationality in detail, colonial laborers were often grouped 

administratively with "British" crews, and postwar accounting. 

Readers are referred to Chapter 10 for more details. 

Nevertheless, surviving records confirm that Caribbean sailors 

were present on a significant proportion of vessels attacked in 

regional waters, including tankers, freighters, and passenger ships 

sunk or damaged near shore. 

Their exposure was intensified by: 

 proximity to oil cargoes, which increased fire risk 

 attacks occurring close to land, where survival did not 

guarantee safety  

 limited medical care following rescue 

4. Survival and Memory 

Survivors often returned not to recognition, but to 

indifference 

In small Caribbean communities: 
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 news of sinkings spread quickly  

 the absence of a sailor was immediately felt  

 survivors carried visible and invisible scars 

Yet formal acknowledgment lagged. Many Caribbean seamen 

received: 

 delayed or incomplete compensation  

 limited access to postwar veterans‗ benefits  

 little public recognition for wartime service 

Their war was often remembered privately rather than 

institutionally. 

5. Testimony and Reconstruction 

Where survivor testimony exists, it reinforces several recurring 

themes: 

 sudden violence following routine work  

 the terror of burning fuel on water  

 long hours or days awaiting rescue  

 the difficulty of explaining these experiences afterward 

Such testimony, preserved in later interviews and archival 

projects, provides essential balance to operational narratives that 

might otherwise reduce the war to routes and tonnage. 

6. The Postwar Disappearance from Narrative 

As the Caribbean entered the postwar era, attention shifted 

rapidly toward: 

 economic recovery  

 infrastructure development  

 the growth of tourism 

In this transition, the contribution of merchant seamen— 

particularly colonial and Caribbean sailors—was seldom 

foregrounded. Their labor had been mobile, transitory, and 
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therefore easy to overlook once ships were repaired and routes 

reopened. 

This appendix serves as a corrective reminder: the war at sea 

was carried not only by steel and fuel, but by people—many of 

whom returned home without public acknowledgment of the risks 

they had endured. 

7. Why this is Significant 

Understanding the Caribbean U-boat campaign requires 

recognizing who stood on the decks of the ships that were struck. 

Caribbean seamen were not incidental participants. They were 

integral to: 

 sustaining Allied logistics  

 absorbing the human cost of early defensive failure 

 bridging the wartime and postwar maritime economy 

Their experience connects the operational history of the 

campaign with its social and human consequences, reinforcing one 

of the book‗s central themes: that the Caribbean war was lived as 

well as fought. 
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APPENDIX E 

Bases and Infrastructure in the Caribbean 

This appendix outlines the military infrastructure constructed or 

expanded in the Caribbean during World War II and explains its 

operational purpose during the conflict and its longer-term regional 

significance. The focus is on function and impact, not architectural 

detail. 

The facilities described here formed the physical backbone of 

the Allied response to the U-boat threat and later became central to 

the region‗s postwar economic transformation. 

1. Strategic Rationale for Caribbean Base Construction 

The expansion of U-boat operations into Caribbean waters 

exposed a fundamental Allied vulnerability: insufficient reach. Long 

distances, limited patrol endurance, and the absence of forward 

operating locations left vast areas effectively uncovered in early 

1942. 

Base construction addressed four urgent needs: 

 extended air patrol range  

 refueling and maintenance capacity  

 convoy assembly and escort staging  

 command-and-control coordination 

The Caribbean‗s geography—midway between North and 

South America and astride critical shipping lanes—made it a logical 

platform for these capabilities. 

2. Airfields and Anti-Submarine Warfare Long-range air 

patrols were among the most decisive counters to U-boat activity. 

To sustain them, the Allies constructed maintenance facilities, fuel 

storage, and crew accommodations. 
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Key developments included: 

 extension and hard-surfacing of existing airstrips  

 construction of new runways designed for patrol 

bombers 

 building dispersal pads and auxiliary fields to reduce 

vulnerability 

Aircraft such as the B-24 Liberator required runway 

specifications that far exceeded prewar civil aviation standards. 

Once constructed, these airfields provided continuous coverage 

over sea areas that had previously been unmonitored. 

3. Naval Facilities and Port Adaptation 

Ports that had functioned primarily as commercial or colonial 

administrative centers were rapidly adapted for wartime use. 

Modifications included: 

 installation of anti-submarine nets 

 creation of escort mooring and repair facilities  

 improved cargo-handling capacity for military logistics 

enhanced  

 communications and command posts 

In several cases, port defenses lagged behind operational need, 

leaving harbors exposed early in the campaign. Subsequent 

upgrades reflected lessons learned through direct attack and loss. 

4. Bases and Political Context 

Much of the Caribbean base network was shaped by wartime 

agreements and strategic necessity, rather than long-term regional 

planning. 

Key features of this context included: 

 temporary basing rights negotiated under wartime 

pressure 
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 rapid construction timelines driven by operational 

urgency  

 limited initial consultation with local populations 

These factors contributed to postwar political debates about 

sovereignty, control, and the future use of military installations 

once the U-boat threat had receded. 

5. Infrastructure as a Force Multiplier 

The operational effect of Caribbean bases was cumulative 

rather than immediate. 

As bases became fully operational: 

 air patrol gaps closed  

 response times to sightings improved  

 escort coordination became more reliable  

 U-boats were increasingly forced to submerge or 

withdraw 

This infrastructure did not eliminate the threat overnight, but 

it changed the cost calculus for U-boat commanders and 

accelerated their decline in successful attacks. 

6. Postwar Conversion and Legacy 

One of the most lasting legacies of wartime base construction 

was its postwar reuse. 

Facilities built for military necessity became: 

 international airports  

 deep-water ports  

 transportation hubs supporting tourism and trade 

This conversion represented a significant transfer of capital 

investment into the Caribbean economy. Infrastructure designed to 

fight a submarine war became the foundation for civilian mobility 

and the development of mass tourism. 
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7. Why Infrastructure Matters to the Campaign‘s History 

The Battle of the Caribbean cannot be understood solely 

through ship movements and engagements. It was also a contest 

over space, reach, and endurance. 

Bases and infrastructure: 

 enabled sustained Allied presence  

 transformed the operational environment  

 reshaped the region‗s postwar trajectory 

They stand as physical evidence that the Caribbean campaign 

was not marginal. It demanded—and received— large-scale 

material commitment from the Allied powers. 
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APPENDIX F 

Aruba Newspaper Report 

  

Aruba Esso News (20th Anniversary Retrospective) 

VOL. 23, Special Issue | Published by Lago Oil & Transport    

Co., Ltd. | February 16, 1962 
 
U-156 Brought War To Aruba, 
February 16, 1942 
 
The roar of destruction shattered the quiet night. An 

explosion-ripped tanker spewed forth flaming crude oil. Crewmen 
screamed in fire-enveloped quarters. Some drowned in the flames. 
Others fled, plummeting into the water. Many died. It was 0133, 
Feb. 16, 1942. World War II had been brought to Aruba by the 
German Reich Navy U-boat 156, Kapitänleutnant Werner 
Hartenstein, commanding. 

The U-156 and Her Commander The U-156 was 

commissioned Sept. 4, 1941. Tradition, as much a part of all world 

navies, constituted the pomp in the ceremonies in which a full-

dressed Hartenstein took over the command of the submarine 

while his full-dressed crew stood rigidly at attention on the vessel's 

deck. The ceremony took place in Bremen in the yards of the 

Weser Shipbuilding Company. It was a green crew the submarine 

commander addressed. The crew knew this, and knew there would 

be many months of intensive training ahead, administered by a 

strict disciplinarian and an excellent 

mariner — personal qualities fitting a member of the German 

Weimar Republic Navy. 

There were men in the new crew who feared Hartenstein. He 

was an unsmiling taskmaster. To him, accomplishment was a 
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matter of fact, the means incidental. Hard to digest, but indicative 

of his complex character, was the "Crazy Dog" nickname his crew 

later gave him. He didn't know about this. He was a wiry, slight but 

solid frame that he unfailingly held erect. His posture was a 

manifestation of the man's soul: proper and correct. Hartenstein 

never married — he was wedded to the sea, which occupied 

officers of his thirty-some years and claimed him in the end. 

The German commander had been an artillery officer aboard 

heavy naval craft. At the beginning of World War II, he was 

transferred to the command of the submarine Jaguar. He earned 

the Iron Cross first and second class, and the German Cross in 

Gold before entering the submarine service. The U-156 was his 

first submarine command. 

Training and Crew Dr. von Bremm guided the U-156, destined 

for Kiel and much training in the months between. The training 

introduced the crew to the Spartan simplicity of submarine life. 

Everything that could happen underwater was simulated. The crew 

learned about every piece of equipment and became fully aware, if 

they hadn't before, that Hartenstein accepted nothing less than 

perfection. They operated without lights; water was allowed in 

through a hatch; they experienced engine failures; they had pump 

failures; they simulated diving and surfacing operations; 

every battle action a submarine could expect was practiced 

over and over. Often the crew did not know whether it was real or 

simulation. It was then the crew grumbled about "Crazy Dog" 

Hartenstein. 

The Officers The officers were experienced. All were ex-

officers in submarine service — eligible, qualified men with 

interesting backgrounds. Von dem Borne had joined the Waffe in 

1936, and before entering the submarine service in 1941 had flown 
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160 raids over enemy territory. He was close to a Berlin-born son 

of a World War I German field marshal and chief of staff. He had 

sunk many ships and destroyers before he was assigned to the U-

156. His most daring mission took him around the Shetland Islands 

and into the mouth of the River Thames. 

Departure for War By mid-December 1941, Hartenstein 

considered that his crew was ready and could withstand the rigors 

of a minor patrol. Christmas Eve, the U-156 cast away from her 

berth in Kiel and travelled northward toward the Kiel Canal on her 

initial run. Hartenstein's orders were to proceed up the Skagerrak to 

the vicinity of Larvik, a Norwegian seaport, and watch British 

movements. Staying seas precluded offensive action. Hartenstein's 

annoyance at not being able to strike Allied craft flushed full within 

him. 

 

Transcribed from the original Aruba Esso News, Vol. 23, Special Issue, February16, 1962.  

Published by Lago Oil & Transport Co., Ltd.  

(English text only; Original article also printed in Papiamento.) 
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APPENDIX G 

Acronyms and Abbreviations 

AA — Anti-Aircraft 

AAF — Army Air Forces (United States) 

ASDIC — Anti-Submarine Detection Investigation 

Committee, the original British name for 

sonar, a technology developed in World War I to detect 

submarines 

ASW — Anti-Submarine Warfare 

BdU — Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote (Commander of 

German Submarines) 

BGI — Grantley Adams International Airport, Barbados 

COS — Chiefs of Staff (British) 

FAA — Fleet Air Arm (Royal Navy) 

GAT — Guantánamo–Aruba–Trinidad convoy route 

GRT — Gross Registered Tonnage 

HF— High Frequency 

HF/DF — High-Frequency Direction Finding (―Huff- Duff‖) 

HMS — His/Her Majesty‗s Ship 

KTB — Kriegstagebuch (War Diary) 

LCCN — Library of Congress Control Number 

POS — Piarco International Airport, Trinidad and Tobago 

RAF — Royal Air Force 

RN — Royal Navy 

RNAS — Royal Naval Air Station 

SS — Steam Ship 

TAG — Trinidad–Aruba–Guantánamo convoy route 

TAW — Trinidad–Aruba–Key West convoy route 
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U-boat — A German submarine used in the First or Second 

World War 

U.S. — United States 

USAAF — United States Army Air Forces 

USN — United States Navy 

USAAF — United States Army Air Forces 

U.S. Navy — United States Navy 

UVF — Hewanorra International Airport, Saint Lucia 

WAT — Key West–Aruba–Trinidad convoy route 

Notes on Editorial Treatment 

Ship prefixes (HMS, SS) are included for reader clarity and 

main text 
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Notes on Editorial Treatment 

 German acronyms (BdU, KTB) are retained in original 
form, with translations supplied. 

 Convoy codes are preserved as historically standard 
identifiers. 

 Airport codes (BGI, POS, UVF) are included due to their 
analytical relevance in the Epilogue. 

 Ship prefixes (HMS, SS) are included for reader clarity and 
consistency. 

 Acronyms are expanded at first occurrence in the main text 
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Available on Amazon:  
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